
You Couldn't Keep
an Iron Man Down:

Rowing inNineteenth
Century Pittsburgh

By John J. Kudlik

THE Monongahela, Al-
legheny and Ohio rivers had
been, by the mid-nine-

teenth century, home waters to
every form of traffic from Indian
canoes to steamboats. Inthe years
just before the CivilWar, the rivers
at the heart ofPittsburgh began to
host something new: competitive
rowing.

The idea ofrecreational boat-
ingbegan inEngland at the end of
the eighteenth century, and quickly
spread to America. 1 The first re-
corded race of any fame on this
side of the Atlantic took place in
New YorkCity in1811.Within a
few years, clubs were organizing
competitions from New England
to New Orleans. 2 By the 1850s,
some American champions rode
the wave ofpopularity to profes-
sional status and lived semi-no-
madic existences from one metro-
politan regatta to another.

Its topography of rivers and
valleys made Pittsburgh a natural
for such a sport. As early as the
1840s, several associations, among
them the Keystone BoatClub, the
Diamond Alley Boat Club, and
the Eclipse Barge Club, attracted
members from allsocial strata. 3 As
the name "Barge Club" implies,
their flat-bottomed wooden boats
could be large and heavy, up to30
feet long and 4 feet wide, scarcely
resembling the sleek racing shells
of today. At one time the club
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boasted a luxury craft withred velvet liningand silver
trimon the bow.4Far more common for competition,
however, were ordinary rowboats. Dressed inflannel
shirts, sailor pants and straw hats, the earliest Pitts-
burgh rowers looked more likecrewmen from aman-
of-war than sportsmen. But amateur and, on occa-
sion, professional sportsmen, they were. Pittsburgh
began producing rowers of renown as early as the
1850s. Achampionship race held in the city in1859
saw $15,000 inprize money change hands. 5

By 1860, some 11clubs had affiliated to form the
Allegheny Association, an outgrowth of the earlier
Row Boat Association. The rhythmic motion ofsingle-
and double-oared sculls as well as four-, six- and, on
occasion, eight-man shells, became a fairlycommon

sight on the local waters.
(One or two persons,

Rowing was America's each .rowin.s Wixh two°
oars, is sculling; a person

first maSS Spectator handling asingle oar ina

SpOlt, and featured larger multi-crewed shell
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, r + iscrewingor sweepmg.)
both male and female More serious rowing led
athletes. By the 1850s, to radical alterations in
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its popularity had proved th

*
ir efficiency.

Spread throughout the Newer crafts were much

Pittsburgh region, both |£££E3££
as a Sport tO Watch and sion barges and row-

n*iQiinnv
boats - slidinS seats re~

as a sunny arternoon pkced fixed platformS5
pursuit, bringing more freedom

of movement and leg
power to the rower. Outriggers braced to the hull
held the spruce oars firmlyinplace, increasing their
sweep and balance. Sometimes, depending on the
type ofboat, a coxswain was added to steer the racing
craft.

Nationally, events tapered off somewhat during
the CivilWar, but the sport was serious enough in
Pittsburgh that races continued throughout the con-
flict.Following the war there was an even greater re-
surgence ofactivity.Across the United States, aquatic
sports reached new levels ofpopularity. Public excite-
ment forboat racing led toclub organizations inmore
than 200 cities. Itwas actually part of a wider social
phenomenon: the birth of urban leisure pursuits.
Among the many root causes of this was the return
home of thousands ofveteran soldiers who ritualized
in athletic clubs and other voluntary associations the
camaraderie they had grown used to in the field.6
These organizations also added a bitofcomfortable
social upholstery to the rickety, often grim, world of
the working and lower middle classes.

