SERC COXES TRAINING 2007.

OBJECTIVES;

To ensure that people who wish to cox the gigs receive a basic level of instruction in various aspects of boatmanship, in order that they, the club and their crews can increase their confidence and hopefully enjoyment of our sport. 

I see it as a sound base for every-one on which to learn the finer points, and further build their confidence and competence

1) Elements;

            a)   Observation and Awareness; Winds, tides and other traffic.

b)   Safety and rules; General, common sense stuff and rules of the road

c)   Boat dynamics; hows and whys of what makes boats steer and how to make the best of them.

      d)   Use of radios and how to deal with emergencies.

      e)   Race coxing; Rules of Gig racing and how to make the best contribution to a race for you and your crew.

OBSERVATION AND AWARENESS

Being aware of all that is happening around you is probably the most important aspect of safe and competent coxing irrespective of the type of vessel involved. When you are coxing you should be constantly looking around you for clues to help you. Whether you are racing or simply beetling up one of the creeks for a jolly.

TIDES;

Is the tide flooding or ebbing?

How big a tide is it?

How much water have you got to play with?

WIND

How strong?

Which direction is it from?

Which direction is it in relation to the direction of the tide?

OTHER TRAFFIC

How much other traffic is there?

What type off traffic is it? i.e, sail or power

How big, are they restricted by their draft?

Have they got anyone looking out for you?

Much can be gleaned from just casting your eyes about while you’re launching;

How far in is the tide? Is the water line on the slip wet or dry? How strong is the wind and where is it blowing from?

The answers to these questions will tell you a great deal about conditions out on the water, if you know how to interpret them. If you know the time even roughly, you can infer the strength of the tidal flow and which direction it will be acting in. Factor that information in with the wind and you can guess with a fair degree of accuracy what conditions will be like in various parts of the harbour. You can go on from that and assess what it could be like, (or become like) in the next hour or so. So how do you get to these answers?

Spring tides follow a cycle. In essence, its spring tides one week, and neap tides the next. The range between high and low tides on neaps is around 1.5 meters, whereas on a big spring tide it can be nearer 6 meters, so in the latter case there is around four times as much water, swilling in and out of the estuary, in the same amount of time. It so happens that tides of a similar size happen at roughly similar times of the day, which is rather convenient! The biggest tides in a series of springs always occur (in our area at least) at round about 8am and 8pm.

So, if you were standing on the slipway at, say 9.30 am, and the tide is a fair way in and the waterline on the  slip is  wet, you can judge that the tide is probably going out – wet slip- and therefore because of the time, it has been a fairly big tide, therefore, the tidal stream you can look forward is going to be or become  strong, and because it’s ebbing its going to be taking you down the harbour, towards the sea.

A strong wind will in simple terms make the sea rough, but the interaction between the wind and tide will have a huge influence on the “type” of roughness. Wind direction, by convention is always where the wind is blowing from, so a southerly wind is going to be blowing UP the harbour. If the wind is blowing in the opposite direction to the tide, it has the effect of shortening the wavelength (the distance between crests) so making the waves much closer together, and also much steeper. So to return to our previous scenario, if the wind is strong and blowing in from the open sea. It is going to be very rough once you get much past the rubbish pontoon, and any thoughts of going down the harbour, are going to be in doubt. It is under these conditions that to go beyond Blackstone could be bordering on the suicidal. Don’t forget also that tide strength can vary quite a bit in the space of an hours row, it’s unlikely to go from being good to dangerous, but if conditions are not that good when you set out, it’s handy to be able to have an educated guess at whether they are likely to improve or get marginal. As with all things in boats, if you’re in any doubt, play safe. There’s no shame in that.  

SAFETY AND REGULATIONS.

Safety in any boat, encompasses aspects from all the different elements that we’ll be dealing with. It comes from the practical application of common sense and displaying good seamanship, observation and boat handling. There are rules that should be followed, which have been agreed internationally, and which have often been implemented as a result of tragic accidents. We don’t need to know them in any great depth, just the basics will be adequate, but it is worth bearing in mind that not everyone knows them, and it’s a fair bet that a fair number of people in boats in the summer are even unaware of their existence.

1) The first and most fundamentally important rule is that EVERY craft should maintain a full and proper watch, AT ALL TIMES. If this is not observed, all other rules are rendered pointless!

