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To Paul Souter, who provided the plans for my first kayak
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 Introduction

Who would have thought, when I first dropped off the manuscript for  Sea Kayaking at the offices of Jim Douglas and Scott McIntyre back in 1980, that there would ever be a fifth edition? The “sport” wasn’t even called sea kayaking; we picked that name for the title of the book to make it clear that we were talking about neither paddling on rivers nor using canoes. Sea Kayaking had a nice ring to it, and the name fit much better than coastal paddling, blue water kayaking, sea touring (in what?) or any number of other less precise options.

Sea kayaking has long topped the list of fastest-growing water sports. There are still more people padding canoes and aluminum boats, but sea kayaking is where the energy is. Recently I returned to the kayak industry after some years away from it writing children’s books and home-schooling my two children. I found that much had changed during my absence. For a start, many of the small players have grown big, some gobbled up by very large fish indeed. Manufacturers such as Perception, Necky and Wilderness Systems have been bought out by multinational corporations that have seen big business opportunities in sea kayaking. The competition between these giants has been fierce. Fortunately the vitality of the small builders remains and the quality of boats is noticeably higher.

Sea kayak instruction has also become a thriving industry, but like many educational systems, it has largely focussed on those aspects of the activity that can be most readily taught and measured—such as paddling skills and rescue techniques—rather than on subtler, less tangible skills  such as judgement, sound seamanship and good risk management. Sea kayaking as I know it is roughly 80 per cent seamanship skills (weather assessment, navigation, knowledge of oceanography, reading of tides and currents, group assessment, coastal survival techniques, etc.) and less than 20 per cent boat-handling skills (turning, going straight, rolls, rescues, etc.). The reverse is true only if all your paddling is done in sheltered waterways.

In addition, some inappropriate crossover skills have found their way into sea kayaking from racing. It has become fashionable, for example, to paddle a sea kayak as if it were a seven-kilogram racing shell, with a high, exaggerated “chicken wing” box-style stroke and racing paddles. It is a stroke that works brilliantly if you suddenly need a burst of power, but I know of no one who has paddled a loaded sea kayak for a thousand miles and maintained such a style. Yet it is being taught by skill-focussed paddlers as the stroke of choice.
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British Columbia is ideal kayaking country. Tofino Expeditions

It has been personally gratifying to watch sea kayaking go mainstream and to know that I have contributed to this trend. Yet at the same time, I can’t help but regret the loss of innocence, a time when the sight of a sea kayak on the roof of a passing car was excuse enough to pull over and chat. For paddlers, it has been a period of much learning and relearning, and the threads of knowledge and communicable experience have formed a rich tapestry. Books on the subject have proliferated—and improved.

Early editions of Sea Kayaking to date have sold nearly 60,000 copies, but this is hardly an adequate measure of existing interest in kayak touring. Whereas the only books available on the subject at the time of the first edition were Adney and Chapelle’s Bark Canoes and Skin Boats of North America and a few British “canoeing” manuals that drew heavily on river experience, today dozens of manuals and trip narratives line up on kayak shop shelves. There are instructional videos, and numerous guides telling you where to paddle or how to camp, forage and cook when you get there, together with the definitive work on kayak navigation by David Burch, Fundamentals of Kayak Navigation, and the eminently readable  Sea Kayak Navigation Simplified, by Lee Moyer. There are now several specialty magazines, and articles on kayak travel adventures are no longer rare in the mainstream press. The sea kayak has been adopted by the advertising industry as the ultimate “freedom” accessory.

Much has been printed on the history of kayaking, thanks to the research of the late John Heath, David Zimmerly, George Dyson and Eugene Arima in North America, H.C. Petersen in Greenland and John Brand in England. It is clear from their research that the best traditional Native kayaks were extremely sophisticated, well-designed craft from which our modern-day builders have learned a great deal yet stand to learn much more. Once again in this edition I have resisted the temptation to dabble in the world of kayak history, which I consider to be beyond the scope of this book. We are heirs to a long and complex tradition, one without surviving masters—just students, evidence and memories.

There is now, as there was long ago, a kayak for almost every purpose—from the slender West Greenland–style boats, originally designed for hunting among ice floes, to the 6.5-metre (21-foot) touring double or  triple that cruised the Pacific coast. Each has its own merits and limitations, and each its band of dedicated advocates. My personal preference for a touring single is a roomy, relatively stable craft about 60 centimetres (24 inches) in the beam. Although I would pick this for solo coastal cruising, it might not be my first choice for day paddling off Hawaii, and I would want yet another craft for cruising with young children. It is this very diversity of boat design that makes sea kayaking so overwhelming for the first-time paddler looking to choose the right boat, and it is one of the objectives of this book to help clarify the kinds of choices that should be made.
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Indonesia. John Dowd

I have based this book mostly on my own experience, but occasionally it has been necessary for me to write beyond what I know firsthand to present a more balanced picture of sea kayaking when covering such topics as obscure methods of rolling and kayaking in sea ice. I have gratefully called upon the expertise of others, among them the late John Heath, whose knowledge of traditional kayaking techniques was first highlighted in Adney and Chapelle’s aforementioned classic.

Because the knowledge required for sea kayaking is so encompassing, I have also frequently chosen to omit the general in favour of the specific. For example, my chapter on first aid ignores such essentials as cardiopulmonary resuscitation (CPR) and the treatment of bleeding, since these are well covered in general publications on the subject. It focusses instead on kayak-related ailments. I trust the reader to know the basics already—for know them he or she must when embarking on a sea journey.

Navigation, camping and general survival are other areas in which I have assumed that the reader is not a novice. The information presented here is geared to kayaking situations and seen from the viewpoint of a kayaker, focussing particularly on those problems most likely to be encountered on long kayak journeys. If you need specialized survival information, books such as the SAS Survival Handbook do the subject justice.

I have attempted to make this fifth edition useful for paddlers of all levels, though with an emphasis on the more ambitious paddler. For blow-by-blow basics, I recommend Shelley Johnson’s Complete Sea Kayaker’s Handbook, which covers in detail much that I take for granted. The need for useful answers to kayaking problems usually calls for illustrations that provide lessons valuable to both the beginner and the experienced paddler. In most instances I have elected to present advanced examples in preference to basic ones, in the belief that beginners’ lessons are contained within an advanced situation but not vice versa. This is not to imply that paddling storms or wild lee shores or undertaking 20-mile crossings is the norm; it is not. Indeed, I counsel strongly in favour of a measured approach to new kayaking experience. It is my hope that this book will provide a vision of what is possible to those who bring an adventurous spirit to their kayaking.

Note: Miles in this book are nautical miles unless otherwise stated.
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Laguna San Rafael, Chile. John Dowd
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THE BOAT 

Sea kayaks are distinguished from river kayaks by a multitude of features for which we have one word: seaworthiness. A sea boat may or may not roll easily, but it must slice through or ride over waves of all sizes, track dependably regardless of the direction of the sea, respond to the paddle in windy conditions, carry your gear and stand up to continuous punishment from wave action, weather, sand, rocky beaches, sea ice and sometimes very large, very inquisitive fish.

Nevertheless, there are many types of boat to choose from, and every dedicated kayaker is his or her own best authority on “the best kayak.” You have to choose the right one for your use. There are dozens of manufacturers as well as numerous designs for home-built kayaks in modern or traditional styles.

Most sea kayaks have a sharp prow and an angular or even knifelike forefoot. Amidships, the hull is either chined or rounded, with some flattening in cross section. Farther aft, the cross section resumes its rounded V shape, and the stern itself may be as sharp as the prow. As a rule, sea kayaks have moderate rocker (the curvature upward of the keel-line towards stem and stern as the boat is viewed in profile). This enhances the manoeuvrability of the craft. A deep, sharp stern allows the boat to track through the waves without yawing under the alternating thrust of the paddle. The rounded U section amidships allows the boat to lean smoothly into breakers or helps carve a turn, and the partial flattening  under the cockpit increases stability. A high prow is found in some designs, including many of the surviving or recorded Inuit and Aleut boats. Such a bow adds buoyancy forward and may help reduce weathercocking in some designs. It can be a useful feature in ice but is of questionable value in open water and today is probably included more for appearance than for function. As already indicated, in some hulls you will see chines. These are ridges, angular in cross section, running lengthwise along the hull between gunwale and keel. In fabric or skin-covered boats they are caused by the tension of the skin across a framing rib; a similar feature is sometimes moulded into fibreglass boats such as models where the chine aids turning or provides a shoulder of stability when the boat is leaned to one side.
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Drawing heavily on sailboat design, Matt Kirk-Buss has come
up with some refreshing and successful turns of design in
his Loki sea kayaks. lokikayak.com

Slalom kayaks, designed for quick turns in rivers rather than tracking at sea, have much more rocker than a sea boat, and their hulls are generally flatter in cross section amidships and considerably rounder at bow and stern. They are also shorter. A river boat is often used for surf kayaking and when fitted with a skeg or rudder will sometimes serve for a short sea voyage, but the compromise is not finally a happy one. Away from white water, it is better to have a kayak true to the ancestry of the craft: a boat designed specifically for the sea.


 Narrow touring kayaks 

Narrow touring kayaks are usually single-seaters between 5 and 6 metres (17 and 19 feet) long with a 46- to 58-centimetre (18- to 23-inch) beam. They commonly have a rounded hull, hard chine or moderate V hull with  varying amounts of rocker. Essentially they are coastal craft, and a paddler using them in wind or open water should be comfortable with the technique of rolling. These boats depend on the skill of the paddler for their seaworthiness. They are, in essence, tippy. (Tippiness, however, is a relative term. How tippy a boat is depends on the paddler’s familiarity with that type of kayak as well as on the paddler’s weight distribution: a broad-shouldered man will have many more problems with balance than a lightweight woman with solid legs and hips, since most of the woman’s weight will be close to the centre of gravity.)

The West Greenland and Aleut kayaks were made from sealskin with a fragile wood and bone frame, but today the most common boats in this style are plastic, fibreglass or Kevlar. Although these 50- to 56-centimetre (20- to 22-inch) beam kayaks have been used on some impressive coastal trips, most notably the circumnavigations of New Zealand, Britain, Australia and Japan by Paul Caffyn and the circumnavigation of the Hawaiian Islands by Greg Blanchette, they are usually best suited for day-tripping and lightweight excursions because of their small volume and rather wet ride.

The great advantages of narrow touring kayaks are the ease with which they can be rolled and their speedier hulls. The most obvious disadvantage besides their limited stowage space, which makes them less suitable for journeys on which food and equipment must be carried in quantity, is the fact that they are neither stable enough nor roomy enough to provide real relaxation, or even to serve as a platform for photography. They are deadly if their occupant becomes exhausted or incapacitated at sea in severe conditions, unless rafting up is an option or external flotation is added.
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Chris Duff, paddling the Romany touring kayak he chose for his trips around Ireland, Iceland and the South
Island of New Zealand. Courtesy of Chris Duff
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Paul Caffyn in his modified Nordkapp. Paul is in a paddling class of his own with trips around New Zealand, Australia, Japan and Great Britain as well as large sections of the coasts of North America and Greenland to his credit. Courtesy of Paul Caffyn

At the fringe of what can be considered a sea kayak—and not part of the focus of this book—are the various specialty boats used exclusively for ocean racing, surfing or just mucking about casually. Most distinctive among these is the surf ski, a long (6.5 metres, or 21 feet), narrow (48 centimetres, or 19 inches) kayak designed for sitting on rather than in. A foot-controlled rudder assists the paddler in following seas and cross winds, while a quick-release belt keeps the paddler in place during turbulence. Not surprisingly, surf skis are mostly used in the warm waters of Australia, South Africa and Hawaii. The most famous race for this class of kayak is the annual escorted downwind dash across the channel from Hawaii’s Molokai Island to Oahu Island, with an average speed that sometimes exceeds 8 knots. In the Pacific Northwest and the Great Lakes, a new breed of sit-in ocean-racing kayak has evolved to give an edge to competitors. This craft is best described as a cross between a downriver racing boat and a sea kayak.

