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On the Dock with Rick Smith
Be Prepared

Everyone knows that the basic premise of being a good Scout is to Be Prepared, so why is it so many of us get our boats out of storage and head directly to the lake without any consideration that everything is shipshape?  Such action invariably leads to a very unhappy trip spoiling what could have been another perfect weekend with the family.  We all know that recharging our internal batteries on these special times together makes for a more successful week ahead.  So for peace of mind and family harmony here is a list of some of the more important items to check before heading to the lake.  This list is by no means complete as each trip and boating situation can be different.  It is meant to be a guide so that you can develop your own special list.

Because of the length of the check list this article will be a multi-part series.

Assuming your boat has an electric start motor and trailer package:

1. Hook up the trailer to your vehicle and do a complete walk around making sure all trailer lights are working including clearance lights and turn and brake signals.  Check lenses for cracks and wires for corrosion, cuts or wear points.  Inspect the trailer coupler, trailer winch and winch strap or cable. If the trailer has brakes, then check brake fluid, lines and make sure discs and pads are clean of debris.  Especially check all brake lines for wear.  While under the trailer inspect all undercarriage components for loose or missing bolts and check the trailer springs or torsion bars.  On tube type painted trailers confirm that the trailer frame is not rusting from the inside out. 

Many boat trailers use yellow pine as the support bolsters under the hull and this wood can become rotten. If a board breaks, the support bar could cause damage to the hull.  Replace and re-carpet as necessary.  Survey the tires for any sidewall dry rot (cracks) or uneven wear.  If they look good then check air pressure, being sure to follow the air pressure instructions found on the sidewall of the tires.  Underinflated tires heat up rapidly causing pre-mature failure. 

 If it has been some time since you had the wheel bearings repacked, then now is the time to pull the hubs, clean the bearings and spindles, inspect for worn parts and replace as required.  Hand-pack the bearings making sure to put the proper amount of torque on the castle nuts.  Replace the cotter keys with brand new ones.  Hopefully you have some type of bearing grease fitting so that you can periodically add grease to the hubs.  But be careful to not over pack the bearings as you might blow out the seals.  Note that many newer trailers have oil bath hubs and you can inspect the oil through the clear housing of the bearing covers.  A few trailers have the Vault brand of lifetime sealed hubs that supposedly require no maintenance.  These are not easily inspected or maintained by the boater but are best inspected by a certified technician.  

2. Check you batteries for proper fluid levels.  Some batteries are gel cells and do not require maintenance, but others will need to have distilled water added periodically.  Smart boaters keep a battery maintainer on the battery during the off season.  If not kept charged, the battery may be so low that your battery charger will not charge it, so here is a trick I have learned that may bring the battery back to life.  Take a set of jumper cables from a good battery and hook them up to the weak battery.  Hook the positive lead to the positive lead and the negative to the negative (known as a parallel connection).  Then hook the positive lead of the charger to the positive lead of either battery and the negative lead to the negative lead of either battery.  Once you have good connections then plug your charger in (never hook up a “hot” battery charger as any sparks could cause an explosion).   The charger will now charge the batteries, but since you are charging two batteries instead of just one, it will take longer for the process to complete.  Always charge batteries in a well ventilated area as hydrogen gases are given off during the charging process.  It is recommended to wear safety goggles and protective clothing when working with batteries.

3. Check your boat’s navigation lights, bilge pump, bilge blower (on stern drives and inboards) and all through hull fittings.  Check all fuel lines and replace any fuel filters as required.
4. Make sure you have your drain plug and that it still fits tightly (I recommend that you always carry a spare).

5. Check all motor fluid levels.  Take special note of the color of the oil checking for any water contamination.  

6. Pull the propeller and check behind the prop for any monofilament line or string which can wear into the prop seals.  Place a small amount of grease on the prop shaft before replacing the propeller.  If the propeller has any damage either have it repaired or replace it with a new one.  The vibrations from a damaged prop can do major damage to your lower unit over a short period of time.  Make sure to properly torque the prop nut so that you have the correct amount of “play” in the prop.  Not too loose or too tight.
7. Check the lower unit fluid.  If it is contaminated with water it will have a mocha color and should be drained and refilled.  Check it often and if it continues to show signs of water then you will need to have the seals replaced.

8. Hook up the motor to a flushing device and turn on the water.  Make sure the area is clear around the propeller and then start your motor.  Watch for the tell-tell stream showing the motor is cooling.  On many stern drives you will see the water coming out of the prop area or under the bell housing.  Shift the motor in reverse and then to forward to make sure everything is in good working order.  Watch your gauges for proper normal operating levels.  Pull the kill lanyard safety switch to make sure this safety device is working properly.

9. Replace water pump impellers at least every two years.  When you have your boat motor hooked up to a flushette it is difficult to know if your impeller is function properly or not as the city water pressure overrides the effectiveness of the impeller.  Make impeller replacement part of your every other year check list.

10. Check your steering cables or hydraulic system on the boat to make sure the steering is smooth and effortless.  Cable systems can become corroded and hard to turn so keep the area where the rod passes through the engine clean and oiled.  Hydraulic systems need to be bleed of air periodically or they will become mushy.
11. Inspect all safety equipment like fire extinguishers (normally replace no less than ever five years) and personal flotation devices (life jackets and float cushions).  If your PFD’s have any tears or broken straps they must be replaced.  Older style Kapok jackets can become water logged after a few years and must be discarded.  Children out grow their jackets and it is important that the life jacket fit them properly, snuggly, but not too small.  Never put an adult jacket on a small child as they could easily float out of it.  Unless you have a USCG approved baby carrier, do not strap the infant into the carrier as the carrier may not float.  All children 12 and under must have their PFD’s on while the boat is underway even if the boat is just drifting.  

Use this list to help you have a successful weekend on the lake.  Until next week, I wish you safe boating with clear horizons, fair winds and tight lines.      rick@keepthemswimming.com  -30-
