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At Waddell Beach in  
Santa Cruz County,  
kiteboarders are part  
windsurfer, part surfer, 
and part maniac.  
(See page 132 for the 
windsur׆ng section.)
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We drive around it, ferry across it, take beautiful photos of it. But as any Bay Area windsurfer,  
sailor, kayaker, or rower will tell you, the biggest fun of all is playing in the water. Just in time for 
Indian summer, 24 places to learn how to haul on an oar, feather a paddle, or lasso the wind. 

EDITED BY PEGGY NAUTS  PHOTOGRAPHS BY JAMIE KRIPKE 



WORDS TO KNOW
Itõs always useful to have a 
few buzzwords to sling 
around when youõre learn-
ing. At least you can pre-
tend to know what youõre 
doing until you actually do.
Fall oׅ No, not oׅ the boat. 
òFall oׅó means change 
course away from the wind. 
Tack or jibe Turn the boat 
enough that the sail has to 
move to the other side. (You 
can learn the diׅerence 
between tacking and jibing 
later.) When you hear the 
words òready about,ó òhelms a 
lee,ó or òprepare to jibe,ó duck. 
Otherwise, you might get a 
nice whack on the head with 
the boom.
Heel When the boat tilts 
partway over in the water. 
Donõt be alarmed; this is  
normal (usually). 
Irons Youõre going nowhere. 
(The boat is pointed too far 
into the wind.)
Luאng That little ׇ apping 
motion the sail makes when 
it wants you to pull it in or 
adjust course. 
Starboard tack When 
heading toward an oncoming 
boat, the boat on the star-
board tack (which means its 
mainsail is on the port, or 
left, side of the boat) has 
right of way. If the bozo on 
the other boat doesnõt 
acknowledge that, remember 
itõs better to give in than to 
be right and sinking. 

Sailing
Old salts will tell you that the Bay Area has the best sailing in North 
America; Anthony Sandberg of OCSC calls it òthe black diamond course.ó We have 
big, big wind hereñand other challenges like major swells, fog, strong tides, and 
plenty of cargo ship traאc. (Hint: if you hear a ship honk ׆ve times, youõre about to 
become chum.) It takes plenty of skill to navigate these waters, but once you know 
the ropes, youõll be able to sail just about anywhere.
OCSC SAILING òOCSC is the best big-boat school 
in the country,ó states Matt Gingo, director of 
small-boat school Cal Adventures. Founder 
Anthony Sandberg puts it more modestly: òWeõre 
old school,ó he says. òWe believe you should 
learn to drive a stick shift before you drive an 
automatic.ó The school doesnõt advertiseñit 
doesnõt need toñand limits classes to three stu-
dents each. And it goes out of its way to make 
women feel welcome, with the result that half of 
its clientele is female. 

Sandberg chose to situate OCSC at the Berke-
ley Marina so that students learn in the strong 
winds blowing from the Golden Gate. òIf people 
learn in light wind,ó he says, òtheyõll go scurry-
ing back to light wind.ó Still, he thinks late in the 
year is a ׆ne time to learn and to sail, because 
the Bay Areaõs fall and winter wind is what the 
rest of the country often calls a storm. 

In the learn-to-sail course, four to ׆ve days of 
instruction for $790, youõll spend almost all your 
time on the water and acquire the foundations 
of sailing. About half the students need addi-
tional help to earn their certi׆cate after they 
complete this class, and OCSC doesnõt charge  
for the extra lessons. But òyouõll need more 
skills before you can comfortably handle the fog 
coming in or the wind blowing 25 knots,ó says 
Sandberg. Thatõs where the basic cruising class 
($890) comes in; it prepares you to skipper a 
boat on the bay. 

After students ׆nish these courses, they often 
opt to join the club. For a $395 initiation fee 
plus $59 a month, they can rent one of OCSCõs 
50 24- to 82-foot yachts at a discount. When you 
split the $125 rental costñfrom 9 a.m. to 8 a.m 
the next dayñamong everyone on your boat, 
says Sandberg, òitõs cheaper than bowling.ó ONE 
SPINNAKER WAY, BERKELEY MARINA, 800-223-2984, OCSC.COM.  

CLUB NAUTIQUE  This is one of the top sailing 
schools around, with a maximum of four  
students per teacher. Donõt be scared oׅ by its  
association with a yacht dealershipñitõs not just 
pushing yachts. The school recently won US 
Sailingõs award for instruction. And when you 
break down the costñ$1,295 for eight days in 
the basic skipperõs course, plus a three-hour  
bay cruising workshop so you feel comfortable 
when you go out after school endsñit works out 
to a little less than $20 an hour. Blimey, thatõs 
reasonable! 

