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Parts of a Boat 

This page contains a brief description of the parts of a typical sailing dinghy.  Most boats have parts unique to 

their make and class so only the more standard parts are described here.  See below for a labelled diagram of a 

dinghy. 

Hull: The boat itself.  The hull keeps the water out! Most fibreglass and modern wooden dinghies have double 

hulls. 

Cockpit: The "hole" where the crew sits.  In dinghies everything (sheets, yards, etc.) is accessible from the 

cockpit. 

Transom: The (usually) flat vertical part at the stern of the boat.  The rudder is attached to the transom on 

most dinghies.  Some modern dinghies have an open transom with just a small hump in the middle to attach 

the rudder. 

Bow: The front end of the boat. 

Stern: The back end of the boat. 

Starboard: Looking forward, the right side of the boat. 

Port: Looking forward, the left side of the boat. 

Mast: That big stick thing standing vertically.  C'mon, I don't have to explain this. 

Forestay: For a mast standing alone to have adequate strength, it would need to be heavy.  Much better to 

have a light mast with supports, although many small dinghies have an unstayed mast with the bottom section 

supported in a tube in the hull.  Most dinghies have wire ropes from the upper part of the mast to the bow 

(forestay) and each side of the boat (shrouds).  These are usually attached to the deck with a shroud plate and 

a clevis pin and split ring.  Always check these are in place or the mast WILL fall down or break!  Friendly 

sailors sometime borrow yours when theirs go missing (see Bungs below). 

Shrouds: Same as a forestay, except to the port and starboard, and slightly aft of the mast ς remember to 

check the pins and split rings regularly (see above). 

Boom: The horizontal spar to which the clew corner (and on some boats, the whole foot) of the mainsail is 

attached.  The boom is used to maintain the sail shape.  The boom is attached to the mast just above deck 

level and pivots about the mast depending on point of sail on a gooseneck. 

Kicker: A rope or tube attached at one end to the boom, usually about a quarter way along the boom's length 

and at the other end to the mast at the bottom (vang) or above the gooseneck (gnav).  The kicker keeps the 

boom from rising and so maintains sail shape. 

Parts of a Sail: Most sails on sport dinghies are triangular όά.ŜǊƳǳŘŀƴέ ǊƛƎύ.  The leading edge of the sail is 

called the Luff.  The base edge (along the boom) is the Foot.  The trailing edge is the Leech.  The corner at the 
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top (between the luff and the leech) is called the Head Corner.  The lower leading corner (between the luff and 

the foot) is the Tack Corner.  The lower trailing corner (between the leech and the foot) is the Clew Corner. 

Jib: The forward sail,  on some dinghies the jib can be attached to the forestay.  It usually has a wire inside the 

luff. 

Jib Halyard: The rope used to raise the jib; attached to the head corner and runs down the mast. 

Jib Downhaul: Used to tension the luff of the jib; attached to the tack corner and the bow. 

Jibsheets: A rope from the clew corner of the jib.  There are two jibsheets; one to port and one to starboard. 

 The sheets maintain jib sail shape.  The port jibsheet is used on a starboard tack with the starboard jibsheet 

slack.  Vice versa on a port tack. 

Mainsail: The ...er... well; main sail of a boat.  Usually the biggest sail on a boat (spinnakers and genoas are 

bigger). 

Halyard/halliard: The rope used to raise the mainsail; attached to the head corner and running down the 

inside or outside of the mast to a cleat, pin-rack or tensioning lever. 

Downhaul (Cunningham): Used to tension the luff of the mainsail; attached through the tack corner or a 

special cringle. 

Outhaul: The outhaul attaches the clew corner of the mainsail to the boom and adjusts the tension of the foot 

of the mainsail. 

Clew Strap: Holds the clew corner down to the boom (on a loose-footed mainsail, e.g. Topper, Laser). 

Cleat:  A fitting used to secure a halliard or a control line.  These are sometimes screwed to the boom, mast or 

deck but, in racing dinghies, these lines are usually led through turning blocks (pulleys) to a series of cleats 

either side of the boat so the helm can reach them easily. 

Cringle:  A reinforced hole in a sail used to attach one corner to the boat/spar or for tension adjustment or 

reefing. 

Mainsheet: A rope from the end (aft-sheeted) or the middle (centre-sheeted) of the boom.  The mainsheet is 

used to control the sail position - it is taken in on a beat and let out on a run. 

Traveller (Horse): The mainsheet runs from the boom around a block and into the helmsman's hands.  This 

block is either screwed to the boat or attached to and moves along a rope running abeam.  This rope is called a 

traveller. 

Rudder:  The rudder is used to steer the boat.  Attached to the transom on dinghies (all those that I know 

anyway).  On most dinghies the rudder can be raised to allow easier launching and recovery. 

