
 

 

  

everal summers 
ago, on the middle 
of Lake Winnebago, in  

Oshkosh, Wisconsin, I made a profound spiritual 
discovery while my husband Jan and 
I were racing sailboats. It was the second race of the 
Inland Lake Yachting Association Championship Regatta. 

Winnebago is a river that was dammed to form a lake. This 
lake is 40 miles long, 12 miles across, and shallow. A lake that is 
big, but shallow, can develop huge waves. 

Other classes of boats had been racing that morning. Among the 
big boats — the A-fleet — 17 boats went out and four of them capsized. 
Two of these boats broke their carbon-fiber masts. Smaller boats — C-boats 
— had also gone out. Of the 40 boats in the C-fleet, only 22 came back. The rest 
capsized or turtled (went completely upside down) and had to be towed in. Our 
boat is smaller yet. 

My husband and I sail an M16, so named because it is 16-feet long. It has two sails.The 
larger sail is called the main. The smaller sail is called the jib. Instead of one centerboard, 
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we have two bilge boards (one on each 
side) that keep our boat from slipping. 
I run the boards along with the jib. 
The wind had been so strong that 
morning the ILYA committee had 
canceled the first M16 race. But 

windward; then boaters run with the 
wind — leeward; and continue that 
course two and one-half times (sailing 
five half-laps), ending into the wind. 
Unfortunately, when the gun went off 
at the starting line we were not in 

It is great to get a good start. It is important to do 
well in the middle-But nothing is as important as 
how you finish. 

when it was time for the second 
race, we went out. There were 20 
boats in our fleet. 

The racecourse for an M16 regatta 
is 7 miles. The course set that day was a 
windward-leeward 2 1/2. 

Boaters start by heading 
into the wind — 

a great position.The start is important 
in sailboat racing. Whoever gets out 
front first gets the best air and has the 
best chance of winning the race. 
Though we did not get a good start, 
by careful, strategic sailing — and a 
little bit of luck — by the time we 
made it to the first mark our boat was 
in first place. When we rounded the 
second mark, we were No. 1. 

When we rounded the third  
mark, we were still No. 1. 

In fact, by this time 
we were so 

far ahead 

— one half-lap ahead — that the rest 
of the boats were going the opposite 
d i r ec t io n  f ro m o ur s ;  t h e y wer e  
heading windward while we were 
heading leeward. 

As our boat approached the others, 
the sailors called out, "Good racing, Jan, 
good racing." 

At the fourth mark — with only 
one mark left — Jan cautioned me, 
"It's not over, yet." 

W h e n  we  r o u n d e d  t h e  f o u r t h  
mark, the wind changed, and something 
went terribly wrong.We started that last 
half-lap way ahead. I thought we had 
stayed ahead of the fleet. But it is hard 
to be sure. In a long racecourse it is 
hard to see the mark because it is 1.4 
miles away. Though i t  is a big,  
br ight orange buoy, boaters need to 
strain to spot it on the horizon. Because 
it is impossible to sail directly into the 
w i n d ,  s a i l b o a t s  m u s t  t a c k  
— zigzagging this way, then that way 
—with each skipper  choosing the 
angles he thinks will be best. A boater 
cannot be sur e  he is  ahead of the 
others until he gets close to the mark. 

When all the boats started tacking 
toward the final mark, Jan retorted, 
"We'll be lucky to come in fifth." 

"What do you mean?" I asked. 
"We've been ahead all four laps." 

He pointed with his nose, "Look 
at those boats over there. They've got 
good air." 

Incredulously, I questioned, "Are you 
sure they are ahead of us?" 

He said, "Yes, they are ahead of us." 
Do you know what? The skipper 

was right. As the boats converged on 
the final mark at the finish line, they 
beat us. Even though we had been 
leading the race four out of five marks, 
we finished in fifth place. 

Jan and I  still remember the first 
four marks of that race. But no one 
else in the ILYA cares about those first 
four marks. What was written in the 
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