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What is Steel City Rowing?  

Steel City Rowing Club in Verona, Pennsylvania is a non-profit organization devoted to developing the 

strength and character of individuals of all backgrounds through the discipline and teamwork of rowing and 

through opportunities to serve others. 

Steel City Rowing Club teaches and coaches rowing from its location along the Allegheny River in Verona, 

Pennsylvania. It began in 1997 through the efforts of founders Laci and Dori Tompa, and has grown to 

serve hundreds of youth and adults who try rowing for the exercise and beauty of the sport and who may 

go on to compete because of the thrill of competition and the chance to row alongside their teammates.  

Currently, there are several high school teams that row under the banner of Steel City Rowing Club.  

 The Ellis School 

 Franklin Regional High School 

 Riverview High School 

 Shady Side Academy 

 Winchester Thurston 

 

There are various other rowers that come from both inside and outside of Allegheny County to row with 

Steel City as part of the Steel City Juniors. They row with us because their high school does not offer 

rowing, or because they prefer the coaching and river time Steel City offers. SCRC stands-out because of 

its geographic location, the results of its rowers, and the sense of responsibility that it engenders. 

Location  

Steel City Rowing Club is the only rowing organization on the upper Allegheny River. It is located mid-way 

in what the Army Corps of Engineers call “Allegheny River Pool Number 2,” with the Highland Park Bridge 

on its southern end and the lock and dam at Harmarville at its northern end. This stretch of the river is one 

of the finest pools of water for rowing in Allegheny County because of beautiful, undeveloped wetlands on 

both sides of the river, the relatively low frequency of river traffic and few barges to disrupt rowing, and nine 

full miles of rowing without locks or dams. It is a stretch of the river that can support hundreds of rowers 

from schools in the eastern part of the City and the Allegheny Valley, which are within easy reach.  

So, your child wishes to row... Now what? 

A lot depends of the amount of time your child wishes to devote to rowing. We have junior programs from 

13 years old until high school graduation. No matter what grade your child is in, his or first year of rowing 

will be as a Novice. There are various levels of practices that your child can attend but generally here is the 

breakdown: 

Level 1 (Rowing 101): Rowers can be new or have experience. This program is geared towards the 

fundamentals of the sport and takes an experiential approach to learning. The goal of this program is to 

teach the basics of the stroke in a fun environment and with low commitment for new rowers. Minimum 2 

practices per week. Practices are Tuesday & Thursday 4:00-6:00 pm, and Saturday 9:00-11:00 am. 



Level 2: Rowers can be new or have experience. This program is for those looking to improve their skills, 

get more experience in different sized boats, and begin competing. The goal of this program is to begin 

developing athletes in a supportive and flexible environment. Minimum 3 practices per week. Practices are 

Monday through Thursday 4:00-6:00 pm, and Saturday 9:00-11:00 am. 

Level 3: Rowers can be new or have experience.  The goal of this program is to give athletes the training 

and skills needed to race competitively at Regional and National Championships. Minimum 4 practices per 

week.  Practices are Monday through Friday 4:00-6:00 pm, and Saturday 9:00-11:00 am. 

Level 4: Rowers desiring to reach the highest levels of the sport may participate in this program at the 

discretion of the Head Coach. 7 practices a week are available, including all Level 3 practices plus 

Thursdays at 5:30 – 7:30 am by prior arrangement. 

The practices consist of rowing on the water rain or shine when it is safe to do so, and rigging and cleaning 

the boats. During inclement weather weather, weights, erg machines, and running are utilized for off-the-

water conditioning and cardio training. All participants are responsible to carry the boats they use, putting 

them in and out of the water, putting oars away, and cleaning boats. 

What kinds of boats does Steel City row?  

The boats (or shells) are of basically two types that reflect the two forms of rowing: sweep rowing and 

sculling. Racing boats vary in length from 18.3 m (60 ft) for an 8-oared shell to 7.3 m (24 ft) for a single 

scull. The large, heavy, and often unwieldy wooden rowboats of the past have been transformed into long, 

slender, and light keelless shells, built on a wooden or fiber framework, and equipped with seats for the 

rowers that slide back and forth. The rowers' feet fit into shoes called stretchers that are fixed to the boat's 

bottom.  

Do we need to buy our own boat? 

No. Steel City has boats for your child to row. Some families do purchase their own boat and rent storage 

rack space for it in the boathouse. 

