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The Incident at Bear Island
James Kesterson, Jeff Atkins, Rick Wiebush

We knew there could be trouble and we got it.
When the rogue five-foot swell rolled through our
group, everyone successfully rode over the top –
except one. It got a little nerve-wracking for a
while: What followed the capsize was a series of
attempts to get the swimmer back into his boat,
revelations about a bad knee and a leaking boat, an
aborted trip, in-line rafted tows through surf, and a
series of decisions by the leaders that got the entire
group safely back home.
The Plan
Our goal was to circumnavigate Bear Island, a
North Carolina Outer Banks barrier island. We
would launch from Hammocks Beach State Park,
land on the back side of Bear to check conditions,
and paddle west in the open ocean for three miles
along the south-facing beach of the island. Then
we’d come in through the surf at Bear Inlet and
follow the flat water canoe trail back to the put-in.
(See chart, next page.)
The weather was great: sunny, a little warm for
early spring, water temps approaching 70. The 10
knot wind was on-shore from the south, as was the
swell. We did have one reservation: the on-shore

wind and swell had been going on for several days.
As a result, we needed to be alert for potentially
bigger conditions.
There was a mix of skill levels in the group. About
half were solid 3* level paddlers. The others were
somewhere between 2* and 3*, but long-time
paddlers. Some had previous experience in bouncy
conditions while others had limited experience in
waves and chop.
The trip leaders had extensive experience leading
trips in rougher water. James is an ACA L4
Instructor and BC Sea Leader, while Jeff is an L5
Instructor, L3 IT, and BC Sea Leader. They were
assisted by Denise, an L3 instructor with L4
personal skills.
Working the Plan
After launching, we got a nice ride on the ebb out to
the sandy eastern tip of Bear Island on the edge of
Bogue Inlet. After landing, we all walked over to
the ocean side to scout the conditions and make the
go or no-go decision. There were bigger conditions
than we had expected.
There was a big bar almost a mile offshore with
substantial wave action out there; we guessed three-
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footers. Closer to shore were other bars with
smaller breaking waves and then the beach break.
But there was a clear path through the sets of
breakers out to the ocean and along the front of the
island.

our left and the beach break on our right. The chop
was very bouncy. As we moved through this
critical section, you could hear folks shouting with
excitement. It was a great ride. Some of the
paddlers were clearly nervous, but doing fine.

We discussed the options as a group. Several people
were clear that they wanted to head out to the ocean
and do the planned circumnavigation. Several
others were clear that they would instead stay on the
back side of Bear and paddle the calmer waters of
the protected paddling trails. But there was also an
undecided group. Denise suggested that these folks
stick their noses out in the chop to test their skills
and confidence. The “undecideds” jumped on this
idea and, after several minutes of test paddling
under Denise’s supervision, they all decided to go
for it. That meant there would now be 15 paddlers
doing the circumnavigation.

The Incident(s)

Making our way out to the ocean, James was
leading near the front, Jeff in sweep. The path we
carved kept the breaking waves on the ocean bar to

But there was an issue that the leaders didn’t know
about until several hours later: the swimmer’s boat
had a large leak in the bulkhead between the cockpit

The group had paddled about a mile down the beach
and was near the visitor center on Bear Island when
the big rogue swell came in. It looked to be about a
five-footer and we were fortunate that we ended up
with just one person out of their boat.
James was close to the swimmer and called out for
the group to face the wind and waves while he did
the rescue. Jeff and Denise moved up and stayed
with the group. The rescue went quickly, the
swimmer was fine and appeared confident to
continue.
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The view from the Beach. Photo: Kathryn Lapollo

and the rear hatch. Water had filled his cockpit
when he went over and filled part of his rear hatch.
The instability caused by all that water in the rear
hatch led to the next set of troubles.
After the rescue, the swimmer had to turn his boat
around to continue with the journey. He did fine
with the turn but then he went over again, this time
for no apparent reason. In addition, the turn had
taken him closer to the beach break.
James moved in again for the rescue and asked Jeff
for a tow in order to get the rescue operation away
from the breakers. Jeff is a powerful guy and after
clipping in to both boats, he towed James’ boat, and
the swimmer’s boat, and the swimmer in the water
and got everyone quickly out to sea. This was an
important move because the beach is steep here, not
a good place to mess around with rescues or try to
land in these conditions.

We started the rescue again but the swimmer could
not get in his boat from the side he was on. We
learned at this point that he had a bad knee that
couldn’t take the strain of a heel-hook re-entry
attempt. We came up with a quick solution: we
called in one of the other more experienced paddlers
who positioned himself beside the swimmer’s boat.
Now the swimmer was between his boat and the
newly-positioned boat. Placing an elbow on each
boat, he raised his feet up into his cockpit and
arched his way up on to his back deck.
The swimmer was now back in his boat, but it
looked very unstable and, after swimming twice, the
likelihood of him going over again had increased
even further.
Not wanting to endanger him or the rest of the
group, Jeff and James came to the same decision:
we had to abort.
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Bear Island Bounce. Photo: Lynne Basileo

Although not everyone was happy about this
decision, everyone understood the situation and the
rationale for ending the journey.
The biggest concern during the multiple rescues
was that someone else would go over. The group
had done a great job of facing the wind and staying
out of trouble. It was remarkable how calm
everyone was. But we still had to get everyone
back to safety.
A One-Mile Rafted Tow
We didn’t know at the time what had caused the
instability and second capsize, but a decision was
made to keep the swimmer in a rafted tow. James
needed to be free to watch the whole group so he
asked another paddler to take his place in the raft.
This had the added benefit of providing that paddler
with some extra stability since he had been having
directional control problems dealing with the beam
seas.
Heading back toward Bogue Inlet, Jeff was in the
lead towing a three-person raft. The people
providing support to the swimmer did not have it
easy. Waves were breaking over the raft and the

