
If you go paddling, two things are inevitably going to happen at some point… 

1  You will swim!

2  Someone else will swim!

In many paddling situations, this may not be a problem and is just part of 
getting out and having fun on the water. However, knowing what to do if you 
swim is a really important part of staying safe and being able to rescue a boat 
(or assist) is also super helpful. It goes without saying that regardless of whether 
we are the swimmer or the rescuer that our own safety is top priority.

THE SWIM

THE CHASE
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Article: Chris Brain

 Ceufad | 3130 | Ceufad



THE SWIM
A self-rescue is probably your quickest and best 
rescue, and having the mindset that you need to 
actually save yourself will potentially avoid long swims 
and bumps and bruises. Too often I see swimmers 
adopting a “victim” mentality and wait to be rescued 
by their team when a proactive approach and a bit of 
effort in the water would get them to the bank (and 
safety) much sooner.

As paddlers we should be dressing with a “clean” 
profile, which means that when we swim we have 
minimal parts of our kit that can catch on anything 
that might be in the water. Some parts of our kit that 
present a snagging hazard when we swim, such as a 
kayaker’s spraydeck cannot be realistically avoided. 
However we can make sure that slings and karabiners 
are zipped and stored out of the way, your knife is 
stowed away inside your PFD (instead of protruding 
on the outside) and watches can be kept under cag 
sleeves or in a pocket. 

As soon as we have exited our boat we need to 
act quickly to get ourselves to safety. We can swim 
on our back with our feet downstream in a defensive 
position, keeping all of our body to the surface as 
much as we can. If we ever try and stand up in moving 
water, we are putting ourselves at risk of entrapment. 
By keeping our body (feet, bum, hands, everything!) 
up by the surface of the water we reduce this risk and 
we should only try and put our feet down when we 
are in calm/still water by the bank. If we swim with 
our feet downstream it means we can use our legs as 
shock absorbers if we need to and fend off rocks or 
obstacles.

When we swim in moving water we generally 
spend a little more time in our defensive position (as 
opposed to an aggressive position on our front). This 
is because it uses less energy and allows us to adjust 
our location in the river, saving ourselves for our final 
burst of speed when we get on our front and charge 
for the eddy to get to safety.  

When we are swimming on our back our angle to 
the flow is very important, exactly as it is when we are 
in our boat. If we want to move to the left or the right, 
we need to change our body’s angle to the flow (just 
was we would do in a canoe or kayak) and we move 
in a way which resembles a ferry glide. Changing 
our angle to the flow means that any movement 
of the legs or arms will be helping us to get to our 
destination rather than just fighting against the flow. 
I try to imagine an arrow pointing straight out of 
the top of my head and shoulders and I point that 
arrow towards where I want to be, this will change 
my body’s angle in the flow and will help me move 
around the river.

We should be spotting where we want to end 
up downstream as soon as possible and working 
ourselves towards that. As we are nearing our target 

eddy where we want to stop, we will need a burst of 
momentum to get us across the eddyline and into 
the calm water. To do this we roll onto our front and 
adopt an aggressive swimming position. This position 
looks very similar to front crawl that you might do 
in a swimming pool, but we still focus on keeping 
our body (including our hands) up near the surface 
of the water. Once again, our angle is absolutely 
critical to our success and we shouldn’t be afraid to 
swim directly across the eddyline, pointing the arrow 
coming from our head and shoulders towards our 
goal. It is important that in this situation we don’t 
actually swim headfirst downstream as we will have 
nothing to absorb any impact from head-on collisions 
with rocks.

I am often asked if rolling over the eddyline will 
help us to cross it, but I personally find that a good 
angle of entry and carrying momentum is far more 
effective at getting us across the turbulent water, 
and for many rolling over the eddyline can become 
disorientating. Try both in a safe situation and make 
up your own mind what works for you.

If you are swimming towards a stopper, your 
best course of action would be to avoid it! If you can 
swim to an eddy before the stopper, or swim down 
the green flow or over a wave instead, that is almost 
certainly the better option. Other paddlers on the 
water (or bank-based rescuers) may well be able to 
give you some guidance on where to swim and may 
be shouting instructions and pointing where they 
want you to go.

Sometimes swimming through the stopper is 
inevitable, so as you approach make sure that you are 
on your back with your feet downstream, ensuring 
that you are on the surface of the water so that 
you minimise the risk of feet/hands being caught 
as you go over the drop. As you float over the drop 
bring your feet up to reduce the chance of them 
being caught if you go deep in the water as you drop 
down into it. Some people like to bring their hands/
arms to their face at this point too, which can be 
particularly useful to protect your face if there is 
debris in the drop or if you are following your boat 
into there!  All being well you will have caught the 
deeper green water and will quickly be downstream 
of the recirculation. Making your body a star shape 
when you resurface can also help you catch the water 
heading downstream too

If you have not cleared the recirculation these first 
few second can be critical in your mission to get out of 
the towback. Swim hard … swim like you really mean 
it, you might have resurfaced just on the edge of the 
recirculation and only need a little bit of extra effort to 
escape the water heading back towards the seam of 
the stopper.  