In sweep rowing, each person uses only one oar (about 12 feet long) - both hands are on that oar. 

Because each rower only has one oar, sweep oar boats must have an even number of rowers (same 

number on each side). Sweep oar boats include pairs, coxed fours, coxless fours, and eights. (You cannot 

have a single - you would just go round in circles!) 

In sculling, each person uses two oars (each about 9 feet long) - one oar in each hand. Because each 

rower has two oars, sculling boats can include single sculls, double sculls and quad sculls. All new sweep 

rowers will start out in eights with a cox. These boats are durable, stable and perfect for a novice. The club 

has singles, doubles, pairs, fours, quads, eights and an octuple. They are referred to on a race form the 

following. 1X - Single 2X - Double 2+ - Pair 4X - Quad 4+ - Four (with cox) 8+ - Eight (with cox) 8X - 

Octuple (with cox)  



What is a Coxswain (or Cox)? 

 A Coxswain (pronounced COX-sun) is the person who directs the boat, either sitting in the stern or 

reclining in the bow. They act as the on-the-water coach and steer-person; they have no oar. The SCRC 

Team is always looking for people (male or female, around 125 lbs who like to be competitive and can think 

on their feet to cox boats. The Coxswain seat in a boat can be the most important during a racing situation. 

The Coxswain wears a headset to communicate with the rowers.  

Is rowing safe? What are the common injuries?  

Rowing is a very safe and low impact sport, but keep in mind that injuries can happen in any sport. The 

most common injury to rowers is blisters on the hands. Rowers should keep blisters clean by washing 

hands after rowing and using band-aids and tape to keep blisters clean and protected. Rowers will be less 

prone to blisters as they gain more experience.  

Rowers may experience sore muscles (especially at the beginning) but should feel better after a day or two. 

If pain continues or gets worse, let your coach know so they can modify training if necessary. Problem 

areas are usually the back and knees, and preventive steps in training are taken to help reduce the 

possibility of injuries. Newer rowers are paired with experienced Junior rowers in the beginning. At all times, 

a coach will be in a motorized launch boat to monitor the boats that are on the water. Coaches use a 

megaphone to instruct the rowers and to be alert to any potential hazards.  

What do I need to bring or wear? 

Enthusiasm and good attitude are most important, as well as the following:  

 Hat, sunglasses, sunscreen and lightweight shirt are essential in summer  

 In the spring, fall and winter, you will need long tights or fleece, and tops that can be peeled off in 

layers as you warm up.  

 Close fitting shorts or tights that won't get caught in the equipment i.e. bike, dance, rowing or 

similar shorts.  

 Socks or clean aquasocks are needed to keep your feet comfortable in the shoes in the boat 

(Muddy shoes are never worn in the boats! We take them off and leave them on the dock) 

  Tennis shoes in case it rains, and for on-land portions of conditioining and training 

 …And most importantly, a water bottle - you will be on the river for 1-2 hours at a time and working 

hard. A water bottle will be especially helpful and necessary during hot or humid weather 

 During a race, experienced rowers wear a form-fitting spandex outfit called a “unisuit”. Female 

rowers are not permitted at races or practices with a sports bra showing - likewise male rowers are 

not permitted to be shirtless - all must wear spandex shirts, t-shirts or unisuits at practices and 

races. 

 Do all rowers race?  

No, you don’t have to race if you are rowing in a recreational/Level 1 program. Our experienced 

recreational rowing program is designed for those who are interested in rowing for exercise, fun and the joy 

of being in the outdoors. Full-year or seasonal rowers may participate in this group, which rows three times 

a week. 



What about the races?  

The sport of rowing is broken into 4 seasons with different races in each season. Steel City decides each 

season which race they will be participating in. There is no guarantee that all rowers will be chosen to 

participate in all races. Here is a list of past races that the Club has participated - the information may 

change from year to year. We also try to arrange for scrimmages with other teams, both local and out of 

state, in the spring and summer seasons. 

 FALL SEASON 

Head Races:  these can vary in length from 2-4 miles.  A staggered start is used, so boats are 

racing against the clock (the first boat across the finish line is not always the winner. There are no 

lane markers; there are rules on how one boat can safely pass another boat on the race course. 

Examples of Head Races include: Head of the Ohio in Pittsburgh; Head of the Schuylkill in 

Philadelphia; Head of the Charles in Boston; Head of the Occoquan in the Washington, DC area. 

