Dinghy Towing
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How to Tow a Dinghy, from Sailnet
What is the proper method for towing an inflatable dinghy behind a sailboat? Should the dinghy be towed from a single line or from a bridle? What is the proper length for the painter when towing?

Dan Dickison responds: 

Thanks for your question. Everyone has a little bit of a different take on this topic, so no doubt you'll read my answer, tell your friends, and then they'll say 'don't listen to that guy; he's wrong.' That's the nature of this beast. Nonetheless, I've paid fairly close attention to this topic since I once lost a dinghy while towing it, and I vowed never to have that happen again. So here are some basic points that should help you when towing your inflatable dinghy:

First of all, never leave your outboard engine attached to the dinghy if you plan on towing the boat in anything other than absolutely flat water over very short distances. Even then, you might encounter a vessel's wake and have problems keeping your dinghy from getting tossed around. It takes a little more time of course, but it's always prudent to take the engine off and bring it aboard the mother ship. The same goes for oars and other items that are apt to come loose if the dinghy bounces about (cushions, bailers, etc.).

With an inflatable, you want to make sure that you're not putting all of the towing load on just one fitting. I'm in favor of using a bridle, that is one line from the mothership that splits through the lead D-ring near the bow of the inflatable and runs aft on each side of the little boat back to a more secure purchase, like an eyebolt in the transom. Never simply use the dinghy's bow painter if it's only made off to the lead D-ring near the bow; that's just too much load for that ring.

Now you've got two options regarding how long to make your tow line. Some sailors find that inflatables behave best if the tow line is drawn up close to the transom of the mother ship with the bow of the dinghy out of the water and the dinghy resting only on the aft portions of its pontoons. If your inflatable is over 10 feet in length, it's probably going to be unmanageable to truss it up in that fashion. You'll be better off towing it well aft of the mother ship. The trick here is to get the dinghy in synch with the mother ship by letting out enough line so that the dinghy rests just on top of the second wave aft. 

In most cases, you'll shorten the tow line for entering or leaving crowded harbors or well-trafficked areas. Then when you're out in open waters you can lengthen the tow line so that the dinghy stays in synch with the mother ship. Also, a lot of sailors double up and use two tow lines if they're going to be towing their dinghy for long distances, and particularly if they're going to be towing it at night. 

Just one other caveat about towing: make sure you know at all times where the tow line is. If you engage your engine and forget to shorten the tow line, you'll be running the risk of having that line wound up in the prop and shaft. Most sailors only suffer this problem once.

Here's hoping this information is helpful. Depending upon what make of inflatable you have, you might also want to check with the manufacturer regarding the recommended towing methods just in case your boat has a different system for attaching a tow line, or the recommended towing method has any bearing on the dinghy's warranty or your boat's insurance.
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The right way to tow a dinghy, from Sea Magazine
 by Capt. Alan Ross Hugenot

Heading out to a secluded anchorage in California’s Channel Islands or British Columbia’s Gulf Islands, you may want to tow your inflatable dinghy behind your boat.

This can simplify things, avoiding the difficult procedure of launching it from the deck when you are at anchor -- especially, if you don’t have a dinghy davit, a dinghy crane or a swim platform dinghy stowage and launching system.

Other boaters, when making an ocean passage, like to tow the dinghy astern so they can free up the normal dinghy storage on the aft flybridge sundeck, and get that weight off the hardtop. After watching thrillers like Jaws, The Perfect Storm and Titanic, many coastal cruisers just feel safer, knowing that the dinghy is already launched and ready, should any emergency occur.

Whatever your reasons for towing a dinghy, here are some tips I’ve learned from years of making just about all the possible mistakes. Follow this advice, and dinghy towing will be much easier for you.

Are You Ready to Tow?

You simply can’t tow a dinghy full of gear unless you seriously hope to lose all the gear into the sea. Remove the outboard engine, oars, fuel tank and all other gear from the dinghy.

