
HOW TO ANCHOR SAFELY – SO YOU SLEEP WELL!

Background Information

In 2003, I began a new life as a live-aboard boat gypsy. I’d spent at least a year investigating what 
kind of boat to buy and viewing numerous examples, made from various materials and with 
different attributes. A book about how to choose the right boat for the live-aboard, boat gypsy 
lifestyle is swirling about in my head and my computer along with several other books I have 
planned!

However, I also took quite a lot of training to prepare myself for a life on the ocean wave, even 
though I’d started dinghy sailing aged about ten, an age at which things learned stay with you. So I 
understood how sails worked and the points of sail and the principles of sailing. My new training 
filled in the many gaps, like diesel engine maintenance, navigation, radio, radar, first aid, sea 
survival and much more.

My new knowledge included how much scope (chain) to put down when I anchored and there it 
largely ended. Now, being of relatively modest means and marinas being quite expensive on a day 
rate in high season (and that’s being kind really), I found myself living at anchor all summer every 
summer. Sometimes it was tidal and the boat was pulled this way and that, sometimes not. 
Sometimes it was crowded with other boats at anchor, or on moorings, or on both which can make 
swinging circles quite interesting. Sometimes the seabed was clean deep sand, other times mud, 
shingle or even foul. Sometimes the water was clear enough to see, sometimes not, sometimes there 
would be a reef not far from the sand where my anchor lay, around which a chain could get wrapped 
and snagged. Sometimes the water was shallow, sometimes deep, right up to the shore. Sometimes 
anchors become crossed, sometimes other people drag into you, sometimes the weather is kind, 
sometimes not, sometimes it’s expedient to use a line ashore, or a second anchor and so it goes on 
and on.

On one occasion when I used a tripping line a motor boat came along and moored itself on my 
tripping line! Living at anchor, sometimes for just one night but sometimes for weeks I discovered 
much about the subject – often the hard way and sometimes the very hard way. I’ve dived on my 
anchor and dived for other yachtties on their anchors too. I’ve pulled off weed, fishing nets, car 
bonnets, masts and push pits and goodness knows what. Nothing could have prepared me for a life 
at anchor, but my book How To Anchor Safely – So You Sleep Well! can prepare you, whether you 
want to anchor a lot or a little. It can’t change the weather, prevent you getting sick in a remote 
place, or stop your dinghy from being stolen, but it can prepare you for all that’s in store, help you 
prepare better, cope better and I hope, as the title suggests, sleep better.

I really saw writing How To Anchor Safely – So You Sleep Well! as a labour of love and a chance to 
give something back to like minded people after my years of odyssey and pleasure

The whole book comprises 25 chapters detailed below, followed by a sample chapter.
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CHAPTER 5 (OF 25)

ASSESSING THE ANCHORAGE ON ARRIVAL

In the last chapter we discussed advanced planning, now you're actually approaching 
a selected anchorage either under sail or motoring. We'll deal with daylight first and 
then look at the extra difficulties and considerations to take into account at night. As 
regards sailing in, it might be nice if we were all Joshua Slocumb but we're not. If 
you are a really experienced sailor and if you have a boat that handles well and 
especially if you have experienced crew then sailing in is an option. However, even 
you should probably not do this if you're sailing into a small bay that's round a corner 
where you can't see what might confront you and it's peak season so it could be 
crowded, or sadly these days even overcrowded. If you can sail in slowly, under 
control and can see everything, if you can drop your sails easily and if you have 
people around you who can hold the boom out when into wind to back-up and so on 
it can look very impressive, I've almost been moved to applaud on occasion.

On the other side of the equation I've seen a large boat sail into a crowded anchorage 
with voices raised and people scurrying around. The boat was equipped with in-mast 
furling which,  in the moment when it was needed fouled up somehow, the sail 
wouldn't go away, the boat was barely under control with other expensive yachts 
anchored and moored all around and a member of the crew is to be seen ascending 
the mast with a screwdriver desperately trying to prise open the channel in the mast to 
allow the creased and ruffled sail to either go in, or come back out for another try. It 
didn't lead to a disaster but it was real heart in mouth stuff.

Personally, I'm perfectly happy to put all sails away outside the anchorage and motor 
in, which is what by far the majority of people do. I've seen a traditional carvel built 
wooden gaff rigged yacht sail into a crowded anchorage, sail all around it, tacking 
and running and reaching as appropriate before selecting their spot, beautifully done, 
but crew of about four; believe me it's far easier to motor, especially with only one or 
two people aboard. In my own case I cannot be at the front dealing with the anchor 
winch and be aft handling the boat at the same time, let alone taking down sails too.



Assessing a crowded anchorage by sailing around it is for skilled crews like this one,  
solo it's even tougher.

