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It was after about fi ve minutes of paddling our 

kayaks that John Platt turned round, grinned 

and said, “It’ll be about now that you’ll be 

feeling your fi ngers burning, I reckon.” 

He wasn’t wrong. Our fi ngertips were outraged 

by the cold, and we were in genuine pain as 

we held tight to the freezing metal paddles 

with our hands bare of any protection against 

the icy drips of water running down the pole. 

Gloves, John had advised us, would be a bit 

pointless as they’d get soaked straightaway 

and exacerbate the chill. Still, he reassured 

us, give it another ten minutes and our hands 

would feel warmer. They wouldn’t actually be 

any warmer mind you; the capillaries would 

simply shut down and they would go numb. 

I couldn’t wait. 

Earlier that morning tiny snowfl akes were 

falling as my friend and fellow adventurer 

Sue and I, both complete watersport novices, 

set off from Cheshire for Cumbria. Approaching 

Derwentwater the sky was steely grey, and 

wrapped up like two Eskimos, we slid carefully 

into our kayaks, stretched the splash-decks 

around the holes in the top and clumsily fl ailed 

our paddles about in the water to progress 

in a most ungainly fashion towards the centre 

of the lake. 

 The view you get of the world from the 

perspective of the water is somehow different 

from hiking, cycling or driving around an area, 

and being on a boat in the middle of a deep 

basin surrounded by the Lakeland Fells is 

an experience not to be missed.

[CONTINUED OVER]

In the Northwest you’re never far from 
the thrill - or the chill - of watersports, 
as our adventurers fi nd out.

CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT: 

SAILING AT TORSIDE, DERBYSHIRE.

CANOEING ON THE ROCHDALE CANAL, LANCASHIRE.

DIVING AT CAPENWRAY DIVE CENTRE, LANCASHIRE.

WINDSURFING AT TORSIDE, DERBYSHIRE.
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enough, the little kayak powered 

across the lake until I ran out of puff 

and my arms wilted like a boiled 

lettuce leaf. 

 After a break for hot chocolate, 

thoughtfully brought along by John 

to re-invigorate our wobbly muscles, 

we drifted across Derwentwater in 

almost total silence. The clouds 

lifted till there was nearly enough 

blue sky to make a pair of sailor’s 

trousers, and a silver glimmer of 

sunlight shot across the water. 

Otters can sometimes be seen 

on the lake if you come out early 

enough, their slick, supple bodies 

rippling through the water as they 

dive for fi sh. John pointed out 

that it’s not only the most elusive 

creatures that offer spectacular 

wildlife sights: when mayfl ies hatch 

for their single day of glory, the lake 

surface is abuzz with the beating 

of fragile, lace-like wings as the 

mayfl ies search for a mate before 

laying their eggs and fading away, all 

in the space of a precious 24 hours. 

 Two hours of steady paddling 

later and Sue and I were exhausted 

but hugely exhilarated. There really 

is nothing quite like messing about on the 

water, and John could clearly have carried on 

all day. Having once paddled 125 miles in just 

18 hours to come home an impressive fi fth in 

the Devizes to Westminster Kayak Marathon, 

he had barely noticed picking up his paddle on 

this little trip. Reluctantly, we headed back to 

Platty+ HQ, a green-painted wooden building 

discreetly sited on the lakeshore. It was time 

for another steaming mug of hot chocolate and 

a rapid change out of our soggy clothes. 

 The Northwest might be famous for 

its rainy days, but the upside of that lies 

in our deep, glitteringly beautiful lakes, 

tranquil canals and wide, tumbling rivers 

rushing away west to the sea. If you’ve ever 

thought you might want to gaze across 

a reservoir at dawn, or see the fl ash of 

a kingfi sher diving for its dinner, this could 

be your chance to get closer to the water 

and become part of a whole new world. 

 Whether it’s scudding across choppy 

water on a windsurfer or leaning perilously 

far out on a racing dinghy, learning to 

dive the mysterious depths to explore 

a shipwreck or simply paddling your 

kayak gently along the lakeshore, 

somewhere close by there will be a 

watersport on offer that’s so much fun 

it’ll make you catch your breath. 

