1975-1979

Tone,

I want to first thank you on all the work you put in for Lute Crew.  Your efforts are keeping a proud tradition going.  I attended PLU from 1975 to 1979 and was involved in crew for those four years.  I wanted to describe my remembrances of those days when Dave Peterson saved rowing at Pacific Lutheran.  Sometimes I have seen references to the boathouse fire (1975) and the rebuilding (1980’s), and the information has not been correct, so I wanted to put down some of my memories of how things happened.

I started as a freshman at PLU in September of 1975.  The boathouse had burned down the previous academic year, probably in the spring of 1975.  According to the yearbook from the time there had been a spring season for the PLU crew in 1975, so it seems likely the boathouse burned down late in the season or over the summer unless the team had borrowed equipment for the spring season.  The yearbook for 1975-76 mentions that we started the season with no equipment because of the fire the previous year.  All I know is that when I came to campus as a freshman in the fall of 1975 there were no boats, no boathouse, and in reality no team.  The old boathouse had been on the southern shore of American Lake, in the vicinity of where the next permanent PLU boathouse would eventually be built in the 1980’s.  It was on the property of Camp Murray, the National Guard base.  The fire was thought to be arson.  To the best of my knowledge no one was ever charged with the crime.

At some point early in the fall of 1975, Dave Peterson (known to us as “Smedley”) arranged for an information meeting about Lute Varsity Rowing Club.  Rowing was a club sport at PLU at the time.  I went largely because my cousin, Tom Kratzke, had rowed for PLU and I thought it sounded interesting.  Tom had gone on to row for Washington State.  His nickname was the not so glorious name “Krab” which became my moniker as well.  I do not know how Dave had come to be the coach of the remnants of PLU crew since he had graduated from PLU only one year before in 1974.  Nonetheless, he interested enough of us who did not know any better to join a rowing team with no equipment and no boathouse.  We began dry land training in the fall of 1975.  There were some experienced people involved who were critical in maintaining the program.  The names that I remember most notably are Alan Krause, Tim Anderson, John Gordon, and Dave Emmons.  Alan Krause, who was the only senior on the team, was the Commodore.  I do not believe there was women’s Commodore that season.  I should also mention that some former PLU rowers would help out quite a bit.  Alan Banks comes to mind when I think of a former team member who was helpful in keeping Lute crew traditions alive.  

Prior to having any equipment, we would meet for our dry land practices in the balcony behind the bleachers in Olson auditorium to stretch and then go running, weight lifting, or stair running.  Dave kept us together with promises of equipment, as well as with many stories of the previous glory of PLU rowing.  I have no idea if Dave had a clue how he was to get the equipment to outfit a college rowing team.  Most of us were too ignorant to ask.  Imagine a rowing team with lots of history and no shells.  We probably resembled some odd cult more than a crew team.  We had several enthusiastic and ignorant novices, including myself.  Among those I remember are my friend Dirk Reese, as well as others such as Mark Aberle, Mark Pederson and Tom Tveit.  By spring I know we had many others including Colin Melby, Steve Seberson, Dan Luce, Brian Vik, and Chuck Haseman.  I know there were others but I apologize that I don’t remember all the names.  The yearbook claims we already had a total of 35 rowers by the spring of 1976.  Cindy Chiapuzio was to become our first coxswain.  The men’s and women’s teams were not separate squads in any meaningful way, and among the women I remember were Jan Bedinglfield, Cathy Johnson, and Celia McCormack.  There were no returning women involved in the fall of 1975 from the previous spring’s team.

At some point, I believe it was early in the spring of 1976, we came to own our first shell, a four man boat that was one of the first fiberglass units made by Pocock.  It was named the “Walter E. Neils II” and was the subject of curiosity wherever we went since it was not a wooden shell, a real novelty at the time.  I never asked where the money came from to purchase the boat, although it was undoubtedly a combination of donations from the Neils family with insurance money from the fire.  There seemed to be little assistance coming from the Athletic Department in those days, and I doubt we were a budget item for them.  In a certain way we always felt like they ignored us and we ignored them.  This probably left us free to make our own plans, schedule our own parties, and generally be poor but free.  It was strange that a program which just a few years previously had brought the university its best national finish ever in any sport was not better regarded, but I must admit to this being merely an impression on my part.  

That spring, 1976, we actually got on the water.  In order to store our fleet of one shell, we would need a new boathouse.  UPS did not practice on American Lake in the days after the fire but suffered on the polluted Tacoma City Waterway downtown.  The army gave us use of a building on American Lake that was the recreational boathouse for military personnel at Fort Lewis.  This structure was located on the peninsula that is across the narrow strait of water that separates the land where the old boathouse was and the Fort Lewis Recreational Services Beach.  This location could be reached by taking Shoreline Beach Road to its end and was next to the finish line for the regattas.  Back then the 2000 meter course on American Lake started by the VA hospital and ended at the Recreational Services Beach.  This arrangement with Fort Lewis to use their boathouse was one of those many things that Dave likely set up that was a mystery to me.  This was our temporary boathouse and was to be the only boathouse that I was to know at PLU since the old “new” boathouse was not built until after 1979.  Our temporary home was not a good building (I would be surprised if it is still standing) and we needed to enlarge the door to get the shell in and out.  The team built a dock that spring of soon thereafter to facilitate launching.  There was a legendary scene of Dave running up and down the dock in sheer joy for having completed the dock construction.  I think this dock ended up at the new boathouse built in the 1980’s on the Camp Murray location.