swimmer’s boat was filling with water, creating a
lot of instability. Smart: those in the raft discussed
ways to deal with various scenarios (e.g. losing
grip; breakup of the raft, etc.) should they occur.
After getting through the roughest water, Jeff was
looking for a break and asked for help with the
towing. We wanted to set up an inline tow with Jeff
in front, so James asked one of the younger,
stronger guys to jump in behind Jeff. He willing to
do it, but his tow rope was in his back hatch. Very
embarrassing for him! Same issue with the next
person we asked to tow. But one of the stronger
female paddlers (an L3 instructor) was ready to go
and had her tow rope in hand. She moved in
quickly, clipped into the tow, and we continued.
Once we got back to the inlet, we faced one more
challenge: we had to go through the inlet while
dealing with following seas and surf. Our biggest
concern was that the raft would surf into the
paddlers doing the tow. But with a long tow hooked
up, there were no problems with the raft. All the
other paddlers also made it back through the inlet
without incident. In fact, most people surfed their
way back in which made a nice little ending before
we all landed safely on the beach.
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were breaking waves on the bars. We suspected that
the waves might be three footers, which we deemed
manageable. But given the fact that: 1) the wind had
been blowing at 10 knots for a couple of days and
2) waves are almost always bigger than they look
from a distance, we probably should have
anticipated that we would run into some four-foot
(or larger) waves. If we had, that may have given
us more pause about whether to take the group at all
or, more likely, to limit participation to the paddlers
who we knew had the skills and experience to
handle those conditions.
Heading back. Photo: Lynne Basileo

Debrief
Immediately after landing on the beach we asked
the group about their impressions of the day. In
spite of having to abort the trip, the feedback was
overwhelmingly positive: the practice session in
chop for the undecideds; the confidence with which
the rescues were handled; the challenge of the
conditions; communication between the leaders and
the group; and even the decision to abort the trip. In
fact, several people commented that they learned a
lot more from seeing how the incidents were
handled and the decision to abort than they would
have if they had just had a nice paddle around Bear
Island. It turned out to be a great experience for
almost everyone and everyone will have a great
“there we were” story to tell for a long time!
Lessons Learned
Some potential issues.
Good fit between conditions and skills?
As is the case with many sea kayaking (and other)
incidents, the “fit” between the conditions
encountered and the skill level of people in the
group raises important issues.
On the one hand, we may have underestimated the
sea state based on what we were seeing as we
scouted from the beach. From that perspective, the
conditions looked pretty bouncy and we knew there

Which brings us to the paddler skills part of this
equation. Between them, James, Jeff, Denise and
Rick had previously paddled with almost all the
people in the group, had a good idea of their skill
level, and felt they would be fine for the
circumnavigation. However, there were four
paddlers that the leaders had only paddled with once
– and that was the previous day on flat water. So
knowledge of their skill level was minimal.
We might have taken additional steps to get a better
idea of everyone’s abilities in rougher water.
Denise’s idea to take people out into some chop
before they committed to doing the trip was
excellent. However, the decision about whether to
go was left up to those paddlers, and they selfselected for the trip. A simple additional step we
might have taken would have been to ask people
about the extent and nature of their experience in
waves and surf. That would apply particularly to the
people about whom the leaders had minimal
knowledge. And in fact it was one of those four
who ended up swimming.
There were some holes in the pre-launch briefing.
James and Jeff spent a lot of time with the whole
group looking at the ocean, describing what was
going on, talking about possible routes, and what
kinds of conditions the group might encounter. In
addition, Rick did a 15-minute review with the
undecided group about some key strokes and
maneuvers they could use in beam seas. Those were
all good pre-launch steps.
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We also asked what kinds of equipment people had
(VHF radios, tow lines, etc.), but didn’t ask if
people had access to them or knew how to use
them. This shortcoming became evident when we
were trying to get some help with the tow for Jeff
and had to go through three people before we found
someone who had her tow rope on and ready to use.
Similarly, we could have done a more thorough job
when asking about the condition of people’s boats
and bodies. It never came out before we got on the
water that the person who ended up swimming had
a leak in his rear hatch or that he had a bad knee
that might affect his paddling. More thorough
questioning may have resulted in the identification
of those problems prior to the launch and may in
turn have helped avoid the problems that led
directly to aborting the trip.
Picking the third leader
Rick’s decision to have Denise go with the
circumnavigation group may not have been the best
choice. He assumed that because he knew the area
and the water trails on the back side of Bear Island
– and Denise didn’t – that he should lead the flat
water group. Denise seemed to be a good fit for the
rougher water group because she has excellent
paddling skills and good judgement. However, she
was also recovering from and rehabbing a
significant shoulder injury. Consequently, her
going with the rough water group could have put
her and/or the group at risk. If she had been needed
to tow someone or rescue someone in those rougher
conditions, the heavy stress on her shoulder could
have resulted in re-injury and an inability to do
what needed to be done for the other paddler(s) in
the group. And the back side of Bear isn’t that
complicated. She could have easily led that group.
What went well
Trip Preparation.
Preparation for the trip was excellent. James has
extensive knowledge of the area, having paddled
Bear Island multiple times. All three leaders had
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done their homework in terms of wind, tide and
weather forecasts. Taking the time to scout from the
point, they also were able to anticipate the kind of
conditions they were likely to encounter.
The leaders’ qualifications and skills were all
appropriate for leading paddlers in a rough water
environment.
The leaders were all well-prepared for any
emergency that might arise. They had first aid
training, first aid kits, boat repair kits, spare
clothing, VHF radios, tow lines and contact tows,
and spare paddles. In addition, all had previously
received hands-on training and practice regarding
how to contact and interact with the Coast Guard if
an emergency should arise.
The decision to have the “undecideds” test their
skill and confidence in the chop before committing
to the trip was another dimension of trip preparation
that helped set the stage for a safe journey.
Communication
Communication between the leaders and the group
was excellent. The leaders spent a lot of time with
the group on the beach explaining what the paddlers
were seeing as they looked at the ocean. They also
explained what kind of conditions the group could
expect to encounter.
That level of communication continued during the
incidents. Group members reported that they knew
exactly what the leaders wanted them to do. This
clarity – and the respect the group members had for
the leaders – allowed the group to remain calm even
in rough water, and in spite of the tense atmosphere
that naturally develops anytime there are repeated
rescues going on in rough water.
The group leaders also thought that the
communication between them was good. In fact,
due to their training and expertise, there didn’t have
to be a lot of discussion going on while they
managed the incidents. Jeff and James both knew
instinctively what had to be done and therefore
agreed to do it (e.g. tow the swimmer and rescuer
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Third, the decision to have Jeff tow the
swimmer/rescuer raft away from the breakers was a
little unconventional, since now the two main trip
leaders were tied up with the rescue. Normally, that
would be a no-no from an incident management
perspective. However, no one else in the group
would have been able to hook up the tow as quickly
as Jeff, and certainly no one would have had the
strength to get the raft away from the breakers as
quickly as Jeff did. Speed was important in that
situation and Jeff was the guy to provide it.
Moreover, the rest of the group was relatively safe
since they were facing their boats into the wind and
waves, and Denise was there to watch over them.

