
NPS Form 10-900     OMB No. 1024-0018     (Expires 5/31/2012) 
 

   1 
 

               

United States Department of the Interior 
National Park Service 
 

National Register of Historic Places 
Registration Form  
 
This form is for use in nominating or requesting determinations for individual properties and districts.  See instructions in National Register Bulletin, How 
to Complete the National Register of Historic Places Registration Form.  If any item does not apply to the property being documented, enter "N/A" for 
"not applicable."  For functions, architectural classification, materials, and areas of significance, enter only categories and subcategories from the 
instructions.  Place additional certification comments, entries, a nd narrative items on continuation sheets if needed  (NPS Form 10-900a).    
 

1.  Name of Property  

historic name    Detroit Yacht Club 

other names/site number    N/A 

2.  Location  

street & number    One Riverbank Road, Belle Isle   not for publication 

city or town    Detroit   vicinity 

state   Michigan code MI county   Wayne code 163 zip code   48207 

3. State/Federal Agency Certification   
 

As the designated authority under the National Historic Preservation Act, as amended,  

I hereby certify that this    x    nomination     _ request for determination of eligibility meets the documentation standards 
for registering properties in the National Register of Historic Places and meets the procedural and professional 
requirements set forth in 36 CFR Part 60.  

In my opinion, the property   x _  meets     _  does not meet the National Register Criteria.  I recommend that this property 
be considered significant at the following level(s) of significance: 

       national              x    statewide              local  
 

   
Signature of certifying official/Title                                                   Date 

     MI SHPO  
State or Federal agency/bureau or Tribal Government 

In my opinion, the property        meets        does not meet the National Register criteria.   

   
Signature of commenting official                                                                         Date 
 

   
Title                                                                                                  State or Federal agency/bureau or Tribal Government 
 

4.  National Park Service Certification   

I hereby certify that this property is:   

 

       entered in the National Register                                                                 determined eligible for the National Register             
           

       determined not eligible for the National Register                                        removed from the National Register  
    

       other (explain:)                                   _________________                                                               

                                                                                                                      

   
  Signature of the Keeper                                                                                                         Date of Action  
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5.  Classification  
 
Ownership of Property 
(Check as many boxes as apply.) 

Category of Property 
(Check only one  box.) 

Number of Resources within Property 
(Do not include previously listed resources in the count.) 
 

    Contributing  Noncontributing  

x private  building(s) 2  buildings 

 public - Local X district   district 

 public - State  site   site 

 public - Federal  structure 10 3 structure 

   object   object 

               12 3 Total  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Name of related multiple property listing 
(Enter "N/A" if property is not part of a multiple property listing)            

Number of contributing resources previously 
listed in the National Register 
 

N/A  0 
                                             

6. Function or Use                                                                       

Historic Functions  
(Enter categories from instructions.)  

Current Functions  
(Enter categories from instructions.) 

  Social/clubhouse    Social/clubhouse 

   

   

   

   

   

   
 
   
7. Description  

Architectural Classification  
(Enter categories from instructions.) 

 Materials  
(Enter categories from instructions.) 

  Mission/Spanish Colonial Revival  foundation:   Concrete 

  walls:   Brick 

     Stucco 

  roof:   Other: glazed clay tile 

  other:    
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Narrative Description  
(Describe the historic and current physical appearance of the property.  Explain contributing and noncontributing resources 
if necessary. Begin with a summary paragraph  that briefly describes the general characteristics of the property, such as 
its location, setting, size, and significant features.)   
 
Summary Paragraph 
 
The Detroit Yacht Club is a broad and low Mediterranean building sited on an eleven-acre man-made island adjacent to 
the north side of Belle Isle, a mile long island in the Detroit River that forms a Detroit city park.  The rambling, 
predominantly two and three-story building displays dark red brick lower walls and white stuccoed upper facades and hip 
roofs clad in red glazed clay tile.  A hip-roof square-plan tower, rising more than a story above the adjoining roof ridges, 
dominates the approximate midpoint of the building’s length.  The very broadly V-shaped island also contains tree-shaded 
parking lots, outdoor swimming pool and tennis courts, and extensive lawn areas and is largely outlined by boat slips and 
docks. 
 
 
 
 
 
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
Narrative Description  
 
The club’s quarters are located just offshore of Belle Isle.  That low-lying, level-surfaced island, more than two miles in 
length and nearly a mile wide at its maximum, sits in the middle of the Detroit River, dividing it into a broad channel on 
either side.  Established as a Detroit city park in the nineteenth century, Belle Isle became one of the nation’s outstanding 
urban parks and today retains a vast array of historic buildings and structures, landscaped open spaces, water features, 
and public outdoor sculpture, including an operating lighthouse of Art Deco design faced in marble.  The island’s west end, 
located about one and a half miles east of the heart of downtown Detroit, is connected to Detroit on the north or Michigan 
side of the river by a half mile long open spandrel concrete arch bridge, the finest example of the type in Michigan.  Across 
the river’s Fleming Channel to the south lies Windsor, Ontario. 
 
The yacht club occupies its own low and level-surfaced island created for it in the north channel of the Detroit River.  The 
broadly V or boomerang-shaped, narrow and long island ranges northeast to southwest and is separated from Belle Isle by 
a narrow channel that widens out into more of a basin toward its north or northeast end.  A short bridge leading to it spans 
the channel at a narrow point near the island’s southwest end.  Boat moorings line the basin from the bridge almost the 
island’s northeast end.  On the river side a succession of long docks project into the water from nearly end to end of the 
island.  The island contains extensive areas of parking lots, along with lawn areas and outdoor swimming pool and tennis 
courts.  Trees are plentiful around the grounds. 
 
