
Floating the Big Apple 
 

 
 

A tall woman with steel gray hair looked out over the water. On the Hudson 

River, a large rowboat was coming back from its one-hour excursion. The tall woman 

looked more like a New Englander—or even a legendary Viking—than a New Yorker. 

She was a nautical, no-nonsense kind of woman.      

 My girlfriend and I were visiting Floating the Apple, a not-for-profit organization 

of shipbuilders and river enthusiasts located on a pier on the west side of Manhattan. (The 

“Apple” or the “Big Apple” is a nickname for New York City.) Another boating program, 

run by New York Kayak Co., was also located on this pier. (If you don’t know what a 

kayak is, you can see a red one in the photograph above.)  
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As we stood there, a young man from the returning rowboat climbed a vertical 

ladder onto the pier and stumbled in our direction, so I asked him: “How was the rowing? 

Really hard?”  

He didn’t answer me. He probably never even saw me. His face was beet red, and 

he staggered off in the direction of shade indoors. 

 “It’s the sun and the dehydration that gets them,” intoned the gray-haired woman 

with no apparent sympathy, gazing off into the far distance.  

 My girlfriend asked the older woman if the organization offered classes to the 

general public. The woman turned her face slowly towards my friend and answered, 

“Come back on a Tuesday or a Thursday at 5:30. Be prepared to row.” She must have 

thought that my girlfriend had some upper-body strength.  

 “Thank you,” my girlfriend said, and the two of us turned away to sit in the shade. 

 I whispered to my friend, “Did you hear her? She said, ‘Be prepared to row.’”  

 “I didn’t hear that,” my friend said. I laughed. I couldn’t imagine my girlfriend 

hefting an oar. We watched as the rowboat was lifted out of the water by a big hoist and 

carried inside by a number of men.  

 Inside the boathouse, people both young and old were practicing carpentry, 

making rowboats out of wood. Each boat was 25 feet long and large enough to seat four 

rowers plus a fifth man, who steers the rudder. Since it is so rigorous, rowing as a sport 

appeals mainly to young men.  

Kayaks are paddled, not rowed, which is easier. Each participant in the free 

kayaking program was required to don a bright yellow or orange life jacket and sign a 

release form. Then each one went down to the dock and was assisted into a one- or two-



Barbara A. English: Floating the Big Apple 
 

3 

person kayak. My girlfriend and I were fascinated to watch a number of people doing this 

without falling into the water.    

The really amazing thing about the boating programs is that they are in existence 

at all. New York City is home to many millionaires and billionaires, and we can see a 

number of boat basins around the city. A wealthy man has the means to buy his own boat 

and keep it in a marina when he’s not using it, but the average person has no way to get 

on the water for recreation. It took vision and many people working together to remedy 

this situation. For when it comes to our need for healthy physical recreation, we are all in 

the same boat, metaphorically speaking. In fact, I noticed that quite a few ordinary people 

had purchased their own kayaks and kept them stowed in storage berths on the pier, much 

as one might buy and keep a bicycle.  

For my girlfriend and me, recreational walking was more our speed. We 

continued on our journey around the pier, breathing salt sea air. We found a vantage point 

nearest the river from which we could view passing sail boats, motor boats, barges, tug 

boats, water taxis, and a departing ocean liner.   

I must say that leaving the pavement behind and seeing the full expanse of the 

river glowing in the afternoon sunlight was an indescribably majestic and mood-altering 

sight. Thanks to all those, like the folksinger Peter Seeger, who have been involved in 

cleaning up the water and building the Hudson River Park, the general public can now 

experience the grandeur of the largest open space in New York City any day, just by 

taking a walk down to the river.  

* * * 
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Questions for Discussion: 

1. Do you live near a lake, river, or ocean? If so, do you enjoy boating, sailing, 

fishing, or simply being close to the water? Can you swim?  

2. The people who started the boating programs had a vision. Is having a vision or 

dream the same as being ambitious? In what ways are they the same? In what 

ways are they different? Is it good to have a dream?  

3. If you live at sea level near the water, do you have concerns for your safety or 

survival in this age of tsunamis, category 5 hurricanes, and cyclones? We have all 

heard dire predictions. How do you cope with such concerns? 

4. I have heard many young people say that all they want to do after they finish 

school is make a lot of money for themselves. Is that what you want? Or do you 

want something different?  

5. A man named Gerald Durrell knew when he was four years old that he wanted to 

start a special kind of zoo when he grew up. Durrell was the author of many 

popular books, including My Family and Other Animals and A Zoo in My 

Luggage. In 1958, at the age of 33, he founded a wonderfully innovative zoo on 

the Channel Island of Jersey, located off the coast of Great Britain. He pioneered 

humane ways to keep the animals in the zoo healthy and to preserve endangered 

species. A person who knows what he wants to do at such a young age is rare. Do 

you have ideas about what you would like to do in your lifetime? Are your desires 

and plans vague or are they clear?  
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