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Making Spinnakers for 
Vane Sailing
Mike Harris and Bryan Jones talk 
about making spinnakers at home.

Spinnakers are used in most 
conditions for the downwind 
legs. Since they vary in height 
from class to class and in cut 
for different wind strengths and 
direction, the expert skipper will 
have a number of spinnakers 
available at each meeting to meet 
the conditions. Because of the 
numbers involved many skippers 
make their own spinnakers from 
inexpensive and readily available 
materials. In this article we 
discuss spinnaker construction 
at home. The rules governing 
spinnaker construction vary a little 
from class to class so we have 
summarised these fi rst.

� e Vane 
Marblehead
The rules allow one spinnaker pole 
maximum 15” and a maximum hoist 
of 68” from the deck. We recommend 
that the largest (No1) spinnaker is 
made no more than 40” wide – that 
is 5” wider than the length of the pole 
each side; wider than this it will be very 
diffi cult to control.

� e Vane 36
Spinnaker sizes and the length of the 
single pole are unrestricted for the 
Vane 36, and the sail is limited only by 
what the boat will carry at a given time. 
However it is again sensible to restrict 
the maximum width of the sail to no 
more than 5” wider than the pole each 
side. Mike Harris tells us that his No1 
spinnaker in this class has a hoist of 
72”!

� e Vane A Boat 
The rules for Vane As are more 
complex and beginners should refer to 
the detailed rules (which will be found 
at www.mya-uk.org.uk log into the 
Members’ Area, Knowledge Base, then 
Technical Documents). In essence the 

maximum height of the rig is restricted 
to 64” (or its metric equivalent) 
from the deck, 

and the half width of the sail to J + 
3” where J is the length of the fore 
triangle. The length of the pole is 
controlled by the class rules.

Materials
Whilst professional sailmakers will 
offer spinnakers in a range of materials 
this article deals with materials for 
the home builder. The material of 
choice is Polythene, which is easily 
obtained and has an elastic property 
which allows it to take up a fair shape 
in use. Two weights will be needed. 
For the lightest airs dry cleaning bags 
are about right and many successful 
spinnakers have been made up 
from them. They are useable in wind 
strengths up to about 6 knots. 

For heavier sails we recommend 
a decorator’s Polythene cover sheet 
from B & Q, or similar material. This 
material comes in sizes 12’ x12’ or its 
metric equivalent, is the right weight 

and will provide the material for about 
25 spinnakers.

For corner pieces and 
headboards use electricians’ 
plastic tape which will stretch a 
little under pressure. Using too 
rigid a material here can result in 
the body of the sail tearing away 
from the corners.

Eyelets must be brass, that 
is brass, not brass plated, or 
enamelled in different colours. 
Non-brass eyelets quickly lose 
their plating particularly in 
sea water, and will leave ugly 
stains on the sails. Use them 
with a simple eyelet tool from 
a dressmaker’s shop (Also 
available through the Squires 
catalogue, 01243 842424, Ed.)

Tools
The polythene must be heat cut so that 
the seams melt together automatically. 
Mike and Bryan hand made tools for 
the job. The fi rst is a simple copper 
disc on a stainless steel wire.

A simple home made 
cutting tool fi nished 
with a wooden handle
 
Heat the disc using a blowlamp and 
run it around the seam in short lengths 
guided by a batten. 

The second is a converted soldering 
iron in which the bit has been replaced 
with a fork and copper disk. Using this 
tool saves the business of regular 
re-heating. 

Vane As on the run in light airs. 
Mike Harris’s Neuxus in the background. 
Photo: Charles Smith
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A converted 
soldering iron , disc 
replacing bit. A tool 
made only by an 
expert electrician

(Health and Safety Note: 
The conversion of a soldering iron 
should not be undertaken by anyone 
without the essential electrical 
expertise. Instead, I use the proprietary 
soldering iron as shown below. 

A proprietary soldering iron with 
interchangeable bits

This tool is safe, trigger activated and 
works well – I have seamed several 
polythene sails using it. Available form 
Squires and elsewhere. Ed.)

 

Construction 
- Marking out
We take as an example a No1 spinnaker 
for a Vane Marblehead which will be 
68” in the hoist. Notice that only the top 
third, to half, of the spinnaker is curved, 
the remaining “skirt” is straight. The aft 
edges are all straight and the foot takes 
up a shallow but fair curve. We make a 
spinnaker by folding the material and 
working to half width.

