


Kayak Photography 101

Bruce Gordon

A sea kayak is a great platform for taking pictures. Think of
all the wonderful things you scc along the way. The folks
you paddle with, wildlife, seascapes, places of historic and
acsthetic value, and boats that look like shoes. (OK, the last
one was a little bizarre, but I did see one, and have the
picture to prove it!)

To get started, all you need is a camera and head out to sea,

right?

Kayaking is a water sport. You can't seem to get away from
it. It is all around you. Somehow, it seems to make it into
the boat, even on the calmest and driest of days. Most
cameras don't react very well with water, cither. So, the
problem becomes how do we keep the camera safe from
hazards, and have it easily available to us when that Kodak
moment arrives.

The best of all worlds would be to have a camera that we
could attach to ourselves or to the deck of the boat so it is
available, and be waterproof. There are scveral types of
cameras that fall into this category. Everything from a
divers camera (read: “"expensive”) to those waterproof,
pocket disposable cameras (read: “least expensive").
Waterproof, or underwater, cameras are good choice,
especially if you are planning on being out in rough
conditions where it will be constantly doused by water. The
disposables need to be handled carcfully. The protective
case can crack allowing water to get in, ruining the film. (It
happened to me. Took some pictures of a sea turtle on the
Great Barrier Reef, and when I got out of the water the
camera was full of watcr, the film was ruined.) Diver's
cameras need some maintenance. They seal with O-rings.
These O-rings must be kept greased, and when the camera is
not in use, the O-rings should be removed to avoid
compression. Also, inspect them regularly and replace them
if they show any signs of wear.

There are also weatherproof cameras. Weatherproof
cameras will take a splash, rain, or a quick submergence,
but are not meant to be exposed to water for extended
periods. These cameras are great for the avcrage paddler
that will head out on a sunny day, and won't go looking for
adverse conditions. LE. the boat will stay upright all day.
The cameras are designed to standup well in rain. If you do
find yourself out in less than perfect conditions, the camera
will be fine.

What about using a camera that is not waterproof or
weatherproof? It can still be dore. You will have to take a
little more care, that's all. First of all, don't use a dry bag to
storc your equipment. Dry bags will trap moisture inside
that is potentially bad for electronics, as well as metal parts.
(Almost all cameras have electronics these days.)
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There is something you can do to reduce moisture. There is
a product called desiccant, most often made of silica gel.
This comes in packets that can be put inside a container
with your camera or other electronic items to protect them
from moisture. The product works by attracting and
absorbing moisture. It can get saturated, but the good news
is it can be dried and reused. You can find out more at
http://members.aol.com/foodsave/desiccan.htm. (Most
electronics, radios, VHS recorders, even cameras, are
packed with silica gel to protect them from the factory to
you home, so start collecting them.)

A better way to protect the equipment is to pack it in a
Pelican box. These boxes are water and air tight. Most
come with foam that can be customized to hold the camera,
lenses or other accessories securely. A desiccant packet
should be put inside the box. There are other boxes on the
market. Find one that will except your camera and hold it
securely.

All cameras can, and should, be cleaned. Do this at least
once a year. A rcputable camera shop will probably charge
about $50 to clean and check the camera.

Now, ...about shooting from the boat. A kayak can be
difficult to shoot from. ...being tossed around by the wave
action ....spray from the water breaking over the boat.
Many conditions requirc that both hands be kept on the
paddle.

Using a waterproof or a weathcrproof camera allows you to
put the paddle down, shoot, and get back to paddling
quickly. If the camera is packed away, it takes time to get it
out to take the shot and more time to get it back in place.
There is also the problem of losing sense of balance while
looking through the viewfinder. The best thing to do is to
get someone to stabilize the boat for you. Rafting allows
you to break out the camera without having to worry about
losing balance.

There are many challenges around composing and framing
the sho.. One thing you can do to give the photo
perspective and interest, is to include the bow of the boat in
the picture. When paddling with friends, paddle out in
front, turn, and shoot into group, head on. Try to shoot with
the sun behind you.

Take a number of shots. If the camera settings can be
adjusted, bracket the shots. This means to adjust the f/stop
(opening in the lens) or the shutter speed plus and minus a
setting or two. Professional photographers use this
technique and record the camera settings for each frame in a
notepad. This allows them to look over the results and
understand how their camera and film work in different
light conditions.

Over frame the shot. By getting extra in on the top, bottom,
left and right, you won’t cutoff part of the picture. Of
course, if the water is completely flat, there is little need to
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When loading your kayak, keep slightly more weight in the rear than the front. A bow that is heavier than the stern
will make for a kayak that's difficult to control, particularly in strong winds.

A wet kayak will slide much more easily on kayak saddles than a dry kayak.

Beware of using your cockpit cover while transporting your kayak on the top of your car or truck. The wind can
sometimes blow a cover off. You can stitch a strap or cord to your cockpit cover to cinch it around your boat as a
safety strap.

Use the off-season to check and maintain any metal fittings on your boat. The metal will gradually corrode from any
salt without regular maintenance. Salt residue from seawater is hydroscopic and so will absorb moisture from the air
if it is humid, promoting corrosion even where you thought it would be dry. Rinse any steel items after each paddle.
Even stainless steel will corrode in seawater, depending upon the alloy.

Practice rolling and wet exits in a pool or in a warm pond before going out on the sea. You need the ability to get out
of your kayak while upside down without analysis. Once you are upside down, it might be to late to think about what
comes next. Practice getting back into your boat as well.

When nearing land, look for breaking waves far from shore. They usually indicate a rock just below the surface.

Take a weather radio, particularly on an overnight trip. The weather can change quickly and the Weather Service can
often give you the advance waming you need to get back to shore before it's too late, or to know that it is too risky to
try. Most VHF two-way marine radios can receive the National Weather Service broadcast, making them an ideal
paddle safety item.

For easier navigation, mark your chart with lines parallel to magnetic north. Know how to use a compass. Always
know your position on your chart.

When you're ready to try eskimo rolling, you can use a paddle float in the early stages to practice how to maneuver
your bady without worrying about paddle blade position. Better yet, work with a friend to spot you as you practice
and pull you up when needed to let you get a breath prior to trying again.

A paddle float can double as a pillow on overnight trips.

Carry a gallon of fresh water in your vehicle and use it to wash the salt water from your kayak before loading it up
onto your rack.

Try a pair of wool socks inside Gore-Tex oversocks for toasty warm feet in the spring or autumn. Neoprene socks are
also available.

A chemical glow-stick can help you assure that you will be seen while night paddling, and will last as long as 8 hours.
Get them at outfitters or at marine suppliers such as West Marine or Hamilton Marine.

A 5 liter wine bag in a box can have a second life as a flexible water container. When the wine is gone, take the bag
out of the box, rinse it out; and make a cloth cover with a handle for it. If you use dark-colored cloth, the container
can be heated in the sun.
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