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  To my brother and fellow canoeist, Russell, and to the memory of our mother, 
Martha, who always told us to go outside and play, but be back by suppertime.









   May your trails be crooked, winding, lonesome, 
dangerous, leading to the most amazing view.




  —American author Edward Abbey (1927–1989)
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Introduction



  






   Biscayne National Park encompasses much of Biscayne Bay out to the offshore reefs at the edge of the Gulf Stream in the Straits of Florida where a small, but growing, cadre of intrepid paddlers catch snapper, grouper, dolphin, wahoo, kingfish, and even billfish from fishing kayaks. Some even paddle out to the shallow patch reefs to snorkel or go spearfishing. Others explore the mangrove shoreline and narrow creeks of Biscayne Bay or simply paddle out to go swimming in the clear bay waters. Still others fish the shallow flats from canoes or kayaks for bonefish, permit, barracuda, snook, snapper, or redfish.




  The western shoreline of Biscayne Bay is mostly lined with red mangroves, interrupted periodically by dredged canals lined by lavish homes with a view of the Miami skyline. To the east are rocky, forested islands that separate Biscayne Bay from the open ocean, and are accessible to experienced paddlers who wish to camp, explore, fish, or snorkel.
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  Black skimmers and laughing gulls hang out on a dock at Flamingo as they wait for the tide to change.




  Then, just 30 miles due west lies 1.5 million acres of Everglades National Park, which offers an entirely different array of paddling opportunities. Many first-time visitors simply rent sit-on-top kayaks at the Flamingo marina concession and paddle up Buttonwood Canal where they have a good chance of seeing American crocodiles, West Indian manatees, wading birds, ospreys, bald eagles, white ibis, white-crowned pigeons, laughing gulls, black skimmers, and more.




  Florida Bay stretches to the south with 849 square miles of shallows and plenty of mangrove islands to paddle around, including the Oyster Keys, where Audubon warden Guy Bradley was shot dead in 1905 trying to protect plume birds. Plus, there are ample opportunities to fish, spend some time bird watching, or just enjoy being out on the water. Eleven miles to the west of Flamingo, and accessible only by water, is the long, beautiful, pristine beach of Cape Sable, offering some of the best sunsets on the planet. Beyond Flamingo to the north lies the vast Everglades backcountry, and a paddler’s dream world if you like real wilderness adventure.




  At the north end of the park is the Gulf Coast Visitor Center in Everglades City, where paddlers have opportunities to explore the Ten Thousand Islands, camp on coastal islands, or even paddle the length of the 99-mile Everglades Wilderness Waterway all the way to Flamingo. Whether you’re a first-time paddler or a seasoned veteran, if you’re looking for genuine adventure and unforgettable memories, then look no further than Everglades and Biscayne National Parks.




  Safe Paddling Practices




  


  

  

	
Always have the US Coast Guard–required safety gear on board, both for your safety and to avoid a ticket.




  	
Always carry extra water, protein bars, sunscreen, lip balm, rain gear, and a spare paddle.




  	
Always tether yourself to your canoe or kayak. A 15-foot coiled telephone cord with a clip attached to each end works well. Clip one end to a deck loop and the other end to a belt loop (or around your ankle) so if you flip your canoe or kayak in a strong current, it cannot drift out of reach. Tethers are also sold at most outfitters or outdoor sports stores.




  	
Always file a float plan. Even if you are only out for a day trip, let a friend or family member know your planned route, who you are with, and when you plan to return. Many areas in Everglades National Park are out of cell phone range, so contacting someone may be impossible without a satellite phone or some other satellite-based electronic device. Cell phone service is available in most of Biscayne Bay within Biscayne National Park, but do not rely on your cell phone as your only emergency device. It is wise to purchase a waterproof case for your cell phone.




  	Paddle with a buddy unless you are an experienced paddler and you have a means of contacting someone in case of an emergency.




  	If you are a novice paddler, sharpen your skills on easy routes until you gain experience and confidence. Practice flipping your canoe or kayak in a swimming pool and reentering it.




