MERLIN ROCKET RACE TRAINING


FACT SHEET NO 4


TUNING TIPS FOR OLDER BOATS





There is little doubt that the favourite subject for owners of older boats is tuning.  It would seem that the freedom to experiment allowed by the Merlin rules is a major reason why people buy old Merlins in preference to one-designs.





But whatever the reason, questions on tuning just keep on flowing and there is no doubt that this subject holds a special fascination for many owners.





GETTING ADVICE


Dick Batt publishes an excellent Merlin Rocket Tuning Guide which covers all ages of boat.  Other sources of information are available, but as far as I  know  this guide is the only one directly to address the needs of older boats.  Dick kindly allows the Association to reproduce his guide for training purposes.  Contact Training Officer Dan Alsop - d.alsop@virgin.net or Dick Batt himself - 01243 575505.





It is not essential to understand the reasoning behind many of the things one has to do to make Merlins "go".  Owners of up-to-date boats can simply follow the lead set by the boats at the front of the fleet, buying the same kit and asking about setting it up.  We have a friendly class and nearly all the top shots will be happy to give positive help if approached in the right way.





But things are more difficult for those with older boats - it’s no good waiting until you see an old  boat like yours winning races because this hardly ever happens.  Nevertheless getting advice is always worthwhile, and for the insensitive, here are a few hints on how to go about it!





1.  Get the timing right - ie don't pester people when they are rigging/packing up.  Breaks between races are best, or during the evening social.





2.  Write down what you are told straight away - even if you don't understand it, or disagree.





3.  Don't ask the same person the same question more than once, especially if you have ignored their previous advice!





4.  Don't rely on the advice of one person.  Keep asking, comparing, thinking, discussing, questioning. 











OLDER BOATS


Dick Batt's Tuning Guide does cover older boats if not to the same extent as the more modern machines.





My own experiences with campaigning a number of old boats has altered my perception of the relative importance of a number of factors often mentioned in the usual literature, but has also thrown up a few issues rarely if ever discussed.  In this article I put forward my thoughts for those of you who have boats with high bow tanks and no bulkhead and who want to get the best possible performance without modifying the hull.  The change to low tanks/bulkheads came about in 1980 at around sail number 3200, and most boats built since then can profit from the latest rig technology, but this is not the case for high tank hulls.





GETTING THE MOST OUT OF A HIGH BOW-TANK HULL


High bow-tank boats without a bulkhead at the aft end of the foredeck are very flexible compared within those built the modern way, especially as they are all over 20 years old.  Just watch the leeward shroud when you are going to windward in a "sitting-out" breeze - it will be quite slack.  Setting up the rig tighter beforehand will make scarcely any difference - all you will be doing is closing the boat up like a clam shell; remember the class folklore which speaks of hard-driven Merlins splitting down the middle in the bad old days!





But to sail with too much jib luff sag is death to windward performance.  On a modern stiff boat the jib luff is tensioned to the required value by tightening the shrouds.  So on an old boat where you are unable to tighten the shrouds the only way of keeping the jib luff tight is to sail with loads of mainsheet tension (the kicker has no effect, being anchored to the foot of the mast).  By contrast today's hoop is designed to achieve exactly the opposite effect!





So, in old boats it is absolutely essential to use a traveller (note that the even the latest FD's and 470's stick with travellers because like old Merlins their hulls are too flexible to manage with hoops).  For those of you wanting to know more about this,  Lawrie Smith's tuning book is excellent and explains the theory, although not in a Merlin context.  





I cannot over-emphasize the importance of this point, having once converted my own Smokers Satisfaction 2994 and  completely wrecked its previously stunning upwind performance.  Restoration of the traveller instantly put matters straight.  Only then did I recollect the words of Jerry Rook, its first owner: "The way to make these boats go to windward is to pull in the mainsheet as hard as you can; then put your foot against the centreboard case, and pull it in a bit further.  Do everything you can to avoid letting it out.  If you can't keep the boat flat let the traveller down a bit, but no further than the middle of the boat (single carriage) and whack on the cunningham.  If you still can't keep the boat flat -  get a bigger crew."





This of course is completely contrary to modern thinking but explains why these boats were sailed with 23-26 stone in their heyday. 





The mainsails were cut to cope with these very high sheet tensions without hooking the leech, lots of luff round to accommodate the inevitable mast bend and plenty of fullness to carry the fatties down the reach.  We are all aware of the benefits of a parallel slot, so, because the mainsails could not help but set like a "barn door", the jibs were similarly shaped to allow hard sheeting and the faileads were set wide to avoid backwinding the mainsail.  Masts were heavier in section both to cope with the fatties and also because the looser shrouds could not exercise the same control via the spreaders.  This is why putting  modern sails cut for a "hoop" rig on one of these boats  will not work well (unless the wind is too light to matter).





SUMMARY





If you’ve got a low tank, deck step the mast and fit a modern rig.





If your boats got high tank :





1.  Keep or restore the traveller


In an old Merlin the traveller does not need to be full-width, and twin carriages with a bridle (or even a low travelling hoop, 470 style), will take away the need to fiddle with the thing every time you tack.





2.  Keep the old mast


Alpha Plus and Beta Minus were the business; today the M7 is probably as near as you'll get.  Whatever you do don't use an M1 or Kappa - even if it doesn't snap it will bend too much.





3.  Have sails made to s
