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Free sailing using vane gears

We are seeing a strong revival in the art of vane (or free) 
sailing amongst present day skippers.  

Instead of using radio 
equipment, free sailing skippers 
and their crews use vane gears 
which react to changes in wind 
direction and so steer the yacht 
on its way down the course. 

They say, and quite rightly, 
that vane sailing demands a clear 
appreciation of wind variation down 
the course and great insight into 
sail setting not to mention the fi ne 
adjustment of the modern vane gear.  
They say that once the technique of 
vane sailing has been mastered the 
skills carry very successfully into radio 
racing. Well, certainly they do.  

The rules of vane sailing
Vane sailing is largely match racing, 

boat for boat racing in round robin 
competition, each boat sailing an 
upwind and a downwind leg – each 
of which may be some distance!  A 
crew (a Mate) is essential to pole off 
should the boat veer to the side of 
the lake and partnerships are built up 
which may last for many years.  Since 
both members of the team must 
necessarily follow the boat down both 
sides of the course, a goodly distance 
can travelled at each meeting – note 
the running shoes in the photograph 
of Mervyn Cook on page 5.  Others 
will use a bicycle or in one case I 
know, a scooter!

Today in the UK, free sailing is 
largely run in A Class boats, Vane 
36s, and Marbleheads as competition 
in both modern boats and amongst 
original Vintage classes.  The designs 
of successful vane boats differ a little 
from those used for radio boats of the 
same class. 

The search for control  
- a short introduction

In the beginning there was the 
weighted rudder, fl opping from 
side to side as the boat heeled - 
keen skippers might have rudders 
of different weights for different 
conditions -  but it was soon to be 
superseded by the Braine gear.

Skippers began to use this gear 

before the First World War.  It was 
invented by George Braine around 
1906 and its purpose was to bring the 
yacht back on to its pre-set course 
whenever it strayed off.  Since the 
basic quadrant could be made very 
simply its use spread rapidly. A Braine 
gear and its variations allowed a 
skipper to set-up a boat for a simple 
one leg course, but once underway 
it could react to changing wind 
direction only in a fairly limited way 
and could not be used at all on legs to 
windward.  In action the movement 
of the main boom produced an 
offsetting movement in the rudder.  
The trick was to adjust the tension 
just so!

A nicely fi nished Braine gear recently restored 

by Derek Munion.

Braine gears can still be seen on 
vintage boats, and it is interesting 
to compare them with the older 
vane gears which superseded them.  
Drawings and further details can be 
found on the web at the Vintage 
Model Yacht Group site – 
 www.vmyg.org.uk

Then came the 
vane gears

Simple vane gears, some mounted 
on the mast head (!) existed from the 
1920s but were but not used here 
in competition until 1935.  There 
had been major development in the 
United States before the war which 

our leading skippers , 
Wally Jones amongst 
them, went to great lengths to 
investigate.  A useful insight into early 
vane gears can be obtained from the 
web at  www.swcp.com/usvmyg/
index.html  So, Braine gears were 
largely superseded and now vane 
gears developed rapidly.  By the ‘40s 
they could be used on most points of 
sailing, and had the ability to self tack 
to a preset angle. 

Nowadays most of our skippers 
use “break-back” gears which 
are sophisticated variants of the 
early vane gears and allow for 
fi ne adjustment.  They work 
independently of the sheeting 
arrangements and may be transferred 
from boat to boat. Other variations 
on the theme include equipment 
which does require a link to the 
sheeting and uses a gear train in its 
mechanism.

Vane gears now and then
Today you will fi nd gears by Clem 

Edwards, often recognisable by their 
blue and orange dials, original gear 
designed and built by Fred Shepherd, 
and several later gears based on his 
original infl uential designs.  A series of 
gears was built by the Jones Brothers; 
a further successful development 
came from the board of Roger 
Stollery, and the Bill Sykes gear was 
and is used by Mike Harris our last 
World Champion.  This year Mike 
Harris has used a developmental gear 
designed and engineered by his Mate 
Bryan Jones with great success. You 
will fi nd gears by Alex Austin, Jack 
Geldard, the Reeves gear of course, 
and several others.  

Development of vane sailing need 
not be held up by the diffi culty of 
obtaining new vane gears despite 
the fact that many of the original 
designers and engineers are no longer 
with us. New gears are still built and 
supplied complete by Bernie McNulty 
of the Birkenhead Club, albeit in 
very limited numbers. – there are 
photographs of these here. 
And now there is a new design for 
home builders.

We are seeing a strong revival in the art of vane (or free) 
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Graham Reeves 

launching his 

Vane 36 No 17
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A nicely fi nished gear by Bernie McNulty

Home building Vane 
gears – a new design 
in Acquaint

Between pages 10 and 13 of 
this edition you will fi nd drawings 
of a successful gear designed by 
Graham Reeves and kindly provided 
by him so that members can build 
their own and vane sailing can 
develop.  The work is well within 
the scope of any competent model 
maker and the gear is built from 
materials which are readily available.  
Graham is endlessly helpful, may be 
reached on the telephone and is 
enthusiastically developing Vane 36 
sailing at Bournville in parallel with 
developments at Gosport.

Vane sailing waters.
Free sailing demands access to 

water at both ends and at both 
sides of the course.  Clubs such as 
Fleetwood, Bournville, Gosport, 
MYSA and Hampton are favourite 
courses for vane events and others 
are coming on line.  Keep  an eye on 
the web pages on the MYA web site 
at www.mya-uk.org.uk

Vane 36s competition is being 
developed at Gosport and at 
Bournville and reports of the National 
Championships for Vane A boats 
and Vane Marbleheads will be found 
on pages 14 and 15.  Vane 36s will 
be reported in our next edition. 
Incidentally the rules for free sailing 
are available as a .pdf through the 
Vintage Model Yacht group web site 
at www.vmyg.org.uk   

Gear by Alex Austin

A Stollery gear

A Clem Edwards gear
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Bryan Jones new gear seen here on a Vane 36. 

I am inebted to Bryan for much help with vane gears.

Reeves gear

A Jack Geldard gear

The Graham Reeves  
Ezi - build gear  
- for details see page 10

Bill Sykes gear as used by Chris Harris on “Nexus”


