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This article is provided in two versions. This simplified version is for sailors who are not members of the International Laser Class Association. drLaser also provides a more detailed and advanced ILCA-Members-Only version available under password protection.


Steward Neff (1979 U.S. Nationals Champ) says "I carry virtually no vang when the wind is under five knots. However, unless I'm suddenly in some rough chop, such as powerboat waves, where I need a lot of power, I almost always have enough tension on the sheet to bend the mast two or three inches." (Mast bend is judged by measuring the distance between the middle of the mast and the the imaginary straight line extending from the tip of the mast to the gooseneck.) 

In his "Laser Sailing for the 1990s" published in 1991, Dick Tillman provides a table of upwind sail adjustments. His suggested settings for "drifter" conditions (0-3 kts.) are:
- traveler "tight",
- vang "loose" but with "just enough tension to bend the mast several inches",
- cunningham "loose",
- outhaul (i.e., maximum draft at boom level) "four inches". 

For 3-8 kts "light wind" conditions, he suggests loosening the traveler to "medium", and increasing the outhaul's maximum draft control to "six inches off in chop." 

In either wind condition, Tillman recommmends 5-12 inches of distance between the boom-end block and the traveler block. He emphasizes that the cunningham should not be tensioned in winds under five knots, and adds "Once the wind increases a bit more than that, begin applying just enough cunningham tension to remove the wrinkles along the luff." He notes that for light air upwind sailing, you should sit ahead of the centerboard, with your weight situated to allow the boat to heel to leeward five to 10 degrees. 

To strengthen his argument for a loose cunningham, Tillman quotes the 1980 World Champ Ed Baird saying: "I found that sailing with a loose cunningham, even to the point of having a lot of wrinkles along the sail luff, allows me to point high while maintaining good speed. I carry it loose until I can no longer hold the boat perfectly flat." 

Glenn Bourke's book on Lasering is in consistency with these recommendations except that Bourke emphasizes that the boat should be leaned very slightly to windward as opposed to leeward in "light winds" (i.e., not in drifting conditions, of course.) 

On the other hand, in his (February 1995) Sailing World article on Laser sailing, Steve Bourdow notes: "When sailing upwind in lighter winds, I try to keep maximum power in the sail for as long as possible. This can be done by only taking the slack out of the vang at the average mainsheet tension for the wind. I keep the cunningham as tight as possible, loosening it only as needed; be aware that a tight cunningham can cause a wrinkle on the front of the sail that can make it hard to read." Steve (180 lbs) admits that there are other "schools of thought" with regard to the cunningham. For example, Mark Brink (200 lbs) never puts his on unless he is overpowered. 

Bourdow also notes "I adjust the outhaul about eight inches from the boom at its deepest point. The traveler should always be tight in order to keep the blocks as far to leeward as possible. This seems to be fast in light air. I also ease the sheet in light air in order to straighten the mast and make the sail fuller in the lulls, but when the boat is moving I try to keep it tight enough to maintain pointing ability because a flatter sail will point higher. It's a trade-off." He also points out that in light air, "weight can be as far forward as the front of the centerboard." 

Regarding your sitting position, Tillman's book actually provides detailed suggestions: "In extremely light air,...most sit on the centerline (by the mast) with their feet to leeward.... As the wind builds in the light air range, slowly begin moving your weight aft to the very front edge of the cockpit and start sailing the boat flatter." Yes! You will barely be able to reach the tip of your tiller extension. 

Enough said. So, let's recapture: It looks like the experts (I'm not one of them) agree, except that there is disagreement about: 

· how much the cunningham should be tightened, if any, and 

· how much the vang should be tightened, if any, 

· how much the outhaul should be tightened, and 

· how the boat should be heeled. 

What an agreement! 

Much has been said about all of this on the North America Laser Mailing List. You should check the Mailing List Archives to see what other sailors suggest. 

Do I have anything to add? No. Just be extremely slow and smooth with all of your moves in light air... Except when there is a steep chop, anyway. In the latter case, some (legal) kinetics would be useful to power through the chop, but that's an advanced level topic for another article! 
  

