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Row Your Boat

How to choose the right oar for your rowboat

BY PETER A. ROBSON

M ost boaters have accumulated a num-

ber of various oars to go with the ten-
ders they’ve owned over the years. While
it's a simple matter to grab whatever pair is
handiest or in the best repair, using the right
oar for the boat can make rowing a much
easier and more pleasant experience.

In an effort to make sense of my own col-
lection of half a dozen pairs, I talked to Ken
Lott of Qualicum Beach-based
Barkley Sound Oar and Paddle
(www.barkleysoundoar.com).

Lott has made thousands of
wooden oars and paddles,

The author’s
neighbour with an
armful of oars in a

variety of styles.

and he may be the only full-time oar and
paddle maker in the province. Who better
to ask?

Wooden 0ars Lott builds his oars from
Sitka spruce, which he laminates. In years
gone by, oars were crafted from solid pieces of
lumber. Today, however, good straight lumber
is harder and harder to find. With the advent
of great epoxy adhesives, laminated oars are
now just as strong and weigh the same as solid
oars. While spruce (whether Sitka or another
eastern variety) is the most common oar
material, some manufacturers use ash, which
is heavier and more limber yet very durable,
or “generic” wood, which is often associated
with the lowest-priced wooden oars. There are
also aluminum and plastic oars—usually the
least expensive of all—and composite oars, for
sculls and other high-perfor-
mance rowboats. However,
most oars are still made
from laminated wood.

Length is probably the most
important consideration. Ken

uses a simple formula for the aver-
age rowboat: One-half the beam of
the boat (measured at the oarlocks),

in feet, multiplied by 25 then divided
by seven. He rounds the answer up to the
nearest six-inch increment if the boat is more
than 10' long and rounds down if the boat is
shorter than 10"

For example, let’s look at a 12' boat with
a four-foot beam. One half the beam is two,
which is multiplied by 25 to get 50; 50 divided
by seven is 7.14 feet. Because the boat is 12'
long, round up. The oars should each be seven
feet, six inches in length.

Think of the oarlocks as fulcrums. If the
oars are too long, there will be too much
weight outboard, making the arc of the
strokes longer and the boat harder to row. »
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Call VESSEL ASSIST on VHF 16

CANADIAN OWNED AND OPERATED
SERVICE PROVIDERS

¢ On-the-water towing, soft ungroundings,
jump starts, prop disentanglement,
fuel delivery.

¢ Largest fleet on the Pacific.

* Service levels including unlimited
towing areas:

UNLIMITED CAPTAIN’S CARD SERVICE
Provides service within 30 coastal/offshore miles
from a VESSEL ASSIST homeport.

UNLIMITED GOLD CARD SERVICE
Provides service within 50 coastal/offshore miles
from a VESSEL ASSIST homeport.

*On any recreational boat you own, borrow,
or charter in Canada or U.S.

Toll Free 24 Hour Emergency Dispatch

Join today! Call: 800-888-4869
or BoatUS.com

Refer to WT-10649A when registering

CAPTAIN PAUL GRAY
(500 Ton Endorsement)
Vessel Assist Georgia Strait

BASE (250) 247-8934

“We Refloat Sunken Boats”

Official guide

to BC’s Coastal
Marine Parks

Featuring maps, wildlife watch,
historical facts and navigation tools.

Buy online at
www.pacificyachting.com
or call

1.800.816.0747
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As well, the farther out the oars, the lower
the handles will have to be held in relation to
your body. If the oar is too short, the opposite
will be true and you'll have to make shorter
and more frequent strokes and hold the oar
handles higher in relation to your body. The
ideal oars will be comfortable to row at about
24-30 strokes per minute.

Blades Most oar blades are between 4.5and
six inches wide. The ridge that runs down the
centre of the wide part of the blade provides
stiffness. The blade then thins as it gets to
the edges, which means less weight where it
isn't needed—and this is very important. Nar-
rower blades are more efficient, as they move
through the water easier, but the trade-off is
they’re more fragile. They are most common
on higher performance rowboats and racing
shells. Wide blades have more surface area
and a bit more weight.

Some rowers prefer spoon blades; these are
thin blades that are cupped for more hydro-
dynamic efficiency. Most of the famous Tyee
skiffs used in Campbell River are fitted with
this type of oar. Their increased efficiency
makes them ideal for those who are rowing
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high-performance rowboats for long periods
of time. Spoon blades are also more expensive
since they are more difficult to craft. They
often have fibre and epoxy tips for added
durability. Copper sheet was used in the past,
but fishing guides found the sharp edges too
often cut their lines.

Some oars are now capped with plastic
blades, which can be more durable than wood.
While they are less costly to produce, if the
blade is too flexible, it will bend and therefore
be less efficient. Flex is fine for casual rowing,
but too much flex can make a noticeable dif-
ference to the avid rower.

