Medium to heavy air MC sailing

I watched the last two laps of the MC race last Saturday and saw a few interesting things. The wind appeared to be about 12 to 15mph out of the west which makes the puffs hard and quick.

Paul Reilly won the race and he had the most mast bend of any of the boats. The next group of six or seven boats had slightly less mast bend but they seemed to be handling the wind fine. 

The real eye opener was looking at the rest of the fleet. Most of these boats had very little mast bend. This meant that their sails were fuller and they were much more overpowered than the front of the fleet. When these boats were hit by a puff they eased the mainsheet and this created a large luff in the front of the sail. To compensate for the luff the skippers bore the boats off more to accelerate their boats. When the next puff hit they had to ease more main and bear off further. They ended up reaching around the course in only moderate control of their boats.

The key to sailing MC’s in heavier air is to correctly depower your sail at allow you to point the boat while maintaining boat speed. The easiest control is your outhaul. Whenever you are going upwind you need to have the outhaul pulled at least into the white band on the boom. In heavier air it should be pulled to the front edge of the black band. 
The most dramatic control on these boats is the boom vang. When you are overpowered you need to apply more boom vang. This is the quickest way to bend the mast which draws the fullness of the sail forward is by pulling on this control. When you need to let out your mainsheet to depower the boat the boom should drop directly to leeward. If the boom goes up you need more vang. You will know if you are over-vanging your sail if you develop a wrinkle in your sail from the clew of the sail to about the spreaders. You should never have these wrinkles.

The last control that affects mast bend is the Cunningham. In heavy air I try to not have horizontal wrinkles coming off of the luff of the sail. If you watch your mast when you pull the Cunningham in you can see it mover forward which is flattening the sail further.

When I have the Cunningham and vang on pretty hard the sail becomes very flat and allows you to motor up the course without excessive healing and with good boatspeed. What you do have to watch for is with the sail bladed out like this you will need to foot the boat. Do not try to point the higher into the wind until you have good boatspeed. These boats will point much higher when they are going fast. Pointing high without boatspeed is extremely slow. The flatter the sail the harder it is to keep the boat in that high speed groove of boatspeed and pointing. If you fall out of the groove you have to put a little more power in the sail by easing the vang and Cunningham and bearing the boat off of the wind to get the speed back.

The traveler is the last control that I use to depower the rig. I only drop the traveler when heavy vang and Cunningham do not work. When you drop the traveler you really need to remember to bring it back up when you get on the upper part of the race course where the wind is a little lighter. The only exception to this is when you are sailing on other lakes with big waves. With big waves you need a little more power in the rig so I will drop the traveler earlier and use a little less vang.

The last warning that I did not mention is that if you have the vang on very hard you need to ease it when you go around the windward mark. I have bent a mast by leaving too much vang on when I rounded the mark.

I know that this is not all of the secrets of good boat speed but I hope that it will give all of you some food for thought. 
