[image: cover-image, RYA Boat Handling for Sail and Power (E-G68)]
RYA Boat Handling for Sail and Power
By Rob Gibson
Illustrations by Andrew Simpson
Reprinted January 2026
[image: RYA tick logo. ]
© Rob Gibson 2008
First Published 2008
The Royal Yachting Association
RYA House, Ensign Way, Hamble
Southampton SO31 4YA
Tel: 0845 345 0400
E-mail: publications@rya.org.uk
Web: www.rya.org.uk
ISBN: 978-1-911777-36-6
RYA Order Code: E-G68
You can check content updates for RYA Publications at www.rya.org.uk/bookschangelog. 
[image: QR code linking to www.rya.org.uk/bookschangelog. ]
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior permission in writing of the publishers.
A CIP record of this book is available from the British Library.
Note: While all reasonable care had been taken in the preparation of this book, the publisher takes no responsibility for the use of the methods or products or contracts described in the book.
Edited by: Andrew Simpson
Cover Design: Pete Galvin
Typesetting and Design: Kevin Slater
Proofreading and indexing: Alan Thatcher
Photographs: Andrew Simpson
This publication uses the following Google fonts, which are licensed under the Open Font License:
	Poppins

This EPUB is reflowable and the appearance of the text can be changed by the user. Images will move in line with the text and they will always appear after the text to which they relate.
 

Foreword
Completing the perfect manoeuvre is arguably one of the most satisfying aspects of going afloat. Indeed, I defy any helm not to admit, as their boat slides neatly into its berth or as their crew gently lift the mooring buoy, that they do not feel just a little bit smug.
For good reason since they’ve just balanced a myriad number of forces by carefully exercising just a couple of controls with perhaps a little extra jiggery-pokery with a warp and a fender.
When it comes to boat handling, no two situations are ever the same. Even if you only ever take your boat to and from your regular mooring. The wind may be stronger or weaker or coming from a slightly different direction, the tide may be flowing or ebbing at a different rate, the loading of the boat and even the movement of the crew will affect the way the boat moves through the water. With so many different forces acting in various ways, it is a wonder we are ever able to leave let alone make a safe return.
The secret is taking the time to assess the situation and make a plan of action in accordance with the ‘rules’. 
That’s why this book is so valuable. It explains the process not only for day-to-day manoeuvring but also in emergencies - when failure is not an option. 
With its clear illustrations and pragmatic approach, it describes the practical aspects of boat handling, providing guidelines that will stand you in good stead for every circumstance. 
Practice the advice given here and before long you too will be standing at the helm with a self-satisfied smile. I guarantee it.
[image: Keith Colwell, RNLI Divisional Sea Safety Manager – South. ]
Keith Colwell 
RNLI Divisional Sea Safety Manager – South 
Author of RYA Sea Survival Handbook

Introduction
In open water, away from land and an audience, you can make as many mistakes as you like and simply shrug them off. As most of us have discovered, the really embarrassing moments come when things go wrong in the marina or harbour – usually under the critical scrutiny of your fellow sailors who, while being sympathetic with your misfortunes, are unlikely to let you forget them. Most sailors agree that it is the ‘take offs and landings’ that are the most difficult and stressful operations. So the object of this book is to take the stress out of those situations by gaining a fuller understanding of how to deal with the challenges in a thoughtful and logical way.
A wide variety of common situations are described and analysed, but it is impracticable to include every obscure possibility that might confront us. However, once the general principles are understood, you will find yourself better equipped to face any boat handling challenge by applying the basic rules for whichever type of boat – sail or power – under your command. I hope after reading this book you will agree that good boat handling is all about awareness of the forces at work, plus the application of a few simple techniques.
Throughout, the word ‘sailors’ refers to powerboaters as well.
Happy landings!
Key to symbols used in illustrations throughout the book
[image: A brown wind arrow, a blue/green tidal stream or current arrow, and a yellow direction of movement or forces acting on objects arrow. ]
 

