Updating an older Dragon
by Patrick Gifford
You’ve just bought an older Dragon,
probably a GRP boat built between
1973 and 2000, and you want to sail it
competitively but you realise that the
rig and equipment in it is probably
no longer state of the art and wonder
whether this will be a problem. This
article attempts to de-mystify what is
required. The first step is to read the
Class Rules, which are available on
the IDA website. In particular note
Rule 1.63 if you have major work
in mind. Then the content of this
article is divided into the hull, the rig
and the fittings. There is, however,
one consideration common to
everything which is that every piece
of equipment should work easily and
perform its allotted function. Do check
this because there is nothing more
irritating than pulling hard on a rope
to no effect.

Hull:
Dragons have almost all been
built to a very high standard. So
long as your boat was built by one
of the main builders and hasn’t been
involved in collisions, strandings or
road accidents there shouldn’t be any
major problem. However, it is well
worth thinking about:
Hull smoothness: Is there a
buildup of rough antifouling or paint?
If there is, it is well worth removing it
to get down to a good, smooth base.
Correctors: The certificate, and
measurement form if you have
it, should state whether the boat
originally had correctors. If it did, and
they are still there, it is worth weighing
the boat. It is highly likely that they
can be removed. Most boats gain a
little weight as they age.
Bulkheads: Boats built before March
1991 don’t have bulkheads unless
they have been retro-fitted. It is worth
considering fitting them but it depends
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on where you are sailing, especially
the depth of water and the amount
of support and other traffic around.
It is a trade-off between extra weight
and some inconvenience from loss
of usable space and safety. Dragons
without bulkheads sink very quickly.
Cockpit height: Most older boats
have lower cockpit floors than the
most modern boats. This is a nuisance
because it makes crewing rather more
difficult and also makes it harder to
lead control lines back to a mainsheet
beam or barney post. However, any
changes are likely to be difficult to
implement in a GRP boat and certainly
require attention to Rules 1.63 and
2.505 to 2.508. My recommendation is
don’t bother.

Mast gate: The rules changed in
1991 to permit 50mm of movement
for the mast at the deck rather than
20mm. This made it essential to
have a mast ram. If your boat hasn’t
been modified for this rule change
you should go ahead now. This will
probably mean enlarging the mast
hole in the deck and making a hole
for the rigging screw connecting the

Equipment:
Spinnaker chute or not: This has
been a contentious subject for many
years. Most boats use a chute and
this is more reliable than hoisting and
recovering from the cockpit unless
you have very well trained and regular

crew. The alternative of sending the
foredeck hand to the bow as you
approach the windward mark to clip
on a bag with the spinnaker in it isn’t
recommended though it used to be
commonplace.
Spinnaker pole gear: There is a
choice between the system which has
the pole lying on the deck attached
to the spinnaker and a track on the
mast and the system which stows the
pole along the boom. The first requires

Rig:
Genoa roller: All the commercial
mechanisms I have come across work
well below deck whether they are
positively driven or operate through
a drum so long as the bearings are
greased. However, it is undoubtedly
better to have the halliard come from
a slider on the forestay which has
bearings for the genoa and the halliard
and then down the mast rather than
back down the forestay inside the luff
zip as in older Borresen boats.
Jumpers: The simplest answer of all
is to have fixed jumpers. Adjust them
so that the mast is straight sideways
and the back of the mast is slightly
inverted. Make any final adjustments
to fit your mainsail.

mast to the ram in the coach roof.
Most rams have a single line which
provides a positive movement in
either direction though an alternative
is to use powerful shockcord to pull
the mast forward.

If you like adjustment there are
various systems for adjustment under
way. The most common ones adjust
both jumpers simultaneously and
normally give power of about 8 to 1. I
suggest that it isn’t worth having the
ones that adjust each jumper wire
individually. In theory it is interesting
but over complicated in my view.

Runners: On some older boats the
runners come to the side of the deck
near the back of the coach roof. They
should be moved to the stern and
turning blocks fastened to the internal
reinforcement either on the stern or
on the side. This gives a better angle
and less compression though they do
have to be tacked.

more practice to get right and has
the disadvantage of the pole’s weight
on the deck. It does, however, give a
faster hoist from a standing start. I’ve
used both and think it is fairly evenly
balanced.
Genoa sheeting: Several different
systems have been tried. They should
position the clew close to the cockpit
coaming and be capable of easy
adjustment, preferably from both
sides of the boat, to raise or lower the
sheet angle. Some also enable one
to move the lead block sideways but
this is less important. It doesn’t really
matter which system you have so long
as it is capable of easy adjustment and
delivers the desired position.

