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INTRODUCTION


Adventure (әd’vεn(t)∫ә) n An unusual and exciting or daring experience.


Adventure is in our DNA and without it our species would still be confined to a small region of Africa. Some irrepressible curiosity led our ancestors north through Africa to Europe, then to Asia and across the land bridge into the Americas. That same adventurous spirit inspired the Polynesians to cross the Pacific in open boats and to their discovery of Australasia and the Pacific Islands. These journeys can’t all have been made through necessity. Even when we are comfortably settled in lands of abundance, some innate, restless part of us is drawn towards far horizons, unknown dangers and uncertain outcomes.


It seems that in our hunter-gatherer past we didn’t just live with danger – we thrived on it. This was recognised in the work of psychologists Yerkes and Dodson in 1908. They observed that we reach our peak level of performance with an intermediate level of stress. Our levels of stress, which often manifest as anxiety, are linked to the hormones noradrenaline and adrenaline. Noradrenaline is ever-present and helps us stay focused and alert – which was essential back in the time when predators stalked us. The bears and wolves are gone but our ancient programming remains and now focuses instead on the pressures of everyday life. For some of us this generates a constant background anxiety. That other well-known flight or fight hormone, adrenaline, designed to kick in when the wolves were circling, now triggers panic attacks when we’re socially embarrassed or have lost our car keys.


This ‘bad’ stress can be relieved by generating ‘good’ stress, and one way to achieve this is through an unusual and exciting or daring experience. For someone living with social anxiety and isolation, this could mean simply stepping out of the front door and walking to the park. Others, in their physical prime but caged behind a desk, may need a much more intense experience when the weekend comes. You can choose what’s right for you, and there is, today, a very varied choice of adventurous activities easily available, as this book seeks to illustrate.


The ordinary working people who embraced outdoor pursuits in the first half of the twentieth century didn’t need psychologists to explain the benefits they derived. Cycling, hill walking, climbing and caving all grew rapidly in popularity in the pre-war period. In the latter half of the twentieth century, the choice expanded dramatically to include innovations like mountain biking, windsurfing and paragliding. At the same time, travel overseas was becoming easier and more affordable, giving UK adventurers access to more dramatic landscapes and the challenges of mountaineering, skiing, ice climbing and via ferrata protected climbing routes. All these activities were restricted to specific regions, but such was the demand that artificial facilities soon began to appear. You can now find indoor climbing walls, snow domes, whitewater centres and high ropes courses across the UK. The opportunities and choices are so great as to be overwhelming. You may not know where to start but this book is here to help.




[image: ]


Get some good stress in your life!





What Defines the Activities in this Book?


Each entry has been chosen to meet the following criteria: a non-competitive adventure activity powered by natural energy that uses portable equipment and interacts with a natural landscape:


Non-competitive Many of the activities listed do have a competitive element but that isn’t usually the reason people get involved. These are activities enjoyed principally for their own sake and the only adversaries you need to overcome are your own fears or lack of self-belief.


Adventure An unusual and exciting or daring experience. A journey or quest with an uncertain outcome. Something that takes you to the edge of your comfort zone.


Activity In some cases the word ‘sport’ could be substituted, but this risks over-emphasising the competitive element.


Natural energy Powered by wind, gravity, water or human muscle (so all animal-related activities have been excluded).
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The many benefits of adventure are best when shared.





Portable equipment The necessary equipment can be carried and easily transported. If it doesn’t fit on a roof rack, it’s not included.


Interacting with a natural landscape The activity should get you into the great outdoors, into landscapes and environments that will lift your spirit.


We’re looking for authentic outdoor activities that tick every item on our list of benefits. We want activities that are complementary to the natural world, that do not compromise the enjoyment of others or have a detrimental effect on the landscape.


The activities range from the mild to the extreme, offering something for everyone. Are a few hours of country walking really comparable to wingsuiting from a mountain peak? Yes, because they can both fulfil the definition of being unusual and exciting or daring. For somebody who lives alone, stepping out into the world to make a solitary journey through fields and forests can be a true adventure. And journeys begin with small steps – from local footpaths to moorland trails to, perhaps eventually, mountain summits.
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We all have our personal mountains to climb.







The Benefits of Outdoor and Adventurous Activities


• Physical health – exercise and activity are essential for your physical and mental wellbeing.