1 Principles and Problems
Everybody who has handled a boat of any type in close quarters will agree that all sorts of outside forces contrive to wrest control of the vessel from your hands. So a good starting point is to know just what those outside forces are. Once you understand the effect they have, you can anticipate – or at least react in a proper manner – to their combined influences. What’s more, you can even take advantage of them – employing them as additional controls to help put the boat where you want it.
The forces are: TIDE, WIND, PROP WALK and MOMENTUM. 
Clearly, the combination of these effects will change with the conditions of the day. Also every boat has its individual handling characteristics that must be understood and allowed for. However, once you understand how your boat will behave in every situation, and get into the habit of applying whichever ‘golden rules’ are best for each particular circumstance, you will find that your confidence and success rate will soar. 
Before we move on to the influence of tide, wind, prop walk and momentum, let’s deal briefly with the various types of boats and how in general you can expect them to handle. Techniques for taking advantage of their strengths and overcoming their weaknesses will be covered in much greater detail later. Because some of the phraseology may not be familiar, you might find it helpful to refer to the glossary or section dealing with those specific points for further information.
[image: The forces of tide, wind, prop walk and momentum. ]
Fig 1:1
BOAT TYPES – HOW WILL THEY HANDLE?
Fin or twin keeled sailing yachts
With the propeller well aft and close to the rudder, steering under power is excellent when motoring forward. However, reversing is nothing like as positive, but improves with a little more speed. Having the propeller so far aft means that the effects of prop walk are significant (see here). 
[image: A fin keeled sailing yacht. ]
Long keeled sailing yachts 
The long keel underwater profile is great for sailing in straight lines but manoeuvrability in marinas was never part of the design brief. Not surprisingly, this traditional type is awkward in close quarters – particularly when going astern. 
[image: A long keeled sailing yacht. ]
Single screw motorboats 
These have powerful fixed propellers but relatively small rudders. They handle well when going forward but are much less manoeuvrable going astern – even less than a fin or twin keeled sailing yacht. The size and position of the prop makes prop walk an important control. 
[image: A single screw motorboat. ]
Twin screw motorboats 
This category includes larger power craft and catamarans with an engine in each hull. Since the engines can be operated independently – one powering ahead, the other astern, for example – these boats are highly manoeuvrable in all respects.
[image: An aerial view of a twin screw motorboat. ]
[image: A twin screen motorboat. ]
Steerable drive motorboats 
These do not have rudders but steer by directing the prop thrust to push or pull their sterns from side to side. With the engine (or engines) put in neutral a steerable drive boat will simply continue to drift in the direction that it was last driven until the momentum dies away. Single engined boats of this type are much less manoeuvrable than twin engined designs. 
[image: An aerial view of a steerable drive motorboat. ]
TIDES AND CURRENTS
Whenever we get involved in close quarters manoeuvring, there is nearly always some form of tidal flow or river current. Awareness of the tidal situation should be a fundamental part of passage planning for the offshore sailor but, in inshore waters, relying on flow charts and other predictions can be misleading since eddying streams will often do the unexpected. Incidentally, from here on we shall use the word ‘stream’ to mean both tides and currents unless there’s a good reason to be more specific.
Either way, it is what’s happening around you at any moment in time that’s important, so get into the habit of being observant – look for evidence of the local situation continuously. Here are some clues:
	Unless influenced by a very strong wind, the stream will cause moored boats to tug at either their stern or bow lines.

	You may see the stream surging around pilings or dangling ropes. 

	If at anchor or alongside, there could be flotsam moving downtide or underwater weed flowing from the underside of the pontoon. 

	If underway you can stall the boat at ninety degrees to the expected flow and note which way she drifts compared with any nearby land. (See Fig 1:2)

[image: A sailing yacht stalled at 90 degrees to the expected flow. ]
Fig 1:2
	When you turn into the tide, the boat will seem to pivot around the bow and you will gain control as you turn, whereas, when you turn downtide, the boat will seem to pivot around the stern, and you will feel the current carrying you away.

