Hatches and Vents

REMEMBER THIS - HATCHES AND VENTS NEED TO BE NARROW, UP HIGH, AND ON THE HULL'S CENTERLINE... 

All of your boat's hatches and vents, any opening to the inside of a sailing boat's hull, need to be narrow, high and on centerline. Here is why. 
Boat 1 has been knocked down 90 degrees and has its hatches on centerline. As long as it doesn't roll inverted water won't enter the water tight volumes required to float the boat high on its side. If the boat has raised draining decks and enough ballast it should self right and shed all of the water like a duck and continue sailing with nothing added but a scared skipper. 

Boat 2 is the exact same boat but has its hatch widened a lot or placed off centerline. If the hatch is not water tight the boat will flood and the boat will founder (not "flounder" - even the National Geographic gets that wrong all the time). 

It's as simple as that! 

BUT I'VE SEEN IT HAPPEN... 

A few years back Bob Archibald stopped by with a Bolger Micro project he had found in New York. Very nice job, too. It was made from slick mahogany plywood and on his trip Bob had been stopped by someone who thought the unfinished Micro was a fancy hot tub! But I saw a problem right away. Where Bolger had placed a single vent on centerline on the aft bulkhead, the builder of this Micro had substituted two vents, one on each side of the bulkhead like this: 
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If this Micro had been knocked down (OK, so that isn't easy to do) the boat would have flooded through those side vents. 

And just last year Bob showed up again with a Bolger Martha Jane he had bought up north. This boat was complete and had been sailed for a few years. Again right away I saw a problem. Where Bolger had designed solid watertight aft decks, the builder had made the aft deck side seats removable. Lift them up and they were like lockers, completely open to the interior. Again, if this boat had capsized and the locker lids were not water tight, this boat would have flooded big time because the openings were about 2' wide and 6' long! There have been fiberglass production boats built this way too. Like this: [image: image2.png]liftlid locker type
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So the basics are simple. Your boat will flood through its openings. Keep them as small as possible and on centerline and you will stand half a chance of not swamping (or sinking!) in a knock down. 

NOW FOR SOME HATCH AND VENT DETAILS... 

All of my sailing boats, except for the tiny dinks, have air boxes which provide emergency buoyancy. I don't think any part of a boat should be sealed solid. To do so prevents airing out the moisture and water that might accumulate and cause rot. 

The air boxes are almost always used as storage boxes, too. It's true that anything you put in there will decrease the emergency buoyancy. But let's say you put 50 pounds of stuff, which is a lot of stuff, in Piccup Pram's aft or fore locker. Those lockers have about 6 cubic feet of air inside, and each would need about 360 pounds on top to submerge the locker. So with the storage you still have 310 pounds of emergency buoyancy. It's a good trade, I think. The stuff in those boxes is out of the way, never underfoot, and usually stays dry. Now for a hatch for access to the storage area. 

I think really proper hatches have coamings and covers like this: [image: image3.png]HATCH HOLD DOWN CLAMP
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The ideal has a double coaming, one inside the cover and another outside the cover to delfect water as a first defense. The outer coaming has drain holes here and there to drain water that makes it into the slot. The hatch cover has a lip extending down into the slot between the two coamings, a rubber seal over the inner coaming, and a positive way to clamp the cover down hard. 

Removable commercial deck plates like the ones that Beckson makes also are pretty good, I think, and not too expensive. The larger ones will allow you to reach a hand into the air box to place small items, but that is about it. 

I've used very simple hatches on my boats, like Piccup. A simple coaming is made around the opening as shown in the figure. The ends are interlocked so that hopefully there will be no leaks. 
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The hatch covers that I have used are even simpler. They aren't nearly as effective as the ideal cover/coaming system but here in the Midwest we can get away with it in the same way we get away with using common plated hardware. For fair weather sailing these things work. For green water they won't. Anyway, my hatch covers simply have an inner lip usually made of 3/4" square wood that locates the hatch in the coaming opening. I use no rubber seal. Here is what it looks like: [image: image5.png]HOLD DOWN SHOCK
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The cover is held down with a shock cord stretched over it. The shock cord "hardware" is actually small eyes screwed into the coaming. There are usually three eyes, two on one side of the opening to which the shock cord is attached simply by passing it through the eye and tying a stop knot to retain it there. The third eye is on the center of the opposite side of the hatch. The secure the hatch cover you simply stretch the cord over the cover to the third eye and snap it over the eye (not through it). From the top it looks like this: [image: image6.png]SHOCK.

/ CORD STRETGHED
SCREW OVER HATCH COVER
EYES AND SNAPPED

Iu  UNDER SCREW EYE

7'1 [~-HATCH
STOPPER KNO' COVER




Vents in cabins are pretty important. I think the one in the front bulkhead of my AF4 is about 4" deep and 8" wide and that is enough to keep me alive inside with the other openings all covered over. Vents need to be high and on centerline as mentioned earlier. And they should have a rain trap to keep rain and spray out of the boat. Here is a simple rain trap that I copied from Bolger but it has probably been in use a long long time: [image: image7.png]bulkhead
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Construction is pretty simple. There are two triangular sides made of 3/4" lumber which form the sides of the vent. The third side is just a plywood piece epoxied to those side pieces and held in place with two small screws. The external seams have epoxy fillets and the bottom seam sealed with glass tape set in epoxy. A screen piece over the outside is a nice touch although I've gotten by with a scrunched up piece of mosquito net stuffed into the vent from the inside. Indeed, if the breeze through the vent is too much for you, stuff a (clean) sock or two into the vent to "adjust" it. 

WALKWAY COVERS... 

The walkway slots that I use in a lot of my designs present an interesting situation. Here is such an opening on the minishanty Harmonica:   
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On AF4's predecessor I made a set of plywood hatch covers that interlocked and could be held in place with shock cords as described above. They worked, but I gave up on them and went to a fabric soft cover that snapped in place and used bows to prevent water from pooling on the flat fabric. Karl James made a set of plywood covers for his Jewelbox. Later he went to a fabric cover also but kept the hard covers for trailering, the hard covers being left with the tow vehicle when the boat is sailing. Pete James tried fancy segmented hard covers that slid to the side somehow. But he also replaced that with a soft cover. I think the moral of the story is to try a soft cover first for these slotted walkways. They can be rolled up compactly with their bows inside. If you bump them from the inside there is no harm done. No, you can't stand on them. 

There seems to be general agreement that Sunbrella is not the cloth to use on these flat covers. It has a weave that will allow a spray of water to come through in a hard rain. Cheapo guys like me use a cover made of polytarp with no problems. There are woven cloths like Docksider and Aqualon that have a film applied that will not allow water through. 

Marc Smith came to our messabout with a Birdwatcher with a fabric cover over the slot. He had some neat bows that he had made of small diameter PVC pipe like this: [image: image9.png])
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It cost nothing and it worked very well. 

But wait a minute! If you make a fabric cover that snaps in place from the outside, how do you secure it from the inside? What I have done is to put the snaps in place so you can secure it all around from the outside, but the ends also have a small pvc pipe sewn in a hem with a shock cord loop running trough it. About 6" from the end of the walkway or door opening I put a small cleat or eye around which to snap the shock cord loop. To secure the cover from the inside, you snap everything except the last 2' or so, a space large enough to pass through. Then from the inside you grap the loop and snap it over the cleat. Like this: [image: image10.png]SNAPS
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TRADITIONAL SLIDING HATCHES AND DROPBOARDS... 

Well, I've decided to not get into those right now.  