• Self-confidence – face your fears and discover your true capabilities.


• Challenge – push your boundaries and experiences to new levels.


• Excitement – real thrills, sometimes with real dangers. You’ll never feel more alive.


• Achievement – experience the deep satisfaction of overcoming doubts, fears and hardships.


• Connecting with nature – immerse yourself in natural landscapes.


• Friendship – share experiences so intense they create bonds for life.


• Mental health – take a break and replace your ‘bad’ stress with ‘good’ stress.


• Life enhancement – all the above and much more.





Assessing and Reducing Risk


This book describes activities that vary widely in degrees of danger. They could perhaps be graded in some way to indicate the level of risk that each present – hill walking would be at the lowest level, while something extremely high risk like BASE jumping would be at the top. But this might suggest that hill walking is risk-free when, in reality, it’s probably the most accident- and rescue-prone activity in this book. Dangerous is as dangerous does. The BASE jumper has years of parachuting experience, their equipment is meticulously prepared, and if, on the day, the conditions aren’t perfect, they are fully prepared to say no, and walk back down. Contrast that with the ill-prepared walker heading out without a map, head torch or waterproofs.


For most of the activities, the best and safest way to begin is with professional instruction or guidance. The importance of this cannot be overstated. Most mishaps in the outdoors are caused when enthusiasm and confidence exceed knowledge and experience. You may be young, fit and confident, but you’re not infallible or indestructible.


The following advice applies to most of the activities, whether on mountain, river or sea:


• Training – learn essential skills. Go on a training course. Read the books and watch the videos. Talk to local people with local knowledge


• Practice – practise skills in a safe environment until they are completely fluent. If you’re a climber, tie knots with your eyes closed; if you’re a paddler, find some safe water to practise capsizing procedures


• Clubs and associations – these exist to promote safe practice, to pass on skills and to make social connections with like-minded people


• Start easy – begin with low grades and modest objectives. Build your experience gradually


• Planning – choose your objectives carefully and fully prepare for them. Know what to expect and where the hazards exist


• Research – find out everything you can about your objective. Use online forums and social media to connect with others and get advice


• Equipment – invest in the best equipment and learn how to use it


• Flexibility – be prepared to change or postpone your plans if the weather or conditions aren’t right. Make sure everybody has the skills and fitness required. Set a schedule and abort if you can’t keep to it


• Caution – be alert for hazards at all times. In dynamic environments things can change quickly, and what was safe one day can become deadly the next


• Conditions – it’s not just today’s weather that counts. What are the river levels, or the sea conditions? Is there still snow on the mountain?


• Weather – get the best and most recent forecast and assess what impact it may have. Forecasts are generally accurate, but sometimes things arrive ahead of schedule


• Call out – tell a reliable person your plans and what to do if you are overdue. The more information you can give them, the more quickly help will reach you if needed


• First aid – carry a first-aid kit and get trained in how to use it. Emergency bivvy gear is essential in remote areas where a casualty could have a long, cold wait before evacuation


• Use the tech – navigation apps are really useful for walkers and cyclists (as long as you have battery and signal). What3words is a highly recommended app used for sharing locations. You should also consider sharing you phone location with a trusted person as this can be lifesaving if you have an accident or medical emergency


And finally, a message from the author...


I’ve written this book because I want to change your life. That may be a bold and ambitious statement, but I believe it’s possible, because I know how profoundly my own life has been changed by the paths that I have followed. I’ve stood on mountaintops watching the sun rise, and trodden the dark chambers of the deepest caves. I’ve watched the world turning beneath me, dangling beneath the rustling canopy of a paraglider. I’ve tested my nerves on a via ferrata by crossing an abyss on a single wire and made first ski tracks across an expanse of dazzling white snow under a deep blue sky. These are experiences that lift the spirit to a higher plane, but they are not forged alone. I’ve made many friends along the way, some for life, others met by chance on the journey, travelling companions for a few brief hours, but never forgotten. It just takes a single step to begin. A single phone call. A website click. We need to believe in ourselves and say, yes. And then, our life can truly begin, and we can do amazing things in amazing places with amazing people.




Andy Sparrow


April 2024
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Do amazing things in amazing places with amazing people.







