STARTING A RACE

By David Carroll

I believe that there are two types of start, the first being big fleet starts and the second being confined space starts and where the first beat is short.  I am of the opinion that out of these two, a Worlds start is much easier to get away cleanly from, while at the same time, your starting position along the line is much harder to pinpoint.  In contrast, confined space starts are much harder to get away from because there is generally only one place to start.  This makes your position along the line a simple decision.

As a general rule, while you should try not to start next to anyone who is notoriously good at starting, don't shy away if you decide that it's the only place to be.  What I try to do is to go for the start line two or three seconds early (in other words, before Mr Notorious).  In 95% of these starts, you will not be over the line.  In any start, good old-fashioned boat handling is essential.  You need to be able to stop the boat quickly, hold your boat in one position, and keep it there for at least two minutes.  Practice starting from a stationary position, practice sailing backwards and practice using your centreboard for fine position control.  E.g. if you want to drift to leeward, simply raise the board enough to allow you to move down the line without picking up speed.

Don't mess around with the boat too close to the start; have the boat set up by the five minute gun and leave it.  In a breeze, make sure that the bailer is down, then close to the start, when concentration is absolutely vital, you will not have to think about it.  And I don't mean 99.9% concentration, I mean a big fat 100%.

Thinking about short course and confined space starts in detail, your position along the line will be mostly sorted out for you; i.e. there's only one place to get the best start, and you need to be there at 0 seconds to go, in order to gain the advantage over the rest of the fleet.  Make sure that you are the boat that's in this position by using concentration and boat handling skills.  For an example, consider a confined start where the two ends of the line are the banks of a river.  A port tack start is favoured, right against the shore.  Your best plan, in my opinion, in this common situation, is to start as far towards this shore as possible.  Sail towards the shore on starboard, and go as close as you can without grounding.  Then on the gun, shout water, tack, and nine times out of ten, you will cross the fleet on port and be clear ahead.

In summary, on short course and confined starts, I use 100% concentration and my boat handling skills to ensure that I am as close as possible to the spot where I will be instantly in front once the gun goes.

Big fleet starts are different.  The increase in fleet size means that there is more to lose if you get a bad start.  Generally, there is never just one ultimate place to start because the line is normally only gently biased.  I try to start within 15% of the line length at the favoured end (in a gap on the very front row).  I find the secret is to keep loose tabs on the time to go and watch the other boats around me like a hawk.  I park on the front row, and when the other boats around me start to go, I go with them.  I keep going, even if I think we will be over, because not even Superman could pick out a single boat from the bunch.  Speed out of the line is essential if you're to get clear wind.  If this is not achieved, then 70% or more of the fleet will be instantly in front of you.

I decide which end is favourable by positioning my boat in the middle of the line and pointing it directly into the breeze.  Then I simply look at both ends of the line and decide which is further upwind and close to the first mark.  This is the end to go for.  The only time that this may not be the end to go for is when the gain made by starting at the favoured end of the line is overridden by the potential gain of a heavily one-sided beat e.g. the port end may be favoured but the starboard side of the beat may pay by a long way, therefore making a starboard end start advantageous.

To summarise then, in big fleets, pick the right spot on the line and go for the start when everyone else does, and on short course and in confined line starts, be where everyone else wants to be, using control and concentration.

