
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Three of us from the Baltimore/DC area ventured 

on a semi-guided paddling trip to the Amazon, 

specifically, the Rio Negro. It turned out to be 

mostly day trips from a base camp, but also 

included a three-day mini-expedition during which 

we slept in hammocks in the snake- and bug-

infested rain forest. Besides that unpleasantness, the 

paddling just wasn’t very interesting. A black river 

going through rain forest is initially absorbing, but 

gets old quickly. What was extremely interesting 

however, was the interactions we had with the little 

communities scattered along the Rio Negro. That 

part of the trip is the focus of this photo essay. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The River 

The Rio Negro (Black River) has its’ headwaters in 

southern Columbia and flows 1,400 miles (!) in a 

southeasterly direction to its’ junction with the 

Amazon River at Manaus, Brasil. Manaus, a city 

with 2.2 million people, sits at the center of the 

Amazonian rainforest. The rest of the river is 

isolated and sparsely populated. The people that do 

live there rely heavily on fishing and lead 

subsistence lifestyles. 

(All photos: Rick Wiebush) 
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          Part of the 1,400 miles of the Rio Negro. 

          The river is about four miles wide at this point. In the rainy season, it can get to be over 15 miles across. 
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Ferries, like these 

docked in 

Manaus, are the 

main form of 

transportation for 

people 

throughout the 

region. It can take 

days to get to 

distant villages. 

People routinely 

bring hammocks 

with them (we 

did it too) and 

string them up on 

various posts on 

the ferry decks. 

 

 

 

 

 

Boats are also 

the main way to 

get around in 

the sparsely-

populated areas. 

It’s how we got 

to different 

sections of the 

river. 
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Transport and 

work: the typical 

boats used by 

villagers for 

transportation and 

fishing. Much to 

our surprise, when 

paddling, they sit 

on the bow or the 

front seat and 

control the boat 

from there. 

 

 

 

Bob Shakeshaft trying 

out a local’s boat that 

apparently was 

designed for tight 

quarters. Like the 

locals, Bob is single-

blading. 
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At one village a bunch 

of kids were swimming 

when we arrived. 

When asked if they 

wanted to try our 

kayaks, there was no 

hesitation. They grow 

up paddling their 

canoes, so the learning 

curve had a pretty low 

slope. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Edging was no 

problem. One 

teenager was 

doing bow 

rudders about 

three minutes 

after he got in the 

kayak 
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This is subsistence living. Two women are taking 

the first steps in preparing manioc (yuca, cassava), 

which is a crop staple. It’s a tuber and a primary 

source of carbohydrates. They can be eaten like 

potatoes (but have to be cooked to detoxify them) or 

ground up into a flour to make breads or cakes, and 

can also be used to make alcohol. 

It was striking the degree of dexterity shown by 

these women in handling their machetes. The 

machetes weren’t just used for chopping; they also 

were used for pairing the skin off. Of course, 

machetes are used for everything in these 

communities. 

 

 

What isn’t shown is the incredibly complicated, 

hand-made machinery that was behind where the 

women were working. Totally made out of wood, it 

had multiple, interconnected levers, chutes, wheels, 

blocks and assorted other arms and legs. It looked 

like one of those things that you drop a ball into and 

it rolls down and opens a door, out of which comes 

something else that runs across and knocks three 

balls out of a holder, each of which goes a different 

direction, one running into a small log that topples 

over and triggers a spring which throws something 

into the air – you get the idea. 

I’m not sure but I think it was for processing the 

manioc into flour. 
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The person in the photo below was stripping acai 

(ah-sigh-ee) berries from their branches in 

preparation of making acai juice. The process, if not 

the technology, was as complicated as the manioc 

processing machinery in the other village. 

The initial step is to find trees with a lot of berries. 

These trees are like 40 -50 feet high and all the 

berries are up near the top. So there is a fair amount of 

squinting and pointing involved. 

Once a promising tree has been identified, one of 

the guys, without any equipment, walks/shimmies 

up the (fairly smooth) trunk like he was on a 

sidewalk. He then breaks off an incredible number 

of branches 3 to 4 feet long, all loaded with berries, 

and makes his way back down. That’s when the 

stripping begins and the berries are thrown into the 

tub you see in the photo. 

Once the berries are stripped, they are put through a 

multi-stage smushing and filtering process, all done 

by hand. The first step involves putting the berries 

into a large square wooden cylinder and then 

 

repeatedly smashing them with a heavy, rectangular 

block of wood. The block fits perfectly into the 

open end of the cylinder with the berries in it. The 

wooden block has a four-foot handle attached to it. 

So someone stands there repeatedly lifting the block 

and pounding it down into the berries. About 100 

times. 

The smashed berries are then put through a type of 

screen that is designed to remove anything other 

than the berry pulp nad juice.  The remaining liquid 

is then poured into another, slightly smaller, 

cylinder and the smashing by hand tool process is 

repeated. Another 100 or so “strokes”. The results 

are put through an even finer screen. The more 

refined results go into a new container, and start the 

pounding process all over. 

So there are three or four rounds of this,, each 

designed to progressively separate more juice from 

the berries.  I did about four minutes worth of 

smashing in the third stage of the process and was 

exhausted. 

The juice was pretty good. Subsistence.

 

March 2022                Coastbusters                   Page 7 

 



 

 

Some of the Paddling 

We used folding 

Trak kayaks. 

They were fairly 

easy to put 

together and did 

ok on the water. 

The big plus was 

the fact they 

could be broken 

down and shipped 

from the US to 

Brasil. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Into the rain 

forest with a local 

guy who used his 

machete liberally 

to clear a path and 

who pointed out 

20 different plants 

with medicinal 

properties that 

were regularly 

used in the river 

communities 
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Cooking over an 

open fire with 

multiple options 

for heat strength 

via the varied 

placement of 

support sticks 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Monster lilies, 

each 36” to 40” 

across 
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             An indigenous mask 
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Ed. Note: The January edition of Coastbusters 

contained an article about Gino Watkins, the young 

British explorer who in 1932 died at age 23 while 

sea kayaking during an expedition to Greenland. F. 

