




Riverside Boat Club was founded in 1869 as a trade-based sports club by 

workers at The Riverside Press—from which the club gets its name.   Its 

boat house was a dilapidated mill building on the press grounds, located 

between River Street and Western Avenue.  Many of the club’s thirteen 

original members were Irish immigrants.  Their formation of a rowing 

club reflected not only the legacy of rowing in Ireland but the exploding 

popularity of the sport in America.  Riverside’s founding was followed 

over the next two decades by that of multiple clubs in each of the Charles 

River and Inner Harbor’s working and middle class neighborhoods, 

including South Boston, East Boston, Charlestown, the West End and 

Cambridge.  Their members rowed a variety of types of boats, but four-

oared work boats were the most popular.  The clubs served not only as 

sporting venues but as centers of their neighborhoods’ social life.  As 

participation expanded, club regattas grew in popularity, and the City of 

Boston’s annual July 4th regatta attracted 40,000 spectators.  They were 

drawn to the spectacle and the wagering.  The City of Boston awarded 

prizes and backers put up stakes for both professionals—those who 

1894 National Champions, Intermediate Eight Oared Shell

made their living on the water—and amateurs—

those whose work was unrelated to rowing.

Riverside enjoyed early racing success, but its 

members gradually shifted to recreational rowing 

until, in reaction to rumors of fixes and dirty tricks 

among the professionals, it joined other clubs 

to organize the New England Amateur Rowing 

Association in 1887.  A Riverside for-oared workboat 

won the senior race in the association’s first 

championship.  The victory was celebrated with a 

banquet attended by the mayor of Cambridge, the 

president of Riverside Press Henry Houghton, and 

other dignitaries.  The four blue stripes on the oar 

in Riverside’s emblem are said to be in tribute to the 

four’s famous victory.  As enthusiasm for rowing 

grew in response to the amateur movement, the 

club’s membership and that of other clubs began 

to rise.

The Riverside Press was expanding too, and needed 

the boat club’s site.  The club purchased a lot for a 

new boathouse, wedged between the press property 

and that of the Cambridge Electric Company’s coal 

yard.  With its membership surpassing 85, in 1891 

it built a new, larger building, with rowing functions 

on the first floor and rooms on the second floor for 

social events.

The revitalized club was becoming a racing force 

and an intense rival with fellow Cambridge boat 

club Bradford.  Racing challenges were hurled 

through the newspapers.  Riverside secured its 

supremacy in 1894 when its intermediate eight 

won the National Championship in Saratoga, the 
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many other sports.  Above all it was known for the 

quality of its boxers.  It continued to be a center 

of Irish Cambridge’s social life and there are signs 

that it was something of a political club as well.  

Its president, Frank Facey, was chairman of the 

Cambridge Democratic Party and helped organize 

the election of Cambridge’s first Irish mayor.  The 

club capped its membership at 125 and had a 

waiting list twice that number.

The metropolitan park movement of the 1890s 

resulted in transformation of the Charles River 

from a tidal estuary to a dammed, landscaped 

public recreation facility.  Ironically, the creation of 

the new parkland led to the demise of local rowing 

clubs like Bradford, which could not afford to move 

and upgrade their facilities.  Before it could be 

displaced to make way for what is now Memorial 

Drive, Riverside burned to the ground on May 2, 

1911.  Its future in the balance, its members voted 

to fund the construction of the present boathouse at 

a cost of $7,600, to be located on a site leased from 

the City adjacent to the new parkland’s swimming 

beach.  It was designed to have rowing facilities on 

the ground floor and a large assembly room and 

dance hall on the second.

Competitive rowing was largely suspended 

during World War I and failed to recover either as 

a spectator or participatory sport in the coming 

first national banner ever won by a New England eight.  Joe Whitehead 

won the national singles title for the club in 1895.  His train was met by 

a big crowd at Union (now North) Station and his banner was displayed 

on State Street.  By the turn of the century, New England was the nation’s 

ascendant rowing center, and Riverside was the region’s leading club.  

The Boston Globe reported that Riverside was now “the first racing 

club in America”.  In 1903 its senior eight won a disputed national 

championship.  Success continued into the next decade.  Riverside’s 

quad won the national championship in 1913 and 1914.

At the same time, the club was fielding participants in other sports.  As 

the variety of America’s sporting activities widened in the late 1880s, 

general athletic associations were formed around the country.  In Boston 

they included the social elite’s Boston Athletic Association and religion-

based associations like St. Alphonsus, both of which offered rowing, 

as well as neighborhood associations.  Riverside appears to have been 

the Boston area’s only rowing club to join the movement.  Its members 

participated in track and field, gymnastics, tug-of-war, bowling, pool and 

Lwt  Master Men 4+ , Masters Nationals 2006, Ernest Cook, Frank O’Leary, Jim 
Hanley, Ali Abrams, Ed Frankenberry
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Senior Women’s Quad, Canadian Henley 2007, Siobhan 
Steyn, Meg Musnicki, Ashley Blake, Jen Wawrzonek
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decades.  Clubs disappeared under the impact of the Great Depression.  