Another wrinkle to kayak design for the sport of surfing has been the evolution of the wave ski. To call this planing, hulled, sit-on board a kayak is stretching the definition of the word, but some manufacturers show bikini-clad women paddling them with a beer cooler secured to the stern! In their element on the face of a 3-metre (10-foot) Hawaiian breaker, however, these stubby little craft are clearly the end product of a very specialized line of evolution, and they make surfing in a touring kayak look like trying to ride a log to shore.


 General touring kayaks 

The general touring single-seaters are much more prevalent than their narrow counterparts. They are generally shorter—between approximately  4 and 5 metres (14 and 17 feet)—and feature a beam of about 58 to 69 centimetres (23 to 27 inches), yet some have a grand 80-centimetre (32-inch) beam and are so stable you can stand up in them. The greater stability of general touring boats enables you to rest and relax in them, though in extreme cases it tends to discourage the learning of more advanced paddling skills. These boats generally have a greater load-carrying capacity than the narrow singles and give a much drier ride. But because they are designed to be paddled loaded, their higher profile can make them vulnerable to wind when empty.

The beamier singles are usually not as fast, maybe a half-knot slower than their skinnier brethren, and are more difficult to roll, but then they are far less likely to require rolling.

Having clearly defined two types of singles, narrow and general touring, I will now muddle the distinction by pointing out that there are a number of crossover models that could almost be placed in either category.


 Crossover kayaks 

The immediate ancestor of the hardshell cruising kayak, single or double, is the collapsible kayak or foldboat—a design pioneered by the German tailor Hans Klepper around the turn of the century and itself based on original boats from the Canadian Arctic. The German models were originally manufactured for lakes and rivers. They have long since lost their pre-eminence in the field to hardshell kayaks of fibreglass and polyethylene, but because some of these collapsibles are suitable for use on the open sea and are convenient for travellers, they have continued to be popular in Europe and North America.

Unlike the Native peoples of Northern Canada and Greenland, who used single-seat kayaks for inshore hunting, the Aleuts of Alaska designed two-seat models for longer, more exposed voyages. These boats were given a third cockpit at the instigation of Russian fur traders and named baidarkas. They were used for hunting and trading voyages east of the Aleutians and as far south as Baja California. Today the closest approximations to the larger Aleut craft are the  baidarkas built by George Dyson of Bellingham, author of the book  Baidarka and founder of the Baidarka Historical Society. Using modern materials—chiefly nylon cloth and aluminum tubing—Dyson has built several kayaks with many of the original baidarka features. His triple-seater is 8.5 metres (28 feet) long with a 76-centimetre (30-inch) beam. It is very stable and can carry a sail. Dyson’s experimental fan sail design is most original: ashore the sail can double as a tent. Like its predecessors, this baidarka can carry some 270 kilograms (600 pounds) of equipment. Apart from the materials used, its greatest departure from traditional design is a sturdy foot-controlled rudder.
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A Feathercraft folding kayak. Joel Rogers
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The baidarka is one of the principal models that defined today’s modern kayaks. This replica, built by Ben Fast, is the famous Unalaska design. It was originally built as a single and was converted to a double. John George


 Recreational kayaks 

During recent years a third significant class of kayak has evolved. These generally short, stable little craft are often referred to as recreational kayaks (or rec-boats). Their two outstanding virtues are their price and their small size, which makes them ideal for carrying aboard sailboats as tenders and for mucking about off calm beaches and on ponds and lakes at the cottage. At this writing, they have one major flaw, however, and it  is one which I suspect will return to haunt the manufacturers in the future: the absence of adequate built-in buoyancy. For that reason by no means should they be considered for the sort of trips that are the subject of this book. That said, they are frequently fine functional kayaks within the limits for which they were designed.




CHOOSING A KAYAK 

Choosing the right kayak is like buying any other large-ticket item: the world suddenly becomes full of instant experts eager to give you advice and warn you of the pitfalls of this or that feature. Buying on the secondhand market is, of course, usually cheaper but fraught with dangers unless you know precisely what you are looking for. If you seek the advice of friends, you will usually buy the same boat as they have because they have grown to love theirs and can sing its praises loud and clear; they also have an investment in reassuring themselves—and you—that they made the right choice in the first place.

By doing the round of designers, you will quickly realize that the so-called experts can disagree spectacularly on such fundamental features as the shape of the bow. I once heard a designer (redesigner might be a more appropriate term, since most design today is simply a modification of existing design) being asked why he had put a long upswept bow on his kayak. He explained that it was to stop the boat from pearling (nose-diving in following seas). The customer thought about this for a while and then asked why the other boat he had built had a low bow. That too was to stop pearling, the designer explained a little sheepishly. Certainly there are few clearly right or wrong features—mostly trade-offs and preferences.

Probably the best way to choose a kayak is to visit a sea kayak symposium, one of the major sea kayaking clubs or a specialty store offering a wide range of models. At the store, seek the general guidance of a sales clerk but don’t listen too closely to anything the person tells you about how a boat handles—just take it out and try it. The problem with this approach, however, is that most beginners prefer a very stable kayak for a start; later, as they become more skilled, the stable boat could feel dull. So rent some kayaks with an eye to purchasing. You may still choose the stable boat in the end, but it won’t be because you are afraid of the others.

Before you can expect to make sense of the hundreds of models of kayaks now available on the North American market, indulge in a little fantasy. Cast your mind back to the genesis of your interest in sea  kayaking, that dream of how you see yourself in a kayak. Maybe it is a weekend tryst to the first secluded cove you and your partner come across; or maybe it is a King Farouk–sized challenge to nature with just you and your little boat duelling the ocean creamers; or maybe you wish to use the kayak for wildlife photography or an evening workout. Got the image? Well, hold on to it, because now you have to use that image to find the right boat.

Unfortunately, there are at least two other factors that will complicate your choice: your budget constraints and your partner’s or partners’ sizing needs. Today there are singles, doubles, folding boats and rigid ones built of fibreglass, Kevlar, plastic, canvas/lath and nylon/aluminum tubing, plywood and cedar strip. There are both cheap and expensive kayaks, but it is the variety and quality of the new boats that sets them apart from those of ten or twenty years ago.


 Singles 

The most popular sea kayaks are rigid singles—the freedom boats for those who seek independence or who are obliged through circumstance to paddle solo. Rigid singles are also the group with the most diverse designs, so the chance of finding the perfect boat for you is greatest in this category. Couples, however, should keep in mind that two singles will likely cost considerably more than a two-seater.


 Doubles 

A double is particularly appropriate if you and your partner are of significantly different strength or if the trip you plan is extremely arduous or if you are going to a remote area. After all, you cannot easily become separated from a companion in the same kayak, and two paddlers in a double are certainly a stronger unit than the same two paddlers in singles. Few doubles can be successfully paddled by one person under difficult conditions, however, with the exception of the downwind ocean crossings in which Hannes Lindemann and Ed Gillet chose doubles (see Appendix A).


 High volume or low volume? 

A high-volume single kayak is one with a volume of around 500 L (18 cubic feet), while a low-volume one runs about 285 to 340 L (from 10 to 12 cubic feet); there can be appreciable volume differences between  two-seaters as well, but not to the same extent. Choosing the right-sized kayak is not quite as straightforward as choosing a pair of shoes, since most people select a kayak for the load it carries as well as for its fit. Others have a clear and unshakeable, preconceived idea of what a kayak should feel like, and they know exactly when they feel it. But choosing a kayak as you would a shoe is a pretty good place to start, since generally if you are a small person (under 68 kilograms, or 150 pounds), you will prefer a small boat, and if you are a larger person (say, over 80 kilograms, or 180 pounds), you are going to feel more comfortable in a larger boat. If you had no special load-carrying considerations, you would buy roughly according to such sizing.

For people who are 5 foot 2 inches and sport a pair of size 14 feet, the rule of thumb breaks down. You need a bigger boat to accommodate your tootsies. Even if you have no unusual physical attributes, you may choose a higher-volume boat so that you can carry plenty of fresh food along on your trip, or a few bottles of Chablis, or a box of camera equipment. People who fish for salmon from their kayaks should consider what they would do if they hooked into a 30-pounder. (They will be glad of the extra stability that usually comes with a higher-volume kayak and may judge the trade-off a good one.) Those who feel stiff-jointed and awkward getting into a kayak may also be glad of a little extra clearance in the cockpit and deck area.

Conversely, there are 190-pounders who get a great kick out of paddling fast in a sporty kayak, eating freeze-dried food and having waves wash over them every few seconds. They have absolutely no interest in taking pictures from a kayak unless they show crooked horizons intersecting the uplifting profile of their kayak midframe. For these people, too, the rules of high- and low-volume choices are accommodatingly elastic. If, however, you find that you are obliged to pile gear on deck because your boat’s interior will not accommodate your needs, or if you find that you are viewing the waves from the wrong side more often than you should, try a higher-volume boat with a more stable hull.


 Rigid or folding? 

Put simply, you should choose a rigid kayak unless you need one that folds. Or you may prefer the aesthetics of a boat with the traditional internal frame—a boat that performs as silently as the original hunting craft and flexes in the waves like a living thing.

The advantages offered by rigid kayaks are numerous: for a start, there are more of them, so the chances of finding the right boat for your needs is going to be greater; they require less maintenance, less care around rocks and less concern about the effects of the elements; they are also usually much cheaper. They also have more room for gear, since there are no frames to get in the way.

The reasons for buying a folding kayak, however, are often as compelling: you may need to break down the boat for travel or to store it in an apartment. Such craft literally promise you the world of kayak touring in a backpack—Japan, New Zealand, the Aegean, the Caribbean . . . The price for this versatility is not just measured in dollars; you must nurse your folding kayak over coral or barnacle-encrusted intertidal zones and wipe the sand off your feet and bags before placing them inside, since grit beneath the stringers will chafe the hull, rub away at the varnish or jam up the joints of an aluminum frame. Folding kayaks are simply fussier to own and maintain, something to think about as you reach for your chequebook. Assembly time for most folding kayaks is a fairly modest fifteen to thirty minutes once the learning curve has levelled out.

Those who require more compactness than they would get from a collapsible kayak might consider the purchase of an inflatable kayak. (Audrey Sutherland of Hawaii has forced sea kayakers to take these stubby little craft seriously by paddling more than 12,000 nautical miles of British Columbia and Alaska coasts, Norway and Hawaii in one during the past twenty years.) Apart from being lightweight, inflatable kayaks are the least expensive of folding craft.
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Audrey Sutherland, paddler extraordinaire, in her inflatable kayak. Courtesy of Audrey Sutherland

For those who strongly prefer rigid kayaks yet need to reduce their overall length for storage, several manufacturers produce take-apart rigid boats. These boats, however, tend to be heavy, expensive—since, to minimize weight, they must be made of Kevlar—and prone to difficulties where they join.


