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Foreword

Let’s be honest, shall we? Basic sailing requires about as much skill as, say, riding a bicycle. Borrow or rent a small sailboat and in a hilarious half hour of pulling strings and pushing on that stick thing, you will become skillful enough to be able to sail back to the dock with almost no risk of injury or serious property damage. All you will wish you had known before that initial outing is how easy it would be.

Well, let me not mislead; eventually you also may wish you had known how seductive sailing could be. Perhaps it is a sailboat’s tactile connection to natural rhythms or its disconnect from land-based constraints, but for many sailing comes to hold far greater promise than an afternoon’s diversion. We become enamored—some would say obsessed. When we should be concentrating on work, or listening to a spouse, or paying attention to the road, we are thinking about sailing. We are imagining more time on the water, scheming for a better boat, weighing our life choices.

Whether you wish to sail faster, to sail farther, or just to sail more confidently, the knowledge borne of experience is what you most need. But given the pace of sailing and the limited time most of us get to spend doing it, broad experience can be a long time coming. Thus most sailors just muddle along, improvising as necessary. I intended to say such improvisations can be unorthodox, but the truth is there is no orthodoxy where sailing in concerned. You need only ask the advice of two sailors on one issue to confirm this. That is where this book comes in.

My first introduction to John Vigor was nearly 15 years ago when Cruising World published the compelling account of his 1987 passage from South Africa to the United States. Five years later, our circles would intersect as we both wrote books for the same boat maintenance series. John’s book, then named The Sailor’s Assistant (since retitled Boatowner’s Handbook), delivered more useful information in a small package than any boating book I had run across since the pocket-size Royce’s Sailing Illustrated. It would become a well-thumbed reference, and I became a fan of John Vigor’s economy with words.

John brings that economy to this book. He offers short-winded advice on nearly 200 subjects. A long career examining the sailing feats of others combined with more than half a century of personal sailing experience gives authority to John’s take on each of these subjects. His invariably sound advice can either be adopted whole or used as a standard for evaluating alternatives. Either your technique or your confidence will get a boost.

Inexperienced sailors will surely find this book a fair current, carrying you forward at a significantly faster pace than you can muster on your own. For experienced sailors, it provides a strong breeze—perhaps fair, perhaps contrary—against which to test your skills. For sailors of all stripes, it is a downwind voyage under the command of a skillful captain. I, for one, am glad I signed on.

Don Casey

Le Marin, Martinique


Introduction

Whether you’re new to sailing or have sailed all your life, there are always questions that need to be answered. But finding answers is never as easy as you might wish. It’s often extraordinarily difficult to get good solid advice on some aspect or other of sailing. In a way, that’s understandable because sailing is a sport that embraces dozens of wildly disparate disciplines—from advanced aerodynamics to boiling a pot of water during a storm—so it’s not easy to find all the knowledge you need in one repository.

Ironically, however, what you’ll frequently run into is not a lack of advice, but too much, especially from experienced sailors. They’ve all found their own ways of doing things on sailboats and the answers they’ll give you are often simply too vague or too contradictory to make sense of.

If truth be told, many experienced sailors suffer from the nagging feeling that they’re not doing things right. When he was in his seventies, the famous author E. B. White once confessed: “Lacking instruction, I invented ways of getting things done, and usually ended up by doing them in a rather queer fashion, and so did not learn to sail properly, and still cannot sail well, although I have been at it all my life.” (“The Sea and the Wind that Blows,” from Essays of E. B. White.)

I, too, have bumbled along through a long sailing career. I started sailing as a kid. I’ve raced and cruised across oceans. For years I was dogged by the suspicion that I was doing it all wrong, but I finally saw the light. I concluded that there are no absolutely right or wrong ways to do things on a sailboat. Whatever works at the time is the right thing. So what I offer here is advice about at least one way to do things right—methods that time and years of experience have proved successful.

There are undoubtedly many other ways of doing things right but if you follow the advice in this book you’ll enjoy the confidence that comes from knowing you’re not doing anything terribly wrong, that these things have been tried, tested, and found good by generations of sailors before you. This is a conservative book. It promotes a safe and simple philosophy toward sailing. It doesn’t pretend to be all-inclusive or fully informative but it does provide sufficient information to reassure you and point you in the right direction for deeper research.

If this book has a goal, it is to encourage beginners of all ages to start sailing with confidence and to dispel some of those persistent myths prevalent among many experienced sailors. As a bonus, at the end of each entry you’ll find a tip that should come in useful some day when you’re afloat.

There are more than 180 subjects here, listed alphabetically, but you can open the book at any page and browse happily, creating a trail of your own by following the recommendations to see other related subjects.

The appendix contains a few tables and formulas I’ve found useful over the years, not only for practical reasons but also for testing the worth of advice offered by sailing friends and the truth of their claims about how fast their boats can sail. In addition, there’s a list of books that would have been twice as valuable if I’d read them before I made all my own mistakes.

