Sit back in your couch. Relax. Dream a windsurfer’s dream: Long summer days sailing the Gorge. Driving to San Carlos in autumn with leaves changing color all around. Northern latitude snowflakes sending you off to Brazil and then Baja. Spring’s sunny days calling you back to The Gorge. Or maybe you dream of an endless cycle between Maui and the Gorge. This is no dream; Maui and the Gorge were my homes for many years, and the dream schedule above is Canadian windsurfer Tanya Ferguson’s life. Not entranced by the sailing locations above? Perhaps you’d prefer one of these schedules: A year in The Gorge, the Bay Area, San Carlos, La Ventana and Margarita, sailing each day with pro sailors Wyatt Miller and Rob Warwick. Constant travel’s not your thing? Sail the Columbia River and Oregon Coast year-round, braving hurricane gusts, with Laura Green, the Gorge’s most hardcore windsurfer. Maybe an upscale lifestyle suits you better. You’re living like CEO David Troup, flying first class to Maui, the Bay Area, Florida and the Gorge for work, bringing gear along for free.  

Living the windsurfing dream for many years, I knew my motivations for following the wind. Even so, I was curious as to what drove my fellow wind addicts to center their lives around windsurfing the world. In search of answers, I met and interviewed a varied crew of wind addicts creating their own paths in their own ways.  

In the following paragraphs, you’ll meet this crew. Dedicated to windsurfing, each does it his or her way. Some live in their vans on less than $1000 a month. Some own homes. Some are single. Some have relationships and family commitments. Some work to pay for windsurfing, and some get paid to windsurf. They all have one thing in common: Love of windsurfing, and a burning desire to catch great wind and waves however they can. Maybe, just maybe, their love of this sport is contagious. Maybe the following paragraphs will inspire you to join them, and me, on our endless search for windy waters.

“Windsurfing has taken over my life in a good way, and I couldn’t be happier!” proclaims Tanya, who clawed her way to the ranks of full-time windsurfers. Neither fully sponsored nor independently wealthy, she squirreled away money by being “very disciplined.” Every purchase became the subject of a question: “What do you want more,” she asked herself, “This cup of coffee, or Baja and Brazil and The Gorge.” Easy to answer. A cell phone and cable TV? No need. 

Two years of scrimping later, her savings account said, “Go!” Family members worried, seeing their daughter driving to Mexico and traveling alone. Tanya’s view is different: “When you travel alone, you’re never alone; I have windsurfing friends everywhere,” she reassured mom and dad. With parents calmed, Tanya climbed into the driver’s seat of her new home, an ’89 Chevy conversion van. First stop: the Gorge, where she followed a long line of car campers, including myself. A “little embarrassed about camping in a van” at first, Tanya, like many of us, grew to love car camping’s simplicity. For her, besides cutting expenses, living in a van “forces you to get out and socialize more, and makes you appreciate the little things in life.” 

Tanya’s love of windsurfing became her lifestyle. New plans include following the wind as long as possible. Her “dream is to live like all the retirees” she’s met while windsurfing. “They’re my heroes; they’re living my dream,” she says, smiling.

Day one in the Gorge, Tanya encountered the inseparable team of van-campers Rob Warwick and Wyatt Miller. These guys are pros. Not just professional windsurfers, but pros at living the windsurfing lifestyle, at living for the next session. They’re the guys I go to for advice on making windsurfing a lifestyle, and they quickly became Tanya’s mentors as well. Wyatt’s van and his sponsor’s vans serve as homes. Rob recently demoted his van; it’s now backup to a rented room in the Gorge. 

“What’s the appeal for you of living in your vans and windsurfing day after day, year after year?” I asked these two. Wyatt’s answer revealed the serious man beneath the carefree beach boy: “The lifestyle and patience windsurfing brings are unrivaled. If you’re windsurfing and enjoying yourself, you are moving forward in the game of life.” Rob, ever the joker, sees windsurfing as the “best excuse ever to go swimming all day long.” Still, he’s thankful, “I get to travel more than I ever would have!”