Spar: Any pole used to tie the sails to or adjust the angle of the sail to the wind (mast, boom, sprit, gaff). 

http://quis.qub.ac.uk/sailing/techinfo/parts.htm#forestay
http://quis.qub.ac.uk/sailing/techinfo/parts.htm#sailparts
http://quis.qub.ac.uk/sailing/techinfo/parts.htm#sailparts
http://quis.qub.ac.uk/sailing/techinfo/parts.htm#bow
http://quis.qub.ac.uk/sailing/techinfo/parts.htm#sailparts
http://quis.qub.ac.uk/sailing/techinfo/parts.htm#port
http://quis.qub.ac.uk/sailing/techinfo/parts.htm#starboard
http://quis.qub.ac.uk/sailing/techinfo/definit.htm#tack1
http://quis.qub.ac.uk/sailing/techinfo/definit.htm#spinnaker
http://quis.qub.ac.uk/sailing/techinfo/definit.htm#genoa
http://quis.qub.ac.uk/sailing/techinfo/definit.htm#beat
http://quis.qub.ac.uk/sailing/techinfo/definit.htm#run
http://quis.qub.ac.uk/sailing/techinfo/definit.htm#abeam
http://quis.qub.ac.uk/sailing/techinfo/parts.htm#transom


   

 - 3 - 

Tiller: Use this to control the rudder.  It's that stick-like handle thing which gets in the way of where you want 

to sit. 

Tiller Extension: An extension to the tiller (what else!).  The tiller extension usually pivots about the inboard 

end of the tiller on horizontal and vertical axes by a universal joint.  It allows the helmsman to steer while 

hiking out. 

Centreboard: The "fin" which protrudes from the bottom of the hull.  The centreboard prevents sideways 

drift, (surprisingly ƛǘ 5h9{bΩ¢ ƪŜŜǇ ŀ ŘƛƴƎƘȅ ǳǇǊƛƎƘǘ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ǿŜƛƎƘǘŜŘ keel on a yacht).  Centreboards are pivoted 

about a pin and can be raised or lowered according to the point of sail and when coming ashore.  Used in 

larger dinghies and some small yachts. 

Daggerboard: The daggerboard is a centreboard which, instead of pivoting about a pin, is raised or lowered 

vertically.  Used mainly in smaller dinghies (Laser, Topper, Optimist etc.). 

Toe straps: There are straps attached at both ends to the deck of the cockpit.  Hook your feet under these 

when hiking out - if you don't you'll fall out, embarrassing yourself and amusing everyone else όǿŜΩǾŜ ŀƭƭ ŘƻƴŜ 

it!). 

And to be really pedantic... 

Self bailer: In some dinghies you'll find a handy little device in the floor of the cockpit which can be used to get 

rid of water in the cockpit.  Self bailers only work when the boat is moving forward at some speed - when 

you're not moving they're just a hole in the boat and let the water in!  They also have an annoying habit of 

gathering mud and gravel and breaking, in which case they should be kept locked shut, especially when 

launching and recovering. 

Bung: Nowadays, most boats are double-hulled.  In dinghies you'll find a drain-hole (usually in the buoyancy 

tanks and/or transom).  A bung is just the sealing cork or screw, which can be removed to empty out any water 

which somehow managed to get into the gap between the hulls.  Always check the bung is there and screwed 

in as friendly sailors borrow them when theirs go missing and often forget to return them.  If you go afloat 

without the bung(s) screwed up tight ς YOU WILL SINKΗ  LŦ ȅƻǳ ƭŜŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ōǳƴƎǎ ƻǳǘ ǿƘŜƴ ȅƻǳǊ ōƻŀǘ ƛǎƴΩǘ ōŜƛƴƎ 

used, wasps and small mammals have been known to colonise the inside of the hull which is nice and warm 

and dry (true!).  
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MAIN PARTS OF A TYPICAL SAILING DINGHY: 
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Beginners/Improvers Sailing Course 2010 

Lesson 1 Theory: Points of Sail 

This information sheet contains a brief description of the points of sail.  "Points of Sail" basically 

means the direction of a boat with respect to the direction of the wind.  Sailing vessels can't be 

taken directly into the wind όǘƘŜ άbƻ Dƻ ½ƻƴŜέύ.  If you go too close to the wind the boat will stop, as 

the sails will flap and can't get energy from the wind.  The sailing ships of the past (the tallships or 

square riggers) could get only 65 degrees to the wind.  Modern vessels with the triangular sails 

(Bermudan rigs) can get a lot closer, usually about 45 degrees.  You can of course go upwind by 

taking a zig zag course. 

 

In Irons: When a boat is in irons it is ƛƴ ǘƘŜ άbƻ-Dƻ ½ƻƴŜέ pointing into the wind, or is too close to 

the wind to make headway.  In other words it's stopped, dead in the water.  To get out of Irons, in 

smaller dinghies (without a jib) you have to push, push and pull, pull. That is, push the boom and the 

tiller away from you, which reverses and turns you, and then pull in the mainsheet and pull the tiller 

towards you and off you go.  With larger dinghies and yachts (i.e. boats with jibs) you just back up 

the jib.  That is, sheet in the jib on the windward side (so long as you're not directly into the wind). 

