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DEEP WATER RESCUES Part I KAYAK RECOVERY 
Deep water rescues co nstitu te the 
si ng le most impor tant safe ty and 
survival skill for sea kava kers, 
ye t it is often a sk ill iha t is 
omitt ed f rom many basic 
ca noe ing courses. When sea 
kayakc rs gather, there is us ually 
muc h di scussion on so lo 
recovery techniqu es, particularly 
paddlc- float sys tem s, yet the 
vast majori ty of sea kayakers 
p.tdJ le in company wilh olhers. 
I suspect that the atlractio n of 
the paddle - float sys tem is thal it 
involves gear and arrangi ng a 
te chnically sophi s ti cate d system 
of llltachments on th e af t deck 
o f the ka ya k most sea 
kay ak ers arc "t ec hnocr ats! 

Befo re begin. wish to 
at:knowlcdl!c that In prescnting; 
th is materTal to yo u. while th e 
wo rds arc m y ow n, I ha ve 
borrowe d the diagra ms from 
o ther publi ca ti ()n~. particularl y 
f rom Dere k Hu tchinson a nd the 
Britis h Canoe Union Handboo k. 
I tru"t he wi ll not obj ecl. 
However . as the I":: xl i" Ill \' own . 
pl..:::l s,,:: do not ass um o.; that'One k 
would ag ree with the o pini()n~ 
that I han:: use d hi s dial!ram s to 
illust rate. -

SEA KAYAKS 
vs 

RI VE R KA YA KS 

[n the mid 1970's when visitinu 
Nelso n I called up on an olJ 
paddlin~ fri end. Ste ve Bac:lev. 
who was fi red up \ \' iih 
excite men t as he and three 
f ri e nds had convinced Grahame 
Sisson, who had rece nt ly begun 
building river kayaks as a 

sideline to an industrial 
fibreg lass operation , to purchase 
th e ma nufacturing righ ts 10 the 
Nor d kapp Kayak, At th at t ime 
this boat had on ly just bee n 
designed an d had been used on 
the No rd kapp Expeditio n and 
the des igner, Fra nk Goo d man 
was still planning h is Care H orn 
trip . T his gr oup of pad dle rs had 
bee n planning a F io rdl and trip 
fo r so me time and had decid ed 
th at the Nord kap p was the boat 
for them . The mould arrived in 
due course <Ind the first three 
boats off the mould were fully 
fi tt ed o u t with bulkhe:Jds and all 
the fill ings ne eued f or a major 
trip a lo n ~ ;In exposed coastli ne. 
Mun y tripS wcrc spe nt test ing 
ou t the hoats, equi p me nt 
systcms . and techniques (o ne of 
which was th e towinl! svstem 
that G rahame Si sson nlcnl'ioneu 
in hi s letter publi shcJ in iss ue 
#2S of thi s n..::wsktlcr). Sh o nl v 
a f ler th is, G rahamc buiit 
himself ;1 :'\ rmlkapp but in hi " 
haste to Ir\' t he hoat ou t. had 
the Ima! o n' the w;lI ..;:r in typi<.:al 
ri ve r~ kavak form - that is, hull 
and deck with no more than seal 
and foot rest fill ed. It had no 
bulkheads f illed, I I wasn't lo nl! 
befo re Gra hame and a g roup aT 
padd lers, al so in Nor d kapps. 
experie nced a wonderful da y of 
surfing off Tahuna Beach 
during a north e rly storm and 
then: was the nee d to recover" 
ca psized and swamped boat out 
bevond the surf-line, The 
Nordkapp was o ne of the 
earl ies t sea ka ya ks in New 
Z ea land to have (he upswept 
bow and ste rn. and th ese 
paddle rs found it ve ry difficult 

to get the upturned hull high 
enough to emp ty water from th e 
ve ry ends of the ka ya k. In fac t , 
wi th the sea running at the 
time, they we re obl iged to leave 
the boat swampe d and sw im it 
in through the surf. Not a 
problem this time, but on an 
exposed coastline In cooler 
weather, such an event cou ld 
well have resulted in a fa tal ity, 
From this po int on , Sisso n 
Indu st ries re fu sed to supp ly the 
Nordbpp without rear and fore 
bulkheads. A decis ion that 
alt hough of some annoyan ce to 
paddlers who wanted· cheaper 
boats. has at least assured th at 
the Nordkapp has had a good 
sa felY record in New Zealand, 

T he moral o f this talc . is th at 
sea kavak s wh ich have end s 
hi uher 'than any olher part o f 
the ir deck. mU~1 have hulkh caus 
filted as sta ndard. not as an 
optional ext ra , In fael , I wllu lJ 
go furthe r and Siale thai any 
kavak to hI.! used on the :-.ea 
mUSI have fore and rear 
bulkheads, 