Spencer Chapman, who was part of Watkins’ crew, 

subsequently wrote a book about their expedition, 

titled “Northern Lights”. One chapter in the book is 

devoted to how and why the Brits learned to paddle 

while in Greenland. The following are excerpts 

from that chapter. The sub-headings are mine. 

The Art of Kayaking 

In the winter, there ae many ways of hunting seals. 

You can shoot them in the open water or in leads 

among the ice, or you can set nets for them, or 

harpoon them at their breathing holes… But in the 

summer, when seals are more plentiful, there is only 

one way of hunting them, and that is from a kayak. 

And as the seal is more essential to the Eskimos 

than manna was to the Israelites in the wilderness, 

they have reached a high level of efficiency not 

only in the handling of the kayak but in the design 

of the craft itself and all its equipment. 

 

The kayak of the Angmagssalik Eskimo is not only 

a wonder of efficiency, but a veritable artistic 

triumph. It is the perfect canoe. Each detail has 

evolved until it has reached perfection. The kayak, 

like a racehorse, is a thing of infinite beauty. When 

the Quest first reached Greenland, we saw the 

natives in their kayaks throwing their harpoons with 

consummate grace; and later we saw them, dressed 

in waterproof coasts, rolling the kayak right over in 

the water. They fell over on one side, and with a 

dexterous movement of the paddle appeared again 

on the other. We appreciated then the skills of this, 

as a trick, but it was not till we had personal  

 
Area of Southeast Greenland referenced in the article 

 

experience that realized the importance, indeed the 

necessity, of being able to perform this strange 

evolution. 

 

Watkins realized that it would be impossible for us 

to hunt seals in the summer unless we learnt to use a 

kayak. Furthermore, should we succeed in this, we 

would be able to support ourselves on journeys 

along the coast, instead of having to carry a vast 

amount of food and impedimenta. Europeans had 

learnt to go in a kayak before … But it was 

generally thought impossible that a European could 

learn to hunt seals from a kayak, or to roll it in the 

Eskimo fashion.  

 

Kayak Construction 

In some parts of the Arctic, whalebone is used for 

the framework of the kayak, but at Angmagssalik 

there is always plenty of driftwood. Pine trees get 

swept down the great rivers of Siberia, and  
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              Kayaking with the Watkins Boys 

                               F. Spencer Chapman 



 

 

following the arctic drift, possibly within a few 

miles of the North pole itself, are eventually seen by 

the watchful Eskimo floating about among the pack, 

great white tree trunks 10 or 15 yards long. 

 

The natives, working outside their tents in the 

sunshine, did not take long to build them once they 

had got the necessary wood and skins. The 

framework is about 18 feet long and consists of five 

laths of wood longitudinally, and fifteen or sixteen 

transverse ribs, making the kayak less than 2 feet 

wide in the middle. These are most carefully cut out 

(with a pocket-knife, of course) and are steamed 

over the cooking-pots and then bent to the required 

shape. The various parts are cunningly spliced 

together, and held in place by wooden pegs. The 

extremities, where the keel and two side pieces 

meet, are a work of art. Skins of the large bearded 

seal are preferred, but only one or two of the most 

skillful hunters had their kayaks covered with these. 

Most of them had to use skins of bladder-nose seals 

or even of the Greenland seal. Kayaks covered with 

these have to be re-skinned each year, but the 

bearded seal-skin will last two or three. 

 

The skins are allowed to putrefy till the hair and 

grain of skin can be easily scraped off. The smell of 

the skin is then most nauseating, yet the natives 

eagerly gobble up any of the trimmings. Two skins 

are usually enough, and they are put on wet and 

pulled as tight as possible before sewing, so that 

when dry the skins are as tight as a drum. Sinew is 

used for the stitching, which is done in two rows 

about half an inch apart, so that the finished kayak 

is completely waterproof after it has been treated 

with boiled seal-oil. Coat after coat of this is rubbed 

in till the skin will absorb no more, and the last 

layer forms a coat of shiny, sticky varnish. A 

wooden ring, which will just fit over the hips, is 

fixed to the frame and supports the seal-skin on a 

row of small bone pegs on its inner side. … At first, 

most of us found it quite impossible to get into the 

kayaks: we would get our feet in and then heave as 

hard as we could on the seal-skin thongs; but our  

 

 

but our kneecaps always seemed too large. 

Wobbly Beginnings 

To begin with we got in on land, which was hard 

enough, and were then lifted into the water while 

our instructors still held on to the stern. At first it 

felt most unsafe, very like trying to ride a bicycle 

for the first time. You wobbled one way, and then 

went too far over the other way trying to correct 

your balance, and finally lost it completely. The 

paddle laid flat on the water steadied you a little, 

but it was all most precarious, and purely a matter 

of balance. After a bit, we could gingerly paddle 

along, being very careful round corners, and staring 

fixedly straight in front, for the least turn of the 

head started a wobble. ….. When you are in a kayak 

you have to perpetually balance it. If you relax, you 

capsize at once. With experience, of course, you 

learn to balance it unconsciously. 

Rolling Lessons 

We had seen the Eskimos “rolling” of course, and 

like most skillfully performed acrobatic feats it 

looked easy, though we knew it would take some 

time to learn… Watkins actually learnt to do it 

several weeks before the rest of us, but though he 

could usually perform it, he was not exactly certain 

what the movement was. 

I remember very well when I started my first 

lessons. Three days after I first got into a kayak I 

went in a single day about 10 miles down Sermilik 

Fjord on the way to Angmagssalik, and being rather 

pleased with myself, thought I was ready to learn to 

roll. When we got to Angmagssalik, the local 

schoolmaster and the wireless operator’s assistant, 

who were about the best kayakers, came out to 

“pick up”, while all the inhabitants lined the shore 

to watch the fun. 