From the 1850s oninthe Pittsburgh area, rowing
more than any other sport evolved from the casual

pastime of a few intoan immensely popular spectator

and participant activity. Andalthough primarily a male
endeavor, rowing was one of the first public sports in
America to include competitive contests for women.
Non-competitive rowing was just as common, and
there were dozens ofpoints along the rivers where citi-
zens could rent a boat and take to the water on a sunny
afternoon. The sport's popularity may be attributed in
part to the effects that the first phases ofindustrializa-
tion and rapid demographic growth were having on
the city. Rowing associations took root, for example,
inoldand new neighborhoods, among groups of fac-
tory employees, craftsmen and artisans inglass works,
or in the bustling iron and steel mills.7 As a form of
popular culture, sporting associations were more than
recreational outlets. They helped articulate the special
ways citizens reinforced communal bonds and subli-
mated the tensions ofneighborhood and workplace. 8

From the mid-1860s through the 1880s, boat races
captivated theimagination ofthe citizenry, and brought
national attention to Pittsburgh's waterways. Now,
after disappearing from the rivers for a century, com-
petitive and casual rowing are making comebacks.

In the last century, factory employment was ex-
tremely strenuous and long work days did not allow
much time for fun. Workers sought amusements

when and where they could find them,especially inthe
summer months. The number of sporting activities
that could attract huge crowds, however, was quite
limited. Horse races had long been popular but were
semi-legal at best, and dangerous, as they were often
run on public roads. "Saloon sports" (as they were
called) such as billiards had a strong following;bowl-
ingfellinthe same category. But neither of these were
particularly exciting to watch. 9 German immigrants
introduced organized gymnasium activities to the
city. Footraces were more suited to an audience and
were very common. Cricket (and later, baseball),
football, boxing (legal and otherwise), and rifle com-
petitions among militiacompanies were to the liking
ofmany. In the pre- and post-Civil War days, genuine
rivalries developed around these matches, but most
were still "corner lot" affairs lacking the drawing
powers ofprofessional "stars" and bigprizes. Urban
growth in America was creating a different environ-
ment and demand for new forms ofspectacle, cama-
raderie and ritual celebration.

With national-level baseball and football heroes
stilla thing ofthe future, rowers competing on highly
visible stages became the firstreal mass spectator sport
inPittsburgh as the fever spread through the 1860s
and 1870s. Boats were moderately expensive; but
even the best imports from the East Coast were
affordable tothe collective purse ofa club. Some clubs
built their owncraft, while others swore by the rowing
sculls manufactured in south Pittsburgh by M.F.
Cassidy. 10
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The requisite strength and stamina forpullingoars Although the drawing suggests a sedate audience, sculling races,
came naturally to many industrial laborers, and the likethis one on theMonongahela River on October 31,1867, often
waterways were well-suited, with their sloping banks e^JJ c°J^ n^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^
providing a natural stadium. Regattas and individual
competitions were the best-attended athletic events
of the day in cities with watercourses all over Amer- move fans eager to witness the excitement. One con-
ica." Withsporting emotions running so high, a boat test on the upper Monongahela was described as
race was naturally enough one of the publicized high- attracting not less than 10,000 people who arrived on
lights ofthe 1876 Centennial Exposition inPhiladel- 10 excursion trains and steamboats fromas far away as
phia. Several venerated Pittsburgh scullers partici- McKeesport. 13OilCity,Pennsylvania, Wheeling, West
pated. Virginia,and Steubenville, Ohio,frequently sent their

Banner newspaper headlines were common: best oarsmen to Pittsburgh contests, but crews were
"ExcitingContest Upon the Allegheny," "The Pitts- just as likely to arrive from Boston, Philadelphia or
burgh Crews," "Championship of America on the New York. It was not unknown for prize winning
Monongahela," or "The Female Regatta." 12 They purses to be enlarged withmoney from the railroads,
heralded scenes ofthousands ofpeople crowding river whose managers rightly assumed the greater the purse,
banks, jamming suspension bridges, or standing on the greater the excursion traffic. When the fans ar-
riverboats, railroad cars orcinder piles toapplaud their rived, beer flowed, fists occasionally flew and betting
favorite crew and shout malevolence at the adversar- was usually quite heavy. The Pittsburgh experience of
ies. The greatest races were held in conjunction with the 1850s-'80s was typical ofAmerican rowing inits
picnics at various recreational groves along the water, exuberant infancy; mass leisure meant "relaxation" in
or during holiday festivals such as the Fourth of July. the midst ofhigh spirited eating, drinking and often
Special trains and trolleys were put on the tracks to tumultuous contests.



