Preventing Rudder Moisture
By Ted Drossos

While installing a “Generation 2” rudder on my boat last spring, I modified two
potential problem areas where water could enter the rudder and cause damage.
Problem #1: The typical place where water can enter the rudder is where the rudder
post enters the top of fiberglass rudder. The fiberglass does not make a good seal with
the stainless steel rudder post. There is a tremendous amount of force acting at that
point and over time it causes a slight crack to develop between the two different
materials. That area should have a flexible sealant to prevent water from entering the
rudder. This is a vulnerable point on all sailboats with this type of rudder construction.
The Fix: I used a Dremel tool to route out a 3/16" wide by 3/16” deep channel around
the top of the rudder where the post enters the fiberglass. I first used a product called
“Captain Tolley’s Creeping Crack Sealer”. It is a very liquid sealant that looks like milk
before it cures. Its capillary action finds and fills the slightest of cracks and leaks. After
that dried, I filled the recessed channel with 3M’s 4200, a flexible sealant. This will
prevent water from entering the rudder due to the inevitable movement between the
rudder shaft and the fiberglass. This thick flexible sealant will maintain the water tight
integrity of that joint.

Problem #2: The second potential problem area is at the very top of the rudder post.
The post is a hollow 3" tube. Above the post is a deck access plate for the emergency
tiller. The deck plate cover has an "O" ring to prevent water from entering the boat. If
the deck plate is not tight or if it doesn't make a good seal, water can enter the rudder
post. It will work its way down into the rudder causing the foam within it to become
saturated. If that happens, it will eventually cause damage to the stainless steel
internal structure of the rudder. If water gets inside the rudder it can freeze and
possibly cause the fiberglass to delaminate from the foam.
The Fix: I installed a removable expandable tapered plug on the top of my rudder post
to prevent any water from getting into the post in the event the deck plate leaks. I
purchased it from Mcmaster.com for about $7.00 and it’s the lease expensive project
I’ve ever done on my boat to date. After adjusting the plug to the correct size, and

before installing it into the rudder shaft, put some Vaseline on the mating surfaces
inside the rudder shaft and on the perimeter of the plug. This will help make a better
seal and will make the plug easier to remove when you need to install your emergency
tiller. Below are the specifications for the plug. A friend of mine with an Ericson had
water enter his rudder that came in from the top of his rudder post. It destroyed his
rudder.

Expandable Tapered Round Plug
Trade Size 11, 1-57/64" x 2-13/64" OD

ADD TO ORD
$6.91 Each
Part #2605K29
Place a plug into the opening at the top of the rudder shaft and tighten the wing nut—the sides
expand to create a seal. This plug has a stainless steel wing nut, bolt and washer and are
resistant to rust and corrosion. They’re tapered to fit a range of hole diameters.

Below is a photo showing the plug installed into the top of the rudder post. You can see water
sitting on top of the plug after a rain. Even though the “O” ring on the bottom of the deck plate
was recently replaced, water can still get through. Without the plug, you may not notice the
water because it goes down the rudder post.