I had rehearsed the movement carefully on land. If I 

rolled by falling over towards the left, I must keep 

my left hand (holding the extreme end of the 

paddle) right down, almost touching the kayak 

deck. With my right arm held well down the paddle,  
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I was to make a big sweep over my left shoulder 

and above my head. If I cut the stroke, or if I raised 

my left hand, I would fail to come up. 

I got into the right position for starting, and feeling 

quite petrified let myself slip over into the icy 

water. Once underneath, it all seemed so odd that I 

made a dash at the stroke, cut my swing, lifted my 

left hand and was quite surprised when nothing 

happened. I dropped the paddle, put a frantic hand 

up on each side of my kayak, and watched the slim 

bows of the other kayaks coming slowly alongside. 

I grasped them and son breathed the air again. I 

tried this several times, but though I once got my 

head above water I slipped back again. Then, as we 

were all rather cold, the session was closed. (Seven 

of the crew, including Chapman, eventually learned 

how to roll – ed. 

Photo:  Jacub Bartek 

 

Hunting 

One day I went out hunting with four of the natives 

and instead of taking my harpoon and line, I took 

with me a 16-mm, cinematograph camera…. We 

went about 6 miles from the land, chasing several 

seals along the way, but each time they reappeared 

out of range and eluded us… Suddenly there was a 

large disturbance in the water, and a large, grey-

brown body broke the still surface or the sea, arched 

over in the water and disappeared. I could see as the 

Eskimos swung their kayaks round that it was 

 

 

something unusual, and when they excitedly 

whispered “kreaydewar” (Narwhal) I was so thrilled 

I nearly capsized. We went all out towards land, 

straining every sinew. Soon the Narwhal appeared 

to one side, came up three times and disappeared 

again. We changed our course, and paddled as if 

possessed, taking great long strokes that hurled the 

light kayaks through the water… This went on for 

more than an hour. 

At last the leading hunter was just behind the 

Narwhal when he came up. … Next time it 

appeared the hunter hurled his harpoon and hastily 

threw the float overboard. The beast disappeared, 

dragging the float down after him. Both were below 

for several minutes. At last the float bobbed up, and 

the hunters, who had spread out waiting for it, 

rushed to the place. Soon the Narwhal appeared 

beside the float. Another harpoon was hurled and 

this time two floats were dragged down, but not for 

long. After a few seconds the great animal appeared 

and thrashed crimson on the surface. The harpoon 

point had found its mark. 

Now Get It Back Home 

 Normally the Narwhal would start to sink soon 

after death, and it would be almost impossible for a 

kayak to tow it home. Two kayaks were therefore 

brought alongside with the dead narwhal between. 

A paddle was put across the kayaks, making them 

both stable. Then one man took out a knife and cut a 

small hole in the Narwhal’s back. Next, working 

with a wooden peg, he made a space between the 

blubber and flesh of the Narwhal. With his hand on 

the paddle he then leant down and put his lips to the 

hole which he had cut, blew the Narwhal up as one 

does a balloon, and hastily inserted a wooden peg 

before the air could escape. After that, the four 

hunters harnessed themselves to the dead narwhal 

and started to paddle homewards. 

I have never seen men so genuinely happy: all the 

way home they sang old songs and waved their 

harpoons in sheer joy. It was not a very large 

Narwhal, and when we got near a small island they 
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Narwhal. Photo courtesy of obri oceanu.com 

 

decided to land and cut it up. A small piece on the 

back of each kayak, it would be easier to carry 

homewards. but the swell was so great that we were 

quite unable to land. Out at sea it had not troubled 

us, but here the breakers were rolling up the rocks 

with showers of spray and foam. 

The ice-floes, on the other hand, rise and fall with 

the swell, and on them at any rate one could land. 

We did this, and hauled the Narwhal up on to the 

ice. Then it appeared, rather to my disappointment, 

that it was really quite a small one, being only about 

8 feet long. Had it been much larger the natives said 

we would never have been able to catch it; as it was, 

we had had to give chase for more than an hour 

before a harpoon could be thrown. The big 

Narwhals are only killed when they are caught 

sleeping near the surface, and even after the first 

harpoon has been thrown they may still drag the 

float for several miles. After blowing up the 

Narwhal once more, the Eskimos got into their 

kayaks on the floe and dived in them back into the 

water. 

As we approached the settlement they all shouted 

out at the top of their voices that one Cardi had 

killed a “kreaydewar”. All the natives swarmed out 

of their tents and son the animal was divvied up. 

Every hunter who is present at a kill is entitled to  

 

his share of the spoil. The skin and blubber of the 

Narwhal have a sweet nutty flavor which is most 

delicious, and the meat is much like venison. Like 

seal-meat, it has no flavor of fish whatsoever. 
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Narwahls 

Called the unicorn of the sea, Narwahls are 

in the whale family and are related to 

Beluga whales.  They live near the Arctic 

circle, traveling under the ice and coming 

up for air through holes in the ice. They can 

stay submerged for 25 - 30 minutes. The 

males can grow to 12 – 15 feet and weigh 

up to 3,500 pounds. They can live up to 50. 

It is the males who have the distinctive tusk, 

which is actually an incisor tooth. That tusk 

can grow to 7 – 10 feet. Scientists are 

unclear about the functions of the tusk, but 

it is related to social dominance. 

Cod and halibut make up most of their diet, 

but they will also eat shrimp and squid. 

Their predators are polar bears, sharks and 

orcas. 

Sources: Wikipedia, NOAA, Whale Scientists 



 
 

 

 

 

My paddle slipped into the glossy water, right, left, 

right, left, torso turning with each stroke and feet 

pushing against the kayak’s pedals. I settled into a 

groove while headed for a gray outline of trees and 

rocks across the channel. The thick fog limited my 

view to a bubble of 200 feet. In this little world it 

was easy to notice changes. Ripples meant a 

predator, seal or bluegill, had driven a school of fish 

to the surface where there was no more up for them  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

to go. Lobster buoys came in and out of view as I 

kept the kayak’s nose steady on the point of land 

ahead. My attention focused on my breath. Rising. 

