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  Introduction




  Welcome to Paddling Virginia and West Virginia. These two states, paired as one for four score before being divided by the Civil War, present a wealth of paddling possibilities from the Atlantic Ocean to the Ohio River. As an outdoor writer I have had the privilege of authoring several hiking and camping guides to these two states and was very excited about exploring the rivers and lakes of Virginia and West Virginia and then sharing them with you. And there is plenty about which to be excited, including a treasure of expanding paddling trails and blueways. Take Virginia for example, from the Great Dismal Swamp in the east to Virginia’s contribution to great rivers of the world, the James, to the Shenandoah River along the Blue Ridge to the mountain-rimmed North Fork Pound Lake in far southwest Virginia, the paddling opportunities are as varied as the colors on a kaleidoscope. Here in the Old Dominion, you can explore tidal creeks, powerful Piedmont rivers, mountain waterways, and regal impoundments in natural settings that allow you to reconnect with nature on nature’s terms.




  In West Virginia the alluring paddling opportunities start with the New River, brawling its way through the Appalachian Plateau, and other mountain streams such as the legendary Greenbrier River. Paddling trails have been established in the Mountain State, too, along the Coal River, the Cheat River, and still others. Lake paddling, too, is a popular pastime here in Almost Heaven. Think of the lakes at Hawks Nest State Park and North Bend State Park, presenting eye-pleasing scenery in a still-water setting. Other waterways such as the Cacapon and South Branch Potomac River present additional rivers to run.




  [image: This is where you begin your paddle at Belle Isle State Park (paddle 17).]




  The opportunity arose to write this guidebook and I excitedly jumped on it. I began systematically exploring the waterways of the two Virginias for great paddling destinations. I sought to include paddling destinations that would not only be rewarding but would also be exemplary paddles of the varied landscapes offered in all the geographic regions of the two states. In far West Virginia the Ohio River represents a big-river paddling possibility. The South Branch Potomac winds beautifully through a canyon known as the Trough, while the West Fork River provides a less-visited paddling destination in the northern part of the state.




  In Virginia I found Accokeek Creek, a newer paddling destination that explores a companion state nature preserve. It winds through a tidal marsh before opening onto bigger water leading to a panoramic vista of lands and waters extending to the horizon. The unusual Farmville Blueway leads you first to a lake, then a creek, then a river, all in one paddling trip. Want to explore history while paddling? Head out on the Jamestown Island Circumnavigation, floating around the site of the first successful English colony in Virginia. Stroke the Banister River and see Indian fish weirs and wing dams that aided early tradesmen who used Virginia’s rivers for transportation. The Roanoke River Blueway allows for a fun paddle down bouncy shoals right through the heart of Salem. Paddle to Emberson Falls, which spill into Philpott Lake.




  What can you say about the Rivanna River, where history, waterside scenery, and good floating combine into one paddling adventure? This destination is something you must experience for yourself—with the help of this guidebook of course. Then, when you cobble the paddling destinations together, it presents a mosaic of Virginia and West Virginia beauty and biodiversity that is hard to beat!




  This book serves up the information you need to execute paddling adventures in the Old Dominion and the Mountain State. As you may guess, the hardest part of writing this guide may have been picking out the paddling destinations. With each of these waterways, I sought out a combination of scenery, paddling experiences, ease of access—including shuttling when necessary—and a reasonable length for day-tripping. Now it is your turn: Get out there and paddle the two Virginias!




  Weather




  Virginia and West Virginia experience all four seasons in their entirety, and given the states’ elevations—from over 5,700 feet to sea level—they could be experiencing them all at the same time. Summer—the most popular paddling season—can be warm, with occasional downright-hot spells in the eastern lowlands of Virginia and along the Ohio River Valley of West Virginia. The mountains of both states will be cooler. Morning paddlers can avoid heat and the common afternoon thunderstorms of summer. A smartphone equipped with internet access allows paddlers to monitor storms as they arise. Given the mountainous terrain of the two states, do not count on cell service everywhere you go. Paddlers are drawn outdoors when the first northerly fronts of fall sweep cool, clear air across the two states. Crisp, still mornings, ideal for paddling rivers and lakes, give way to warm afternoons. Fall is drier than summer. Winter will bring frigid subfreezing days, chilling rain, and snow, especially in the mountains. There are also fewer hours of daylight. However, a wise choice of paddling days and smart time management will keep you warm and paddling while the sun is still above the horizon. Each cold month has a few days of mild weather, especially in Southside and southeastern Virginia. Make the most of them. Spring will be more variable. A warm day can be followed by a cold one. Extensive spring rains bring regrowth but also keep paddlers off excessively high rivers. However, any avid paddler will find more good paddling days than they will have time to paddle in spring and every other season. A good way to plan your paddling is to check monthly averages of high and low temperatures and average rainfall for each month in which you intend to go.




