On Being a Better Sailor

By Chris Doyle

Forward

This is the first in a series of non-technical articles on how average Joes and Janes can be better J/22 racers.  I was inspired to write this after watching the “Caddy Shack” scene in which Ty Webb (the Chevy Chase character) tells Danny Noonan:  “Danny, see your future, be your future…may make…make it…make it…make your future, Danny.  I’m…I’m a vege’, Danny.” I figure if Ty could give Danny advice regarding the opportunities and consequences when the pre-college-hormone-crazed-caddy set collides with the country-club-putter-up-their-asses set, then I could give advice about sailboat racing.  

Please note that this is not called “On Being a Good Sailor.”  “ Good” is a far too objective standard for me to be measured against; it pre-supposes a level of success that would invite the reader to go back and make a comparative analysis of regatta results.  But “better” is a subjective standard to which I have comfortably clung since my mother first told me “it’s not if you win or lose, it’s how you play the game.”  

I:  Make “better” your goal

I promise that most of the articles in this series will give you concrete suggestions of techniques and strategies for getting better.  But you need to indulge me a little for this first article while I let my philosophical flag fly.  This may be a little fluffy, but trust me, and you may be rewarded.  

Oakland Raiders owner Al Davis once famously said, “just win, baby.”  This West Coast faux-zen mantra for the Age of Consumerism eventually led to the demise of that once-proud franchise, a demise that culminated with one of its most famous and most feared linebackers, Lyle Alzado, paying his own money for a posthumously-broadcast commercial to talk kids out of using the same anabolic steroids that ultimately led to his brain cancer death. “Just win” is a philosophy that might deliver greatness in the short term, but in the long term, the best that can reasonably be hoped for is a boom then bust cycle.   

A better long-term strategy is to make consistent improvement your prime objective.  Forget winning as the goal. If winning is your ultimate goal in sailboat racing, then you might as well join the ranks of the “corner bangers.”   The corner bangers know just enough strategy and tactics to realize that they are unlikely to win on a level playing field, so they sail off to a corner on the first beat hoping they picked right (or hoping for a miracle).  The sad truth is that these people will win some races, and from time to time, might win a regatta or two.  But this is not the recipe for long-term success in sailing.  Those who live by the corner, die by the corner. And in most regattas, it is a crew with good boat speed, competent handling, and sound strategy and tactics who is the victor.  Many major regattas are won by a crew that did not win a single race. Almost every regatta is won by a better sailor.

So, abandon winning as a goal and embrace getting better.  You will find this is a game-changer for a lot of reasons.  First, you’ll be happier.  Only one crew can win any given race or regatta, but every crew in a race or regatta can get better.  If getting better is your goal and you commit to it, I can guarantee success in four out of five races. (Scientific studies have shown that in one out of five races, the average crew doesn’t learn anything useful, and that most of these useless races happen on Sunday morning in Annapolis).  So, all the crews on the course who are trying to get better can have a good day, even though the huge majority of crews will not win, place or show.  If getting better is their goal, then the last place crew will have had a successful day if they learned something new that they can apply in their next race. The second side-effect of striving to get better (assuming you actually get better) is that your race and regatta results will steadily improve.  That has been my experience, and this is true even though I may be winning less races!

Do not get me wrong:  I am not endorsing mediocrity.  I am not saying that you should be ignoring finish position in favor of style points.  What I am endorsing is a path to consistently stronger performance on the race course through a commitment to excellence in the craft of sailboat racing.  

In the next few issues, I’ll address a bunch of practical non-rocket-science topics that will help you achieve betterness (it would be great if some Internet-savvy person would work on Wikipedia to get “betterness” recognized as a word—and attributed to me—before the next issue).  Topics on which I will write include sailing against better people, sailing with better people, sailing with different people, sailing next to the crews you think are good, writing down lessons learned, putting each crew member in charge of a “department,” debriefing your competitors, using local beer can races to advance your program and other tips to help you be a better sailor.  To the extent possible, I will use examples from my own experience, with the caveat that I am not Stuart Walker, and that my only credentials for writing this are I know how to sail and I know how to write, and I am striving to get better at both.  

In the next issue:  How to objectively analyze your program to make it better

