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SPECIAL THANKS

This brief history is by Marylou Colver, Founder and President, Lake 
Oswego Preservation Society. 
Marylou Colver has researched, lectured, and written extensively about 
Lake Oswego history. She is the author of the book, Lake Oswego 
Vignettes: Illiterate Cows to College-Educated Cabbage and the founder 
of the non-profit Lake Oswego Preservation Society. 
Many thanks to Karen Kisky Brooks, Marion Blew Cruickshank, Gloria 
Larsen Delaney, Lita Schiel Grigg, and Susanna Campbell Kuo for kindly 
assisting with this article.

Unless otherwise noted, 
the photos used in this 
publication are from the 
Lake Oswego Preservation 
Society’s collection.

Photo (left): Author pictured in a 
cut out of Diane Spencer Nicholas 
in the 1957 Lake Oswego Water 
Festival. Cut out courtesy of the 
Lake Oswego Public Library.
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A BRIEF HISTORY OF WATERSKIING IN LAKE OSWEGO

CELEBRATE NATIONAL HISTORIC PRESERVATION MONTH

Pyramids, JumPing Clowns, 
and  BaCkward swans  
WATERSKIING IN LO 
Did you know that there were once pyramids, jumping clowns, and backward swans in Lake Oswego? These were names of crowd-
pleasing waterski stunts performed in the 1950s and 1960s. 

A 1950s Lake Oswego Water Ski Club pyramid. Left to 
right: top row: Valerie Davidson; Gloria Larsen bottom: 

Karen Kisky; Bill Barnum; Lita Schiel.

Water skiing traces its origins back to 1922. Ralph 
Samuelson is credited with inventing the sport 
on Lake Pepin, Minnesota. The popular water 
sport on Oswego Lake in the 1920s and 1930s was 
aquaplaning, a precursor to water skiing. It was 
sometimes called the “ironing board sport” and was 
similar to today’s wakeboarding. 

The 1940s were the early days of waterskiing in 
Oswego. Stunts such as the pyramid had yet to be 
attempted and equipment was rudimentary. Local 
skiers experimented with pie tins and tennis shoes 
attached to wooden skis. As ski routines were 
developed, the first costumes were fashioned out of 
plastic shower curtains.

One Oswego skier from this era went on to make her 
hometown famous for the sport – Willa Worthington. 
Willa became the three-time winner of the overall 
World Water Ski Championship title and winner of 
eight out of the nine U.S. Nationals. Willa might have 
won nine times, but she eliminated herself from the 
U.S. Nationals so she could perform instead in the 
1956 Lake Oswego Water Festival. 

Willa, at the age of 14, learned to ski off the dock at Wally’s 
Marina, a business run by her parents and named after her 
father, Wallace “Wally” Worthington. It was located at 116 
N. State Street on Lakewood Bay and the marina stood where 
Sundeleaf Plaza is today. As the Lake Oswego Review reported 
in 2012, “Willa began her water skiing career with fear and 
trembling. ‘I didn’t want to leave the dock,’ said Willa, now 
Willa Cook and a resident of Florida for the past 55 years. ‘I 
thought my right leg would go one way and my left leg would 
go the other way and I would be torn in half.’ But just 200 
feet into her first time on water skis, Willa’s fears were laid to 
rest. ‘I thought, this is it forever,’ Cook said. ‘I thought, OK! 
OK! Water skiing was easy to love. I was a natural from the 
moment I got on water skis.’ ” 

Getting ready to ski off the dock of a Lakewood Cabana.

Cover of a 1958 “Jantzen Yarns” brochure 
featuring water skiers reading a book  

about water skiing!

Water ski champions in Oswego wore 
Jantzen swimsuits provided by the Portland-
based company. They continued to wear 
them long after the Jantzen family sold 
their island estate on Oswego Lake to Harry 
and Elma Coffey in 1952 and after it was 
sold again in 1956 to Carl and Virginia 
Halvorson.

Commercial postcards from the late 1940s featured Willa 
Worthington water skiing on Lakewood Bay. The white 
building on the left was originally the 1912 Southern Pacific 
Railroad Red Electric Substation. By 1941, this building had 
been converted into apartments and today it’s condominiums. 

A Portland’s Graphic Arts’ Oswego postcard.

Logo of the Oswego brand water skis. Water 
skis are shorter and broader than traditional 

snow skis and trick skis are even shorter.