Once our program got back on the water we would go to practice six days a week pretty much year round.  We were not subject to NCAA rules since PLU was not a NCAA member at the time, and we were a club sport anyway.  Practice was in the afternoon during the weekdays, as well as Saturday morning.  If a major meet was coming such as the Meyer Cup, we would go to two a days with morning sessions as well.  This was the men’s schedule at least.  I remember early on the men and women would often practice together, but that changed as the program got more rowers.  Sometimes we would have a special Sunday activity such as running “stadiums”, ignoring a university policy that prohibited Sunday morning practices.  At first many of us thought running a stadium would be a piece of cake.  Dave would take us to Stadium High School which had an ancient concrete stadium with no stairs, just massive risers like a Roman amphitheater.  Many of us found our legs ceasing to move as we burned out on those two feet tall seats.

To get to American Lake for practice we would meet in front of Olson Gymnasium and those with access to cars would bring them.  We would pile in and carpool out to the lake.  Somehow, the university ignored the liability issues involved in this arrangement, or perhaps they were counting on them.  We had a fleet of vehicles that were quite varied.  My favorite will always be the “Blister”, Dirk Reese’s ancient purple pickup.  It had lots of character but little else.  Someone had a convertible, which much of the year is not handy in the Pacific Northwest.  Alan Krause had worked on the Alaska Pipeline in the summer and had earned a good deal of money in the process.  He had a Saab that was easily the nicest car in which to ride to practice.  To get to regattas we employed the same fleet of questionable cars.  Again, as I think of it, the university must not have known about this shaky arrangement for an official university event.  Maybe this is still how the team travels, but I hope not. 

In order to reach the boathouse for practice we had to pass through a Fort Lewis checkpoint just off Interstate 5.  The army guards were pretty lax but every now and then we would find a guard who questioned why a motley and smelly group of college students were driving onto a US military base.  Of course, in those pre-9/11 days security was a different story.  Although we were never denied entrance by the guards there was a day that one of the guards asked if we had any weapons.  As the car drove away, Bjorn Melsom, who was Norwegian, shouted out in his accented English, “only machine guns!”  I think that nowadays that would have gotten us, and the school, in some trouble.  PLU crew may have ceased to exist.

I think the first regatta we competed in after getting our four man shell was on Lake Sammish and hosted by WWU.  We had our Lute Varsity Rowing Club trailer, a well-built trailer that may still exist.  It appeared to have been built by someone in the legendary past rather than purchased commercially.  At the first regatta those of us who were novices were quite excited about our fancy new shell and sturdy trailer, looking sharp in our gold and black sweaters.  And then I remember a reality check when a pair of purple and gold semi-trailers pulled up stocked full of UW gear.  I do remember competing at some location where Dick Erickson, the legendary UW coach, was fascinated by our “plastic” shell.  

Somehow in that first spring after the fire (1976) we managed to stage a Meyer Cup versus UPS with the format being a four man shell race since that is all we had.  I think our experienced rowers, Tim Anderson, John Gordon, Alan Krause, and Dave Emmons, represented PLU.  We lost that Meyer Cup in that spring of 1976.  Much to our delight and surprise the women’s open four won their event even though they had been on the water only a few months.  After losing that year the men would not lose the Meyer Cup again in the 1970’s.  PLU had lost the Meyer Cup previously in 1975 (the year of the fire), and 1976, the year of recovery.  Throughout the 1960’s and 1970’s there were no other losses of the Cup.  When PLU puts eight oarsmen out there against UPS, the outcome should not be in doubt!

By the next season, we had a real full-fledged rowing program including novices and lightweights, and as I recall the addition of an eight-man shell, the Marjory Anderson.  Tim Anderson can tell you for sure when the eight-man shell was purchased, and it may have even been available by the end of the 1975-76 season.  The Marjory was named after Tim’s mother as I recall, and the Anderson’s had made a generous donation to help pay for it.  I am confident one of these two new eights was purchased by the fall of 1976, my sophomore year since I know we were racing in it by the spring of 1977.  By then we had a full year of work under Coach Peterson and by the spring of 1977 we went on to capture the Meyer Cup.  Dave Emmons was the men’s Commodore that year according to my yearbook, and Cathy Johnson the women’s Commodore.  We had picked up some promising newcomers including Bjorn Melsom, Howie Schlenker, Jeff Stickney, and Pete Edmonds.  There were some awesome women rowers as well including the Ruth Babcock, Lori Huseth, Karen Cummins, and Cathy Johnson.  In the yearbook there is a picture from the spring of 1977 of the men’s eight rowing at Santa Barbara that shows Tim Anderson at stroke, Tom Tveit at 7, myself at 6, Brian Emmons at 5, Dirk Reese at 4, Bjorn Melsom, at 3, John Gordon at 2, and Mark Pederson in the bow.  Cindy Chiapuzio is the coxswain.  The women’s eight that I have a picture of has Ruth Babcock at stroke, Lori Huseth at 7, Cathy Johnson at 6, Karen Cummins at 5, and then unfortunately, there are four stalwart Lute lady rowers who I cannot recognize.  Even as our fleet and personnel increased, Dave Peterson was still the only coach, coaching men’s and women’s program, novice, lightweight, and open.  

