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INTRODUCTION

Welcome to sailing! I am thrilled to be able to guide you through your first steps into such an amazing and enjoyable sport.

Sailing is truly a sport for all, offering something for everyone, regardless of age and ability. The RYA scheme has been designed to help you progress easily and accessibly.

The RYA National Sailing Scheme is run at RYA Training Centres around the UK and overseas, all of which have been independently inspected to create a safe and enjoyable learning environment.

RYA Start Sailing is designed as an accompaniment to the RYA Start Sailing Level 1 and Basic Skills Level 2 courses as well as a reference tool assisting you with your first times afloat. Each chapter will guide you through essential information on areas key to learning the sport, including rigging, launching, and turning the boat.

Enjoy your time afloat!

Liz McMaster

RYA Chief Instructor, 

Dinghy, Wing & Windsurfing

 

Where can you Sail?

The world is rich in places to sail. You will find sailing clubs, centres and boating facilities on many lakes, reservoirs and rivers, as well as superb coastal sailing areas. You can also take a course during a holiday at an RYA Recognised Training Centre overseas.

The RYA National Sailing Scheme

The RYA National Sailing Scheme is taught in dinghies, keelboats, and multihulls.

Dinghies

Learning in a dinghy is a great way to start sailing. Dinghies used for teaching are stable and simple to sail, but still rewarding and challenging. 

Starting in a single-handed dinghy can be the quickest way to learn but, on the other hand, you may enjoy learning with others in a larger boat designed to be sailed by two or more people. The choice is yours!

[image: A sailor sailing a Laser Pico dinghy boat, shown from a starboard angle. The boat has a yellow hull with a black mast and a blue sail. The words 'Laser Pico' are written at the front of the hull. The sailor is wearing a short black and white wetsuit, a red sailing jacket, a white and blue lifejacket and white and blue gloves. The sailor is leaning on the edge of the dinghy, with a tiller extension in their left hand and a purple rope in their right hand. It is a bright sunny day and the water is breaking under the hull of the dinghy. ]

Keelboats

A keelboat is slightly larger than a dinghy and has a weighted keel under the hull which prevents it capsizing, so it tends to be more stable and dry.

[image: A keelboat underway with three sailors onboard from a starboard angle. The hull, deck and sails of the boat are white. It is a bright and sunny day with small wavelets in the water. Two of the sailors are kneeling on the starboard deck of the boat. One is facing away from the camera to show the side of their head. They are wearing sunglasses, a blue top, black trousers and a grey and black lifejacket. The other is facing towards the camera and is wearing a white top, black trousers, brown sailing boots, black gloves and a blue lifejacket. The third sailor is on the port side of the boat and is wearing sunglasses, a visor, a white top, and a black lifejacket.]

Multihulls

Most multihulls have two hulls.

The combination of stability and light weight means that multihulls are very fast and offer exhilarating sailing. Most multihulls are designed to be sailed by two people but there are several types that are sailed single-handed. Multihulls require slightly different sailing techniques compared to boats with a single hull. Although multihulls and trimarans (boats with three hulls) are very stable they can still capsize if allowed to heel (lean over) too far.

[image: A sailor sailing a multihull boat, shown from a starboard angle. It is a bright and sunny day with small wavelets in the water. The boat has a white catamaran hull, with a black semi-transparent main sail and a green jib sail. The word 'Shadow' is written on the side of the hull. The sailor is wearing a black sailing jacket and trousers, black gloves, a black cap, sunglasses, and a yellow lifejacket. They are facing the camera, but not looking directly at it. They have a tiller extension in their right hand and a yellow rope in their left hand. ]

 




1. CLOTHING & PERSONAL EQUIPMENT

[image: Two sailors in sailing clothing, demonstrating clothing required for different weather conditions. ]

Staying Comfortable

There is no need to be cold and wet when you are sailing. Modern sailing clothing is warm and comfortable, providing good freedom of movement. Pick your clothing to suit when and where you sail. Even in the summer you can get colder on the water than ashore, and the temperature is likely to fluctuate more. Staying warm is usually associated with staying dry, and most types of outer-layer sailing clothing aim to keep water away from the inner layers and your skin. Sailing a dinghy generally means you will get wet, so wearing a wetsuit will insulate your body, complemented by a spray top and trousers. In the winter, thermal or fleece clothing can be used for inner layers.

