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  GETTING STARTED IN SAILING

  SAILING—SPECIFICALLY HOW YOU CHOOSE TO SAIL—is a matter of self-expression, and there are a lot of ways to express yourself. I sail sometimes with people interested only in traditional wooden boats, who dismiss as an ugly travesty anything built after 1975 and anything built of fiberglass anytime. It seems natural to them to put up with the leaks, the cost, and the constant maintenance wooden boats require. The pleasure and beauty and tradition in wood make up for its demands on time and checking account. I sail with other people for whom sailing and racing are synonymous. They just don’t get why anyone would want to go cruising. Boring.

  I for one took up sailing with lingering childhood dreams of long, eventful voyages to reef-ringed tropical islands, exquisite anchorages in azure lagoons; that was real sailing. Later (and still) my ambitions shifted to high-latitude wilderness cruising. While I was still getting started in the sport, I accepted an invitation to join a friend’s racing crew. He needed a main trimmer. I knew how to sail, but I didn’t know how to trim a main in a race. Yet I reasoned that, though I wasn’t interested in short-course racing, I could learn a thing or two that would benefit me when heading for Greenland. I was soon captivated by racing, not for the competition per se, but for the focus on technical sailing, the challenge of getting the most out of the sails, the constant focus on the wind, the very things that some sailors consider too much hassle. And I liked, also, the teamwork, the synchronization of tasks, the camaraderie. I liked the concerted talk about sailing after the race was done. This, too, was sailing. And it did indeed help me when sailing offshore in all weathers. And as for today, sailing on a sunny August Saturday, I’m happy to drop the hook and have a picnic—anytime.

  This is to suggest that you go learn the basics, leaving ashore for now your preconceptions about the sort of sailing you think you want to pursue later. Or if you have no preconceptions, only the vague idea that sailing will be fun, better still. In any case, you’ll need to learn the basics. I hope this book is useful in that respect, but neither this nor any other manual will serve unless you get in a boat and actually sail. That being the necessary objective, let’s look at the various ways you can acquire on-the-water experience.

  If you own or are buying a boat, then you’ll have plenty of opportunity to practice anytime and any way you wish. However, you don’t need to own a boat to get started in sailing. I’ve been sailing seriously for more than thirty years, yet I’ve never owned a boat or belonged to any kind of club. I don’t say that that’s necessarily a good thing, only that it can be done. I’d probably buy a boat if money were no object, and yacht clubs are pleasing places where people with common interests gather and around which some members construct a major segment of their social lives. I would have applied to join a club if membership were a prerequisite to sailing, but it’s not. For the likes of me, yacht clubs are pleasing places where other people keep their boats. And in case you were wondering, the old cliché of the snooty yacht club where you’ll be looked down on by guys in red pants and blue blazers with fouled anchors embroidered on their breast pockets if your direct relatives didn’t sail over on the Mayflower is antique. Sure, there are still exclusive clubs with some puffed-up, snooty members of the type you don’t want anything to do with, but the same could probably be said of the PTA.

  Further, you don’t need to live within easy commute to an arm of the sea. People are sailing actively—and very well—on lakes and rivers throughout this and other countries. There are no social, financial, or geographical impediments to prevent you from getting started in sailing.

  SAILING SCHOOLS

  The US Sailing Association certifies sailing schools across the country as well as being a highly valuable resource for all aspects of sailing (http://us-sailing.org/training). Steve and Doris Colgate’s Offshore Sailing School, Annapolis Sailing School, J World, and the Blue Water Sailing School are among the larger organized schools with professional franchises all over the country. The owners and instructors have thought long and hard about the pedagogy and the on-water techniques for teaching total beginners how to sail. These and other schools all offer courses of various lengths, cost, and focus (basic sailing, cruising, racing). You can enroll in private or group courses near your home or in various “vacation destinations.” Colgate, for example, has three locations in Florida, two in New York, as well as Tortola, St. Martin, and the Chesapeake. J World, which Practical Sailor, the Consumer Reports of the sailing industry, ranked as the best in the country, has schools in Annapolis, Key West, Newport, San Diego, and San Francisco.

  Also, there are numerous local, private sailing schools from coast to coast. Some are specialized; for instance, check www.womanship.com, an excellent organization founded on the principle that women more readily learn to sail when their fellow students and their instructors are women. While it’s true that more men than women sail actively and own boats, the view that sailing is dominated by a bunch of sweaty guys drinking beer and shouting at one another is also an antique cliché. Speaking as a man, I don’t sail with idiots, at least not twice. You’ll find semi-civilized brutes in all activities, but by and large women are welcomed aboard sailboats and accorded all due courtesy and respect. And if you—male or female—don’t like the people you’re sailing with, find another boat to sail on. That won’t be difficult.