Even if I don't have a pilot book chartlet for that particular anchorage I will have 
made sure I know where the prevailing wind is from. When you see the anchorage for 
the first time with your own eyes there will always be some aspect that wasn't exactly 
as you envisaged it. Since I don't want to put my anchor down then change my mind 
and pull it all up again manually I'm very happy to take a little time at this point to 
motor around and look. I have seen charter boats (sorry if that's a prejudice) drop and 
pull up several times, on one occasion an anchorage in Corfu was so crowded that 
since it was calm and settled some of us anchored virtually outside the bay. A charter 
boat then came in dropped his anchor in the middle of the earlier arrivals backed up 
to dig it in and realised he was too close to someone, he literally re-anchored twenty 
times, but always he was too close, either to another boat or to the shore, before 
eventually a liveaboard sailor went across in his dinghy and took over, anchoring him 
close to shore with a line ashore. I might have helped myself but I didn't speak the 
language of the nation whose flag he flew and sometimes people's pride means they 
don't respond well to an offer of help.

When I look around a new anchorage I have the depth sounder on the whole time so I 
can ascertain that the charted depths are accurate and find the areas where the depth 
suits me best. As a shallow draft boat with a manual winch I often choose to go quite 
close in to get the shallow water. (It's often the most protected and with the least fetch 
too). Catamarans often do the same also being very shallow in draft. However, do be 



careful; in the bay of Talamanca in Ibiza, which is largely sandy, but has patches of 
reef or rock I saw a catamaran motor full speed into one of the reefs whilst doing his 
recce, or just getting into the shallows because he could. His crew was thrown across 
the deck by the impact and the following day a diver was in attendance to assess the 
damage before he was pulled off.

Catamaran aground in Ibiza, with diver now in attendance to check it's safe to pull it  
off the reef.

If the wind is offshore then going close in puts you in front of other people and you 
then take on the responsibility of making sure you do not back up too close to them 
and that you're securely dug in, so you don't drag into them either, after all they were 
there first. You also have to leave enough room so that should the wind turn one 
hundred and eighty degrees you're not going to be aground, or in dangerously shallow 
water in the event of a swell coming in. (I often take a face mask and a swim after 
anchoring to double check this last point).



If the water is clear and I have a crew on board then I generally position my crew on 
the bow to report on what they see. By the way depths can be quite different from 
what you see in the chart or chartlet, as with GPS error it's quite rare, however at 
Loutro in Crete for example the anchorage is much deeper than the chart I have 
suggests, even quite close in to the beach, whilst at a harbour I was trying to enter in 
Gotland, in the Baltic an entire spit of land that was on both the chart and in a fairly 
recent aerial photo in that year's harbour guide had been dynamited, I took the 
breakwater I saw through my binoculars for the spit of land since that should have 
been closest to me and nearly ran aground on the debris of the 'hazard' that had been 
removed! Trust your own eyes and those of your companions. The lay of the land at 
that moment is all that matters.

    The anchorage at Loutro on Crete.

So back to our physical recce of the anchorage; try to work out where other people's 
anchors are. This is easy if they have a tripping line and a buoy attached. Most of us 
do not however, I once used a tripping line and marker buoy in an anchorage in 
Spain, only for a Spanish motor boat to come along and moor to it! I haven't used it 
since.

If there's a bit of a breeze and all the boats are facing the same way you can be fairly 
certain (not one hundred percent certain) that their anchor is about twenty to thirty 
metres in front of their boat. Why not one hundred percent certain? Well their chain 



could be caught around something on the sea bed if they've been there a while and 
been swinging and should the wind change and the chain come free they could move 
further than you'd expect. There are other reasons too, some people put out very little 
chain, others a huge amount, but as a rule of thumb the above is adequate and if you 
build in enough safety margin then the unknowns just mentioned will not really 
matter.

The difficulty with knowing where other anchors lie comes on really calm days when 
all the boats are lying on different headings, their anchor could be in front of them but 
it's almost as likely to be to the side, underneath or even behind them. All you can do 
is mentally picture a circle around each boat thirty metres in radius and consider their 
anchor could be anywhere there. The ideal you're looking for is to drop your anchor 
as far away from other boats' anchors as possible, remember it's not the position of 
the boat that matters so much as the position of its anchor. To spell it out, you could 
drop your anchor thirty plus metres from another boat, but if you're too close to their 
anchor, then sooner or later you're going to swing into them, or they into you, but it'll 
be your fault.

If you can mentally visualise being close to another boat once your anchor chain is 
pulled tight then you're not in a place to drop your anchor. Play it safe and your 
experience and confidence will grow and it will take you less time to work these 
things out. There's no shame in taking your time, however, there is shame in hitting 
someone else's boat.