 Materials 

Fibreglass kayaks are usually a combination of cloth, roving and, in some of the more cheaply constructed models, chopped matte. Matte provides stiffness and, when it is thick enough, strength, but results in a heavy and somewhat brittle hull. Most builders now use foam core or an internal keel of either foam or spruce to gain the hull rigidity required for strongly secured bulkheads and optimum kayak performance. The really high-tech boats are built with an initial layer of fibreglass cloth to improve abrasion resistance, followed by layers of Kevlar well stiffened with carbon fibre. Such boats are lighter, stronger and more expensive than their equivalent fibreglass models. Standard weight for a fibreglass kayak is around 25 kilograms (55 pounds) for a single and 40 kilograms (90 pounds) for a double.

The resin preferred by most fibreglass kayak builders today is vinylester, which is more flexible than the cheaper polyester resins and not as toxic as the tough epoxy resins. Most fibreglass kayaks are protected with a hard abrasion-resistant layer of gelcoat. This is the first layer to be sprayed into the mould and carries the pigment, which helps protect the resin and fibres from the damaging ultraviolet rays of the sun. Most kayaks come with a white hull, since white shows the scratches less than a dark colour. White does not, however, stand out well when the kayak is upside down amid breaking waves. The choice of colour for the deck depends on whether you want to stand out or blend in with your environment. The best colour for visibility is yellow, and the most visible boat is one that is yellow top and bottom.

The rotomoulded polyethylene kayaks are stronger and more economical than fibreglass models, though not so abrasion resistant. (They should not be dragged, since effective repair is problematic.) Two principal types of material are used: linear polyethylene and its tougher, stiffer and more costly cousin, superlinear polyethylene.

The disadvantages of these polymer kayaks are that they are heavier (by about 4.5 kilograms, or 10 pounds) than most fibreglass models, and they scratch more severely than gelcoated fibreglass. They seem particularly vulnerable to denting on roof racks in the hot sun, but dimples can usually be popped out with a stick wedged inside the boat or with the selective application of boiling water. The life span of polymer kayaks, UV inhibitors notwithstanding, is usually less than that of fibreglass kayaks, though the life span is going to vary greatly depending on the care taken when you store the boat. When they are kept outdoors, these boats should be wrapped in a protective tarp to minimize UV damage.

Rotomoulded kayaks are made in an expensive nickel, steel or aluminum mould that is heated, usually in a gas oven, and then opened to receive a measured amount of plastic granules. This is where science ends and art begins; the mould is then rotated slowly and rocked end for end in such a manner that the melted plastic runs to an even thickness over the inside of the mould as it cools. As the newly formed boat cools, it contracts and must be handled carefully until it has set in its final form. Blow moulding, an even more costly process used by Prijon, uses a denser plastic that results in a stiffer boat that will last longer and may be welded.

Polycarbonate kayaks are now on the market thanks to the experimental work of Eddyline. They are made from polycarbonate sheets that are heated into a mould, sometimes combined with layers of fibreglass or Kevlar. These boats tend to be priced somewhere between fibreglass and polyethylene and weigh a little less. They are less expensive and stiffer than boats of regular composite construction, though there are some size and form limitations due to the nature of the polycarbonate sheets.

Wood kayaks are a fast-growing part of the sea kayak market. Most are of the home-built variety, either constructed from a kit using sheets of marine-grade plywood stitched and then glued together or from thin cedar strips laid over a form and sheathed in fibreglass and epoxy. These kayaks are frequently of great beauty and often are surprisingly durable, given the right amount of maintenance. They are fun and inexpensive to build, the most common reason for choosing this type of boat over its less easily damaged fibreglass and polyethylene relatives.

Also popular among home builders are lath and canvas models and replica traditional kayaks, which can be built from plans and locally available materials. Such boats have an internal frame of wood with ballistic nylon or 14-ounce canvas stretched over it and then painted or varnished.  The life of the fabric is from five to ten years, after which the boat can be stripped to its skeleton, the wood revarnished and a new skin fitted. These kayaks are lightweight, inexpensive and easy to build, though not exactly bombproof. A tougher hull can be created with the use of high-tenacity nylon or rubberized cloth.

As we have seen, standard folding kayaks consist of a frame and removable skin. Frames are commonly made of wood or aluminum or a combination of both in boats made by Folbot. Ash is the most common wood for longitudinal frame pieces because it is both durable and flexible. Cross frames of birch plywood are used in Kleppers and Nautiraid kayaks. Feathercraft boats feature a frame of high-grade aluminum with a baked epoxy coating and cross ribs of high-density polyethylene. A New Zealand company, First Light, has started production of a tubular carbon fibre folding kayak that weighs in at only 9 kilograms (20 pounds).

Wood has the advantage of being relatively easy to repair, though of course there is nothing to prevent you from using wood for temporary repairs to an aluminum or carbon fibre frame in the field. The disadvantage of wood is that it can absorb water and swell. Aluminum, in contrast, suffers from a vulnerability to corrosion and electrolysis—particularly in warmer climates. All folding boats should be disassembled regularly to prevent them from metamorphosing into rigid ones. Small metal assembly parts are present on most frames and will need special care.

Today’s hulls are made from Hypalon, nylon-covered butyl rubber, or specially formulated urethane or a less expensive vinyl composite. Feathercraft is now using Duratek, a ballistic high-tenacity nylon, instead of Hypalon.

Deck fabrics vary widely. Cotton is still used, and though it is somewhat vulnerable to damage by ultraviolet radiation, it breathes, allowing air and moisture to pass through. This characteristic keeps the boat pleasantly cool in the tropics, since evaporation occurs off the inside, providing a natural air-conditioning system. Feathercraft is now using Poly-Tech, a polyurethane-coated nylon that can be radio-frequency welded to ensure waterproofness. This material is lighter than cotton, particularly when wet. It is also waterproof, rot resistant and shrinkproof.


 Hull design 

Hull shapes and their significance, I confess, are aspects of boat building that mostly elude my understanding. Why is it that one successful model  is fish form (its widest beam forward of the cockpit) while another is Swede form (its widest beam aft of the cockpit) and yet another is symmetrical? What are the key features that make them work? Does it really matter? My basic ignorance is not for want of trying to understand. I listen, along with the other kayak users, to the explanations of designers, and I marvel at their plausible reasons for why the hull was rounded just so, why this or that amount of flare was put in the bow to give added lift at speed and, of course, how they went about ensuring that their boat would not pearl as it surfed off the wave. I marvel at the science of building supposedly turbulence-triggering diamond-shaped ridges into the hull so as to disrupt laminar flow and prevent drag! I often find such talk disconcerting because I happen to know that the designer simply took a design, padded it out with bondo paste, added a foot of length amidships, changed the shape of the stern, adjusted the pitch of the deck, added multiple chines for stiffness, tried it out to see if it had improved any, then attempted to rationalize the results.

To learn something objective about hull design and answer some of the more basic questions, Sea Kayaker magazine once sponsored a series of tests on popular models of touring singles within a given length and beam range. During the first testing of eleven kayaks, engineer and kayaker John Dawson supervised the program using the magazine’s own facilities and the $2000-a-day test tank at the B.C. Research laboratories in Vancouver. Various tests demonstrated that some boats behave differently from others and revealed some startling facts—for example, that raising the height of the seat by 2.5 centimetres (1 inch) could halve some kayaks’ stability. The tests also demonstrated, however, that some boats that looked radically different behaved almost identically. Almost nothing could be confirmed about basic hull design except for the most obvious stuff—such as that long, narrow boats go slightly faster than short, fat ones—and even these differences were not nearly as great as had been expected.

Computers have not yet provided us with the answer, either, since they consider only the wetted surface on calm water and not the effect of construction above the waterline, such as the profile of the deck. Too often when designers have relied on the computer for their inspiration, a dog was born—garbage in, garbage out and all that. We seem to be so far from understanding why one hull works and another does not that I doubt I will see the day when we can accurately project our knowledge to  design radical new shapes (or perhaps radically ancient shapes) for boats. Today kayak design still lies mostly in the realm of craft and living tradition, and perhaps it is better that way; at least it allows for some imaginative explanations. I also draw some comfort from the embarrassment that must have been felt by the designer of Magic, a 1983 challenger to the America’ s Cup, which, test-tank researcher Francis Clauser discovered, travelled through the water more efficiently backwards than it did forwards, rudder in place and all. So much for science and boat design.

Having made my reservations abundantly clear, let me repeat some of the popular wisdom that has gained credibility: long kayaks (up to about 7 metres, or 23 feet) are faster than short ones, given a powerful paddler (if the paddler is not strong, a long boat may actually be slower because of the greater wetted surface); wide kayaks are more stable and more difficult to lean than narrow ones; round-bottomed boats can be leaned more smoothly than flat-bottomed ones. (Despite optimistic rumours to the contrary, narrow boats have not proven themselves to be more seaworthy than wide ones.) Fish-form hulls are said to be more efficient than Swede-form ones by half the builders, while the other half swear it is just the opposite. A deep forefoot makes a boat hard to handle in wind, as does a high bow. A faintly V-shaped hull provides stiffness and aids with tracking when the V is carried aft of the cockpit. Rocker helps with turning; the more rocker, the more easily the boat turns but the harder it is to hold on a straight course. A fine entry cuts the waves cleanly but requires above-the-waterline buoyancy to prevent plunging. The stern should have both volume for buoyancy and a fine exit to minimize friction from turbulence.




RUDDERS AND SKEGS 

A rudder, operated by cables running forward to controls at the paddler’s feet, saves effort on any sea kayak. It is a necessity on the larger doubles if they are to hold course in cross winds or be turned efficiently. A good rudder allows you to devote your paddle strokes to straightforward propulsion with an occasional support stroke. For years I paddled a single with no rudder, and I can remember times when, in order to stay on course in a cross wind, I paddled fourteen strokes to port for every one to starboard. A rudder alleviates this problem. In singles, however, a rudder should not be considered a turning device to replace the ability to manoeuvre with the paddle or to control major broaching problems. It  saves effort in maintaining a course in cross winds, and though some additional drag results, the compromise is usually a good one.
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A flip-up, manually retractable rudder.
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A retractable skeg, controlled from the cockpit.

Kayakers who are proud of their repertoire of paddle strokes are sometimes put off by rudders, as if it were demeaning to guide the kayak with the feet, and the problem of insecure footrests can be a serious one for some people when rolling. But on a long voyage, or even a short one during adverse conditions, this device can save much wear and tear on belly and shoulder muscles. A well-designed rudder, usually of high-grade aluminum or stainless steel, can always be cocked out of the water, where it will be less likely to become damaged and will not impede the  ability of the kayak to be turned sharply while being leaned onto its gunwale. The best situation is to have a sea kayak that paddles well without a rudder but that has one anyway.

In doubles, rudder controls can be in either the forward (No. 1) or aft (No. 2) cockpit. The paddler in the No. 1 cockpit has an unobstructed view of the bow and what lies immediately ahead, whereas the person in the No. 2 position has a more commanding view of the whole boat and a greater sense of control. It is useful to fit auxiliary stirrups to the rudder cables so that they can be operated from either cockpit.

