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SAILING RACE BASICS 
 
Welcome! 
 
This web-page introduces you to the basics of sailboat racing..  We encourage everyone 
to come out to the races (and to the Great GoHome Naval Battle), whether you sail or 
not.  Spectators are encouraged and the post-race social is always fun, especially after 
an exciting race. 
 
There is a rumour that some people would like to come out and join the sailing races but 
are reluctant because they don't know the rules.  The fact is, we don't worry too much 
about the rules and we actively ignore most of them.  For the purposes of our very 
informal races at GoHome, we are mainly concerned with avoiding collisions!  The 
following summary of the right-of-way rules should get you through a race without 
hitting another boat.   
 
There is also a brief description of some basic racing pointers to get you started. 
 
If you are interested in the official rules, see the Rules link at ww.sailing.org , the 
official website of the international sailing federation.  The official rules are rather 
complex and technical.  In serious races, aggressive racers use them as part of their 
competitive strategy.  Once you get the hang of it, it can add a lot to the game, making it 
rather like a moving game of chess.  If you are inclined to try to emulate the serious 
tacticians, please feel free to do so, but only against boats and skippers that are roughly 
matched against your own.  Otherwise, we hope sportsmanlike civility will prevail. 
 

http://www.sailing.org/


Classes 
 
Since some boats are obviously faster than others, boats normally compete against other 
boats of the same design or class. At most regattas, each class has its own starting time.  
 
Since the fleet at GoHome is relatively small and mixed – we have world-class skippers 
and complete novices -  we just start everybody at once.    There is no formal 
assignment of who is competing against whom.  Each boat simply competes against 
whichever other boat – or skipper -  it considers to be its competitor and the prize is 
bragging rights over post-race drinks. Skippers pick their competitors based on the 
similarity of their boats and the similarity of the skippers’ experience. Obviously, there 
is little glory for a veteran world-class skipper in a laser in beating a novice in a sunfish, 
though the reverse would be worth talking about.  The result is that, while it is nice to 
be first across the finish line, what really counts is being across the finish line against 
whoever you have picked as your competitor.  
 
The main thing is to be out there, hopefully learning a lesson or two from the more 
experienced folks.  If  experienced sailors beats you around the course, ask them 
afterward what they think they did right and what you might have missed.  If you beat 
them, rub it in vigorously with salt. 
 
 
The Course 
 
The course is triangular.  There are three marks, (the new ones should be VERY visible) 
laid out according to the wind direction.  You have to go around them three times 
counter-clockwise, leaving them to port (your left). 
 
The starting line is an imaginary line on the water between the starting mark (sometimes 
called the "pin") and the race committee boat. 
 
The first mark is straight up-wind from the starting line - or as straight as the race 
committee can get it in shifting, twisting winds.  It is usually called the windward mark. 
 
The second mark is to the left and a bit downwind of the first mark.  It is usually called 
the gybe mark. 
 
The third mark is the same as the pin.  After the start, it is also called the leeward mark. 
 
After the start, the committee boat moves to the other side of the pin.  The finish line is 
the imaginary line on the water between the pin and the committee boat. 
 
In fact, the foregoing is an idealized description.  The wind is rarely straight or regular 
enough to allow a true course to be set.  See “lifts and headers” in the tactics tips below. 
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Five (5) minutes before the start (at 13:30 hrs) the committee boat will raise a blue flag. 
(The preparatory flag.)   
 
When there are three minutes left before the start, the blue flag is dropped. 
 
When there is one minute to go before the start, the committee boat will raise the red 
starting flag. 
 
At the start, the red starting flag will be dropped.  The committee boat will also sound a 
horn or whistle at the start. 
 



Any boat that is across or any part of which is on the starting line before the start is 
“over early" and must turn around and sail completely back behind the starting line 
before starting.   
 
 

That’s really all you need to know to come out and race.  If  you 
would also like to know the rules of the road, the basics are set out 
below.  However, if you don’t want learn them, just try to avoid 
collisions. 

 
 

. 
 
 
 
 
The Right of Way Rules 
 
First, some basic terminology: 
 
The port side of a boat is the left-hand side when facing forward; the starboard side of 
a boat is the right-hand side when facing forward.   
 
A boat is on a tack when its sails are full. A boat is close-hauled  when it’s sails are in 
as tight as they will go and the boat is sailing at its maximum upwind sailing angle. 
 
A boat is on port tack when its port side is to windward and/or its mainsail boom is on 
its starboard side; A boat is on starboard tack when its starboard side is to windward 
and/or its mainsail boom is on its port side. 
 
A boat that is head to wind is pointing straight into the wind so that its sails are loose 
and flapping in the wind. (This is sometimes also called being “in irons”) A boat that is 
head to wind is not on a tack. 
 
