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  Choosing a Kayak

  Picking out a kayak is like picking out a best friend. After all, kayak and kayaker will be together for a long time, through thick and thin, sharing many great memories and working together to get out of some hairy situations. So a prospective kayak should be chosen carefully, not only for its characteristics as a watercraft—speed, maneuverability, and stability—but also for its qualities as a fishing platform: comfort, layout, and storage capacity.

  With the recent explosion in popularity of kayak fishing, nearly every major boat manufacturer is adding an “Angler” edition to its line.Whether the company is actually designing a fishing-specific boat or simply throwing a couple of rod holders and a tacklebox onto a current model, the variety of fishing kayaks available to anglers is vast.

  In fact, there are so many boats available and so many types of fishing open to kayaking that you can find the perfect boat to match your style of fishing.The boat must satisfy not just your needs as an angler but your needs as a kayaker, too. It must be comfortable to paddle, able to handle the weight of both you and your gear, and capable of going the places you’ll take it. In addition, a fishing kayak will need to accommodate you while still offering plenty of room to store tackle, flat spaces on the deck to mount rod holders and gadgets, and large hatches for extra storage.

  Even though each fishing kayak seems to satisfy these requirements, one boat may be better suited to one type of fishing or fisherman than another. A boat that will cover miles of choppy open water will be a beast to maneuver through backwater creeks and canals.A boat that can carry a 300-pound paddler and his entire collection of rods, reels, and tackle will bog down a small-framed fly angler. Sight casters who want to stand, trollers who want to pull lures, waders who want to walk, and stealth anglers looking to sneak up on their quarry will each need a different boat. One kayak does not fit all kayak anglers.

  Arguments rage at paddle shops and on Web forums about what boat is ideal for which type of fishing, and kayak manufacturers love to tout the latest one-boat-fits-all model. But your final decision will be a personal one.When choosing a new kayak, put all of the advice, all of the fishing kayaks, and all of the intended applications together. Next, pick the top three candidates and give each a thorough test paddle.Then pick out your new best friend.

  SOTs Versus SINKs

  Kayak fishing evolved out of the two pursuits that make up its name: kayaking and fishing. Some kayaker somewhere took a rod with him when he went for a paddle, or some fisherman somewhere bought a kayak and used it to chase fish where they were once inaccessible. Boom—the big bang—kayak fishing crawled out of the primordial ooze.

  Since then the sport has exploded. First, anglers had to modify the kayaks that were available at the time, bastardizing boats that were intended for other uses—cutting, melting, drilling, and gluing until they had transformed their kayaks into fishing machines.Today there are specific boats for specific applications, from flats to open ocean to rivers to ponds. Each angler can find the perfect fit.

  Kayaks basically come in two flavors for fishing: sit-on-tops (SOTs) and sit-in kayaks (SINKs). As the name implies, with the latter you sit inside a large hole in the hull.With a sit-on-top model, there is no hole in the hull (besides the hatches); you sit atop the boat the same way you might sit atop a surfboard. Both types are most commonly made of molded hard plastic that is nearly indestructible. Each model has advantages and disadvantages for paddlers, and each model has its place in fishing. No one style will satisfy everyone.

  SOTs

  By far the most popular kayaks for fishing are sit-on-top models. With a wide-open cockpit that provides plenty of space to mount fishing gear and a broad, stable hull, these boats are ideal for anglers even if they are slower to paddle. SOTs are also more forgiving in rough seas—they won’t take on water, and they’re easier to remount if you should fall out. Moreover, it is considerably easier to get out of a SOT than a SINK, making this a more user-friendly option, especially for people who aren’t in the best physical condition.

  The main drawback of sit-on-top kayaks is that they are slow and inefficient. To compensate for the paddler sitting higher off the water, kayak designers must make a sit-on-top kayak wider, its bottom flatter. More boat in the water creates greater drag, making the SOT harder to paddle and maneuver. Another drawback is that the SOT paddler is completely exposed to the elements. Rain, wind, cold, and blazing sun beat you from head to toe. At least with a SINK, you’re covered from the waist down. In general, SOTs also have less belowdeck dry storage. If you plan to use your boat for camping, you’ll be better served by a SINK in which you can stow tent, sleeping bag, and several days’ worth of supplies.

