When I was eleven, attending a new school with no friends, I came home one day and turned on ESPN. I saw big blue waves and windsurfers. A wave sailing competition. Enamored, I resolved to be a professional windsurfer. Every day the wind blew, I begged my parents for windsurfing lessons. Needless to say, my father, a doctor, and my mother, a writer, were not impressed. They did everything they could to dissuade me, including returning the first gear I mail-ordered and keeping the money I’d spent. 

Windsurfing stole my heart and captivated my mind. After years of training, I started winning competitions in the Gorge. I had one small problem. I was constantly broke. I soon realized three important things about being a professional windsurfer. The days of huge prize money had passed. The women who earned money from their sponsors and magazine photos weren’t necessarily the best sailors. Some were talented, but all looked great in their bikinis. Many of the best sailors in the world didn’t waste time working; they excelled because they could train all day long. 

I can stick push loops, one-handed spocks and back loops, but I couldn’t find sponsors for PWA tour expenses. Disheartened and frustrated, I gave up. Windsurfing was my life for so long that I didn’t know what else to do. I planned to start my MBA at Bainbridge Graduate Institute in the fall. With my life ordered, I picked up the Hood River paper. My eyes rested on an advertisement for a job in Hood River’s sister city, Tsuruta, Japan. I studied Japanese in college, so on a whim, I applied. I never thought I would hear back. Wrong. I was offered the job the next day. Thinking that some time away from windsurfing would give me a chance to figure things out, but nauseous at the idea of 10 months off the water, I accepted the offer. 

Thoughts of Japan didn’t include windsurfing. I imagined hordes of “salarymen” in suits cramming into Tokyo subways on their way to dreary life-long office jobs. I pictured giggling, uniformed schoolgirls. I thought of indoor ski hills. In my mind, windsurfing and Japan only came together in huge groups of Japanese rigging on the lawn at Kanaha. I should have realized those tourists were the tip of the iceberg. Thousands of hard-core Japanese windsurfers sail their country’s 18486 miles of coastline. I didn’t know, so I didn’t bring any equipment. I packed a couple of small bags, threw my harness and wetsuit in, just in case, and headed to Tsuruta. 

During my first busy week in Japan, I didn’t think about windsurfing. Short mental holiday. Then I received an email from an old car-camping friend from the Gorge. Chris lives near Tokyo now. His email said, “Want to go windsurfing at Omaezaki?” Of course I did! I emailed Hot Sails, my Stateside sponsor. Within a few days, I lined up Japanese sponsorship. This means free use of gear near Tokyo, loaner gear for spring, and assistance entering contests. It took me years to get the same thing in the US, but in Japan, all this happened without me ever stepping on a board! 

My suit-wearing, cigarette-smoking Japanese officemates blanched at my plans to windsurf Omaezaki. “Won’t you be cold,” they asked, and “It’s dangerous, isn’t it?” “Dangerous” is a Japanese description for everything from stepping off the escalator to playing Chicken with the Shinkansen. In the end, they smiled at me, their crazy “gaijin” (foreigner) and took me to the bus for Tokyo. 

Nine hours later, I stumbled off the cramped bus and deciphered the train schedule to Chris’ home. At the station, Chris greeted me with a bicycle. “We’re going for a little ride,” he stated. No arguing accepted. Fifty miles and ten windsurfing shops later, I begged for mercy and demanded a bed. After all, we planned to go to Omaezaki at five the next morning. 
     Omaezaki is in the middle of nowhere, but this doesn’t stop the Japanese. People drive on expensive toll roads (about $.33 a mile) from all over the country, paying $4 a gallon for gas, to sail on the weekend. They pay $30 a night to share a room at a youth hostel or bed and breakfast. Given the fact that it’s almost never above 50 degrees, Omaezaki is crowded. You must look before you jibe. Despite the hassles, Omaezaki sailors rip: 2004 PWA Women’s champ Motoko Sato calls Omaezaki home. On a good weekend day, there are at least 150 sailors on the water, most sporting the newest gear available. Keep in mind that gear is expensive here: a board costs $2100 or more, a fin is around $165 and a roll of Duct Tape $10. These are dedicated sailors, no doubt! 

