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Building the Greenland Kayak: A Manual for Its Construction

The Greenland kayak is not just a vessel; it is a symbol of maritime heritage, craftsmanship, and
resilience. Building a Greenland kayak from scratch is a rewarding endeavor that combines
traditional techniques with modern understanding of materials and design. This manual aims to
guide enthusiasts, craftspeople, and adventurers through the intricate process of constructing a
Greenland kayak, ensuring that each step preserves the authenticity and functionality of this iconic
craft.

Understanding the Greenland Kayak: History and Design

The Cultural Significance

The Greenland kayak has been an essential part of Inuit culture for centuries. Originally designed
for hunting and transportation in icy waters, these kayaks are renowned for their stability,
maneuverability, and light weight. Their design reflects a deep understanding of the Arctic
environment, making them highly efficient vessels for navigating cold, rough waters.

Key Design Features

- Narrow, elongated hull for speed and efficiency
- High rocker profile to enhance maneuverability
- Sealed bulkheads for buoyancy and safety
- Lightweight materials to facilitate portage and handling
- Open deck with a cockpit fitted with a spray skirt for protection

Understanding these core features is crucial when planning your build, as they influence both the
construction process and the kayak's performance.

Preparing for Construction

Gathering Materials and Tools

Constructing a Greenland kayak requires specific materials and tools. Here is a comprehensive list:
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- Materials:

- Wood strips (e.g., cedar, pine, or spruce)
- Waterproof glue and epoxy resin
- Fiberglass cloth and epoxy for reinforcement
- Marine-grade paint or varnish
- Sealing materials (caulking, sealant)
- Spray skirt (optional, for cockpit fitting)

- Tools:

- Saws (hand saw, jigsaw)
- Clamps and weights
- Sandpaper and files
- Drill and bits
- Measuring tapes and rulers
- Brushes and rollers
- Form molds or templates

Design Plans and Templates

Before beginning construction, obtain or draw detailed plans of a Greenland kayak. These plans
should include side profiles, cross-sections, and deck layouts. Using templates or jigs can help
ensure consistency and accuracy during the build.

Step-by-Step Construction Process

1. Building the Frame and Keel

The keel forms the backbone of the kayak, providing structural integrity.

- Cut the main keel strip to length based on your design specifications.
- Shape the keel to include a slight curve for proper hull profile.
- Attach temporary bulkheads at strategic points to maintain shape during construction.

2. Laying the Ribs and Stringers

The ribs give the kayak its width and form the framework for the outer planking.

Published by: brandhorst-melle.de Page 2 of 10



Sealskin File PDF Vol. 2022, Issue 10

- Cut ribs from lightweight wood, matching the curvature of your templates.
- Attach ribs to the keel using clamps, ensuring they follow the correct spacing and curvature.
- Secure ribs with glue and reinforce with temporary supports if needed.

3. Planking and Skinning

This phase involves adding the outer surface that makes the kayak watertight.

- Cut strips of wood (preferably cedar) to fit the length of the kayak, tapering as needed.
- Attach the planking strips to the ribs, starting from the keel upward, using waterproof glue and

clamps.
- Ensure tight joins and smooth surfaces to reduce drag and water ingress.
- Sand the surface for a smooth finish.

4. Reinforcing and Sealing

To enhance durability and waterproofing:

- Apply fiberglass cloth over the wooden shell, using epoxy resin for adhesion.
- Sand and smooth the fiberglass surface after curing.
- Seal all joints and seams with marine-grade sealant or caulking.

5. Finishing Touches

Final steps include:

- Sanding edges and surfaces for comfort and safety.
- Applying a weatherproof paint or varnish for UV protection and aesthetics.
- Fitting the cockpit with a spray skirt and securing the seat.

Additional Tips for a Successful Build

Accuracy and Patience

Precision in measuring and cutting is vital. Take your time to ensure that each component aligns
perfectly, as small errors can affect performance.

Preserving Authenticity
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Use traditional materials and techniques where possible. For example, cedar strips are historically
accurate and lightweight.

Safety Precautions

Work in well-ventilated areas, especially when handling epoxy and fiberglass resins. Wear protective
gear and follow manufacturer instructions.

Testing and Adjustments

After construction, conduct water tests to check for leaks or stability issues. Make necessary
adjustments before use in open water.

Maintenance and Care of Your Greenland Kayak

To prolong the lifespan of your handmade kayak:

- Rinse with fresh water after saltwater use.
- Store in a dry, shaded area to prevent UV damage.
- Regularly inspect seams and surface for cracks or damage.
- Reapply protective coatings as needed.