The clubhouse stands along the river or northwest side near the island’s midpoint.  The building has an irregular but long 
and narrow footprint, with the primary facades being the lengthwise ones facing the driveway and parking lots and facing 
the river.  The overall length is about 400 feet and the maximum width about 125 feet.  The building stands on 
approximately 150 concrete footings that were poured over cypress pilings in clusters of three to twelve pilings per footing.  
The structure is constructed with reinforced concrete floor slabs, walls, and beams.   
 
The clubhouse is Mediterranean in design.  Its low ground story is largely finished in dark red brick, though with a band of 
square white stuccoed panels between narrower brick zones below a projecting limestone beltcourse marking the second 
story’s base.  The upper facades are finished primarily in white stucco, but with decorative accents – in round, square, 
octagonal, and other shapes – of red terra cotta matching the red hue of the glazed clay tile roofs.  The windows exhibit a 
great variety: while there are square-head ones, some of double-hung multi-light form, there are also many round-arch 
ones – tall and narrow, side-by-side ones in the central tower, three narrow side-by-side ones in a gabled end next to the 
tower that overlooks the river, and broader arched ones in rows fronting the “Peacock Alley” lounge area and the indoor 
pool along the front side.   
 
Primary entrances to the clubhouse are located near the long sides’ midpoints below the tower on the river and parking lot 
sides.  The entrance from the land or parking lot side on the southeast stands at the head of a short flight of steps that rise 
to the entry in a shallow recess within a segment of façade that has a slightly bowed front.  The entry with its original 
revolving doors of wood each outlining a large light set into a wooden twisted-column frame, is outlined by Renaissance-
inspired carved or cast stone work that includes alternating courses of blocks finished in stalactite-like work.  Crowning the 



United States Department of the Interior  
 National Park Service / National Register of Historic Places Registration Form  
NPS Form 10-900     OMB No. 1024-0018     (Expires 5/31/2012) 
 
   
Name of Property                   County and State 
 

4 
 

lintel is a carved or cast mask, reputed to represent Neptune, God of the Sea, surrounded by foliage and flanked by 
smaller creatures.  A similar mask-decorated entryway on the river side stands beneath a small semi-circular portico at the 
head of a long concrete staircase with masonry railings. 
 
The building contains a total of 93,568 gross square feet of floor space.  The ground floor, comprising over one-third of the 
total floor area, contains at the northeast end the club’s large indoor swimming pool, whose space rises the full three-story 
height of that part of the building to a steel truss-supported roof, plus associated men’s and women’s locker rooms, a 
fitness room, and the Bitter End Lounge with its kitchen and other related spaces.  The pool itself occupies the center part 
of a wing of the building that extends to the northeast.  Three staircases connect the ground-level locker rooms with the 
pool, which is entered from the second floor.  The pool’s space, walled off from the rest of the building, rises two stories 
above the pool’s second floor surface to a steel truss-supported roof.  A balcony at the third-floor level, suspended by steel 
tie rods from the roof trusses and fronted by metal railings, entirely surrounds the space.   
 
The southwest part of the building’s ground floor contains the Starboard Haven grill and several other dining rooms facing 
the river along with a kitchen, the boiler room, and staff and support services quarters.  A staircase straight ahead from the 
entrance in a lobby on the parking lot side leads to the main lobby space on the second floor.   
 
The ground-floor lobby’s floor contains Pewabic tile inlays and field tiles, custom designed by Mary Chase Stratton.  Walls 
and ceilings are finished with wood paneling and gold leaf plaster detailing.  Four wall sconces with leaded glass shades 
provide general lighting.  A broad staircase to the second or main floor has slate treads and ornamental metal handrails.   
 
The ground-floor Grill is finished with a quarry and Pewabic tile floor, with custom Pewabic tile inserts; a highly varnished 
rectangular wood bar with brass foot rests; and vinyl wall coverings and acoustic tile ceiling.  The dining room is casual in 
design with carpeted floor, acoustic tile ceiling, and decorative wood chair rail and wooden cove molding. 
 
The second floor, named the Piano Nobile, contains the building’s primary public spaces.  It is reached by the broad 
staircase from the ground-floor lobby and, from the outdoors on the river side, by another broad staircase that, rising to a 
platform below a half-round portico, divides into two shorter sets of steps that rise to a lobby area behind the portico that 
extends beyond into a long verandah facing the river.  Doors from this lobby lead into the main second-floor lobby.  
Northeast of the lobby the second floor contains large Grand Ballroom and East Lounge spaces that open into one 
another, a verandah extending along the river side of both rooms.  The upper part of the indoor swimming pool space 
adjoins the more northeasterly ballroom on the land side, the two connected by a stairhall.  The building’s southwest end, 
beyond the lobby, contains the Fountain Room, a dining room, along with the coffee shop and River Vista Lounge, plus a 
kitchen.  An enclosed verandah or gallery called Peacock Alley (originally Miladies’ Lounge) extends along the central part 
of the building’s land side adjacent to the main lobby and southwest ballroom.  The club’s Trophy Room adjoins Peacock 
Alley’s southwest end, and a small library is located off to the lobby’s southwest side near the coffee shop and lounge. 
 
The broad staircase from the ground-floor lobby occupies the center of the second-floor lobby.  The massive wooden 
balustrade outlining the opening displays turned balusters, finials at the ends and corners, and carved DYC and nautical 
theme designs.  The walls are faced in travertine up to door lintel level and adorned with walnut wainscot in the alcoves 
and Pewabic tile rondelles.  Accent lighting is provided by custom-made wall sconces representing the history of boating.  
Radiators are covered in hand-carved wooden radiator covers.  The ceiling is finished in decorative plasterwork but the 
large center area is of opaline or milk glass sheets set in wrought iron framing. 
 