  Still, despite the disadvantages, SOTs are the most popular fishing kayaks. Most kayak fishermen who came to the sport from fishing get into a sit-on-top.These boats are very user-friendly:You can take a seat, pick up a paddle, and catch a fish your first day on the water.

  SINKs
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  Still, there are a few anglers plying the water in SINKs. Those who use them, love them. Guys who paddle 20 miles to catch a fish are die-hard sit-in fans. Guys who fish in brutal weather also love their sit-ins. In fact, kayak anglers who come to the sport from kayaking will have a hard time getting out of their SINKs. It’s like trading in a Corvette for a Chevette. In fact, several manufacturers include sitin models in their fishing lineup.

  SINKs are sleek and fast. Since you’re actually sitting below the waterline, the boat can have a narrow keel that will reduce water resistance and improve efficiency. Moreover, you can get more paddle in the water, increasing torque and power. Many SINK loyalists also note that the available deck space offers more options for mounting electronics and gear within easy reach. Even more important, the SINK’s hull protects your legs from the elements, keeping you warmer, drier, and out of the sun.

  For most kayak anglers, however, the sit-in’s disadvantages outweigh its good points.The biggest problem is that SINKs just aren’t as safe as SOTs. If you flip over in a sit-in kayak, you have to know how to either turn the boat back over while still stuck in the cockpit—called an Eskimo roll—or get out of the boat while submerged, aka wet exit.Then, once the boat is righted, you must know how to empty the water and get back into the cockpit. That’s a lot of know-how. Before paddling a sit-in, it is highly recommended that a ’yaker take a paddle course that will teach these lifesaving skills. Sitins are even difficult to get in and out of on dry land. Launching and landing require you to bend yourself into unnatural positions just to fit inside the cockpit. Also, the tight hull has a tendency to make some paddlers feel claustrophobic; it even causes blisters and bruises where the boat rubs against your skin. Unless you’re an experienced paddler, it is widely recommended that you enter the sport in a SOT. For that reason, this book will focus on choosing, rigging, and using a sit-on-top. Still, most of the information will apply to either type of boat.

  Kayak Shapes and Styles

  Kayaks come in many shapes and styles, but most sit-on-tops targeted to fishermen share some basic features.There will be a forward hatch in the bow, flat surfaces on the deck, a cockpit with foot wells and a seat, a raised center section with cup holders and flat areas for gear, scupper holes to drain water from the cockpit, a tank well to store gear behind the seat, handles for carrying the boat, and a drain plug to release water from inside the hull. Some boats may also come with a bungee cord for storing the paddle, deck loops to affix gear, or even a rudder.

  You’ll find a lot of diversity when it comes to hull shape. Each manufacturer has its own unique hull design that offers specific advantages for specific types of fishing. For surf launching, you’ll want a boat that has a sharp entry and broader stern to punch through the waves. Kayak fishermen who are looking to stand and fish will want a boat that puts its width in the middle to support sight casting. Many anglers use their kayak as a floating tacklebox while they wade an area of shallow water.These folks need a smaller, lighter boat that won’t drag through the water and hold them back while they walk the flats.

  Whatever the intended use, the main objectives in hull design are efficiency and maneuverability—getting the most forward momentum out of each paddle stroke, and turning with little effort. The main objectives in cockpit design are ergonomics and function—fishing in comfort and control. Each manufacturer has its own way of approaching these objectives, while each angler will have individual requirements for meeting them.

  The Hull Truth

  To better understand kayak design, talk to someone who designs kayaks.Allen Stancil cooks up boats for Liquidlogic Kayaks in North Carolina. He’s put together everything from whitewater to open-ocean kayaks, winning awards for his cutting-edge designs. Lately, Stancil has been pouring his talents into the company’s new line of fishing kayaks, making him more than qualified to explain some terms important to understanding kayak design.