The jib catches the wind and pushes the bow away from it. When you're far enough away, sheet the 

jib in on the leeward side and off you go. 

άbƻ Dƻέ ½ƻƴŜ 
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Beat: A beat is as close to the wind as you can get.  With most modern sailing boats it's at about 45 

degrees to the wind.  On a beat, mainsail should be close hauled and the centreboard/ daggerboard 

should be fully down.  You can move upwind by beating on one tack and then turning onto the 

other.  This is known as tacking. .  . 

Close Reach: Anything between a reach and a beat.  Mainsail and centreboard are at intermediate 

positions (half out and half up). 

Reach: Moving perpendicularly across the wind (at right angles).  Mainsail should be at 45 degrees to 

the centre-line of the boat and centreboard/daggerboard should be half raised.  If you have one, 

spinnakers should be flying, in most dinghies, this is the fastest point of sail. 

Broad Reach: Moving at a slightly downwind angle across the wind.  The mainsail should be let out a 

more than 45 degrees and spinnakers flown. 

Training Run:  Moving downwind, but not directly downwind.  The sail no longer acts like a wing but 

more like a parachute, catching wind.  With some larger dinghies and most yachts a spinnaker is 

used downwind. 

Run: Moving directly downwind.  Mainsail should be fully out to one side, with the jib out on the 

other ς this iǎ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ άgoosewingingέ - (the jibsheet should be let out so that the jib takes a more 

balloony shape).  Spinnaker should also be out.  Centreboard/daggerboard should be fully up.  Boats 

are still moving quite fast when running, but if you're on a run you'd feel the wind has dropped; it 

hasn't, you're just travelling along with it. 

Summary of Points of Sail 

  Point of Sail   
  Centreboard/Daggerboard   

Position 
Sail Position 

Beating Fully down Pulled in tight 

Reaching Half up at about 45 degrees to the boat centre-line 

Running Fully up Fully out 

¢ƻŘŀȅΩǎ ¢ŀǎƪΥ  

Rig and launch your boat (trainers and helpers to check rigging and recover trolleys). 

Sail a figure of eight course reaching between two marks and tacking around each mark.  Take turns 

to helm your boat and once every round, slow the boat to a near stop by letting the sails out so they 

flap, then get going again by pulling the sails in so they just stop flapping. 

http://quis.qub.ac.uk/sailing/techinfo/parts.htm#centreboard
http://quis.qub.ac.uk/sailing/techinfo/parts.htm#daggerboard
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When everyone has had sufficient turns, return to the slipway, recover your boat to its trolley, check 

it over and pack it away securely. 

De-brief in the Clubhouse. 

Next week:  Sailing efficiently to Windward 

 

The Five Essentials of Sailing are:  

 

1) Sail Setting  2) Centreboard  3) Balance  4) Trim  5) Course Made Good  

 

These five principles should be applied to the boat and crew whenever a change of course is 

made or if the wind changes direction.  

 

 

1. Sail Setting  
When the sails are set correctly, not only is the boat generating maximum power and thus speed, but also your ability to 

control the boat with the sails is enhanced. In general you can say:- 

Close hauled - sails hauled in as far as possible, Running - sails let out as far as possible, Reaching ς in between; haul in just 

enough to stop the sail flapping.  Remember άŦƭŀǇǇȅ ƛǎ ǳƴƘŀǇǇȅέ!  

 

 

2. Centreboard  
The centreboard also needs to be adjusted on different points of sailing for maximum control and efficiency. All the way 

down for close hauled, partway on reaches and most of the way up when running (always keep some down - it aids 

control and avoids it disappearing into the centerboard box in the event of a capsize!).  

 

 

3. Boat Balance  
LǘΩǎ ǘƻƻ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǳƴŘerestimated how important balance is. A boat will sail unbalanced and heeling over, it may look 

ǎǇŜŎǘŀŎǳƭŀǊ ŀƴŘ ŦŜŜƭ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŦŀǎǘΣ ōǳǘ ƛƴ ŘƛƴƎƘƛŜǎ ƛǘΩǎ ǎƭƻǿ ŀƴŘ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭΦ ¸ƻǳ ŀƭǎƻ ǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ōŀƭŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōƻŀǘ ǘƻ aid 

the steering.  
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4. Boat Trim  
Trim is the fore and aft balance - whether the front or back is deeper in the water. The force of the wind on the sails alters 

the trim of the boat, pushing the stern down when close hauled and the bow down when reaching. Basically you aim to 

keep the boat level όάŦƭŀǘέύ, so to counteract the effect of the sails you need to move slightly forward when beating and 

backwards when running. The effect is usually subtle and in most boats you may not need to move very far.  

 

 

5. /ƻǳǊǎŜ ǎǘŜŜǊŜŘ όά/ƻǳǊǎŜ aŀŘŜ DƻƻŘέύ 
When going from A to B, don't travel via C. Diversions are slow. You should aim to sail the boat smoothly and on a steady 

course. However, remember the effects of wind and tide (and competitors), the fastest route is not always a straight line! 

