NASHWAAKPADDLES.COM

s Upwind in a Blow -- Solo!

A Text and photos by Jeff Solway,
Nashwaak Paddles

E-mail: nashwaak@ca.inter.net

B by M Website: www.nashwaakpaddles.com

At the Canadian

Canoe!

Paddie With
Your Kids ‘ Complete author’s draft as submitted.

Discover the True
Source of the Mississippl

ki o First published in Canoe Journal, 2000.

W e
=Rig Your Canoe for Fishing
+Repair a Wood/Canvas Canoe

Paddle Upwind—Solo!

-- Omer Stringer photos and interview data from 1970 --

(Safety note: This article assumes comfort with heeled, "Canadian-style"” solo paddling,
knowledge of the J-stroke, and the use of a good PFD. Also, make sure that you learn
the inside turn described in this article in calm water first!)

It's a magical day, clear with just a few big cumulus clouds, and for a variety of reasons
you are on your own with time on your hands. What a day for a paddle! You can see it
so clearly in your mind: a day to float in the lily pads, sitting down on the bottom of the
canoe, legs stretched out, back comfortably supported by the blade of your paddle. The
water slapping gently against the hull. A good book, or your fishing rod, maybe a
thermos of coffee... One of those magical moments we all live for.

You might be at the cottage, or camped with the family for
a few days on a remote campsite. Or maybe you are an You look up at
urban paddler -- one of the handful who realize that most the treetops, see
North American local waters have come back from the a little breeze,
dead -- and you're off for an exquisite, solitary afternoon or .

evening. and think how
quiet it will be in
You look up at the treetops, see a little breeze, and think that special cove
how quiet it will be in that special cove across the way. You

pack up your knapsack with a few essentials (food, water, across the way.
hat, bug dope), throw it in the canoe with your paddle, a

spare, and your PFD. You push off, paddle out from behind the sheltering trees on
shore... and here is where your day's fantasy is won or lost: WIND!

No problem, you think, a few hours in that protected cove are worth a little effort, and
you put on your PFD, paddle a little harder, angling up into the wind. Okay, this is okay,
you say.

But now the bow has been caught by the wind, and you are J-stroking like crazy to keep
your course, and slowing down rapidly. Now the wind has tossed the bow around,
putting you on the upwind side of the canoe, and your J-stroke is doing nothing at all.
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Reflexively, you change sides. Again your bow is blown
around, and you switch sides once more; this day is not
working.

Ah, that's better, a few sweeps and you are angled upwind
again... but not for long. Gradually you are blown
downwind, give up your plan, and skulk back to where you
started by creeping up the wind shadow close in against the
shore.

Your problem is not the wind, the canoe, the paddle, or your strength. It is a shortage of
knowledge and technique.

The skilled, flatwater solo canoeist paddles in the tradition of the Northwoods guide
ferrying equipment through the bush, or the solitary map maker, trapper, or prospector.
These men paddled loaded canoes, solo, for days, weeks, and months, in all kinds of
weather. They paddled with complete self-assurance. They knew how to manage their
craft on the water, and when to get off. The smart ones didn't do it through sheer brawn.

When | was fifteen and sixteen, | had the very good fortune

Before long young
Omer Stringer had
developed
techniques that
effectively eliminate
the need for a
powerful physique.

to spend a lot of time with one such person, the great
Omer Stringer (1912-1988), and Omer taught me the
secrets of paddling an open canoe in wind. Omer's name
is not well known, but he is the father of modern canoeing.
Bill ("Path of the Paddle") Mason referred to Omer as "the
King of Flatwater", and acknowledged that his own basic
paddling techniques came, indirectly, from Omer. Omer's
impact was enormous: in the late forties and early fifties

both the YMCA and the Scouts, in both Canada and the
U.S., hired him to prepare their first, formal canoe instruction programs.

Omer grew up in the heart of Algonquin Park, that incredible 2400 square mile canoeing
paradise in central Ontario. By twelve he was guiding at a girls' camp and having a very
hard time: the other guides were big and burly, and even as an adult Omer was only
about 5'4".

But Omer was a genius. Before long he had developed
techniques that effectively eliminate the need for a powerful
physique. By his late teens Omer's ability to outpaddle
anyone was legendary.

Omer wasn't a sprint racer. His techniques were for control,
pleasure, and power with a minimum of effort over the long
haul, and for practical, everyday living and travelling in
canoes. Indeed, Omer referred to himself as a "lazy
perfectionist”.
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Ultimately, Omer's technique became so refined that it found a
place as performance art. The first time | saw Omer paddle he

was performing what he called "canoe ballet", to music, inside a

swimming pool, in a fifteen-foot tripping canoe. Breathtaking.

So came the day in 1962 that Omer gathered a dozen fifteen

year old boys in front of him, and announced that we were going

the across the lake, solo! It was blowing stink, whitecaps and
spray, and we all looked at him in disbelief. But Omer wasn't

It was blowing
stink,
whitecaps and
spray, and we
all looked at
him in
disbelief.

negotiating, and off we went. Once out of the shelter of the canoe dock the predictable
happened -- we were all blown out of control down the lake -- while Omer danced
among us with little apparent effort, yelling instruction: "Move forward! No, more

forward!"

