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Mike Dann designs successful 
lightweight 36s in vane and radio forms, 
and more recently experimented with a 
super-light ‘A’ Boat.  I went to see him 
at Gosport to learn something about 
his design methods, but fi rst asked 
about his background  - was he a full 
time designer?
Mike.  No, I come from a background 
of designing and building Mini 40s 
in an amateur way, which brought 
me to Gosport in the fi rst place. 
Professionally, I worked for Carbospars 
and later Proctor Masts both of which 
were at the cutting edge of carbon 
mast design, and currently I am 
employed by a company engaged in 
prototyping both in the boating industry 
and elsewhere.  

Editor.  So why did you choose to work 
with 36s?
Mike.  They were being reintroduced at 
Gosport and seemed to be a practical 
size.   The 36 is a good design subject, 
since the rules are simple and allow 
a lot of leeway; for example there is 
no minimum weight limit. However, if 
you had lined up say, four vane 36s, 
you would have found that that they 
were all roughly similar.  I wanted to do 
something radical, which would give a 
real advantage on the water, rather than 
modifying existing designs – Mini 40 
thinking if you like! 

Editor.  So, was weight your main point 
of attack?
Mike.  Yes and no.  There are fi ve 
aspects of the design one can attack 
– length, beam, draft, weight and 
sail design.  Nothing could be done 
about length.  Draft has a maximum 
depth and I use all of it. Beam can be 
varied, and of course the beam and 
displacement together must be able 
to support the sail area.  So the fi rst 

logical step was to set a target weight .
Editor.  Was your target  a lot different 
to the existing boats?
Mike.  I aimed to reduce the weight by 
roughly two pounds, which is a lot, and 
to do that I had to examine hull shapes, 
relating sections to beam, to obtain  
savings in the weight of materials.  

Editor.  Is that a pencil and paper 
operation; are we looking at battens 
and weights?
Mike. No, instead  I use a combination 
of  two computer programs.  The initial 
set of drawings is done in Maxsurf 
which is a highly developed boat 
design program - actually  it contains 
much more detail than I am ever likely 
to use, but it does run on a standard 
home PC. Using Maxsurf  I draw the 
lines for the basic hull until they look 
about right.   The program then gives 
me the displacement for those lines, 
which I can modify until the target 
weight is reached.   

Editor.  I suspect its not as simple as 
that.  I recall talking to Roger Stollery 
about design, and he told me that it 
had to look’ ‘right’, as well as function 
properly - there is some magic in there?   
Mike.  Yes that’s right.  It’s always a 
combination of having the thing right 
technically, and feeling that the shape 
is good.  The lines might, for example, 
might include a little more beam 
forward, or hollows in the run aft.  The 
Maxsurf program allows me to do all of 
that.

Editor. So what’s your next step?
Mike. Once the lines seem about right 
and the displacement is on target, I 
transfer the drawings to Rhino, which 
is a standard 3D modelling program 
capable of producing instructions 
for CNC machining.  Rhino will now 

give me a full set of lines and allow 
me to look at foils and lead and their 
positioning.

I then run the lines through CNC 
machine to produce a plug from which 
the hull can be layed up.  Materials 
have to be used carefully at this stage 
so that the target displacement is 
maintained and there has to be lot of 
attention to fi ttings.  For example we 
are experimenting with carbon fi bre 
vanes to reduce weight aft.  The benefi t 
of working this way is that a boat can 
be put on the water fairly quickly and 
lessons readily incorporated in the next 
design.

Editor.  I have seen a number of your 
designs, the latest is Geckaroo I think?
Mike. Yes. My fi rst 36 was Diversion, 
with a carbon hull, existing (heavy) 
vane gear and full battened sails from 
Mini 40 practice. It was followed by 
Diversion II built for Mervyn Cook. 
That boat won the Vane 36 nationals 
in Graham Wyeth’s hands.  From that 
point beam got narrower and resulted 
in Gecko followed by the somewhat  
less successful Gecko 2.  Both were 
experimental. From those experiments 
Geckaroo was developed, a redesign of 
Gecko but slightly heavier.  It went on 
to win the vane series last year and is 
now in the hands of Shaun Wyeth.

Editor. I know you designed a light 
weight ‘A’ Abbrevi-8, which sailed in the 
2012  radio ‘A’ Nationals. What was the 
overall weight of that boat?
Mike.  It came out at 17_ pounds which 
is about half the weight of current 
boats.  It was largely experimental and 
although it ran well down wind it would 
not stand up to a top rig to windward.  
We did better later during the week by 
reducing to No2, and scored well on 
the last two days.  As always it a matter 
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of looking for the right combinations, 
and we learned a lot from it.

Editor.  What about changes to vane 
gears?
Mike.  I found old ones too heavy 
so needed to design a light weight 
version. We looked at materials 
and tried to combine elements into 
single components to simplify the 
construction,
so with the assistance of Peter 
Lawley we have made them lighter, 
from carbon, plastic and aluminium.  
The latest one weighed approx 80g 
whereas the old ones were between 
150-200g.

Editor.  Are we going to see more 
successful  36s, or more’ A’ boats.  I 
know you have produced a design for a 
hard chine Vane 36 – are you going to 
move in that direction? Or are we going 
to see a new class sometime soon – a 
Dann 750 for example?
Mike. There is a new 36 on the board 
now, which will be sailing this summer, 
and I am keen to develop Mini 40s 
further.  As for a new class, perhaps 
sometime in the future.
With thanks to Mike Dann who is a member 
of the Gosport MYBCGeckaroo

Photo: Charles Smith

Machined foam Vane 36 plugs.  
Photo: Mike Dann.

Notes
Maxsurf is available from
http://www.formsys.com/maxsurf  
A  demonstration copy is available.  

Rhino Is available from  
http://www.rhino3d.com/.
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