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WARGRAVE BOATING CLUB 
TIPS FOR COXSWAINS 

 
INTRODUCTION 
 
This document has been produced as a supplement to the ARA coaching award scheme Coxing 
notes. Whilst the ARA document is accurate and concise, there are differences when coxing a 
Skiff crew that I hope are covered here. 
 
WHY  
 
A question every cox must have asked him or herself at some time or another. 
Do they just want someone to steer? 
Is it because of my weight and size? 
Do they want me to coach them? 
What do I say? 
I don’t know why I bother? 
Was it my fault? 
 
SAFETY 
 
It cannot be stressed enough that the first duty of a cox is to the safety of his crew and the 
equipment, and to the safety of other water users. 

1. Manoeuvring Skiffs 
 Before you and your crew can set about a session on the water, a boat has to be 

removed from the boathouse. 
 
 The skiffs are large, heavy and very expensive and despite their 

appearance, can be extremely fragile if not treated in the correct manner. 
They are THE most important assets the Club has and should be handled 
with the respect they deserve. 

 
 A double skiff should be pulled out of the boathouse by at least two people with the stern 

lifted slightly over the iron runners on the slipway so not to damage the keel band. The 
keel band is the steel strip running along the full length of the bottom of the boat. 
Keeping the skiff upright is most important as it will not only ease the effort required to 
pull it along, because the keel band will be the only thing in contact with the slipway, but 
will also protect the boat from any damage. 

  
 If a skiff has to be removed from the top rack of the boathouse allow not less than four 

people to lower it to the ground. Two people should take the stern and two the bow lifting 
the skiff off the rack and placing it on the green trolley.  The skiff is then wheeled to the 
slipway and launched stern first. 

 
 Always ensure when lifting skiffs that no one is straining himself or herself in doing so. 

Make sure that they lift with a straight back and use their legs to help raise the boat. 
When lowering from a height take the weight with a straight back and gradually bend the 
legs to lower it to the ground.  
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 If in any doubt get help from other club members, there is nothing to be 

embarrassed about when concerned about the safety of your crew or the 
boat.     

  
 The skiffs should be slid along the slipway slowly and gently. There are no prizes for 

pushing boats around as fast as possible in and out of the boathouse only for getting 
them over the finishing line first. Once at the end of the slipway the rudder can be fitted 
to the boat or can be left until the boat is safely in the water.  Make sure someone has 
got hold of the painter (the only rope attached to the bow of the boat). The skiff can now 
be tied to the fixed rings on the landing stage.  

 
 Removal of boats from the water is much the same yet they appear heavier as they can 

take on water, also your crew may be weary from their exercise on the water (if not, why 
not?).  Once clear of the water and on the flat of the slipway, the rudder can be removed 
if still attached and any water taken on board sponged out. Lifting the bows of the boat 
may help to let any excess water run down the boat which can then be removed. If this 
water is not removed it may cause the wood in the boat to rot, which will significantly 
weaken it and will subsequently damage easily. 

 
 Any damage to boats whether it be foot straps, thumb screws, thole pins or boat damage 

should be reported to the Captain(s) or Vice Captains as soon as possible. Certain parts 
of the boat are designed to fail under certain circumstances and so protecting the most 
important and expensive parts of the boat from damage.  

2. Getting on board 
 The cox should hold the boat along the landing stage until their crew have stepped 

separately into the boat and sat down with their sculls placed behind them. The boat can 
then be untied, the painter securely placed inside the boat and the cox can take their 
seated position whilst the crew hold on to the bank.  

3. Moving away from the Landing Stage 
 Push the skiff away from the bank and order your crew to push further out by pushing the 

handle end of their stroke blades against the bank. Once a reasonable distance from the 
bank is achieved the stroke blades can then be positioned under their strings. If the 
conditions are calm enough order the bow blades to be placed under their strings, 
otherwise wait until the boat is in a safe position by getting the crew to take a few strokes 
on the stroke side before issuing the command.  

4. Steering 
 The strict rules to steering apply as documented in the ARA literature except that in a 

skiff the rudder is applied when the blades are out of the water, that’s hoping that the 
crew are paddling in time with each other! It is essential that the rudder ropes are kept 
tight at all times otherwise the exact direction of the skiff cannot be determined. The 
rudder should never be applied in heavy doses; instead light, decisive tugs should be 
made often. 

