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Vane Sailing Techniques

In the November issue of 
Acquaint we covered vane 
gears fairly fully and included 
instructions for building a gear 
at home.  In this follow up 
article we introduce some of 
the techniques used by vane 
sailors and the settings used for 
the different legs of the course.

Vane gears are largely similar in 
operation and are designed to 
be locked up as a single unit for 
downwind work and “broken” for 
up wind settings (See Photos 1 and 
2).  Their weights and sizes vary 
between boats – normally A Boats, 
Marbleheads and Vane 36s. Once the 
gear is installed it is important to stay 
with it for a season and so understand 
the best settings for its use.  

Sails and Sheets
Sheets to main and jib are 
synchronous – that is a single 
adjustment will move the main and 
jib sheets together because they are 
brought back to a single central jack 
line (See Diagram 1).  Adjustments 
are discussed below.  Spinnaker 
sheets are continuous (See Diagram 
2) so that adjusting the windward 
sheet automatically adjusts the 
lee sheet.

Practise hands-off sailing
You will need to practise before 
competing – trying the boat to 
windward, adjusting the gear, sheeting 
angles, mast position and sail tensions 
until you are satisfied that it will sail 
‘hands-off ’.  Make sure now that your 
settings are reproducible using the 
scales which you mark on the dial, the 
spars and deck.

Getting ready for the 
upwind leg
Vane:  Unlock the vane.  When the 
wind is coming directly down the 
lake set the vane at about 30 degrees 
on the dial.  If you then find that the 
boat tends to turn up to windward 
increase the angle on the dial a 

little.  Conversely if the boat tends 
to bear away then close the angle on 
the dial.  Wind strength will make a 
difference to the vane angles – for 
example in very light winds you might 
want to close the angle to something 
approaching 25 degrees.  Normally 
you will find that you are working 
within a very few degrees of 30.  The 
vane may be set up with the boat on 
the bank and then re-adjusted when 
the boat is put in the water.  Your 
crew should stand by to hold the boat 
so that you can adjust these angles.

Guy: The actual wind direction will 
dictate which tack the boat will take 
to greatest advantage. Look down the 
lake and make the best judgement 
that you can of overall wind direction.  
Almost certainly it will vary down 
the course and might swing by say 15 
degrees.  However one tack or the 
other will always seem to have an 
advantage.  (It helps to keep a close 
eye on competitors starting before 
you and watch how the boats lay).

The boat will tack down the 
course naturally with the shifts, 
but the guy should be set up so 
that the boat is always brought 
back on to the preferred tack. It is 
the guy which initiates the “flick back” 
of the gear and ensures that the boat 
tacks to the preferred side.  The 
guy is set on the guying bar at the 
opposite side to the preferred tack 
– that is to say, if the boat is set up 
to sail on port tack the guy is set 
on the starboard side of the bar.  
Tension on the guy is adjustable, 

either because the guy itself is 
elasticated or has a bowsie and spring.  
Just how much tension and precisely 
where on the horse the guy should be 
set is learned through experience.

A Vane Gosport 2008 Photo: Charles Smith

Vane 36s at Bournville in 2008 

– beating in light airs

Waiting for the spinnaker to draw strongly before  

calling “ready” Marbleheads at Gosport 2008.  

Photo: Charles Smith
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Sails and sheets upwind
Sheets are normally brought to a 
central jack line (See Diagram 1) and 
care must be taken to adjust the 
port and starboard sheets to exactly 
the same lengths for both main and 
jib.  As a matter of general guidance 
the jib may be set at 12½ degrees to 
the central pivot point and the main 
boom to between 5 and 10 degrees.  
Generally for light airs the sheets are 
brought in a little tighter and eased 
somewhat in breezy conditions.  
Make sure that the sheeting angles are 
marked on the deck so that you can 
reproduce them for each race.

Getting ready for the 
downwind leg
Vane:  The vane is now locked so that 
it becomes a single unit.  Working 
on the bank, hold the boat so that 
it is pointing down the course and 
the vane feather is pointing directly 
downwind. Gently adjust the gear 
by putting your fi ngers over the 
main body and ease it around until 
the rudder is on the centre line of 
the boat. The gear will be held in 
position by its friction clutch.  These 
adjustments will take a little time 
since the wind is rarely constant in 
direction and the rudder will swing to 
and fro about the centre line. To get it 
right it is essential that you have clear 
space to windward.  

Launch the boat.  Look down the 
lake and try to make a judgment of 
the wind direction farther down the 
course.  Take a few moments now 

to re-adjust the vane to take these 
swings into account.  Whilst all this 
is going on ask your crew to move 
down the lake ready to re-trim as 
needed – the boat may be travelling 
very fast in any sort of a blow and 
the crew needs to be on the spot 
beforehand.

