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2008 US Wind and Water Open 
By Ken Merten 
 
This year’s Open had the smallest turn out ever with only 17 formula sailors.  No pros 
either, which made kept the fleet from being scattered too much.  I think the economy, 
gas and last year’s poor winds were the deterrents. 
 
Clearly, Jon Jay Ernst for Houston was the class of the field, and the sad part was the 
rest of us sailing with him weren’t able to provide much competition. 
 
Hopefully, those that didn’t make it this year will see that the norm for Corpus is good 
winds in challenging conditions.  Even with just moderate winds (12-20 knots) on the 
first two days, the bay kicks up chop that forces the sailors to stay focused, especially on 
the starboard upwind tacks and the port downwind runs, usually meeting the 2-3 ft. chop 
head on or directly from behind.   When the wind kicks up to 25+ knots. which it has in 
previous years, you better bring your kidney belt along because bumping over 3-5’ chop 
makes for serious fun. 
 
In order for my 63 year old body to last through the 5 races per day on Friday and Satur-
day, I chose to go conservative, pacing myself so that I could finish all the races.  I used 
an 8.4 Maui Sails TR3 for all 10 races.  It was a bit small on occasion, but a piece of 
cake to handle.  Most of the others were on 10.0’s, with a few on 11.0’s and 8.5’s.  I 
work hard at nursing the smaller sails rather than bullying the larger ones.  On the sec-
ond day, I probably should have gone with my 9.2, but I was focused on having fun and 
didn’t have to prove anything. 
 
Wind under 25 knots was to be formula racing and anything over 25 was to be slalom.  
Sunday turned out to be an interesting slalom day.  Significant northeast winds (gusting 
over 40 knots) was a bit too challenging for some of us.  I made a test run on a 105 L 
board and an old 4.4 bump and jump sail.  It was like going out through a never ending 
surf line of 4-5’ waves, never more than 10-18’ apart.   After a few hundred yards, I 
turned around, came back in and decided to watch.  Amazingly, both Todd Selby and Pe-
ter Botha from Abilene went out on 8.5 sails and did the slalom on their formula boards.  
Kids will be kids!  At first, we thought they were crazy, but they did well in both races, 
finishing second and third to Jon Jay.  No one was fast through the course, since it was 
more survival than racing. 
 
Epic Sports, in their second year of running the event, decided to do away with the �
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fenced venue and opened the event to everyone.  This allowed the sailors to park and rig 
on the grass under the palm trees, with a short walk across Ocean Dr, dodging the occa-
sional car, down the steps of the seawall and on to the beach. 
 
Sharing the beach & water with the kite boarders hasn’t been much of a problem in the 
past, but this year things were a bit different.  Not bad, just that the kiters also sailed the 
same course as the formula sailors, which meant that we all launched from the same 
place.  This worked fine given our rather small numbers (less than 40 kiters and formula 
racers combined).  We did two races back to back, and then the kiters took to the water 
and did the same.  Very efficient with appropriate rest between pairs of races.  New 
boards with lots of big fins designed for upwind / downwind racing, which allowed the 
top two kiters to get around the course in about the same time as the formula sailors. 
 
With no pro sailors, the armatures enjoyed being a pro for the weekend, bringing home a 
small pay check.  The purse wasn’t impressive, but never look a gift horse in the mouth.  
The top 7 got paid.  These were: 
 
Jon Jay Ernst   
Todd Selby 
Guy Miller   
Peter Botha 
Miles Borash  
Karen Marriott 
Ken Merten   
 
Mostly Texas sailors came to the event, except for Karen Marriott from Denver, Myles 
Borash from Boston and Rey Cardino from Virginia (not sure about Ray’s home town, 
but Dallas was his home for many years). 
 
Hopefully the North Texas Windriders will offer up a better representation next year.  
Great fun, don’t miss it. 
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FINS 101 

 
By Ken Merten 

 
I don’t think I have written about fins before, probably because I have been somewhat of 
a skeptic for a long time.  However, board performance most definitely is enhanced with 
the proper fin.  The reason I have been a skeptic is related to the word “enhanced”.  How 
does one know that their board needs enhanced performance?  Well, if you are a begin-
ner or an intermediate sailor, you may not be able to tell the difference between a good 
fin and a bad fin.  You basically just need something at the back of the board to keep it 
from sailing sideways.  More advanced sailors should be able to recognize the benefits 
of a quality fin, and may find that the investment is worthwhile. 
 
