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A Glossary of Rowing Terms 

 
                   
Backstay: A brace which is part of the rigger of sweep rowing boats, which extends 
toward the bow from the top of the pin. 
 
Backstop:  the stop mechanism on the seat slides which prevents the rower’s set from 
falling off the sliding tracks at the back end (towards the boat’s bow) of the slide tracks. 
 
Bow: The forward section of the boat. The first part of the boat to cross the finish line.  
The person in the seat closest to the bow, who crosses the finish line first. 
 
Bow ball: A small, soft ball no smaller than 4 cm diameter securely attached to a 
rowing or sculling boat’s bow.  Primarily intended for safety, but also used in deciding 
which boat crossed the finish line first in very close races. 
 
Button: A wide collar on the oar that keep it from slipping through the oarlock. 
 
Bow number: A card displaying the lane number assigned to the boat for a race. 
 
Crab or catch a crab: A rowing error where the rower is unable to extract or release 
the oar blade from the water at the proper time causing a braking action and causing 
timing problems for a few strokes. 
 
Cox Box: A device used by the cox, consisting of a microphone and speakers that 
amplifies the cox’s voice throughout the boat. 
 
Coxswain: Person who steers the shell and is the on-the-water coach for the crew. 
 
Deck: The part of the shell at the bow and stern that is covered with fiberglass cloth or a 
thin plastic. 
 
Drive: The propulsive portion of the stroke from the time the oar blade enters the water 
(‘catch’) until it is removed from the water (‘release’). 
 
Ergometer (aka “erg”): A rowing machine that closely approximates the actual rowing 
motion. 
 
Feather: To turn the oar so that its blade is parallel with the water (opposite of square). 
 
Fin (aka Skeg): Thin piece of flat metal or plastic attached perpendicularly to the 
bottom of the shell that helps stabilize the shell in the water. 
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Footplate or Stretcher:  Fixture in boat that contains shoes screwed into a piece of 
wood.  This contraption holds the rower’s feet into the boat and is the only part of the 
bat where the rower is firmly attached. 
 
Frontstop: The stop; mechanism on the seat slides which prevents the rower’s seat 
from falling off the sliding tracks at the front end (towards the boat’s stern of the slide 
tracks. 
 
Gate: The bar across the oarlock that keeps the oar in place. 
 
Gunwale (aka gunnel): A horizontal strip of wood running the length of a shell, to which 
the ribs and other parts traditionally are attached. 
 
Handle:  The part of an oar held by a rower. 
 
Head Race: A long race in which rowers race a twisting course about 3 miles.  A race 
for time.  The start is staggered.  Usually in the fall months. 
 
Hull: The actual body of the shell. 
 
Inside hand:  The rower’s hand nearest the oar lock.  This is the feathering hand. 
 
Launch: A motorboat used by rowing instructors, coaches, or umpires. 
 
Lightweight: Refers to the rowers, not the boats.  There is a maximum weight for each 
rower in a lightweight event as well as a boat average. 
 
Lines: The ropes held by the coxswain to control the rudder. 
 
Loom:  The part of an oar between the blade and the handle. 
 
Masters: Rowers 27 years of age or greater. 
 
Oar:  A lever used to propel and steer a boat through water, consisting of a long shaft 
with a blade at one end and handle at the other end. Rowers do not use paddles. 
 
Oarlock (aka “rowlock”): A U-shaped device on a boat’s gunwale where the oar rests 
and swings. 
 
Outrigger (aka rigger):  The triangular shaped metal device that is bolted onto the side 
of the boat and supports the oarlock. 
 
Outside hand: The hand of a rower that is placed on the end of the oar handle. 
 
Pin: The vertical metal rod on which the oarlock rotates. 
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Pitch: The angle between the blade of the oar and a line drawn perpendicular to the 
water surface. 
 
Port: Left side of the boat, while facing forward, in the direction of the movement. 
 
Power 10: A call for rowers to do 10 of their best, most powerful strokes.  It is a strategy 
used to pull ahead of a competitor. 
 
Puddles: Disturbances made by an oar blade pulled through the water.  The farther the 
puddles are pushed past the stern of the boat before each catch, the more run the boat 
is getting. 
 
Rib: a U-shaped piece of wood, aluminum, or carbon fiber that supports the hull by 
fitting inside the shell between the keel and the gunwale. 
 
Rudder: Adjacent to the skeg and used by the coxswain (or in some coxless boats, by 
a rower using a “toe”) to steer the boat via attached cables. 
 
Run: The distance the shell moves during one stroke.  Measured by looking for the 
distance between the puddles made by the same oar. 
 
Sculls: One of the two disciplines off rowing – the one where scullers use two oars or 
sculls. 
 
Seating: Seating positions in a racing shell are generally numbered from bow to the 
stern. Generally, the forward most rower is called the “Bow” and the aftmost rower the 
“Stroke”, regardless of the number of rowers in the boat, and all other rowers numbered 
in order.  For example, the crew of an eight (with coxswain) would number off from the 
bow: “Bow”, “Two”, “Three”, “Four”, “Five”, “Six”, “Seven”, and “Stroke”. A quad would 
number off from the bow:  “Bow”, “Two”, “Three”, and “Stroke. 
 
Set: The balance of the boat.  Affected by handle heights, rowers leaning, and timing, 
all of which affect the boat’s balance, after which the coxswain tells the rowers to “set 
the boat”. 
 
Shaft: The long, (now commonly hollow) length of the oar. 
 
Shell: Can be used interchangeably with boat. 
 
Sleeve: A plastic jacket on the shaft of the oar upon which is mounted a button, used to 
secure the blade to the oarlock. 
 
Slide: The tracks underneath each seat which the wheels of the seat slide on, allowing 
the rower to move back and forth in the boat, utilizing their full leg power.  
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Slings: Folding, portable temporary boat holders.  Two are required to hold a boat. 
 
Starboard:  Right side of the boat, while facing forward, in the direction of movement. 
 
Split time (aka split): Amount of time it takes to row 500 meters.  Displayed on all ergs 
and on coxboxes installed on boats with speed coaches. 
 
Sprint: The last 500 meters of most races are generally at a much higher rating than 
the rest of the race, as crews pull to exhaustion. 
 
Square: To turn the oar so that its blade is perpendicular to the water (opposite of 
feather). 
 
Stern: The rear of the boat; the direction the rowers are facing. 
 
Straight:  Refers to a shell without a coxswain (i.e. straight four or straight pair). 
 
Stroke:  The rower who sits closest to the stern.  The stroke sets the stroke length and 
cadence.  Others behind must follow stroke’s cadence. 
 
Stroke Coach: A small electronic display that rowers attach in the boat to show the 
important race information like stroke rate and elapsed time. 
 
Sweep: One of two disciplines of rowing – the one where rowers use only one oar.  
Pairs (for two people), fours (for four people) and eight (for eight people) are sweep 
boats.  Pairs and fours may or may not have a coxswain.  Eights always have a 
coxswain. 
 
Swing: The hard-to-define feeling when near-perfect synchronization of motion occurs 
in the shell, enhancing the performance and speed. 
 
Top-nut: The nut which screws onto the top of the pin holding the Rowlock in place. 
 
 
 
 

 


