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Hudson River Rowing Timeline

1700’s - Early 1800’s  Professional & Amateur Racing

Mid - 1800’s  Increased Popularity & Organized Clubs
                      Poughkeepsie & Newburgh Prominent 

1895  IRA Era Begins in Poughkeepsie

1949  End of IRA & Begin High School Rowing

1960 - 1986   Local College Crews Begin

1990 - Today  Rowing Growing & Community Boathouse

 C
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Rowing as Sport

● Row boats were ferries for people and small cargo before 
steam engines

● Competition naturally arose among professional boatmen – 
wagering was part of the sport

● British, too, have a long history of rowing competition dating 
back at least to 1600’s

● US competition began in the 1700’s and grew to 150 regattas 
in 1872



1824: American Star Races “Certain Death”

● Captain of the British 
frigate Hussar puts 
up a $1000 prize

● Dart (aka Certain 
Death) was a fast 
London built four oar 
rowed by Thames 
watermen.

● American Star was a 
New York “Whitehall” 

● American Star wins 
by 400 yards.

Crowd of 50,000 crowded the shore and lined the wharfs 
to watch race from the Battery to Hoboken and back.

General Lafayette - near-replica of the 
American Star at Mystic Seaport



19th Century Four-oared Shell Racing

� Ward brothers of Cornwall
Josh, Hank, Gilbert, Charles and later Ellis (5 of 9 brothers)

� Biglin brothers of Newburgh and later New York
John, James, Philip and Barney (4 of 6 brothers)

� “Young Strangers” of Poughkeepsie
Homer Wooden, Bill Stevens, Zek Beneway and John Best



Ward Brothers  
Champions of the World 1871

Father was a “sea 
dog” with fishing 
vessels, sloops 
and “Yankee 
schooners”

Sons raised on the 
Hudson and 
became sloop men 
and world famous 
sportsmen. Standing: Benjamin and Ellis; Seated: Hank, Charles, 

Gilbert and Josh; Foreground: Dick Risdon (manager)

Undefeated as a team of four or six oarsmen except 
for a single race.

From “Ward Brothers, Champions of the World” by Irene Ward Norsen



John & Barney Biglin
Painting by Thomas Eakins (1873)

Biglins were the subjects of 11 Eakins paintings 
(Wikipedia)

National Gallery of Art Collection



Young Strangers Race Biglin Brothers
 in Poughkeepsie 1865

Adriance Memorial Library Local History Collection



Race Story Retold in Collier’s Magazine (1947)
Pretty women followed by fancy men arrive days early.

20,000 spectators

Adriance Memorial Library Local History Collection
From Collier's Magazine, June 14,1947



Starting Cannon at Kaal Rock
Estimate 10,000 people wagered $100,000

Adriance Memorial Library Local History Collection
From Collier's Magazine, June 14,1947



Toughs and Thugs Everywhere

● Race referee intimidated by 
pistols, knives and clubs at 
the Poughkeepsie Hotel: 

“Give up the money!”    
“Fire the hotel”

● Poughkeepsie boat protest 
was not allowed while the 
referee was in fear of his 
life. 

●  Biglin Brothers Win!

Adriance Memorial Library Local History Collection
From Collier's Magazine, June 14,1947



Newburgh Bay Single Sculls Champions

Walter Brown of Newburgh 

Briefly Champion in 1866 when he 
traded victories with Josh Ward.

John Hancon of Newburgh 

Reigned as Champion Sculler 
of America until 1858. 

Josh Ward of Cornwall 

Defeated John Hancon in Newburgh and 
was undefeated until 1862.



Hudson River Maritime Museum
on loan from John Mylod

Ward Brothers training boat 



Newburgh Single-Sculls Race in 1867

● $4000 Purse 
($58,000 today)

● Pistols 
brandished 
during race

● Hamill rammed 
by Brown

● Hamill declared 
the winner

Walter Brown challenges James Hamill to race for 
the American Single Sculls Championship



Collegiate Rowing Begins in US
● 1843 & 1844 Harvard & 

Yale form the first collegiate 
boat clubs

● 1852 - 1st intercollegiate 
competition on Lake 
Winnipesaukee, NH

● 1869 - Collegiate rowing 
surged in popularity 
following Harvard - Oxford 
race.  NY Times covered 
race with entire front page.

Harvard racing Oxford on the Thames 
in London in 1869

● 1875: 3 mile race before a crowd of ~25,000 – won by Cornell
○ Ivy League: Brown, Cornell, Columbia, Dartmouth, Harvard, Princeton, and Yale

○ Now Division III: Amherst, Bowdoin, Hamilton, Union, Wesleyan, and Williams



Professional vs Amateur Rowing
● Early racing included both professionals and amateurs
● 1870 - 1876 Rowing Association of American Colleges 

○ First formal athletic conference - Harvard, Brown, Amherst and Bowdoin 
○ Only undergraduate students could compete 

■ Foundation of NCAA rules of eligibility today
○ Could not use professional coaches - copied from British

● 1872 - National Association of Amateur Oarsmen (NAAO)
○ 1870’s - Growing affluence, leisure time, and cities supported rowing 

growth
○ Motivation to distinguish gentlemen (amateurs) from laborers (pros)
○ Avoid influence of betting?