Located just off the lobby, the Grand Ballroom is a two-story space with a maple floor and massive wooden trusses 
spanning the roof and supporting the open, gabled wood roof structure with its rafters and purlins.  Three sets of entries 
with paired eight-light doors and fanlights and skylights lead into the room from the lobby, and more double doors with 
transoms and broken pediment tops lead to the riverside verandah on one side and Peacock Alley on the other.  The 
doors and their trim are of walnut.  A wooden balcony overlooks the space from the lobby end.   
 
Piers forming three square-head “archways” separate the Grand Ballroom from the East Lounge, another ballroom space.  
The East Lounge was constructed as a gymnasium but converted to its present use in 1925.  It was designed from the first 
so it could be opened into the ballroom for large events.  It has a maple floor, tall wooden wainscoting, and a flat ceiling 
with ornamental plaster beams that span the room.  A projecting fireplace and chimney breast occupies the center of the 
room’s northeast end.  The firebox front is faced in limestone and set within an ornamental plaster mantelpiece with a 
three-sided top bearing a masque in the center flanked by plant and animal forms.  A wood paneled bar/service area is 
located along one wall on the room. 
 



United States Department of the Interior  
 National Park Service / National Register of Historic Places Registration Form  
NPS Form 10-900     OMB No. 1024-0018     (Expires 5/31/2012) 
 
   
Name of Property                   County and State 
 

5 
 

The club’s formal dining room at the building’s southwest end displays an ornamental plaster ceiling of panels outlined by 
shallow plaster beams.  Chandeliers hang from rondelles in certain panels decorated with classical moldings.  The floor is 
finished in terrazzo and the walls displays Pewabic tile insets.  Against the room’s northeast wall, a shallow projection 
outlined by Corinthian half-columns and classical entablature contains a fountain, with large round basin, set into a tiled, 
arch-head, half-round alcove.  
 
The nearby Library has limestone-clad walls and wood wainscot, with Pewabic tile insets.  The flooring is of golden oak, 
the ceiling finished with plaster beams and decorative painting.  The room contains beech wood paneled built-in shelving 
for the club’s book collection. 
 
The Trophy Room, housing the club’s nautical awards in numerous cases along the walls, has a golden oak floor, simply 
detailed plaster-finished beam ceiling, a Colonial broken pediment entrance, and another fireplace with heavily detailed 
ornamental plasterwork finish.  Above the mantel an oil painting (dated 1922) that is painted directly on the wall depicts a 
stylized map of the Detroit Yacht Club environs.  The room also contains wrought iron wall sconces, a leaded glass 
chandelier, and built-in walnut seating. 
 
Peacock Alley begins above the building’s Belle Isle entrance near the lobbies and extends northeast beside the Grand 
Ballroom to a point near the East Lounge.  A verandah-like space, but enclosed with large arched windows, Peacock Alley 
is floored in quarry tile and contains large, comfortable chairs along the window side.  The Veranda, also floored in quarry 
tile, occupies the opposite side of the building facing the Detroit River and rests on the red brick ground floor below.  It 
extends from the lobby near the tower to the building’s north end.  Alongside the lobby and Grand Ballroom the Veranda 
has a shed-roof structure supported by thick Tuscan columns.  A section at the north end that projects outward around the 
East Lounge is finished with sections of plain red brick interspersed with wrought iron railing segments flanking a central 
part with stuccoed piers and iron railings.  In this area metal posts rising from the brick or stuccoed piers support seasonal 
canopies. 
 
The third story contains much less floor space than those below it because it includes the upper portions of the Grand 
Ballroom, East Lounge, and the swimming pool space.  The primary access is via a double-run staircase that, rising from 
just south of the second-floor main lobby, connects to a corridor leading to the floor’s three primary rooms, which are used 
primarily as meeting rooms and hospitality spaces.  The Sweepstakes/Power Squadron Room, located below the tower, 
the Harnsworth Room, in the gabled end overlooking the river near the tower, and the Silver Cup Room, on the Belle Isle 
side overlooking the entrance on that side, are simply finished with plastered walls and plastered or acoustical tile ceilings 
and wood trim.  The Power Squadron Room houses a wood and metal nautical-theme Viking ship chandelier. 
 
A fourth floor, beneath the roof, housed athletic facilities that included a pistol range and two professional-grade squash 
courts.  The pistol range has steel reinforced plastered walls and the two squash courts are finished in oak flooring and 
specialty plaster walls made for professional squash courts. 
 
The Detroit Yacht Club houses a significant collection of artwork, sculpture, and tapestry.  Some of the noteworthy pieces 
are: 
 
Sculpture: 
 

• Roman Victory (said to be over 300 years old) 
• Rape of the Sabines by Jacques Louis David, court artist to Louis IV and Napoleon 
• La Recompense 
• St. Joan of Arc by Adrien-Etienne Gaudez 
• David.  Tradition states that the bronze of David was created by Gianlorenzo Bernini by commission from Lorenzo 

di Medici of Florence as a gift for King Francis I of France.  However, all documentation was destroyed in a fire 
that destroyed Count Fresange’s gallery. 