  	
Check the weather before leaving, and always pay attention to approaching storms and other weather events that can create strenuous or dangerous paddling conditions.




  	Carry a small anchor attached to at least 20 feet of nylon line so if you flip in a current the anchor will fall to the bottom and hold your position.







  Safety Gear




  




  In accordance with US Coast Guard regulations, all paddlers must be in possession of a whistle and a personal flotation device (PFD; life vest). If you use a conventional PFD, it must either be worn or be readily accessible (not stowed inside a kayak or out of reach in a canoe) in an emergency. If you use an inflatable PFD, then it must be worn at all times. I wear an inflatable PFD because it offers much more freedom of movement and is not unbearably hot in summer, but I also keep a conventional PFD in an accessible location. I also keep it tethered to the canoe in case of flipping (always pack your canoe as if you expect to flip, so you won’t lose a bunch of gear if, or when, you do).




  Paddlers traveling on the water between sunset and sunrise in coastal waters must either carry flares or a distress light that is visible for at least a mile. LED flashlights that have both a steady beam and the ability to flash on and off are excellent. If you paddle often at night, or like to launch in predawn hours, consider a handheld spotlight rated at 1- or 2-million candlepower, both as an emergency light, but also to see distant markers and even shorelines on moonless nights. If you are paddling at night where there could be boat traffic, it is advised that you have a battery-powered 360-degree light shining at all times, but keep it on the stern so you can see where you are going.




  In addition to the required safety gear, I highly recommend purchasing a waterproof, floatable, VHF (Very High Frequency) marine radio, because you may be out of cell phone range. Handheld VHF radios have a range of about 3 nautical miles to hail boaters, and you can also listen to the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) marine weather forecasts and be advised if there is inclement weather headed your way.




  If you get serious about long-distance paddling, especially solo, then definitely consider purchasing a small EPIRB (Electronic Position Indicating Radio Beacon) that can send an emergency SOS to the Coast Guard with your GPS coordinates, and will continually send GPS coordinates every 5 minutes for 48 hours. The battery life in an EPIRB is five years, and there is a button that allows you to confirm whether it is charged or not. A similar device is called a Personal Locator Beacon (PLB), and yet another highly recommended device is a satellite GPS messenger.







   

  
Canoe or Kayak?










  Although many serious paddlers own a variety of canoes and/or kayaks that serve different paddling situations, for camping I prefer a canoe over a kayak because you have more freedom of movement, you can sit in a chair with a back (placed over the bench seat), or use a seat with a back that attaches to the bench seat. However, for open-water paddling, or for rough conditions created by wind or tides, sit-inside sea kayaks are a more logical choice because they offer less wind resistance and are far more seaworthy than a canoe or most sit-on-top kayaks. Sit-on-top kayaks are best used for fishing or day-tripping because there isn’t enough space to pack sufficient camping supplies for more than a few days at best. Canoes can handle big open bays, or even the shorelines of the Gulf of Mexico, as long as the weather doesn’t act up, and in South Florida there are plenty of nice, calm days for paddling.




  If you are serious about becoming a passionate canoeist or kayaker, or both, my best personal advice is to purchase a canoe or kayak that is made of fiberglass, Kevlar, carbon fiber, or a combination of these lightweight materials. Yes, they can be considerably more expensive than plastic, but they will make up for it when you have to lift it up on your vehicle’s roof racks by yourself, portage it from one place to another, or when you have to carry it across a parking lot to the launch site. Lighter and sleeker canoes and kayaks are easier to paddle and will travel farther with less effort.




  You can, of course, rent a canoe or kayak for your voyages if, for whatever reason, you do not want to own one. Another choice, especially if you travel or do not wish to carry your craft around on roof racks, is Pakboats or Oru kayaks. These can be folded for transport inside SUVs, car trunks, or even as luggage on planes.




