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Women’s attitude to White water paddling 
 

Sue Couling 
 
As part of my preparation of my Level three training course I was asked to prepare a 
10-minute presentation on some thing I was interested in.  Two possibilities came to 
mind quickly: showing my holiday photos or giving some detailed thought to a subject 
I have been known to rant on about (mainly in the pub) for many years.  The more I 
thought about it the more I wanted to explore my thoughts on women’s attitudes to 
white water paddling.  Lots of the female paddlers I know are twitchy about white 
water to some extent and I wanted to understand what makes them feel this way. 
 
Consulting the BCU web site and coaching book tells us that the BCU have noble 
policies on the encouragement of all into canoeing for example:  The BCU Equity 
Policy which aims to ensure that all people … have genuinely equal opportunities to 
participate in paddlesport .  There is also a policy commitment to tackle the issues of 
under representation of women at all levels in paddlesport.  However there is little 
solid guidance or information specifically on women and white water.  A brief trawl of 
the internet pulls up things like all-women-wilderness-trips which is not really what I 
wanted to study. 
 
Since most of my rants are based on what I THINK people have said to me about 
river trips (possibly influenced by the consumption of alcohol) I decided to ask those 
women paddlers I had contact details for and see what they actually have to say.  I 
have had 20 replies to-date from women with a wide range of canoeing experience 
and types of clubs.  Many of these women had quite a bit to say but I will only 
address a couple of the main issues in this article. 

 
Of those that responded:  4 had been paddling less than 1 year whilst 6 had been 
paddling more than 10 years; most had started at a university club; and most 
described their white water experience as grade 2-3 while 6 had much more 
extensive white water experience. 
 
Asked what they love about canoeing three answers came up: 
 
The people and social life  ‘the people who are mad enough to do it’ (16/20) 
Love of the outdoors:  ‘No better way to see some amazing scenery and just to be 
outdoors’ (12/20) 
The adrenalin rush and the challenge (14/20) 
 
Clearly the social side is very important aspect and for most this means meaning 
paddling with both men and women.  In fact 2 replies actually stated they would not 
go on all-women trips. 
 
Interestingly nearly ¾ of the replies stated that the exhilaration and challenge of 
running rapids is what attracts them to the sport even though they might be very 
scared at the top of a rapid.  However, when you look at the response to levels of 
confidence you can see there is a conflict between ‘the adrenalin rush’ and walking 
round the rapid. .  It should be noted that this group of women are effectively self-
selecting  – they are not ‘soft’ indoor type.   
 



Only 5 of the women who responded consider themselves to be confident on white 
water and even then 3 of those responses were qualified by statements such as: 
‘within my ability’, ‘if there is a choice between grade 2 and grade 3 on same bit of 
river, I’ll always go for the easier’; and ‘I still get very scared before we go down’. 
 
8 of the replies said they used to be confident on moving water but are now 
considerably less confident for example: 
 
‘In my youth I was way more confident. Now I walk round anything remotely 
dangerous.’ 
 
‘I go for several weeks feeling really confident then I suddenly lose my confidence 
usually for no particular reason and convince myself I can't do it and then end up 
taking a swim’ 
 
Three women said ‘Depends who I'm with’ which is not surprising but does show the 
importance of good leadership. The attitude of the coach can have a big influence on 
the paddler: 
 
‘Sometimes I feel hopeless and like I am holding someone back  
Other times I feel like my buddy is really sharing my learning with me and when I 
don't feel like a burden I feel more confident.   
Some people are just naturally more encouraging and reassuring and I like paddling 
with them.’ 
 
The conclusion therefore is there a conflict of feelings for most women paddlers.  
They really want to get out there and paddle and even nasty swims do not usually put 
them off provided the group support is good enough.  In fact swimming can have a 
strong positive effect for example: 
 
‘If I take a swim I feel like I've lost control and it actually makes me want to do more 
rather than puts me off.’ 
 
However such experiences can also made the paddler more aware of how potentially 
dangerous canoeing can be and contribute towards their reduction in confidence. 
 
‘Women seem to be more scared/sensible and will not just throw themselves down 
things.’ 
 
To encourage women in to white water paddling and to maintain their interest, this 
conflict needs to be recognised.  However each paddler is an individual and the 
coaching approach will vary depending on the character of that person.  
 