Anything that is upwind is windward.   Anything that is downwind is leeward. 
 
 ahead 
 Starboard Tack: 

Wind on starboard side; 
Boom on Port side WIND 
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The Opposite Tacks Rule 
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When boats meet on opposite tacks,  
the port tack boat must keep clear of the starboard tack boat. 
hen boats meet on opposite tacks, the boat on starboard tack has right of way over the boat 
n port tack. So, if you are going to cross the path of another boat, it is preferable when racing 
o be on the starboard tack.  If you are on port tack and are crossing paths with a boat on 
tarboard tack, it is up to you to avoid collision, usually by turning down to pass behind the 
ther boat. You may also tack to leeward, though if that means tacking into the other boat’s 
bad air” then it’s usually best to go behind and sail for clear air. (see tactics) 

n the same tack, overlapped. 
When boats are overlapped,  
the windward boat must keep clear of the leeward boat 
hen two boats are on the same tack and part of one of the boats is between two imaginary 
traight lines drawn across the bow and stern end of the other then they are overlapped.   

n the illustration below, A & B are overlapped (on starboard); A & C are not overlapped.  A is 
o leeward of B who is to leeward of C. C is clear astern of A and A is clear ahead of C.  So, 
  is the leeward boat and can turn upwind if she likes and B, the windward boat, must keep 

lear. 

 
A 

WIND 

 
B 
 
C



So, in this illustration, A would be allowed to turn upwind into the path of B and B would have 
to keep clear of A. (However, if A turns so far upwind that she becomes head to wind then she 
will no longer be on a tack and will not have right of way over any other sailboat.) 
 
 
Clear Ahead / Clear Astern 
 
 
 
 
 

 A boat that is clear astern must keep clear of a boat that is clear ahead. 
 

So, in the illustration above, C must keep clear of A (and of B because B is the leeward boat). 
Obviously, when you are on the same tack, the position you want to try to be in if you can with 
respect to other boats that you are racing against is ahead and to leeward of them. 
 
 
 
 
5. 
Rounding Marks 
 
 

A boat that establishes an overlap to leeward having come from clear 
astern shall not sail above her proper course.  Her proper course is where 
she would go if the windward boat were not there.

Often, boats reach the marks at about the same time and things get a little tight.  This rule helps 
avoid collisions at marks. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

When boats are overlapped within two boat-lengths of a mark, the outside 
boat must give the inside boat room to get around the mark. 
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B 
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(2 boat-lengths) 

 
 
 
 
 
So, in the illustration above, A has to give B and C room to get around the mark.  Giving room 
means giving enough room for B and C to get around without touching A. If they have to gybe 
around the mark, A has to keep clear enough to stay out of the way of their booms as they come 
across.  Usually, B and C will warn A that they have room when they judge that they are 
overlapped within two boat-lengths of the mark.  If A breaks the overlap (pulls ahead again or 
turns away) within the two boat-length zone, she must still give room at the mark.  If in doubt 
about whether an overlap has been established within two boat-lengths, presume it has and give 
room. 
 
The mark-rounding rule does not apply between boats before the start or between boats on 
opposite tacks at the windward mark. 
 
So, in the illustration above, if the mark were the starting pin or windward mark, then A and B 
on starboard tack would have right-of-way over C on port tack.  They do not have to give C 
room to get around the mark.  C would have to go around behind them.  Obviously, it is best 
not to approach the start and the  windward mark on port tack when there are likely to be other 
boats approaching on starboard at the same time. 
 
 
 
Those are all the rules you should need for our purposes. 
 



There are other rules, but knowing the basics set out above should get you comfortably around 
the course without being cursed.  More advanced sailors who know the other rules should not 
use them tactically against less advanced sailors.  Advanced sailors are welcome to try to out-
smart each-other.  
 
None of the class rules apply at GoHome: do what you like to your boat if you think it will 
make it go faster. 
 
 
 

Five Basic Racing Tactics Tips 
 
1 . Make sure you have clear air.  When you are sailing, your sails leave a wind shadow 
and disturbed airflow to leeward and behind them.  So, if you are sailing close behind and to 
leeward of another boat, you are sailing in their "bad air' and will lose speed.  In moderate 
winds this effect can be quite noticeable within a couple of boat-lengths of another boat's sails.  
Obviously, it is best to avoid having to sail in other people's bad air if you can.  On the other 
hand, you can use your bad air to slow down a competitor. In fact, this is one of the most 
effective means of getting past a boat that is ahead of you on a downwind leg: you can sail up 
just behind and to windward of them, take their wind and roll past them. (Polite people in larger 
boats try to avoid giving bad air to smaller boats, either by passing to leeward or giving them 
lots of room when passing to windward. Also, remember the “clear astern” rule.) 
 