River kayaks. without 
bulkhcaus, wh'ile eas ier to em pty 
by deep , wa t7r resc ue techniques 
because their bow a nd ste rn 
points arc lower th an their 
cockpits . and wi th deck s that 
slope down to the ends. s till 
pre~;e n t probkms during 
recovery in anythi ng other than 
calm cond itions, All availab le 
space in the river kayak must be 
ftll ed wi lh b uoyancy to disp lace 
as mu ch bilge-wate r as pOSSI b le , 

The diagram below illu st rat es 
the problem wilh sea kaY<lks, 
Yo u need at least <I 20 0 lif t to 
clear water from the bow. The 
resc uer liftin g the kayak is very 
vuln erable to a capsize in this 

~_ ~~L{i ~ po,;l;on. 
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LIIT & FLIP TECHNIQUE 
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THE 'R' DEEPWATER RESCUE TECHNIQUE · 
FOR SHELTERED WATER ONLY 

",.- , 

The person to be '"''' ''"U 
ee} assists by hold ing both 
paddles and supporting A. 
The canoe is raised gently, 
allowing as much water as 

. possible to escape befo re it 
is raised above the surface. 

A raises the canoe as high 
as possible. 

C's canoe is tu rned upright 
and supported with the 
ass istance of linked paddles 
and the hands of A and B 
gripping the coaming of C's 
canoe as well as their own 
paddles. C then cl imbs 
astride the stern of his 
canoe and slips his legs into 
the cockpit. 



THE ' X' RESCUE 

Th is is the most useful o f a ll the 
deep- waier resc ues as it req uires 
a si ng le rescui ng kayak. The 
resc uing kayak takes [he 
swa mped boat b y th e bow and 
hau ls it ac ross th e coc kp it a rea 
o f his ow n un ti l the cockp it of 
the s",:,ampcd kaya k res ts on the 
cockp it area o f th e resc uers' 
kayak, thus th e two boats fo rm 
an 'X' and hence lhe name. The 

THE 'X' RESCUE 

THE 'TX ' RESCUE 

If the capsized craft ha!> 
!>wamped a nd lies low in the 
wa ter . a si ngle rescue r wil l find 
th aI the ' X' rescue is f~r 100 
d iffi cult. T he 'TX ' rescue (al!>o 
kn own as the ' XT' rescue) was 
de vise d as a va riatio n . In th is 
tech ni que the rescuing boat 
a pproac hes the swamped boat at 
a right -angle so that the t wo 
boats fo rm a 'T ' sha pe with the 

.rescu ing baal'S bow against the 
coc kp it of the swamped boat. 
T he swi mm e r from the swa mped 
boat the n twists hi s boat so that 
it lies o n its sid e in the water, 
and li fts th e boat a lillie unti l 

swamped boa t is then rocked to 
empty all wa ler , fl ipped over, 
and slid back into t he water 
ri g.ht-s ide up a nd read y fo r the 
SWi mmer to fe-en ler. 

The grea t advantage of lh is 
t~chniqu e is that it req ui res a 
Sing le resc ue r, and it is fas t. 

Di sad va ntages aTC tha t it ca n 
on ly be done with a kaya k th at 
has not taken a g reat a moun t of 

the bow of the rescuing boat 
enters the coc kp it. The 
swamped boa t is th en li fted 
again until it lies across the bow 
aT the rescui ng boat. It may 
then be rocke d to empty, o r slid 
fu rthe r u p the resc uing bOtH 
until it reach es the cockp it area 
and the resc ue can be com p leted 
in Ihe manner of the ' X ' resc ue. 
Deck gear o n the resc uin g boa t 
can make this tec hn ique 
ex tre melv diff icult. and there is 
the po!>sibil ity that 'the we igh t of 
the swamped boat can stove in 
the deck of the resc uin g boat. 
Com in g up into th e 'T' posi tion 
in a surging sea will mos t lik ely 
damage the swamped boat. 

waler aboard and is still light. 
The o th er problems arc that lh e 
rescu ing boa t s ti ll has to 
ap proac h the swa mped boat as 
in the 'H ' rescue where a wave 
ca n. th row ' the rescuing boat 
agams t the swamped baa l , a nd 
hol.e the resc ueing boat: 
Third ly, the re is a lso a hig h 
likelihood that the spraydeck of 
e ither bo~ t ca n be damage d as 
th e coc kp it of one boa t rests on 
th e coc kp it of the oth er. 
Foredec k equipment on the 
swamped boa t may also render 
th e technique extremely 
diffi cult. 

