
Bowing a Sculling Boat 
 

 
An Important Responsibility 
 
Bowing a sculling boat is an important responsibility, requiring skill 
and focus. The safety of the rowers and protection of the equipment 
in a sculling boat during practices and races is the primary 
responsibility of the rower sitting in the bow seat. Nothing is more 
important than keeping the rowers and the equipment safe!  
 
As the bow seat rower, you are in charge of the boat.  You make the 
calls, and the other rowers must listen and respond to all commands.  
Likewise, the other rowers should not take independent action without 
your direction (example using oar to push off dock).  Remember to 
call out instructions, even for expected activities.       
 
To ensure safety, it is essential to be familiar with the access route to 
and from the rowing course and the rowing course itself. While some 
things are permanent hazards on any course, including navigational 
buoys, bridge piers and boat docks, unexpected hazards like debris, 
other boats, barges, shallow water and exposed rocks must also be 
recognized as potential hazards.  
 
 
Boathouse Basics 
 
The role of the bow seat rower begins and ends in the boathouse.  
Before even touching the boat in the rack, the bow person must take 
a good look at the boat’s position (stern in-house, bow out-house) in 
the boathouse plus where and how it is racked.  Notice where the 
boat rests on the racks; returning the boat to the exact spot is critical.  
During fall evenings when it is necessary to use bow and stern lights, 
the bow person must check to be sure these are in place or grab 
them from storage.     
 
Moving the boat from the boathouse to the dock follows this 
sequence: 
  



 Rowers will spread out along the boat on the port and starboard 
sides in the boathouse according to their seat assignments.   

o hands-on should be with bow & stern person outside 
riggers, others filling in leaving any empty spots near 
middle of boat 

o this is typically called ‘bunching’ and makes it easier to 
carry the weight of the boat with rowers closer together 

 If moving the boat requires all rowers to be on the same side, 
call for hands across, and carefully walk backwards to clear 
boat from rack.  While everyone still has one hand on each side 
of boat, call for the required rowers to go underneath or around 
the boat to their position on the other side. This should be done 
one rower at a time until everyone is in place. Once in place, 
call for “hands on your side”, and continue with commands 
below.  

 General commands are “hands on”, “up to waist, and up”, “up to 
shoulders, and up”, “walk it forward”. Note that the bow of the 
boat will leave the boathouse first. 

 Once the stern clears the boathouse entrance, the command is 
“clear, swing the bow” to the appropriate direction. 

 The next commands are “walk it down” to the dock, followed by 
the command “weigh enough” once the boat is completely on 
the dock. 

 If there is a waiting line, the bow person may call “down to 
waist, and down” for a more comfortable standing position. 

 Unless directed otherwise by a coach, boats should be 
launched downstream, so guide the boat with bow ball to the 
left on the dock.  

 Once the rowers carrying the boat are parallel to the edge of 
the dock, the next commands are “up and overhead, and up”, 
“toes to the edge” of the dock, “roll to waist, and down”, “down 
to the water, and down”. 

 While this is not under bow-seat control, rowers (especially 
those near stern) should be aware to push boat away as it 
nears the water to avoid catching the skeg on the dock.  The 
bow person may offer the reminder “push away”.   

 
 
 



The Launch 
 
Once the boat is resting in the water beside the dock, the bow seat 
rower will instruct the other rowers to unlock the oarlocks for their 
respective seats, take the oars and secure them in place and tighten 
the oarlocks. The oars on the side of the boat closest to the dock are 
placed in oarlocks and tightened first. This gives the boat stability and 
connection with the dock so that rowers may reach out to the water-
side oarlocks safely.  Once all oarlocks are secured, the bow seat 
rower may choose to take a quick look at all oarlocks to be sure the 
positioning is correct.  The bow person will remind the rowers to 
remove their shoes and will issue the following commands to enter 
and launch the boat away from the dock: 
 
“One foot in, and down”, “tie in”, “one hand on the dock”, “lean away” 
from the dock “and shove” the boat from the dock. The bow seat 
rower will place the blade of his/her oar against the dock in the 
feathered position and push to move the boat away from the dock. 
 
 
On the Water 
 
Once the boat is launched from the dock, the bow seat rower should 
position the boat in the area just upstream of our practice dock and 
call for rowers to “adjust foot stretchers”, then “count down from bow 
when ready”.  Stack boats in rows of 3 or 4 across avoiding the 
middle of the river.   
 