 
Paintings: 
 

• Three Women on Steps by Fausto Zonaro, court painter to Sultan Abdul Hamid II 
• Steady by John George Brown 
• Storm at Sea by Robert Hopkins 
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Tapestry: 
 

• A tapestry woven at the Royal Tapestry Works at Versailles, dated by Simon Saks, director of the Detroit Institute 
of Arts, at 250-300 years old 

 
 
Other Features of the Club’s Island 
 
Bridge: The entrance drive bridge crossing the narrow channel between Belle Isle and the club’s island was built in 1925 
but extensively repaired in 1989 and 2007.  It is constructed with wooden pilings supporting a four-span wooden girder 
structure with wood plant deck.  The original wood pilings are still in place but have been encased in steel tubes.  The 
abutments, originally wood, were replaced with concrete ones in 1989.  The railings are comprised of decorative steel 
posts linked by anchor chain, the posts at the ends of the spans taller and capped by lights. 
 
Maintenance Shed: A gable-roof maintenance shed, with red brick gabled end facing the entrance drive and concrete 
block side and rear facades, stands near the bridge to the island fronting on the entrance drive.  It was built in 1952 to 
replace the previous carpenter shop that was in the ground or first-floor level of the clubhouse where the restaurant and 
bar are now located.  Several flat-roof covered storage areas have been added within a rectangular, fenced-in perimeter. 
 
Outdoor Swimming Pool (Non-contributing): An L-shaped concrete pool, with eight swimming lanes and a shallow area 
in the head of the L, adjoins the clubhouse’s northwest end.  The club’s first outdoor pool, located at this site, was 
constructed in 1962.  The present larger and deeper pool replaced it in 1997-98. 
 
Boat Slips and Docks: Boat slips line the club’s “harbor,” the wide part of the channel between Belle Isle and the club’s 
island from the bridge to near the island’s northeast end.  These were in place by the 1930s.  Six docks, some with L 
extensions at their ends, project several hundred feet into the river from the island’s northwest-facing side.  Main Dock, 
which extends outward from in front of the main riverside entrance in T-shaped form, was built in 1923.  Two other docks 
were in place by the mid-1930s and another added in 1955.  Two docks, Club Front (1965) and West End (1970s) are less 
than fifty years old and thus non-contributing under the national register criteria.  Repair work has been ongoing over the 
years, but the docks and slips appear to occupy for the most part the same locations as show in old photographs.   
 
Tennis Courts: Four clay-surfaced tennis courts stand in a block toward the island’s northeast end. 
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8. Statement of Significance  

Applicable National Register Criteria  
(Mark "x" in one or more boxes for the criteria qualifying the property 
for National Register listing.) 

 

X 

 

A Property is associated with events that have made a 
significant contribution to the broad patterns of our 
history. 

X 

 

B Property is associated with the lives of persons 
significant in our past. 
 

   

 X 

 

C Property embodies the distinctive characteristics  
of a type, period, or method of construction or 
represents the work of a master, or possesses high 
artistic values, or represents a significant 
and distinguishable entity whose components lack 
individual distinction. 

   

 
 

D Property has yielded, or is likely to yield, information 
important in prehistory or history. 

 
  

 
 
 

Criteria Considerations  
(Mark "x" in all the boxes that apply.) 
 
Property is: 
 

 
A 
 

 
Owned by a religious institution or used for religious 
purposes. 

 
 

B 
 
removed from its original location. 

 
 

C 
 
a birthplace or grave. 

 
 

D 
 
a cemetery. 

 
 

E 
 
a reconstructed building, object, or structure. 

 
 

F 
 
a commemorative property. 

 
 

G 
 
less than 50 years old or achieving significance 

  within the past 50 years. 

Areas of Significance  
(Enter categories from instructions.) 

  Architecture 

  Recreation 

  Social History 

 

 

 
 
Period of Significance  

  1921-1960 

 

 
Significant Dates 

  1921 

  1923 

 
 
Significant Person  
(Complete only if Criterion B is marked above.) 

  Garfield A. (“Gar”) Wood 

 

Cultural Affiliation 

  N/A 

 

 

Architect/Builder 

  George D. Mason & Co., architects 

  Albert A. Albrecht Co., contractor 

  Candler Dock & Dredge Co. 

 

 
 
Period of Significance (justification) 
 
Beginning of construction to fifty-year cutoff. 
 
Criteria Considerations (explanation, if necessary)  
 
N/A 
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Statement of Significance Summary Paragraph (Provide a summary paragraph that includes level of significance and 
applicable criteria.)  
 
The Detroit Yacht Club’s clubhouse and associated island were constructed in 1921-23 and dedicated on May 30, 1923.  
The club, listed as the twelfth oldest yacht club in the nation, was founded in 1868.  Its clubhouse was built during the 
heyday of social clubs in Detroit in the 1910s and 20s at a time when the city experienced explosive growth due primarily to 
the rapid expansion of the city’s automobile industry.  The Detroit Yacht Club itself grew rapidly during the 1910s, and 
construction of this new building in the early 1920s reflected the club’s growing size and importance as one of the city’s 
leading social organizations.  The Detroit Yacht Club meets national register criterion A under Social History as the home 
of an old Detroit organization that was at the time and remains today one of the city’s and region’s leading social clubs.  It 
also meets criterion A under Recreation for the club’s position as a central figure in power boat racing through its frequent 
hosting of American Power Boat Association Challenge Cup (“Gold Cup”) races that began in the 1910s and continues 
today and under criterion B through its association with early powerboating champion Garfield A. (“Gar”) Wood.  Wood, 
who served as the club’s Commodore during the time its clubhouse was built, raised the club from a major force on the 
Great Lakes to world recognition through his Gold Cup and other victories under the club’s burgee.  In addition, the club 
meets national register criterion C for its architecturally distinguished clubhouse building, notable as an outstanding 
example both of “Mediterranean” architecture in the Detroit context and of the broader social clubhouse genre of buildings 
from the early twentieth century. 
 