Two of the best freestyle windsurfers on the Mainland, Rob and Wyatt can windsurf full-time more easily than most. Sponsor stipends and photo incentives pay the bills, especially food bills. “Without my sponsors, I’m pretty sure I’d starve,” laughs Wyatt, who at 6’6” eats more food than seems humanly possible. Work remains a minor necessity, but in Wyatt’s world, two months of construction work a year “puts perspective on the rest of my vacation-like existence.”  Rob swings a few shifts as a bartender, partly for the money, but mostly for the excellent free food. “Rob eats so much he dipped into 2007’s profits,” complained his boss.

Living hand to mouth, wandering the windy world, satisfies these young sailors, but it’s not everyone’s ideal life. Eventually there comes a time for most wind addicts when the low-budget chase is more trouble than the thrill. Settling in one windy place with a steady job appeals. 

Laura Green, massage therapist, professional ski patroller, 22-year wind addict, and my winter sailing partner, chose the Gorge. People think of the Gorge as summer’s Mecca, but winter brings the strongest wind. However, only the bold brave frigid air and sub-40 degree water of Gorge winters. Laura Green holds title as the Gorge’s boldest, bolder than me, and bolder even than her windsurfing significant other John. Never mind that she’ll sail mast-high Oregon Coast waves year-round. In the Gorge, in winter, she'll sail as long as her booms remain ice-free, and attempt even the most nuclear of nuking days. "There's no such thing as too windy. You might not have small enough gear, but that doesn’t mean you don’t try to sail,” she says, grinning. 

This, you might say, is not a “normal” attitude. For Laura, it is. “Super-nuker days in the winter - the feel of wind on your face, feeling the wind in your hands and body, looking at snow on the banks - it’s a very alive feeling, a great adrenaline rush.” Laura’s addiction to extreme sailing runs deeper than a surface thrill. “The spontaneity, the right-here-right-now spirit, the feeling of being able to do something so intense, so inherently dangerous, with supreme confidence, brings a Zen-line focus and strong connection to Mother Earth.” More than the rush, it’s windsurfing’s accessibility and never-ending challenges that keep Laura ripping year after year. “Windsurfing is a life sport. I can keep practicing even as I get older. Plus there is so much I can learn and improve; Windsurfing will never top out for me.” 

I felt like all the windsurfers I met had a fantastic lifestyle, but I wondered if it was possible to be a windsurfer and have a secure future as well. Enter David Troup. Windsurfer since 1980, software engineer, double CEO, and family man, David windsurfs all over the world, yet maintains a home-owning, kid-raising, upper-middle class lifestyle. 

Work takes place in windsurfing hot spots; gear flies free when you log 100,000 plus miles a year. Home, rather than being a van, is often a hotel room, leading David to entertain this thought: “Sometimes a tricked out Sprinter would be more fun.” Despite full-time work managing his companies, David doesn’t miss the good days in his backyard on Green Bay: “if it’s windy, I’m there,” he gloats.

David comes from a humble windsurfing background. In the ‘80s, he lived in his SUV at the Wind Ranch in the Gorge, teaching windsurfing and scraping by. He knew all along that he didn’t want to spend his whole life living on the cheap. “While you have to live for today’s epic conditions, anyone who doesn't think about where tomorrow's meal will come from is in for a long hard road. Why bother when a little bit of work can change all of that,” is David’s advice for aspiring wind bums. Despite his hard work, the search for epic conditions still drives David: “that’s the fire burning inside that continues to motivate me.”

This same fire motivating David, Laura, Rob, Wyatt and Tanya, the drive that keep me moving from Maui to the Gorge for many years, motivates all who number windsurfing among their passions. According to these pros, finding more water time is a matter of making windsurfing your number one priority and arranging your life accordingly. Whether you take the leap and live in your car, or create your own business, set your own schedule, and rake in the dough, you can spend more time in warm, windy places. It doesn’t matter if you’re dreaming of Margarita, Bonaire, Baja, the Gorge, or some other windsurfing Mecca. Be like the windsurfers profiled above, and change your lifestyle to match your windsurfing dreams. Windsurf more; follow the call of the wind!