Falling. Rising, right stroke. Falling, left stroke. The 

kayak became an extension of my body as we slid 

through the gray, and there were moments where I 

disconnected completely from the chatter of 12 sea 

kayakers in the group. It was just me gliding 

through the fog. Deeper into my breath. Deeper into 

each moment. Deeper into the gray.

 

 

          Maine fog. Photo: Rick Wiebush 
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            Into the Grey 

              

              Lora Woodward         



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Foam 

 Photo: Bill Vonnegut 
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     Photos of the Month 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Breach 

 Photo: Kathy Bosin 
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NFW 

 Photo: Bill Vonnegut 
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A Grand Plan 

 

At a Rappahannock river launch one cool Virginia 

dawn, I sat staring at a pile of food tins, clothing 

and gear. My cargo hatches were full and a last-

minute triage was needed. A low rumble behind 

me announced a gaggle of muddy boots that soon 

shuffled into view. A mini flash-mob of fishermen 

surrounded my 18-foot kayak for a closer look. 

Murmuring among themselves, they eyed the long 

blue boat and strewn gear. One finally spoke up. 

 

“Where you goin’ in that thing?”  

 

“Outer Banks,” I replied. About 300 miles down 

the Atlantic coastline. 

 

“All the way to Carolina?” Yep.  

 

A long silence followed. I was being assessed.  

 

Finally, an utterance, matter-of-fact: “Shee-ut.”  

“Ballza steel,” said another. “Boy’s got ballza 

steel.” 

 

The matter was settled. The group peeled away, 

supportive but dubious about my endeavor. Across 

the loading dock, an elderly observer lingered, 

enjoying the river at this early hour. His large, 

stooped frame was neatly dressed, graying curls 

cropped to his skull. Clear eyes tracked me behind 

70s-era chrome frames.  

 

Nothing more would fit into the hatches or cockpit 

except the lower half of my body. A few final 

adjustments to the bulkier items on deck, then I’d 

 

 

 

shove off. My heart pumped – I’d conceived this  

mini-expedition, my first, a year earlier.  

 

The older gent now approached with purpose in his 

eyes. I stood to meet his gaze, but he said nothing. 

A loose chain, the kind used for military ID tags, 

hung from his hand. He held out a hand-carved 

crucifix, a mute offering for my journey. Its 

weighty, wooden form felt medieval, a protective 

amulet from another era. The man and his motives 

fascinated me, less so the object. Samaritans are 

creatures of context, responding to situations of 

perceived danger. What was dangerous about my 

little odyssey? 

 

I’d chosen a source-to-sea expedition format with 

few open crossings and no real wilderness. A true 

beginner’s path. By hand-railing riverbanks and 

coastlines, much of it developed and populated, 

any external unknowns were few. Major risks such 

as dangerous ocean inlets or hurricanes were 

knowable and avoidable. With no prior expedition 

experience, could I sustain stamina and stay 

healthy over weeks of heavy paddling? I was an 

impatient, ill-equipped novice with no rolling or 

rough water skills. I’d practiced self-rescues 

maybe twice. I was my greatest liability, a perfect 

candidate for disaster.  

 

Impatience  

 

Anticipation and excitement generate a deafening 

noise called impatience. It shoves aside all 

precaution and ignores the risks posed by new 

data. Avalanche experts attribute most fatal  
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                   Risk and Reward: 

          An Unskilled Solo Expedition 

                              (Part 1) 

                       Edward Rackley         



 

 

 

 
Rappahannock River Entrance to Chesapeake Bay - NOAA 

 

accidents not to snow conditions but to poor 

decisions that begin long before any actual threat is 

faced. Think of elite Everest climbers driving 

ahead despite blizzard conditions, desperate for a 

record ascent time. Impatience can play a big part 

in bad decision-making, regardless of our skill 

level. Systematic user error has its point of no 

return. 

 

The first week paddling the Rappahannock down 

into Chesapeake Bay brought heavy storms, but 

my hand-railing technique sheltered me from 

lightning and high winds. I focused on building 

stamina, aiming first for eight, then ten to twelve 

hours a day in the cockpit, with fewer breaks. My 

knowledge of endurance nutrition was purely 

intuitive, based on one-day events like marathons 

and bike racing. I would learn the physical toll of 

the trip on the water. Calories alone were no 

solution to drawn-out, cumulative drain. Regular 

rest was also key. Exhilarated and impatient, I 

ignored both.  

 

 

 

Stealth 

 

Water-front homes, farmland, marine services and 

small towns occupy the shores of the Chesapeake, 

with few designated camping areas. Sleep spots 

ranged from private lawns to short piers, with an 

occasional patch of wooded shoreline. Further 

south the long stretches of salt marsh prevented 

landing the boat on hard ground. Raised above the 

tidal flats, wooden platforms or ‘duck blinds’ 

provided a regular layover spot.  

 

A good sleep required stealth in scoping potential 

sites from the water, often in darkness without a 

flashlight. This ninja camping required different 

problem-solving skills than those on the water, 

with a subversive element that set me outside 

society’s margins. Would my movements stir the 

dogs, prodding sleeping homeowners to rise and 

scan for prowlers? Would they be armed? This was 

NRA country.  

 

Hungry and frazzled after long hours in salt and 

sun, I secured the boat and bivvied after a quick 

snack. Pre-dawn departures were hushed, furtive 

affairs, rewarded by the freedom of open waters at 

the earliest hours. I was caught only once, drawing 

water from the outdoor tap of what, after knocking 

at the door, had seemed an empty home. 

 

 

 
Duck blind at dawn. Stock photo 
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Signs of Trouble 

 

I’d been on the water about a week as I approached 

my first open crossing, ten miles across Mobjack 

Bay, two days north of Newport News. As I 

moved further into open water, gathering  

crosswinds broached the stern in following seas, 

overpowering the skeg and weathercocking the 

boat. Paddling faster didn’t compensate for my  

lack of edging and bracing experience. I knew 

waves were ridden and surfed, but repeat 

broaching and course correction was draining and 

dispiriting.  