Bow rower will follow the instructions from the coach on what the 
practice or race will include. Once the boat is in position relative to 
the dock and other boats after launching, the bow seat rower will 
select a point in order to establish the direction of the boat.  Once this 
point is determined, occasional glances to the sides of the boat using 
peripheral vision will ensure that the boat remains on course.  
 
Occasionally, it is necessary to turn around to see what lies ahead of 
the bow. Most bow seat rowers have a preference for which shoulder 
they look over to be sure the course ahead is clear. It is advisable, 
however, to look over each shoulder periodically to have a complete 
visual survey of the course.  As a general rule, turn and look around 



every 10-20 strokes depending on whether or not you are 
approaching other boats.  This should be done just after the catch, as 
you start the drive. You will offset the boat less if you look when the 
blades are in the water.  
 
The importance of bowing the boat on as straight a course as 
possible cannot be over-emphasized.  The shoreline of any body of 
water must be closest to the starboard side of the boat. Bowing the 
boat in a zig-zag manner or with the shoreline closest to the port side 
of the boat, creates a hazard for ALL boats on the water!  Avoid the 
middle third of the river as much as possible.  Never stop or hold a 
course in the middle third (unless directed there by the coach); 
passing is acceptable, but move back toward shore when clear. 
 
If there is heavy boat traffic, slower boats should stay closer to the 
shore to allow faster boats to pass toward the middle of the river.  
 
 
Steering the Boat with Pressure or Toe Steering 
 
In order to steer a boat safely and accurately, the bow seat rower will 
rely on calling for pressure from the starboard or port side oar unless 
the boat is equipped with a toe steering option. In either case, it is the 
responsibility of the bow seat rower to call the pressure needed from 
the other rowers in the boat or to utilize the toe steering. The 
commands for calling pressure are: 
 

 “starboard pressure” 

 “port pressure” 

 “even pressure” 
 
Pressure on the starboard oars will result in the boat moving in the 
port direction and pressure on the port oars will result in the boat 
moving in the starboard direction. Pressure applied evenly on both 
oars will result in the boat moving straight ahead. Be aware that when 
relying on pressure to steer the boat, it will continue to turn slightly 
after “even pressure” is called.  
 
Toe steering is the total responsibility of the bow seat rower who uses 
the mechanism attached to the right shoe to steer the boat. Pointing 



the right toe toward starboard will result in the boat moving in the 
starboard direction.  Moving the right shoe to point toward port will 
result in the boat moving in the port direction.   
 
If your feet are too small to reach the top of the shoe, it may be easier 
to think about moving the heel of the shoe.  If you’re thinking of HEEL 
position, it’s opposite.  Moving heel to port will move boat toward 
starboard and vice versa.     
 
Unless there is an emergency requiring a command to be issued 
immediately, each command should be preceded by “in two”. For 
example, “in two, stern pair drop out”. This provides adequate time for 
all rowers to prepare for the requested change.  The bow person will 
also vocalize, “one” and “two” identifying the strokes and to be sure 
everyone is focused together on the coming action.   
 
If you need to stop the boat immediately, call “Weigh Enough! Hold 
water!” Rowers should respond immediately, squaring the blades in 
the water to bring the boat to a stop.  
 
 
Spinning the Boat 
 
It will be necessary to reverse the direction of the boat, or spin the 
boat, at some point during practices and races. The bow seat rower 
will issue the commands depending on where the boat is located in 
the body of water and the size of the area available to spin the boat. 
This is a very important responsibility because it requires the bow 
seat rower and the other rowers in the boat to work together quickly 
and efficiently to change the boat’s course.   
 
Narrow area – back with one oar and row with the other oar which 
provides the smallest turning radius. 
 
Wider area – hold water (by squaring the blade) with one oar and row 
with the other which provides a larger turning radius. 
 
Wide area – begin to spin the boat by backing and rowing or by 
holding water and rowing until the boat spins halfway. Row for a few 



strokes and then continue the spinning process until the boat is on 
the correct side of the river. 
 
