
                           Notes from an SCRA Workshop – March 2018

                                    Close Your Eyes and Pull Like a Dog

A few years ago the SCRA held a Rowing Technique Workshop given by 
qualified coaches.

It is recognised of course that given the  all inclusive and community based 
nature of coastal rowing not every rower is equally capable or indeed 
sufficiently flexible, fit and motivated to become like Steve Redgrave. 

Without a coach with a megaphone giving instruction from a motor boat 
alongside a rowing skiff it is hard even for a good cox to see exactly what is 
happening with each rower and so in large measure each needs to be able to 
“self check.”   The following notes are an attempt to describe the feel of the 
stroke which in fact has more than the four basic elements often discussed. 

Posture

It is important to stress the importance of good posture and in particular the 
alignment of head, shoulders and spine. Unless this is right stresses and strains 
occur whereas with sound posture rowing should be a comfortable exercise. 
The accompanying picture illustrates this.

The Set Up from a Stationary Start

The feet should be spaced apart and in a stable position, legs flexed and braced 
with the knees below the level of the hips. The spine should be in a neutral 
position. Ie core engaged, shoulders low and relaxed, arms fully extended, 
hands spaced apart, and the oar held by the fingers. In other words “Sit tall! Sit
strong”.

Moving towards the Catch

Rock forward through/over the hips until the hands are approximately over the 
feet. Maintain an engaged core with the head up. If it is necessary to look at the 
oar rotate the head without compromising the alignment of the spine and 
shoulders.  the rower should be controlled and balanced throughout this 
movement. Avoid slumping, dropping the head or over-rotating the shoulders 
towards the oar. A lunge towards the catch will reduce the power of the stroke 
by disengaging the core and can check the run of the boat by loading an 
opposite force on the stretcher/footplate. Once continuous rowing is underway 
the catch should be seen as the final part of the recovery. 



The Catch

At the start of the catch the rower should be balanced and feeling strong with 
the body prepared and aligne4d to generate4 a significant force. The oar blade 
should be plat right angles to the water with whole of the blade submerged but 
without burying it deep. The blade should enter the water at the furthest point of
the rowers reach. The oar depth is controlled by delicate movements of the 
hands. At the same time as the blade enters the water the rower initiates the 
drive with a push of the legs and the blade should then “lock” onto the water 
with the rower feeling a “connection” with water. The grip on the oars should 
be relatively light and with fingers. 

The Drive (1)

The rower is now attempting to move the boat past the oar rather than move the
oar through the water. Energy should be applied smoothly throughout. 

The drive is the power phase.  It is initiated by pushing the feet against the 
stretcher with the heels positioned to provide a firm point of contact with the 
boat.  The force should be equally applied on both sides of the body and this 
equal force should be maintained throughout the drive. The flow of power can 
be likened to the uncoiling of a spring and is generated initially through the leg 
muscles, then through the gluteus to the core and then to strong muscles of the 
back. To ensure this flow is efficient the rower should momentarily relax their 
arms at the very first point of the drive thus ensuring that the strong muscles of 
the lower half of the body are fully engaged. Rowers should be encouraged to 
“hang on the oar” thus ensuring that the lats are engaged – these are the 
largest muscles min the upper body. 

The knees should be aligned with the feet and hips during the drive and not 
splayed out towards the side of the boat.

If the arm muscles are used too early in the stroke the strong muscles in the legs
and lower body will be bypassed.

The core should be engaged throughout the drive and the back held rigid. 

As the body moves towards the bow it will reach an upright position at which 
the arms should still be extended. The point at which the most power is 
delivered to the stroke is when the oar moves through at right angles to the boat
– this is called the orthogonal. During this arc the rower should be sitting tall 
and with the movement of the spine and body in line with the keel. The rower 
will feel they are rocking over their hips towards the bow.



The Drive (2)

As the shoulders move over the line of the seat the power of the stroke begins to 
lessen and it is now time to engage the arm muscles.  The hands should move in 
a level plane towards the solar plexus. Effort should be made to avoid moving 
the hands upwards during this phase as they will bury the oar in the water and 
create a circular stroke. The elbows should be pointing downwards and not 
splayed out but if the elbows are too close to the body the shoulders may hunch.
The shoulders should be low, open and square to the stern with the head still. 
The hips should open at this point and the body should not come back more 
than 45 degrees as any movement beyond this is nugitory.  An overreaching lay 
back at the finish will mean you have further distance to move in the recovery 
phase necessitating it to be faster and less controlled. The hands should finish 
close to the body and there should be a feeling of trying to accelerate the oar 
handle towards the body and of accelerating the oar through the water. 

It is important to develop a good understanding of the hands and body position 
at the finish so that there is strong core control and this takes plenty of practice.
Avoid collapsing over the oar and dropping the head.

A good breath out should be made during the drive and it is the extent of the out
breath that determines the extent of the in breath!

The Finish

At this point the blade should be extracted from the water by a downward 
movement of the hands. This should be sufficient only to take the blade from the 
water and give it enough clearance for a smooth controlled recovery. This 
movement should be down and away from the body in order to initiate the 
recovery.

The Recovery

Ideally the shoulders should be held back in the finish position until the arms 
are fully extended away from the body. The body should then lean towards the 
stern by the outstretched arms. The spine is in neutral, shoulders open, head up,
sitting tall as the rower comes over the seat rocking over their hips and 
hopefully experience the feeling of the boat moving underneath the stern. Think 
of the recovery as being the preparation for the next stroke.

The hands should move in a smooth plane away from the body and the oar 
should be kept at an even height as close to the water as is feasible given the 
conditions. Delicate adjustments of the hands are needed and this is a skill of its
own.



It is very important to be continually aware that the boat is likely to travel 
further during the recovery than during the drive and so it is crucial to conserve
the momentum of the boat by moving in a controlled and disciplined manner to 
allow the boat to flow.

As the rower approached the catch they should accelerate slightly and raise the 
hands gently and smoothly to bring the blade into the water.

Come forward light on the feet holding the momentum of the recovery in the 
body mor against the stretcher. A lurch forward will push a counter momentum 
against the stretcher and check the boat.

A conscious deep inward breath should be taken during the recovery as this 
assists the timing and rhythm of the stroke.

Oar Depth

The blade should be covered but if it strays too deep it can be difficult to extract
and will cause drag. A blade that strays too deep can be a symptom of a 
circular stroke which in turn affects stroke length and creates slippage.

Timing is Paramount

Good timing can turn a good crew into a great crew at any level of competition.
Synchronisation is best achieved by following the body and hands of the stroke 
rower. If you follow the oar you are looking at the effect of the rower’s 
movements but if you follow the body and hands you are looking at the cause.

Increasing Power

The power is generated through the leg drive which is then transferred to the 
gluteus and then to the back and finally the arms.

To optimise this flow of power and the movement that comes from it the rower 
should try to control the flow in an optimal manner and to time the sequence so 
that the power flows naturally through the feet to the hands and hence the oar 
blades.