It took four hours from Chris’ to Omaezaki. This was after my nine-hour bus ride and ninety minute train ride. I felt as dedicated as the locals. It was worth it. The sand blew down the beach and the ocean sparkled with 4.7s and 4.2s. Seeing the wind and ocean, I broke out in goosebumps. Although I surf near my Japanese home, I miss windsurfing. While perfect sideshore wind blew sand into my legs, I carried the board to the water, hopped on and hooked in. Hearing the wind in my ears and feeling the sun on my face, I resolved to never again live somewhere without windsurfing. 

At Omaezaki, I met dozens of Japanese windsurfers. Many planned to enter the upcoming All-Japan Wave Classic. Every year in early January, Omaezaki hosts this contest, the world’s biggest amateur windsurfing competition (is this right, Eddy?). I wanted to enter too! I talked to my sponsor, Hidehiko Fukushima, the Japanese Hot Sails and Fanatic distributor. He said, “You’re not an amateur, so you can’t enter.” What? For years I strived to be a professional sailor, and couldn’t do it. Suddenly, I was a pro in Japan. There was only one solution: begging. Faced with my un-Japanese style, Fukushima-san relented, but on one condition. I had to enter the men’s semi-pro division.

Men’s contest? I was nervous. I needed practice, but there’s no windsurfing, not to mention six feet of snow, where I live. The solution? Take a windsurfing vacation. Where? Taiwan! Why? It’s close, inexpensive and very, very windy. Taiwan is the perfect place for a homesick Gorge sailor. Screaming winds average 4.0, but 3.2 days are common. On these days, sand blasts across the wide beaches. Watching friends sail is a painful activity. 

As I planned the trip I realized that I hadn’t escaped my windsurfing lifestyle at all. I was still planning my life around my next visit to a windy beach. I was living in Japan, experiencing a different culture and speaking a different language, but the most important thing in my life was still windsurfing. 
Taiwan called to me for windsurfing, but my trip was far more than a windsurf vacation. It started at the Spot Surf Hostel in Chunan. Tony Fish, the owner, speaks fluent English. He pushes food on his guests like my Jewish mom does. It is considered rude in Taiwan to refuse food, so I overate every day. For $12 a day I stayed in Tony’s hostel, and for less than $8 a day I ate enough to hold down a bigger sail. Plus, I never fought crowds on the water. Why? First, many Taiwanese fear the ocean. Second, until 1991, the government banned most ocean-going water sports due to poor relations with China. Taiwanese are just starting to embrace windsurfing. There are about 500 people who windsurf actively in Taiwan now, but last year the government taught 2000 people to windsurf. If this program continues, Taiwan could soon be home to thousands of windsurfers. 

The sun shone on the Spot courtyard as I read a book one day. Tony approachd. “Hey, you have go to Taitung,“ he told me. “They want to meet you!” Thousands of miles from home, I was a celebrity! About 15 people windsurf in Taitung, and they may be the most generous windsurfers on the planet. I arrived in Taitung with no cash and no food. Foreign ATM cards don’t work in rail stations, so I was stuck. The local sailors saved me. A ride from the station, a massive meal, a warm bed. We spent two windless days touring the beaches, eating too much and cruising the Taitung nightlife scene. My new friends begged me to break my Japan contract and teach English in Taitung. Very tempting. Live somewhere cheap and warm, make a decent living, and windsurf all the time? That’s my ultimate dream!

Somewhere I developed enough loyalty to not break my contract. I returned to Japan. At least I was on my way to a windsurfing contest. Until seeing the Omaezaki weather forecast, I anticipated the event. Low of 30 and high of 44. Not my idea of enjoyable sailing conditions. I feared sailing in such cold. Call me a wimp. I stepped off the plane in Tokyo and ran to the United counter, hoping I could find a cheap, last-minute flight to Maui. $1200 to get to Maui? Not on my salary. I shouldered my wetsuit, gloves, and hooded vest and headed for Omaezaki. 

Fukushima-san met me, and we went straight to the contest site. There were 200 competitors milling around, wearing down coats and gloves, but smiling. Although the Japanese are serious about entering competitions, they don’t seem seriously competitive. They enter to see how they stack up against their friends, but they have a good time doing it. I didn’t see any of the angry or nervous faces that I’ve seen at other events. Or maybe that weekend was special. We were all united against a common enemy: the bitter cold. 

