
 

Starting Tips 

After preparing for the recent starting clinic held at AYC, I was able to dust 
off a few articles I have written in the past on starting.  Here is the first 
installment of a two-article segment I wrote a few years ago. 

In the sport of sailboat racing, the start is clearly the most important 
aspect of the race. The start generally separates the men from the 
boys (or women from the girls) and hopefully YOU from the rest of the 
fleet. Those who position themselves with clear air, good speed and 
put their boat at the favored end of the starting line greatly improves 
their chances for a successful race. 

Let’s begin with the process of determining which end of the line is 
favored for your start. Your strategy will be much different on a 
Wednesday night Laser or Sunfish start as compared with the start of 
the Melges 24 Worlds. Many times, on long starting lines 
accommodating 50 boats or more, a decision on where to start must 
be made very early into the starting sequence simply because there is 
not enough time to sail to the other end of the line if you change your 
mind. I have seen starting lines that take over 5 minutes to sail from 
one end to the other and this can time can be even delayed even 
further by light wind and chopped up air and water from the fleet. 

With a long starting line, a decision can be made using the following 
inputs: the compass angle of the line relative to the wind direction; 
weather forecast (i.e. knowledge that a persistent shift will occur); a 
visual inspection of the wind velocity up the course; current and tide 
changes; or based on experience from prior regattas or races at the 
venue. To add further to the confusion, it is even possible to have 
different wind directions and velocity at opposite ends of long starting 
lines! 

To determine the favored end of the line, I first start by taking a 
compass bearing sailing down the line on starboard tack. I try to line 
up the committee boat starting flag with my rudder and the leeward 
pin with the bow of my boat. When I feel like I am on the line, I take a 
compass heading. Once I know the heading, I add 90 degrees to the 
number. For example, if the starting line bearing is 90 degrees, by 
adding 90 more, I know the line is square to a wind direction of 180 
degrees. Once I know my target head-to-wind, I head the boat into 
the wind to determine the actual wind direction. In this example, if I 
get a compass heading when head to wind of 165 degrees, I will know 



immediately that the leeward end of the starting line has a 15 degree 
advantage. Conversely, if my heading is 195, I will know that the 
windward end of the line is favored by 15 degrees. 

Usually, in most major regattas, the race committee does a pretty 
good job of squaring the starting line to the wind. Assuming they have 
done their job properly, neither end should be particularly favored but 
it is always a good idea to test using this method. The other variable 
affecting this process is the shifting of the wind. On one head-to-wind 
shot, you might get a reading of 180. Five minutes later, you might 
get a heading of 165. What do you do? 

Most sailing venues, especially Lake Travis, the wind will oscillate 
through a range of wind readings, many times as much as 30-40 
degrees. With this being the challenge, the key is to try and guess 
what phase the wind will be in when you start. Depending on how 
quickly the winds shifts are filtering through, the favored end of the 
line can radically change in the last minute before the start. 

What are clues to look for when trying to figure out what phase you 
will be in at the start? One way is to do a little pre-race homework. 
This includes taking several head to wind readings and trying to gauge 
how frequently the shifts are coming through. I like to look up the race 
course for streaks or puffs of wind and to try to establish a visual 
pattern in my mind as to how the wind is coming down the race 
course. I also like to watch other boats upwind to try and figure out 
whether they are headed or lifted relative to my upwind angle closer to 
the starting line. It is usually better to use racing boats for this but you 
can tell a lot by even watching cruising boats up the course. 

As a rule of thumb, the shorter the starting line, the less advantage 
there is to being at the absolute favored end of the line. Try putting 
yourself in a position to be able to tack on the first headed wind shift 
or conversely, the ability to hold your starboard tack off of the line if 
you are lifted. On Lake Travis, my goal is to try and visualize where I 
want to be 5 minutes after the start and then figure out the optimum 
way to get to that place. Many times, that strategy involves being able 
to tack to port tack quickly after the start. With this philosophy, to 
start at the absolute leeward end involves risk. Unless your start is so 
good that you can force your competition on your hip to tack off (or 
better yet, immediately tack and cross the fleet), the risk is that you 
can get pinned by the boats on your weather quarter and have to sail 
through the first shift that comes through. 



Assuming I have reached a decision on which end I want to fight for 
with a couple of minutes to go, I often don’t make the final decision on 
where exactly on the line I want to be until the last 30-45 seconds 
before the start. I will often reserve my decision on the exact location 
on the line until I can figure out what my closest competitors plan to 
do. If I feel the boats around me don’t have the same starting skills, I 
will be a little more aggressive in fighting for the absolute pin or 
committee boat end. 