THE 'HI ' RESCUE 

T his is the most stable of aU the 
rescue techniq ues and IS the 
ani\' one tha t reallv wo rks in 
roueh cond itio ns when a full v 
swam ped boat needs La be 
recovered. IL reqUires two 
rescu in g kayak s. 

The two resc uing kayaks ra fL up 
ei the r si de of th e swa mped boat, 
an d p lace all three padd les 
across the raft. The swimmer 
ho lds o nto the bow of onc of 
the rescuing kayaks so th at th e 
raft swings bow-on to the wind 
and waves . The swamped boat 
is then slid back until the bow 
clears the paddles, the swimmer 



THE RESCUE OF 
A SEA K AYA K WI T H 

BUL KH EA DS FITTED 

T he kaya k with fore and rear 
bu lkh eads prese nts the easiest 
method o f re cove ry, part ic ularl y 
if the rear bulkltcad is 
immedia tely be hind the sc al, or 
in th e case of more recent sea 
kayak s, the sca t form s part o f 
t he bul khead itself. T he me tho d 
of recove r y is to ap proac h the 
bow of the swampe d boat, 
ensure the boal is upside-down, 
and lilL th e boa t by t he bow, 
and fl ip ping it rig htside-up as 
you lift. Th e water in th e boat 
will pour down to the scat an d 
spill. leav in g liltle in th e boat 
itsel f. With the bow o f the 
swa mped boat ligh t (the fore 
bulkhead keeps wate r out of the 
end) this empt y -and - rlip will 
tak e abo ut 5 seco nd s and can 
best be done as the boat s lif t to 
an app roach ing wave. As the 
fore -dec k, be twe en the 
b ulkhead and t he cock pit rim , 
rises sleep !y in mos t sea kayaks. 
thl;! swa m ped ka yak need no t be 
li f ted m uch above the wate r [Q 

clear bilge wa te r comp lctdy. In 
most cases , if th e boat is li ghtl y 
loaded as o n a day - trip. a life ­
j acketed sw imme r fl oating a t 
t he bow. can do the job una ided 
bv a reSC lle boat. 

With th e vol ume o f a sea ka ya k 
limi ted by b ulkhea ds placed 
immed i;ltc ly in front of th e 
foo trest / rudder controls and the 
rear bulkhea d bui ll in to the sea t 
so t hat the re is no s pace fo r 
wate r beh ind t he seal, e ve n if 
the cockpit canno l be cle a red o f 
wa ter, th e kayak will still floa t 
le ve! with decks clear o f t he 
water so that th e paddle r can 
Te -enter , hi s body disp lac ing 
mos t of this wat e r in th e 
swa m ped cockpit , a nd m os t 
impo rta n t ly, the kayak can still 
be padd led wi t hout need ing to 
be e mpt ied . T hi s is a cruc ia l 
safe ty f eature th at ever y sea 
kayaker s hould aspire to ach ie ve 
when fittin g out his kaya k - it 
re nd e rs the need fo r deep - wat e r 
resc ues , a nd t here fore th e 
possibility of damage to eithe r 
the swamped kayak a nd the 
rescuer's ka yak, redunda nt. 

T he fo llow ing rescue tec h niques 
(recovery of swamped boats) a rc 
requ ired for ka yaks no t fi lle d 
with bul kheads, or ha ving large 
vol um e cockp its gene ra ll y 
whe n river kayak s UTe used o n 
ope n water. 

THE ' H' RESCUE 

Thi~ is the bas ic or all th e deep 
waler resc ues but IS on Iv 
s uita ble for s heltered waters. . 

" 

Unfor t unatel y, a s the m ost basic 
te ch niq ue it is o f len t he o nly 
tech nique taught. I t is id ea l on 
river gorges wh e re the re are no 
beaches on wh ich to recove r 
kayaks , b ut on open wa ter it is 
next to use less. Th e best 
d escr iption of t his te chnique is 
g i ve n in Grae rne Din gle's book 
' T he Outdoor World of Graem e 
D ing le' . Over the page I 
rep rod uce hi s d iagra m. Note 
that at the point at which the 
canoe is lifted f rom th e wa ter, 
both ass isting kay ake rs are 
vulnerab le to capsize , 
part ic u larly in ei th er w ind o r 
Wa ves . Th e s wimming paddler 
sh own in the diagram has a 
sea-a nchor ef fec t on th e g roup , 
swing ing t he gro up beam·on to 
the waves and mak ing th e 
recove ry process even more 
diffi c ult. It is a fast a n d 
eff icie nt resc ue o n calm and 
s he lt ere d wate r and is t herefo re 
of co nsiderable va lue to th e 
ri ve r paddl er. h ut not for the 
sea ka yaker. Wh e n readin g the 
nOles th a t acco m pan y this 
diag ram , Ign ore t he advice 
abou t re- entering the kayak 
alon g the rea r deck - I will 
di scuss re-en tr v techniques 
l;.lIer . . 