Dozens ofclubs along the rivers, fromMcKeesport toWheeling,'promoted boating. Often founded and sup-
ported by neighborhood residents, ironand glass factory workers, or skilled artisans, the clubs embodied
the values and attitudes ofwhat some historians have called the "Craftsmen's Republic" era.
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As interest grew, racing sculls and shells were
stored in20ormore permanent boathouses along the
three rivers' shores. Back in the 1850s, the clubs
seemed tohave been content withtemporary tents set
up during racing season. But according tocitynews-
papers, by the end of the 1860s, elaborate two-story
buildings complete withenclosed balconies and social
facilities were being raised. Such a clubhouse was the
Adrienne at 17th Street on the Allegheny River;
equally famous for its splendor was the Clipper. The
latter was home to red-shirted crews who brought
back national honors many times to their double-
decked boathouse inthe Strip District at 14th Street. 14

The names of the clubs often reflected their origins
and membership: the Allegheny, the Diamond Alley
and the Soho were neighborhood organizations, as
were the McKee, situated along the Monongahela in
oldBirmingham, and the Xanthe on the OhioinMan-
chester. The Columbia was originally organized in
1869 from the old Columbia Fire Company. The men
ofthe Juniata millformed a club of the same name in
1870 and trained several nationally renowned oars-
men. 15 Citymaps do not indicate any structures speci-
fied as boathouses near the mills;possibly manage-
ment permitted workers touse existing sheds forboat
storage?

Politics were often mixed in with sports. Political
activities were one of the great bonds ofmale sociabil-
ityinthe nineteenth century and often took on some
of the trappings of a participant/spectator sport. A
boathouse christened in 1867 was the Blackmore,
named after a popular judge whose social sympathies
were apparently identified with working-class inter-
ests. He later became a Democratic mayor of the
city.16

Some boathouses well known by the 1870s and
'80s were: on the Allegheny —

the Chambers,
Duquesne, Howard, Independent, J.R. Jones, Pit-
tock, and Undine; on the Monongahela — the Beck,
Pat Luther Club, and the Max Moorhead and the
Juniata (neighbors to each other by the mouth of
Soho Creek).There were other clubs — the Wave, the
Atlanta, the Port Perry, the Fisherman and several
more

—
but their locations are difficultto document.

Over the years they came, went and amalgamated.
Newspapers were filled with accounts of picnics,
parades, dances and political rallies sponsored by
oarsmen. They even attempted to elevate city culture
withbrass and banjo band serenades from the porches
of their boathouses. When the Max Moorhead Club
decided in June 1870 to put on an addition that in-
cluded a library "with a fine selection of books," the
Pittsburgh Post thought itworthy of an article. 17

Pictures would speak louder than words, but un-
fortunately a search of local library and archival re-
sources failed toturn up a single illustration ofone of
these buildings. This search led to another odd dis-

covery.Detailed citystreet maps ofthe 1870s- '90s do
not reveal the existence ofone single boathouse, even
when specific site locations are known from historic
sources. This curious fact is something ofan enigma,
but may be partly explained by one source:

The new boathouse ofthe Columbia boat club of
Allegheny has been completed and is nowmoored at
the Allegheny wharfbetween Hand St. and the 9th
Street Bridge. Itisprobably one of the finest houses
ofthe kind inthe state. It is 110 feet long, 26 feet
wide;the lowercabin is95 feet long and 24 feet wide
and11feet high...with9 single sculls, 2doubles and
2 four-oared boats on the rack. 18

Apparently some ofeven the biggest and best clubs
were on huge rafts anchored to the shore. The Co-
lumbia, for instance, had a 42-foot-long upper cabin
neatly furnished with an apartment and a reception
room. The latter was fitted withhanging oillamps on
bronze pendants, Brussels carpet, desks, chairs, book-
cases and "handsomely framed photographs ofallthe
prominent rowers ofthe
country." 19Itis difficult
to generalize about
whether this method of Sporting clUDS had
fixing buildings to the broad social and cultural
shore was common.
Since the Columbia's purposes, promoting
house excited no special not only their Special
comment during its . . u
inauguration,itisproba- interest

—
rowing

—
but

biy safe to assume that also civic celebrations
the wayin which it was * *... i n.
mooredwasnotunique. and politicalrallies.

