Why Race a Sailboat or Board?



· You wouldn’t Play Tennis Alone
· Or Squash, or football or cricket…

· Sail powered Racing, entering a regatta should really be considered in the same vein.

· Here at Hythe like many small sailing clubs around the coast of England we have a long history of regatta sailing it is a very rewarding pursuit bringing with it the reward of improving one’s technique, one’s perception of the wind and the tide and making you’re interest in the weather forecast more acute than ever before.

· Essentially other than knowing the basics of how to sail the only other thing you’ll need is an accurate timepiece with a 10minute countdown function. The key to a good race, is at the very least to start it at the same time as everyone else.

· This chat will introduce you to the various courses that get set to race around, introduce the basic rule elements that govern the interaction of your boat, other boats and the marks you sail around and the signals that those organising the event may use to signal to you their intentions regarding the start time and any changes to the course or conditions.

· We may also go into the basic tuning that will help your craft perform more efficiently during the event, and tactical action you may wish to plan in advance or take during the course of events to attempt to outwit your fellow competitors by sailing a shorter distance or in a faster manner than they may have chosen.

· Once you have decided to participate, entered an event, and signed on, the first thing you need to know is where you are going, where the start is in relation to the club where the 1st mark is, don’t rely on following everyone else, it has not been unknown for the entire fleet to take off, the wind change direction and those left at the rear suddenly in a position to take the lead, not much use to them if they don’t know where they are supposed to be headed.

· In big events compass bearings may be given, but here locally you’ll get a scrawled drawing on the clubhouse wall with the club marked and a brief description of the colour and shape of the buoys and which way round you are due to head. If you’re lucky the Race Officer might even throw in details of the wind speed, the tide direction and the weather forecast, this is a case of ‘do as you would be done by’, one day it may be your turn to act as Race Officer

· 
· 
· 
· 
· 
· 
· Typical scribbled triangle sausage course.. The legend would read course 1 2 3, 3 -1  the mark at the top being mark no 1.

· If the wind is blowing predominantly offshore and the race has to be run from the club house, it is often necessary to start on a reach, then the course may be ended at the same point at what will be the end of the final beat.

· 
· 
· The course explained..

· Generally the first mark tends to be upwind, this has the effect of giving the fleet a wide area in which to first separate, then converge on a single mark in much the same way ball bearings poured into a funnel will produce single units coming out of the spout and so it is the fleet then proceeds on its next leg line astern (One behind the other). 

· The next leg a broad reach downwind is probably the fastest and most exciting, obviously in the case of a reaching start it comes first on the agenda, but it culminates in the first gybe mark you will encounter and it is here that there are often thrills and spills.

· Then it’s off on another tack back to the leeward mark which is usually set just above the startline, but here at Hythe often forms the end of the line and the start finish mark, once rounded it’s back upwind again tacking to the top mark.

· Then comes the run, dead before the wind, here boats with spinnakers deploy them to maximum advantage, asymmetric boats have to dog leg downwind from broad reach to broad reach sailing faster over a greater distance which is faster in stronger winds than running dead before the wind.

· Then its back to the top again and that is essentially a triangle and sausage course which used to be the definitive Olympic sailing course, things have changed a bit now, lots of Olympic classes sail windward leeward two buoy courses to give the fast asymmetric boats tactical battles both up and down wind, but for the most part with the mix of boat available to us the triangle sausage course suits us.

· The Start.

· In most events the start will occur across a line between a buoy and a boat containing observers and often the Race Officer. At Clubs on the coast the line is often an extension of the clubhouse race office to a buoy on the water via a post which acts as a transit (Two fixed points which when aligned define the line and point at which the start is observed).

· Starting the race on time is probably the most essential part of any race, that’s not to say having a bad start can completely ruin your day, but it makes life easier.

· A typical start line may be laid in such a way, that due maybe to the current, or the wind angle one end of it might be nearer to the first mark of the course thereby shortening the distance you have to travel, so working out before hand which end of the start line to start at is also advantageous. This is referred to as Bias, working out the bias of the line and starting at the favourable end is advantageous.

· On a big course at a major event the race officer will always try to set a line with a 5-10 degree Port Bias, which means the port end of the line is 5 or ten degrees further upwind than the starboard end where the committee boat is usually anchored.

· Signals

· The signal to start may be by sound or flags or a combination of both.

· Generally a good warning period is given prior to the start of either 5 or 10 minutes, followed by a sequence  of sound warnings usually (In a ten minute sequences at 10, 5, 4, 1minutes before the off gun.) So a watch that can be synchronised to that sequence is also essential. But it’s not a bad idea to get to know your flags, if you’ve been off checking the course or engaging in a bit of a pre race shake down, coming late to the start area a glance at the flag sequence can tell you what the next sound signal is likely to be.

· Some Flags you should know the meaning of.

· This is the Blue Peter, known as the preparatory signal.
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· Once this flag is flying, all racing rules begin to apply, all boats should be within the starting area, it is usual that it is flown at the five minute gun and will come down as a signal to start along with any other flags that might be visible.

· This is AP 
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· If this flag shows, it will be accompanied by a sound signal and it means there is a postponement of the race, when it comes down also accompanied by a sound signal there will be one minute before the start sequence commences again.

· This is Flag S
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· This flag will be flown if for some reason the course needs to be shortened and the race finished earlier than designated. Once flown the race is then normally finished at the next mark of the course to be passed by the leading boat.

· This is known as the First Substitute
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· It is used to recall the fleet to the start following a problem with too many boats over early for the race officer to note the numbers of and penalise.

