THE NATURIST PADDLER

Newsletter of the Paddling Bares Canoe Club of North America                  P.O. Box 22 Milltown NJ 08850-0022

Phone (732) 432-9109 (5-9 p.m. EST)                                              Our address on the web is www.canoeing.org
August-September-October Schedule
Aug 9-10 PINE BARRENS OVERNIGHT.  We will probably do the Batsto River, but water levels will determine which one we do. Phone (732) 432-9109 (5-9 p.m.)

Aug 16-17 DELAWARE RIVER OVERNIGHT. Probably Dingmans to Smithfield or the Gap, depending on the water levels. Phone (732) 432-9109 (5-9 p.m.)

Aug 30-31-Sept 1 PINE BARRENS DOUBLE OVERNIGHT.  I have heard several times that the Canoe-in campsites aren’t heavily used over the Labor Day weekend.  Water levels will determine which river we do. Phone (732) 432-9109 (5-9 p.m.)

Sept 6 WADING RIVER DAYTRIP. The summer crowds should be gone and the trash settled to the bottom by then.  Phone (732) 432-9109 (5-9 p.m.)

Sept 20 BATSTO DAYTRIP Upper, lower or the whole thing depending on the skill level and ambition of those signed up. Phone (732) 432-9109 (5-9 p.m.)

Oct 11 DELAWARE RIVER DAYTRIP. Pond Eddy to Sparrowbush.  Some of the best whitewater on the Upper Delaware Wild & Scenic River.  Phone (732) 432-9109 (5-9 p.m.)

Oct 25 PINE BARRENS PADDLE Whatever river has enough water. Phone (732) 432-9109 (5-9 p.m.)

To sign up for a trip, call on the Monday or Tuesday before the trip so we know who is going. That way we can plan the shuttle and make any adjustments needed. Call back on Friday for the final details.

Jan or Feb THE WILDERNESS WATERWAY IN THE FLORIDA EVERGLADES. The date is still up in the air and depends on when our membership coordinator can get the time off. Most likely late Jan early Feb.

     This trip involves a 300-mile shuttle, oceanfront beach camping, camping on crowded tent platforms, open water paddling and paddling into fast currents.  Morning departures are usually early (occasionally pre-dawn) to avoid the heat of mid-day, the afternoon winds, and to conform to the tides.  Expect to not set foot on soil or sand for up to 9 days straight.  No potable water is available during the entire trip; a gallon per person per day must be carried along with you.  We paddle rain or shine as the tent platforms are reserved and there is no room to double up.  Capsizing is not allowed as it’s illegal to feed the ‘gators.  And those are the trips good points.
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June 21 MULLICA HIGH-WATER TRIP
- or -

Pine Barrens paddlers eat more bush, trees, bugs….


     After several cancellations during the week, due to the dismal forecast for Saturday, I got calls from John D and Dave. They both had the 
same message, “If I'm not there on time, don't wait for me.”

     Well the meeting time came and went. They were the last 2 cancellations on what would be a great trip.

     When it rained, it never got worse than a fine mist and the rain gear stayed in the dry bags all day.  The temperature was in the low to mid 60s 
and the river was running extremely high.  It was a bit over 300 cubic feet 
per second, well above its normal 50-60 CFS.  It was high enough to take shortcuts across grassy marsh that’s usually high and dry.  It was high enough that your paddle didn't get caught in the overhead branches; Instead, your face was up there.  Some places were unrecognizable to even veteran Mullica paddlers.

     The Mullica is usually a minor challenge. That day it was 12 miles of overhung brush and trees and a fast, quirky current.  More a slalom course than a canoe trip.

     We only took 3 breaks, all an hour or longer, but the trip was broken up with a handful of “unplanned swim breaks.”

     Since the only thing better than learning from your mistakes is learning from someone else’s mistakes, I’ll recount the mistakes here for your benefit and our slight embarrassment.

      The first of the minor mishaps was pretty 
much the inevitable result of a tight turn, overhanging thorns, and the lack of agility of the Old Town Otter kayak.  Marsh had just rounded a sharp turn and encountered an even sharper bramble hanging in his way.  Even though Marsh is fairly lightweight, the low displacement of the Otter made it sit low in the water; that makes it not only hard to draw sideways, but seriously limits how far you can lean it.  In the split second it took to get the thorn out of his hide, it was too late.

     Usually, when it’s the first time someone dumps quickly and unexpectedly like that, it takes about 45 – 60 seconds to get past the initial panic.  Marsh spent less than 15 seconds clawing at the slick polyethylene bottom of the Otter with his fingernails, before getting it together.

     Because the banks were overhung with dense brush, we had to drain the Otter and get Marsh back into it in the middle of the moving water.  “Fireman” Bob held the Otter in place with a throw rope from upstream where he hung onto a no-so-convenient branch, while I stabilized it so Marsh could climb back in.

     Nothing was lost except a soft drink bottle that was swept back into the flooded bushes out of reach.

     Mash decided to stop at the first tiny beach and drain out the last inch or so of water. That led to the second mishap of the day.  When he went to get back in, the bow of the Otter was on the shore.  That makes a double-ended watercraft, such as a canoe or kayak, less stable; the short length of the Otter only made it worse.  His wet foot entry turned into a wet ass entry.  After dumping it out once more, he got in safely, soggy, and acutely aware of the limitations of his rented Otter.

     That awareness and some very good reflexes kept him upright for the rest of the trip in spite of several close calls.

     The third mishap was caused by my not paying attention.  I was trying to figure out a better way of getting past the obstacle, when I should have been focused on what I was doing.