 
 

“Kayako Jacko” Coaching 
 

By Ros W 
 
A few weeks’ back I went along to the Glaxo canoe club T uesday night 
paddle on the river Lea, in Ware.  They had invited “Kay acko Jacko” along 



for a free coaching session, so inevitably there was a  good turnout.  Most 
people already had a solid roll so the interest was in play boating (which the 
Glaxo lot are generally fairly good at).  We were split into t wo groups, those 
who would already pull some moves such as flatwater cart wheels, and those 
who couldn’t.  In the space of an hour or so on flat water there wasn’t much 
time to progress but I was impressed by the style of t he coaching and gained 
a few tips about edging the boat.  The moves they att empted to teach us are 
too violent to practise in the swimming pool!  But one k ey tip was to practise 
trunk rotation by standing on dry land in front of a b ollard / bench / chair, 
reaching round to touch if with the near hand, breath ing in and out, then 
reaching further to touch it with the far hand.  Appare ntly this can vastly 
increase flexibility if you do it every day even over a sho rt space of time. 
 
Kayako Jacko run a range of courses and can tailor co urses to groups, 
anything from a few hours at Hurley or HPP to weeken ds of surfing and weeks 
away abroad.  If you are feeling rich then have a look  at their website:  
http://www.kayakojacko.com/  
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Liverpool Polo comp 
 

Bedford Raiders polo team (including Colin and Patrick) competed.  To quote Colin:   
 

“ We turned up and played, just about, didn't do too well. Had referees that actually missed 2 
of the goals that we scored. We finished 4th.  Damn!” 

 
Fortunately the organisers put lots of nice photos on a website, though I’m a bit confused 

about what was going on in the bottom one (for example, where is the ball?) 
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Firstly, for those who have not heard of ‘The Bitches’ or are not sure what (or who) The Bitches are I 
will explain. Between Ramsey Island and the mainland of Pembrokeshire there is a tidal race as the 
tide ebbs and flows. The Bitches are a group of rocks in the channel around which waves form that are 
renowned as excellent surf waves. It is these waves that attract amateur and professional paddlers to 
the area. The only down side is that it is a long flat paddle out to The Bitches across Ramsey Sound. 
 
I am beginning to wonder though whether the traditional May bank holiday trip to Pembrokeshire has 
been mis-named. This was my third trip to Wales with BDCC and in that time I have not known 
anyone actually paddle out to the Bitches. Perhaps it should be simply known as a surf trip. Whatever 
it is known as, I thought this year was a particularly good one. 
 
As usual various cars departed at various times. I gave Ros a lift on what turned out to be the hottest 
day of the year. After a detour into Bristol to deposit Simon (Ros’ Squeeze) at a train station and three 
attempts to find a shop that sold ice creams (you would think that newsagents and petrol stations in a 
touristy area would sell ice creams on a hot bank holiday weekend but evidently not) we arrived at 
Newgale in time for a surf before dinner. Our early arrival meant that there was plenty of space in the 
field to pitch our tents. However, as neither Ros nor I had a dog with us we were told that a large part 
of the field was not available to us. As I once knew someone whose next door neighbour’s son-in 
law’s sister used to have a chihuahua we decided that was enough and pitched our tents near Colin’s. 
(Who also didn’t have a dog with him) 
 
It had been two years since I last surfed so I was hoping to start with smallish ‘friendly’ green surf that 
was easy to catch and stay on. I was in luck and had an enjoyable start to the weekend – the sun was 
out, the wind was calm and as most people were still on the M25/M4, there were very few boarders or 
paddlers in the water. There was even a plentiful supply of seats in the pub when the sun went down. 
Mention was made in the pub of getting up at 5.00 am the next morning to paddle out to The Bitches. 
Mention was also made of the fishermen who were tying up their boats because of an impending storm 
so the idea was quickly binned.  
 
Anyone who has been to Newgale campsite will know of its proximity to the sea and hence its 
suitability as a place to stay on a surf trip – people can come and go as they wish and you don’t have to 
rely on your driver to take you to the surf. However, this close proximity means that you are at the full 
mercy of any weather that comes off the Atlantic. I’ve stayed at Newgale campsite on a number of 
occasions and experienced wind and driving rain there before but overnight on Friday some of the 
flimsy tents on the campsite took a real battering. Ros said she was pleasantly surprised that her tent 
had survived the night but vowed to buy a more substantial one before next year. 
 
A check on the surf condition involved leaving the relative shelter of the grassy embankment and 
venturing on to the even windier beach. The smallish ‘friendly’ green surf from the night before had 
been replaced by messy broken not-quite-as-small waves that people who live near the sea wouldn’t 
even look twice at. However, those of us who had driven for nearly seven hours to get there tried to 
put a brave face on it and proceeded to have an extended leisurely breakfast. Charles was the first to 
bite the bullet and by about midday a few of us had ventured out to see just how bad it was. ‘Very’ is 
how I would describe it. The calm tranquillity of the previous evening had gone and it took about 15 
minutes to get out beyond the break. Waves were coming at you from all angles and every time you 
managed to get through a wave coming in, the wind did its best to stop you making any progress 
before the next wave was upon you. After about 45 minutes and about three surfs (I lost count of the 
saline nasal jet washes I had) I had had enough and gave up. 
 