  If you’re thinking of sailing as a family endeavor, you’ll find youth sailing programs at every yacht club and organized teaching facility as well as many community-sponsored training programs.

  There is usually someone around yacht and sailing clubs with a sideline job teaching new sailors, a kind of coach who, for a reasonable fee, will be pleased to go sailing with you and help you learn the finer points. This suggests a broad point about getting started in sailing: Visit, hang around places like clubs and marinas where they keep boats, get to know the people, ask for suggestions. Someone is very likely to invite you aboard his or her boat. As a rule, people who sail like to help people who want to learn to sail.

  RACING

  You may find that the racing ethos is simply not for you, something diametrically opposite to the tranquil ideal of sailing. However, there is a lot of misconception about sailboat racing. A friend recently bought a Tartan Ten, a fine, inexpensive 30-foot production boat with active racing fleets throughout the country. But he refuses to consider racing, even at the most informal level, because some rude owner shouted at him—twenty years ago. Mention racing, and he’ll do fifteen minutes on racers as unhinged, testosterone-crazed hysterics. We’ve all found ourselves at one time or another crewing for a guy who seemed sensible and civilized at the dock, only to reveal his Captain Bligh complex as soon as the starting gun fired—but not twice. Besides, bad behavior is not endemic to sailboat racing. Some parents watching their kid’s Little League baseball games turn into crazies you want to flee from.

  There are several advantages to racing during the early stages of your sailing education. The first and most valuable is that you will likely find a “ride” very quickly. There may be no place for the beginner aboard serious race boats in the bigger regattas or on a dinghy with only two or three crew. And some crews are like families. However, most racing—in terms of the number of participants—takes place at the local club level aboard cruiser-racers, dual-purpose boats in the 30- to 40-foot range with a galley, head, and furniture below, not flat-out, stripped-down, dedicated race boats staffed by hotshots. All sailboats, fast or slow, big or small, can race against one another under a rating system known as the Performance Handicap Racing Fleet that seeks to equalize the performance of dissimilar boats by ascribing handicaps to the faster, bigger boats.

  Almost every yacht club in the country runs a midweek evening race series with a start time around 7. And some, if not many, boat owners race only on weeknights, using their boat for family cruising on the weekends. The weeknight race is an excellent venue both to gain on-water experience and to learn whether racing is for you. You don’t need to be a member of the club to participate.

  Back to that most encouraging aspect of racing for the new sailor—you are needed. The typical 35-foot cruiser-racer needs six to eight crew to sail competitively. Thus, it’s in the vested interest of racing organizations to encourage and welcome new blood. At most yacht clubs, you’ll find a bulletin board spattered with crew wanted signs, and the club’s Website will post similar calls. For crew, even inexperienced crew, it’s a seller’s market. And this is especially true for weeknight racing at the local club level. There will be a core group of several experienced regulars aboard the typical cruiser-racer—helmsman, trimmers, bow person—and the remainder are needed as movable ballast to keep the boat sailing flat.

  “What?” you might ask. “Why would I want to do that? I’m not taking up sailing to be ballast on a tippy boat.” Well, because there are advantages to racing as a mode of education.

  Racing is total immersion in pure sailing. There should be no idle conversations on race boats—chatting is for daysailing and cruising. The talk is only of the wind, sails, maneuvers, and the other boats. As a new sailor, you won’t have much to contribute about wind shifts, sail changes, or port-tack crossing situations. But you will before too long, if you put in the time; and at the outset you can race with no need for performance anxiety. Ride the windward rail for a while; see if you like racing and the people you’re racing with. If you pay attention even when you’re not doing anything and evince an interest in learning, you will be noticed—and valued. Before long you will be asked to take on a more active role in making the boat go fast. In most areas of the country, you could, if you wanted to, race every Wednesday evening and every weekend of the season. Also, you will meet a lot of sailors, thus broadening your sailing alternatives.

  But in fairness to race boat owners, we should look at you, the new sailor, from their perspective. The owner is not in need of the occasional crew who’ll show up for the ride when it’s convenient. The typical cruiser-racer owner is looking for regular, dependable crew. He’s trying to build a team. She’ll willingly settle for the inexperienced crew if she can depend on your presence. To phone an owner more than once at 3 pm and say you can’t make it tonight is a sailing faux pas.