      We were slipping under a low limbo-log with only a narrow spot to get through. It meant hugging the right shore and forcing the boat to turn with both the bow and stern in the brush. I was laid back with my weight on the rear thwart and my nose 1/16 of an inch under the log when I realized just how stupid that position is in a high performance canoe like the Wildfire.  My weight was back over the rear third of the canoe where the hull is narrower and more rounded. It was a low stability position at best, and I was making it worse by pushing up on the log to lower the canoe and myself to clear the log. Just picture what happens when you try to push a ping-pong ball under water with a single fingertip.

     I was in an even trickier spot for a rescue than where Marsh had dumped.  After bailing out the canoe, we tied a loop of rope around “Pine Barrens” Bob’s portage yolk and passed it over my canoe.  The loop made a convenient step for me to get in with and simultaneously stabilized both canoes.  Bob must have seen my expression when I saw the knot he tied.  He said, “I’m not a knot person.”  It wasn’t a slow knot and it wasn’t a fast knot; it was definitely half-fast.  Fortunately it held and that’s what counts.  If it had slipped with him instinctively leaning away from me, we both would have been in the river.  The rest of the group made it through without a hitch, “Fireman” Bob opting to go over instead of under it like the rest of us.

     The next mishap was similar.  Lou was sliding under a limbo-log in his Wildfire when he noticed Marsh catching up in the fast current with the “mini-barge” Otter.  Trying to make room for Marsh, he went a bit faster and pushed off the log in a laid-back position.  He also appeared to have pushed up just a bit as well.  As I had already demonstrated, that’s not a good move.  He dragged out on river-left and quickly had his canoe emptied out.

     It’s not a guarantee that you will swim if your do that move, but it is a bit risky in the 26-inch-wide Wildfire.  The same characteristics that make a boat agile enough to keep you out of trouble are the ones that will get you into trouble if you screw up.  Later that day “Fireman” Bob did the same move without a problem.

     The day’s run of mishaps wasn’t quite over.  While ducking under a low tree trunk, Lou misjudged the speed of the river and lifted his head a split second too early.  His canoe was at a slight angle and it rolled him right out of the boat.  One second he was ducking under a tree; the next he was standing next to his canoe in chest-deep water.  There was no water in the canoe because he didn’t capsize; he merely fell off.

     Nobody got hurt because we were all prepared for mishaps, but we definitely had more unplanned swims than any Bare’s trip in memory.  Only the two Bobs got down river completely dry.

The Bare Facts

Q: I just bought a 16-foot sea kayak and want to paddle with a group. What trips do you suggest for starters?

A: Our non-whitewater Delaware river trips are well suited to sea kayaks as are the trips we run out to Bannerman’s Island on the Hudson River every other year.

     Actually the question should be which ones to avoid.  The Oswego River is tight maneuvering with frequent obstacles, as is the upper Batsto, much of the Mullica, the upper Wading, and nearly all of Albertson’s Brook.  These rivers are often too narrow to get your boat crosswise so you can climb out over a downed tree.  Getting out onto shore is usually not a good option because of the dense brush, and you can't just nose up to an obstacle and walk to the bow to climb over.  Even when there are no obstacles, the tight hairpin turns of these rivers can be a problem for a straight-line cruiser like a sea kayak.

     Stick to the relatively open-water trips and you should have fun.

Q: I’m thinking of getting a digital camera to record my canoeing.  Are they susceptible to the dampness?

A: They are more susceptible than a film camera but not by much.  Modern film cameras are also loaded with electronics that don’t tolerate water very well.  I would invest in a good Pelican case; that’s about as safe and dry an environment as you can provide sensitive electronics.

     The least water-sensitive cameras are the simple disposables.  The waterproof ones are about as dunking safe as it gets.

     The real drawback of the digitals is the lag time between pressing the “shutter release” and actually taking the photo.  Action shots are often just a photo of where it happened; the subject can be well out of sight before the camera records the image.

Q: What sort of hydration system do you use when paddling?

A: I generally go with a scratched up few 1-quart Nalgene bottles rolling around between my feet. Hydration bags are best left to through hikers and kayakers.

Q: What’s the password for the members section of the website?

A: It’s on the back of your membership card. The first word is the member name and the second is the password.

July 17-18 Trail Maintenance hike

     We had hoped to have 4 people for the hike, but one canceled out and one was simply a no-show.  All that was left was Clifton and myself, the walking wounded.  So, in spite of my systemic arthritis and his newly-injured knee, we headed up the mountain.  After taking over 2 hours for the 45-minute climb we started work on the trail.

     As I wasn’t much good when it came to working with my arthritis, my initial plan was to remain at the bottom of the trail and watch the packs while the rest worked.  At least they wouldn’t have to carry the packs with them as they went.  Instead I opted to try to hike all the way to the top. If I could get Clifton up to speed on what needed doing, then I wouldn’t have to hike up there again.  I felt like a slave driver:  “Saw this off.” “Cut this back.” “Dig here.” “Tote that rock.”

     Some idiot had removed the logs supporting the downhill side of the trail and tossed them into the bushes: the recent rains had then washed a foot deep gully into the lower edge of the trail. They probably though it was a good idea to get rid of the puddle that forms there.  We, Clifton mostly, replaced the rocks that had been removed for use as stepping stones and rebuilt the edge of the trail.

     Farther along we found a water-break that appeared to have been dislodged by the sort of impact caused by mountain bikers.  We spent a few minutes repairing it before moving on.  Thankfully the illegal use of the foot trails by bikers is on the decline.

     Most of the work farther up the trail was brush cutting. It’s hot and sweaty work and Clifton figured it was safe to go nude as there was minimal activity on the trail and I was there to keep an eye out for hikers.  He was busily cutting away with his razor sharp shears when something bounced down the side of the rock he was standing on and disappeared into the brush below.  He had somehow managed to snip off nearly 2 inches of his….
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