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T
hese are exciting times for the National 
18 class with the proposed adoption 
of a new hull design to ensure the class 
remains current. In 2011, with the 

current hull mould becoming worn out, a 
development team was tasked to assess how 
to ensure the class’s longevity. It was then 
agreed to explore a modern interpretation 
of the class rules, which were originally 
conceived by Uffa Fox back in 1936.

Funded by class donations, a prototype hull 
was designed by Phil Morrison and built by the 
Boatyard at Beer. The plan was for the rig to 
remain unchanged – the last big modernisation 
of the class was the adoption of carbon masts 
some three years previously, so that important 
step was already in place, and making the 
existing rig transferable onto the new hulls 
would significantly control costs. The new 
prototype hull ‘Odyssey’ was the result: lighter, 
faster, more stable and safer in a capsize.

A thorough development and test sail 
programme has taken place around the UK in 
order to refine ideas, inform the membership 
and spread the word outside the class. Six 
weeks of autumnal sailing in Cork last year 
saw more than 50 sailors try her out. She 
then came to England where she raced very 
competitively in some of the winter SailJuice 
series, with trips to the east coast, Lymington 

and Bosham before the long trip north to 
Findhorn, the Scottish nucleus of National 18s.

Concept
★ ★ ★ ★ ★ ★ ★ ★ ★
The most significant changes are to the hull 
shape and the reduction in weight. A common 
comment with the current class is that the hull is 
‘too slow’ for the rig, which limits speed, raises 
sheet loads and produces instability. Through 
design and epoxy foam sandwich construction 
around 50kgs have been shed, which will enable 
greater speed through reduced displacement 
and faster acceleration. The notable addition of 
chines reduces wetted surface area and improves 
stability through a flatter-bottomed hull and 
wider transom. The reduced weight together 
with the improved underwater shape will aid 
dynamic stability with less resistance.

Ergonomics played a large consideration 
in the boat’s redesign, with nicely angled 
side decks that are both comfortable to hike 
off and less likely to cause bruises when 
bashed against. The side decks are narrower, 
providing increased room in the already 
huge ‘playpen’ cockpit (great for the kids!). 
The cockpit is deeper as the floor is lower, 
with buoyancy moved amidships around the 
centreboard case.

The current centreboards were too big and 
the new boat would be inclined to ‘trip over’ 
them. The new board is thinner with shorter 
chord length, making for a faster, lighter design. 
The existing Bloodaxe rudders are, however, a 
perfect match and have been retained.

One nice user-friendly modification on 
‘Odyssey’ is that the forestay has been moved 
aft of the spinnaker chute, which makes for 
much easier hosts and drops without the 
spinnaker having to go around or under the jib.

Rig and deck layout
★ ★ ★ ★ ★ ★ ★ ★ ★
The National 18 has a crew of three with 
one person able to trapeze. In order to 
swap around we all donned our trapeze 
harnesses. As the first gust hit with the crew 
still sorting themselves out I could not resist 
the temptation of grabbing the trapeze wire 
as helmsman and stepping out. This proved 
a useful technique later when exiting reach-
to-reach gybes where I could step out and 
provide the necessary leverage whilst the crew 
were busy finishing the manoeuvre. However, 

National 18
This unique three-man trapeze dinghy class is 75 years old, but the latest carbon-rigged 
development offers a very modern sailing experience, as Pete Barton found out

Boat test

SPECIFICATIONS

1 Any one of the three 
crew can get out on the 
wire  2 The new hull uses 
the existing approved 
carbon rig   3 Fit out will 
be flexible to suit personal 
preference  4 Ergonomics 
have dictated the changes 
to cockpit design  
5 Buoyancy cleverly 
repositioned around the 
centreboard casing   
6 The light hull and 
powerful rig deliver a 
surprising performance
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 LOA 5.49m

 Beam 2.36m

 Sail area: Main & jib 21sq m

 Spinnaker 17.5sq m

 Crew 3

 Weight  Estimated all-up 

weight <200kg
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Boat test

for this flexibility to be most effective a 
telescopic tiller extension would be necessary!

There was ample space for the three of 
us and the helming and hiking positions felt 
comfortable, with the low floor making for a 
comfortable sitting position. This does produce 
quite a big step up for the crew to kick out 
onto the trapeze but this was manageable 
and an extra step is under consideration. The 
mainsheet hoop provides a very comfortable 
backrest, affectionately nicknamed ‘the 
armchair’, for a crew on the centreline.

The mainsail is large and powerful and 
hence there is a simple twin mainsheet 
system. There are two mainsheet tails – if you 
pull both tails together you have a 3:1 (for 
sheeting in around a leeward mark), or by 
pulling just one you have a 6:1 purchase (for 
straight line fine tuning). The class association 
aims to control some aspects of the class as a 
one-design – e.g. hull, spars and centreboard 
– while allowing flexibilty regarding fit out 
to suit personal preference. One of the big 
choices is whether to utilise a mainsheet 
track or hoop system, or a combination of 
both. Some traveller arrangement would 
certainly be beneficial on the large rig to assist 
centreline sheeting and to help achieve the 
necessary leech tension.

Under sail
★ ★ ★ ★ ★ ★ ★ ★
We were fortunate to choose a lovely warm 
and sunny day in April for our test with a 
pleasant 5-12 knots of breeze periodically 
gusting off the Lymington shoreline.

We launched like a dinghy straight from 
a launching trolley and two people could 
comfortably manage her down the steep slipway. 
The fixed rudder was tricky with the onshore 
wind but, like many other classes, there is the 

option of a lifting one, which would be more 
user-friendly depending where you sail from. 