The talents of Tom Payne, a renowned artist and illustrator, have contributed greatly to the value of this book. You only have to glance at Tom’s cartoons to know that he is a sailing man who has seen his fair share of incompetent skippers in his time.

In short, you have in your hands the book I wish I’d had when I started sailing. I am tempted to say that Mr. White should have had it, too; except that if he had, he wouldn’t have been able to write so charmingly about not being able to sail properly.
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A

ADVICE

[image: image] Good advice is very hard to find

Sailing a boat well requires an extensive knowledge of a surprisingly wide variety of skills and disciplines, ranging from cooking and navigating in rough water to the aerodynamics and hydrodynamics of a balanced hull and sails. So, all their lives, sailors are seeking answers to questions. And none more so than beginning sailors.

It can be very frustrating trying to get the information you need because the advice you receive from one sailor often conflicts with the advice from another. Unfortunately, what works for one sailor on one boat might not work for another on another boat.

Worse yet, the sailing world (and the Internet) is rife with half-truths propagated by people with little knowledge and less experience—and they’re often the loudest with their advice.

So where do you find good advice? Why, here, of course. These are my recommendations:


1.  Read books and magazines from reputable boating publishers. There are books on all subjects germane to sailing, and book publishers stake their reputations on checking and editing, so that the facts are correct.

2.  Take lessons from instructors qualified by U.S. Sailing or the American Sailing Association.



TIP: Beginners should read Sailing Fundamentals by Gary Jobson.

ANCHORING

[image: image] There’s more to anchoring than meets the eye

We expect miracles of anchors, and mostly they oblige. But when you pause to consider the unknown nature of the invisible seabed, it must strike you that nothing could be less scientific than the act of lobbing overboard a lump of strangely shaped metal attached to a rope or a chain, and expecting it to hold your boat securely in place despite changing tides, swift currents, and strong winds. It smacks strongly of voodoo. Anchoring is thus more art than science.

Modern anchors are cleverly designed, but they still need weight to dig in. One pound of anchor weight per foot of boatlength is a good rule for plow anchors like the CQR, the most popular choice of long-distance voyagers. Fisherman anchors, good for rocky bottoms, need to be a couple of sizes heavier.

Boats of about 28 feet and up do well to carry all-chain rodes. If you’re reasonably young and fit, you can raise a 35-pound anchor on [image: image]-inch chain from a depth of 90 feet without a winch. I’ve done it many times but it’s easier if you can sit down and brace your feet.

TIP: A chain pawl on the bow roller is your best friend.

(See Windlass)

ASTERN GEAR

[image: image] Some sailboats are impossible to steer in astern gear

When you put a full-keeled, heavy displacement sailboat into reverse, anything could happen. And it does. I’ve had more embarrassing experiences with astern gear under power than with anything else to do with boats.

Science tells us that a propeller revolving in a counter-clockwise direction as seen from astern will “walk” the stern to port. But on some boats, such as Carl Alberg’s Cape Dories, which have keels cut away up forward, there’s never any telling how fast they will walk. And if there’s any decent wind blowing, they might even walk in the opposite direction until the hull is hanging downwind from the prop.

On some boats, when you touch astern gear, strange things happen. And never the same things twice. Other full-keelers like the Westsail 32 seem to be able to back up under perfect control, and fin-keel boats rarely have any problems.

So if you own one of these fractious vessels, you’d be wise not to rely on astern gear to slow you too much when you enter a slip.

TIP: You’d do well to learn how to back out into a narrow channel with the aid of a spring line to a cockpit cleat or winch.

(See Berthing)

AUTOPILOTS

[image: image] Don’t expect too much from an autopilot

Sailors soon discover that steering by hand for hours is boring, tiring, and irritating, especially when they’re singlehanding. You can’t even leave the tiller to make a cup of tea or plot a compass bearing unless you back the jib and heave to.

So the thought of handing over steering duty to an electronic helmsman who is happy to be on watch 24 hours of the day without pay, and who won’t run off with your wife, is very attractive to sailboat owners.

Unfortunately, most autopilots, but particularly the affordable, cockpit-mounted pilots for tillers or wheels, are slow-witted and wimpish by nature. They are quite happy to steer when the sun is sparkling on calm water, but when it starts to blow they can’t react fast enough. They get out of synch on big following swells and the boat wallows dangerously all over the place.

Keep the tiller pilot for calm weather under power.

TIP: When the wind starts to howl, you need a vane self-steering system such as an Aries, Monitor, or Windpilot. The vanes react instantly to wind changes and generate tremendous power from trailing oars. These are quick-witted helmsmen with muscles, right when you need them most.

AVOIDING COLLISIONS

[image: image] Despite all precautions, boats collide

Sailboats collide with reefs, with ships, with containers washed off ships, and with timber logs. They collide with whales and they collide with each other.

