“Athletes blast through their realm at speeds of 20-40 miles per hour, often within mere feet of other speeding sports addicts. Occasional accidents lead to life-threatening head injuries.” Name the sport. Skiing? Tour de France? Snowboarding? It could be any of these, but for now, we’re talking about windsurfing. We’re talking about a sport where athletes routinely get knocked on the head. We’re talking about the sport that, this summer, caused the head injury that killed a woman in the Gorge. 

Let’s face the music, windsurfers: windsurfing without a helmet, like skiing or biking without a helmet, can kill you. 

Ten years ago, you’d have been hard-pressed to pick up a skiing, snowboarding, or road biking magazine showing athletes wearing helmets. After a series of high-profile deaths (Andrea Kivilev in the Paris-Nice road biking event in 2003, Michael Kennedy in a game of snow football in 1997, Sonny Bono on the slopes in early 1998), helmets became high fashion in all these sports. Now you’d be hard-pressed to find a skiing, snowboarding, biking, or even kiteboarding (yes, those dreaded kiteboarders are getting in on the helmet craze before we are) magazine without a picture of a helmeted athlete. Windsurfing magazine editors, on the other hand, tell photographers they aren’t interested in helmeted photos. When was the last time you saw a photo of a helmeted windsurfer in your favorite windsurfing magazine? Exactly. 

Pro windsurfers aren’t helping the helmet cause one iota. Bring up “head injury” or “knocked out” around pro sailors, and you’re likely to hear something like this: “I was sailing and smacked my head on my mast/board/boom. Everything went black, and I shoved my arm in my footstrap because I was afraid I was going to pass out and drown.” Now, I don’t know about you, but if I almost died from a knock to the head, I’d go buy a helmet. But our pros don’t. 

Pros give the excuse that water isn’t solid, and thus isn’t likely to cause a head injury. Very true. Water is forgiving (unless you count its nasty habit of rupturing eardrums, an injury that can be prevented by many helmets). However, boards, masts, booms, fins and other sailors are not soft. I’d venture to say that they’re as hard as pavement under a bike or trees on a ski slope, and just as likely to cause injury. Pros complain that helmets are uncomfortable (so are wetsuits), that helmets make it hard to hear (not true), and that they’re just not cool (neither is being dead or brain damaged). These excuses sound like the excuses given ten years ago by Tour de France riders, and pro snowboarders and skiers. Other professional athletes have changed; Windsurfing pros, however, are dinosaurs, holdouts in the helmet age. So too are the magazines that refuse to run photos of helmeted sailors. 

Gorge sailors learned from this summer’s death; helmet sales skyrocketed at local shops in the following weeks. On a recent day at Doug’s beach, at least a third of sailors were sporting helmets, many of them shiny and new. 

What will it take to get the pros to join the sensible masses? What will it take for magazines to promote helmet use? Must a pro sailor die before things change in our sport, or can we learn from the unfortunate death of a beloved Hood River sailor? I challenge windsurfing magazines to take the initiative. Convince windsurfers that helmets are, if not cool, at least a good idea. Help prevent more senseless windsurfing deaths by promoting helmet use instead of discouraging it. Run photos. Promote safety. Save lives. After all, there are too few windsurfers left for us to lose more to preventable accidents. 

