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T H E  U L T I M AT E  W A L K - O N T E A M S P O R T

»»  D E N I S E  J O R D A N L A N E

The top varsity men’s and women’s boats 

of 8+Coxswain competed on Oct 26 on the 

Schuylkill River in Philadelphia. This venue is 

famous for its “Boathouse Row,” a series of 

connected rowing athletic clubs that produce 

many and collegiate adult competitors.

Atlantans are fortunate to have the Chattahoochee River 

running through the city for so many reasons, and not the 

least of those is that it provides a natural venue for the 

sport of rowing. Rowing is a team sport that was first in-

troduced as an Olympic sport in the 1900 games in Paris, 

France and is as popular today as ever. High schools and 

colleges alike support teams, referred to as clubs, squads 

or crews, and give the participants a chance to become a 

member of one of the most synergistic sports available. 

It looks easy—the team on the river, synchronized, nary 

a splash as their oars enter the water. The crew that makes 

it look effortless will likely cross the finish line first. But 

don’t be fooled by the graceful beauty of the sport; rowers 

are known to be some of the world’s most physically fit 

athletes due to the nature of the cross-training they receive 

from their sport, akin to cross-country skiing. They are re-

ceiving a full-body workout while rowing. 

The ultimate 
walk-on team sport
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To the untrained eye, one would think rowing is an upper body 

sport when in actuality the legs are the powerhouse supplying the 

muscle. The rowers’ seats slide back and forth, as they push off with 

their legs moving the oars through the water with precision. 

Open with your back, finish with your arms, begin with the catch, 

watch your drive! Level, inside and outside hands, and don’t forget 

the roll-up. These phrases are some of the terms you’d be familiar 

with as a rower before you push off from the dock—and that’s just 

for the use of your body. There are even more terms to know about 

the boats themselves.

The boats used for rowing team are called shells and are either 

singles, pairs, quads or eights seating as many people as their 

names suggest. Some quads and all eights have an additional 

person on board called a coxswain (pronounced cox-n), who serves 

as the coach and steers the ride. The coxswain is physically a small 

person due to the nature of the job and may be a great spot for 

someone who hasn’t found athletic prowess on other fields.

That’s not all; two different types of rowing are 

available: sculling and sweeping. In sculling, the 

athlete holds two oars—one on each side of the 

boat; while in sweeping, each rower holds only one 

oar with both hands like a broom. Sweeping is more 

common with quad crews and eights and is the 

epitome of a team sport. Each person must do his 

job equally for the crew to succeed. Rowing is not 

the sport for a “hot dog” who wants to stand out 

above his peers; it’s all about the team.

Who teaches rowing? 

The coaches are likely to be college graduates in their 

twenties, male and female, who began rowing in high 

school or college and have come back to teach their 

skill to the next generation. One such coach is Erin Toole, a 2005 grad-

uate of Wake Forest University. Erin spent her first year out of school 

coaching the novice women at the U.S. Military Academy in West Point, 

New York before coming to Saint Andrews Rowing Club to share her 

expertise as the assistant novice women’s coach. No longer personally 

racing, Erin said, “Each season has its own perks. I love regattas dur-

ing the headrace season—the crisp fall air and changing leaves (I’m 

partial to autumn anyway!), and as a coxswain [fall races] have an 

added element of excitement in that without lanes you are navigating 

your own course, which can win or lose a race. Spring season is great 

because of the instant gratification; you know as soon as you cross the 

line how you did. It’s fun for competitors and spectators to be able to 

see how the race is progressing.” 

Erin, what is your favorite part of the sport? 

A big part of it is the people I have met—all of these hardworking, 

dedicated, and FUN high schoolers, college students, coaches and 

parents. I have a great appreciation for the 

places rowing has taken me as well; it has 

brought me to great American cities like 

Boston and Philadelphia, to the mountains 

of West Point, New York and to smaller towns 

throughout the Northeast and South to which 

I would not otherwise have ventured. The 

view from the water, lying down in a racing 

shell or in a coach’s launch and even from 

the banks of the river, is something unique. 

In the afternoons when I am cruising on the 

Chattahoochee in my coach’s launch, I can’t 

help but feel lucky. How many people get to 

spend their afternoons on the water?

T H E  U L T I M AT E  W A L K - O N T E A M S P O R T
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Erin continued, “I think my favorite part is universal and simpler 

than all of that though. I like the stroke. It’s simple yet complex—a 

series of motions that be can broken down into something pretty 

simple, but which have to be executed in a precise way at a precise 

time, which makes it complex. It has contrast; when done well, it ap-

pears long and graceful despite the exertion and pressure that is 

going into the drive. It’s elusive. People strive for that perfect stroke 

every day, only to find that there is always room for improvement, but 

I really like to keep trying anyway.” 

