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CHAPTER 25

Going for It Downwind:
The Run

A GOOD SQUARE RUN s the one time the guys behind have all the ad-
vantages. For the same reasons that it's cake for the boats ahead on the bear,
the boats behind have it all their way on the run. They get the puffs and the
shifrs first, they have the power of suffocation with their wind shadows, and
they can attack while looking forward, riding the waves, and concentrating
on boatspeed.

Unfortunarely, by rhe rime many people get to the run, the Evereadys are
running down, and rhar old killer instinct has punched out for the day. But a
lot can happen on the runs if you go after it aggressively and make it happen.
When you round that weather mark, ger psyched ro arrack and grab every
inch possible. Let’s look at some of the ways to do it.

First, vou have to know your boat, When racing downwind, there is an
optimal sailing angle for every kind of boar and for every wind and wave con-
dition. Think of racing upwind where the game is to try continually to sail as
close to the wind as possible without lasing speed. The same principle applies
downwind, excepr that you want to continually sail as far away from the
wind as possible, without losing speed. But because most boats don’t sad oprmal-
ly dead downwind, they have to pbe to get to the leeward mark. As a result,
the leeward mark has two laylines just as the windward mark does.

Imagine you are hovering over the race course looking down ar the run
leg. A boat whose optimal downwind sailing angle is 15 degrees above dead
downwind rounds the weather mark on siarboard tack. The wind is due
north, so dead downwind is the reciprocal, or south, The boat bears away ro

195 degrees. The question is, assuming the wind and everything else stays the

same, what should the leeward mark bear, so that when the boat does jibe she
]
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If the wind is steady, but the leeward mark is not directly dowmwind of the
windward mark, A will bave to sail longer on one tack going upwind, and
longer on the opposite tack going dowmvind. In general, she should sail the
longer tuck first, both upwind and down, and never sail out to the laylines too
soom,

can continue to sail her optimal downwind angle all the way to the mark? Just
subtract 30 degrees (15 down to dead downwind for the jibe, and 15 up on
the nther side) to get 165 on port. So, when the leeward mark bears 16 3, she
should jibe. This new course is the lavline (o the leeward mark. If she had jibed
sooner, she would have either had to jibe back again to get to the mark or sail
below her optimal downwind sailing angle, which is like tacking short of the
windward mark layline and having to pinch ro get up to it. If she had gone
farther than the lavline, she would have sailed extra distance, and though she
would have had a higher reaching angle and more speed - just as when you
overstand the weather mark and come footing in - the increased speed wouldn’t

be enongh to make up for the greater distance sailed. As for strategy, the same
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general rule applies asy upwind: don’r get to the laylines too soon. Jibe early
and get close to the mark before making your final approach,

Furthermore, it should be remembered that if the wind is steady and you
spent three quarters of vour rime on starboard tack going upwind, then you
can expect to spend three quarrers of your time on port going back down to
the leeward mark. As a general strategy it's always better 1o sail vour longer
tack first, This reduces the chance that you'll sail extra distance on the short
tack, and gers vou going toward rhe mark in case something happens down
the leg (sce diagram previous page),

OTHER CONSIDERATIONS for picking a favored side of the run (and
for now we'll keep the wind direction steady) are similar ro those for picking
a favored side upwind - e.g.. does one side have more wind, bigger waves o
ride, better current etc.? {Yon should know the answers ro these questions
before vou starr the leg.) Two thoughes an currentt first, the current will
change vour lavlines; and second, if the current is flowing across the run, as
a general rule it pays to go up-curreng firse fas vou'll probably be on thar rack
longer, it is the same principle as sailing vour longer tack firsti.

Now, let’s see how windshifts affect our race downwind. If the wind ic
due north, the leeward mark set perfectly due south of the windward mark,
and your boat’s optimal downwind sailing angle is 15 degrees above dead
downwind, then on starboard tack you'll be heading 195. The question js, if
the wind shifts 10 degrees 1o the lefr (hacks). « hich way can vou now alter
YOur course to maintain vour optimal 15-degree sailing angle? You're on srar-
board and the wind moves left, 50 it moves forward on vour sailplan. There-
fore, vou can bear away 10 degrees, and instead of sailing 15 degrees above
the lecward mark, You're now only 3 degrees above ir, Was this shift a lift or
a header? Just picrure vourself going upwind: hifts allow you to sail closer to
the windward mark, aind downwind, headers allow vou to sail closer o the
leeward mark. Thar's wh » they sav: upwind, tack off the headers to get on the
liftss and downwind, jibe off the lifrs o get on the headers.