Picking the Right Clothing

When you start learning, your clothing, such as a wetsuit, spray top and trousers, will often be provided by your sailing school. When buying your own gear, take into consideration when and where you sail. Good waterproofs plus thermal inner layers are suitable for stable dinghies or keelboats, but think about using a wetsuit for faster dinghies or multihulls, especially in the winter. Wetsuits are usually made from neoprene and provide some insulation by trapping a thin layer of water between the body and the suit. The water is then warmed up by body heat. A summer suit has short arms and legs and is designed for hot conditions. It is generally 2mm in thickness. A spring/autumn suit has short arms and three-quarter or full-length legs. It is generally 3mm thick. A winter suit is designed for cold conditions and covers the full body. It is 5mm thick.

Once you improve your skills and start to sail fast boats, a drysuit which uses neck, ankle and wrist seals keeps all water out, meaning you are warm and dry. However, overheating can also be a problem so pick your clothing to suit the conditions.

Wetsuit shoes and boots are made from neoprene and rubber, and provide you with some insulation and grip. For sailing, boots can be more robust than general wetsuit shoes.

Personal Safety Gear

Personal safety gear is essential. A buoyancy aid is designed to help you stay afloat should you capsize. It is usually the most appropriate choice for dinghy or multihull sailing. An inflatable life jacket may be an alternative for keelboat sailors only.

TOP TIP

Most heat loss occurs through the top of the head, so wear a warm hat when sailing in cold weather.




2. PARTS OF THE BOAT

Understanding the Language

You only need to know a few basic terms when you start to learn and it is sufficient to know the names for the parts of the boat shown here.

Two important words are port and starboard. The port side is the left side (looking forward) and always remains so, even if you turn round to face astern (backwards)!

The term windward means the side closest to the wind – the ‘upwind’ side of the boat. 

Leeward is the downwind side of the boat.

Bow and stern refer to the front and back of the boat.

[image: A white sailboat from above, labelled with nautical terms. ]

Sails and their Parts

The simplest boats use a single sail attached behind the mast. This is called the mainsail. Most boats have a mainsail plus another sail, the jib, which is in front of the mast. Both sails are controlled by ropes called sheets. The mainsail has a mainsheet attached to the boom which is used to adjust the angle of the boom to the boat. The jib has two jib sheets – one for each side of the boat.

[image: A sail from the side, with its parts labelled.]

You may encounter a different mainsheet layout. These are centre or aft mainsheet (see here).

[image: The stern of a sailboat, with its parts labelled, including boom, mainsheet, tiller extension, tiller, traveller and rudder. ]

The kicking strap (1) tackle holds the boom down when sailing.

Shrouds (2) hold the mast up and attach to the shroud plates.

The jib sheet (3) (rope) is led through a fairlead and held by a cam cleat.

The halyard (4) (rope) that hoists the sail is held by a clam cleat.

The centreboard (5) pivots up or down to act as a keel.

The rudder (6) attaches to the boat’s transom and is removable.

[image: A sailboat labelled with different parts, including mast, halyard, forestay, shroud, thwart, toe strap, gunwale, boom, and rudder. ]

 




3. TYPES OF BOAT

A Single-handed Dinghy

Single-handed dinghies are very popular because they are easy to transport, rig, launch and sail, letting you arrive at a venue and go sailing within minutes. They are also relatively low in cost and light in weight.

Most single-handed dinghies have a single sail (the mainsail) set on a simple mast that does not need shrouds to hold it upright. The sail usually has a simple sleeve at the luff which we call the ‘luff sleeve’. The mast then slides into the sleeve and then goes into a socket in the deck.

The controls are equally simple. The mainsheet (1) controls the position of the sail, while the kicking strap (2) holds the boom down. There are toestraps (3) to tuck your feet under when sitting out, and a tiller extension (4) for steering.
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