The rules of the road cut down on collisions but they can’t prevent all of them any more than automobile driving rules can.

To lessen the risk:


•  Learn the Inland and International Rules for the Prevention of Collisions at Sea.

•  Keep a good lookout at all times.

•  Give way to big ships and vessels of any size that seem not to have noticed you, whether you have right of way or not.

•  If in doubt, communicate. Use VHF radio on Channels 13 (bridge to-bridge) or 16. Use a signal mirror by day or a white flare at night to get noticed.

•  Take a compass bearing at first sighting of a ship. If it changes, you’ll stay clear. If it doesn’t, make at least a 60-degree turn (to get noticed on radar) and speed out of the ship’s path if possible.

•  Keep a radar reflector permanently hoisted in your rigging.

•  Carry a life raft or dinghy (with a handheld VHF radio) in which to abandon ship.



TIP: Install watertight bulkheads or foam flotation.

(See Radar; Right of way; Running lights)


B

BALANCED HELM

[image: image] Bad hull and sail balance can be dangerous

Weather helm is an obvious sign of bad balance. It’s very tiring to have to fight the helm just to keep a straight course.

Because the factors affecting hull balance are so changeable and complicated, good balance is extremely difficult to design deliberately, and a well-balanced boat often comes about by sheer chance.

According to the prominent naval architect J. Laurent Giles, good balance is “freedom from objectionable tendencies to gripe or fall off the wind regardless of angle of heel, speed, or direction of wind.” A balanced boat, he maintained, should have “the utmost docility and sureness of maneuvering at sea, in good or bad weather.”

World-renowned naval architect and research scientist C. A. Marchaj warns bluntly: “Seaworthiness cannot be achieved if the boat is badly balanced.”

Hull balance may be upset when a boat heels and the underwater shape changes radically, lifting the stern and dropping the bows, for example. The tendency to gripe, or turn into the wind (which requires weather helm to counter it) is increased as a boat heels because the sails’ driving force now comes from a point much farther out to one side.

TIP: Excessive beam carried well aft is a prime cause of bad hull balance.

(See Weather helm)

BASIC REQUIREMENTS

[image: image] What a cruising boat needs to go to sea

Here, in order of importance, are the basic needs of an ocean-going cruising sailboat:


Seaworthiness

Comfort (seakindliness)

Self-steering

Speed



Seaworthiness is the ability of a boat to survive heavy weather without admitting much water down below or suffering severe damage to the rig. A seaworthy boat should be able to withstand a 180-degree capsize and recover quickly.

Comfort, or seakindliness, denotes a gentle motion at sea, often the result of a softly rounded, deep, heavy-displacement hull. But it’s a comparative term. Few boats under 40 feet can be called seakindly, according to the eminent designer Howard I. Chapelle. The very design characteristics a small boat needs to survive bad weather make her react so jerkily that it’s impossible to stand or walk without hanging on to something, he maintained.

A well-balanced hull will steer easily downwind under twin jibs with lines taken to the tiller, or at any angle to the wind if a mechanical wind-vane self-steering system is fitted. Such a system is the equivalent of a crewmember who never tires, complains, sleeps, or eats all the chocolate.

TIP: Speed, although last in this list, is still important in ocean voyaging for its effect on crew morale and the ability to avoid bad weather.

(See Simple solutions; Upgrading)

BATTENS

[image: image] You don’t need battens in your mainsail

No matter what the sailmakers and batten manufacturers tell you, it’s not necessary to festoon your mainsail with battens. In fact, battens are a menace. The bigger they are, the worse the menace.

They hang up on the shrouds when you’re trying to drop the mainsail. They get in the way when you’re trying to flake the mainsail on the boom. Short battens wear through the sailcloth in front of the pocket with continual flexing. Full-length battens bear heavily



BERTHING

[image: image] The hardest thing about sailing is parking the boat afterward







BILGE PUMPS

[image: image] Don’t rely on your bilge pump to save the boat





BINOCULARS

[image: image] Don’t waste your money on high-powered binoculars





BOAT CATEGORIES

[image: image] It’s important to know what boats are designed for








BOAT CHOICE

[image: image] Decide on the kind of boat you need before you buy it









BOAT DESIGN

[image: image] Don’t delude yourself—there is no perfect boat







BOAT DIMENSIONS

[image: image] A few feet longer is a whole lot bigger






BOAT SIZE

[image: image] How big a cruising boat do you need?








BOATYARDS

[image: image] Too many boatyards are expensive, untrustworthy, and incompetent








BOTTOM PAINT

[image: image] Use great care when choosing an antifouling paint






BROTHERHOOD OF SAIL

[image: image] Sailors always help other sailors







BUILDING A BOAT

[image: image] Fools build boats for wise men to buy







BULWARKS

[image: image] Low fences keep things on board





BUNKS

[image: image] Never judge a boat by the number of bunks
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