 I’ve promised myself that this spring, summer and 

autumn, I’ll be back to see the changing light on the 

lake, and to watch the colours of the fells moving from 

muted tones of brown and green through to fresh, 

brilliant emerald and later on to mauve as the heather 

fl owers on the hillsides.

MORE INFORMATION:

www.merseybasin.org.uk

www.plattyplus.co.uk 

MAKING A SPLASH
A –  Windsurfi ng on Derwentwater, Cumbria.

B –  Canoeing on the Ashton Canal, 
Greater Manchester.

C –  Wake boarding at Cowm Reservoir, Lancashire.

D – Sailing on Pennington Flash, Cheshire.

E – Sculling at Warrington Rowing Club.

F – Enjoying the water sports at Keswick, Cumbria.
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I started paddling energetically and the 
little kayak powered across the lake till 
I ran out of puff.

John Platt and his wife Sarah, owners and operators 

of the Platty+ watersports centre on Derwentwater, 

get to enjoy the view from the lake more often than 

most. Platty+ is one of over 40 centres that feature on 

a comprehensive new web-based guide to watersports 

in the Northwest. The interactive guide is the product 

of a major three year project to identify, reclassify and 

now promote the region’s recreational waters. The 

work was part of the ICREW project, involving partners 

in the UK, France, Portugal and Spain and funded from 

the European Interreg IIIb pot. The new guide is hosted 

on the www.merseybasin.org.uk website and reveals 

that Platty+ offers a variety of watery experiences for 

beginners and experts alike.

 Had there been a bit of a bluster blowing along the 

lake, we could have hopped into a dinghy and learned 

how to tack, gybe and rescue a ‘man overboard’. Usually, 

thankfully, a buoy stands in for a real human being as 

I suspect Sue would have balked at being chucked over 

the side given the icy water temperature. However, there 

was no wind that day, so it was paddle power for us. 

 Platty+ also offers dragon boating in a long, colourful 

canoe-style vessel with a ferocious dragon head snarling 

from the prow. These boats can fi t up to 20 people and 

are ideal for family groups or work parties. For speed 

demons, the centre also runs power boating sessions 

just off the Cumbrian coast; not only popular with 

watersports professionals, power boating can also offer a 

huge buzz for those amongst us who know they would thrill 

to the heady rush of zipping at speed through the waves. 

Tuition, John says, is always tailored to 

individual need, so whether you simply want 

to potter about the lake in a canoe or are 

looking to develop specifi c skills, Platty+ 

will arrange sessions to suit. And though you 

certainly don’t have to get certifi cates and 

qualifi cations, the centre is recognised by 

the Royal Yachting Association as a teaching 

establishment and approved by the British 

Canoe Union. 

 I had earlier been insistent that I wanted 

to learn how to accomplish the upside-down-

in-the-water tumble that I had seen kayakers 

do in races down whitewater rivers on the telly. 

When I mentioned this to John on the phone, 

there had been a lengthy silence. Honestly, 

I said, I didn’t mind the cold and was brave 

enough to give it a go. 

 “Well,” he’d said slowly. “There’s brave, 

and then there’s foolish.” 

 “And suicidal,” added a friend 

to whom I’d mooted the idea. 

By the time Sue reminded me of 

the way that legs ache painfully 

when you paddle for a few 

minutes in a cold sea, I was 

feeling somewhat less certain 

that I wanted to hang about 

upside down in a wintry lake. 

And very kindly, after all my 

earlier pestering, John let the 

matter rest. 

 Instead, he taught us how to 

make the most effi cient use of 

our bodies in paddling the kayaks, 

bending and levering our paddles 

from the waist, and keeping the 

pole tight in to the sides of the 

boat. To go really fast, he explained, 

you should imagine trying to 

punch a balloon suspended off 

the front of the kayak. I started 

punching my paddle energetically 

at a non-existent balloon, and true 
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