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friend, family, history, or a J. Crew 
advertisement. They may have no clue 
about the boats, how they work, or 
that people still even sail, but you’ll be 
hard pressed to find someone who isn’t 
vaguely aware of the concept. 

This results in a wide variety of 
pre-conceptions about sailing that 
vary from logical, but often wrong, to 
the absolutely absurd. However, when 
most kids and adults step aboard a 
sailboat, big or small, for the first time, 
these pre-conceptions are just about all 

they have. Maybe you even had them 
once.

Introducing someone to sailing 
is thrilling and daunting all rolled 
into one grand learning experiment. 
This introduction, however, does 
warrant some forethought and can be 
challenging for even the best of sailors. 
Someone’s first sailing experience will 
define sailing for them from there on 
out.

A positive experience may inspire 
a new sailor or at least send them 
away with a great story. A negative 
experience, however, can be lasting 
and deter someone from not just sailing 
but perhaps boating in general. Getting 
them back on board can be even more 
challenging.

Fortunately, not everyone needs 
to be a certified sailing instructor to 
be sure someone has a wonderful first 
sailing experience. Most people are 
introduced to sailing by family and 
friends who are sailors and want to 
share their enthusiasm for the sport. To 
do this requires keeping things positive 
for a child or an adult new to sailing. It 
is important to be aware that this is a 
new, and possibly anxious, experience 
for them. Just consider Safety, Adults, 
Instruction, and Lingo which all put 
together is SAIL.

Safety
Many people’s concerns begin with 

safety: how safe is it for themselves 
and/or their child. It is very important 
to answer their safety questions (“Can 
we tip over?”) and not brush their 
concerns aside. 

Being calm is equated with being 
safe. It is especially important with 
children that you (the instructor) 
remain calm and collected. They are 
not as adept as adults at reading the 
situation and will react how you react. 
If the skipper laughs or hollers in joy 
at the boat heeling over in a puff, they 
will too. However, if things aren’t 
going smoothly and yelling or cursing 
ensues, that will quickly create fear 
and frustration into what already may 
be an uneasy situation for the child, or 
adults too, for that matter.

Adults
There are some differences 

between taking kids sailing for the first 

Whether a child or an 
adult, it’s important to 

make someone’s first time 
sailing positive and fun, 
and be aware that this a 
new and possibly anxious, 

experience for them.

Can This Boat Flip Over?

“Can this boat flip over?” the 
young boy asked in earnest. 

“No” I replied, “this is a keelboat 
so it has hundreds of pounds attached 
to the bottom to keep us upright.” I 
use my free hand to gesture just how 
massive the keel must be.

“So there is absolutely no chance 
of us flipping over?” He looked me 
straight in the eyes, curiosity and fear 
battling for his attention.

I smile mischievously, “Well, if 
our keel falls off, we’ll have bigger 
problems than just the boat flipping 
over.” 

Somehow my blunt confession 
does the trick and he’s comforted by 
the extreme unlikeness of the keel 
falling off, yet thrilled by the thought 
of such destruction. A few minutes 
later he volunteers to take the helm. I 
doubt this will be his only time sailing.

Everyone is introduced to sailing 
differently, whether it is through a 
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time versus adults. Often times, after 
the keel situation has been sorted out, 
kids will be climbing all around the 
boat, their fears forgotten. They’ll take 
the helm, run up to the bow, and try 
pulling in a sheet. 

All the while, their parent may 
still be sitting stiffly where they first 
landed when they boarded, hesitant to 
stray too far. Adults can be extremely 
uncomfortable when they are out of 
their element and may not catch on as 
quickly to sailing, which they find very 
counter-intuitive. 

Encourage an adult to move 
around, (one hand for you, one hand 
for the boat) give them a job, and keep 
them talking! Adults respond well to 
carrying on a conversation that could 
be taking place anywhere. Have them 
help you sail the boat, few people 
will refuse and with clear and patient 
directions you can make them a part of 
it all. Before you know it they may be 
climbing all around too.

Instruction
As the person introducing someone 

new to sailing, as far as they know, you 
are the expert so be sure to share your 
knowledge! Explain things as they 
happen but keep it simple. When their 
eyes bug out and you sense they are 
overwhelmed it’s time for a bad sailing 
joke. 

Encourage questions, they may 
be curious about some phenomenon 
you haven’t explained or what that 
“thingy” is. Do your best to answer 
them but don’t be afraid to say you 
don’t know. An important part is 
realizing the many kinds of sailing and 
the complexity of the sport as a whole. 
Admitting gaps in your knowledge 
(within the bounds of safety) is also 
humbling and makes learning to sail 
seem more attainable.

As I mentioned before, normal 
conversation is a powerful tool for 
both kids and adults. Talk about other 
things, the scenery, radio station, etc. 
maybe they’ll know something you 
don’t about a topic so that it becomes a 
mutual learning experience. 

Lingo
One of the biggest factors that 

alienate/scare off new sailors is the 
lingo. They step aboard and it’s like a 
foreign language. There are shrouds, 

a helm, winches, halyards, and blocks 
just to name a few. 

Maintain a positive learning 
experience and don’t hesitate to call for 
the halyard or the boom vang, but be 
prepared to describe and point to the 
actual object. Calling it “that thing” will 
not get you or them very far. Inevitably 
you will have to remind them which is 
which but after hearing that unfamiliar 
word a couple times, it won’t seem 
quite as foreign.

When a new sailor steps off 
the boat you hope they do so with 
confidence, or at least a shaky smile. 

Maybe they’ve learned some new 
sailing terms or about the tides of 
Puget Sound. At times sailing probably 
pushed their comfort limits but once 
on shore those fearful moments fade 
away and they are left to think fondly 
about all the good and exciting things 
they experienced during their first time 
sailing.

 ___________________

Cara Kuhlman is currently a coach 
at Sail Sand Point, an alumnus of the 
University of Oregon Sailing Team, and  
a freelance writer.

Actually, sails are 
very similar.
Sailmakers mostly buy 
their cloth from similar 
sources, use the same basic 
techniques, and frequently 
the same designs. But 
there is one major 
thing that separates our 
mainsails from theirs.

The price.
The Lee mainsail. A 
rugged, well built sail, big 
on performance, small on 
price.

Our genoa.
Why it lasts so long.
Details. We care about 'em. 
Things like panel reinforcing at the 
clew, head and tack. A tape reinforced 
clew cringle. Rat-tailed boltropes. Triple 
stitched seams where necessary. Leather 
chafe protectors at head, tack and clew. 
Vinyl coated stainless steel luff wire.

The Lee genoa or jib. Priced right and 
designed for durability.

“Sailmaker to the world”
Washington: Call Toll Free 1-800-533-9567

Oregon/WA 10997 NW Supreme Ct., Portland, OR 97229
(503) 641-7170 • email: leesailsor@comcast.net • chandcw@comcast.net

BC: PO Box 19567, Vancouver, BC V5T 4E7 • Phone & Fax (604) 685-1234
www.leesails.com • e-mail: vancouver@leesails.com

Our Mainsail
Why it’s different

Our cruising 
spinnaker. 
Why you need one.
The wind. It’s fickle. From 
a stiff breeze to a whisper. 
In less time than it takes 
to say “What happened 
to the wind?” Our radial 
head drifter was designed 
specifically for light air 
performance. Plus, it sells at 
a price that leaves the other 
guys whistlin' Dixie.

The Lee Cruising Spinnaker. 
A great sail at a price that 
won’t leave you gasping.

For a free brochure or 
an estimate, contact 
your nearest Lee Sails 
Representative.

See Us At The

Seattle Boat Show
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