[image: Five stages of a sailing yacht turning into the tide. ]
Fig 1:3   Turning into the tide
[image: Six stages of a sailing yacht turning downtide. ]
Fig 1:4   Turning downtide
USE THE STREAM TO ADVANTAGE
Imagine you are adrift in a river with a current flowing at 2 knots. You will have no steerage or any other control over the boat, but you will still be in danger of hitting rocks, buoys, anchored boats or anything else fixed to the ground – and you will hit them at 2 knots, the speed of the stream. This is not a great situation. But if instead you turn to point the boat upstream and motor ahead at 2 knots, you will find yourself in the happy position of having zero impact speed with those same objects and, with 2 knots of flow passing over your rudder, you will remain in perfect control.
So, the first and most important golden rule is to STEER INTO THE CURRENT.
At this point, you may be thinking that you know an instance where that rule wouldn’t apply – but the fact is it can – in all circumstances, at least in terms of making the final contact. You will often hear it said that when making your approach you should head into a strong wind and ignore a weak current. But this is bad advice because it ignores the fact that your main control is your rudder, which is totally unaffected by the wind and only works when there’s water flowing past it (see here). Of course, you can’t ignore the wind, as we shall see in the next section, but it’s the stream that provides the ultimate control.
GOLDEN RULE
Always steer into the current.
[image: A sailor standing at the bow of a sailing yacht, approaching a buoy downstream. ]
Fig 1:5   Approaching downstream, boat speed and stream combine. Speed over the ground is increased.
[image: A sailor standing at the bow of a sailing yacht, approaching a buoy upstream. ]
Fig 1:6   Approaching upstream, boat speed over the ground is reduced
WIND
Boats have tremendous windage. A brisk breeze can play on the hull sides, superstructure and rigging with sufficient force to propel a mid-size sailing cruiser through the water at over a knot without a scrap of sail up. Knowing the wind direction should be part of your overall awareness and there are lots of indicators such as flags, smoke from chimneys, the advance of waves on the water and so on to tell us which way it’s blowing. Even seagulls – all but the most stupid stand facing the wind – are there to give us guidance. 
So we must expect our boats to be blown away by the wind – and in a predictable manner. Figure 1:7 shows a yacht in profile. Notice how the forward sections have relatively less area in the water than further aft – less ‘grip’ in effect. In this case we can expect the bow to blow away from the wind more readily than the rest of the boat. If, say, you were trying to keep station in a tideway, perhaps waiting for a bridge to open, you should expect even a light wind to blow your bow away and might find yourself having to nudge it back up by steering upwind with short bursts of power. 
[image: The side profile of a sailing yacht in the water. ]
Fig 1:7
Motorboats, particularly those with planing hulls and high topsides, typically have more windage and even less grip and are notoriously prone to being blown sideways (see Fig 1:8). A strong wind can make coming alongside a ‘weather berth’ very awkward, but don’t despair. If you’re aware of the wind direction and what it’s likely to do to your boat then you can deal with it and even use it to your advantage.
[image: The side profile of a motorboat in the water. ]
Figure 1:8
As a basic rule we should try to either steer directly into the wind or directly away from it (Fig 1:9). Most sailing cruisers will prefer the former. As long as the direction is well judged, the boat can easily be held head to wind even at low boat speeds. Single screw (or outdrive) motor boats will probably prefer to reverse into a strong wind allowing the wind to keep the bow of the boat pointing downwind like a weather vane while the boat ‘hangs’ on the prop. It makes no difference to twin screw motor boats and catamarans which way they choose to face the wind, but they should always use forward and reverse thrust rather than their rudders to steer at low speeds.
[image: A sailing yacht and a motor cruiser from above. The motor cruiser is moving with the tide and the sailing yacht is moving against the tide. ]
Fig 1:9
GOLDEN RULE
Try to steer directly into the wind or directly away from it.
Prop Walk 
This phenomenon, sometimes called the ‘paddle wheel effect’ or simply ‘the kick’, is caused by energy spiralling off the propeller blade tips as they spin. When motoring forwards, if the helm is left unattended most boats will slowly circle. This circling is a result of prop walk, but is so easily countered by steering that it can be ignored. In reverse, however, the situation is very different. When reverse power is applied, all the propeller’s thrust is directed away from the rudder, effectively leaving you without steerage until you build up speed through the water. At the same time the prop walk is maximised and will throw the stern of the boat in one direction or the other before ‘steerage way’ is regained. But remember, the effect is caused by the spinning propeller, so to stop the effect simply PUT THE ENGINE IN NEUTRAL.
[image: A sailing yacht moored up against a wall with four lines. ]
Fig 1:10   In reverse gear, prop walk works in the opposite direction to the emerging wash
As we mentioned earlier some boats have less prop walk than others. For example, many racing yachts have propellers just behind their keels, almost at mid-length and
MOMENTUM
GOLDEN RULE
PRINCIPLES OF CONTROL
GOLDEN RULE
Twin screws
GOLDEN RULE
Steerable drives
Going astern 
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