A rudder takes quite a hammering on a long trip and must be strongly built. It should be cocked for negotiating surf or for lying to a drogue and should kick up automatically on striking a submerged rock. In surf, rudders can be downright dangerous to anyone in the water or to anyone attempting to scramble aboard over the afterdeck.

I have to eat most of the disparaging comments I made about skegs in the earliest editions of this book. Since then, I have paddled kayaks with skegs that worked well, and though I have yet to prefer them over a good rudder, I am impressed. The skeg amounts to a fixed rudder, which is occasionally adjustable and is usually designed to be lifted out of the water. It shifts the pivot point aft in smoothly round-hulled craft such as whitewater boats, and it enhances the tracking ability of more manoeuvrable yet V’d touring kayak hulls. The ideal placement for the skeg appears to be just aft of the seat, located in a boxed slot recessed into the keel-line of the boat. The blade is raised and lowered with a cord leading back to the cockpit; thus, the amount of draught can be adjusted according to conditions. A skeg or a retractable dagger board so placed is almost never lifted clear of the water by passing waves, enhancing its effectiveness in rough seas. In addition, placing the new pivot point closer to the natural (central) pivot point makes the boat much more manageable in wind than it would be if the skeg were placed at the stern.




BUILT-IN BUOYANCY 

Without special buoyancy systems, fibreglass boats will sink as soon as they fill with water. Polymer kayaks will float so low as to be unmanageable. The best buoyancy is usually the most buoyancy, and every opportunity should be made to maximize and back up buoyancy systems. The most effective one is a boat full of foam or air in sealed compartments. A number of other provisions for built-in buoyancy—including the air  sponsons of some folding kayaks, the blocks of foam that some people permanently jam into bow and stern, and the watertight bulkheads, pods and self-draining cockpits found in various models of rigid kayaks—are more practical because they leave room for gear and legs. The benefits of built-in buoyancy become especially obvious when one considers the number of inexperienced paddlers borrowing or buying used kayaks from individuals who may neglect to explain or emphasize the need for adequate buoyancy. Over the past few years, the rash of fatal and near-fatal accidents involving insufficiently buoyant boats that sank or could not be re-entered have made this message even clearer. The disadvantages of built-in buoyancy are that it can wear, fail or prove insufficient—and this is why it should not be relied on without backup systems of waterproof air-filled gear bags.


 Bulkheads and hatches 

Watertight bulkheads made from either fibreglass or closed-cell foam caulked into position provide dry stowage and structural support as well as buoyancy. To be effective, bulkheads should be fitted as close to the back of the seat and as close to the end of the footrests as possible; this placement will also ensure a maximum of useable space for loading.
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The pod is a watertight body chamber developed by Alan Byde.
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This bulkhead cockpit is customized for comfort and support with ethafoam.

Equipment hatches may be either large or small. Large hatches—sometimes as large as 25 centimetres by 36 centimetres (10 inches by 14 inches)—are more convenient and practical than the smaller circular screw-in or pop-on varieties that range from 13 to 20 centimetres (5 to 8 inches) in diameter. The trade-off is that large hatches are usually less watertight than small ones. The choice is yours; how much seepage are you prepared to put up with for the convenience of a hatch that will take a good-sized waterproof bag in one gulp?


 The pod 

Developed and championed by British designer Alan Byde, the pod is a rigid, low-volume capsule in which the paddler sits. Permanently attached to the cockpit rim, this watertight body chamber provides buoyancy control approximately 40 per cent greater than that provided by bulkheads fitted in close to the back of the seats and in front of the footrests of an equivalent boat. The pod is not common today due to weight considerations. A removable fabric sea sock is often used instead (see the section on bags and containers below).


 The self-draining kayak 

Sit-on-top kayaks have been developed for warm weather use and for playing around in surf. In these boats, the kayaker sits in a recessed body form in the deck. A pair of substantial holes at the lowest point of the recess allows the water to escape. The gear area is usually divided into fore and aft compartments accessible by large, practical hatches. Shortly after the turn of the century, Frederic Fenger’s sailing canoe Yakaboo—a sailing kayak by modern-day definition—also featured a self-draining cockpit. Surf skis and wave skis have cockpit recesses so small that they don’t even require a drainage hole, only the body of the paddler to displace the water.




SEATS 

Few items are more personal than a kayaker’s seat. One individual’s source of comfort is another’s medieval tool of torture. There are contoured foam seats and fibreglass bucket seats to fit skinny bums and fat bums; there are fabric seats that hang from the frames of folding boats,  seats that can slide on plastic tracks, seats like convention hall chairs that are removable and must be tethered to stop their floating away during capsize drill, and seats that need a hole drilled through them so that water won’t collect where you sit. There are even seats with adjustable backrests (up and down, forward and back), adjustable hip pads and adjustable fronts to offer upper thigh support. I remember puzzling over one seat that looked like a Henry Moore sculpture suspended from the tight little cockpit rim of a foreign import. No one could get comfortable on the thing until one day a slim-hipped guy with a flat backside walked in and declared it the most comfortable thing he had ever sat on.

Maybe the main point to be learned from this is that as you assess a kayak you should pay only passing attention to the seat. After all, you can change it fairly easily by adding a little Ensolite here and a bit of foam there or ripping the whole thing out and replacing it with something you feel good about. Don’t pass up an otherwise ideal kayak because of the seat. Remember too that remaining seated for hours at a stretch isn’t something you’ll get used to right away, no matter how comfortable the seat; so don’t expect too much.

The backrest (see next section) is another part of the equation worthy of attention, as lower back support makes a significant difference to one’s long-term comfort.




CUSTOMIZING YOUR COCKPIT 

The objective in customizing your cockpit is to establish a snug fit for your hips, lower back, legs and feet so that your effort against the paddle is transferred efficiently into moving the boat. If your lower body flops around inside the kayak, you lose efficiency. Customizing can also provide comfort or at least minimize the discomfort of prolonged sitting in the kayak.

Ethafoam or some other nonabsorbent squishy material such as Ensolite can be glued over almost any surface where your body comes into contact with the boat, including the foot or rudder pedals, the bottom of the boat where your heels rest and the inside of the deck, where moulded knee pads will provide a firm grip on the sideways motion of the boat. Occasionally, in some of the lower-volume boats, the deck is moulded so that the knee brace is extended into a full thigh brace as found in whitewater boats. Different thicknesses of foam may be glued inside this moulded deck to provide the right fit for different-sized individuals.

When customizing your seat, take care that the hip pads, attached to the side of the seat, are not so tight that they cause pressure pain. If you find your legs are “falling asleep” after some time paddling, experiment with a roll of Ensolite or a small gear bag under your thighs (or pump up the pneumatic lip of your seat!).

The best support for your back is one that firmly embraces your lumbar region while keeping your body upright. Many manufacturers offer a backrest that can be adjusted by a pull cord, which is then locked into a cam cleat alongside the seat. Be sure that this backrest is adjusted properly before you start padding out the seat.

Sometimes a painful pressure point appears where the spine touches the backrest. This problem can be solved by placing strips of foam on the backrest so as to restrict contact to the muscle on either side of the vertebrae.




SPRAY SKIRTS AND SPRAY DECKS 

A spray skirt is a skirt of neoprene or elastic-fringed nylon designed to prevent water from entering the boat through the cockpit. The smaller the cockpit, the less expansive the skirt and the smaller the chance that the surf will push it in, or so the theory goes. A large cockpit, however, is more convenient for entry and makes for easier loading and greater general comfort in the boat. In fact, it seems that a trade-off is not necessary in this case, since a well-designed, well-fitting spray skirt can be made to adhere firmly to the cockpit rim of a large-cockpit boat. If the spray skirt is fitted with a sturdy zipper that slides from chest almost to the deck, you can enter and leave the boat without removing the skirt—but even more important when the seas are very rough, a zipper gives quick access to your gear without your having to take off the spray skirt. It also enables you to close the cockpit the instant you see an approaching whitecap. A spray skirt can be difficult to put on the cockpit at sea, especially if your hands are cold, so it is good to be able to put it on the boat and leave it there. Once you have a zipper sewn into your spray skirt, you will wonder how you ever got along without one. (You may also find it hard to remember what it was like paddling with a dry crotch, unless you have a waterproof zipper.)

A sturdy “panic loop” at the front of the skirt makes it easier to remove. The spray skirt should be attached loosely enough to be removed by a pull at this loop, yet attached tightly enough to withstand the pounding of a breaker. Try pushing your knees up into the skirt. It should  resist popping off, but not so much as to cause problems exiting in an emergency. Shoulder straps can prevent the skirt from riding down on your body and enable you to empty accumulating pools of water from the skirt with a shrug. A useful variation is the anorak, which fits around the cockpit over the top of the spray skirt or, like the old Inuit tuiliq, attaches directly to the cockpit, becoming a combination spray skirt and jacket. The anorak too may be fitted with a zipper, providing access to the interior.

Spray decks, found on many folding kayaks, are watertight covers for the enlarged cockpits. Because they cover a large area, it is important that they be securely attached to the coaming of the boat. Expansive spray decks for single-cockpit doubles should be reinforced with a plywood frame between the cockpits to give added protection against breaking waves and to prevent formation of the annoying little pool of water that will otherwise gather between the paddlers. The plywood also gives the rear paddler a useful working surface for reading maps, eating meals or the like.




PADDLES 

The paddle is probably the most misunderstood part of sea kayaking equipment today. In choosing a paddle, you must consider the boat it is to be used with; wider boats generally call for longer paddles, and narrow boats call for shorter ones. You must also consider the strength, height and arm length of the paddler, the choice of blade and the conditions for which the paddle is likely to be used. For a double, you must strive for a balance with the needs of the second paddler. Then there is the overall choice of style: do you want the European “big spoon” style paddle or the traditional Inuit ones? It all boils down to a complex set of requirements and preferences that makes choosing a paddle a very individual affair, which few kayak sales staff are equipped to help you with. Whitewater and racing paddles further complicate the equation because they are often advocated by crossover paddlers who find themselves working in a sea kayak shop.

Paddle shafts must be strong, are frequently oval (to help you locate the angle of the blade without looking), and should be well cared for to avoid damaging your hands. Sea kayakers have traditionally used wooden paddles, but in the past fifteen years there has been a shift to synthetic. Even traditional, narrow paddles can be found on the market these days, manufactured in carbon fibre and Kevlar. The main downside to carbon fibre paddles is their cost, together with a greater vulnerability to chipping or sudden fracture.
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Different strokes for different folks: sea kayakers use everything from narrow traditional blades to wing racing paddles.

Under normal touring conditions, tandem paddlers of the same size and strength would choose paddles of the same length. But one of the more common reasons for choosing a double is the imbalance between partners’ strengths, and the choice of paddles can go a long way towards correcting this imbalance. The two common variables are, of course, length and blade size (and, of the two, length is the more important). Thus, if you have a powerful 6-foot 4-inch, 250-pound paddler in the rear cockpit and her 110-pound asthmatic husband in the front, you can give them the same rate of paddling by supplying him with a short, narrow-bladed paddle and her with a long, large-bladed one.