Post trip debrief. Photo: Debbie Anderson

away from the breakers after the second capsize),
without needing much discussion.
Decision Making
There was a series of decisions made throughout the
day and almost all of them were solid decisions.
The primary exception was the one discussed
above, i.e. the decision to include some people in
the circumnavigation without having sufficient
knowledge of their skills.
First, although a leader typically wants to let
another group member handle a rescue so that the
leader can keep an eye on the rest of the group,
James made the decision to rescue the swimmer by
himself. This made sense for several reasons: 1) he
was less than 10 feet away when the capsize
happened; 2) he could not be sure that another
group member would be able to do the rescue with
the same speed and efficiency as he could; and 3)
both Jeff and Denise were available to manage the
rest of the group.
Second, the decision to have the swimmer/rescuer
raft towed away from the breakers after the second
capsize was critical. If the rescue had drifted into
the breakers, it would be extremely difficult to get
the person back in their boat, and way more
dangerous.

Fourth, after the decision to abort, the group had
about a mile to go to get back to safety. It was
important to provide stability to the person who had
capsized twice, so James and Jeff created a threeperson raft with a paddler on each side of the
swimmer. It was a great decision to include in the
raft one of the other paddlers who – prior to the
capsize – had displayed some instability trying to
deal with the beam waves. That meant the raft not
only would provide support to the swimmer, but
also to another paddler who was having some
trouble.
Finally, the decision to terminate the trip was hard,
but absolutely correct. A decision to terminate a trip
is hard under any circumstances, but it is made
more difficult when there is a paying clientele with
expectations of being able to do what they’ve been
promised. It is also difficult when most of the
paddlers are having a great time and are capable of
handling the conditions.
That said, canceling the trip was the right thing to
do for at least two reasons. The fact that one person
had already capsized twice, and was exhausted, and
had a leaking rear hatch pretty much guaranteed that
he would capsize yet again. Had they tried to
continue, there were at least two miles to go and an
inlet with following seas and breaking waves to
negotiate to get the group out of the ocean. No way.
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Moreover, when one person has multiple capsizes in
rough water, it can often trigger a chain reaction in
which other people – especially those who are
nervous anyway – start coming out of their boats. It
would have really stretched the resources of the
group and the leaders to have to deal with multiple
swimmers in those conditions.
That turning back was the right thing to do was
validated by the group members themselves during
the debrief on the beach. While disappointed that
they couldn’t continue, they all recognized that the
combination of multiple swims, difficulty in getting
the person back in his boat, a leaky hatch, other
group members who were nervous, and rough water
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meant that turning around and ending the planned
trip was the most logical and safest thing to do for
all involved.
And in spite of that disappointment, the group
uniformly felt that the trip had been a great
experience. The more skilled paddlers had an
opportunity to play in big water. The “undecideds”
had a chance to successfully test their skills in
challenging conditions. Moreover, everyone felt
they had learned an extraordinary amount watching
the training, skills and decision making of the
leaders in action in tough circumstances. They also
recognized that the leaders minimized the likelihood
of additional incidents by the steps they took.
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Tangier Island: Virginia’s Brigadoon
Kerry Kirk Pflugh

Brigadoon: a place that is idyllic, unaffected by
time, or remote from reality

over (MD, DC, VA, WV, NYC, PA, CT and DE),
and represented a mix of skill levels.

We were ferrying across the choppy, windy 14-mile
stretch of the Chesapeake Bay from Crisfield,
Maryland to Tangier Island in Virginia. I was
having trouble reconciling my image of a mystical
island that would rise out of the mists with the
reality of a modern ferry boat loaded with kayaks,
kayakers and tourists. Yet somehow I sensed this
place, if not mystical, would be magical.

Tangier is a wonderful place to paddle, offering
options ranging from a quiet, sheltered paddle
amongst the vibrant green marshes to more
challenging venues like a five-mile crossing to
neighboring Watts Island, which requires
knowledge of currents, tides and wind. And there is
also the “zipper.” Located on the southern tip of the
island, wind-driven waves crash onto a sandbar
from two directions, creating confused waters and,
with strong enough winds, surfable waves.

Tangier’s landmass is roughly three miles long and
one mile wide. About 700 people live there. The
island’s history dates back to the 1600’s. The locals
speak their own dialect of English that scholars say
developed because of their isolation from the
mainland. (When they get talking to each other, it is
almost impossible for an outsider to understand
what they’re saying.) Tangier has a rich waterman’s
history, surviving for generations as oystermen and
crabbers. Today, they supply much of New York
and the surrounding Maryland/Virginia area with
hard- and soft-shell crabs and oysters.

After crossing the windy Bay, we landed at the ferry
dock in Tangier. We unloaded boats and gear and
then retreated to our respective hotels – the historic
Hilda Crockett’s Chesapeake House, and across the
island, the Bay View Inn. Golf carts driven by the
proprietors of each met us at the ferry and helped us
haul our gear to their establishments.

The busy island is also a charming, humble
community of people completely connected to the
water, and thoroughly vulnerable to the rising sea
and subsiding landmass. Just four feet above sea
level, the island is slowly sinking and eroding away.
Yet despite the constant threat of flooding, the
community bustles daily with all the chores and
work of any American town, including welcoming a
group of kayakers from Cross Currents.
We were a big crowd: 24 paddlers were starting a
four-day “Gathering at Tangier” over Memorial
Day weekend. The paddlers had gathered from all
Tangier harbor. Photo: Rick Wiebush

Coastbusters

July 2019

sters

Page 10

Page 2

Tangier Island: Uppards in foreground; southern point and zipper in background, Port Isobel Is. on far left. Stock photo.

