
 

 

 Digg  del.icio.us  Reddit  Google  Yahoo!  Facebook 

  

More gouge on Reef Points  Print Page E-mail Page

Happy Trails while Trailering � Part II 

By Vincent Pica 
 
Okay, we got you from the drive-way to the marina last week. Like the dog that catches the car, 
you say to yourself, "Now what do I do�?" Here's your answer:  

Safety First � Followed by Courtesy!  

 
Once you get to the ramp area, pull over to the 
side and start the pre-launch process. By doing this 
away from the ramp, you don't needlessly tie it up 
and engender the "ramp rage" of all the other 
skippers. What should you check/do? 

1. Walk around the boat and make sure 
nothing untoward happened while you were taking her over the road;  

2. Hopefully, your engine's lower unit was supported underway by a support strut. Remove it 
so you can lower the prop � but not until you have her in the water!  

3. Remove all the tie-downs and straps holding your boat to the trailer � but not the winch 
strap attached to the bow-eye. That is last and final thing you do prior to turning over 
propulsion of the boat to her own engine (more below).  

4. Is the drain plug in? Now is the time! Also, disconnect the trailer lights! No sense shorting 
out your tow vehicle's electrical system or cracking a hot bulb with cold water.  

5. Don't forget to attach a line to the bow and another one to the stern � of adequate length 
that you can control the boat, as she floats off the trailer, from the dock. I have seen boats 
float away from guys that didn't have lines attached! Lines of this function are called 
"painters";  

6. Most important, give the ramp itself a quick "once-over." Look for anything which will 
impede traction � algae, small stones, potholes, etc. Once you start towards the ramp, you 
are only holding the boat on the trailer by the bow eye. Anything that causes sharp shifting 
of the boat can be quite problematic!  

 
As noted, head towards the ramp slowly. If you have a crewman, have him or her stand alongside 
the ramp itself and give you advice and guidance as you start to back the trailer down the ramp. 
There are as many rules of thumb about what happens next as there are skippers, but these are, I 
think, the most sound: 

Don't Let Her Get Away from You 

 

1. Back the trailer down the ramp until the rear tires of the trailer (not the tow vehicle!) are 

 



mid-way in the water;  
2. The boat should, in theory, have enough water under her that she'll float free with a little 

help (more below), so, get out now, give her the once over, then lower the engine's 
prop/lower unit so that the prop is properly positioned for powering the boat;  

3. Release the bow-eye from the winch strap;  
4. Make sure that your crewman has those two painters in his or her hands; once that boat 

floats off the trailer, someone on the hard needs to control her or she'll float away with the 
wind. (Once the "ramp-vultures" stop laughing, they'll get a boat and help you retrieve 
her.)  

5. Now here comes the tricky part. Before you get back in the tow vehicle, you ought to put 
chocks behind the rear and front tires. However once you do, you cannot assist in the 
launch of the boat from the trailer by giving her a little "oomph" with the engine of the tow 
vehicle and your brakes. But you might not be able to get her off the trailer otherwise � 
unless you really back down to the point that the front tires of the trailer are well in the 
water, and that can be problematic when you have to drive back up a slippery ramp that 
you are now well down. What to do?  

6. Use some judgment. Get a feel for the traction of the ramp, the angle of it versus the depth 
of the water at its foot and the actions that other skippers took ahead of you. You certainly 
don't want to have your tow vehicle get stuck on the ramp or, worse, end up in the drink. 
But you do want to go boating. Use some judgment.  

7. Now that the engine is in the water and you've checked for fuel smells/run the blower, start 
the engine and back the boat off the trailer; have your crewman bring her alongside dock 
or bulkhead by using the bow and stern painters and wait for you.  

8. If you still have gear to load from the tow vehicle to the boat, drive the tow vehicle off the 
ramp (allowing others to use it) and then transfer the extra gear. (See "We All Get Heavier 
with Age � Including Our Boats!")  

 
Well, you've done it! 
 
After a day of boating, getting her back on the trailer and home is basically the reverse of the 
procedures above. But be aware that the wind and water depth are different than when you put to 
sea; the ramp may be more slippery as wet boats have been hauled up the ramp all afternoon; and 
the boat itself may have picked up some hitch-hikers � such as algae and seaweed, etc. Use your 
judgment. 
 
And don't forget to empty the bait well. Phew, what a smell by next weekend! 
 
About the Author: Vincent Pica is a coxswain and the Commander of Flotilla 18-06 East 
Moriches. He was a navigator in a brown-water and blue-water sailboat racing crew for 
eight seasons. From the "iron sails" side, he is a licensed US Coast Guard Master of Steam 
and Diesel Powered Vessels, carries a Radar Observer endorsement, Unlimited, on his 
license and is certified in Marine Diesel Engine Operation and Maintenance.  

Have something to say? Sound off on the Squawk Box. 
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