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Basic Sailing.  

Basic Sailing: Basic Sailing. 

Although we will try and cover some very basic ideas about 
sailing there is no substitute for practical experience. You must 
however observe the safety and skills procedures used by your 
tutors. 

Before you begin this part of the course you need to know how 
to swim, the basic nautical terms and basic parts of the boat. 

Sailing is like flying in many ways. The plane gets its lift by 
using the wind to cause low air pressure (because the air has to 
travel faster) on the upper side of the wing and high air 
pressure on the lower side of the wing. 

Its forward motion is achieved either by motors forcing and 
artificial wind across its wings and or gliding and riding the 
currents ever present in the air.  

If we take the idea of an airplane wing and place it vertically on 
a boat hull and use sailcloth as the surface area we have a 
similar low pressure on the leeward side of the sail and high 
pressure (faster airflow) on the windward side of the sail.  

These different wind forces allow the craft to be moved 
forward through the water.  

Because the wind is nearly always on some kind of angle any 
forward movement will also have some undesirable sideways 
movement. Keels and hull design are used to minimize this 
sideways drift as we sail towards the wind direction. 

None of these design features will however eliminate all the 
sideways drift so sailors are constantly required to alter ‘tack’ 
in order to zigzag towards a windward mark. 

When the wind is on the aft quarters (broad reach) or directly 
aft there is less need to alter course as the wind is using the 
sails more like a parachute and pulling the craft through the 
water. 

The points of sail, sometimes called sailing positions, relate to 
the angle between a sailboat's heading, or course, and the 
direction of the wind. There are three basic courses: 
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Basic Sailing  

Basic Sailing: 

 

    * Beating (wind is from ahead) 

    * Reaching (wind is from the side) 

    * Running (wind is from astern) 

 

Notice that in the Points of sailing diagram there is an 
approximate 90 degree area in blue that a sail boat cannot sail 
in as there is insufficient air passing over the two sides of the 
sail to cause a forward movement. If your sailing craft is in this 
area it is said to be ‘in irons’ as one has to drift backwards to 
get steering, paddle or motor back into the sailing zone. 

Being in irons is easily remedied. When the boat begins moving 
backwards you will regain steerage. Point the tiller in the 
direction you wish to go and tighten the jib sheet to windward, 
(back winding the sail). The wind will push the bow through 
the wind. 
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Basic Sailing  

Basic Sailing: 

 

Changing Direction 

• In order to get anywhere, you also have to know how to 
turn the boat and change course. There are basically two 
maneuvers that let you do that.  
 

• To reverse the course you can do a come about, which is 
relatively slow since the bow passes through the eye of 
the wind.  Remember if you loose way on through this 
maneuver you could become ‘trapped in irons’. 
 

• During a come about the skipper calls out ready about, 
and then hard-a-lee since the tiller is being pushed to the 
leeward side of the boat. The boat turns into the wind, 
and the sail, the skipper, and some of the crew change 
sides. 

• Another way to turn, is a faster maneuver called a jibe.  
 

• This is where the back of the boat turns across the wind. 
Since the wind is behind the boat, the sail flies from one 
side to another.  
 

• You have to be careful to control the sail during a jibe, 
making communication especially important between the 
skipper and the crew. The commands for a jibe are; ready 
to jibe, and jibe-ho! 

Understand that you have some practice on calm days, learn to 
reef your boat (make the sails smaller). You need to do this 
when the wind is too strong.  

Reefing almost always needs to be done before you think you 
need to! It’s also a good idea to practice capsize procedures on 
a calm day too; learn to right the boat should you happen to tip 
over. 
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Basic Sailing  

Basic Sailing: 

 

Passing Lanes: 

 

The craft reaching into the wind is given right of way by the 
craft running before the wind. 

 

 

 

The craft on starboard tack (windward side is starboard side) 
has right of way. Skipper and crew will often hail ‘starboard’ in 
this situation warning the blue craft, on port tack, to alter 
course. 
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Basic Sailing  

Basic Sailing: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

When both craft are running before the wind and one is on port 
tack and the other on starboard tack the port tack craft shall jib 
away. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

When both craft are on the same tack running before the wind 
the craft to windward must bear way. 

 

Generally speaking Power gives way to sail except where 
commercial shipping is concerned as large ships take sometime 
to alter course and have to spot you in a smaller craft, they may 
not give way and it is normal for the sailing skipper to give 
way no matter what in these circumstances. 
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Basic Sailing  

Basic Sailing: 

 

Tips 

    * Always know where the wind is coming from! 