Youõll spend only about an hour a day in the 
classroom and the rest on the boat, four days on 
a responsive 26-footer and four on a 29- to 33-
foot boat, learning to handle your craft and 
doing drills. (You can choose between two loca-
tions, Sausalito and Alameda.) òWe donõt just 
teach people to sail in open water,ó says general 
manager David Forbes. òWe make sure they  
can motor in close quarters, dock, and the like 
as well.ó 

Club Nautique is so con׆dent in its instruc-
tion, it guarantees its courses. You can take 
review courses at no charge, provided you put in 
òa good-faith eׅortó (for example, you didnõt 
play hooky) the ׆rst time around. And if youõre 
not ready to invest in a boat of your own after 
class ends, you can rent one. A 31-footer is $335 
from 9 a.m. till 8 a.m. the next day. Bring your 
pals along for an unforgettable weekend. 1150 BAL-
LENA BLVD., STE. 161, ALAMEDA, 800-343-7245; 100 GATE SIX RD., 
SAUSALITO, 800-599-2582; WWW.CLUBNAUTIQUE.NET.
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WORDS OF WISDOM 
Within minutes, you can be 
out in the middle of the 
water, where sometimes 
thereõs nobody else. You 
have a diׅerent perspective 
on the Bay Area. No motor 
on, a return to a simpler era. 
Itõs a peaceful thing. 

The principles are the 
same whether youõre sailing 
a Sun׆sh or a 40-foot yacht. 
The biggest challenge for 
students is sensing where 
the wind is. The sails have  
to be trimmed properly for 
each point of sail. Itõs a 
subtle thing, and it can be 
frustrating at ׆rstñthe boatõll 
stall, and youõre not quite 
sure why. It doesnõt take 
long, though, to pick it up. 

This is a wonderful, 
challenging place to learn to 
sail. You can sail at least 
eight months out of the year 
hereñOctober, even through 
November, is really nice. One 
thing thatõs great about 
learning on the bay is reliable 
wind conditionsñyou know 
itõs gonna start picking up  
in the morning, and by 
afternoon itõs gonna be 
howling. You have a choice 
of conditions. You can tool 
around or you can rip around. 
MIKE CHAMBERLAIN, 
instructor, Spinnaker Sailing

SPINNAKER SAILING  Located in Redwood City, 
the southernmost school in the Bay has squads of 
seasoned instructors and a relatively smooth estu-
ary to learn in. Itõs about 15 degrees warmer 
here than in the city most of the time, and winds 
in the afternoons usually reach 20 to 25 knots, 
although theyõre often lighter in the estuary. 

One of four schools west of the Rockies 
deemed an outstanding sailing school by the 
American Sailing Association in 2005, Spinnaker 
has been in operation for 26 years, and the 
majority of its instructors have been with it for 
10 years or more. Pricing is similar to Club Nau-
tiqueõs, but instruction is broken into two classes 
instead of one. You need to take both of them, 
even if you think you know what youõre doing 
after the ׆rst one. Each is $595 for four days of 
instruction. Also as at Club Nautique, classes 
max out at four students. 

Once certi׆ed, you can join the club for $160 
a month for unlimited access to boats up to 25 
feet (more for larger boats). òWe like to keep 
them sailing during their ôwonder year,õ ó says 
owner Rich Ferrari. (The ׆rst year after you 
learn to sail is critical, he saysñthatõs when you 
solidify your skills.) 451 SEAPORT CT., REDWOOD CITY,  
650-363-1390, WWW.SPINNAKERSAILING.COM.

CAL ADVENTURES  For people looking for 
incredibly aׅordable sailing lessons on small 
boats, Cal Adventures is the ticket. Its goal is to 
make sailing accessible to just about everyone. 
For a mere $280, you can take both the begin-
ning and intermediate classes, with four half-day 
sessions each, getting coached from motorboats 
in Berkeley Marinaõs south sailing basin. 
   The student-to-teacher ratio here is 6 to 1,  
and the beginning classes on 15-foot, two-person  
dinghies are taught weekend mornings. In the 
afternoon, when the breezes stiׅen up, the inter-
mediates go out. Rest assured that if you learn 
on a small boat, it wonõt take long to ׆gure out 
how a larger one works; the basic skills and  
concepts are completely transferable. As an 
intermediate, youõll re׆ne your skills and do  
lots of vital drills like man overboard (rescuing  

a fallen sailor). When you pass the intermediate 
class, Cal Adventures will let you rent its boats 
for $15 an hour (or $115 for a two-month pass) 
and cruise 50,000 acres of the bayñyou just 
canõt cross the shipping channels. And if you 
need to sharpen your skills, you can repeat the 
last two days of the intermediate class for free. 