 
 
 
 
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
Narrative Statement of Significance (Provide at least one  paragraph for each area of significance.)   
 
The Detroit Yacht Club’s 1895 Minute Book states that the club was founded in 1868.  A club history reports that six men 
met at a lawyer’s office in downtown Detroit in that year “to form a syndicate, purchase a sailboat and race competitively” 
(“History of the Detroit Yacht Club,” Watermark II).  Except for a hiatus in the 1876-77 period, the club has continued in 
operation since 1868 as an organization dedicated to boating as an organized activity.  The club was revitalized in 1878 
with a new commodore, Samuel Cowan, and a racing schedule established.  A 1923 article in The Detroit Free Press 
stating that the club was founded in 1878 with thirty-six members seems to refer to this revitalization (5/31/1923).  The club 
soon occupied a small boathouse on the riverfront off East Jefferson at the foot of McDougall Avenue (near Grand 
Boulevard).    
 
Disagreements between the members, reportedly over the club’s function as a social versus simply a yachting 
organization, led to a split in April 1882, with the more social-minded group of members establishing a Michigan Yacht 
Club.  The Detroit directories in their “Sporting Societies and Clubs” pages list the Michigan Yacht Club as having been 
organized in 1884.  That club completed a large Shingle Style clubhouse, located off Belle Isle’s north shore where the 
public beach is now, in 1892, but when the club failed in 1895 the Detroit Yacht Club was able to purchase it for a fraction 
of its construction cost.  This building burned in 1904, but the club soon built a new one at the same site (this 1904 
clubhouse was surrendered to the city when the present clubhouse was completed and became part of the Belle Isle golf 
course; it no longer stands). 
 
By 1920 the 1904 club facilities were considered inadequate.  The club had grown from 500 members in 1915 to a 
membership of more than 2000 in 1920 that included leading figures in the commercial, industrial, political, and social life 
of the city.  Initially the club considered enlarging their existing quarters, but the city wanted the club property as part of an 
improvement plan for this part of the shoreline.  A compromise between the city and club permitted the club to build a 
much larger facility located farther east.  The club entered into a lease with the city for a site just off Belle Isle’s north shore 
on which an island containing the clubhouse and providing surrounding dock space could be created.  It issued bonds in 
$100 denominations at six percent interest for twenty years to finance construction of the island and clubhouse.  
Spearheading the move for new quarters, according to a 1923 Free Press dedication article, were Arnold A. Schantz, 
president of the Detroit & Cleveland (D & C) Navigation Company, and international speed boating champion Garfield A. 
(“Gar”) Wood, the club’s commodore.  Schantz served as the chairman of a building committee.   
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The club retained George D. Mason & Co., architects, of Detroit to design the new clubhouse.  An agreement between the 
club and architects is dated March 21, 1921.  In reviewing preliminary plans for the building on July 1st, the building 
committee concluded that the club could not afford the estimated $500,000 cost and requested the architect to keep to a 
$400,000 budget while trying to provide the same level of accommodation.  The Michigan Contractor & Builder in its 
August 6, 13, and 20, 1921, issues reported George D. Mason & Co. preparing plans for the clubhouse.  Although plans 
for the building were not complete, construction of the island began on October 5, 1921.  The October 15 Contractor & 
Builder stated: “Fifty members of the Detroit Yacht Club were present when the first pile for the new club house off Belle 
Isle was driven, Oct. 5.  Commodore A. A. Schantz, chairman of the building committee, presided.”  The work of driving 
pilings for the building, placing a riprap cofferdam around the site, pumping out the water, and filling in the island with 
landfill from downtown construction sites was done by the Candler Dock & Dredge Company (MC&B 1/7/1922; The 
Rudder). 
 
The Contractor & Builder notes the architects “taking figures” on the clubhouse in its October 29 through December 3 
issues and on January 7, 1922, reported the selection of the Albert A. Albrecht Company of Detroit as contractor.  The 
article indicated that the original plans had been revised to provide a larger dining room and to accommodate a future club 
membership of 5000 (the present membership was stated to be 2000).  A cornerstone-laying ceremony took place April 
20, 1922.   
 
An estimated 5000 attendees celebrated the new clubhouse’s formal dedication on May 30, 1923.  At the formal dedication 
ceremony, presided over by Arnold A. Schantz, Vice-Commodore – and also building committee chairman, the city’s parks 
and boulevards commissioner, Gen. Heckel, “presented Commodore Wood with the lease of the island on which the club 
is built,” and architect George D. Mason presented the key to the building to contractor Albert A. Albrecht, who turned it 
over to Commodore Garfield A. (“Gar”) Wood for the members.  There were several speeches, including one by U. S. 
Senator James Couzens.  The festivities included a concert by New York coloratura soprano Lucy Gates, followed in the 
evening by a banquet and a ball which the members and their families attended in yachting costume instead of 
conventional dresses.  In the next few days evening dances and receptions were held for members of the other key social 
clubs in town – the Detroit Boat Club, Detroit Athletic Club, Detroit Golf Club, Detroit Country Club, University Club, and the 
Detroit Club.  The pool was formally opened with a “splash party” combined with a first annual swimming meet on June 9 
(Detroit Free Press, 5/31/1923).  The Free Press termed the new building “the costliest, largest and most complete club 
house of its kind in the world.”     
 
