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So, you have made it safely ashore, but you are wet through 
and psychologically shaken. The 45 minutes in the water has 
left you chilled to the bone and physically exhausted - shame 
about losing your paddle. The 20 km paddle back to your car 
may take longer than first anticipated. Amazing how fast your 
circumstances can change after just one bad “inattention to 
detail moment” like forgetting to pack your spare paddle!

It is time to awaken your consciousness, and take control of this 
situation, before things get totally out of control. Hypothermia can be a 
very real and dangerous consequence of cold water immersion and many 
New	Zealanders	suffer	from	it	every	year.	Check	out	online,	NZ	Kayak	
magazine issue 70 page 37 and refresh yourself with all the good info 
found within. 

I had been in a similar situation, back when I was a beginner paddler 

Cold water Survival- Part Three
By Andy Blake
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about 30 years ago. Two of us were on a planned kayak survival trip  
30 km from Milford Sound on the rugged West Coast. The intended plan 
was to capsize in the surf, and come ashore and ‘survive’ for two weeks, 
just using the contents of our survival kit and the clothing we were in. The 
capsize was the easy part, unfortunately the current took us further out 
to sea – hence the 45 minutes in the chilly waters trying to get all of the 
water out of our double sea kayak. Back then, I foolishly believed that a 
cut	down	Janola	bottle	would	make	an	adequate	bailer	and	be	sufficient	
to remove the huge amount of water in the two cockpits – I know better 
now! Even using my spray deck to scoop out the water didn’t work as more 
water came in than what I could remove – anyway lesson learnt – I now 
have a Beckson pump which is now about 28 years old.

Anyway	–	we	finally	dragged	ourselves	up	 the	beach	and	 laid	 there	
thinking that ‘that’ was a very realistic start to our epic adventure. Then I 
noticed my shivering – the uncontrollable shivering!

I unfolded my survival blanket and James (long-time Army/kayaking 
buddy) and I wrapped ourselves up with the intention of warming up. It 
didn’t really seem to do any good as we were so wet and cold. Even after 
getting out of the water your core temperature can continue to drop for 
some time, so I knew that we had to do something else, and quickly. We 
scoffed	some	chocolate	that	was	in	our	buoyancy	aid	pockets	and	ran	up	
and down the beach collecting some of the things that had fallen out of our 
kayak. Next lesson, don’t store gear behind your seat and in the cockpit 
of your kayak unless it is tied in or in a secured bag.

 This activity did work well at generating some heat – a moving muscle 
can generate 3-5 times as much heat than as a stationary one – that is why 
we shiver. It is the body’s attempt (sometimes futile) to create heat, although 
it	does	use	a	lot	of	calories.	Apparently	it	is	the	calorific	value	which	is	most	
important in a hot cup of chocolate and not the hot temperature of the liquid. 
I suppose the hot liquid would quickly cool down and yet the heat from the 
digestion of the hot chocolate would warm the body for longer.

In	issue	78	I	discussed	the	different	ways	we	lose	body	heat.	We	were	
still in our wet clothing on a windy beach, so we walked up into the sand 
dune area where it was very sheltered – straight away we felt a lot warmer 
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Pictures:
Opposite page: Andy demonstrates the basic bivy and heat reflector 
by the fire.
This page: He’s had better days, Andy warming himself up on Stewart 
Island Circa. 2004
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being out of the wind. We weren’t going to use the emergency spare 
clothing from our kayak, so we had to dry what we had on. We grabbed 
the absorbent Wettex tablets from our survival kit and proceeded to dry 
ourselves	off	starting	with	the	head.	Clothing	was	removed	one	piece	at	a	
time and we wrung it out to remove as much water as possible. You may 
remember the wringer washing machines of the 80s, they were great at 
removing	a	lot	of	moisture,	not	good	on	fingers	though!	Then	we	swung	the	
garment like a spin dryer to remove a bit more water and then we covered 
the garment with dry warm sand to remove still more water – dry leaves 
or grass also works. The clothing, at the time was plain polypro, so it was 
okay at keeping us warm – not like the excellent “Sharkskin” products of 
today. Clothing’s ability to not retain water is crucial in allowing us to keep 
warm	-	we	are	mammals	and	not	fish	so	dry	is	good!	One	thermal	sock	
can go from 50 grams dry to over 200 grams wet- that’s at least 150 mls 
of water to try to remove.

After we had reduced the moisture content of our clothing to the bare 
minimum, we placed the clothing back on and instantly felt a lot warmer. 
We now decided to get moving again and team up in building a quick 
survival	blanket	shelter	and	to	get	a	fire	going.	The	design	of	the	shelter	
was	pretty	basic,	just	a	number	of	long	flexible	poles	stuck	into	the	ground	
to form a concave wall, and then I wrapped the survival blanket around the 
outside.	James	got	a	fire	going	about	1.5	metres	from	the	shelter.	He	then	
built	up	a	rock	reflector	behind	the	fire	so	that	the	heat	was	directed	to	our	
survival bivy. We had seen some polystyrene on the high tide mark, so 
we were able to sit on this preventing being chilled from the cold ground. 
Also, small pieces of polystyrene make excellent hand warmers – try it 
for yourself next time you have cold hands!  We sat inside the bivy and 
were surprised just how warm we felt. The survival blanket worked well in 
reflecting	the	fire’s	heat	all	around	us	and	not	just	the	side	that	was	facing	
the	fire.	Small	rocks	around	the	fire	began	to	heat	up	so	we	used	these	in	
our pockets and under our armpits to maximise the rewarming process- 
nothing better than slipping a warm rock into your wet socks. Our clothes 
began to steam very quickly and it wasn’t long before we were getting a 
bit too hot. We had dealt with the conductive and convective cooling by 
drying ourselves, keeping wrapped up, getting out of the wind, increasing 
our	calorific	intake	and	insulating	ourselves	from	the	cold	ground.		It	 is	
very important to realise that if you have become severely chilled over an 
extended period of time that you spend an equally large number of hours 
warming yourself up properly – internal core temperature takes longer to 
reach its normal operating temperature. Never drink alcohol (even rum) or 
smoke when dangerously cold, it is counter-productive to warming you up. 
There is nothing more miserable than being cold and wet and not being 
able to do anything about it- plan your kayaking trips well and always 
carry more gear than you think you will ever need and try to anticipate 
the unexpected. 


