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INTRODUCTION


Must I go down to the sea again?


These days it’s everywhere – in photos, adverts, on TV after the watershed, available for free on the web. Yes, sailing is never far from our thoughts, and apparently some men fantasise every 20 seconds about owning a boat.


And why not? There’s nothing like cruising downwind in the sun, a glass of something passable in your hand, Springsteen’s Born to Run at full blast on the cockpit speakers, and an adoring companion by your side.


Unfortunately sailing is nothing like that, and you’re more likely to finish up cold, wet, seasick and penniless. And you’ll probably spend the evening fixing the cockpit speakers, knackered by years of salt spray.


But that’s only if you’re foolhardy enough to actually go sailing. The trick is, of course, to stay ashore and bluff your fellow matelots into believing that you would be out there but for the gangrene you still have from the Atlantic crossing / your oilskins still being repaired after the 360 degree capsize / the foundry still casting your new Titanium winged keel.


Indeed, sailing is such a complex sport it begs for bluffing on an industrial scale. Luckily nobody knows everything about wind, weather, navigation, collision regulations, anchoring, maintenance, sails and so on, though this book aims to give you just enough knowledge to sit in the bar and bluff in most of these areas. You simply need to find out where your audience is least knowledgeable, then concentrate your bluffing skills on that.


Start with bland statements and queries that won’t reveal your ignorance. ‘Bit of a blow forecast for tomorrow. Does it get dodgy here when it comes from the north-east?’ If someone turns out to be a meteorologist, quickly move on to the Racing Rules. ‘We were on starboard tack and he hit us on the port quarter. Of course, we protested under Rule 42.2 (a) Subsection 1, and I’m pretty sure the Protest Committee will chuck him out under that, or even for bringing the sport into disrepute...’


No one will have the faintest idea what you’re talking about, and neither will you, but you should now be set to bask in the warm glow of their admiration – or at least not be rumbled as a bluffer.


You get the idea. Armed with the essential sailing insights and key jargon contained within this precious volume, you should be accepted in the sailing club or in the cockpit as a passable sailor, man or woman1. Never again will you confuse a Pan Pan with a marine toilet, or a painter with someone who paints, and you’ll always give the firm impression that you fully understand the importance of jib luff tension.





1 Gender matters, but sailing can be a sport of few words, especially in a Force 7 blow. It is in this spirit of economy, and not out of any gender bias, that we have employed the shorter and simpler forms ‘he’, ‘him’ and ‘man’ in preference to the longer ‘he and / or she’, ‘him and / or her’ and ‘man and / or woman’. As any bluffer will tell you, egalitarianism is alive and well on the high seas. Though not necessarily in the clubhouse…










Chapter 1



BEATING & RUNNING
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This chapter is not about public school life, but the way a boat sails – which is central to successful bluffing about the theory and practice of sailing. You might think it’s unnecessary to know any nautical science, but a bluffer will inevitably get drawn into technical conversations. So it’s as well to be prepared. And, as a plus, understanding what’s going on may help you avoid some of the hairier cock-ups waiting for you afloat.



Wind



Wind is a sailing boat’s driving force. The moving air pushes on the sail and the sail pushes the boat along.


So far so good. The only problem is you can’t see the wind.


Wind has two characteristics, strength and direction.


Strength is easy – you can feel a gentle wind on your cheek, a stronger breeze ruffles your hair and a gale blows your hat off. Sailors measure the wind in knots (roughly, miles per hour) and on the Beaufort Scale. As a bluffer just remember that a good wind for sailing is from 7-16 knots (Force 3-4). Anything over 22 knots (Force 6) is going to be hairy.
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Force 6 wind blows the head off beer





For bluffing gold you can drop casually into the conversation that ‘The force of the wind on a sail is proportional to the square of the windspeed (because there are more molecules hitting the sail and they’re going faster). Thus, if the wind increases from 10 knots to 12 knots (which isn’t much) the force goes from 100 units to 144 units, a 44% increase.’ Pause to receive admiring looks from your newfound sailing friends, then apologise for getting technical and decline to go further. In their eyes you have, hopefully, proved beyond doubt that you are a bona fide expert.


Wind direction is harder to pin down, though there are clues everywhere. A seagull always stands with its beak pointing into the wind, so its feathers aren’t ruffled. The arrow on a weathercock points into the wind. A feather on a lake is blown downwind. Waves on the sea travel downwind, and so on.


On a boat it’s helpful to have a burgee (flag) at the top of the mast to show the crew which way the wind is blowing. It’s important to note that the free edge of the cloth points downwind. The wind is coming from the opposite direction, i.e. from upwind. Quite clear on this?


Gone with the wind


By this stage you may be beginning to wonder if there is any point to sailing. And the answer is ‘yes’, because you can (with a bit of skill) get the boat to sail in any direction you like – away from the wind, across it or even towards it.


