
Shell Game
With a little help from an expert, a frequent kayaker sets out to 
discover what’s so special about single-shell rowing.

by Holly  Parker

photographs by S cot t  Goodwin
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Alden Rowing Shells owner Ed Jarvis 
(right) coaches the author before her  
inaugural row on Hood Pond in Ipswich.



want to capsize. The heat and 
humidity are unbearable, and I 
envy the perch that dodge and 
pivot in the clear brown water. 
Hood Pond in Ipswich, Massachu-
setts, is lazy under the August sun. 
I strap my feet into the foot stretch-

ers, slide forward on the seat track, and 
adjust my grip on the feather-light oars. 

“Now push with your legs!” says Ed 
Jarvis, my coach and the owner of Alden 
Rowing Shells. He is standing at the 

stern, knee deep 
in the cool, refresh-
ing water, his jeans 
rolled up, his feet 
clad in fly-fishing boots.

A conscientious student, 
I do as I am told and pull 
away from the shore with one sweep 
of the blades. I am already sweating. 

A veteran powerboater, sometime 
sailor and casual kayaker, I am 
always looking for new ways to 

I
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get out on the water. Rowing is as fluid 
as the water itself; shells glide across 
the surface, leaving a mere ripple wake, 
athletes and boats moving in perfect 
synchronicity. Rowers of all ages ply riv-
ers, lakes and even the cold unforgiving 
Atlantic. I’m an athlete—at least I used 
to be—and I’ve rowed a dinghy, so how 
hard could it be? I went to Jarvis to find 
out. 

Jarvis’s Alden rowing shells are 
among the world’s most popular, par-
ticularly among novices. A former proj-
ect manager for sailboat manufacturer 
Cape Dory, Jarvis bought Alden, a vener-
able southern Maine company, 10 years 
ago and moved its headquarters to Row-
ley, Massachusetts, where he focuses on 
a clientele new to flat-water and open-
water rowing. 

In 1971 Arthur Martin began build-
ing the first Alden ocean shells in Kit-
tery Point, Maine. A naval architect 

who had worked for Ray Hunt and 
Alden in Boston, Martin learned to 
row dories as a young man while sum-
mering in Gosport Harbor on the Isles 
of Shoals. With the island’s fisher-
men as his mentors, he also learned 
the lines and traditions of oceangoing 
workboats, which would later make his 
rowing creations seaworthy in four- to 
five-foot seas.

All of Martin’s designs had to achieve 
one nonnegotiable goal: Martin must 
be able to row them the 71/2 miles to his 
childhood haunts on the Isles of Shoals. 
With this waypoint in mind, Martin pio-
neered the field of rowing-shell design, 
adding models to attract athletes of all 
ages, shapes and sizes to recreational 
and competitive open-water rowing. He 
died in 1990, but not before his boats 
became the vessels of choice for row-
ers drawn to the sea. The annual Isles 
of Shoals Race commemorates Martin’s 

life and his creations. Open to shells of 
all makes—like Echo, Hudson and Win-
tech—the race now showcases the best 
in open-water rowing design, pushing 
each company to perfect its union of 
rower and shell more with each pass-
ing season. 

Jarvis took on Martin’s legacy when 
he bought the company in 1997. In 
his small shop in Rowley he rigs hulls 
built in Quebec, Tennessee and Rhode 
Island, then sends them off to rivers, 
lakes and coastlines around the world. 
Under fluorescent lights prints of paint-
ings by John Gable and Thomas Eakins 
grace the workshop’s concrete walls. 
The radio is tuned to NPR as Jarvis rigs a 
Quest 16 for delivery. “Most of the world 
probably thinks we’re a hundred times 
larger than we really are,” says Jarvis, 
pointing to racks of 18-foot Regales and 
22-foot Stars, their layers of carbon fiber 
and fiberglass finished in bright yellows, 

Above: The Oarmaster system uses four 
bolts to hold the outriggers to the hull, 
which makes this 16-foot Alden Quest  
easy to rig.

Right: Weighing 39 to 59 pounds, most 
shells are easy for a single person to 
maneuver into and out of the water.

Bottom right: Workers at the Alden shop in 
Rowley, Massachusetts, rig 16-, 18- and 
22-foot shells for delivery to rowers all over 
the world.

Opposite page: The author finds her stride 
on Hood Pond.
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reds and greens. “We shipped our first 
group of Aldens this year to Shanghai. 
I went to China to teach people how to 
row. We have dealers in Belgium, Ger-
many and Norway. This 18-footer is 
being shipped to Guatemala.”