  When considering the hull of a prospective fishing kayak, several elements deserve close attention. First, the bow.According to Stancil, the front of the boat should be relatively wide so that it will ride over waves and not dig in or plow through. The bow should also push spray out to the side, keeping ’yak and ’yaker dry. An effective bow will carry the boat up and over the waves, allowing it to ride on its keel and glide through the water.

  The shape of the boat’s stern is as important as the shape of the bow. Stancil suggests you look for a boat that has a sharp tail section as opposed to a rounded stern. “Water wants to stick to a round edge,” he points out,“which increases drag.”The section of the stern where the keel comes up to the back of the boat and off the side, called the stem, should be a sharp angle in order to release water and avoid hydraulic boiling and rooster-tailing. The bow and the stern work together to rise over the waves then release the water, enabling you to glide along with the least amount of effort.

  [image: ]

  One of the most important elements of a kayak’s hull is its rocker—the bend in the keel from bow to stern.To test rocker, place the kayak on a flat surface and push down on the stern.The rocker is the point where the boat teeters backward. The placement and angle of the rocker determines how a boat will handle under way. Stancil explains that a boat featuring a dramatic bend from bow to stern will push water, not glide through it. A boat that is flat on the bottom won’t track well and it will be more difficult to turn. A perfectly placed rocker allows you to lean to one side or the other to make slight adjustments in the boat’s course.You can paddle steady and stay straight without having to take extra strokes to turn the boat.This is because a well-designed rocker allows you to lean to one side, causing the boat to travel on its chine, not its keel.

  Chine and keel help the boat track properly and determine its stability. Tracking is the kayak’s tendency to travel in a straight line.The keel is the edge that runs down the center of the hull; the chine is the angle at which the keel rises to the side of the boat.A hard chine and sharp keel allow the boat to lean and steer, while a flat bottom and soft chine keep the boat steady but make it less maneuverable.

  The shape of the keel and the angle of the chine also play a big part in the boat’s stability.At first glance, a kayak that has a sharp keel and hard chine would seem less stable than a boat that has a flat keel and softer chine. But it isn’t that obvious. Stancil points out that a boat has two types of stability. Primary stability is the kayak’s tendency to stay upright when you’re sitting straight. As you lean to one side, however, the boat also leans to one side until it catches and stops— this is secondary stability. The harder the chine and the sharper the keel, the less primary stability a boat has. On the other hand, a boat with a flatter bottom and softer chine will have plenty of primary stability but be less nimble.

  To test stability, take the boat for a paddle in warm, shallow water and lean it from one side to the other until it catches. The easier it leans and the faster it goes over, the quicker the boat will be.The key is to have confidence in the secondary stability. Even if the boat feels like it’s going to flip at any moment, as long as it has plenty of secondary stability you won’t end up in the drink.

  But stability is more than just your chances of falling overboard; it has everything to do with the way the boat handles. Oddly enough, if you’re planning on plying rough waters you’ll be looking for less primary stability. Stancil explains that primary stability wants to keep the boat flat while the waves want to make it rock.A kayaker paddling a stable kayak through rough water will work harder than one paddling a more responsive craft. Strange, but true.

  Rocker, chine, and keel are key to a kayak’s performance.A boat that has a hard chine, balanced rocker, and sharper keel will be more responsive, yet less stable, than a boat with softer features. “The beginning paddler is going to pick a boat that feels stable,” Stancil says,“but in a year he’ll realize he’s paddling a slug.”

  Tandems

  Some kayak anglers hope to kill two birds with one stone. Instead of buying a separate kayak for their spouse and themselves, they get the bright idea to buy a tandem and “fish together.”The family that fishes together, stays together, right? Wrong. The family that fishes in a tandem kayak together usually ends up killing each other.

  Two people swinging hooks and heavy lead while sitting on a little piece of plastic is a disaster waiting to happen. A husband and wife attempting to navigate a kayak is a divorce waiting to happen. Tandems might be fun for touring or if a parent wants to take a child on the water, but if you want to introduce another adult to the joys of kayak fishing . . . buy another kayak.

