
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Crossing the Delaware Bay between Cape 

Henlopen, DE and Cape May, NJ is a tricky 

proposition under normal circumstances ï fairly 

strong currents, shoals with standing waves, and 

frequent passages of giant freighters coming from 

or heading to Philadelphia. Add fog to the mix? 

 

Eight of us planned to do the crossing - total 

distance of 16 nm with 10 miles of open water. Lou, 

Kerry, Sean, Tom, Steve, Lee, Bob and I took the 

early morning ferry from Cape May to Lewes, 

Delaware. Leaving our cars in the ferry parking lot 

and putting our gear-loaded boats on wheels, we 

walked them onto to the ferry.  

 

 

Photo: Larry Meisner 

Leaving the dock and heading south, conditions 

appeared to be perfect. What we saw from the ferry 

was a sunny sky, clear conditions with lots of 

visibility; winds were 7 knots with 3 ï 5 foot swells. 

Approaching the outer breakwater at Lewes, we 

could see some slight fog at the eastern end of the 

breakwater around the Harbor of Refuge lighthouse. 

But it looked like this fog would break up as the 

morning progressed.   

 

 
Photo: Larry Meisner 

Once the ferry landed at Lewes, we walked our 

boats off and wheeled them one-half mile down the 

road to the Lewes town beach. Our timing was 

good. We planned to launch with plenty of time to 

paddle the three miles out to the Harbor of Refuge 

lighthouse and from there catch the incoming tide 

back to Cape May.  

 

The total shortest distance across the bay from shore 

to shore is 9 nm. Paddling at an estimated average 

speed of 3 nm, I estimated a three-hour crossing 

from the Harbor of Refuge lighthouse off of Cape 

Henlopen to Cape May lighthouse near the tip of 
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Cape May. We would then have an additional three-

mile paddle north along the coast to our take-out at 

Douglas Beach, just north of the Ferry docks. 

When we reached the outer breakwater at the 

Harbor of Refuge lighthouse we were presented 

with thick fog with visibility of 100 yards or less. 

We still believed from our ferry crossing that: 1) 

since the Bay seemed clear of fog further to the 

north along the ferry route, 2) it would break up as 

the morning air warmed the Bay, and 3) as a result, 

we would have clear sailing back to Cape May. So 

we paddled west along the outside of the breakwater 

for about ½ mile allowing some time ï and hoping 

ï for the fog to lift. That didnôt happen. So we had 

to decide whether to abort or go for it. A couple 

factors came into play as part of the decision:  

 

First of all, during the first mile we had to cross a 

busy shipping channel. After monitoring channel 

13, we discovered that the large ship traffic was 

being coordinated due to the fog. Vessels were 

congregating just south of Cape Henlopen on the 

ocean side and 20 miles north of us at Brandywine 

shoal light further up the Bay. They would have one 

vessel move north from Cape Henlopen to 

Brandywine and then, after that one arrived at 

Brandywine shoal, the next south-bound ship would 

start moving.  So with this information we were 

able to know when the channel was clear for us to 

pass. 

 

A second issue was that we needed to stay out of 

the path of the ferry traffic to and from Cape May. 

Our plan was to cross the Bay south of the ferry 

route, but in the fog it would be difficult to verify 

our exact location relative to the ferry route. 

However, we felt by monitoring channel 13 we 

could better determine the ferryôs position. The plan 

was to run by compass alone, but we had a GPS as a 

backup.  

 

The risks seemed manageable and we decided to 

make a go of it. We waited for a north-bound ship 

to pass our position and we headed off. 

  

I have paddled and navigated in fog in Maine and 

that is eerie enough. But there, the longest crossing  
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from one island to the next was 5 miles. At least 

you can hear waves breaking on a rocky shore or a 

fog horn from a buoy or light. Here the feeling was 

a lot different. No fog horns, no waves on rocks, 

just empty water ahead. A little nerve-wracking. 

 

 
Photo: Larry Meisner 

We had planned for an average incoming current of 

1.5 knots for the three-hour crossing, but we had 

started after our original start time. That affected 

our estimates. So about half way across, we 

stopped, re-evaluated, and adjusted our course a 

little to the north based on reduced current.  

 

This turned out to be problematic. During the entire 

crossing we continued to monitor ship traffic to try 

to track the ferry traffic. At one point, the ferry 

captain indicated an unknown small ñTargetò to his 

starboard and was modifying his route to port. That 

unknown ñTargetò was probably us! Good to know 

their radar could see us. We tried to raise the ferry 

on the radio, but we were so low to the water he 

wasnôt able to hear us. This was not a comforting 

feeling. 

 

The fog persisted as we continued on our bearing 

with no further contact with the ferry traffic. The 

wind was from the north and soon you could smell 

the land. The sweet smell of wildflowers was 

carried on the offshore breeze. Amazing how the 

other senses ï like smell - kick in when you lose 

one ï like sight. 