Chapter 1


ABSEILING


You take a couple of reluctant backward steps to balance on the cliff edge. You look down and the height makes you giddy. Your palms sweat and your legs tremble. The instructor says to lean back, but your instincts tell you the opposite. Lean back, you’re told again. You make yourself comply and feel the harness tighten reassuringly around your waist and thighs. You take your first hesitant steps down the vertical wall, feeding the rope through the metal ring an inch at a time. It isn’t difficult and your confidence grows; you let the rope run faster and push away from the rock face. Now you’re descending in bounces, swinging into space as you go, and the fear is replaced with euphoria. You finally touch down onto solid ground, heart pounding and keen to go again. This is the experience of abseiling – of sliding down a rope using a variable friction device.




[image: ]





History


The word abseil is German for ‘off rope’. American and Australian climbers use the French term ‘rappel’, which translates as ‘repeat’ (read on to find out why). It’s a technique almost as old as the sport of mountaineering; the first recorded abseil was in the Alps in 1876. The original technique, the ‘classic’ abseil, was achieved by wrapping the rope around the body – it worked but it hurt (Alpine leather shorts probably helped). Climbing harnesses and ‘descenders’ gradually evolved in post-war Europe and were being mass produced by the 1970s. These original simple descenders have now been supplemented with various designs for specific activities.


Who Abseils and Why?


Abseiling isn’t really a pastime in its own right – you won’t find any abseiling clubs – but it’s an essential technique used in several adventure activities. The biggest user group is probably the commercial sector who have multiple applications for rope access. They tend to use elaborate full body harnesses, specialist auto-locking descenders and routinely connect to a second rope for enhanced safety. In adventure activities, a second rope is only usually used for beginners. Note that ‘double rope’ implies two separate ropes, but a ‘doubled rope’ is a single length threaded around an anchor at its halfway point.


Abseiling is used for the following:
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Abseiling isn’t physically difficult, but it can generate considerable fear.





Outdoor centres and adventure companies Abseiling remains a favourite activity routinely offered in adventure centres because it’s physically easy but mentally challenging. It also transfers readily to urban environments and can be set up on buildings, bridges and structures for sponsored charity events. A single rope is used in conjunction with a safety rope, which is controlled by an instructor at the top.


Mountaineering and climbing When the climb is completed, a doubled rope is often used for descent. The anchors used must allow ‘pull-through’ so that the rope can be pulled down and the process repeated (and hence the term ‘rappel’). Popular routes may have abseil stations comprising a couple of bolt anchors or a short chain that the doubled rope can be threaded through. Less frequented routes won’t have bolts but they may have ‘tat’ in the form of various old slings and cords. Mountaineers sometimes drill holes through ice to create an anchor.
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Canyon descent.





Canyoning The abseil may be directly under a powerful waterfall and often ends in a deep pool. Popular canyons are well supplied with abseil stations to allow easy rope retrieval. Doubled ropes are usually used, but releasable single-rope systems have some advantages.
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Cavers are the abseil experts.





Caving Cave explorers are the abseil experts because it’s a technique they use routinely. Ropes as thin as 8mm are often used for compactness and ease of transport. These ropes need extremely precise and technical rigging. They’re descended using single-rope variable-friction descenders. Abseils in caves can be huge – sometimes hundreds of metres, usually with the rope carefully rigged to hang in free space. Some caves are top-to-bottom abseil through-trips and are well supplied with abseil stations. Cavers do sometimes used doubled ropes but their preference is for releasable single-rope systems.


Dangers and Hazards


Done correctly, abseiling should be a safe activity, but there are some hazards to be aware off, which is why safety ropes are advised for beginners and trainees.


Losing control You need just the right amount of friction, which varies according to your weight, the diameter of the rope and the length/weight of rope hanging below you. This is particularly important on very long abseils, which need variable friction to maintain a safe rate of descent.


Rope abrasion Sharp edges can quickly cut through a rope. Rope pads and protectors can be used, but the safest solution is to re-rig at rub points and completely eliminate all abrasion.


Entanglement Hair, clothing, gloves or fingers can be caught in the descending device. Prevention is the best strategy to deal with this – tie back long hair and keep hands well away from the descender. If entanglement does happen, it’s much easier to resolve when a safety rope is being used.


