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From the recollections of Ruth Robinhold 

The Four Masterminds 

Ruth Adams Robinhold was one of the 
PGRC organizers. She was 25 in 1938. She 
married William Robinhold of Undine 
Barge Club. She held every office in the club 
except president, a position she refused 
more than once. She worked at the John B. 
Stetson Hat Factory for 24 years and First 
Pennsylvania Bank for 20 years.  

Ernestine Steppacher Bayer was first 
president of PGRC in 1938 at age 28 and 
then again in the 60s. She married an 
Olympian rower from Pennsylvania Barge 
Club. Her daughter Ernie, Jr. also joined 
PGRC and later rowed an eight in Lake 
Merritt, California. Ernestine ran her 
father’s gift shop at 26th and Lehigh. 

Lovey Kohut Farrell was the club’s first 
captain, aged 26. She married Tom Farrell 
of Fairmount Rowing Association. Her 
daughter, Nancy, joined the club in 1967 
and she stroked the Vichy eight. Lovey 
worked as a nurse at Hahnemann and rode 
her bike every day to the boathouse.  

 

Weʼre always remembering 
former PGRC rowers! Contact 

us via our website: 
http://www.philadelphiagirlsro

wingclub.com/   

 

Next Membersʼ Meeting 
Thursday, July 7 @ 8 pm 

 

Gladys Hauser Lux was PGRC’s first 
secretary at age 28. She was our only college 
student and studied law. She married Matty 
Lux of Fairmount, who was tragically killed 
very early in the marriage while changing a 
tire. (continued on page 2) 

2010 Mileage Awards: 
Lori Zimmaro   1845 
Anita Cipollini   1265 
Lisa Fittipaldi   1042 
Faith Goldstein  1018 

 

Philadelphia Girls’ Rowing Club Honors Its Founders 

 
1938, left to right: Lynn Forkan, Ruth Robinhold,  
Sally Greely, Doris Starsmore, Peachy Fox and  
Betty Flaven, President. 



 

 

Lorem Ipsum Dolor Spring 2012 

2 

Supporting Founders 
Doris Starsmore Brugger was a champion 
equestrian. She married Bob Brugger of 
Undine Barge Club. She worked for the 
owner of Beck’s on the Boulevard. 
Lenore Mongan Davis, cousin of Betty 
McManus Wilkins, joined the Marines 
during the war.  
Betty Flavin Ford was PGRC president. 
She married Charles Ford of Penn Athletic 
Club. Ruth Robinhold and Betty rowed 
their first race together, an interclub race for 
three doubles.  
Kay MacFarland Gillen was in a July 4th 
showboat, wearing sailor hats, striped shirts 
and flying flags. She did not row much.  

Sally Greeley lived in a beautiful house owned 
by the DeWeese family, owners of a store at 
1600 Chestnut Street.  
Jeannette Waetjen Hoover stroked the first 
eight against a high school from Connecticut – 
and won the race. Jeannette’s father bought her 
a blue Ford, the only PGRC car. Other rowers 
rode in it to catch the trolley at 29th and Girard.  
Mary Prior Jonik married a teacher at 
Villanova College. Her twin girls joined PGRC 
when they turned 18, but they were lured away 
by Vesper Boat Club’s promise to waive their 
membership fees. At Vesper, they competed 
internationally in the pair. Their brother, Steve 
Jonik, made the mileage trophy hanging in 
PGRC’s fireplace room.  (continued on page 3) 

A Brief History of Philadelphia Girls’ Rowing Club 

The Philadelphia Girls’ Rowing Club 
(PGRC) boathouse is the oldest structure on 
Boathouse Row. Built in 1861 for the 
Philadelphia Skating Club and Humane 
Society, when skating on the Schuylkill was 
a popular pastime, it was designed in the 
Italianate style by James C. Sidney and 
William S. Andrews. In 1938, the newly-
formed club took over the building on a 
long-term lease, finally purchasing it in 
1962. The PGRC boathouse is a National 
Historic Landmark (as part of Boathouse 
Row), and is listed on the National Register 
of Historic Places. 

As the oldest women’s sculling club in the 
United States, PGRC occupies a unique 
place in the history of rowing worldwide. 
Founded by seventeen pioneers to promote, 
stimulate, and support an interest in 
amateur rowing and other forms of athletics 
supplementary to this sport, PGRC has 
encouraged women of all ages to experience 
the joys of the sport. For several decades, 
PGRC was the only club in Philadelphia 

where women of any age could learn to row. 
More than this, at a time when women 
elsewhere in the country rowed only for 
recreation, PGRC actively encouraged its 
members to compete. As early as 1939, PGRC 
members were racing on the Schuylkill, though 
it was not until the early 1960s that the male-
dominated Schuylkill Navy officially 
recognized the club and its determined 
oarswomen. Today, the club provides 
recreational and competitive rowing programs 
for more than one hundred and twenty women 
ranging from high school students to founder 
Ruth Robinhold, who recently celebrated her 
ninety-eighth birthday. 

The elegant Italianate boathouse at 14 
Boathouse Row not only embodies the history 
of athletics and rowing in Philadelphia, it 
symbolizes the dedication of generations of 
women who revolutionized the once male-
dominated world of rowing. As stewards of  
this incomparable landmark, the members of 
PGRC are committed to ensuring its 
preservation and care. 