  So, do your homework and make the decision that best suits your personal needs, your budget, and your paddling style. Some outfitters host demo days where manufacturers bring various models for potential customers to test-paddle, or some will have a means for you to test-paddle models that they sell. Remember—when you invest in a high-quality canoe or kayak, you’re purchasing something that will give you endless joy for a lifetime, and something to pass down to the next generation. (If you are married, keep in mind that tandem canoes and kayaks are often referred to as “divorce boats.”)




  Choosing a Kayak




  




  There are two basic types of kayaks on the market—sit-inside and sit-on-top. Sit-inside kayaks (often called touring kayaks, expedition kayaks, or sea kayaks) are the traditional Eskimo design where paddlers sit with their legs and lower body inside the kayak and their upper body above the deck. To keep water out of the kayak hull during rough water or rain squalls, a waterproof skirt is worn around the paddler’s waist that attaches to the kayak deck. If you flip in a sit-inside kayak, you must be adept at performing the “Eskimo roll” to right yourself. This is something you will want to practice until you master the technique, and it’s recommended that you watch demonstration videos before attempting it. It basically involves using your paddle in a sweeping motion and twisting from your waist while you are upside down in your kayak.




  The advantages of sea kayaks are speed, seaworthiness in rough water, and having your gear stowed safely inside the hull. There are also crisscrossing elastic straps on the fore and aft deck where small items in dry bags can be secured. Sea kayaks are comparatively fast because they are slim and are generally in the 16- to 18-foot range. Longer, narrower kayaks will be much faster than shorter, wider kayaks, and a good paddler can cover long distances in a day. Even though you may not be interested in racing, a fast kayak equates to ease of paddling, so it will require less effort to get up to speed, and to maintain a comfortable paddling pace, making your trip less tiring and more enjoyable. Also, keep in mind that a speedy kayak will get you out of trouble quicker in the event of an approaching thunderstorm or cold front, plus it will change your entire perception about how far you may decide to travel on a day trip.




  The disadvantages of sea kayaks include having to downsize your gear, much like a backpacker, in order to fit everything inside the hull during multiday trips, and their length can be a problem in tight, winding creeks. Also, getting in and out of a sea kayak at a chickee (an elevated wood platform with a roof) requires acrobatic skills, especially at low tide. And, because your gear is mostly inside the hull, it is inaccessible while on the water.




  Sea kayaks do not allow very much freedom of movement and, for that reason, they are not suitable for paddlers with lower back problems. For kayak fishing enthusiasts, a sea kayak is not a wise choice because of your restricted movement, along with having no convenient place to put your gear, or your catch.




  Besides conventional sea kayaks where the paddler sits in a narrow cockpit, there are new, innovative designs with a larger opening where the paddler sits. This design offers a bit more freedom, plus you have the opportunity to install a better back support. The Wenonah Canak has this design, as do some models by Current Designs, Eddyline, Perception, and others. A disadvantage is that they are not sealed from the elements, so you will need to have a hand-operated water pump with you, or a boat sponge, just like in a canoe.




  And then there are sit-on-top kayaks, which are relatively new on the scene, mostly evolving as kayak fishing has become more popular. Most American-made sit-on-top kayaks are formed of rotomolded polyethylene plastic and are considerably wider than sea kayaks, because kayak fishing requires a stable platform. Some sit-on-top kayaks are stable enough to stand up in for sight-fishing in shallow water. Sit-on-top kayaks are also popular for snorkelers, scuba divers, and spearfishermen because they are easier to get in and out of in deep water. Plus, they are the most popular choice for rental operations, like you will find in Everglades and Biscayne National Parks.




  The advantages of plastic sit-on-top kayaks are price, stability, drain holes in the cockpit, and being tough enough to drag across rough terrain (even parking lots) by the bow handle. There are short sit-on-top kayaks in the 8-to 12-foot range that are perfect for children and young adults to master their paddling skills or for paddling down narrow creeks with tight turns.




  However, for lighter, sleeker, and faster sit-on-top kayaks, look at models made of fiberglass, Kevlar, or carbon fiber. The cost goes up, but the benefits are definitely worth it.