 

 

Applying the 5 Essentials in Your Boat: 
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¢ƻŘŀȅΩǎ ¢ŀǎƪ ς Sailing to Windward:  

Rig and launch your boat (trainers and helpers to check rigging and recover trolleys). 

Sail a triangular course (beat, reach, gybe, reach): 

 

Practice your Tacking 

Check the 5 Essentials 

Take turns to helm your boat: on the BEAT, every second round, slow the boat to a near stop by 

letting the sails out so they flap, change helms, then get going again by pulling the sails in so they 

just stop flapping. 

When everyone has had sufficient turns, return to the slipway, recover your boat to its trolley, check 

it over and pack it away securely. 

De-brief in the Clubhouse. 

 

Lesson 2: Points of Sail & Sailing to Windward Efficiently 

How can I tell which way the wind is blowing? 
Everything in sailing is related to the wind direction. You can tell which way itôs 
blowing by the feel of it on your face, by the wave direction or by using a burgee. 
Remember, the flag on the burgee points to where the wind is going, the point of the 
burgee tells you where the wind is coming from.  Check this before you even rig your 

WINDD 

Tack 

REACH 

REACH 

Gybe 

Tack 

BEAT 
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boat and KEEP CHECKING!! 
 
 
The basic set up 
Take at look at this picture, you will see that: 
 
· The helm ( the person who steers the 
boat) sits on the windward side of the boat. 
· The helm always holds the tiller in his aft 
(back) hand. He steers with the tiller. 
· The helm always holds the mainsheet in 
his forward (front) hand. 
· The mainsheet adjusts the angle of the 
mainsail to the centreline of the boat. 
· The crew uses his weight to help the helm 
to keep the boat ñflatò and stop it heeling.  
· This means sitting to windward in strong 
winds, to leeward in light winds.  
· The crew generally holds the jibsheet in his aft hand.  
· The jibsheet controls the angle of the jib to the centreline of the boat. 
· The jib and mainsail are roughly parallel. 

 

The force of the wind on the 
sails pushes the boat 
forwards (weigh) and 
sideways (lee-weigh).  

 
The forwards push propels 
the boat. The sideways 
push is counteracted by 
water pressure on the 
centreboard. The helmôs and 
crewôs weight counteract the 
turning (capsizing) effect.  
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The further you lean out, the more leverage you get; this is called ñsitting outò or 
ñhikingò.  
 
 
 
If the sails are 
pulled in, 
forces A and 
B will be 
almost at 
right angles 
to the boat: 
the sideways 
force is 
maximum 
and the 
centreboard 
needs to be 
pushed right 
down to 
counteract it. 
If the sails are 
let out, the 
forces point 
forwards: 
there is no 
sideways force, so the centreboard can be pulled up 
 
 

 

 

How can I steer? 



   

 - 14 - 

 
 
When a boat is sailing straight and upright the water flows past the rudder 
undisturbed. When the rudder is turned, the water is deflected. The water hitting the 
rudder pushes it, and the back of the boat, in direction C. The bow turns to the left  
 
In short, pulling the tiller towards you turns the bow away from you, and vice versa. 
 
How can I stop? 
 
It is the wind in the sails that makes 
a boat go forward. To stop, take the 
wind out of the sails either by letting 
out the sheets or by altering course 
towards the wind so the sails are left 
flapping rather than pulling (Figure 
4.5). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Points of sailing 
 

There are three points of sailing: 
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Reaching - the boat sails 
across the wind;  
 
Beating ï the boat sails 
towards the wind. 
 
Running ï the boat sails 
with the wind behind. 

 

 

 

 

 

Reaching 

In Lesson 1, you learned how to sail ñacross the windò sailing between two marks on 
a course at right angles to the wind direction.  This is called reaching (See photo 2 
overleaf) and is the basic sailing position from which you can stop the boat safely, re-
start, adjust any part of the boat, anchor or ride out difficult weather conditions.  
From this Point of Sail you can change course to other points of sail. 

 

Photos: 2: Reaching 3: Beating 4: Running 

Beating 
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If you want to sail towards the wind, you must push the centreboard right down and 
pull in the sails fully (photo 3 above). Then you are beating. 

 

If you try to turn further towards the 
wind, you will enter the óno-go areaô (see 
picture 4.6). The sails flap and the boat 
stops. To get from A to B, the only way 
is to beat in a zigzag fashion (see Figure 
4.7).  

At the end of each ózigô the boat turns 
through an angle of 90°. This is called a 
tack. The boat turns óthroughô the wind ï 
the sails blow across to the other side 
and the helmsman and crew must shift 
their weight across the boat to balance 
it. 
 
 

 

Running 

From a reach, you may want to change course away from the wind. Pull up the 
centreboard (not more than three-quarters up) and let out the sails as you turn. You 
can go on turning until the wind is coming from behind the boat. Then you are 
running (photo 4 above).  

