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Introduction: The SUP-Rising

[image: ]
Credit: Getty Images
Stand-Up Paddleboarding (SUP) is a combination of surfing and canoeing. It has only become popular since the start of the Millennium. Back in 2012 on popular beaches you probably wouldn’t have seen more than a couple of paddleboarders. By 2014 it was often referred to as the world’s fastest growing sport and in 2022 over three million people in the UK participated.

Now those beaches could have 100 ‘Suppers’, and lakes, canals and rivers also have their share. Try it a couple of times and you’ll hopefully appreciate why. As a keen canoeist and kayaker, I thought: why stand when you can sit? After a couple of clumsy goes, the challenge of remaining on your feet and the satisfaction of thinking – possibly to the tune by Elton John, ‘I’m still standing!’ – had me, and my toes in particular, well and truly gripped, along with very many other people around the globe.

[image: A serene lake scene with three people on stand-up paddleboards, set against a backdrop of mountains and a clear sky, as they engage in yoga poses and hold paddles aloft.]
The only way is SUP! 
 Credit: Frances Gard

[image: A group of people sits and lies on multiple paddleboards floats on calm water, with some individuals wears casual cloths and others having bags and accessories nearby.]
Sport doesn’t have to be competitive.

A bit of guidance would have helped me and I suspect lots of others. Of those 100 people on the beach, it would be no surprise if 20 had their paddles the wrong way around. With a few tips, plenty would be able to paddle in a reasonably straight line or turn efficiently. Hence one reason for writing this book. More than just a comprehensive ‘how to’ guide, it will hopefully enthuse you about the many ways to enjoy the sport and the various health benefits it brings. It will also describe the environments it enables people to explore and the wildlife that may be seen (this is my specialism).

[image: A group of people paddleboarding on a body of water, with most of them stands and holds paddles, and one person in the background bends on an orange board.]
Try to improve your standing in a group.

[image: A serene ocean scene with two people on stand-up paddleboards rides waves towards the right, set against a vibrant sunset backdrop with hues of orange, pink, and purple in the sky.]
Aloha! SUP surfing, Kauai, Hawaii.
 Credit: Getty Images

There are many helpful tips and explanations in the following pages to improve technique but also other ways to derive more enjoyment from this wonderful activity. These include games and challenges, planning a safe tour based on the weather and tides, along with everything from racing to yoga and anything else that floats your boat (or board).

A potted past of paddleboarding

Many cultures and parts of the world could claim to have come up with the idea of paddling small canoe-like craft in a standing position. These include Africa, the Middle East, China and South America, with a pre-Incan civilisation in Peru having a particularly strong claim from 2,000 years ago.

Perhaps writer, artist and lover of the Lake District Beatrix Potter should be credited as the pioneer of paddleboarding. In her charming book The Tale of Squirrel Nutkin, published in 1903, the squirrels are pictured and described paddling to Owl Island in a standing position on little rafts. In 1953, inspired by seeing a picture in a magazine of an Australian lifeguard paddling a rectangular board, inventive British carpenter Charlie Force made a board which he paddled in Newquay Bay, Cornwall, laying claim to be the UK’s first Supper.

[image: The open water stretches towards a distant coastline under a cloudy sky. A paddleboard near the bottom right carries one standing paddler and one smaller seated person near the front.]
The big SUPrise is that it didn’t catch on earlier. Gorran Haven, Cornwall.
 Credit: Tom Gaze

Hawaiians benefit from a consistently clement climate, warm water and wonderful waves, but they certainly made the most of them through their development and mastery of surfing. As Supping is the offspring of canoeing and, perhaps more particularly, surfing, much gratitude must go to them. It is believed that as early as the 16th century they used paddles with large surfboards. In 1995 top surfers in Hawaii including Dave Kalama and Laird Hamilton began Supping as a form of training and had paddles specially made. A decade later SUP was diversifying from surfing into racing, touring, river paddling, yoga and fishing, and by 2006 production SUP boards became available.

What next? SUP may become an Olympic, Paralympic and Special Olympics sport?

[image: A group of people stand on separate paddleboards on a calm river under a multi-arch stone bridge, each holding a paddle, with floating lily pads in the foreground and dense trees and reeds along both banks.]
Inland, calm rivers offer a different experience.




[image: A group of people are standing on paddleboards in the water, with several individuals wearing wetsuits and holding paddles.]
Paddlers near Brownsea Island Castle.


1

Basic Techniques


Equipment

We’ll look at ‘kit’ in more detail later but here’s a list of the important bits.

Your board should have a fin or some arrangement of three smaller fins underneath at the back. As a beginner it is far better to learn on an inflatable board. They inflate to be almost as firm as a rigid board, but if the waves smack the edge into your shin or if you fall on them it’s unlikely to cause pain.