Inversion Top-heavy abseilers can turn upside down. Connecting a safety rope through a chest harness will prevent this.


Abseiling off the end of the rope This is usually avoided by the simple precaution of tying a bulky knot in the end of the rope (except in canyoning, which has a different protocol).




Types of Descender


• Figure 8 – this is a simple and versatile design for single or double ropes that is used for most beginners’ sessions. It can cause rope twist and is not advised for a single rope of less than 10mm.


• Canyoning descender – this has the simplicity of a figure 8 but has variable friction and can be used safely with thinner ropes. It also allows rope attachment while it is connected to the harness.


• Rack descender – used by cavers, this is ideal for very long descents (exceeding 100m/330ft).


• Single-rope descender – again, this is used by cavers because it gives precise control on a wide range of rope diameters. It is always used in conjunction with a braking karabiner. It is also available with an auto-locking handle.


• Belay device – any device used by climbers to control a safety rope can be used for abseiling. It can be combined with a Prusik knot for automatic stopping and precise control.
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Rack descenders are ideal for very long descents.







[image: ]


Abseiling with a climber’s belay device using a Prusik knot for control and safety.
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The figure 8 is a simple descender for single and double ropes.
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A canyoning descender with variable friction and easy lock-off.







[image: ]


An Italian hitch can be used for improvised abseiling, belaying or lowering. It should be used with a pearshaped HMS karabiner.
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A single rope ‘bobbin’ descender, often used for caving.








Equipment


• A helmet – essential (for those in the drop zone at the bottom too)


• Harness – any climbing harness should be suitable. A chest harness is advised when using a safety rope with anyone a bit top-heavy


• Rope – for recreational abseiling, a single low-stretch 11mm rope is usually used


• Descender – see box
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Chest harness in use.





Getting Started


There are centres and instructors all around the UK offering abseiling from cliffs, towers, buildings and structures. It’s best to ask what the length of the abseil will be. A 6m (20ft) tower may well be sufficient, especially for children, but if you want a proper thrill don’t settle for less than 20 vertical metres (65ft). Ideally choose a natural cliff in a rugged landscape – it is, after all, a rock climbing technique. The biggest and scariest commercially available abseils in the UK are from artificial structures, however. The 127m-high (417ft) National Lift Tower in Northampton has now become an abseiling centre. Almost as high is Portsmouth’s Spinnaker Tower, where you can book a spectacular 100m (330ft) descent.
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Abseiling the spectacular cliffs of Cheddar Gorge.





Ultimate Abseils


Maletsunyane waterfall at Semonkong in Lesotho claims to be the world’s biggest commercially available abseil at 204m (669ft), but that distance is regularly exceeded by cavers, and occasionally by canyoneers. The most spectacular cave abseil has to be the Cave of the Swallows in Mexico, which is a huge shaft with a free-hanging abseil of 370m (1,210ft). The Bourne Gorge in France offers a very different abseil experience – the Moulin Marquis. This is a canyoning trip with a difference that descends a 380m (1,250ft) waterfall using a series of abseil stations and requires a very high skill level!
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Abseiling the 141m-deep (463ft) Titan Shaft in Peak Cavern, Derbyshire.







Click


British Mountaineering Council – www.thebmc.co.uk/climb-skills-abseiling


National Lift Tower – www.nationalabseilteam.co.uk


Spinnaker Tower – www.spinnakertower.co.uk


Read


Rock Climbing: Essential Skills and Techniques by Peter Libby (Mountain Training, 2022)


The Complete Caving Manual by Andy Sparrow (Crowood Press, 2010)


Watch


There are plenty of videos on YouTube, but be aware that not all show safe practice.


Related chapters: Caving; Canyoning; Climbing; Ice Climbing; Mountaineering







Chapter 2


CANOEING AND KAYAKING


Perched on your canoe or tucked into your kayak, you can glide silently on still water immersed in nature or take on the high-adrenaline challenge of thunderous rapids. You can enjoy a river journey of several day watching the world slip gently past or follow a rocky coastline exploring coves and caves. Whichever level you aspire to, ‘paddling’ will help you develop skills, build friendships and take you to beautiful places.
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History


The oldest known remains of a canoe date to about 8,000 years ago, but we can safely assume that their history extends back much further. Rivers were once the transport arteries of the world and played an essential role in the expansion of the human species. It may be that the first great human adventure was to brave the rapids to see what lands lay beyond. Today you can return to the waterways in those same simple boats and find a wealth of different experiences.