If you turn more, the boat will gybe. The wind blows from the other side of the 
mainsail, which flicks across to the other side of the boat. Push the centreboard 
down slightly before the gybe, shift your weight as the boom comes across and duck 
(next weekôs lesson!). 

Article adapted from: 

The Mirror Book - Mirror Sailing From Start to Finish by Peter Aitken and Tim Davison, 2008, John 
Wiley & Sons  

Tacking 

A key sailing manoeuvre, tacking is used to change direction by taking the bow of the boat through 

the wind, and requires good coordination between helm and crew (if any). Tacking is usually carried 

out to move from one close hauled course to another to sail upwind (known as beating a course).  

Fig 1: Tacking a dinghy 

http://www.wileynautical.com/details/book/110583/The_Mirror_Book_Mirror_Sailing_from_Start_to_Finish.html
http://www.wileynautical.com/details/book/110583/The_Mirror_Book_Mirror_Sailing_from_Start_to_Finish.html
http://www.cautionwater.com/article.aspx?articleid=13
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Tacking in an Aft Main Rigged Boat 

These are the steps to go through when tacking 

in an aft main boat, such as an Enterprise, GP14 

or Mirror. 

1. The helm prepares to tack by checking the 

course is clear. When ready, the helm calls 

"ready about", at which point the crew (if any) 

checks for other boats in the area into which you 

are going to turn and replies "ready", and 

uncleats the jib but does not adjust it at this 

point. The helm should be holding the tiller 

extension in a pan handle grip, ready to transfer 

hands with the main sheet. The crew should also 

ensure the centreboard is fully down, which acts 

as a point for the boat to pivot around. 

2. The helm should change his/her hands around 

with the main sheet and the tiller extension. To 

do this, bring the main sheet hand towards the 

tiller, trap the main sheet under the thumb of the 

hand on the tiller, and now you can take the tiller 

in the other hand (trap, change, push), call "lee-

oh", at which point you push the tiller away 

from you to leeward (the side of the boat the sail 

is on) and move your front foot across to the 

other side of the boat. The jib should be 

flapping at this point, when the crew should release the current jib sheet and pick up the opposite one, 

and prepare to move across. 

3. As the bow (front) of the boat turns into the wind and goes head to wind, the helm should keep the 

tiller pushed across and moves across the boat, pivoting onto your old front foot and facing 

backwards all the time. The crew smoothly moves to the middle (no sudden movements) and gets 

ready to pull the new jib sheet in. As the boom moves into the middle of the boat, the helm should 

duck under the boom facing backwards and allow the boom to carry on over to the other side of the 

boat before moving.  

4. The bow of the boat moves through the wind, and the helm completes moving across and sits on the 

side of the boat opposite the sail again (the new windward side). The crew sheets in (pulls in) the new 

jib sheet, and moves over to balance the boat as necessary. The helm should keep the tiller extension 

over to continue the turn. 

5. As the boat moves onto it's new course, the helm trims the sail and straightens up the tiller. If the 

trap change push was done correctly, the tiller extension and main sheet should be in the correct hands 

(tiller extension in the backward hand and mainsheet in the forward hand). 

6. Now on a new course, if sailing close hauled, keep an eye on the jib - flappy is unhappy; when 

sailing too close to the wind, the jib will start to flap and lose power and the helm should tweak the 

tiller towards them to push the bow away from the wind slightly. 

Tips to remember (Trap, Change, Push): 

ü Trap the main sheet under the thumb of the hand that's holding the tiller extension; 

ü Change the hands so that the one that was holding the tiller extension is now holding the 

main sheet, and vice versa; 

http://www.cautionwater.com/article.aspx?articleid=2
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ü Push the tiller extension away from you. 

Tacking in a Centre Main Rigged Boat 

These are the steps to go through when tacking in an centre main boat, such as any new Laser, Topper 

or RS type dinghy. 

1. Helm prepares to tack by checking the course is clear. When ready, the helm calls "ready about", at 

which point the crew (if any) checks for other boats in the area into which you are going to turn and 

replies "ready", and uncleats the jib but does not adjust it at this point. The helm should be holding the 

tiller extension and main sheet in thumbs up grips, tiller in the back hand, and the main sheet in the 

front hand, ready to carry out the tack. The crew should also ensure the centreboard is fully down, 

which acts as a point for the boat to pivot around. 

2. Unlike aft-main, the helm does NOT change hands over until the manoeuvre is almost complete. 

The helm calls "lee-oh", at which point he/she pushes the tiller away from them to leeward (the side 

of the boat the sail is on) and then moves back foot first across the boat. The jib should be flapping 

at this point, when the crew will release the current jib sheet and pick up the opposite one, and prepare 

to move across.  