Conclusion

Building a Greenland kayak is a fulfilling project that combines traditional craftsmanship with modern
techniques. By understanding its design principles and carefully following the construction steps
outlined in this manual, you can create a durable, efficient, and authentic vessel ready to explore icy
waters or simply enjoy the art of boat-building. Patience, attention to detail, and respect for the
cultural heritage behind the kayak will ensure that your project is both successful and rewarding.

Whether you are a seasoned woodworker or a passionate beginner, building a Greenland kayak is
an immersive experience that connects you with an ancient maritime tradition. Embark on this
journey with care, and you will craft not just a kayak but a legacy of craftsmanship and adventure.
 
Building the Greenland Kayak: A Manual for Its Construction

Building the Greenland kayak: a manual for its construction is more than just an instructional guide;
it is a journey into a centuries-old tradition that embodies the ingenuity, resilience, and
craftsmanship of the Arctic peoples. The Greenland kayak, renowned for its lightweight construction,
maneuverability, and durability, has fascinated adventurers, historians, and boat builders alike. This
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article aims to provide a comprehensive, technical yet accessible overview of how to construct this
iconic vessel, exploring every stage from selecting materials to final finishing, while honoring the
cultural significance embedded in its design.

Understanding the Greenland Kayak: History and Significance

Before diving into the construction process, it?s essential to appreciate the historical context and
functional design principles underlying the Greenland kayak. Originating thousands of years ago
among the Inuit populations of Greenland, these vessels were meticulously crafted to suit the harsh
Arctic environment, enabling hunters to navigate icy waters with stealth and efficiency.

Key features include:

- Lightweight frame: enabling easy portage and swift maneuvering.
- Tapered hull: facilitating swift turns and stability.
- Clinker-built construction: overlapping planks for strength and flexibility.
- Use of natural materials: primarily wood, animal skins, and sinew.

Understanding these foundational elements informs the construction process, ensuring that the final
product maintains its historical functionality and cultural authenticity.

Planning and Design: Laying the Foundation

Constructing a Greenland kayak begins with meticulous planning. Unlike modern boats, traditional
Greenland kayaks are custom-fitted to their paddler, requiring precise measurements and a deep
understanding of design principles.

Step 1: Gathering Dimensions

- Paddler measurements: height, torso length, arm span.
- Intended use: fishing, hunting, recreation.
- Water conditions: icy, calm, or rough waters.

Step 2: Creating Detailed Drawings

Design sketches should include:

- Overall length (typically 16-20 feet).
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- Beam width at the widest point.
- Tapering towards the bow and stern.
- Cross-sectional profiles.
- Curvature and rocker (the hull?s curvature along its length).

Step 3: Selecting Materials

Traditional Greenland kayaks utilize:

- Wood: primarily driftwood or locally available softwoods like spruce or cedar.
- Animal skins: sealskin, for covering.
- Sinew or rawhide: for lashing and reinforcement.
- Adhesives: natural glues made from fish bladders or hide glue.

Modern builders might incorporate epoxy resins or marine-grade plywood for durability or ease, but
for authenticity, natural materials are preferred.

Frame Construction: Building the Skeleton

The internal frame provides the shape and support for the hull. It is crucial to achieve precise curves
and measurements.

Materials Needed:

- Light, flexible wooden strips or frames.
- Ribs or bulkheads for shaping the hull.

Process:

- Construct the keel and stringers: These form the backbone of the kayak.
- Create the stations: cross-sectional forms at intervals along the length.
- Assemble the ribs: shaped from bent wood or carved from solid pieces, fitting into the stations.
- Shape the gunwales: the upper edges of the kayak, providing attachment points for the skin.

Tips:

- Use steam-bending techniques to shape the wood.
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- Ensure symmetry on both sides for balance.
- Use traditional tools like hand saws, carving knives, and clamps.

Planking: Overlapping and Fitting the Hull

The core of the Greenland kayak?s construction lies in its clinker-built hull, composed of thin planks
overlapped and lashed together.

Selection of Planks:

- Thin, flexible strips of wood (about 1/8 inch thick).
- Curved and tapered to match the hull?s contours.

Construction Steps:

- Cutting the planks: shaped to fit the curvature with a slight overlap (about 1-2 inches).
- Lashing technique: using sinew or rawhide, the planks are sewn together, starting from the keel

upward.
- Adding layers: multiple planks are stacked and lashed to create a strong, flexible hull.
- Sealing gaps: applying natural sealants like fish oil or tar to prevent water ingress.

Advantages of Clinker Construction:

- Flexibility to absorb shocks.
- Lightweight yet strong.
- Easier to repair in the field with simple tools.

