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Standing en the corner of 174t}
Street and Townsend Avente im the
Bronx, looking over the Cros:
Bronx Expressway and its nois

racing streams of auto and truck
tratfic, it’s hard to think abou
boats. [t’s hard to imagine fleets o
19th-century wooden %)oats plying
the rivers, ponds, and lakes of Ney
York City. It’s hard to imaging
yourself in one of those boats, feel
ing the sun warming your cheeks
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and hearing the water lapping the

sides of theboat.

But despite she tact that there isn’t
a stream or pond in sight from this
corner of the Bronx, boating is ex-
actlyawhat Adam Green 95 wants
sixteen neighborhood teenagers to
imagine as they begin to build a
replica of a 19th-century Whitehall
rowboat—once upon a time New
York City’s everyé)ay workboat—
in a storefront on that corner.
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reen i founder
and cooedinator
of Rocking the
Boat, an after
school and sum-
mer program that
offers inner-city
high-school stu-
dents an alternative ap-
proach o education and
development. Through the
traditional craft of boat-
building, students learn
practical, academic, and
social skills thar Green
hopes will help them rake
control of their lives and
overcome the secemingly
insurmountable olstacles
that face them,

The students who take
part in Rocking the Boat
live iy some of New York
City's poorest neighbor-
hoods: Average mcome in
the areais $13,604, Educa-
tion is a challenge: The
three high schools that
serve the arca—Taft, Walton, and Roo-
sevedt—graduated only 27-37 percent of their
stucents on time in 1996, In all of Community
School District 9, only 43 percent of students
are ar or above grade level in math, and only
31 percent read at or above grade level,

Rocking the Boar students’ introduction to
the tools of boat-building includes such basscs
as How to Use a Ruler Green captaing the teens
as they mavigare the arr of fractions and the math
of carpentry. He guides them beyond their
enitial bewilderment at the lings and angles of a
diagram that cover a poster om the shops wall —
“That is supposed 1o be a boat?"™ they ask—to
the final creation of a water worthy vessel and
greater academic confidence—""We're walking
caleulatans,” boasts 16-vear-old Caroling. Other
lessons comse from experience.

On a Wednesdhay afternoon in March, reens
were at work fastening boards together for the
as ver unnamed new boat. Carolina mixed up
a batch of epoxy adhesive and specad ir thickly
on the end of a large, quarter-inch plywood
board. Christopher, 15, covered another
board’s end with the same thick paste, Then,
with help from several other toens in the boat-
building class, they flipped one board anto the
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Greon holps studunts master the art, math, and crafl of caepontry

other, sandwiching the glue. Christopher
grabbed a drill and proceeded ro fasten the
two boards rogether. But the rubber glove he
wore wound ieself securely around the screw
he held, and the operation ground to a hale
amidst langheen Lesson: Rubber gloves are not
approprate gear for every job,

Green began Rocking the Boat in 1996 as
a volunteer project at the East Hardem
Maritime School, where he belped a group of
junior high school students construct an aght-
fooe dinghy from salvaged
wood, They used it in the
school's basement pool fora
rowing program. In 1997, he
moved the progeam to the
Center for Pre-College Ini-
tiatives at Hostos Commu-
nity College in the South
Bronx, where Iwe helped at-
risk students build the first '
14-foot Whitchall replica. In
1998 boat buikding activitics
moved again, 1o a basement ar New Sestle-
ment Apartments in the Bronx, a nonprofit
housing development and community or-
gantzarion thar s home to almost %00 fam-

‘ B

Pote Soeger and the Mudson River
Sloop Cicarvater e Greon's musas,

lies int 14 renovated buildings. This sprirg, it
will move two blocks to a more visible stores
front at the corner of 174 and Townsend.
Funding comes from & variety of ciry,
regional, stare, and national organizations,
Rocking the Boat gives Green a sonse of ful-
fillment that he has been socking since he prad-
unted from Vassar with a degree in Amenican
culture. Green grew up on Central Park West,
the son of a social worker and an editor for the
Metropolican Transportanion Authority, His
experience with the water
and boating was limited
to frequent trips 1o visg
the Hudson River sloop
Clearwater, launched by
folksinger Pete Seeger 30
vears ago and used as a float

ing environmental education
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N”"«’Q_ and awareness classrom on
the Hudson River, Those
visits had a lasting impacr.
CGreen took a semester off
from Vassar to work as an intern on the Claer
water, and Sceger now serves as an informal
adviser 1o Rocking the Boat. * There isn'tmiuch
I can tell him thar he doesn't already know”
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sars Seeger, “except maybe some history since
I've been om the planer longer™