 

 

At 2.5 miles from Cape May we broke into bright 

sunlight and suddenly the fog was gone. We could 

see our destination on the beach just north of the 

canal with the ferry dock. One of the ferries was off 

to our right so obviously at some point we crossed 

the Ferry route in the fog. Since our destination was 

dead ahead and we still had a 1 knot incoming 

current, we had to turn our boats and point into the 

current, ferrying to avoid getting swept north of our 

intended landing point.  

 

A nice bright sunny finish. We landed on the beach 

just north of Douglas Park. Walked over to the 

parking lot of the ferry terminal to retrieve our cars.  

 

Loaded up and debriefed at Harpoon Henryôs 

Restaurant with some good food to replenish our 

strength and a beer or two to relax tight muscles. 

 

What might we have done differently?  

 

I guess some people might have cancelled just 

based on the fog. However, we had a good group of 

experienced sea kayakers. I had experience 

navigating in fog. The tide was coming in for the 

next 5 hours so the worst case would be that weôd 

get pushed further north than our intended landing 

point. But we didnôt have to worry about getting 

swept out to sea on a strong ebb. We had the large 

ship traffic nailed and we were feeling confident. 

The ferry was still a concern and it was necessary to 

remain alert to this. Since our start time was delayed 

from the Harbor of Refuge lighthouse, we probably 

should have taken the time to re-calculate our 

heading before setting off. After reviewing the GPS 

track after the trip it was clear that when we stopped 

half way across to re-evaluated our track, we drifted 

quite a bit to the north putting us closer to the ferry 

route.  

 

Would I do this trip again in fog? It depends. Just as 

for this trip, a lot of factors would have to be 

considered in the decision. 
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Donôt Miss It! Paddling Film Festival in Baltimore for the first time! 

The best paddling films of 2019: March 30, 6 ï 9 PM at UMBC Recital Hall - Fine Arts Building 

Proceeds benefit MD Special Olympics and Save Tangier Island project. 

Tickets ($17.50) available only through Eventbrite: 

https://www.eventbrite.com/e/paddling-film-festival-tickets-57536921481 
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For sea kayakers, paddling in breaking waves is 

dangerous. Beach breaks, sandbars, pour-overs and 

large wind-driven waves all create breakers that can 

take us from in control to out-of-control in an 

instant. And once the wave is in control, we are at 

the mercy of the sea. 

 

Of course playing in the waves is where the magic 

happens - you get the rush of surfing the ocean's 

power and smiles that strain your face. The 

challenge is enjoying the energy without getting 

beat up and hurting yourself or others. When I was 

a stand-up surfer, the joke was "every time you 

paddle out you enter the food chain." With 

kayaking, every time you paddle out you run the 

risk of breaking gear and people with 50 pounds of 

fiberglass or plastic. 

So how do you play safely? You start safe and stay 

safe by following some simple tips to keep out of 

trouble: 

First, be aware - pay attention and always keep an 

eye out to sea. Don't just look at the incoming wave 

- look at the next 4-5 and predict what's going to 

happen. Know where your escape zones are: to the 

shoulder of the break, out to sea beyond the break, 

into a rip or channel where the waves aren't 

breaking, etc. Donôt let a wave catch you unaware. 

Location - When surfing, stage yourself just outside 

where the waves are breaking. Look for the white 

foam/bubbles on the water after a wave goes by - 

that's the break zone. Set up about two boat lengths 

to the ocean side of the foam and you'll be in a good 

spot. Too close and the wave will be too steep. But 

keep an eye out! Larger-than-usual sets will break 

farther out, so be ready to move fast. 

Orientation - Keep your bow or stern 

perpendicular to the wave face. Paddling out, it's 

much easier to build up power and punch through  

 

an incoming wave if you're already oriented the 

right way. The same applies to catching the wave. If 

you are facing down wave (toward where they are 

breaking), be sure to keep an eye back over your 

shoulder in case you need to reverse through a wave 

quickly. 

Listen and communicate - Shout out if a big set is 

coming. Just because you see it, doesn't mean your 

paddling friends do. 

Don't Form a T - Kayaks in the surf zone should 

never be in a T formation (perpendicular to each 

other). All it takes is one unexpected wave to send 

one of the kayaks side surfing into the other. If you 

need to go around or paddle past someone, go 6-8 

boat lengths away before you go past them, and tell 

them you're coming by. They may see you, but not 

realize what you're doing. 

Capsize ï If another kayak is surfing or being 

surfed toward you and collision is likely, capsize 

and let the wave go by. The down-wave paddler 

(the one closest to the beach) is the one who 

capsizes. 