Neighboring com- Some clubs even

I"^mo^ sponsored brass bands
just passing attention in and libraries.
the Pittsburgh papers.
Commenting on a race in McKeesport, one paper
mentioned that the "littletownhad every occasion to
be proud of their regatta." 20 But the competition
could just as easily turn nasty. During a race in
McKeesport, a drunken individual on the Market
Street wharf "drew a revolver and fired twiceinthe di-
rection of the (Pittsburgh) rowers... while twopolice-
men standing beside the shooter made no attempt to
arrest the man!" No one was injured, but the bullets
did strike the boats. 21 Under another headline, "^Sat-
urday's Sham," trouble between towns was again re-
ported. Itseems one Mike Filan, the "Italian Cham-
pion ofPittsburgh," was denied entry into ahighprize
race when his opponent, Jim Bulger of Wheeling,
refused to row against him. A Pittsburgh reporter
wrotea blistering article admitting that Filan did have
a sleek, modern 28-pound boat and was trained by the
best rowers available, while Bulger's boat was an
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ancient 400-pound utub." What's more, the West
Virginianovice learned a bitlate that a training diet of
"beer and ice cream" was possibly ill-advised! The
Pittsburgh visitors found allof this no excuse for the
race being cancelled and were even more indignant
when Bulger saw fit toconsult a lawyer. "The whole
matter isa subject ofregret...ourhard-working, down-
trodden millmenhad denied themselves actual neces-
saries for the last week... to lose their hard earned
money by such sculduggery!" 22

Many ofPittsburgh's top rowers were true sports-
men and gentlemen throughout their careers and
retired onprize purses honestly won. Patrick Luther
was one; he later opened a boat rental business at

Ninth Street. James Hamill, retired as a national
champion of the 1860s, returned to Pittsburgh to
what seems to have been the favorite occupation for

anumber ofex-oarsmen:
he opened a saloon.

-^ . /- Much more so thanRowing races often today5 saloons served as
Were Organized at the semi-official neighbor-

local saloon, a vibrant J£ "v^e
Cultural Center in House, aninnon the Al-

community life where le&hen y vcr so,me dis;
3 tance south of

friends and family met sharpsburg, was a favor-
for more than drinks; ite m

1
eetins ? xfe at the

conclusion or many a
benefits Of the time race. 23 AtAlexMurray's

Spent likely Seemed Saloon in Manchester,., , , « t
, many serious, high stakeintangible, but helped challenge or acceptance

tO Sive locals a contracts were drawn up.
< r i , Big races were always
Sense Or place . weU-planned events, and

newspaper coverage en-
sured that many sportsmen would achieve local "im-
mortality." Legally binding nine-point articles of
agreement were always published and quite precise as
toprizes, location, judges to be employed, terms of
forfeiture, acceptable weather conditions and the
like.24

Rowing did indeed attract all classes, but in the
Pittsburgh area, it was particularly thought of as a
working man's sport, and workingmen ofthose days
were a bibulous lot, as highlighted in an 1871 news-
paper account:

Two wellknown amateur handlers ofthe "spruces"
belong to the Columbia boat club of Allegheny;
whilesitting the other evening over their beer, the
conversation turned to boating, and after consider-
able chin music from bothofthem and their respec-
tivefriends, animpromptu race was agreed upon. ..the
stake to be a halfbarrel ofbeer... either party failing
to put inhis appearance to forfeitdouble the wager.