  Flora and Fauna




  The natural landscapes of Virginia and West Virginia are inextricably intertwined with their human history (especially since they began as one state). They offer everything from the huge Ohio River Valley in the west, leading to a maze of hills and hollows, to the high mountains of the Alleghenies and Blue Ridge to the rolling midlands of the Piedmont, where big rivers carve bigger valleys, to the gentle Tidewater and onward to the Atlantic Ocean. A wide variety of wildlife calls these dissimilar landscapes home.




  Deer are the land animal you most likely will see along West Virginia’s and Virginia’s waterways. Deer along some lakes and rivers are remarkably tame and may linger on or close to the water as you approach. A quiet paddler may also witness turkeys, raccoons, or even a coyote. Aquatic animals such as beavers, muskrats, and otters may also be seen. Bears can be found throughout most of the two states. They occur in greatest numbers in the mountains and eastern swamps. If you feel uncomfortable when encountering any critter, keep your distance and they will generally keep theirs.




  Overhead, many raptors ply the skies for food, including hawks, falcons, and owls. The waterways of the two states are alive with osprey and bald eagles, lording over the terrain below them. Herons, waterfowl, and songbirds are abundant, too. Depending upon where you are, other birds you may spot range from kingfishers to woodpeckers.




  The flora offers just as much variety, especially with such a range of elevation and transitioning aquatic environments, from big freshwater rivers of the west to clear, cold mountain streams to saltwater seas. Along the waterways you will find evergreen forests, bottomland hardwoods coloring autumn’s landscapes, cypress-filled swamp woods, even spartan beach environments. Wildflowers will be found in spring, summer, and fall along watercourses and in drier site-specific situations.






  West Virginia and Virginia River Regions




  Virginia is divided by nine major river systems: From the north the Potomac River drains the Virginia portion of the Shenandoah River, while the Rappahannock and York absorb waterways east of the Blue Ridge. The James River takes in waters from the West Virginia state line easterly through the heart of the Old Dominion all the way to Chesapeake Bay, draining 25 percent of the state. The Roanoke flows from the Appalachians southeasterly into Southside Virginia, also going by its historical name of Staunton part of the way. Although the Chowan begins in North Carolina, many of its tributaries start in Virginia, including the Nottoway and Meherrin Rivers. All the above waterways flow into the Atlantic via Chesapeake Bay or Albemarle Sound, while the Eastern Continental Divide separates the aforementioned streams from the New River, the Tennessee River, and the Big Sandy River drainages. These waterways ultimately feed the Ohio then Mississippi River, emptying their waters into the Gulf of Mexico. The New River forms in North Carolina’s mountains, then cuts across Southwest Virginia to enter West Virginia and end as it enters the Kanawha. The Tennessee River tributaries such as the Clinch flow from the far southwest Virginia highlands into the Volunteer State, while the Big Sandy River drains a small portion of Southwest Virginia to ultimately meet the Ohio River and onward.




  West Virginia’s waters flow into two major drainages—the Ohio River and the Potomac, which leads to Chesapeake Bay. The vast majority of Mountain State waterways, including the New, the Monongahela, Cheat, and Gauley, flow into the Ohio and on to the Mississippi, exiting into the Gulf of Mexico. The Monongahela is of special interest. This waterway and its tributaries flow north into Pennsylvania to Pittsburgh, where they join the Allegheny River to form the Ohio River, then turn south. The New River has a large watershed, which starts in North Carolina then flows into Virginia and onward into the Mountain State, where it, along with the Gauley River, drain a substantial number of eastern West Virginia mountain counties. The New and Gauley flow into the Kanawha, passing through West Virginia’s capital city of Charleston. The Potomac River system covers northeastern West Virginia, along with portions of Virginia, Pennsylvania, Maryland, and even the District of Columbia before emptying into Chesapeake Bay. Major streams in the Potomac/Chesapeake drainage are South Branch and North Branch Potomac River, Cacapon, and the Shenandoah River.




