MC Sail trimming tips

By far the most useful sail trimming tip I ever received is that you want the back foot of your top batten parallel to your boom.  This is the cornerstone of sail trimming, and should generally be your goal.  Most sails are cut with that shape hallmark in mind for medium wind.  In wind that is anywhere between very light and overpoweringly heavy, and assuming you are not temporarily pinching, the back foot of your batten should be parallel to your boom.  You should very frequently be looking up at the back foot of your top batten and adjusting your sail trim to keep it parallel to your boom.  Except when I’m overpowered, I tend to look up at my top batten three or four times per minute when sailing up wind.  Every tiny change in wind speed requires a change in sail trim.

The times you won’t be able to keep the back of the top batten parallel to your boom for extended periods of time are: 

(1) In really light air, the weight of your boom will pull down on the leech of the sail make the batten curl in too much.

(2) In heavy air, if you bend your mast forward and flatten out your sail by adding Cunningham, outhaul, and vang, your sail not only flattens, but the deepest part moves forward, and the back edge (leech) gets flattened.  In fact, in heavy air, the leech gets over-flattened, so the leech and the back foot of the top batten tips off to leeward, which is OK in heavy air, when you’re often happy to spill off some of the wind’s excess power.

(3) When you want to temporarily pinch, and are willing to trade off starting to stall the wind flow over the back of your sail in exchange for being able to point higher.  After about 15 seconds of hard pinching, though, you generally want to ease up your mainsheet to let the top batten fall back down to parallel to re-establish the air flow, and steer your boat down just a bit to keep your boat moving fast.  The longer you keep your sail over-trimmed, the more the air flow will separate from your sail, increasing the area of stalled flow (especially air flow), and the longer it will take to re-establish a natural flow of air around both sides of your sail and of water over both sides of your hull and underwater foils (side boards and rudder).  The technique of alternating between slightly over-trimming for a short time to gently pinch for a few seconds, then slightly easing the sail and gently bearing off just a bit is called “scalloping,” and is a very advanced technique that tends to work best in medium air.  However, I would not advise trying to “scallop” upwind unless you are very advanced and have excellent boat handling, control, and feel for how long you can stall your leech and still be able to easily reconnect the flow.  The vast majority of MC sailors are going to be much better off trying to keep the boat at the proper angle of heel and the top batten parallel to the boom, rather than trying to gain a small advantage by “scalloping.”

When you slow down, the flow of water does not flow efficiently around your boat and blades and can stall, which is why your boat can sometimes make better distance to windward when it is going fast than it does when you are pointing high, but going slower than optimal.  The hydrodynamics of the water around the boat are very similar to the aerodynamics of the air over your sail.  Keep in mind that you essentially have “sails” above the below the water.  In both cases, you want to generate lift from good connected flow around both sides of the foil, and you generally want to avoid stalling the flow.  Stalling the flow tends to increase drag and reduce lift.  

Also, when the boat heels up much going upwind in medium or heavy wind, it sideslips way too much.  Your sideboards should be perpendicular to the water, which means keeping the boat much flatter than almost anyone keeps it.  

**If you can keep your sideboards closer to perpendicular to the water and the back of your top batten usually closer to parallel to your boom, you will see a huge improvement in your racing results.  

Here are also a couple extra MC tuning tips (but are way less important than the your angles of heel and top batten):

It helps to loosen your forestay and side stays in heavy wind to allow the mast to tip back and bend more.  A looser set of stays allows your mast to bend more, which helps in heavier wind.  Unless you’re at a regatta, I’d probably recommend just adjusting your forestay, and leaving your side stays set for races on Cedar Lake.  

In light wind, it is extremely important to tighten your forestay (and your side stays, if you are adjusting them) to keep your rig from bouncing around and shaking when your boat hits waves in light air, and to add more power to your rig.  I like to have my mast held tightly in place when sailing in light wind on Cedar Lake.

If I’m already sailing around the starting line by myself and want to adjust my forestay, I think the easiest way is to sail downwind, set the tiller in the holder, go up to the front of the boat, and pull the mast forward with one hand (which is easy since I’m going downwind), and adjust the forestay either looser or tighter with my other hand.  

I hope those are helpful.
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