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Introduction

Canoes, kayaks, umiaks and other
small vessels have special display and
storage problems. Simple methods are
often quite destructive. Damage oc-
curs slowly and often goes unnoticed
until it is serious and irreversible.

Watercraft were designed to receive
the gentle overall support provided
by water (Figure 1). When a water-
craft is removed from water and
placed on a flat surface, the stresses
are localized and damage begins (Fig-
ure 2). Hulls are built to withstand
the compressive forces of immersion.
Out of the water, without these for-
ces, the structure is much weaker.

Figure 1.
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Figure 2

Relative Humidity and
Temperature

Wood, skin and bark absorb moisture
and are subject to shrinkage and loss
of plasticity on drying. To differing
degrees, they also expand and con-
tract with variations in relative
humidity (RH). Kayaks and umiaks
respond to RH changes in minutes
while a dugout takes days. Skin-
covered vessels in high humidities
(greater than 65% RH) can support
mould growth. In low humidities the
skin cover will quickly tighten and rip
or pull away at its seams, and under
extreme conditions, will actually shat-
ter the wooden framework. In dugout
canoes, substantial cross-grain move-
ment may occur during moisture fluc-
tuations, which can result in checking
or propagation of existing checks.

In summary, the relative humidity
should ideally be between 45% and
55%. Most important, the RH should
be stable because large fluctuations
are extremely destructive. Tempera-
tures should remain as constant as
possible and should ideally not ex-
ceed about 20 °C. (For further informa-
tion see CCI Technical Bulletin no. 5.)

Waterlogged vessels present a special
case, as they undergo serious irre-
versible damage on drying. If pos-
sible, museums should advise those
who discover such vessels to leave
them under water until the provincial
archaeologist is notified and a conser-
vator consulted.
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