  Pedal Power!

  One of the challenges of kayak fishing is maneuvering the boat while fishing at the same time. Paddling with one arm and fishing with the other is possible—although awkward. Attempting this can make ’yak anglers wish they were born with four arms. Until evolution catches up with the sport, we’ll have to settle for fishing or paddling, but not both.

  Enter Hobie Cat with one of the most innovative kayaks to hit the fishing scene.The Hobie Mirage uses a pedal system to flap two fin-shaped paddles under the boat.These flippers propel the boat at a good clip and free up your hands for fishing. The boat is steered with a lever that you use to control a rudder in the stern. Since the Mirage will not go in reverse, the boat comes equipped with an auxiliary paddle for tight turns and going backward.

  Cockpit Layout

  Stancil’s skills as a kayak designer extend to the top side of the boat, too. He is as careful about laying out the cockpit as he is about carving the hull.“Everything has a purpose,” he says, and attention is paid to every detail.

  Out of all the carefully designed elements in a kayak, Stancil admits, “The seat is the most important part.” Anyone who has spent time paddling will agree. Even the toughest angler will be humbled by a sore butt. It’s one of the facts of the game. So Stancil looks for a boat with a seat that’s higher than the foot wells. Elevating the butt above the heels facilitates good blood circulation, keeping your legs, feet, and rear from going numb. Moreover, the seat area should have good drainage to allow water to drain away from your skin. Sitting in a puddle all day is very uncomfortable. Whether a boat is designed with a backrest built in or set up to accept an aftermarket seat, choose a model that will be comfortable over the long haul.Any weakness in seat design will not be evident until it is too late—when you’re miles from home with an aching back, cramped legs, and a screaming ass.

  Another integer in the comfort equation is the foot wells—the indentions that run on either side of the console to hold your legs and feet.Together with the seat, the foot wells can make or break a kayak. They should do two things: support your feet and legs, and drain water from the boat. Since most kayakers paddle with their legs bent at the knees and their heels resting on the floor of the foot wells, the kayak should have something for the feet to rest on. Some boats have adjustable pegs sticking out of each side of the well; others feature raised ridges to support the heel. First-time kayakers don’t realize how important the legs are to paddling (more on that later), but an effective foot well will greatly increase both comfort and paddling power.

  The foot wells are also the main channels for water to drain from the boat. They should be angled down to the scuppers—the holes molded through the boat for drainage—so that water quickly runs away from you and out of the boat. In addition to the foot wells, most boats have scuppers under the seat and in the tank well.These holes should be high enough above the waterline that they do not allow water in when the boat is loaded down. Oddly enough, water running into the scuppers is a common occurrence with fishing kayaks—most boats actually require scupper plugs to close up the holes and keep the water out.Which, of course, defeats the purpose of the scuppers in the first place. Again, the effectiveness of the scupper, seat, and foot wells will not be evident until the boat is thoroughly water-tested.

  Other qualities, though, will be immediately evident. Stancil, like most fishing kayak designers, tries to lay out his boats to suit each angler’s individual needs and preferences. “The tank well should be large enough for an office crate or a scuba tank,” he says,“and include plenty of flat surfaces to mount rod holders and electronics.” He also adds recessed nooks and crannies within easy reach to hold the flotsam and jetsam of fishing: sinkers, hooks, jigs, pliers, bait, and so on. “Everything’s flush,” Stancil continues.“Cleats, bungees, even carrying handles should be below the level of the deck so lines don’t get caught.” Most boats feature a bungee cord to hold the paddle to the side of the hull when it’s not being used, along with other cords stretched across the hatches or wells to keep loose gear in place.There should also be a handle on the bow and one on the stern, along with a strap on each side to carry or drag the boat. Cleats and metal eyes should be installed in convenient places for you to tie and clip gear to the hull. These amenities should be scattered around the boat, since most kayakers don’t realize their value until they need them.