A further factor to consider when using the European-style paddles is the style of paddling one prefers. Most sea kayakers, and certainly all the long-distance paddlers I know, paddle with a low, relaxed stroke, shifting to a higher stroke only for bursts of power. The paddle that lends itself to this low style is a little longer (230 centimetres, or 90 inches) than the one commonly preferred by those who use the high, racing (box) stroke. Racing paddlers generally favour a shorter (220 centimetres, or 87 inches, or less), larger-bladed paddle.


 To feather or not to feather 

When the blades are at an angle up to ninety degrees to each other, they are said to be feathered, and when the blades are in one plane, they are  said to be unfeathered. Feathered paddles appear to have evolved from whitewater and racing kayaking, where the high stroke/short paddle calls naturally for some degree of feathering. (Inuit paddles were always unfeathered). Touring paddles tend to have less feather or no feathering at all, but the choice is mostly a matter of personal preference, or more often than not the preference of your particular kayak instructor. Notably, the sale of one-piece paddles to sea kayakers has almost stopped in North America. If you are a beginner, I suggest using unfeathered paddles.

The pros and cons for both types are briefly as follows. Feathering reduces windage on the airborne blade when you are travelling into the wind. With a strong following wind, however, it is to your advantage to have unfeathered blades and let the wind on the airborne blade help push you along. With a beam or side wind, unfeathered paddles are again the best choice, since they will catch less wind than feathered ones.

I prefer unfeathered paddles under normal touring conditions, using feathered paddles only when paddling against severe head winds or when exiting through heavy surf where I would want to avoid smacking the back of the blade into the crest of a wave or where I might need a reflexive brace. This brings up a contentious point. In an earlier edition of this book, I suggested varying the angle of blades according to conditions. This works fine for the more stable doubles, but most people come unstuck when they vary the blade pitch in kayaks that depend on a reflexive brace for their seaworthiness. (I really appreciated this when I was paddling a particularly squirrelly surf ski in rough seas off Diamond Head in Hawaii. I quickly had to revert to the feathered blade on which I was weaned to avoid slicing up the ocean and going for a swim.)

At sea, when the wind becomes too strong to allow easy paddling, unfeathered paddles are less likely to go spinning out of your hands as the wind catches first one angle and then the other. They are also less likely to catch a sideways gust, leaving you with the option of hanging onto your paddle and capsizing or letting go one end of the shaft and losing your stroke. If you have agile wrists, you will be able to retain your grip on the shaft and retrieve the paddle from the sea. If not, you won’t have to worry about the angle of your paddle—you won’t have one, unless you had it tethered. Another problem with feathered paddles is that using them with heavily loaded kayaks for extended trips increases the chance of tenosynovitis, an inflammation of the tendons in the wrists, which can be caused or exacerbated by the twisting motion that feathered  paddles require when the wrist does not form a straight line with the forearm. In fact, in view of their few advantages and serious disadvantages, it is a wonder that feathered paddles ever crossed over from racing and became popular with touring kayakers at all.

Blade shape is another great mystery to most people, and it helps to realize how shapes evolved in order to better judge the most appropriate paddle type for the boat you use and the sort of kayaking you do. The broad square-ended blades, for example, are traditionally whitewater paddles, which appear to have evolved from the old square-ended oars popular early in the twentieth century. They were broadened to enhance control for slalom courses and to provide holding power in aerated water. These paddles are usually short and feathered up to eighty degrees to help negotiate the narrow gates of a slalom course and to provide a comfortable grip during the required high stroke.

The large-bladed asymmetric paddle is the most powerful blade because of its size and the fact that the angled tip balances the area of the immersed blade on either side of the spline so as to eliminate any twist. (Twist is also eliminated with a narrow blade.) This paddle is designed for flat-water racing boats that weigh 7 to 9 kilograms (15 to 20 pounds). It is also ideal for light, fast singles when wind is not a factor. It is less than ideal for doubles, which can weigh as much as 225 kilograms (500 pounds) when fully loaded. Here the efficient blade that works so well for the light boat becomes a liability to the joints and muscles of the user. This is a case where the narrower paddle blade comes into its own.

The bent-shaft paddle was developed to enhance efficiency and to provide an ergonomic solution to the problems associated with overuse injury, by reducing the awkward wrist angle that develops through the use of straight-shaft paddles. Doug Simpson of Feathercraft credits the bent-shaft paddle with allowing him to complete his circumnavigation of Cape Horn after he developed tendonitis on the first day of the trip with his usual paddle. He usually paddles a single kayak using a slender Greenland-style model but for that trip he switched to the large-blade, bent-shaft paddle because he was using a loaded double kayak.

Probably the greatest development in paddle manufacture has been in the production of light, stiff, carbon fibre paddles. Sometimes the blades of these paddles are also injected with foam, which provides buoyancy and nudges the paddle out of the water at the end of the stroke. Foam-injected carbon fibre paddles can greatly reduce the physical fatigue that  results from a long day of paddling, and they are well worth the investment if you spend a lot of time on the water.

The narrow paddle evolved in the Arctic, and variations of it were used by all Native paddlers, not because they were incapable of manufacturing wider blades, as is sometimes suggested, but because the paddles are less vulnerable to wind and have less impact on the joints and muscles of the endurance paddler. A wide range of traditional sizes and configurations exist, most of which have yet to be copied by manufacturers. These include storm paddles so short they require a completely different paddling technique: the “up-side” hand slides to near the tip of the paddle on each stroke then slides back to a central grip while the other hand slides to the opposite tip for the next stroke. This technique offers a great deal of power due to increased leverage, and it eliminates the wind exposure that results when the end of the paddle sweeps through the air. Often this storm paddle is carried flat on the deck as a “spare.”




BAGS AND CONTAINERS 

Sea kayaking has almost unlimited potential for people who like putting things in bags and sealing them tightly. A good system for waterproofing equipment is crucial, and in cold climates your life may depend on it. Today there is a wide range of waterproof bags of different sizes and materials on the market, some designed exclusively for use in sea kayaks. Most seal by means of a flap and dome closure or roll-down top with snap buckle arrangement. Less expensive, and disproportionately less effective, is a series of plastic garbage bags placed one inside the other with necks folded over and tied. If you use garbage bags, they should be protected by a regular canvas bag and you should carry plenty of spares, since they are prone to tear during repeated loading and unloading. Wider boats usually have spaces on either side of the seats into which you can tuck narrow bags holding items you may require while paddling. This method is much safer than carrying bits and pieces on deck and more convenient than carrying them loose inside the boat. Items such as flares, VHF radio, flashlight, diving mask, sunscreen, camera and, of course, lunch can all be stored here, and provided that the bags are securely attached to the boat, they will not be lost should you capsize. Several manufacturers produce contoured water-resistant bags that clip onto the foredeck to safely contain items essential on the water or for emergencies. Some spray skirt pouches serve a similar function. As a  backup plan, you can always place vulnerable items inside a Ziploc bag; these are now being manufactured in heavy-duty models especially for the outdoor market.

Tapered waterproof bags that fit into the bow and stern of the kayak and that can be blown full of air after they have been loaded are also available. These are usually sealed by means of a fold-down flap with a Fastex buckle closure and are mostly appropriate for kayaks without bulkheads or for those featuring hatches large enough to stuff the partially loaded bag through. In the absence of bulkheads, such bags should be backed up by a sea sock (see below).

Be sure that the tapered bags you use are of sturdy material, that the inside of your kayak is clear of sharp edges and that you have the means to attach the bags to the kayak so that in the event of a capsize your equipment will not float away. If you are using standard tapered air bags for buoyancy, make sure that they are large enough to occupy all of the space you are not using for your legs or your gear in waterproof bags. Small air bags placed at either end of a large boat just occupy valuable storage space and create an axis around which a flooded boat can turn, making it tricky to re-enter without overbalancing again. The ideal location for buoyancy in such a case would be along the gunwale so as to provide a pontoon effect when the boat is awash. In some situations a pair of buoyancy pontoons can be used to prevent a capsize from occurring or may be speedily deployed to stabilize a kayak after a capsize. When you are relying on inflatable gear bags and air bags, make sure that the inflation tubes are long enough to allow you to top up the bags orally while they are in place, necessary when a temperature drop causes a loosening of the bags inside your boat.

[image: 016]

Waterproof bags are made in many different sizes.

The sea sock is one more bag for the last baggable item, the paddler. The sock is a pod-shaped waterproof bag, set into the cockpit after the boat is loaded and attached by its elastic rim to the coaming before the spray skirt goes on. As with the pod, if the paddler bails out, only the sock fills with water. Rudder controls can be operated readily through the sock. During trials with two socks fitted to a large double devoid of bulkheads, we were able to re-enter and resume paddling within one minute, whereas a rescue in the same boat with only air bags fore and aft failed. It has not proved necessary to invert the socks, which in modern hardshell kayaks are held in place by a strong vacuum.

The design of food bags will depend on the type of boat you are using. If you are loading your food through a fairly small hatch, you may decide to pack the food containers loosely and use a bag only for carrying them from boat to campsite. In the larger boats, containers may be carried in a wide-mouthed sack or mesh bag, enabling you to rummage about inside the bag for the tin that has migrated to the bottom. It is a good idea to have everything stored in some kind of bag. Apart from securing gear during a capsize, it makes carrying easier when your campsite is some distance from the point you were obliged to land.

Special attention should be given to a dry bag for your documents. On the market are several inexpensive plastic and vinyl bags, but these usually have a life span proportional to their economy—not much of a saving when you find your passport or logbook reduced to papier-mâché. Strongly made bags with grommets that allow them to be tied in place are especially useful. So are bags with a separate flotation chamber that can cushion fragile gear or keep it from sinking and being lost.




REPAIR KIT 

Ideally, each boat should carry its own repair kit containing patching materials for deck and hull—whether it is fibreglass or fabric—as well as needles, thread, assorted stainless steel bolts, nuts and clamps, aluminum or brass rivets and screws of various sizes. Tools will vary according to the construction of your boat but might include long-nosed pliers, a bradawl, screwdriver, small hacksaw, sailmaker’s palm, whetstone and spare fittings, and a waterproof zipper suitable for the spray skirt together with some neoprene cement or waterproof glue. A few metres of copper wire and some tough monofilament stainless steel wire are also handy, plus enough braided stainless steel wire to replace both rudder cables. Most useful of all is a roll of duct tape or divers’ airhose tape, which is capable of holding the whole show together (and frequently does). The repair kit should be stored, of course, in a waterproof container.




SAFETY EQUIPMENT 

The following list includes a good deal of safety equipment. To carry it all would be ludicrous, but each article has its use. You should assess the problems you might encounter and take what you are most likely to need, bearing in mind that adequate buoyancy for your boat, a personal flotation device for yourself, a bailing device, a 15-metre (50-foot) throw line and a spare paddle are standard fare for sea kayak safety, along with coast guard–required light and signalling devices.


 Personal flotation devices (PFDs) 

A Type I PFD, or life jacket, is considered essential for kayakers. Life jackets not only prevent drowning, they can also almost double survival time in cold water. By making swimming unnecessary, they enable a capsized paddler to stay hunched in the HELP (heat escape lessening position). Most models also provide thermal protection against cold wind. The case for wearing a PFD all the time is not so strong in the tropics. A non-swimmer would be foolish to go kayaking without a life jacket, but those who go down to the sea in kayaks really should know how to swim.