 

As distance from shore grew, so did the fetch; each 

successive wave brought bigger challenges. I could 

see the patterns and structure of the changing sea 

state, and that felt positive. But nothing I did 

stopped the constant broaching and 

weathercocking. Wasting energy with corrective 

paddling, I zig-zagged across the Bay. A three-

hour crossing was pushing into six hours. Under  

the heavy wash of a hard broach, I tipped suddenly 

and nearly capsized, feeling the panic of 

helplessness for the first time.  

 

 

 

 

 

A Sinking Feeling  

 

Little surprise, then, that on my next big crossing 

I’d lose my boat in steep swell a quarter mile from 

shore. Suddenly, I had capsized - in much bigger 

following seas, a magnified version of events in 

Mobjack Bay.  

 

The day’s goal had been to cross Norfolk Harbor, 

where the Chesapeake Bay and James River enter 

the Atlantic Ocean. But now, in the middle of a 

massive shipping lane, I bobbed alongside my 

kayak’s skyward-facing hull. Panic gave way to 

resignation after my cockpit flooded, nearly 

pulling the boat underwater where it rolled like a 

sodden log.  

 

I’d paddled hard in rough water for six hours 

without rest or food, in a race to reach the safer, 

calmer Intra-Coastal canal. Cargo ships, yachts and 

smaller motorboats passed within sight of me, busy 

with their own navigation. Rescue was not some  

automatic service guaranteed to a person in 

distress. I could float here for hours or abandon my 

boat and try to swim to shore. 

 
            Chesapeake Bay Entrance. NOAA 
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Neither prospect had been on my mind at that 

morning’s launch. The Intra-Coastal Waterway 

traverses this massive crossroads, and I’d hoped to 

camp on its southern banks that night, clear of 

urban areas.  

 

By eleven a.m. I was at mid-crossing with the 

Norfolk Naval Station in full view. I could gauge 

the violent scale of ricocheting waves bounding off 

loading docks and moored container ships. A 

westerly wind blew hard down the James as it 

entered the bay, pushing more current and swell 

into the roiling bathtub around me. The morning’s 

daunting seas weren’t calming, just restructuring 

and escalating. Afternoon conditions would far 

exceed my abilities. 

 

Half-way across the shipping channel and from the 

middle of the bay, I could make out the narrow 

passage between Craney Island, a naval docking 

area, and the opening of the Intra-Coastal 

Waterway.  

 

A fresh wind hit from the west. Erratic waves 

smashed and jostled frantically, generating clapotis 

like I’d never seen. Simultaneously spilling over 

the bow and stern from different directions, with  

some running the length of the hull, while others 

slammed from the beam. The boat tossed like 

popcorn, and I lost any sense of forward motion.  

 

With a half-full cockpit from the morning’s 

crossing, my thin nylon spray skirt was pointless. I 

opened it to bail, but nothing could stop the gallons 

pouring in. Within half an hour the cockpit was 

full; the boat wobbly and inert, nearly submerged. 

I doubled down on forward strokes, but the boat 

barely moved. I’d failed my first test of rough 

conditions.  

 

A surprise incoming caught me off guard with a 

wall of water up my backside. The boat teetered, 

throwing my weight to one side. I tried slapping 

my blade on the water but sliced it like a knife—no 

bracing technique. Was my capsize inevitable, the 

preordained outcome of a slew of bad decisions? 

Surely, but which ones? I compensated for no 

technique and poor equipment with brute force 

over ignorance. Now I floated on my side, thankful 

for my PFD, shivering and blinking at the sky. Six 

hours of struggle had culminated in this forced wet 

exit and a whole new set of threats. 

 

 

 
                Photo courtesy of Sea Kayaking Cornwall 
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Now What? 

 

Hypothermia was the most immediate concern. 

Without no dry suit or neoprene, I had to keep 

moving to stay warm, burning calories I couldn’t 

replenish. Leaving the boat and swimming to shore 

was one option, but this wasn’t yet a sink-or-swim 

crisis. And the longer I drifted the less attractive 

striking out alone became. With little sense of 

prevailing winds or tidal flow, swimming could 

draw me back up the bay, or push me out to sea.  

 

Other threats were slow onset shock (bonking), 

exposure and drowning. Windsurfing in the San 

Francisco Bay years ago, my cousin Barnes 

disappeared and washed ashore days later. Ship 

captains later reported seeing a man waving atop a 

surfboard, but no one had perceived his gestures as 

calls for help. His fate was suddenly on my mind. 

 

It was still early afternoon. Gauging my reserves 

and adrenaline, I estimated four more hours of 

mental clarity and physical strength, and about the 

same of sunlight. I’d prepared for this scenario with 

a low-budget waterproof VHF, but it died in the 

water. I had no flares or other signaling gear. 

Communications were limited to waving, whistling, 

and yelling over the high winds, yet I was barely 

visible in the big swell. Given that it was a Saturday 

afternoon and a well-trafficked nautical crossroads,  

 

 
Photo courtesy of RNLI 

my rescue chances were higher here than Mobjack 

Bay. Large yachts and small cargo ships motored 

between the bay, ocean, various industrial ports and 

private marinas. Some passed within well under a 

quarter mile, in bright sunshine. My waving and 

yelling had no effect.  

 

This is going nowhere 

 

My focus turned from rescue to getting to the 

nearest shoreline, under a mile. I could more easily 

make that distance than flag a passing ship. I tied a 

bow line to my life jacket and started swimming 

along with wind and waves, which in theory would 

help push the boat along behind me. But my 

swimming got us nowhere. A fully loaded, semi-

submerged kayak weighs hundreds of pounds, and 

exhaustion was setting in. I scanned the waterline 

for approaching ships, estimating their trajectory in 

relation to my position. 

