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A
t North Lake Sailing School (NLSS), 
all that’s required before hoisting the 
sails and hitting the water is a spirit 
of adventure and a life jacket. NLSS is 

open to kids ages 5 to 16, and the school rents 
out boats. It’s one of a few sailing schools in 
Lake Country not associated with membership 
in a yacht club. 

These junior sailors learn to “tie an 8 knot,” 
“skull through a channel,” and “roll tack,” but, 
perhaps most importantly, they learn self-
reliance. 

“It’s such a neat thing to watch the kids’ 
faces when they ‘get it’,” says Pat Van Till, NLSS 
director. “To see little 7-year-olds out there by 
themselves is amazing,” she continues. “They 
have to look at the water and decide what to do 
—there are no parents, no coaches—sailing’s a 
great confidence builder.” 

Join the club
In 1982, Van Till’s neighbor, Betty Morris, 
started a sailing club on North Lake so the kids 
who lived there could get to know each other. 
By 1989, the informal club had become a full-
fledged sailing school with its own fleet. 

Kids who are 5 or 6 join a parent (adults 
receive a quick lesson) in “kinder pram” classes. 
They learn to sail an Optimist, an 8-by-3-foot 
sailboat that weighs just 70 pounds. After first 
grade, these pint-sized skippers can sail by 
themselves.

Summers on the water
“Opti” classes develop a child’s boat-handling 
and racing skills, although no one is required to 
compete.  “The classes teach the basics of sail-
ing, and you can just go for the socialization. 
You don’t have to go and race if that’s not [the 
kid’s] personality,” says Cheri Theisen of North 
Lake, whose sons, Travis, 11, and Tyler, 8, have 
attended the school. Her youngest, Tanner, 5, 
will start kinder pram classes this summer.  

Fun on the water is the school’s focus, and 
the instructors play games to keep the kids 
engaged.

Scavenger hunts are common. “The kids learn 
by sailing to someone’s house and looking for 
lizards, then someone else’s house to look for 
frogs,” says Van Till. 

Lake residents often let the school use their 
rafts or slides as part of the fun. “We’re very for-
tunate to have that kind of support on the lake,” 
she adds. Other times, the class will beach its 
boats on the sand bar and instructors will drop 
colored stones for the kids to retrieve. 

When there’s no wind, the class swims the race 
courses, plays water “baseball” with a paddle bat, 
tennis ball and buoy bases, or tries to tip its boats 
and learn how to right them.  

Life lessons
Around age 12, kids who want to hone their 
sailing skills and compete in races graduate to 
a 16-foot-long, 2-person X boat. The school has 
two X boats available for rent.

Travis crews an X boat and has competed 
in a number of off-lake regattas, including 
the BOPN (Beaver-Oconomowoc-Pine-North 
lakes). “It’s like a round robin,” explains Cheri, 
where each lake takes a turn hosting the race. 
“It’s a great way for the kids to get to know each 
other—in this area, most of them will end up at 
Arrowhead [High School] together,” she says.

Van Till tells the kids they can take the sport 
as far as they want. Several students have gone 
on to sail in college—the experience certainly 
stands out on a school application if nothing 
else.  “From my perspective, I’m teaching a life 
skill,” she says, like golf or tennis. “What’s so 
great about our program,” she continues, “is 
that you don’t have to live on the lake, and you 
don’t have to have a boat. It’s such a unique op-
portunity.”

 “The kids soak up the experience,” says 
Cheri. “It’s nice to see them enjoying nature.”

The kids agree. “My favorite thing is just to be 
on the water. Oh—and my friend Noah,” says 
Travis. “His grandparents own a house across 
the lake, and he comes to stay for the summer,” 
he says. It seems Morris’ original vision for the 
sailing club is watertight. •

Ready, set, sail
If you’re interested in learning more about North 
Lake Sailing School, please e-mail your name and 
phone number to mpwest@jcpgroup.com.

In 2008, kinder pram classes cost $60 plus $20 for 
boat rental. Optimist classes cost $215 plus $100 for 
boat rental. Adult classes can also be arranged.

School-aged kids 
learn to sail on North Lake
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Sail, sail, sail your boat

I’ll race you
ILYA (Inland Lakes Yachting Association) holds regattas throughout the Midwest, and NLSS holds three races of its 
own each summer. According to the kids, though, the highlight of the summer is the “fruit race.”

An X-boat skipper and crew head out with 4 or so intermediate and advanced Optimist sailors to collect float-
ing watermelons, oranges and apples and more, each assigned points. “Watermelons are worth the most,” says Tyler. 
“Whoever gets the most points, wins,” explains his older brother, Travis, “then we cut it all up and eat it!” 