 

Oops ï in a T and needs to capsize. Photo: Cass Kalinski 
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           Catch Righteous Waves - Without Breaking Boats or People  

Tom Noffsinger  



 

 

Magnet Eyes ï Look where you want to go. If you are 

trying to surf or maneuver around someone or an object, 

donôt look at them! 

Rescues in the Surf Zone 

So now you're surfing, but someone has come out of 

their boat. It's time for a rescue, and now the danger 

really kicks up a notch. 

The best rescue in the surf is a self-rescue. A roll if 

possible, but if youôre out of your boat, the priority is 

getting back in as fast as possible. Thatôs usually a re-

enter and roll. If that fails, try a cowboy/cowgirl 

scramble. Get in your boat, get your skirt on, and paddle 

to safety. You can dump the water out later in a safe 

area. If you can't do one of those rescues, the options are 

to swim the boat to the beach, or sandbar if it's close, or 

get assistance.  

Avoid assisted rescues in breaking surf if at all possible. 

Sometimes it's the only option - the undertow or ebb 

current has someone trapped in the break zone, for 

example, and they can't swim out.  

If you must perform a rescue, here are some tips: 

All other paddlers - stop surfing, get to a safe zone if 

possible, and keep your bow or stern facing into the 

waves. Hold your position. If the others need help, 

they'll let you know. 

Swimmer - don't stand up! Get to the bow of your boat, 

hold the toggle and let the boat swing down-wave from 

you. Float with your pfd (and your paddle). Floating 

ensures the kayak and you both move with the surface of 

the water. This reduces strain on you and allows more 

predictable movements for the rescuer. DO NOT 

STAND UP if you are being rescued. If it's waist deep or 

less you donôt need an assisted rescue ï stand up and do 

a self-rescue (unless youôre injured). 

Rescuer - get down-wave from the swimmer (the beach 

side). If you are up-wave (ocean side), paddle in through 

the surf in control with plenty of distance between you 

and the swimmer. Don't head directly for them - get 

down wave. Then, turn so you are paddling into the 

waves, facing the swimmer and their kayak. The boats 

are now aligned parallel - this approach minimizes the 

potential of collision. Approach deliberately but safely, 

and as you get close, decide whether you're coming in on 

the left or right of the swimmer's boat. Communicate 

with the swimmer! 

 

 

Once you are parallel to their boat, commit to holding on 

to their boat and tell the swimmer to move back to their 

cockpit (swimming not walking). The swimmer should 

re-enter as quickly as possible. If a wave comes, shout a 

warning and stay committed to their boat. You may get 

rolled, but itôs less likely if you started facing into the 

waves. Donôt empty the boat - get in, get the skirt 

on.  Ideally, both kayaks are still facing the incoming 

waves, and you can both paddle out of the surf zone - 

powering up forward to get through any breaking waves. 

Note, your fastest route to safety may mean paddling 

backwards. 

Once out of the surf zone, the swimmer can beach their 

boat to empty the water, or hop out for a more traditional 

assisted rescue that drains the water. 

Following these tips wonôt make you a pro surfer or 

solve all the surf zone challenges, but you will be safer 

and less likely to break kayaks or body parts!  

 

Punching out perpendicular to the waves and in parallel. 

Photo: Rufus Ward Jr 
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Key takeaways: 

Stay perpendicular to the swell 

Stay parallel to other kayaks 

Self-rescues are safest 

Donôt stand up in the surf 

Approach rescues from the down wave side 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

I had a deck compass installed on my boat for about 

eight years. A couple of months ago someone broke 

it and I had to throw it out.  It wasnôt until that 

happened ï and I later noticed I didnôt miss having 

a deck compass at all ï that I realized how 

infrequently I used it anyway. I was trying to figure 

out why I didnôt use it, when Jen Kleck showed me 

a new type of deck compass that was really easy to 

install and use. It was the simplicity of the new 

model that suddenly crystalized for me all the issues 

with ñold-styleò deck compasses. This article 

briefly highlights some of those issues and 

describes the installation and functioning of the 

new-style compass. 

Issues with typical deck compasses 

First, installed deck compasses are like really far 

away from where I (and everyone else) sit. So you 

always have to lean way forward and squint to try to 

see anything. At least people over 50 do. And since 

you apparently canôt be a sea kayaker unless you 

are like 50 +, this issue affects everyone. Carrying 

binoculars would help in this regard, but then youôd 

have another bulky and unwieldy piece of kit that 

would presumably be hung around your neck and 

raise entrapment issues. 

Second, even if you could see the compass, they are 

really confusing to look at because of all those little 

lines and numbers inside the thing. I mean can you 

believe how many lines are on there?  Thereôs gotta 

be at least like 350 or more of them, with only an 

occasional understandable mark like a ñNô or ñWò 

or ñSò popping up now and then. Why would you 

make something like that with all those lines? I 

mean there are only so many different ways you can 

go in your boat like, I donôt know, maybe 10 or 12?  

