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Loch Awe Coastal Rowing Club (LACRC-SC050249) 

THE COXSWAIN – GENERAL NOTES 

(March 2022) 

The Coxswain (Cox) 

 

Who is he/she? The Captain, the Skipper, No.1, the boss, the gaffer. No 

matter what he/she is called that person is in charge of the boat and 

ultimately responsible for the safety of the crew. 

 

The Cox’ should use standard orders (see separate handout) which must 

be decisive, firm, in the correct sequence and audible in the boat.  

 

The Cox’s orders must be obeyed by the crew, however he/she is a 

member of a team and cannot do it all alone and therefore must delegate 

as required. 

 

Coxing a regular crew is both challenging and rewarding for he/she 

should be able to not only train them in the basics and help develop their 

potential but also meld them into a proficient and cohesive crew able to 

perform in quite demanding conditions. 

 

A trainee cox is not expected to be able to take immediate and full control 

for it is first necessary to spend some time getting to know the feel of the 

boat and it’s characteristics. If in doubt, always ask someone who is 

more experienced than yourself whether ashore or even in the boat. 

Everyone is here to help. 

 

Rowing sessions are not just about training but also for fun. Remember 

you are the one in the stern “doing nothing” so be sensitive to each crew 

member’s strength and capabilities. There is nothing to be gained by 

exhausting your crew or causing stress and anxiety.  

 

Ensure the crew is dressed appropriately for the prevailing weather. 

When it is cold or wet it is prudent for each crew member to carry a 

woolly hat, gloves and even a spray top and trousers. Equally, it can get 
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hot and sunlight reflects strongly off water so wear sun cream lotion, a 

cap and maybe sunglasses. 
 

 

Rowing Technique   (also see separate handout) 

 

A high stroke rate (32 spm or more) will increase speed but if it cannot be 

sustained it may be counter productive even in a race. Indeed, a longer 

and more powerful drive will be more effective than merely a higher but 

inefficient stroke rate. 

     A steady stroke rate allows the boat to travel further and more smoothly. 

Deep oar blades and high hands are signs of poor technique as they 

cause the boat to roll, pitch and even stall. 

Shallow oar blades and low hands is a better technique and more easily 

sustained. 

Clean blade extraction will reduce snatching. 

Stagger the rowers off the centreline to ensure the boat is upright and the 

 crew have more room to stretch into their stroke. An upright boat has less 

 drag. 

Safety – Some General Principles 

 

Safety measures stem from a sound risk assessment and are largely a 

matter of common sense.     

Always ask yourself – can doing this hurt me or someone else if  

something goes wrong? Is the hurt a sore finger or someone going to 

hospital or worse? Is the boat or equipment going to be damaged? Will 

the damage be expensive to repair? 

If there is a risk how likely is it to happen? For example, am I likely to 

drop something on my head? If not then there is no need to wear a hard 

hat.  

 

All members must read and be familiar with: 

a. The Club’s Risk Assessment 
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b.  The Outline Safety Policy 

c. The Safety Manual. 

 

Cox’s must remember that when the skiff is on the water it may be the 

nearest craft to go to the assistance of someone else in trouble. Seafarers 

help other seafarers in trouble and it is the responsibility of all vessels to 

go to the assistance of others unless it is inherently unsafe to do so. 

 

Simple “On the Spot” Risk Assessment  and  Prevention 

Take for example a common risk namely Slips and Trips.  

          Who might be harmed – rowers and helpers. 

To begin with, the Cox should remind the crew and helpers of the   

potential slip or trip hazards and to be aware of underfoot conditions. 

The Cox should also ensure that everyone is wearing appropriate 

footwear eg no bare feet or flip flops. 

The skiff is heavy so everyone must keep their feet clear when taking it off 

or putting it on the trailer or launch trolley. Also the towing driver must 

not move off until everyone is clear of the trailer. 

