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The J. RICHARD  JORDAN 

By Donald Jordan 2011 
(edited for web by Rich McCann) 

       Broad shouldered, bronzed, men of muscle,  

              who sweep down the dark waters of the Schuylkill  

                       in their frail pine shell like a perfect machine.  

                                 Every man works in picturesque rhythm.  

                                        Everyone giving his all to bring victory and honor.  
(Dick Jordan, West Catholic Year Book) 

 

J. RICHARD JORDAN,  The  OARSMAN 
J. Richard “Dick” Jordan began his renowned rowing career at West Philadelphia Catholic     High School for Boys in 1927.  West 

Catholic began rowing in 1927 with an amazing exclamation point (!) when legendary Penn Athletic Club and US Olympic Rowing 

Coach,  Frank Muller, selected a group of burr athletes and challenged them to become exceptional oarsmen.  Frank Muller was 

brought to the Penn AC and West Catholic by Jack Kelly who saw the development of a strong rowing program at West Catholic as a 

feeder of superior junior oarsmen for the Penn AC. Coach Muller was reported to have selected his first varsity eight at West Catholic 

by choosing his oarsmen as follows: “I want you, you, you, and you.” Dick Jordan, a sophomore, was one of the “yousò selected for 

that first varsity boat.                                                                                            West Catholic’s 1929 Varsity Boy’s Crew 

 

After several months of concentrated training on machines, 

workboats, and racing shells over the winter of 1927, West Catholic 

Boys proceeded to win not only the Interscholastic Rowing 

Championship of the United States and Canada at Wyndote, MI,  but 

also the Edward Stotesbury Cup Regatta in its inaugural year.  

Dick Jordan continued as a fixture on West Catholic’s nationally 

famed crews as they won the Stotesbury Cup again in 1928, and in 

1929.  In fact, West Catholic varsity boy’s crew also won the 

Stotesbury Cup in 1930, 1933, 1936, and 1942 making West 

Catholic Boys arguably one of the pre-eminent national boys rowing 

programs in the twenties and thirties! 

 

Dick Jordan was recruited from West Catholic by Rusty Callow, 

heavyweight coach at the University of Pennsylvania.  Dick became 

a stalwart on the first boat at bow six in 1931-32 and stroke oar in 1933 when he was elected Heavyweight Captain.  

Penn’s Heavyweights were nationally competitive in 1931-1933, winning The Adams Cup and The Childs Cup while 

advancing to the IRA finals in 1931-32.  Rusty Callow found Dick Jordan ”an outstanding man in every way who does his 

best work through encouragement not criticism.”(University of Pennsylvania Archives).  After graduation Dick Jordan 

continued his rowing career as a superb club oarsman for Penn AC. In 1936 he banded together with Joe Burke, Charlie 

Swift and members of Penn’s 1936 varsity eight who with only 5 days of practice were just edged out by the University of 

Washington in the US Olympic trials at Princeton.  Dick was convinced that with one additional week’s practice the 

Pennsylvania shell would have won those Olympic trials. Washington Huskies proceeded to win 1936 Olympic Gold 

Medal at Lake Granau, Germany. 
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Dick Jordan began his celebrated coaching career in 1941 as Lightweight and Freshman Coach, University of 

Pennsylvania, a position he held until the mid 1950’s. His varsity lightweight crews never placed worse than fourth in the 

national championships from 1941-53.  Most notable among Dick’s outstanding lightweight eights were crews from 1951 

and 1952, who created a undefeated national / international winning streak that would extend to 23 races! 
  

Penn’s lightweights capped off their 1951 season by winning 

The EARC Lightweight Championship (Joseph Wright 

Trophy*).  Notwithstanding their championship, the 

University of Pennsylvania had previously decided that its 

lightweight crew would  have to compete without a varsity 

coach in 1951.   A graduate oarsman, Al Lawn, was pressed 

into service to coach the lightweights, while Crawford 

Madeira and the Friends of Pennsylvania Rowing responded 

with the necessary funds to purchase essential equipment 

and send Penn’s lightweights on to Henley.  Penn’s 

lightweight crew proceeded to win Thames Challenge Cup 

defeating five heavyweight crews - in four days - including 

Florsheim Russelseim in the Henley-on-Thames final. Two 

additional wins over heavyweight crews followed at the 

Hamburg International Regatta.  Following its resounding 

international success in 1951 the University of Pennsylvania 

reinstated Dick Jordan as its varsity lightweight rowing 

coach.  