  But by all means give racing a chance as a means to gain quick experience. Concentrate on the pure sailing. There usually isn’t time for crew or owners to explain why they’re tacking sooner than later or how they’re calling the wind shifts, but it’s very good exercise to try to figure it out for yourself—and talk about it after the race. Besides, you may find racing, the camaraderie and the excitement, to be fun, not stressful. If you don’t like the owner and his crew, then politely withdraw and find another boat. In many areas, you can find an entirely different club within 15 miles of the first. And of course if you discover you don’t want to race, then don’t. There are other ways to gain experience.

  CHARTERING

  Anywhere you find a significant body of water, you will find a charter operation. Some charters come with a captain; some are bareboat, meaning you’re the captain. Among the big names are TMM, the Moorings, and Sunsail, with franchises in the Caribbean, the Med, the Adriatic, the tropical Pacific, and all points in between. (A quick Google search of “bareboat charters” turned up 149,000 entries.) The larger operators and many of the smaller have chartering down to a science. Competition is intense, and the names mentioned above, along with many others, are highly vested in your having a good time. In many of the most popular charter destinations—the Virgin Islands, for instance—the sailing is easy, winds steady, water uniformly deep, and numerous beautiful anchorages on different islands lie within sight of one another. Operators in these places, while they won’t charter a boat to someone who knows nothing, can afford to accept people of limited experience. In some other areas, such as the coast of Maine, where the sailing is more challenging (fog, strong currents, granite bottom), charterers will look more carefully at your résumé.

  If of course you choose a captained charter, your experience level does not matter. Chances are highly likely, again given intense competition, that your captain will be a congenial human being, as well as an expert boat driver, quite willing to teach if you express an interest in learning. And many operators offer a half-captained, half-bareboat charter. The captain comes along during, say, the first three days of your charter to help you get acquainted with the boat and the waters; then you drop him off somewhere and continue on your own.

  Today you can charter literally anywhere in the world, from Antarctica to Greenland, with experienced captains. Though wilderness and high-latitude chartering has been around for the last couple of decades, many sailors remain unaware of the possibilities. For instance, Pelagic Expeditions and Expedition Sail offer charters to the Falklands, South Georgia, Cape Horn, and the Antarctic Peninsula. A one-man operation, John Kretschmer Sailing, which charters in the Med during the summer and the Caribbean in winter, makes two transatlantic crossings per year and offers blue-water passages of various lengths and locales to charterers, no previous experience necessary.

  To put it succinctly, it’s easy to get started in sailing; I’ve listed only the most conventional means. You’ll find others, perhaps online or by asking around at work or in social circles. If you want to sail, there is nothing to stop you.

  SAFETY

  Sailing is a safe sport. It’s a bit politically incorrect to put it that way, since such a bald statement might seem to imply that you needn’t concern yourself with safety. It doesn’t imply that. And you do need to concern yourself with safety. Though an extended disquisition on safety is beyond the province of this book, I’ll make some general statements in a later chapter and refer you to sources of safety information and to professionally staffed workshops on safety. Suffice it to say, for now, that serious or fatal accidents are rare in sailing, far rarer than in other segments of boating such as canoeing and personal watercraft operation. This is not a statistical coincidence. Just to make a sailboat go where you want it to requires more experience and knowledge than, say, a PWC on which you need only twist the throttle to go fast. Far and away most of the accidents that occur on the water, regardless of the vessel, result from carelessness and stupidity. Therefore, the application of common sense will prevent most accidents. And time in the boat— experience—will alleviate vague anxiety.

  So for now, let the goal be to get yourself on a sailboat. Obviously, that will be easy if you’re a new owner, but it won’t be difficult if you’re not. This spring, while I was sanding the bottom of our little race boat with other crew, we overheard a bright young couple talking to the owner of a nearby boat. The couple, new to sailing, were introducing themselves, expressing their interest, their willingness to learn, and their commitment to showing up. We had a full crew, but not everyone can make every Wednesday-night race, so we’re always on the lookout for new blood. We ceased sanding, glanced at one another, and nodded. As soon as the conversation next door ended, our owner approached the couple. Did they want to race?

  “Well, sure,” the man said. “But we never have.”

  “That’s okay.” Our owner whipped out his BlackBerry to record the couple’s e-mail address. “I’ll be in touch.”

