A Little Local Knowledge Goes a Long Way!

By James Glasson

First Mate, Lady Godiva, Catalina 30 MrkII, 4917

What Floor Please? 

You may be asking, “What the heck does an elevator ride have to do with sailing on San Francisco Bay?”  I’ll get to that in a few minutes but first I need to explain to you how we got into this position in the first place.

We’d traveled to San Francisco, CA from Detroit, Mi for the Catalina 30 National Regatta in early October. This was our first time in San Francisco and sailing in a regatta on an unfamiliar body of water. 

Prior to the start of the regatta, we met some of the local racers at the host yacht club. It was with great interest to us when they started talking about ‘current relief’ tactics. It was such an important part of being a successful racer on the Bay that the yacht club had even arranged for a local sail loft owner to come in and give a talk about it after dinner during the first night of the regatta. What we got on this trip was a crash course in hydrology and local strategy.

In our home waters on Lake St. Clair, it is not fair to say there is no current. Of course there is, but it is so small in the middle of the lake it is just not a major factor in our regular racing strategy. As the water flows down from Lake Huron into the relatively small Lake St. Clair and down to Lake Ontario, the biggest current we have to deal with is on or by the Detroit River. Seeing as we do not race on or by the river, we don’t usually talk about current and how to deal with it prior to a race and we never talk about tides. So here we are listening to a very knowledgeable local sailor talking about tide charts and currents who is telling us to stay off the elevator. What the heck is the elevator? We’re still talking about sailing right?

Without getting into a major lesson in hydrology; a topic I am no expert on, the basics are as follows. In short San Francisco Bay is fed by the Pacific Ocean as are the other large bodies of water also connected to it (San Pablo Bays to the north and the South Bay are examples). As the water flows into the central Bay via the strait under the Golden Gate Bridge (the “Gate”) it seeks to flow into the lower points of land, thus establishing a flood. A fully established flood has water flowing into the bay and surrounding low points at approximately 4 knots in some areas.
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Once the flood is completed, the water is said to be slack, or not moving, just prior to the ebb, when the water recedes from the Bay, out under the Gate and back to the ocean. Simple enough, right? 

What makes things more complicated though is there are some moments during the start and end of a cycle when currents are flowing in both directions. There are many reasons for this but to over simplify, the bays do not reach max fill at equal times, which causes flows to go into the north bays and not into the South bay (tail end of a flood prior to slack and eventually ebb). You can see this effect in the multidirectional current flow on the surface of the water at times by a distinct line of foam, color changes in the water and by the patterns and amplitude of the waves. 

We were told of the various strategies you can implement to help reduce the current effects and to even use them to your advantage.  Locally, this can translate into sailing directly up to the south side of Alcatraz Island while being careful to stay out of it’s wind shadow, almost bang into the corner of the island, and then perform a series of short (2-4 boat length) tacks to maintain your distance as close the island as possible to stay out of the maximum current flows. Sounds crazy but it works, and when you look the flood current chart below you can get an idea of why.
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So, back to the regatta; day 2, we are now armed with the information from the locals and a 2004 tide book and ready to go racing. Did I mention the starting sequence is different out here? More local information, selected course is not announced until your class flag is raised. This means you have the possible course routes in your regatta rules of racing but not the actual course for your division’s race until 5 minutes before you start that race. This means that you could and often will, race a different course than the division that started before of after you.  We got the course flag information and got off the starting line first in our division and were sailing fast heading to the mark ~2km away. Oh yeah, did I mention our GPS was not working? We didn’t bring our newer vintage GPS with us because a crew member that was driving up from Southern California said he’d bring his. Turns out his late model GPS had an issue with registering and finding itself once out of its normal home zone. We tried leaving it on over night but all that accomplished was draining the new batteries. So we had no GPS on board.  That hurt us in two ways, first we’d lost our speed over land feedback so we’d not get quick water current effect feedback and two, we had preprogrammed all the routes into the GPS and without the GPS as a navigational aid and were left with a copy of a local map and the actual NOAA chart to navigate by. The problem was the buoys on the copies of the local chart did not correspond to the naming convention on the NOAA chart, the actual buoys were not marked as they are at home with the buoy number, nor was the copied chart to scale. This created a problem because some of the turning marks were fairly close to each other.  We were lost. I mean we knew where we were, just not exactly where to go, like I said, lost. All is well that ends well, the turning mark was found shortly after we saw the boats behind us round it.  We’d make up some of the lost distance and finish 2nd in this one. 

