


LEARNING THE BASICS

Learning and using proper nautical terms expands the enjoy­
ment of boating. This is true with every style of boating—sail 
or power, 60-footer or dinghy, racing or cruising, or just “mess­
ing about on the water.” There’s no need for excessively “salty” 
speech, but there are important reasons for knowing and 
using the right terms for objects and activities around boats.

Nautical language allows easy communications among the 
whole crew or with other boaters. Most important, it avoids 
misunderstandings during emergencies. Critical seconds of 
valuable time may be saved by using correct, precise terms 
for needed tools or actions. It takes practice to get into the 
habit of thinking directly in nautical terms, rather than visu­
alizing “shore” terms and translating them mentally. Most 
people find it greatly satisfying when nautical language 
becomes second nature—proof of well honed boating skills.

One chapter cannot include all of the nautical words in 
common use. And, no two experts would agree on the same 
list of important words. So, the purpose of this chapter is to 
prepare you for the various topics covered in Chapman 
Piloting. Later chapters will provide refined definitions or 
introduce more new words as needed.

What is a boat?
The division between boat and ship is not precise, although 
Navigation Rules (Chapter 7) make a distinction at 20 meters, 
or about 65.6 feet. Craft and small craft usually carry the same 
meaning as boat. The term vessel is used particularly in legal 
and regulatory contexts without reference to size. Yacht 
deserves special consideration. It often connotes a sail or 
powerboat over 40 feet (12.2 m) in length with luxurious

An auxiliary sailboat uses sails for propulsion except in calms 
and for close-quarter maneuvering where power may be used.

A yacht is a power or sail vessel that is used for recreation and 
pleasure—as opposed to work. The term is usually reserved for 
boats 40 feet (12.2 m) or more in length, and is also applied to 
prestigious government craft.

accommodation. It is also widely used when referring to pres­
tigious government craft such as a presidential or state gov­
ernor’s yacht. In sailboat racing, however, every competing 
boat is a “yacht” without regard to size or accommodation.

A boat’s primary means of propulsion places it in either the 
powerboat or sailboat category. Sailboats are propelled by wind 
and sails. Most sailboats over roughly 18 feet (5.5 m) long have 
inboard gasoline or diesel auxiliary engines; smaller ones often 
have an outboard motor. Small, open sailboats are called day- 
sailers and those used primarily for racing may be known as rac­
ing dinghies, although the word dinghy is usually reserved for 
a very small boat used to ferry crew and supplies.

A boat propelled by machinery is legally a “power-driven 
vessel.” This includes sailboats using auxiliary engines, 
whether or not they have sails up. Motorboat includes craft 
propelled by gasoline or diesel engines. Some motorboats 
are now propelled by environmentally friendly electric motors 
and storage batteries.

A hybrid category exists between pure powerboats and 
sailboats—motorsailers. These have modest sails, but more 
powerful engines than auxiliary sailboats. Though they share 
the benefits of both sailing and powerboating, they are rela­
tively inefficient in either mode.
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A motorsailer is a sailboat with a large engine that can take 
advantage of both power and sail, but sacrifices efficiency in 
both modes of propulsion.

Cruisers—sail or power—carry some form of overnight 
accommodation. If they are powerboats, they are also 
described by their method of propulsion. They might be out­
board cruisers, inboard cruisers or even inboard/outboard (I/O) 
cruisers. Powerboats too small to offer overnight accommo­
dation can be daycruisers, runabouts or sportboats. Open boats 
of this size are sometimes called utility boats, and are used 
for general service applications.

Houseboats are more houselike than boatlike. Many are 
little more than motorized platforms with living accommo­
dation. Housecruisers are a step closer in evolution toward 
boats. Their hulls are generally better suited to higher speed 
and may be able to handle small waves on protected waters.

A hydroplane is a racing-style powerboat that travels so 
fast that much of the force supporting its weight is created by 
air pressure rather than water pressure or buoyancy. Hydrofoil 
boats, on the other hand, have hydrofoils (“water wings”) 
that create lift while immersed, supporting the hull above 
the water. Until recently, horsepower requirements of hydro­
foil boats made engines necessary, but now a few sail-pow­
ered boats are also using hydrofoils.

A more common form of high-speed travel under sail is 
the sailboard. The sail on this type of craft is partially sup­
ported by the operator who steers by shifting the position 
of both the sail and his or her weight on the board.