If you plan to rent boats on, say, the East 
Coast next year, though, your Cal Adventures 
diploma wonõt mean much there, whereas the 
US Sailing or American Sailing Association cer-
ti׆cate youõd get at the previous three schools 
will. So if you want to be able to take your act on 
the road, you might need to spring for one of 
the pricier schools. 100 UNIVERSITY AVE., BERKELEY  
MARINA, 510-642-4000, CALBEARS.BERKELEY.EDU.

WINDPATH  If you already know how to sail but 
donõt want to own a boat solo, WindPath is an 
intriguing prospect. Itõs like a time share for 
yachts instead of condos. The national company, 
which just launched in March on the West Coast, 
hopes to attract multiple owners here who will 
share their boats with seven other sailors. As of 
press time, the Bay Area division of WindPath 
owns only one boat, docked in Emeryville, but 
itõs a cushy oneñweõre talking two cabins, white 
leather interiors, and a ׇat-screen TV. 
   WindPath takes care of maintenance, dockage, 
insurance, and part of the mortgage (on ownersõ 
boats), and the owner and other sailors book 
boat time through WindPathõs online scheduler. 
Each day is divided into two slots, one from  
9:30 a.m. to 5 p.m., the other from 5 p.m. to 
9:30 a.m. For $565 a month for nonowners,  
plus a $1,000 training and initiation fee, each 
member gets seven slots per month. Peter Kend, 
who sails with WindPath in Connecticut, says,  
òIt takes all the headache out of sailing. I get  
oׅ the train, get on the boat, itõs ready for me, 
and I never have to ׆x anything.ó 510-499-9463, 
WWW.WINDPATH.COM.
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Weõre blessed with enviable 
wind, so sailors here can 
cruise around the bay for 
most of the year. Below, a 
boat owned by WindPath, a 
company that enables eight 
sailors to share one yacht. 



The ׆rst 
year after 

you learn to 
sail is critical. 
Thatõs when 
you solidify 
your skills. 



LOS GATOS ROWING CLUB  LGRC rows at a res-
ervoir surrounded by greenery alongside High-
way 17, where the peace is only occasionally 
interrupted by a big rig downshifting. No power 
boats are allowed except the clubõs launches, so 
the water can be mirrorlike on a calm dayñ
especially good for learning. LGRC has a stag-
gering amount of equipmentñ20 eights, ׆ve or 
six fours, two quads, ׆ve doubles, eight to nine 
singles, and 51 private boatsñand a comprehen-
sive beginners program. Three to ׆ve times a 
year, it teaches learn-to-row classes (four two-to-
four-hour sessions for $250), and it oׅers 
coached adult skills development programs, 
which last six to eight weeks. The club has eight 
coaches, and membership is $395 a year. LGRC 
is big on outreach to people who might other-
wise never pick up an oar, including the visually 
impaired and kids from low-income families. 
10000 ALMA BRIDGE RD., LOS GATOS, WWW.LGRC.ORG.

LAKE MERRITT ROWING CLUB  In the midst of 
urban Oakland is a lake 3.5 miles around, sided 
by the nationõs oldest bird sanctuary, with a boat-
house thatõs existed since the beginning of the 
20th century. Here youõll see a magni׆cent vari-
ety of geese, pelicans, and other birds diving for 
their dinner as you row along. LMRC is a terri׆c 
place to learn to row, partly because the water is 
so smooth most of the time, partly because the 
club gives thorough, aׅordable sweep lessons 
($100 for 15 hours of instruction) several times a 
year and sculling lessons ($100 for six hours) 
monthly, and partly because the membership is 
so reasonable ($300 a year). òWe really want to 
be open to a wide range of folks,ó says former 

