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Catboat Thesis  

Posted By: Kristen Posey, 18' Sanderling. TX/LA 

atboats vs. Seaworthiness ða wave on the stern quarter will shove her around a bit but she is generally a heavier 

boat than a sloop of her same length, and her beamy nature d oes a lot in the way of added mass and damping to 

counteract most wave forces.  

Catboats vs. Ease of Launching ðyou can't get easier to launch than the Com -Pac line (Picnic Cat = 14ft, Sun Cat = 

17ft, Horizon Cat = 20ft) with their Mastendr Mast Raising Sys tem. Some of our residents make it off the trailer and 

sailing in a Very Quick 10 minutes. Some of the other catboat lines also offer hinged masts, but we haven't heard much on 

how easy they are to set up right. A line that comes to mind there is the Marsh all Catboats. (Sandpiper = 15ft, Sanderling 

= 18ft, Marshall 22 = 22ft). I do know that the Nonsuch line produced the 18' Naiad (Bill Wickett, who periodically visits 

owned one). It was possible for a couple to get the mast up. The Nonsuches are like norma l catboats on steroids ðthink of a 

Windsurfer rig, blow it up, and put it on a boat. Naiads are no longer in production, but you can get them used if you 

watch long enough. Really fun boat. There are other Marconi  rigged boats if gaff rigged just isnõt your style. Alerion 

Express Cat I believe has a furling main.  

Catboats vs. Ease of Single -Handing ðthe catboats were initially designed for fishing families ðjust a man and his little 

boy pulling fish out of the water in each boat. You have one giant sail, one sheet. The halyards come back to the cockpit. 

No headsails to fuss with. These boats are shallow water boats, for boats longer than 20 feet, you'll only have a draft of 

about 2 feet and a few pennies. Less of a wade to the beach if you've got kids.  

Catboa ts vs. Roomy Cockpits ðcatboats are the beamiest recreational sailboats out there ðif you're looking at monohulls. 

Their beam is about half their length. It adds stability and damps down the rolling motion compared to what you'll see in a 

sloop to something much smaller and slower (and much more agreeable to a frightened wife or kids). F or example, my boat 

is 18' long, and 8.5' wide. Half of my boat's length is cockpit, the other half is cabin. So the cockpit is 9' by 8.5'. That' s about 

the size of Rhode Island, you know.  

Catboats vs. Dry Cabin ðthat whole beam thing comes back in to play  here, and adds room to the cabin space. There's 

room in the cockpit to sit down, have a nap with the wife, take a ****, store some food, make a cup of tea, whatever. 

There's a lot of storage outside for your gear, but if you have lots and lots of gear, th ere's a lot of storage inside too. No 

mast in the way ðit's way up forward in the chain locker. You might have a centerboard trunk to deal with in some of them 

(in others it's out of the way). By the way, the large beam means she has a large waterplane area , so you can add more 

gear to the boat than you would a sloop before she starts sitting a lot lower.  

Catboats vs. Stability ðyeah. Lots of it. They won't react as much to you jumping on board as the sloops do, the added 

beam acts as a damper to what rollin g motion there is in comparison to a sloop. The only bad little thing about catboat 

stability is that should you manage to actually get pooped in a really bad storm, bad things could happen (very rare 

occurrence, usually she "Rises" to the occasion). But y ou'd have pulled a big stupid being out in that bad of storm in the 

first place.  

Catboats vs. Sloops ... The Advantages of a Catboat:  

¶ Easy to handle ðless sails, less lines, so there is instant gratification for new sailors. However, there is a learning 

curve, as the vessel is hard to learn to sail well, so there is still a challenge for more advanced sailors.  

¶ It's easy to have all the lines come back to the cockpit, so it's rare anyone actually has to leave the cockpit to fuss with 

anything, thereby makin g it a safe boat.  

¶ Beaminess adds to initial stability.  

¶ Very shallow draft boats, especially the centerboard boats. (The Wylie Cat and some of the Nonsuches being the 

exception, with fixed keels). This allows exploration of shallow waters that similar siz ed non-catboat vessels would be 

unable to visit.  

