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


This aticle is partially based on descriptions of roll tacking in Laser racing books and on messages by Laser sailors on the Laser E-mail Archives. All additional comments reflect the views of the author. The article assumes that you know how to perform a standard Laser tack (switching hands on the tiller and mainsheet behind your back.)



A "roll tack" is a way of tacking the boat while intentionally heeling the boat ("rolling" it) by using foreceful and deliberate lateral crew weight position adjustments. Such rolls end up allowing you to complete a tack without losing any speed or distance to windward. Roll tacks are now the standard way of tacking in racing monohulls - dinghies and even light keelboats as large as 30 footers (J-24s, Melges 24s, J-80s, J-27s, Mumm 30s, etc.) 

Performed flawlessly, a roll tack can even increase your speed! But Racing Rule 42.3(a) alows rolls "provided that, just after the tack or gybe is completed, the boat's speed is not greater than it would have been in the absence of the tack or gybe." 

Roll tacking basically involves rolling the boat to windward, on top of yourself, during the tack. Roll tacking a Laser works best in light and medium air, though some experts are able to roll tack even in stronger winds without capsizing the boat or having unwanted leeway. If you make a good roll tack, you will see that the sail will not luff at all during the tack. The boom will drop from one side to the other in a split second (as in an uncoltrolled gibe), and you will hear the whole sail "pop" from one tack to the other in a split second. You will actually hear a popping sound as if you just opened a bottle of champagne. If you don't hear it, then you don't have the proper technique (yet). If you do hear it, it doesn't mean that you have it down, but you are getting close... 

Of course, roll tacks involve the standard Laser way of switching the tiller and the mainsheet behind your back. To switch hands after switching sides and hiking out, you reach with your sheet hand behind your body to the tiller extension, grab the extension while still holding on to the sheet, release the tiller from your old tiller hand, and reach with that hand forward to grab the sheet. 

So, what is the proper technique for roll tacking a Laser? A "serviceable" explanation of how to roll tack a Laser can be found in Glenn Bourke's book on Lasers. Dick Tillman's book "Laser Sailing for the 1990s" describes a roll tack as:

1. getting the boat sailing close-hauled, flat, and fast, 

2. pushing the helm gently to leeward to initiate the tack, 

3. hiking out hard to heel the boat to windward as the boat begins to turn into the wind, 

4. sliding aft in the cockpit 10 to 14 inches while hiking out, 

5. moving accross the cockpit, and hiking hard to pull the boat up flat again. 

Almost all the steps above are subject to discussion or refinement! Furthermore, the technique varries with the wind strength. The timing of each move, the force with which you execute a move, the ideal state (heel angle) of the boat at each stage, and even the loudness of the "pop" you should hear are all functions of the wind and sea conditions. In general, as the wind increases, a roll tack requires more execution speed and more technical control. 

Moving aft in the cockpit makes you lose less speed during the initial (rounding up) part of your tack. And this technique is relevant regardless of whether you will roll the boat or not. 

The technique details appearing in italics in the above roll tacking steps have all been subjects of discussion and disagreement. For instance, I start the roll tack not with the boat flat but with a roll to leeward first. Other disagreements involve: 

· How "gently" do you push the rudder to leeward to initiate the tack? (The more it blows, the more deliberately and forcefully you push the tiller down.) 

· Exactly when do you roll the boat on top of you?
(You must avoid is rolling the boat to windward too early.) 

· Exactly how much you roll to windward? ( The lighter it is, the more you roll.) 

As JR notes, "the energy dynamics of the roll tack is to accelerate - turn - accelerate - point." It's the rolls that provide the flow of the wind on the sail and the accelleration. So, perfect your rolls, and attempt to point high only after the boat reaches its full speed after the roll tack! 
 
