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You’ve noticed that your outboard

steering is becoming progressively

harder to turn. Before you start tearing

things apart, its time to do some trou-

bleshooting. 

Mechanical O/B Steering Systems

Mechanical steering systems con-

sist of three main parts: the helm, the

cable and the motor connection. The

helm is what the steering wheel is fas-

tened to and actuates the steering cable.

It can be either a rotary or rack style

unit. The engine connection includes all

the parts and adapters to mate the steer-

ing cable to the outboard and will vary

depending on the outboard make and

model. The cable obviously connects the

two.

Many manufacturers have made

steering systems through the years, but

the marketplace is currently dominated by the

Teleflex Corporation. They purchased their

biggest rival, Morse Cables, a while back and

now supply most of the mechanical steering

systems and replacement cables in use today.

Maintenance

A quick glance at a Teleflex manual will

point out that there are no maintenance points

on the helm or the cable. The only mainte-

nance notes in the manual concerning the

cable is to regularly inspect it for free move-

ment and to ensure there are no cracks of

breaks in the outer cable cover. This is often

hard to do as much of the cable is hidden from

view.

Those breaks will let water and/or salt

into the cable interior and eventually corrode

it to the point it will seize. Teleflex specifi-

cally recommends against trying to tape up or

seal these cracks as it can hide corrosion and

lead to sudden steering lock-up due to a seized

cable.

That leaves the cable connection to the

outboard and the outboard itself. In fact, this

area is where most of the problems occur. Salt

spray settles on the exposed cable and the

steering tube on the outboard and will cause

corrosion or buildup that will increase steering

loads. Keep these areas clean and well lubri-

cated. Pay attention to your outboard manual

for proper care of the outboard-mounted steer-

ing components. If you let this go, a locked

steering tube and some expensive repairs are

inevitable.

One often installed aftermarket accessory

is the Cable Buddy by Davis Instruments.

This unit is installed on the outboard end of

the steering cable. It is basically a nut that

screws on the end of the cable and has a seal

and a fitting for introducing a cable lubricant

into the cable interior. Relatively inexpensive,

it is a worthwhile addition to a steering cable.

It does not eliminate the need for maintaining

the cable connection to the outboard and the

outboard’s steering components.

Repairs

Okay, you’ve checked the cable connec-

tions and the outboard steering components

and they are fine. You disconnected the cable

from the outboard and it doesn’t budge. So the

cable needs replacement, right? Well, maybe.

There are two parts here, the helm and the

cable. Admittedly, the cable is most often the

culprit, but check the helm before removing

the cable from the boat. Disconnect the cable

from the helm and see if the cable

will move. If it does, the helm is the

guilty party.

At this point you have either a

bad helm or a bad cable or both. In

any case, something needs to be re-

placed. Some replacement helms are

available and many replacement ca-

bles are available. The problem is

identifying which cable or helm you

have. Many cables have part num-

bers and the length printed on the

outer cable cover. The problem is

that this lettering is faded to the

point of illegibility on older cables.

The other critical factor is the cable

length. Steering cables can’t be cut

and don’t like to be coiled up.

Another problem is the sheer

number of cable end combinations

out there. When I was a parts special-

ist for a major marine retailer, I always asked

customers calling for replacement steering ca-

bles to bring their cable in so I could match it

properly for both end connections and length. 

The vast majority of my customers meas-

ured the cable length incorrectly. I would lay

out the cable on the floor for proper measure-

ment and so I could use the extensive Teleflex

cable catalog to identify the exact cable re-

quired.

However, you need to take one important

step before tearing that cable out of your boat.

It was usually installed when the deck was off

of the hull and is snaked through the boat. If

you simply pull the cable out, you’ll have the

devil of a time getting that cable back in the

same place. Failing to do that may well

change the length of cable required. 

Whether you pull the cable from the tran-

som end or the helm end; tie a messenger line

to it. Use a piece of small rope or heavy line

and drag it through the boat as you extract the

old cable. This process may be complicated

even more if the steering cable is clipped to

the hull or deck. Good luck in finding those

clips. This messenger line will allow you to

pull the new cable back along the same path

as the old. It still may not be easy, requiring

some twisting, pulling and pushing, but it

should follow the same path and more impor-

tantly the length, as the old cable.

If the helm is the problem, leave the

cable in place and remove the helm. Take it

to your local marine dealer. Make sure he

has the full Teleflex catalog to refer to and

see if he can match up your helm unit with

an available replacement. If the problem is

the cable, the same steps apply. Take it to

your dealer and see 
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This rack & pinion style steering system
provides a precise feel and 4-turn lock to lock.

