
COMMANDS
INSTRUCTIONS TO ROWERS GIVEN BY THE COX

WHEN YOU START ROWING YOU WILL GET USED TO HEARING THE COX CALL OUT CERTAIN COMMANDS. THIS IS A 
GLOSSARY TO WHAT EACH COMMAND WILL MEAN.

WHEN GETTING A BOAT READY TO GO OUT
! PULL THE FENDERS IN SO THAT THEY DON’T DRAG IN THE WATER
! PUT THE ROWLOCKS IN READY FOR THE OARS

WHEN MOORING A BOAT
! PUT THE FENDERS OUT (BOAT FENDERS KEEP THE BOAT FROM COLLIDING WITH ANY POTENTIAL OBSTACLE)
! TAKE THE ROWLOCKS OUT

PORT AND STARBOARD
! THE PORT AND STARBOARD OF A BOAT ARE EQUIVALENT TO LEFT AND RIGHT
! PORT SIDE IS THE LEFT SIDE OF THE BOAT FROM THE COXES PERSPECTIVE (RIGHT FROM THE ROWERS VIEW)
! STARBOARD SIDE IS THE RIGHT SIDE OF THE BOAT FROM THE COXES PERSPECTIVE (LEFT FROM THE ROWERS VIEW)
! IN SOME OF OUR BOATS THE OARS ARE MARKED WITH RED AND GREEN STRIPES ACCORDING THE THE POSITION THEY 

SHOULD BE USED. REMEMBER THAT THE PORT (AS IN THE DRINK) IS RED SO THE RED OARS SHOULD GO ON THE PORT 
SIDE.

STAND OARS
! HOLD YOUR OAR UPRIGHT WITH THE BLADE IN THE AIR. THIS IS NORMALLY DONE WHEN THE BOAT IS GETTING READY 

TO LEAVE THE MOORING.

NUMBER OFF WHEN READY
! FROM THE BOW (FRONT OF THE BOAT) EACH ROWER SHOUTS THEIR POSITION NUMBER IN ORDER STARTING FROM 

PORT SIDE (RIGHT HAND SIDE IF YOU ARE SEATED FOR ROWING). YOU SHOULD ONLY NUMBER OFF WHEN YOU ARE 
FULLY READY TO ROW.

COME FORWARD TO ROW
! GET INTO POSITION, LEAN FORWARD WITH YOUR OAR READY TO ENTER THE WATER.

! ROW
! START ROWING. FOLLOW THE ROWER IN FRONT FOR TIMING AND SPEED, LENGTH OF ROW

PRESSURE/STROKE RATE
! THE “GEARS” ON A BOAT – HOW MUCH PRESSURE YOU PULL ON THE OARS.
! LIGHT PRESSURE IS A GENTLE, RELAXED PACE
! MEDIUM PRESSURE IS PUTTING MORE EFFORT IN
! FIRM PRESSURE IS GIVING IT 100% EFFORT
! THE STROKE RATE CAN ALSO VARY AND IS SET BY THE STROKE ROWER OR THE COX.

EAST OARS – STOP ROWING!
! RELAX, WITH YOUR OARS OUT OF THE WATER.

HOLD WATER
! OARS HELD STATIONARY IN THE WATER TO SLOW DOWN THE BOAT. IF ONE HALF OF THE CREW HOLDS WATER 

WHILST THE OTHER HALF KEEPS ROWING, THE BOAT WILL TURN TOWARDS THE SIDE THAT IS HOLDING WATER.

BACK DOWN
! ROW YOUR OAR BACKWARDS (I.E. IN THE OPPOSITE DIRECTION TO REGULAR STROKES, PUSHING THE OAR INSTEAD OF 

PULLING). THE BOAT WILL GO INTO ‘REVERSE’.

SHORT OARS
! PULL PART OF THE LENGTH OF YOUR OAR IN TOWARDS THE BOAT AND CONTINUE ROWING. THIS IS USUALLY DONE 

WHEN THERE IS AN OBSTACLE IN THE WAY OR THE CHANNEL IS NARROW.

SHIP OARS
! STOW YOUR OARS IN THE BOAT, TO THE SIDE NEAREST YOUR ROWLOCK WITH OAR BLADE TOWARDS THE BOW 



TERMINOLOGY
BOAT LANGUAGE
YOU’LL SOON PICK UP THE LANGUAGE OF THE RIVER. HERE’S A FEW OF THE MOST 
COMMON WORDS AND PHRASES YOU’LL HEAR…

COX
! THE PERSON WHO LEADS, STEERS AND COMMANDS THE BOAT. SITS IN STERN, CLOSE TO THE STROKE ROWER. 

THE COX’S WORD IS FINAL.

THE STROKE
! THE LEAD ROWER WHO SETS THE ROWING PACE AND STROKE LENGTH (HOW FAR YOU LEAN FORWARD AND 

BACK). ALWAYS SEATED ON PORT SIDE NEAREST THE STERN. ALL OTHER ROWERS FOLLOW THE LEAD OF THE 
STROKE.

STROKE RATE
! THE NUMBER OF STROKES PER MINUTE

STROKE LENGTH
! THE LENGTH OF EACH STROKE. LONG STROKES ARE MORE EFFICIENT THAN SHORT ONES.

CATCH
! THE INSTANT THE SPOON OF THE BLADE ENTERS THE WATER.

TIMING
! HOW SYNCHRONISED EACH ROWER IS WITH THE STROKE. IDEALLY EVERY OAR BLADE SHOULD ENTER AND 

LEAVE THE WATER AT THE SAME TIME.

IN TOO DEEP
! WHEN THE OAR IS TOO DEEP IN THE WATER. IDEALLY ONLY THE BLADE SHOULD BE IN THE WATER, OTHERWISE 

YOU LOSE EFFICIENCY AND IT BECOMES HARDER WORK TO ROW.

GUNWALE (“GUNNEL”)
! THE UPPER EDGE OR PLANKING OF THE SIDE OF A BOAT.

FREEBOARD
! THE HEIGHT OF THE GUNWALE ABOVE THE WATER.