Once unpacked, we returned to the put-in near the
ferry dock for a short paddle before dinner. While
paddling, a dozen pelicans flew above us like
friendly guides escorting us around the island. It
was windy and the Bay was textured. As we
rounded the western end of the island and headed
southeast, the wind picked up more and generated
some two-foot waves. We landed on a sandy beach
at the south end of the island for a break before
heading back. With the wind at our backs and a
following sea, we had a nice push home.
After a seafood dinner at Fisherman’s Corner, the
streets were alive with neighbors cruising in their
golf carts, an island tradition in the evenings. We
passed a group of young people playing a serious
game of baseball on the school’s athletic field. It
seemed that half the town was present watching and
cheering the young people on. The small-town vibe
was warm and the sense of community
cohesiveness strong.

Overnight, we had had a storm. While walking to
the put-in the next morning, water was in the
streets, under the few raised buildings, pooled in
huge potholes, and pouring out of storm drains. I
couldn’t help but think how challenging it must be
to constantly have water surrounding your home
and always having to worry about flooding and
damage.
At the put-in, residents and tourists watched as we
lowered the kayaks one-by-one over the wooden
bulkhead and down into the harbor. Several
watermen had congregated nearby, drinking sodas,
talking, and looking worn having already worked
almost a full day. It was only 9 a.m., but they had
been up well before dawn to check crab traps and
bring in the day’s harvest.
The morning was overcast and windy. There were
wind-driven waves white-capping the Bay.
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through crashing two-foot waves for about an hour
before meeting up with the second group and
landing on a sandy beach for lunch.
By now the sun had broken through the clouds and
the wind had calmed down. The warmth of the sun
felt good and we enjoyed trading paddling stories
with each other while we ate. After lunch, it was a
short paddle to a gut that traversed through the
center of the island, and led us back to the put-in
where we moved kayaks in reverse—from the water
up over the bulkhead and to the area where we
stored the boats. This time, it was just a few
tourists who watched the process.

The put in.

Our group of 24 broke into two smaller groups. The
“touring group” paddled directly to the western side
of the island, journeyed north to the tip of the
“Uppards” (the northern portion of Tangier that is
uninhabited), then turned south and ran down the
east side of the island, all the way to the southern tip
and the zipper. The second, “skills group” followed
the same route, but stopped several times along the
way to learn some new strokes and maneuvers, and
practice rescues.

Dinner on Saturday was at Hilda’s. Hilda
Crockett’s Chesapeake House B&B is an institution
on the island. In operation since 1939, they offer
lodging and provide breakfasts and dinners to
guests and residents of the island.

As we neared the southern end of the island,
pelicans again appeared, leading us to the zipper
and encouraging us to play in the surf. Thanks to
the wind and the tide, the quarter-mile long zipper
was offering up some lively chop and confused
water. We had fun surfing and maneuvering
A full plate. Photo: Rick Wiebush

The menu is the same each night: crab cakes, clam
fritters, ham, corn pudding, salad, beets, potato
salad, cole slaw, green beans, apple sauce,
homemade bread, pound cake and iced tea. There is
no way to walk away from the table being anything
other than well-fed, full and happy.

Pelicans at the southern tip. Photo: Kerry Pflugh

After dinner, several of us had the rare privilege of
a tour of Mayor James “Ookire” Eskridge’s
crabbing operation. We took a short boat ride from
the ferry dock to his crab shanty, to observe and
learn how the bay’s harvest of 55 million pounds of
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Ookire explains a waterman’s business. Photo: Kerry Pflugh

crabs get processed and shipped to market. The
crabs caught earlier in the day are placed in
upwellers, and kept until they molt. Once the crabs
shed, they are packaged and sent to fish markets in
the surrounding region. It is a hard way to make a
living—up at 3 or 4 AM, constantly on the water no
matter the conditions, eking out a living off the
watery resource. As Ookire (pronounced “Ooker”)
tells it, it is a way of life that has been passed down
from one generation to another.
Follow in the footsteps?
There are about 30 younger men on the
island who for various reasons have chosen
not to continue the traditional
crabbing/oystering path of their fathers.
Instead these guys work as tug and barge
operators and crew on the Mississippi River
and the Gulf of Mexico. They are valued by
the maritime companies because they are
hard-working and because they know the
water, boats, engines, weather, and
navigation inside and out. They don’t need a
lot of training.
They get decent pay and work three weeks
on and three weeks off. The companies pay
to fly them down to the Gulf and back home
for their three-week break.
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I couldn’t help believe that it would be incredible to
live here. To be close to the sea. To depend on it.
To respect it and revere it. I understood why the
mayor and the residents so desperately want to
remain here despite the many challenges. For them,
it is not a tourist destination. It is not a paddling
location. It is a home.
Yet another powerful thunderstorm rolled through
overnight, but by dawn Sunday the wind had died
and we had a warm, sunny day and a welcoming
sea. Absolutely perfect for paddling! We glided
past crab shanties of all shapes, sizes and colors.
Pelicans and gulls played in the sky above us, while
marsh wrens and other song birds called to each
other in the marshes. Occasionally, a fish slapped
the surface as we paddled along. Skates also
periodically poked their wingtips through the
water’s surface.
We wanted to play in the zipper again but with the
calm conditions, it wasn’t firing off at all. It was
only about 20 yards long with four-inch high waves
– not suitable for surfing! A little disappointed, we
opted to cross the harbor to the Chesapeake Bay
Foundation facility on nearby Port Isabel Island.
There we walked the long stretch of beaches on the
east-facing shoreline of Port Isabel and peered
through the windows of the beautiful CBF building.
Because this was my first visit to Tangier, I wanted
to have an off-water day on Monday (Memorial
Day) and explore the “downtown”. Several others
skipped the paddling as well. We walked around
the entire island with stops in the Tangier History
Museum, and the Swain Memorial Methodist
Church and lunch at Fishermen’s Corner.
The Tangier History Museum is a living history
museum assembled in part from the personal
collections from the residents of the island. Artifacts
dating as far back to the 1600’s are on display there
and the story of the people and their connection to
the water is beautifully recounted through pictures,
newspaper articles, and video interviews with
several of the long-time residents and the mayor.
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no spills!). In talking to some of the locals later, we
learned that islanders tend to stay away from that
area because a few people have had their boats
capsize in that one small stretch between the
Uppards and Goose.
Now mid-afternoon, we had to start the laborious
process of loading 24 kayaks and all our personal
gear on to the ferry. It took almost an hour and we
got done just shortly before the 4 p.m. departure.