At the appointed time both men were on hand
neither having slept any of the previous night and
both having gone through a severe course oftrain-
ing whichconsisted of taking ahalf tumbler ofwater

mixed withwhiskey, that dose repeated at intervals
of twenty minutes. 25

During the race, the oarsman in the "The Noisey
B"faltered after a short while,when "the effect ofthe
severe training he had undergone the previous night
began to tell fearfully on him." He recovered to win
the 25-minute, 3-second race ina torrent ofrain. (His
opponent had stroked so furiously that at onepoint he
flewinto the airand landed inthe river a length ahead
ofhis ownboat!) Both men, pretty much soaked in-
side and out, proceeded with their friends to "demol-
ishbeverages and fluids inthe quickest time on record
considering the size of the layout" and proposed an-
other race at double the wager. Men were men in
those days!

Various historians and anthropologists have writ-
ten that sports serve as an important emotional release
among workers, neighborhoods and social groups. In
Victorian America, fellowship commonly extended to

various sports clubs, plus volunteer firehouses, glee
club orbarber shop singing groups and so forth,allof
which enabled folk tobetter cope with the tensions of
their world and harden their social bonds. Unfortu-
nately for the historian, popular recreations leave few
remains after their days are over. Very few member-
ship lists, bylaws, photographs, and other historical
data for rowing associations of the 1860s-'80s have
survived. As nearly as the story can be reconstructed,
the individuals most prominently mentioned inasso-
ciation with Pittsburgh aquatics rarely were listed in
the citydirectories. 26 There werehundreds ofthem in
the old city wards, but many, ifnot most, apparently
were younger workers who did not own property.
When the names and professions ofoarsmen can be
recovered, they most typically are tradesmen, iron
workers, nail workers, forge operators or akin labor-
ers, and skilled industrial craftsmen. 27

The glassblowers and iron workers ofoldBirming-
ham seem especially to have favored rowing as a rec-
reational experience. Among them, the ironpuddlers
lifted 200-pound ingots ofmolten metal many times
a day as part of their work. The lung capacity of
glassblowers and the brawniness ofironworkers pro-
vided them with the endurance for strenuous river
sports. Ifthey chose to row,itmust have been for the
sociability and the urge to compete, not because they
lacked good aerobic workouts. Newspaper sports col-
umns testify that these individuals frequently rowed
three- and six-mile course races

—
half upstream, half

downstream —
turning around a stationary stake

boat. During a singles scull race on the Allegheny in
the 1870s, one "Neut" Feigly came in second in a
three-mile event by frequently spurting at a remark-
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able 42 or 43 strokes a minute, to compensate for 3
inches ofone oarblade having accidently broken off!28

Brawn was not always the key to success; some of
the finest rowers were notgiants. James Hamill,born
inPittsburgh in 1838, began rowing races at age 20;
he was 5-foot-8 and weighed only 150 pounds. But
his years as a glassblower at Bakewell, Pears and Co.
must have developed his powers of endurance re-
markably. The fullpower, short, choppy rowingburst
of60 strokes a minute gained him great fame and the
nickname "The Little Engine." 29 By the 1860s, he
had become a national figure, winningpurses as high
as $2,000 in Philadelphia and New York regattas. In
Boston, he once crossed the finish line so far ahead of
the competition that incredulous judges refused to
declare himthe winner,until other rowers confirmed
that he had indeed completed the fullcourse. 30 Once
inEngland, he was presented witha finepocket watch
inscribed: "Presented toJames Hamill,Aquatic cham-
pion of America, as a mark ofrespect from his friends
inNewcastle, England, for the honourable and manly
manner inwhich he conducted himself when residing
there; and for the honest and straightforward way in
which he rowed two races on the Tyne, July 4 and 5,
1866." Hamill went on to become a Yale University
coach for a time. 31 He died in Pittsburgh in 1876,
truly a fine symbol ofhis era.