Of the many life jackets and buoyancy aids on the market, I prefer the old Mae West variety, as used on commercial aircraft, or the diver’s buoyancy aid. Whether stowed or worn, these can be kept totally deflated and out of the way until needed, and then inflated instantly by CO2 cartridge or more slowly by mouth. Deflated, they are comfortable to paddle in and  they fold away into a compact parcel about the size of a lunch box. At long last these vests have been approved by the Coast Guard, so you no longer need to carry a bulky padded one to appease the authorities. Better than that, several manufacturers, anticipating the obvious, have come out with a line of clothing that incorporates the inflatable feature into otherwise normal outdoor clothing.
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PFD styles: A. inflatable Mae West jacket, B. basic approved PFD, C. approved contoured PFD with pockets.

Although bulkier and generally less comfortable than deflatable vests, regular padded life jackets do offer better protection against weather and cold water. At the same time, many of the traditional roles of the life jacket are performed more efficiently by a wet suit or dry suit, and these provide increased protection against the real killer, which is hypothermia. A deflatable life jacket can be worn handily in conjunction with such suits, and you can swim efficiently by deflating it, or rest when you please by giving it some air. The deflatable jacket’s disadvantages are that it requires careful handling to avoid punctures and it is useless if you are struck unconscious before reaching your CO2 charge—as might happen in surf. 

Standard PFDs, being more prevalent, are more economical, and good comfortable designs are now considerably easier to find. Kayak-specific designs are cut shorter, with larger armholes and deeper necks for better mobility, plus pockets for radios, whistles or flares.


 Freon “air” horns 

When I was in the business of selling marine survival equipment, an irate customer returned one of the popular models of “air” horn with the complaint that when he needed it to attract the attention of a passing yacht after capsizing his kayak, the horn, after an initial optimistic squeak, decreased to a wheeze and a sigh. Surprised, I pressed the button and nearly deafened us both. The customer was adamant. We took it down to the water for more tests and found that when it was wet, the expanding gas quickly iced up the jet, choking off the sound. This may be less of a problem in hot weather, but I wouldn’t bet on it. Stick with a pea-less whistle attached to your PFD.


 Pumps and bailers 

With a capacity of 38 to 45 litres (10 to 12 gallons) per minute, a hand pump is your bailing device of choice for emergencies. It may also be used to drain off routine seepage. Depending on the model, a pump can be operated through the unzippered spray skirt, mounted semipermanently through the deck behind the rear cockpit or stored inside and then taken out and attached to a permanently placed hose with an outlet beside the cockpit. The main use for a pump, however, is to drain the kayak after a flooding.

Other bailing devices may include a foot-operated low-volume bilge pump to deal with seepage, your toilet-pot, which we trust will have a generous capacity and can help if you capsize in calm waters, and a sponge that will afford you the luxury of reaching the last drops.

Hand pumping a narrow kayak after a capsize presents some practical balance problems, since it requires the use of the hands both for pumping and balancing. Tricks such as using the pump with one hand while bracing with the paddle across your shoulder and down the other arm cannot be relied on in rough conditions. Emergency sponsons deployed early in the emergency make far more sense.

Tasmanian kayakers have been using battery-operated bilge pumps since the mid-eighties and claim to be able to empty a flooded kayak in a  matter of minutes, but these devices have not caught on with the average North American paddler. The great beauty of such a system is that the boat is emptied rapidly at the flick of a switch while the paddler has both hands free to brace until stability is regained.


 Flares, lights and reflectors 

Each boat should carry its own set of flares. Ideally, this would include several twin star pocket flares with independent launchers, which may be used as a follow-up to a distress rocket. A couple of large parachute flares such as the Schermuly rockets should be your means of initial contact. The available range includes a very effective maroon star signal flare and flares with radar reflective payloads.

The more flares you carry the better, within reason, but the minimum for a trip on which there is a chance that they will be needed is two parachute flares handy and attached to the boat and three pocket flares on your person. I suggest that you plan on three per person, though many people would consider this excessive—until they needed them. One smoke flare per boat and a strobe light for night location is also very reasonable. The solo paddler would do well to have all these backups.

The routine I recommend for an emergency, such as a capsize in cold water where there is a chance you may not be able to complete a self-rescue in a few minutes, is to fire off your biggest flare right away. When you confirm in your own mind that you are indeed in trouble—and before you begin to feel too cold—fire off the second rocket. These big flares can be seen from as far as 15 to 25 kilometres (10 to 15 miles), and it could take as long as an hour for someone who has seen it to reach you, so don’t despair and don’t go firing off your pocket flares unless you can see the rescue boat. The pocket flares are to attract the attention of a rescuer who is fairly close. Such flares do not have a very high visibility, since they are in the air only briefly and attain an altitude of no more than 150 metres (500 feet). (The big rockets can reach more than 450 metres, or 1500 feet, and stay aloft some forty seconds.)

When choosing pocket flares, avoid the miniflare packs that have a single launcher and a row of cartridges with screw-in heads. Although these appear to give a greater bang for the buck, they are too fiddly to operate with cold hands, and once you have fumbled and dropped the launcher, you can’t do much with the shells. To a lesser extent, the same can be said for the Very Pistol. If you must use this type of flare  gun, tie shells, launcher and holder together and then to the boat or your person.

For pinpointing your position once the search has been called, you can also use a smoke flare, a strobe or, for an aerial search, marker dye for the water. On sunny days a mirror to attract the attention of distant aircraft and boats can be very effective.

A waterproof flashlight is another handy aid—useful for alerting motorboats to your presence, invaluable for night landings and a coast guard requirement for night paddling. The best I have found is the plastic two-cell diver’s light with the screw-on hood. On especially dangerous coasts I sometimes carry an additional, more powerful eight-cell light with the switch taped in the “off” position. Another useful light source is the glow stick—a flexible plastic tube containing chemicals and a glass vial. The contents are mixed by bending the tube to break the vial and shaking. The chemical reaction produces a green light, which will last eight hours in temperate climates (more in the tropics and less in the Arctic). Glow sticks provide enough light to make one kayak visible to another almost a mile away, and they enable you to read charts and compass without difficulty. They are not affected by water and produce no heat.

When travelling at night (or in fog), you can improve your chances of being seen with a radar reflector. This can be conveniently displayed aloft on a fishing rod or a specially designed pole (that can also play host to a white navigation light). It is easy to make a multifaceted diamond-shaped reflector that folds away flat for storage. Its value is limited on the open ocean, since ships will be on the wide range of their radar, but in foggy channels, such as those on the British Columbia coast, fishing boats will more readily detect you with such a device.


 Checklist of additional safety equipment 

• Paddle float
• Transistor or weather radio, for weather forecasts
• Cellular phone or VHF radio, for kayak-to-kayak communication and emergency contact with ships or shore
• Towline, rigged and ready for deployment
• A sharp accessible knife
• EPIRB (Emergency Position Indicating Radio Beacon)
• Air mattress, emergency sponsons or paddle float as a life-saving device and for additional flotation during pumping and re-entry [image: 018]

An ideal kayak knife is made of dendritic cobalt carbide, which will never rust and will cut four times longer than the best stainless steel. boyeknives.com


• Helmet, for surf
• Dry suit or wet suit, in temperate and cold climates (fins and a mask with snorkel might prove more useful in the tropics)
• Drogue, sea-chute or sea anchor for open water trips
• First-aid kit


 Radios 

A hand-held VHF (very high frequency) radio can provide communications to help cope with a wide range of emergency situations. In addition, it can be used for marine weather reports and to telephone out from coastal wilderness regions, to reassure anxious family members and to prevent unnecessary searches. The radios, which range in strength from one to five watts, have line-of-sight capacity, which usually translates into 15 to 50 kilometres (10 to 30 miles), depending on the heights of the transmitting and receiving points. They are vulnerable to blind spots caused by mountains and are normally only available in marine band frequencies.

Licences are required for their operation in Canada, and a test must be taken, but the requirements are simple and not expensive. Many lives have been saved by the timely use of VHF radios carried by kayakers. Almost the entire North American coast is covered by a network of relay stations positioned on prominent mountaintops. I once received a telephone  call from a kayaker cruising off the remote Brooks Peninsula. He was a couple of miles offshore with a 2.5-metre (8-foot) sea running. His signal was picked up by a telephone relay station and connected to the international network. Another source of contacts is the plethora of commercial and pleasure craft that cruise the coast tuned to channel 16, the international standby and contact channel. These vessels can be requested to relay messages on their more powerful radios.

Aside from their emergency value, a major reason for carrying VHF radios is for contact between members of the group. If yours is a fairly large party, the first and last boats can be used to hold the group together. (A lower frequency and less expensive CB [citizens’ band] radio could be used for communication within the group, but CB radios are far more vulnerable to splash damage.) Also, most of the North American coast is served by a marine weather service that transmits constant weather information invaluable for route planning. This service can only be picked up using VHF, and only the VHF frequencies are continuously monitored by coast guard and other vessels.




EPIRBS 

Emergency Position Indicating Radio Beacons, or EPIRBS, are strictly emergency signal beacons that can be either automatically (Class 1) or manually (Class 2) activated when a rescue is called for. As kayakers we are concerned with the Class 2 system. There are two main types of Class 2 EPIRBS: the first, older and cheaper system transmits on both 121.5 MHz and 243 MHz, which are monitored by air traffic control as well as the coast guard and the military satellites. The second, part of the satellite Global Positioning System, is currently more expensive and transmits on 406 MHz. It provides a more rapid and accurate fix of the signal. A third class of EPIRB, known as “C,” that transmits on VHF channel 16 and then switches to channel 15 for a homing beacon, has largely been discontinued though you may still come across it occasionally. (It is a relatively weak signal that shuts down automatically after twenty-four hours.)

The first type of EPIRB can identify your position to within 50 square kilometres (20 square miles). It requires at least two passes of a satellite to fix your position, resulting in a response time of up to three hours, which may not be a lot of help if you are in the water off the West Coast. The 406 MHz system fixes your position instantly to within 5 square kilometres (2 square miles).

An EPIRB is a neat trick to carry in your grab bag of backups, but be sure to tape the switch in the “off” position when you stow it in your boat or you may find yourself with a $50,000 rescue bill for setting off a false alarm.

One of the more dramatic rescues to be initiated by an EPIRB took place off the Oregon coast in the mid-1980s when the marathon kayaking team of Steve Landick and Verlen Kruger ran into trouble. (Verlen capsized, and his boat was blown away by the wind.) Steve turned on his EPIRB and then began assisting his companion to shore. In about twenty minutes the coast guard helicopter was upon them, and Verlen was whisked away to hospital. There have been other successful rescues from remote areas from the Aleutians to the Baja and a number of instances where, because the emergency occurred in a relatively populated area, nobody bothered to respond to the signal, believing it was yet another false alarm. Cellular phones may also be considered for urban paddlers, and you may be surprised to find them reaching well into the wilderness in locations well frequented by other craft. Just check with your network system before you leave.