Dusring his Clearumater internship, Green
served ¢ an educator for hundreds of Hudson
Valley schookchildren who boarded the sloop 1o
learn about the estuary™s ccosystem. A passion
was bom, He found
he lowedd both the tra-
ditons of sadling and
mparting knowledge
O receptive young
minsds. In trymng to
mekl these into some-
thing that could put
food on his table, be
came up with Rock-
my the Boat

"I was never try-
mg to be an entre-
prencar.” he says in
response 1o a de-
scription of him as
a social entrepre-
npeur, “or to make a lot of money, or save the
world, or shoot for any farrcaching goal for
that marrer. I was just trying to do something
that helped me fed really good and fulfilled.
Afrer quite a lot of sumbling, 1tripped across
weaching, and i felr grear, From there §just
kept on tripping along, trying o keep up”

The fact that Green is simply doing and
sharing sormething that he enjoys may account
in part for s apparently casy acceprance into
the comemmumity, For their part, the stsdents—
all students of color —are matter-of-fact about
Itis presence. Says Carolina: “ You get through
life meeting people like that, and you just have
o et used 1o e Without Rocking the Boar,
she adds, “1 woukd just be at my house or
challin® in the streees playing basketball”

Shared tragedy brought Green and the
community closer oo, In March 1999,
Gireen'’s girdfriend Amy Watkins, a socialwaork
intern at New Setthemnent and student at
Huner College, was brumally murdered in
Beooklyn in an apparentdy random and sall
unsolved areack.

The crew elected 1o name the boar they
were working on thar spring the Amy
Warkins o hooor the young woiman who had

boat-buildors

gven so much of herself 1o their communiry.
It was the fiese boat built ar New Sertement.
Since that time Green, his shop apprentice

§ Kevin fan 18-yearold Rocking the Boat abum-
1ok v Green's shop assiszant Adelasda have

Adam Groen, center with beard, and his March crow of

overseen construction of the NSA Eclipse,
and they are hard ar work on o third White-
hall, the wood for which came from a giant
white oak downed in a storm on Sceger’s
Durchess County property, When the boat is
finished and named, the kids and Green will
mnvite the rest of the
communiry 1o fes-
tival ar o waterfront
park 1o officially
launch the craft
This culminating
cedebration iscrucial
to the success of
the program, says
Green, who adds
that it's the best way

for evervone o “be
a part of what the
kids are domg.”

Green's longer
term goal is to use the
boats for environ-
mental education programs, Groups already
take field trips every other Saturday duning boat-
bulding rerms they've explored the New York
Botanical Garden, fshed for striped bass in New
York Harbor, sailed on the Clearwater,
protested at a proposed landfill site, traveled to
Mystic Seaport, and visited a sawmill.

“Thae fiest step in shaping an activise is tum-
ing people on, letting them know the worth of
something by showing therm how to emoy it
and how to have fun)” says Groen. * want the
kids 1o know that the water wasn't always so
murky and smelly, and experiencing it gives
them a context for wanting change.”

For now, Green will continue working to
expand Rocking the Boat, in part by deved-
oping stromger relationshaps with many local
schoaols, Several reachers worked with him to
sclecr this sesson’s ssudents, and he would hike
teachers to incorporate the many academic
aspects of Rocking the Boar—math, history,
and carth science—into their curncula,

When Rockmyg the Boat moves out of its
basement workshop into the much larger
storefront on 174ch Street, it will increase its
visihility in its community. But wherever the
program s-—in the basement, an the river, or
looking out over the Cross Bronx Express-
waty==Csroen hopes that the kids are aking to
heart the most important lesson 1o be leamed
through Rocking the Boat, *If you can build
a boar in a basement in the Bronx,™ he says,
“voucan do anvthing.™ @
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Cheney enlisted the help of Al
Wood, then 13, 1o carry around a
tope recorder and document the
thoughts, feslings. and experences
of Rocking the Boat's sumimes
class of 1999 as they struggled to
bulld—entirely by hand--a raplica
of o 18thcentury Whitehanll
wooden boat What started out
being an interesting story turned
into an intense exparience for Che
enay—who discovared an antiraly
now world in har vary own city—
and for Wood, who is preparing for
an internship at a local New York
radic station

on his way to &

carear in broadcasting., It also
marked the start of a continuing
friendship between Cheney and
her junior correspondant

The final six-minute-long pisce,
narrated entirely by Wood and
funded by a $5.000 Media Alliance
fellowship for amerging artists in
radic, alred as part of the evening
nows on WBAI rmdio in Noaw York City
last January. Tho best thing about
the project, concludes Green, is that
it “forced the kids to think about

what they were doing and made

their expetience more cohesive,”