What you need is
continuous steering
control to keep the
canoe just "off" the
wind... Omer solved
this problem by
developing his
"inside turn",
definitely his favorite
stroke.

Before long, he had us sitting in front of the bowseat, four
feet from the forward end of the canoe. (In most conditions
you wouldn't move nearly this far forward.) We discovered
that as you move forward the canoe "weathervanes":
paddle the front and the rest just follows.

The challenge is that when you are so far forward the
canoe is almost impossible to paddle in a straight line; you
are effectively paddling a five-foot long canoe. What you
need is continuous steering control to keep the canoe just
"off" the wind, say 20-30 degrees away from upwind, with
you on the downwind side.

Omer solved this problem by developing his "inside turn", definitely his favorite stroke.

We had learned this stroke in calm water and light winds, and now it saved our day.

Paddling on the downwind side, well forward, just off the wind, doing the inside turn
continuously allowed us to stay on course through waves and spray with remarkably

little effort.

More incredible, if you get it just right, the canoe will act as a
sail and pull you upwind!! Really. This is definitely the most
outrageous claim Omer ever made, but I've seen Omer do it,
I've done it, and if you have a relatively round-bottomed
canoe, you can too. The notion here is using the canoe's hull
as a wing. With you and the load well forward, an inside turn
should make controlled forward movement just off the wind
relatively easy. With a significant heel, you are now
presenting the round hull to the wind. With a steady course,
your hull can actually generate lift, just like a wing or a sail,
sucking you upwind. When you get it working, it feels like
magic.

More
incredible, if
you get it just
right, the
canoe will act
as a sail and
pull you
upwind!!
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Learning Omer's Favorite Solo Stroke

The inside turn combines a forward stroke/J-stroke, with
an infinitely variable draw, in one continuous in-the-water
movement. Done well and alertly, this stroke has a
number of gifts: it saves you when a J-stroke just isn't
cutting it; it provides nearly continuous propulsion and
control; it allows you to paddle on the "wrong", upwind
side of the canoe in a light to moderate wind; it is an
invaluable, infinitely variable, and lovely stroke for
graceful turns toward the paddle side; and it doesn't slow
you like a J .

Paddling solo on the downwind side of the canoe, you
counter the wind's tendency to blow the bow downwind
by simply reducing or eliminating your J. That pushes the
bow away from the paddle side, back upwind.

Problems arise when a wind shift or too many skipped or
light J's brings you around so you are now on the upwind
side. The J just won't work in this situation, because it
slows you down. Instead of changing sides in
desperation, use the inside turn to return to your proper
course. If you use the inside turn routinely you can
correct quickly, before you are blow fully onto the other
tack.

The stroke begins with a forward stroke (photo 1) and J
(photo 2). Note that to be effective, the J is always done
with an upper hand twist away and down.

Then (this is the trick!), you shift your upper hand on the
grip (photo 3). This allows you, next, to slip the paddle on
edge, forward and out (photo 4), to the start position for
your draw. (Slide your lower hand up the shaft a bit to
extend your reach.)

The draw (photo 5) is the
primary control element of
this stroke. Note that while
your lower hand is drawing
in and back, the upper hand
is pushing out.

Finally, the draw continues
into a forward stroke (photo 6), and another J. Then the process starts again.
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Several important notes

e The J portion of the stroke is
usually just a flick. The main
steering control is the draw, and the
course control it provides is
determined by just where you slide
the paddle to after the J and hand
shift. Practice running your paddle
on edge through the water and note
how you can control the direction it
moves by a subtle twist.

e This stroke is fully adjustable. For
a moderate draw, slip the paddle
forward but still fairly close to the
canoe. For a more extreme draw,
slip the paddle on edge ahead but
further out. For no draw at all, slip it
on edge straight forward to begin
your next forward stroke (what we
used to call the Indian J). If you need
to correct the other way, just do a
forward stroke with neither the J or
draw. When you need a more drastic
correction away from the paddle
side, replace the entire stroke with a
sweep.

e Do a subtle course correction on
every stroke with one of these
variations. Don't wait for things to get
out of hand!

So that's Omer's favorite stroke. | use it
as my standard solo stroke. Learn the
inside turn, understand and respect the
wind, and you too can paddle solo in a
breeze. But remember, start on calm
water, progress gradually to windier
conditions, know when to get off the
water, and wear your PFD!

"Canoes aren’'t tippy, people
just fall out of them."”

Omer Stringer, 1970
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Heel, Center of Gravity,
Trim, and Center-of-Effort.

To make the inside turn work for you
upwind, it's vital to understand a little
about these four critical elements. They
all relate to where you and your load are
placed.