 
 If there is any doubt you have in passing through obstacles on the river, whether it be 

other boats, the narrow cut at the back of the island or even people in the water then 
command you crew to stop paddling and to hold the boat up hard. Shout out in advance 
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to other water users what your intentions are if they are likely to be affected or if you 
require them to take appropriate action such as a boat heading blindly in your direction 
(tell them to LOOK AHEAD).  

  
THE OUTING 
 
An outing or coaching session is an important way of finding out how your crews are 
progressing. 
 
Take them through the motions of a race including: 
 
Getting on to the stake boats  
 
Practice starts 
 
The transition between start and striding out into a cruise 
 
Efficient and effective paddling during the cruise - this is 95% of the race in skiffs 
 
Practise a finish to a race - some crews can increase the boat speed by cutting the catch and 
upping the rate at the finish 
 
How to react in the event of slipping a button, breaking a thumbscrew or snapping a foot strap    
 
Try to arrange a crew of equal capability or higher to train along side you. This is most important 
to see how your crew react under pressure, how they are progressing and it teaches  them to 
focus on the rhythm they are trying to create in their boat and not to be distracted by what is 
happening around them. 
 
Outings should be varied so to stimulate your crew.  Obviously if they are training for a 
marathon, then long periods of work are required.  During these long periods keep them 
concentrating by picking up on various parts of the stroke and emphasise them at different 
times. Even if it doesn’t seem as though any improvements can be made, triggering key words 
as mentioned in the commands section will keep them thinking about what they are doing.  
 
Training for sprints can be done on the Wargrave & Shiplake Regatta course. Half courses 
should be attempted until all technique and fitness problems have been resolved. 
 
THE REGATTA 
 
Obviously this is a very important day for you and your crews. This is where all your coaching, 
the crews’ hard training and your ability as a cox are put to the test. So it is vital that you and 
your crews are well prepared for the race in hand. Make sure your crews know before the race 
day where and when they will be racing. Tell the Captain(s) of the club the blades that your 
crews prefer to use for the race. Ensure that you and crews are at the Regatta site a minimum of 
forty minutes before the published race time and if possible, allow an hour. This will give you the 
opportunity to purchase a race programme and check the times of the races you are to cox.  
Mark in the programme your name and the times you are likely to be racing. If you feel that your 
time on the water will clash with another race or a crew member has races in close succession 
then inform the boat Marshal who may be able to put a race back. Opposition crews can scratch 
or not turn up so be aware what is happening by asking the boat Marshal.    
 
Study the course before the race. See what the conditions are like, where the navigation 
channel is, see how the stake boats are positioned, check for any staggers on the start or finish, 
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look out for landmarks along the course so your crew know where they are, what is the best line 
to take, what sort of start are the umpires announcing, how you should halt your crews after 
racing. You should run through a race plan with your crew, this can best be achieved by walking 
along the course with them and agreeing what actions should be made during the race. This can 
eliminate any arguments after the race if the crew is lodging blame on you. 
 
Your crew will probably be pretty nervous prior to their race, so make sure you know where they 
are (usually queuing up somewhere!) and try to calm them down by discussing the successful 
training outings you have had, the bad ones and what they did to improve on these. 
  
A cox is quite exposed to the elements so make judgements on the weather and wear 
appropriate clothing. Your crew will not be impressed if you turn up in your heaviest duffel coat 
to keep out the cold. Wear light layers of clothes and make sure that your outer garments are 
not baggy in such a way that they catch the wind like a sail as you go down the course. The 
splash tops are ideal for coxing as they are totally closed at the front. 
 
COMMANDS 
 
1. General 
 Both together, are you ready... Go 

 Next stroke... easy there 

 Next stroke... light... Go 

 Next stroke... half pressure... Go 

 Next stroke... firm pressure... Go 

 Hold it up 

 Hold it up HARD 

 Back it down together 

 Back it down on stroke/bow 

 Hard on stroke\bow 

 Pull it around on stroke/bow 
 
2.  On a start 
 My hand is up 

 A touch on bow  

 A touch on stroke 

 Get yourselves ready 

 Deep breaths now 

 Good luck 

 Hand going down 

 
 
3.  During a race 
  

Sit up      
 Straight Backs 
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 Heads up 
 Lift with the shoulders 
 Light catches 
 Timing 
 Timing you’re late 
 Timing you’re early 
 Work on together 
 Squeeze those finishes 
 Squeeze it through 
 Legs on at the finish 
 Push down with the toes at the finish 
 Finishes 
 Swing over together 
 Eyes in this boat 
 That’s good 
 You’re doing very well 
 You’re gaining on every stroke 
 You’re going through them 
 Relax coming forward 
 Breathe on it 
 Stride it out 

 


