VISIONS OF WHITEY   
by Stan Durkee and John Springer
 

Each weekday after school, beginning early in February and lasting until late May, many boys, including me and my car pool riders John Springer, Jeff Morehouse, John Huetter and Sam Sabin ('62), would be drawn to the Old Dominion Boat Club at the foot of King Street for crew practice.  (The notion of girls rowing was then unthinkable.)  Our coach was a teacher, who, while quite different from Mr. Lindsey or Mr. Gregory, was, in his own way, as memorable: Julian Whitestone, or "Whitey," as he insisted he be called. 

 

Whitey was not a member of the GW faculty.  He had a rough demeanor, likely had not attended college.  He was not in the strict sense a "teacher" at all: he worked for a gas company and was a member of the Boat Club.  Yet we learned a hell of a lot from this man who had been one of the founding fathers of Alexandria school crew program after WWII; had coached many winning crews; and who now (1958-61), at about 50 years old, was still taking afternoons off to shape GW oarsmen.  In the midst of everything, he also had found time to referee high school football and professional boxing.

 

I first met Whitey when he came to GW to give a pitch for crew. However, he gave his real "welcoming talk" to us later at the Boat Club at which time he explained in his deep gravelly voice, often dropping  vowels as well as consonants from words, his rules and expectations, elements of his speaking which we heard repeated many times over the next years.  His talk was laced with profanity.  I was impressed, inspired, amused and intimidated all at once.  He began with emphasizing character and respect: "I don't lie and I don't steal."  Anyone caught doing either one must "turn in his unifo'm" and (showing hints of his famous temper) “I’ll kick his ass up King Street; he has got no bi’nuh (business) on the riv'r."  Turning to the boat club's black employee, he said "I want you to treat Nehemiah as ya’ would me or Sonny" (Sonny Wieners, assistant crew coach).  Then, there were rules that we found amusing, like, "Keep out of the Snack Bar and pool hall." (at that time, seemingly the only places to go among the vacant warehouse buildings on lower King Street), and "Don't jump over the fen' " (the club's boundary fence).  He would then emphasize the importance of staying in school: "if you drive a Coca Cola supply truck, those cans get pretty heavy when you're fifty-five."  (This seemed unnecessary, since crew was not the type of activity potential high school dropouts signed up for, but it was interesting to hear.)  His face, ruggedly handsome, was weathered and lined, and his expression could change from the beginnings of a smile to a deep frown quickly.  Finally, he would discuss expectations for the rowing itself, noting care needed to be taken with the expensive shellboats as they were easily damaged by improper handling.  Crew was teamwork and required hard effort.  He urged working hard if we had any chance of beating Washington-Lee (always it was "W/L!") and the necessity, after rowing, of "running the mile" hard down Union Street, past old and vacant buildings, in the direction of Jones Point and then back to the Boat Club.  

 

And so the outlines of the daily ritual being laid down, over the next years, under his tutelage, we worked pretty hard, stayed out of the Snack Bar and pool hall, and ran the mile as directed, all in preparation for Saturday races for which he encouraged training meals and sound sleep and demanded "…keeping your hands above the covers!"  I can see him now on cold days, his head covered with a sweatshirt or parka looking like a mysterious Arab, peering out from his motorboat alongside our shell, growling encouragement and criticism, e.g., "Durkee, you're rowing like your (expletive deleted) a football" or "Springer, you're shootin' ya’ ass" (meaning moving too quickly on the sliding rowing seat).
 

Progress, of course was uneven.  In the eights (eight-oared shells) we sometimes beat the other Alexandria high school, i.e., Francis Hammond, and sometimes not.  We beat many boats from many places, including those from Philly and New Jersey and Connecticut and Delaware, even some college freshman crews, Georgetown and Navy, but we never beat W/L.  Dave Katz , in a wordplay on "Casey at the Bat," wrote about the time we almost did it in the finals for the at the Nationals in Princeton, New Jersey  - see "Great White Race" a poem published in the Little Hatchet [in the Memorabilia area of this web site].  I recall how "up" we were the first day when we had beaten five other boats in a heat; how exciting it all had been, only to be followed by a "downer" on the second day with our third place finish in a six boat race, W/L winning.  Looking back now, I can appreciate how frustrating it all was for Whitey, given his history and reputation, to endure the continuing success of Charlie Butt's W/L crews beating all U.S. high school crews, participating regularly in rowing’s top regatta – England’s Henley Regatta, and establishing a hegemony internationally that, unbeknown to us then, would last for decades.
 

But Whitey's character always inspired us.  Winning was important but the most important thing was the effort, the participation.  From him we learned not only something about respect but about persistence, toughing it out whatever the circumstances and giving your best. He could not abide whiners.   I recall laughing silently and waiting for Whitey's response when a novice oarsman, noting ice on his oar, complained in pleading tones "Whitey, my hands are cold!"  Whitey's face turned purple but he said nothing. 

 

In the summers, Whitey helped his boys of the crew teams by hiring them to work as life guards for his pool company, Dominion Aquatics.  Years later Barry Lyngard and Chip Nowak for a while joined him in the business. 

 

In the 1990's, a former GW oarsman from a class earlier than ours organized - in Whitey's honor - a couple of reunions for all GW oarsmen.  John Springer, John Monroe, Chip Nowak, Galen Danis and I participated, climbing into a shell once more and, brushing aside an initial crash of the shell into a pier, rowing for a distance.  And then, gathered in front of the boathouse, we joined Whitey, sitting in a chair with a view of the river that had been important to him for so many years, in listening to letters read to him from some who were absent, including John Huetter and Russ Perry. 

 

The last time I saw Whitey was maybe two years before he died (in 2001), when John Springer, Chip Nowak and I took him to lunch. In his eighties, he was still hale and was still running the mile - every day.  He still had that indomitable spirit.  Ah yeah, in a way you might say we loved the guy. 

 

 

