A Bay Front Boathouse Rows Back to Life

Entirely up on pilings, the boathouse had a classic look, and one of the largest American flags in town. In this 1905 photo, members gather on the

widow’s walk to survey a bay race.
S~

by Susan Hyman

Like giant water bugs, the rowers set off
across a mirror-smooth San Diego Bay.
The hulls, slim as knives, slid through the
water with hardly a wake, and each time
the oars swept down to touch the water
and rise again, they strung necklaces of
ripples and eddies behind the boats.

It was an early morning in 1888, and
the first group of muscular-backed row-
ers had set off from the new Excelsior
Rowing and Swim Club. Ninety-five
years later, the surviving structure of San
Diego’s rowing heritage is being reno-
vated at the foot of Fifth Avenue down-
town into a Chart House restaurant. Be-
fore you sit down to a steak dinner (the
restaurant opens this summer), let’s look
back at this remarkable building and its
members.

In the early 1900s, the San Diego Row-
ing Club was a prominent men’s organi-
zation. Importantbusinessmen and influ-
ential city leaders walked to the club
from their downtown offices for lunch,
and swam, sunbathed, or rowed before
returning to work. Their families and
friends flocked to the club for huge
Fourth of July picnics and Christmas ball-
room dances. Though not exclusive, the
club was a close group joined together by
a common bond: the love of rowing.

When Kearney Johnston visited the
San Diego Rowing Club in 1930, he
noticed the rowers on San Diego Bay and
decided he’d like to give it a try. Fifty-
three years later he’s still rowing.
Johnston, now 72, has many memories of
what it was like to row on a then-quieter
San Diego Bay, where the ducks didn’t

have to compete with aircraft carriers

~ and container ships.

“In summertimes around 1930, a small
group of us would get canoes and put a
five-pound watermelon in one of them,”
he said. “We’d paddle across the bay to
Coronado for a day of swimming and
bury the watermelon in the sand to keep
it cool.

“Later, we’d cut up the watermelon
and hop back into the canoes. We'd al-
ways catch an outgoing tide, so we’d
glide almost all the way back to the club,
eating watermelon while enjoying the
warm summer evening.”

Johnston worked as a printer at the
Union-Tribune for forty-three vyears.
Currently, he teaches sculling free to
club members, and for his own pleasure,
rows six to seven miles a day

ROWING USA for June/july, 1983



Sculling was the club’s primary sport;
rowing in long, narrow shells fitted with
sliding seats. It would be several decades
before outboard motors changed small-
boat hull design.

In 1891, the Excelsior Rowing and
Swim Club changed its name to the San
Diego Rowing Club, and the boathouse
was built in 1899. The club officially
opened on January 1, 1900, with the First
Annual New Year’s Day Plunge—now an
83-year-old tradition that’s as invigorat-
ing as ever. Besides rowing, the club of-
fered handball, shuffleboard, horse-
shoes, ping-pong, a full gym, bowling
teams, a sun deck, and bay swimming.

“1 remember when they’d bring huge
log rafts down into the harbor from
Washington and Oregon,” said Johnston.
Many of the logs would get caught in the
shoals. We’d swim out there, climb on
the logs, and dive off.”

Years later (in 1978), the club closed
down the boathouse and moved to Mis-
sion Bay. Then three years later, Chart
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Decrepit, boarded up and a home for
transients, the clubhouse looked ready for
the wrecker in 1980. Chart House Restau-
rants stayed the execution order.

House Restaurants won permission from
the Port Commission to turn the old
building into a restaurant.

The club cost about $2,000 to build in
1899. Chart House will spend close to
$1.7 million on the restoration, accord-
ing to John Callahan, the company’s real
estate director. Chart House hopes to
finish the restaurant by the summer of
1983.

The rowing club boathouse, one of the
last of its time remaining on its original
waterfront site, is listed in the National
Registry of Historic Places, and Callahan
says the plan is to restore the building to
the way it was around 1914. They will
keep the same architecture as in the orig-
inal, even using much of the initial wood.
Movable windows will be added and a
30-foot gangplank built to the entrance.

The catwalk on the building’s roof will be
closed to customers.

The new restaurant will stand com-
pletely over the water like the old boat-
house, which was built on a long wharf.
Chart House also bought club memora-
bilia, such as trophies, pictures, flags, and
miniature (18- to 24-inch) rowing shells,
for use inside the restaurant, and two
four-man shells (42 to 52 feet) to hang in
an outside shed.

“We wanted to restore the old club-
house instead of tearing it down and put-
ting up a new building,” said Callahan.
“We feel people thirty years from now
will be much more interested in seeing a

historic place than a regular restaurant.”
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