The Low Brace and its Cousins or

 HOW TO AVOID THAT UPSIDE DOWN THINGY 

          By Mike Sunderland      
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Bracing, it keeps your head in a gaseous oxygen environment. The low-brace is your primary defence against flushing those sinuses unexpectedly. It should be automatic, much like catching yourself with the flats of your hands from a slip on icy ground . Automatic, as in don't think about it, just do it. Its part of your basic skills toolbox along with your forward stroke and sweep stroke. 

Here's how its done: 

Basic low-brace: used for recovering from slight instabilities caused by boat wakes, waves and reaching for things you dropped. 

You hold the paddle with the back face of your blade down, paddle shaft resting across the cockpit with your knuckles down and your elbows up...pretty much a push-up position. Your paddle will be tucked right in close to your navel to get this body position. Now that we have our paddles and torsos in place, let's get our tails into the action. Maintaining a vertical torso, gently tilt your pelvis to the left (this will tilt your boat) just enough to simulate a slight tip. As your boat tilts to the left, stop this tilt by gently pushing the backside of your paddle blade flat against the surface of the water. You should hear a gentle "kersploosh" when your blade hits the water. This action will arrest your fall long enough for you to right the kayak by tilting your pelvis back to a level position. Oops, hey, that pesky paddle may still be stuck just below the surface of the water now...not a good time to pull straight up on it. Try simply rolling your hands upwards to slice the blade back out. In review: push up position, boat tilts, arrest this tilt by “kersploosh” of the back of your paddle blade, right the boat with your backside, slice the paddle back out. Okay, now practice this on the other side. Not once in a while either, but every time you paddle, practice your low-braces slowly on each side, so that your body develops a memory of its own. 

Key points: 
· Maintaining a vertical torso. You're not a buoy with lead in your tush to hold you upright, so only tilt your boat.... keep your body and head right over your centre of gravity. Pretend you're suspended from a rope or watch the bows of your kayak...both are useful devices for maintaining that upright position. 

· Elbows up, knuckles down.... there will be a test. 

· Low paddle position: the more parallel the surface of the water your paddle is the more leverage you maintain against it. 

· Brace on side that you are tilting toward. 
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Basic Variations: 
Sculling low-brace: used for adding stability while tilting the boat to one side during a flurry of confused waves or inconsiderate RIB activity. 

First, tilt your boat slightly to one side, so you know which way it will go if it wants to capsize. Next, back to your basic low brace body position. Now, glide your paddle back and forth gently on the water's surface in about a 30-45 degree arc...just like frosting a cake. The key is to tilt the leading edge of the paddle blade up a few degrees so it glides across the surface rather than diving. Put more energy into sliding the paddle back and forth than into forcing an angle into the blade...the paddle will often readjust its own angle if you're gentle and let it do its job. This works well and, well, it looks pretty cool....so practice, practice, practice. 

Low brace return for sweep strokes: sweep stroke and this little enhancement will open up a whole new world of snappy turns for you and your boat. Turning your kayak by doing a whole lot of sweep strokes in succession on one side takes a lot of effort. We've learned that we can edge the kayak slightly to one side and it will turn away from our tilt. So, I am doing a forward sweep on the left and edging my boat to the left to carve a turn to the right. Okay, got it...although when my stroke exits the water to come forward for a second forward sweep, I feel a little unstable tilted like that. Enter the low-brace return....simply return that paddle blade back to the bow in the low brace position, rotating forward with the back face of your paddle blade just above the surface of the water. It'll be right where you need it to catch you if you start to fall. Remember to practice this on both sides, forward and backward.    
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The Forward Stroke

It propels us in a straight line. Although it may be the stroke we do 95% of the time to get around, it is also the stroke that most of us are the least proficient at.  Before we get started on the actual stroke, lets get connected to the paddle in a healthier way. 

Start with a loose hand grip...like you are holding your paddle with your thumbs and forefingers in an OK sign. This allows you to get good reach without cocking your wrists back and forth, reduces friction (no blisters), allows good blood flow (keeping your fingers warm) and helps your forearms to relax. Your hands should be about shoulder width apart. Ultimately, your arms just attach you to your paddle which you move with the larger muscle groups in your back, stomach and your butt. So, how do we do that? 