  Sit-on-top kayaks designed for fishing will have ports fore and aft for storing gear inside the hull, as well as built-in space for a crate on the aft deck, rod holders, a cockpit storage compartment for small items like pliers and sunscreen, plus places to attach a depth finder and a compass. Kaskazi Dorado kayaks from South Africa have a built-in fish box that takes up the entire bow compartment. Many come standard with foot-controlled rudders, which are a plus in many situations.




  Kayaks come in solo and tandem models, and some long-distance kayakers paddle tandem kayaks solo because they offer more room for gear. Freya Hoffmeister, a German kayaker who has circumnavigated Australia and South America solo, paddles a customized tandem expedition kayak. As of this writing, she is circumnavigating North America.




  For those who do not have good upper body strength, or who would simply prefer to pedal with their legs rather than paddle, or even amputees who have lost a hand or arm, Hobie offers sit-on-top kayaks that are propelled with foot pedals that operate fins beneath the center of the hull, and Native Watercraft has models with pedals that operate a propeller. While there are some advantages with pedals, there are also some major disadvantages. There are many sleek kayaks and canoes that will far outperform them in speed and distance because kayaks equipped with pedal drives typically weigh anywhere from 80 pounds to more than 100 pounds, so keep that in mind if you carry your boats on car racks or need to portage. Also, the pedal-operated fins and propeller beneath these kayaks will only work in water that is more than about 18 inches deep, and the rudder is hand-operated by a lever on the gunwale, so the rudder is not usable whenever paddling is required. Their advantages are hands-free fishing, holding your position in currents or tides, and simply being able to just sit back and relax while pedaling slowly along. But, for long-distance travel, or for camping, they plummet to the bottom of the list of wise choices, with the exception of the Hobie Adventure Island, which comes with retractable pontoons and a full sail, like an outrigger.




  Choosing a Canoe




  




  Like kayaks, canoes come in a variety of lengths, widths, and materials ranging from Royalex, aluminum, fiberglass, Kevlar, and carbon fiber. Pack canoes are generally longer and wider, and are built to handle long-distance multiday adventures with two or more people on board. When paddling a symmetrical tandem canoe solo, it is best to paddle it stern forward because this places you further forward in the canoe by sitting in what is supposed to be the bow seat. Another option is to purchase a spare seat that is designed to straddle the gunwales for support. These seats are used for solo paddlers in tandem canoes or to accommodate a third person. Yet another option is to purchase a canoe designed to be both a tandem and a solo canoe by having a third seat just aft of center. The Wenonah Solo Plus and the Hemlock Eaglet III both have this design. My advice is, if you prefer to paddle solo, then buy a dedicated solo canoe.




  My solo Swift Shearwater is 16 feet, 2 inches long and has a Kevlar hull with carbon-fiber rails, weighing about 30 pounds. A 16-foot canoe made of Royalex will likely tip the scales at about 75 pounds. While a Kevlar canoe is considerably lighter than aluminum or Royalex, your wallet also becomes much lighter.




  Canoes have some noteworthy advantages over kayaks in that they offer more comfort, they can hold a lot of gear, your gear is more accessible, and they are easier to get in and out of at an Everglades chickee.




  Like kayaks, longer and narrower canoes are faster than shorter, wider models. For efficiency, coupled with storage capabilities, a good canoe for multiday expeditions should be no less than 15 feet long, and 16 to 17 feet is better, especially if it is a tandem canoe. For day trips on winding creeks or narrow rivers, a shorter canoe will work best, especially for youngsters.




  Choosing the Right Paddle




  




  Other than your choice of a canoe or kayak, your paddle will have the greatest impact on the performance of your craft on the water. Even short outings can involve thousands of paddle strokes, so the proper paddle will determine how enjoyable or demanding your trip turns out to be by day’s end.