 
The Detroit Yacht Club meets the national register criteria under three broad themes: Social History, Recreation, and 
Architecture.   
 
Social History 
 
Founded in 1868, the Detroit Yacht Club is the twelfth oldest yacht club in the United States, according to a list of 
“America’s Oldest Yacht Clubs in Order of Year” produced by YachtClub.com.  The Detroit Boat Club, established in 1839, 
is the oldest (Heinrich, 1).  The New York Yacht Club, founded in 1844, and most of the other “early” clubs were in the east 
and south.  After the Detroit Boat Club, the oldest Midwest club is the 1861 Neenah Nodaway Yacht Club in Wisconsin.  
 
The prosperous 1910s and 20s were the heyday of social clubs in Detroit.  While clubs that catered to the city’s business, 
political, and social elite such as the Detroit Club were founded well before this time, all of these clubs prospered as the 
city itself boomed in the early twentieth century.  While the Detroit Club’s clubhouse – still in use today – dated to the early 
1890s and the Detroit Boat Club’s to the early 1900s, many of the largest, most socially prestigious clubs, constructed new 
clubhouses in the 1910s and 20s reflecting their growing memberships and resources.  The Detroit Athletic Club built its 
new clubhouse in 1915, the Detroit Golf Club in 1917, the Country Club of Detroit in 1926, the Grosse Pointe Club and 
Grosse Pointe Yacht Club both in 1927, and the University Club in 1931.   
 
The Detroit Yacht Club grew rapidly in the early twentieth century to 2000 members by 1920.  In 1906 the club established 
the DYC Bowling League, the second oldest bowling league in the nation.  In March 1914 it began publication of the Main 
Sheet newsletter; still published today, it is stated to be the oldest yacht club publication in the world.   
 
In the wake of completing its new clubhouse in 1923, the Detroit Yacht Club thrived, soon attaining a membership of 3000.  
The new clubhouse with its ballroom and dining rooms, places to meet and relax, and facilities for sports and physical 
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training, and the island with its docks and slips accommodating boats of all sizes and types was a major draw for 
prospective members.  The club became a leading social organization in the city.  In the 1920s members included such 
leading Detroit businessmen as Horace Dodge, Henry Ford, Edsel Ford, Lawrence, Charles, and Fred Fisher, James 
Couzens, Charles Sorenson, and Charles Kettering – all leading figures in the auto industry (Couzens also a U. S. 
Senator); Arnold A. Schantz, D & C president and also assistant secretary of commerce during World War I; and real 
estate titan Robert Oakman.  During the heady days of the 1920s leading businessmen in the club engaged in an ongoing 
competition for the largest yacht.  Real estate man and developer Robert Oatman had the largest boat, the 101-foot long 
Mamie-O, until 1927, when Charles Sorenson, who became commodore of the club that year, had the 105-foot Helene 
constructed.  Charles Kettering’s 170-foot Olive K II soon replaced it as the largest.  Finally, Frederick J. Fisher’s Nakhoda, 
with a length of 236 feet, capped the competition (Warner,16-18). 
 
During the Depression, the club’s membership dropped to just over 600 by 1932 from the 3000-member high in 1924.  In 
1933 other prominent Detroit area clubs including the Grosse Pointe Yacht Club and the Lake Shore Sail Club failed.  The 
club temporarily closed its pool and curtailed publication of the Main Sheet, but under the leadership of Commodore 
Charles Kettering the membership rebounded to 2000 by 1934.  It reached a modern-day peak of 2500 in the 1950s.  The 
club today has a large and diverse membership that still includes leading figures in business, politics, and society in Detroit 
and the metropolitan region. 
 
Recreation – Powerboat Racing 
 
The Detroit Yacht Club has played an important role in the sport of powerboat racing through its frequent hosting of 
American Power Boat Association Challenge Cup (“Gold Cup”) races over the years and through its association with 
powerboating champion Gar Wood.  The APBA’s Gold Cup, first awarded in 1904, is the ultimate prize in American power 
boat racing and “compares on an international level to England’s Harmsworth Trophy and Australia’s Griffith Cup” (Farley).  
The first Gold Cup race was held on the Hudson River in New York, and New York dominated the early Gold Cup races.  
Each Gold Cup race was hosted by the yacht club of the previous winning boat until 1963.  In 1915 a Detroit boat, Miss 
Detroit, won.  Thus in 1916, for the first time, a Gold Cup race was held on the Detroit River.   
 
In the 1917 Gold Cup race at Minneapolis, Detroit inventor, entrepreneur, and motorboat builder and racer Garfield A. 
(“Gar”) Wood powered his Miss Detroit II to victory.  Gar Wood (1880-1971), commodore of the club when the present 
clubhouse was built, was the first superstar of powerboat racing.  From 1917 to 1933 he completely dominated the APBA’s 
Gold Cup races.  He also won the British International (or Harmsworth Unlimited) Trophy in England in 1920 and defended 
it on the Detroit River successfully in 1921, 1926, 1928, and 1929 using boats from his factory in Algonac, Michigan.  As a 
result of these victories, Detroit displaced New York as the boat racing capital of North America.  Wood held the world 
speedboating record on several occasions.  He was the first man to travel over one hundred miles per hour on water.  
Wood was born in Mapleton, Iowa.  His father was a ferryboat operator on Lake Osakis, Minnesota, and Gar worked on 
boats from an early age.  In 1911, at the age of thirty-one, he invented a hydraulic lift for unloading coal from rail trucks.  
He established the Wood Hoist Company in Detroit and soon became a successful businessman.  The company, later 
renamed Garwood Industries, built racing boats but also capitalized on his experience with coal unloaders to produce and 
market GarWood truck bodies.   
 
