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Balance on 
both tacks
Mike Harris and Bryan Jones have been 
a successful vane sailing partnership 
over many years. In this article they look 
at ways of setting up the rig so that the 
boat will perform equally on both tacks. 
‘It is surprising,’ Bryan said, ‘how often I 
see rigs a little out of alignment spoiling 
one tack or the other, a problem which 
can be cured with small adjustments.’ 

� e mast
In the initial set up the mast should be 
precisely upright both fore and aft and 
from side to side. Place the mast in the 
mast box and rig with just a little tension 
on shrouds and stays – suffi cient only 
to hold the mast approximately upright. 
Now place the boat in a tank and 
allowed it to settle to its marks. Hang a 
plumb line at a convenient height and 
adjust the mast fore and aft until it is at 
right angles to the waterline; adjust the 
tensions on backstay and forestay so 
that they are equal. Mark the positions 
of the tensioners or bowsies on both 
stays so that they can be reproduced 
at the pond side. Bryan and Mike 
recommend that the mast is set up 
so that it is straight, not pre-curved to 
accommodate the cut of a sail, which 
might be the practice in IOMs for 
example.

Now examine the side to side set 
of the mast. Make sure that the mast 
is upright and tension the shrouds to 
hold it in place. Again be careful to 
mark the positions of the tensioners in 
a reproducible way. At this point you 
should be able to look down the mast 
from above and see a 12mm, circle and 
no bends.

You may need to tune the mast 
changing the position of the centre of 
effort. Do this by using a mast slide to 
move the whole mast fore or aft rather 
than adjusting the rake. 

� e rudder and 
vane gear
Whilst the boat is in the tank check that 
the gear pintle is upright in relation to 
the waterline and in both directions. 
Now check the vane gear. First; the 
pintle must be mounted on the centre 
line of the boat, not a little to one side 
– even by a few millimetres. In the initial 
set up stretch a thin line from centre 
transom to bow, hold in place aft with 
masking tape and at the bow hang a 
small weight to maintain tension on the 
line. Now mark the centre aft. Drill for 
the rudder pintle at this point.
Second; ensure that the pintle of the 
vane gear is also precisely upright and 
that the pintle itself is straight. The gear 
is vulnerable to knocks and bumps in 
transit and should be checked at the 
initial set up and again at the pondside. 
Also at the pondside, check that the 
vane and its carriage have not been 
knocked out of alignment.
Third; ensure that the gear itself is 
balanced especially if you are using 
the same gear on more than one boat 
and so with different feathers. In the 
boathouse, hold the vane broken in 
front of you and adjust the counter 
weight so that the centre line of the gear 
is horizontal. Now fl ip the gear over and 
check from the opposite side because 
faults in manufacturing may have added 
a little more weight to one side of the 
carriage than the other. Depending on 
the design of the feather you will fi nd 
that it rakes aft from 5° to 10°. 

Setting the sails 
and sheets
This team always works with a 
vertical mast allowing the tension 
through the luff downhaul and at the 
foot of the mainsail to draw the sail 
into shape and create fl ow. Upwind 
the main boom should be set about 
5° off the centre line and the jib 10° 
to 12°. In light winds adjust the luff 
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through the luff downhaul and at the 

and kicking strap tensions so that the 
mainsail has a certain amount of twist, 
decreasing as the wind strength rises. 
At each adjustment lay the boat over 
and ensure that the leech curve on the 
jib matches that in the mainsail. Finally 
when sailing downwind the spinnaker 
pole should follow the position of the 
main boom, going forward for reaching 
legs when the back edge of the 
spinnaker is sheeted in.

I am again indebted to Bryan Jones and Mike 
Harris for this material. Please note that 
previous Acquaint articles on vane sailing may 
be found on the Members’ Area of the MYA 
website at www.mya-uk.org.uk
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