2) It is the responsibility of EVERY CRAFTY to avoid a collision. It is no good saying “it was my right of way!” that may be so, but if they are not going to give way, you must do so.

3) Basic rule is that craft approaching each other, should pass port to port, or left to left, at night, red to red.

4) Power gives way to sail (there is nothing written down, but assume a Gig to be powered as we do have an onboard means of propulsion and manoeuvring.

5) When coming into harbour, buoys and markers which are red in colour and “can” shaped should be passed to port, Green and conical, to starboard.

6) Vessels overtaking should stand clear of the ones they are overtaking, which in turn should maintain course and speed.

EXCEPTIONS;

If for example there is a dinghy race about to start, you cannot reasonably be expected to give way to 20 or so dinghies all darting about, jostling for  a good start, so the best thing to do is to stand on at reduced speed, and be prepared to stop. If, however you encounter the Emma Jane steaming up past Whitestrand, drawing 14ft of water, he simply will not have room to manoeuvre, so just keep out of his way.

BEST PRACTICE; (can’t believe I’ve used a hideous, bullsh*tters term like that)

1) Assess situations in plenty of time.

2) Decide on a plan of action, which may involve just carrying on as you are. But don’t fall into the trap of avoiding one situation only to find yourself in a worse one!

3) Execute your chosen manoeuvre in good time, and make it obvious to the other craft. Make a more extreme avoiding turn than you actually need to so he can be in no doubt what you’re doing.

4) NEVER get into situations you are not comfortable with, and bear in mind that your crew may not be as comfortable as you. Maybe, especially with beginners in the boat, make it clear to them before you go out that if they are not happy, that they should not be embarrassed to tell you so. If any cox took me any where I did’nt think we should be, I would tell them in no uncertain terms.

Never go out in a boat without some means of calling for help. Almost everyone now has a mobile phone, but they are not perfect. For example they do not work very well outside the harbour, for example up towards Gara Rock, unless you are a couple of miles off, which is unlikely for us. Do not go outside your phone signal unless you have a radio AND KNOW HOW TO USE IT.  I will be explaining the dark art of using the radio later on. Sods immutable law states that if something is going to go wrong it will do so at the worst possible time. Don’t say “Oh, it’ll be fine”, it may very well be, sometimes. Never forget that the sea has no friends, it will not help you out of a sticky situation, and it lies in constant wait for the unwary. It must be respected on the calmest of days.  

BOAT HANDLING AND DYNAMICS.

The handling of boats is a bit of a black art. They operate under the influence of two conflicting fluids; air and water, which themselves are in constant motion to one degree or another, so allowance has to be made, not only for the boats movement but also for prevailing wind and tide, of which there may be some or none or lots of either or both. 

We will come onto wind and tide later, so for this bit lets keep it simple, and ignore both. Boats are not firmly connected to the road in the same way that cars are through their tyres.

We basically steer a gig with it’s rudder. But a rudder works by deflecting the flow of water past it one way or the other. The greater the flow i.e. the greater the speed, the greater influence of the rudder- up to a point.

Gigs were never designed or intended to do anything other than travel as fast as possible towards a speck on the horizon, in other words the rudder on a Gig was really just for fine tuning its course, so they  were built long and narrow, with a small rudder. The main effect of the rudder of a Gig, when turned more than a few degrees, is to create aerodynamic drag and act as a brake. So it s use is best avoided as far as possible

We do have, however the oars which can be used to steer and manoeuvre. They are especially effective at low speed when the rudder is of least use, which is handy. So in a Gig it is a bit of a case of balancing  use of the rudder to maximise turning while at the same time not inducing too much drag and squandering valuable energy. While all this is going on, judicious use of the oars can help to get the boat onto its new course with the minimum of fuss. 

Other influences that can come into play which can affect us in a harbour like ours, include depth of water. That may seem like an obvious statement, but one effect that you may not be aware of if you have inadvertently ventured into water that is shallower than you thought it was, is that due to an aerodynamic effect, the boat will be sucked deeper into the water than it would normally be. The effect is actually exactly the same as that used by racing car designers to get their cars to stick to the track better. A good pointer for being in shallow water, is that the wash of the boat will steepen  and may even start to break. The boat will also become very sluggish, due to the extra drag that is also caused. The first thing to do is to slow right down to reduce this effect, and if you are unsure as to how much water you’ve got ahead of you, stop and reverse out the way you came in. At least that way you know that you have sufficient water. Your crew will not thank you for stranding them on the mud while the tide goes out and comes in again!

