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  Foreword




  This pleasant little book was originally written in a folksy, direct, energetic style as Basic Essentials Canoe Paddling by Harry Roberts. Though I never met him, my familiarity with his many articles and ad copy for Sawyer Canoes, coupled with an appreciation of his style and evangelistic enthusiasm for bent-shaft paddling, brought me, as a beginning paddler, many moments of pleasure and insight. After he died, I felt honored when asked to revise and update this work, and I made every effort not to lose the unique elements that defined Uncle Harry’s style as well as his message of efficient and effective canoe paddling using his beloved “North American Touring Technique.”




  Canoe paddling has been around for centuries, or perhaps millennia. Since the mid-eighteen hundreds, the classic style of using straight-shaft paddles with multiple varied strokes was the foundation of canoe instruction. However, some four to five decades ago, marathon racers (led by the incomparable Gene Jensen) developed and perfected an efficient paddling style using paddles built with an angle between the shaft and blade. Biomechanically, their “sit-n-switch” style required them to sit, not kneel. To conserve energy for long races, they switched sides to steer rather than using classic steering strokes, which “scrub off” forward motion (Harry’s phrase, and quite a descriptive one at that). It took a few years for instructors and recreational paddlers to embrace this method of paddling for casual use. However, Uncle Harry was a leading proponent of this style for recreational paddlers, and in his Introduction, he warns the reader to expect instruction that is different from what may have been learned “about paddling in the past.”




  This paddler, having raced marathons and logged hundreds of recreational miles on flatwater, heartily endorses Uncle Harry’s contention that the “sit-an-switch” bent-shaft paddle method is the easiest way to learn to paddle and provides the most efficient technique to move a canoe across a body of water. It’s not only simple to understand and easy to learn; it satisfies a beginner’s instinct to switch sides when paddling a craft that resists every effort to move in a straight line.




  Any temptation to expand this work to include instruction on classical canoeing style is mitigated by a strong commitment to remain true to Harry Roberts’s intent and passion. When first published, his book was as simple, direct, and effective an instruction manual for using a bent-shaft paddle as any available. Though it has been twice revised and slightly reorganized to provide clarity and logical progression, the book’s original intent and flavor remain unchanged. The reader will notice occasions that identify advantages of using a straight-shaft paddle for some strokes (pry low brace) as well as for whitewater canoeing. However, for the type of canoeing most of us do—flatwater touring and very easy rivers—Harry Roberts’s presentation of bent-shaft paddling technique provides all the necessary tools to effectively control a canoe in most situations.




  More important than technical instruction is the passion for canoeing that Uncle Harry weaves with his words. His encouragement to enjoy the inherent pleasures of simply and comfortably moving a canoe through water is refreshing and uplifting. His “Take-Out” comments at the end of the book remain unchanged from the original work. Read them first; he captures the emotion, passion, and feelings of the most committed of us. There may be no finer tribute to paddling ever written.




  Steve Salins


  Seattle


  January 2006




  Introduction




  This book is about paddling. It’s not about selecting a canoe. It’s not about tents or sleeping bags or cooking gear or portage packs. It’s about paddling. Because paddling is, in my experience, the part of canoeing that’s frequently forgotten, even though it’s the part of canoeing that can make or break your trip.




  There’s a popular notion that anybody can paddle. Let’s rephrase that. Anybody can be taught to paddle. Paddle well, paddle easily, paddle efficiently, paddle in control, and paddle safely.




  But why bother, you ask? Millions of people go canoeing every weekend and seem to be having a good time, and most of them don’t paddle well. Why bother?




  Well, are you sure they’re having a good time? If they were, they’d be out on the water next week, maybe even the next day, in their own canoe. The fact is that most have a good time swimming, or fishing, or splashing water and tipping over, or (in what’s come to be a noxious tradition on many waterways) getting drunk and rowdy. A few enjoy watching birds, sensing the constant variations of light dancing on the water, and slipping into a oneness with the natural world. But very few enjoy paddling for its own merits. Very few get involved in the feel of a canoe slipping quickly, easily, and powerfully through the water under perfect and nearly unconscious control. Very few paddle well enough to be free to absorb the world around them without worrying about wind, waves, current, or even fundamentals like keeping the boat going straight.




  In simple terms, learning to paddle well gives you the skills to enjoy canoeing more. Who knows? You might even find yourself catching an hour on the water every day after dinner! Most of us live close enough to a paddleable waterway to do just that. But you’ll never do that unless you enjoy paddling—the art and craft of making a canoe do exactly what you want it to do when you want it to.