3. As the bow of the boat turns into the wind and goes head to wind, the helm should keep the tiller 

pushed across and moves across the boat, pivoting onto your old back foot and facing backwards all 

the time. The crew smoothly moves to the middle (no sudden movements) and gets ready to pull the 

new jib sheet in. As the boom moves into the middle of the boat, the helm should duck under it facing 

forwards and allow the boom to carry on over to the other side of the boat before moving. 

4. The bow of the boat moves through the wind, and the helm moves across and sits on the side of the 

boat opposite the sail again (the new windward side). The crew sheets in (pulls in) the new jib sheet, 

and moves over to balance the boat as necessary. The helm should keep the tiller extension over to 

continue the turn. 

5. The helm should now be sat on the new side, with the tiller extension behind them (known as 

thumb to bum); they should hold this position until the sails are set correctly. When comfortable, the 

hands should be swapped. 

IMPORTANT: DO NOT change your hands until you are on your new course, and sailing 

along. You can sail along for quite a distance with your hand behind your back sailing, when 

you are comfortable, then change over. 

6. To swap the hands over, your front hand should be behind you, still holding the tiller extension, and 

the back hand should be holding the mainsheet. Bring the front hand back across the front of you, to 

take hold of the tiller extension. Then, release the tiller with the front hand, and bring it around in 

front of you to take hold of the mainsheet. When complete, you should be back in the thumbs up grip. 

IMPORTANT: Also, make sure you change over hands, bring the rope hand back through, and 

then, swing the tiller under your arm to bring it through. If you bring them through at the same 

time, there is a chance you'll get all snagged and tangled up. 

7. As the boat moves onto its new course, the helm trims the sail and straightens up the tiller. If the 

manoeuvre was done correctly, the tiller extension and main sheet should be in the correct hands 

(tiller extension in the backward hand and mainsheet in the forward hand). 

8. Now on a new course, if sailing close hauled, keep an eye on the jib - flappy is unhappy; when 

sailing too close to the wind, the jib will start to flap and lose power and the helm should tweak the 

tiller towards them to push the boat away from the wind slightly. 

Tips to remember for centre main: 
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ü Forward Facing - remember that to change sides, you should be forward facing for centre 

main boats, rather than facing backwards, or you'll get in a mess! 

ü Keep your ropes tidy - if you don't, chances are they'll end up snagging on something at the 

worst possible time! 

The above may sound complicated, but after enough practice, it will all become second nature and 

you'll do it without even thinking about it! 

 

Gybing 

Besides tacking, gybing is one of the sailing manoevres you'll use the most. Keeping more speed than 

when tacking, gybing is another method of turning. 

Gybing turns the boat by taking the stern of the boat through the wind (as opposed to tacking, which 

takes the bow of the boat through the wind, slowing it down). Because the speed is maintained (and 

sometimes increased) during a gybe, there is a higher risk of capsize, and also injury; the gybing 

manoevre can happen more suddenly and violently, and sometimes unpredictably, since you don't 

always know the exact moment the wind will take the boom overhead, and if you don't sail enough off 

of straight downwind, it can see-saw back and forth. For this reason, it's best to practise gybing on a 

training run, safely away from dead downwind. 

Fig. 1: Gybing a dinghy 

 Another way of making this maneovre safer is if 

possible, sheet in the mainsail towards the 

centreline (pull in the mainsheet until the 

mainsail and boom move in); this way, when it 

snaps from one side to the other, there is less 

distance for it to move, less momentum for it to 

gain, and less damage it can do. This is 

particularly relevant when gybing around a mark 

(buoy). 

The instructions which follow are specifically 

for when sailing boats without a spinnaker; there 

are additional steps when sailing a boat with a 

symmetrical or assymmetric spinnaker 

The basis and position for starting a gybe is the 

same in either centre- or aft main boats. The 

manoevre is ultimately started with the hands in 

the normal sailing position. Luff up (head up 

towards the wind) slightly from a dead run into a 

training run, and have the crew check the area 

you will be sailing into, by calling "Standing 

By to Gybe". The crew at this point checks the 

course, ensures the centreboard is a quarter of 

the way down, and calls "Ready". 

 

Gybing an Aft-Main Boat 

http://www.cautionwater.com/article.aspx?articleid=23
http://www.cautionwater.com/article.aspx?articleid=13
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These are the steps to go through when gybing in an aft main boat, such as an Enterprise, GP14 or 

Mirror. 

1. Start the maneovre with your hands in the normal sailing position, depending on whether you are 

sailing a centre main or aft main boat. If you are sailing on a dead run (hint, your sails may be 

goosewinged), then change your course slightly more towards the wind, to move into a training run. 

2. Check the area you're sailing into and ensure it's clear. Next, call out "standing by to gybe", 

assuming you have a crew of course! It's their responsibility to double check the boat is clear to gybe 

and the area you are sailing into is clear, then they should drop the centreboard by a quarter (to give 

the boat some degree of stability), and call "ready". If you have no crew, then carry out those parts 

yourself. 

3. Change your hands over on the tiller and mainsheet, much like when tacking, using the same Trap 

and Change routine (but don't Push the tiller away from you!). 