Canoe versus Kayak


In simple terms, a canoe is an open deck boat in which you are either seated or kneeling using a one-bladed paddle while a kayak has a closed deck into which your legs are inserted. In the kayak you sit in a ‘cockpit’ using a double-bladed paddle. You’re closer to the water in a kayak compared to the higher-sided canoe, which means you usually get wetter.


Advantages of a Canoe


• Fairly easy getting in and out


• You can be a passenger


• Large cargo and passenger capacity


• Comfortable sitting position


• Great for expeditions and camping


• Reasonably stable but with a higher centre of gravity than a kayak


• You should stay dry on flat water


• Good view of your surroundings


• Can be used with a sail


Disadvantages of a Canoe


• Big and heavy boat


• Difficult to transport and store


• Take on a lot of water in rapids


• Single paddles are less efficient than double paddles


Advantages of a Kayak


• Fast and requiring little effort


• Light and easy to transport


• Low centre of gravity gives good stability


• Very manoeuvrable


• Good in rapids and white water


• Double kayak paddles are more efficient than single canoe paddles


Disadvantages of a Kayak


• High probability of getting wet


• Advanced kayaking skills like rolling are hard to master


• Transitioning from flat water to fast-moving water can be daunting


• Spray decks can be intimidating and dangerous for beginners
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What’s not so good about a canoe.
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Calm water and good company – the perfect combination for canoeing.





Types of Paddling


These are the different levels and styles of paddling:




• Flat water – canals, lakes, placid rivers


• Moving water – flowing rivers and low-grade rapids


• White water – fast flowing, technically difficult and hazardous


• Sea – exploring the coastline


• Surf – catching waves


• Touring – taking a multi-day journey down one of our great rivers


• Artificial whitewater centres





What type of water you choose to paddle depends to some extent on your personal skill level and desire for thrills, but also very much on where you’re based. If you’re in an upland area, there should be a good choice of rivers at various grades. Most of us aren’t lucky enough to have ‘sporting’ rivers on our doorstep but we’re probably not more than an hour from the sea. If you are marooned deep inland there’s bound to be some local canal, lake or reservoir where paddling is permitted.


Choosing the Right Canoe or Kayak


• Recreational kayaks are beginner-friendly and a good all-rounder option. They are suitable for all ability levels, offer good stability, and are easy to paddle


• Whitewater kayaks tend to be quite short for manoeuvrability but with sufficient volume to maintain good buoyancy


• Playboats have less volume than a whitewater kayak – this is a stubby little boat for freestyle fun and tricks


• Sea kayaks have a sleek design to cut through choppy water


• Touring kayaks track well in strong currents and can handle rough waters


• Racing kayaks are long and narrow, built for speed; for specialists only


• Sit-on-top kayaks are beginner-friendly and unsinkable


• Inflatable kayaks are good for travel and recreational paddling


• Packrafts are ultralight portable inflatables (see below)


• Recreational canoes are for everyday paddling on lakes, rivers, and flat water. Ideal for beginners or multiple people


• Whitewater canoes tend to be shorter in length with a high rocker. This allows them to navigate rapids while keeping the cockpit dry


• Racing canoes are designed to cut through the water for optimum speed
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Whitewater kayak.
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Sit-on-top kayak.
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Canoe and playboat compared for size. Playboats are used for spins, cartwheels and other tricks rather than river journeys.
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Airbags can add additional flotation to a canoe.





Single or Tandem Kayak?


A tandem is cheaper than two singles but it’s also heavier and longer. They’re a great way to get friends or family on the water and for coaching beginners, but they don’t handle easily when paddled solo. They do enable you to share the workload with another paddler and it can be very sociable being out with a friend, but you will lose some of the freedom and flexibility of having individual boats.
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A sea kayak: sleek lines and sealed cargo bins.





