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I was out paddling close to an exposed 
shoreline the other day in three metre seas. 
I really had to be on my toes as the huge 

waves rolled in on a diagonal. Every now and 
then I would feel a shadow, and look up to see a 
wave face careening in towards shore. The only 
way out was to edge hard, and carve an outside-
leaning turn up the face of the wave, a position 
from which it would be easy to flip over towards 
shore. I felt a little rusty in my boat, which was 
not at all surprising—I just don’t spend as 
many hours in the boat in winter, even here in 
sunny Tofino.

Like anyone, I needed to spend more time 
tooling around on still water, just playing 
around in the boat and getting comfortable up 
on edge. Edging is the key to intermediate and 
advanced paddling, and it is the gateway to a 
world of paddling beyond rudders.

First, let’s define some terms. Leaning is 
locking your knees onto the inside of the kayak 
deck, and leaning your upper body out over the 
water, tilting the kayak with you. Now, most 
kayaks are pretty stable. The only way to tip one 
over is to get your head overboard, out over the 
side of the kayak. Leaning accomplishes this, 
so when you lean a kayak, eventually it will tip 
over. Of course a capsize can be prevented with 
a low, high, or sculled brace, so this is a good 
way to practice bracing.

Edging means locking your knees into the 
boat, then twisting your hips to tilt the boat up 
on edge, leaving your upper body safely bal-
anced over the kayak. While edging can feel a 
bit precarious at first, with practice it comes to 
feel very solid, and after a while your body will 
start to crave the feeling!

Both of these techniques have important 
applications. Leaning is used in surf. Edging is 
used more on flat water, and especially for steer-
ing in wind waves.

The reason for edging the boat is to create 
a new hull. When a sea kayak is sitting down 
flat on its keel, it is typically designed to track, 
in other words to go straight. When the boat 
is cranked up on edge, the ends of the kayak 
(including the keel at bow and stern) lift clear 
of the water, making for a shorter hull. Also, 
many sea kayaks are rather wide, and when 
put on edge, this width translates into rocker. 
Rocker is the curvature of the hull from bow to 
stern. Whitewater kayaks have highly rockered 
hulls—viewed from the side they are reminis-
cent of Grandma’s rocking chair.

So long, flat hulls track, and short, rockered 
hulls turn. Many sea kayaks have the ability to 
smoothly transition back and forth between 
these two hull types, if the paddler has the skill.

How does one develop this skill? Like any-
thing, it can be broken down into baby steps, 
which can be learned, practised and mastered. 
Before learning to edge your boat, you might 
want to check with your local outfitter for brac-
ing workshops.

Find a sheltered bay—with no wind, waves, 
currents, or boat traffic—in which to play. 
Make sure you fit snugly in the cockpit. Adjust 
your foot-pegs one notch tighter than usual, 
and add padding for your hips and knees if nec-
essary. Make sure your spraydeck fits snugly to 
keep water out, and practise releasing it. Try a 
wet exit if you’ve never flipped over before—it 
just might happen while playing around. Dress 
for immersion.

There are two steps to edging a kayak. The 
first one is subtle, and can’t really be observed—
it happens inside the boat. You want to shift the 
weight in your butt, such that all your weight 
is resting on one cheek. This will tilt the boat 
slightly. Hold it there, balancing on one cheek. 
The key to being comfortable in a kayak on edge 

is this weight shift—when you focus on feeling 
all your weight on one cheek, you feel solid in 
the boat, balanced.

Edging will work all kinds of magic on a hull 
that is moving. The boat will begin to carve a 
turn, turning away from the direction of the 
tilt—tilt left, turn right; tilt right, turn left. It is 
like pushing a rudder pedal—the boat begins 
to turn immediately. This degree of edging is 
sufficient for flat water turns without a rud-
der—I urge you to try it!

After the weight shift, the second step is to 
pull up with the opposite knee. Both knees are 
gripping the inside of the hull tightly at all times 
while edging, but now you will begin to actu-
ally pull up on the kayak deck with the oppo-
site knee. For example, to edge to the right, first 
shift your weight to the right cheek, then pull 
up with the left knee. By pulling up on the op-
posite knee, you run the risk of edging too far 
and flipping over. Tilt your head back over the 
boat, and be ready to brace.

Once you have a feel for this, try it while mov-
ing. Initiate a turn with a sweep on the side you 
are tilting towards. You can continue sweeping 
on the outside to add stability and actually ac-
celerate through a tight turn. Work your way 
up to edging in bigger and bigger waves. Soon 
you’ll be carving up the face of waves and 
cranking big turns right on the crest when both 
ends of your kayak are out of the water!

You don’t have to be a Tsunami Ranger wan-
nabee to learn to edge your kayak. Every pad-
dler can benefit from playing with edging. It is 
fun, and you will develop better hip control and 
balance, which could one day prevent a capsize. 
So get out there and play in your kayak!  

Finding Your Edge  

by Dan Lewis
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