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Early mornings on Monona Bay yield 
both quietude and intensity. Sleek racing 
boats glide soundlessly across the water, 
their rowers concentrated on effort and 
coordination. The rowers’ home base is 
Brittingham Boathouse, standing clean 
and bright in the morning sunlight. But 
what onlookers may not know is how 
important these things are to one another; 
how these young rowers are helping 
make an old boathouse new again. Lucky 
visitors may run into Steve Schaefer, 
President of Camp Randall Rowing Club, 
who has a fascinating story to tell about 
the historic Brittingham Boathouse, and 
how it came to be what it is today.

Named after its patron, Thomas 
Brittingham, the boathouse was part of 
the City Beautiful movement in the 1890s 
and 1900s, which incorporated a concern 
for social welfare into architecture and 
urban planning projects. Madison’s City 
Beautiful projects were completed under 
a program called Madison Park and 
Pleasure Drive. Brittingham, Olin, Vilas, 
and Tenney Parks are all part of this 
formative legacy in Madison.

Brittingham’s plan was twofold, enabling 
both beautifi cation and public use. “At the 
time, they didn’t have a way to deal with 
all the local fi shermen who had shacks on 

the marsh,” Steve explains. “They thought 
they would build a boathouse and get 
rid of all these unsightly shacks on the 
marsh, which they ultimately dredged 
out and fi lled. Originally it was built to 
accommodate those boats—fi shermen 
going out on Lake Monona.” Although 
the restored boathouse is now oriented so 
that 60-foot racing shells can be brought 
into the building, the boathouse has kept 
its original look. “If you’ve seen photos, 
you’ll notice the lighter green panels 
with darker accents,” Steve says. “Those 
are currently just decorative, but initially 
each one of these 25-foot-wide doors was 
a separate bay for fi shing boats in 1910.”

Steve recalls a memorable encounter that 
keeps him aware of the building’s rich 
history. “One day a woman in her 70s 
came over and started talking to me. She 
said that when she was a little girl, her 
father was a machinist at Gisholt Machine 
Company on East Washington. She 
remembered how, as a little girl, she and 
her dad would meet up with his buddies, 
go out, and fi sh on their lunch hour. She 
brought me copies of a photo of herself 
as a little girl standing there in front of 
the boathouse. That was how it was used 
before World War II.” In its prime, the 
boathouse was used frequently enough 
that an employee was hired to get boats 
in and out, using a lift. Other features 
included an indoor restroom and shower, 
and a concessionaire.

After World War II, however, the 
boathouse slowly started to deteriorate. 
Through the 1960s, into the 1970s, 
demand for the boathouse fell. When 
Gisholt closed down in the ’70s, the 
boathouse was effectively abandoned. “I 
was on the Madison Parks Commission 
in the early- to mid-’80s, and the 
boathouse was kind of an orphan,” Steve 
says. “By the time we came in [to fi x it], 
the boathouse had fallen into pretty bad 
disrepair.”

Starting the Club
Though Steve himself is not a rower, his 
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daughter participated in a rowing club daughter participated in a rowing club 
in high school. “It was an absolutely 
wonderful experience for her—I would 
even say transformative. I wasn’t the 
only parent who felt that way; our kids 
rowed together, and we got to know 
each other by attending events. After our 
kids graduated high school, we stuck 
together. As a group we decided that if 
the opportunity ever presented itself, 
we would start a rowing club that was 
primarily for high school, and not an 
adult rowing program.”

“As Mendota Rowing Club grew, all these 
carrying capacity confl icts came up: who 
is going to use the boats, and when? If 
you are going to have a competitive 
juniors program, it has to be dedicated 
to training younger rowers so they can 
achieve that elite level later on. If we 
did provide any services for adults it 
would be secondary.” The University of 
Wisconsin-Madison women’s and men’s 
teams were interested. Steve met with 
the men’s coaching staff to work out the 
beginnings of a new club.

The most pressing question they faced 
was where to locate the rowing club. 
When the north end of Lake Monona 
arose as a possibility, one of the coaches 
asked what was going on with “that 
brown building.” “It was really that 
brainstorming session that got it started,” 
Steve says. He made the call to some 
members of the Parks Commission and 
found that in the 20 years since he had 
served on the Commission, very little 
had been done with the building. The 
Commission expressed enthusiasm at 
the possibility of having some activity 
at the boathouse, which they anticipated 
would reduce vandalism at the same time 
that it served an important preservation 
function.

Facing the Obstacles
The condition of the boathouse presented The condition of the boathouse presented 
serious challenges, however. “It was out serious challenges, however. “It was out 
of plumb 24 inches in the worst spot; of plumb 24 inches in the worst spot; 
it was leaning against the trees on the 
street side of the boathouse,” Steve says. 
“It had sunk in about 12 inches on the 
street side. Every spring the boathouse 
would have 18 inches of rain in it until 
it dried out.” With the boathouse in such 
a pronounced state of disrepair, Steve 
wanted to know what it would take to 
reclaim the building. He enlisted the 
help of some engineers and asked if they 
would accompany him to the boathouse.