  So, we’ll be talking together about the easiest way to learn to paddle. And I mean easiest. This isn’t the School of One Thousand Strokes And a Stroke! It’s a couple of strokes—but strokes learned so well that you don’t have to think about them. And before we start, I’d like to ask you one favor. This is a contemporary approach to paddling. If you’ve learned a bit about paddling in the past, as I did, you’ll be confused by some of what you’ll read. You’ll be told that it’s not only okay to sit in a canoe, but that it’s generally preferable. You probably won’t recognize the paddle I’ll recommend. And you’ll be told that switching sides when you paddle is a sign of artistry, not of terminal ineptitude.




  This is a new way to paddle, at least new to a lot of folks. Its fancy name is “North American Touring Technique,” and I confess I coined that name for it. Marathon racers—those men and women who paddle long distances in skinny canoes at average speeds of over seven miles per hour on dead flat water—call it “sit-and-switch.” It’s an accurate name. You do sit in the canoe, and you do switch paddling sides to aid in directional control, to encourage more efficient strokes, and to distribute the effort to powerful muscle groups. But “sit-and-switch” is an unlovely phrase at best, evoking memories of parental discipline rather than thoughts of clear water and the sound of a canoe running at speed. Clearly, the name needed some gussying up. So, it became North American Touring Technique, or NATT for short.




  The name’s a mouthful. And I promise I won’t use it again until the last chapter in the book. But when you start paddling this way, and you just plain flat-out blow the rails off your companions and get to the takeout so far ahead of them that you’re able to read the first half of Anna Karenina and still add three birds to your life list, I’d appreciate it if you’d tell your friends the full name for the way you paddle. It’d make me feel good. It really would.




  And it’d make me feel good to see the looks of astonishment on the faces of your paddling buddies when you and your partner just take off and leave them, with smiles on your faces and a notable absence of sweat on your brows. I won’t be there, of course. But I’ve seen that look enough to know what it is, and I’m smiling already.




  I’ve run off at the mouth enough. Zip up your PFD and let’s go paddling!




  

    

      	

        CHAPTER 1
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        Starting Right


      

    


  




  I can only assume you already have a canoe and a partner who’s willing to forgive you your trespasses. If you don’t, I’d need a book of about this size to talk about the process of selecting a canoe. Yeah, there are that many choices, and design differences can be subtle. But, since we don’t have that other book, I’ll have to assume that you own a canoe and that your primary intent is to take that canoe somewhere and look at something. If you lust for the thrill of playing in whitewater, you’ve bought the wrong book. If you drool over sea kayaks, you’ve bought the wrong book. What can I tell you?




  Your Paddle




  When it’s time to go somewhere in a canoe, the paddle that maintains both nice control and efficient paddling is a “bent-shaft” paddle: one in which the blade angles away from the shaft at approximately fifteen degrees. I can hear you now: “Buy another paddle?” Yup, that’s right. When you’re ready to move a canoe, there is no more efficient tool for making it happen than a bent-shaft paddle. What we’re talking about here is movement, glide, power, efficiency, cruisin’—that which makes paddling fun and draws you out on the water again and again!




  Your outfitter should know what you mean when you tell him you want a fifteen-degree bent shaft, although when you see one, you may think it’s dam aged, because there will be an angle between the shaft and blade.
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  FIGURE 1-1:




  Straight- and bent-shaft paddles.




  You probably already have some paddles. If you bought your canoe from a shop, the salesperson may have added or sold you some inexpensive paddles. If you got a “pre-paddled” canoe, the previous owner may have included old paddles as incentive for you to pay his asking price. In any case, you more than likely have a couple straight paddling sticks to get you started. That’s okay; keep them. As we go along, we will point out when using a “straight shaft’’ paddle is more effective. If you plan to paddle your canoe on a whitewater river, a straight-shaft paddle gives you more control for whitewater moves. Meanwhile, for flatwater lakes, ponds, bogs, and easy rivers, the bent-shaft paddle I recommend will allow you to paddle more easily and efficiently.




  Why a bent shaft of about fifteen degrees? Simple. A paddle functions efficiently within a range of fifteen degrees to either side of vertical. Build in the angle to begin with, and you can use a shorter, less tiring stroke with a shorter, lighter, handier paddle. Who wouldn’t buy that? I recommend a blade width of no more than 8 inches and a blade length of 18 to 20 inches. Why? A moderately small blade won’t twist in your hand under power, and it will be less tiring to paddle. Some paddle makers shave the shoulders of the blade to make a teardrop shape. With less surface area, the blade is plenty effective, less tiring, and in the water can better tuck alongside the canoe.
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