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Introduction


This book is intended as a guide for people who have already learned to sail and would like to go a step further and start racing.


Many people catch the ‘bug’ after their first race, and it remains with them for the rest of their lives. Why is this? There are those who are naturally competitive and always want to test their skill against others. Some people are less competitive but enjoy racing because it offers the best opportunity to get the best out of their boats. There is nothing like a few races to show you just how well or badly you are sailing!


You will probably be itching to enter a race before you have read to the end of this book, so we have laid out the first four chapters to give you enough knowledge to take part in a race with some degree of confidence. The remainder of the book is designed to help you improve your performance, and a glossary of terms used in racing is included at the end.


Many successful skippers start their racing careers by crewing with more experienced helms. It can be an advantage to get the feel for racing before you start out on your own, but it’s by no means essential. You may learn faster by finding your own way, and this book will help you do just that.


We hope you enjoy your racing as much as we have done, and continue to do. It will give you an absorbing hobby for life. Good sailing!


John Caig and Tim Davison
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Choosing a Boat


If you don’t already have a boat you may be wondering what to buy. If you have been crewing for someone then you will already know a little about what you might want. But if you are starting from scratch you have two options: either join a club first (which limits your choice of boat) or buy a boat first (which limits your choice of club).


It’s probably best to visit your nearest club and consider the suitability of the boats they sail. If you have a family and intend to race with them you need a boat large enough to take them. Otherwise, one of the singlehanders may well be best for you. Also, take physical factors into account. If you are not particularly heavy then you would be wise to consider a boat with a small sail area that will not be too strenuous. For example, if you buy a standard Laser and you weigh only 54 kg (120 lbs) you will begin to be at a disadvantage when the wind reaches 15 knots. In a 420 you could be in with the champions in any weather.


Another consideration is, of course, cost. You have to be able to afford to buy your boat, but you also need to be aware of the cost of maintaining it, including buying new sails when it becomes necessary (at least every other season, if you want to stay competitive).


It’s often advisable to go for a used boat at first, buying a new one only when you have learned enough to know how you want it to be fitted out. Don’t be afraid to buy and sell boats: why stick in a class you aren’t enjoying or in a boat that’s holding you back?


There’s a huge variety of boats out there: one of them is sure to be right for you.





What is a Race?


Most dinghy races are sailed round a number of marker buoys specified by the Sailing or Race Committee, and called ‘The Course’.


You have to round each buoy in a specified direction. ‘Buoy X to port’ for example means you round it anticlockwise, leaving it on the port side of your boat. Similarly, ‘all marks to starboard’ means you round all buoys clockwise. You will often see a shorthand form such as 1S, 2P, etc.; this means leave buoy 1 to port, buoy 2 to starboard, and so on. Sometimes the buoys are shown on a coloured background, red indicating a buoy to be left to port, green meaning leave it to starboard.


THE COURSE


This is always laid down in the sailing instructions, which are posted on a notice board or handed out as a printed sheet.


Sailing instructions are always given in writing and the rules prevent their being given orally. It is important that competitors study these instructions before the race.
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Rounding a mark to port.


There are several types of course depending on the local geography, but many are triangular in shape and are intended to test all points of sailing. The start is across an imaginary line between two points (often a committee boat and buoy) and is usually signalled by the lowering of a flag and the sounding of a horn or gun.


All boats must be behind this line when the starting signal is made. A warning signal (usually five minutes before the start) and preparatory signal (with four minutes to go) allow competitors to start their watches and do their own countdown.


If there is any discrepancy, the time is taken from the preparatory signal.


Sometimes a distance mark is laid to keep competitors clear of the committee boat: you are not allowed to sail between this mark and the committee boat. Note that this mark is not necessarily on the startline; in fact it is usually over the line.


The first leg is usually upwind to the first mark, and most boats will make a number of tacks to reach it. This should have the effect of spreading out the fleet so there is not too much congestion at the first mark.


Subsequent legs are ‘off the wind’, and made up of reaches or runs, eventually ending back near the starting area. The course is often repeated, the number of rounds being specified in the sailing instructions.


If the wind drops, the race can be shortened by a shortened course signal that is usually code flag S – a blue rectangle on a white background. The race then ends at the next mark after the signal was made. Finishes are usually into the wind and entail crossing a finishing line between two marks or a committee boat and mark.
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Rounding a mark to starboard.


The Triangle/Sausage course


This was originally used as the Olympic course, and is in our view one of the fairest, with all points of sailing included. The start is upwind for the reasons already mentioned. The second and third legs are reaches; sometimes one is a close reach and the other a broad reach. At the leeward mark the course turns upwind once more. A run follows the second rounding of the weather mark. This sequence of legs is repeated until the finish, which is either between the weather mark and a committee boat or at a finish line upwind of the weather mark.


Where space does not permit such a course – for instance on a small inland reservoir – then the course should be set to give the best balance of beating, reaching and running.


For asymmetric boats a windward – leeward course is often used, because the run provides lots of opportunities for tactics.
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HANDICAP RACING


When boats of different types are going to race together a handicap race is organised. There are two main types of handicap race.


Conventional handicap races


All boats start on the same signal, as in a single-class race, but the Race Officer records their finishing times. When all the boats have finished, their times are multiplied by a handicap correction figure to provide the final race results. This correction is arrived at by considering the results of many club races over many years. It cannot be completely fair, particularly in the case of boats that perform very differently in differing conditions (such as catamarans), but nevertheless it can be a basis for quite satisfactory inter-class racing.


Pursuit races


In pursuit racing, the starting time of each boat is determined by its handicap number. The slowest set off first, and the race is run for a predetermined length of time. The finish line is not laid until the finish time is due, and the first across the line wins. In order to make the final results as fair as possible for slower boats that are trailing, a number of finish lines could be laid simultaneously. In fact, the fairest results would be determined by an aerial photograph – not all that practical for your average club race!





Basic Racing Rules


You may feel that you need to know all the rules before you take part in your first race, but if you waited until you knew them all you would never get started – there are quite a number of rules and some need a lot of experience to interpret.


A few basic rules are all you need to begin with and many club sailors never get around to learning more (although of course they are always intending to!). When you want to know more read The Rules in Practice by Bryan Willis, also published by Fernhurst Books.


THE NEED FOR RACING RULES


No sport or game can be successful without rules of some sort, and yacht racing is no exception. What’s more, unlike football and cricket, there are normally no referees or umpires, so observance of the rules relies on the obedience and honesty of the competitors. When there is a disagreement the only option is a protest, which is heard by an independent body of knowledgeable yachtsmen called a Protest Committee. Non-sailing people often misunderstand the word protest, but those involved with the sport soon come to realise that it is the only fair method of sorting out who is in the right in a particular rules incident. The International Sailing Federation (ISAF) Rules are used throughout the world in local, international and Olympic competition. Although some variations can be made to suit local club conditions, the basic rules remain the same wherever you race. So what are they?
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