Let's break down the stroke into the catch, propulsion and recovery phases. For the catch phase, sit up straight and get your arms fairly stretched out in front of you and wind your body up to the left so you get a really good forward plant with your right paddle blade. Your reach will be increased when you rotate your right shoulder forward...and every inch further forward you can reach is an inch further you can travel with this one stroke. 

Now, during the propulsion phase you'll unwind your body by rotating your torso to the right, pulling the blade until it is even with your right hip (end, finito, stop pulling). Your paddle gently exits the water here for the recovery, putting you in position for your windup for your stroke on the left side. You'll find that by keeping your uphill hand pushing out about level with your shoulder, your paddle blade will be buried to the proper depth on the downhill side. This also protects your shoulder joint, so you can do this comfortably for a long time. 

Key points: 

· Keep fairly straight arms...it forces you to rotate your torso to move your paddle. 

· Open your uphill hand as you push away (as if you are going to reach for your bow)...this helps encourage a relaxed hand grip and lets the paddle do the work. 

· Stop propulsion phase as the paddle blade passes even with your hip....any further simply pulls the stern to the side pulling you off course. Oh, that's right, this stroke is supposed to propel us in a straight line! 

A good forward stroke allows you to move ahead smoothly with a minimum of effort and stress on your joints. It also keeps a large share of your body in motion keeping your back and bottom from getting stiff. You can even practice the torso rotation with a broomstick in front of the TV, giving your old ones yet another thing to talk about! 
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The High Brace

If you followed our piece on the low brace, you now know that it is your first line of defence against capsize. What happens if capsize is imminent? The fertilizer has hit the ventilator, you've passed the point of secondary stability...get the picture? Its time for evasive manoeuvres, captain, the high brace. 

Remember that low brace body position with your elbows up and knuckles down? Now you need to swing your knuckles up and your elbows down. Your elbows will almost come to rest on your deck and the power face of your paddle blade will be down against the surface of the water on the side you are bracing. Now that you are in position, let's simulate an upset by tilting your pelvis to the left about 20 degrees in a practice brace position. You can stop your kayak from tilting over further by planting your paddle face into the water on your left, giving you the leverage you need to roll your hips back into a level position. In other words, the power face can catch you when you fall. You may find that once you have brought your kayak to a level position, you will have to slice your blade back out of the water to avoid it getting stuck under the surface...much as you did with the low-brace recovery . 

Once you have practiced this on both sides and have achieved some familiarity with the body position, its time to bump it up a notch...you may be using the paddle to arrest your fall, but be sure the righting effort you are making comes primarily from your hips and your knees rolling the boat back into level position. This is what we refer to as a hip snap. The hip snap as much an element of low and high bracing as it is the Eskimo roll. In fact, once you've developed a solid high brace, you'll find that Eskimo rolls with come more easily for you. If you can already roll, they will become bomb-proof. To enhance your bracing practice, start tilting your kayak over a bit more on each side before righting yourself until you get to the point where you can actually dip your bracing side elbow in the water. Later, you may even be able to dip your head into the water and come up just as effortlessly. 

Key elements and pointers:
· Keep your elbows down close to your deck and your paddle shaft parallel to the water...this keeps you in a tightly coiled position and gives you maximum leverage against the water's surface to uncoil against. 

· Keep your paddle in a stable position in relation to your torso...its that lovely mermaid's tail of yours that does most of the moving (your kayak). You'll find that as you fall to the left your right elbow will end up over your right hip as you coil up to brace and then come back into your lap as you spring back into a level position. 

· If you watch the bow of your boat during all this it will help you to maintain proper head position for your brace and improve your hip snaps for the sweep rolls that you may choose to learn. 

The Sweep Stroke

Hey, sometimes you just don't want to go straight! Sweeps are used for turning and as a component stroke in a number of other dynamic paddle motions including Eskimo rolls. They are part of your basic skills tool box. So, instead of just paddling relentlessly on one side, let's make it really work for us. 

The Forward Sweep: For a turn to your right, start with hands in your normal hand position on the paddle (shoulder width apart, relaxed hand grip and arms stretched out). Now, wind your torso to the right so that your right hand comes back to about your navel and your left hand reaches forward until your paddle enters the water right next to the front or your kayak. While keeping your right hand gripping your paddle in your lap, unwind to the left drawing a wide arc out to your left side with your paddle blade until it reaches all the way back to the back of your boat. You should have made a fairly smooth turn to the right. For a turn to the left repeat the process on the other side, mirroring what you just did on the left. 

