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ningham as our teacher. I’m reading
Cunningham’s book, thinking through
the myriad of intimidating processes and
wondering if we can actually pull it off,
when Venado makes some off-hand
comment about paddling the finished
product. He can already see it done, and
I don’t want to let him down.

Because we are tight on workspace
we lay the gunnels on the floor of our
den—they fit if we open the door to my
daughter’s bedroom—and as we add the
deck beams and frames the kayak takes
shape. 

“Looks like you’re canoe building,” a
visitor says.

“Kayak,” we say in unison. 
Steel tools quicken the work, but we

find ourselves relearning Neolithic les-
sons as we peg and tie the pieces togeth-
er using the same knots used by the Inuit
who displaced the Vikings in Greenland
a thousand years ago. Inevitably Venado
asks about the different kayak designs,
and we revisit the notion of a dialogue
with the sea. The kayak, we learn, origi-
nated at least 3,000 years ago with the
Okvik culture in Siberia and western
Alaska. The rough conditions faced by
these proto-Inuit whalers in their home
waters, combined with the limited mate-
rials and tools they had to work with,
made for a conversation dominated by
nature. As a result, the kayak is a humble
vessel that surrenders to the sea. Inuit
hunters often rolled their boats over to
avoid the backbreaking impact of big
waves. “Roll or die,” reads a bumper
sticker popular among modern Green-
land kayakers.

At the end of each workday we lift the
kayak frame up on top of two book-
cases in opposite corners of the den.
When my wife comes in, she looks up
before sitting down to finish her day’s
work. “How long’s this going to be here?”
she asks. “And how will you get it out?”

“Out the window.”
Once the weather warms Venado

moves the boat outside. Alone, he com-
pletes the masik—the arched deck beam
that raises the foredeck of the Greenland
kayak—and oils the finished frame.
Bending the cockpit coaming requires
four hands. The wood does not fit into
the steam box, so we bend one end to

“teach” it, and then we let it straighten
out so we can steam the other end.
“Ready?” I ask, when we can smell it
cooking. Venado nods.

The wood comes out piping hot;
with gloved hands we wrap it around the
form, bending the full circle. 

“Clamp there,” I tell him, as I strain
to hold the wood in place and bring the
end home, but it’s too late. The wood has
cooled. On the second try Venado gets
the clamps on in time. Two days later we
stretch the ballistic nylon fabric over the
frame and discover it is six inches too
short, my miscalculation.

“Oh no, Papa, what are we gonna do?”
“We’ll be okay. They say it needs to

stretch at least four inches.” 
We cut an inch off the stem and stern

and fair the angles a bit. Then, after
sewing pockets on each end, we hook
one end of the nylon over the sternpost
and lash the bow pocket to an old peavey
handle that we use to lever the skin on.

“Hurry sew that up, get the strain off
the one end,” I tell my son. The next day
he starts sewing the seams, and by the
end of the second day it’s ready for a
coating of urethane. But he has to leave
for camp before it dries.

“Nobody’s touching it,” we assure
him.

He returns in late July and a friend
helps him carry the slender craft down
to the East Machias River. Using the pad-

dle he carved from a piece of poplar,
Venado paddles far down the estuary. 

Besides an indigenous approach to
applied math and handling sharp tools,
Venado has learned how to set a realistic
goal and reach it. Before he heads for
open water, though, he will need to learn
the language of kayaks. As generations of
paddlers know, confidence and humili-
ty are the two ends of the same paddle;
it’s an important life lesson best summed
up in the Greenland kayaker’s motto:
“Roll or Die.”

Paul Molyneaux lives in East Machias and is

the author of A Child’s Walk In The Wilder-

ness published in 2013 by Stackpole Books.

✮

Asher “Venado” Molyneaux paddling his new 
Greenland kayak in July 2014, on the estuary 

of the East Machias River. The design for the traditional 
kayak came from Building the Greenland Kayak: 

A Manual for Its Construction and Use, 
by Christopher Cunningham. 

GREENLAND KAYAK SPECIFICATIONS

Length: 14'3"
Beam: 21"
Depth from sheer:  7.5"
Circumference of cockpit:  56"
Weight: 31 lbs.
Materials: Spruce gunnels, chines, deck beams
and stem and stern post; cedar ribs; ash cockpit
coaming. Ballistic nylon skin, polyurethane 
coating and artificial sinew for lashing purchased
for under $150 from Spirit Line Kayak,
http://shop.skinboats.com.