That left the question of what to do for the rest of the day. Charles seemed to have a car full of toys 
and as the tide was out proceeded to set up his land yacht. ‘You’re welcome to have a go’ he said and 
then added that he had been up to 46 mph on it. As it was blowing what can only be described as a 



hooly, a few of us decided to watch him first. I didn’t have my binoculars with me so watching 
Charles disappear in the direction of children playing on the beach at a rate of knots up on two wheels 
was about all I saw. It made my mind up that I would pass on the offer of a go and wait for a calmer 
day. I had always assumed that one advantage of a land yacht was that you didn’t need all the faff of 
wet/dry suits etc. that goes with water. How wrong I was. When Charles eventually returned with a 
huge smile on his face (I think all the children were OK) he was covered in sand and drenched.  
 
Ros, Bri and I decided to follow Charles along the beach at a more sedate pace and walked the length 
of the beach, climbed up the cliff and walked back along the coast path. Someone must have realised 
the opportunity because on the walk back we saw three places selling ice creams. And they talk about 
busses! We only sampled one. 
 
Another challenge provided by the wind was to find somewhere sheltered to cook. A few people took 
the easier option and ventured to the pub. This was Charles’ only option as his cooking 
equipment/food supply for the weekend consisted of a mug. What he was going to drink out of the 
mug depended entirely on what others had brought with them. (Have we seen this before? ;-) ) The 
pub on the Saturday night was as packed and as smoky as I had remembered it to be. Someone had put 
a ‘private party’ sign on the smaller section of the pub so space and seats were at a premium. When I 
ventured into the so called ‘private party’ no-one challenged me and it became obvious the sign had 
been put up just to keep out the masses. We’ll definitely have to remember that one for next year! 
After a few drinks and a realisation that my face was doing a pretty good job of resembling a beetroot 
from wind/sun burn sleep came easily especially as the wind had finally died down. 
 
I was surprised to be woken at about 7.30 by Colin and Ian Russell discussing the surf and tide. A 
quick surf check revealed why they were up - now that the wind had died down the surf was rolling in 
beautifully. Keen not to miss out, breakfast was a more hurried affair for most and for those extra keen 
people had to breakfast wait. In contrast to the previous day, Sunday was one of those days you dream 
for. With blue skies, light winds and good clean surf that just got bigger and bigger through the day 
no-one was complaining. This was one of my best surf days in memory and definitely the biggest surf 
I have been on – I got looped a few times just trying to get out beyond the break. For the sharp eyed 
amongst you there were even bikini-clad women on the beach. (allegedly!)  
 
Unfortunately this was my last day as I had to be up early the following for work. My departure time 
was dependant on two things - the condition of the surf and secondly the football finals in Cardiff. 
With the surf being so good I decided to wait until after the football to depart and finally left at 5pm so 
head back to Stansted. I hadn’t included the possibility of there being extra time in the football so 
spent an hour virtually parked on the M4 around Cardiff.  
 
Purely by chance my roster had me flying to Cork on the Bank Holiday Monday morning. Our routing 
takes us over a navigation beacon at Strumble on the Pembrokeshire coast and from 36000 feet I could 
see the tents in the field at Newgale. From that altitude the surf looked virtually non existent. As it had 
been so good the previous day, and I’ve heard nothing to the contrary, I’m holding this thought as I 
wouldn’t have wanted to miss out on another good surf day. If I had stayed though I don’t think my 
face could have been any redder. When I woke up at 4.40 am to go to work the full impact of two days 
in the sun and wind became obvious. People at work didn’t believe me that I’d only been to Wales. 
 

Thanks to Colin for arranging a great weekend and I hope the surf is as good next time. 
 

Rob Carter 
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 Bitches trip Photos 
 

Supplied by Steve Bratton  
 

 
Swimmer / surfer in danger! 

(& Spot the difference between this photo and the one on the front cover.) 
 

   
Fashion parade; Charles shows the club what land-yachting is all about 

 

 
Rob wishes he had his binoculars as he spots a chick in a bikini 



 

 
 

 
A nice bit of coastal scenery 

 
 

 
Time to go for an icecream, have a beer, or join the queue in the 

shower block… 


