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ENGINE HEALTH

Suppose you are boating and 
your engine dies. As you are trying 
to troubleshoot the problem, you 
suddenly realize that the wind and 
or current has carried you toward 
the main shipping channel where 
a freighter is bearing down on you. 
While you may or may not be entitled 
to the right of way, only a fool will try 
to maintain their course or position 
in the face of a much larger vessel 
bearing down on them. Now is the 
time to drop anchor and stay out of 
the channel, or in a totally different 
scenario, avoid the pounding surf 
crashing on the broken concrete 
surrounding a causeway.

Let’s start with the anchor itself. 
Over the years there have been many 
designs probably starting with a 

large rock back in Noah’s day, and 
progressing to where we are today. 
Back in the early 50’s Danforth came 
up with an iconic design which has 
endured for the past 70 years and 
does an excellent job of holding a boat 
in position when properly deployed. 
There are other designs such as the 
plow anchor and the mushroom 
anchor, but the most popular is the 
Danforth style for boats in the 10 to 
30 ft range. Since the original patent 
has expired, there are half a dozen 
similar anchors all utilizing the iconic 
Danforth design. Unless you are 
looking for originality any one of these 
copies will do a good job.

First, it might be good to review 
some terminology. The flexible 
connection between the anchor and 

the cleat on the boat is called the rode, 
not the anchor rope or anchor line. 
The rode consists of the line and in 
some cases a length of chain, as well 
as the associated connecting hardware 
such as shackles. In larger vessels, the 
rode consists entirely of chain. If you 
are in this category, make sure your 
windlass works since 100 ft of chain 
gets mighty heavy. Scope is the next 
term that applies to all anchoring 
solutions. It is a ratio of the length of 
the rode divided by the depth of water 
surrounding the anchorage you have 
chosen.

Let’s examine some of the critical 
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practices surrounding anchoring in 
general to better understand the task. 
Refer to figure 1 to see how scope and 
rode affect the function of the anchor. 
Over time, seven has generally been 
accepted as a good number for the 
scope. Therefore, if you are anchoring 
in fifty feet of water the recommended 
amount of anchor line you would 

need is 50 feet x7 or 350 feet of rode 
in order to establish the correct angle 
between the bottom and the rode. 
If the rode is too short, the angle 
between the bottom and the anchor 
line becomes too steep and the upward 
force component or vector on the line 
will work to pull the anchor out of the 
bottom, allowing it to drag instead of 

allowing it to dig into the bottom.
Twisted or braided synthetic line 

is preferred for the rode because of 
its ability to stretch. When selecting 
an anchor line, many people over-
compensate and choose a larger 
diameter than necessary which, while 
affording a strong connection, reduces 
the stretch since the working tension 
is so low. By selecting the proper size 
line, you reduce the shock on the boat, 
and in particular, the fittings used 
to secure the rode to the boat. This 
stretching allows a much smoother 
anchoring experience in a storm 
situation and lessens the chance that a 
cleat will be ripped out.

This should be done in such a 
manner that it can be removed so 
we use a shackle. Notice the small 
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Many of us never give anchors a second thought until 
we need one, probably because they don’t hold any 
magic or aesthetic appeal. They take up space, rattle, 
and generally get in the way. They have to be stored 
and, unlike your favorite cooler, do not form a neat easily 
stowed package. However, much like a parachute or fire 
extinguisher, when you need one, you really need it 
NOW!! So, when that day arrives it would be nice to be 
equipped with the correct setup and know how to use it.

Fig. 1-Anchoring layout
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lanyard that keeps the shackle pin 
from getting lost, since you may have 
to remove it while the shackle is in 
the water, the other detail is the steel 
thimble which keeps the nylon line 
from wearing directly on the shackle. 
The line is spliced with a traditional 
splice around the thimble.

Unless you have lost power and 

are about to get dashed against the 
rocks or shoreline, start by looking at 
the charts for a suitable anchorage and 
make sure anchoring is permitted. 
Today some areas have restrictions 
due to local zoning ordinances or 
waterway traffic patterns. Local 
municipal restrictions may not be 
listed on the maritime charts. Look 
for signs and seek local knowledge 
before just dropping the hook. In 
other areas, underwater cables pose a 
problem. Imagine the bill and fine you 
would receive if your anchor snagged 
a major communications or power 
cable. Find a space, free of traffic 
where you have a clear unobstructed 
circle whose radius is the length of 
your anchor rode. Your boat will 
swing around and across that circle 
due to the tides, currents, wind and 
traffic. If you can’t find enough free 
area, you may have to use two anchors 
in order to restrain your vessel in a 
tighter anchorage area. 

When you find your spot and 
deploy your anchor, lay out the 
appropriate amount of line and then 
secure it to your boat at that point. 
Note: To avoid a common mistake, 
never lower your anchor before 
securing the loose end of the rode 
to a cleat, typically at the bow. The 
next step involves setting the anchor. 
Reverse the prop and try to back up, 
being careful not to run over your 
own rode. This will cause the anchor 
to dig in and provide a good grip on 
the bottom.

While we are talking about 
bottoms, it pays to know what type of 
bottom you will be encountering. A 
rocky bottom requires some different 
procedures than a sand or mud 
bottom.

Some boaters use a length of 
chain attached between the anchor 
line and the anchor itself. this tends 
to decrease the required angle thus 
enhancing the holding ability of the 

Fig. 2 The connection of the rode to the anchor.

anchor. There are times when dragging 
anchor is acceptable, such as when you 
are fishing, and you may want to use 
a mushroom anchor which tends to 
drag. However, if you want to remain 
anchored and securely located within 
the radius defined by your anchor 
line, it will pay to set your anchor. If 
you suspect that the bottom is rocky 
or littered with debris, you may want 
to attach a smaller secondary line tied 
to the opposite end of your anchor, 
which will enable you to disengage 
the blades and retrieve your anchor 
should it get caught under a rock or 
other immovable object. Remember, 
the anchor line is designed to pull in 
a direction which forces the anchor 
to dig deeper and get tighter. In most 
cases, simply positioning the boat until 
it is directly above the anchor then 
pulling straight up on the anchor will 
release the anchor, but when that fails, 
the simple secondary line can be an 
“anchor saver”, because nobody wants 

to cut the anchor line.
Some local municipalities or 

destinations have officially designated 
“anchorages”. These anchorages consist 
of an array of numbered floats or balls 
which have a sturdy ring to which 
you attach a short line. The balls are 
anchored to the bottom by very large 
anchors which precludes you having 
to allow for scope. You will typically 
be assigned a suitable spot by the 
local harbormaster, based on your 
boat’s length and displacement. In 
most cases, commercial or municipal 
anchorages are serviced by water taxi 
service as well as sanitary pump out in 
some areas.

When choosing an anchor, do 
your research, and by all means, use 
the manufacturers’ recommendations. 
Make sure your cleats and bow eyes are 
properly sized and securely fastened to 
your boat since they may be required 
to take the load from wind and 
pounding surf in a storm. Choose a 

rode that works well for you. If you are 
preparing for a storm, you may want to 
pick several cleats or fastening points 
and create a bridal which will spread 
the load and reduce the chances of 
overloading a single point.

All joking aside, however, the final 
tip on anchoring is to simply make 
sure of two things:
1 Before you stand up to toss the 

anchor into the water, make sure 
the opposite end of the rode is tied 
to a cleat on the boat.

2 Make sure you are not standing in 
the middle of the coil of anchor 
line. It has been proven that the 
anchor will catch your feet and drag 
you into the water.

Happy  
Boating!
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