It’s 30 knots at the Hatchery. There’s a white 1967 International truck in the front row of the parking lot. In the middle of the river, a solitary sailor on a silver Naish sail, sporting a discreet Chinook logo, throws a clean twenty-foot back loop. Thirty seconds later the same sailor, clearly not a 20-something, throws a huge, planing, off-the wind forward.

He catches the crowd’s attention. “Who is that?” they ask each other. 

We’ll spare the suspense. The sailor is Sean Aiken. Former car-camping Maui surf bum. Former wavesailing champion.  Almost pro snowboarder. Still one of Hood River’s most respected windsurfers, and now the respected, trusted, go-to guy for windsurfers shopping for homes. 

.

“Just one different decision along the way and I wouldn’t have had any of this,” says Sean. “I would have been living in Mt. Vernon where I was born. I would have married young, had several children and worked at a dead-end job.” Instead, honest, trustworthy, and possessing an infectious enthusiasm for the Gorge and its people, Sean is loved in his chosen home. 

Colleagues respect him and younger sailors are inspired by him. “Sean was focused and deliberate during his time windsurfing. Working with him professionally isn’t what you’d expect from a stereotypical windsurfer turned Realtor,” says former pro windsurfer, property developer and real estate agent Maui Meyer. Pro sailor Rob Warwick agrees, “Sean is the ultimate example of how to live this life successfully. He brings me hope that I won’t sacrifice everything else in my life to windsurf. Plus, he is an incredible stand out sailor every time he’s on the water!”

Sean agrees Rob. “I think it's so important for people to live life following their passions,” he says. “I love seeing these guys doing what I did, pursuing their dreams. But I'm also glad I had a plan for my future.” 

Despite his affinity for windsurfing and his many competition wins, Sean felt that he could “never depend on windsurfing for money.” “You know,” Sean says, “everyone hopes and dreams to be a paid windsurfer, but I always had a job. I could have done the PWA tour on my credit cards - seems like most people out there had parental support - but then where would I be? $30,000 in debt and no further ahead.”

What Sean did know, from age twelve, was that he loved windsurfing. At a shop near his aunt’s house on Orcas island, Sean watched a Robby Naish video. By the end of the film, young Sean was a windsurfer, mentally at least. This was windsurfing’s heyday, the 1980s. Evening races flourished and the San Juan’s light wind suited the scrawny kid. His 1st place trophies still sit in Sean’s office window, alongside medals from later Hawaiian wavesailing wins and Gorge freestyle events. 

Ironically, Sean’s wavesailing championships contributed to him moving back to the Gorge for good after years on Maui. Although he did well competing, well enough to place in the top three in the Aloha Classic several times, and made good wages as a banquet waiter on Maui, he couldn’t earn enough to secure his future. Inspired by his older brother, though, he had a plan.  “Back in those days,” he says, allowing his inner real estate agent  to shine through, “you could put ten grand down on a house and have it cash flow.” But was almost ten years of full-time windsurfing before Sean could put that plan into action. First, he lived the life of the windsurfing bum, traveling between the Gorge and Maui.

Within a few weeks of graduating high school, Sean left home for the Gorge, realizing that “a low-paying job there was way better than a low-paying job at home.” A minimum wage job at Lanny Schuler’s board factory introduced Sean to Bingen car-camping friend and future Maui roommate Eric Schroder, now a nurse in White Salmon. “Sean was always different,” says Eric. “When the rest of us would get off the water for a beer, he would stay out drilling on his Freedom sail, wearing a faded wetsuit, learning tricks.” 

At the end of that first Gorge summer, Eric and other friends planned for the wind and waves of Maui winter. Sean prepared to hit the slopes as a sponsored rider for Burton snowboards. At the last minute, Sean, who had competed in snowboarding’s US Open the previous winter, abandoned his snowboarding career. “It was s difficult decision,” he says, but, “the idea of the tropics and warm blue water sounded so good to me and so different from what I was used to.”  His last $240 went to a one-way ticket to Maui, rather than to a pass at Mt. Baker and the possibility of a career in snowboarding. 

For a week, Sean and his crew camped on West Maui’s secluded beaches. “We only felt safe on those far beaches, and it was a pain driving an hour a day to sail,” remembers Sean. “It was scary,” says Eric, “There were rumors of locals beating up windsurfers, so four of us put together our money and rented a three-bedroom upstairs apartment in Makawao for $750 a month.” Sean, laughing, remembers their home, “the place started out nice, but once we'd been there a few months, it was not pretty.”

“Every morning there was a trail of ants and cockroaches to the plates from the night before,” says Eric. “We didn’t get much sleep,” says Sean. “This big local guy downstairs set his alarm for 4am and never turned it off. We couldn’t sleep between him stomping around and the noise of the alarm.” It didn’t help that there was no furniture to absorb the noise. “We sat on milk crates and slept on board bags,” says Eric. “And we lived on beer and junk food, eating off one-use plastic plates that we made last the entire season,” laughs Sean. 

It’s a far cry from the home where Sean lives now with his wife Audrey and their two-year-old son Van. “That’s part of why I left SF and Sean left Maui,” Audrey says. “We could never have lived in a beautiful location like this in either of those places.”

Sean and Audrey met in the Gorge in 2000, while both were renting rooms from a common friend. Audrey, a refugee from the San Francisco dot-com crash, joined Sean in the Gorge in 2002 after he moved back full time. “It was tough for about 18 months,” says cosmopolitan Audrey, describing their first morning together in the Gorge. At breakfast out in gloomy mid-winter  Bingen, “toothless old men surrounded us, talking about felling trees and their church of choice. I lost it and started crying right there in the restaurant. But now, I love it here and can’t imagine living anywhere else.” 

Neither could Sean. “I always wanted to settle in the Gorge, and I knew I could never buy a house on Maui. It was too expensive. Also, Maui was never home. It’s such a melting pot. Nobody puts down roots. It’s just a bunch of transients who come to play and work.” Finding work in the Gorge is almost impossible, but becoming a real estate agent seemed right for Sean. “He has such an all-encompassing love for the Gorge,” says Audrey. “I don’t think he could be an agent anywhere else because he wouldn’t have any feeling for the place.” 

Competing with so many agents could have been difficult, but Sean capitalized on his windsurfing career. Teaching wavesailing clinics for Solo Sports in San Carlos became an unintentional method for recruiting clients. “I suppose this is how my windsurfing career paid off,” he says, laughing, “Most of my clients are windsurfers!” 

Even now, with the market down and houses selling slowly, if at all, Sean continues to help windsurfers find their dream homes in the Gorge. He no longer lives the transient pro windsurfer lifestyle, but he says, “I still love windsurfing as much as I ever have.” And besides helping his fellow sailors move to the home he loves, Sean still stuns spectators with his huge backs and forwards at the Hatchery, The Wall and Arlington.