Willa’s accomplishments were destined to 
gain worldwide recognition, but many other 
local skiers participated in the sport for 
personal pleasure, competition, or for the 
entertainment of others. From the 1940s 
into the 1960s they skied or performed 
on the Willamette River and Oswego 
Lake – Karen Kisky; Stan “Bitsy” Garside; 
Lita Schiel; Don Atchison; Gloria Larsen; 
Diane, Sharon, and Bill Spencer; Tom Fox; 
Marion Blew; Janet Wilson; Ray Morris; 
Don Cruickshank; Val Davidson; and many 
others.  

Oswego’s water ski float won first prize in the 1946 
Portland Rose Parade.

Waterskiing was so popular that Oswego’s entry in 
the 1946 Portland Rose Festival Grand Floral Parade 
featured a flower-bedecked boat with a flower garland 
towrope pulling a water skier. Oswego won first prize 
and took home an engraved silver tray, now in the 
Lake Oswego Preservation Society’s collection.
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A full-page article in the Oregonian described the 
19 year old Willa’s physical appearance:  “a sturdy 
blue-eyed blonde … 5 feet 2 inches tall and weighs a 
muscular 130 pounds.” The same 1947 article declares: 
“Men and women who have watched her are willing to 
believe Willa could make an omelet while on water-skis 
and never jumble the egg whites and yokes.”

Photo of the Lake Oswego Water Ski Club in 1950. Left to 
right: Willa Worthington; Norman Carlson; Marian Morris; 

Bill Spencer; Diane Spencer.

In 1948, Dick Pope Sr., the founder of Cypress 
Gardens near Winter Haven, Florida, recruited Willa 
for his water ski show. Cypress Gardens, considered 
the water ski capital of the world, operated from 1936 
to 2009. 

Although many had tried, Willa was the first person 
to successfully execute a ski jump backwards and to 
master the backward or swivel swan ski maneuver. If 
Willa was “backwards,” it was much to her credit!

A postcard of Willa Worthington demonstrating the 
backward swan, a ski trick she originated. 

The first annual Marine Day was held in 1947 as 
part of the 39th Annual Rose Festival. This souvenir 
pictorial highlighted Willa Worthington (lower right).

In 1947, at 19 years of age, Willa organized the Lake 
Oswego Water Ski Club and that year she, and a 
troupe of eight expert skiers from Oswego and other 
local clubs, performed in the inaugural Marine Day 
events as part of the Portland Rose Festival. One of 
the acts included a pillow fight on skis. 

Willa Worthington pioneered the backward ski jump, which was featured in this cigarette ad.

Willa also introduced water ballet, special costumes of her own design, and routines choreographed to music for the 
show. Other Oswego skiers to perform at Cypress Gardens included Karen Kisky; Diane Spencer; Sharon Spencer; 
Marion Blew; Gloria Larsen; and Ray Morris. Given that Oswego’s population in the late 1940s was about 3,000, it 
was remarkable that such a small town produced so many talented water skiers.

Some of Oswego’s talented skiers who performed 
at Florida’s Cypress Gardens were hired for 
Hollywood films. Willa was Esther Williams’ ski 
double in MGM’s 1953 Technicolor musical, Easy 
to Love, filmed on location at Cypress Gardens. 
Oswego’s Diane Spencer and Ray Morris also skied 
in the film. A DVD of this film is in the Lake 
Oswego Public Library’s collection.

Willa, as part of a five-person pyramid, was featured 
in the 1952 movie This is Cinerama, the first 
feature filmed in the wide-screen format. Willa also 
appeared in a handful of newsreels and television 
shorts, some of which may be found on YouTube. 

Water skiing goes Hollywood in the film 
 “Easy to Love.” Image courtesy of  

the Museum of Florida History

The business was rebuilt after the fire. This ad for Wally’s Marina was featured in a 1950’s real estate brochure. 

In 1949, Wally’s Marina on Lakewood Bay caught fire and 
Willa’s mother narrowly escaped the blaze. A short in a battery 
charger caused the loss of a number of boats along with the 
1938 building. The Lake Theatre projection room was also 
slightly damaged. The marina was rebuilt and continued 
operation under that name until 1956 when they sold the 
business and moved to Winter Haven, Florida to be near 
Willa. Wally’s Marina was later operated as Larney’s Marina 
followed by Harvey’s Marina. 

Wally’s Marina ablaze in 1949. Photo courtesy of  
the Lake Oswego Public Library.