The cut through the marshes. Photo: Rick Wiebush

As we finished up our lunch and touring, the onwater group returned. It turned out that they had
quite an exciting day making the crossing to Goose
Island, which sits about a mile north of Tangier.
Although the crossing is short, the waters are really
turbulent due to a shallow (3 ft.) sea bed and a
strong current running across it. The got bounced
around a lot due to the confused waves, but
everyone got challenged and had some thrills (but

Crab shanty at dusk. Photo: Rick Wiebush

With minimal wind and waves, the trip back to
Crisfield was calmer than our trip out to Tangier
three days earlier. Just as we pulled out, two harbor
dolphins appeared and swam with us briefly, then
disappeared in to the Bay. I watched as Tangier
faded into the horizon and felt a tug at my heart.
Tangier is not a mystical place, but it is magical.
The people of Tangier are a national treasure. Their
way of life, the customs and traditions, and the
important fact that they supply fabulous seafood to
our country should not be underestimated. And the
paddling is exceptional!!!!
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Photos of the Month

Eastern Neck Wildlife Refuge, Chesapeake Bay
Photo: Mark Baskeyfield
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Photos of the Month

Foggy Winter Morning on Lake Nockamixom, PA
Photo: Gery Kirkner
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Photos of the Month

First Ascent: Unnamed Peak in the Alaska Range
Photo: Joe Stock

Note: That black dot on the summit is James Kesterson
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Essay:

Why Am I Doing This?
Nate Hanson

Getting lost is more than just a navigational
problem for kayakers. If our mind isn’t focused on
what motivates us, this whole kayaking thing can
feel a bit pointless.
This spring I’ve had a few people confide in me that
after many years of kayaking, they’ve found
themselves in the midst of a kayaker’s existential
crisis - some variation of “What am I doing this
for?” After kayaking for decades in some cases,
routines can become a bit stale; initially thrilling
rates of skills development can plateau; once lofty
goals may look quite a bit smaller in the rear-view
mirror; and sometimes the wake of our friends’
ambitions may have drawn us along on dalliances
that were more of a shrug than an enthusiastic nod.
We may have lost sight of our goals, or simply
moved past them. Whatever the cause, when we’re
not in touch with what motivates us we suffer a
double-whammy effect. We feel less enthusiastic
about paddling, and - because state of mind has
enormous effects on technical performance - we
actually get worse at doing it!
Kayaking is an optional activity for all of us. None
of us is out here because we have to spear the next
meal, or ferry our family to far off islands to follow
the seals. Even those of us who call kayaking our
job have chosen that profession in lieu of pretty
much any other, more prudent choice. It’s a passion,
so understanding what motivates each of us to
paddle is critical to enjoying it; and enjoyment is
essential to doing it well.
When a friend confessed to me that their paddling
verve was on a bit of hiatus, I shared the
motivations that have driven me in my kayaking
lifetime - and how those have changed a number of

times. I came to the hobby of sea kayaking from
coastal sailing, where my most enjoyable days were
spent weighing my own abilities and judgement
against the forces of the wind and waves in boats
that weighed in tons, and hitting stuff wasn’t an
option. Challenges in those boats were found pretty
far from shore, and would take me a few days or a
week to find. Thirteen years ago I had a couple very
dependent humans at home under my care, so I
needed a way to test my mettle against the ocean
closer to shore, in much smaller time-slots. Having
just moved to the Mount Desert Island area,
exploring my new Downeast surroundings by sea
kayak one morning at a time seemed like a good fit.
What motivated me in these first years was the
quick-learning curve that we often experience when
we’re quite new at something. And a good dose of
adrenaline every now and then.
I realized a few years later that, while I was still
having fun challenging my personal skills, I wanted
to mix in something new. Training to lead kayakers,
and working as a guide for a couple summers
provided fresh challenges, but to be honest that path
was a bit short-lived. I soon realized that I found
conversations with tourists a bit dull, and what I
looked forward to the most in a day with guide
clients was the little bits of teaching. Following that
motivation, I took off on a somewhat dizzy path of
instructor training, practice instructing, starting a
kayaking business, more training, shadowing
mentors who seemed to teach so effortlessly, and so
on. Trying daily to unlock the puzzle of how to
foster learning in a particular student and in a
certain environment is what drives me today. It’s a
living passion, and following it is a joy - even as it
makes me do all kinds of otherwise illogical things,
like eating lunch on a rain-drenched rock in the
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ocean, on a miserable 40-degree afternoon in early
May.
The question of what drives you as a kayaker, is
worth reflecting on from time to time, because I’ll
bet that answer has changed or evolved for most
paddlers through their years on the water. The
magic of sea kayaking is that it has so many facets.
It can be a vessel for a wide variety of goals: serene
camping explorations to charming little islands;
complex expeditions to remote destinations; playing
with boat control in menacingly rough waters;
guiding clients in a coastal environment; or
introducing friends to new skills. Knowing what
excites us helps us spend our time more
purposefully, whether that’s another stage of
instructor training, a challenging tour with friends,
working towards surfing some gnarly standing wave
with grace, or doing more weekend camping with
your kids.

