Short History of Cambridge Rowing

The sport started when students at the University hired simple rowing boats from private boat builders to paddle down the river for various activities in the early 19th century.

At that time the river was lined with reeds. A practice grew up of boats hiding in the reeds, waiting until another went past, and then blowing a hunting horn to challenge them.  Because the river wasn’t suitable for side by side racing this challenge took the form of “Bet I can catch you before you get to the next bend”.  

Eventually this was formalised and the first official Bumps took place in 1827.

The format is that the starting procedure, which uses small cannons, ends up with a row of racing eights in the middle of the river with 1½ lengths clear water between them. When the final “start” gun is fired, all start racing with the object of catching, literally bumping, the crew in front, before the crew behind catches them. Once two crews have made contact they pull to the side of river allowing crews following to race past and try to make contact further along the race course.

The races take place over 4 days, and like a squash ladder, crews change places if they have bumped, or been bumped, the day before.  After each day’s racing a chart is produced that shows the progress of crews.  The target is to bump on each day, thereby winning “oars” or end up at the front of the row of eights.

The course of the river is such that it is possible to race “Divisions” of 18 crews this way.  There is a process whereby successful crews can climb from one division to another.  The position of a crew at the end of one year’s set of races provides the start position for the next year, hence there is a continuation down the centuries with the main kudos going to the crew that, at the end of each year’s races, is at the front of the top division – this is called the “Head” crew.

As mentioned, the first formalised set of races between student crews took place in 1827.  At that stage the boats could be 4 oared, 6 oared, or 8 oared, and the crews were groups of friends, not necessarily from the same college, that hired their boat from the commercial builders / hirers.  As a result they usually took the name of the boat they hired. This is the origin of the name Lady Margaret for the boat club of St John’s college.  Eventually, apart from St John’s, college names came into use.  It was not until the fourth quarter of the century that colleges started to build their own boathouses and buy their own boats.

This meant before then the boat builders had boats spare during the Summer when there were no students about. Although at that time there were no Business Schools or Management Consultants, the boat builders knew what “Sweating Assets” meant, and started hiring out the boats to any of the local peasantry that could rake together the odd shilling.    

The first record of townspeople racing is 1847. However, it was not until 1868 that town rowing became sufficiently well organised with the formation of the Cambridgeshire Rowing Association, that bumps were organised annually during the Summer.  Apart from breaks during the two World Wars they have been held every year since then.

By the early 1900’s the colleges had a well established system with their own boats, boathouses and boatman. Town rowing though continued with crews and clubs hiring boats from the boatmen instead of commercial builders.  Indeed it is quite likely that the boatman actively sought crews as no doubt the hire fee went to them.

By the 1930’s crews raced from commercial organisations as well as non commercial – there was an Eaden Lilley’s boat club, a Scouts Boat Club, there had even been a Choristers Boat Club whilst Cambridge ’99 was founded in 1899 after a crew was expelled from a club for smoking during training!  Indeed by the 30’s each college had its own “Servants” eight who competed in their own set of bumps with the Head Boat representing Cambridge in a race against Oxford (There were Town Bumps in Oxford, but they were in fours rather than eights, and the numbers never reached those in Cambridge).

Whilst clubs came and went after1945, the numbers competing slowly increased, by 1965 the number of students competing in the “May Races” had reached 1200 and in the Town Bumps 200.  By 1980, as the colleges became mixed, the number of students in the Mays had reached the maximum possible of 1548, whilst the Town Bumps were growing and had reached about 400 competitors. 

The constraint on the numbers in the Mays is the geography of the river – it is not possible to race more than 18 crews per division, whilst races cannot be run reliably if the interval between them is less than 45 minutes.  However, as the University has grown, so have the numbers wanting to row.  This has put pressure on the system in two ways – crews train more times than they did, - and there are now qualifying races for the Mays. This year 30 eights failed to qualify.

At the same time as the number of times crews want to train has gone up, restrictions have been introduced on the times they can train – thanks to the need to register attendance at lectures there is now a ban on student crews rowing between 9 am and 1 pm during term time. 

An analysis at the end of the century showed that, on any day, about 100 crews want to train during term time. If they go afloat at a rate of more than 1 a minute there is insufficient space between them for the crews to carry out independent training programmes without being held up – the river is only wide enough for boats to pass one another safely, it is not wide enough for boats to overtake if a boat is coming in the opposite direction.

However, in order for 100 crews to train and be off the river before 9 am, they have to go afloat at 30 second or closer intervals.  This leads to congestion, a “follow the leader” pattern, in that if one crew stops to be coached, all crews behind stop as well.

The analysis concluded the only solutions to this were:- 

a) reduce the numbers rowing

b) start lectures later than 9 am 

c) floodlight the river on Winter evenings

d) increase the capacity of the river. 

Hence the proposal that the flood relief channel associated with the camToo transport link be suitable for rowing. 1 mile of the Cam will be dualled, and like a dual carriageway road, by allowing safe overtaking, will be able to handle over 2 crews a minute, even if they are following independent training programmes.  Indeed it opens up the opportunity for side by side training – ask any sportsperson and they will advise that the best way to push themselves is in competition.

The new channel will also enable more divisions in the bumping races – the nearly 300 students who were unable to race in this year’s Mays could have competed.  This year over 100 crews were initially registered for the Town Bumps. This would have required 5 night’s racing and means that over 1,000 people, approximately 1% of the local population, wanted to take part.  In the end about 750, the maximum that daylight allows, will be racing each night for four nights. The new channel will enable 1,000 to race each night.

Indeed all the events that use the section of the river to be dualled will benefit.  The new channel will also include an 1,100 metre by 30 metre straight offering the most economic format for regatta (side by side) racing without conflicting movements (the existing river can be used as a return leg). 

This will enable 3 abreast racing over 1,000 metres and will be the new home of Cambridge Autumn Regatta, established in 1979, and now the largest one day regatta in September in the UK. In 2003 the number of entries, at 300, required 200 races, and probably exceeded the maximum possible with the present river (the last race took place in partial darkness!). The new channel will enable this to be increased by at least 50% without difficulty. 