Getting Started


Like with any adventure sport, it’s highly recommended that you start with expert tuition. Paddling sports are extremely popular and you can find a wealth of information online. There are lots of centres offering courses and training, as well as clubs offering taster sessions that can lead on to training and making new paddling friends. Once you’ve mastered the basics, you can think about more specific training – there are courses available for whitewater and sea paddlers, for example. Training courses don’t appeal to everyone and you may choose to get yourself out on the water. It’s your choice but do try to observe the following:


• Wear a correctly sized and fitted buoyancy aid. Dress to stay warm in or out of the water, which may mean a wetsuit. If the water is moving, wear a helmet


• Don’t launch into dangerous water – beware of currents, tides, rocks, waves and winds. Wind can make progress very difficult. Paddle into the wind to be sure of getting back


• Avoid busy spots – it takes practice to paddle in a straight line, so you won’t want too many other water users around you


• Go with a friend – if you do capsize or get into trouble you may need help


• Tell somebody your intentions


Learning to Paddle


Professional instruction is always best, but there’s also a lot of useful online videos to advise and help you. Here are a few simple tips:




• Sit in the boat and find the balance point


• Start gently using small strokes to get the boat moving under control


• Keep your eyes on where you’re heading, and the boat should follow


• Keep tension across your core. Sit up straight and transfer the effort from your arms to your chest


• Let the boat run between the strokes. You don’t have to paddle all the time


• Steer at the rear. Use your paddle like a rudder and see how to the boat turns


• If you’re paddling a canoe, practise the J stroke, which is used on one side to keep the boat straight


• For kayaks, your legs play an important part. Footrests should be positioned so that you can grip the sides of the kayak with your knees







Spray Decks


As the kayak sits so low in the water, the kayaker tends to get quite wet. The spray deck (or skirt) does exactly what it says – makes a screen across the cockpit to keep the spray off you. It also enables Eskimo rolling, which is an essential technique in whitewater. Rolling is used to recover if you capsize a kayak. Once your kayak is upside down in the water, you use your paddle and body to force your kayak back upright without ever leaving the vessel. It’s a great skill to learn, but it takes some practice.


The spray deck fits snugly around the paddler’s waist and then stretches out to hook around the rim of the cockpit, making a complete seal. They can be intimidating and dangerous for beginners because it makes underwater exit from a capsized kayak a bit more complicated. The spray deck has a release loop and one sharp tug will disengage it – always make sure this loop is accessible and not tucked under the spray deck! Practise it a couple of times somewhere safe to build your confidence.
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Eskimo rolling after capsizing.








Waterways Access


Good news if you live in Scotland – you are free to navigate nearly all rivers, lochs and canals. Unfortunately, it’s a very different story in England and Wales, where most waterways, lakes and reservoirs are strictly controlled and only 2 per cent have public access rights. Paddle UK, the national governing body for paddle sports in the UK, has put a lot of work into improving access. They offer an ‘On the Water’ membership, which includes a waterways licence to paddle over 4,500km (2,800 miles) of rivers and canals across the country. The canal network is an ideal flat-water venue enjoyed by many paddlers.


Understanding Grades


As you progress from flat water to moving water, you’ll need a good understanding of grades. These are only part of the story, however, because the difficulty will also be affected by fluctuating water levels. Another huge factor is local knowledge – it’s always best to be with someone familiar with the river and its hazards. Also don’t forget that things change – boulders move and fallen trees can jam.


Rivers are graded from 1 to 6 under average flow conditions:


• Grade 1 means the water is moving but without rocks, hazards, or technical difficulties. It should be within most people’s abilities. There should be nothing worse than ripples and waves to wobble your boat


• Grade 2 can include waves and small stoppers, which should be easy to navigate. These waters can be paddled with basic skills


• Grade 3 rivers are more technically difficult – there will be waves, stoppers and possibly even drops. You will have to paddle a precise route to stay safe


• Grade 4 is definitely getting serious. Expect severe waves, drops, stoppers and other obstacles. You would be well advised to check out this river from the bank before you paddle. Grade 4 is sometimes subdivided into 4- or 4+ to indicate the technical level


• Grade 5 rivers are seriously dangerous and need very high levels of skill and experience to navigate


• Grade 6 are the most extreme rapids, which may (possibly) be runnable by a few elite paddlers
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The highest waterfall ever run by a kayak is 57m (187ft).





It needs to be stressed that you’re not going to progress safely to grade 3 without some coaching and that technical skills are only part of the story. You also need specific knowledge about the rivers you’re going to paddle and that only comes from other paddlers. It’s a social pastime with a really good club and training structure, so there’s really no need to go it alone.




