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How to Sharpen Your
Boating Skills
 by Captain Art Pine

I

f you’re like many boaters, you may
still be a little uneasy about your
boathandling skills. Yes, you’ve taken
a basic seamanship course, and you
can take your family out for a daysail if you
go on a nice day with moderate winds. But
how’s your docking—awkward? Closequarter maneuvering—dicey? Linehandling—uncertain? VHF-FM marine radio
skills—say, what?
You may be
ready for the
next step in your
boathandling training: to hire a professional mentor,
a Coast-Guardlicensed captain
who’s a skilled
teacher to give you
what amounts to
private lessons,
either right on your
own boat (the best
way to do it) or
on a similar vessel
that has the same
type of equipment
and boathandling
characteristics.
We’re not talking about a wad of
money or endless
lessons. Even a few
hours on the water with a good instructor
can sharpen your boating skills enough to
enable you improve more rapidly on your
own. You’ll learn how to do things correctly. It will boost your self confidence and
let you enjoy boating all the more.
Craig Sloboda, a retired businessman,
did that when he bought a new 27-footer
for fishing on the west coast of Florida and
occasionally in the Gulf of Mexico. His
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previous experience had been summertime
boating on a freshwater lake. With a larger
vessel and more challenging waters ahead,
“I knew I’d need to hone my boathandling
skills,” he says.
After some initial inquiries, Sloboda
hired Captain Roy Adler, a Coast-Guardlicensed captain with long experience in
private mentoring, to show him the ropes

radio. Adler also reviewed the principles
of docking and anchoring. Then they got
under way.
For the next several hours, Adler
guided his client through a hands-on
course in boathandling, practicing
everything from docking and closequarter maneuvering to how to take a
fix and to use the radio properly to call
marinas or report an
emergency. When
##A private instructor can show you how to
Sloboda erred, Adler
operate the engine, chartplotter, helm,
patiently coaxed him
throttle, electrical system, and more. Photo
courtesy of Annapolis Powerboat School
into thinking about
how to do the task
correctly. It worked.
Sloboda says,
“You can read about
docking from now
until doomsday, but
unless you have the
wind blowing and
the current flowing,
you won’t be able to
experience the real
thing. There’s no
substitute for doing
things hands-on.”
Instructors can
tailor private lessons
to your needs, focusing on specific areas
where you need help
or fine tuning. “My
aboard Sloboda’s new catamaran, Ali Cat.
job as a private instructor is to find out
The two made arrangements to spend a day
what a boater knows and then try to fill
on the water together on the Severn River
in the gaps,” says Captain Mike Nelson,
and the Chesapeake Bay.
an Annapolis-based instructor. “With
As Sloboda tells it, Adler arrived at the
that in mind, I’m able to give every client
slip early on a Saturday morning and began
things that will help make him or her a
the day by going over the boat and showing
better boater. In most cases, people can
him how to operate the engine, chartplotget what they want in one day.”
ter, helm, throttle, electrical system, safety
That was the case with Cliff Latta,
gear, and the vessel’s VHF-FM marine
a 55-year-old airline pilot, who hired
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Nelson after buying a 47-foot catamaran,
Indigo, to replace his 36-foot sloop. Latta
had several years’ experience on daysails
and overnighters on the Bay, but his new
vessel had twin hulls and twin engines and
was substantially larger. He was uneasy
about docking.
After four hours of docking practice at
a marina T-head, Latta emerged confident
about his ability to handle Indigo in close
quarters. “As it turned out, she was actually
easier to dock than my previous boat had
been,” he recalled. He later asked Nelson
to come along for some additional mentoring when he moved the boat from Washington, D.C., to Annapolis.
Finding a good boating mentor isn’t difficult, but it does take a little research. One
place to start is simply to ask around. Your
marina’s dockmaster or someone in your
yacht club may have some suggestions.
SpinSheet and other boating publications run classified ads for such services.
Established sailing and powerboat schools,
such as the Annapolis Sailing School and
the Annapolis Powerboat School, can put

you in touch with instructors such as Adler
and Nelson.
To hire a mentor directly, you can go to
the website of the Chesapeake Area Professional Captains Association (CAPCA)
at capca.net, click on the “Find a Captain”
listing in the website menu, and fill out an
online form to advertise for a mentor. The
group has some 300 Coast-Guard-licensed
captains, many of whom are experienced
mentors.
How can you make sure that the person
you’ve contacted is the one to hire? First,
ask to see his or her résumé. Make sure
that the instructor has the Coast Guard
captain’s license required for anyone who
operates a vessel for pay and has solid experience on the kind of boat you own. Sail or
power? Single-engine or twin? Small vessel
or large? Local waters or offshore?
Then call the instructor and chat by
phone or arrange to meet. You’ll want
someone who seems knowledgeable,
articulate, and patient enough to let you
make mistakes. Most of all, Sloboda and
other students stress, you need to feel
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comfortable with the person you hire. An
instructor who stands by passively—or yells
at you—isn’t going to be of much help.
You’ll also want to consider whether
to take your spouse or kids along for
your mentoring sessions. Many mentors
discourage that, on grounds that too often
one person in the family dominates the session, putting the others on the sidelines. In
other cases, it works well, and can turn into
a great family experience. It varies widely
with the family.
For your part, mentors say, you need to
be ready to put aside some of the preconceived notions that you may have acquired.
“Some boaters think they have to be able to
dock a boat without its touching pilings or
piers, but that’s not the case,” Adler says.
Indeed, sometimes you want your boat to
touch the piling—say, if you’re using it to
warp (pivot) into your slip.
Finally, to Adler, an important part of
what you take away from private instruction may be a realization that you need to
think ahead constantly while you’re out
on the water, to anticipate problems that
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may crop up and think out a plan for dealing
with them. A good boater, whether sail or
power, learns to take account of such possibilities and to be prepared for them, he says.
Instructors generally charge about $225
a day or between $35 and $50 an hour, for
those who’ll go out for a shorter time. That’s
not much, considering you’re talking about
how to operate a boat that likely costs tens
of thousands (or hundreds of thousands) of
dollars. You can sign up for a one-time session or consider taking lessons.
Fred Probst III, manager of the two
Annapolis schools, who coordinates their
mentoring programs, says it’s best to take a
basic seamanship class as a foundation and
hire a private instructor later to reinforce
that and help you work on your weak points.
Over the long run, he says, “The sooner you
get involved with a mentor, the better off
you’re going to be.”

##On your boat, are you apprehensive
anchoring, docking, or maneuvering
in tight quarters? A couple of hours
with a private instructor may help.

About the author: Art Pine is a CoastGuard-licensed captain and a longtime sailor
and powerboater on the Chesapeake Bay.
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