
A Fluid Embrace: Kayaking 
 
We are heirs to a long and complex tradition, one without surviving masters – just students, 
evidence and memories.   John Dowd (Sea Kayaking) 
 
With a kayak we are able to navigate the great wilderness-across-the-road. In just a few minutes 
we depart our neighborhood and find ourselves in a remote landscape, water stretching to the 
horizon. Kayaking is the application of boat skills in a way that enables a person to safely 
negotiate this wilderness. And although you might be very close to civilization ‘as the crow flies,’ 
when landing on a quiet beach, the nature of kayaking is that you somehow feel as if you might 
be the first, or one of a few to have been there.  
 
EQUIPMENT: 
 
As with tents, backpacks and bicycles, kayak performance and hence application is a product of 
variables. These include length, beam, keel, rudder, seats and material. Long kayaks are 
generally faster than shorter kayaks, wider kayaks are initially more stable but slower, and sit-on-
top kayaks have an easier learning curve than sit-insides. 
 
Sit-inside sea kayaks are extremely sea-worthy craft in the right hands, but accidents can happen 
very easily to inexperienced paddlers in these or the less sea-worthy recreational sit-inside 
kayaks. Depending on their length and a paddler’s ability, they are suitable either for paddling 
around the harbor (recreational sit-on-tops), or around the islands (touring sit-insides/sit-on-
tops). Ranging in length from 10 to 17 feet, the touring versions have watertight bulkheads with 
deck hatches for access and are available in fiberglass (pricey but lighter and faster) or 
polyethylene (inexpensive and tough). 
 
Touring sit-insides require more technical self-rescue methods than sit-on-tops. There is no 
perfect kayak for all people and all uses. In short, if you lack experience a sit-on-top will be the 
best place to start. And if you want to do overnight trips you should look for a boat that is longer 
than 12 feet and has bulkheads with waterproof hatches. Do some research, check in at a local 
outfitter to ask questions, or rent a boat and take it for a paddle. The stubby recreational sit-on-
tops are suitable for the harbor trip listed on this site, or short out-and-back geocaching and 
snorkeling spins but are not suited to overnight trips.  
 
Paddles: 
 
The paddle connects you to the ocean, providing forward momentum but also significant 
stability. Use a feathered paddle. This means that one blade is set at an angle of around 60 to 70 
degrees to the other. This facilitates a more relaxed paddling style, diminishes resistance against 
your stroke from a headwind and allows you to perform a greater repertoire of strokes. The blade 
used on a paddle for touring is generally asymmetrical and that used for the whitewater kayaks is 
symmetrical. Most blades are feathered for right-handed paddlers.  
 
 
 



 
Length can be important. A general measure is that you should be able to curve your extended 
fingers over the tip of a blade when the paddle is standing on the ground in front of you. Paddles 
are generally measured in centimeters, ranging from 220 to 240. You would need a paddle in this 
range for the average recreational kayak (which is 24 or more inches in width).  
 
Life Jackets: 
 
These are mandatory. Look for a reputable brand, ideally with buckles on the front, although a 
zipper is fine. It should feel snug without inhibiting a deep breath. When firmly set, you should 
not be able to lift it up to, and above the ears. If so, it’s too large. A swimmer could sink 
underwater while wearing it. The golden rule: wear the lifejacket, don’t sit on it! 
 
Dry Bags: 
 
A single dry bag is handy when out for a morning trip on a recreational kayak. Use it to store 
snacks, camera, GPS and clothes. You will need at least three large dry bags per person for an 
overnight trip along the coast. Even if your kayak has bulkheads and ‘waterproof’ hatches, pack 
everything in dry bags. Make sure they are narrow enough to fit inside the hatches. Do not 
overstuff the bag. It needs to have at least a quarter of its length free to roll down and secure 
properly.  
 
Clothing: 
 
Polypropylene, Lycra or nylon tops/rash guards and/or a wetsuit are advised. You may also wish 
to use wetsuit booties or surf mocs of some kind. As with hiking, keep a lightweight rain shell at 
hand. It is recommended by most that you wear a wetsuit while kayaking in our waters. 
 
Camping Gear: 
 
As for backpacking. 
 
TECHNIQUE: 
 
Carrying & Loading 
 
Try not to load kayaks on your own, the risk for back injury is great. Move your kayak to the 
water before loading it with gear. Once you land on a beach, unload the gear and then carry the 
kayak above the high water mark. Remember to bend in the knees when you pick up and put 
down, keeping the weight close to your body.  
   
Holding the Paddles 
 
Place the paddle shaft across your head. Your hands are in the correct position when your elbows 
are at ninety degrees. Grip the paddle firmly in your right hand if it is a right-handed paddle. The 
left grip is loose and allows the paddle to move freely within it.  



 
The knuckles of your firm hand should be about in line with the spine of the paddle blade. Try to 
avoid too much movement on the wrist as it could lead to injury on longer trips. 
 
The Strokes 
 
There are a few basic strokes worth mentioning. The first is the forward stroke. Keep a fairly 
straight back and reach forward comfortably on the right for a right hand stroke, lifting the left 
side up so that the right blade can enter the water at an angle between 45 and 90 degrees, while 
the left blade lifts to just above the head.  
 
You do not pull the paddle through the water, but rather dig it in and pull the boat toward the 
paddle. As you do so, push the side that is out of the water in the general direction of the prow, 
rotating your trunk slightly toward the paddle and using your back and shoulders more than your 
arms.  
 