STANDARD COMMANDS;

Ideally all commands should start with who you are aiming the command at. So it should start “All”, “Bow Side”, “ One” and so on.

Followed by the actual command itself; “Up one”, ” Hold Water”, “ Back Water” Etc. etc.

Easy all; stop rowing together.

HOLD WATER, Spoken loudly; Stop the boat quickly. (Good one to do every now and then, just to make sure people know what to do)

EMERGENCY AND RADIO PROCEDURE

Hopefully there will never be an occasion when we will need to put an emergency procedure into practice. The whole point of this course, is to better equip coxwains with the ability to avoid sticky situations, to reduce the likelihood of an emergency arising in the first place. By their very nature emergencies are unpredictable, so it is not really possible to have any hard and fast rules on what should be done. However, ultimately, something will happen to some-one, somewhere, sometime, and when it does, it is vitally important to do the right thing, whatever that may be in the particular circumstances at the time. 

I would say that no matter what has gone wrong the first thing to do, is to stay calm and thoroughly assess the situation and come up with a plan of action.

By the very nature of our sport, there could be some sort of medical emergency, in which case you could find yourself needing to summon outside assistance PDQ. So NEVER set out without some means of calling for help. Mobiles are pretty much universal and familiar to everyone, but they should be regarded as a minimum requirement. Have a radio with you as well, and acquaint yourself with how to use it. 
radio

Many people seem to find radios incomprehensible and scary devices, but in reality they are very simple to use IF you know how. They do operate differently to mobiles in one or two key respects, which is why there is a set way of using them. 

Firstly they will only operate essentially “in line of sight”. What this means in practice is that if there is a substantial obstruction, such as land, or since we are low down in a Gig, the curvature of the Earth, the transmission will be greatly impeded or blocked completely. Generally the higher we are the better we will be able to communicate. So, if you are not getting through clearly, you could try standing up, if it’s safe to do so. 

Secondly, whereas with a phone, both parties can speak at the same time, and hear at the same time, with a radio, only one person can talk at a time on a given channel, but what is said can be heard by any one else who happens to be listening on that channel. You can draw an analogy with different types of roads if you like, to illustrate the difference; Operation of a phone is a bit like a two way road, where traffic can freely travel in both directions at the same time. Radios, however are more of a country lane. Traffic can only travel in one direction at a time, with the added similarity that if two people try to use it at the same time, the whole thing comes to a grinding halt.

What happens is that when you press the button to speak, the radio goes into transmit mode, and cannot receive incoming transmissions. Also, nobody else within range will be able to transmit while you are holding the button, but every one WILL be able to hear what you say. So when you have finished passing a piece of information, you say “over”, so that everyone knows that the channel is now clear to reply or whatever. Conversation should be as compact and precise as possible, to pass the necessary detail. You must also only use certain channels on which to talk. Most Gig events use 72 which is a public ship to ship channel, for passing general information. !6 is the international hailing and emergency channel, and the one that should be used for calling for help. Don’t ever natter away on 16, as it blocks it for emergency use. You will be told by HM Coastguard very swiftly if you do! Salcombe Harbour Office operate on 14 so inside the harbour that is probably the best one to use, assuming the office is open or there are harbour boats out, but only for emergencies.

So, having made sure you’re on the correct channel, how do you make a call?

First , you listen to make sure no-one is using the channel, then if it’s clear, you press the transmit button and wait a moment or two before calling the name of the station you wish to call up THREE times, clearly. Why three? The first one alerts everyone to the fact that someone is calling someone. The second one and, now alerted, the person being called hears clearly that he’s wanted, and the third is just to make doubly sure in case of interference, bad reception and the like. Then you announce your call sign, again three times, again clearly and slowly, so they know who is calling them. Then you say “OVER” and LET GO OF THE BUTTON! The reason you say over is so that every one now knows that you’ve finished with that bit of the conversation and are now awaiting a reply.

So a conversation  might go something along the lines of the following example;

Wolf, Wolf, Wolf, this is Cadmus, Cadmus, Cadmus, over.

Cadmus, this is Wolf, Go ahead, over.

What time are you going ashore, over.

