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The Thames skiff evolved over 100 years ago to fill a need for a pleasure boat at a 
time when the Victorians were discovering the recreational value of the Thames.  
The skiff developed from the existing heavier commercial craft and is largely 
unaltered to this day.  One change that has taken place is the dramatic decline in the 
numbers of skiffs on the river from a peak in the late Victorian times to only a handful 
now in private ownership.  However the five main Skiff and Punting clubs on the 
Thames continue the use of skiffs through the sport of skiff racing and between all 
the clubs there is a fleet of about 80 boats. 
 
Skiff racing is organised by the Skiff Racing Association (SRA) founding in 1901 to 
codify and co-ordinate the sport on the Thames.  The SRA has six affiliated clubs 
and sixteen affiliated regattas and events, including the Skiff Championships held in 
late August on the Henley reach.  The more leisurely aspects of skiffing are catered 
for by the Thames Traditional Boat Society which organises rallies and tours around 
the country. 
 
The skiffs at the Wargrave Boating Club are typical racing skiffs which differ only 
slightly from the pleasure skiff.  A racing skiff has to be within certain measurements 
laid down by the SRA and lacks the creature comforts of the pleasure skiff e.g. 
cushions, picnic hampers etc.  In construction the two boats are very similar, both 
are clinker built and come in various sizes as defined by the number of scullers the 
boats can hold.  Racing skiffs are either for one sculler (singles) or for two scullers 
and a cox (doubles).  Pleasure skiffs are most commonly doubles but can be singles, 
trebles or rarely quadruples.  The design and method of construction has not 
changed in over 100 years and boats built in the late 19th century are still in use.  
New skiffs, both pleasure and racing, are still being built by a small number of 
traditional boat builders on the Thames. 
 
Learning to skiff is, like so many learning processes, slow and the rate of progress 
erratic, but it is something that everybody can do and do well.  Children, provided 
that they are big enough to handle the sculls, pick it up easily as do those who have 
rowed before.  The novice adult may feel totally hopeless at first but this does not 
mean they cannot reach the highest level. 
 
It is more than likely that the early attempts at skiffing will leave the novice a 
complete tangle of hands, arms and sculls!  To avoid too much confusion it is best to 
have an idea of what is needed and how to achieve it in as simple a way as possible.  
This will be the object of the initial outings and this leaflet. 
 
Clubs affiliated to the SRA 
 
Dittons Skiff and Punting Club in Thames Ditton (founded in1923) 
Granta Skiff Club in Cambridge (founded in 1994) 
Thames Valley Skiff Club in Walton (founded in 1923) 
The Skiff Club in Teddington (founded in 1895) 
Wargrave Boating Club in Wargrave ( founded in about 1950) 
Wraysbury Skiff and Punting Club at Egham (founded in 1932) 
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Safety 
 
The skiff is a stable and safe boat but the river can be dangerous so at least one of 
the crew must be a competent skiffer.   One proficient person can handle (move and 
steer) the boat on their own.  It is impracticable to wear a buoyancy aid while skiffing 
as it gets in the way of ones hands and can create more danger than it protects 
against.  It is advisable however for a young child acting as the Cox to wear a 
buoyancy aid. 
 
The Cox, unless undergoing training, is in charge of the crew and must always be 
obeyed.  Crews must always abide by the rules of navigation as specified by the 
Environment Agency.  Boats must keep to the right side of the river and display white 
lights at bow and stern at night.  The overall speed limit of 8 KPH does not apply to 
skiffs and other un-powered craft.  A competently sculled skiff can travel at 14 KPH.  
When using the locks always follow the directions of the lock keeper.  For safety 
reasons, skiffs and other light craft are usually asked to go into the lock last, 
irrespective of their order of arrival.  
 
The  Environment  Agency  (EA)  operate  an  advisory  ‘Strong  Stream’  warning  system.    
If the EA think the stream warrants it, the locks will display  a  Yellow  ‘Caution  Stream’  
Board. This advises all un-powered craft to moor up.  (Skiff crews should refer to the 
WBC  Skiff  Section  Safety  Document).  When  the  Red  ‘Caution  Strong  Stream’  Board  
is displayed, no skiffs should be on the river.  A telephone call to the nearest lock will 
confirm the warning board status. 
 
When changing places in a skiff, only one person should be out of their seat at any 
one time.  All movements between seats should be along the centre (keel) line of the 
boat.  Only change places in a safe place on the water away from bridges, islands, 
weirs, other boats and obstructions. 
 