  Basically speaking, do not skimp on a paddle. You may be using it all day long, and perhaps for multiple days in a row, so a carbon-fiber kayak paddle that weighs in the 24-ounce range (or less) will be far less tiring than swinging a paddle in the 36-ounce range for hours on end. Consider these basic principles for double-bladed kayak paddles:






	
Length: Your height and the width of your craft will determine your optimum paddle length (see chart below).




	
Materials: Strong and lightweight materials like carbon fiber improve performance but hit your wallet the hardest, ranging in price from $200 to $400 or more; nonetheless, they are well worth the price.




	
Blades: The shape and blade size will affect performance and overall efficiency. It will take less energy to pull narrow blades through the water, but it will also take longer to get your canoe or kayak up to speed. Larger blades provide more power but require more effort to pull through the water.




	
Shaft: A bent shaft or feathered blades can improve efficiency, so do your homework in this area.







  Refer to this chart to determine kayak paddle lengths that best suit you:









	Paddler Height

	Boat Width






	

	Under 23"

	23"-28"

	28"-32"

	Over 32"






	Under 5' tall

	210 cm

	220 cm

	230 cm

	240 cm






	5' to 5'6" tall

	215 cm

	220 cm

	230 cm

	240 cm






	5'6" to 6' tall

	220 cm

	220 cm

	230 cm

	250 cm






	Over 6' tall

	220 cm

	230 cm

	240 cm

	250 cm











  My favorite canoe paddles are bent-shaft paddles made of carbon fiber, or paddles with a wooden shaft and fiberglass or carbon-fiber blade, because they are insanely light. To determine proper canoe paddle lengths, sit in your canoe and place the paddle upright (blade upward) between your legs, with the grip end on the canoe floor. The shoulder of the blade (where the blade meets the shaft) should be at your forehead on a straight-shaft paddle, and level with your nose on a bent-shaft paddle.




  Straight-shaft paddles are the type most commonly used, but bent-shaft paddles are more efficient for long distances on flat water—that is, if you prefer a canoe paddle over a double-bladed kayak paddle. I use a double-bladed carbon-fiber kayak paddle in my solo canoe, but carry a lightweight canoe paddle as a spare, or when paddling in narrow, winding creeks.




  Choosing the Right Life Vest (PFD)




  




  A PFD (personal flotation device), or life vest, is required for each person and must be US Coast Guard–approved (check the label). It must also be in good, serviceable condition, and be the appropriate size for the intended user. Conventional PFDs are made of buoyant foam covered in nylon material that strap on to your upper body.




  There are also two types of inflatable PFDs on the market—one that automatically inflates when it is submerged in water, and another style that inflates by pulling a plastic handle that activates a CO2 cartridge (bring a spare cartridge). Wearers of inflatable PFDs must be 16 years of age or older. Type I offshore vests are the most buoyant, and are designed to turn an unconscious person in a face-up position. Type I vests, however, are cumbersome and seldom worn by paddlers. Type II nearshore vests are intended for calm, inshore waters, and are the most popular for paddlers. Children are required to have life vests rated for their size and weight, and they must be worn at all times.




  Conventional PFDs are insanely hot in summertime and they are bulky, but some styles have handy pockets to keep your car keys, cell phone, whistle, and lip balm, plus there are places to attach a VHF radio and GPS unit. Conventional PFDs are also very restrictive when trying to board a kayak or canoe in deep water.




  Coast Guard regulations require that if you have a conventional PFD, then it must either be worn or readily accessible, meaning it cannot be stowed inside a kayak hatch, or somewhere out of reach in a canoe. If you use an inflatable PFD, then you are required to wear it at all times.




  Inflatable PFDs are comfortable; they do not restrict paddling; and they are not hot like conventional PFDs can be in the summertime. I personally prefer to wear an inflatable PFD that is hand-activated, but I always carry a conventional life vest that is tethered to my canoe or kayak with a 20-foot length of quarter-inch line, so if I should flip where there is a current or strong tidal flow, it will trail behind my craft and make it easy to reach. I keep a floating boat cushion tethered as well.