If the dinghy were to flip over, everything in it would be lost. Also, if a storm comes in or towing conditions deteriorate and you need to get the dinghy back aboard while you are at sea, any gear left inside the dinghy just complicates the job.

Setting Up the Tow Lines

An inflatable dinghy is actually a relatively lightweight tow, compared to towing another vessel, and the towing hawser does not have to be too stout.
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When you are towing another vessel, it is a good idea to use nylon line that stretches, absorbing the shifting loads as the other boat works up and down in the sea. However, because dinghies are light, this is a good opportunity to use polypropylene line that floats. It should not get fouled in your propeller, if you should accidentally back down when coming into the marina without remembering the dinghy is behind you.

A 3/8-inch polypropylene line should be adequate for most dinghies -- and you should make up your towing hawser before you go to sea. Polypropylene line has a nasty habit of untying itself, because it is so slick. So, the recommended attachment to the bridle at the dinghy end is a snap clip, with a proper eye splice that is double-seized (whipped), as shown in Photo #1.

On the ship’s end, you will need to be able to adjust the length of the hawser to suit the sea conditions and your speed. However, it is difficult to tie polypropylene line securely. A simple double loop belaying to a cleat will not work, because the polypropylene line will slowly slip itself loose -- and the next thing you know, the dinghy will be gone.

Instead, use a larger cleat for towing. You may have to install one, if your boat is not already equipped with large cleats.

Always take a series of wraps around the cleat. A round turn, taken clear around the base of the cleat, will remove the intermittent strain that tends to untie the polypropylene line from the actual wraps on the horns.

Next, take at least six or eight wraps -- three or four on each end of the cleat. While this alone is probably enough to hold it fast, when you’re at sea, it’s good to take one final step: Take the bitter end aft from the cleat and tie two half hitches around the hawser.

In my early boating years, before I began making the polypropylene line fast with extra the two half hitches, I sometimes had to go back looking for my lost dinghy.

Making a Towing Bridle

Most inflatable dinghies will have no “D” ring on the center of the bow. This is because the adhesive holding the D-ring onto the inflatable is better at resisting forces in shear (sideways) rather than in tension (straight on).

Dinghy manufacturers know that this center D-ring would be an inviting place to secure a towing hawser, but the companies also know that hardware in this spot would eventually pull off the inflatable hull and you would lose the dinghy. So, manufacturers deliberately provide D-rings to port and starboard, to force you into using a towing bridle.

This device divides the force pulling on the dinghy in half and applies that force in shear rather than tension. To make your dinghy easier to tow, make your towing bridle by using seized eye splices and two swivel snap hooks, then splice them to a single stainless steel O-ring, as shown in Photo #3.

Doubling Up the Tow Lines

Some owners I have made coastal passages with like to double up their dinghy tow lines. The idea is, if one line breaks, they still have the second line towing the dinghy. This also allows towing the dinghy from the existing stern cleats on each quarter of the boat.

In this case, it is still best to splice up a bridle for the dinghy and attach both tow lines to the bridle’s O-ring rather than attaching one tow line directly to the D-rings on each side of the dinghy’s bow. Using double towing hawsers and a bridle works well with an inflatable, causing the dinghy to trail better.

Length of the Towing Hawser

That’s right -- it is properly called a towing “hawser,” pronounced HOSS-ERR. The term “painter” can be used here, but only when towing a dinghy and not for towing anything else. “Painter” properly refers to a dinghy’s bow line, used to make the dinghy fast to the yacht’s inshore mooring buoy while the yacht is out cruising.

So, the one word that covers all towing situations is hawser. Using nautical terminology accurately and precisely always makes you sound years more experienced than you might actually be.

An inflatable that has no keel wants to yaw all over, zigzagging back and forth, unless you use two hawsers.

It helps if you stow some weight aft in the dinghy, to raise the bow and lower the stern. Remember to tie this weight down securely -- and it should be something you won’t mind losing, should the dinghy overturn.