  [image: Paddlers fixing to enter Lake Drummond (paddle 28)]




  Your Rights on the Rivers and Lakes of the Two Virginias




  Navigability laws differ in West Virginia and Virginia. In 2015 and 2016 landowners along Johns Creek and Craig Creek in western Virginia fought the notion of paddlers being able to float down their streams through privately owned land, bringing suit. Consequently, the Virginia Marine Resources Commission confirmed that they consider Johns Creek, Craig Creek, and several other whitewater streams navigable and public. The commission determined this based on their policy of assuming streams of sufficient size are navigable unless proven otherwise.




  When actually on the water, what does this mean for the Virginia paddler? Paddlers must put in or take out on public property or their own private property (all the paddles in this guide have public accesses). The vast majority of landowners do not mind passage through waters along their property. While paddling, be considerate— do not litter, bother livestock, climb on a dock, or traipse through someone’s backyard. If encountered or confronted, be friendly and approachable. However, if you are stopped or you are asked to get off riverside property, then I suggest you paddle on. Adhere to the landowner’s request and live to paddle another day. Be apprised that you could be considered trespassing when you portage, camp, fish, or even stop for a lunch break on streamside lands if not on public property. At that point it is not a great time for debate on Virginia waterway law.




  The laws in West Virginia are more paddler friendly. Under the Equal Footing Doctrine, the beds and banks of the Mountain State’s rivers and streams are a strip of public land, to be conserved for public benefit. Boaters in all kinds of boats are free to use this water and the immediate adjacent land. Again, use common sense and common courtesy when floating down rivers and along lakes. Respect private property rights and use only public accesses. Be a good representative of the paddling community.






  How to Use This Guide




  This guidebook offers trips covering every corner of West Virginia and Virginia. The paddles of the two states are divided into four regions. Each paddle included in the book is chosen as a day trip, though overnight camping can be done where noted. The following is a sample of what you will find in the information box at the beginning of each paddling destination:




  
18 Mattaponi River








  Follow this blackwater stream as it changes from slender stream to tidal waterway in a short span. A short, easy shuttle can be done on foot or bike.





  Counties: King William; King and Queen




  Start: Zoar State Forest Access, N37 48.542' / W77 7.280'




  End: Aylett Ramp, N37 47.145' / W77 6.180'


  Length: 5.0 miles


  Float time: 2.6 hours


  Difficulty rating: Easy


  Rapids: None


  River/lake type: Small tidewater river


  Current: Slow


  River gradient: 1.7 feet per mile




  Water gauge: Mattaponi River near Beulahville, VA, no minimum runnable level




  Season: Year-round, spring for blooming wild azaleas


  Land status: State forest; private


  Fees and permits: None


  Nearest city/town: Aylett


  Map: USGS: Aylett


  Boats used: Kayaks, canoes, motorboats on lower stretches of paddle


  Organization: Zoar State Forest, 4445 Upshaw Rd., Aylett, VA 23009; (804) 769-2962; www.dof.virginia.gov


  Contact/outfitter: Mattaponi Canoe & Kayak, (800) 769-3545, www.mattaponi.com




  From the information box we can see that the paddle is in King William as well as King and Queen Counties. It begins at Zoar State Forest. The GPS coordinates for the put-in are given using NAD 27 datum (the base mapping collected by the US Geological Service), which you can plug into your phone or auto GPS for direction finding. The paddle ends at the Virginia Department of Game and Inland Fisheries ramp in Aylett. The trip is 5 miles in length, which I acquired from using a GPS during my research. The paddle should last around 2.6 hours, but this is just an average. The time you will spend on the water depends upon whether you fish, picnic, swim, paddle, or simply relax. Use the float time as a gauge to help you determine how much time you need/want to spend on your particular trip. The paddle is rated as easy since it is slow and no rapids exist along the run. This river difficulty rating system goes from Class I to Class VI. Class I has easy waves requiring little maneuvering and few obstructions. Class II rapids may have more obstructions and require more maneuvering, and the rapids may be flowing faster. Most paddles in this guidebook are Class I–II. Class III rapids can be difficult with numerous waves and no clear defined passage and require precise maneuvering. Classes IV to VI increase in difficulty, with Class VI being unrunnable except by the best of experts.