By 1952, waterskiing on Oswego Lake was so 
popular it presented a danger to swimmers and 
others. Some went so far as to propose an entire 
ban on the sport. In response, the Lake Oswego 
Corporation, whose job was to manage the lake, 
formed a safety committee. They put Leon Bullier, 
one of the scofflaws who highly disregarded 
existing boating regulations, in charge of it. 
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1957

The third annual Water Festival was held August 
9 -11, 1957. Admission to the two-hour show was 
$1 for adults and 50 cents for children under 
12 years of age. The water-skiing Spencer family 
members – Sharon, Diane, and Bill – were again 
a favorite part of the lineup. Diane, and her 
husband Don Nicholas whom she had met water 
skiing, returned to Oswego from Winter Haven, 
Florida to appear in the festival.

The “Hula Girls” demonstrate their moves, which 
they later performed in the water, for the 1957 

Water Festival. Left to right: Kathy Marshall; 
Cookie Matson; Leslie Bush. Photo courtesy of Don 

Schollander 

1955 

Willa Worthington returned to Oswego to 
participate in the first Lake Oswego Water 
Festival held September 3 - 5, 1955. She designed 
and made all of the costumes for the skiers. Pin-
back buttons were sold to help finance the event. 
It was held at the Oswego City Park, later named 
after George Rogers, on the Willamette River. 

The Pacific Telephone and Telegraph Company 
had recently changed Oswego’s “Blackstone” 
prefix to “Neptune” so the Festival organizers 
decided to crown the Grand Marshall “King 
Neptune.” By a popular vote, George Rogers was 
elected. 

Illustration for the first Lake Oswego Water Festival.

The blonde-headed Daisy Dredgebottom, Miss 
Oswego Cement Bag of 1955, performed tricks 
until her wig flew off revealing that “Daisy” was 
actually the talented skier Bill Spencer. The 
evening spectacular included skiers carrying 
torches, colored lights panning over the water, 
fireworks, and spouting fountains. 

This flag display was the opening act for the Water Festival. Lake Oswego Water Ski Club members: L to R: Karen Kisky; Lita 
Schiel; Marion Blew; Janet Wilson; either Valerie Davidson or Freddie Ellington; Sandra Shaw. Photo courtesy of the Lake 

Oswego Public Library

Stan “Bitsy” Garside flying high as a kite during the Water 
Festival! Photo courtesy of the Lake Oswego Public Library

1956

The second annual Lake Oswego Water Festival held 
August 24 -25, 1956 began with a bang. The Oregon Journal 
reported: “The festival officially opens at 8 p.m., with bomb 
explosions signaling the start of the two-hour water show 
on the Willamette River.” “Red” Dunning and his band 
played the musical score. It was billed as the West Coast’s 
first nighttime water ski show. Bleachers were in place to 
accommodate 5,000 spectators and there was an overflow 
crowd. The finale featured torch skiing and a fireworks 
display. 

Local children were caught up in the festive spirit with the 
exciting announcement of a new event, the Oswego Water 
Festival Kids Parade. According to the Oswego Review, “The 
town is buzzing with plans for wagon floats, decorated bikes 
and trikes, cages being made-to-order for pets, and many of 
the young people devising costume entries, all kept a dark 
secret from their neighbors.” The parade route started at 
the Lakewood School playground and ended at the Safeway 
parking lot on First and B Streets with free ice cream for all 
participants!

Sharon Spencer skiing gracefully in her Jantzen 
swimsuit in 1958. Photo courtesy of the Lake 

Oswego Public Library

Diane Spencer Nicholas, and her husband Don, in 
Oswego for the 1958 Lake Oswego Water Festival. 
Photo courtesy of the Lake Oswego Public Library.

1958

By 1958, Diane and her sister Sharon Spencer 
were both stars at Cypress Gardens where, the 
Oregonian reported, they led “ a glamorous life 
complete with the wearing of stunning costumes, 
posing for the nation’s top photographers, and 
mingling with movie stars and celebrities.”  
Diane and Sharon returned to their hometown 
as featured performers in the fourth annual 
Lake Oswego Water Festival held August 30 – 
September 1, 1958 on the Willamette River. 
The program included kite skiing as well as the 
difficult feat of barefoot skiing and plenty of 
clown acts.

Local businesses, such as Ireland’s restaurant located in the Lake 
Theatre Complex, supported the Lake Oswego Water Festival. 

Lake Oswego Water Festival

Oswego was the hometown of so many 
accomplished water skiers 
that the idea of holding 
a water ski event 
was suggested and 
the Lake Oswego 
Water Festival was 
the result. The 
inaugural Festival 
was held in 1955 
and it continued for 
five consecutive years. 
From the beginning, the 
festival entertainment ranged from graceful acts 
to silly stunts.