Key points: 

· Watch your waterside hand as you move smoothly and slowly through your stroke...this will help you rotate your torso and achieve more reach. 

· Draw as wide an arc as you can. Bury your paddle blade just under the surface and pivot your paddle near your navel just like the big hand on a clock. When you hold your paddle low like this you'll be able to reach further. 

· Be sure you start next to your boat and finish next to your boat...its really the first third and the last third of this stroke that do the turning. 

The Reverse Sweep: Its exactly the same, but the reverse uses the back face of the paddle blade beginning at your stern and sweeping all the way to your bow. Now you can turn left or right from the same side...and hey, don't slack off just because its backwards, okay? Now, you'd like to turn around in a tight spot? Just do a forward sweep on one side and a reverse sweep on the other. Go slowly, it works better. 

Enhancements: Kids, don't try this at home unless you've practiced wet exits and low braces. Now that you've practiced the paddle and torso motion with your boat flat in the water lets add in the lower half of your body to help you turn more sharply. Edging or tilting your kayak will dramatically enhance your turning ability. If you are doing a forward sweep on your left (turning right), then edge your kayak by tilting your hips toward your stroke (your paddle acts as a brace to help you hold this angle). This shortens the waterline length of your boat making it rotate on the more rockered part of your hull...and rocker means you turn more. Another way to think of edging your hull to the left is by raising your right knee against your knee/thigh brace. Turns to the left require you to edge to the right for your right forward sweep. 

Key points: 

· Edge gradually and be sure maintain a consistent angle. 

· Keep a vertical torso position while edging....pretend you've grown a tail and just cock your bottom half toward your stroke a bit. Remember, you wear a kayak. 

· When you return for another forward sweep, maintain your edging and protect yourself by returning with your paddle held with the back face down skipping off the surface of the water lightly in a low brace position. That way, if you lose your balance, you've got a brace there to catch you. 

With enough practice, you'll find that you can turn in tight spots without moving your boat very far forward or back.... pivoting in place. Its fun, it works and it helps you gain confidence to branch out into a wide variety of other boat handling skills. 
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NOW THE BORING BUT NECESSESARY BITS

TECHNIQUE CHECKLIST FOR BASIC STROKES

Forward Paddling

Trunk

􀂃 Full rotation - use torso not arms

􀂃 Sit upright or slightly forward, do not lean back

􀂃 Body steady - no bobbing

Arms

􀂃 Extend arm at 'catch' phase

􀂃 Pull close to boat for power

􀂃 Elbows held high when paddling in very rough water

􀂃 Hands relax in recovery phase

Lower Body

􀂃 Thrust is transmitted to feet and knees

􀂃 Where maximum rotation is possible there is some movement of the hips

Head

􀂃 Hold steady

􀂃 Occasionally raise chin to release neck tension

Reverse Paddling

Trunk

􀂃 Emphasis on rearward rotation

􀂃 Upright or slightly inclined rearward

Arms

􀂃 Pull-through close to boat for power

􀂃 Wide for control

Lower Body

􀂃 Drive transmitted through back-strap and/or seat pan

􀂃 Relax knee grip unless in rough water

Head

􀂃 Try to sight over one shoulder only for accuracy

􀂃 Must be able to see rearmost point of kayak

Stopping

􀂃 Apply maximum effort

􀂃 Short strokes

􀂃 Quick strokes

􀂃 Partially covered blade if work is too heavy

􀂃 Be aware of any current which might carry the boat onwards

Sweep Stroke

Arms

􀂃 Working arm straight until lift out

􀂃 Other arm in comfortable working position but not higher than shoulder

􀂃 Three phases in pull. Make use of all three phases

􀂃 Away from boat

􀂃 Parallel

􀂃 Towards stern

Trunk

􀂃 Rotate shoulder in line with paddle shaft

􀂃 Use slight amount of forwards and rearward lean to extend rotation

Paddle

􀂃 Completely cover blades

􀂃 Blades square to surface

􀂃

Lower Body

􀂃 Use knees, feet and hips to transmit spin to boat

Shoulder

􀂃 Drop shoulder slightly on sweep side to help lock it in position

􀂃 Especially useful at 'catch' in forward sweep

Head

􀂃 Look forward in forward sweep

􀂃 Look towards intended direction of travel in reverse sweep

Draw Stroke

Paddle

􀂃 Shaft upright for as much of the stroke as possible

􀂃 Whole paddle on draw side of boat

􀂃 Blade totally submerged

Arms

􀂃 Top arm high (no lower than forehead)