  The water type classification reflects its geographical placement within the two states and what type of river it is where the paddle takes place, in this case a small tidewater river. The current is slow here, and for all paddles can range from tidal to slow to moderate to swift. The river gradient reflects the rate at which the river descends during the paddle.




  The water gauge listed will be near the destination and will help you determine the paddleability of the river. Some rivers have minimum flow rates listed so you will get on the river only when it has enough water—or stay off when the water is too high. Others that do not have a minimum runnable level—like this one—can be paddled year-round. Concerning water gauges, the key variable is the height of the river at a fixed point. Gauge houses, situated on most rivers, consist of a well at the river’s edge with a float attached to a recording clock. The gauge reads in hundredths of feet. Rating tables are constructed for each gauge to get a cubic feet per second (cfs) reading for each level. Other gauges are measured in height, given in feet. This gauge information can be obtained quickly, often along with a gauge reading of recent rainfall at the same location. USGS Real-time Water Levels for the United States can be found on the web at http://waterdata.usgs.gov/nwis/rt. This in-depth website has hundreds of gauges for the entire country updated continually, and graphs showing recent flow trends, along with historic trends for any given day of the year, available at a click. Consult these gauges before you start your trip.




  The best paddling seasons are given, followed by land status. The lands bordering the Mattaponi River are private and public, in this case a state forest as well as county park. Many paddling destinations included in this guidebook border public lands. See above for information about your rights on the river. For this sample paddle, no fees or permits are required. Aylett is the nearest municipality. This listing will help you get oriented to the paddle destination area while looking at a map or looking up map information on the internet. Though quality maps and driving directions are included with each paddle, the Maps section lists pertinent maps you can use for more detailed information, including United States Geographical Survey (USGS) 7.5' quadrangle maps. These “quad maps,” as they are known, cover every parcel of land in this country. They are divided into very detailed rectangular maps. Each quad has a name, usually based on a physical feature located within the quad. In this case the paddle traverses a quad map named “Aylett.” Quad maps can be obtained online at www.usgs.gov.




  Boats used simply informs you of what other river users will be floating. The Organizations section lists groups that charge themselves with taking care of the particular waterway or manage lands included on the paddle. If you are interested in learning more about the river’s health and other water-quality issues, as well as simply getting involved in preserving Virginia’s and West Virginia’s waterways, consult these groups when listed. The Contacts/Outfitters listing will sometimes also give you information if an outfitter operates on the segment of river given. This can help with shuttles and boat rentals.




  In addition to the information in the sample above, each paddle has several additional sections. Put-in/takeout information gives you directions from the nearest interstate or largest community first to the takeout, where you can leave a shuttle vehicle, then from the takeout to the put-in. By the way, look before you leap! Some of the put-ins and takeouts use dirt or sand roads just before reaching the waterways. After periods of extreme weather, such as heavy rains or long dry periods, the roads can become troublesome. If you are at all unsure about the road ahead of you, stop, get out, and examine it on foot before you drive into a deep mudhole or get stuck in the sand.




  A paddle summary (not shown on sample float) follows the put-in/takeout directions. This does what it sounds like it should do—it gives an overview of the paddle trip, giving you an idea of what to expect that will help you determine whether or not you want to experience this waterway. A river/lake summary follows. This gives an overview of the entire river or lake, not just the section paddled. This way you can determine whether you want to paddle other sections of the river/lake being detailed. It also gives you a better understanding of the entire watershed, rather than just a section of river in space and time. Next comes The Paddling, which is the meat-and-potatoes narrative, giving you detailed information about your river trip, including flora, fauna, and interesting not-to-be-missed natural features. It also details important information needed to execute the paddle, including forthcoming rapids, portages, bridges, and stops along the way, and the mileages at which you will come across them.




  Finally, some paddles have a sidebar. This is interesting information about the waterway that does not necessarily pertain to the specific paddle but gives you some human or natural tidbit that may pique your interest to explore beyond the simple mechanics of the paddle.






  Fixing to Paddle




  Which Boat Do I Use?