4. Put your front foot forward  into the middle of the boat, and pull the tiller towards you; swing the 

tiller extension to leeward (towards the side the mainsail is on), and push the tiller to windward (the 

side you are on). As you carry out the gybe maneovre, call out "Gybe-Oh!". 

5. Ducking down, pivot on your feet into the middle of the boat, facing backwards, as the mainsail 

swings across over your head. Watch out, as this can be sudden and sharp. 

6. As the boom reaches the centreline of the boat, centre the tiller quickly, swivel yourself across the 

boat and take up your new position on the other side of the boat quickly. The crew should also move 

to balance the boat as necessary, and adjust the jib as necessary. 

7. When the boat is trimmed and balanced correctly, set a new course and sail on. 

Tips to remember for aft-main gybing: - Keep your front foot foward ; 

- Change hands before gybing; 

- Gybe facing the back of the boat.  

Gybing a Centre-Main Boat 

These are the steps to go through when gybing in a centre main boat, such as any new Laser, Topper 

or RS type dinghy. 

1. Start the maneovre with your hands in the normal sailing position, depending on whether you are 

sailing a centre main or aft main boat. If you are sailing on a dead run (hint, your sails may be 

goosewinged), then change your course slightly more towards the wind, to move into a training run. 

2. Check the area you're sailing into and ensure it's clear. Next, call out "standing by to gybe", 

assuming you have a crew of course! It's their responsibility to double check the boat is clear to gybe 

and the area you are sailing into is clear, then they should drop the centreboard by a quarter (to give 

the boat some degree of stability), and call "ready". If you have no crew, then carry out those parts 

yourself. 

3. Leave your hands as they are - you change them AFTER the maneovre for centre-main boats. Move 

your backfoot to the middle of the boat, and pull the tiller towards you; swing the tiller extension to 

leeward (towards the side the mainsail is on), and push the tiller to windward (the side you are on). As 

you carry out the gybe maneovre, call out "Gybe-Oh!". 

4. Bear away more (pull the tiller extension more towards the side you are on), and move to the 

middle of the boat as the boom starts moving. Centre the tiller as the boom reaches the centreline of 

the boat (remembering to duck), and then swivel your weight to the new side. The crew should 

balance as necessary, and trim the jib. 

5. Once you are comfortable in the new direction in which the boat is sailing in, now you should get 

your hands sorted out - the tiller extension should right now be behind you, and the mainsheet in front 
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of you; bring the rope across the front of the body towards the tiller (rather than bringing the tiller to 

the rope which will alter your course). Change hands over using a Trap-Change routine, and then 

bring the rope back across the front of the body. Your hands are now corrected. 

IMPORTANT: DO NOT change your hands until you are on your new course, and 

sailing along. You can sail along for quite a distance with your hand behind your back 

sailing, when you are comfortable, then change over. Also, make sure you change over 

hands, bring the rope hand back through, and then, swing the tiller under your arm to 

bring it through.  If you bring them through at the same time, there is a chance you'll get 

all snagged and tangled up.  

6. When the boat is trimmed and balanced correctly, set a new course and sail on. 

Tips to remember for centre-main gybing: - Keep your back foot forward; 

- Change hands after gybing; 

- Gybe facing the front  of the boat.  

Summary 

Gybing is one of the more dangerous manoevres, but if 

you follow the steps above you should be able to carry it 

out in a safe manner. One other pitfall to watch out for is 

deathrolling; this happens particularly easy when you are 

goosewinged on a dead run, before gybing. If the wind 

makes the boat rock from side to side, this will amplify 

very quickly, the rocking motion will increase, 

eventually resulting in the boom digging in the water, 

slowing the boat quickly, and more often than not 

resulting in a capsize. 

Capsize Recovery 

The majority of yachts used for Instructional Courses 

are stable designs, but it probably won't be long before 

you want to progress to faster, more exciting classes. 

Capsize is something which some novices worry about 

unnecessarily, and so Capsize Recovery Drill plays an 

active part in all dinghy courses. 

The Golden Rule is "Stay with the Boat". The following 

Method of Righting will work in most conditions but, 

even if you cannot get sailing again, don't be tempted 

to swim for the shore. The boat's inherent buoyancy 

will keep you afloat and safe in the water. It's much 

easier for rescuers to see a capsized boat than a head 

in the water. 

Step 1. Both the crews swim to the back and the 

helmsman checks that the rudder is secure and not 

floating off. The crew finds the end of the mainsheet 

and gives it to the helmsman who, using it as a lifeline, 

swims around the outside of the boat to the 
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centerboard. The crew then swims to the inside of the boat to the centerboard case. 

Step 2. The crew checks that the centerboard is fully down and the helmsman holds onto it to 

prevent the boat inverting. 

Step 3. The crew finds the top (weather) jib sheet or the righting lines if fitted and throws it over to 

the helmsman who confirms that s/he has it. 