Cômon, who actually goes 350 or more different 

directions, even if theyôve had their boat for a really 

long time?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Stock photo 

 

But probably the biggest issue is what happens 

when you turn your boat on purpose or a wave hits 

you from the side or something like that. Every time 

you turn your boat ï even a little bit ï all the lines 

and numbers start moving!  And if you turn your 

boat quickly, everything starts spinning around and 

gyrating wildly! Iôm a pretty good paddler but I 

always be like: Wait, WTF? Now which way am I 

going? Itôs totally confusing. 

A Revolutionary New Model 

Iôm sure there are a lot of paddlers out there who 

can relate to these concerns. And thatôs why this 

newer model of deck compass holds such promise. 

As shown in the photo on the following page, the 

newer model is a paragon of simplicity: 

¶ No more little numbers;  

¶ No more horizontal lines jammed all 

together side by side, one indistinguishable 

from the next;  

¶ No more glass dome like those things that 

you shake up and make it snow;  

¶ And best of all, no more numerical 

wheeling and whirling every time you 

change direction! 
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Equipment Review: A New Model for Deck Compasses  

Rick Wiebush  



 

 

 

The New Model. Photo: Rick Wiebush 

Nope, just four letters corresponding to the major 

cardinal directions1: North (N), South (S), East (E) 

and West (W). The simplicity of this system is 

enhanced by the fact that the letters are big, so itôs 

easy to see them. And, more importantly, they are 

fixed, so it eliminates the confusion that comes with 

the lines and numbers moving around all the time. 

I canôt tell you how much this new model has 

enriched my paddling experience. It is totally 

comforting to know that no matter which way I 

turn, North is always up in front of me, South is 

always behind me, East is to my right and West is to 

my left. Absolutely no more wondering which way 

Iôm heading or if Iôm going in the right direction! 

Installation 

As you might intuit, installation is pretty 

straightforward: you just put the letters in the proper 

place on your deck. They donôt have to be way up 

by the bow either.  If youôd prefer, you can put the 

letters on the deck right by your lap. ñProper placeò 

in this context also means the letters have to have 

the correct relationship to each other. You canôt 

                                                           
1 Just to clarify: ñThe four cardinal directions, or cardinal 

points, are the directions north, east, south, and west, 

commonly denoted by their initials N, E, S, and W. East and 

west are perpendicular (at right angles) to north and south, 

with east being in the clockwise direction of rotation from 

north and west being directly opposite east. The intermediate 

directions (also called the intercardinal directions) are 

northeast (NE), southeast (SE), southwest (SW), and 

 

just like put the ñNò anywhere you want. Itôs got to 

be the one that goes closest to the bow. Similarly, 

the ñSò has to be the one closest to you (and lined 

up with the ñNò). The ñEò and ñWò have to be in 

the right place too. You get the idea.  

Caution. One thing you have to be careful about 

when installing the new model: you gotta make sure 

the bow of your boat is actually facing the real 

magnetic north. If you overlook this step, you are 

setting yourself up for trouble since the cardinal 

points youôve identified on your boat wonôt be the 

right ones! This in turn means that you could get 

lost pretty easily since you could end up going a 

different way than you thought you were going. To 

ensure proper orientation, youôll need a hikerôs 

compass (or your old deck compass if itôs not 

broken) to determine where magnetic north is. Then 

just point your bow that way and get to work! 

Get Creative! Finally, you can be as creative as you 

want when selecting the style of your letters. I just 

have the handwritten kind. I probably could have 

taken more care with the printing (well wait, Jen 

could have been more careful), but they still serve 

my purposes.  However, you might want to get a 

little fancy and maybe do your letters in Gothic script 

( , , , )  or even get large pre-printed letters 

that have sticky backs. Just make sure that the color of 

the letters you choose contrasts with the color of your 

deck. You donôt, for example, want to have white 

numbers on a white deck or that will defeat the whole 

purpose because they will be harder to see. 

Summary 

I think this new model is revolutionary and expect to see 

a bunch of old-style compasses get defenestrated soon. 

The new model has certainly made navigation much less 

taxing for me.  Give it a try and weôll see you on the 

water, heading in the right direction! 

northwest (NW). The intermediate direction of every set of 

intercardinal and cardinal direction is called a secondary 

intercardinal direction, the eight shortest points in the 

compass rose (e.g. NNE, ENE, and ESE).ò Source: Wikipedia. 

Got it? If not, click on those links for further clarification. 

(Note: I am not making this up.) 
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Perpendicular
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Right_angle
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Clockwise


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                   

The Isle of Man: ñPerfect Weather for Ducksò 

Photo and title: Mike Radcliffe 
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         Photos of the Month  

       

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Isle of Man: ñA Bit of Sprayò 

Photo and title: Mike Radcliffe 
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