  This book covers waterways in West Virginia and Virginia, from crashing mountain rivers to massive waterways a mile across to still and silent swamp streams to tidal creeks barely wide enough for a boat. So with such variety, what boat do you use? There are multiple possibilities.




  Choosing a Kayak




  The first consideration in choosing a kayak is deciding between a sit-on-top model and a sit-in model, such as a touring kayak or whitewater kayak. Sit-on-tops are what their name implies—paddlers sit on top of the boat—whereas a touring kayak requires you to put your body into the boat, leaving your upper half above an enclosed cockpit. Ask yourself, what type of waters are you going to paddle? Are you going to paddle near shore, on calm flat waters, or are you going to paddle bigger waters, such as the lower Rappahannock River in Virginia’s Northern Neck? If paddling bigger water, you will need a cockpit. Sit-on-top kayaks are generally more comfortable and allow for more freedom of movement. They also take on water more readily and are used almost exclusively in warmer-water destinations, and are often used by outfitters as rental boats on mild rivers during summertime. Sit-in touring kayaks are inherently more stable, since the user sits on the bottom of the boat rather than on top of the boat. Sit-on-top kayaks make up for this stability shortcoming by being wider, which makes them slower. Base your decision primarily on what types of waters you will be paddling and whether you will be going overnight in your kayak. Sit-on-top kayaks are a poor choice when it comes to overnight camping. However, sit-on-tops do have their place. Smaller waters, such as ponds and gentle, smaller streams, are good for sit-on-top kayaks.




  Sit-in kayaks are the traditional kayaks, based on models used by Arctic aboriginals. Some factors to consider when choosing a touring sit-in kayak are length, volume, and steering. These longer touring kayaks are built to cover water and track better. Look for a boat anywhere from 14 to 18 feet in length if overnighting. Sit-on-top kayaks will range generally from 8 to 15 feet. Narrow touring kayaks have less “initial stability”—they feel tippier when you get into them—although their narrowness prevents waves from flipping the boat over. Waves will tip wider sit-on-top kayaks, which have better initial stability. Whitewater kayaks are another matter altogether. Often short and operated with a spray skirt covering the entrance hole, these boats are built specifically for maneuvering through crashing whitewater and not for traveling downriver or on a lake. Consider them the sports cars of kayaks. Whitewater kayakers are diligent about picking the boat that works for them, factoring whether they are paddling down big, brawling rivers like the New or narrow, steep, rocky creeks that you and I as recreational paddlers wouldn’t consider going down. These are used for many of West Virginia’s and Virginia’s wild whitewater streams, almost none of which are included in this guidebook. This volume is designed for the large audience of recreational paddlers.




  Kayak materials vary from the traditional skin-and-wood of the Inuits to plastic and fiberglass composites like Kevlar and the waterproof cover of folding kayaks. For touring kayaks I recommend a tough composite model, simply because they can withstand running up on sandbars, scratching over oyster bars, or being accidentally dropped at the boat launch. I look for durability in a boat and don’t want something that needs babying.




  For touring boats, consider storage capacity. Gear is usually stored in waterproof compartments with hatches. Look for watertight hatches that close safely and securely. The larger the boat, the more room you will have. This is a matter of personal preference. Today, not only are there single kayaks but also double kayaks and even triple kayaks. Most touring kayaks come with a foot pedal–based steering system using a rudder. Overall, kayakers need to be fussier when choosing their boats than do canoeists, as kayaks are more situation specific. Surf the internet and read reviews thoroughly to get an idea of what you want, then go to a store that sells kayaks and try them out. Rent one from an outfitter and go down their river. Look for “demo days” at outdoors stores. Borrow a friend’s kayak. Outfitters often sell used canoes and kayaks. A well-informed, careful choice will result in many positive kayaking experiences.




  Choosing a Canoe




  Canoes and kayaks offer different venues for plying the waters of the two Virginias. When looking for a canoe, consider the type of water through which you will be paddling. Will it be through still bodies of water or moving rivers? Will you be on big lakes, mild whitewater, or sluggish streams? Canoes come in a wide array of oil-based materials and are molded for weight, performance, and durability. Do not waste your time or money with an aluminum canoe. They are extremely noisy and are more likely to get hung on underwater obstacles rather than slide over them. Consider material and design. Canoe materials can range from wood to fiberglass to composites such as Polylink 3, Royalex, Kevlar, and even graphite. I prefer more durable canoes and thus seek out the tougher composites, such as Royalex.