These pin-back buttons were sold to help finance 
the first Lake Oswego Water Festival in 1955. 
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CITY OF LAKE OSWEGO
380 A Avenue

Lake Oswego, OR 97034
www.lakeoswego.city

503-635-0257  

Founded in 2011, the non-profit Lake Oswego Preservation Society’s mission is: To support 
Lake Oswego’s historic fabric through advocacy and education. One example of how we fulfill 
our educational mission is by volunteering to research and write annual HelloLO inserts on local 
history. This is the fifth insert we have contributed to our community.

For more information on the Society, please visit: 
www.lakeoswegopreservationsociety.org and 
follow us on Facebook: www.facebook.com/
lakeoswegopreservationsociety/ If you’d like to 
support our work, please join us!

This PublicaTion is broughT To you by The lake oswego PreservaTion socieTy and The ciTy of lake oswego

LAKE OSWEGO PRESERVATION SOCIETY

1960
Gloria Larsen, another Oswego water skier 
who relocated to Florida, appeared in a 1960 
“featurette” or movie short, Boats a Poppin’. 
Filmed at Cypress Gardens, it starred Esther 
Williams, Fernando Lamas, and Joey Bishop. 
Boats a Poppin’ was shown at Oswego’s Lake 
Theater in 1961. 

1959 Lake Oswego Ski Follies program cover.

1959

The Lake Oswego Water Festival’s name was changed 
to the Lake Oswego Ski Follies in its final year, 1959, 
Oregon’s centennial of statehood. The venue was moved 
to the 7,000-seat Oregon Centennial Aqua Center and 
was held July 3-12. High water and cold weather cancelled 
some of the performances, but didn’t put a damper on the 
entire event. The performances by Lake Oswego Water Ski 
Club members and stars from Cypress Gardens included 
spectacular night-lighted ski shows. 

In 1960, a million dollar shopping center on A 
Avenue, Wizer’s Oswego Food Center, opened with 
much fanfare. An Oregonian article, describing 
the “ultra modern” center designed by prominent 
architect Richard Sundeleaf, announced: “A 
glass mosaic mural depicting Oswego community 
advantages and activities will be one central 
decorative feature.”

A water skier featured prominently in the Wizer’s 
Oswego Food Center decorative mosaics.

1961
Are you seeing pink elephants? Well, in 1961, 
Miss Bimbo, a baby circus elephant painted bright 
pink, waterskied on the Willamette River as a 
stunt to advertise the Polack Brothers’ Circus. 
According to the article in the Oregonian, three 
Lake Oswego Water Ski Club members skied 
along with Miss Bimbo who was said to be a 
veteran water skier. The Lake Oswego Water Ski 
Club disbanded in the 1960s.

According to this Oregonian article, Miss Bimbo, 
after throwing off her rider, successfully skied to 

downtown Portland accompanied by Lake Oswego 
Water Ski Club members.

“She flies on water without wings” is how the Oregonian described Willa on water skis.

“After one lap around Oswego Lake her first time on skis,” Willa declared in an Oregonian interview “I 
knew it would be my sport forever.” Willa was inducted into the Water Ski Hall of Fame in 1982 and the 
International Water Ski and Wakeboard Foundation in 1989. It is hoped that the Oregon Sports Hall of 
Fame will also recognize this world-famous Oregonian for her many contributions to the sport. 

Note: Willa, a descendant of an iron era Oswego family, married Nathan “Red” McGuire in 1949. She 
married her second husband, Bob Cook, in the late 1950s. Willa’s full name is: Willa Worthington McGuire 
Cook, but her maiden name has been used in this article. 

In 1999, Ken Hessemer and Doug Oliphant had the 
idea of creating the Western Water Ski Museum. Ross 
Bradshaw, pictured below, served on the board of 
directors and as a president of the organization. The non-
profit ceased operation in 2015 and the entire collection 
was donated to the Lake Oswego Preservation Society. All 
photographs, unless otherwise noted, are the property of 
the Lake Oswego Preservation Society.

Ross Bradshaw, on the front page of the Oregonian in 1986, 
skiing in a tuxedo after his prom. Image courtesy of Diane 

Bradshaw

An Oregonian ad for Boats a Poppin’.

Water skiing is a very serious business! A 
1963 issue of Business Week featured a 
man, in full corporate attire, waterskiing 
across Lakewood Bay like nobody’s 
business! The Richard Sundeleaf designed 
Lakewood Cabanas can be seen in the 
background. 

Funny business on Lakewood Bay.