Obtain a piece of hardboard a little 
longer that the maximum hoist and 
the half width of the No1 spinnaker, 
in this case 20”. The head of the sail 
will have a fl attish section followed by 
a fair curve to a point on the edge of 
the board about one third of the way 
down. This curve may be drawn by 
using a string and felt tip to make up 
what is in effect a large compass. The 
exact nature of the curve comes with 
experience, but by using inexpensive 
materials several can be tried.

Several spinnaker profi les marked up 
on hardboard

Several spinnakers may be drawn on 
the same board, the curve becoming 
fl atter and the width narrower for the 
smaller sails to be used in stronger 
breezes and on reaching legs. Of 
course the hoist will be shorter in each 
case. Mike suggests ultimately making 
a range spinnakers each about 10% 

smaller than the previous one, but we 
might start off by making fi ve, ranging 
from 68” in the hoist to 18”.

Method

Spinnaker 
material ready for cutting. 

In this picture the material has been 
marked on the surface for clarity but it 
is suffi cient normally to follow the curve 
marked on the board

Cut the material to the correct (full) 
width leaving a little in the length. Fold 
in half and place on the board so that 
the folded edge (which is to be the front 
edge) is on the curved side. Weight 
the material so that it will not move in 
the cutting. Using the heated tool and 
batten, cut following the curve (your 
drawing will be visible through the 
material) to the edge of the board. The 
heat will seal the cut edges together 
forming a seam. Take a craft knife and 
cut a shallow curve at the foot of the 
sail. You can now trim the sail and 
repeat the measurements in order to 
be sure that it complies with the class 
rules. Take the material off the board 
and open it up. The spinnaker will 
have a seamed curve on its fore edge, 
and the natural fold of the material will 
complete the skirt.

Apply fl exible tape to the head of 
the sail reinforcing both sides of the 

soldering iron as shown below. 
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seam and crossing the “T” to make a 
head board. Apply tape to each corner 
following the diagonals of the sail and 
reinforce the foot of the sail. The brass 
eyelets may now be inserted through 
two layers of tape and one layer of 
Polythene.

In this picture 
the seam of 
the spinnaker 
follows the 
line of the 
two coloured 
panels.
Photo: 
Charles 
Smith

Setting
It is essential that the skipper has a 
sense of the wind direction along most 
of the course and this may vary a good 
deal on a longish run, for instance at 
Fleetwood or Gosport. Trees cast wind 
shadows, buildings act as venturies 
changing the direction of the airfl ow; 
even other competitors walking their 
boats along the bank can infl uence the 
conditions. It is rare that the wind will 
be precisely aft, and if it is, that it will 
stay that way. Mike says “When it does 
we call it a Golden Day”.

With the boat ashore prepare for 
the downwind leg by fl ying a spinnaker 
in the clearest wind available. Look 
around you, politely ask that friend 
standing behind the boat to move 
aside so that the airfl ow reasonably 
resembles that on the water. 

Chris Harris and Peter Stollery waiting for 
lightweight spinnakers to draw properly. 
Photo: Charles Smith

Generally speaking a fuller shape will 
be required for conditions where the 
wind is mostly aft, and a fl atter shape 
for predominantly reaching legs. An 
extremely light spinnaker may be 
fl own in the lightest airs, but a heavier 
material will be needed to avoid 
damage as the wind pipes up. You can 
expect to fl y a spinnaker in all but the 
very lightest airs when its constant 
cycle of collapsing and fi lling will affect 
direction and in really heavy conditions 
where nose diving or broaching 
becomes a problem.

Once the boat is in the water the 
chosen spinnaker can be adjusted 
until it fi lls and holds its shape, and 
the vane set appropriately. As the boat 
is released the spinnaker should be 
drawing strongly.

A word about 
“walking the boat”
A boat may be sailing downwind within 
a foot or two of the shore and closing. 
The skipper is going to have to stop the 
boat and adjust the vane any moment 
now, whilst the competing boat sails 
on! However, by walking alongside 
the boat the wind may be defl ected 
off the skipper suffi ciently to generate 
lift, fi lling the spinnaker so that it 
continues to draw and the boat to 
hold its course. As Mike says 
“It takes practice”.

I am indebted to Mike Harris and 
Bryan Jones for the material for 
this article including the technical 
photographs. This is the third in our 
series on vane sailing (others may be 
found in the Knowledge Base of the 
MYA web site). The Rules of Free (or 
Vane) Sailing may be found on the 
ISAF web site by going through 
www.mya-uk.org.uk, and following 
the links.
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Photo: Charles Smith”