Wind Shadow / Blanket Zone 

Disturbed air

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
 
 
 
2. Tack on headers; gybe on lifts.  The race has three up-wind legs.  The race committee 
tries to set the course so that the up-wind legs are indeed straight upwind so that it does not 
matter whether you zig-zag your way up the course starting on starboard and tacking to port or 
whether you start on port and tack to starboard.  However, the wind shifts around lot - 
especially in the inner bay.  These wind-shifts temporarily give one tack an advantage over the 
other by shortening the distance to the mark on one tack relative to the other. 
 
For example, if you are sailing up-wind and the wind shifts to the right (called "veering"; when 
it shifts to the left, it is called "backing") then a boat on starboard tack will be "lifted" by the 
wind so that it is able to point more toward the mark.  This is called getting a lift.  A boat on 
port tack will find that it can no longer point toward the mark as well.  This is called getting a 



header (because from the port tack perspective, a veering wind seems to come from closer to 
straight ahead where you can't sail). 
 
In the illustration below, the boat in wind "A" has an equal distance to sail to the mark 
regardless of whether it takes the starboard or the port tack first.  In the illustration, the boat is 
taking the port tack first all the way to the starboard layline and then sailing to the mark on 
starboard (so as to have right of way over any port tackers she may meet at the mark.) 
However, in wind B, the boat has taken the starboard tack.  When the wind shifts to the right, 
the boat is lifted and is able to sail directly to the mark on starboard tack.  By contrast, if the 
wind had backed to "C", it would have been headed and would have to sail much further on 
starboard before being able to sail to the mark on port.  So it should tack on the header, and 
again sail almost straight to the mark. 
 

 

A B 
C 

Lift 
(header)

Starboard Layline 

Port  
Layline 

 
All other things being equal, you can shorten the distance you have to sail around the course by 
being on the lifted tack as much as possible: if you get a lift, take it and sail toward the mark; if 
you get a header, tack and sail toward the mark on the other tack. 
 
The same rule applies in reverse when you are going down-wind. Upwind, you want to be 
sailing on the “lifts”; downwind you want to be sailing on the “headers” as much as possible. 
So, downwind, take the “headers”, which help push you down to the mark faster, and gybe onto 
the other tack if you get a “lift”. 
 
Of course, you need to be able to tell when you are lifted or headed relative to the average 
wind.  Don't make the mistake of thinking you are getting a header and tacking when actually, 
you are just experiencing a small loss of lift.  You might still be on a lift and if you tack just 
because the wind seems to be changing, you may be tacking onto the longer course. 



 
If you come out to the course a bit early, you can sail around the course area before the start 
and try to identify the average wind and the spots where you can anticipate lifts and headers.  
For example, the wind is often bent by islands (which also slow it down) or channels (which 
also speed it up) so that the wind near an island or the opening of a channel is different from 
the average wind in the middle of the open water. 
 
 
 

3. Cover your opponent.  If someone you are competing against is behind you, you want 
to make sure they stay there.  That means that you want to try keep sailing between them and 
the next mark (or, hopefully, the finish line).  So, if they are behind you and sailing off on port 
tack, you should also be on port tack.  If they tack over to starboard, you should tack too.  In 
addition to keeping you between your opponent and the mark, this means you should be sailing 
in roughly the same wind so that if the wind shifts to give your opponent a lift, you should get 
the lift too.  In fact, if you are sailing up-wind, you should get it first.  In addition, if they are 
close behind you, you can give them bad air by keeping a close cover. 
 
 
    
 
 Covering  Stay on the same tack as 

an opponent who is close 
behind you. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Sometimes, you may be ahead and sailing on the lifted tack (up-wind) and your opponent 
behind you will tack onto the headed tack to try to get out from behind you (or to go looking 
for more wind on the other side of the course).  What should you do: stay with the lift or cover 
your opponent?  Most of the time, you should cover your opponent, even if it means taking a 
header.  You will have to sail further, but so will he and at least you'll be covering his route to 
the mark. 
 



Of course, if you are trying to cover several opponents and they split onto different tacks, stay 
with the lifted tack and cover the opponents who are lifted because they have a shorter route to 
the mark.  Leave the ones who choose to take the long road to their chances.   
 
If you are the one who is behind, all you can do is sail as well as you can and, if you can catch 
up, try to get around your opponent's bad air rather than trying to sail through it.  If you are 
behind several boats, it sometimes pays to take the risk of splitting from the group and sailing 
on the "wrong" (headed) tack to try to get around them.  The leader won't cover you because 
she has to cover the others and you might just get a lucky lift or some better wind.  You don't 
have much to lose anyway and at least you will have clear air. 
 