Ten o’clock, over.

Thanks, Wolf this is Cadmus, OUT.

Out -  Means transmission finished, and lets people know that the channel is now free again 

RACE COXING.

In race coxing a whole different set of parameters are thrown into the mix. Many elements are the same, such as it’s still very important to observe what’s going on around you, both other Gigs  you happen to be racing against, and things like wind and tide and sea conditions, and trying to work out if you can gain some advantage from them. Remember that a Cox can never win a race on his or her own, but they can certainly lose one without any-ones help!

Spatial awareness is one of the most important senses to develop. It is in some ways uncannily similar to driving on a Motorway. If you are going to do either thing well, it is important to be thinking ahead, to be able to judge relative speeds, to be looking for gaps in the traffic that are opening up or closing. To anticipate accurately how the situation is going to develop as the race progresses. Try to work out where to be on the start line, (unless you are given berths) for best advantage. Make sure you go to the coxes meeting and listen to what is said, if in doubt about anything – ask. Listen to the starters instructions.

Once the race is underway, you will fairly quickly become aware of where you stand in the pecking order, gaps will start to appear, and you will be able to guess fairly accurately where you are going to be come the first mark. It is on the marks where coxes can make the biggest gains and indeed losses. A long way back before the mark you should have a plan in you mind as to how to play your cards. If you are more or less on your own it’s simple, you keep clear of the mark and don’t impede any of your rowers by cutting it unnecessarily fine so bow side has to lift their oars. Keep the boat moving. If there is a gaggle of boats up ahead, who are going in nose to tail, if you have room, go around the outside, and hope that they all get tangled up, don’t blindly follow them in and get caught up in the crush. Be aware of the tide and wind, it can make a vast difference in some events ( especially our own). The quickest way is not always what first appears to be the shortest way. If there is cross tide or wind, if possible aim for a point uptide (wind) of the next mark, rather than get carried down tide, and having to row back up. 

Be realistic. If you are not going to get water over a boat in front, admit the fact and look for another angle. If you are in that position, you are going to have to back off at some point to avoid a collision and insodoing you will be leaving the gate wide open for a following boat to go round the outside. So go outside yourself, so you can come into the turn wider. Hopefully the boat you are trying to catch will go in tight and come out wide and with a bit of luck you might be able to sneak enough to get water on the next mark.

On the start line, try and allow for drift and get in position early. Many coxes seem to have a lot of trouble with this, trying to gain a few feet at the start, they don’t gain anything worthwhile and it just leads to frustration, nothing worse than sitting out there in the wind and rain waiting for some-one to get their act together.

The actual rules in Gig racing are actually quite simple and straightforward. You must steer a straight course and not weave around so as to impede following boats.

Approaching the marks, there should be a 6 length marker at or near which should be stationed an umpire boat. As the boats go past the umpire will call out which boats have water, and which must give way. Basically lets say two boats are passing the umpire boat, and the stem of the following boat is level with or in front of the cox of the boat in front, AND is on a track inside of the leading boat, then the following boat has the mark and the ‘leading’ but must steer clear. You are not allowed to stop rowing or hold or back water, on the marks or impede following boats in any other way. You may also not allow your boat to come into contact with another, although if there is slight contact with no actual intentional barging and shoving, it’s unlikely to result in disqualification.

At the end of a race don’t hang around on the finish line and get in the way of boats that may be going flat out as they finish.

Try to keep your crew motivated and informed, but don’t tell them fibs. I personally hate being told how far there is to go if I know it’s further!

Make sure you’re not ’on the rudder’ the whole time and causing drag.

Try and keep control of emotions of your crew and not allow any more than the odd ‘keep it long’ or ‘steady’

from the rowers. You are the Cox – you’re in charge (yes, ok I’m a fine one to talk!)  

Last of all, enjoy your Coxing. It’s an entirely different angle to the sport, and a way to contribute on quite a cerebral level. If you want to do race Coxing, have a go, it’s not that scary really. Also volunteer to do some umpiring, most events are more than glad to have extra umpires. You won’t have to make any awkward decisions on your own, and it gives you quite a good insight into the sport, from an angle that most Coxes never see.

Hope this has been of some help, and at least slightly interesting. If there’s anything I’ve conspicuously omitted, or anything else you want to ask, please feel free to do so.

                                 Justin                                                  