Total cost: under $200

Construction time: Roughly 100 hours for 
a 12-year-old with adult guidance and participation.

DOWN ON THE SHORE, we
watch a big ocean swell lift a
raft of kelp and sweep it toward

the rocks. The fronds dance in the break-
ing wave, and wash back into the next
swell, over and over.

“It’s like breathing,” says my 11-year-
old son, who answers to the nickname,
Venado (Spanish for “deer”).

“Yeah. If you close your eyes it even
sounds like breathing.” 

We sit there talking about his home
schooling. He hates learning math from
books.

“What about building a kayak?” I ask.
He looks up. “Yeah!”
Going out in boats has always felt

like a way of talking to the sea, and the
conversation cannot get any more inti-
mate than sitting on the ocean surface in
a kayak, paddling over every wave or

sometimes under them. Knowing what
we want to say, we begin to figure out
how we will say it. 

Back home we dig out Edwin Tap-
pan Adney’s classic, Bark Canoes and
Skin Boats of North America, and flip to
the section on kayaks. We examine Aleu-
tian baidarkas with their high deck
ridges, and Greenland kayaks built long
and slender for rolling. Via the Internet
we locate descriptions of construction
methods: stitch-and-glue and cedar strip
require tools we do not have. We are
more like the circumpolar peoples who
used stone and bone tools to build the
first kayaks from driftwood and sealskin,
so we settle on building a skin-on-frame
Greenland-type kayak. In the interest of
pushing the math we lay down lines for
one at 1/8 size, but we never build it.
Instead we discover Christopher Cun-

ningham’s book, Building the Greenland
Kayak, and it becomes our bible. We
adopt the more indigenous building
methods he describes, albeit with some
contemporary short-cuts. 

Our neighborhood sawyer donates
planks of clear spruce for the gunnels and
chines. In early December, we carry our
chainsaw into the woods looking for cedar
and ash. “Keep your eyes open and trust
we’ll find what we need,” I tell my son.

An hour later, amidst the smell of
cedar chips and chainsaw fumes, I point
to one of the three-foot-long cedar logs
I have cut for rib stock. “Can you carry
one of those?”

“I think so.” 
He takes one and when we get them

home we split out the ribs with a froe.
We take turns. Everything goes slowly.
We’re in school, with Christopher Cun-

Roll Or Die
The deeper lessons of kayak building STORY & PHOTOS BY PAUL MOLYNEAUX

boats    BUILDERS ALONGSHORE 

Skin-on-frame construction has been used in boatbuilding since the Neolithic period.
Learning the knots that hold the frame together is a way to touch the distant past.



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency true
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Gray Gamma 2.2)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (None)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.5
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 524288
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize false
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness false
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile (None)
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages false
  /ColorImageMinResolution 240
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 150
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages false
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages false
  /GrayImageMinResolution 240
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 150
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages false
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages false
  /MonoImageMinResolution 300
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 250
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /FlateEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects true
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError false
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<
    /ENU ([Based on 'JSM-PDF7-HighJPEG'] )
  >>
  /ExportLayers /ExportVisibleLayers
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AllowImageBreaks true
      /AllowTableBreaks true
      /ExpandPage false
      /HonorBaseURL true
      /HonorRolloverEffect false
      /IgnoreHTMLPageBreaks false
      /IncludeHeaderFooter false
      /MarginOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetadataAuthor ()
      /MetadataKeywords ()
      /MetadataSubject ()
      /MetadataTitle ()
      /MetricPageSize [
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetricUnit /inch
      /MobileCompatible 0
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (GoLive)
        (8.0)
      ]
      /OpenZoomToHTMLFontSize false
      /PageOrientation /Portrait
      /RemoveBackground false
      /ShrinkContent true
      /TreatColorsAs /MainMonitorColors
      /UseEmbeddedProfiles false
      /UseHTMLTitleAsMetadata true
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks true
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks true
      /AddPageInfo true
      /AddRegMarks false
      /BleedOffset [
        9
        9
        9
        9
      ]
      /ConvertColors /NoConversion
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /NA
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /HighResolution
      >>
      /FormElements true
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers true
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MarksOffset 12
      /MarksWeight 0.250000
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /NA
      /PageMarksFile /RomanDefault
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.000000
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [600 600]
  /PageSize [684.000 864.000]
>> setpagedevice