  Canoe design comprises the following factors: length, width, depth, keel, and bottom curve, as well as flare and tumblehome.




  •Length. Canoes should be at least 16 feet long for carrying loads and better tracking. Be apprised that shorter canoes are available and are often used in ponds, small lakes, and smaller streams for shorter trips.




  •Width. Wider canoes are more stable and can carry more loads but are slower. Go for somewhere in the middle.




  •Depth. Deeper canoes can carry more weight and shed water, but they can get heavy. Again, go for the middle ground.




 •Keel. A keel helps for tracking in lakes but decreases maneuverability in moving water.




•Bottom curve. The more curved the canoe bottom, the less stable the boat. Seek a shallowly arched boat, as it is more efficient than a flat-bottom boat but not as tippy as a deeply curved boat.




  •Flare. Flare, the outward curve of the sides of the boat, sheds water from the craft. How much flare you want depends upon how much whitewater you expect to encounter.




  •Tumblehome. Tumblehome is the inward slope of the upper body of the canoe. A more curved tumble home allows paddlers to get their paddle into the water easier. Rocker, the curve of the keel line from bow to stern, is important. More rocker increases maneuverability at the expense of stability. Again, go for the middle ground.




  Then there are situation-specific canoes, such as whitewater or portaging canoes. Whitewater boats will have heavy rocker and deeper flare but will be a zigzagging tub on flatwater. Portaging canoes are built with extremely light materials and will have a padded portage yoke for toting the boat on your shoulders. I recommend multipurpose touring/tripping tandem canoes, those with adequate maneuverability, so you will be able to adjust and react while shooting rapids. You want a boat that can navigate moderate whitewater, can handle loads, and can track decently through flatwater. If you are solo-paddling a tandem canoe, weight the front with gear to make it run true. However, if you have a solo boat, you cannot change it to a two-person boat.




  Consider the Old Town Penobscot 16, long a favorite of mine. It is a great all-around boat that I have used on varied trips, from day paddles on rivers to multinight adventures, over years and years. Ultra-lightweight canoes, such as those built by Wenonah, are designed to be carried from lake to lake via portages but have their place throughout Virginia and West Virginia waterways. I highly recommend the 17-foot Wenonah Spirit II. At 42 pounds, this ultralight Kevlar boat can perform well in the water and not break your back between your vehicle and the water. I used it often while writing this book. Other times you may be going down rivers with significant stretches of whitewater where you will want a boat that can take bone-jarring hits from rocks in the mountains of the two Virginias. Finally, choose muted colors that blend with the land and water. It is easy on the eyes and easier to hide if you are executing a bike shuttle or going on a hike during your paddle.




  Which Paddle Do I Use?




  Wood is still holding on strong as a material for paddles, though plastics dominate the market, especially lower-end paddles, such as those used by outfitters, and also ultralight high-end paddles. Some cheap varieties combine a plastic blade with an aluminum handle. Bent-shaft paddles are popular as well, though I don’t recommend them myself. They are efficient as far as trying to get from point A to point B, but while floating you are often drifting and turning, making constant small adjustments, turning the boat around, and doing all sorts of maneuvers other than straightforward paddling in a line. Bent-shaft paddles are poor when it comes to precision steering moves. How about a square vs. rounded blade? I prefer a rounded blade for precision strokes, whereas a power paddler, maybe the bow paddler, will desire a square blade. Paddles can vary in length as well, generally from 48 to 60 inches. I recommend a shorter paddle for the stern paddler, because that is the person who makes the small adjustments changing boat direction. A shorter paddle is easier to maneuver when making all these small adjustments, not only in the water but also when shifting the paddle from one side of the boat to the next.




  Kayak paddles are double-bladed, that is they have a blade on both sides, resulting in more efficient stroking. Kayakers seem more willing to part with a lot of money to use an ultralight paddle. Almost all kayak paddles are two-piece, snapping in the middle. This makes them easier to haul around, but more importantly it allows paddlers to offset the blades for more efficient stroking. Four-piece blades are not unusual though. Kayak blades are generally 6 inches by 18 inches, with paddles averaging between 7 and 8 feet in length. Weight-wise, expensive paddles can go as low as 24 ounces or less, while average paddles are 30 to 40 ounces. Like anything, you get what you pay for. A paddle leash is a wise investment to prevent losing your paddle.