  At that moment, I’m certain, similar arrangements were being made from San Francisco Bay to the Gulf of Maine. You are wanted and welcomed. All you need do is show up with a willingness to learn.
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  IN CONCLUSION

  HERE ARE A FEW SUCCINCT SUGGESTIONS (AND repetitions):

  Relax. Sailing isn’t all that difficult or mysterious. Try to eliminate performance anxiety. You’re bound to make mistakes at first—everyone does—without serious repercussions. Don’t be overly critical of yourself or grow frustrated by your mistakes. Remember that even the saltiest sailor with thousands of miles in the log was once a rank beginner grappling with the same concepts and unfamiliar techniques and making the same mistakes as you. What seems mysterious and confusing this season will become second nature by late the next season.

  Shoreside study will accelerate the learning process. You can learn the language of sailing in your living room. Likewise, you can learn the basic knots (start with three, the bowline, clove hitch, and reef knot) while watching television. Also, carefully study the point-of-sail diagram in this and other books and magazines. When ashore, you can also study the chart of your local sailing grounds.

  However, sailing is not an intuitive sport, at least for most people. Only experience, only time in the boat(s), will avail the learning process. Get on the water as soon and as often as possible on any boat available to you. You’ll learn more quickly in a small, responsive boat than in a big boat. Remember always to feel the boat, attune yourself to her motion, acceleration and deceleration and try to figure out what it’s telling you. But no matter what boat you sail in the early stages, don’t be a “passenger” along for the ride even if you aren’t actually participating in the sailing. Notice everything. Watch the crew’s actions and timing during tacks and jibes. Don’t be hesitant to reveal your ignorance. Ask questions of experienced sailors. Not only will questions and answers speed your learning process, they will demonstrate your avidness and willingness to learn.

  Focus first and always on the wind. Think about the wind in terms of the angles it forms in relation to the centerline of the boat. Remember that boats sail to the apparent, not the true, wind. The apparent wind will always seem stronger when you’re sailing into it and lighter when sailing “away” from it. Except when you’re running dead downwind, the apparent wind angle will always be forward of the true wind. Practice searching for wind signals in both the natural and the manmade environment, including other sailboats. Watch the Windex—it will always point to the apparent wind. Remember also that sailing is a sensual sport. Feel the wind on your face, your arms, and so on.

  Remember to look up. It’s a sailboat. Everything begins with and proceeds from wind in the sails. Practice visualizing the flow of wind in and around the sails as though the wind were a visible fluid. When you tighten or loosen a sail control, try to focus not on the mechanical action, but on the reason why you’re doing so. Look up to see the effect of your adjustment on the sails and on boatspeed. This is another reason why small-boat sailing will be more efficacious than big-boat sailing. Adjustments, even small ones, will have immediate sensual results; in a 40-footer, on the other hand, they will be far harder to notice, in which case the speedo will be useful.

  Try right at the start to see and understand the big picture. When you’re sailing in a straight line, practice visualizing what will need to be done with the sails and the helm if, say, you were to turn 90 degrees to the right. Will you have to tack (or jibe) or will you need only to ease (or tighten) the sails? Another way to put the question is to ask yourself: Where will the apparent wind be coming from in relation to the centerline of the boat if I make a big (or a small) turn? Unless you happen to be innately talented (and some sailors are), you will find this confusing at first. But the quicker you learn to see the big picture, as opposed to the individual, mechanical actions, the quicker you will climb the learning curve.

  You don’t have to take a sailing course to learn to sail, but formal training has certain obvious advantages. Most instructors have spent time thinking not only about sailing, but also about how to teach it, two different things. You won’t be an accomplished sailor upon completion of the average sailing course, but you’ll have a firm foundation in the basics. You’ll know how to tack and jibe, at least in rough terms. If you find the basic course useful and pleasing, if you like the instructor’s mode and methods, consider taking a more advanced course.

  There are many different kinds of sailing—leisurely daysailing, weekend or longer cruising, racing—but try at first to be open to all sailing experiences as you learn the basics before you decide what kind of sailing you wish to pursue. Chances are, you’ll want to pursue more than one.

  Sail at every opportunity with more experienced sailors. Remember that owning a boat, particularly when money is an object, is a demanding responsibility. Accepting that responsibility implies a love for and commitment to the sport. Thus, in most cases, owners want to spread their enthusiasm to beginners. If you evince your own enthusiasm, you will be welcomed aboard, and pretty soon you’ll be asked, “Do you want to take the helm?” Sailing with experienced people is also an excellent way to experience heavier wind in safety. If you’ve recently bought your first boat, invite experienced people to go sailing with you.