 WINTER SEASON  

Yes, there is racing in the winter: indoor competitions that use “Ergs,” rowing machines that mimic 

the feel of rowing in an actual boat. Winter Season is a must for youth interested in building muscle 

for the spring season! The erg can be programmed to time and calculate the meters rowed and the 

strength of each stroke. At some of the races, each erg is hooked up to a master computer which 

displays a graphic of each erg rower on a race course.  It’s exciting to see the boats inching along 

to the finish line! Examples of Erg Races include: Regional Indoor Erg Race at North Catholic High 

School, Crash B at Boston, and North Allegheny Erg Race at North Allegheny High School. 

 SPRING SEASON 

In the spring, the team often travels to South Carolina for a week of optional training. The rowers 

practice 3-4 times a day while managing to have a great time. Spring races are usually “sprints,” 

races 2000 meters in length where the boats all start at the same time. They are usually held on a 

wide lake or reservoir. The boats line up in lanes and race 6 at a time.  Examples of Sprint Races 

include: Mercer Sprints - New Jersey Hoover Invitational - Ohio Cooper Cup - New Jersey Midwest 

Rowing Championship - Cincinnati US Rowing Youth Nationals  

 SUMMER SEASON  

Summer races are also usually sprints. Examples of these include: Independence Day Regatta in 

Philadelphia; US Rowing Trials for Junior World Championships in Cooper River, New Jersey; and 

US Rowing National Club Nationals in Cooper River, New Jersey. 

When do we get the information about the races?  

Steel City will send e-mail to parents and rowers with detailed travel and lodging information, as well as 

information about race rosters and lineups. This information is distributed anywhere from 1 week to 1 day 

before the race, so check your e-mail often. 

Didn’t I just fill out these forms?  

Because there are four rowing seasons, Steel City needs to know what race and level your child will be 

rowing each season, so that boat lineups can be created with the kids that will be participating in the race. 

Just as each Race is unique, so is each Waiver unique.  Some races require an on-line waiver signed, 

while for others only paper waivers will do. Steel City needs to conform to each race. SIGN ALL WAIVERS 

given to you, even if you believe you have already. If a waiver is not signed, no racing will be allowed.  



What about boat loading and unloading onto and off of the boat trailer?  

The kids load the boats the night before they leave for a race. It’s important that they participate in this key 

step to the race. Getting the boats safely packed on the trailer requires skill and knowledge - the older 

Junior rowers take the lead to teach the novice rowers how to do it. It is important for every rower (including 

the Coxswain) to share in the work and responsibility of loading, so rower attendance at both boat 

loading and unloading is mandatory 

Will the kids stay overnight?  

The team usually leaves very early in the morning to get to the race course the day BEFORE the race.  

Travel to regattas is usually in SCRC vans, with either Parent Volunteers, Staff, or Coaches as drivers. 

Upon arrival at the race venue, rowers quickly unload the boats, rig them, and do a practice row on the race 

course. It’s important to get the feel of the course, as it makes a difference on the day of the race. After the 

practice, it’s off to dinner, the team meeting, and then to bed. Special consideration is taken to get the best 

hotel for the best price at the best location. The kids will generally sleep four to a room, and are arranged 

by boat in order to allow for the different rowing teams to be able to bond and to travel together at all times. 

Alternate room arrangements are made only in special cases and only by parental request.  There is a 

room-check every night.  The rowers are usually so tired they fall asleep quickly. They are then responsible 

to be in the hotel breakfast room (where available) or in the hotel lobby at the arranged time stated at the 

team meeting. 

What kind of money do they rowers need when traveling to a regatta? 

Money for dinner, race souvenirs, and possibly lunch on the bus.  

Do most of the parents usually go to races?  

We love parents to come to the race. We have an active parent “Booster” group that supports the team at 

regattas and otherwise, and they can use every parents’ help!  The Boosters include “Tent Parents” who 

are scheduled to go and set up the tents, provide breakfast, lunch, nutritious snacks and beverages during 

the race day, then take everything down, pack it in the trailer, and drive home. And YES, parents can eat 

what is provided for the team. 

Parents are responsible for their own hotels and transportation, although if there is sufficient room in a van 

or other vehicle they are welcome to travel with the team. Other parents come to watch depending on 

where the race is. Everyone usually helps at the end of the day to put everything away and get it loaded on 

the boat trailer or in cars for the trip home.  

What do the kids do at the races?  

