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GT DRAGON BOAT SOCIETY 
 

KEY BOAT COMMANDS  
2023 

 
Commands come only from the coach, drummer and/or steer. Attention in the 
boat is crucial so paddlers can clearly hear all commands. 
 

GENERAL COMMANDS 
 

LOAD THE BOAT 
Step onto the boat after having put on and buckled your PFD, with everything ready to go. 
When getting on the boat, be sure to do so one person at a time, one foot at a time.  If 
loading from the dock, then load from the back of the boat to the front, one row at a time. 
When loading from the shore, start by stepping as close to the middle of the boat as 
possible, and once both feet are in, keep your profile low. Load the stroke seat first and then 
the following rows, moving back in the boat.  
 
FOCUS 
Suspend conversation, diversions or distractions and focus in the boat and on the task at 
hand. Paddles in the relaxed position, parallel over the water. The crew should be ready to 
listen to the drummer, coach or steer. 
 
PREPARE TO CAST OFF 
Docking lines are un-cleated but boat is still attached to the dock. Paddlers get ready to cast 
off from dock. 
 
CAST OFF 
Docking lines are released from the dock. Paddlers push boat away from dock. 
 
WALK IT BACK (LEFT/RIGHT SIDE) 
Leaving the dock by having the paddlers on the dockside move the boat backward along the 
dock with their hands. Be careful not to place fingers between the dock and boat. 

 
LOCK-N-LOAD 
Brace your body and get ready to paddle. Press your outside hip to gunwale and inside leg 
faces directly forward. Paddle in the ready position across thighs with blades turned 
vertically. 

 
PADDLES UP 
Be prepared to start paddling. Get your paddles out over the water, in your ready position. 
 
BACK IT DOWN 
Put the boat in reverse by paddling backwards. 
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TAKE IT AWAY 
Start paddling. Watch the stroke ahead of you and listen for the drum to stay in SYNC. Keep 
paddling until you’re told to stop. 
 
LET IT RUN 
Stop paddling and let the boat coast. Remain in lock and load position, waiting for the next 
command with paddles out of the water. 
 
SLOW THE BOAT 
Angle the paddle in the water vertically to take off speed. Paddle is only partially buried. 
 
HOLD THE BOAT 
Immediately take your paddle and stick it vertically into the water, so the blade is completely 
buried in the water and keep holding it there until told to execute another command. Do not 
take your paddle out of the water until told to do so. 
 
HOLD HARD 
Drive your paddle down vertically into the water by your hip, do a backstroke and then hold 
the paddle firm vertically in the water. 

 
CHECK FOR DRIFT 
Paddle blade is held vertical and parallel to the boat to prevent sideways drift due to the 
wind. 
 
HOLD AND CHECK 
Even seats hold, odd seats check for drift. 
 
RIGHT OR LEFT SIDE DRAW 
Paddlers on right or left side slowly draw the water in time towards the boat. 
 
RIGHT OR LEFT PIVOT 
To pivot right, the front 3 paddlers on the right side draw and the back 3 paddlers on the left 
side draw, which rotates the boat in place around the middle of the boat. Left pivot is the 
reverse. May or may not involve a mid-boat hold. 
 
BRACE THE BOAT 
 
LOW WIND AND WAVE BRACE 
Hold paddle firmly and stationary at 45 degrees in the water, approximately 8-10 inches 
below the surface. Stabilizes the boat when loading or when crew is changing positions. 
 
ROUGH WATER BRACE 
The paddlers put their paddles just below the water surface at right angles to the boat 
moving them back and forth (sculling) with downward pressure to stabilize the boat – like 
buttering bread. 
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TIME IT UP 
Get paddling back in SYNC. 
 
GIVE ME _____STROKE(S) 
The number of strokes in the call can vary. It may be preceded by “front 3”, “back 3” etc. 
This call is used when positioning the boat. 
 
ALL IN 
All paddlers begin to paddle. Usually follows a previous command in which some of the 
paddlers were not paddling. 
 
POWER 
Call for more power by the drummer. 
 
TURN LEFT OR RIGHT 
Series of maneuvers by steer, strokes and paddlers to move the boat, usually around a 
pylon or pylons. 
 
RIGHT OR LEFT SIDE PADDLES IN BOAT 
Maneuver usually for docking. Paddles are brought into the boat and held blade up and 
vertical with inside hand. Outside hand is free to hold the dock while the boat is secured. 
 
SECURE THE BOAT 
One paddler in the bow and one in the stern step off the boat onto the dock and cleat off the 
bow and stern lines. 
 
PREPARE TO UNLOAD 
Paddlers gather equipment and get ready to disembark. Bow and Stern paddlers on the 
dock get ready to assist paddlers out of the boat. 

 
  UNLOAD 

Paddlers unload one row at a time, starting from bow/front and working toward the 
stern/back. 
 
In rough water and/or high wind conditions, paddlers unload one row at a time, starting at 
the bow and alternating bow and stern, working towards mid-boat. The steer disembarks 
after all the crew is off the boat. 
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