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harnesses must be
strong enough to keep
you on deck, yet
comfortable enough
that you’ll really use
them

STORY AND PHOTOS
BY GAELEN B. PHYFE

t was a bouncy afternoon in the

Tasman Sea. I kept coming up

short against the leecloth as

tried to nap in a pilotberth on my
father’s Swan 47, Aristea. Then I heard
Rob yell, “Man overboard!”

I half leapt/half fell out of my bunk
and scrambled up the companionway.
By the time I hit the deck,
crewmembers Rob and Marg were
pulling my still-dry father back on
board. The lifeline had caught his
watch. His arm and wrist were scraped,
but he was otherwise unharmed. We
were about 200 miles north of Cape
Reinga, New Zealand, broad-reaching
under reefed main and a shortened jib
in 8-foot swells. If he had fallen
completely overboard in those
conditions, we would have lost sight of
him almost instantly. He’d been called
on deck for a quick check of a reef’
knot on the boom and wasn’t wearing
any sort of PFD or harness at the time.
Neither, I suddenly realized, was I.

This is not an unusual scenario,
and it illustrates just how easily a
sailor can be separated from his boat.
Like most sailors, I've heard stories of
people lost overboard, but this
incident brought home to me that it
doesn’t happen just to those who are
lazy or dumb or crazy. It can happen
to anyone, any time—even careful
people on well-prepared boats.

Harnesses and tethers are often a
nuisance—not necessarily when you’re
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steering or standing watch in the
cockpit, but definitely when you’re
dashing up to clear the genoa offa
winch or to tighten a reef line. It often
seems to take too much time and
effort to move forward
on the boat—clipping on
with the first leg of a
two-legged tether,
advancing as far as you
can before it snags on a
sheet or halyard on
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Above, always wear a harness when
working on deck offshore. The forward
(below) and aft (inset) attachment points
for Andara’s jacklines; note the low-
stretch Spectra line used for tensioning

deck, then clipping the
other leg ahead of the
obstruction and releasing
the first leg. However,
one of the best pieces of
advice ever given to me is
that there are few
emergencies on a boat
that cannot wait for the I
extra time it takes to clip
on. This may not be
intuitive, but it’s often
true, particularly if you've
been keeping a good
watch on a well-prepared
boat. So the most basic
rule of deck safety is to
wear a harness that fits
and always clip it on.

With this in mind, I
headed offshore on
Andara, my brother’s
Contessa 35, to see how deck safety
can be made more user-friendly.

Jacklines

Andara has three sets of jacklines—one
running bow to stern on each side
deck and one in the cockpit. The lines
are double-stitched webbing and are
atrached to through-bolted padeyes of
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[image: image2.jpg]cast construction. Cast padeyes or
cleats are a better option than welded
ones because of the extra strength
that casting affords. The aft
attachment point on Andara is even
with the primary winches, about 4 feet
forward of the transom. This is not
the 6 feet recommended by the Royal
Ocean Racing Club (RORC) to make
it easier to get back aboard, but we
were sailing with a young and fit crew.
If sailing short- or singlehanded,
terminating the jacklines or putting
in a stop about 6 feet from the
transom is probably a good idea.

US Sailing recommends the
following specifications for jacklines:
Wire should be 1 X 19 with a
minimum diameter of %s inch. It
should be uncoated stainless steel to
prevent hidden corrosion. Webbing
jacklines should have a breaking
strength of 4,500 pounds. Webbing is
commonly used now on sailboats
because it doesn’t roll underfoot or
corrode and is quieter for those below.
Most webbing will stretch some (the
Sydney Hobart Race now requires that
jacklines be made of 12mm low-
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Harnesses (left to right): Survival Technologies, a Switlik for women, and Victory

stretch Spectra), but webbing
jacklines are commonly tied with a
purchase system and can therefore be
tightened relatively easily. Webbing is,
however, more prone to UV damage
and chafing than wire is. For that
reason, it’s a good idea to store
webbing jacklines below when they’re
not in use. One cruiser has suggested
running wire inside the tubular

webbing of the jacklines, providing
the best of both options. Periodically
removing the wire from its webbing
covering to check for corrosion would
be a good idea, too.

Harnesses

Each of the five of us on Andara wore
a different harness-and-tether
arrangement duting our five-day
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Carolyn worried that the lightweight
Victory harness would bunch up in her
face if she fell overboard

passage from Bermuda to
Massachusetts. They ranged from a
basic Victory harness (much like a

climbing harness) to an integral West
Marine harness/life jacker with an
attached strobe. None had the crotch
straps recommended by the RORC.
The Victory harness, which was the
lightest, most comfortable, and easiest
to move around in, would likely ride
up if the wearer went overboard. I
would forget that T had it on,” Carolyn
said of this harness, “but it was
important to get it tight enough,
because I think if I were hanging from
it, it would bunch up in front of my
face.”