A dinghy can be propelled by oars or by a very small motor. 
If a dinghy is squared-off at both ends, it is called a pram. As 
mentioned earlier, dinghies may be used to ferry crew and 
supplies. In this case, the dinghy is called a tender. Small ten­

ders are sometimes suspended from their parent vessels in 
davits. A launch is similar to the tender, but it suggests ele­
gance and a length of at least 20 feet (6.1 m).

Multihulls
Boats with more than one hull are known collectively as mul­
tihulls. Among multihulls, catamarans have two hulls that are 
either identical or mirror images of each other. Trimarans 
have three hulls, a larger central hull for crew accommodation, 
and two smaller outer hulls. Although most multihulls are 
sailing craft, specialized powerboats are sometimes built with 
more than one hull.

Inflatables
Inflatable boats are usually associated with tenders of less 
than 10 feet (3 m), but they can be much larger. Inflatables 
of 25 feet (7.6 m) or longer are occasionally seen. A major

Today, boardsailing is a popular water sport, especially 
among the young and physically fit.

Rigid-hull inflatable boats, often called RIBs, are con­
structed both as small tenders and as larger sportboats. 
They combine the benefits of a conventional hull with 
inflatable flotation and stability.
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advantage of inflatables as tenders is that they can be deflat­
ed and stowed in a small space. In this mode they often dou­
ble as life rafts though they lack many of the protective features 
that are associated with a proper life raft (Chapter 4).

Inflatables provide greater capacity and more stability for 
the same length as compared to conventional tenders. The 
soft contours of their inflated tubes spare the finish of the 
main hull when the tender is alongside. Unfortunately, they 
can be difficult (if not impossible) to row under windy or 
choppy conditions, so are usually powered with a small out­
board motor.

Primary considerations with inflatables are the quality of 
the fabric and the gluing process used in their construction. 

High-quality fabrics that resist abrasion and sunlight and high- 
strength seams are expensive; consequently, quality boats are 
more costly than ordinary inflatables of similar size. For safe­
ty, any inflatable should have two or more separate air cham­
bers. If damage causes one to deflate, the boat will be kept 
afloat by the other, undamaged chamber.

A recent development is the combining of inflatable and 
conventional boat construction in what is called a rigid inflat­
able boat or RIB. RIBs are built with a two-part hull: the lower 
closely resembling the bottom of a high-speed fiberglass power­
boat; the upper consisting of inflated tubes. This gives RIBs 
both the efficient, high-speed performance of a conventional 
powerboat and the great stability of an inflatable.

ORIENTING YOURSELF ON BOARD

Life afloat is always oriented to the boat, and not to the individual 
members of the crew. The port side, for instance, is always the 
left side of the boat no matter which way the observer is facing. 
Likewise, starboard always refers to the boat’s right side. 
Anything toward the bow is forward, while anything to the stem 
is aft. A position aft of an object is abaft of it. (A landmark may 
be said to be “abaft the beam.”) Something is abeam when it lies 
off either side of the boat at right angles to the keel. Parts of

the vessel, such as seats or a swim platform, which run across 
the boat are athwartships. Along the vessel’s centerline is fore- 
and-aft. Anything in the middle of the boat is amidships, whether 
fore-and-aft or athwartships. Inboard is toward the center, out­
board away from it. Going below refers to a person moving 
from the deck to a lower cabin inside the hull. The reverse is 
going above (decks). The term aloft is used for climbing the rig­
ging and masts.

Port (left) side

These terms relate to the hull, and directions on board a boat Note that port and starboard sides remain 
the same, no matter which way one is facing, and that LOA is figured similarly for sailboats. Refer to 
Chapter 10 for terms specific to sailboats.
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DESCRIBING BOAT TYPES
When yacht designers, or naval architects, begin the design of 
a cruising boat—power or sail—they most often start with 
the interior layout and work to the outside. Apart from the fun­
damental assumptions of safe operation, a cruising boat’s 
main function is to accommodate its owner and crew in as 
much comfort as they can afford.

Though a boat is described primarily by its length overall 
(LOA), what is often more important is the volume of living 
space actually available. While living space usually increases 
with length, the relationship is anything but straightforward. 
On board cruising sailboats in the range of 25 to 35 feet (7.6 
to 10.7 m), important compromises must be struck between 
living space, aesthetics and performance. Below about 25 feet 
(7.6 m), these compromises become sacrifices.