Hazards and Features on a Fast-Flowing River


• Strainers are obstructions that prevent the passage of larger objects while allowing the flow of water to continue. The flow can pin a boat or person against the strainer, allowing water to pile up and submerge them.


• Sweepers are semi-submerged trees that are still rooted on the shore.


• Standing waves form over submerged features and can be the first in a ‘train’ of smooth or breaking waves.


• Pillows occur when water piles or boils in front of an obstruction.


• Stoppers are often found on the downstream side of a significant obstacle. A stopper is dangerous, rapid and aggressive recirculating flow from which escape is difficult.


• Undercut rocks are very dangerous features that can trap you underwater.


• Eddies are calm spots where it’s possible to rest or paddle upstream.


• A drop is where the boat descends a waterfall, which can mean a free fall of several metres.





Sea Kayaking


Sea kayaks are identifiable by their longer, sleeker hulls, which give them stability in choppy water. They are designed for easy paddling over long distances rather than manoeuvring in tight spaces. They are also usually equipped with a cargo net, dry barrel storage, and internal bulkheads. This is a great way to explore the coastline, but you are in a small boat in a very big sea. It’s really important to be aware of wind, tide, currents and conditions. The usual rules apply – learn from the more experienced and don’t go alone.
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The coastline and islands of Scotland have much to offer.
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Making a friend as you paddle.





Launching can be the most technical challenge, as you have to negotiate the breaking waves. After that be prepared to put some work in – sea kayaking can be an endurance sport, especially if the wind is against you. Your effort should be rewarded when you explore the rocky coastline with its gullies, caves and secret beaches. You should see lots of wildlife too – sea birds, marine life and, if you’re lucky, curious seals.


Kayak Surfing


This is probably the easiest way to catch a wave and enjoy some surfing, but remember that a kayak, especially when filled with water, is a very bulky object that can do damage to you or others, which is why inflatable kayaks and sit-on-tops are a safer option. Before you head out into the water, get some training or advice on how to surf safely, how to recognise dangerous conditions and the etiquette of surfing with others. On a popular beach, keep to any designated areas and be mindful of those around you.
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Tandem sea kayak.





Touring


It’s time to load your canoe or stuff your kayak with camping kit and set off on a proper journey. The canal system offers you almost limitless travel around the country, but it won’t beat the satisfaction of following a natural river as it winds its way through different landscapes. There are numerous specialist companies offering hiring or guiding services for the most popular rivers. The iconic River Thames is easy paddling, but it can take a couple of weeks to complete its entire 225km (140-mile) length. Other marathon journeys include the Severn and the Wye, which are both slightly more technical rivers with some grade 2-3 rapids along the way.
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Catching a wave.
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Exploring the lochs of Scotland.





Scotland’s River Spey, despite being the fastest flowing in the UK, isn’t a technically difficult paddle. It will carry you 109km (68 miles) from the Cairngorms National Park to the sea, passing through some spectacular landscapes.


The River Blackwater is part of Northern Ireland’s Canoe Trails network and is an ideal venue for touring paddlers of any ability. The Blackwater gently meanders through the beautiful countryside of counties Armagh and Tyrone.


Packrafts


A packraft (see also p.184) is an ultra-lightweight inflatable boat small enough to carry in a rucksack. They average just 3–4kg (7–9lb). You can get whitewater packrafts, but they’re mostly used on gentler rivers. They allow walking and rafting to be combined, particularly in remote landscapes that are dotted with lakes and bisected by rivers. Some packrafts are designed to carry a bicycle, which means you can carry your boat on your bike, and then your bike on your boat.


Where to Kayak in the UK


Rivers


Which river is best is a question guaranteed to provoke passionate debate amongst paddlers. There are a lot of rivals to choose from and no clear consensus, but these are some of the main contenders:


England


• the Dart (Devon)


• the Greta (Cumbria)


• the Lune (Cumbria)


• the Tees (Yorkshire)


Wales


• the Conwy (Gwynedd)


• the Mawddach (Gwynedd)


• the Tawe (Powys)


Scotland


• the Findhorn (Inverness-shire)


• the Nevis (Inverness-shire)
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