􀂃 Leave forward visibility clear

􀂃 Top arm elbow points skyward

􀂃 Good shoulder flexibility required

􀂃 Slight movement of top arm is sometimes necessary - in line with lower arm

􀂃 Lower (draw) arm

􀂃 Fully extends to catch water

􀂃 Does most of the work

􀂃 Pulls to hip

􀂃 Controls direction in sideslip by pulling to front or stern

􀂃

Trunk

􀂃 Slight rotation in direction of sideslip

􀂃 Body upright

􀂃 Flexibility in lateral bending required

Lower Body

􀂃 Knee lift on side slip of boat

􀂃 Hip flexibility required

Head

􀂃 Look towards the boat's overall direction of movements

Boat

􀂃 Keep level to avoid water being scooped onto deck

􀂃 Boat moves towards blade

Low Recovery

Paddle

􀂃 Back of blade on water surface

􀂃 Shaft held low and horizontal (about stomach height)

Arms

􀂃 Pushing action on shaft

􀂃 Elbows high

􀂃 Reach away from boat on recovery side

􀂃 Recover paddle with 'motor cycle wrist roll' and slice to surface

Lower Body

􀂃 Pelvis rotation to bring boat upright

􀂃 Hips and knees also used

􀂃 In open cockpit boats the righting is achieved by pressure on opposite buttock

Trunk

􀂃 Remains upright

High Recovery

Paddle

􀂃 Driving face of blade faces downwards

􀂃 Shaft held high (chest height or above)

Arms

􀂃 Hanging/pulling action on shaft

􀂃 Reach slightly away from boat on recovery side.

􀂃 Arms remain flexed at all times

Lower Body

􀂃 Powerful hip action as soon as blade makes contact with water

􀂃 Hip rotation is delivered to boat through knee braces, hip pads and seat.

􀂃 The hip action is fast

Trunk

􀂃 Stay low to keep body weight close to kayak

􀂃 Trunk is raised from water after hip action has been applied

􀂃 Flexibility in all planes is required

Head

􀂃 In extreme recovery the head falls onto shoulder on recovery side

Blade Recovery

􀂃 Wrist roll and slice vertically

Stern Rudder

Paddle

􀂃 Aligned alongside boat

􀂃 Trailing blade deep and square

􀂃 Blade positioned well to rear

Trunk

􀂃 Rotated towards trailing blade

􀂃 Forwards and backwards lean to shift weight and trim boat when running on

waves

Arms

􀂃 Rear arm almost straight

􀂃 Push, pull and neutral positions for steering

􀂃 Wrist roll to assist steering

􀂃 Tillering with forward arm to gain more powerful pressure on trailing blade

Lower Body

􀂃 Imparts steering forces to boat

􀂃 On surf wave the down wave edge is raised

􀂃 On river wave the upstream edge is raised

Boat

􀂃 Not a fast turn

Low Brace Turn

Boat

􀂃 A carving slow turn

􀂃 Boat sits on inside edge

􀂃 The boat is allowed to glide

Paddle

􀂃 Back of blade used

􀂃 Blade remains in brace position unless there is a sudden demand to increase speed

of turn.

􀂃 Blade as flat as possible

􀂃 Shaft low, close to horizontal

􀂃 Blade held away from side of boat

􀂃 Blade position in line with near shoulder

􀂃 Leading edge of blade slightly raised

Arms

􀂃 Elbows up

􀂃 Arms flexed, absorbing surface roughness.

Trunk

􀂃 Slight rotation towards blade

􀂃 Upright sitting position

􀂃 Lean forward to increase grip in eddy turns

􀂃 Lean slightly rearward for softer slower turn

Head

• Look towards new direction of travel

Lower Body

􀂃 Knee and hips lift outside edge

􀂃 Degree of edging varied according to speed of turn and power of current

Bow Rudder

Blade

􀂃 Deep blade grips the water

􀂃 Blade angle determined by nature of turn required and the amount of turning energy

which the boat has already developed - in flat water the blade forms a shallow ‘V’