 

Unseen or Ignored 

 

Boats of all sizes kept passing; surely, I’d soon be 

spotted. I considered leaving the kayak and 

swimming into a captain’s line of vision, but this 

was desperate and dangerous. Even half submerged, 

my kayak was the best flotation device I had, and 

visible from a distance. When the swell carried me 

high, I swung my paddle skyward. From the troughs 

I yelled downwind, hoping my voice would carry. 

 

Three hours passed. Some captains turned their 

heads at my bright white hull, but I could see that a 

kayaker bobbing in the water was sounding no 

alarms. Local beaches were probably packed with 

swimmers and surfers. Small sailboats and 

windsurfers capsize and self-right all the time.  

I thought of my cousin and how he’d lasted in 

colder conditions. He’d spent all night and the next 

day hanging to his board, waving at ships. Here, 

occasional motorboats zipped between larger yachts 

like mice among elephants. Their line of sight was 

barely higher than mine. Spotting me was unlikely 

unless I was in their path.   
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Samaritans 

 

Late in the day a small motorboat appeared to be 

leisurely heading my way. Three or four persons 

were aboard, enjoying the afternoon. This was a 

good sign—the more on-deck passengers, the more 

eyes would be scanning the horizon. Larger ships 

had no passengers or visible crew, so my chances 

were lower. I waved my paddle and shouted. But 

they powered on, indifferent, and I turned to scan 

other horizons. When I glanced back moments later, 

their bow was headed toward me, rising high 

against the wind and swell. An older man kneeled at 

the bow railing, shouting directions to a driver I 

could not see. On the front deck a small girl’s 

blowing hair picked up shards of sunlight. Crashing  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

upwind, they powered down to flank me. We stared 

at each other, taking measure, like strangers 

meeting in common cause. 

 

The older man threw out a rope that I tied to my 

submerged bow. Swimming toward them I felt 

rigid, every muscle stiff against the cold. I slowly 

scaled a folding ladder off from the stern, climbed 

on deck, and collapsed in a sunny corner by the 

motor. My teeth chattered, face was numb, and 

voice inaudible. The girl and her father covered me 

in dry towels as we pulled away, towing my kayak 

to their urban marina.  

 

After a day of recuperation with an old college 

friend, I was back on the water heading south, with 

many new challenges in store. Follow the rest of 

this adventure in the next issue of Coastbusters! 

__________________

 

 
A calmer Chesapeake Bay in winter. Photo: Mark Baskeyfield. 
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Day/Date 

 

Course Location Instructors/Guides Cost 

Wednesdays 

Feb 23 – Apr 

23 

Navigation for Paddlers 

(Online) 

Your house + On water 

session Apr 23 Annapolis 

Rick Wiebush, Paula 

Hubbard 

$295 ($200 if no 

on-water session) 

FULL 

Sat – Sat 

Mar 5 – 12  

Florida Nature Coast Tarpon Springs/Crystal River 

area 

Rick Wiebush $625 + housing 

FULL 

Fri - Sun  

May 13 - 15 

Outer Banks and Cape 

Lookout 

Emerald Isle, NC James Kesterson, Rick 

Wiebush 

$325 + housing 

Sat - Sun  

May 21 – 22 

Intensive Intermediate 

Skills 

Kent Narrows, MD Laurie Collins, Denise 

Parisi, Shelly Wiechelt 

$225  

Sat June 4 Intro to Kayaking Spa Creek, Annapolis MD Paula Hubbard $125 

 

Sat – Sun 

June 4 - 5 

Greenland Skills Rocky Gorge Mike Hamilton $225 

Fri – Fri 

June 3 -10 

Outward Bound Staff 

Training (Private) 

Lower Chesapeake Bay Rick Wiebush n/a 

Sat – Sun 

June 18 - 19 

Paddle Smarter: Women’s 

Skills Weekend 

Chestertown, MD Paula Hubbard $225 + housing 

Sat. June 19 

 

Rolling: Video Analysis Rocky Gorge Reservoir Mike Hamilton $100 

Fri – Sun 

June 24 - 26 

Open and Rough Water 

Skills + Leadership 

Cape Charles, VA James Kesterson $295 + housing 

Fri – Sun 

July 1 - 3 

The Gathering at Tangier Tangier Island, VA Rick Wiebush, Laurie 

Collins 

$325 + housing 

Sat July 9 + 

23 + Aug 6. 

Rolling Instruction Series 

Three sessions 

Rocky Gorge Reservoir Mike Hamilton $175 (for all three) 

FULL 

Sat July 16 

 

Intro to Kayaking Spa Creek, Annapolis Denise Parisi $125 

Sat July 24 

 

Incident Management Chestertown, MD Paula Hubbard $125 

Fri July 29 – 

Sun July 31 

Women’s Surf and 

Bouncy Water Weekend 

Metompkin Inlet, VA 

Eastern Shore 

Ashley Brown $325 + housing 

Sat – Thurs  

Aug 6 - 11 

Cape Cod Exploration Harwich, MA Paula Hubbard, Rick 

Wiebush 

$525 + housing  

Fri - Sun.  

