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The  
Changing  

Art of  
Sailmaking

[Before] 
It can be hard to decide 
when to replace an older 

sail.

[After] 
But when the new sail 

is hoisted, the  
difference is clear.  
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t was an afternoon sail that 
made us aware we had a prob-
lem. We were working our way 

to windward in near perfect conditions: 
12 knots on the nose with moderate seas. 
All around us sailboats were heeled over 
and tacking smartly up the channel, 
while we were just loafing along. After 
trimming both sails repeatedly, and still 
making no progress, we admitted defeat. 
We turned on the engine and motorsailed 
shamefully to our destination.

As a catamaran, we don’t expect to 
point like an America’s Cup boat, but we 
do expect to get upwind in favourable 
conditions. So our poor windward per-
formance either meant our boat really 
sucked and we were destined for a life 
of downwind sailing, or it meant the 
secondhand re-cut sails that came with 
Ceilydh, our Wood’s Meander 40-foot 
catamaran, were due for replacement.

I
 By  Diane Selkirk

Sailmakers have seen 
a lot of changes in 
recent years—and not 
just in sail design and 
materials

Available at local marine stores, marinas and book stores.
Enquiries–phone: 604-943-4618 or email: boating@dccnet.com

Series 1:  (3 books)
• Cruising to Desolation Sound* 
• North of Desolation Sound
• Gulf Islands Cruising Guide 
These guides contain loads of informa-
tion on the Sunshine Coast, Desolation 
Sound, the Gulf Islands, and north-
bound passages to Kingcome and the 
Broughton Islands. 
Series 2:  (2 books)
• Docks and Destinations
  A directory to docks and marinas from    
  Olympia to Ketchikan.
• Anchorages & Marine Parks 
  An extensive guide to the most popular  
  and accessible coastal anchorages.

Marine Parks (with GPS)

The Guide to Popular Pacific Northwest Destinations

PETER VASSILOPOULOS

Anchorages and parks in the San Juan Islands, the Gulf Islands, Desolation Sound, 
West Coast of  Vancouver Island and the Inside Passage of British Columbia. 

AND

•  More photos
•  More detail

Full Colour Diagrams Aerial Photographs
GPS Waypoints

Expanded West Coast of Vancouver Island section.Packed with new colour photographs and information. 

AnchoragesAnchorages

Cruising Guides
By Peter Vassilopoulos

Desolation

Sound
Cruising to

Western Waters cruising guide Volume 3

Desolation sounD, the sunshine Coast

anD the DisCovery islanDs

of British ColumBia

          

PETER VASSILOPOULOS

Desolation

Sound
Cruising to

docksdocks
destinations (with GPS)

The Complete Guide to Pacific Northwest Marinas.

PETER VASSILOPOULOS

Destinations, marinas and public docks in Puget Sound, the San Juan 

Islands, the Gulf Islands, Desolation Sound, West Coast of  Vancouver 

Island and the Inside Passage of British Columbia to Alaska. 

Full Colour Diagrams and Aerial Photographs
GPS Waypoints • Fuel Docks • Supply Stores

Expanded and improved! Packed with new photos and marina information.

AND

Enlarged Puget 
Sound section:

•  More photos
•  More detail

NEW!
Two Books 
in One*!

The new *Cruising to 
Desolation Sound is a 

comprehensive guide to 
The Sunshine Coast and 

Desolation Sound, and includes 
Howe Sound and Princess 

Louisa Inlet. It is great value 
and a perfect gift for the season.

All of Peter Vassilopoulos’ 
books are packed with use-
ful information and feature 

hundreds of colour aerial and 
ambient photographs and 

illustrated diagrams.

NEW!
Two Books 
in One*!
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Almost any sailor can tell you a fresh 
set of sails will make an old boat as nim-
ble and lively as a little girl in a new party 
dress. But as I looked up at our foresail, 
which to my uneducated eye looked like 
your typical genoa, I realized I had abso-
lutely no idea how to tell if our sails were 
worn out.

Fortunately, the Pacific Northwest is 
home to a number of experienced sail-
makers including Dave Miller, whose 
family has been making sails in the area 
since the 1950s. Miller, who now repre-
sents North Sails, says cruising sails can 
last 20 years or more in our northern lati-
tudes, but they can begin to lose strength 
after just a few seasons. Miller explains 
that sail material breaks down two ways: 
through UV exposure and when the fibres 
are repeatedly bent over time.

“It’s a gradual process,” he says. “As the 
fabric ages and stretches, the sail loses 
shape, gets fuller and the position of the 
draft moves further back. When a sail is 
really old it can tear like paper.” 

While our sail fabric seemed intact, 
it was clear our performance was suf-
fering. Miller says if we were a mono-
hull with worn out sails, we would have 
found ourselves heeling over more and 
we would have noticed that our increased 
weather helm was causing more leeway. 
In our cat’s case, the clue we needed new 
sails came when we noticed our tacking 
angle had become comparable to that of 
a square-rigger. 