Crab traps. Photo: Rick Wiebush
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Each of those conversations I had this spring,
initiated by the kayakers’ existential woe, ended
with that paddler having a clearer idea of what
excited them. The result for one person was to work
towards a new certification, and for another it was
turning a more analytical eye to their personal
paddling skills. Personally, with my now-teenagers
becoming far less dependent on me than they were
13 years ago, I’m realizing that I want to spend
more time on the water with them before they move
out!
Wherever the reflective process takes you this
summer, I hope you find what drives your kayaking
forward, and craft your paddling season to serve
that passion. A meaningful destination on your
horizon can be the difference between a long
upwind slog, and ripping down-wind with the
hissing crest of a wave under your stern.
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The NDK/SKUK Line Up:
The Pilgrim Family of Sea Kayaks
Randi Kruger

Whether you say “NDK” (Nigel Dennis Kayaks) or
“SKUK” (Sea Kayak UK), the boats designed by
Nigel Dennis are a standard for paddling the ocean
environment. These boats are hand-made in a sixperson shop in Holyhead, Anglesey, Wales. Each
boat takes about 40 hours to build; a one-person
work week.
This is the first in a series of articles offering honest
evaluations of the NDK catalog. You won’t find a
bunch of dry stats in these articles. Instead, I will
climb out on a limb and give an honest opinion of
the pros and cons of every single NDK model.
Some basic stats will include boat weight and
length, as well as maximum paddler weight. For
more stats, use the SKUK site
https://www.seakayakinguk.com/. Also
recommended is Tom Bergh’s Maine Island Kayak
site https://maineislandkayak.com/. (The boat
weights listed reflect standard fiberglass layup with
standard fittings.)
The Pilgrim Lineup
Let’s start with the “little” boats, the small but
mighty Pilgrim family. The Pilgrim isn’t the oldest
boat in the catalog; Nigel created it in the early
2000s with an NDK sponsored paddler, Eila
Wilkinson, in mind.
Pilgrim: a spiritual traveler. What could be a better
name for a boat to explore the seas?
The Pilgrim is the short boat of the family at 15.75
inches long, 19.69 inches wide. Weight runs in the
low 50-pound range. Suggested paddler weight is
maxed out around 140 pounds.

Cons: This is not your camping boat, nor is it the
boat to show up with on those long club grinds
where everyone else is paddling 17 feet plus. This
boat does not perform well with a heavy load of
gear in it. It has a lot of rocker (also a pro), but that
rocker means the boat is not particularly fast. It has
a short cockpit coaming, and is legendary for
scarifying the shins of many a paddler, yours truly
included.
Pros: because the boat has a lot of rocker it is very
playful. “She” dances on the water, in the waves
and chop. This is a great surfing boat. It rolls like a
dream. In the hands of an advanced paddler this is
the boat to tear it up in. Smaller paddlers can gain
confidence in this boat, due to fit, contact, and ease
of control.
The Pilgrim continues to be Eila’s favorite rough
water play boat. Other paddlers who love the
Pilgrim include The Pilgrim continues to be Eila’s
favorite rough water play boat. Other paddlers who
love the Pilgrim include Ashley Brown and Tom
Noffsinger.
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The Pilgrim (above) and Pilgrim Expedition (below)

The Pilgrim Expedition is the big sister of the
Pilgrim, and was introduced in the late 2000s. With
the same width of 19.69 inches, the boat gains
another 1.25 feet, finishing at 17 feet in length. It
also gains some weight but not more than a couple
of pounds, weighing in the low 50s. Suggested
paddler weight tops out around 170 pounds.
Because the boat is “stretched out” the interior of
the cockpit feels roomier overall, with the knee
bumps hitting in a slightly different position

kit. This boat surfs well, and many smaller
advanced surfers use it as their do-everything boat.
Having paddled the PEx in carbon/Kevlar for the
last year, I think this is a pretty good boat, banged
up shins aside. Whitney Sanford is a big fan of the
PEx. In fact, she’s using it to do the Inside Passage
to Alaska right now.

Cons: the PEx is still a smaller person’s boat (that
may be a pro, actually). It doesn’t have a ton of
room in it. It still isn’t the boat for a 200-pound
load, with a 170-pound paddler. This boat tends to
“squat down” when overcome from behind by a
steep wave. Literally, one can find oneself doing a
reverse pitch pole, an odd and disconcerting
experience. It has the same short cockpit coaming
as the Pilgrim, ouch.
Pros: the PEx tracks better than its shorter sister. At
17 feet, it can be the boat to grind out many miles. It
has adequate space for a few days of camping,
maybe even two weeks if one goes with ultra-light

Randi and her PEx. Photo: Jeff Atkins
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The Pilgrim: Can you say “rocker”? Photo: Randi Kruger

The Latitude was introduced in 2015, billed as the
boat for taller, yet slender paddlers, those who like
the PEx but need a bit more room under the deck
for feet and knees. It is 19.69 inches wide, 17 feet 3
inches long, with a low 50s weight. This boat has a
raised deck, measuring about .5 inches higher than
the PEx. This results in an overall roomier feel. It
also feels significantly quicker than the PEx. Its
max paddler weight comes in around 200 pounds.

making getting one’s feet in and out quite easy. It is
a surfing machine, catching waves and turning
easily at the top and bottom of them. It wants to be
upright, and so rolls and sculls beautifully. It is not
nearly so susceptible to squatting as the PEx. It is so
fast (a pro) that it will race down the face of a wave
(a con) in the hands of the less-diligent. It requires
mindful paddling, with focus on good technique, for
which the rewards are many.

Cons: This boat is nearly perfect, except.........it has
the narrowest cockpit coaming of all the boats in the
catalog. As a result, it is necessary for almost all
humans with standard pelvises to “corkscrew” into
the cockpit. One cannot just sit in the boat. Try that
“corkscrew maneuver” in dumping surf; it is quite a
trick to get in and out quickly and elegantly. In
addition, the three inches added between the cockpit
coaming and the day hatch mean even a person with
long arms must stretch out quite a bit to reach that
day hatch. It also can be a tiring boat to grind out
multi-day trips in, as it tends to turn with the
slightest input.

I’m on my second Latitude now. It continues to be
my favorite boat over all, in spite of the “corkscrew
entry.” Dennis Green can also be seen paddling the
Latitude, and Rob SanLuis continues to be the
boat’s number one fan.