My heat was the very first. I was the only foreigner in the competition, so all eyes followed my red and yellow Superfreak. I slogged around and caught a small wave or two. The blue flag went up: heat extended. The wind gods smiled on me. A big gust hit my sail, and a wave peaked in front of me. I grasped the boom with my numb fingers and jumped. Back loop, dry landing! I could hear the cheers of the crowd and the announcer’s shouted commentary. In my next heat, I slogged around, freezing cold, while the 2005 champion sailed circles around me. He crushed me. Despite my resounding defeat, people came up to me for the next two days to congratulate me on the back loop.
The two hundred ripping Japanese contest entrants blew my mind. Almost everyone was throwing forwards, including all seventeen women in the open class. These sailors make two-foot waves look like a lot of fun. 
The All-Japan Wave Classic ended with a big party on Monday night. Included in the free admission: all-you-can-eat food, all-you-can-drink beer, and all-you-can-smoke cigarettes. This is Japan, where cigarette companies still sponsor sporting events. (haven’t they been banned in the US?)Two bands rocked the hall. Dancing Japanese windsurfers partied past midnight. American contest organizers could learn a few things from these guys.
During the contest, I told the locals about my Japanese home. To my delight, they said it’s windy in the spring and summer. According to them, it’s 4.0 on the local lake and the nearby Japan Sea. Sakurba-san, about 55 years old, and a party animal, lives ninety minutes from me. He spends his winters car-camping in Omaezaki and his summers windsurfing an hour from my home. We’re going sailing when the snow melts. Knowing about local windsurfing sites, despite my lack of gear, makes the six feet of snow outside my house a little more tolerable. 

 While stuffing my wet gear into bags for my return to Northern Japan, I thought about my relationship with windsurfing. For some people, work is important, for some people having a family is important, but for me, the most important thing is having access to windsurfing. I tried to escape windsurfing’s hold over me by coming to a snowy place where I can’t sail, but there is no escape. I care too much about windsurfing to give it up. I feel lucky to have come to that realization by travelling and meeting fellow windsurfers in Taiwan and Japan. The snow won’t be gone from my local beaches until April, but I’m already scheming about how I can get some loaner gear to use up here. When I return to the Gorge in August, I’ll start work on my MBA. I plan to use the degree to find interesting, challenging, living-wage work in perpetually warm, windy places. Although it’s cold where I’m living, and I can’t windsurf for another couple of months, it was worth coming over here just to clarify that windsurfing is not a passing fad in my life – it is a major part of my life, and always will be. 

P.S. I am sponsored by DaKine, Hot Sails, Nolimitz, Gath, Iwindsurf.com, Hawaiian Proline, Fanatic Japan and Eversummer Gardens

s

Japanese Windsurfing Sites: For more info: 

http://www.outdoorjapan.com/activities/activities-windsurfing-areaguide.html
Omaezaki: High-wind B&J and side/side-on head-high beachbreak. Occasion mast-high waves from typhoons. Home to All-Japan Wave Classic and the Typhoon Classic. The Gorge of Japan.

Chigasaki/Kawamura: Picturesque old town on Kawamura Bay. 4.0-8.0, mostly slalom but occasional waves. Home to 20 or more windsurfing shops, dozens of “Love Hotels,” and a nude beach. Best place to find rental gear.  (I need to double-check the name with my friend Chris)

Lake Motosuko: High-altitude lake near Mt. Fuji. Home to summer freestyle contests Best place to find abandoned gear. 5.0-7.0 flat-water freestyle.

Ajigasawa/Akita: Aomori-ken’s windsurfing mecca. Home to 12 windsurfers and Temira. Onshore small waves 3.7+ in the Japan Sea. Water temp ranges from 70 in the summer to 45 in the winter. 

Jusanko: High-wind lake in Aomori-ken. 4.0+. Previous home to a major slalom race, but it’s so far from anything that nobody wants to go there!

Okinawa: Japan’s tropical paradise. Warm water and plenty of opportunity for windsurfing.

Taiwan’s Windsurfing Sites

Chunan: 1.5 hours from Taipei by train. 3.2+ side-on/sideshore beachbreak waves. Home to Tony’s hostel, super-friendly Taiwanese surfers and windsurfers, and a great place to get fat! Water temp around 65, air temp 50+. 

Taitung: Taiwan’s awesome port-tack wavesailing site. Beautiful blue water. 3.7+. Water 65 degrees, air 60+. 

Penghu Islands: Islands off the west coast of Taiwan. Home to 2005 Pro-Am event held in 40+ knots. 3.2+. Similar weather to Chunan.