"Eph"Morris,anironpuddler's helper ina rolling

Races attracted thousands, withrailroads running special excursion
trains to handle the load. Spectators sometimes jammed the
bridges but always lined the rivers where slanted banks formed a
natural stadium.

mill,was a local sculler in the 1870s. He began his
sports career with the Clipper Club and went on to
achieve national recognition. He shocked the estab-
lished rowing fraternities of Boston and Toronto by
beating their top oarsmen in five-mile contests. At
Toronto, he once rowed a double scull in a regatta
with another Pittsburgh-area champion, Henry
Coulter from Manchester; the two succeeded easily in
cleaning out all competitors, including the crack
oarsmen ofCanada. Atthe time ofhis first contests on
the East Coast ofthe United States, Morris was a total
unknown;after defeating Boston's best ina Fourth of
July regatta, his competitors asked, "Who are you?"
"Oh I'm just a scrub-rower from Pittsburgh, that's
all," he replied. An astonished spectator then asked
why they had never heard of him in the rowing ga-
zettes; "Well we don't do our rowing on paper in
Pittsburgh," he said with a laugh. 32 He permanently
resided inold Allegheny when not on the road and
died there in1897. His partner inthe Toronto event—

"Hank" Coulter
—

had been anapprentice plough-
share caster, but at an early age mastered "the science
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offeathering the spruces" with the
Xanthe Club on the Ohio.33

By no means was the aquatic
scene wholly dominated by men.
This was quite an achievement,
given Victorian America's preoc-
cupation with the social conven-
tions of patriarchy. In August of
1870, a Rose Steele of McKees
Rocks published a challenge "...to
any lady inAmerica. ..to rowme a
two mile scull race over the Al-
legheny River course." 34 Several
females were headline rowers and
active club members. On July 16,
1870, the Nonpareil Club spon-
sored a women's regatta in tan-
dem with a festival at the Glen-
wood Grove picnic area on the
upper Monongahela. The Max
Moorhead entrant in this contest
was 16-year-old Lottie McAJice of
"Pipetown" in the Sixth Ward.
Newspapers described her as re-
siding in a boathouse and having
been practically reared on the
water. The Chambers Boat Club
was represented byMaggie Lewof
Brownstown. This one-mile event
was attended byanestimated 8,000
to 12,000 spectators, drawn no
doubt by the gold watch- $2,000
prize purse and all the national
attention. A headline in Frank
Leslie's popular Illustrated
Newspaper read: "The Women's
Rowing Match at Pittsburgh, Pa."
Anillustration showed throngs of
fans lining the shore and hanging
from trees. McAlice was the win-
ner. The Pittsburgh Post and other
newspapers described everything
from her athletic training (she had
been rowing her father to work
across the river since she was 7) to
her costume (tights and a loose
white dress with a red jacket) and
her rosy cheeks (slightly browned
from exposure). Accounts of her
victories also were published over
the years in prominent European
sporting journals. 35

McAlice's race was won on the

The Eclipse rowing association, or
"barge" club, was one of the city's
first.
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upper Monongahela. This was one among several
courses preferred by Pittsburghers when rowing their
home waters. The Hulton Dam area on the upper Al-
legheny was frequently mentioned, as was another
three-mile course on the lower Monongahela in the
Saw MillRun area. Inthe 1850s and 1860s, compe-
titions on the Allegheny, from the Sixth Street Bridge
to the south tip of Herr's Island, appeared in the
sports columns, as dida one and a half-mile Allegheny
course from the Columbia boathouse at the Hand
Street Bridge (now Ninth Street) to the railroad
suspension bridge to the south. Most ofthese contests

were rowed at a fullclip, upstream and downstream
around a stake boat.

Itwas not unusual for regattas and famous oars-
men in one-to-one
competition tobe, as one

The Industrial newspaper put it, "the
i i^. j talk of the town forRevolution resulted weeks."Inthespringand

inpolluted rivers summer, three- or four-

crowded with
Commercial shipping headlines such as

and a work force
"
sl«*chet of. the.,M? n

and their RowingMeth-
With leSS leisure time, 065" or "The Boating

By the late 18803, Season is Herer36Sport-
y

ii in8 news was niiccl Wltn
after huge gambling personal data and racing

Scandals, rowing records ofvarious cham-
j

, pions, and details oftheir
Was doomed... boats withsuch names as
untilrecently. "Rum," "Blood Tub,"

"Let Her Go By" and
"Maggie May." Judging by the local coverage, the
newspapers must have calculated the events to be a
great bonus tocirculation.

