
Skye Sailing Club
An Introduction to Racing at Skye Sailing
The Four Main Rules

So, now you are able to sail 
a dinghy on your own – 
great isn’t it!

I remember discovering the 
thrill of sailing as fast as I 
could soon after I first started 
and it wasn’t long before I 
wanted to try and sail faster 
than anyone else near me. I 
saw it as a test to help me see 
how I was progressing 
because I could look and 
learn from the others that 
went faster – it helped me get 
better myself, even if I was 
not near the front for a long 
time...

and every time I though ‘I’ve 
cracked it’, I’d get it all wrong 
again!

Racing is a great way to practise because there are always targets – each mark of the course as 
well as final positions in the fleet. Racing reduces the likelihood of aimlessly going backwards 
and forwards getting better at bad habits, and it helps each sailor focus on a goal. In the 
beginning that might even be just trying to not be last – it nearly always still is for me!

There are many books on racing and an enormous one just about the rules, but really, to get 
started in the Club, there are only 4 you need to know...

Because sailing at Skye Sailing Club is a sociable thing to do, it will not matter if you make a 
mistake – others will always try and help put you right and If they are rude, have a word with one 
of the volunteers running the racing; they will put them straight – just remember that you don’t 
have to be shouted at or do any shouting, the rules apply even in silence!

Rule 1. You must always avoid a collision if at all possible – regardless of who has ‘right of way’.



Rule 2. Port and Starboard – basically when you 
are sailing along, if you are on Starboard you have 
right of way.  

How do I know I am on starboard? 
I remember this bit as “if the wind is coming over 
the right side of your boat, you are alright”... 

This is always the case – boats on starboard have 
right of way. Soon you will learn that arriving at a 
place everyone is trying to get to is best done on 
starboard!

In the diagrams, the green boat is on 
starboard and has the right of way – you 
just need to know know your left from 
your right!

Rule 3. Windward boat gives way. If two boats 
are on the same tack, the boat closer to the wind 
gives way. 

There are a few variations that the very top 
sailors get excited about, but, for now, just 
remember the basic bit – 

windward boat gives way.

In the diagram, the green boat has the right of 
way because it is further away from the wind – it 
is the ‘leeward’ boat.

Those first two rules apply to all sailing, not just 
racing, the third key rule is a racing one.



Rule 4. Going around a mark. This one is a 
little bit more complex. 

When you are coming up to a mark and get 
to 3 boat lengths away, any boat who has 
got an inside overlap (so the front of their 
boat is ahead of the rear of your boat) has to 
be given room to go round the mark. They 
will normally shout “water at the mark” or 
something like that. If they clearly have no 
water and are trying it on, shout back “no 
water”! 

In the early stages it’s probably wise to give 
them room rather than argue a close 
decision. In each case, the red boat needs to 
give the green boat room to go round the 
mark and make their course to the next.

When you get a bit more nifty with your 
control, you will see that sometimes giving 
water can be an advantage because you can 
try and take the turn tighter as in the 
bottom illustration.

Water at the mark does not apply on a race 
startline – port and starboard and windward 
boat rules do.



What happens if you get a rule wrong? 

The main rule is always avoid contact with another boat whoever has right of way. 

If the boat with ‘rights’ has to take avoiding action because you have broken a rule, you will need 
to do a 720 degree turn – i.e. go round twice. It’s easier often to bear away and start with a gybe. 

You will know when you have to do this because the other boat will be saying “I say, you dear old 
thing, you have infringed the rules and will need to take your turns”.

 Make sure you do this as soon as you can and you must not get in the way of any other boat 
while you do them. You can only make penalty turns after the start of a race, so if you make a 
mistake before the start you have to undo the wrong after crossing the startline.

If you accidentally touch a mark, then ob Skye you do a 360 degree (once round) turn sometime 
after the mark you touched but before the next mark – this sometimes vary depending on where 
you are racing.