PGRC Pitch Meter 
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PGRC Pitch Meter 

My 100 Gig Miles 

Member Sandi Pierantozzi wrote this short 
piece documenting her success after 
completing her gig miles.   
My 100 mile goal was less about getting out of 
a gig and into a Peinert, and more about the 
challenge, and how much I learned and 
improved during those 100 miles, how many 
great birds and turtles I got to see along the 
way, and how much more confident I feel 
rowing. 
• I learned how not to “dig.” 
• I got rid of my death grip on the oars. 
• I learned that you don't need to push the 

oars in the water; they drop where they 
need to go, and I just pull on them. 

• I learned how to really steer the boat, then 
• I learned how not to oversteer the boat! 
• I finally got the hang of feathering, and I 

am now able to do it with the oars out of 
the water, instead of them flopping and 
slapping around on, or in, the water. 

• I don't panic when four eights are coming 
fast in front of me…I just get out of their 
way! 

• I can finally stretch my butt to reach the 
oarlocks in the gig. 

• My butt lands on the seat every time now 
when getting in the boat. 

• I can step out of the boat every time 
instead of heaving my butt on the dock. 

• I have walked, run, and biked along this 
river for 32 years, and rowing made me 
feel like I was seeing the river for the first 
time. 

• The woman at the club are incredibly 
supportive, especially my big sisters, and I 
feel proud to be a part of PGRC.” 

 

 

More Supporting Founders 

Helen Muldowny Kiniry was a president of 
PGRC and a basketball player.  She married 
Bill Kiniry, President of Crescent Boat Club. 
They had canaries on their mailbox because 
people called them “canary.” The Kinirys were 
great ballroom dancers.  
Eileen Coughlan Mockus married Mockas of 
Fairmount and played basketball for PGRC at 
Plaisted Hall.  
Lucille Browning Nino would never row 
without wearing gloves. She married Al Nino 
from Vesper. Browning came from Richmond, 
Virginia, and had a southern accent, so she was 
nicknamed Rebel. She worked at 18th and 
Allegheny as a cost accountant. 
Jeannette Murphy Quirk married policeman 
Bill Quirk, a member of Fairmount.  

Marge Cantwell Sonzogni was from Hallahan 
and played basketball for PGRC at Plaisted 
Hall. She married one of the five Sonzogni 
rowers of Fairmount Rowing Association.  
Betty McManus Wilkins also played basketball 
for PGRC at Plaisted Hall. She married John 
Wilkins, president of Crescent Boat Club. 

Seventy-three years later, three founding 
members are still with us: Ruth Robinhold, 
Jeannette Quirk and Doris Brugger.   

PGRC’s current members are forever grateful 
to these visionary women, who in their youth 
made it possible for women of all ages to 
participate in rowing and to reach their highest 
potential as athletes. Their initial acorn of an 
idea has grown into a tall oak that refreshes and 
shelters us all.  
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PGRC Pitch Meter 

Written by Kati Sedun,  
acting Head Coach of AIS Crew 
 
Last summer, Agnes Irwin was contacted by 
Seymour College, an all girls’ preparatory 
school in Adelaide, Australia, with regards to 
borrowing a boat to participate in the 2010 
Independence Day Regatta.  As Seymour 
College briefly trained for their race on the 
Schuylkill, friendships burgeoned between the 
two groups of girls. Seymour College won 
their race in the Junior 8+ event and advanced 
to the grand final in the intermediate 8+. 
Before departing for races in Washington, 
D.C., Seymour College extended an invitation 
for an Agnes Irwin crew to travel to Australia 
and row “Down Under.” 
 
In March 2011, a group of Agnes Irwin 
rowers: 7 seniors and 3 juniors, along with 
Head Coach Kati Sedun, Assistant Coach 
Jocelyn Tarbox, and two volunteer 
chaperones, departed on a spring break tour 
and rowing trip to Australia.  The girls spent 
time in Sydney, where the team wandered 
around The Rocks district, snapped pictures in 
front of the iconic Opera House, and swam in 
the breakers of Bondi Beach.   
 
AIS then boarded a plane to fly to South 
Australia, where the group spent two days and 
nights on Kangaroo Island, often referred to as 
‘The Galapagos’ of the Pacific. There the girls 
were able to to pet a kangaroo, spot koalas in 
their natural habitat at night, and closely 
observed seals in the wild.  The “Remarkable 

Rocks” on the island lived up to their 
descriptive name, and the team also participated 
in a cross training workout of sand boarding 
down a massive sand dune, affectionately 
dubbed “Little Sahara.”   
 
Once in Adelaide, the girls trained on the West 
Lakes premier rowing course.  There, in a 
borrowed Sykes 8+ and a Wintech single, AIS 
represented their school and country by racing 
in the Schoolgirl 8+ race and Junior 1x event.  
The 8+ advanced to the final, where they placed 
6th out of 8 crews in a 2000m race.  The tired 
group returned to Philadelphia to resume classes 
in April, full of memories that will last a 
lifetime. Agnes Irwin and Seymour College 
hope to grow this international relationship, and 
look forward to years of hosting each other on 
their home courses.   

Agnes Irwin Crew Tours Down Under 
(And Rows Too) 

 

AIS Crew at the Remarkable Rocks, Kangaroo Island  


