Departing from the Garvellachs in lumpy conditions.

Buoyancy point of view 1

Basic buoyancy
Accidents happen to other people, right? That is probably what this
person thought on 15th June 2013:
‘... One rod holder was missing (a different one to the one I had
fixed). Panic set in fully when my open top kayak started to sink. The
more I tried to get back into it, the more it sank. Eventually, the kayak
was horizontal in the water with just the tip end out of the water. I was
in the water for around thirty minutes in rough sea, swallowing water.
Only my buoyancy aid kept me afloat and, despite wearing a wetsuit,
I was becoming extremely cold and losing my energy. At this point I
thought I would die and never see my family again.’
My interest in kayaking and canoeing has never been in the sport or
being on the water. My first kayak was built in 1968 to access angling
places on a lake more quickly than a squared end fishing punt I had
built the year before. Later, the kayak was useful to explore islands in
Strangford Lough, Lough Erne and Lough Neagh.
Then I came to live on the west coast of Scotland and became
involved in outdoor adventure courses based on the island of Scarba.
The objective of these courses was to teach social lessons to young
offenders and also other teenagers from children’s homes and some
schools.
The sea expeditions were led by the participants and included
all the surrounding islands. My instructing role was that of safety
advisor. Kayaking skills needed by the course participants only required
the minimum to stay upright, keep direction, recover themselves or
capsized companions and also cope with fast tidal streams. The relative
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isolation and lack of distraction helped me to focus attention on ways
of reducing the strength and skill required for the kayaking part of the
course.
Objective safety was obviously of paramount concern. We were
operating in an area with fast tidal streams and open to the Atlantic in
the west in many places. For our first season we had no wetsuits so any
capsize meant a trip ashore to dry out the victim. Wetsuits improved
the objective safety margin by an order of magnitude. Then, in 1984,
I bought a kayak made by Alan Byde as I needed my own kayak to
simplify my logistics on the courses. Although described as a sea kayak,
it looked nothing like what I thought at that time a sea kayak should be.
It took me a couple of years to understand how this kayak worked. It
has a buoyancy design and other features that I would now describe as
its ‘safety performance’. As soon as we could, we acquired a small fleet of
the production version of this kayak and it improved the objective safety
margin again by an order of magnitude.
Around this time in the kayaking publications there was considerable
controversy concerning this kayak but also a lack of hard data so, in
1989, I tested one of these kayaks, comparing it with a well known sea
kayak of conventional manufacture that fortuitously happened to be
handy. I was assisted by the late Duncan Winning OBE, then Honorary
President of the Scottish Canoe Association.
Up to that time buoyancy had never been something I thought about
much. Subconsciously, I assumed that any production craft would float
and not be capable of sinking. As it was, in the test, we deliberately did
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