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Flettner Rotorboat
Stephen Thorpe

Stephen is investigating the concept proposed and realised by Anton Flettner in the1920s, in which a rotating
cylinder substitutes for a conventional sail. A spinning body in an airflow generates a side force, as shown for
example when a footballer puts a spin on a free kick to make the ball swerve.The power needed to turn
Stephen’s cylinder is very small – in his present 3.6 metre “Rotorboat” dinghy the 3.6m tall rotor, 0.3m in base
diameter, uses an electric motor consuming about 20 watts to spin at 800 rpm.

One of  Stephen’s aims is to see whether scaled-up rotors could be used as ‘sails’ to propel ships. Anton
Flettner converted a schooner to cylinder propulsion with some success, and Stephen hopes that modern
materials and engineering techniques would now allow lighter and stronger rotors to be built than was possi-
ble in the 1920s. The result would be vessels using far less fuel.

The performance of  Stephen’s rotorboat is extremely impressive, and trials at Weymouth Speed Weeks in
2006 and 2007 were often enlivened by discussions with the world-class Tornado and 49er sailors training
there who couldn’t believe the evidence of  their eyes that his “factory chimney” was working as a very
efficient sail. He is now building a thrust measurement rig, and if  this gives promising results the plan is to fit
the rotor in a Mirror dinghy and sail against standard Mirrors for comparison of  all aspects of  the device.

See also website http://www.rotorboat.com


