
The Sunfish provides great stability. The Sunfish sails easy due to its simplicity of having to handle only one sail and one 

sheet. However, to be competitive in a Sunfish it is key that you learn to master sailing technique. 
 

Windward sailing technique 
 

 Finding the right groove 

 

Going to windward you will be concentrating on making your Sunfish go as fast as possible. The fastest way to sail is to 
have the sail itself working as closely as possible to a perfect airfoil. The simple rule to remember is that the sail should 

be out as far as it will go without luffing. If a sail is pulled in too far, it will stall. Stalled, a sail feels like it is pulling you 
sideways. 

 
The competitive Sunfish sailor always tries to find the right groove going to windward. The groove will always be a little 

different, depending on the combination of wind and waves. But it is always there – the right combination of pinching and 

footing. Pinching is sailing as close to the wind as possible. Footing is cracking off from that pinched position by a few 
degrees to gain a little extra speed. The best sailors are those who can snuggle up as close to wind as possible and still 

keep their boats moving well. 
 

The key to effective pinching is avoiding either a stalled sail or a stalled board. On boats like the Sunfish, with too little 

board or keel, one can sail so close to the wind that the board stalls and that the boat starts sliding to leeward. To pinch 
effectively in a Sunfish, you must learn to sail on a razor’s edge. Footing allows for greater margin of error, although this 

is usually not as fast a way to get to the windward mark. The new racing daggerboard lets you pinch a little closer than 
the old one did, although the perfect groove is still quite narrow. 

 
Going to windward, obviously at all times, you should strive to keep your Sunfish flat. This means hiking out during strong 

winds and using the weight of your body to balance the boat. Under most conditions you should try to keep the leeward 

bottom of the Sunfish flat when going to windward. 
 

 Dealing with wind shifts 

 
Going to windward, when the wind shifts so that you can sail closer to the upwind mark, you have sailed into a lift. The 

right thing to do is to steer higher and benefit from the wind shift. 

 
A header is the opposite – in this case the wind shifts so that it forces you to sail lower and away from the mark. The 

right thing, by far, to do is to tack whenever you encounter a header. But you have to figure out if the shift is for real. 
 

In some conditions, the wind will shift in fairly predictable patters. In other conditions, the wind will shift sharply for a 
second or two before slipping back to its original direction. If that happens and you have already tacked it becomes a 

very costly maneuver. So it pays to study the wind, and decide how long you should wait, after being headed, before 

tacking. 
 

 Dealing with waves 

 
In waves, you are constantly either sailing uphill or downhill, and as the waves get larger you have to pay more and more 

attention to them and less and less to the direction of the wind. Usually it is best to take a rather zigzag course through 

the waves, trying always to go through the low spots. 
 

It might seem logical to bear off and gain speed going up the wave and pinch up as gravity helps you down a wave. 
However, the opposite is usually the best. I.E. you pinch up a little going uphill, and foot off and gain speed going 

downhill. One of the reasons is that as you go up the hill, you slow down, and the winds strength is translated into 

greater heel and less forward movement. And heeling is the one thing you don’t want to do much going to windward. 
Moreover, you want to spend as little time on the upside of the wave as possible. So the best technique seems to be to 

get up as much speed as possible going downhill and head up going up the wave. 
 

Downwind sailing technique 
 

When sailing downwind in a Sunfish you may experience a big lever effect as the boat tries to turn to windward. This is 

the case if the boat is flat and the sail is out, placing the center of effort of the sail leeward of the centerline of the boat. 



Counteracting this with the rudder causes extreme pressure on the tiller as the rudder drags trough the water at a 

permanent angle. The resulting weather helm slows down the boat substantially. 
 

To sail downwind effectively in a Sunfish you should heel the boat to windward. You should heel almost to the point of 
capsizing, with the seat of your pants often touching the water. There are two reasons for doing this. 

 

First, the center of effort of the sail is kept over the boat. That way, the sail is not a huge lever trying to make the boat 
round up to windward. The second reason is that heeling reduces the wetted surface, reducing hull drag and increasing 

your speed. 
 

Going downwind and heeled to windward in a Sunfish may seem like an unstable position. And it gets so more as the 
wind and waves pick up. But it is actually more stable once you get used to it.  An experienced sailor can even steer the 

Sunfish downwind without the rudder by using his body weight and balance. The more you can steer with your body, 

using the degree of boat heel to change direction, the straighter you can keep the rudder and avoiding it to drag at an 
angle though the water. 
 

The above article is originated from the Sunfish Aruba Web site: 

http://www.sunfishclubaruba.org/tips__tricks.htm#Sunfish_sailing_technique 