Pros: This boat is nearly perfect. With more volume
overall, it overcomes some of the shortcomings of
the other Pilgrim models. The cockpit coaming is
stretched out, topping the PEx by several inches,

The Echo is the newest boat in the Pilgrim family,
introduced in late 2017. It was designed to replace
the cut-down, low volume versions of the Pilgrim
and PEx. Since it has less rocker, it addresses many
of the issues with the cut-down/low volume
Pilgrims. It is 16 feet 7 inches long, 19.5 inches
wide, and is quite low volume. It weighs in around
50 pounds. Its max paddler weight is stated as 150
pounds (see cons). For the 5-foot tall, 120-pound
paddler who wants a do-everything boat, this is it. It
tracks; it is fast; it can handle rough water.
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The Echo (foreground) and Latitude. Photo: Randi Kruger

Cons: You read that max paddler weight? I don’t
know anyone paddling this boat that tops 125
pounds. Not saying they aren’t out there, but...
Hips? Nope. My shop pro and also my partner both
managed to wiggle into the boat but neither could
get out unassisted. I was a tad wiser; when wiggling
was required to enter, I just said “pass.”
Pros: This boat did correct for that “banana squish”
problem that resulted when the lads at the shop cut
down a Pilgrim. With less rocker, the boat tracks
straight and true. (The lowered rocker can be seen
in the photo below, when compared to the Latitude
next to it.)
It runs light and fast. It offers plenty of contact for
the smallest NDK paddlers. It feels like a Greenland
boat, rolling and sculling away. NDK hit just the
right note with the Echo, it really is the “doeverything” boat the line needed.
The Echo came as a surprise to a number of
paddlers, literally. Both Fern White and Deb
Kearney received Echos after ordering cut-down
Pilgrims. Both have found the boat, after an
adjustment period, to be more than up to the tasks

they ask of it. Pam Foertsch also replaced her PEx
with the Echo, and has described it as having “just
enough room,” and continues to heap praise upon it.
Summary
The entire Pilgrim line is designed for the smaller,
more flexible paddler. The boats all require good
balance, and a committed paddler will find them
most comfortable. Paddlers who have stiff knees
and hips, or really long legs, probably won’t find a
boat in this line. Not to worry, there are plenty of
other boats in the NDK/SKUK catalog. More on
that topic when we cover the Romany line-up in the
next issue of Coastbusters.
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The 50/90 Rule
Rick Wiebush

As sea kayakers, we often want – or need – to know
how fast any tidal current we encounter will be
moving. If part of our trip will involve going against
the current, how hard will we have to work to make
reasonable headway? If we are going with the
current, how strong of a boost will we get? Or, if we
are doing a crossing that involves current moving
perpendicular to our intended path, how much will
the current push us one way or the other?
We can get helpful information about tidal currents
from sources such as the NOAA Current Tables.
These tables show: 1) the direction of the current
when the tide is coming in (“flood”) and going out
(“ebb”); 2) the times of slack water (the brief period
between tides when the current is neither ebbing nor
flooding); and 3) the maximum speed of the current
during the flood and the ebb. Table 1 below shows
the current predictions for the Hudson River at the
George Washington Bridge for January 1, 2019.

Table 1
NOAA Current Predictions:
George Washington Bridge
1/1/2019
Flood Dir:12 degrees (T)
Ebb Dir.198 degree (T)
Time
Stage
Speed (knots)
1:18 AM

slack

-

4:12 AM

flood

2.08

8:06 AM

slack

-

11:12 AM

ebb

-2.09

2:06 PM

slack

-

4:30 PM

flood

1.40

8:12 PM

slack

-

While this information is helpful, it may not be
sufficient for what we need to know. For example,
let’s assume that we want to put in on the Hudson
River at the GW bridge and that we are going to
head south toward lower Manhattan. On the
Hudson, the flood goes north and the ebb goes
south.
If we got on the water right at 8 AM we would
know from the table that we wouldn’t be getting
much push to the south because the current will be
slack at 8:06. Similarly, if we got on the water right
at 11, we would know that we would get a pretty
strong push (2 knots) since that is when the current
is ebbing at its’ maximum rate.
However, what if 8 AM is too early for us and,
given how much distance we need to cover during
the day, 11 is too late? We think the ideal time for
us to get on the water is 10. How can we know what
the current will be doing when we get on the water
at 10 AM?
Table 1 shows that slack (no current) occurs at 8:06
AM and that max ebb (2+ knots of current) occurs
at 11:12 AM. But what happens in between these
times?
The current doesn’t remain at slack, not moving
from 8 o’clock until 11 o’clock, and then suddenly
cranking up to 2+ knots. It also doesn’t suddenly
change from not moving at all at 8:06 AM to
running at 2+ knots starting at 8:07 all the way up
until 11:12.
Instead, the speed of the current gradually increases
from the time of slack until it reaches its’ maximum
speed at max ebb or flood. Once that maximum rate
is achieved, the current speed then decreases
gradually until the time of the next slack period.
How much it increases or decreases – and when - is
what the 50/90 rule is about.

Coastbusters

July 2019

The Rule
The 50/90 rule gives us a mechanism for
determining how fast the current will be running at
different times between the times shown for slack
and max in the current tables. The rule is that:







at about one hour after slack, the current
speed will be equal to 50% of the max rate
at about two hours after slack, the current
speed will be equal to 90% of its’ max rate
at about three hours after slack, the current
will reach its’ maximum rate (100%)
at about four hours after slack the current
will drop to 90% of its’ max rate
at about five hours after slack the current
will drop to 50% of its’ max rate and
at about six hours after slack, the current
will again be slack.

