
Assisted Capsize Recovery of Sunfish Sailboat 
 
Recovering from the capsize of a Sunfish is usually a routine matter. The sailor in the water moves to the 
windward side of the overturned boat.  If the boat is turtled (completely upside down), the sailor climbs 
part way up the overturned hull to reach the extended daggerboard, which has typically been secured in 
position by a tensioned bungee tether.  The sailor climbs high enough to grasp the top of the 
daggerboard and leans back until the rig comes out of the water and the boat is righted.   The sailor then 
climbs back into the righted Sunfish.   
 
But occasionally Sunfish capsize is not so routine.  The daggerboard may fall out of the trunk if the sailor 
has neglected to properly secure it.  The sailor may be unable to climb the overturned hull to reach the 
daggerboard due to fatigue or lack of upper body strength.  Finally, the sailor may be unable to climb 
into the righted sailboat.   
 
We have developed techniques that enable a buddy sailing in another Sunfish to come to the aid of the 
capsized sailor in recovering the daggerboard, righting the boat, and re-boarding the boat.  These 
techniques were first conceived and employed in an actual 
recovery situation in Lake Michigan waters at North Shore 
Yacht Club in Highland Park, Illinois.  Here is what happened.  
At about 3:00 PM on July 28, 2019, conditions on Lake 
Michigan about a half mile off shore at Highland Park were 
shifty, offshore, southwest winds, about 10 knots, gusting to 
about 16 knots.  Air temperatures were around 90°F on land.   
Water temperatures had turned colder due to the SW wind, 
estimated in the lower 60’s°F (54°F at the Waukegan buoy).   
Waves were less than 1 foot. The photos included here are 
from a subsequent re-enactment of the capsize recovery.   
 
Fern, Maureen, and I went for a leisurely Sunfish sail on that Sunday afternoon. All were wearing 
properly fitted and fastened USCG approved Type III PFD’s (lifejackets).  After sailing around for a while, 
Fern capsized in the gusty winds, and her boat turtled.  The daggerboard fell out of its trunk in the 
capsize, and Fern initially had no way to right the boat.  The board was found floating, tethered by its 
bungee, and with some difficulty, Fern was able to insert the board into its slot.  However, she was not 
able to loop the bungee around the board to keep the board in place.  Consequently, the board kept 
slipping down when she pushed it up through the trunk.     
 
I sailed my Sunfish close to the lee side of Fern’s turtled boat, parallel to her boat, and heading in the 

same direction.  I let go of my main sheet and tiller and 
grabbed Fern’s boat.  The daggerboard was showing 
about 6 inches above the overturned hull. Kneeling in the 
cockpit of my boat, I reached over with both hands, 
gripped the daggerboard, and gradually worked it into 
the fully up position (Photo 1).  Fern, still in the water, 
moved to the stern of my boat and held on to the 
rudder.  Then I pulled the fully extended daggerboard 
toward me, just as you would in righting a capsized 
Sunfish from  the water (Photo 2).  As Fern’s boat 



righted, the boom came blowing toward me, as I expected, and I ducked.  Her sail came to rest next to 
mine and the hulls remained parallel.    
 
This position with the two Sunfish boats parallel and the sails luffing together felt very stable.  We were 
drifting with the wind, but the two boats were easily held together.   
 
Still in the water Fern moved to the windward side of her boat and tried to climb in as I held her boat 
steady.  She tried muscling her way up and a foot-first (“heel hook”) maneuver, but to no avail.  At that 
point, we both realized she needed a stirrup.  I 
happened to have a 10-foot length of 1/4-inch line in my 
dry bag.  I pulled it out and tied the ends together to 
make a loop or sling.  I pulled Fern’s daggerboard up 
about 6 inches and wrapped the sling around the top of 
it.  Still kneeling in my boat, I held the top of her 
daggerboard and used my upper body as a counter 
weight.  As I steadied the boat, Fern pulled the sling to 
her side, put her forward foot into it, and used it as a 
stirrup to boost herself up and into the cockpit.   
 
Fern got settled and sailed back to the Park Avenue Boating Facility without further help.  The whole 
rescue took about five minutes.    

 
In the re-enactment of this rescue, we used the main 
sheet of the righted Sunfish to fashion the stirrup.  I tied 
a bowline loop in the end of the sheet and extended it 
toward the windward side.  The swimmer drew the line 
toward her to a comfortable step position and placed her 
forward (left) foot into it (Photo 3). The sheet was 
secured by wrapping it once around the top of the 
daggerboard, raised about six inches out of its trunk 
(Photo 4).  This improvement made it unnecessary to 
have an auxiliary line on board.   The swimmer stepped 
up using the stirrup and crawled into the cockpit (Photo 
5).   
 

Both Fern and I had practiced the stirrup technique as used in an assisted kayak re-entry for “swimmers” 
who are tired or lack the upper body strength to climb back into the kayak after capsizing and emptying 
the boat in deep water.  The technique of reaching over from the rescue boat to stabilize the righted 
boat is also inspired by sea kayak rescue procedures where the rescuer uses the enhanced stability of 
two kayaks together to assist re-entry.  The shifty 
gusty winds were not much of a challenge to the 
stability of the two Sunfish boats held together, 
although heavier seas could have made this rescue 
more difficult.  
 