Powerboats, unlike sailboats, are well suited to the kind of 
interior accommodation most people are accustomed to: 
rooms with basically rectangular shapes. This happy coinci­
dence between the needs of interior layout and powerboat 
hull shapes is due to the availability of large engines. Cruising 
powerboats, with some exceptions, are not faced with the 
need to slide gently through the water driven by low horse­
power. Instead, they ride up and over it on large, almost flat 
surfaces. The shape of a planing hull perfectly suits spacious 
interiors that are, more or less, rectangular.

The ruling dimension for designing a cruising boat is the 
height of the typical male boat buyer: 6 feet. To allow a 6-foot 
person to stand upright, the boat length must be at least four 
times this average height, or no less than 24 feet (7.3 m). 
Women, being on average slightly shorter than men actually 
have a size advantage with respect to headroom, especially 
on smaller boats where space is at a premium.

Novice boat buyers typically ask one question, “How many 
does it sleep?” Builders, anxious to please these buyers, react 
by giving the maximum number of berths (beds), even know­
ing that most crews will seldom use them all. Sometimes over­
looked in the rush to provide berths is the need for privacy. 
One set of berths should be separated from another by walls 
called bulkheads. Most boats have a forward cabin with a V- 
berth—two berths joined at the toe to fit into the bow. Larger 
boats may have additional mid-cabins and/or aft cabins.

Powerboat types
Powerboat builders use numerous terms to distinguish boat 
configurations, and they are not always consistent. However, 
a few basic terms seem to be universal, surviving changes in 
style. A runabout usually seats four or six. Bowrider runabouts 
have additional seating in the bow accessed via a walk-through 
windshield. The runabout has no formal sleeping accommo­
dation, but seats may fold down for sunning or napping.

With a slight increase in LOA—to about 20 feet (6.0 m)— 
the enclosed volume of the bow becomes large enough for a 
small cabin, or cuddy. (The often heard “cuddy cabin” is redun­
dant.) While not luxurious, the cuddy does offer shelter in 
wet weather and may also enclose a portable toilet.

A marine toilet is traditionally called a head; in modern 
legal parlance, a marine sanitation device (MSD). The head 
may be connected to a holding tank, where sewage is held for 
discharge—or pump out— at shoreside facilities.

Center-consoles, sportboats and daycruisers 
The center-console boat is popular with anglers because it 
provides the maximum usable deck space for a boat’s LOA. 

The walk-around style 
includes elements of the 
center-console and the 
cuddy. A narrow sidedeck 
allows access to a low 
foredeck with rails. The 
cabin provides basic 
accommodation and 
storage space. This con­
figuration is well suited 
to fishing and patrol or 
rescue work.
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Seating is limited to one or two bench or swivel seats. Fishing 
enthusiasts can handle rods or swing nets around the boat’s 
entire perimeter. The lack of enclosed space, though, makes 
the boat undesirable for cruising. Center-consoles range in 
size from less than 15 feet (4.6 m) to about 35 feet (10.7 m).

In the range of 20 to 25 feet (6.1 to 7.6 m), sportboats dif­
fer from daycruisers mainly in engine size and styling. 
However, the basic elements of their layouts are very simi­
lar. At this length, sufficient height can be gained to allow a 
very small cabin with sitting headroom in the bow. The day- 
cruiser cabin will probably have a V-berth, a portable head 
and a small galley (kitchen), consisting of a countertop stove 
and a basin, as well as a folding table.

Express and sedan cruisers
Above about 25 feet (7.6 m), powerboat styles begin to 
diverge. Differences in accommodation layout are reflected 
in sharp differences in their hull and superstructure shapes. 
Express cruisers form one branch of powerboat design while 
another is made up of sedan cruisers, often called convertibles.

The express cruiser is a modern, sporty design that enlarges 
sportboat configuration to include accommodation in the for­
ward cabin and an open raised bridge.

An express cruiser, sometimes referred to as a sunbridge, 
takes the basic sportboat configuration and enlarges it—right 
up to lengths of 40 feet (12.2 m) and more. The craft’s fore­
deck is long and unobstructed, interrupted only by hatches— 
openings that provide access to the enclosed space below. 
The control station, or bridge, is set well aft and a step above 
the “floor,” which is properly called the sole, of the cockpit. A 
radar arch may provide an excellent mounting position for 
communication and navigation equipment, including radar 
sets. Stylish and often high-powered, the express cruiser is 
also simpler to construct than a sedan or flybridge style of 
comparable size.