  Hatches

  Hatches are another standard kayak item that has no standard—they come in different sizes and shapes, though all achieve the same goal. In fact, the hatch is the weakest link on the boat. After all, a hatch is nothing more than a gaping hole in the top of the kayak. Not all hatches are created equal, and kayak designers seem to wrestle with the hatch problem, solving the dilemma in different ways.

  Obviously, having a big hole in the top of the boat is a problem. Yet dry storage is premium on a kayak, so hatches are a necessary evil. Sealing a hatch is not a science—they all leak, some more than others. The cover should be tight enough to keep water out, but loose enough to let you into the boat. All hatches should have straps or at least bungees over the top to keep them from popping off. Many companies even attach the hatch cover to the boat with a tether to keep it from falling overboard and drifting away.

  Most boats have at least a bow hatch.This opening should be big enough to allow you to store fishing rods inside the boat. The bow hatch should have a raised edge—higher than the top of the deck— that the hatch cover fits on tightly. Rubber covers that stretch over the hatch like a Tupperware lid are not reliable—the slightest pressure from within the boat or wind or wave could break the hatch loose and leave an open hole in the kayak.Very bad. If you have one of these covers, always attach a tether to keep it with the boat, and use straps or bungees to keep it on the boat. Don’t trust it. Even the best hatches aren’t perfect. Despite their great efforts, kayak designers have yet to come up with the completely waterproof hatch. On a kayak,“dry storage” should really be called “damp storage.”

  In addition to a bow hatch, some boats have smaller access points in the cockpit—usually between your legs or behind the seat.These holes should be covered tightly with a screw-on top. The small, round compartments usually have some sort of removable cup or bag recessed inside to hold small items. Stancil points out that on his latest kayak, he made the cups from hard white plastic so that paddlers can easily see what’s inside.

  Besides providing damp storage, hatches are also the only way that you can get to the inside of a sit-on-top kayak. Mounting rod holders, fishfinder transducers, and batteries may require you to tinker around belowdeck. Make sure the hatches are large enough and appropriately located to give you access to the inside of the boat, yet tightly sealed to keep water out.

  Capacity

  Even though each kayak manufacturer lists a weight capacity for its boats, not every kayak company uses the same formula to come up with this number.What is “capacity”? The weight at which the boat handles best? The weight at which water comes up through the scuppers? The weight at which the boat will sink? Truth is, capacity could be any of these qualities.

  When choosing a kayak, many anglers—especially big guys— look at the boat’s capacity first and other features second. For good reason. Still, given the importance of design and the ambiguity of the listed capacity, weight limit is just another factor in a long list of them.There are plenty of 6-foot-plus, 250-pound-plus anglers paddling 10- and 12-foot kayaks, and an equal number of little guys cruising around in 15- and 16-footers. A plus-sized angler who’ll spend most of his time weaving in and out of backwater creeks or small farm ponds doesn’t have to give up maneuverability to gain capacity. Likewise, minus-sized anglers who will cover long distance across open water can handle a longer, more seaworthy boat. Problems will arise, however, if the plus-sized guy tries to paddle into the open ocean in his little boat. He will most likely find the boat very unstable and constantly filling with water. Likewise, if the diminutive angler takes his big boat into the Outback, he’ll have to work very hard to navigate around turns and through structure. Be sure to look beyond just capacity when you’re purchasing your boat: A fishing kayak should fit not only you, but also the type of fishing you intend to do.

  Color

  Kayaks come in as many colors as they do sizes and configurations. Although it may seem that the color of your kayak is purely a personal choice, in fact other factors come into play when you think about where and how you’ll use the boat. If you fish areas with heavy boat traffic, a brighter color will be a lifesaver. If you fish in bright sunlight, a darker boat will cut down on glare. Some ’yaks double as hunting platforms, making dark green or tan a good choice. Jeez, even picking the color is hard!