Attached to the back of your board should be a coiled flexible leash. These not only prevent you from losing your board, but mean a stray board won’t take out several other paddlers if you fall. They also connect you to a great buoyancy aid – your board. Use the Velcro to attach the free end to either ankle. In flowing water attaching it to an easily released waist belt is far safer.

You will also need a paddle of the right length to suit you. To start with reach up with one arm – the paddle height should be level with your wrist. Some instructors suggest fanning out your hand with your thumb touching your head – the top of the paddle should come to the top of your little finger. Others recommend holding the paddle upright with the handle downward - eyes should be level with the start of the blade. All three ways give a similar outcome for most people. The ideal length will vary based on the conditions and the sort of paddling you’ll be doing.

If you’re a complete novice and either the water or air temperatures are relatively low, wearing a wetsuit will help stop you getting cold. It may give you more confidence not to worry about falling in. It will also give you some protection if you fall on your board, which is more of a concern with a rigid board.

Buoyancy aids, which fit like a waistcoat, are recommended, particularly for beginners. Experienced paddlers in a group under calm conditions may choose to keep them handy, for instance clipped to strings on the front of their boards, but novices should wear them and on some bodies of water it is a specified requirement.

Step by step

Before going into a step by step (or stroke by stroke) approach, let’s begin with the two most important tips. These will help you to avoid the two most common mistakes:



	The paddle blade should be angled forward, i.e. furthest away from you toward the bottom. I’ll explain why this is more efficient later.

	When you attempt standing up, look ahead of you, not down at your feet. This will make you less likely to fall straight over.





Let’s get started:


	Begin on your knees in shallow water, but deep enough that the fins are above the bed with you on the board. Plant each knee evenly shoulder width apart either side of the front end of the handle, with the knee on the far side first. Ideally you want to be in fairly calm water with a safe bed, such as sand.



[image: A group of people stand on paddleboards in shallow water while paddling forward. The nearest person leans into a strong stroke as two others follow behind on the open water.]
SUPposition: it’s best to have your paddle this way around.
 Credit: Dave White Photography


	While kneeling, your higher hand should be around a quarter of the way down the length of your paddle (including blade). Your lower hand should be about a third of the way from the bottom. Your top hand can have the thumb up or down (kayak style).

	Try a few strokes on each side. Start with your lower arm almost straight and reaching forward push the whole blade into the water. Try to bring the paddle back alongside your board by pushing your top arm until it is pretty much straight. When the blade, still fully immersed, comes back level with your hips, lift the blade upwards and sideways out of the water and repeat.



[image: A person kneels on a paddleboard while holding a paddle in both hands. Tall vegetation stands behind them as they steady the board on water.]
Hand positions when kneeling.


	Try not to scrape or whack the side of your board – the more vertical your paddle shaft the straighter your direction of travel will be. Unless there is wind coming from the side, you will probably soon begin to veer away from the side you’re paddling on.



[image: A person kneels on a paddleboard while pulling a paddle through the water. Small ripples form around the board as it turns on a surface.]
Wide forward strokes turn you slowly.

[image: A person kneels on a paddleboard and draws the paddle through the water near the board's side. The paddle movement creates small ripples that curve around the front of the board.]
Wide backward strokes turn you faster.

[image: A person swims in a lake, with a paddleboard floating on the water's surface, set against a backdrop of mountains and trees under a blue sky with white clouds.]
Lake Lucerne, Switzerland – admire the view as you stand up to avoid a Swiss roll.


	After three or four strokes, transfer your paddle to the other side. You need to swap your hands so they each go where the other one was – then resume paddling. It is possible to paddle in a straight line without swapping, though this will be explained in the ‘Advanced Techniques’ chapter.

	Try doing a wide stroke. Experiment to see the effects of fairly wide strokes and taking the stroke as wide as you can to the side. This will enable you to change direction, but if you wanted to turn around 180° it would take several strokes. A faster way to turn is a wide backward stroke on the side you want to turn toward, pushing the blade forward. Start with your paddle blade near the back of your board, bring it round in a wide arc to the front of the board with the usual front of the blade first. With a reasonably manoeuvrable board this will turn you about 90°. Repeat if needed.



Become a stand-up paddler – a pop-up guide

An exciting moment for anyone taking up SUP is the first time you try to stand up.

Before breaking the process down, take a moment to remember the tip: look ahead as you stand up – if you look down you’ll probably fall down. This is because your head is quite heavy – about one seventh of your total body weight. Aside from how heavy your head is, it’s about four times further from the board than your knees, so it has four times the effect on your balance.

