Floats, Ropes & Towing Boats - Part 2
A Personal Perspective on Towing Sea Kayaks
Richard Alexander

As the wind increased, my group began to adopt an “every
man for himself” sort of mentality. There was probably a
hundred metres between the lead paddler and the last paddler
with the less efficient paddlers pulling up the rear. Those at
the back were slowly making headway but definitely
beginning to show signs of fatigue. Since we didn't have far to
2o to shore, I decided to allow everyvone to make histher own
way i and to sort things out once we arrived on shore.

Was this a good decision? Looking back, the only thing good
about it was that I learned never to do it again. The stronger
paddlers were able to land long before the tail end of the group
was out of the worst of it. By the time 1 recognized that a tow
was going to be necessary, the strongest paddlers in the group
were nowhere to be found. [ had to assist two paddlers by
mysell to make it safely to shore,

Wihen is the Best Time to Begin Towing?

My logic is, if vou think someone might need a tow, they do.
Begin towing as soon as you think you might have to. Towing
carly keeps things from escalating and will end a difficult tow
sooner. The sooner vou being towing the sooner the situation
will be resolved. Tow first - ask questions later.

Think about towing this way. If you are hiking up a hill and
begin to become a little winded, what do you do? You stop
and sit down. Unfortunately in sea kayaking you can't do this.
If vou stop, you end up being blow backwards thereby making
maore work for yourself. Towing is simply a way 1o give
someone a chance for a bit of a break.

Muake your team of towers aware of their voles before you leave the
heach (phote - Jamie Lewis)

The Psychology of Towing

This “tow first ask questions later” policy, as sensible as it may
be, does introduce a bit of “*human nature™ into the situation.
Muost people tend to resist being towed early in the game. It's
only after they recognize that they're not going to be able to
make it on their own that they readily accept a tow, This
resistance can be for any number of reasons. Some people
may be determined to make it under their own power. They
want to tough it out and do this by themselves. Others may be

aware that towing is physically challenging for the person
doing the tow, and may not want to put a friend through that
physical discomfort. The person needing a tow may be
embarrassed about being towed. S/he may not want the
feeling of being a burden or “holding everyone back.” These
reasons may not be verbalized by the person needing the tow,
but they are typically there somewhere under the surface. Be
aware that if you move in for a tow, you may meet with some
opposition.

The reality 1s that the person needing a tow may be putting the
safety of the entire group at risk and because s/he is unable to
stop and sit down, as would happen without question in a
hiking situation, s'he needs a tow. As paddlers gain a better
understanding of the necessity of towing, people may become
a little more comfortable with it, but this resistance may never
completely go away,

My solution to this issue is never to ask if someone would like
atow, I1f you ask s'he may say no, and then you have a
discussion on vour hands. Again, it I think someone may need
a tow, it's time to tow. | just tell the person what I'm doing and
then do it. “['m just going to give you a little help so we can
get out of the wind quicker.”™ A discussion with the group about
this philosophy of towing before departure helps.

Who Should do the Towing?

I like to have towers designated before 1 even leave the beach,
If I'm in a leadership role, | tend to assign the towing to others
in the group. I prefer to stand back and continually assess the
situation, and allow a “senior”™ paddler in the group to do the
tow. This allows me to direct or conduct the group toward the
end goal of getting out of the wind. 1f a second person is
needed to assist the tow to make headway, 1 can easily solicit
help from the group. If'] immediately jump into the tow
myself, [ would handicap my ability to lead and manage the
group. My first tower is, surprising enough, not the strongest
paddler in the group but the second strongest. The reason for
this will become obvious in the section on tandem towing, but
suffice to sav, | save my trump card until 1 absolutely need it.

The Best Tow System

What is the best towing system ever devised? The answer is
the double kayak. Stick a paddler having difficulty in a double
with a strong paddler in the stern and the problem becomes
much smaller. Any system of towing in inherently inefficient,
so if'a double kayak is available, use it.

Contact Tow

The quickest deployable towing method is perhaps the contact
tow, The paddlers face each other with the person needing the
tow leaning over the tower's boat. The tower can quickly
paddle both boats out of harm's way without the need to attach
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