My favorite approach is to come in on port tack near the pin with 
about 30-45 seconds to go. If I think the approaching starboard pack 
of boats is a little late, I will sail right up to them and do a slow tack 
on to starboard, and once I have completed my tack, I will hold the 
boats up to weather for as long as I can. If successful, I will have 
carved out enough room to leeward to allow myself to bear off and 
gain speed for a good start without compressing myself so far down 
the line that I have to radically shoot the boat up at the pin end. 

In doing this maneuver, you have to be careful not to allow any boats 
to bear off and go to leeward of you. You have to be constantly looking 
back at boats that are sailing fast down the line behind you. If I see 
someone coming, I quickly try to analyze what this person’s 
capabilities and motivations are. If they have the skills to challenge me 
for the pin, I will bear off hard before they have overlapped me to 
leeward and try and force their course back above mine. If they 
continue to leeward of me, I will try to force them as low as I can 
within the rules, and then sharply luff my boat up to weather to try 
and create a gap between the boats. If I do my job right, even if they 
get the pin, I will have enough room to leeward of me to be able to 
survive. Hopefully, they will be forced to point so high to make it to 
the pin that they won’t have the speed to pinch me off and I might be 
able to roll over them at the starting gun. 

Once the gun has gone off, my first thought is “what do I have to do 
get myself in a position to tack”? The first weapon in your arsenal is to 
do your best to “pinch off” the boats on your immediate hip. By forcing 
boats to tack away to port early, you free up your options and you also 
create “blockers” on port tack should you decide to tack just to 
weather of them. 

I also try to assess during those first few minutes, which tack is the 
best tack to be on. I have seen people many times make the mistake 
of immediately tacking to port as soon as they think they can cross the 
fleet. This is the proper strategy if you are headed on starboard tack 



because you will be then lifted on port and in phase with the 
oscillations. However, if you are lifted on starboard, keep going and 
wait for the shift. Don’t be so enamored with your good start that you 
hit the panic button and try to cross everyone immediately, only then 
to sail out of phase with the wind shifts. 

If I am clearly headed on starboard tack at the start, I will try and tack 
immediately, even if it means ducking a few boats. On Lake Travis, 
staying in phase with the wind shifts is paramount. If I am tacking on 
the favored tack, I will immediately be making ground on the boats 
that I have ducked and at the next crossing when I am on starboard 
tack, I should have gained. 

Starting at the weather end of the line requires a slightly different 
strategy. I like to approach the committee boat on port tack (similar to 
the leeward end approach). In this case though, if the windward end of 
the line is favored, there will be a lot of traffic to weave through. If I 
plan things right, I like to tack to starboard with about 30 seconds to 
go, just shy of the lay-line to the port rear corner of the committee 
boat when sheeted in to close hauled. Sailing towards the starting line 
trimmed to close-hauled is much preferred as opposed to reaching into 
the line because you have much better control of your speed. If you 
are sailing too fast, the tendency will be to sail down into the boats 
below you and risk being pushed over the line or losing the hole you 
created. With this approach, the risk of being caught “barging” is also 
minimized. The key to this starting technique (as is always the goal) is 
to have a hole below you to be able to bear off into and accelerate off 
of the starting line. 

Many sailors are their own worst enemies in that they work to carve 
out a good hole on the line and in the final seconds before the start, 
the anxiety of being over-early becomes so great that bear off and sail 
down into the hole that they so carefully worked to create. The top 
starters develop a feel for how far off the line they are and keep their 
gap on the line free until the last possible moment. When they do bear 
off for speed, they are able to keep their air clear to leeward and are 
able to work hard to force the boats on their hip to tack off. 

When you start near the committee boat, your assumption for this 
decision is often based on the feeling that the wind is in the right 
phase. With this being the case, a bad start will result in having to tack 
immediately to keep your air clear. Two bad things happen in this 
scenario. One is that you are immediately out of phase with the wind 
shifts from the beginning. The second is that you get forced to have to 



play the right side of the course that significantly reduces your options 
and flexibility. 

There are some venues like Corpus Christi where the right will usually 
pay once the sea breeze has come in. In this case, starting at the 
committee boat end and tacking immediately can be a good strategy 
in your effort to get to the right side of the course. Even on Lake 
Travis, there are benefits to being one of the first boats to tack right, 
especially in a southerly breeze. The geographic bend in the wind can 
lift a port tack boat along the west shoreline heading towards the 
damn. If the wind is from the proper (generally from the Southeast) 
direction, the bend in the wind created by the shoreline can lift the 
lowest boat along the shore while the boats in the center of the lake 
tend to get headed down towards the leeward boats near the 
shoreline. 

To summarize, the best start on Lake Travis is the one that allows you 
to get on or stay on the tack that takes you closest to the weather 
mark as soon after the start as possible. All other decisions should be 
predicated on that basic strategy. Getting in phase with the wind 
immediately after the start will usually take you in the direction on the 
race course that you want to go.  

 