Wear sensible clothing when on the river.  In winter it can be a good deal colder on 
the water than on the bank so take more clothing than you think is necessary, 
especially waterproofs.  In the summer sunshine it is easy to get burnt while out, so 
take light clothing to cover up arms and legs and plenty of sunscreen. 
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Parts of the Boat and Sculls 
 

1. A Single Skiff: The two sides of the skiff 
are named Bow and Stroke.  In this 
picture bow side is on the right and stroke 
on the left (Stroke is the right side when 
you are sitting facing back).  In a double 
skiff the two scullers are also named Bow 
and Stroke.  Bow has the seat nearest the 
bow, stroke sits in the middle and the Cox 
nearest the stern. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. The Thole Pins:  Usually called the 
Pins they are made from oak and are 
easily replaced when they are damaged.  
They take the loads from the sculls 
during the stroke.  Between the pins is a 
horizontal strip of metal called the sill 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3. The Stretcher:  This is a wooden 
board to take the feet.  It can be 
adjusted fore and aft to accommodate 
different leg lengths and has straps to 
hold the feet in position. 
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4. The Seat:  The single skiff has one 
seat and the double three.  In 
racing the sculler slides on the 
seat, a practice which often results 
in considerable damage to the 
skin! 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

5. The Blade:  The blades of 
racing skiffs are painted in the 
colours of the Club.  The shape 
of the blade varies due to 
fashion and taste. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

6. The Leather and Button:  The 
leather is wrapped round the 
scull where it lies between the 
pins.  It is held in place by 
copper tacks and attached to 
the leather is the button which 
holds the scull in place against 
the pin. 

 
 
 
 

7. The Grip:  The grip is the end of the scull 
which is held by the sculler.  It is a rubber 
sleeve slipped onto the wood of the scull 
and is replaced when worn.  
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Square and Feathered:  The blade is squared when the flat of the blade is vertical 
and is the position for the blade when it is in the water. The blade is feathered when 
the flat of the blade is horizontal and is the position of the blade in the recovery. 
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Handling the Sculls and Skiff 
 

1. Adjust the stretcher so that with your bottom on 
the seat and feet on the stretcher your knees are 
nearly fully extended.  As you get more proficient 
you adjust the stretcher closer to yourself and the 
knees become more bent, so allowing for a leg 
drive during the stroke. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. There are two pairs of sculls in a double skiff, 
one pair longer than the other.  The longer 
pair for stroke and the shorter for bow.  Of 
each pair one scull goes in bow side and the 
other on stroke side. The scull is in the 
correct side when, with the blades square, 
the copper tacks on the leather are 
uppermost. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

3. Hold the grip in the palm of the hand with 
the fingers curled round the grip and thumb 
over the end.  
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4. On the first outing it is often simplest to try skiffing with only one scull.  This 

reduces the complexity of the task. 
 
 

5. If, with the scull positioned between the pins, 
you put the blade square and take your hand 
off the grip, the blade will float at the correct 
level.  During the stroke it is usual for 
novices, and some experienced skiffers, to 
bury not only the blade but also up to half the 
loom in the water.  Any part of the loom in 
the water will slow the boat down.  Practice 
allowing the blade to float through the stroke, 
applying only minimal pull to the scull.  

 
 

6. The button must be in contact with the sill 
throughout the stroke and recovery.  Slight 
lateral pressure from the hand and thumb 
will achieve this.  If there is lack of contact 
between button and sill the scull in likely to 
slip  out  between  the  pins  ‘Slipping  a  
Button’.    Because  of  the  curved  shape  of  
the button the lateral pressure allows the 
scull to move automatically from the feather 
to the squared position ready for the next 
stroke.  

 
7. The skiffing scull is designed to be feathered on the recovery and it is 

important to learn how to feather during the first few outings 
 
 
 

8. On the recovery, feel the weight of the scull 
in the hand.  The only muscle activity needed 
is that required to balance this weight.  
Practice the recovery with fingers extended, 
this will release any tension in the forearms 
and shoulders. 
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9. Because the combined inboard length of the sculls is greater than the width of 

the boat (Span), the grips of the sculls overlap each other in the middle of the 
stroke and the recovery.  This means that one hand has to be on top of the 
other. Convention dictates this is left over right.  It is uncomfortable to have 
one sculler left over right and his or her partner right over left. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

10. The height of the hands varies very little between the stroke and recovery.  
Most novices drop the hands too low on the recovery and raise the hands too 
high during the stroke.  Practice the recovery with the blade feathered on the 
water, this will also promote relaxation of the arms and shoulders. 

 

 
Photograph shows left hand blade squared for a stroke and the right feathered for 
the recovery, there is little difference in the height of the hands 
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11. The foundation of the stroke is the catch, that is the point of the stroke when 

the blade enters the water.  At the catch three things must happen; the blade 
changes direction from going towards the bows to going towards the stern, 
the blade enters the water and the pressure is applied.  In a perfect catch all 
three happen together, the novice usually does them in the sequence; change 
direction, put the blade in, apply the pressure. 

 
 

 
 
 

12. The essence of skiffing is relaxation and in particular relaxation of the arms 
and shoulders.  The propulsion comes from the back and legs, the arms are 
largely passive.  Initially it is easiest to move the boat using mainly the arms, 
as you improve, the emphasis will move to the back and legs. 

