
popular nautical magazine, The Rudder.
Hc called the boaL walrus and it was a
canvas version of a So[th Greenland
kayak with a largcr cockpit opening and
widened beam for more stabi l i ty. The
l7-loot, 22-inch bcam kayak weighed
45 pounds, cost about $10 in mate als,
and took a week to bui ld. Along with the
consrruction plans, Skene wrote, "The
sport of kayaking is onc which lew people
are lamil iar with, but which deserves
great popula ty. I t  is the f inest kind of
at lr lcl ic\.  combining vigoF ' trs e>,ercisc.
sea bathing ard sun bathing. Clad jn an
abbreviated bathing suit  and equipped
with a l ight double-bladcd paddle, one
can travel long distanccs without fatigue
in this easily-driven, sporty little craft- An
occasional plunge overboard adds to the
zest of kayaking. With practice one can
climb in again withoLrt diIficulty."

Skcne lived by the words he wrote. On
Jurlc 4, l9)2, he paddled his kayak from
thc Marblehead, Massachusetts harbor
out into the Arlanl ic. He was an athlel ic
50 years old and was trainirg for d tr ip
that would take him from Marblehead
north up the coasl l ine some 14 miles to
Gloucester. But Skcnc ncvcrreturned from
his workout and that morning he became
one of America's first sea kayaking fatali-
1ies. His kayak washed up on the shore
with a large gash in the canvas His broken
paddle war latcr  forrnd. and aurhont ies
speculated the shaft somehow snapped
and punctured the boat 's skin, f looding
the hul l .  Despite a largc:scale search,
Skene's body was never found.

Skene wasn't the only one bui lding
kayaks during the 1920s. You didn't  even
have to be a naval architect to design
your own boat, as evidcnccd by a 1926
Dewspaper headline that proclaimed
"Maine Boys Try'Kayaking'-wiscasset
Lads Build Eskimo CaDoes and Adopt
N(w Spon."  Thc drt i l le rcported that a
few unnamed local boys were rnspired by
Eskimo pictures, bLri l t  their own similarly
siyled crafts and "have discovered a new
outdoor sport,  kayaking." According to
the reportet the harbor and waterfront
were dotted with the small  boats-

Do-it-yourself  boats bccame even more
popular during thc Depression years. The
srock market crash rn Ocrober 1929 was
()nly rhe beginning i , f  thc (cunum i(  cr is is.
In the months and ycars that fol lowed
it got worse. By l9l l ,  onc out of lour
Americans was unemployed. And lhosc
)ucky enough to have jobs olten found
their wages slashed in half  compared to
just a few years prior. Plans lor simple
dnd incxpcnsive kayaks started showing
up in mdgazines and a lew companies
began producing Jow-cost ki ts.
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I f  you wanted an alternative to a canoe,
but wercn't  handy or didn't  carc for the
confined space of an Eskimo kayak, there
was anotl ter option. Howcver, most peo-
plc didnl know about them; they were
hard to l ind ln the U.S., and weren't
exactly cheap.

Ihe Faltboot Fad
Many people think Johann Klepper
(1868-1949) invented thc faltboot
(German tor lolding boat), but that credit
goes to ALlred Heurich (1883-1967), a
Bavadan architecture studenr wilh a pas-
sion lor srnal l  boats. As a chi ld Hcurich
had bui l t  cralt  out oI wood, bamboo and
canvas. Tlren one day in 1905, while at
the Munich Ethnological Museum, he
spottcd an Inui t  kayak and had an in-
spirat ion: lnstead of a r igid consrrucred
boat, what i f  a portable kayak could be
buil t ,  that could be easi iy assembled,
taken apaft and stored in a bag?

On May 10, 1905, alter three weeks
of work, he launched the f irs1 lolding
kayak on thc lsar River near his hone of
Bad Tdlz, cermany. He paddled the boat
abour J0 miles downstream to Munich,
disassembled i t ,  and headcd home.
Heurich made and sold kayaks, patented
his invenl ion in 1906 and continLred
to rel ine i t .  In 1907 he l iccnsed the de-
sign to Johann Klepper, a tai lor hom
RoseDheim, Germany, who special ized
in making ski clothes.

Klcppcr recognized the markct poten-
t ja l  o l  l ( ) ld ing layals.  brr  Heur ich's or ig i -
nal design could only be produced by
hand on a small  scale Thar and the start
of world Wa.I slowed the growth of falt-
booting. But by the early 1920s l( lepper
made some importanl design improve-
ments that al lowed mass production of
rhe taltboot, notably using mountain ash
wood lor the frame.

Klepper's riming couldn'r have treen
better. Germany was in dire f inancial
straits fol]owing the war; bu1 trail'r des
were inexpensive and faltboots rvere
fair ly al lordabie. The combination meant
cheap enlenainment since you could
hop on a train with your kayak in a bag,
take i t  lo a r ivet paddle downstream to
aDothcr city, then fold the kayak up and
cart it to a train station Ior a ride home.
The post-war years also saw the growth
of a back-to-nature youth movement
cal led wanderyogel. Hiking, adventure
and romanticism were key parts of the
movemci]r and the faltboots fi1 right
in. Folding kayaks on trains, r ivers and
lakes became common sighrs;, not just in
Germany but in orher European countries
too. Faltbooring became the latest rhing
and populari ty boomed; at i ts height i fs

"Typicalfoldboater"

But kayaks never came close to
displacing the venerable canoe. l t  took a
whilc for someone to f inal ly real ize the
drownings were a direcl result of manu
facturers putl ing seats in canoes. Up unti l
thcD you kneeled to paddle. But si t t ing
dowD was much more comfortable, even
though i t  raised the paddler 's center of
graviry and made the boat unstable.
Redesigned boats and an cxtensive pub-
l ic education program launched by the
American Canoe Associat ion, Boy Scouts
and Red Cross saved what was lelt  oI the
canoe industry by 1927. Yet i1 would take
a numl,er ol  years lor  l l lc  publ i (  to gel
over the sl igma of "ki l ler" canoes.

Even among al l  the fear, uncertainty
and doubt, canoe tradir ional ists went
out of their way to tout rhc suprcmacy
of their boats. A classic example was
an informal race in New York City held
in December, 1927 where a Baff in Bay
kayak and another kayak froDr Alaska
were pif ted against a canoe paddled by
Pendlelon Canoe Club champion Ernest
Riedel .  Two nar iv( .  Eskirn, ' \ ,  who were in
lowD ds pdrt  oI  a rct , r i l  \1,)rc promot ion,
were recruited to pi lot the kayaks-the
newspaper account didn't  mention their
paddling expericnce. They were game,
but in examining thc boats, one mut-
Lcrcd he had never seen a kayak look
l ikc the one he was aboul  to paddle.
Ricdcl was reporled to ioiter across the
Hudson Rivet crossing in an casy l5
mrnutes. His competitors, batt l ing wind,
waves and taking on water, f inished ten
mlnutes behind.
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