Running is where the crew let out the sails and the boat moves away from the wind, blowing along like the feather on a pond mentioned above. The boat is level, and the crew can strip down to their swimsuits and enjoy the sun. But now the skipper decides to alter course 90 degrees towards the wind.


Reaching (not to be confused with retching, of which more later) is where the boat sails across the wind. The sails are pulled halfway in, the boat heels to the breeze and the speed picks up.


Now the gormless skipper decides to alter course again, turning a further 45 degrees towards the wind.


Beating is what the boat is doing now. The sails are pulled right in and, in a dinghy, the centreboard is pushed right down. The effect is like squeezing a piece of soap between thumb and forefinger – the wind is the thumb, and the resistance of the keel / centreboard is the forefinger. In the first case the soap shoots forward and in the second the boat does the same.


If you try to turn further into the wind the sails simply flap (they are already pulled right in) and the boat stops. So if you want to sail to a destination upwind you have to sail a zigzag course to windward (facing the wind). At the end of each zig (or zag) the boat turns through 90-odd degrees, and this turn is called ‘a tack’.


Because you’re going into the wind it’s cooler and there’s a lot more spray, so the crew reluctantly put their clothes back on. The boat also heels even more than it did on the reach.


Heeling in a yacht can be quite alarming if you’re not used to it, so hang on to something solid. The bluffer might slip into the conversation that ‘There’s no need to panic – the heeling effect of the wind on the sails decreases as the boat heels further, while the righting effect of the keel increases. Eventually the two balance and the boat sails ahead at a steady angle. In fact, in theory, the wind can’t capsize a yacht, though huge waves can.’ Hopefully your audience will be reassured and won’t notice your white knuckles (thank goodness oilskins have long sleeves).
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Hang on to something solid





Dinghies can heel too but are designed to be sailed upright. Since these boats don’t have a heavy keel, the crew provide the righting effect by moving their weight to the windward deck and sitting out (leaning back), with their toes under the toestraps. This effect can be magnified by use of a trapeze, of which more later. The good news is that if you are of generous proportions your bulk will be in demand for once, especially in a blow. So you can keep eating all the pies…



Steer clear



The safest, driest and simplest place on a yacht is at the helm (steering). It is essential that the bluffer moves aft (back) to this position as soon as possible. At the skipper’s briefing jobs will be allocated, so you might mention that you used to love foredeck evolutions / navigating / grinding winches / cooking but sadly because of your dodgy knee you have been doing a lot of helming recently and would love to ‘see how she goes.’


Surprisingly, the skipper may well take you up on this. He is probably the only person who knows how to do the other jobs and will be glad to be freed up to show the rest of the crew the ropes. It’s amazing that the most incompetent person on a yacht worth half a million quid often finishes up steering her while the skipper is on the foredeck sorting out problems with the spinnaker, anchor, etc., but it happens all the time.


Your boat may be steered by a wheel or a tiller. A wheel is easy to use – it’s just like steering a car. Since you’re at the back end of the boat and might fall off, it’s best to wear a harness and clip the line to a strong point.


The skipper should give you a course to steer but, if not, ask for one. If you’re in sight of land he may well tell you to steer for a buoy or a tree. Even a bluffer can do that, though remember to peel off before you hit the tree. Sometimes he’ll give you a compass course, for example ‘Steer 220.’


There should be a compass mounted in front of the helming position, and the idea is to turn the boat until the number 220 lies beneath the line on the compass. Once there, turn the wheel a bit one way then the other and see which way the compass card moves, then turn back to 220. You’ll soon get the hang of it, though nautical charts are covered in wrecks caused – presumably – by helmsman error. It’s probably best not to think too much about this.


If the boat has a tiller this might take a bit more getting used to. Sit on the windward sidedeck and push the tiller away from you. The boat will turn toward the wind. Straighten up on the new course. Now pull the tiller towards you and the boat will turn back, away from the wind. Straighten up again. Repeat this until you have got the hang of the way the boat behaves.
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Lovely and light on the helm





DO SAY: I’m just seeing how responsive she is – she’s lovely and light on the helm.


DON’T SAY: When you push the tiller to the right the boat turns left – how ridiculous! You’d think they’d have sorted that out by now.


A bluffer should always emphasise the importance of keeping a lookout all round while steering. Keep standing up to scan the horizon in every direction (ensuring that one hand remains securely on the wheel or tiller). Take every opportunity to mention anything you might hit, such as other yachts, submarines, whales, large towns and so on. This will show you’re doing your stuff and may prevent your being moved to a horrific job like cleaning the heads (loo).


Stopping


While steering, the bluffer will inevitably lose concentration at some stage. Rather than plough into a jetty, another boat or shallow water, it might be a good idea to slow down or even stop. Cover yourself by saying something like ‘I’m assuming the skipper doesn’t want me to T-bone that lovely ketch, so I’m taking no chances.’ If you are beating or reaching there are two options for stopping:


Option 1. Turn slowly towards the wind. Eventually the sails will start to flap, slowing the yacht down. A further small turn and all the wind goes out of the sails and the boat stops. Now straighten up and wait for the skipper to erupt splenetically from the saloon to ask what the hell is going on.