Aug. 12 - 14 

Rocks and Ledges Newport, RI Ken Fandetti, Rick 

Wiebush, Paula Hubbard 

$325 + housing 

Sat. Aug 20  

 

Intro to Kayaking Spa Creek, Annapolis Denise Parisi, Shelly 

Wiechelt 

$125 

Sat – Sun 

Aug 20 - 21 

Intensive Intermediate 

Skills 

Spa Creek, Annapolis Laurie Collins, Luci 

Hollingsworth 

$225 

Fri – Sun 

Aug 28 - 29 

Gathering at Rehoboth 

Bay 

Camp Arrowhead, DE Jeff Atkins, Mike 

Hamilton, Rick Wiebush 

$295 + housing 

Weds - Thurs 

Sept. 21 - 22 

British Canoeing: Sea 

Leader Training (4*) 

Cape Charles, VA Todd Wright $275 

Fri – Sun 

Sept 23- 25 

10th Annual Kiptopeke 

Symposium 

Cape Charles, VA Wright, Williams, Noffsinger, 

Atkins, Brown, Sigethy,  more 
$375 

+ housing 
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Coast Guard helicopter lowering a rescue swimmer. Photo: Whitney Sanford (All photos by Whitney) 
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         What Practicing Kayak Rescues With                 

              The Coast Guard Taught Me 

 

                               Whitney Sanford         



 

 

 

Mayday, Mayday, Mayday…These are words I 

hope never to say, but there I was in Charleston 

Harbor hailing the United States Coast Guard. I 

pulled my marine VHF radio from my PFD and 

requested medical assistance for a 62-year old male 

with chest pains and dizziness. Fortunately, this call 

was only part of a training exercise. The designated 

victim - my husband - played the role of victim in 

our rescue scenario. Nevertheless, seeing my 

husband stretched out on the deck of a 45′ Coast 

Guard Response Boat Medium reminded me that 

someday one of us might need to make a similar 

call. 

 

Kevin, I, and five others came to Charleston to 

participate in a joint kayak - Coast Guard training 

exercise. Every April, Scott Brown and Jeff Atkins 

run the Joint Incident Management Program prior to 

the East Coast Paddle Sports Festival. Scott is a 

retired army officer and helicopter pilot who 

conducted combat search and rescue exercises, and 

Jeff is a kayak instructor and runs Wavepaddler in 

South Carolina. Scott designed this exercise to help 

the Coast Guard and paddlers partner in real rescue  

 

situations, so the training works both ways. 

Kayakers learn the correct language to hail the coast 

guard and guide the rescue boat and helicopter to 

their location, and the coast guard personnel learn 

how to locate and assist people in small boats. 
 

Our team of nine gathered in Demetre Park at 7:30 

am on a windy morning. Several days before, we 

‘met’ on a conference call to go over call signals, 

safety protocol and the morning’s program. I had 

been checking wind and waves daily, hoping 

conditions would be small enough to conduct the 

exercise but big enough to be somewhat realistic.  

 

As soon as we arrived, we prepared our boats and 

gear to launch in case the weather deteriorated. 

Everyone carried VHF radios, tow belts, contact 

tows, and a variety of rescue and safety equipment, 

including extra clothes and first aid kits. We 

paddled out to a navigational marker in the area of 

‘Middle Ground’ between Castle Pinkney and Fort 

Sumter, to prepare for exercises with the coast 

guard boat and helicopter.

 

 
                               The operations area (“OPBOX”) at Middle Ground in Charleston Harbor. NOAA 
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Use Plain Language 

First we practiced ‘rafting up’, that is, holding our 

boats together. In case of an actual rescue, gathering 

the boats both makes us visible to rescuers and also 

provides stability to care for a victim and call for 

help. In rough conditions, a victim who is ill or has 

sustained an injury such as a shoulder dislocation 

will not be able to remain upright and needs the 

support of at least one other kayak. Another paddler 

might tow the entire raft to prevent drifting into a 

hazard.  

 

Kayakers frequently use the term ‘raft up’ when we 

want our group to come together, and I had never 

considered whether this term is useful to others. 

One participant associated with the Coast Guard 

pointed out the term ‘raft’ is meaningless to the 

Coast Guard. Another wondered if they might not 

look for a large gray raft, not a group of kayaks. 

Scott warned us to avoid jargon - “Use plain 

language.” Lesson learned. 

 

Victim Transfer  

 

At 10 am we began our exercises with the Coast 

Guard boat and helicopter. I made the first Mayday 

call, requesting help for Kevin’s “heart attack”. I 

noted our location, the number of people in our 

group, and our problem. And the Coast Guard 

always asks if everyone is wearing a PFD. After 

approximately ten minutes, the rescue boat arrived - 

this might be much longer in a real situation. Lee 

and Ted stabilized Kevin’s boat and brought him  
 

 
Victim transfer from rafted kayaks to Coast Guard boat. 

 
Guiding the helicopter in via VHF 

 

parallel to the rescue boat so that he could be lifted 

on board. Doing so gave the crew practice working 

with 16’ kayaks in rough seas and helped us 

understand how to help the coast guard help us. 
 

Critical Communication 

 

Next, the part we had all been waiting for— the 

helicopter ops. Imagine being injured and floating 

out to sea on an out-going tide. A helicopter flies 

overhead, but can they see you? From a distance, 

the bright white, yellow, and orange colors of our 

kayaks are specks in a vast ocean. A helicopter or 

boat might see the smoke from our flares, assuming 

we carried them, and most of us carry PLBs 

(Personal Locator Beacons). Search and rescue 

helicopters fly multiple search patterns looking for 

survivors, but we can increase our odds by guiding 

the aircraft using our VHF radios. Each of us 

practiced directing the USCG HH-65 Dolphin –

“right turn, stop turn, we’re on your nose,” learning 

the language to best communicate with the crew.  

 

Then an Aviation Survival Technician “rescue 

swimmer,” with fins, snorkel, and helmet, jumped 

from the helicopter and swam to our boats, sharing 

tips on how to be spotted from the air. The 

helicopter crew raised and lowered him on the hoist, 

replicating what might happen in an actual rescue. 

If Kevin’s heart attack were real, the crew would 

have placed him in a rescue basket, raised him up, 

and immediately began medical treatment, probably 

saving his life. 

March 2022                Coastbusters                   Page 28 

 



 

 

 
Here comes the rescue swimmer 

 

Mayday or Not? 

 

When life, limb or vessel are at risk, that calls for 

a “Mayday”. This is nothing to take casually. 

Asking for help puts other lives at risk - the rescuers 

and other victims, for example. However, in an 

emergency such as a heart attack far from shore or a 

serious injury, calling for help saves lives.  

