For POWER PADDLING – PUSH, DON’T PULL

by Nick DeNezzo

Are you an "arm-paddler".?  Chances are that you are. In fact – most kayakers are - especially, those who are self-taught.  About the only ones who aren't, are experts, experienced racers and competent experienced instructors. I have been kayaking and been an instructor for over 25 years, yet I was arm- paddling for the first 5-7 years. I won many local races during that time, yet never any outside my locale. Seasoned racers would constantly tell me I was still arm-paddling. It's a very difficult bad habit to break, especially without the aid of a coach or videotape or both. What we think and feel we are doing is usually quite different from what we actually are doing! Instead of improving with practice, I just reinforced my bad habits and it took me longer to unlearn them and learn proper technique. Teaching others was probably the single greatest thing that helped my technique evolve to a higher level, though I realize now that it could have happened years earlier if the proper analytical expertise had been available to me on a regular basis.

Today, I do most of my teaching in open water rather than in pools so that the very first thing I teach new paddlers is how to paddle efficiently. Some pick it up during the first lesson but most take longer (especially those who have already formed bad habits). That's why I prefer teaching novices - it's like working with a "blank slate".

Why do people arm-paddle? - Because it's a natural tendency. Kayaking is a counter-intuitive sport. What you should be doing is usually the exact opposite of what your instincts tell you to do. This is because humans are not born kayakers. It is an unnatural movement for us. This is quite different from fish learning to swim or birds learning to fly - for them, it is an instinct. Fish are born swimming, birds can fly and animals (including humans) can walk as soon as they become mature and strong enough and practice what comes naturally to them. These are natural or intuitive behaviors. They don't have to be taught. Humans, on the other hand, need lessons to learn to swim, golf or kayak. Just practicing, will not do it or it will take very much longer than if we had competent instruction. This is because your brain, in a misguided but well-meaning attempt to conserve energy, looks for the easy way out - the path of least resistance. This may work with an intuitive act such as walking or running (you will improve with practice), but in the case of kayaking, you need to take the path of greatest resistance to move the boat effectively. This means doing the

exact opposite of everything your brain tells you to do - This is why you need instruction!
Why push rather than pull? - When you push hard and put your weight into it, you use your weight  to make the boat move straight ahead and save some energy in the process. For larger paddlers, this means that your weight becomes an asset rather than a liability. When you pull hard, you tend to tip the boat to one side and usually wind up with a sore back - also, you wind up using more energy and don't move as fast. Smaller, shorter paddlers may not feel tippy when pulling, but larger, heavier paddlers, especially in a relatively narrow boat, will notice a pronounced degree of instability when pulling hard with the bottom arm. Again, you must consciously seek out the path of greatest resistance - do this by pushing straight ahead with the top arm - punch out at an imaginary object 3 feet in front of your nose. You must resist the natural urge to save energy by pushing up over your head - this is the path of least resistance which your body will naturally seek out. It will move your arm forward without moving the boat forward as much as it could if done properly! 

Never let your top arm get above eye-level - not only is it inefficient (in terms of propulsion), but it tends to reduce you stability - especially if your stability is reduced to begin with (i.e.- tall or heavy paddlers or an excessively narrow boat!). It is also very important to avoid pushing down with the top arm. If your top hand finishes its push near the deck instead of eye-level, it means that you are actively pulling with (bending) the bottom arm which also pulls the top arm down. This wastes energy lifting water up at the end of your stroke.

How does pushing forward move the boat forward? - Thinking simplistically, one would expect Newton's Law of action - reaction to apply and move the boat backwards. If you pushed forward with both arms - that is exactly what would happen! The answer lies in pushing forward with the TOP arm while keeping the BOTTOM arm relatively straight thereby having it work as a fulcrum. In this way, pushing forward with the TOP arm produces a levering effect,  levering the boat forward. The pushing with the top arm combined with the rotation of the torso towards the paddle results in a powerful, efficient forward motion of the boat. This is assisted by a twisting your body backwards with a straight bottom arm - this is accomplished by using the Latissimus dorsi muscle (or lats) rather than the biceps. While the biceps do contract at the end of the stroke, it is more of a passive bending of the arm than an active one, whose purpose is NOT propulsion but instead to keep your hand out of the water and position that arm for pushing as it becomes the TOP arm in the next stroke. Pulling with the lats on one side while pushing forward on the opposite side increases the rotation effect thereby increasing power and performance without any of the negative effects of actively pulling with the biceps.

Practicing Power Paddling

Merely reading about power paddling and trying to practice it will not necessarily bring success - especially if you have already formed bad habits. Having someone who knows what to look for observe you and give you feedback works well. Seeing yourself on video is another useful method. Teaching others (when you know what to do and what not to do) will strengthen your understanding of power padding and enhance your awareness of your own strengths and weaknesses in your technique.

Power Paddling Drill

Repeated short bouts of paddling with both elbows locked will help you learn to paddle efficiently.  By doing this you are forced to move your boat solely by torso rotation. You will feel yourself use muscles you may not have used before in paddling and feel how this differs from your usual technique. Once you are comfortable with "torquing" the kayak in this way, you can add the normal motion of the top arm – punching forward from your shoulder. Next, unlock the elbow of the bottom arm while still keeping it relatively straight and bend the bottom arm at the end of the stroke and lift your bottom hand up to your shoulder to start the next stroke. Duplicate this motion on each stroke and you should have a powerful, efficient stoke without compromising your stability or experiencing local muscle fatigue or premature exhaustion. 
Other Uses for Power Paddling

The above principles can be applied to other strokes besides the power stroke. 

In the sweep stroke, keeping the bottom arm straight rather than pulling with it will move the blade in a wider arc providing a greater turning effect. The top arm will provide the power as it pushes across the chest while rotating your torso towards the paddle side (remember - twist - don't lean - unless you want to swim!). Most novice and inefficient paddlers always keep the right hand on the right side and the left hand on the left side and never cross the mid-line. This prevents them from performing a powerful, efficient sweep stroke.

In the draw stroke, weak paddlers use only one arm (the bottom one) or lift their top arm over their head and slide the paddle out of the water(taking the path of least resistance) and usually don't cross the mid-line. Make sure you use your top arm together with your bottom arm, pushing across your body with the top hand at the same time you pull the bottom blade into the boat and start your recovery as soon as the paddle becomes vertical(both hands on the same side of the kayak). 

In the rudder stroke, make sure both hands are on the same side of the kayak otherwise you are performing a brake stroke not a rudder stroke — this is a mistake all weak paddlers make. Use the rudder stroke sparingly to steer. It is for minor corrections only and should NEVER be held for more than a half-second 

( before the boat starts to lose speed). The exception to this is when you are in whitewater or surfing where the river or the surf is providing propulsion and all you are doing is steering. Always try to follow a rudder stroke with a sweep stroke on the opposite side to increase its effectiveness. Remember! - too little is better than too much, you can always do a second or third rudder stroke. Whereas, if you hold it for too long and overcorrect, not only are you wasting energy and losing precious speed, but you will be constantly zig-zagging and never go straight! Always try to steer with forward sweep strokes whenever possible - They move the boat forward AND turn it at the same time. If at all possible, DO NOT perform more than one stroke at a time on each side!!  Do not rely heavily on ruddering or reverse strokes! These can become a crutch and prevent you from learning efficient technique. The only time you should be paddling backwards is when you have to make a u-turn or to avoid hitting something or someone. When you do paddle backwards, use the back side ( wrong side) of the paddle blade (the "non-power" or convex side) - never change your grip to go backwards.