¢ Heel effectively shortens your water
line length, thereby making your
canoe much more maneuverable.
You don't need an extreme heel to
reap this benefit, and remember that
an extreme heel invites the waves to
join you inside the canoe.

e Center of gravity, in brief, means
"Keep low!" Omer Stringer used to
say, "Canoes aren't tippy, people just
fall out of them." Your gear should be
stowed as low as possible in the
canoe, and you should be sitting low
too. (More on seating options below.)
As well, it is very important that
nothing shifts accidentally, including
you.

e Trim is your fore-aft balance. You
should move trim forward going
upwind and back going downwind.
This is particularly important upwind,
but in both cases it generates that
"weathervane" effect. If the front end
is lower in the water going upwind, it
will naturally tend to say put while
the lighter end just trails in the
breeze.

e Center of effort refers to where the
propulsion is located. Moving your
trim forward by moving load, with
you still well astern, will not do the
trick. Moving yourself forward when
paddling upwind is rather like front
wheel drive on snow or ice; you are
now pulling the front end and the rest
just follows.



nashwaakpaddles.com

In a light to moderate wind you
should be seated close to the
center; in a heavy wind you
should be forward of center.
Experiment. It's amazing how
much differences a few inches
can make.

The Seating Problem

This is a major issue when solo paddling
tandem canoes, especially upwind. The
objectives are 1) to be low and heeled,
2) to be well anchored so you don't shift,
3) to be comfortable over extended
periods, and 4) to be able to safely shift
your position forward or back to adjust
trim and center of effort.

Omer Stringer, if you look at the
photographs closely, met these
objectives by sitting right down on his
feet. Most people don't last long in that
position, even with a foam mat or towel
for padding. Generally people kneel with
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their butt resting against a thwart or (in
traditional, symmetrical canoes) against
the back of the bow seat facing the
stern. This is no solution, because it
places you too far back for upwind
paddling.

Recently, canoes have been appearing
with a "kneeling thwart", an additional
thwart dropped below gunwale level and
often angled forward for comfort. This
gives you a place to rest your butt that is
closer to center, but it only fully solves
the problem if it adjusts well forward,
and this will only be the case in
dedicated solo boats with no center
thwart.

If you do have both a kneeling thwart
and a center thwart, you are well
equipped for upwind solo paddling in a
light to moderate breeze. Try this:

Nashwaak's Solostrap
instead of leaning against the kneeling
thwart, sit right on it. Then put your
paddle side foot under you, braced
against the hull, and extend your other
foot forward and away, so it is braced
against the far side. Then flex the thigh
of the extended leg up against the
bottom of the center thwart or yoke.
Presto! you are anchored more securely
than you ever imagined possible.

Advanced solo paddlers have been
struggling with the seating issue for
years, some with interesting results.
Putting padding (eg. a spare PFD)
between your feet and your butt, as well
on the canoe's bottom, is one common
option. Solo instructor Becky Mason (Bill
Mason's daughter) kneels on a pad and

.................................. Upwind in a Blow, Solo!



keeps herself off her heels by sitting on
bag filled with styrofoam pellets. Others
use a small beachball.

A new option is the Solostrap™ (Pat.
Pend.) from my company, Nashwaak
Paddles. This product eliminates
kneeling altogether. (My knees are
terrible.) The Solostrap hangs
securely on the gunwales. It enables
you to sit comfortably anywhere in the
canoe, low and at any degree of heel. In
all but extreme conditions, you would
locate about 12" back from the center
thwart, with several possible seating
positions. The usual is the one
described above for use on a kneeling
thwart, thigh flexed up against the
center thwart or yoke for amazing
stability.

KEY Tips on Upwind Solo

¢ Avoid the wind when you can by
paddling along the sheltered side of
waterways wherever possible. Even
on the windy side, paddling within a
few feet of shore will provide
significant shelter.

e Paddle on the downwind side of
the canoe, and keep your body and
load low.

e Going upwind, move the canoe's
fore-aft balance ("trim") forward
by shifting your load and your
paddling position.

e Paddle with a moderate "heel" (tilt
the canoe) toward the paddling
side.

e Don't paddle straight into a high
wind and large waves (it's too easy
to get blown one way or the other),
and never paddle across the wind (in
wave troughs you risk rolling).
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Instead, paddle upwind in "tacks",
like a sailboat, staying perhaps 20
degrees off the wind. With each tack
change sides (shifting your load as
necessary to reverse your heel and
maintain stability), so that you never
find yourself paddling on the upwind
side of the canoe. Ideally, plan a
course that puts your preferred
paddling side on the downwind side
of the canoe, until you are again in
shelter.

Respect the Wind. Respecting the
wind is your first step to success and
safety in wind and waves.

Remember that open boats have
their limits; generally, if you can't
see the other side you probably
shouldn't be in an open boat. The
issue here is wave height, even
more than wind strength. Given
enough distance for waves to build,
even a moderate breeze can
generate a nasty swell.

If you do find yourself in an
extreme wind and wave situation,
remember your choices are
limited: paddle a course just off the
wind, but not directly into it; or
paddle directly downwind. In these
conditions, the biggest challenge will
be changing course from one
acceptable tack or option to another.
Start your turn on the crest of a
wave, and complete it before you get
trapped across the wind in the
trough.

Make sure to:

e Wear your PFD.
e Bring a spare paddle.

e Learn both the canoe-over-canoe
rescue and a self-rescue
technique.
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