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Servicing the Harken Winches on the Catalina 350 
 
To me, one of the most intimidating things about sailing and sail boats are the winches.  
Not the wenches, but the winches.  Those real expensive silver things bolted to the deck 
that allow you to control your sheets, halyards and other lines.  They are mechanical 
wonders that are usually very reliable, but I keep getting told that I had to service them 
every once in a while to keep them working properly and to prevent wear/tear on the 
inside.  But they are so complicated and so damned expensive, I was to timid to even think 
of doing anything on them by myself.  I thought that if I tried to open one up, all sorts of 
springs, gears, levers and ball bearings would come popping out and I’d never get it back 
together again, let alone working right.  Seemed easier to just get a new sailboat!  
However, my 2004 Catalina C350 is now 5 years old, and I noticed the port side jib winch 
was starting to make funny noises when running a slack sheet thru it real fast.  I had 
several discussions with Ray and Bret “Bones” Hinley, the owner/operators of the Blue 
Water Bay Marina in Niceville FL, who called me a coward and assured me that I could 
service my winches very easily.  Following their guidance, I found that they were right-- 
servicing is simple in the extreme.  So I would like to pass on to my fellow Catalina 350 
owners how to do what I did.  Which is to do a very basic servicing/lubrication of the 
Harken 44 winches on a C-350.   However, this is not meant to offer tips on repairing the 
winch.  If you are having problems with the winch or it is not operating correctly, I 
recommend having a professional look at it.  Attempting to actually fix the winch is 
beyond the scope of this article.  Also, if you have a different brand (ie Lewmar), I assume 
these procedures will work, but I recommend you investigate with the manufacturer before 
you begin any work.  
 
Preparation 
My most simple precaution for keeping a winch running properly for a long time is to keep 
it covered when not in use.  I made covers for each of my winches out of left over 
sunbrella material from when my bimini and sail covers were made.  They don’t look real 
professional, but they work great.  Keeps salt spray off from the winches and protects them 
from the sun which keeps them looking like new.  I am religious about putting the covers 
on whenever I am not using the boat. 
 
You should be able to complete the servicing of all four of your winches in well under an 
hour.  All you will need is a large flat head screw driver, old rag and the new grease/oil.  I 
used Lewmar high performance racing winch oil.  I got it at Bluewater Bay for $6.  They 
obviously make other brands, and you may want to consider grease instead of oil.  But the 
Lewmar oil came recommended by Bones and appears to work great.  I know it won’t last 



as long as grease would, but now that I know how quick and easy it is, I intend to re-oil the 
winches every 6 months. 
 
One of my major concerns was that I didn’t want to lose anything over board or lose track 
of it once I had it off the winch.  I also wanted to keep all the parts in the order and in the 
same orientation as when they came off the winch so I would know how to put it back 
together again.  On Ray’s recommendation, I made a protective catch basin to place 
around the winch when I was working on it.  I used a beer carton.  The margarita bucket I 
use for mixing, well…margaritas on the boat worked great as a template for making a 
hole.  The box then slides right over the winch.   Use another carton (without a hole of 
course) as a storage box that you will set on the cockpit bench to hold all the pieces.   
 
Make a note of where the chrome jib-sheet guide on the top of the winch drum points.  
You will want to know that for when you are re-assembling the winch so you can put it in 
the same position. 
 
Disassembly and Cleaning 
The Harken 44 has a screw at the bottom of the winch handle socket hole that holds the 
winch drum to the spindle.  Insert a large flat-head screw driver to loosen the screw (fig 1).   
 
You’ll find that you’ll need to hold the 
winch drum with one hand to keep it from 
rotating as you work the screw driver with 
the other hand.  The screw will loosen the 
drum from the spindle underneath.   
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Once the screw is loose, use both hands to gently 
pull the drum up and off the spindle (fig 2).  
 It should slide up easily.  Move it directly to your 
storage box, being careful to not disturb the winch 
handle socket or the chrome jib-sheet guide on the 
top of the drum.   
 
 

 

Figure 1

Figure 2



You will remove those pieces in just a bit, but for now, you want to make sure you do not 
lose them overboard.  (note: As you pull the drum up, look to see that both bearing 
assemblies are in place on the spindle.  If they are not, it’s no big deal and means one has 
stuck on the inside the drum as you pulled it up.  All you have to do it gently pull the 
bearing out of the drum, but I don’t recommend doing that until you have the drum placed 
over the storage box).    
 
