2004 Paddling of the Finnish Coast Highligts – and some of the wide open highlights...





Petri Paavonpoika








What is the length of the Finnish Coastline?





An odd question. Depends on the resolution of observation. However, my answer is: something like four weeks, depending on the weather. 





To be more specific, 27 days, two of which just waiting for the wind to turn. 1324 kilometers. 198 hours of effective paddling. 49 km per day, 6.7 km/h. Four days in excess of 70 km, 12 days in excess of 60.





A lot happened.





One of the highlights was an accident leading to some kayak damage. It was my own fault, taking place at the most Southern tip of the journey. I was careless. 





Another highlight was a capsize. A third one was a hardship in rough weather, five hours from the nearest known and available landing site.





The Capsize





Approaching Raahe. Five hours in rough weather, 10-15 m/s following wind. Support strokes on the left, support strokes on the right. Finally, getting behind a line of rocks, acting as a wavebreaker. Wondering whether to pass the following island on the left or on the right.





Gonna capsize now? Yes. I did capsize. Should perform a roll. But what a heck, my knees are just facing the spraydeck – they are not under the cockpit rim. Should get them on the proper place. Now way – my ass tends to be lifting. Release left hand from the paddle, and on the cockpit rim. Now I can stay in the kayak while getting my knees under the cockpit rim. 





Then, automatically, I am approaching a Vertical Storm Roll from the right. No way, it may not be deep enough. I need to perform a Pawlata instead. But, I find myself not being vertically aligned. The wind and waves are lifting my left side towards the surface. I definitely cannot perform a roll from the right. I need to change to the left. Lifting the left end of the paddle over the bottom of the kayak, I find myself finally performing a Screw Roll from the left.





Wearing latex neck and wrist sealings, I find myself dry. A tight neoprene spraydeck did not allow much water into the cockpit. The journey may continue.





Why did I capsize? I did not give proper attention. After five hours in rough weather, I lost some of my concentration after coming behind the wavebreaker. However, the wind was hard enough to raise aggressive waves already within a distance of some 200 m. One of such waves landed on the top of my deck, and capsized the kayak to the direction of approaching wind. This is what often happens in rapids, but seldom at sea, where waves tend to capsize kayaks downstream.





Rough Weather in the Wide Open





Waiting for a suitable weather for crossing the bottom of the Gulf of Bothnia. Two nights on the Island of Hailuoto, listening to Northern and Eastern Winds. The second morning, still eastern winds. They should turn South in the evening. Running out of patience. Paddling slowly to the most Northern tip of the Island.





Astonishingly, the wind turned at 11 a.m.!


Now it is blowing from the West, turning towards South-West. This may be the wind for crossing.





An hour from the island, passing the last lighthouse. Further on, the wind gets stronger and stronger. Also the visibility starts to impair. Three hours from the island of Hailuoto, the weather is rather rough, and the visibility very poor.





There is not much hope of finding the small island of Ulkokrunni, located some three more hours ahead. The visibility is much too poor for that. Not finding Ulkokrunni would mean the paddler finding himself tired in the middle of nothing. 





On the other hand, there is no return to Hailuoto. It would be against the wind. The only way to certainly reach a landing site would be to head towards the continent. However, the archipelago surrounding the continent is five hours away...





The weather develops to a thunderstorm. 





Towards the continent. I decide to take a telephone call to the emergency center every hour: in case they will not receive the next call, they will know to send someone to collect the body. However, the thunder is cutting off cellular connections. I am on my own, even what comes to the collection of the body...





Lightnings are hitting on the left and on the right. Waves become narrow strips in excess of two meters of height. The sea must be shallow right here – typical for the Northern part of the Gulf of Bothnia. Alternating support strokes and rudder strokes are needed. I do not think I can hold this for five hours. Thinking about my Loved Ones. Getting ready to leave.





What a heck? On the left, there is something between the scum. Rocks. I have found a reef! It, of course, breaks the waves. Getting behind it, I can have some rest. Still better, I can see another reef! Following the chain of reefs, a rocky islet is finally found. Getting on it will make it possible continue living. At this stage, living consists of putting up a tent (in the strong wind) and then sleeping a couple of hours.





In four hours, the weather calmed down, making it possible to continue the crossing.





Epilogue





The kayak known as ”Bellu” does no longer exist. A new kayak is born. In the heat of July, Hafsfarne Merenkyntäjä is going to get a newly finished base. August will probably see her launched on one of the seas of the world. We will travel together, until separated by death, or in an eventual shipwreck.








 