Of course, if you are anywhere near the front of the pack, don't split onto a headed tack to try to 
get away - it's a desperate move and fails most of the time. 
 

. 
4. Get a good start As the preceding point shows, it can be difficult to get around a boat 
that is ahead of you, especially on up-wind legs.  So it is important to get a good starting 
position that leaves you a clear "lane" to sail in.  Other things being equal, it is usually best to 
approach the starting line on starboard tack because that gives you right-of-way over port 
tackers at the start. 
 
If the wind is variable or shifting or not evenly distributed over the course, then one end of the 
starting line and one side of the course may be advantaged over the other.  For example, one 
side of the course may have stronger wind than the other, or one side may be "lifted" (see #3 
for "lifts" & "headers").  Obviously, you want to sail in the best wind as much of the time as 
possible, so you should choose a starting position (near the "pin" or near the committee boat) 
that gets you to the advantaged side of the course as quickly as possible.  The best way to check 
is to get out early and sail around the course area to see if the wind is consistently different in 
some part of the course. 
 
A simple way to see if the course is straight at the start is to sail to a point near the middle of 
the starting line shortly before the start (with less than 5 minutes to go) and point your boat 
straight up-wind (so that it is "in irons").  If the course is straight, you should be pointing at the 
first (windward) mark and you should be perpendicular to the starting line.  If, for example, you 
find that you are pointing to the left of the mark, then the wind has backed and port tack is 
lifted.  That means that all other things being equal it may be a good idea to start at the pin end 
of the line because that will enable you to sail on port tack the longest before you get to the 
layline and have to tack. 



 
 
 

.
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Wind straight but stronger on the left: Wind backed; port tack lifted 
Get to the left hand side of the course 
a.s.a.p to sail in the stronger wind.

Try to start at pin and sail to mark on lifted 
tack



 
5. Avoid the laylines.  The laylines are the imaginary lines that you would sail on each 
tack if you were to sail straight to the mark at your best pointing angle. [See the illustration in 
the section on lifts & headers.] So, if you are going upwind toward the right-hand side of the 
course (on port tack), you will be at the starboard layline when you can tack onto starboard and 
sail straight to the mark close-hauled.   Any zig-zag route inside the lay lines adds up to the 
same distance as long as the wind is straight down the course.  So, if you sail from the start all 
the way to the layline and then tack to the mark, you will have taken the route with the 
minimum number of tacks. If you sail outside the lay-lines, however, then you will have sailed 
farther than necessary to get to the mark.  That can be pleasant, but not what you want when 
racing. 
 
Because the wind shifts, so do the laylines.  That is why it is best to stay inside them until you 
are pretty close to the mark.  If the wind backs (shifts left), the laylines swing to the right.  The 
boat on the port layline when this wind-shift happens, finds herself outside the new port 
layline, which will have shifted to the right.  Since the new port layline is the shortest route to 
the mark (because port tack boats are lifted by this shift) she has already sailed too far and will 
now have to sail a longer route back to the mark than she would have had she been inside the 
laylines.  When you are inside the laylines, you can tack on the headers, take your lifts and 
generally frustrate your enemies without having to sail any extra distance. 
 
So, it is a bit like chess: control the centre, don't be forced out to the edges of the board! 
 
That’s it;  SEE YOU AT THE RACES! 
 



 
THE GREAT GO-HOME NAVAL BATTLE 

 

 

 
The GREAT GO-HOME NAVAL BATTLE 

 
Last year marked the first annual Great GoHome Naval Battle. It was a resounding success and 
many a dangerous captain swore to return this year with improved weaponry and improved 
tactics. This year’s Naval Battle takes place on Saturday, August 30 at 1:30 pm. 
 
The rules of the Naval Battle are simple: 
 
Great Naval Battle Rules 

1. Your boat must be a sailboat. 
2. The only weapons allowed are manually-powered water projecting devices.  This 

includes buckets, squirt-guns, super-soakers, manually operated pumps and home-made 
contraptions of any kind as long as they are manually powered and project only water. 

3. You may have as many people and as many water-weapons on your boat as it can safely 
carry. 

4. Every boat must fly a red crepe-paper flag (provided by the Naval Battle Committee) on 
the leech of its sail, between four and five feet above the waterline. 

5. Combatants may use only water to soak and destroy the flags of other combatants. 
6. No one may fire upon another boat before the start signal. 
7. The last boat with an intact flag wins. 
 



A trophy and an appropriately nautical drink will be awarded to the winning boat.  
 
Last year’s winners were Rosie & Iain Dobson.  Keep a weather eye out for them this year! 

 

The Dobsons sail away from a skirmish with the Wishart
encounter with the Fearless Flying Dutchman. 
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