Now you can remove both the upper and lower bearing casings as well as the plastic 
spacer that separates them (fig 3) and 
put them the storage box.  (note: The 
bearings are  self contained assemblies 
and shouldn’t come apart.  If they do, 
you got problems and need to call for 
help).     
 
Going back to the spindle, it should be 
bare with the exception of the gears at 
the bottom.   I do not recommend 
attempting to remove or adjust the gear 
assembly—that’s beyond the scope of 
this article.  Take a rag and gently wipe 
down the spindle to remove old oil or any grease build up.  Then apply a new coat of 
oil/grease to the gears and the spindle wall.  I worked the gears, turning them so I could 
apply new oil to the faces on all the gears.  The intent is to apply new oil/grease to the 
contact surfaces on ALL the parts, but using only a LIGHT coat.  Applying too much 
grease will cause build up, which in turn will capture any grit, salt or other contaminants 
and will cause wear on the components.  So use a LIGHT coating on all the parts. 
 
Then, going back to the winch drum in the storage box, gently pull the winch handle 

socket assembly out of the drum (fig 4),  
wipe it down, then place it in the box.   
 
 
 
Now remove the chrome jib-sheet guide 
from the top of the drum.    Note that the 
chrome washer plate (with Harken lettering 
on the top) just sits on top of the guide 
assembly and can slide off easily.  Be 
careful to not let it drop away until you have 
the guide assembly over the box.    
 
 

Figure 3

Figure 4



Your box should now look like (fig 5).   
One at a time, take each bearing 
assembly and wipe it clean of old 
oil/grease inside and out.  Apply a light 
coat of oil or new grease and place 
them back in the box.  I made a point of 
keeping each one right side up and in 
order.  That is, I kept them in the same 
orientation they were in on the spindle 
so I could put them back exactly the 
same way.   
 
 
 Now clean out the inside of the drum and apply a light coat of new oil/grease on the drum 
wall and also the fixed gear teeth (fig 6).   

Once all the gears, bearings, winch handle 
ratchet assembly and the drum have been 
cleaned and re-oiled, you have completed the 
servicing of your winch.  Now all you have to 
do is get it all back together properly.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Re-Assembly 
Reassembly is simple.  You just go backwards from the disassembly.  First, replace the 
lower bearing assembly onto the spindle, then the spacer washer, followed by the second 
(top) bearing assembly.  Again, I was careful to go in the same order and same orientation 
as I removed them—each piece goes back to where it came from.  Then, while the drum is 
sitting in the storage box, replace the chrome jib-sheet guide onto the top of the drum.  
You’ll have to juggle it a bit, but it should fit in easily.  (note: to make sure that I did not 
drop the chrome washer plate, I took it off and placed it in the box).  Once you have the 
chrome jib-sheet guide fitted to the top of the drum, place the drum back on the spindle, 
noting the orientation of the guide itself.  Remember at the beginning when I said to make 
note of how the jib-sheet guide was oriented?  Well, now you know why.  Gently align the 
drum/guide assembly onto the fixed gear of the spindle.  If the jib-sheet guide is not 
“pointing” where it used to or where you want it to, just lift up the drum again and 
reposition.  Be sure to check that the drum has fully seated all the way down.  It should 
slide down very easily, but make take a little gentle “jiggling” to get it down all the way.  

Figure 5 

Figure 6 



At this point, you should be able to spin the drum by hand to check it is in place and 
operating properly.  Once you have the drum seated correctly, replace the chrome washer 
plate on the very top.  Note that it just sits on top and will move freely.  Now, replace the 
winch handle socket assembly after first applying a light coat of grease/oil to the outer 
casing.  As you replace the unit, check to see that the screw at the bottom is positioned 
correctly.  You may have to jiggle the screw a bit it to get it to align so it will screw in 
correctly.  Then using the flat head screwdriver, gently tighten the screw down.  Lastly, 
using the winch handle, gently crank the winch from both directions without any load on it 
(ie it has no lines under tension on it).  This will insure you have re-assembled the winch 
correctly, that it is working properly and also will help to evenly distribute the new 
grease/oil before you use it under a load.  If all is well, you are done.  I found the 
mainsheet/halyard winches could be done exactly the same way.   
 
Now you are ready for the water.  And to set the record straight, while I am no longer 
intimidated about working on my winches, I do find that wenches on a sailboat can still be 
very intimating.  Especially if they find out that you don’t have properly maintained 
winches! 
 
Dave Brown – Vice Commodore 
Hull #246 
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