  Don’t hesitate to fiddle with the sail trim. “When in doubt, let them out.” That is, ease the sails until their luffs flutter, then trim them in just enough to stop the flutter. Make small adjustments one at a time, and notice the boat’s behavior in response to each. Does she slow down or accelerate? Does she heel or straighten? Try to answer the questions through observation and then try to figure out why she so responds.

  Practice stopping the boat either by casting off the sheets or by sticking the bow into the wind. Remember, you can always stop the boat by either method.

  When practicing the maneuvers, tacking or jibing, do so repeatedly, leaving time between each for the boat to get back up to speed. (You will lose more speed in a tack than in a jibe. Why?) Take a break after a series of drills and discuss what you’ve learned with your mates. Then resume the drills. Shift positions; steer for while, then trim for a while.

  Different boats will behave differently in tacks and jibes, depending mainly on their size. Bigger boats will take longer to slow down and to accelerate than smaller boats, simply because heavier objects carry more momentum than light ones. This in turn will affect how you handle the helm particularly in the tacks. You can let big boats carry their own momentum through the tacks, which means that you can tack more slowly. The opposite is true in small boats, especially dinghies.

  When steering, it’s useful to find a stationary point to “aim” at. However, do not focus on that point alone. You’ll learn very little by that means. Hold the helm, tiller or wheel, loosely; let it “talk” to you. The feel of sailboat’s helm is one of its most articulate means of communication. Practice letting your eyes rove around the various indicators—the Windex, the telltales, the aiming point, the speedo, if any, and the feel of the wind on your face and arms—but depend on them in combination, not one to the exclusion of the others. Make small helm adjustments when you’re sailing in a straight line, while bearing in mind that if the wind angle or velocity changes, then a change in trim is necessary.

  When tacking, a boat makes a far larger turn than when jibing. Before a tack, get in the habit of finding an aiming point lying about 90 degrees to windward—that’s roughly where the bow should be pointing on the other tack. You can come up closer to the wind, after the tack is complete and the boat has regained lost speed, by turning the helm and trimming (tightening) the sails.

  Tacking is easier and safer than jibing, because in a jibe, the boom swings freely across the cockpit. Practice jibing in light air. Only a relatively small turn is required to jibe, and sometimes in light air especially you’ll need to help the boom across by gripping the sheet between the traveler and the boom and shoving the boom over. In heavier air, this is not a safe practice. In that case, smartly trim in the mainsheet as the boom comes across, and then keep some manual tension on the sheet to slow the boom as the stern passes through the eye of the wind. Jibing safely will require more practice than tacking. But again this is only a mechanical move, and once you have it down, you can begin to consider jibing in bigger air.

  Remember, you almost never absolutely have to jibe if the maneuver makes you nervous—say, if the wind pipes up. You can always ware around. Finally, never allow an accidental jibe. A good way to avoid an accidental jibe is to figure out—as soon as you ease the boom outside the lifelines—which way you’ll need to turn the bow to avoid the jibe. In other words, which way will you need to turn to “come up” toward the wind? (In a tiller-steered boat, if you put the tiller toward the mainsail, you will always come up, and vice versa.)

  Communicate with the other people aboard. If you mean to tack, inform your crew. “Ready to tack?” or “Ready about?” Give them time to prepare and wait for their response. “Ready here.” The same of course applies to the jibe, or perhaps more so, because of that swinging boom. You might also remind your mates when on port tack, since on port you relinquish your right-of-way.

  Perhaps the most important rule of seamanship is: Keep constant vigilance. Look outboard for other boats or obstructions to safe navigation. While learning, you will tend naturally to focus on your sails and other inboard matters. Remind yourself and your crew to look around. “Do you see that tugboat?” “Do you see the starboard tacker?” “We’re approaching shallow water.” The foot of some genoas reaches all the way back to the forward edge of the cockpit. This makes it difficult to see boats or objects to leeward. In that case, someone must look around the headsail. Remember also that when sailing to windward, all boats will slide sideways, or make leeway, to some extent. Due to either leeway, current, or both, the boat will not always actually be going in the direction the bow is pointing. This is another instance when seeing the big picture is both safe and seamanly.

  And finally, fair winds to you.
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