  Kicking Tires

  Kayak qualities such as handling and comfort will only be evident after a thorough test paddle. Most reputable outfitters will be happy to transport a selection of kayaks to a local watering hole for a prospective customer to compare. Even better, many paddle shops offer kayak fishing clinics, classes, and even guided trips where folks new to the sport can test the waters before diving in headfirst. Once you’re out on the water, make the best of the demo ride by checking the following items:

  TEST-PADDLE CHECKLIST

  • Get in the kayak. Load it with rods and tackleboxes. Do the boxes fit in the tank well? Do the rods fit in the forward hatch? Push the boat into the water about ankle-deep and climb on top. How easy is it to get in? Does the boat tip or rock excessively?

  • Get comfortable. Adjust the seat and foot pegs to fit your body. Do the rods or tackleboxes get in the way? How easy is it to adjust the seat and foot pegs from inside the kayak? Best bet: Buy the most comfortable seat you can afford and test it in each prospective kayak.

  • Get going. From a complete stop, take a few strokes of the paddle. How easily does the boat come up to speed? Liquidlogic’s Allen Stancil says that a kayak should reach gliding speed after four strokes. How hard do you have to paddle to get going? Does the boat feel sluggish? Best bet: Buy the lightest/strongest paddle that you can afford and use it on the test paddle.

  • Get settled. Once you’re on the water, comfortable, and up to speed, paddle a mile or more in a straight line. How well does the boat stay on course? How much effort is required to keep the boat up to speed? How much water comes over the sides and bow of the boat? Does the paddle hit the gunnels of the boat on the down-stroke? After half a mile, you should forget that you’re paddling.After a mile, how do your legs, arms, butt, and back feel? Is it love?

  • Handling. Find a bridge piling, buoy, or channel marker and make a hard turn around it. Spin the boat in place. Paddle in reverse. Spin the boat in reverse.Take off quickly. Stop abruptly. How’s it feel?

  • Chop, chop. If you’ll be using your kayak on open water, do not make a decision without paddling in rough conditions. It’s important to experience how the boat rises or cuts through the waves when it really counts. How much water comes over the bow? Does it drain quickly? Does water puddle in the seat, foot wells, hatches, tank well? If choppy conditions aren’t available, at least cut across some boat wakes to get an idea of the hull’s ability to handle the rough stuff.

  • Whoa, Nelly. In calm, shallow, warm water, test the kayak’s stability. Lean to one side as far as possible. Quickly switch sides. How fast does the boat respond? Rock back and forth. Does the boat tilt awkwardly? Sit sideways in the cockpit with your legs over the side. Sit backward. Stand up. Kneel. Scoot up to the bow and open the hatch. Simulate the worst possible stability situations to see how the boat responds.

  • Get loaded. Return to the launch and empty the boat. Drag it across the sand. Lift it by each handle. Carry it a couple dozen yards. Does it fit on top of the car? Will it fit in the garage?

  The importance of a test ride cannot be stressed too highly. Without trying several different models, an inexperienced paddler will have nothing to compare a new boat with.Advice from experts, pros, and outfitters is jaded—we all love our kayaks after we’ve dropped a grand on ’em.When I went looking for my first ’yak, I was dead set on a particular boat. I liked the color. I even tested the boat and, although I thought it was sluggish, since I didn’t have any other experience, I almost bought it. But a colleague insisted that I try another model. An ugly color. Just to be sure, I splashed the second boat. Love at first stroke. Now I like the color.

  Choosing a kayak is not a decision that should be based on one factor or another, but on all of them weighed together. Even though each model will have pluses and minuses, one kayak’s pluses will outweigh the minuses. One kayak will compensate for your weak points and accentuate your strengths. One kayak will let you paddle to the places you want to go and catch the fish you want to catch.That’s the one.That’s your new best friend.
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Sit-in kayaks are best suited for bad weather. Anglers fishing the Extreme North will
appreciate the protection from the elements that these boats offer. (Photo: Ken Shultz)
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For big-water paddling, look for a kayak that has a pronounced bow flare to defend
pray, a sharp entry to cut through the w a pronounced chine to of