The fall of 1997 was the beginning of my junior year.  Shortly after classes started for the semester, John Gordon told me that because of his class schedule he was not going to be able to row that year.  He had been named Commodore for the 1977-78 season the previous spring, and I was named Vice-Commodore.  After John resigned I became the Commodore of the men’s squad and served as such for my final two seasons.  During those two seasons Ruth Babcock was the women’s Commodore for at least one of these years but I cannot remember who served as Commodore the other season.  These were exciting seasons.  Just two years removed from the devastating fire which obliterated the program, we were competitive in both men’s and women’s boats in most events.  Our lightweight boats were some of the best on the coast.  We had regattas throughout the northwest including Canada.  Every Spring Break we would take a road trip to California to race some of the California crews.  Prior to the fire this had become a tradition.  On the first of these trips that we took after the fire, in the spring of 1977, many of us met Doug Herland for the first time.  He was running a junior rowing program in Klamath Falls, Oregon, at the time.  A few years later in 1984 he would be part of the Olympic team and win a bronze medal.

Those teams in my junior and senior years did not resemble squads rebuilding from a fiery disaster, but rather were a force with which to be reckoned.  We added the Eldon Johnson to our fleet in January 1978.  We had the addition of many powerful rowers including Bruce Johnson, Brian Anderson, and Martin Johnson.  We had developed a number of good coxswains as well.  Cindy Chiapuzio left our men’s shell to row for the women.  I liked Cindy as a coxswain, but she became a fine lightweight rower.  Pat McManus was the coxswain on the men’s teams those years and Marci Maness for the women.  The men’s eight had defeated all the other small college teams in the region and were favored to win the northwest small college championship, the LaFromboise Cup, in Seattle in the spring of 1978.  Unfortunately we lost to WWU and came in second.  That men’s eight consisted of me at stroke, with Dirk Reese, Bruce Johnson, and Howie Schlenker on port.  Bjorn Melsom, Pete Edmonds, Tom Tveit, and Brian Anderson were on starboard.  Pat McManus was our coxswain.  We won the Meyer Cup in both 1978 and 1979.  The women’s program was even more impressive sending an open foursome of Ruth Babcock, Karen Cummins, Kim Brown, and Paulette Bergh (Marci Maness at coxswain) to a sixth place finish at nationals.  The women’s flyweight boat also took a seventh place at nationals.  Some, but not all, of the great lightweight rowers the women had that year were Gayle Whitney, Laurie Johnson, Cris Carlson, and Gayle French.  The women also kept the Lamberth Cup safely in our possession in these years.  All these rowers learned solely from Dave Peterson.  Only Bjorn Melsom had any previous rowing experience of which I am aware.

During this period a volunteer with no previous connection to the program or the university appeared and began to help with jobs around the boathouse.  He was Mr. Lamberth, I do not know his first name.  His last name is obviously still associated with the women’s match race against UPS.  I believe he donated the cup itself.  In retrospect it seems like an odd story and perhaps Dave Peterson or Dirk Reese know more of the details.  Up until the late 1970’s and the naming of the Lamberth Cup, the Meyer Cup regatta had both a men’s and women’s race.

I know in my recalling of these years following the disastrous fire in 1975 I have overlooked many fine rowers, particularly on the women’s team.  I am sure I have gotten some facts wrong as well.  What has been easy is to remember the names of the coaches since there was only one.  It is hard to overstate Dave Peterson’s commitment to PLU crew in those years.  That first fall of 1975 it was he alone standing between the end of PLU rowing and the storied future which we now know to have taken place.  He did this totally in the absence of any logic or money.  In my four years there he oversaw construction projects, fund raising, trip planning, coaching, conditioning, shell maintenance, and party coordinator. That last job is probably not one the NCAA rules would condone these days.  What needs to be known is that Dave Peterson was the reason we kept showing up for practice back in the fall of 1975.  There is no comprehensible reason that a rowing team without boathouse, shell, dock, or sweeps would keep going, except that Dave Peterson led us to believe there was a need to excel at whatever we were doing in that moment, and that the glorious history of PLU rowing was only beginning and not at an end.

Bob Kratzke (1975-79)

6901 Gleason Road

Edina, MN 55439

Kratz003@umn.edu

