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Mervyn Cook goes Vane Sailing

Mervyn Cook of the Gosport Club 
introduces Vane Sailing

After a lifetime of competing 
in full size boats, a few years 
ago I became hooked on 
model yachting.  Like many 
newcomers to the sport, the 
ubiquitous radio IOM was my 
fi rst boat, and thus began the 
process of learning about tuning 
and fettling small rigs.  Not to 
mention the complications and 
frustrations of the electronic 
equipment!  

Keen to investigate all aspects 
of the sport, I visited Gosport in 
the fi rst week of August 2006 to 
see the boats competing in the 
Open ‘A’ Class Championship.  And 
what a spectacle!  The boats were 
breathtakingly beautiful; and they 
carried spinnakers!  What’s more, the 
format of vane racing seemed to be 
so quintessentially English, requiring 
such subtlety of sail trimming skills, 
and perceptiveness to the vagaries of 
the local conditions.  However, once 
the boats were set off they were on 
their own, subject to the undeniable 
infl uence of ‘Lady Luck’.  

The Presence of chance

I’m not in any way a gambler, but 
the presence of chance in vane sailing 
is fascinating.  For example, if your RA 
sails into a header, you can tack.  If 
two closely matched vane A’s sail into 
a header, the windward boat loses 
out; there’s absolutely nothing to be 
done about it!

I soon joined the club at Gosport, 
where there was regular club racing 
for vane A’s.  I also joined the Vintage 
Model Yacht Group, who organise 
meetings for beautiful vintage vane 
boats at various venues.  My fi rst vane 
‘A’, ‘Independence’, was a lightweight 
Stollery design from the seventies.  
She was a very simple boat, and being 
quite short needed careful tuning to 
get her down the lake.  She was an 
ideal boat to kick-start my learning 
curve; if she wasn’t properly set up, 
she simply wouldn’t play.  Thus I 
learned that a vane skipper needs to 
be very careful with sail trim.  You 

can’t get the boat to windward by 
easing sheets with the Tx; if you set it 
up wrong the boat simply sits head to 
wind in the middle of the lake!

Plenty of miles were trotted in 
pursuit of the little red boat, sheering 
off on an un-predicted shift, while our 
competitor sailed serenely on to the 
fi nish.  I had started my dinghy sailing 
career on the Thames, so was used 
to trees and wind-shifts, but I needed 
to draw on all my experience to race 
a vane yacht.  And eventually the 
law of averages gave us our very fi rst 
win.  It was a supreme moment, made 
the better by the comment of our 
competitor that ‘maybe that little boat 
has got something after all ! ’   

It takes two to sail 
successfully

 One of the realities of vane 
sailing is that it takes two to sail a 
boat successfully.   What’s more, it 
is as rewarding to act as crew (or 
mate, in the vernacular) as skipper.  
A skipper has no option but to rely 

on the judgement 
of his mate when 
the boat comes into the side.  
Shouting instructions doesn’t work.  
Just like full-size sailing, if you have 
to tell someone what to do, it is too 
late.  On downwind legs the mate will 
need to make a rapid re-trim, possibly 
of both sails and vane.  And while 
this is being done, the competitor 
is sailing by.  These adjustments will 
win or lose the board (course in one 
direction of the lake) so the mate 
defi nitely has an executive position!

Top crews in the business tend 
to have sailed together for years, 
or even decades.  Sometimes for a 
lifetime!  There is no doubt that for 

any-one trying to learn the ropes, 
sailing as a mate is a valuable and 
rewarding experience.  And if you are 
aiming for the big trophies, there is 
no alternative but to fi nd, and keep, a 
good mate.  Some of the best pairs, 

Now we see why those knee pads are so necessary as Mervyn 

launches Peter Fothergill’s Fait Acompli in the Marblehead 

Nationals at Gosport

Mervyn Cook



6

w
w

w
.m

ya-uk.org.uk

© MYA Oct 2009

both experienced racers, will sail as 
co-skippers, and this status is often 
the more accurate description of the 
working partnership.   

Skippers and mates 
support each other

Another aspect of vane-sailing 
is how helpful and supportive 
competitors are to each other.  The 
scoring system contributes to this; if 
a boat fails to fi nish, all other boats 
which have raced against it lose those 
points.  But the brotherhood goes 
deeper than that.  Skippers seem to 
have an ingrained interest in helping 
all vane boats perform at their best.

The superb vane 
mechanism

 The vane mechanism itself is a 
superb, complex piece of equipment, 
a real ‘boy’s toy’.  It seems so fragile, 
yet it can steer an over-canvassed 
boat downwind in a blow, complete 
with spinnaker, responding to the 
shifts better than if it was steered 
by hand.  The design of the vane 
mechanism continues to develop, and 
one of the diffi culties I encountered as 

a beginner was to fi nd effective vane 
gears.  But it is all part of the learning 
curve; only sailing with the different 
types of gear will teach you what 
you need from your own equipment.  
(Graham Reeves presents his designs 
for a successful vane gear starting on 
page 10 Ed.)

In my early vane sailing days I was 
very fortunate that Martin Bandey 
was prepared to risk taking me on as 
mate.  His beautiful varnished ‘Ibis’ 
design ‘A’ boat is one of the longest 
competitive ‘A’s, at 91inches, and 
her approaching bow is a fearsome 
sight when beating for the bank fully 
powered up.  I soon discovered 
that poling a boat around was more 
diffi cult than at fi rst appeared.   The 
rules are simple; don’t move your feet 
once the pole has made contact, only 
touch the boat once, and make sure 

the jib fi lls on the new tack before 
losing contact.  The fact is that a 
heavy A in a breeze can easily sweep 
the unwary mate off his feet.  You 
need to be 100% mentally prepared 
for the contact; a half-hearted tack 
will fail.  However, to successfully 
tack a powered-up ‘A’ boat without 
losing way gives a real feeling of 
accomplishment! 

Vane sailing is the ‘dry 
fl y’ of model yachting

Mervyn’s A Class Pandora.

Vane sailing has a very high ‘grin 
factor’.  It can be fi ercely competitive, 
and, to quote Martin Roberts, it can 
be a ‘very cruel sport’.  But the highs 
and lows are ultimately bearable, as 
they cannot be anything other than 
fair.  Skipper and mate apply all their 
expertise to trimming the boat to 
perform at her best, and to setting 
the best course.  Only the vagaries 
of the weather conditions can spoil 
those plans; defeat cannot result from 
another competitor’s interference.  

Vane sailing is without doubt 
the ‘dry fl y’ of yacht racing.  I for 
one sincerely hope that vane sailing 
competition will continue long into 
the future; it is simply the most 
fascinating and enjoyable form of 
yacht racing.  (The Gosport club is now 
encouraging Vane 36s in addition to 
their fl eet of As.  Ed.)
Mervyn Cook
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Typical vane gear. This one on Martin Dovey’s Sargent Pepper. Gear by Graham Reeves.


