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The largest island in Washington’s 
San Juan Islands, Orcas Island’s “saddle 
bag” shape includes two notable inlets. 
East Sound runs nearly the length of the 
island north to south and limits travel 
to the remaining land at the north end. 
The second and smaller inlet, West 
Sound, faces neighboring Shaw Island 
and is more protected. On the shores of 
West Sound, the contours of the island 
give shape to the dense evergreens 
curving downwards towards the water. 

The boats tied up in the marina 
remind passersby of Orcas’ maritime 
culture, both in the past and present. 

Currently, this maritime culture is 
growing and thriving through the 
combined efforts of the Orcas Island 
Yacht Club and Sail Orcas.

Hannah Tuson-Turner grew up 
sailing here with the Orcas Island High 
School sailing team until she graduated 
in 2007. For Hannah, sailing on the 
island and elsewhere became more 
than just an enjoyable pastime. “The 
opportunities that it led to have shaped 
my whole life,” she says, speaking 
from Half Moon Bay in California, 
a small community she compares to 
Orcas Island. 

After four years skippering for 
the University of Hawaii women’s 
team, Hannah took a position teaching 
sailing at Half Moon Bay Yacht Club 
for the summer. Three years later, she 
finds herself at the helm of a quickly 
growing junior program there and 
the Program Director for the newly 
established Half Moon Bay Yacht 
Club Foundation. Hannah has thrown 
herself into growing the program 
in partnership with the community. 
She pursues it with such enthusiasm 
because she has seen it succeed before, 
on Orcas Island. 

In addition to high school 
sailing, the local non-profit Sail Orcas 
organizes summer sailing camps, 
middle school exploratory lessons, 
adult courses, and limited boat rentals. 
Originally an outpost of Seattle based 
non-profit The Sailing Foundation, Sail 
Orcas’ inaugural program focused on 
teaching adults how to sail on small 
keelboats. This program continues to 
run with all volunteer instructors. 

In 2008 Sail Orcas and the Orcas 
Island Yacht Club’s Youth Sailing 
Program made a defining change for 
both organizations; they combined 
their programs into a single 501c3 
non-profit. Being part of an island 
community led the organizations to 
reassess how best to utilize community 
resources. By merging the programs 
they were able to consolidate their 
board, decrease insurance costs, and 
reduce overlap between programs. 

Nate Averna, another Sail Orcas 
alumnus, grew up around boats due to 
his family’s whale-watching business. 
However, getting the opportunity 
to go to regattas elsewhere and see 
how other people raced was “huge.” 
Following high school, Nate spent 
several years working and traveling on 
tall ships. He sailed all along the West 
Coast and the Atlantic Ocean. Looking 
back, he feels he wouldn’t have had 
those opportunities without Sail Orcas, 
“In the marine world, it’s all about 
gaining experience and the program 
gave me some.”

After his travels, Nate returned 
to Orcas Island and joined the family 
business. Over the past few years he 
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Coach Burke Thomas and Sail Orcas President Bob Brunius with dedicated high school 
sailors who began practicing with snow still on the ground. 

Sail Orcas uses Vanguard prams, Lasers, 
and Open Bics in the summer program 
located on scenic West Sound.
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helped coach and volunteered 
with the Sail Orcas program. 
Currently he is taking a break to 
focus on the newest Orcas Island 
resident, his son. 

Nate is excited about the 
momentum he sees building for 
high school sailing and the Sail 
Orcas program. He hopes his son 
and other youth have the same 
opportunity he did: to learn how 
to sail now and have that skill for 
their whole life. 

Head Coach and Sail Orcas 
board member, Burke Thomas, 
has been an essential contributor, 
coach, and advocate for sailing 
since he became involved in 2001. His 
efforts are especially noticeable in the 
growth of the high school team and 
the return of several alumni to teach 
Sail Orcas’ summer camps. Hannah 
and Nate were part of the early Orcas 
Island high school team, a small group 
of about half a dozen sailors. Today, the 
team roster has close to twenty names. 

While meeting with Burke at a 
drizzly high school regatta in Seattle 
he was incredibly humble, modest, and 
above all passionate. He emphasizes 

the main goal: getting kids sailing. He 
advocates that if people keep focusing 
on that goal, they will find a way to 
overcome the obstacles. However 
,he does not just define success in 
numbers, “If people have a safe, fun 
time on the water and find a life long 
activity, we’ve won.” 

This summer proved to be a 
success for Sail Orcas. With warm 
weather and increased sign ups, 
more than 160 young sailors took 
part over the nine-week season. 
Burke credits instructors and Sail 
Orcas alumni, Annalies Schuh 
and Jules Mann for creating “an 
enthusiastic and fun learning 
atmosphere for the sailors.”

Current president of Sail 
Orcas, and former Commodore 
of OIYC, Bob Brunius speaks very 
positively of the organizations’ 
partnership to this day. In 
addition to providing the Sail 
Orcas programs with access to the 

yacht club’s facilities, OIYC recently 
funded a new building, adjacent to 
the current picnic facilities, exclusively 
for storing Sail Orcas’ equipment. Sail 
Orcas’ summer camps provide OIYC 
with a junior program and many of the 
yacht club’s active sailors are highly 
involved in both organizations. These 
“movers and shakers,” as Bob describes 
them, have been formative in building 
a boating culture that supports sailing 
on the island.

Sail Orcas alumnus and instructor 
Cameron Schuh (sitting on the picnic 
table) leads a summer camp session

What Your Boat Insurance 
Company Isn’t Telling You

1. If this boat sunk because a 
part failed due to normal wear 

and tear, the immediate 
CONSEQUENTIAL DAMAGE 
– everything damaged due to 

the sinking, may not be covered. 
The cost to repair/replace all the 
damaged items may come out of 

your pocket.  

2. And even if the claim is 
allowed, without SEPARATE 

SALVAGE COVERAGE, 
you’ll have to use part of the 

insurance settlement to pay to 
salvage the boat.

3. And if the boat leaked fuel and 
damaged the environment or other 

property, without FUEL SPILL 
LIABILITY COVERAGE, you 

could be paying the cost to contain 
and clean up the spill, as well as the 

environmental damages.

Unless You’re Insured With BoatU.S. - These coverages are included with every 
boat and yacht policy, in addition to protecting your boat, family, guests and even pets onboard. 

The choice is as easy as 1, 2, 3 - When it comes to knowing what boaters need, trust the experts 
at BoatU.S. Call or visit us online for a fast, free quote today! 

800-283-2883    BoatUS.com/insurance
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         Priority Code 4811

Policies subject to limits and exclusions. In the state of California, the BoatU.S. Marine Insurance program is provided through Boat Owners Association Insurance Services, CA license #0H87086.
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