 Drogue, sea-chute and anchor 

A drogue or sea anchor is a necessary item on any journey with open sea to leeward; this includes inter-island passages and coastal kayaking with prevailing offshore winds. The drogue, a fabric drag that sinks about 2 metres (6 feet) below the surface and is usually deployed off the bow, has to be the most underutilized piece of safety equipment for kayakers. It simply does not enter into the thinking of many experienced paddlers. Although its most likely function is to reduce wind drift at sea, it may also be used to stabilize entry through surf. Steve Dutton, who paddled the west coast of the United States in 1993, reported great success using 13 metres (42 feet) of line between his boat and the drogue, though I imagine the length would vary according to the wave length of the day. He also successfully crossed the surf line with two boats in series, separated by a similar length of nylon cord.

The drogue should be ready for instant use, the end attached to a strong point on the boat. It can then be led through a loop at the bow and back to the deck, where it is folded and held in place by shock cord or stored in its own rapid deployment sleeve on the foredeck. The drogue is attached to the boat by approximately 37 metres (120 feet) of nylon para-chute cord, which, when not in use, is carefully coiled and tied to prevent tangles and then tucked inside the folded canopy.
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A. A drogue, B. a sea-chute. The mouth of the drogue should be about 46 to 60 centimetres (18 to 24 inches) across, whereas the diameter of the sea-chute might be 1 to 1.5 metres (4 or 5 feet).

The best material for standard sea anchors seems to be heavy-duty ripstop nylon or Cordura that is lightweight and will resist rot if it is stored damp. For a loaded double, an effective size is roughly 90 centimetres (35 inches) long with an entrance of 50 centimetres (20 inches) square and an apex aperture of about 10 centimetres (4 inches) square. A swivel at the junction of the line and the drogue traces will reduce the tendency to tangle. Most drogues designed for yachts have a trip line attached to their apex, but a trip line is not necessary with a kayak. If the drogue becomes too heavy to retrieve, you need only paddle a little to ease the tension on the line. Feathercraft manufactures a drogue to order. 

A sea-chute is a larger alternative to the sea anchor and is built exactly like a regular parachute. It is more effective at stopping wind drift, and indeed it can be so effective as to cause considerable stress in a big sea. With a large sea-chute set at sea, it is important to have a full length of nylon cable so that there is plenty of stretch to absorb the shock. It is also advisable to attach a float to the crown of the chute by a 3-metre (10-foot) line. This device prevents the chute from sinking too deeply and holding you down into a wave. A short-term alternative to a specialized sea-chute is a sunken parafoil kite with a restraining float. Using a parafoil in water can be very effective but will quickly stretch and break it.

A bottom anchor is hardly standard equipment for most kayaks, but it can be useful if you need to sleep in your boat near shore—either because you are unable to land or because for some reason the land is inhospitable. A small Danforth or Bruce anchor with about 4.5 metres (15 feet) of chain is suitable. It can be attached to the already rigged sea anchor warp. The anchor also comes in handy if you plan to fish or dive from the kayak. George Dyson has frequently anchored his big baidarkas offshore to avoid the hassle of dragging them out of the way of the tide or to avoid the mosquitoes and blackflies ashore.




CLOTHING 

There is a dilemma inherent in kayaking most North American waters: do you dress for the water or for the air temperature? It is tempting to simplify and say dress for the water always ... because in some situations this is undoubtedly the right thing to do; but paddling generates heat, and even in cold climates it is usually desirable to dress lightly so long as the spray skirt is in place and you are wearing a windproof, waterproof outer garment.

For those who have been paddling for years without involuntarily coming out of their kayak, the prospect of dressing for the water, with its attendant suits of reeking rubber, holds little appeal. Fortunately there is a new generation of Gore-Tex fabric that finally provides a breathable option for waterproof gear and actually works in salt water. With an outer layer made of this fabric, the inside layers of clothing can be a combination of light polypropylene or pile that wicks body moisture towards the semi-permeable membrane, which then diffuses it to the great outdoors. You stay dry, warm and so comfortable you may have no wish to remove your paddling gear until you go to bed.

If you don’t have a dry suit and there is a likelihood of capsizing—such as when paddling with beginners or when pushing the limits of your own comfort zone—consider wearing a wet suit as opposed to an anorak and legging combination. The most popular style of wet suits is the Farmer John (or Farmer Jane). These are tightly fitting overall-style 3-millimetre (⅛-inch) neoprene trousers with a bib and high back that offer one-piece thermal protection to trunk, crotch and legs. The upper part may be folded down to the waist for summer paddling. A wet suit functions by holding in a thin layer of water, which is quickly warmed by the body and insulated from the sea by the layer of foam rubber. Wet suits are not ideal for trips involving six hours of paddling day after day, since they become pretty ripe in a short time. Another point to consider is the necessity to relieve oneself; it can be a tricky business to remove a wet suit if there is a sea running and no place to hop ashore.

A 3-millimetre (⅛-inch) Farmer John can be expected to add thirty to forty-five minutes to your functional survival time swimming in cool, temperate waters. A neoprene jacket with hood and long sleeves can probably almost double this time, but it is not practical to paddle in and is usually only kept as a backup to be pulled on in the water. Note: In cold water conditions, you will find it almost impossible to put on the full wet suit while swimming, and the importance of anticipating the areas of likely capsize can hardly be overstressed.
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The next best thing to a fur coat for (dog) paddlers is the Gore-Tex dry suit. seakayakvideos.com

The thermal protection of a dry suit depends on the clothing worn underneath, and therein lies the crux of the original clothing dilemma: for the suit to be really effective in 10°C (50°F) water, you will probably need to wear more clothing than you normally feel like paddling in. A dry suit is, however, considerably more comfortable than a wet suit and is probably best thought of as a garment that increases your functional self-rescue time in the water even without the full complement of clothing underneath. It is certainly one that improves your comfort on rainy days ashore.

A modification of the dry suit is the semi–dry suit made of waterproof nylon or Gore-Tex with adjustable neoprene cuffs and neck seal. Like the dry suit, the semi–dry suit also depends on the underclothing layer for warmth. It is, however, not entirely watertight and will admit a certain amount of water through the cuffs and chest zipper when worn in the water. Its effectiveness depends on restricting the flushing through of the precious body-heated water, and it is less efficient than either the wet suit or the dry suit.

For footwear, rubber boots are convenient but should be removed for all-day paddles to prevent mushrooms from forming inside. (Regular dustings with antifungal powder will work wonders on these.) On coastal trips that call for frequent exiting through breaking beach waves, wet suit booties with hard soles may reduce the trauma of getting your feet wet. Summer paddling wearing sandals is common, though webbing can become entangled with foot braces and gear, thereby trapping you in the boat.

If you stop paddling long enough to cool down, have something warm at hand to put on. You will need additional clothing as soon as you get ashore, when the closed kayak is no longer insulating you against the cold.

The paddling jacket is popular among today’s sea kayakers and is often worn in combination with a Farmer John. It consists of a waterproofed nylon windbreaker (ideally breathable) with cuffs and neck seals that can be closed against the water. It usually comes fitted with a large kangaroo pouch for carrying personal flares and other useful items, such as waterproof matches, a compass or a knife. More elaborate versions have detachable hoods as well as underarm vents to minimize the condensation that inevitably occurs.

Layers of synthetic pile underclothing are popular for cold weather trips, but where there is a lot of rain or the waves are giving a wet ride on long trips, I have reverted to wool. On a six-month trip in Patagonia, which lasted through midwinter, I finally abandoned my pile underclothing in favour of locally purchased woollen long johns and pullover, which were warmer when damp.

One of the joys of warm water kayaking is warm hands. In cold climates you will need pogies or gloves. Pogies are gauntlet mittens designed to cover the closed fists rather than the open hands. They are constructed with a small opening at either side of the fist and a sealable flap across the knuckles so that you can run the paddle shaft in one side and out the other. Pogies will protect your hands while giving you a satisfying bare-hand grip on the paddle. Many varieties are now available, in either neoprene or nylon, lined or unlined. A neoprene mitten with the palm cut out is also available.

For cold rain and sleet, ordinary leather work gloves are usually adequate, and the wet leather gives a good grip on the paddle shaft. I have experimented with silk inner and rubber outer gloves, neoprene gloves and woollen ones, Millermitts (fingertips cut out) and fancy driving gloves, but simple leather work gloves still seem to be the most practical.

In the tropics, clothing is mostly for protection from the sun, which for the unprepared can be as deadly as the cold of a northern winter. Cotton is preferable to synthetics for the very reason that it is a poor choice in cool climes, namely, that it holds water, is slow to dry and offers little thermal protection when wet. Clothing should be rinsed daily in fresh water if possible to remove accumulated salt. If you are one of those daredevil souls who can look death by skin cancer in the eye, you may get by with just a swimsuit during the day; but keep a long-sleeved shirt close at hand for when the sun gets too fierce. A wide-brimmed hat is important no matter how well thatched you might be, and a bandana that can be pulled over the nose and mouth will protect those vulnerable parts. A waterproof anorak and light woollen jersey or comfortable shortie wet suit should be kept handy for rainy or windy night crossings. You may be surprised how cold such a night can be once you have become acclimatized to the tropics.

If you expect to encounter difficult surf, you should carry a protective helmet strapped to your afterdeck. But remember, it’s not there to protect your deck. Put it on before you go in.




LOADING A KAYAK 

Normally volume, not weight, is the limiting factor when loading a touring kayak. Although the manufacturer may claim that a boat will carry 115 kilograms (250 pounds), the volume of items such as tents, wet suit, food, clothing and sleeping bag may reduce the effective load to as little as 45 to 70 kilograms (100 to 150 pounds) in a small kayak. A large double can comfortably carry 115 to 135 kilograms (250 to 300 pounds) of regular expedition equipment.
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Optional equipment on the deck includes a foam paddle float, pump, deck-mounted compass, deck-mounted light and radar reflectors.

How a kayak is loaded is largely a matter of personal preference, but there are some general points to bear in mind. The kayak should ride evenly in the water for normal cruising comfort. A bow-heavy boat will plunge into waves and be awkward to steer in a following sea, whereas a seriously stern-heavy one will behave badly in side winds. If you know you are going to be punching into a head wind all day, however, it is to your advantage to make the boat light on the bow so that it will rise easily to the waves. Load the objects you will require least frequently in the extremities of the boat, and leave those required at sea or during a lunch stop to be packed last or carried in accessible pouches. Everything, both inside and outside, that is not stashed away in bags should be lashed to the boat. A caution here: I learned of a kayaker who capsized on an extended trip only to discover that his boat could not be flipped upright because of the weight of the gear hanging from various strings beneath it, including an anchor! Apart from the high risk of entanglement, the system failed because all the gear had to be cut away before the boat could be successfully righted. Complicating the situation, the boat was such a low-volume single and so heavily loaded that it rode too low in the water to successfully pump it dry.

Spare spray skirts, fittings and emergency food supplies should be pushed as far forward as they will go. With boats that don’t have hatches, you may want to tie a trailing cord around the neck of these bags so that they can be withdrawn without your having to crawl inside the hull. Heavy objects such as canned food and water containers should be stored along the keel of the boat, amidships, and some heavy object such as a diver’s weight belt should be kept until last for the final trim. Heavy objects in a partially loaded boat should be secured so that they will not shift if you lean or attempt to roll the kayak.


