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!ÕÔÈÏÒȭÓ ÎÏÔÅ 

I started this project in 2006 because of a real risk that the oral history of the 

Club would be lost as longstanding Club members retired from rowing.    I soon 

found out that while there was a wealth of memories being shared, no one had 

a complete view of the /ƭǳōΩǎ history and memories had, understandably, 

dimmed with the passage of time.  While this account does much to fill the 

gaps, documentation was patchy so it is does not claim to be definitive.   

The Black Mountain Rowing Club has a complex lineage.  It has undergone 

significant structural and institutional change since its genesis as a school 

rowing club run in conjunction with the Burns Rowing Club.  It is the 

relationship between teachers and students, and fairly quickly with past 

students, that provided continuity that to some extent lies at the heart of the 

Club, notwithstanding that it has long since become part of the wider 

community.   This is reflected in a number of key members who started as 

school boy rowers in Telopea Park High School or Narrabundah College, in 

aging trophies and photos adorning the Club, the names of boats and, at times, 

financial contributions.   

I wrote the first draft of this document in a matter of weeks towards the end of 

2007 after I realised that I was unlikely to unearth much more documentation.  

Since that time, I have left it open as a consultation document including to 

allow errors and omissions to be identified and to provide anyone mentioned 

in the document the opportunity to provide feedback.  It would have been nice 

to have published it in 2014 to help celebrate 50 years of rowing but that was 

too distant a target ς I chose Australia Day 2011 instead. 

I would like to thank all those who contributed, including some significant 

contributors from outside of the Club. 

 

Vincent McMahon  

 

Note: This document is the property of Vincent McMahon and cannot be modified without 

permission. 
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"ÅÇÉÎÎÉÎÇÓȢȢȢ 

 

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 ... 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.   

The Black Mountain Rowing Club history is inextricably interwoven with the 

development of the sport of rowing in Canberra.  Accordingly, to understand 

the history of the Club, it is necessary to first look briefly at the creation of 

Lake Burley Griffin and the associated development of rowing in Canberra. 
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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.  So severe 
was the flooding that the first 
Commonwealth Bridge was 
washed away in 1925 and 
Canberra was frequently 
divided, not just along party 
political lines, but North and 
South. 
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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 complaints 
arose against stagnant, mosquito-filled pools.  

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. 

 

Acton Peninsula 

 

Creation of Spinnaker Island 
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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.  

  
 

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.   

  
 






























































































