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Foreword
Skippering a cruising yacht can be a very rewarding activity. You have the freedom to more or less go where you choose and have the satisfaction of a job well done when you get your yacht and crew safely to their destination.
The Day Skipper practical course is one of the most important courses in the RYA Yachtmaster Scheme. It puts the foundations in place for safe and enjoyable skippering, ensuring you and your crew get the most out of your sailing. 
Whether you are looking to gain more confidence to go on charter holidays, with no intention of going beyond Day Skipper, or are at the beginning of a grand plan to skipper large superyachts, you will reach your goal quicker and with more enjoyment if you start with a solid grounding in the skippering techniques and practical skills required.
This book covers the content of the Day Skipper practical course in enough detail to help as a pre-course read or as a reference text during and after your course.
It is full of top tips based on many hours of skippering and instructing within the RYA Yachtmaster Scheme. I hope you find it useful in progressing your sailing towards your goal.
Happy sailing!
Vaughan Marsh
RYA Chief Instructor,
Sail & Motor Cruising

Introduction
Becoming an RYA Day Skipper is an important and exciting step. It brings together the sailing experience of the RYA Competent Crew Course and the RYA Day Skipper Practical Course as well as the theory part of the RYA Day Skipper Shorebased Course. Add to this the experience of sailing on a variety of boats and you are well on your way to become a safe and confident skipper taking your family and friends on enjoyable cruising holidays. 
Being a good skipper is not difficult; it requires essential skills, knowledge, experience, patience, good communication and at times a sense of humour! Look at how easy experienced skippers often make very difficult situations appear. Essential skills include; applying the Collision Regulations (Colregs), keeping a good lookout at all times, knowledge of the weather forecast and sailing area you intend to sail in, what safety kit to carry, when and how to use it, how to deal with gear failure repairs and being able to do this all at the same time as keeping your boat, self and crew safe and happy.
It’s a bit like juggling. Tossing and catching one ball is easy, some people can do two, but it is only the skilled who achieve three or more after having learned and practised their skills over many years. 
Sounds daunting? The good news is, most of the time you will not be alone on the boat, you will have crew. However some skippers insist on trying to do everything themselves – an impossible feat. They then wonder why the crew are bored or even scared. Taking a team approach makes a cruise stress free, interesting and enjoyable for all onboard. Ensuring the crew know what they must do and how to do it makes sailing safer and more enjoyable for all.
[image: A male sailor juggling sailing equipment, including binoculars, anchor, first aid kit, food supplies, tools, water, and flares]
 

Section 1 – Practical Skills

Nautical Terms
List of Common Sailing Terms
Bear away: Turn away from the wind.
Cleat: A stationary device used to secure a rope aboard a boat.
Dodger: A hood forward of a hatch or to the side of a cockpit to protect the crew from wind and spray.
DSC: Digital Selective Calling
Fairlead: A ring or hook used to keep a line running in the correct direction or to prevent it fouling.
Flaking: Lay out a rope or chain in loose coils to prevent it tangling.
Fractional rig: A foresail that does not reach the top of the mast.
Halyard: Line used to raise the head (top) of a sail.
Head up: Change direction to point closer to the wind.
MMSI: Maritime Mobile Service Identity
Overfall: Steep and breaking sea due to opposing currents and wind in a shallow area, or strong currents over a shallow rocky seabed.
Preventer: Sail control line originating at some point on the boom leading to a fixed point on the boat's deck or rail to prevent or moderate the effects of an accidental jibe.
Propwalk: The tendency for a propeller, when rotating, to push the stern sideways. 
Ram’s horn: Hook attached to the gooseneck to aid mainsail reefing.
Reef: Temporarily reduce the area of a sail exposed to the wind.
Roller furling: Method of furling or reefing by rolling a sail around a stay or rotating spar.
Shrouds: Pieces of rigging that hold the mast up.
Spreader: A spar used to deflect the shrouds to allow them to support the mast.
Warp: Rope or cable used when moving a boat in a confined space.
Wind indicator: Swiveling device used to determine the direction of the wind in relation to the boat’s heading.
[image: A sailing yacht from above, labelled with nautical terms, including ahead, leeward, starboard bow, starboard beam, starboard quarter, astern, port quarter, port beam, port bow, and windward. Terms on the starboard side are green and those on the port side are red.]
 