with the side of the boat, open and facing forwards

􀂃 Blade position

􀂃 forward to pull bow around

􀂃 level with knees for a fast spin

􀂃 Wrist roll blade and slice to forward power stroke

Shaft

􀂃 Upright - viewed from front

􀂃 Upright or sloping to bow viewed from side

􀂃 All of shaft on rudder side of boat

Trunk

􀂃 Rotation towards blade

􀂃 Rotation unwinds throughout turn

􀂃 Body upright, changing to a forward lean if the rear of the boat sinks or is sucked

under during the turn

Lower Body

􀂃 Hips and opposite knee pull the boat around in the turn

􀂃 Control boat edging

􀂃 Hard edging for fast turns and break ins

􀂃 Softer edging (more level boat) for longer turns and covering ground in break

outs and break ins

Arms

􀂃 Top arm high - no lower than forehead

􀂃 Elbow points skyward

􀂃 Top hand helps set blade angle

􀂃 Lower arm

􀂃 Flexed for strength

􀂃 Limit of outward wrist roll determines maximum blade angle

􀂃 Arm extends in slice to forward power stroke

􀂃 Elbow may be pulled into chest if very powerful turning forces are generated

􀂃 This helps to hold the paddle in position

Head

􀂃 Look towards anticipated direction of travel.

Sculling Draw

Paddle

􀂃 Shaft vertical

􀂃 Blade deep

􀂃 Blade angled in each scull

􀂃 Path of blade is straight line

Arms

􀂃 Top arm high

􀂃 Top arm supports paddle and hand assists with blade feathering

􀂃 Lower arm operates scull

􀂃 Lower arm is flexed to give strong pull

Trunk

􀂃 Full rotation towards sideslip

􀂃 Body upright

Lower Body

􀂃 Knee lift on sideslip to prevent water being scooped onto deck

􀂃 Otherwise boat sits level

Head

􀂃 Face direction of sideslip or downstream if skirting around obstruction

Sculling for Support

Paddle

􀂃 Horizontal shaft

􀂃 Driving face of blade downwards

􀂃 Leading edge of blade raised on each scull

􀂃 Keep blade moving

Arms

􀂃 Keep flexed

􀂃 Elbows under paddle shaft

Trunk

􀂃 Hang under paddle shaft

􀂃 Lateral Flexibility required

􀂃 Amount of body weight transferred to paddle shaft is variable according to

circumstances

􀂃 Boat sits on edge, body upright (stopper surfing)

􀂃 Boat almost level, body towards water (brace against wind or wave)

SIMPLY PUT HOW TO KEEP THAT HAIR GEL DRY!
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NOW LETS HAVE SOME FUN TRYING THESE STROKES OUT

Sweep Stroke

Aim of Task

/Game

That the participant develops an effective sweep stroke

Object of the

Task/Game

The group is set the challenge of completing 5 complete

circles using the sweep stroke. When finished they stick their

paddle upright in the air.

Developments

The next challenge might involve using reverse sweeps or

combined sweeps with those who won the last competition

being set an additional task. A relay race involving a sweep

strokes at each change over.
Sponge Ball

Aim of Task

/Game

That the participants develop group co-operation and

improve their manoeuvrability and paddling speed

Object of the

Task/Game

One person is selected to be “on”. Usually the best paddler

is picked. A playing ‘pitch’ is outlines – the size of which

depends on the experience and fitness of the group.

Emphasise safety points, no ramming and use of paddles

near face etc, if someone capsizes suspend play. The

paddler who is on must hit the back of the canoe of another

paddler in order that they may be caught. When someone is

‘caught’ they are added to the team that is on and can now

pass the sponge between themselves in order to get into a

good shooting position close by a paddler who is yet to be

caught.

Developments

Playing the same game with the additional rule that all

paddlers can paddle on one side only; or that they can

paddle backwards only. With more experienced paddlers

mixed with beginners you could get the more experienced

paddlers to paddle with their hands only.
Tandems

Aim of Task

/Game

That the participants develop good balance and improve on

their low brace and body position in the kayak/canoe

Object of the

Task/Game

The group are taken off the water and paired off. Each pair

is given one kayak and a paddle each and are shown how

to sit on the kayak in front of and behind the seat. The

object of the game is more of a challenge than a race and

involves the crew of two completing a very short course

without falling into the water. If they fall in they are

encouraged to swim back to shore and start again. This

game inevitably involves capsizing and instructors should

be alert for participants getting cold.

Developments

There are endless variations on this basic game which

include the easier challenge of just one person on the

kayak or one person sitting in the kayak with their feet

dangling over the sides.
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