
 

 

HISTORY OF THE BLACK MOUNTAIN ROWING CLUB 

PART OF ACT ROWING COMMUNITY 

 

In mid April 1964 the eagerly anticipated Australian National Rowing Championships, and 

the associated Olympic selections, were in jeopardy.  Less than a fortnight before the event, 

the Lake was 15 feet short of its planned level.   

Then it rained ς and rained. 

A week later, the Lake level had risen 12 feet and the expectation was that the Lake would 

fill over that weekend.  It happened even quicker with Saturday 24 April 1964 dawning on a 

Lake that was all but full, both realising a dream and delivering a fairytale start to the first 

organised sporting event on Lake Burley Griffin.  

However, like all great achievements, the formation of the Lake and the development of 

Rowing as a sport in Canberra owed more to planning and perseverance than to a dream.  It 

was also filled with both triumph and tragedy.   

The Black Mountain Rowing Club history is inextricably interwoven with the development of 

the sport of rowing in Canberra.  Accordingly, to understand its history it is necessary to look 

briefly at the creation of Lake Burley Griffin and the associated development of rowing in 

Canberra. 
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(I) CREATION OF LAKE BURLY GRIFFIN 

Concept and construction 

The concept of a Lake in Canberra dates back to 1909.  It formed the basis to the design of 

Canberra, which was ultimately won by Walter Burley Griffin.  Making the Lake a reality was 

not an insignificant engineering feat. 

  

 

Molonglo River with the War Memorial 
in the background 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Molonglo River was prone 
to flooding, as can be seen from 
this photo taken from the old 
Canberra Bridge.  This was not 
after the Lake was filled but 
before its creation.  So severe 
was the flooding that the first 
Commonwealth Bridge was 
washed away in 1925 and 
Canberra was frequently 
divided, just not by party 
political lines, but North and 
South. 

 

 

Work started on the construction of the Lake in 1960.  It was ironic that Scrivener Dam and 
the other engineering components were completed ahead of schedule because of the 
drought, which was then cursed as hopes of the Lake quickly filling faded and there were 
complaints of stagnant, mosquito-filled pools.  
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The extent of the changes is evident from the two photographs below.  The first shows an 
aerial view of the earthworks focused around the Acton Peninsula.  The second shows the 
earthworks required to construct the well known rowing and sailing landmark, Spinnaker 
Island. 

 

 

Creation of Spinnaker Island 

The Lake exists, of course, only because of the building of Scrivener Dam.  This dam was 
named after the surveyor who made the recommendations on the placement of the dam 
and its height.  It rises 33 metres, fronting the deepest part of the Lake, and is 319 metres 
long.   The dam has a maximum thickness of nearly 20 metres. The Lake that it creates has a 
shoreline of over 40 kms, is 11 kilometres long and up to 1.2 kilometres wide.  
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The other two obvious engineering landmarks were the Kings Avenue and Commonwealth 

Bridges.  The first photo is of Kings Avenue Bridge from Central Basin.  The second is the 

construction of Commonwealth Bridge.   

  
 

 

 

 

 