When all is calm anchors might not be where you'd expect them to be. Three new 
boats come in and drop their anchors at points A,B and C.



If the wind had picked up from the north before the three extra boats came in, this is  
how it would have looked, rather easier to assess.



With the three new arrivals this is how it looks when the wind comes up and boat A,  
or his neighbour may feel they're too close, by positioning themselves outside the  
group B and C took the least risk. It's all a matter of scale though, if there's plenty of  
room you can anchor within the group, even in a flat calm, but you do have to allow 
a lot of space if you don't know where other boats have their anchors.

So, now you have chosen your spot, you've found the space from those that remain, 
which offers you the best protection, is sufficiently far removed from other yachts 
and where you have room to swing three hundred and sixty degrees without going 
aground or being in dangerously shallow water. From the chart, or better, if the water 
is clear, with your own eyes, you have ascertained the nature of the seabed and 
decided it's suitable for anchoring, if you're able to see it you'll also be able to check 
for debris, I've seen everything from supermarket trolleys, to push pits, chains, 
cables, bits of cars, discarded moorings I even pulled up a huge mast once in water 
where I couldn't see down.

Most types of sea bed are OK to anchor, mud and sand generally offer good holding, 



weed is OK if you get your anchor through it and can even provide better holding as 
the roots bind the ground, what is a disaster for anchoring is a mass of boulders, 
where the most likely outcome is an irretrievable anchor.

So that's it, except that at night it can all be very different! First of all I try to plan my 
arrival in any anchorage I've not been to before to be a daylight arrival and I 
commend this policy to you dear reader. However, weather forecasts are not always 
accurate, you may be delayed or you may choose to go into an anchorage at night by 
way of a port of refuge. First you may want to weigh up whether the risk is greater 
staying away from all hazards in the storm at sea, most yachts do not sink just 
because of bad weather, but hitting things hard is a recipe for disaster and most 
disasters happen close inshore.

Again I'm expressing opinions based on my own experiences and observations, the 
choices are yours. Things to consider though are: How much protection does this 
anchorage of refuge offer? Is the entrance relatively broad and hazard free? (If there 
are unlit reefs or individual rocks and islets dotted around or a very narrow entrance 
I'd often give it a miss) Is there a strong moon and good visibility?

If you decide the visibility is sufficient and the entrance is not too dangerous and 
you're going in then check the chart for landmarks, make a mental note and brief any 
crew, choose the angle and position of your approach, have all hands on watch and 
make sure you have charged spotlights to hand. Be prepared for the possibility of 
GPS error and for the chart to be in error, for warning and sector lights on the chart to 
be out of order and for boats inside to be anchored or moored without anchor lights. 
Also keep a good watch for lobster pots and ropes in the water, it's not a good time to 
get a prop wrap. Solo it's really not so good, but a crew on the bow with a spotlight is 
a big help. Trust your eyes over the GPS and keep an eye on your depth sounder and 
if you have doubts don't go forwards till you've worked it out.

Once inside you won't be able to see what the seabed is like, you can try with a 
spotlight, but it can give misleading impressions. However, if it's a recognised 
anchorage written up in your pilot book you can be pretty confident that the seabed is 
suitable and your depth sounder will work just as well in the dark. You can't see any 
junk on the seabed, but it's no different from choppy or opaque water you can't see 
into in daylight, clear water is a bonus not a given. However, be aware that it's much 
harder to judge distances accurately in the dark, you may well wake to find you're 
closer to the shore, or to another boat than you thought you were, therefore allow an 
even greater safety margin when choosing the spot to drop your anchor. Play it safe, 
if necessary you can re-anchor in daylight. Don't be shy about using your spotlight, 
better to play a light on someone else's boat for a moment than to wake them later 
with a loud bump.

So now you are ready to drop your anchor, which leads us nicely into how best to do 
it!
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CHAPTER 6 

BASICS OF ANCHORING – HOW TO PHYSICALLY GO ABOUT IT

I like to be prepared in advance, in my case that means untying the anchor and 
opening the anchor locker, I also put a blanket down next to the winch to kneel on, 
get the buoy for the tripping line out of the locker and set to one side, the winch 
handle ready and the snubber standing by, I have pliers for attaching the snubber with 
a shackle and gloves to protect my hands. I do all this once in calm water inside the 
anchorage, not outside with waves coming over the bow.....

This is the end of the sample chapter which I hope will encourage you to want to read  
more.

How To Anchor Safely - So You Sleep Well!    by Malcolm Snook
is available on Amazon as a Kindle e-book or paperback. You can find links on my 
website by clicking here

http://malcolmsnook.com/books/how-to-anchor-safely/