Here are some basic principals – 
 
1. Long fins (big) – must be proportional to the tail width of the board.  Wide boards 
require big fins if you want good upwind performance as well as a quicker planing re-
sponse (a fin that is too small will handicap upwind performance and may “spin out” 
more easily).  Sail size plays a role too, which pretty much parallels the concept of big 
sail = big fin. 
2. Short fins (small) – must be proportional to the tail wind of the board.  Narrow 
boards necessitate small fins for control and speed (a fin that is too big will cause the 
board to “turtle” or turn over if there is enough speed (they act like a plane wing and 
will try to fly up to the surface of the water). 
3. Thicker foils – provide better lift & quicker planing (power), but create more drag 
and are slower. 
4. Thinner foils – opposite of the above. 
5. Soft fins (more flexible) promote earlier planning, but can pose control problems 
with too much speed (almost all fins will flex or bend a little while under way if the 
board is moving fast enough and there is enough pressure on the fin from the sailor’s 
back foot).  Soft fins typically are the bigger / longer fins for large light wind free ride or 
slalom boards and Formula boards. 
6. Stiff fins (less flexible) – opposite of the above.  To give you a sense of how far fin 
offerings can go, Debouchet, a French manufacturer of custom slalom and Formula fins 
offers several styles of 70 cm Formula fins with flex choices of S, S+, M-, M, M+, and 
H (soft, medium or hard, + & -).  They also come in various “rake” angles too, which 
makes the fin selection process pretty confusing.  Basically, you just ask the experts.  I 
own a Debouchet: R13 70 M, with a +6 rake. 
Fins that sweep back or are curved improve turning, but don’t point as well as more �
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7.  Fins that sweep back or are curved improve turning, but don’t point as well as more vertical fins 
(bump and jump and wave boards). 
8.   Fins that are more vertical enhance pointing ability and speed. (Formula & slalom boards). 
 
Fin spin out (cavitation) is something that everyone hates.  If you haven’t experienced it yet, you will 
at some point.  If you put too much back foot pressure on your fin (pushing sideways) or if you are 
bumping over chop at speed, it’s possible for air to get sucked down to the upwind side of the fin, pro-
ducing a negative pressure, which causes it to slide side ways as if you didn’t have a fin on the board 
at all.  This can happen with any fin, but some designs are a more susceptible to spin out than others.  
There is no way to know in advance which fin will or will not spin out, it’s just trial an error.  All fins 
will spin out at some point with enough back foot pressure.  I just purchased a new fin for my new sla-
lom board even though it came with two “good fins”.  The new fin just doesn’t spin out like the oth-
ers, plus it feels faster and offers greater control. 
 
Top of the line fins are costly and can run between $200 and $400.  One custom fin builder in Vir-
ginia, Dave Kashy is making Formula fins for $800 and they are selling for double that on the secon-
dary market.  These are fins that are used by the pros and top amateurs for Formula and slalom racing.  
If you are not a committed racer, there is little reason to go this route.  There are plenty of good fins 
below $200 and some occasional great deals at the swap meet if you are lucky and know what you are 
looking for.  It’s not unusual for pros to have “quivers” of fins for the same board, which are changed 
out as wind and water conditions change. 
 
The best way to become educated about fins is to ask questions at Mariner, talk to sailors on the 
beach, or visit the various internet forums hosted by Starboard, Maui Sails, Gaastra Sails, Neil Pryde 
Sails, etc. 
 
I haven’t mentioned anything about construction methods or materials, which can get pretty complex.  
Other interesting aspects include “singing” fins (harmonics), weed fins, fin sanding and fin boxes, all 
of which may or may not be presented in “Fins 201”. 
 
Spring Fun (“Non”) Race 2008 
 
On April 20th we held the 2008 Spring Fun Race.  There were 15 participants ready to set the pace for 
the 2008 year.   With steely cold eyes they eyed up the competition.  Many came with new equipment 
and new skills determined to take the event.  The sun was warm, the water high.  We had everything 
required to have a great race day except for one thing, the wind was missing.  Most everyone rigged 
hoping it would come but unfortunately it never did.  The high wind reading was somewhere around 
5mph.  Some hit the water but it just wasn’t in the cards.  
 
To spend the time we chatted about windier times.  Last year we had 25-35mph winds.  It was still a 
good time to see old friends.  Some passed the time tossing the Frisbee others told war stories.  All in 
all it was a nice day.  There is always next year. 
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