Drawing courtesy of Teleflex.

One advantage of installing a new steer-
ing kit is the availability of options like a
tilt helm. Drawing courtesy of Teleflex.
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if he can identify it.

Now comes the fun. Not all helms are still

available as replacement parts so you may be

out of luck there. Many cables can be identified

and are still available and Teleflex can supply a

vast number of replacement cables. That isn’t

to say they are available off-the-shelf. It doesn’t

make much sense for them to stock multiple

lengths of obsolete cables. They do maintain

the basic parts to build these cables, but they

will often need to be made to order. This may

result in an extended delivery time.

You need to do the math and evaluate your

situation, Do you wait for a replacement cable

to be made and lose the use of your boat or not?

Often the smartest decision is to replace

the cable and helm with a current, off-the-shelf

replacement kit. The kit will contain a new

helm and cable. You will need to make sure

your existing steering wheel will fit the new

helm. Or you can buy one of those spiffy new

stainless steel wheels with the suicide knob.

You may also need a connector kit to adapt your

new system to your old outboard. The cost of a

complete kit will be higher than the cable itself,

but the cost of a replacement cable can be sur-

prisingly high.

Another advan-

tage of a new steer-

ing system kit is that

the new units have

some great new fea-

tures, such as No

Feed Back response,

tilt helms and such.

Be careful if you are

changing from a ro-

tary style helm to a

rack and pinion style

or visa-versa. Exam-

ine the area behind

the dashboard to

make sure there is

enough room for the

new helm. Rack and

pinion helms will

need more room on

the side opposite the

cable than a rotary

style helm, for example.

If you want more information about

Teleflex mechanical steering systems or ca-

bles, then visit www.teleflexmarin.com. They

have online manuals for all components for

their mechanical steering systems. If you are

thinking of replacing your steering system,

download the manual and study it before

spending the money for the new system.

These systems are well engineered and the

manuals excellent. Don’t be afraid to replace

yours.
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This rotary helm steering system is one of the most common and
popular. It features quick 3-turn lock-to-lock steering. Drawing

courtesy of Teleflex.

Look For the RED Boats of TowBoatU.S.

*Service provided during normal boating seasons.  Details and exclusions can be 
found online at BoatUS.com/towing or by calling.

You have towing service for your car, shouldn’t 
you do the same for your boat?
The unfortunate fact is that at some point you just might need 
it. And with the average price of a tow around $600, spending a 
little now will save you the hassle and expense later. 

For just a fraction of the cost of a tow, $135 for saltwater boaters 
and $53 for freshwater, you can purchase Unlimited towing and 
cover all your bases.

To join BoatU.S., call

800-888-4869
or visit BoatUS.com

On-the-water towing, soft ungroundings, 
jump starts & fuel delivery

Applies to all recreational boats you
own, borrow or charter

24/7 dispatch and assistance

No claim made on your hull 
insurance

Main Office: 718-252-8761 Service Dept: 718-986-3773
Visit Us At: www.gwmarina.com

3260 Flatbush Avenue, Brooklyn, NY 11234
Directions: Belt Parkway to Exit 11 South, Marina 1/2 Mile on Right

Operated By Jen Marine Development LLC., An Authorized Concessioner of the National Park Service, US Dept. of the Interior

at Barren Island
N40º 35.267’ / W73º 53.921’

Complete Repair Services
Outboard • Inboard • Diesel • Emergency Hauls • Hull Painting 

Fiberglass • Interior/Exterior Detailing • Shrinkwrap

• 500 Slips • 1900’ of Breakwater • 35 Ton Travel-Lift
• 24 Hour Security • Picnic Area w/Barbeques 

•  Restrooms & Shower Facilities
• Transient & Monthly Dockage/Storage Available

• Close To Kings Park Plaza & Across From 
Aviator Sports Complex

• Weekend Golf Cart Service to Your Dock

Ask About Our Seasonal 
Dockage And Storage Rates

FULLY STOCKED SHIPS STORE
Bait & Tackle • Ice •  Beer & Soda 

Snack Bar • Great Prices On 
Marine Supplies and Equipment

We Monitor VHS

Channel 16

DOCKAGE    DRY STORAGE    FULL SERVICEDOCKAGE    DRY STORAGE    FULL SERVICE

DIRECT, QUICK
ACCESS TO
OFFSHORE
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