Race #3, off the line first and sailing fast. About an hour into this race the infamous question arises once more: are we sailing the correct course? Our navigator was not convinced, and as this was his primary job, instant elevated discussions broke out. The course we were on was decidedly wrong, what to do about it now? Let’s enjoy a rounding of Alcatraz Island. We’d take a DNF for this one. We needed to remedy this navigation situation and quickly.

Day 3 brought the 4th and final race of the regatta.  With the maps worked out and clarified and a borrowed hand held GPS on board, we were confident that today’s performance would be better. We needed to take a first today to finish first over all in our division. We had all the local information now, we full understood the starting sequence, read the course flag, verified it twice and proceeded to nail the starting line at the gun and off we went. The course was 9.7 nm long and was taking us from approximately Treasure Island to the Golden Gate Bridge and back. 

Our turning mark was located directly to the NE of the Gate. We had a good 300 yard lead on our competition as we sailed past Angel Island heading toward Sausalito and the mark. Our nearest competitor was sailing close to shore and decidedly away from the mark.  We could lay the line to the turning mark if we tacked now, which we did.  Remember that elevator I mentioned earlier? Going down? Current. It’s a real b-----. Shortly after tacking we realized we were not moving over ground as fast as we on the previous tack. Our speed wheel on the hull of the boat said we were going a little over 6 knots but the GPS which was giving us speed over land said different. We’d sailed from the semi protected shelter of the coast line out into the flood current and caught a ride on the elevator.    

[image: image3.png]



Another piece of local information that was not explained in greater detail until after the race was the westerly wind tends to bend around and follow the coast line as it blows under the Gate. As our competitor stayed by the shore line, he stayed out of the heavier flood current and took advantage of a lift to the mark because of this wind effect. We on the other hand, slowed our forward progress, by tacking to lay the line which reduced our VMG toward the mark as we hit the current flow (the elevator) and took a wind knock on this most un-favored tack.  We watched with some amazement as our lead was quickly reduced and then lost as our competitor rounded the mark and set for the downwind run to the finish some 4.5 nm away. We’d settle for second place today and second over all.

The best thing I took away from this regatta was what I would do differently the next time I traveled for a regatta. I made a quick list on the plane home as to not forget what now seems to be the simplest of details:

1. Obtain and study your own nautical charts of the region you’ll be in

a. If you know the courses, make copies of your base chart and mark them out on separate pages for easy reference

b. If sailing in a tidal or current prone area, study the details prior to and upon your arrival. I’ve since found numerous web sites that could have provided all the current information I needed well before I got on the plane to go to San Francisco

2. Bring your own GPS if you have one, and ask others on your crew to bring theirs as a back up

a. As hand held GPS units go, they are small enough to pack and having multiple back ups could save the day. Had a fog set in on day 2 we could have had much more serious issues to deal with

3. Chartering a boat? 

a. Clarify with the owner/company exactly what gear is on board.

i. If you prefer long winch handles, you better ask what is on board or bring your own

ii. Safety gear and repair kits/spare parts are also critical items to clarify and then verify prior to departure.

4. When you arrive at the destination, talk to and listen to the local sailors 

a. Ask what to avoid in the area, what special items should be of interest and 

b. if you can, get them to share local racing knowledge with you

5. Regardless of the outcome of the regatta

a. Remember you came to win but also to have fun

i. You came to have fun

1. you had fun

a. Given the chance now that you’ve been there and done that you would do it better next time.

Chart and map source:

http: //sfports.wr.usgs.gov/SFPORTS/vec_map/centbay.html
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