Because the race schedule may change, all rowers are encouraged to keep an eye on the schedule posted 

in the tent. 90 minutes before their race, the rowers prepare by checking their boats, warming up and 

moving down to the docks with their oars and boat for their scheduled launch time. It then takes up to 30 

minutes to get to the starting line. Spring races are sprint races and are in buoyed lanes like a swim meet 

so they are really fun to watch from the shore line. When not on the water or helping each other get boats 

onto and off of the water, the rowers are usually hanging out in the tents eating, resting, doing homework or 

watching their teammates race.  



What should they bring?   

Sunscreen, clothes to suit warm, cold or rainy weather, a hat or visor, perhaps a small blanket and pillow 

for the tent, their water bottle, and their HOMEWORK! 

Do the kids spend any time with their parents?  

The rowers must stay with the team. They are not permitted to leave the race course to visit family or 

friends that are attending the race or live in the nearby area. They must eat dinner with the team; parents 

are welcomed and encouraged to come along.    

Rowing is expensive – are there any scholarships? 

There are usually options to help manage or offset the costs of rowing, including fundraising and 

scholarship opportunities, some volunteer opportunities, and payment arrangements.  Please consult the 

SCRC office at 412-828-5565 for information. 

Will rowing help my child get into college?  

As participation in an organized sport, rowing is a great addition to your child’s resume, while academics 

still play a significant role. Because rowing is an NCAA sport for females, there are many athletic 

scholarships and opportunities for girls (both rowing and coxing). While collegiate rowing for males is not an 

NCAA sport, there are some athletic scholarships at the larger Division I schools for male rowers. Rowing 

can definitely help in admission to other schools (Ivy League included) if they are interested in you as a 

recruit. Universities and rowing organizations recognize Steel City Rowing Club as one of the country’s 

leading centers for the development of winning rowers. SCRC’s rowers are recruited by and/or receive 

scholarships from some of the country’s leading colleges and universities, including: • Trinity College • 

Mercyhurst College • Yale University • Brown University • Harvard University • Stanford University • 

Princeton University • Boston University • Holy Cross College • University of Pennsylvania • Villanova 

University • Columbia University • Notre Dame University • Indiana University • Bates College • University of 

Michigan • Southern Methodist • Duquesne University, and more. 

What is the Parents’ Group / Committee/ Boosters? 

All parents / guardians of any Steel City Junior Rower are automatically considered members of the 

Parents Group.  The group organizes food at races, organizes fundraisers to help purchase equipment for 

the team, gathers paperwork from the rowers, helps facilitate travel arrangements, and assists in any way 

possible to help the club run smoothly. The group meets once a month to discuss various projects and 

there is always room for one more.  For information on how to contact the current Booster parent 

representatives, contact the Office at 412-828-5565. 

 

 

 

 

 



RACE WATCHING TIPS 

• The crew that's making it look easy is most likely the one doing the best job. While you're watching, look 

for continuous, fluid motion of the rowers. The rowing motion shouldn't have a discernible end or beginning.  

• Synchronization. Rowers strive for perfect synchronization in the boat.  

• Clean catches of the oarblade. If you see a lot of splash, the oarblades aren't entering the water correctly. 

The catch should happen at the end of the recovery, when the hands are as far ahead of the rower as 

possible. Rowers who uncoil before they drop the oarblades are sacrificing speed and not getting a 

complete drive. 

 • Even oarblade feathering. When the blades are brought out of the water, they should all move 

horizontally close to the water and at the same height. It's not easy, especially if the water is rough. 

 • The most consistent speed. Shells don't move like a car – they're slowest at the catch, quickest at the 

release. The good crews time the catch at just the right moment to maintain the speed of the shell.  

• Rowing looks graceful, elegant and sometimes effortless when it's done well. Don't be fooled. Rowers 

haven't been called the world's most physically-fit athletes for nothing. A 2,000-meter rowing race demands 

virtually everything a human being can physically bring to an athletic competition – aerobic ability, technical 

talent, exceptional mental discipline, ability to utilize oxygen efficiently and in huge amounts, balance, pain 

tolerance, and the ability to continue to work when the body is demanding that you stop.  

 

MORE RACE WATCHING TIPS 

• Race times can vary considerably depending upon the course and weather conditions. Tailwinds will 

improve times, while headwinds and crosswinds will hamper them. 

 • If a crew "catches a crab," it means the oarblade has entered the water at an angle instead of 

perpendicularly. The oarblade gets caught under the surface and will slow or even stop a shell.  