WORDS TO 
KNOW
Catch The moment when your 
oar drops into the water. Also 
the moment when youõre 
bound to catch a crab at least 
once in your rowing career. 
Catch a crab Moving your oar 
through the water at the wrong 
angle. At best, itõll screw up 
your rhythm and forward 
movement; at worst, itõll cata-
pult you out of the boat.
Sweep Rowing with one oar 
per person. 
Swing What every crew is 
looking for. Itõs when the row-
ers are working together and 
consequently making the boat 
move.
Recovery The time between 
strokes, when hands, arms, 
and body move forward for the 
next catch. A good time to pu  ׅ
and pantñand to let the boat 
do some of the work for you.
Port and starboard The  
left and right side of the boat, 
respectively. Youõre called a 
port if you row with a port oar, 
but remember that youõre sit-
ting in the boat backward, so 
that port oar is actually to the 
right of your body. 
Coxswain That small person 
who keeps barking orders at 
you. A good coxswain knows 
plenty about technique, strate-
gy, and motivation, so hush up 
and listen. 
Weigh enough Stop rowing.
Weigh enough, hold water 
Stop rowing, dig your blades 
into the water, and wait for  
the crunch.

Rowing
The beauty of a shell skimming across water catches every eye. But 
rowing is no Ivy League perk these days; everyone from urban teens to grandmoth-
ers is leaping into boats to get the ultimate workoutña low-impact one that uses 
virtually every muscle, pumps the heart, and starts the day on an upbeat. If you learn 
to row with a crew, itõs an education on how to play well with others. If team sports 
arenõt your thing, sculling (rowing with two oars) can be done alone or with a group. 
Whether youõd prefer to ׇ y across ׇ at water or ride the bay swells, thereõs a Bay Area 
rowing club for you. It may just become your new social life.

LMRC president Brian Birch. LMRC has a com-
prehensive lineup of four eights, four fours, two 
quads, three to four racing singles, six to seven 
Aeros, and two pairs, and established menõs and 
womenõs competitive programs as well as a coed 
intermediate program. Itõs also home to the San 
Francisco Bay Blades, a GLBT group that focuses 
on sweep rowing. 1520 LAKESIDE DR., OAKLAND, WWW.ROW-
LAKEMERRITT.ORG. 

NORTH BAY ROWING CLUB  This plucky little  
Petaluma club is òlaissez-faire, and we want to 
stay that way,ó says president Win Rumsey. 
While NBRC uses containers rather than a bona 
 de boathouse, it has a goodly armada with four׆
eights, two fours, two quads, 10 open-water sin-
gles, and six doubles, one of them open water. 
And, remarkable for a club without a boathouse, 
showers! Membership is just $300 a year, and 
several people here oׅer private sculling lessons, 
including former National Team rower Jerome 
Ryan. Petalumans row down the winding Peta-
luma River surrounded by marsh grass; some go 
as far as the Highway 37 bridge, 13 miles one 
way. You might think rowing upriver would be a 
chore, but since the tide is only about two knots 
on a bad day, itõs usually no big deal. NBRC is 
known for regatta barbecues unmatched by any 
other on the rowing circuitñgrilled duck, lots of 
sides, killer desserts, and boatloads of beer. SEC-
OND AND H STS., PETALUMA, WWW.NORTHBAYROWINGCLUB.ORG.
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JACK LONDON AQUATIC CENTER  A relatively new 
jewel in the crown of the Oakland-Alameda 
Estuary, JLAC has focused on getting the youth 
of Oakland involved in water sports since it 
opened in 2000. Now it oׅers sculling classes to 
adults through December as well ($100 for a 
two-day session) and sweep rowing classes June 
through August. After graduating from the scull-
ing course, students can rent the centerõs Aero 
singles for $10 an hour and set out to explore 
the fascinating cityside estuary, a miles-long 
jaunt that takes them under four bridges, all the 
way to San Leandro Bay. 115 EMBARCADERO, OAKLAND, 
WWW.JLAC.ORG.

OPEN WATER ROWING CENTER  This Sausalito 
club is one of the prime spots to learn to row in 
open water and to store your own boat once you 
have your chops. With 14 ocean-ready, self-bail-
ing club boats and 120 private ones; calm water 
for learning in Richardson Bay before you ven-
ture out into rougher water; regular lessons 
(four hours for $150) year-round; eight coaches; 
and rough-water clinics ($70 per person), 
OWRC has trained battalions of novices to take 
on open water. Staׅ members are on hand to 
help you get your boat to and from the dockñ
this is the only club we know of in the area with 
that perk. 