Sailmakers have been around for as 
long as there have been sailing ships. 
Most sailors can appreciate the beauty 
of a well-designed and well-cut sail, but 
it’s harder to fully understand the role 
a sailmaker can play in optimizing the 
performance of a vessel.

Even with a common production 
boat, fitting a boat for a new main or jib 
involves far more than hoisting a mass 
produced sail. Dave Cross, who’s been 
a sailmaker with Quantum Sails for the 
past 11 years, explains that each boat is 

[Left] A North sailmaker 
applying carbon-fibre thread 
to a high-tech sail.  [Below] 
A 3DL mold in North Sails’ 
plant in Minden, Germany.
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different, and every owner has distinct 
needs. He says the sailmaker’s job is to 
build a sail with a custom fit, and it’s 
important for the sailmaker to measure 
every boat in-person, keeping an eye out 
for things like how a boat is rigged and if 
there’s any added equipment (such as a 
dodger) that could affect the sail. 

The sailmaker will also want a clear 
idea of what the boat is used for: serious 
racing, day sailing or cruising offshore. 
From there they take into account your 
budget and try to get an idea of how long 
you expect your sail to last. Cross says 
a common error boat owners make is 
deciding on the exact sail they want and 
trying to make sense of all the material 
options out there before even speaking 
with a sailmaker. 

“Sailmakers are there to help boat 
owners narrow down the choices,” he 
says, adding that material construction 
is a bit of a black art. “Sailmakers have a 
feel for what cloths will work with their 
designs.”

Changes in the Industry  Despite 
new high-tech rigs and boats, the basic 
sail shape, which uses aerodynamic 

What Happens to  
Old Sails? 

> Sail cloth is bulky and lasts a very long 
time. Dave Cross says that sending the 
old material to take up room in landfills is 
something they avoid at Quantum Sails. 
While sails that still have life left in them 
can be re-cut and sold to other boat own-
ers, sails that have done their time need 

more creative 
solutions. 
Cross says he’s 
worked hard to 
network with 
several com-
munity groups 
that can make 
good use of 
the unique 
material, “It’s 
very strong and 
light, and some 

of it is very colourful. We’ve sent it to school 
art programs, preschools, theatre groups 
and movies sets.”

Some sail material makes its way to 
companies such as Red Flag Designs  
www.redflagdesign.ca, which turns old sail 
cloth into cool new bags.

It’s your destination.
           Get there with NavSim.

          Enjoy real-time
      navigation with the
use of your GPS

Plan new routes or 
          revisit an old favourite

Complete product information available at  www.navsim.com

GPS Marine Navigation Software for your PC

FREE 14-day product demos online

The NorTh IslaNds largesT 
 boaT yard & marINe supply sTore

LOCATED IN DISCOVERY HARBOUR MARINA & SHOPPING CENTRE

Tel: 250-286-1011
Toll free: 1-800-663-2294

Campbell River, BC, V9W 8C9
www.oceanpacificmarine.com
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lift to propel a boat, has only evolved 
in subtle ways. But while sail shape has 
remained fairly constant, the fabrics that 
sails are made from have undergone a 
revolution. The new materials (which 
range from tried and true Dacron to a 
variety of complex proprietary lami-
nates), are now stronger, more stable 
and control stretch much better than 
ever before. But Tim Knight, a long-time 
sailmaker with UK-Halsey Sailmakers, 
points out that some of the premium 
priced high-tech fabrics simply don’t last, 

“They’re more sizzle than substance.”
At the same time that sail fabric has 

become more technical, sail production 
has also changed. Not only do the new 
materials require high-tech systems of 
manufacturing, but computer advances 
have made robotic plotters and com-
puter-controlled laser cutters mandatory 
equipment in nearly every loft. 

The new equipment is expensive, but 
Miller explains many companies are 
managing the increased manufacturing 
costs by centralizing production. 

“I’ll meet with a customer and find out 
what they need, measure the boat and 
then send the plan off to a designer,” says 
Miller.

From there, depending on the sail, it 
can end up travelling across a continent 
or two before it gets back to the boat. 
The sail plan might go to a cutting facil-
ity where all the cloth is cut and the sail 
materials are assembled, after which the 
material may be sent off to be sewn at a 
large production site.

Miller says the large-scale centralized 
production means every customer has 
access to the best designers and the best 
equipment, so the resulting sails are the 
highest quality and best possible value 
for the customer. Miller, who’s been in 
the business for decades, says the shift to 
more efficient production began in the 
early 1980s. Before then, he worked in 
his family loft and completed the entire 
process; from measuring, to making, to 
hoisting the finished sail himself. But 
these days he says he’s more of a sales-
man than a sailmaker.