  I do not recommend self-inflating PFDs, because if you were to flip in shallow water for some reason, there is no need for it to automatically inflate. Visit a marine supply store or an outfitter and compare the various brands or models, and choose one that suits you best. Conventional PFDs are far less expensive than inflatables, but consider the disadvantages of conventional PFDs before deciding. To me, the extra expense is well worth the comfort.




  Choosing the Right Tent




  




  On solo canoe trips I prefer to pack a two-person tent so there is ample room to bring gear, food, and water inside to deter marauding raccoons at night. For tent camping in South Florida you will want a free-standing tent that is held up by arching fiberglass poles (consider purchasing one or two extra sections of poles in case one breaks). It is important that you choose a tent with no-see-um-proof netting, because these small midges (sandflies) can go through regular tent screen. There is nothing more miserable than being trapped in your tent with thousands of no-see-ums inside, and thousands of mosquitoes outside.




  If you like to see what’s going on around you in all directions, there are tents where the entire sides are made of no-see-um-proof netting. Also be sure your tent comes with a rainfly, and purchase a waterproof ground cloth that is slightly smaller than the tent floor. Place it down on the ground and set your tent on top of it.




  If you paddle a sit-inside kayak, then you will need to choose a single-person backpacker-style tent so it will fit inside the hatches and not take up much room.




  Transporting Your Canoe or Kayak




  




  Our home in Homestead, Florida, is only 12 miles from the main entrance to Everglades National Park. When I haul my canoe or kayak into the park, I carry it in the bed of my pickup truck with a truck bed extender, which is a square, steel, 4-foot pipe that inserts into the trailer hitch. On the other end is a vertical, adjustable, square steel pipe that is connected to a horizontal, 4' length of pipe with steel loops on each end. I covered the horizontal pipe with a car rack cushion that straps down with Velcro (you could also use a pool noodle as a cushion). I simply slide my canoe or kayak into the truck bed with the stern resting on the bed extender, pull a bungee cord between the loops on the horizontal bar over my boat, tie a red flag on the stern, and off I go. Quick and easy.




  However, when I travel on highways where there is a lot of traffic, I attach a car roof rack to the cab, then reverse the truck bed extender from the normal position to vertical, so the horizontal bar is level with my truck cab. Once I load my canoe or kayak onto it, I secure it with flat, buckled, nylon straps and always tie a rope from the bow and stern to both bumpers as an added precaution.




  For cars or SUVs, simply buy a pair of quality roof racks. It is wise to buy the type that can be locked to your roof to avoid theft.




  To make getting a kayak up on the racks easier if you are solo, check out a rack system called a Thule Hullavator. This rack has double extending arms that pull straight out from the mounts on the roof so it can be lowered alongside your vehicle at waist height for easy loading, and then uses gas-assisted struts to easily lift your craft back up onto the roof of your vehicle. They are worth the price if you carry your kayak on roof racks most of the time, especially if you are solo.




  Another handy device is called a Quick Loop Strap, which is a flat nylon strap loop that is firmly attached to a short piece of rubber hose. Open the hood of your car (or doors) and place the rubber hose on the inside, with the strap loop sticking out, and close the hood or doors. This creates a convenient and secure loop where you can attach straps to tie down your canoe or kayak.




  Another option is to trailer your craft, which makes loading and unloading easy, and is obviously the best way to go if you haul three or more canoes or kayaks. It is also much more expensive, due to the price of the trailer, brake light harness, license plate, and registration.







   

  
Paddler’s Checklist



 






  The following list of gear is offered to ensure that you haven’t forgotten any important items.