Wood’s victories in the Gold Cup and other races raised the Detroit Yacht Club from being a major force on the Great 
Lakes to world recognition.  The Detroit Yacht Club was virtually synonymous with the Gold Cup trophy, holding it for more 
years than any other yacht club during the period 1918-63 – 1918-24, 1937-38, 1946, 1948, and 1956.  After 1963 Detroit 
continued to be the most frequent home of the Gold Cup, and the race has been hosted continuously by the club on the 
Detroit River in front of the clubhouse since 1990 (Walker, 17-18). 
 
Starting in 1921 the club sponsored an annual power regatta on the Detroit River that also became a key event in 
powerboating in North America.  During the 1920s club members such as Col. J. G. Vincent, Horace Dodge, Jr., Edsel 
Ford, and the Fisher brothers flew the DYC burgee in various classes of powerboat competitions (Walker, 18). 
 
Architecture 
 
With its gleaming white walls, round-arch windows, its tower and red tile roof, and beamed ceilings and other details 
inside, the Detroit Yacht Club’s clubhouse is an outstanding evocation of early twentieth-century “Mediterranean” styling in 
the Detroit region and the perfect image for a building for a yacht club, a social organization that is all about celebrating 
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blue water, warm weather, and good times.  The club’s building is commonly stated to be the largest yacht club building in 
the United States and the world.  While these claims are hard to verify, the clubhouse is clearly a key example of the type 
in any context. 
 
The Detroit Yacht Club also marks a high point in the career of its architects, George D. Mason & Co. of Detroit, with the 
firm’s principal, George D. Mason, present for the building’s dedication in 1923.  By the 1920s Mason was the dean of 
Detroit architects, having practiced architecture in the city since the 1870s.  George D. Mason arrived in Detroit with his 
parents in 1870, and by 1872 he was working in the offices of local architects Brush & Smith.  In 1878 he and Zachariah 
Rice, who had come to work for Brush & Smith in 1874, established their own architectural firm of Mason & Rice that 
endured for more than twenty years, until Rice left in 1899.  Mason & Rice firmly established Mason’s career, with such 
important commissions as the four-story, block long D. M. Ferry Seed Warehouse (1879), Richardsonian Romanesque 
First Presbyterian Church (1889-90), Gothic Trinity Episcopal Church (1890-92), and firehouses in Detroit and the 1887 
Grand Hotel on Mackinac Island.  Mason & Rice’s practice was a general one.  The firm designed houses, apartment and 
store buildings, churches, clubhouses, industrial buildings, and more.  They were receiving commissions not only from 
nearby places such as Ann Arbor, Ypsilanti, and Wyandotte, Michigan, and Walkerville, Ontario, but also from more distant 
places such as Saginaw, Grand Rapids, Jackson, and Alma, Michigan. 
 
Following Rice’s departure, Mason practiced on his own and also entered into brief partnerships with other architects over 
the next few years, including with past employee Albert Kahn, until about 1905.  He then practiced on his own until 1920, 
when he established George D. Mason & Co. with partners David H. Williams, Jr., Albert C. McDonald, and Herbert G. 
Wenzell.  That firm remained in business for more than ten years after Mason’s 1948 death, but it is not clear how much 
Mason himself was involved in the firm’s design work after the early 1930s.  A review of the surviving projects list during 
the years after 1905 shows a continuing preponderance of Detroit area commissions for a broad range of building types.  
Ongoing work for Michigan’s Masons, including not only the monumental Detroit temple that he was working on at the 
same time as the Detroit Yacht Club but also the 1924-25 temple in Portland, Michigan, standing nearly at the opposite 
extreme in its small size and simplicity, stands out in the list, along with work for banks in Ypsilanti, Jackson, Kalamazoo, 
and Traverse City, as well as in Detroit.  There were commissions from various places in the Lower Peninsula and as far 
afield as Buffalo, Cleveland, and Toronto.  The Detroit Yacht Club should appear In any list of George D. Mason’s 
important commissions. 
 
 
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
Developmental history/additional historic context i nformation (if appropriate) 
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Previous documentation on file (NPS): Primary location of additional data: 

 preliminary determination of individual listing (36 CFR 67 has been  State Historic Preservation Office 
 requested)   Other State agency 
 previously listed in the National Register  Federal agency 
 previously determined eligible by the National Register  Local government 
 designated a National Historic Landmark  University 
 recorded by Historic American Buildings Survey   #____________ X Other    Detroit Yacht Club 

 recorded by Historic American Engineering Record # __________   Name of repository:    
 recorded by Historic American Landscape Survey # ___________    

 
 
Historic Resources Survey Number (if assigned): _____________________________________________________________________ 

 

10.  Geographical Data                                                                
 
Acreage of Property   11.5373 acres 
(Do not include previously listed resource acreage.) 
 
 
 
UTM References 
(Place additional UTM references on a continuation sheet.) 
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Verbal Boundary Description (Describe the boundaries of the property.) 
 
