The Ice Opti Cometh

By Stacie Kress Booker

ast, on the ice.

“An ice Opt can reach speeds of 35-40 mph,”
SA\ s Daniel Hearn, an ice Opti dad from Madison,
\\‘\ isconsin. His two xounécstchﬂdrcn Sheridan (13)
!and Frankie (10) sail them. Hearn wants to build
awareness of the sportin this country and is working
to start up junior ice Opti programs in his region. He
savs it will help keep junior sailors sailing, especially
in the colder climates where their soft water sailing
season is short and winters are long,

~ lce boating isn’t new, but the ice Optis, relatively
speaking, Traditional ice boats can be too powerful
for a junior satlor. A designer in Hurope decided to
take a standard Optimist dinghy sail plan and build a
small ice boat hull for it so that there was an
appropriate entry level craft for youth satlors.

The hullitself 1s nothing like the Optimist dinghy,
but more like what’s called a DN, a full-sized iceboat
for adults. 1% long and slender with a pointy bow.
Instead of a daggerboard and rudder it has three
runners (like oversized ice skate blades), two extend
out from each side of the hull and one is in front.
The two on the side are fixed. The one in front steers
the boat. There is also a tiller that the skipper uses to
control the front runner. But the ice Opt rig is
exactly the same as that of the Optimist dinghy. In
fact, you can actually take your Opt rig, sail and all,
and use 1t with an ice Opti.

PHOTO (opposite page) - Sheridan Hearn sailing at the World Ice Opti Championship in Lithuania last year.
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? agine an Optimist with a cockpit, runners and parking
f break. What’s this you say? It’s an Ice Optimist; a sleek,
y slick hull with an Optimist sail and rig that goes fast, real
f
I

The ice Opti skipper sits in a reclining position,
nearly laying down and facing forward, in the cockpit,
with the tiller in one hand and the mainsheet in the
other. The skipper remains in this position, regardless
of what tack she’s on; there’s no roll tacking or
jumping from one side of the boat to the other.

Why lying down? This lowers your center of
gravity so that when youre going around a mark
there’s less probability that youll be pitched out of
the boat. Consider what would happen if you were
sitting in a chair, without a seatbelt, and whipped
around a corner real fast. The seat would tip and
youd fall out. It’s the same principle in an ice Opti,
staying low in the boat keeps the boat flatter.

And yet, the boat is very manageable when it
comes to steering. You have the ability to make
adjustments for turning radius and to tune it to get
the right balance between maneuverability and
steerability.
bike,” explains Hearn, “‘the greater the velocity of the
vehicle, the smaller amount of movement on the
tiller 1s needed to make a turn.”

“Like any vehicle, whether a car or a

An 1ce Opti racecourse is always windward-
leeward, two to three laps.
consist of four to six races a day, each race taking 15-
20 minutes. Sailors get a throw out after five or six
races.

Typically a regatta will



~coming into a mark hailing starboard,”

Frankie in his Ice Opti at home on Elk Lake.

Thcre isnojockeying for position or ‘protecting
your hole’ on an ice Opti starting line. A
random drawing assigns skippers their spot on the
line and they all line up next to each other. Instead
of the typical five-minute Opti starting sequence 1t’s
a Grand Prix start. Flag up, flag down, the skippers
get a running start to push their boat off
the line, jump in, sheet in their sail and
they’re racing. Half go off on starboard
tack, the other half on port. All boats
meet at the top mark. That’s when things
get interesting,

In an ice boat you can dial up vour
speed by a factorof 10 0r 15, “You’re not

says Hearn, “no one’s going to hear you,
it’s all happening too fast”” While the
right-of-way rules are comparable to what
soft water sailors are accustomed to,
there is one significant difference. Ona
downwind leg, in ice sailing, a windward
boat has rights over the leeward boat.
Why? Consider this scenario. Two ice
boats are sailing downwind. A puff hits
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them both. The windward boat goes into a hike;
heading up would mean tipping over. The only way
the windward boat can avoid wiping out is to turn
down, so the leeward boat is required to give way.
This avoids calamity.

Hearn says ice boat sailing is among the most
thrilling sailing experiences anyone could ever have.
“It has all the same characteristics of a sailboat race
— strategic positioning of vour boat, calling laylines,
salling fast.” Hearn’s daughter agrees, but it’s the
speed she likes best.

“I really like how tast you can go in an iceboat,”
Sheridan says, “I’ve always loved speed.” Sheridan’s
first experiences iceboating were with her father who
used to take her in his double-handed iceboat when
she was little. She remembers “this awesome tecling
of having fun and I'd be laughing, other times it
would be quiet and I loved hearing the sound of the
blades hitting the ice; it’s a really smooth sound.”

Sheridan has sailed the ‘traditional’ Optiin summer
programs at the Madison Youth Sailing Foundation,
but there i1s not an active Optimist racing program
available locally. And, their summer sailing season is

Daniel Hearn races a ‘full-size’ ice boat called a DN.
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