The pond where I try out my bor-
rowed 16-foot Quest is just 10 min-
utes from the shop. I chose to forgo the 
potential chop of an ocean excursion for 
this placid body of water. Within a few 
strokes I am glad I did. 

I push forward on the sliding seat, 
careful to cock my wrists and keep my 
right hand slightly above my left. But I 
forget the cardinal rule of rowing: Keep 
your blades in the water. With a beam of 
only two feet, the Quest is a tippy ride; 
yet even with the blades just resting on 
the surface, its beam effectively extends 
to 10 feet. Just as I am certain I will be 
swimming to shore, I instinctively let 
the right oar drop back to the water. 

Smack. The Quest stops wobbling and I 
take a deep breath. This is going to be 
harder than I thought. 

Jarvis remains focused on what 
Arthur Martin did best, attracting new 
athletes like me to the sport by using 
sound design to create stable, durable 
boats. Jarvis sees the market as a pyra-
mid, with relatively few elite rowers at 
the top and large numbers of novice 
and recreational rowers at the bottom.

“In the world of rowing most com-
panies are concerned only with those 
at the top of the pyramid. We’re quite 
proud of being at the base of the pyra-
mid, because we bring the new entrants 
into the sport. A novice rower isn’t going 
to want to get into a boat that is 26 feet 
long and 10 inches wide. She’s going to 
spend the first three days perfecting her 
breaststroke, not her rowing stroke.”

After regaining my balance I ready 
my hands, straightening my wrists on 

the carbon oars. I run through Jarvis’s 
instructions, remembering not to dig 
the blades too deep into the water. Tak-
ing a deep breath I push with my legs, 
keeping my arms relaxed. And, like 
magic, I glide. It isn’t effortless—by the 
end of my time on the water, my thighs 
will be singing—but it is invigorat-
ing. In one stroke, boat, oarswoman 
and water are one. I slide forward, my 
oars skipping across the surface, and 
pull again. The Quest responds, flying 
across the lake. 

This surge of power is quite differ-
ent from the performance of my Tsu-
nami kayak. I love the kayak for its 
maneuverability; in it I can navigate 
the tiniest passages on Maine’s craggy 
shore. However, unless I do some seri-
ous weightlifting, I will never be a 
kayak speed demon. I prefer to spend 
hours lazily paddling, seeing my home 
waters from a new perspective. When I 

Several companies make shells and offer lessons: 
Alden, www.rowalden.com; Echo Rowing Shells, www.echorow 
ing.com; Wintech, www.wintechracing.com; Hudson, www.hudson 
boatworks.com.

Check out these events to get a feel for the competitive side: 
Isles of Shoals Race, late July, Kittery Point, Maine; Blackburn 
Challenge, mid-July, Cape Ann, Massachusetts; Ernestine Bayer 
Race, late October at the Head of the Charles Regatta, Boston; 
Bayada Regatta, early September, Philadelphia.

There are clubs up and down the coast to help you get started. 
Here are some clubs that offer classes and facilities for beginners:
Durham Boat Club, www.durhamboat.com/dbc.php, New Hamp-
shire; Essex Rowing Club, www.essexrowing.org, northeastern 
Massachusetts; Community Rowing, www.communityrowing.
org, Boston; Barnstable Rowing Club, www.barnstablerowing.org, 

Cape Cod, Massachusetts; Narragansett Boat Club, www.rownbc.
org, Rhode Island; Riverfront Recapture, www.riverfront.org, Hart-
ford; New Haven Rowing Club, www.newhavenrowingclub.org, 
coastal Connecticut; New York Rowing Association, www.nyrow 
ing.org, New York City; Sagamore Rowing Association, www.sag 
amorerowing.org, Long Island, New York; Brigantine Rowing Club, 
www.brigantinerowingclub.org, Brigantine, New Jersey.

For more information and inspiration, check out these websites: 
International Recreational and Open Water Rowing Associa-
tion (IROW), www.aosa.us, formerly the Alden Ocean Shell Associa-
tion, sponsors many of the events listed above and provides many 
opportunities for new rowers. U.S. Rowing, www.usrowing.org, is a 
great website that offers directories, organized by state, of rowing 
clubs, events, and camps. It also provides contact information for 
boat companies. 

—H. P.

how to get rowing

continued on page 76
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snap the spray skirt over my lap, I am 
a part of the boat; a shake of my hips 
and it responds with a corresponding 
wiggle. That wiggle scared me when I 
first started paddling, but I got used to 
it. I now wonder if in time I will also get 
used to having my feet tied into a row-
ing shell, or to the 10-foot long oars 
that are clumsy extensions of my oth-
erwise stubby arms. 