Whether a spirited local race, a regional competi-
tion, or a regatta in a distant city, betting could be
furious. Financial backers frequently sponsored their
favorite rowers and set up bigmoney contests. Under
the headline "Exciting Exhibition of Science and
Muscle," we are informed ina Pittsburgh paper ofthe
1870s:

The sculling championship ofAmerica was lost and
won yesterday on the upper Allegheny course, amid
the vociferous plaudits often thousand persons who
lined the shore. Itwas not to calculate the science of
physical forces, however, which attracted thousands
to the spot. To most itwas a matter ofcuriosity, to a
great many a matter ofmoney...beer stands were
improvised and an occasional fightbroke the monot-

ony.37

On another occasion, after many "small pieces of
green paper began to fly around the crowd," several
crews came into the home stretch, and ananxious cry

went up from the losing parties, "Where are the
others?" Some looked suspiciously at the winners and
"even ventured an opinion that the missing crews had
been foully murdered and their bodies sunk into the
Monongahela River!" Fortunately the tardy crews
showed up before a riotbroke out.38 The Pittsburgh
Post was pleased to note that during McAlice's cele-
brated victory in1870, many prominent clerics,bankers
and merchants were in attendance, as was "the full
delegation of the rough element," which on that
occasion, at least, contained itself with proper re-
spectability and decorum. 39

Victorian moralists were rarely pleased with the
form or consequences ofpopular pastimes, especially
if they had a reputation for concomitants such as
gambling and drinking. The special comment the
McAlice race received is perhaps better understood
when seen in the context ofan era inwhich itwas not

uncommon for contests to be quite rowdy. Crowds
were less than disposed to applaud the opposition.
Judges who went against a local hero orcivic pride in
favor of visitors risked mob fury. Falling prey to
gambling interests was another serious problem.Boats
occasionally were sawed in half on the eve of a big
contest. Pittsburgh celebrity "Eph" Morris was unfit
torow one race inBoston because, he alleged, a drink
of water had been purposely drugged to make him
sick.40 In some American cities, scullers were often
followed by pilot boats crewed by men who "pro-
tected" their favorites and intimidated others with
every imaginable sort ofscurrilous trick. During one
of James Hamill's five-mile Hudson River races, two
men armed with pistols backed him up, as 50,000
New York City spectators were betting more heavily
than anyone had ever witnessed before and could not
be trusted to allow an honest contest. 41

For certain members of the "sporting set," com-
peting for high wagers inspecially arranged matches
was a source ofincome and the central experience in
anathletic contest. The attention that came withthese
events accounts for some ofthe mass excitement these
matches could generate, as well as the occasional
scandals that marred them. For the majority of Pitts-
burghers, however, rowing was anhonest recreational
outlet through the 1880s, a sociable escape from the
doldrums ofsummer when the glass factories and iron
mills customarily closed down due to the heat. 42 On
this level, the sport retained a mixed amateur and
semi-professional character. For a neighborhood club,
the most excitingmoment was a victory that brought
home the silkened flag of an opponent organization.
Only for a few local men likeHamill,Morris,William
Scharf and Patrick Luther did rowing mean distin-
guished careers, national recognition, gold and silver
trophy cups, cash prizes, and medals.

Towards the end of the 1880s, Pittsburgh's 58-
member Columbia Boat Club was praised by local
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newspapers because its reputation and that of the city summer breaks that afforded workers an opportunity
had not been smudged "in the various match races forconcentrated periods ofrecreation involving travel
that have made Pittsburgh notorious in the boating and regattas. Rowing lost much of the sustaining
world as aplace where no fair racing could be had." 43 public spirit ithad enjoyed, as the traditional manu-
Pittsburgh was byno means alone inbeing so tainted. facturing/artisan society of mid-nineteenth century
Professional rowing across the United States became Pittsburgh gave way to anew industrial economy bent
heavily stigmatized by misconduct. The general pub- on effective and often remorseless labor discipline,
lie grew more convinced that any race involving big The new immigrant populations flooding into "Big
money would be dishonest. Itwasperhaps for this rea- Steel" Pittsburgh gave their attention to many popu-
son that some of the best professional oarsmen gave lar enthusiasms, but rowing was not among them,