In the event of injury to someone or damage to the boat the Club’s Safety 

Officer is to be informed   as well as the Club Secretary and Chair. 

The Rowing Session Record   

          Before every session on the water the Cox will give a crew briefing   

          outlining the situation for the launch, the plan for time on the water and 

 the recovery.  

 

The weather and sea state is a key element of this briefing. 

 

The Rowing Session Record will be kept (and retained) for every session. 

This record is important and must be completed before any crew goes on 

the water. It records not just the sea and weather conditions at the time 

but the signature of everyone crew member confirming that they are 

aware that the session carries some risk which cannot be eliminated 

entirely. 
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The record is not legally enforceable but is still an important document 

noting also that before any launch every crew member must be content 

to go out in the prevailing conditions. 

 Basic Rule of the Road   

 Every vessel on the water, no matter how small or large, is required to   

follow the Regulations for the Prevention of Collisions at Sea. 

“Mingulay” and “Cruachan” are no exception. 

 

In general, Motor Vessels give way to Oars and Oars give way to Sailing 

Vessels which in turn give way to Fishing Vessels. The term “gives way” 

means to stay clear. 

 

There is an important caveat that no vessel whatever it’s size or type can 

interfere with the safe passage of a large vessel which can only navigate 

in a particular channel due to its draft vis a vis the depth of water eg 

Clyde during the Castle to Crane Race. 

 

Remember that a deep draught super tanker could take some miles to stop 

whereas a skiff can virtually stop in it’s own length.  

 

When two vessels meet end on ie bow to bow – both should alter course 

to starboard and remain clear enough to give each other sea room. 

Remember we can only do about 5 knots so early, bold action is 

necessary. 

 

When two vessels are about to cross each other and a risk of collision 

exists the vessel with the other on it’s starboard side shall alter course 

such that the other vessel may cross ahead. In this situation it is important 

to make an early and bold alteration of course so that it is obvious to the 

other vessel ie to put it on your port bow and go round it’s stern. A hand 

bearing compass should be carried by the Cox and is very useful for 

determining the situation. If the bearing of the other vessel from you 

remains the same or there is only a slight change of bearing then a risk of 

collision exists and action is necessary. 
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In the case of Overtaking Vessels the one overtaking shall stay out of the 

way until it is well past and clear. This can be done on either side but it is 

normal seaman like practice to overtake on the other vessel’s starboard 

side.  However, be sure that there is enough sea room particularly in the 

case of two skiffs with their respective sets of oars. If the other vessel 

alters across your path you must alter even more to pass clear. Remember 

a skiff whilst pretty manoeuvrable is slow so you can always stop if in 

doubt. 

 

Essential Reading Material 

Other topics which coxes should know and understand are covered in  

 separate Club manuals and handouts include: 

• The Skiff and it’s Equipment 

• Coxswain’s Orders 

• Hypothermia/Cold Water Shock 

• Emergency Procedures 

• Radio Work 

• Boat Handling 

• Anchoring 

• Launch/Recovery 

• Using a Hand Held compass 

 

Summary 

 

       The Cox’s role is indispensable and one of considerable responsibility for 

the crews lives may depend on the right decisions being made at the right 

time.  

 

There is far more to coxing than sitting at the helm in calm waters and 

giving a few orders - anyone can learn to do that in short order. But a 

good cox will have a seaman’s eye, understand boat handling in its many 

forms, appreciate the vagaries of the weather and be able to take charge in 

challenging situations. 

 

Many rowers have no wish to cox but without sufficient qualified coxes any 

Club is inherently inflexible operationally. Without a qualified Cox  
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onboard no St Ayles skiff should venture out on the water and yet if a Club 

has too few to call upon there will be missed rowing opportunities. 

 

 Every member, once he or she has once gained some rowing proficiency, 

is encouraged to prepare for and then sit the Cox’s Course so they can 

“skipper” a boat and assume the responsibility that goes with that crucial  

yet enjoyable task.  

 

 

 