Anothe r p~uh l cm wi lh Ihis 
technique IS well illu s trated 
be low by De rek Hu tchi nson's 
diagram o f problems of rescue 
in the surf. Wh en the two 
rescu in g boa ts approach the 
swamped boa t. a wave or a 
su rge of wat er can throw th e 
rescui ng boa ts aga inst the bow 
or ste rn of the swamped boals 
and either dam age th e rudder of 
the s wamped baal, or ho le lhe 
re scu in g boalS. 

PROBLEMS IN SURF AND ROUGH WATER 



ad ds hi s weig ht to his en d of 
the swamped kayak (usua lly the 
stern), li fting the bow which 
can then be sl id back o n top of 
the padd les. The rescue rs can 
now reach forward a nd nau l the 
swa mpe d boat up until its 
cock pit rests on the paddles and 
the boat can be rocked to emp ty 
the waler. 

The kayak ca n now be fl ipped 
over an'd brought back into the 
centre of the raft ready for the 
sw immer to fe-cnler. The great 
advantage of this rescue is th at 
yo u have th ree kayaks sol idly 
ra f ted up , sid c - bY - Sldc with t he 
paddles leeping the raf t so lidly 
ti e d together. 

= 

T HE CUR L 

I ha ve fo und tha t this rescue 
method really only works wi l h a 
boat wilh bu lkheads, or a boat 
with am ple buoyancy - not a 
fu lly swa mped boat. T he resc ue 
boat, (yo u need onl y one,) 
comes alongs ide the swampe d 
boat. The swi mm e r reaches 
over th e foredeck of the rescue 
boal and tak es hold of his own, 
swamped, kaya k by the cockpi t. 

The two rescuing paddle rs can 
lean over and hold the kayak on 

.the far si de by its cockpi t , th us 
addin ~ fur ther stabil it y. A n y 
bumping o f the ka yaks toge the r 
wi ll me rely ru b the ir s id es, not 
da mage rudders an d othe r gea r 
as is the case with the other 
rescue techniques. The 
sw im me r, act ing as a drogue, 
wi ll keep the raft head- la-sea. 

Perhaps the greatest val ue. of the 
'H ' rescue is its abi lity to 
recove r totall y swamped kayaks, 
and those with il swamped e nd 
and floating in th e 'Cleopatra's 
Needle' altitu de o ne end 
pointing skyward . I don 't have 
a g rea t deal of sy mpat hy for 

--

p.addl~rs who end up In this 
Situa ti on e ithe r yo u have n' t 
chec ked ou t your paddl ing 
par tne r's b uoy an cy, or h is 
ha tches we re suspect. Howeve r , 
these th ings do happe n! If yo u 
ha ve this problem , b ri ng the 
skywa rd end (let us assume it is 
the bow) onto the pad dles as for 
an o rdinary ' HI' resc ue, then the 
swimm e r, holdi ng o nto a bow of 
o ne o f the rescuing ka yaks, can 
rea ch dow n and slow ly haul up 
on the cockpit while the bo w is 
held on the paddles b y one of 
th e rescue padd lers . E ventually 
th e water will em pty from the 
ste rn end and the boat will lie 
on the surface ready fo r the 'HI' 
rescue. 

THE 'ill' RESCUE 

----

The swamped boat IS then 
hauled up s lowly, allow ing the 
wa te r to flow from the coc kp it. 
T he resc ue boa t ca n lea n 
10 wards the sw imme r to assis t in 
the fin al stage o f hau li ng the 
boat further ou l o f the wate r. 
T he kayak, once e mpty, ca n be 
a llowed to flop back right- s ide 
up read y for a re-entry. M y 
ex perience with thi s technique 
has been th at a swamped boat 
te nds to be difficul t to haul up 

in a level atti tu de, ge nerally all 
the wa ter flows to o ne en d a nd 
yo u ca n e nd up wi th a 
C leopatra 's Needle prob lem. 
T he resc uer ca n assist bv 
holding the end ncar hi m , and 
keeping th e ka yak level.· 
Neve r - the -Iess, the Curl is 
much bener than the ' X' rescue 
in rough or chop p y conditions 
as the two boats lie side-on to 
each o ther and there is little risk 
o f da mage as th e boats surge In 

the waves. 

Next mon th J will look a t 
th e re-e ntr y tec hni q ues . 