Covering the Frame: Skin and Sealant Application

Once the hull shape is complete, it?s covered with waterproof skins, traditionally seal or walrus
hides, stretched tightly over the frame.

Steps:

- Preparing the skin: softened, cleaned, and treated with oils or sealants.
- Stretching over the frame: ensuring a tight fit to prevent water leakage.
- Attachment: sewn or laced to the gunwales, with additional lashings for reinforcement.
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- Sealing: applying pitch, fish oil, or modern waterproof sealants to the skin for durability.

Modern Alternatives:

- Waterproof nylon or polyester skins for ease of construction.
- Marine-grade sealants to improve longevity.

Final Assembly and Finishing Touches

The last phase involves reinforcing key areas and refining the kayak?s performance.

Key steps include:

- Adding the deck: optional, for additional protection and storage.
- Installing thwarts and seats: providing structural support and comfort.
- Attaching the spray skirts: for use in rough water conditions.
- Applying protective coatings: natural oils or modern varnishes to prolong lifespan.

Traditional vs. Modern Construction: Pros and Cons

While traditional Greenland kayak construction emphasizes natural materials and craftsmanship,
modern techniques incorporate new materials and tools for efficiency.

| Aspect | Traditional Construction | Modern Construction |

|---------|----------------------------|---------------------|

| Materials | Wood, animal skins, sinew | Plywood, fiberglass, synthetic fabrics |

| Tools | Hand tools, natural adhesives | Power tools, epoxies, marine sealants |

| Durability | Less resistant to weather | Longer lifespan, low maintenance |

| Authenticity | Preserves cultural techniques | Easier and faster to build |

Choosing the Right Approach:

For purists and cultural preservation, traditional methods are invaluable. For practical, recreational
purposes, modern methods may offer convenience and durability.
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Maintenance and Preservation

Building the kayak is only the beginning; proper care ensures it remains seaworthy.

- Regularly inspect for tears or damage.
- Reapply sealants as needed.
- Store in a dry, shaded environment.
- Avoid prolonged exposure to harsh elements when not in use.

Conclusion

Constructing a Greenland kayak is a meticulous process that combines craftsmanship, cultural
understanding, and practical engineering. Whether you choose to follow traditional methods or
modern adaptations, the key lies in respecting the vessel?s heritage while ensuring it meets your
functional needs. By understanding each stage?from planning and framing to planking and
covering?you can create a vessel that not only honors an ancient Arctic tradition but also provides a
reliable means to explore waters with a sense of history and connection to nature. Building a
Greenland kayak is more than a project; it?s a tribute to resilience, ingenuity, and the enduring spirit
of Arctic peoples.
 

 QuestionAnswer What materials are recommended for building the Greenland kayak according
to the manual? The manual recommends using lightweight, durable materials such as cedar or
spruce for the frame, and waterproof sealant or sinew for the covering to ensure optimal
performance and longevity. How does the manual suggest designing the frame for stability and
maneuverability? It advises shaping the frame with a narrow, streamlined hull for speed, while
maintaining a wider deck for stability, and emphasizes symmetrical design for balanced handling.
What are the key steps in constructing the Greenland kayak as per the manual? Key steps include
selecting and preparing materials, assembling the frame, shaping the hull, sealing and
waterproofing, and finally attaching the covering material to complete the kayak. Does the manual
provide guidance on traditional vs. modern building techniques? Yes, it compares traditional
methods like sinew lashing and natural materials with modern techniques such as using synthetic
sealants and lightweight composites, helping builders choose their preferred approach. What safety
considerations are highlighted in the manual during construction? The manual emphasizes proper
handling of tools, ensuring waterproofing to prevent leaks, and testing the kayak in controlled water
environments before regular use. Can beginners successfully build a Greenland kayak following this
manual? Yes, the manual is designed to be accessible for beginners, providing step-by-step
instructions, detailed illustrations, and safety tips to guide the entire process. How does the manual
address environmental sustainability in building the kayak? It encourages sourcing natural,
sustainable materials, minimizing waste during construction, and restoring or recycling old materials
whenever possible. What maintenance tips does the manual offer for Greenland kayaks?
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Maintenance tips include regular cleaning, inspecting for damage, resealing seams, and storing the
kayak in a dry, cool place to prolong its lifespan. Are there any advanced customization options
included in the manual? Yes, it offers suggestions for customizing the kayak?s size, seating
arrangements, and decorative elements to suit individual preferences and specific usage needs.
Where can I find additional resources or support for building a Greenland kayak as per this manual?
The manual recommends online forums, local craft communities, and instructional videos for further
guidance, as well as contacting experienced builders for mentorship. 
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