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STAINLESS STEEL FAILURES

I may have touched on this subject in previous articles, and at most of the rendezvous, but since it is recurring more often, and can possibly result in a very expensive repair, I feel it needs to be discussed and stressed once again.  As much as we would like to think stainless steel is a "forever" material, it unfortunately is not, and also usually does not reveal its weakness until it fails.  Stainless steel will corrode, and is subject to stress and corrosion cracking within the structure of the metal, while the exterior surface may still appear to be in perfect, shiny condition.  This is unlike plain steel, which rusts from the outside, and is plainly visible, or aluminum, which also shows its corrosion on the exterior surfaces.

RIGGING SWAGE ENDS

The classic example is of swaged terminal fittings on the ends of the standing rigging, primarily at the lower ends.  Water comes down the wire, and gets into the swage fitting, causing cracks to start on the fitting, especially those that have been highly stressed due to overswaged.  Fortunately, the majority of the swaging on the Westsails was done correctly, and the rigging has lasted 20 years or so, although most rigging shops recommend replacing the standing rigging every 10 years.

CHAINPLATES

I have recently had a number of calls regarding problems with the chainplates, primarily on the Westsail 42's and 43's.  The stock chainplates used on all of the boats are 1/4" x 2" x 24" pieces of 304 grade stainless steel.  The W28 and W32 have four 3/8" square holes to mount them, with 3/8" carriage bolts.  The W42 and W43 have five 1/2" carriage bolts.  We have found cracks radiating out from the square holes on the chainplates, and it has been necessary to replace some of the chainplates.  There have also been instances of the chainplate starting to deteriorate on the backside where it meets the hull, due to water being trapped there, and crevice corrosion starting.  Since the caulking is original, and it also does not last forever, the water gets between the fiberglass and the stainless, and corrosion starts.  I now have chainplates with round mounting holes available, with button head Allen bolts.  Request them if you do not want the square holes. 

Upon making some replacement chainplates for a W42, I discovered that on some of Westsail drawings for the chainplates, it called for the square holes to be .60" in size, which is really too big for a .50" bolt, and the carriage bolt can rotate in the hole, and also the bolt does not fit the chainplate hole properly to distribute the load over all of the bolts.  On the W42's and W43's, it would probably be a good idea to remove some of the 1/2" carriage bolts, and carefully check for the start of cracks radiating out from the square holes, and for the size of the hole.

If you are preparing for a major voyage, it would also be a good idea to remove at least one chainplate, in order to be able to inspect the backside, and also check the condition of the carriage bolts.  The top end should also be checked periodically for signs of cracks at the bend, or around the hole the turnbuckle attaches to.  If the top of the chainplate has been bent from hitting a piling or seawall (by a previous owner, of course), you might want to carefully clean the chainplate with a Scotch-brite pad, and inspect it with a magnifying glass, and maybe some dye penetrant.
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