A sealed bag made of heavy nylon and filled with sand is excellent for this. It should have tie-down grommets on all four corners. Tie it in place with cotton bow lines.

Then, let the dinghy out to the back side of the first wave abaft the stern. If the swells increase to above 4 to 6 feet, you will need to let it out, back to the second wave astern. When the waves reach 10 to 12 feet, you should either be back in port or not towing that dinghy.

Another idea to prevent an inflatable from yawing is to build an attachable skeg, which connects securely to the dinghy’s transom in place of the outboard. It should hang down similar to the outboard drive, to act like a keel at the stern.

This addition helps the dinghy track straight without any yaw, especially if you also have a weighted bag aft in the dinghy.

Towing a Hard-Shell Dinghy

With a hard-shell dinghy, you will still need to pay out the hawser until the dinghy is on the second wave abaft the stern.

Again, having tie-down weight is a good idea. And if the dinghy has a long center keel, towing a drogue astern of the dinghy will make it track straight ahead. I once towed 14-foot straight-keel Whitehall rowing dinghy for more than 300 miles on coastal waters this way.

The drogue can be anything that will drag through the water and make enough resistance to hold the stern of the hard-shell dinghy and keep the straight keel from causing it to yaw.

It is better to use a nylon towing hawser with the heavier drag of a hard-shell dinghy, because of the necessary elasticity needed to take dampen the towing shocks.

Another idea that seems to work to dampen the shocks is to place two in-line eye splices in your towing hawser, near the dinghy’s end and about 4 feet apart.

Then, use bow lines to tie some shock cord in between these two eyes, making a bight (bend) in the towing line and bringing the two eyes within 2 feet of each other. This will allow the shock cord to actually adsorb the shocks.

Close Towing in Mild Weather

One great way to tow an inflatable, in winds below 12 knots, is to bring the bow right up onto the swim platform.

This is possible with an inflatable because, being filled with air, they are like great big fenders and won’t scratch the hull. You can’t do this with a hard-shell dinghy or a rigid-bottom inflatable.

Just tie a line from both D-rings, on each side of the dinghy’s bow, to the respective port and starboard aft cleats on your boat (see Photo #4).

This procedure worked quite well for me on a recent weekend offshore passage from the Golden Gate to Monterey and back. When you do this, it is good to put some anti-chafing gear -- even an old throw rug --between the dinghy hull and the swim platform. Tie it to the swim platform with cotton line.

Long Offshore Passages: Should You Tow?

Unless you can predict the weather better than the NOAA, don’t tow your dinghy if you are making a passage that will take over 24 hours, or if the pros have forecasted that winds will increase.

After conditions begin to deteriorate, it is very difficult to get the dinghy back aboard when you are at sea. At any marina or yacht club, you can hear horror stories of people who towed their dinghy in the open ocean and later lost the dinghy.

Often, the towing hawser will part in rough conditions and the end, even if polypropylene, can get twisted around the boat’s propeller shafts.
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Selections from "Sail Away"
Dinghies

Some kind of tender is a necessity for long-term cruising. I suppose that in some areas a yacht could move from marina to marina and avoid needing one, but that would mean foregoing the joy and independence of time spent at anchor! 

We have an inflatable dinghy with floorboards and a transom. The transom allows use of larger motors (such as our 8HP), not just the little 2-3HP engines that the "inner tube" style inflatable dinghies can handle. I should mention that we are so happy with our Avon R3.10 and Yamaha 8HP motor that it might be hard to make objective comparisons to other choices. 

But if you should choose the unstable, slow and difficult-to-store option of a hard dinghy, what can you expect? Well, for one thing, there are many less thefts of hard dinghies than of inflatables. And realistically, a hard dinghy with a good set of oars is the cheapest and most durable option. There, I tried to be objective! 

