If you get out of the su hwa:r' in
the Bronx, walk through the
dark cement underpass covered
in graffiti and littered with
broken glass, and continue
along next to the rushing traffic
of the Cross Bronx Expressway,
you will find an unlikely oasis:
the colorful workshop of
Rocking the Boat, where a
group of dedicated teenagers
are hand-cralting

traditional New York YWhitehall
rovwhoats,

Adam Green, 24, is the founder
of Rocking the Boat, an after-
srhool and summer program
based in the Mount Eden neigh-
borhood of the Bronx, that
teaches inner-city high school
students to build boats and to
appreciate the environment and
natural history of New York
l.'.'it:.-'.

“1 think it's a great program, it's
very unique. You don't hear
about boat-building programs
for teenagers, especially in the
South Bronx™, said 16 year-old
Joaquin Cotten, resting his hand
on the keel. *We*ve learned all
about the specific craft of boat-
building, bhut also a lot alwowt
life, It*s about teamwork and
improving your social skills, and
how to solve problems rather
than ignore them.”

The seeds of Rm;:l-r.ing the Boat
were planted in 1996, when
Green began a volunteer project
at the East Harlem Maritime
School to build an 8-foot dingy

using plans from a magazine. The maiden voyage

was in the pool in the basement of the school.

Since then, Green has made boat building his full- |
time job, running on a $200,000 budget with two |
full-time employees and a paid apprentice. The

students have crafted five boats so far, and thn‘r\-' [
spend their Friday afternoons rowing them on the

Bronx River.

Among Green's motivations for starting the |I
program were a commitment to environmentalism,
an appreciation of local history and craftsmanship,
and above all a desire to expose local teenagers to
new experiences beyond the normal urban activi-
ties. Besides their Frida:,' trips to the Bronx, the
students take winter camping trips, compete in
fishing derbies on the Hudson River, and gather
wood for their boats on Pete Seeger's property in
Duchess County, New York.

“I want to give them some sense of what their own
possibilities are, or what possibilities are within |
their reach”, said Green. “There are skills they can
learn and resources 'Lhn}r can access that could be &
very rewarding if they know to look for them.”
One of these resources is Green’s knowledge of
historical New York, At Yassar College, he wrote a
thesis about the history of storytelling in the
Hud=zpn River 't'ﬂ“-l:}'. His interviews with histori-
ans and community elders contributed to his inte
est in local maritime history. He also taught
environmental education and local



hiatérr:r on the Hudson River
Sloop Clearwater, a 106=foot
Moating classroom. Green chose
to make Whitehall boats
hecause of their pmmim:-m risle
in the shipping economy of New
York in the 19%th century. These
sturdy waorkboats, generally
made of nak and mahogany,
were [irst constructed on
Whitehall Street in lower Man-
hattan in the 15203, By mid-
century; they crowded the
waters of the Hudson and East
Rivers and were commaon in
EVErY major ﬂaiplaiﬂg port ir
America. They ran cargo and
passengers from larger ships to
shore. They also transported the
“Battery Boatmen®™ who ran a
water taxi service, according to
Howard Chapelle’s American
Sailing and Small Craft, which
Green calls the *hible of boats®,
The current Whitehall under

construction iz slowly taking
shape. From the H:l'wiﬂg ol the
white oak logs to the final coat
of varnish and the naming

“If T wasn’t here, I'd just be
out on the street chillin®,
wasting my time. There's

n u1.JIiL‘.|!_'| much to do on the

block except get in trouble,
and I was tired of alw ays
seeing the same had things
happen™

ceremany, the building process takes about four  Across the shop, Michael Merced, l% aie Sala
maonths. In (otober; the boat was just a skeleton.  worked on transforming an 11-foot I!o-cﬁ ot
The backbone of the boat, consisting of the inner  spruce into a smooth round car. Alternating
and outer leeels, the stem and stern assemhblies, between a spoke shave and a hlock plane he
was a 1 T=loot curved how that rested upsid-e dowvn carved ofl curls nl';iprur.:n. He checked the

on a series of arced moldings. Thin wooden strips width of his oar against his model, a manu-

called hattens, the ribs of the skeleton, show factured oar, using a caliper.

where the final planks will rese. “Flaning the oars is definitely my favorite
Omne afternoon, Edmanuel Roman, 15, knelt on the parg; [ like ripping off the wood, making it
sawdust-covered lloor of the workshop and ran a by hand,” Merced says. “Ive learned so
lock i:-Larm ir rapid thrusts a.jm'tg the m:hu;gan}' much here, all about the different tools and
plywood that will become the planks of the hull.  what they're used for™

To create the 17-foot planks, long enough to run A3 the days progress, the first plank, or gar-
the length of the boat, two sections of plywood  board, is attached to the keel with rods and
had o be joined together. The edges must be caulking, Fach successive plank is Mastened
m:r:p{-d dowwn on an angin — or gcarfied — so they  with Epoxy until the hull is complete.

lie on each other like shoes in a shoehox, creating *Flanking is very cool”, said 16 year-old

a long continuous surface, Irene Domingues “You get to see the layers
Roman, one of the more technically skilled stu-  of the hull go on and vou finally know it
dents, wants to build houses or "anything that has will really be a boat.”

to do with wond and tools™. He is signed up for  Many students agree that the skills they™ve
thae M-ﬁdn} and Thursday sessions arﬂa-cking the learned can henppiier] to their daily lives.
Boat but he comes evervday because he lives close Hector Diaz, 16, has become the handyman
and enjoys the work. arpuni the house, thanks to his woodwork-
“It's a feeling that no one else has but us Look, I ing knowledge.

made this and it Doats; it's amazing™ he zays

Between scarfs.