A sedan or convertible cruiser puts the main interior space 
(and possibly a lower control station) on the same level as the 
cockpit. The interior space is divided into two parts: a main

A power cruiser’s flying bridge, usually called a flybridge, is 
an upper steering position originally intended as a platform 
to spot game fish.

saloon at the level of the cockpit and the forward cabin below 
the foredeck. (“Saloon” is the correct nautical word, although 
“salon” may be seen in advertising copy.) If there is a lower 
control station, it will be located at the forward end of the 
main cabin. These controls are often duplicated as a flying 
bridge on a second level above the main cabin. Smaller sedans 
and convertibles usually place their galleys within the main 
cabin. This is known as a “galley-up” layout.

Aft-cabin cruisers
As length increases, it becomes possible to open up sleep­
ing accommodation below the level of the deck at the stern 
with an aft cabin. The engines are moved forward to the mid­
dle area of the hull beneath the enclosed saloon, and the 
resulting style is called a double- or aft-cabin cruiser. The gal­
ley may be located just aft of the forecabin on the level below 
the main cabin (known as a “galley-down” layout).

Sportfishermen
Sportfishing boats can be convertibles that are rigged for fish­
ing or they can be true sportfish boats with longer foredecks, 
shorter main saloons, and larger cockpits than sedan cruis­
ers. Purpose-designed game-fishing boats usually have a tuna 
tower supporting a control station at maximum elevation for 
spotting fish and shoals. They also will be equipped with out­
riggers and fighting chairs.

Trawler yachts
Within the commercial fishing community, the word trawler 
has a specific meaning, but in recreational boating the term 
is used much more loosely. In general, any pleasure craft more 
than 25 feet (7.6 m) in length that does not carry sufficient 
horsepower to lift itself out of the water and plane at or near 
the surface is known as a trawler. Since the hull of a trawler 
rides through (and not over) the water, it is considered as 
having a displacement hull design—which is described in 
detail on page 26.
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The trawler was originally designed as a low-speed, seaworthy 
fishing vessel. As a recreational type, trawlers are fuel-efficient 
and offer many on-board living advantages.

The trawler’s hull shape can vary from one with soft bilges 
to one with hard chines. Practically all trawlers are designed 
with significant keels. Trawlers now are faster and fitted with 
twins while single-engine installations were once more com­
mon. These boats were popular for traveling at 7 to 8 knots, 
ideal for waterways where speeds are limited, and well suited 
for long passages where fuel conservation becomes critical.

Sailboat types
Sailboats are seldom identified according to their cabin lay­
outs—probably because less variety is possible. Instead, sail­
boats are usually known by their sail plans: the number of 
masts and the position of their sails (described on pages 36 

and 37). Sailboats almost always have a cockpit placed near 
or at the stem. Interior accommodation is found in a cabin 
trunk forward of the cockpit. While interior space receives 
the most attention from new boat buyers, it is actually the 
cockpit where most sailors’ time is spent.

Center-cockpit sailboats roughly correspond to the aft cab­
in style in powerboats. With sufficient width at the stern, it 
becomes possible to build a compact cabin behind or par­
tially under the cockpit. As this cabin grows in size with 
increasing hull length, the cockpit itself can be moved for­
ward to a more central position. However, to maintain use­
ful space below, it is necessary to raise the cockpit sole to 
the level of the deck. The result is ungainly in center-cockpit 
boats of less than about 40 feet (12.2 m) in length.

Sailboat cockpits
Because a cruising sailboat cockpit is both an entertainment 
and a control center, compromises must be made between 
access to halyards and sheets (lines to hoist and trim sails) 
or to winches (devices to increase the pull on such lines) and 
the comfort of the crew. Typical cockpits have facing bench 
seats that are close enough together that crew members can 
brace themselves as the boat tilts—or, in nautical language, 
heels. Cockpit seats sometimes lift open to reveal seat lockers, 
stowage for sail bags, an inflatable life raft, dock lines, sheets, 
winch handles and the accumulated etcetera of life afloat.

A pedestal with steering wheel may stand near the aft end 
of the cockpit. On top may be a binnacle, a case that houses 
a compass (Chapter 17). The pedestal may also support shift 
and throttle controls for the auxiliary engine. The wheel con­

At about 35 feet (10.7 m) in length, powerboat hulls can have enough freeboard and beam to 
allow for spacious accommodation with standing headroom. On this boat, the main saloon is 
raised above the engines amidships, and the galley is “down.”
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