Knight feels that traditional sailmak-
ing is in danger, but not because they’ve 
moved production offshore. He says the 
real risk is from sail lofts that sell on the 
Internet or try to build sails as cheaply 
as possible. 

“Sail lofts should be in places that 
have a sail making culture,” says Knight. 
“Where sails can be made by someone 
who knows what a sail should look like.” 

Knight adds that when companies set 
up lofts wherever labour is cheapest the 
workers often end up being exploited and 
sometimes the consumer ends up with 
a sail made from unknown materials. 
Knight says an offshore loft like the one 
UK-Halsey has used in Hong Kong for the 

[Below] Two sailmakers making repairs in the 
Sidney UK-Halsey loft.
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Sporty  
jet skis 
in Hall 10

Passionate 
sailing  
in Hall 16/17

Stylish 
super yachts  

in Hall 6

360° elegance live.
Enjoy the stylish fl air of the world’s largest yacht and water 
sports trade fair, the perfect form of super yachts and the 
coming together of the yachting scene - pure maritime lifestyle. 
From January 23 – 31, 2010, boot Düsseldorf in Germany will 
offer you unforgettable magical moments:  www.boot.de. 

03
.0

9.
20

09
 ·

 B
oo

t 
20

10
 ·

 1
16

x1
85

· 
4c

 ·
 P

ac
if

ic
 Y

ac
ht

in
g

Canadian German Chamber 
of Industry and Commerce Inc.
Your contact: Stefan Egge
480 University Avenue, 
Suite 1500
Toronto, Ontario, M5G 1V2
Tel: (416) 598-1524
Fax: (416) 598-1840
E-mail: messeduesseldorf
@germanchamber.ca
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past 20-years are well proven and use the 
right fabrics and the best hardware. 

Cross, who continues to build sails in-
house at the Quantum loft in North Van-
couver, says the pressure is always on 
them to centralize production as well.

“It’s important to us to stay true 
to that idea of complete service,” he 
explains. “And I guess I’m attached to the 

romantic image of what a sailmaker is.”
Cross discovered his love for sailmak-

ing as a racing junior who discovered 
he could make his boat go faster by 
re-cutting his own sails, and says that 
sailmaking is a bit of a dying art. Miller 
agrees, noting fewer and fewer people 
are interested in learning the trade.

Cross estimates the Vancouver area 
has lost about five lofts in the last 
decade and notes that the entire West 
Coast is down to roughly five or six 
lofts where sails are still built in-house. 

“A lot of the little lofts have fallen by  
the wayside. They couldn’t compete 
against the pressure of centralized 
manufacturing.”

One problem Cross sees with offshore 
manufacturing is in the gradual loss of 
sailmaking knowledge and skill as more 
and more sails are built offshore in huge 
factories by people who have never even 
sailed. 

“We have lots of experienced sailmak-
ers in town, with a wealth of knowl-
edge,” but Cross explains with so much 

Recutting Old Sails

> Not every old sail needs to be replaced. 
Dave Miller, from North Sails, says that after 
two to three seasons, racing sails may be 
good candidates for recutting and reshap-
ing, and after five to eight seasons, cruising 
sails should be looked at.

A typical re-cut costs between $100 
and $500, and most lofts in Vancouver can 
still do this work in-house. The best way to 
get the most out of your re-cut is to take 
several pictures of the sail when you’re hard 
on the wind and bring these images to the 
sailmaker.

To photograph your main Lay under 
the boom midway between the mast and 
the clew. Angle the camera so that when you 
shoot up at the head of the sail, you get as 
much as the sail in the image as possible. 
Take pictures in a range of wind strengths.

For the jib Lay on the deck at the mid-
point between the tack and the clew. 
Angle the camera so that when you shoot 
up at the sail, you get as much of the sail 
in the image as possible. Take pictures in 
a range of wind strengths.

Where would you roam?

www.OceanSportBoats.com

(360) 468-3377 or imc@rockisland.com
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sail production moving offshore that no 
one is coming up through the ranks to 
take the old sailmakers’ places. “What 
happens when people like Dave Miller 
step down? We’ll be left with people who 
call themselves sailmakers who don’t 
even know how to sew.”

he last step in having a sail 
built is when it is returned to 
your boat and hoisted. If you 

look at any sail, you’ll see a history les-
son. Within the cut of the draft and the 
curve of the seams you’ll see the layers 
of knowledge and skill that each genera-
tion of sailmakers added to the cloth.

I thought about this as we unfurled 

Selecting a Sailmaker

our new genoa for the first time. I 
admired the softly billowing shape and 
watched it become taut and sleek as we 
winched it in and headed up. Then I 
held my breath as we tacked and then 
tacked again.