Upwind the benefit of the large sail plan 
and generous waterline could be felt with 
the chines gripping the water nicely when we 
opted for a little leeward heel in gentle winds.

As the gusts hit upwind the soft battened 
Dacron sails and stable hull form were 
forgiving, not requiring us to be overly quick to 
respond. Sheeting the mainsail leech tight after 

the acceleration produced power and pointing, 
enabling the trapeze crew to stretch their legs 
even in gentle puffs. When the crew moved in 
unison, nice graceful roll tacks were possible.

The spinnaker is a generous symmetrical 
17.5sq m and, in my view, ample. With three 
crew there were plenty of hands to make 
gybing easy. The run-to-run gybes were simple 
at deep angles with plenty of space in the 
cockpit for everyone. Reach-to-reach gybes 
were a little harder with the power of the rig, 
but with a little practice we managed without 
feeling overly challenged.

Dropping and hoisting was no trouble at 
all with the forward spinnaker chute, self-
launching pole and third set of hands. With 
a little practice quick hoists and late drops 
should be reliably achievable. When the wind 
gusted up we jumped at the opportunity to 
send the spinnaker pole forward and heat 
her up. The power did turn on and it was 
impressive how she picked up onto a plane for 

a large boat in surprisingly little wind. 
The built in buoyancy is centred on the 

centreboard case and this allows a capsized 
18 to float lower. This assists in climbing from 
the water onto the centreboard and also helps 
avoid turning turtle as quickly due to reduced 
windage and the rig lying flatter on the water. 
The previous change to a carbon mast will 
also significantly improve the chances of not 
inverting, as well as reducing the amount of 

weight required on the board to right her.
Once upright the low transom helps crew 

recovery from the water. The downside of a 
low floating capsized hull and low transom 
profile is that there will be a lot of water 
scooped up after a capsize. However, provided 
there is wind the water should be cleared 
quickly through the transom flaps. These flaps 
might be increased in size from this prototype 
to further improve the drain rate.

Verdict
★ ★ ★ ★ ★ ★ ★ ★
The concept has sought to stay as true as 
possible to the current basic rule. Like any 
class it is as much about the individuals 
as the equipment, with any class’s greatest 
asset being its members. The class is keen 
for the membership to unanimously accept 
any proposed changes when it goes before 
the AGM at the Abersoch nationals in July. 
The estimated cost of a new hull is likely 

Grabbing the trapeze wire as helmsman 
and stepping out proved a useful technique

From: Jeremy Vines
Thank you Peter Barton and Tom Gruitt for 
a fun day out, and a fair and enthusiastic 
report. In fact it wasn’t easy to persuade 
Peter to get out of the boat before last lunch 
orders! ‘Odyssey’ has been sailed by about 
100 people since her launch last October and 
reaction has been very positive, sometimes 
even ecstatic. Feedback will result in a few 
modifications in a production hull.
 Transition to a new hull in an established 
class is a challenge, but a strategy has 
evolved, and assuming a ‘yes’ vote at our 
July AGM, purchasers are already in the 
teens. The new lighter hull has an excellent all-
round performance both inland and at sea. 
It’s a pleasure to sail and gives the class a 
great opportunity to expand. The National 18 
is, after all, the only three-person dinghy and 
has a vibrant class association. The website 
is www.National18.com and there is more 
information and a lot of video of ‘Odyssey’ on 
You tube (search ‘National 18 prototype’).

ANSWER BACK   COMPARISONS

BM550 
A great-looking performance dayboat with a 

ballasted centreboard providing stability.

 LOA 5.5m

 Beam 2.2m

 Weight 300kg

 Sail area: Main/Jib 19sq m

 Spinnaker 19sq m

 Crew 3

K6
Two or three-man asymmetric with lifting keel and 

carbon spars, enjoys an established racing circuit.

 LOA 5.8m

 Beam 1.97m

 Weight 260kg

 Sail area: Main/Jib 19.7sq m

 Asymmetric spinnaker 29sq m

 Crew 2-3

to be £8,000 (inc VAT, centreboard, trolley 
and cover), rising to £16,000 for a complete 
package, depending on how much existing 
equipment is utilised. The class is inviting 
positive commitments to proceed prior to 
the AGM.

The class benefits from much tradition and 
camaraderie. Boats often remain owned by, 
shared by and passed down through families. 
The nationals have an almost international feel 
with established fleets coming from all corners 
of the UK and Ireland.

Early indications suggest a PN similar to 
a 505 at about 910. I suspect the class may 
prove a relatively good all-rounder over the 
wind range at this number. She has already 
demonstrated her potency trundling along nicely 
in light winds and when the breeze is up her 
trapeze, improved ability to plane and general 
user-friendliness will help her hold her own.

The National 18’s niche is that it is a 
centreboard dinghy whilst other large dinghies in 
this category have utilised ballasted centreboards 
or keels. Using a trapeze for leverage rather 

than lead has the obvious performance and 
shore handling gain whilst also being much 
more forgiving in shallow waters where running 
aground is an ever-present possibility. 

The National 18 looks large but, having 
sailed her, I was impressed with how 
responsive and dinghy-like she felt. The 
powerful carbon rig, trapeze, light hull, 
centreboard and generous waterline all 
add to the performance and when the three 
crew move in unison she has an enjoyable 
performance dinghy feel. 

ABOVE Mastering the big spinnaker was possible with a little practise  
RIGHT Smooth roll tacks built momentum upwind