“1 wasn't even really I:Il[nhing
about college until | met Adam.
Now | definitely want to go to

t.':}tlcgd: and hopefully study law
anil n:'nlrﬂ.'. I'd like to he a

congresswoman. Adam has
always said that education
comes frst.

Meliza Pena, 17

Rocking the Boat is alwayvs open
to donations of any size sup-
porting their worthwhile
endeavor. Contact directly
Adam Green at 718-466-579% or

cmail him at grem:.ldl'h. carthlink.net

“I have learned that I can look at things
i ||I:.' [iT) TTETREE | el T l]tl_'l.'n. "'." .~.|.-||'. A
I_'Hl]l;ll.[' ol weeks ago I Mxedl my bl raoseam
door. It was hard to open, always stick-
ing. I just planed down the side until it
I::I-E!l.'lll."ll & I l|::|t|I]_1.'.“

The value of practical knowledge is
cmphasized in this workshop, especially
because the educational alternatives
available in the local public schoaols are
so dismal. Many of Green®s students
attend William Howard Taft High
School, which is h."g.'l.h.ll.'l:! as one of the
worst in New York City, Only 30 percent
of the students graduate in four years,
and the suspension rate is three times
high:'r than av erage. (aa ngs, 'Ir"l:'-";" anal
weapons are an unpleasant reality. For
many, the time spent at Rocking the
Baoat could u.‘l:\.il:. Tsee spent i a morae
unIl:rl:l-ll'l,:l:,'li\'J,' WS,

“If I wasn't here, I'd just be out on the
street chillin', wasting my time. There's
|'|1:|l.i1.il:|g much 1o do on the block except
get in trouble, and 1 was tired ol always
seeing the same bad things happen®, said
Craig Salazar, 17, who found out alyout
H:m_-lzing the Boat :hruugh his sister, a
former volunteer,

Meliza Pena, 17, is a senior at Taft and
the .'I|'||'l|‘|'l:lli1:'l|.' at K l:'hitlg the Boat. She
helps Green supervise the




nearly 30 kids involved in the program. She says Green has opened her eyes
to more than the art of boat building.

HHeg's du}ing a lot for me. He got me into an SAT prep clazss; he helpr,-d e Find
a better guidance counselor. I wasn't even really thinking about cnl]r:ge until 1
met Adam” she said. *Now 1 definitely want to go to college and hopefully
study law and ecology. I'd like to be a congresswoman. Adam has always said
that education comes first,”

Students can also get homework help at the workshop. Jaimie Frank, a teacher
at Lehman High School, conducts a tutoring program on the futons and bean-
bags at the hack of the _-ahnp. Frank has zent r,-ighl of her students to Rocking
the Boat and raves about the many lessons that can be learned lrom the
program.

“The kids get hands on math experience, hands on scdence experience, trade
experience, P-h_-,.'.qii:-ql education, iu:.pr-:,n't,-d maobor skills thhmgh hamll.i.ng
tools. It is suited to many types nl'jntr,-'ilig-:-m:-q,‘_:a-“, said Frank,

Amy Kantrowitz, a senior Pnﬂl.‘}' analyst at the After-School Corporation,
which sponsors many social programs throughout New York City, wotild like
to see schools change to incorporate more hands-on activity.

*There are Very Fiew practiml CONSECUences c_nrgi.-ttin-g a math pn}l_'slem wrong
at school. At Rocking the Boat, if vour calculations are incorrect, the weorinil
will not [it, the boat won't Moat. You have an incentive to get the math right.-'“'
Green often makes the distinction between the abstraction and busy work
that students run into at school, and the concrete km:wlm]ge that is acquired
during boat huild.ing. He was never completely Ful fillecd by academics, and
was disappointed that alter all the hard work the result was just pieces of
paper to be filed away.

“The only issue that | truly care about is that the kids actually enjoy the
process nfl-:-arning maore, and care more about themselves™ he zaid, *We are
doing something real, something that isn’t in theory or abstraction. I'll teach
vou how tiv use this tool and you go use it, and the reason vou're using it is
hecause we're building a boat. What you do here, this is real life, not so you
can pass the test. We have to build a boat and we're going to do it

After three full years in operation the list of alumni is growing. One former
huilder, Isaiah Rivera, who attended Rocking the Boat in the fall of 2000,

wrnte Green a letter that he I:-e-r,-p:; on hand in his oflice to remind him of
results he's olten too close to see.

“I owe a lot of things to the Rocking the Boat program. It helped me finish
high school, it gave me something to do and it helped me meet great people™,
Rivera wrote. “You may not notice but you 1;:hanged iy life for the hetter and
I can't thank you enough for that.”