Continuing the plan to avoid the middle of the river as much as 
possible during practice, boats rowing upstream should be near the 
shoreline on their starboard side, turn the boat to aim in a straight line 
across the river, row across, then turn the boat to aim downstream 
near the opposite shore.  This reduces time spent in the middle of the 
river for safety reasons.    
 
Before turning the boat and crossing the river, always look upstream 
and downstream to determine if there are any boats or barges 
coming and if there is adequate time to cross safely. Never turn in 
front of a moving boat! 
 
When turning the boat near bridge piers, always turn and cross 
DOWNSTREAM of piers.  
 
 
Wakes 
 
If a large wake from a motor boat or barge is approaching, call 
“Weigh Enough” and position boat parallel to the approaching wake. 
Be sure to not be too close to shore, as the boat could be pushed too 
far to shore and grounded. Resume rowing when safe.  
 
If the wakes are small and spread out, continue rowing without any 
course adjustment, but let your rowers know there is some wake 
approaching. 
 
 
Docking 
 
The bow seat rower must be aware of the obstacles in order to 
successfully dock a boat.  These may include: 
 

 other boats approaching or at the dock 

 rowers on the dock 

 lighting, or lack of it, on the dock 

 debris in the water 



 
The accepted way to dock the boat is to aim for the part of the dock 
where the boat is to land (approximately 10 feet from the corner of 
the dock) at a 30 to 45 degree angle. The bow seat rower will give the 
command as to which rowers should continue to row and at what 
pressure when approaching the dock. Once the bow seat rower 
makes the decision to row alone, the other rowers will be instructed to 
drop out and set the boat.  
 
When the bow ball is close to the dock but not touching it, the port oar 
(at our location) will hold water and the other rowers will be instructed 
to lean away from the dock. Following this docking sequence will 
enable the boat to come to rest parallel to the dock. As the boat nears 
the dock, all rowers should have both oar handles in the water-side 
hand and the dock-side hand ready to touch or push away from the 
dock as needed.  The sides of the boat should not touch or drag 
against the dock.  The bow seat rower will then instruct the rowers to 
“walk the boat” using their hands to push the boat along the dock until 
it reaches the desired location.  Boats should be walked down with all 
rowers still in the boat to allow other incoming boats to dock as 
quickly as possible.   
 
 
Back to the Boathouse 
 
Once the boat is resting against the dock, the bow seat rower will 
initiate the series of commands to remove it from the water and return 
it to the boathouse. The sequence begins with all rowers getting out 
of the boat by removing their feet from the foot stretchers, placing one 
foot on the dock with the other foot on the reinforced strip underneath 
the seat and getting out of the boat.  The commands for this 
sequence are: 
 

 “untie” 

 “one foot on the dock, and up” 

 “port (or water-side) oars across” 
 
When the rowers are on the dock, they will unlock the oarlocks and 
remove the oars (water side first), placing them on the dock with the 



front of the blades facing down (minimizing scratches) to be carried to 
the boathouse after the boat has been returned to the boathouse. 
 
The bow seat rower will then issue the commands to stand on the 
dock beside their assigned seat (again bunching leaving the middle 
area open) in the boat, to place hands on the boat (left hand on the 
port side gunnel and right hand on the starboard side gunnel to face 
downstream/right hand across with left hand close to dock to face 
upstream) and lift it from the water.  All rowers should be facing the 
same direction.  The commands for this sequence are: 
 

 “hands on”, “up to waist, and up”, “up and overhead, and up”, 
“split sides”, “swing bow/stern toward the boathouse”, “walk it 
forward” 

 
The stern of the boat will enter the boathouse first and the bow of the 
boat will swing as needed to facilitate the return of the boat to the 
boathouse. Once inside, the boat will be returned to the rack where it 
was stored. The sequence of commands for returning the boat to the 
rack will depend on the location of the rack in the boathouse.   
 

 overhead: “up and overhead, and up” , “walk it toward the rack”, 
“place it over the rack, and down” 

 

 waist level: “down to waist, and down”, “walk it toward the rack”,  
“place it on the rack, and down” 

 

 on the floor: “lower to ankles, and down”, “place on rack, and 
down” 

 
 
Cooperation and Trust 
 
The success of the bow seat rower depends on the relationship 
between him/her and the other rowers in the boat. The relationship is 
dependent on the cooperation of every rower in the boat and the trust 
the rowers place in the skill and experience of the bow seat rower. 
 