Most long-term cruisers have chosen an inflatable dinghy. Over 80% of North American cruisers have an inflatable with an outboard motor. Of these, nearly half are the rigid-inflatable type (or RIB), with a solid fiberglass floor and transom. The RIB offers the best perform ance of any small tender and addresses one of the "hard dinghy" peoples' concerns as well -- they fare better in the being-dragged-up-a-rocky-beach test. Their shortcomings are weight and storage. We think it is essential that the tender can be carried on board, not only towed, and if there isn't room for a RIB to be stored on deck, consider another option. 

Our rules for towing the dink are as follows:

Never tow the dinghy at night. 
Never tow the dinghy if there is a chance of rough seas. 
Never tow the dinghy if the passage is more than 15 miles. 
Always tow with a bridle through the dinghy's bow towing eye and back to the transom. 
	Exploring a deserted cay in the Bahamas. Our 10 foot dinghy with 8HP motor planes easily even loaded with supplies 


We put a "U"-bolt in the transom for this purpose after tearing off one of the towing rings that was bonded to the bow. I don't believe any of these bonded rings are really up to the task of towing a dinghy. The transom can easily handle the strain.

This may be difficult to believe, but we met a yacht in the Azores who complained that they had been towing their dinghy and had lost it -- on their way across the Atlantic!!  

 Most cruisers choose inflatable dinghies for convenience and speed. The main reason we are so happy with our dinghy and motor combination, is that it provides such a great way to explore. With the two of us aboard, the dinghy will easily reach a plane (maybe 15 knots), so we can, and often have travelled more than 3-4 miles from Two-Step. We've explored up rivers and creeks, over shallow areas where we couldn't take the "mother ship". And for our major passion, skin diving, an inflatable is the best choice. We carry a small anchor and some line, and can easily climb in and out of the inflatable when we anchor near a reef. 

Our Avon R3.10 is the type with three large pieces of plywood that assemble into a floor, then the dinghy is inflated around it. This is a 20 minute operation, but most of the time we store the dinghy inflated, secured upside-down on the foredeck. It can be launched in minutes and stands ready as a life-platform in case of emergencies. 

No dinghy is maintenance-free. We have never had a puncture, but when the dinghy was four years old some of the seams were showing wear, so we had some new seam-tape bonded over the trouble spots. Repairs can be made on board but numerous conditions must be met to achieve a good bond. For Hypalon dinghies (Avon, Achilles etc.), the material must be sanded to roughen it first. It should be cleaned, and then wiped with toluene to soften the rubber. Temperature and humidity should also be within the normal indoor range (Apparently PVC dinghies are even trickier to glue.) We found it was easier to take it to a repair shop where all this could be more easily controlled. 

The outboard motor must also be maintained and this is an area where it is easy to do the normal tasks oneself. Every few months I remove the cover and apply grease to all the grease-points as specified in the manual. Then I spray Boeing T 9TM on other likely looking places and close it up again. Once a year I change the oil in the lower unit. 

Probably the biggest problem with outboard motors is corrosion and a good rinse with fresh water is the best therapy. If the motor is going to be out of use for a couple of weeks or more, I flush the cooling passages out with fresh water using a motor flusher (This is a simple device that allows a hose to feed water directly into the intake vents in the motor's lower unit) 

We store the outboard on deck as well as the dinghy itself. The motor lives on a bracket on the stern rail, locked with a non-corrosive lock.  
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	Dinghy Maintenance

Comments

	basic repair kit
	(comes with most inflatables) Includes one-part glue and some patches.

	outboard manual
	  

	motor flusher
	  

	lower unit oil
	  

	spark plugs
	  

	shear pins
	our Yamaha doesn’t use a shear pin but if yours does, bring some spares.

	basic tools
	A spark plug wrench is all that is likely to be needed above regular tools for the diesel engine.
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	Dinghy Gear


Comments

	oars
	  

	lifejackets
	  

	bailing bucket
	  

	anchor and 60’ rode
	We keep ours in a canvas bucket to protect the floorboards.

