
Introduction  to sai l ing  

 

What i s  sa i l ing? Sa i l i ng  i s  about  f reedom,  dynamics,  tact i c s ,  

technique ,  na tura l  e l ements  and  teamwork.  A  good sa i l or  knows how 

to  p lay  the waves ,  gus ts  o f  w ind ,  w ind  sh i f t s ,  currents  and  the  t act i ca l  

game wi th  the  other  compet i to rs .  Sa i l ing  does not  on ly  requi re  

phys i ca l  s t rength ,  but  a l so an unders tand ing  o f  how to sa i l  your  boat  

as  f as t  as  poss ib le .  Tha t  i s  why many compet i t i ve  sa i lo rs  spend a  lo t  

o f  t ime on the  wate r  as  wel l  as  on shore work ing  on the i r  boa t .  You 

can see  that  in  the  ha rbour  o f  In te rna t iona l  Sa i l ing  Cent re Medemb l ik  

dur ing  the  De l ta  L loyd Rega t ta .  

 

The bas ics  o f  sa i l ing a re easy to  unders tand .  A l l  boa ts  o f  one  

d is c ip l ine s ta r t  a t  the  same t ime and  sa i l  a round the  course  (ma rked  

w i th  buoys ) .  The  f i rs t  boa t  tha t  passes  the  f i n i sh l ine ,  w ins  the  r ace  

and  scores  1  po int ,  the  second boa t  scores  2  po int s ,  e tce te ras .  Af te r  

severa l  races ,  spread out  over  var ious  days ,  the  po in t s  w i l l  be added 

and  the boat  w i th the  lowes t  number  o f  po in t s  w ins  t he event .  The  10  

best  qua l i f ied  sa i lo rs  w i l l  sa i l  a  meda l  race .  Th is  i s  a  short  ra ce  c lose  

to  shore  w i th  ump i res  on the  wate r .  The  resu l t  of  the  meda l  race  

counts  tw ice  and  i s  not  d is ca rdab le .  The  resu l t s  of  the  se r ies  counts  

as  we l l .  

 

Start 

Before  actua l ly  s tar t ing,  the  compet i to rs  a re g iven three  preparat ion  

s igna ls  (at  5  and  4  minutes  and a t  1  minute )  be fore  they may cross  

the  s ta r t i ng  l ine ;  whi ch i s  an  imag inary  l i ne be tween two f lags  on 

comi tee  vesse ls .  Dur ing th is  p repara t i on  t ime the  boa ts  w i l l  search  fo r  

the  best  pos i t ion  a t  the  s tar t ing l i ne .  Th is  bes t  pos i t ion depends  on 

the  w ind  and  the f lee t  a round the compet i to r .  For  example,  i f  a  

compet i tor  expects  the  wind  to  change a  few minutes  a f te r  the  s ta r t  

to  the  le f t ,  he wants  to make  sure  tha t  a t  the  f i na l  s ta r t ing  s igna l ,  he 

i s  on  the  le f t  s i de  o f  the s ta r t ing  l ine.   

 

The race i tse l f  

As ment ioned before,  tac t i cs  are  very  impor tant  dur ing  race s .  The  

ru les ,  w ind  d i rect ion,  current  (on the  ocean)  and  other  compet i t or s ,  

a re  a l l  taken in to  account  when a  compet i t o r  dec ides  i ts  tact i c .  Sa i l or s  

have  to  watch  t he i r  opponents  cont inuous l y .  Teams wi l l  f o l low the i r  



own s t ra tegy,  but  w i l l  a l so respond to  a  manoeuvre  made by the i r  

opponent s  in  f ront  o f  o r  behind  them.   

 

The w ind d i rec t i on  i s  o f  g rea t  inf l uence on the  tact i cs  as  wel l .  S ince  

one  cannot  sa i l  aga ins t  the  wind ,  the re  must  a lways be a  ce r ta in  ang le  

(approx imate ly  45°  to  the  w ind)  between the  sa i l  and  the  wind  

d i rect ion.  As  a  resu l t ,  boa ts  may not  go  s t r a ight  to  the  upw ind mark 

( top  buoy) .  A  team w i l l  in  tha t  case  be  fo rced  to  sa i l  under  t he  r i ght  

ang le  as  much upwind  as  poss ib le .  And  a f ter  a  wh i le  they can tack 

( turn  to  the  other  s ide)  to ge t  c l ose r  to  the  mark .  I t  may take  severa l  

tacks  to ge t  to  the  mark .  A lso ,  the  wind  d i rect ion  and fo rce  w i l l  

change  severa l  t imes so  tha t  a  tact i c  has  to  be ad jus ted  cont inuous ly .  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Nautical  def ini t ions  

 

Main  sa i l   B iggest  sa i l  on  board  

J ib    Sma l l  sa i l  in  f ront  of  the  ma in  sa i l  

Sp innaker  A  th i rd  bu lg ing  sa i l  in  f ront  o f  the  boat  (470 ,  49 -e r ,  

Yng l i ng  and  Tornado)   

Bow    F ront  s ide  o f  the  boa t   

Por t - s ide    Le f t  s ide o f  the  boa t ,  whi le  watch ing  the  bow 

Sta rboard   R ight  s i de  of  the  boa t ,  wh i le  watch ing the  bow 

Upwind   The course  c losest  to  where the w ind i s  coming  

f rom 

Downwind    A  sa i l ing  course w i th  the  w ind  s t ra ight  f rom beh ind 

Reach ing  A  sa i l ing  course w i th  the w ind  not  comp le te l y 

s t ra ight  f rom beh ind,  but  w i th an  ang le .   

Tack Changing  d i rect ion f rom upwind  course  to  upw ind 

course.  In o ther  words ,  the  boa t  tu rns  w i th  the  

bow through the  wind .  



Gibe  Changing  d i rect ion f rom reaching  to  reach ing.  In  

o ther  words ,  the boa t  tu rns  w i th  the  bow away 

f rom the  w ind .  

Weather -s ide  The s i te  where the w ind i s  coming  f rom  

Leeward   The s ide  where the  w ind i s  b low ing  to 

 