Option 2. Keep a straight course and let out the sheets (the ropes that control the angle of the sails to the wind). This is the second way of making the sails flap, and the boat will now slow or stop. In theory.


However, stopping on a run is trickier. Letting out the sheets won’t work, because they’re already eased as far as they’ll go. Your only option is to anticipate the problem, giving you enough time to turn slowly towards the wind until the sails flap (you probably need to turn through 90 degrees or a bit more). Now straighten up and let the boat drift to a stop.
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Short of taking a degree in nautical engineering you now have a good theoretical foundation on which to build a bluffing pyramid. A little knowledge may be a dangerous thing, but it does give the bluffer a head start in launching his career as the Ponzi of all things nautical. With the added bonus that you probably won’t get sent to jail, unless you really cock things up.










Chapter 2



WHATEVER FLOATS YOUR BOAT
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Once you’ve decided to go sailing, you’ll obviously need access to a boat. This chapter aims to give you just enough knowledge to bluff yourself onto the right kind of craft or, if that fails, how to buy something suitable – only rarely advised for novice sailors (especially of the bluffing variety).


First you need to know what types of craft are available. Sailing boats are classified by function, hull, rig and size. The huge variety of boats afloat is the result of the many permutations of these characteristics. This is a posh way of saying that you can have a short fat one with one sail, a long thin one with three sails, and so on. And will Sir be using her for racing or cruising?


Function


Boats are classified by what you’re going to do on them, i.e. racing or cruising. And, being realistic, there’s a third (never admitted) use: posing.


Cruising boats need to be solidly built so they are able to survive at sea in tough conditions, can bounce off a harbour quay without collapsing and have enough living room below. Like their owners they are built more for comfort than speed, are quite broad in the beam and well upholstered.


Racing boats come in two categories:


Racing yachts have to be fast but also have to be seaworthy, with bunks so the crew can sleep between watches, galleys so someone can cook rudimentary meals at sea and have loads of space for spare sails and gear. And enough liquor to regularly splice the mainbrace. They also compete in regattas such as Cowes Week or Cork Week, where they race around buoys in the daytime then tie up together in a marina for jollification, with the sailors collapsing into their bunks at night.


Racing dinghies have only one function – winning. They have to be as light as their class rules allow, have new or nearly new sails, a polished hull and gear that works like clockwork. Be warned, an ideal dinghy crew member is expected to be an athlete, a perfectionist and feel no pain.


Posing boats seldom leave the marina. Many are little more than a waterborne gin palace, with the owner inviting people for drinks or meals ‘on board my yacht.’ Once on board he regales them with tales of fictitious voyages and agonises with them over the cost of ownership. Posing is, of course, akin to bluffing and both are strongly encouraged throughout this book.


Having looked at the sort of use you will make of your boat, the next step is to think about the bit that goes in the water:


The hull


Depending on your means you can choose to sail a yacht, a keelboat or a dinghy. These are mostly monohulls (one hull) but be aware that there are also catamarans (two hulls) and trimarans (three hulls).


A yacht has sails and a keel. The keel is a heavy bit of iron or lead sticking down into the water. It stops the yacht slipping sideways and levers the boat back upright when the wind tries to blow it over. A yacht also has accommodation below decks. The bluffer might like to mention that the word ‘yacht’ comes from the Dutch jacht which was originally a light and fast sailing craft used by the Dutch navy to find, pursue and capture pirates. These days yachts are used by boatbuilders to find, pursue and fleece prospective owners.


A keelboat also has sails and a keel. Keelboats are mainly used for shortish races so don’t have accommodation (the crew will be in the bar as soon as the race finishes). Some considered keelboats a poor man’s yacht, but they are probably better thought of as a rich man’s dinghy.


A dinghy has sails but no keel. A light centreboard or daggerboard stops the boat sliding sideways but does nothing to keep the boat upright – the righting effect is provided by the crew leaning out over the side. Dinghies are cheap and fast – and fun. Though the fun bit assumes you have a six pack, don’t mind swimming about after a capsize, and look good in a tight neoprene wetsuit (rather than resembling a snake that’s swallowed a goat.)


Most boats only have one hull. But a catamaran is a useful alternative if you like going fast, hate heeling over (they don’t) or prefer separate living (you and your spouse can sleep in separate hulls). The downside is the extra cost of duplicating things like rudders, and you’ll usually pay double for mooring fees. A trimaran has a main hull in the middle with smaller hulls each side, rather like booster wheels on a kid’s bike. But don’t be fooled, trimarans are seriously fast. You also have to share the cabin with your spouse.
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