Sails and sheets 
downwind  

Free the sheets until both main and 
jib are gently luffi ng in the breeze, 
then harden them in until both luffs 
have settled and the sails appear 
to be drawing well.  Adjust the 
spinnaker sheet so that the spinnaker 
pole (which is set to windward) lies 
roughly in line with the main boom. 
Adjust the sheet until the spinnaker 
is drawing fully, either by easing the 
pole forward or drawing it aft.  Since 
the spinnaker sheet is in effect a 
continuous loop (See Diagram 2) 
easing the pole forward will bring in 
the lee side of the spinnaker and vice 
versa. 

Which spinnaker?  If the wind is 
dead aft, use a full balloon spinnaker. 
If the wind is on the quarter, up to say 
30 degrees change to a semi-balloon.  
For wider angles you will need a 
much fl atter sail (known as a reaching 
spinnaker) which may be fl own at 
angles up to around 60 degrees after 
which control tends to be lost and the 
boat is better without.  Spinnakers 
are vital in light airs and may also 
be fl own in heavy weather when 
they must be made from a heavier 
material. Constructing spinnakers will 
be the subject of a future article.

Prefaring for competition
Details of the Free Sailing Rules may 
be found on the MYA web site - see 
below.  Vane sailing competition is 
essentially match racing between two 
boats, sailing one leg upwind and one 
downwind. Three points are awarded 
for a win upwind and 2 downwind – 
none to the loser.  Each competitor 
sails every other competitor and 
points are accumulated by the scorer 
-   be sure to let the scorer know 
who you are as you cross the line. 
Generally speaking, a boat which 
sails into the bank may have its rig 

A Boat spinnaker drawing hard 

Photo: Charles Smith

Mike Harris getting set up in the A Vane Nationals 2008. 

Photo: Charles Smith

re-adjusted or simply be poled off 
onto the opposite tack.  Boats which 
collide are usually asked to re-sail.  
However there are rules about how 
all this may be done and they should 
be studied before competing.  

Crew or Mate
A crew (Mate)  is essential and 
skipper-crew partnerships often build 
up over the years. The crew will help 
setting up the boat, be prepared to 
deal with breakages, and will be in 
position to pole-off if the boat sails to 
the side of the course.  Skipper and 
Mate must be prepared to cover a lot 
of ground since the boats will cover 
the full length of the course on each 
leg.  Mike Harris tells us that the fi rst 
essential for Skipper or Mate is a good 
pair of comfortable running shoes!  

We are indebted to Mike Harris 
and Bryan Jones for information for 
this article and to Mark Dicks for the 
excellent sheeting diagrams. Go to 
the MYA web site where the three 
fi les of free sailing rules may be found 
at  http://www.mya-uk.org.uk/admin/
racingrules.html   A diagram of the 
Graham Reeves Ezi-Build gear is 
available in Acquaint for November, 
or as a .pdf from Charles Smith by 
email at acquaint-08@mya-uk.org.
uk   Details of the UK/US Challenge 
for Vane 36s can be found on page9.   
The A Vane Nationals will take 
place at Fleetwood this year (August 
1-7) and Vane Marbleheads also at 
Fleetwood on 12-13 September.
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In 2001 Graham went to the USA and there met Jeff Stobbe who was and is a senior skipper at the San 
Francisco Model Yacht Club.  The subject was vane Marbleheads, which the Americans were finding 
difficult to deal with because of their predominantly shallower waters.   Graham recommended the 
UK Rules 36 instead, a boat with shallower draft and a little handier to get in the car!  He provided a 36 
mould to the Americans in 2002 and from this beginning an UK/USA challenge in 36s emerged.   
The first was held in San Franciso in 2003; ten British skippers crossed to the States, sailed in San 
Franciso  -  and won the event.  

The return match took place in the UK in 2005 at Bournville and Gosport and brought another win for the more 
experienced UK team. In 2007 Graham again crossed the pond, this time with Max Buttimer, and sailed in San Franciso 
and San Diego.  Result as before, a win for the Brits but American experience of the Class was growing fast.   

This year 2009 the Americans are again coming here with skippers from San Franciso , San Diego, Massachusetts and 
Albuquerque in what promises to be a tough competition. The first round will be held at Bournville on Saturday 23rd May 
with the Pugwash Trophy to follow on the Sunday.  Gosport, where there is a growing interest in 36 Vane sailing, hosts 
the second weekend of the series on the 30th/31st of May.  Currently Graham is expecting six American skippers and 
looks forward to hosting two teams of perhaps ten boats with a number of Brits changing sides as needed.  
More details: Graham Reeves 07799 416274

The UK/USA Challenge Trophy 
for  Vane 36s
Graham Reeves tells us about this biennial challenge which is held this year in the UK.

Mike Harris getting set up in the A Vane Nationals 2008. 
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Vave boat sheeting arrangements 
by Mark Dicks