 A "Windex" (a small wind vane mounted on the top of the 
mast) will help you a lot, but most small boats don't have this. 
Get the shroud telltales or just use old cassette tape.  

    * Many sails have telltales on them as well; pieces of colored 
material attached to the front sail edge. Your sail is trimmed 
properly when the ALL telltales are streaming aft. 

    * If something bad happens, too much wind, man overboard, 
etc remember that you can bring the whole thing to a halt 
simply by pulling all three sheets out of their cleats or winches. 
The boat will (mostly) stop. 

    * Learn at least two knots. The figure eight knot is tied in the 
ends of lines to prevent them from going through the fairlead, 
pulley, or sheave they pass though. The bowline ("King of 
knots") is used to tie a loop though something to attach it.  

When properly tied, it never slips and is easy to undo, even 
after being stressed by a heavy load. 

 Here is a great site that shows you how to tie various knots 
and hitches:  

http://www.animatedknots.com/indexboating.php?LogoIma
ge=LogoSeaRoom.jpg&Website=www.searoom.com 

       Read a book on sailing that has more extensive info on the 
mechanics of sailing; this is beyond the scope of this book. 

    Learn everything you can about all the sailing gear you will 
use, and even the gear you will probably never use. It will give 
you insight into what happens out there. 

    Make sure you have a motor on your boat and that it is in 
good repair, and that you know how to use it. This is essential 
if you are a beginner; it will get you out of most any trouble. 

    Be sure to learn about the tides in your area (if any), as in 
some places this can have almost as strong an effect on your 
movement as the wind. 
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Basic Sailing  

Basic Sailing: 

 

    * Try learning to determine the wind direction using your 
ears - let the wind blow onto your back, then slowly turn your 
head left to right and back until you feel it "equalize" over your 
ears.  

Once you find that point, you now know the wind direction, 
and using this method, you can understand the wind more 
without having to use your eyes. 

Warnings 

It is highly recommended that you at least have working 
knowledge of the nomenclature of the boat and have done 
some reading of in-depth material before attempting this sport 
yourself.  

Some highly recommended reads are: "The Complete Idiot's 
Guide to Sailing", "Sailing for Dummies", and "Plain Sailing" by 
Crab Searl. 

In sailing, your very life may depend on doing things before 
they need to be done, when they first cross your mind. If you 
wait until it needs to be done, it may be too late or very 
difficult. Follow your instincts. 

Remember the old maxim "It's better to be on the dock, wishing 
you were on the lake, than to be on the lake, wishing you were 
on the dock".  

Don't let enthusiasm overcome your good judgment on a day 
you should not go out.  

The apparent wind while tied alongside at the dock may be 
very different out on the water. Many novices (and 
experienced sailors, for that matter) get into trouble venturing 
out when there is too much wind to sail safely. 

Falling overboard is a serious matter, especially if you are 
alone. Cold water, currents, and other boats all can account for 
serious dangers, and if the sails are up, the boat will take off 
much faster than you might expect. Additionally, many boats 
float so high on the water (freeboard) that it is difficult to climb 
in or haul people in without assistance.  
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Basic Sailing  

Basic Sailing: 

 

When sailing at night, always wear a shoulder-mounted 
flashlight/strobe emergency signaling device, making it much 
easier for SAR (Search And Rescue) crew to spot you in the 
water. 

Look out for and honor navigational buoys, they'll let you 
know where the safe water exists.  

Know how to read clouds and the weather they may bring. A 
good site can be found at:  

http://www.boatsafe.com/nauticalknowhow/weather1.htm 

Know how to use VHF radio. In an emergency, it is usually the 
quickest way to summon help. Cell phones may be used, but 
VHF will be able to contact a nearby vessel MUCH more 
quickly should you need assistance or be able to render same. 

See appendices: 

 

Things You'll Need 

 A life vest (Personal Flotation Device) is mandatory on all 
boats for all passengers. (A pea less whistle attached to the PFD 
is an excellent idea!) You should wear one at all times. If you 
have children with you, they should wear one even when you 
are at the dock. 

Warm clothing. It is colder on the water than on land, you can 
take clothing off but if you haven’t bought warm clothing and 
you get cold you could put yourself at risk from hyperthermia 
and not being able to carry out your seamanship tasks. 

 Every vessel, regardless of length is required to have a certain 
amount of safety gear aboard. This ranges from an anchor with 
sufficient rode, flares and other equipment as may be 
mandated by the Government. These regulations are for your 
safety and should be adhered to. 

 

 