The following table illustrates how this works using
the data from the morning of January 1 for the GW
Bridge. Recall that the max rate on the morning ebb
is 2.09 knots.
Table 2
50/90 Rule Calculation for January 1
at GW Bridge
Time Interval %
Calculate Current
Max
Speed
8:06

slack

0%

0 x 2.09
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Now we can answer our original question: when
we get on the water at 10 AM, the current will be
running at almost two knots (1.88 kts). Moreover,
these data from the 50/90 rule give us a good idea
of what will be happening with the speed of the
current for a couple of hours as we are riding the
ebb from the GW Bridge toward lower Manhattan.
Basically, from the time we get on the water at 10
until at least two hours later, the current will be
going with us at about two knots. Nice boost!
Using the 50/90 Rule in Crossings
The 50 /90 rule is also important when doing
longer crossings in which the current is moving
perpendicular to our intended course. If the current
is substantial (e.g. a knot or more), but not
accounted for, it may cause us to drift significantly
upstream or downstream of our destination.
In order to compensate for drift, we need to know
how far we are likely to drift while doing the
crossing. So we need to know:






what the bearing is to our destination
(intended course)
the distance of the crossing
how long it should take us to do it
the time and strength of the maximum
current
the strength of the current while we are
doing the crossing (using 50/90)

Slack

9:06

+ 1 hr

50%

.50 x 2.09

1.04

10:06

+ 2 hrs

90%

.90 x 2.09

1.88

11:06

+ 3 hrs

100% 100 x 2.09 2.09

12:06

+ 4 hrs

90%

.90 x 2.09

1.88

1:06

+5 hrs

50%

.50 x 2.09

1.04

2:06

+6 hrs

0%

0 x 2.09

slack

Once we know how far we will drift, we can then
make a correction by plotting a new course that
takes the extent of drift into account.
Example. We are on the Chesapeake Bay in
Virginia and want to go from Beach Island to the
southern tip of Watts Island. See Figure 1 on the
following page.
Using a compass, we figure out that our intended
course – absent any drift - would be 281 degrees
(Magnetic).
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Figure 2
Accounting for Current in Crossings: Beach Island to Watts Island
Key
Intended course --- --- --- ---

Drift

......

We then measure the distance between Beach and
Watts and determine that it is almost exactly three
nautical miles. Our group can comfortably paddle
three knots per hour, so it should take us one hour to
make the crossing. Consulting the current tables, we
see that:




1

the current will be ebbing toward the south
on the morning we are doing the crossing
slack is at 9:15 and max ebb is at 12:20
max ebb is 2.1 knots1

These data are hypothetical for purposes of the example.
There are no actual current stations for this body of water.

Corrected heading/Ferry Angle -----------

We want to do the crossing before max ebb hits, so
we decide to leave right at slack at 9:15.
Using the 50/90 rule we determine that:




when we start, there will be no current
at the end of the first hour after slack – just
as we are about to get to Watts – the current
will be moving at one knot (50% of max)
consequently, the average speed of the
current during the hour we are on the water
is one-half (.5) knot.
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These calculations indicate that if our heading –
where our bows are pointed – is the same as our
intended course of 281 degrees, we will drift one
half-mile to the south during the crossing and end
up one half-mile below the southern tip of Watts.
Which we don’t want to do.
To correct for the half-mile drift to the south, we
must plot a new course to a point on Watts that is
one-half mile north of our intended destination. As
shown in Figure 1, our new heading would be about
290 degrees magnetic. Although we now would be
pointing our boats toward the middle of Watts, the
half-mile drift to the south during the crossing
would put us right at our intended destination i.e.
the southern tip of Watts. The 290 heading is our
ferry angle.
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As these examples hopefully illustrate, knowing
how to read a current table and how to apply the
50/90 rule are important skills for people who
paddle in places where there is current. Depending
on the strength of the current, failure to attend to
these issues may at least make for some long,
frustrating paddles and at worst could lead to big
trouble.
(Note: NOAA current tables are here:
https://tidesandcurrents.noaa.gov/noaacurrents/Regi
ons Select the state of interest, then the location.)

Upcoming Events

Dates

Event

7/17 - 21

Grand Marais, MI

Power of Water

greatlakesseakayaksymposium.net

7/19 - 21

Great Lakes
Symposium
ACA L3 IDW

Location

Sponsor

Website/Contact

Chincoteague VA

Cross Currents

Crosscurrentsseakayaking.com

9/27- 29

Kiptopeke Symposium

Cape Charles VA

Cross Currents

Crosscurrentsseakayaking.com

10/10 - 13

Gales Storm Gathering

Munising, MI

10/10-13

Delmarva Paddlers
Retreat

Lewes DE

Qajaq USA

Delmarvapaddlersretreat.org

10/20 - 23

SKG Skills
Symposium

Tybee Is., GA

Sea Kayak Georgia

seakayakgeorgia.com/symposia

11/1 - 3

Autumn Gales

Stonington, CT

Kayakwaveology

galesstormgathering.com

galesstormgathering.com
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Contributors

Jeff Atkins is a 26-year veteran Park Ranger from Charleston SC. He is an ACA L5 instructor, L3 IT and
BC Sea Leader. He is also an instructor for the NC Outward Bound School, and leads expeditions around
several parts of the USA.
Nate Hanson runs Pinniped Kayak, helping sea kayakers develop their skills in the challenging and scenic
waters of downeast Maine. Nate is an ACA L5 Instructor and L3 IT. www.pinnipedkayak.com
James Kesterson is an ACA L-4 Instructor and BC Sea Leader, who lives in Raleigh. He has served in
Vietnam, is a mechanical engineer, was a long-time owner of a high-end art gallery, and is a certified
Master Scuba Diver. James is also a renowned mountaineer who has climbed peaks in North and South
America,
Randi Kruger is an L4 Instructor who runs Capital City Kayak and is the NDK/SKUK representative for
the metro DC area.
Kerry Kirk Pflug is an L3 Instructor and was for several years the President of the Jersey Shore Sea
Kayaking Association (JSSKA). Kerry lives in northern New Jersey.
Rick Wiebush is an ACA L3 Instructor Trainer, L4 Open Water Instructor, and BC Sea Leader. Rick runs
Cross Currents Sea Kayaking and organizes the Kiptopeke Symposium. He has paddled the Sea of Cortes,
the Amazon, the Exumas, Greenland, the U.K., Australia and New Zealand. He lives in Baltimore.

Coastbusters welcomes submissions of trip reports, incident descriptions and analyses, skills and
“how-to” articles, boat and gear reviews, book and video reviews, and sea kayaking-related
photographs.
We are interested in receiving submissions from all paddlers. It just so happens that many of this
month’s contributors are instructors. That is not a requirement.
Articles should be limited to about 750 – 1,000 words and submitted in Word. Photos should be

submitted in .jpg format. Please send your submissions to Rick Wiebush at
rwiebush@gmail.com.

Coastbusters is a publication of Cross Currents Sea Kayaking

