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Summary. Seven tips for sailing a Dragon upwind in a short chop, conditions its round, blunt bow
sections and weight make difficult but in which big VMG gains are possible. Keep speed on rather
than pinching, and set the sails to the angle the helmsman can hold while still going. Twist both sails,
with more twist on starboard than port because the wind is usually veered higher up, ease the genoa
barber-hauler and kicker, and open the leech with the backstay if needed. Roll tack hard, ease the
mainsheet through the tack and do not sheet in too soon, pass pinching boats to leeward, and keep
still with minimum helm.

These are horrible conditions. Typically they occur towards the end of a race as the wind dies, when
concentration may be weakening. They can be exacerbated by a windshift which makes the course on

one tack head more into the waves.

A Dragon hates them because of its round, blunt, bow sections and weight. They are, however,

conditions in which enormous VMG (speed made good to windward) differences can exist. Here are
some tips that have worked for us.

1. Always keep speed on. The tacking angle will deteriorate badly, but unless it hits 180° you are

making progress. The guy who is desperately trying to point but not moving is achieving
nothing. Don’t sheet in too hard. You should find that there is an angle above which the

helmsman cannot point and keep going. Set the sails to that rather than the other way round.

2. Twist the sails. The gradient of windspeed relative to height above the water is apt to be greater
in these conditions, requiring more twist as the apparent wind is freer higher up.

It is also likely to be more veered higher up, requiring more twist on starboard tack than port,

since the top of the sail will be sailing in a freer wind on starboard and will be headed relative
to the lower part of the sail on port tack.

In addition the whole rig is pitching, causing major and erratic variation in apparent wind, and
lacks a constant angle of attack. At least if the sails are twisted part of the rig is always working

rather than stalling out completely.

Remember to twist the genoa by easing the barber-hauler. Make sure the kicking strap is off,
and, if necessary, open the leech with the backstay.

3. Roll tack. Really go for it to keep way on through and after the tack.
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4. Don’t sheet in too quickly after tacking, and ease the mainsheet as you tack. The top of the

main particularly will stall badly unless the sheet is eased quite a lot until speed has built up
again.

5. Many boats will try to point. You can only pass them to leeward or on the other tack.

6. Keep still and use minimum helm. If the boat is properly set up, the rudder will feel as though
it is flopping around, yet the boat will keep tracking.

7. Remember that these conditions are hell for everyone else and that it can be very satisfying if

they are properly handled.

Note to helmsmen – for clarity: DO NOT LOSE YOUR COOL and blaspheme, it does not make for

good team work. MG

— Patrick Gifford (and Mary)

Originally published as “Technical Tips 2 – Going to windward in a chop” in the BDA Magazine 2004 Annual. © Patrick Gifford
and the British Dragon Association. Reproduced with permission. Transcribed for the Petticrows Dragon Archive

(petticrows.com).
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