up and began new careers as college coaches. 44 Times were changing on the national scene as well.
The Columbia was an old organization and the As workplace or neighborhood clubs disappeared,

newboathouse members built in the early 1880s was amateur rowing reformed around colleges. Varsity
one ofthe last tobe established. Notlong afterwards, crews cleaned up competitive events and radically
rowing began to rather quickly disappear from the transformed the rule books to conform with estab-
rivers. A race held on the Allegheny River in the lished European, especially British, university pro-
autumn of 1886 or 1887 between members of the grams. By the 1890s, the sport was socially redefined
Columbia and Adrienne clubs is thought tohave been as well,resulting ina narrower appeal tothe more edu-
one of the final public contests. Scandals had really cated middle and upper classes. 48 Gone were the days
hurt the sport. Francis G. Couvares, inhis excellent of professional cash prize rowers who had been so
book, The Remaking ofPittsburgh, mentions

...changes were occurring in the realm ofsports. The
last boat race on the AlleghenyRiver tookplace in
1887, and the clubs soon passed out of existence.
Their disappearance was the result ofgrowing demand
on riverproperty byindustry and ofthe departure
ofthe skilled craftsmen from the old city.

For years thereafter professional oars
men from Pittsburgh continued
to race in national competi- *
tions, but they were increas-
ingly plagued by scandals in-
volving gambling and race-fix
ing.45

The social and economic structure of
Pittsburgh was changing by the late V
1880s, as well. With the eventual arri-
val of large amusement parks, profes- V
sional boxing, and regular team baseball,
these and other things became the pre-
ferred amusements among the class ofpeople
who had been rowing's staunchest support-
ers. 46 Baseball seems to have especially suited
the fiber of the new urban America. Until the
turn of the century, football remained pretty
much either local,neighborhood orcollege enter- *|
tainment. Baseball, however, began to take on new
respectability, and eventually became something ofa
national mania with the founding of the National
League in 1876. 47

Popular recreations reflect the socio-economic life
of the times. With the arrival ofnew factory technol-
ogy, a more consolidated corporate structure and ac-
rimonious labor-management relations in the later
nineteenth century, a different attitude toward the
value ofleisure time began toemerge. Gone were the
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had radically changed as well. Shore property became
too valuable commercially to allow open space for
boat-related recreational facilities to remain. Period
photographs show coal barges sided up and docked
sometimes six or eight across, along river fronts that
once had been open enough to have served as sports
arenas. The three rivers had become so heavily trav-
elled by industrial traffic that safety concerns rose,
recreational use dwindled, and aquatic sports became
a thing of the past that would not be revived again
untilmodern times.

After a couple of false starts in the 1970s, rowing
again became part of the aquatic scene inPittsburgh,
with the founding of the Three Rivers Rowing Asso-
ciation in the 1980s. Their new two-story rowing
center on Washington's Landing (formerly Herr's
Island) rivals its nineteenth century predecessors, the
Clipper and Adrienne clubs, inproviding accommo-
dations for a workout on the Allegheny River.

The Three Rivers facility is now home to crews
from Duquesne University, the University of Pitts-
burgh, Carnegie Mellon University and Chatham
College, along with non-collegiate rowers of both
sexes and all ages. Also promoting activities on the
water are the Allegheny River Rowing Club, the
North HillsRowing Club, several local high schools,
and heartv crews of Irishmen who have revived a

tradition ofpulling oars in"curraghs," an ancient type
of Celtic fishing boat. Pittsburgh has regained a
national reputation withthe annual Head ofthe Ohio
regatta held every September along the Allegheny
banks of Roberto Clemente Park. Once dislocated
from our rivers by economic and social change, row-
ing is alive again. It is very much part of a new
Pittsburgh and a renewed community attitude toward
our rivers. 50 \u25a0
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