Beginners may find it helps to practise on a board or imaginary board at home while following these steps.


	Begin on your knees.

	Paddle enough to get a little momentum going. This can help with balance, like riding a bike.

	Assume a male gorilla pose.

	Place one foot in position, then the other so you’re squatting. You’re aiming to have your feet either side of the handle, about shoulder width apart with heels slightly turned inward.

	Reposition your hands: The top hand should be over the handle and the other around halfway down the shaft. (If you hold your arms up above your head with elbows bent at right angles, this will give you the distance apart your hands should be.)

	Now remembering where to look (ahead/horizon), steadily stand up, though your knees should be slightly bent, and gently start paddling.



[image: A person kneeling on a white paddle board on shallow rippled water with a paddle lying beside the board. A distant seawall and small figures appear on the horizon under a clear sky.]
Assume the gorilla pose.

[image: A person kneeling on a white paddle board on shallow rippled water with a paddle lying across the board. A distant seawall and small figures appear on the horizon under a clear bright sky.]
Place one foot level with the handle, then the other.

[image: A woman wearing a blue long-sleeved top, black trousers, and a green hat is crouched on a white and blue paddleboard in the water.]
Look ahead and steadily stand in a slight squat.

If you have had knee or back problems or feel you lack balance, SUP could really help. For some people sitting or kneeling may remain the best positions (see here for Inclusive Paddleboarding). The height of your centre of gravity and your weight in relation to the board will also be factors. I’ve taught couples where the woman is a slight 5ft 2in and the man is a sporty 6ft 5in with shoulders to match. She feels she’s finally found a sport that suits her as he normally takes longer to master the balance.

Pressing the tip of your blade against the middle of your board in front of you and using your paddle to stand up can help. One way to assist somebody who is struggling is to find waist deep water and hold the back of their board while they get to their feet. (Persuade a friend to do this if you’re struggling.) As they get used to standing, gradually apply less steadying force to the board.

At first keep the strokes gentle and keep looking ahead, possibly to the horizon. As you begin to feel more comfortable and balanced you can paddle more purposefully. As with kneeling, swap arms every few strokes as required.

[image: A woman stands on a white and teal paddleboard, wearing an orange bikini top and striped shorts, holds a light blue paddle while floating on a body of water.]
Start with your lower arm straight, then straighten your upper arm.

If you feel a wobble or a wave coming, lower your centre of gravity by squatting more and leaning forward, not by hunching your back. You can also steady yourself if you twist your paddle outwards and press the blade reasonably flat against the water surface. This is known as a support stroke. It is best to meet waves at right angles or at least avoid being parallel with them, which would make you wobble more.

Once you’re feeling more confident, try deliberately wobbling your board by pressing your feet down alternately and adjusting your balance. This will develop the reflexes you need to stay standing. It’s also good practice for one of the games in the next chapter!

Don’t be afraid of falling off. Once people have had their first tumble, they tend to relax more. Try falling off deliberately. The best way is to fall backward with your head tucked in slightly and your paddle held out horizontally in front of you. This works well as a practice and it’s good to get used to it. However, in the moment when you suddenly think you might fall, you’ll probably try to save your balance. You may recover, fall forward or step off. This is another reason why it’s less painful to learn on an inflatable board.

The stroke


	The ideal stroke involves reaching forward with your back straight, squatting more as you reach, and starting with your lower arm almost straight.

	Push the paddle down with a digging motion so the whole blade is underwater. This is known as the ‘catch’.

	As soon as the blade is fully submerged, begin pushing forward with the top hand, using your chest and shoulder muscles and almost straightening your top arm, while pulling back with the lower arm, using your back muscles. Your top arm should be at around 90° to your body. This is called the ‘power phase’. Think of it as moving your board forward, rather than your paddle backward.

	Once the blade is level with your heel pull it out upwards and sideways (the ‘exit’), your upper hand moves round a bit like turning a steering wheel until the blade is just out of the water, then reach forward (the ‘recovery phase’) and begin again.



[image: A person stands on a white and blue paddleboard in the water, wearing a blue jacket, black trousers, and a yellow life jacket, holds a long black paddle.]
Dig the full blade in for the catch.

Why does the paddle go that way around?

Many people SUP with the paddle the wrong way around and the way the paddles are designed to be held may seem counter-intuitive. This may be because when you first reach forward and plant the blade in with your paddle the wrong way around, the blade is vertical and its full force can be applied to the water. However as soon as you start bringing the paddle back it becomes less forceful. Then when you bring it out you have to lift an angled blade against resistance from the water splashing inefficiently. By contrast, if you have it aligned correctly with the blade pointing toward the front of the board:



	You can reach more water.

	Gradually the blade becomes more vertical, helping you to apply more power and accelerate.

