[image: image1.jpg]SAILING SMART
BY RALPH NARANJO

Lining Up
for Safety

The proper use of
harnesses, tethers,
and jacklines
saves lives

FALLING OVERBOARD AND
watching your boat sail away
ranks near the top of every
sailor’s list of worst night-
mares. Some years ago, this is
exactly what happened to a
friend of mine while he was
singlehanding his classic
Mason 38 off the coast of
Southern California. Not only
did he end up in the drink; he
also wasn’t wearing any type
of flotation device. All he
could do was watch his boat
grow smaller and smaller as
his self-steering gear main-
tained the course he’'d set.
Eventually, the boat made
landfall on a Ventura beach.
Throngs of onlookers gath-
ered around it. Unfortunate-
ly, nobody, not even the life-
guards, wondered what had
happened to the crew, and so
no one called the U.S. Coast
Guard. Fortunately, he was
an able swimmer, and he
reached the same sandy
shoreline after hours of
swimming. He was lucky he
had the stamina to hold out
long enough to save himself.
My friend’s tale drives home
just what’s at stake for a
crewmember who goes over
the side and gets separated
from the boat. Suddenly, the
person in the water faces the
prospect of death. One of the
best ways to mitigate the dan-
ger is by staying hitched to the
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boat with a good harness,
tether, and jackline. This gear
doesn’t always prevent you
from ending up overboard,
but it keeps you attached to
the boat and close at hand for
immediate rescue—at least
that’s the way we assume it’s
supposed to work.

However, there are circum-
stances that can turn the cer-
tainty of safety into a tricky
gamble at best. For example,
in the 1999 Doublehanded
Farallones Race sponsored by
the Bay Area Multihull Asso-
ciation, Harvey Shlasky and

his crew were pitched over-
board when a breaking wave
hit the vessel. Both men were
wearing inflatable PFD/har-
nesses, and their tethers were
attached to jacklines.

All should have been well.
They were wearing the right
equipment. However, in this
case, the equipment couldn’t
save a life and may have con-
tributed to the tragedy that
followed. Shlasky went over
the leeward rail. The force of
the water dragged him aft,
and he was towed under; his
long tether allowed him to

Solid fittings for clipping on in
the cockpit enhance crew safety
in heavy weather.

stream in the wake.

Shlasky’s crew was tethered
to the windward jackline and
managed to scramble back on
board quickly. The boom had
broken, and he was unable to
get the main completely
down, which meant the boat
still had some way on. He was
also unable to haul Shlasky
up onto the stern in the high
winds and rough seas.
Shlasky died before the Coast
Guard arrived.
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We can learn several lessons
from this tragic event and take
steps on our own boats to
avoid what happened to
Shlasky. The first is terminat-
ing aft jackline-attachment
points far enough forward of
the transom so it becomes im-
possible for a person to end up
streaming astern. Equally im-
portant is setting up sailhan-
dling systems so one person
can douse or furl all sails in an
emergency, no matter how
hard it’s blowing. Each crew
should understand how and
when to use a quick-release
snap shackle that connects the
tether to the harness ring. In a
situation in which you're being
dragged and at risk of drown-
ing or are trapped under a
capsized vessel, the best course
of action may require releas-

On larger boats, mast pulpits (see top of photo near mast) give erew

something solid to lean against when working the mainsail.

ing the tether to escape the
most immediate hazard.

The jacklines themselves
need to be secured to through-
bolted padeyes with appropri-
ate bow shackles or other
hardware that won’t chafe the
ends. These jacklines can be

either wire with a tensile
strength equal to that of 3/16-
inch 1x19 wire or webbing
with a breaking strength of at
least 4,500 pounds. I prefer
webbing due to its flat profile
and tendency not to trip crew
if it’s stepped on. In addition,

it’s easy to stow and tends to
be quieter than wire.

A stitched eye at each end
of a web jackline allows you
to use a cow hitch to attach
one end and a secure lashing
to tension and secure the
other end. It’s important to
make sure that the lashing,
which you do with 1/4-inch
or 5/16-inch line, is repetitive
enough to match the strength
of the webbing itself. To cal-
culate how many turns of the
lighter line this requires, take
the tensile strength of the
webbing and divide it by the
tensile strength of the
cordage. The result is the line
count you must meet when
lashing the sewn eye to the
bow shackle. I finish with a
rolling hitch and put a figure
eight in the tail of the line to
keep the knot from loosening.