“When we went, there were 12 inches 
of frozen water [in the sunken portion]. 
We’re all walking through, and they’re 
all shaking their heads. A couple of them 
had just completed work on the Frank 
Lloyd Wright Center on Lake Monona, 
so they were familiar with the soils they 
confronted. They’d had to add additional 
pilings to it [for support].” Shoring up 
the marshy foundation, and then moving 
the boathouse on top of it would be a 
very expensive project, and gauging the 
cost also meant considering how much 
money the group could expect to raise. 
“You have to have a viable project before 
you can ask people to contribute to it,” 
says Steve. “These engineers decided that 
they couldn’t restore it.”  

The engineers’ list of alternatives was 
short. “They said that if you could tear it 
down and build a replica of it, you could 
build it so it’d last another 100 years,” 
Steve remembers. “This is by using 
materials from 2002. We contacted the 
historical preservation offi cer to fi nd 
out if they would allow us to tear down 
a historic building and rebuild it. But of 
course they said, ‘When you stand in that 
building you can feel all the history of 
the Madison Parks.’ There was no way 
they were going to let it be torn down. 
So how do we do this? It was not only a 
preservation question, but a construction 
question. If you’re going to have to move 
it off the foundation, you have to build a 
new foundation in a different place.”

Still, the possibility of revitalizing the 
boathouse never left Steve’s mind. Early 
one morning, an idea hit: what if they 
moved the entire boathouse to solid 
ground? “I woke up at 3:00 a.m., drove 
down to the boathouse, and stepped 
it off. There was a space—you could 
put down a foundation here using new 
materials and put the building on top 
of it. When I asked the engineers, they 
said if that makes sense and if we can 
fi nd good soil, it’ll work. The park 
planners said that it would probably 
be a better use of that space anyway.” 
After gaining the approval of the local 
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and state preservation associations and 
the Department of the Interior—as is 
necessary for moving a building on the 
historical register—the group focused on 
logistics.

“So we were free to deal with the 
problem of the soil,” Steve says. “The site 
was a marsh bed that was dredged out; 
it’s not something you can build on. By 
coincidence, there was a high-pressure 
sewage system repair going on nearby, 
and they had to do a bunch of soil 
samples. They were already on-site, so 
we contracted with them and they shot 
soil borings in the new location. The soil 
nearest the railroads was good.”

Honoring the Past & Looking 
to the Future
Focusing on the 50-75-foot area that the 
team agreed was good soil, construction 
got underway. The cost of building a new 
foundation, obtaining special treatment 
of subsoils, and building the structure 

was about $850,000. For historical and 
practical purposes, they added 50 feet 
onto the boathouse to balance it. “In old 
photos, you can see that’s how it was 
originally,” Steve says. “And when we 
made it symmetric, you could put boats in 
both bays.” To recognize the boathouse’s 
historic past, the group used archived 
diagrams and plans in their restoration 
for the building. They even used an old 
map of plantings around the boathouse 
to guide their landscaping.

What started in 2001 became a capital 
campaign to straighten, stabilize, and 
move the structure. Construction began 
in 2005 and has since turned Brittingham 
Boathouse into a working building that is 
used and loved by an entire community. 
But the work’s not over yet, Steve says. 
“Right now the club’s working on a 
second campaign, since it will cost 
about $120,000 to put restrooms and 
running water in. The city’s committed 
$60,000; it’s a matching challenge grant, 
so we have to raise the other $60,000.” 
Further work, including restoration of 
the original cedar wainscoting, will cost 
an additional $150,000.

The community continues to pool its 
resources in support of the boathouse. 

“It’s not as if it was one or two large donors 
who made this happen,” Steve says. “There 
are really a lot of people that’ve stepped up 
to help out. We like to think of this project 
as really being in the spirit of the Madison 
Parks and Pleasure Drive, to reconnect 
with that volunteerism. We made an effort 
to invite the community to help out, and 
they have. Not only that, but we’ve set 
aside one bay in the boathouse for adults 
who want to rack a boat there.”

True to these community roots, Steve 
extends an open invitation to come down 
and visit at the boathouse. Early morning 
rowing in the spring and summer means 
that “there are people there all the time,” 
which presents a great chance for tourists 
and locals alike to see the building up 
close. “If someone wants to come down, 
they can bring a lawn chair and watch 
the rowers.” With an advance phone call, 
Steve is even willing to meet visitors and 
give them a tour.

Celebrating the vitality of the community 
and training young rowers, Camp Randall 
Rowing Club and the City of Madison have 
provided an opportunity for Brittingham 
Boathouse to shine once again as the pride 
of a historic Madison park.

For more information about the 
Camp Randall Rowing Club, visit 
camprandallrowingclub.org or call Steve 
Schaefer at (608) 256-3636. To discover 
more about the history of Brittingham 
Boathouse, visit madisonparksfoundation
.org/brittingham.htm or read Madison: A 
History of the Formative Years (2nd ed.) by 
David Mollenhoff.
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