Parts of a Boat
[image: A sailing yacht and a tender, shown from the side, with parts labelled. ]
	Saloon

	Settee berth

	Hanging locker

	Galley

	Stove

	Cabin sole

	Bilge (space under the sole)

	Aft cabin

	Plotting instruments

	Chart table

	Instruments (GPS, depth sounder etc.)

	Mast step

	Head (toilet compartment)

	Vee berth

	Deckhead

[image: A cross-section view inside a sailing yacht. Parts are labelled one to fifteen and correspond with the previous list. ]
 

Preparations for Sea
Prepare the vessel for sea before leaving harbour. Brief the crew about the passage and consider the crew’s strengths.
Crew
	Give a safety brief.

	Ensure they know the location and how to use all safety equipment.

	Brief the crew about the passage and delegate tasks.

	Check if any crew have a medical condition you should be aware of.

	Check that all have lifejackets that are correctly adjusted. Carry harnesses for deck work.

	If any crew get seasick, make sure they have taken medication.

[image: A sailor wearing wet weather gear, consisting of a red jacket, dark trousers, and white and grey boots. He is standing on deck, wearing a lifejacket and is holding his harness in his hand. ]
Weather
	Obtain a weather forecast; if on a longer passage, monitor the weather in the days leading up to the trip. If in a tidal area, find out tidal direction.

[image: A black and white weather forecast chart. An area of low pressure is indicated with an L and is shown to the north-east of the UK. An area of high pressure sits over the Mediterranean Sea. Text reads, “36 hour MSLP & THICKNESS. Valid 12 UTC THU 03 MAY.”]
Fuel
	Check there is sufficient fuel.

[image: A 25-litre fuel container with a red label, which reads, “Highly flammable”]
Stowing for Sea
	All hatches shut.

[image: Dos and don’t for stowing equipment at sea. The main part of the illustration shows a messy cabin with items spilling everywhere and hatches open. A smaller part of the image shows a tidy cabin with everything stowed correctly. ]
Victualling
	Ensure there is enough food and drinks for the voyage.

	Prepare food in advance as it is very difficult to cook en-route on smaller boats.

	Stow provisions in dry readily accessible places.

[image: A gallery with provisions stowed neatly and secured. ]
Navigation
	Prepare the passage and pilotage plan.

	Check your chart and almanac information is up to date.

	Ensure you have charts of the correct scale.

[image: A selection of navigation resources, including pilotage plan and almanacs. ]
 

Basic Engine Checks & Spares to Carry
Daily Engine Checks
Check for:
	Oil, fuel or water leaks.

	Low engine oil level and signs of water in the oil.

	Signs of wear or lack of tension on drive belts.

	Water in the water separator.

	Weed or other debris in the water filter.

	Open seacock.

Basic Engine Checks
	Remember to check the gearbox oil once a month. 

	Carry simple spares: oil, drive belt, impeller, oil filter and an engine manual and sufficient tools. 

	Keep the fuel tanks topped up to minimise condensation in the tank, especially over the winter. If the level gets low, sediment from the bottom of the tank can be sucked up and block the filters. 

After starting the engine always check the following and keep checking them while out on the water. 
	The cooling water is coming out.

	The battery is charging.

	Gauges are working correctly. 

	Know the sound of your engine and listen for any change as this is often the first sign of an impending problem.

[image: A marine engine with its parts labelled and engine checks indicated. The fuel system and cooling system are indicated with red and blue respectively. ]
 

Safety Briefing & Safety Equipment
[image: A sailing yacht with its safety equipment labelled. These items include: lifejackets, spare clothes, fire extinguishers, fog horn, fuel and water, lifebuoys, long MOB recovery ladder, distress flares, gas, first aid kit, and so on. ]
	Man overboard: See here.