	dinghy depth sounder
	This is a marked cord with a lead sinker on the end (see page Error! Bookmark not defined.)

	fuel tank
	We use a 3-gallon plastic tank. We keep it lashed on deck near the transom when not in use. Do not store gasoline below decks unless in vented locker.

	lock and cable
	Honestly we don’t use ours that much, but dinghy theft definitely does occur.

	small fenders 
  
  
	We keep two 3½” diameter fenders for use coming alongside rough docks and walls. 

	air pump 
  
	We don’t carry it with us in the dinghy -- maybe we’re tempting fate. 



Towing A Dinghy, from Tropical Boating
Selecting and Using the Dinghy Tow Line 
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A stainless steel snap hook like this one makes it easy to attach your dinghy tow line.


Floating plastic 3 strand rope makes a great dinghy tow line. A 3 strand nylon line works quite well too, but presents a few problems because it sinks. 

Once the main boat reaches cruising speed, take a look at how the dinghy is riding. It's best to keep the dinghy riding on an "uphill" part of the wake of the cruising boat. It keeps the bow of the dinghy up, and makes the dinghy less likely to surf up into the big boat in following seas. Adjust the tow line as needed to allow the dinghy to ride the wake properly. 

Most people like to use a clip of some type to connect the dinghy tow line, because it is quick and easy. I like stainless steel snap hooks, because they are smooth and less likely to damage boats. 

Get a stainless steel thimble of a size that barely fits into the narrow end of the snap hook, then splice the tow line on with the thimble in place. It should not be able to come out when towing. 

I once had one of these clips fail when towing a dinghy, but I still don't know how it happened. Fortunately, we had hooked a large trolling rod onto the dinghy, with enough line let out to remain slack under tow. The clicker on the drag immediately let us know that the dinghy had gotten loose, and we went back to retrieve it. The stainless snap hook had somehow come open when the dinghy overtook its own tow line while surfing on large waves. It was not bent or damaged when I pulled it in, and I put it right back on the dinghy. It had given years of trouble free service before that incident, and I have used it for years since, without any recurrence. 

A second tow line is another alternative, but it can tangle with the primary tow line, and if something happens to the primary tow line, you may not discover it immediately. For offshore towing, redundant tow lines are a good idea if you can keep them from interfering with each other, but a fishing rod with a drag clicker set is still worth setting. It saved my dinghy. 

It is best to use a floating tow line, but even those can be swept under the cruising yacht, possibly becoming entangled with the rudder or propeller. A short tow line will prevent the dinghy from turning completely around, and will prevent the tow line from getting snagged on something underneath the big boat. 

Anchoring With a Dinghy in Tow
When a cruising boat backs down to let out anchor rode, it will often bump into its own dinghy. A hard hull dinghy can scratch the yacht. Inflatable dinghies usually won't hurt the larger boat, but black rub rails can leave streaks. If a crew member is available to fend off the dinghy, it's not a bad idea to assign one to that task. 

Even with an inflatable, the dinghy should be kept on a very short leash when anchoring or docking. If the tow line is too long, the dinghy can rotate 180 degrees and contact the big boat with the transom. This is especially likely, and can do the most damage to both boats, if the dinghy engine remains mounted at all times, rather than being brought aboard the larger boat during towing. 

Another alternative to a short tow line is to bring the dinghy alongside the larger boat and secure it there. This also accomplishes both goals of keeping the tow line out of trouble and keeping the dinghy from contacting the big boat with its transom or engine. An easy way to do it is to bring the dinghy close enough to grab the stern line, and just walk the stern line forward, swinging the dinghy around and alongside facing aft. The dinghy stern line can be temporarily secured to a stanchion or shroud while anchoring or docking. 

