Cold Weather Dragon Boating

(Author unknown – modified by Ken McVay. This text is public domain.)

Layer your clothing! This is not a unique idea, but it suits dragon boat paddling to a “T.” It is important to remember that any of this stuff can be taken off if you get too warm, but if you've left it at home, or in your car, you're out of luck. Start with base layers that remain warm when wet. Actually, just about everything you wear should be warm-when-wet gear, due to the nature of the sport.

Protect your extremities. An uncovered head will bleed off a lot of your body heat, and hands and feet should be protected, as they lose heat quickly and will generally leave you feeling miserably once they get cold.

Toque. If there's a piece of clothing that screams “CANADIAN” more loudly than this, I don't know of it. Keep your head warm, and you'll feel much better. (If you can't afford to buy one, drink a lot of beer – a Canadian brewer passes them out with his product from time to time. Yes, you can drink yoiur way to warmth!

Gloves. Your hands will get wet. That's a promise. The water around Vancouver Island during Winter and Spring is bloody cold, so invest in a pair of gloves or a pogey (a paddling mitt that attaches to the paddle itself). Look for gloves made of neoprene or thinsulate (I buy inexpensive neoprene fishing gloves, which are available at your local harbour chandlery or outdoor store.) You definitely need to protect the hand that hits the water, which, in truth, includes both of them <grin>. Inexpensive options include mittens worn under rubber kitchen gloves or cheap gardening gloves.

Footwear. Old running shoes, neoprene booties (available at dive shops and elsewhere) or old boots can all work, but don't lose site of the (remote) possibility that you might end up swimming in them. If your footwear isn't well insulated, try using plastic bags sealed with elastic bands over the top of them... it looks downright silly, but it works surprisingly well.

Socks. Go with neoprene, wool, or any fabric that insulates when wet. (Cotton is nearly useless.)

T-Shirt. Lifa is good. You can also get away with 50/50 cotton/polyester t-shirts under a Lifa long sleeved shirt. Some of the other new fabrics showing up in team uniforms, like suplex or duplex t-shirts also make good first or second layers. A neoprene vest can also help to insulate against the coldest weather, and you can remove it when you get too warm.

Thermal wear (long sleeved shirts). There is a saying in the outdoor sportsworld, “Cotton kills.” So go with a fabric that is at least 50% polyester, or go “full bore high tech” and use materials like polypropylene. Lifa's are great, as are Hot Chilly's or Regatta Sport Coolmax.

Jacket. Waterproof or water-resistant material like GoreTex is preferred. Some folks even go for kayak-style jackets. Most importantly, the fabric should be breathable, or you will wind up sweaty and uncomfortable beneath it, and freeze your rear off after you leave the boat. For this reason, rubber raincoats aren't recommended. Try not to wear a jacket that is too floppy, as the poor paddler behind you is likely to resent it.

Lifejacket (PDF, or Personal Floatation Device).  Although some might disagree, lifejackets (PDFs) should be required while paddling a dragon boat. Their use as an extra layer of insulation in cold weather is indisputable. During the frigid opening of the dragon boating season, wearing a PDF makes good sense, and most teams won't permit you on the boat unless you're wearing one.

Pants. Running tights work well in keeping your legs warm. You can wear these beneath waterproof or water-resistant pants. Hip waders are downright silly.

Sunglasses. Sunglasses may not be a requirement, but they're a good idea if you wear contacts or sit behind someone who seems determined to splash everyone within 20 feet with ice cold sea water. Put them on a safety cord (this is a good idea for prescription glasses, too) or your brand new shades may just end up feeding the fishes.

Where to find this stuff... There are any number of sporting goods stores/websites where you can purchase these items. Mountain Equipment Co-Op has a great selection of paddling gear, including neoprene everything... check it out. Your local sporting goods big box store will have lots of useful stuff, too, so don't forget to shop locally. Hera are a few good resources:

http://mec.ca
http://regattasport.com
http://oakley.com
http://teva.com
http://lebaron.com
Can't I wait until it's warmer? Now that you are all bundled up and ready to go, and likely a little lighter in the pocket, what should you be expecting when you get on the frozen drink?

Hey... the water will be cold. No ifs, ands or buts. That the weather is a balmy 30 degrees means absolutely nothing for whatever large body of water you happen to be freezing on. Fact of the matter is that it takes awhile for those oversize swimming pools to warm up, so bring all your cold weather paddling gear for the first month or two.

Short-term pain can certainly translate into long-term gain, though, so resist the temptation to be a “fair weather paddler.” With festivals occurring as early as late May, a crew that chooses to begin a few weeks prior to their first race will likely see the dragon boat tails of the crews who had the guts to start a month earlier.

Why? Let's break it down...