Popular rows here cruise along the Sausalito 
city front and out to the Golden Gate; en route, 
youõre likely to see seals, sea lions, and loads of 
birds. Thereõs no organized rowing except in the 
classes, so be friendly and youõre sure to meet 
partners. Membership is $950 a yearñthe prici-
est around, next to Marin Rowing Associationñ
or $105 a month to store your own boat, but this 
is also the only spot weõre aware of besides JLAC 
where nonmembers can rent boats ($25 to $30 
an hour), provided they know how to row. 85 LIB-
ERTYSHIP WAY, SAUSALITO, WWW.OWRC.COM.

MARIN ROWING ASSOCIATION  MRA is indisput-
ably one of the top clubs around. It has it all: 
great coaches and equipmentñ12 eights, eight 
fours, six pair/doubles, and 12 single shellsñ
serious competitors, a full-time director and rig-
ger, locker rooms and showers, and both ׇ at and 

WORDS OF WISDOM
Be patient with yourself as a 
beginner. Allow your body to 
feel the water. It took me six 
years to start to get better at 
technique. 

Rowing is such a feeling 
sport: learning the early blade 
preparation, ׆nding the water. 
My legs were always down 
before my blade was in the 
water because I just wanted  
to go. 

Sculling is what improved my 
sweep rowing the most; itõs 
about ׆nesse, technique. The 
more time I spent in the single, 
the more I realized I was the 
one who had to move the boat. 
Now I have a good catchñafter 
16 years! Iõm still learning 
about rowing every day. 

Rowing teaches discipline, 
teamwork, integrity, ethics. You 
have to pull as hard as every-
one else no matter what, even 
though only you know how 
hard youõre pulling. Thereõs a 
spiritual feeling to being on the 
water, too. When I have a really 
good row in a quad, itõs like itõs 
eׅortless. The catches are in 
sync, the ׆nishes are in sync. 
Everything is quiet, and the 
boat suddenly lifts out of the 
water and moves. Once you 
 nd that click, youõll always׆
come back.
CASSANDRA CUNNINGHAM,  
former National Team rower 
and current MRA instructor

Rowing
open water. If you like the rough stuׅ, you can 
scull out to Red Rock; twisty Corte Madera 
Creek provides calmer water. If competing is 
your goal, this club is a terri׆c choice: youõll be 
surrounded by people who live to race (donõt try 
challenging the ferries, though). In the summer, 
MRA oׅers nine sweep lessons for $275; year-
round, private sculling lessons are $60 an hour. 
Members row in beginner, intermediate, and 
advanced programs or on their own. Naturally, 
given all of its advantages, MRA is relatively 
pricey: initiation is $300, dues are $50 a month, 
and coached programs are an additional $50 a 
month. Itõs still cheaper than a top-of-the-line 
health club, though (and itõs way more fun).  
50 DRAKES LANDING RD., GREENBRAE, WWW.MARINROWING.ORG.

SOUTH END ROWING CLUB  If youõre up for a 
challenge, youõre a self-starter, and you want the 
whole bay at your disposal, SERC, near Fisher-
manõs Wharf, might be your pick. òLaunching 
here can beéexciting,ó says rowing commission-
er Paul Nordquist laconically. You also have to 
be strong enough to carry your boat down the 
ramp (or persuasive enough to get someone to 
help). SERC has two six-person coxed wooden 
barges, one of which has raced since 1915; 12 
rowboats (single and double); 10 shells; two ׇ y-
weights; four Maas 24s; and four Aerosñall of 
them self-bailing. The initiation is $105, and 
membership is $355 yearly.

People here form their own groups or row 
solo, with occasional organized expeditions like 
sunset rows to the Golden Gate. You can go as 
far as your skills and stamina will take youñ
some members recently rowed 36 miles to  
Petaluma and spent the night. Thereõs a casual 
mentoring system whereby a veteran rower will 
show you the ropes after you learn a few basics 
in the clubõs monthly clinic, which consists of 
four hours of instruction. Contending with the 
powerful bay tides is an ongoing learning expe-
rience, and the water can be rough right from 
the launch, so this isnõt the easiest place to learn. 
òRough-water rowing requires learning about 
the elements, persevering,ó says Nordquist.  
Still, if you row out of South End, you are  
undeniably macho (or macha). 500 JEFFERSON ST., S.F., 
WWW.SOUTH-END.ORG. 

OCTOBER 2006   SAN FRANCISCO
125



The ׆erce Marin women  
ply their hatchet blades in 
Corte Madera Creek or the 
Larkspur ferry channel. For 
people who want to race, 
Marin Rowing Association  
is a top choice.



If you like  
the rough 

stu ,ׅ you can 
scull out to 
Red Rock; 

twisty Corte 
Madera Creek 

provides 
calmer water. 


