
16

w
w

w
.m

ya-uk.org.uk

© MYA Oct 2009

Competitor Profi le

Mike Harris talked to the Editor 
about his experiences in Vane 
Sailing as he comes up to his 
56th year of competition. 

In August this year Mike Harris 
will be at Gosport to compete in 
the Vane A National Championships 
for the fi ftieth anniversary of his fi rst 
A-boat National. He is, of course, a 
past World Champion, winning that 
competition the last time it was run, 
at Fleetwood in 1975. Mike has also 
won the National Championships in 
all of the free-sailing classes including 
the ‘A’s, 10R Raters, 6-Metres, 
Marbleheads and the 36”s. Today he 
competes with Vane Marbleheads, 
Vane  ‘A’s and the old-established 
Vane 36”s. Not to be outdone, he 
also sails a planked Triple Crown 
built by Bill Sykes in the IOM Class 
and we shall see him at the National 
Championships at Poole in May.

When I met him at the Dinghy 
Show I asked him how all of this 
began, and he tells the story of the 
day in 1951 when he was a boy of 
10 standing watching the sailing at 
the far side of the Bournville pond. 
Suddenly he was hailed from the far 
shore – a skipper asking him to catch 
a Vane A boat which had run amok 
and was heading for catastrophe. 
Mike did his best but the boat slid 
up his arm, hurting him – which is 
not surprising when you consider 
that the boats in those days weighed 
something in between 56 and 80 
pounds. Concerned, the skipper 
collected Mike and took him back 
to the clubhouse for repairs, where 
he was surrounded by beautiful 
examples from the A boat fl eet. He 
was 10. A year later, he had saved up 
and bought his fi rst A boat and was 
sailing at Bournville, not without some 
diffi culty because the boat weighed 
56 lbs, or half a hundredweight in pre-
metric days. (There are some nice 
photographs of boats like these on 
pages 9 and 10).

I asked Mike about the format for 
Vane racing, and to tell me something 
of its organisation, the boats, the rigs 
and  the gears he was using then 
and now.

A good crew is essential

‘The fi rst thing you need to know,’ 
Mike said,’ is that you need a crew, 
and Brian Jones  has been crewing for 
me for something like 40 years.’  For 
those of you who are not Vane racers, 
Mike explained, the format is simply 
one windward leg and one downwind 
leg – hence the need for a crew who 
can help with turning the boat. He 
also helps with setting the sails and 
can re-trim if the yacht comes to the 
shore. Boats are raced in pairs and 
points are awarded on the basis of 
three for winning the windward leg 
and two for the downwind leg. If 
you win neither, then there are no 
points at all. Every sailor competes 
with every other and it doesn’t take a 
moment to understand that a major 
championship can take a considerable 
time for all the competitors to be run 
off – a National event can take six 
days, and a World Championship as 
many as ten.

Mike tells me that not all waters 
are suitable for Vane sailing because 
the course has to be ‘there and back’ 
with good access to the water at both 
ends and the major clubs involved are 
Bournville, Birkenhead, Fleetwood, 
Gosport, Hampton Court and the 
Round Pond – and occasionally 
elsewhere, for instance in Newcastle 
and Clapham.

So how do vane 
boats differ ?

‘How do Vane boats differ from 
those set up for Radio sailing? ’ I asked. 
Mike told me ‘Principally by having 
additional beam with which to carry 
a powerful sail plan and perhaps a 
longer water line’. None of his boats 
carries a swing rig, but at least six sets 
of sails are needed (Mike has 7 rigs 
for the 36), perhaps with as many as 
20 spinnakers, which in Mike’s case 
are mostly home-made. He tells me 
that in the 36’s the main and jib may 
be as much as 1100 sq ins, and the 
spinnaker as much again. Marblehead 
rigs require only that the length 
of the spinnaker pole and 

maximum height are fi xed, although 
in the A-boats the maximum height, 
width and pole length is fi xed.  I hear 
from many Vane sailors that once sail 
setting is properly understood in this 
competition, it paves the way to being 
highly competitive in Radio sailing.

In the ‘A’ Class Mike is currently 
sailing a Hippy to a design by John 
Simpson. His Vane 36” is a home built 
Taxashun designed by Alex Austin in 
1983, with gear by Brian Jones. The 
Marblehead – again home built – is 
a very successful Chris Dicks design, 
with Bill Sykes gear. 

Talking of vane gears

I found I needed to know about 
the choice of Vane gears. Here we 
come into an area which is highly 
personal to each skipper. Mike has 
had great success with vane gears 
beautifully designed and built by Bill 
Sykes (known in the family as Uncle 
Bill, Chris tells me). There are only a 
few of these gears about, and alas Bill 
died last year. And where would I go 
for new gears today, I asked Mike. He 
told me that the  early Fred Shepherd 
design is probably available , and of 
course the design by Roger Stollery 
who has had great success with his 
own vane boats. Clem Edwards who 
formerly built vane gears – as did Ken 
Jones – have both now passed on but 
it may be possible to get complete 
modern rigs from Graham Bantock or 
Bernie McNulty. Certainly a design for 
gears is available through the Marine 
Modelling Plans Service. Mike feels 
that a skipper with moderate skills 
can produce a workable unit for a 
materials cost of around £15 but 
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to purchase a completed vane gear 
might cost somewhere between £50 
and £100. 

Mike then has had a long career in 
competitive sailing and has competed 
successfully here and in the United 
States where he represented England 
in the 36R boat Team racing in San 
Francisco. He tells me that vane 
sailing is still popular, in San Francisco, 
Chicago and Boston. Today he sits 
on  the MYA Council as one of its 
Trustees. and his wife Janet  has for 
many years run the MYA shop, which 
she has now reluctantly had to  
give up. 

Shares with son Chris
Much of Mike’s sailing is now 

shared with his son Chris, whose 
ambition is to wrest the World 
Championship away from Dad. In 
closing, Mike said to me ‘I bought that 
first boat from a Bournville member 
for £10. I saved up for a year, and it 
was all I had.’  Well, it started Mike 
on a long and successful career in our 
sport and he is today still a hard man 
to beat. 