 
 
 



 
 
 

WARGRAVE BOATING CLUB 
 

SKIFF SECTION SAFETY DOCUMENT 
 
GENERAL 
 

1. All members of this Section must read and comply with the Skiff Section Safety Document. 
2. To use a skiff, members must have paid their Fine Boat Supplement and have either been 

approved or under tuition from an approved trainer. 
3. No member may approach within 100 meters of weirs or go through a lock unless under formal 

instruction or during an organised trip. 
4. Juniors must be Year 7 or above and be able to reach the stretchers from the seat. 
5. Juniors who have not passed the Club Swimming Test must wear a suitable buoyancy aid. 
6. Juniors must be in Year 10 or above before they are eligible for approval. 
 

BASIC COMMANDS AND TERMINOLOGY 
 

1. Getting Boated – getting in the boat 
2. Come Forward – the position to start sculling 
3. Row – begin 
4. Easy – stop sculling 
5. Hold the boat – sculls in water to stop the boat 
6. Stroke Side – Right hand side when rowing 
7. Bow Side – Left hand side when rowing 
8. Blades/Sculls – the oars 
9. Stretcher – the foot plate 
10. Positions – Bow – nearest the bow 

                                      Stroke – between bow and Cox 
 
BOAT HANDLING 
 

1. Never overstrain when lifting a skiff. 
2. Ask for help. 
3. A minimum of 4 adults is required to lift a double skiff, 3 for a single skiff. 
4. Always lift by bending the knees and with a straight back. 
 

GETTING IN AND OUT OF THE BOAT 
 

1. Only one person should move into or out of a boat at a time. 
2. The boat should be tethered or held. 
3. Always step to the middle of the boat and move fore and aft along the centre line (keel) of the 

boat. 
4. Keep weight in the boat as low as possible at all times. 

 
SETTING OFF 
 

1. When setting off check the position of other craft around. 
2. Take care not to swing sculls into other members of the crew when positioning between the pins. 
3. The Cox is the boss – always obey the Cox’s commands. 

 
SCULLING 
 

1. The boat is out of control when it is not being powered.  When in the stream of the river, always 
aim to keep the boat moving (unless changing positions). 
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CHANGING POSITIONS 
 

1. Only change rowers in a safe place on the water (i.e. away from weirs, bridges, islands and other 
boats etc.) 

2. Rowers move on opposite sides of seats to keep the boat balanced. 
3. Cox moves through the middle to new position. 
4. Replaced rower moves to Cox position. 
5. Rowers back to centre of seats. 
6. Keep weight low. 
7. Always move along the centre line of the boat. 
8. Only one person to move at a time. 

 
SCULLS 
 

1. Should always be placed in the boat with the blades facing forwards (toward the bow). 
2. Longest pair (no 2’s) in stroke position. 
3. Shortest pair (no. 1’s) in bow position. 
4. Anticipate surroundings and handle the sculls accordingly.  If in doubt, remove the scull from the 

pins. 
 

COXES 
 

1. Coxes are responsible for the safety of the boat and crews.  Their commands should always be 
obeyed.   

2. Coxes should be competent or under the supervision of a trainer. 
 
RULES OF THE RIVER 
 

1. Keep to the right of the river. 
2. Maintain a wide berth from cruisers and be aware of their wake. 
3. If the stream is flowing fast, check with the local lock keepers to see if warning signs are 

displayed. 
4. Only experienced rowers should navigate the river if Yellow Boards are displayed. 

 
Red Board: ‘Caution – Strong Stream’ 

 
             NO SKIFFING CRAFT TO BE ON THE RIVER. 

 
Yellow Board: ‘Caution – Stream’ 

 
1. No skiffs to pass under or go upstream of the railway bridge. 
2. No skiffs to approach within 100 metres of the entry to Marsh Lock/Marsh Weir. 
3. No Club member under the age of 18 to be on the river. 
4. No skiffs to be on the river during the hours of darkness. 
5. Skiffs must have a minimum of two members who have had experience of adverse weather 

conditions and must carry a Cox. 
6. Crews must contain one sculling member who has attained Junior-Senior status at an open 

regatta in any class. 
7. The Cox is responsible for the crew and craft and the final decision as to whether an outing 

proceeds should rest with the Cox. 
8. No single skiffs on the water unless Senior status has been attained. 
9. Coxes of skiffs are advised to wear life jackets on yellow boards and in other adverse conditions. 
 
Telephone Numbers:     Marsh Lock       01491 57299 
 

        Shiplake Lock   0118 9403350 
 
Skiffing at Night 

 
1. Only experienced rowers should navigate the river during darkness. 
2. White lights (non-flashing) on both bow and stern should be visible to other craft. 
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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 yourself and 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 



 

5  
 

 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 

 