Led by Jerry Shea, the “King of the Charles”, Riverside continued to 

compete successfully in New England championships.  Forty-six year old 

Jerry and his brother Jack won the 1931 national intermediate doubles 

championship.  The boxer and wrestler “Crusher” Casey and two of his 

brothers, immigrants from Skibbereen, County Kerry, raced victoriously 

for Riverside throughout the 1930s and 40s.  While the club remained 

a workingman’s organization, in 1936 a Riverside four-with stroked 

by Robert B. Cutler and made up of current and former Harvard oars, 

including Robert’s brother Roger, won the right to represent the United 

States in the Berlin Olympics.  Despite dues of $1 per month, however, 

the club was in decline, its membership down to 75 members in 1937.

Competitive rowing was suspended during World War II.  By the end of 

the 1950s, the number active local rowing clubs in Boston and Cambridge 

was reduced to Riverside, Cambridge Boat Club, Union Boat Club, MIT 

Boat Club and Weld Boat Club.  Riverside continued to support a few 

elite oarsmen, among them Sy Cromwell, who was national elite single 

sculling champion in 1961 and 1962 and who won Olympic silver medals 

in both the single and double and competed several times in World 

Championships.  Other successful Riverside national and international 

rowers of the era included Don Spero, Robert Lea, Ted Van Dussen and 

Ted Kakas.

With the club’s finances in perilous condition, in 

1963 Riverside entered into a relationship with 

Northeastern University, leasing space to the 

fledgling college program, initially for $3,000 a 

year.  The university took two bays and the areas of 

the present men’s locker and shower area, which it 

constructed.  Northeastern added the downstream 

bay to the boathouse in 1967. 

When Northeastern decided to build its own 

boathouse, Riverside faced some challenging 

decisions.   Interest in rowing at the club began 

to grow as the evolving national selection system 

brought oarsmen from around the country 

to Boston.  At the same time, Title IX and the 

formation of a national women’s rowing program 

increased women’s participation in the sport.  Not 

without contention, they were admitted as non-

voting members in the late 70s and won senior 

membership status in 1980.  With its membership 

base growing, Riverside rejected a proposal from 

Tufts University to take Northeastern’s place, 

electing instead to build a membership that 

was large enough to go it alone by offering an 

attractive club environment to the growing ranks 

of active, competitive oarsmen and women.  Dues 

were raised from $75 to $150 and Doug Clark was 

hired as club coach.  A summer sweep program 

was installed, focused on competing in Canadian 

Henley.  Indoor rowing equipment was added to 

keep members in training in the winter.  Brookline 

High School, which had rowed in the Boston 

scholastic league early in the century, started a 

small program in the boathouse. 

2009 Riverside Worlds Team: Stef Sydlik, Hillary Saeger, Alex Rothmeier, Andrew 
Diebold, Anthony Fahden, Esther Lofgren, Skip Dise

2005 Worlds Team: Rob Zechmann, Sean Wolf, Greg 
Ruckman, Matt Muffelman, Marika Page



RIVERSIDE BOAT CLUB’S 

FIRST 140 YEARS

The results began to show when Patty Pinkerton and Katherine Reith 

rowed a double at the 1982 Henley and were the United States double in 

1985 and 1986.  By 1985 Riverside finished second in the 1985 National 

Championship team points trophy and captured the Head of the Charles 

Points Trophy in 1987, 1988 and 1989.  In 1988 it introduced summer 

Lightweight Development Camps, which became a feeder for rowers 

from around the country seeking to break into the national program.  By 

the 1990s, Riverside was producing successful rowers at the regional, 

national, Canadian Henley, and international level.  Cindy Ryder’s double 

returned Riverside to the Olympic stage in 1992 at Barcelona, lightweight 

Matt Collins rowed in the World Championships and the club’s lightweight 

program produced results at the nationals and Canadian Henley.  Racing 

for Riverside, world champion Jamie Koven won Henley’s Diamond 

Sculls in 1998.  Erick Kenney, Tom Keister, Jason Banks and Sean Wolf 

won the 1999 national elite lightweight four without title, and in 2000 

Keister and Wolf won the National Team Trials in the lightweight pair.  

Meanwhile, the Riverside family grew, as Nikolay Kurmakov’s Simmons 

program began rowing from the club’s dock during the reconstruction of 

Boston University’s boathouse in the late 90s.

Riverside has continued to reinvent and add programs for rowers of 

all levels during the present era.  Its High Performance Group and its 

association with the national lightweight program have produced national 

team participants in recent World Championships and Olympics.  At the 

same time, the club boats rowers in the full gamut of local, regional and 

national competitions and provides recreational rowing for many others.  

Above all, Riverside—the last surviving representative of the many 

neighborhood-based, workingmen’s boat clubs formed in Boston and 

Cambridge in the second half of the 19th Century—remains committed 

to offering rowing to men and women of all economic backgrounds.  By 

retaining its traditions of low fees, member involvement and democratic 

decision making, Riverside Boat Club has rebuilt its membership to over 

two hundred and has re-established its place as one of the country’s 

strongest rowing clubs.   

Master Women’s 4+ Masters Nationals, Jen Wawrzonik 
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