Now though this seems straightforward on paper, very few people seem
10 usc this strategy on the runs, It the wind was shifting while going upwind,
it’s still shifting just as much going down. And if vou figure that mosr boarts
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lose less speed when thev jibe than when they tack, logically speaking you
should be jibing on the shifts at least as often downwind as you racked on
them upwind. Bur the problem is that it’s harder to derecr a small windshift
going downwind than up. However, if vou work at it, vou can become just as
sensitive. One way is o carefully watch the telltale on the shroud, Ouce you
feel you're on your optimal downwind sailing angle, notice the angle ar which
vour telltale is pointing. At the same time be sure that whoever is driving
doesn’t wander all over the place. (The compass, leeward mark, and land are
all good references for steering.) Then if vour course hasi’t changed, and the
relitale is showing the wind morc aft than before, you're being lifted. Your
mstant reaction should be to head up and reestablish the optimal downwind
sailing angle before the boat loses speed. Immediarely afrerward, you should
jibe on this lifr if ar all possible.

Another excellent indicator of small windshifts is a sensitive and talented
spinnaker trimmer. The spinnaker trimmer's goal is ro continually try to trim
the chute our from behind the main, w hie still keeping the optimal shape. If
the boat’s course doesn’t change. and the trimmer reports that the chure can
be trimmed more out to weather. then the wind has gone aft, and is a lift,

Another indicator of a shift is the other boats around vou. If you are six
boat-lengths behind another boar, sailing a parallel course, and aiming at
their transoms, and one minute later you are still on parallel courses, but now
you are steering a course which would bring vou five boat-lengths to leeward
of the boat ahead, both boats have been headed. As for positioning, boats to
leewaid and astern gain in headers boats to windward and ahead gain in lifts,
if they jibe (see diagram).

50 on the run vou want to sail on the headers as much as possible. A great
way to get off on the right jibe and in rhythm is to quickly resail the last beat
in vour mind as you approach the windward mark. How often has the wind
shifted, how big have the shifes been, and is there a pattern? Then notice if
you're rounding the mark in a header or a lift. If it’s 3 lifr, rev 1o jibe as soon
as tactically possible. You know vou're right if vou are always on the jibe tak-
ing you closer to the mark,

Now, with an understanding of windshifts, the lavlines, and genera)
geometry of the leg, let’s fill up the run with other boats and see what sort of
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logically and realisticaliy from as much as five o eight boat-lengths back,
depending on the breeze and tvpe of boats. If they head up to escape, head up
with them; if they trv ro jibe away, be ready to jibe faster 1o ger back into posi-
tion. Follow vour shadow down till vou're right in behind them.

Now, if vou are the boat ahead, check which wav vour rellrale is stream-
ing, then sight back in the opposite direction to see if anyone's on vour air
Always sail in channels of clear air. Sometimes it’s a simple matter of work-
ing up or down a bit; other times you'll have to jibe. It a boat is gerring near
vour air, react guickly before they can get it. Often they aren't after ir inten-
tionally, and if they are and vou give chem a fighr early on, they'l often let
YOU BO.

If marks are to be rounded to port and vou arc on starboard, successful-
ly blanketing the boat ahead and about to carch them, vou have to decide
which side to overlap them on. If vou overlap close ro windward vou are like-
ly to get luffed hard. If vou overlap with some distance to windward vou still
have to pull ahead. jibe to port, and cross them. which is very difficulr, So it's
best to overlap them to leeward. If vou make the mark on starboeard, you're
on the inside, entitled to room. If vou'll both have to jibe. then vou can force
theim bevond the labue by waiting 6l youre securely there, jibe, and
approach the leeward mark a¢ borh windward and inside boat.

if vou're both on port, s a bt wrickier, 1f vou overlap them to leeward
vou gain nothing - theyv are inside at the mark and can jibe o starboard at
will. If you overlap them to windward, vou'll probably get the luff of vour
life. The game here is to blanker them, but don’t overlap them within a boat-
length. This makes it nearly impossible for them to luff you. Then either
they’ll try to escape from vour shadow by jibing, in which case vou jibe so
you're both on srarboard and vou're on the inside: or vou.can pull up ro
windward of them bow to bow on port, then jibe to starboard vourself, giv-
ing them time to respond to your new right-of-way position (rule 15, They'll
most likely jibe to starboard to keep clear, giving vou the controlling in-
side position.

If the boats are converging on oppaosite jibes, the boat on port should
cross the stern of the boat on starboard and then jibe in for the controlling

inside position. Conversely, the boat on starboard should jibe back to port
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before the port racker can cross the starboard tacker’ stern and get in a blan-
keting position to weather.

Once you are conversant with the geomerry of the run, the use of wind-
shifts, the effectiveness of wind shadows, and the fundamental boat-ro-hoat
tactics, the run hecomes a fascinating collage of opportunities. For instance,
vou have the simple abilitv to plant a boat ahead in the perfect blanketing
position on a boat farther ahead by forcing the first boat up and down to
escape your wind shadow. If you find vourself on the outside of a group of
starboard tackers, vou can quickly slow up, jibe across their transoms, and
iibe back on their inside before thev cven have a chance to react, I you're on

a lift and about to jibe, look to see if there isn't 2 boat ahead vou can tag with

your shadow on the new jibe, just to slow them up a bt or force them to jibe
out of phase. And vou ahways have the challenge to be sailing in clear air, and
not to get pinned in a position where another boar is controlling vou.