The jackline is only part of
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an effective harness-use plan.
Equally important are the at-
tachment points in the cockpit
allowing a crewmember to
snap on before stepping out of
the companionway and then
reclip to hard points near the
helm, winches, or other key
areas. The clip-on process
should be accomplished with
one hand; it should never re-
quire a sailor to use both hands
to connect or loosen the hook
at the end of the harness teth-
er. I like the rugged dual action
of the Gibb hook and others of
similar design. It’s easy to at-
tach or disconnect using one
hand, and it has the added ad-
vantage of not disconnecting
itself if inadvertently twisted
on a U-bolt or jackline.
There’s an art to moving
around on deck with a har-
ness attached to a jackline,
and it varies with how the sys-

tem is installed. I prefer ten-
sioned webbing, and once I'm
clipped on, I hold the clip off
the deck while moving for-
ward or aft. With enough ten-
sion, there’s significant sup-
port. Some people would
rather just drag the hook and
tether like a tail and not use it
as a portable handhold, but I
don’t think this is the best way
to go. Besides, dragging a hook
along the deck, especially
along a slack-wire jackline,
can keep a sleep-deprived off
watch awake and annoyed.

Staying Safe and
Well Connected

The harness and tether are
as important as the jackline.
Today, the combination har-
ness/inflatable PFD has right-
fully gained tremendous pop-
ularity, and the compromises
associated with merging the

two devices haven’t overly di-
minished either function.
However, it’s important to
regularly maintain the PED’s
inflation mechanism and to
inspect the bladder for leaks
and signs of physical deterio-
ration. In addition, inspect the
harness for signs of chafe,
thread rot, or UV damage.
When wearing the device,
keep the harness snug enough
to prevent it from slipping off.
A snug fit may save the life of
an unconscious victim sus-
pended from the windward
rail, keeping the sailor at-
tached to the boat until the
crew can effect a rescue. Some
harnesses and combination
harness/inflatable PFDs come
with an optional crotch strap.
This prevents the gear from
sliding over the head of a vic-
tim. Be sure you're able to ad-
just the straps to fit snugly

Inflatable PFDs with built-in
harnesses and dedicated tethers
are becoming increasingly
popular. However, they must

be well maintained.

whether you're wearing a T-
shirt or are all bundled up in
fleece and foul-weather gear.
The tether you choose is a
vital link in the system. It
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needs to be ruggedly con-
structed and capable of han-
dling significant shock loads.
A 200-pound person falling 6
feet can generate as much as
1,200 pounds of tensile load
on the tether, which transmits
it to the jackline and deck.
Clips, snap shackles, D-rings,
and the stitching that holds
them in place need to match
the load-handling capacity of
the webbing itself.

American and European
standards organizations are
mandating the incorporation
of a tracer strand in harness-
tether webbing. This thin
thread of contrasting-color
yarn acts like a fuse indicating
(by breakage) that the tether
has been overtensioned. Just
as bad as overtensioning are
UV damage and chafe. Check
the webbing regularly.

It’s important to keep in

mind that the right gear is still
only half the equation. Effi-
cient usage is the other half,
and coming up with guide-
lines as to when to put the
gear into use is the responsi-
bility of every skipper. Your
choice lies somewhere be-
tween staying connected full-
time and never using the sys-
tem at all.

A common-sense baseline
might specify such situations
as from dusk to dawn, any
time you're in gale- or storm-
force conditions, or when the
seas are calm but the fog is so
thick it’s hard to see the bow.
When to wear the gear is also
dependent upon the skill and
agility of the crewmember
and his or her level of anxiety
in a given situation.

Of course, if a crewmem-
ber does fall overboard, it’s
imperative to know what to

do, such as effectively execut-
ing a Quickstop maneuver or
some other proven recovery
method. A responsible skip-
per teaches the crew the value
of a strong grip and the agili-
ty necessary to lessen the
chances of ending up over-
board. The skipper also sets
up an effective harness and
jackline system for extra in-
surance when conditions de-
teriorate and ensures that the
crew has practiced using es-
sential safety gear.

The last and most frighten-
ing step in a man-overboard
situation is calling for a Coast
Guard search-and-rescue
mission. When things deteri-
orate to this point, statistics
don’t favor the person in the
water. Taking the time well
before any potential mishap
to rig an effective system to
keep crew connected to the

Even when at the helm, it’s
important to wear a harness
when the going gets rough.

boat is a matter not to be
taken lightly. The life the sys-
tem saves may well turn out
to be your own.

Ralph Naranjo is Cruising
World's technical editor.