Youth Rowing Clubs in Atlanta
The Saint Andrew Rowing Club began in 1988 in partnership with Georgia 

Tech’s rowing team who needed a place to build a boathouse. With the 

church’s blessing, Tech built the boathouse under the condition that they 

would form a youth rowing club, which they named Saint Andrew in honor of 

the church for allowing them to use the property. Thirty-five original mem-

bers participated, and now the club draws more than 100 rowers from over 

thirty public and private schools in the metro Atlanta area. Also over 100 

volunteers from SARC participated in the Rivers Alive river cleanup event 

this fall and cleaned nearly 500 pounds of garbage from the Chattahoochee 

River. SARC also won the award for the group with the most volunteers. 

Another local club supporting young rowers with which a friendly rivalry 

exists is the Atlanta Junior Rowing Association (AJRA), which has more than 

100 members including middle and high school students from Roswell, 

Milton, Centennial, Alpharetta, Pope, Walton, Lovett, Northview, Blessed 

Trinity and others. The mission of the Atlanta Junior Rowing Association is: 

           

      

self-esteem, self-discipline, team reliance and fitness 

           

     

athletic experience

Making friends was Chad’s 
favorite part of the camp. 
His mother, Pamela, was 

well pleased with her son’s 
experience there and with the 

quality of the kids involved.
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Did you know?

    

famous baby doctor, was an 

Olympic rower in 1924 and 

won a gold medal in the eight.

    

60-feet long—that’s 20 yards 

on a football field.

     

USA won the gold medal in 

the men’s eight at every 

Olympic Games.

     

strokes per minute (SPM) not 

MPH, literally the number of 

strokes the boat completes in 

a minute’s time. 

Source: USRowing.org
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How does one learn this sport? 

Unlike many sports today that almost require an 

athlete to begin playing at a very early age in order 

to be competitive, rowing usually begins in high 

school. However, people as young as 12 may learn 

the skills at a “Learn to Row” developmental camp. 

Thirteen-year-old Chad Dekker of Cherokee 

County attended such a camp this past summer 

sponsored by the AJRA, reporting that it was 

a lot of fun and that he’d like to do it again. 

Making friends was Chad’s favorite part of the 

camp. His mother, Pamela, was well pleased 

with her son’s experience there and with the 

quality of the kids involved.

Fifteen-year-old sophomore, Allison Schlenke 

of Milton High, had the following to say about her 

rowing experience:

How did you pick this sport?

My mom had heard about rowing from one of our 

neighbors, and over the summer I tried the AJRA 

“Learn to Row” camp with one of my friends. We 

had a lot of fun and wanted to sign up for the fall 

season. I am still new to the sport, but I am hav-

ing an awesome time!

What other sports have you played? 

I played lacrosse and field hockey when I lived in 

Pennsylvania. I have also played soccer, basket-

ball and tennis. 

What makes it special? 

It’s really nice to be out on the water every day 

and to travel to regattas (races) in different 

states to compete.

What is your favorite part of being involved in 

the rowing club? 

We have awesome coaches, and I’ve met many 

great people from different schools that I 

wouldn’t have met otherwise. It’s also really cool 

to see your improvements at practice and then 

see how you compare to other crews at regattas.

Do you have any rowing goals?

I would like to keep rowing this spring and 
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For more information on SARC, please contact Nate Trythall at 770-447-5433 or crewcoach@standrewrowing.com. 

For the Atlanta Junior Rowing Association, visit www.ajracrew.com or phone Jean Veeneman at (404) 218-5802 to “learn to row.”
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From left to right: Sarah Perry, Roswell HS 10th grade, Masha Rector, Walton HS 

10th grade, Mary Pannier, Roswell HS 10th grade, Allison Schlenke, Milton HS 10th 

grade, Maddie Hald, Roswell HS 10th grade, Reena Gupta, Northview HS 10th grade, 

Laura Morgan, Roswell HS  10th grade, Nicole Voland, Walton HS 9th grade, Jessica 

Evarts(coxswain), Milton HS 10th grade

move up to varsity team next year. I want to keep 

improving my technique and keep getting better and 

hopefully row in college!

Do you ever sing “Row, row, row your boat” while 

you’re rowing? 

No, but I might start now! »ASF

We have awesome 
coaches, and I’ve met 

many great people 
from different schools 

that I wouldn’t have 
met otherwise.
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