  Whether in a canoe or kayak, an extra paddle is a smart idea. It is easy to stow an extra paddle in the canoe, but a kayak can be more troublesome. A four-piece paddle is easier for a kayaker to stow.




  Paddling Accessories




  Life Vest




  Wearing a life vest is a good idea when paddling. Even if not wearing a life vest, I always have one with me. It’s the law (you are also supposed to have a whistle, horn, or bell in Virginia). In the bad old days, I would use any life jacket that would meet Coast Guard standards just to get by. But now I carry a quality life vest, not only for safety but also for comfort. The better kinds, especially those designed for kayaking, allow for freedom of arm movement.




  Chair Backs




  These hook on to the canoe seat to provide support for your back. I recommend the plastic models that cover most of your back, especially giving lower lumbar support. The more elaborate metal and canvas chair backs get in the way of paddling. However, having no chair back on multiday trips can lead to “canoer’s back.” Kayaks have built-in backrests.




  Dry Bags




  Waterproof dry bags are one of those inventions that give modern paddlers an advantage of leaps and bounds over those of yesteryear. These dry bags, primarily made of rubber and/or plastic, have various means of closing themselves down that result in a watertight seal, keeping your gear dry as you travel waterways, whether they are lakes or rivers. Today’s dry bags, which can range from tiny personal-size, clear bags in which you might throw things such as sunscreen, keys, bug dope, and a hat, to massive rubber “black holes” with built-in shoulder straps and waist belts designed not only to keep your stuff dry but also to be carried on portages. They come in various sizes and shapes, designed to fit in the tiny corners of a kayak or an open canoe. Long and thin bags can hold a tent, while wide bags will fit most anything. Kayakers should consider deck bags, which are attached to the top of the kayak just in front of the paddler for storing day-use items. You can also get small dry pouches specifically designed to carry your smartphone. Some are equipped with lanyards to go around your neck. Do not take unnecessary chances with your device—keep it dry.




  Plastic Boxes




  Plastic storage boxes, found at any mega-retailer, come in a variety of sizes and shapes. They are cheap, easily sit in the bottom of the canoe, and can double as a table. Store items in here such as bread that you don’t want smashed. However, they are not nearly as waterproof as a rubber dry bag. Consider using these if you are on flatwater.




  Paddlers’ Checklist
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  Depending on your personal interests, you may also want to consider some other items: fishing gear, sunglasses (with strap), trash bag, GPS, weather radio, camera, watch, sunscreen, lip balm, extra batteries, binoculars, cooler, and wildlife identification books.




  Traveling with Your Boat




  Boats, whether they are canoes or kayaks, need to be carried atop your vehicle en route to the water, unless you are renting one from an outfitter. How you load your boat not only depends upon whether it is a canoe or kayak but what type of vehicle it is and also whether or not you have an aftermarket roof rack. No matter how you carry your boat, tie it down securely, for the sake of not only your boat but also your fellow drivers, who will be endangered if your boat comes loose. I have seen a canoe fly off the car in front of me, and have seen what a boat will do to a car after sliding off to the side of said car while still tied on! After cinching your boat down, drive a short distance, then pull over and recheck your tie job. I recommend using the flat straps with buckles, which are sold at any outdoor retailer and also big-box stores. Some strap buckles are encased in rubber and keep the buckle from scratching your boat or automobile.




  A quality aftermarket roof rack installed atop your vehicle makes for a much safer way to transport boats. Invest in one of these if paddling frequently. I have one and cannot imagine carrying my canoes and kayaks without it. Roof racks can be customized to different types and numbers of boats as well. And don’t skimp on tie-down straps either; this is what holds the boat to the rack.




  Parking




  In writing this book and other Virginia and West Virginia hiking, backpacking, and camping guidebooks, among over seventy outdoor guidebooks, I have parked all over the country, often for days and weeks at a time. Use your intuition when leaving your vehicle somewhere. It is always best to arrange with someone to look after your car, and a small fee is worth the peace of mind. National, state, and county parks with on-site rangers are a good choice for leaving your vehicle overnight. Also, check with fish camps and liveries, as many of these provide shuttle service and a safe place to park. Private businesses sometimes allow overnighters to park in their lots. Be sure to ask permission and offer to pay. When parking for day trips, it is better to leave the vehicle near the road in sight rather than back in the woods out of sight.