Our experience shows that there are multiple ways 
that one Sunfish sailor can come to the aid of a 
capsized Sunfish sailor – extending the daggerboard, 



righting the boat, using the main sheet to deploy a stirrup, and stabilizing the boat during re-boarding.  I 
believe that other Sunfish sailors may find one or more of these recovery techniques useful.     
 
A “Step-by-Step Description” of the techniques follows.   
View a video of the re-enactment  Sunfish Assisted Capsize Recovery.   
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Assisted Capsize Recovery of Sunfish Sailboat 
Step-by-Step Description 

 
 
A set of techniques has been developed to enable a buddy (“rescuer”)  sailing in another Sunfish to 
come to the aid of a capsized Sunfish sailor (“swimmer”) in recovering the daggerboard, righting the 
boat, and re-boarding.  These techniques were employed in an actual capsize recovery situation in Lake 
Michigan at North Shore Yacht Club in Highland Park, Illinois, on July 28, 2019.   Although all these 
techniques were used during the actual recovery, each technique can stand alone and be used as 
needed.  All techniques assume that both rescuer and swimmer are wearing properly fitted and 
fastened PFD’s (lifejackets).   
 
The assisted recovery techniques include:  

1. Lifting a fallen daggerboard in the turtled Sunfish  
2. Righting a turtled Sunfish  
3. Stabilizing the righted boat as the swimmer re-boards   
4. Using a stirrup to assist the swimmer in re-boarding the righted boat 

 

 
Assisted Sunfish Capsize Recovery Step-by-Step 

 
1. Recovering the fallen daggerboard 

a. If the daggerboard has fallen out of its trunk, the swimmer,  maintaining contact with 
the turtled boat, finds the floating board and inserts it into the slot below the 
overturned Sunfish. Once inserted, part of the board (about 6 inches) will show above 
the hull due to the buoyancy of the board in the vertical inverted position.   

b. The swimmer waits in the water holding on to the windward side of the turtled Sunfish.  
c. The rescuer gets into position by sailing to the lee side, parallel to the turtled boat, 

heading in the same direction as the turtled boat.  (Note: It is essential to be headed in 
the same direction!) 

d. Kneeling in the rescuing boat the rescuer leans across to the turtled boat and, using the 
hands, works the daggerboard to the fully up position. 

2. Righting the turtled Sunfish  
a. The swimmer waits in the water holding on to the windward side of the turtled Sunfish.  
b. If not already in position, the rescuer gets into position by sailing to the lee side, parallel 

to the turtled boat, heading in the same direction as the turtled boat.  (Note: It is 
essential to be headed in the same direction!) 

c. The rescuer instructs the swimmer to move to the stern of the rescuer’s boat and hold 
on to the rudder to be clear of the moving hull and rig during the righting.  The swimmer 
does so, maintaining contact with one of the boats at all times.   

d. Kneeling in the rescuing boat the rescuer pulls on the daggerboard and rights the 
Sunfish.  As the boat turns upright, the rescuer maintains a hold on the boat while 
pushing it away so that the daggerboard can clear the rescuer’s boat.   

e. The rescuer ducks as the boom of the righted boat comes across both boats.    
f. The boats are now nestled side-by-side, hulls parallel, heading in the same direction, 

sails together.   



g. The rescuer instructs the swimmer to move to the opposite (windward) side of the 
righted Sunfish. The swimmer does so, maintaining contact with one of the boats at all 
times.   

h. The rescuer secures the daggerboard in place by tensioning the bungee tether, usually 
by wrapping the tether around the top of the daggerboard.  

3. Stabilizing the righted boat 
a. If the swimmer can re-board without assistance, the rescuer uses their upper body as a 

counterweight to stabilize the righted boat.   
b. The rescuer holds the two boats together while the swimmer gets settled with main 

sheet and tiller.  (Do not sheet in yet!) 
c. Continue at  “5.  Separating the boats.”   

4. Using a stirrup to assist re-boarding  
a. If re-boarding assistance is needed, the swimmer waits in the water holding onto the 

windward side of the righted Sunfish.   
b. If not already in position, the rescuer gets into position by sailing to the lee side, parallel 

to the righted boat, heading in the same direction as the righted boat.  (Note: It is 
essential to be headed in the same direction!) 

c. The rescuer ties a bowline loop in the free end of the main sheet of the turtled boat 
(after untying any stop knots) to use as a stirrup.  The rescuer passes the bowline end 
loop toward the swimmer and raises the daggerboard about 6 inches.  

d. The swimmer draws the stirrup into the water, and the rescuer adjusts the position of 
the stirrup to allow swimmer to get their foot into it.  

e. Still kneeling, the rescuer loops the main sheet once or twice around the top of the 
daggerboard and continues to hold the main sheet to secure the line.  

f. The swimmer places the forward foot (foot closer to the bow) into the stirrup, steps up, 
and crawls into the cockpit. 

g. The rescuer holds the two boats together while the swimmer unties the bowline loop, 
reties the stop knot, and gets settled with main sheet and tiller.  (Do not sheet in yet!)   

5. Separating the boats  
a. If the rescuer’s sail is in front, the rescuer sails away first, ducking under the swimmer’s 

boom.  Alternatively, the rescuer pushes the swimmer’s boom against its mast to 
separate the boats, and the swimmer sheets in and sails away. 

b. If the swimmer’s sail is in front, the rescuer separates the boats by pushing the 
swimmer’s boat away.  The swimmer sheets in and sails away first.    
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