● 1929 - College rowers joined NAAO 
● Professional vs Amateur in sports continues to be debated



The Poughkeepsie Regatta 1895 - 1949

1911 Postcard
(Friends of Rowing History)



IRA Timeline

● 1891 - 1894 – Intercollegiate Rowing Association (IRA) formed
○ Original members: Columbia, Cornell, U of Pennsylvania 
○ Later joined by Syracuse & Navy

● 1895 – 1st Regatta in Poughkeepsie 

● 1921 - Regatta grew to de facto national championship
    Wisconsin (1897), Syracuse (1901), Navy (1907)
    Stanford (1912), Washington (1913), California (1921)

(Except 1897, Harvard & Yale did not participate until 2003)
● 1949 – Last race in Poughkeepsie with 13 crews

● 1950 to Today - Moved around (Marietta, OH, Syracuse, NY, 
Camden, NJ) and today in Mercer Lake, West Windsor, NJ

● 1968 – Race changed from 3 miles to 2000 meters (1¼ miles)



Poughkeepsie Regatta Program 1936



Poughkeepsie Regatta Program 1936



Poughkeepsie Regatta
View From Highland Shore



1926 Navy Crew Launching 
at Kaal Rock Landing



Railroad Provided Transport
 for Spectators & Boats



West Shore Railroad
Observation train with bleacher seats 
ran back and forth on the west shore 
during the racing.

50,000 Spectators in 1932 

Adriance Memorial Library Local History Collection

Excursion trains from 
New York City on the 
day of the race.

exhibits.archives.marist.edu



Why Race in Poughkeepsie?

● 4 mile straight course and wide enough for 13 boats
● Easy Access for Spectators

○ Railroad crossroads with new bridge (Walkway Over the 
Hudson)

○ NYC & Albany passenger steamers
● Observation train to follow races 
● Crew, boat and spectator accommodations
● Supportive local civic leaders

Google Earth picture

Approximate
 Start

Approximate
 Finish

CIA



The Railroad Bridge Played a Key Role

From a 1948 photograph (library.marist.edu)

● Passenger service 
from  Boston, 
Hartford and 
Pennsylvania

● Regatta observation 
platform 

● Leading lane 
signaled by setting 
off “bombs” 

● Winning school 
colors lowered from 
bridge



The IRA Trophies

Steward's Cup

Freshman 8s

Varsity Challenge Cup

University 8s

Kennedy Challenge 
Cup

4 Oared Shells

Adriance Memorial Library Local History Collection



Original Trophies Still In Use

Rowing News July 2023



Regatta Row Poughkeepsie

Cornell Boathouse remains 
on Marist College Campus

Adriance Memorial Library Local History Collection

Cornell California (Berkeley)       Washington



Navy Boat House

Navy crew quarters still 
stands in Quiet Cove Park

Current view of 
Quiet Cove Park

library.marist.edu



Why was the regatta moved in 1950?
● Poughkeepsie less attractive to IRA post WWII

○ Observation train no longer available
○ Boat houses falling into disrepair.  
○ City reluctant to invest more money

● Marietta Ohio more attractive
○ No tides 
○ Dormitory housing within two blocks of the boat houses
○ Marietta made a financial offer to the IRA

● Difficulty finding a permanent home
○ Marietta had two successive years of flooding 
○ Regatta moved to Syracuse and eventually Camden, NJ



Mid Hudson School Boy Rowing Association
d/b/a Mid Hudson Rowing Association

● 1950 - Founded by Poughkeepsie Chamber of Commerce, Junior 
Chamber of Commerce, and Italian Center

○ Supported Roosevelt, Arlington and Poughkeepsie High School Crews 
○ Maintained equipment and docks and provided coaches

● Sponsored scholastic races in Poughkeepsie

○ Triangular race to determine top local crew – still held today
○ Mid Hudson Invitational Regatta with up to 20 schools

■ 2010 replaced by NY State Scholastic Championships in Saratoga 
Springs

○ Sponsored National Scholastic Championships in 1954 and 1964
● 1960’s - High Schools began running their own programs after the 

Washington boathouse burned down in 1957



Hudson River Rowing Association

Photo from hrra.org 

●  1998 - High School Coaches joined together to form Hudson River 
Rowing Association to address the need for a community 
boathouse

●  Early 2000’s - Poughkeepsie lease of Cornell Boathouse expired
●  2006 - Community boathouse dedicated - built for $3 Million on 

property donated by Vassar College



Hudson River Rowing Association 
Community Boathouse

Adult & Recreational
Mid-Hudson Rowing 

Hudson River Rowing 

High Schools
Poughkeepsie

Arlington

Roosevelt

Spackenkill

Our Lady of Lourdes

Wappingers Falls

Rhinebeck

1996 – 2006: 4 additional scholastic programs started in 
Poughkeepsie area



Hudson River Rowing Programs Today

Marist (1966)

Wappingers (2006)

F. D. Roosevelt (1950)

Spackenkill (1996)

Our Lady of Lourdes (1997)

Poughkeepsie (1950)

Rhinebeck (2000)
Kingston (1999)

High Schools (founded) Colleges (founded)

Newburgh Free Academy - Girls
Newburgh Free Academy - Boys

Arlington (1950)
West Point

Vassar (1983)

SUNY – Albany (1970’s)

Union - Schenectady

RPI - Troy

Hudson River Rowing Association (1998)

Newer Clubs
Orange County Rowing Assoc.
Cortlandt Community Rowing Assoc.



Colleges HRRA Community 
Boathouse rowers have attended



Further Reading

● Boys In The Boat, Daniel James Brown

● Ready All! George Yeoman Pocock and Crew Racing, Gordon 
Newell

● The Poughkeepsie Regatta 1891 - 1950, Elizabeth Clarke & 
Ann Sandri

● Marist Digital Archives created by Elizabeth Clarke & Ann 
Sandri 
https://exhibits.archives.marist.edu/s/regatta/page/about

https://exhibits.archives.marist.edu/s/regatta/page/about


Questions & Thank You!