Handles are generally either barrel-shaped,
tapered, reverse-tapered or straight. When
choosing oars, your hands should fit com-
fortably around the handles. If the handle is
too thick, your hands will cramp easier; too
thin and the chances of blistering your hands
increase. Remember, in choosing a handle, fit
and comfort are key.

Oarlocks There are three common types of
oarlocks: O-shaped, open horn (U-shaped)
and stainless/plastic P-shaped. The P-shaped

Ken Lott crafts an oar, from beginning to end, at his Qualicum Beach shop.



models are made locally by Scotty.
They should be used with the P fac-
ing forward.

There are several standard oar-
lock sizes; the size should match
the diameter of the oar and its collar.
Regardless of type, the collar should have
1/8-inch clearance all around. There should
be just enough play in the oarlock sock-
ets so they can move freely; too much play
can overstress the oar shaft. One caution:
Bronze oarlocks should not be left in place
on aluminum boats, as the two dissimilar
metals can accelerate corrosion.

Collars are most often made of plastic or
leather. Plastic collars have a lengthwise
split that allows them to be fitted over the
oars. They are the most common and least
expensive option. They should be tacked in
place so the seam is upright, in line with the
blade edge. Plastic collars come with tacks.
Be careful not to use big nails, as they will
create a weak spot on the shaft.

Leather collars usually come in kit form
with thread and complete instructions.
While about four times the cost of plastic
collars, they are much quieter, which is a
bonus for fly fishermen trying to sneak up
on “The General.” They are also longer than
plastic collars, thus protecting more of the
oar shaft from chafe.

When fitting new collars, one simple way
to determine where along the oar shaft they
should be is to put the oars in the oarlocks
and put a thumb over the inboard end of each
oar. Your thumbs should just touch (a gap of
about 1.75 to two inches). But before tacking
in place, make sure both collars are equidis-
tant from the ends of each oar handle.

Lott uses his
thumbs to demon-
strate the preferred
gap between oars.

Some rowers opt to over-
lap oars by about six inches or
more. This is most common in
narrow, high-performance boats
(such as racing sculls), where it
is more difficult to get a good stroke because
so much of the oar is outboard. Overlapping
allows greater leverage and counterbalances
the weight of the oar with more inboard
weight. Rowing with overlapping oars is
generally done with one oar higher than the
other. But be warned, it takes good technique
to avoid chewing up your hands.

Finish Most oars are finished with several
coats of clear urethane. This is great if you
plan on taking good care of them. Otherwise,
if they are going to be stashed in the boat,
beat up and left in the weather, it might be
best to apply a couple coats of a solid-colour,
urethane-compatible paint. @
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Oar manufacturers

Alder Bay Boats (custom oars only)
604-685-1730

Barkley Sound Oar and Paddle Ltd.
www.barkleysoundoar.com

Carlisle Paddle Gear
www.carlislepadadles.com

Caviness
www.cavinesspaddles.com

Sawyer Paddles and Oars
www.paddlesandoars.com

Sevylor
www.sevylor.com

+ Upholstery & Foam
+ Custom Bedding

Oceansair Interiors
Canoe Cove Marina

PH: 250-656-5225 Fax 250-656-5275
WWWw.oceansair.com

+ Window Coverings
« Carpeting & Canvas

“SINCE 1975" \

SALES & SERVICE LTD.
i I ]

BOATTOPS & L-‘PHDLSTER i &

+ Custom Boat Tops + Repairs + Re-Upholstery « Remodelling
+Mooring Covers » Winter Tarps » Auto Seats » Repairs » Chairs
+ Hardware & SuppliesWhol. Retail  + Boat, Camper & Van Cushions

14 - 16 FT. BOATS 17 - 18 FT. BOATS
Convertible top, Convertible top,
side curtains & side curtains &

slope back. Made slope back. Made

from “Sunbrella Acrylic” and ~ from “Sunbrella Acrylic” and
aluminum frame. (taxes extra) aluminum frame. (taxes extra)
Made from White Boat Topping $575 Made from White Boat Topping $775

Year-long
+  Specials
P - B

” 1844 Clark Drive

\ 604-253-4667

CONE

YACHIS
(1979) LTD.

FULL SERVICE BOAT REPAIR YARD
Boat Repairs / Alterations
Commercial & Pleasure
Inferior « Mechanical « Repowering
25 Ton Travelift
100 Ton Marine Railway

Authorized Sales & Service
YANMAH Yo
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VOLVO
yachtpaint.com PENTA

Located in Bird’'s Eye Cove, Maple Bay
Phone 250-748-8136 * Fax 250-748-7916
E-mail cove-y@shaw.ca
6261 Genoa Bay Road, Duncan, BC V9L 5Y4
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