Step 4. The crew lies in the hull facing forwards and floats above the side-deck, being sure not to 

hang on (the extra weight won't help the helmsman and indeed might make it impossible for the 

helmsman to right the boat). 

Step 5. The helmsman lies back straight in the water with his/her feet on the boat's gunwale and 

hauls on the jib sheet and/or climbs onto the centerboard for extra leverage. Keeping his/her 

weight as close to the hull as possible to avoid breaking the board, and hauls on the jib sheet to 

right the boat with the crew member in it. 

Step 6. With the jib backed the boat is hoved-to and the crewman is then able to help the 

helmsman aboard. In fact, the helmsman with experience, may find that s/he may be able to get 

halfway into the boat as it comes upright. 

Some boats have the buoyancy distributed in a way that makes them turn completely upside down 

almost immediately. To counteract this, you should never hang onto the inside of the boat and as you 

capsize, simply drop into the water and quickly go for the centerboard.  

 

If the boat does invert, the easiest way to get it back onto its side is for the crew to press down on 

one side of the stern while the helmsman uses his/her weight and leverage on the centerboard. 

Then proceed as in steps 1- 6 (See Diagrams here and overleaf)  

Righting Single Handers and Older Boatsï additional notes 
 

If you are learning in a single-handed dinghy, you will probably be briefed about Capsize before you 

go afloat for the first time by your Instructor.  
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Once again, the Golden Rule is 
"
Stay with the Boat" but also remember to ñensure the 

mainsheet is free and not in the jam cleatò. 

If the boat capsizes to leeward (away from the 

helm), climb over the edge of the hull and stand on 

the daggerboard where it emerges from the hull. 

Hold onto the gunwale, lean back and slowly pull 

the boat upright 

In a windward capsize (towards the helm) you 

might be thrown out before the boat stops. Keep 

hold of the mainsheet and if possible swim to the 

boat and hang onto the daggerboard. Your weight 

on the daggerboard may be enough to lift the mast 

and sail clear of the water, when the wind will 

take over and flip the boat upright. 

If not, climb onto the daggerboard and pull 

gently on the hull to lift the mast just clear of the 

water. Hold the boat balanced in that position 

and let the wind push the whole boat around until 

the sail is downwind, when you can continue as 

outlined above. 

If the boat inverts, pull the daggerboard as far out 

as possible. You might be able to right it by 

standing on the windward gunwale, holding on 

to the daggerboard and leaning back.  

Some singlehanders respond better if you kneel on 

the bow when they flip over onto their sides 

Modern dinghies will come upright with little water 

inside or aboard so that you can try to sail on 

immediately. The self-bailers built into the bottom 

of the hull of most dinghies today are used to drain 

the remaining water as soon as you pick up speed. 

Many older dinghies, however, will come up full 

of water, which must be bailed out. If the water 

level is above the top of the centerboard case, you 

will have to work fast or you will be fighting a losing 

battle. It should be clear that a bailer is an essential 

part of any capsizable yachts equipment. The 

worst bailer is the one that floats away from the capsized boat so make sure it is tied on. 

 

Knots 
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Don't know your bowline from your half turn, or your clove hitch from your figure eight? 

Check out our knots guide, especially for sailing. 

 

Clove Hitch 

A clove hitch is another type of knot used for mooring a dinghy for short 

periods of time.  

 

Round Turn and 2 Half Hitches 

A round turn and two half hitches is one of the most common knots used 

for tying a boat up securely so it doesn't float off while you're on your 

lunch break!  

 

Stopper Knot 

A stopper knot is another form of stop knot, useful for stopping ropes 

passing through eyeholes or fairleads. 

 

Figure 8 

A figure of eight knot is used mostly as a stopper knot in sailing, for 

example to stop a rope end coming through a fairlead or eyehole. 

 

Bowline 

A bowline is one of the most useful knots used for sailing.  

More articles 

Bowline - A bowline is one of the most useful knots used for sailing.  

Clove Hitch - A clove hitch is another type of knot used for mooring a dinghy 

for short periods of time.  

Figure 8 - A figure of eight knot is used mostly as a stopper knot in sailing, for 

http://www.cautionwater.com/article.aspx?articleid=28
http://www.cautionwater.com/article.aspx?articleid=27
http://www.cautionwater.com/article.aspx?articleid=26
http://www.cautionwater.com/article.aspx?articleid=25
http://www.cautionwater.com/article.aspx?articleid=24
http://www.cautionwater.com/article.aspx?articleid=24
http://www.cautionwater.com/article.aspx?articleid=28
http://www.cautionwater.com/article.aspx?articleid=25


   

 - 25 - 

example to stop a rope end coming through a fairlead or eyehole. 

Round Turn and 2 Half Hitches - A round turn and two half hitches is one of 

the most common knots used for tying a boat up securely so it doesn't float 

off while you're on your lunch break!  

Stopper Knot - A stopper knot is another form of stop knot, useful for stopping 

ropes passing through eyeholes or fairleads. 

 

 

http://www.cautionwater.com/article.aspx?articleid=27
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