Being an Island built up from the Detroit River bottom, lying off the north shore of Belle Isle, between Monument #8 and 
Monument #10, and more particularly described as follows: Beginning at a point marked Station “0” on plat, said point 
being distant 787.60 feet on a course 8.49 degrees, 12’ W, from Monument #8 on Belle Isle; thence N 10 degrees, 12’ E 
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190.00 feet to Station #1; thence on a 35 degree 44’ curve to the left, the chord line of which is indicated by a line drawn 
from Station #1 to Station #2, the course and distance of which are as follows: Station #1 to Station #2 – N 9 degrees, 18’ 
W 111.10 feet to Station #2; thence on a radius 94.57 feet on a curve to the left, the chord line of which is indicated by a 
line drawn from Station #2 to Station #3, the course and distance of which are as follows: Station #2 to Station #3 – N 59 
degrees, 48’ W 95 feet to Station #3; thence North 89 degrees, 57’ W 27.06 feet to Station #4; thence on a radius 80.02 
feet on a curve to the left, the chord of which is indicated by a line drawn from Station #4 to Station #5, the course and 
distance of which are as follows, Station #4 to Station #5 – S 49 degrees 03’ W 105.00 feet to Station #5; thence S 8 
degrees, 03’ W 62.00 feet to Station #6; thence on a 7 degree 53’ curve to the right, the chord line of which is indicated by 
a line drawn from Station #6 to Station #7, the course and distance of which are as follows: Station #6 to Station #7 – S 26 
degrees, 48’ W 473.50 feet to Station #7; thence S 46 degrees 03’ W 61.0 feet to Station #8; thence N 43 degrees 57’ 5.6” 
W 42.50 feet to Station #9; thence S 46 degrees, 02’ 54.4” W 500.00 feet to Station #10; thence S 43 degrees, 57’ 5.6” E 
42.50 feet to Station #11; thence S 70 degrees 03’ W 403.50 feet to Station #12; thence on a 53 degree 00’ curve to the 
left, the chord line of which is indicated by a line drawn from Station #12 to Station #13, the course and distance of which 
are as follows: Station #12 to Station #13 – S 31 degrees, 48’ W 132.00 feet to Station #13; thence on a 49 degree 30’ 
curve to the left: the chord line of which is indicated by a line drawn from Station #13 to Station #14, the course and 
distance of which are as follows, Station #13 to Station #14 – S 63 degrees, 27’ E 203.20 feet to Station #14; thence N 58 
degrees 18’ E 140.00 feet to Station #15; thence on a 8 degree 55’ curve to the right, the chord of which is indicated by a 
line drawn from Station #15 to Station #16, the course and distance of which are as follows: Station #15 to Station #16 – N 
70 degrees 33’ E 273.00 feet to Station #16; thence on a 6 degree 05’ curve to the left, the chord of which is indicated by a 
line drawn from Station #16 to Station #17, the course and distance of which are as follows: N 75 degrees 33’ E 238.00 
feet to Station #17; thence N 68 degrees 18’ E 223.00 feet to Station #18; thence on a 38 degree 30’ curve to the left, a 
chord of which is indicated by a line drawn from Station #18 to Station #19, the course and distance of which are as 
follows: N 40 degrees 12’ E 139.00 feet to Station #19; thence on a 9 degree 26’ curve to the right, the chord of which is 
indicated by a line drawn from Station #19 to Station #20, the course and distance of which are as follows: N 22 degrees 
57’ E 195.50 feet to Station #20’ thence a 5 degree 34’ curve to the left, the chord of which is indicated by a line drawn 
from Station #20 to Station “O” (Place of Beginning), the course and distance of which are as follows: N 21 degrees 12’ E 
393.0 feet to Station “O” the Place of Beginning.  Containing 11.5373 acres. 
 
 
 
 
 
Boundary Justification (Explain why the boundaries were selected.) 
 
This includes the entire property associated with the Detroit Yacht Club. 
     

11. Form Prepared By   

name/title    R. O. Christensen, national register coordinator/ Gregory Nowak, Director, DYC; Com. A. J. Telmos, 

Rear Commodore, DYC; Com. Ed Theisen, Historian/Past Commodore, DYC 

organization   MI SHPO/Detroit Yacht Club date    December 2010 

street & number    702 W. Kalamazoo telephone   517/335-2719 

city or town     Lansing state   MI zip code  48909-8240 

e-mail   christensenr@michigan.gov 

 

 

Additional Documentation  

Submit the following items with the completed form: 
 

• Maps:    A USGS map  (7.5 or 15 minute series) indicating the property's location.    
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A Sketch map  for historic districts and properties having large acreage or numerous resources.  Key all 
photographs to this map. 

 
• Continuation Sheets 

 
• Additional items:   (Check with the SHPO or FPO for any additional items.) 

 
 
 
 

Photographs:   

Submit clear and descriptive photographs.  The size of each image must be 1600x1200 pixels at 300 ppi (pixels per inch) 
or larger.  Key all photographs to the sketch map. 
 
 
Name of Property:   
 
City or Vicinity:  
 
County:      State:  
 
Photographer:  
 
Date Photographed:  
 
Description of Photograph(s) and number:  
 
1 of ___. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Property Owner:   

(Complete this item at the request of the SHPO or FPO.)  

name   Mr. Gregory Nowak, Director, Detroit Yacht Club 

street & number    One Riverbank Rd., Belle isle telephone   

city or town     Detroit state   MI zip code        48207  
 
 
 
Paperwork Reduction Act Statement:   This information is being collected for applications to the National Register of Historic Places to nominate 
properties for listing or determine eligibility for listing, to list properties, and to amend existing listings.  Response to this request is required to obtain a 
benefit in accordance with the National Historic Preservation Act, as amended (16 U.S.C.460 et seq.). 
Estimated Burden Statement :  Public reporting burden for this form is estimated to average 18 hours per response including time for reviewing 
instructions, gathering and maintaining data, and completing and reviewing the form.  Direct comments regarding this burden estimate or any aspect of 
this form to the Office of Planning and Performance Management. U.S. Dept. of the Interior, 1849 C. Street, NW, Washington, DC. 
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