 

While debriefing after the exercises, we debated 

about what situations call for a Mayday. In our 

second practice round with the coast guard 45’ 

Response Boat Medium, I played the victim, a 57-

year old woman with a dislocated shoulder. Was a 

Mayday call necessary, we asked?  

 

As usual, it depends. If we had been surfing 50 

yards off Folly Beach, then “no” because my 

friends could help me ashore and call 911. I would 

get medical care within the ‘Golden Hour’, i.e., 

within one hour of a traumatic injury.  On the other 

hand, if we were a mile off-shore in an out-going 

tide, my inability to paddle would place the entire 

group in danger if we drifted into bigger conditions. 

In that case, calling the Coast Guard would reduce 

risk for the entire group and perhaps prevent a 

multi-victim rescue. 
 

Need to Mitigate Risk 

Ultimately mitigating risk is the best way we can 

help the coast guard and ourselves. Reducing risk 

begins the moment we plan the activity and does  

 

 

not end until everyone is home safe. This means 

asking questions, even ones that might seem 

intrusive. Is all equipment functional, and are all 

members of the group healthy and prepared for 

existing conditions? For kayakers in the coastal 

Southeast, understanding tides and currents is 

critical. In an incident or capsize, will we drift 

towards safety or out to sea? Scott adapted a set of 

risk-related questions from Eric Soares’ Sea 

Conditions Rating System, which quantifies risk, 

making assessment less subjective and easier to 

communicate. Answering these questions helps 

avoid complacency, especially if we know an area 

well. (See next page.) 

 

Keep Practicing 

 

Practicing with the Coast Guard was fun and 

instructive - everyone loves helicopters, but 

someday the call might be real. I’ve rehearsed 

Mayday calls several times, learning radio protocol 

in low stakes situations. I hope these drills will 

steady my hand and voice if one of my friends is 

injured or ill, when we desperately need help. My 

friends and I carry rescue and safety gear on our 

PFDs and in our boats, and we practice rescues in a 

range of conditions. We train for the worst and hope 

for the best. On any given day, you just never know 

what might happen, and we want to be 

prepared. Thanks and a big shout-out to the crews 

of USCG HH-65 6526 from Air Station Savannah 

and Response Boat Medium 45709 from Station 

Charleston. 
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The Sea Conditions Rating System is a risk assessment tool developed by Eric Soares of the Tsunami Rangers. It was 

designed for use primarily in northern California. The version shown here was adapted by Scott Brown for use in a very 

different environment – the southeast U.S. 
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L4 ICW with Ashley Brown 

August 2 – 5, 2022 

Virginia Eastern Shore 

Join Ashley for an exciting L4 ICW at two of the premier spots on the east coast for developing or honing L4 

instructor skills. This four-day course will take place on the VA Eastern Shore at Metompkin Inlet and Smith 

Island Inlet, where the Chesapeake Bay meets the Atlantic Ocean. Exciting L4 conditions are (almost) 

guaranteed every day at one or both venues: wind, waves, current, surf, bounce. If you want to become an L4 

instructor, or already are an L4 instructor and need an update, or just want to ramp up your skills, this is an 

event that you’ll want to take advantage of. Ashley is an ACA L4 IT and L5 Advanced Open Water Instructor. 

She blends advanced skill development with solid pedagogical approaches both on and off the water, and wraps 

them both in a context of fun and excitement. Click here for L4 Instructor criteria. 

This course is offered by Wavepaddler and sponsored by Cross Currents. The cost is $150/day. Updates require a 

minimum of two days. L4 skills assessments require all four days. L3/4 practice students are welcome for a minimum of 

two days at $120 per day. Group housing will be available at an additional cost of $55 - $60 pp/per night.  Questions? 

Contact Ashley at wavepaddlerashley@gmail.com. To register, contact Rick Wiebush at rwiebush@gmail.com.  

https://americancanoe.org/wp-content/uploads/documents/sei-courses/l4_owck_instcrit.pdf
https://wavepaddler.com/
mailto:wavepaddlerashley@gmail.com
mailto:rwiebush@gmail.com
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Contributors 

F. Spencer Chapman - was an absolutely incredible guy! He went to Greenland with Watkins 

when he was just 23. He subsequently wrote “Northern Lights” from which this article is 

excerpted. He then went on to teach and become a headmaster. He continued exploration, 

including a first ascent of a 24,000 foot peak in Tibet. He wrote two books about his Tibetan 

adventures. During WW II, he commanded a guerilla warfare school in Singapore and then spent 

three years behind Japanese lines in Malaya. He was considered a hero and awarded the British 

Distinguished Service Order. He wrote a book about his war experiences. He spent the rest of his 

life serving as a headmaster at various schools in Germany, South Africa, and England. He also 

served as the Director of the Outward Bound Trust. As he aged, he became depressed at not 

being physically able to face challenges and danger, and ended up committing suicide in 1971. 

Edward Rackley - is a rough water paddler and cyclist. He designs, runs and assesses overseas 

disaster relief projects. A philosopher by training, he's interested in how adventure evolved from 

exploration to today's extreme sports - what's been gained and lost?  

Whitney Sanford - is an L4 instructor, sea kayak and SUP expeditioner, and Professor Emerita of 

Religion at the University of Florida in Gainesville. 

Rick Wiebush – is no F. Spencer Chapman. However, he does run Cross Currents Sea Kayaking 

and is the editor of Coastbusters. He is an  ACA L3 IT and British Canoeing 4* Sea Leader. Rick 

lives in Baltimore.   

Laura Woodward - Lora Woodward lives in Pepperell, MA and is an ACA Level 3 Coastal 

Kayaking Instructor with Adaptive Paddling Endorsement and an IT Advanced Communications 

Workshop. She founded Coach Outdoors and loves paddling the nearby Nashua River and New 

England coastline. 

 

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 

some of this month’s contributors are instructors. That is not a requirement.  

 

Articles should be limited to about 1,000 – 1,500 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 

 

 

http://www.coachoutdoors.com/
mailto:rwiebush@gmail.com


 