Docking With A Dinghy
When docking with a dinghy in tow, it is particularly important to keep the dinghy out from between the big boat and the pilings, and from between the big boat and other boats. If there's room, tying the dinghy backwards alongside the big boat is the easiest technice. Or you can tie the dinghy on a very short line horizontally across the stern of the boat, if you're docking bow-in. If you're backing the big boat to the dock, then have a crew member walk the dinghy alongside the boat to the bow just before or during the approach. If the crew member is needed for docking, have them tie off the dinghy to a bow cleat, on a very short leash. While docking, you're maneuvering at very slow speeds and only for a very short distance, so it doesn't matter if the dinghy "rides well" or if it's in the right position for towing. If the slip or dock space is extremely limited, you can always have a crew member hop into the dinghy and cast off from the big boat, then bring the dinghy in after the boat is docked. Make sure there's a paddle in the dinghy before casting off! 

People may give you funny looks when you're coming into a marina or anchoring your boat with the dinghy tied backwards alongside, but it's quick and easy, and it works. If you want to proceed above dead-slow maneuvering speed, or if there is any chop at all, it's best to turn the dinghy around if tying it alongside. Waves will splash over the transom, and many self-bailing boats can be self-filling if pulled backwards through the water. 


Using Your Dinghy as a Towboat 

Marhc 25, 2006
By CaptainWiki 

As long as you do it right, towing a boat from a dinghy is a surprisingly easy task. A 15 hp dinghy can easily handle a 50foot 30 ton vessel. It is always better to have multiple people standing by, one or two dinghies to push, a steering captain and a person to relay messages from the captain to the dinghies. It is also helpful to use portable radios to communicate with the towing dinghies. 

Steering

Some amount of steering will be able to be accomplished by the towing dinghy (as long as it isn't pushing astern) but if possible, someone should be onboard the towed vessel to steer. The next option is to tie the rudder amidships so it is not left free to move.

Dinghy Placement 

First Option: Pushing Astern Without Tying Up

To push a vessel astern you need to make sure the towed vessel has steering capabilities. It is not possible to steer while being astern so the towed vessel must perform all maneuvers. The towed vessel must also let the dinghy know ahead of time if any abrupt maneuvers are to be made so the dinghy can follow. 

The transom must be flat, not the reverse type, or it must be possible to push the towed vessel without worrying about the dinghy getting stuck or deflected of the transom then pushing the vessel astern is a safe way of moving a vessel. 

Pushing Astern While Tied Up

Do not tie up the dinghy to the stern so you will better be able to do emergency maneuvers and so it will not pull (and possibly swamp) the dinghy if the dinghy motor cuts out. You may think tying the dinghy astern will help the towed vessel slow down or even go in reverse but really it will only complicate things and cause problems.

Second Option: Pushing While Tied Up Alongside

Tying up alongside is the most common way to tow a vessel with a dinghy because you can steer for the towed vessel, you can use multiple dinghies (one on either side) and the dinghy can go forward and reverse to steer and maneuver the towed vessel. 

Make sure you do not need to go through any tight bridges or spaces, otherwise you may need to switch from side to side, or even let go of the towed vessel for brief periods while it is docking or maneuvering. Because of this make sure the dinghy is tied up with quick release cleats 

Leading Towline

Using a leading towline is not recommended but if the rudder is gone and it is not possible to push while tied up alongside then you may need to tow with a towline. A towline is not used in confined spaces because a short towline scope will cause the rear of the dinghy, along with the powering dinghy engine, to lift out of the water. Effectively cutting the power to the tow and possibly flipping the dinghy. In calm conditions the towline must be at least a 10 to one scope of the height of the tie up to the waterline. In worse conditions the towline should be anywhere from 100 to 300 feet. 

The towline should consist of bridles on both the towed vessel and the dinghy. It should also have a float for the dinghy bridle so it does not get caught in the dinghy prop. If shorter line needs to be used it is possible to tie floats on towline, the best use of this is to tie up a weight (maybe a filled jerry can) that will dangle in the air from the towed vessel and not enter the water to produce drag if tension is let loose on the towline. 