We made our way smartly and quickly 
up the channel. And I began to cheer as 
our new sail allowed us to tack past a 
monohull. He may not have known we 
were racing, or it may have been time 
for him to see a sailmaker, but with our 
new sail we beat the pants off of him. 

T

> While it can often come 
down to price when choos-
ing who should build sails, 
Tim Knight points out that 
the caveat, ‘you get what you 
pay for’ holds true for sails 
too. While it’s important to 
keep to your budget, he says 
there’s more to selecting a 
sailmaker:

Interview the sailmaker  
While they should ask what 
you need you should also be 
asking questions about what 

their service includes, where 
their sails are made, what 
type of hardware is used on 
the sails and what type of 
fabric the sails are built from.

Don’t buy into a sales 
pitch  Take all the info you’re 
given and take your time 
doing research, a good sail-
maker will make sure all your 
questions are answered.

Visit the loft  Even if your 
sails are built elsewhere, 

they’ll be repaired or recut 
locally, so check out the 
facility.

Ask for references, 
and not just from 
happy clients  Ask to 
speak to someone who 
had a problem that needed 
solving.

Get a second opinion  
Talk to more than one sail-
maker and see who fits your 
needs most closely.

[Above] Attaching mainsail track slides by 
hand in the UK-Halsey loft.
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 At Entrance to Lynwood Marina
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GENOA FURLING GEAR:
Harken, Profurl, Furlex
MAINSAIL SYSTEMS:

Battcars & Leisure Furl
Blocks & Vangs

Travellers
Winches

Halyards, Lifelines
Splicing & Swaging

Mast Reconditioning
Large Rope & Wire Inventory

MARINE STORE:

CUSTOM RIGGING:

…creators of the Shoreline Reel

Sailboat Masts, Booms & Poles
Radar Masts

Rails, Arches & Davits
Custom Brackets

Movie & Specialty

Commercial & Residential
Custom Wire Railings & Displays

ARCHITECTURAL:

STAINLESS STEEL & ALUMINUM
FABRICATING:
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British Columbia

> Doyle Sails
Nanoose Bay: 250-468-9178
www.doylesails.com

> Leitch & Mcbride Sails
Sidney: 250-656-0751
North Vancouver: 604-983-9866

> North Sails 
Richmond: 604-271-2111
www.na.northsails.com

> Quantum Sails 
North Vancouver: 604-988-9463
www.quantumsails.com

> UK-Halsey Pacific Northwest
Sidney: 1-800-563-7245
www.ukhalsey.com

U.S.

> Hasse and Company 
Port Townsend Sails 
Port Townsend, Wash: 360-385-1640
www.porttownsendsails.com

> Lidgard
Washington: 253-261-7700
www.halseylidgard.com

> Neil Pryde Sails/Rush Sails
Kirkland, Wash: 206-719-8436
www.neilprydesails.com

> North Sails 
Seattle, Wash: 206-632-5753
www.northsails.com

> Quantum Seattle
Seattle, Wash: 206-634-0636
www.quantumsails.com

> Schattauer Sails
Seattle, Wash: 206-783-2400
www.schattauersails.com

> UK-Halsey 
Anacortes, Wash: 360-293-8223
www.ukhalsey.com

> Ullman Sails
Seattle, Wash: 206-234-3737
www.ullmansailssandiego.com

Local Sailmakers 
RAVEN MARINE SERVICESRAVEN MARINE SERVICES

Thermosystems

QUALITY YACHT MANAGEMENT AND REPAIR

LONGTERM STORAGE • SHIPPING/TRUCKING

   

You’ll be surprised how inexpensive it is!
“Corrosion Intercept” Shrinkwrap - New Technology

EPC ENVIRONMENT PROTECTION COVERS
604-669-5666 • epcenviro@telus.net • www.epcshrinkwrapping.com

SHRINK WRAP BOAT COVERS

• Complete protection for your boat
• UV Protection

• Limits Moisture Buildup
• Access doors available

• Boat arrives clean
• Prevents damage from road grit/insects

• Prevents exhaust damage
• All boat types and sizes

CALL 

TODAY

Canoe Cove Marina & Boatyard
victoria’s largest full service boat yard and onland storage

www.canoecovemarina.com    2300 Canoe Cove Rd,  N Saanich,  BC,  Canada   V8L 3X9     

Office: 
(250) 656-5566

Service: 
(250) 656-5515

Fax: 
(250) 655-7197

VHF:
Channel  66A

Highly skilled technicians and shipwrights    •    Do it yourselfer’s welcome    •    Canvas and upholstery shop

Engine work and repairs    •    Yanmar® dealer    •    Complete fiberglass work and Awlgrip® paint jobs

Canada Customs    •    Full rig and stainless shop    •    Environmentally Friendly

Widest fifty-five ton Travel Lift on the South Island. Hauls up to 70’ long and 21’ wide

BOOK NOW! ONLAND WINTER STORAGE $7.00 FT