It is almost essential to be able
to adjust the genoa sheeting from
the windward side of the boat.
Usually this is done by the foredeck
hand using a tackle led through the
coachroof. Many older boats have
winches. If yours does, you have a
choice between putting the turning
block on a tackle led through the
deck or removing the winches and
bringing the genoa sheet to a cleat
on a traveller on a track mounted
under the side deck controlled by
the windward sheeting tackle. In my
view the only reason to remove the
winches is weight. Otherwise it is as
easy to do the initial sheeting in on
a winch as it is on the traveller. The
winch is arguably more foolproof for
inexperienced crews. The power of the
fine tune should be 8 to 1. If there is
no winch the tackle should be doubleended to permit adjustment from the
leeward side.

have this the forestay sag may be
greater than the sail is designed for
if there is much wind. The winches
and levers that many older boats
have do not give this much power
and it is worth replacing them. The
normal arrangement is a 2 to 1 coarse
tackle which cleats on the mainsheet
horse or barney post and then a 6 to
1 tackle coming to a point close by.
It is important that both are easily
accessible from the windward rail. The
fine tune has to be tacked upwind
and the coarse may need to be let
off if you want to bear away to duck
another boat. So don’t put the coarse
under the side deck where it can only
be operated from within the cockpit.

Cockpit and controls
layout:
Barney post vs mainsheet horse. I
personally prefer the horse. Above all,
in very light airs I can more easily get
the boom on the centre line without
much mainsheet tension. I’m prepared
to put up with being in an exclusion
zone as a helmsman as a result.
Whichever system is chosen it needs
to be capable of taking a reasonable
number of controls and they must
come to hand easily.

Runner tackle: Modern genoas
are designed to work with a 12 to 1
power on the runners. If you don’t
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Control positioning: Controls will
basically be either on a beam under
the coachroof or on the mainsheet
horse. It is very much a matter of
choice what goes where though it
will be influenced by the ability to run
ropes under the cabin and cockpit
floors. However, some are more
obvious than others:

Tiger kidnapping

Runners: Mainsheet horse.
Kicking strap (vang): Mainsheet
horse or close. This is essential so that
the middleman can let it off in a hurry
to avoid broaching.
Genoa luff tension: Coach roof
beam.

The Royal Saint George Yacht Club in Dun Laoghaire has a large number
of Dragons. Among their number is Martin Byrne’s Dragon, Jaguar, in
which he has won several National titles and an Edinburgh Cup. Last
September Martin had packed up the boat one evening, and it was
parked on the club forecourt, ready to be towed to Kinsale for the South
Coast Championship the following morning.

Jibroller: Probably coach roof
beam but may depend on system.
Genoa lead block control:
Probably through coachroof

Now the Royal St George Yacht Club has a resident cat, a very large
ginger tom called Reggie. When he’s not gorging himself on the leftover
prawns and smoked salmon from the kitchen, Reggie likes nothing
better than to curl up on a soft boat cover in the sun. Martin arrived
in the club, hitched up his Dragon without a care in the world, and
headed for the motorway. It wasn’t until he had gone some miles and
was waiting at a set of traffic lights before entering the slip road to the

Others by personal preference or,
more likely, by them staying where
they already are.

motorway that a man pulled up alongside him and inquired, “Hey Mister,
is that your mascot?”
Having inspected his passenger, Martin wisely decided that it would
be dangerous to try to remove him from the boat and he gently headed
back to the club, and returned poor Reggie to his natural habitat before
once more heading for Kinsale.
By the time Martin arrived in Kinsale social media had gone into
meltdown and he and his crew had to endure a weekend of inevitable
jokes about ‘Martin’s ginger pussy’, ‘losing by a whisker’, ‘cat fights on the
water’ , and so on.
At the Championship Dinner Martin was presented with this cartoon
drawn by local sailor and yacht designer Rob Jacob.

www.dmk-muc.de

Charter boats from Stavros

Top-quality Petticrows Dragons are available for charter anywhere in Europe. The boats are based
both in Cascais and Cannes during the winter, then moved around Europe in the summer.

Be at the top …
instead of being average!

My boats win races, they are fully insured and you can enjoy free training days!
I also oﬀer coaching, sailing clinics and tactical crewing expertise during the 2016 season
For more details contact me, Martin Payne now:
paynesailing@aol.com
+44 (0)7788 587017

FRITZ-SAILS UNBEATABLE 2015
Int. Dragon Ranking 1. 2. 3.* 4.
World-Championship 1. 2.* 3. 4.
Goldcup 1.* 2. 3. 4. Europeans 1. 2.* 3.
Grand Prix Douarnenez 1.* 2. 3.
Grand Prix Kühlungsborn 1. 2. 3.
to be continued …
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FRITZ-Segel GmbH · ERNSDORFER STRASSE 66 · D-83209 PRIEN AM CHIEMSEE
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