¶ Easy to single -hand, for people just getting into sailing, people with kids, and people whose knees don't care to go 

scampering about deck frequently. In some cases the boats has been set up for people who a re confined to wheelchairs.  

¶ Have a traditional salty -looking aesthetic appeal in most cases.  

¶ The beaminess affords a lot of room in the interior, creating a sense that the boat may be 5 longer than she truly is. 

Meanwhile, the cockpits are generally enorm ous. 

¶ These vessels on average hold their value better than other vessels, if decently maintained and located on the East 

Coast. 

C 



2 

¶ Can be faster than other boats on certain points of sail, due to their large sail area. Å There are some famous racing 

associations for certain classes of catboats ñe.g. WoodPussies, Sanderlings, Sandpipers, Beetle Cats.  

¶ Some of the popular smaller catboats have hinged masts that make trailering, going under bridges and obstructions, 

and storage in covered slips very easy.  

¶ The shorter masts used for gaff rigs have more ability to get under bridges and obstructions as well.  

¶ The catboat's mast position leaves the cabin uncluttered, as does the Horizon Cat's centerboard, which retracts into a 

shoal draft keel. No compression p ost in any of these boats, and no centerboard trunk in some of them.  

¶ Load carrying ability. The large waterplane area allows the vessel to carry more cargo.  

Catboats vs. Sloops : The Disadvantages  

¶ These boats can be slower than other less beamy boats on c ertain points of sail.  

¶ Canõt be raced against sloops fairly, without some attention to the handicap ratings.  

¶ The vessel will be very hard to right if capsized (although capsizing is somewhat more difficult to achieve).  

¶ Less sail redundancy. Most catboats only have one mainsail and generally no extras. Whereas, sloops, ketches, 

schooners, yawls, etc., carry at least a main and a headsail or two, providing redundancy should one sail fail.  

¶ In smaller catboats, the cockpit is so large that getting pooped could  be disastrous.  

¶ Due to the one single large sail, the skipper must understand the need to reef earlier before the winds and the sail 

become unmanageable. Many skippers donõt care to reef and this can turn into a dangerous situation.  

¶ Catboats are frequent ly known to have heavy weather helm.  

¶ Most catboats have low freeboard with a curvaceous sheer line.  

¶ Catboats are admittedly not the best design for bluewater cruising. The Nonsuch design has ventured across the 

Atlantic a number of times, and a few books p ublished on the experience. (Saci IV, by Brian Shelley, Dangerous 

Waters, by David Philpott, and personal accounts/logs of Dr. Alain Cracco, unpublished.) The general consensus was 

that the vessel was surprisingly well built and could handle quite a beatin g in heavy weather, but that the unstayed 

rig and mast tracks were the weak links. Hinterhoeller, Inc., the company building the Nonsuch line, responded with 

improvements to the design as much as economically feasible.  

¶ Catboats are not as popular on the We stern and Gulf coasts, and may not sell as quickly or for as high values.  
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A Brief History of Catboats  

CAROL TITCOMB,  © WindCheck Magazine 
òIf thereõs one boat that exemplifies the spirit of American boat design, 

itõs the catboat. Catboats are simple, strong, seaworthy, trustworthy, ð 

and theyõre beautiful,ó says Doug Wagner of the Center for Wooden 

Boats, as quoted in the DVD Nine Lives .  

There is no date in the history books stating the launching of the first 

catboat. However, 19th Century pictures abound and records show an 

increased number of flat -bottomed, single -sailed boats being put to work 

on the East Coast. In the 1800s, catboats wer e used for three purposes; 

carrying cargo, fishing, and pleasure sailing.  

Catboats were used in harbors  to transport goods from large ships 

anchored at the mouth of a harbor into the docks at shore. With their 

sturdy, flat -bottom construction close to the waterline and wide, open 

cockpit, catboats could be loaded quickly, scoot to shore for off loading 

and return to the cargo ship for another load.  

Fishermen enjoyed the sturdy structure of a catboat because the large sail allowed them to get quickly to offshore fishing 

grounds. The stable platform allowed them to haul in their catch and fill the hold below w ithout worrying about capsizing.  