	This puts less of a sudden strain on your shoulders.

	Once the blade is back level with your heel it can be lifted from the water with very little resistance or splashing.



[image: A man with white hair stands on a blue-and-white paddleboard, wearing a blue and yellow jacket, black trousers, and black shoes, holding a long paddle while navigating on a body of water.]
Exit the blade smoothly near your heel.

Common faults


	Paddle held the wrong way around as explained above.

	Pulling the paddle back too far: If it goes beyond your heel it provides little forward thrust in relation to effort and there will be more water resistance when taking it out. Pushing up water with the blade behind will also drive the board deeper into the water, slowing you down.

	Hands too close together and not straightening your arms enough: This is OK for pootling down a river but means you don’t get the benefit from (and to) the larger muscles of your chest, shoulders and back, but your arms tire out much more.

	Not squatting: Again, fine for gentle cruising, but you’ll be less balanced, less able to react if needed, and won’t reach as far with your strokes, which will be less effective.

	Not swapping hand positions when swapping your paddle to the other side: Some beginners make this mistake, but it is ineffective and looks very awkward.

	Not gripping the handle when standing: Some people paddle very proficiently with their upper hand below the handle and we’re all different, but generally it’s better to wrap your fingers over the handle so you can use them to drive the blade down and direct it, while using the lower part of your top hand to push the handle forward.

	Standing too far from the centre may not help your balance. However, if you’re paddling into the wind it’s better to stand a little further forward to keep the nose down. Paddling with the wind, stand a little further back to keep the rear down. Where the sea gradually becomes shallower over a long distance, standing further forward can enable you to paddle in slightly shallower water as your fin will come up a little.





Stopping

A quick short backward paddle along each side of your board will help you to come to a stop – very useful!

Pride comes before a fall. After it comes getting back on

In calm shallow water getting back on your board is fairly easy. Getting back on when you take a tumble in deep water takes more effort, and if you have to do it more than once in quick succession it can be quite tiring. At first this became my main skill! Many people work out a way for themselves, but here’s how step by step:


	Grab your paddle and place it on top of the far side of your board, lengthways toward the front.

	Approach the side of your board just behind the handle.

	Hold the handle with the hand nearest the front.

	Grab the far side with your other hand and at the same time try to hoist as much of your body weight over the board as you can without tipping it over. You may have to grab the far side of the board with both hands and do a bit of front crawl swimming kick to achieve this, and it may take more than one attempt.

	Once you have your chest over the board, while pulling with your arms, swing your legs onto the back of the board.



[image: A person in the water holds the side of a light blue paddle board with part of the board lifted above the surface. The person wears a red-and-black vest while small ripples spread across the dark water around them.]
This is harder in cold water but remain calm.

[image: A man wearing a life jacket is sitting on a blue-and-white paddleboard in the water, with his hands on the board and his body leaning forward.]
Swim kick your legs.

[image: A man wearing a black-and-red wetsuit lies on a blue-and-white paddleboard floats on water, with a yellow bag behind him.]
Pull yourself up, then swing your legs round.

Once safely on your board:


	Make sure you feel OK if you aren’t already aware of any injuries. Rescues and tows will be covered in the ‘Advanced Techniques’ chapter.

	Assume the kneeling position. If you’re tired don’t stand up until you’ve at least got your breath back.

	Don’t be deterred. Stand up again once you’re ready. All the best paddlers have taken a tumble and most still do occasionally. If you’ve never fallen in, you haven’t really immersed yourself in the activity!



An initial word on wind

Sooner or later we all encounter problems from wind.

If it becomes windy: Squat more to lower your centre of gravity and engage your legs more to help you balance. You may also want to shorten your paddle slightly (maybe 5cm).

If it gets very windy: Go down to either high or low kneeling. You’ll be more stable, and if going into the wind your body will act less like a sail, which would slow you more if standing.

[image: A person sitting on a paddle board on dark rippled water with hills and green fields rising behind the shoreline. The distant slopes fade into mist under a pale sky as the board sits low on the surface.]
Place the paddle blade under your chest for prone paddling.

If it gets downright ridiculous: Lay your paddle down on the board with the handle


[image: ]
Kneeling into the wind in Eryri (Snowdonia).

[image: A man lies on an orange and white paddleboard in a body of water, holds a black paddle with both hands, wearing a black tank top and blue shorts.]
Back-paddling: you can’t do this in a canoe.







[image: A board carries two people moves across calm water under a sky filled with scattered clouds, with one person stands and paddling while the other sits, holds an open umbrella. Several more paddlers appear farther away near the distant shoreline.]
Not just useful on rainy days.
 Credit: Janni Atherton Photography
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