 Deck cargo 

A well-loaded sea kayak carries the absolute minimum on deck. Nothing that is not firmly tied down should be there unless you can afford to lose it or unless it is contained within a firmly attached, low-profile deck pouch. Some people like the deck crisscrossed with nylon webbing and shock cord. Convenient as it may be, though, elastic shock cord is not reliable enough for permanent attachment in rough water, and you will eventually lose equipment stored under it.

It is my opinion that the only objects on deck during a kayak journey should be spare paddles (firmly secured); a paddle float; a towline, rigged  and ready to go; and a drogue, fully rigged and stored beneath a map case made fast to the boat. Should you wish, a deck bag, which is easily glued to the spray cover or attached to the deck, can be used for flares, sunglasses, sweets and the like. Perhaps the only object loosely held by shock cord could be a canvas sack to hold fish caught during the day.

A seagoing kayak should have secure loops at either end to which are attached 3-metre (10-foot) bow and stern painters. (The bowline could serve as a paddle leash, or you might try one of those commercially available.) These painters are normally tied off to cleats on each side of the cockpit(s). A variety of additional sturdy cleats can take the shroud, stays and sheets of a sail rig, if sailing tickles your fancy.

Don’t carry your water bottle on deck. It is far too valuable to risk losing, and besides, it will heat up in the sun. The market now provides special hydration units, which are really just a water bladder that attaches to your PFD or spray skirt, from which you can draw water through a plastic hose with a bite valve while you paddle.

Rocket flares and flashlight are best stored in a secured deck bag or close inside where they cannot be carried away by a wave or knocked off by another kayak when you are rafted up, and where they will stand a better chance of staying dry.

The afterdeck is a tempting place to deposit your treasures, since it is the area least swept by the sea, but it is also the place where you are least likely to notice equipment breaking free. Some people carry rucksacks or specially modified deck bags on the afterdeck of larger kayaks, at the price of stability and a balanced wind profile, but this practice is not advisable during rough or windy conditions and certainly not on open water.

If you plan to rely on a paddle float for self-rescue, you will also require permanent paddle holds to secure your outrigging paddle. For Sea Wing sponsons (see “The Sea Wing self-rescue,” page 85) you will need to have the appropriate deck fittings in place.


 Carrying a loaded kayak 

Frequently you will have to move a loaded kayak up or down the beach, a hazard for both boat and self. A loaded double often weighs as much as 180 kilograms (400 pounds). Dragging that much weight can damage the hull, and having to push and pull such a heavy load up the beach could strain your back, even if you slide the kayak on seaweed or roll it on small logs.

If you have four or more people in your party, the best way to carry a loaded boat is to have at least two people on each side support its weight on two straps made from nylon webbing slung about 1 metre (3 feet) in from the bow and stern. These straps may be as short as 1.2 metres (4 feet), with toggles for the hands or long belts that run over the shoulder and are held in the offside hand. In either case they enable you to carry the boat more safely, as your powerful leg muscles do the heavy lifting.

One person at each end is much less desirable but often necessary because companions are not handy to help you or because the surf is too hazardous to leave one boat in it while lugging the other. This method of carrying is probably responsible for more injuries to muscles and discs than anything else on a kayak journey. It can also put great stress on a boat, not to mention relationships. If possible, remove the heaviest gear from amidships before lifting. Good-sized hand toggles at bow and stern will make your carry more comfortable.

One person, or two people with a strap, can also move a heavily loaded kayak up the beach by taking one end of the boat and walking it around 180 degrees and then returning to do the same with the other end. As soon as your boat touches the beach, you can begin this process by lifting the bow and floating the stern up the beach on a wave. To reduce damage to the pivot point, slip a piece of board or an inverted skillet underneath and let the boat turn on that. Remove or cock the rudder to avoid damage.

[image: 022]

If you don’t have nylon straps, one person on each side of the cockpit and another at each end is a good carry. seakayakvideos.com

A set of wheels that can be taken apart for stowage inside the boat is a very useful item for carrying a kayak on and off ferries or down the street to the beach.

Sometimes you will need to load the kayak onto your car roof without the assistance of another person. Chances are that you’re not going to be able to grasp it by the cockpit rim, press it above your head, then gracefully lower it onto the cradles atop your vehicle. Even if such a feat is within your grasp, it is an awkward and hazardous lift. A better approach is to place the kayak on the ground alongside the vehicle, with the bow roughly level with the front bar of the roof rack. Check that everything has been taken out of the boat (including water) and attach a cover to your cockpit while you can reach it easily. (Leaving your spray skirt on the boat while you drive can cause its destruction as it flaps wildly in the wind.) Next, lift the bow and rest it on the rear cradle (or on the extendable arm provided by some manufacturers for that purpose), then go to the stern and slide your boat into place. Some manufacturers even offer racks with a V’d roller on the rear bar of the roof rack.




KAYAK MAINTENANCE 

The amount of time you spend on kayak maintenance will depend on what type of kayak you have. As already mentioned, folding kayaks require the most attention, whereas a rudderless plastic or fibreglass kayak requires the least.


 UV, the destroyer 

Probably the most destructive element for a plastic or fibreglass kayak is direct sunlight. Ultraviolet rays alter the composition of the hull material so that it becomes brittle and eventually weakened. The process will likely take six to twelve years (we don’t really know with modern plastics, since they have yet to stand the test of time), depending on the strength of the sunlight and the composition of the hull material and protective layers such as gelcoat or UV screen waxes.

Ultraviolet rays can be even more destructive to soft skin boats. I have seen folding kayak decks that were literally falling apart after less than a year’s exposure to tropical sunshine and salt water.

To protect your kayak from the ravages of ultraviolet light, store it carefully in the shade when not in use and polish fibreglass kayaks with an ultraviolet-inhibiting wax. I know of no way to protect canvas from ultraviolet rays, though some of the new fabrics found on modern folding boats have improved UV resistance.


 Water, the infiltrator 

Plastic and fibreglass boats are mostly immune to damage from water, but wooden boats, folding boats, and lath and canvas kayaks are another matter. Water soaks in through any small scratch in the varnish and may travel inches on either side. Fungus soon follows, and in no time greyish stains mar the golden hues of the ash and birch. Water left on the skin of canvas boats is a breeding ground for fungus and rot, which can destroy a skin in weeks. Certain death for a folding kayak is to leave it upside down on the lawn over winter or to store it outside so that wet autumn leaves lie on its shaded surface.

When you have finished using a folding kayak, dry the skin on the frame (to avoid any chance of shrinkage), dust down the inside with French chalk, then store it in a cool, dry place such as the attic of your house or in a cupboard. If there are rats or mice around, store the skin in a mouseproof box, since the little bleeders sometimes develop an expensive taste for synthetic rubber. Wooden kayaks and the frame of wooden folding kayaks should be inspected at the beginning of each season for signs of water seepage, and every few years the old varnish should be sanded off and new coats applied.


 Salt, the consumer 

Salt corrodes and consumes metal fittings. Aluminum-framed folding kayaks can seize up in a matter of months if left assembled in tropical waters. Dismantle the boat every month or so and wipe the metal-to-metal joints with an oily rag. On one trip I had to replace all the aluminum rivets on the frame of a wood-framed folding double after only four months of kayaking in the tropics. Foot pedals and rudders need constant attention to prevent them from seizing up. Combining metals distantly spaced on the electrolytic scale results in sometimes spectacular electrolysis as one metal consumes another. Sacrificial zinc anodes in the bilge might be a consideration if you are doing a long tropical trip with an aluminum-framed boat.


 Heat, the exacerbater 

All of the above destruction becomes a more serious problem as the temperature increases. Decay and corrosion are much slower in the Arctic. With heat, electrolysis speeds up; fungus grows on everything that sits still and lots of things that don’t; metals ulcerate in a matter of weeks. Prevention requires that you treat your folding boat with fungicides, wash it down with fresh water and let it dry off as often as possible in a well-aerated shady space. Plastic and fibreglass kayaks only really need an occasional rinse-out with water and diluted fungicide and some WD-40 on moving parts such as the rudder and rudder controls. However, for a plastic boat, a hot day resting on a log can result in denting. If this occurs, simply flip the boat and allow the sun to work its magic in reverse. Should this fail, try a tub of hot water and encouragement from a wedged stick or strategically placed weight.


 Checking for leaks 

Leaks can be difficult to find, particularly in fibreglass kayaks. Begin by checking the hull for small impact fractures. These can appear as soft spots in the gelcoat or a spider web of small cracks. No hole may be visible, but under pressure, water will find its way through. This type of leak can be repaired with a small fibreglass patch on either side of the fracture.

If no fracture is found in the hull, check the following possibilities:1. Seams—Kayaks with plastic extruded seams between the deck and hull are difficult to build without leaks. To locate leaks, run a hose around the seam and watch to see where the water comes through. If that does not work, you may have to fill the kayak with water. (Support it well first.) Mark the spots and then patch them on the inside.
2. End plugs—This is a solid area at each end of composite (fibreglass, carbon and/or Kevlar) kayaks, designed to strengthen the tips and provide a solid anchor point for rudders, bow loops, and so on. The plug is formed by pouring a mixture of resin and micro-balloons into the end of the vertical kayak. Sometimes the plug cracks as it cools, and when holes are drilled into it, water can seep in through these cracks in the plug. This problem can be fixed by making a second pour of a small quantity of resin.
3. The coaming—The coaming of composite kayaks is usually attached to the deck with an epoxy putty. Sometimes the putty cracks, falls out  or was never put in properly. A hose squirted up under the lip of the coaming will reveal any leaks, and fresh putty can then be applied without having to remove the whole coaming.
4. Bulkheads—To check the bulkheads, fill the midsection of the kayak with water and mark any leaks with a felt pen. Repairs are made with either fibreglass patching strips or Sikaflex caulking compound applied to both sides of the bulkhead.


Note: With all the above repairs, the kayak surfaces must first be dried carefully.


 Storing for winter 

After your folding boat is dried, powdered and tucked away under your bed, store your plastic boat right side up on a flat surface with small wedges under the bow and stern to maintain the rocker. Make sure it’s clean, and store it in a cool, dry room. Don’t put it on two sawhorses for three months or you may find that you have some permanent grooves across your hull in the spring, particularly if you are storing the boat in a heated room.

Storing outside is not good for any self-respecting kayak either, particularly in snow country. I know of some rather sad-looking kayaks dug out from under a pile of wet snow that fell from the roof of a house that was supposed to be offering protection.


 Car topping 

For most of us, the roof of our automobile is going to be the riskiest place we are likely to place our kayak. The potential for total destruction of the boat is considerable; for example, you have the overhang, which is frequently not visible in the rear view mirror. You back up in order to extricate your vehicle from a parking space and drive the stern of your kayak into the brick wall of the supermarket. If you drive a small car and paddle a large double, it is probable that sooner or later you will impale a Winnebago at a traffic light. I have personally broken a kayak from whiplash when I drove over a curb, not realizing that an inch of rain had accumulated in the bilges overnight.

But perhaps the most spectacular way to do in your kayak is to leave the bowline trailing so that the front wheel of your car drives over it. Even at modest speed, the effect is memorable.

As a final possibility, consider the brace of kayaks that you notice floating alongside you on the freeway. These boats, which originated on your roof, are floating free because your bargain roof rack has chosen this moment to release its grip on the gutters of your car. Combining an overload problem with a failure to secure the boats fore and aft or a reliance on rubber bungee cords is definitely something to avoid.
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