It is the fishermen who are credited with starting the catboat races that are still held today. They held fishing 

tournaments based on speed of sailing and the quantity of catch. Competitive instincts kicked in as each fish erman tried 

to find a bigger sail to fly, a newly -designed, faster boat or a more efficient way to sail.  

Boat shops began cranking out these workhorse vessels at an incredible rate in the 1800s as they realized the value of the 

sturdy craft. Boatbuilders f rom Cape Elizabeth, ME to Cape May, NJ honed their design skills to perfect the style best 

fitting their local waters. The Crosby family had several shops along the Massachusetts shores. Manuel Swartz, CC 

Hanley, R. Bigelow, L. Francis Herreshoff and other s too numerous to mention capitalized on the need for catboats. With 

remarkable speed, these prolific builders hand -crafted each vessel and sent it down the railway.  

Oscar Pease (1912-1995) used his catboat Vanity for many years, fishing on Marthaõs Vineyard in the summer and 

scalloping in the winter. He was one of the only remaining catboat fishermen who remained true to his craft until the 

1980s. Peaseõs depth of knowledge earned him the privilege of serving as technical advisor of The Catboat Association and 

he became a lifetime member.  

A recently published book, The Catboat Era in Newport, Rhode Island  by John M. Leavens, edited by Judith Navas Lund, 

published by Tisbury House and available from The Catboat Association (Publications), provides a wonderfu l 

understanding of catboats in Newport in the 1800s. Lund describes the book best, saying, òWhen we first think of Newport 

at the end of the Nineteenth Century, we think of ôwrit-largeõ ð big houses, big yachts, big moneyéNewport was a thriving 

community w hose population came from all levels of society. And like the diversity of people, there was a diversity of 

watercraft in the harbor. In among the yachts are found the workboats and other small craft. John Leavens took a look at 

the humble catboat and foun d a wealth of information about its origin, its builders and its owners.ó This book is rich in 

historical photos and facts, including an index of recorded Newport catboats.  

By the 1900s, transportation had changed with the implementation of the internal co mbustion engine. Cargo was 

transported on land as well as sea and commercial fishing fleets changed the fishing industry. The catboat, however, 

remains a vital watercraft to this day.  

Historians differ on how the name òcatboató came to be used. Some say there are as many different definitions as there are 

catboat designs. The two most popular are òSheõs as quick as a cat,ó or the two traditional oval shaped portals on the cabin 

house look like catõs eyes. Whichever definition you use is fine; the important fact is the name has been around for almost 

200 years.  

Millie at Old South Wharf, Nantucket © The 
Catboat Association Archives 

http://www.windchecklis.com/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=515:a-brief-history-of-catboats&catid=82:cruising&Itemid=404
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Mooring and Docking  

Docking 

Posted By: Dick Herman, Muddy Duck 

ocking takes practice. I learned the hard way never to leave or approach a dock under sail. There is one marina on the 

Delta where I wa s asked to leave and not come back. Always motor away or into a dock with the sail furled. The secret 

is to be going slow enough to maintain way and control. I approach the dock dead slow and aim for the spot where I want 

the stern. I shift into neutral an ywhere from twenty to thirty feet out and coast in, but ready to shift into forward or 

reverse and apply power as required. Usually, a little blip of the throttle is all that is needed.  

You also have to get proficient at tiller and throttle control. In ti ght quarters, that means you have to use the tiller and 

outboard together with one hand on the tiller and the other on the outboard's throttle, i.e. the twist grip. Swing the tiller  

and outboard together and the boat will spin on a dime (centerboard down i f possible). It also works backing up. Face 

backwards and just point the tip of the rudder and outboard propeller in the direction you want to go. You may need to get 

an extension to fit over the outboard's twist grip. A piece of PVC pipe might do the tric k. That way, you can control the 

throttle and still swing the outboard side to side in conjunction with the tiller. I've also seen extensions to the shift lev er 

which are little more than rods attached to the shift lever so you can push or pull the lever f rom the cockpit.  
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Docking and Mooring 

 










































































































































































