At first I found the West Marine
harness to be bulky, heavy, and
somewhat difficult to get around in,
but with its inflatable life jacket, which
would turn me head-up in the water,
and its built-in strobe light and whistle,
it would be by far the best if I did go
overboard. In between was a basic
Survival Technologies-brand (now
owned by Switlik) webbing harness,
which was relatively comfortable, but
had to be adjusted snugly over clothing
so the wearer wouldn’t slip out if she
went overboard.

Only Emily tried a harness (also

made by Switlik) designed specifically
for women. “I found it very
comfortable, both in foul-weather
gear and when wearing just a t-shirt,
and it was really easy to get on and
off,” she said.

Tethers
One big issue is whether to choose a
single- or a double-legged tether.
Again, we each tried a different option.
The most popular tethers were those
made by Survival Technologies. These
were sewn together with a single
attachment point at the harness and
one long (6-foot) and one short (3-
foot) leg. Carolyn commented that
“the double tethers were more difficult
because I would trip over the shorter
one when I was clipped in only on the
long tether, but there were times—
when I had to go forward at night to
help on the foredeck or when the rail
was buried and the boat was rounding
up—that I was really glad to have both,
so I could be continuously clipped in
as I worked my way forward.”

We brainstormed about this for a
while and came up with the idea of




[image: image4.jpg]but these shackles have been found to
be somewhat more prone to failure. If
you choose a conventional shackle,
you could attach a sharp knife to your
harness that could be quickly accessed
to cut the webbing if necessary. The
Ocean Cruising Club (OCC) suggests
that the minimum breaking strength
of tethers be 4,950 pounds and that
they be able to withstand a constant
load of 3,300 pounds.

Each of the five tethers had a
different clip system, usually a type of
carabiner clip or a snapshackle. The
Wichard bungee tether had the stiffest
carabiner clips with positive-locking
devices that kept them from releasing
themselves. The Gibb clips were also
positive locking, and we found them
easier to use. The more-basic clips are
reported to be more likely to twist
open if turned the wrong way, though

James working on deck in a standard
webbing harness and a single tether,
which worked well in mild weather

leaving a tether or two attached to the
jacklines to use as a second tether. The
key issue would be keeping lazy tethers
out of the way. A single long tether
made for easiest movement, but it
required spending some time
unattached when moving, say, from
the windward to the leeward side of the
boat. When using just a single tether, T
occasionally found myself reaching
head first for a line just out of reach.
One option is to go up on the foredeck,
where the jacklines are closest together,
when changing sides. We found thata
tether with a built-in bungee was easy
to maneuver with and was less likely to
trip the wearer when not in use.
Another issue that came up early in
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Diarnia preferred to use a shackle that she
could, if necessary, release under load

the voyage was whether it’s best to
have a shackle at the wearer’s chest
that can be released under load. US
Sailing recommends snap shackles
that can be released under load so that
the wearer can escape from a
potentially life-threatening situation,
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A positive-locking Wichard clip can’t
release itself and is, thus, more secure

we never experienced this. All were
metal and made a racket below when
they were dragged along the deck. The
best solution we found was to hold
them off the deck whenever possible,
but a plastic or neoprene cover might
ameliorate this problem.

Maintenance

Safety at Sea, an Australian harness,
tether, and jackline manufacturer
(www.safetyatsea.com) recommends
the following maintenance program
for webbing tethers, jacklines, and
harnesses:

Clean off all surface dirt from both
sides with a damp sponge and soap.
Rinse with clean, fresh water. Wipe
with a cloth and allow to dry naturally,
not in front of a heat source or in direct
sunlight. When the equipment is dry,
carry out a thorough examination:
® Examine webbing for cuts, cracks,
tears, abrasion, and stretching.
® Examine snap hooks for damaged or
distorted hooks or faulty springs.
® Examine sewing for broken, cut, or
worn threads and for color fade.

US Sailing recommends using
stress-indicating stitching (thread that
changes color when it has been
weakened) for harnesses, tethers, and
jacklines so that they are easy to
examine for wear or strain.

Like life jackets, harness systems
work only if they are used. It is
important to find a harness-and-tether
system that will work for you and your
crew and then to get into the habit of

g
always being clipped on. N
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