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I RECENTLY received a book to 
review entitled Russell Coutts 
Course to Victory which was 
written by Paul Larsen. For those 
landlubbers who don't know who 
Russell Coutts,,js, he was the 
helmsman.of New Zealand's 
winning America's Cup boat 
during the 1995 America's Cup 
when they beat the Americans 
and Dennis Conner 5 - 0, the 
biggest margin of victory in the 
144 year history of the event. 

While I found the entire book 
. fascinating, a chapter on Coutts' 
early sailing days really interested 
me, as his comments are relevant 
right now because there is 
currently much concern about 
junior sailing. 

For a long time I have 
maintained that too much 
emphasis is pfaced on teaching 
our youngsters how to race, rather 
than how to sail and how to have 
fun in a boat. I believe that by 
pushing the youngsters into 
racing too early chases· them 
away, and with the emphasis 
solely on racing, it hardly allows 
them time to have fun on the 
water and expe,~ tbej' 
own. Part of thfs s ue to the fact 
~at w~ p~sh .singl.ehanded sailing ' 
m Optimist dinghies, and there is 
no SJ,.litable two-man dinghy once 
the youngsters grow out of 
Oppies, but more importantly we 
don't teach youngsters to sail in 
two-man boats. -

In fact, the once popular 
Dabchick, which in the sixties 
was the training boat for 
youngsters and many of the 
country's top sailors, is now 
considered a "badl' choice for 
them. I believe that this is due to 
the fact that the kids are being 
taught on Oppies when they 
should be taught two-up on 
Dabchicks initially, prior to 
·graduating to Oppies. 

Russell Coutts has this to say on 
the subject. "When I was 11 niy 
family moved from Wellington to 
Dunedin. In Wellington, I had 
had to rely on my parents to 
transport me and the boat and all 
the gear to the water. In Dunedin 
we had a boat shed close to the 
water and I could go sailing 
whenever I wanted. I was no 
longer dependent on someone 
else to get me to the sea. I quickly 
met others who were interested in 
the same things I was and we 
used to have a bit of fun on the 
water, just mucking about in all 
kinds of boats. That was the key 
difference between Wellington 
and Dunedin. 

Up north I was pretty much 
limited to sailing on the 
weekends; almost exclusively 
racing. It got to befairly intense 
and, although it gave me a good 
understanding of the sport, I'm 
not sure how much fun I had. In 
Dunedin I got to sail all the time 
and I learned the pure joy of 
being on the water, ,having the 
time to discover how the wind 
and waves affect tlie boat and the 
sails, how positioning the boom 
and trimming the mainsail 
changed the speed and modes of 
sailing." 

When commenting on the 
intensity and psychological wars 
that go on ·in sailing, even at 
junior levels, he questioned 
whether the "intensity was a little 
less keen we might not lose kids 
who with a couple more year5 of 
maturity would decide to stay 
with the sport for a lifetime". 

I know he's right. I also hope 
that those involved in juhior 
sailing take serious note of iWhat 
the best sailor in the world has to 
say, and make changes quickly 
before we lose more kids to other 
sports. 
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