When the paddle reaches the region of your hip, draw it up and out naturally and repeat on the 
left. To position the blade at the correct angle for insertion, “open the throttle” of your right wrist 
so as to feather the paddle and present the correct angle to the water. This is a very slight 
movement that comes naturally to most. Do not over-extend your reach to insert the paddle. 
 
Going in a straight line may at first seem difficult in a recreational kayak, especially if the wind 
is blowing. The secret is in seeing each stroke as a steering stroke, rather than a propulsion stroke 
only. The last portion of each stroke is used to keep the boat straight. In a tandem, it is the person 
at the rear who is primarily responsible for direction. There will be times when this is not 
enough, and strong steering strokes are required to left or right, but this is the general rule. Keep 
a smooth, economical, fluid motion if you can. 
 
The sweep stroke is the basic stroke used to turn the boat. It is a wide, strong stroke that requires 
good paddle purchase on the water. Extend the paddle forward to the chosen side. Insert the 
blade into the water, keeping your arms below shoulder height (across the chest) and the blade at 
full length from the side of your craft.  
 
Sweep the paddle around to the rear, using the large muscle groups of the shoulder and back. It is 
a strong stroke! You are trying to rotate the boat. Keep the paddle against the water so that it 
does not slip sideways and slide through. Use your feet and hips against the boat to assist the 
turn.  
 
It is the rudder and some forward motion in a touring kayak that takes the place of this stroke. 
(You will still use the same action to assist in a touring kayak.) You might lean toward the 
paddle more when doing this stroke in a long boat without a rudder, and especially in a sit-inside 
kayak. This will lift the keel line slightly clear of the surface and facilitate your turn. 
 
In a tandem, the front paddler can assist as needed. Front and rear paddlers can work together to 
perform a reverse sweep. The last part of the stroke is important. You need to draw the paddle all 
the way in towards the boat. This enables you to control how much the boat turns. 



 
At the end of your sweep you may want to use a stern rudder. This is a very useful stroke to 
correct the forward angle of the boat after a sweep. It can also be used when the boat is surfing, 
although in most cases it proves superfluous and the average sea kayak will simply broach. But 
when you do try the stern rudder, keep your arms low and the blade behind the stern of the boat. 
Angling the blade to left or right with a positive movement may turn the boat, depending on what 
kind of craft it is, but as mentioned, most recreational kayaks simply drop into a side-surf when 
in a wave – there’s not much you can do about it except to lean into the wave and ride it out.  
 
The last stroke we might mention is the brace. This is an instinctive stroke for many and helps 
prevent capsize. If you suddenly tip, have a large wave hit you from the side or want to do a 
sharp turn into which you must lean, in rough water, you may use this stroke or a modification of 
it. 
 
The low brace is simply the extension of the back of the paddle onto the surface of the water. 
You would lean slightly into the support offered by this. The elbows are almost at right angles 
and the wrists are above the shaft. You press down onto the paddle.  
 
The high brace is more advanced and used in rough water. The paddle’s power face is extended 
onto the water surface with the wrists below the shaft. In a more radical situation, the paddle 
might be above the shoulders and the paddler would probably lean right over and into the stroke 
because of the strength of water, or because of imminent capsize. Be careful with the latter if you 
have shoulder problems. It is the stroke most responsible for shoulder dislocations. For this 
reason, all paddlers try to avoid any stroke that places them in a position with arms extended 
above, or above and behind their shoulders. 
 
SAFETY 
 
Capsizing: 
 
Relax! This is the most important thing to learn about capsizing. It is almost certainly going to 
happen in surf at some point if you kayak regularly. If in the surf zone, let your boat go and 
follow it back to shore. Stay out of its way! If you fall out while landing, stay on the ocean side 
of the kayak. If beyond the surf zone and in deep water, immediately grab your boat and paddle, 
remaining in contact with both  – you do not want them to blow out of reach!  
 
If in deep water you now need to execute a self-rescue. If you have a recreational sit-on-top 
kayak, flip it over by pushing the side nearest you ‘over the top’ and away from you. Then park 
your paddle lengthwise in one hand on the far side, while grabbing the boat, and kick and hoist 
yourself onto the kayak, lying on your stomach across the boat. Now turn your face to the bow 
and bring a leg over the rear to slip into the seat. If in a tandem, let the stronger or most 
responsible paddler get in first, then stabilizing the boat or helping while the younger climbs 
aboard.   
 
If there is more than one kayak in your group, raft up together to assist the process. If it is windy 
and a paddler is separated from his boat, have one person paddle after the boat and another to the 
swimmer. If there are only two of you, the seated kayaker should paddle after the swimmer. 



 
Rely firstly on self-rescue and secondly on buddy/craft rescue. Please research and practice self 
rescue in a sit-inside kayak and/or take a few lessons.  
 
Storms: 
 
For the purpose of this program, unless you are experienced, practice fair-weather kayaking. 
Know what the weather is expected to do. File a float plan with a responsible person, detailing 
where you are going, how long you expect to take, and when you expect to be return. 
 
Paddle Signals: 
 
It is useful to establish a series of basic commands before you depart. Do not rely on yelling. The 
following signals work well.  
1) If you want to ask someone if they are okay, move your right arm in a distinct up and down 
motion on your head, touching it each time. This asks the question “are you okay?” An 
acceptable response is to raise a paddle into the upright position and move it back and forth.  
2) To tell a kayaker or the group to stop where they are, hold your paddle above your head with 
both hands on the shaft, and elbows at right angles.  
3) To call a paddler or group toward you, put your paddle down and lay one or both hands on 
your head in a distinctive motion, keeping it there. You may need to rely on a whistle to catch 
their attention. This can be most useful when dealing with a less than disciplined group. 
 