 Navigation




  




❒ Nautical charts (either waterproof charts or NOAA charts cut into sections and laminated)




❒ Compass (keep it on a lanyard with your US Coast Guard–required whistle)




❒ Binoculars (to look for markers as well as wildlife)




❒ Handheld waterproof GPS (optional but a good idea)




❒ AllTrails app downloaded in your cell phone (see details under Charts in the front of this guide)




  Permits and Regulations




  




  ❒ Backcountry (wilderness) camping permit




  ❒ Float plan (with emergency contacts)




  ❒ Wilderness regulations




  ❒ Fishing license and regulations




  ❒ Vessel registration (required for motorized canoes)




  Water and Food




  




  ❒ Water—1 gallon per person per day plus another gallon per person per week (freshwater is not available in the Everglades backcountry, but is available at Boca Chita and Elliott Key in Biscayne National Park); bring extra in summer; don’t be shy to ask passing boaters for spare water




 ❒ Powdered Gatorade (adds electrolytes to your water)




  ❒ Food—with one or two extra days’ supply (fresh fruits and vegetables and packaged, dried soup and bean dishes help cut down on cans and bottles; there are no trash receptacles in the backcountry)




  ❒ Protein bars or energy bars; dried fruit and nuts




  ❒ Raccoon-proof food storage—no Styrofoam coolers




  
Cooking





  




  ❒ Portable stove (consider propane stoves; there is a single burner available that screws directly onto the propane cylinder, but they are tippy without support)




  ❒ Fuel for stove




  ❒ Waterproof matches and/or butane lighters (a flint fire starter is a good emergency backup)




  ❒ Cooking gear and utensils (no disposable plastic)




 ❒ Paper towels for cleaning and starting fires at beach campsites




  ❒ Biodegradable soap with sponge




  Clothing




  




  ❒ Rain gear (umbrellas also work well as protection against rain and sun and as a downwind sail for canoes and kayaks)




  ❒ Cold- or warm-weather clothes (depending on time of year, of course)




  ❒ Lightweight long-sleeved shirt and pants for sun and bug protection (lightweight cotton pajama bottoms are excellent inexpensive paddling pants)




  ❒ Footwear (consider Crocs because they float; Teva-style sandals are excellent, especially for wading)




  ❒ Wide-brimmed hat or a baseball cap




  ❒ Waterproof duffel bags and dry boxes for clothing and sleeping bags




  Personal and Safety Gear




  




  ❒ US Coast Guard–approved life vest (PFD), required




  ❒ Whistle, required; keep it on a lanyard around your neck or in a pocket on your life vest if it has one




  ❒ Paddle (plus a spare)




  ❒ Small anchor (with at least 20 feet of line)




  ❒ Bow and stern lines (at least 20 feet each)




  ❒ Flares




  ❒ Hand-operated bilge pump (a must-have; buy a hose to attach to the outflow that will clear the gunwales on a canoe)




  ❒ High-intensity distress light capable of flashing (recommended)




  ❒ Flashlight with spare batteries (alert boaters of your position if you are paddling after dark)




  ❒ Aerosol air horn (three blasts is the international distress signal)




  ❒ Orange distress flag (the official distress flag is 3 feet by 3 feet and colored orange, with a solid black square above a solid black circle)




  ❒ EPIRB, PLB, or SPOT unit (optional, but a good idea; see Electronic Messaging and Emergency Signaling Devices in this guide for more information)




  ❒ Handheld, waterproof, floatable VHF radio to contact boaters, listen to the NOAA weather reports, or hail the Coast Guard to report an emergency or nonemergency (Channel 16); a must-have item




  ❒ Bungee cords to secure gear




  ❒ Cellular phone in a waterproof case (reception will not be available in the remote regions of the Everglades backcountry); if you require cell phone service, consider renting a satellite phone for the trip (see Electronic Messaging and Emergency Signaling Devices for other options)




  ❒ Pocket cell phone charger (there are a number of these on the market, but buy one that holds enough charge to use several times, or bring a solar charger)




  ❒ Fishing tackle and gear




  ❒ Personal hygiene items




  ❒ Prescription medicine (allergy pills if you need them; prescription medicine must be in the pharmacy container with your name on it)




  ❒ A roll of 4-inch-wide Flex Tape (this stuff is remarkable for quickly patching holes, either in your vessel or tent)
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