• A "Power 10" is a call by the coxswain for 10 of the crew's best, most powerful strokes. Good coxswains 

read the course to know how many strokes remain for their crew to count down to the finish.  

• Crews are identified by their oarblade design. The USA blades are red on top and blue on the bottom, 

with a white triangle at the tip. SCRC blades are purple, yellow, and black. 

 • It doesn't matter whether you win an Olympic medal or don't make the finals – each crew still carries their 

boat back to the rack.  

• Coxswains from first-place boats worldwide are thrown into the water by their crews.  

• Coxswains don't now and probably never did yell "stroke! stroke!" Similar to a jockey, their job is to 

implement the coach's strategy during the race, in addition to steering and letting the rowers know where 

they stand in the race and what they need to do to win. 

 

 



GLOSSARY OF ROWING TERMS 

Bow: The forward section of the boat. The first part of the boat to cross the finish line. The person in the 

seat closest to the bow, who crosses the finish line first.  

Bow coxed boat: A shell in which the coxswain is near the bow instead of the stern. It’s hard to see the 

coxswain in this type of boat, because only his head is visible. Having the coxswain virtually lying down in 

the bow reduces wind resistance, and the weight distribution is better.  

Button: A wide collar on the oar that keeps it from slipping through the oarlock. Coxswain: Person who 

steers the shell and is the on-the-water coach for the crew.  

Deck: The part of the shell at the bow and stern that is covered with fiberglass cloth or a thin plastic.  

Ergometer: Rowers call it an "erg." It’s a rowing machine that closely approximates the actual rowing 

motion. The rowers’ choice is the Concept II, which utilizes a flywheel and a digital readout so that the 

rower can measure his "strokes per minute" and the distance covered. 

FISA: Short for Federation Internationale des Societes d’Aviron. The international governing body for 

the sport of rowing in the world, established in 1892. 

Gate: The bar across the oarlock that keeps the oar in place.  

German rigging: A different way of setting up which side of the boat the oars are on in a sweep boat. 

Instead of alternating from side to side all the way down, in a German rigged boat, two consecutive rowers 

have oars on the same side. 

Lightweight: Refers to the rowers, not the boats; there is a maximum weight for each rower in a 

lightweight event as well as a boat average.  

Oar: Used to drive the boat forward: rowers do not use paddles.  

Port: Left side of the boat, while facing forward, in the direction of the movement.  

Power 10: A call for rowers to do 10 of their best, most powerful strokes. It’s a strategy used to pull ahead 

of a competitor.  

Repechage: The second-chance race which ensures that everyone has two chances to advance from 

preliminary races since there is no seeding in the heats.  

Rigger: The triangular shaped metal device that is bolted onto the side of the boat and holds the oars. 

Run: The run is the distance the shell moves during one stroke. You can figure it by looking for the 

distance between the puddles made by the same oar. 

Scull: One of the two disciplines of rowing – the one where scullers use two oars or sculls.  

Shell: Can be used interchangeably with boat.  

Slide: The set of runners for the wheels of each seat in the boat. 

Starboard: Right side of the boat, while facing forward, in the direction of movement.  



Stern: The rear of the boat; the direction the rowers are facing.  

Straight: Refers to a shell without a coxswain i.e. a straight four or straight pair.  

Stretcher or Footstretcher: Where the rower’s feet go. The stretcher consists of two inclined footrests that 

hold the rower’s shoes. The rower’s shoes are bolted into the footrests.  

Stroke: The rower who sits closest to the stern. The stroke sets the rhythm for the boat; others behind him 

must follow his cadence.  

StrokeCoach: A small electronic display that rowers attach in the boat to show the important race 

information like stroke rate and elapsed time.  

Sweep: One of the two disciplines of rowing – the one where rowers use only one oar. Pairs (for two 

people), fours (for four people) and the eight are sweep boats. Pairs and fours may or may not have a 

coxswain. Eights always have a coxswain.  

Swing: The hard-to-define feeling when near-perfect synchronization of motion occurs in the shell, 

enhancing the performance and speed.  

 

Where else can I find information on rowing?  

• www.steelcityrowing.org  

• www.usrowing.com  

• www.row2k.com  

• www.regattacentral.com 

 

http://www.steelcityrowing.org/
http://www.usrowing.com/
http://www.row2k.com/
http://www.regattacentral.com/