“Look out for the lily pads!” Ed shouts 
from the far shore. My back to the bow, 
I do not see the field of floating green 
behind me. I drag my oars, slowing the 
Quest before I become entangled. Now 
for the hard part. Turning around. 

Martin, Jarvis and their Alden col-
leagues have taught thousands of people 
how to row the Alden fleet on both flat 
and open water. Letters and photos from 
happy oarsmen and oarswomen fill Jar-
vis’ office. They tell of races like Glouces-
ter’s Blackburn Challenge and solo trips 
from Portland to Provincetown. 

“One gentleman sent me an e-mail 
and a photo: He rowed his [shell] across 
the English Channel. That’s amazing for 
an 18-foot-long recreational boat. There 
are a lot of people accomplishing an 
awful lot of neat things,” says Jarvis.

Jarvis is most proud of his work with 
the adaptive rowing community. Jar-
vis’s son Ryan suffered a blinding eye 
injury while playing basketball in high 
school. The accident inspired Jarvis to 
use athletics to give back to the disabled 
community. He has worked on several 
designs to adapt Alden shells for para-
plegic and quadriplegic rowers. Every 
September he travels to Philadelphia 
to see his work in action at the Bayada 
Regatta. 

Disabled athletes are secured to the 
boats in specially designed seats with 
backs. Quadriplegics are taped into the 
oars and use shoulder movement alone 
to row a boat with a healthy rower. The 
rules state that the healthy rower may 
row only at the pace set by the chal-
lenged rower. These athletes can row a 
boat several hundred yards using only 
their shoulders. 

Shell Game
continued from page 57
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“We go to Philly every year, and peo-
ple come from all over the United States 
to row,” Jarvis says. “It’s physical and 
emotional therapy. I get to hand out the 
medals, but I have to wear dark sun-
glasses. It’s really an emotional event.”

As I float, stymied, in the middle 
of Hood Pond, I take heart from that 
courage and make my move. I hold 
my portside oar, blade down, at a 90-
degree angle to the Quest and row with 
my starboardside oar. Awkward and 
bumbling, I nevertheless begin pivot-
ing around the stationary oar. Ed yells 
encouragement as I set off once again, 
parallel to the far shore. I pick up the 
pace, sweat now pouring from my fore-
head and steaming up my sunglasses. 
I put together several good strokes in a 
row, faltering once in a while but gain-
ing confidence with every stroke. I am 
falling in love with this boat.

At only 39 to 59 pounds, Alden’s 
glass and carbon boats are easy to man-
age in and out of the water. In recent 
years designers have shaved precious 

pounds by molding components into the 
shells. Only my short stature prevented 
me from maneuvering the Quest from 
the roof of the company van. 

Once on the ground, the Quest was 
a snap to rig. The Oarmaster system 
attaches to the hull with four bolts. 
That’s it. Clip the carbon oars into the 
locks, and it’s ready to launch—any-
where from Hood Pond to the Atlantic. 
“When you have a boat that weighs only 
40 pounds and doesn’t require a special 
rack or a trailer, all you need is open 
water,” says Jarvis.  

Ed Englander, president of the Inter-
national Recreational and Open Water 
Rowing Association, credits Alden 
with getting a lot of folks out on the 
water. His first boat was an 18-foot 
Alden that he had rigged as a double to 
row with his wife on Boston’s Charles 
River. Since then they have enjoyed 
trips Down East to Mt. Desert Island 
and to races around the country. “The 
Alden crew were clearly the first ones 
out there and got it going,” says Eng-

lander. “Now there’s Echo, Hudson, 
Wintech. It’s just great. There’s a num-
ber of different types of boats and 
events. They make each other think 
about different designs and niches. I 
didn’t really know very much about 
competitive rowing and racing shells, 
but I just fell in love with it. I am very 
grateful to Alden for the boats.”

So am I. At the far end of the 100-acre 
pond, I make another awkward turn and 
start heading back to the launch area. I 
am pulling harder and harder, trying to 
impress Jarvis. I come in, blades skitter-
ing across the surface, my shoulders and 
legs complaining. 

“Don’t you dare come in here!” Jarvis 
shouts. “Keep practicing!” He’s smiling, 
perched on the edge of the parking lot, 
enjoying the blast of summer heat. 

I slide forward, right hand over left, 
and push. 

Holly Parker, an English teacher in her 
other life, goes on frequent paddling adven-
tures for Northeast Boating,