I find that the most effective/experienced 
swimmers have practiced regularly in safe 
environments and combine defensive and aggressive 
techniques seamlessly to help them move around 
the river. They use waves, features and the fast/slow 
water to help them reach their goal just as they would 
do in their kayak or canoe. 
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I
THE CHASE
When a paddler takes a swim, it is important that we 
work as a team to complete the jobs that need to be 
done. The same rules apply as before and we must 
make our own safety our priority before we assist 
with a rescue. However, in this situation it is realistic 
that we might multi-task, checking our own safety, 
keeping our eyes on the swimmer (who is rescuing 
themselves), rescuing the boat and communicating 
with the team throughout.

During a boat rescue our timing is very important, 
we shouldn’t be afraid to wait until the right moment 
to rescue. This might mean that we stand off at the 
start and don’t dive straight in or that we take a break 
part way through and keep our distance. This helps 
to ensure that we don’t end up in a sticky position 
because we have collided with the boat, got ourselves 
stuck on a rock or have followed the boat into a sticky 
stopper. We should be spotting the eddy we want the 
boat to end up in as early as possible and be working 
towards that, being realistic about where the boat 
might be able to be held until it can be emptied.

The swimmer’s job should be to self-rescue by 
swimming to the side as this will be far quicker than 
holding onto someone else’s boat and being dragged 
into an eddy. Allowing a swimmer to get hold of your 
boat in moving water also puts you at risk too as your 
boat will handle very differently and if the swimmer 
is panicked, they can potentially pull you into the 
water. Assuming that the swimmer still has a paddle 
in their hands, they should throw it to the side or 
towards one of their rescuers, trying to swim with it 
can be awkward and clumsy and will most likely slow 
them down meaning that they take a longer swim 
than is necessary.

I think one of the most important roles during a 
rescue is having a supporting paddler moving slightly 
downstream of the rest of the team. This paddler is 
most likely not going to be hands-on with recovering 
the boat/paddle/swimmer but will warn of upcoming 
hazards, give direction and be ready to support if 
required.  The rest of the team will work to recovery 
the boat and paddle and if needs be give assistance to 
the swimmer.

Ideally, we will have different people rescuing 
paddles and the boat, remember this is a challenging 
environment and it is easy for things to go wrong 
if we try and complicate it too much. I find that 
the best way for a boat-based rescuer to rescue a 
paddle is to simply throw it to the side (into an eddy 
or on the bank) or to throw it on and catch up with 
it. If we put it in our hands with the paddle we are 
already using and try and “double up” we can make 
it harder to paddle and we will struggle with the 
complex movements we usually can do with ease. 
Some paddlers can “double up” easily when rescuing 
a paddle, but this comes from practice and a range 
of experience. (Of course, if you are paddling a canoe 
or have one in the group, they make excellent paddle 
carriers during rescues!)

I find that the simplest way of rescuing a boat in 
moving water is to turn it the right way round and 
to push it.  Our kayaks/canoes are designed to be 
the right way round and they move much better like 
this (even when full of water). If possible during the 
process of turning the boat over I will try and empty a 
bit of water out to make it a bit lighter and then I will 
position myself behind it and push towards the eddy. 
This does usually require multiple pushes but is far 
less complex and risky than involving a sling or using a 
towing method. If it is hard to get a hand to the boat, 
then “bulldozing” the boat can be used, but from 

experience I’ve found that this isn’t as quick as pushing 
by hand.

Once out on the side, the swimmer should ideally 
be making their way down the bank to assist in the 
recovery of their boat. However, we must be realistic 
about our expectations of what they will be capable of 
doing, remembering that they will be exhausted from 
all the swimming (and potentially trying to roll too). 
If we expect our swimmer to start sprinting down an 
uneven bank at top speed, they could risk injury or 
even falling in the river again!

PrACTICE
The best way to get better at swimming and rescues 
is to practice in safe environments where a mistake 
wouldn’t be an issue. If we take the time to rehearse 
our strategy and to experiment with some of the 
different options we might use, then when we come to 
do it for real, we will be slick!

A huge thank you goes to Bex Pope, Chris Horsey, Ben 
Press and Geoff Brain for their help with the swimming!
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