· One minute will follow it’s drop prior to the renewed start sequence.

· Other flags may be flying, the Class Flag is often used as the ten minute signal, either a Red (Port) or Green (Starboard)flag may be flown to signal which side the marks should be left. (Red = leave all marks to Port.)

· Sometimes a black flag may fly to signify that the start line and its extensions may be used to call boats over the line in the cases of very unruly fleets and disqualify them from the race.

· Finally, if this flag is flown, all racing is abandoned, this may be completely or temporarily depending on other signals that may accompany it.
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There are a few others that are worthy of noting and they can be found in the IYRU sailing rules and regulations.

· Rules

· Just like any sport there are rules, they are there to ensure fairplay and of course for safety to prevent collisions, there is an entire 50 odd pages of IYRU (International Yach Racing Union) rules than can apply, but for the sake of getting you started we’ll just concentrate on the basics.

· These explanations are not necessarily the way the rule is written, they are just a simple description for your consideration at this early stage in your race career.

· 1) Port & Starboard

· This is a fundamental you should already be aware of for simple marine navigation, Boats on a Port Tack give way to Boats on Starboard.

· 2)Windward Boat

· On the same tack, a boat to windward should always keep clear of a boat to leeward.

· 3) Over taking Boat

· The Overtaking boat should always keep clear of the boat it is over taking.

· 4)Water at a Mark

· A little more complex this one and consider it as only relevant to the offwind marks, the windward mark has other complications.

· But when rounding a mark enough room must be given to any boat with an ‘inside’ position to that mark. Now once you get down to the nitty gritty of this one there are other definitions describing overlap and overlaps within two or three boat lengths of the mark, but at this stage just consider it a courtesy gesture if approaching a mark with any other boat around, give them room to manouvre so they don’t have to actually hit the mark to go round it. Hitting marks is not permitted and can result in damage, especially if the mark is metal (like the yellow range buoy).

· 5)Touching marks

· Not permitted, but if occasioned by accident then an alternative penalty may be taken which is usually a tack followed immediately by a gybe performed away from the immediate course of the race so no-ones progress is hindered.

· 6)Rounding the ends

· Penalty for being over the line before the gun goes, sail to the end of the line closest and reround to restart the race.

· As I said before there are quite a few more, but those above are enough to get you started and if you obey all of those you’ll be ahead of just about everyone in this club. 

· There is a copy of the racing rules at the club just ask, or it can be downloaded from the RYA or IYRU website.

· Protests.

· I was always taught that protests were a natural part of sailing and should be used on every occasion, but with the absence of anyone knowledgeable or willing enough to chair a protest committee and endure the wasted bar time carrying out the necessary proceedings, other than at championships or open meetings it is unlikely you’ll experience a protest meeting at Hythe.

However that is not to say you shouldn’t engage in one if you feel sufficiently aggrieved by the actions of another boat and the other boat has failed to take an alternate penalty.

· Windshifts

· This could be an entire lecture in its own right, but for the purpose of getting you started, basically the wind changes direction all the time, some times more severely than others, so in essence if your heading up wind and the wind moves to another position even more upwind than it should be to use the vernacula then tack and go the other way.

· The wind moving more ahead of you is called a ‘header’ or ‘knock’(Generally you tack on headers).

· The wind moving more behind you making it easier to sail toward the mark you’re aiming at is called a ‘lift’, you head more upwind on a lift or if you are already on the lay line (already pointing at the mark with enough room to round it, you free the sheets and sail faster)

· How do you know they are happening?

· Well the tel-tales on the sail changing is one way of picking them up, or the boat not going as fast unless you pull the rudder toward you, usually the sail luffing because the directions changed.

· Lifts are not always as easy to spot so you periodically ‘test’ the boat by edging a bit higher if it goes significantly higher you’ve been missing a lift..

· Entire books can and have been written on sailing tactics if you can find a copy of ‘Start to Win’ by Eric Twiname even these many years later it is still a very valuable resource that gave me excellent grounding back in the day.

· Maybe a bit down the path we’ll go into other tactical scenarios, but for the time being just learning how to spot a windshift alone is a very very valuable objective you should seek, if you spot it and act and you immediate competitior doesn’t then you’ll beat him or her to the next mark and will have enjoyed the moment one of many many more that will come you way..

· Tidal Current

· With the ebb and flow of the tide here locally there are times when it can be of use to you. 

· Generally the current is stronger out to sea and weaker inshore, sometimes there are back eddies around the groynes, if the wind is not very strong the tide can assist you or make your life worse, it is the same for everyone, but occasions occur when folk miss the tide so being aware which direction its going in, how long its likely to be going in that particular direction (i.e will it change during the race).

· Some times for example having the tide current on the lee side of the hull will make the boat go faster over the water, that’s not to say it is necessarily getting to the fixed mark any faster, but it will be faster over the water than a boat with the tide on its weather side.

· The combination of tidal currents and shifting winds makes for the randomisation of the sailing race the more you learn, the better chance you have, but nothing is ever certain and just as you think you have it totally dialled, Roger will happen along glasses totally misted over going in exactly the wrong direction then he’ll find “Rogers Lift” and suddenly appear miles ahead having been miles behind a few moments earlier and that is the absolute joy of sailing.. 

Nothing can ever be taken for certain.

· 1) Don’t forget your watch

· 2) Sign on

· 3) Check the course and estimated start time

· 4) Get on the water early try and sail as much of the course as possible

· 5) Sign off when you finish, sign off if you don’t finish. (Retire)

6) Enjoy your successes and learn from the failures.