 

*Joseph Wright, crew coach at The University of  

Pennsylvania, created the first lightweight race  

for rowers weighing less than 160 pounds in 1917. 

 

 

University of Pennsylvania Lightweight Crew beating Christ Church, Cambridge for Thames Challenge Cup 

 

 

  

Another perfect season followed for Penn in 1952 

for a revamped lightweight crew (5 new oarsman)  

including the Joseph Wright (EARC) Trophy for 

the National Lightweight Championship and the 

successful defense of the Thames Challenge Cup, 

where Penn defeated Christ Church, Cambridge by 

1¼ lengths in the championship race at the Henley 

Royal Regatta 

Dick Jordan on the Schuylkill River 

The picture of Penn’s Thames Challenge 

Cup victory (left) was painted by William 

Myers, stroke of  Penn’s victorious 1952 

lightweight crew and hangs today in Penn’s 

Boathouse with  the prow of the actual 

racing shell that won at Henley 



A spiritual postscript to Penn’s thrilling victory at Henley-on-Thames. 
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While in Rome in 1952, Dick Jordan’s wife, Josephine, received a St. Jude medal blessed by Pope Pius XII for the Penn 

lightweight crew to “do its best.”  Back at Henley with two races to go on the Thames, the Pope’s St. Jude Medal was 

taped to the Penn lightweight shell’s bow.  The semi-final race at Henley was subsequently won by Penn by 2/3 length 

and the Penn crew looked forward to defending the Thames Cup in the championship race.  Christ Church, Cambridge, 

the English challenger, however, achieved an outstanding start in the final and created an open water advantage.  The 

Penn crew was now down by 1½ lengths and was having no success moving on the Christ Church boat. Suddenly a puff 

of wind hit both crews and the English crew’s number five man caught a crab slowing the Christ Church shell. (A crab 

occurs when a rowerôs oar does not release from the water and acts as a brake on the boat). This hesitation allowed the 

Penn lightweights to surge ahead and Penn won the championship race by 1¼ lengths. When the crab slowed the Christ 

Church boat all of the Penn oarsman subsequently agreed they were thinking of  their St. Jude Medal and wondering 

what would have happened if the Pope’s medal had not been taped to the bow of their shell.  (1992 Pennsylvania 

Rowing News). 

 A picture of the St. Jude Medal blessed by Pope Pius XII (right) hangs now from the bow of the J. 

Richard Jordan racing shell in Jack’s Firehouse Restaurant,  

(St. Jude, one of the Twelve Apostles, is considered the patron saint of desperate cases and lost causes). 

 

 

J. RICHARD JORDAN, The  SHELL 
The J. Richard Jordan vespoli racing shell hanging from Jack’s Firehouse rafters was donated in June 1966 to Penn’s 

Lightweight Crew by The Friends of Pennsylvania Rowing (Sarah and Crawford Madeira).  The shell’s christening 

(below right) includes Mrs. J. Richard Jordan, Donald Jordan (Pennsylvania 64’), J. Richard Jordan Jr., Katharine 

Jordan, J. Richard Jordan III, Fred Leonard, Penn’s Lightweight Coach, and the1966 Penn lightweight crew. 

(Pennsylvania Rowing News) 

After the J Richard Jordan vespoli racing shell was contested 

successfully by Penn’s lightweights, it was transferred to Holy Spirit 

High School, Absecon, New Jersey, where the Holy Spirit Boys were 

poised to become national powerhouses.  Holy Spirit won the 

Stotesbury Cup in 1970, 1974, 1976, 1981, and 1982 and competed at 

Henley in 1970, 1974, 1976, 1981, and 1982, winning at Henley-on-

Thames in 1974, 1976 and 1981.   

 

Subsequently, the J. Richard Jordan eight oared shell was purchased 

and restored by Jack’s Firehouse.  The shell now hangs from the rafters 

over the dining room and bar, fitted at full sweep with oars from eight 

different crews including the University of Pennsylvania. 
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“Ready all, Row” 
J. Richard “Dick” Jordan 

 has been nominated to the 

University of Pennsylvania’s  

Athletic Hall of Fame 