	Fire: See here.

	Using a liferaft: See here.


Handling the Boat
How the Boat Turns and Steers under Power
Good boat handling skills are fundamental to sailing and once learnt and practised are achievable by anyone. This section will help you understand and attain these core skills.
[image: Two sailing yachts side by side. The left-hand boat is labelled “Tiller steering” and shows how the movement of the tiller affects the boat’s direction. The right-hand boat is labelled “Wheel steering” and shows how turning the wheel affects the boat’s direction. ]
As the boat is sailing or motoring along, small movements of the wheel or the tiller alter the angle of the rudder and the angle at which the water is deflected, and the boat changes direction. The best way to learn to steer is by watching the left and right movement of the bows, rather than thinking too much about how far the tiller or wheel has been moved. In normal situations, when the desire is to go straight, the movements should be quite small. Keeping the rudder at a sharp angle or moving it excessively acts as a brake by deflecting more water than necessary.
A tiller may seem to be less straightforward than a wheel, but it has the advantage of showing the angle of the rudder directly.
The steering effect of the rudder can be felt even when the boat is stationary on a mooring if there is water flowing past from a tidal stream or river current. Moving the rudder will change the heading of the boat as the tidal stream is deflected. This is why the wheel or tiller is normally fixed when on a mooring or at anchor.
No water moving past the rudder means no ability to steer.
When manoeuvring under power, consider the basic characteristics of the boat and the external influences on it.
The basic factors of steering a boat:
	The rotation and position of the propeller.

	The pivot points as the boat turns in ahead and reverse.

	The shape of the boat, the keel length and the height of the superstructure.

	Speed. Remember, no water moving past the rudder means no ability to steer.

Additional influences to think about, especially when the boat is manoeuvring at slow speed, include:
	Wind. 

	Tidal stream or river current.

Forward and Astern under Power
When steering straight the propeller provides a flow of water over the rudder. 
However, on a yacht where the propeller is near the rudder a burst of forward power can be directed against the side of the rudder by turning the rudder hard over, before applying power. This gives a far greater turning effect as the rudder acts as a brake to forward movement and the burst of power is directed against the almost flat side of the rudder. This is useful when manoeuvring in small spaces.
[image: How water flows over a propeller in ahead, astern and neutral. ]
When turning in forward the pivot point will be near the mast, so watch the stern does not come too close to other boats or the corner of a pontoon.
[image: A boat turning in forward, with the pivot point close to the mast. A pontoon is fairly close to the bow, with a yellow arrow pointing to it. ]
In astern everything is different. The flow of the water from the propeller is away from the rudder, so the boat can be steered only when it begins to move backwards. The rudder is also leading the way, so if it is turned too far or if the boat moves too fast the tiller or wheel will snatch violently, damaging gear or people. Additionally, the pivot point in reverse moves well aft, and the bow can swing wide on a turn.
In reverse: 
	Start from stationary, if possible.

	Steer holding the tiller or wheel with two hands.

	Look over the stern of the boat or even face backwards, but check that the bow is not swinging too much as the pivot point has moved. 

	Do not go too fast. Use power to get the boat moving, then ease off.

	Do not apply too much rudder.

	If the direction seems to be going wrong, motor ahead to straighten up and then start again.

[image: As the boat moves in reverse, the propeller turns anti-clockwise and the stern kicks to port. ]
The rotation of the propellers in forward gear may be clockwise (right-handed) or anticlockwise (left-handed) depending on its design. As the water spins off the propeller it creates
How to Test for Propwalk
In the Marina
In Open Water
Making a Simple Tight Turn
	Put the rudder hard over and give a burst of power ahead. Return to neutral (A).

	Watch the bow. It must keep moving sideways.

	Give a burst of power in astern and let the propwalk pull the stern round (B). Do not reverse the rudder.

	Give another burst of power ahead, if necessary (C).

	Keep watching the bow to assess the turn.

How to Stop When There is No Brake
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