BASIC WIND THEORY

Fernando Alegre “Happy”

fernando@alegre.as
True Wind, generated wind, apparent wind

The apparent wind (AW) is the wind that makes your boats sail. It’s the combination between the true wind (TW) and the generated wind (GW) by your speed.

While your boat is moving your burgee will always be pointing to this apparent wind and not the true wind.

That’s why when sailing “dead downwind” your burgee is never pointing right behind, but instead showing like if you were sailing by the lee.

How gusts and lulls affect your upwind angle

When a gust hits, the direction of your apparent wind changes (away from your bow) creating a subtle “lift”. 

When the wind drops down the angles are much wider so we need to have this in consideration for tactical purposes and know if it’s a real header or is that you just dropped in a lull.

Remember that a gust could lift on both close hauled angles, depending on which side hits your boat. If hitting your boat from in front it would be a header and if it hits from the side it would be a lift.

Steady winds

Generally on shore breezes tend to be steadier. Check for any bend in the wind direction, probably towards land, or for any current to see if it would have an effect. Normally in these courses is not convenient to tack too much and instead sail very fast towards a favored side.

Oscillating winds

Most times the wind oscillates in both directions, to the right and to the left. A pattern of time between shifts is commonly found and sailing in the middle staying in phase with the shifts is the safest option and also what gives more gain.
Other sailors prefer to choose a side first and then start crossing little by little in every gust or header. They look for the gust sailing to a side and then consolidate their position by crossing when the angle is better on the gusts.

Persistent wind-shift
A lot of times the race course presents a steady breeze but with a bending in the wind direction somewhere up the course. This is common to happen close to land as the wind could be shaped by the geography.

In this case it’s better to be closer to this side than the majority of your opponents. Sometimes you get a header and you need to keep going a little more since there will be a bigger header afterwards and tacking to early would mean that sailors going behind towards the bigger header could pass you.

Oscillating with a Persistent Shift

Sometimes the wind presents both characteristics at the same time.

It has a bending or it’s changing its direction slowly towards one side, but on the process of this bigger shift, it oscillates to both sides. This kind of courses could be tricky and often the wiser sailors take advantage of it.
Protect the side where the persistent shift or bending is shifting and cross little by little when those shorter shifts comes, but always remember which is the side that will come at the end, where the persistent shift will end up.

Unstable winds

These difficult winds are found in places that are very close to land or surrounded by mountains. The wind-speed could vary in the same race from 4 to 20 knots and the wind-shifts could be up to 40°.

Inconsistent results of the fleet are very common in these conditions. If your find a little pattern, to try to predict the next shift or gust then you could gain significant advantage over the rest of the fleet. 

Keep your eyes to windward like never before and try to anticipate any change. 

At the start stay in the middle of the line and decide at the last moment to which side of the line you want to go closer according to what you think its going to happen. 