  Shuttles




  River trips require a shuttle. Setting up these shuttles is a pain, but the payoff is getting to explore continually new waters in an ever-changing outdoor panorama. The closer you are to home, the more likely you are to be self-shuttling. Always remember to go to the takeout point first, leaving a car there, with the put-in point car following. Leave no valuables in your car. Take your keys with you and store them securely while you are floating. I have seen many a person leave their shuttle vehicle then forget to take their keys with them on the paddle. Do not let this happen to you.






  Outfitters can save you the hassle of shuttling and allow you to leave your car in a safe, secure setting. Of course, you will pay for this service. This especially helps on river trips that are far away from home. When inquiring, don’t be afraid to ask about prices, distances, and reservations if you can’t get this information from their website. It pays to make the phone call if you have questions, especially if the paddling destination is far from home. Also, ask about camping and potential crowds, especially during weekends. When outfitters are available, they are listed with each paddle in this book.




  Paddling Safety




  A safe paddler is a smart paddler. Be prepared before you get on the water and you will minimize the possibility of accidents. And if they do happen, you will be better prepared to deal with them.




  Lightning




  Lightning can strike a paddler. Play it smart. When you sense a storm coming, have a plan as to what you will do when it hits. Most plans will involve getting off the water as quickly as possible. Seek shelter in a low area or in a grove of trees, not against a single tree, and then wait it out.




  Poisonous Plants




  Yep, poisonous plants are growing out there. You know the adages, such as “leaves of three, leave it be.” If you are highly allergic to poisonous plants, check ahead for the area in which you will be paddling, then take the appropriate action, such as having Benadryl-based creams.




  Bugs




  Sometimes when paddling we consider the possibility of death by blood loss from mosquitoes, but actually your chances of dying from a bug bite in the wild are less than your chances of dying on the car ride to the river. Watch out for black widow spiders, and ticks with Lyme disease (though you cannot tell the ones with Lyme disease until you get it). For those who are allergic, bee stings are a real danger. Be prepared if you are one of these people subject to bee stings.




  Snakes




  Paddlers will see snakes along rivers, especially on sunny streamside rocks. This is a preferred area for copperheads. I have seen other snakes swimming while floating by in a boat. Give them a wide berth and they will do the same for you.




  Sun




  When paddling Virginia and West Virginia, the sun can be your enemy and your friend. You welcome its light and warmth. Then it tries to burn your skin, penetrate your eyes, and kick up gusty winds. Finally you lament its departure every night as darkness falls. Sun can be a real threat no matter where you are. While boating, you will be on the water and thus open to the prowess of old Sol. Be prepared for sun. Have sunscreen, a hat, bandanna, long pants, and a long-sleeved shirt. Clothes are your best defense. Put on the sunscreen before you get in the sun. Consider covering your hands. I have personally seen several cases of sun poisoning on paddler’s hands.




  Heat




  While paddling, take shade breaks and swim to cool off in the heat of summer.




  Cold




  In our eagerness to hit the river, especially after a string of nice March days, we take off for the nearest stream, disregarding the fact that twenty-one days of March are classified as winter, and the waterways can be really cold then. The possibility of hypothermia is very real if you take a tumble into the water. Try to stay dry if at all possible—it is easier to stay dry and warm, or even dry and not so warm, than to get wet and cold, then warm up. Same goes for paddling in late fall and winter.




  Medical Kit




  Today, medical kits have come a long way. Now you can find activity-specific medical kits that also come in different sizes for each activity, including paddling. Medical kits designed for water sports come in waterproof pouches. I recommend Adventure Medical Kits. They not only have a good variety of kits but also divide their kits into group-size units, so whether you are a solo paddler or on a multiple-boat multiple-day river trip, you will have not only the right kit but the right-size one.




  Camping




  Overnight camping can add to the Virginia and West Virginia paddling experience. Where camping is a possibility, I have noted it in the paddling narratives. Other places may have strict private property situations or other elements that prohibit camping. However, you may want to consider camping either before or after your paddle. Check out the plethora of Virginia and West Virginia state parks, national parks, national forests, and other public lands.
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