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CURRENTSCURRENTS

Rocking the Boat 
expands to San Francisco
by Tom Jackson

Twenty-� ve years ago, I � rst met Adam Green, the founder 
of Rocking the Boat in The Bronx, New York, across a 

picnic table at our WoodenBoat School in Brooklin, Maine. 
I was new to the WoodenBoat magazine staff, and Adam was 
returning to the school for a second course in boatbuilding. 
He shared with me his vision for the youth boatbuilding pro-
gram he had started, which by then was just taking off. He 
hoped that a neglected portion of his native city—he grew up 
on the upper west side of Manhattan—would one day have 
a waterfront lined with boats built by young students who 
learned teamwork and work skills not only by boatbuilding 
but by sailing and rowing. In the process, he foresaw that a 
sense of community and shoreline appreciation could emerge 
in a too-often-neglected and written-off place.

And now, its program is going to be replicated in a West 
Coast version, in San Francisco. “Our goal is to use boatbuild-
ing as a means to develop young people in whatever direction 
they want to go,” he told me during our conversation in June 
for my article about how boatbuilding education has changed 
over WoodenBoat’s � ve decades of publication (see page 58). 
“We’re not as speci� c around technical content being the out-
come.” Success is never certain or preordained, but it all came 
to be: Rocking the Boat has become an institution in The 
Bronx, and lives have been altered by its presence.

A day before I spoke with Adam in June, the Rocking the 
Boat board of directors had approved a funding and lease 
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agreement with the San Francisco Recreation and Park 
Department to start a very similar program as part of a new 
$200-million India Basin Waterfront Park development
centered on the former industrial shipbuilding area of the 
Bayview–Hunter’s Point neighborhood. Rocking the Boat’s 
programs are expected to start there by October of this year.

The city, Adam said, had made an overture to Rocking the 
Boat, knowing the organization’s reputation for combining 
youth development, technical and environmental education, 
teamwork, and fun in a program aimed at an underserved 
community. It wasn’t the � rst time the organization had been 
asked to have a role in a different city; other programs, too, 
have been inspirational, among them The Apprenticeshop in 
Maine and The Center for Wooden Boats in Seattle, Washing-
ton. “I get calls pretty regularly from folks around the country 
and beyond who want to replicate what we do,” Adam said. A 
couple of years ago, he approached the board for guidance 
on how to handle the requests, whether by some sort of con-
sulting role or an outright replication. The upshot was a deci-
sion that any such program should be in an under-resourced 
neighborhood, close to neglected waterfront, in a city with 
the � nancial resources to back it up.

In San Francisco, “The community came together and 
developed a strategic plan for what this park would be. It’s not 
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Above—San Francisco, California, has taken note of Rocking 
the Boat, which has become an institution in The Bronx, 
New York, with youth development programs based on 
boatbuilding, sailing, and rowing, as celebrated in the annual 
Rocking Manhattan row, shown here. Rocking the Boat’s 
program will expand, by invitation, into a new city park in San 
Francisco this fall. 

COURTESY OF ROCKING THE BOAT
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Memories of first 
WoodenBoat sightings

Elsewhere in this issue (page 78), Randall Peffer recalls his 
initial encounter with WoodenBoat, or The WoodenBoat as it 

was known until issue No. 15. That sparked a memory for me.
I still recall the first issue of the magazine I ever saw. I 

was covering the Oregon legislature for the Daily Emerald, 
the college newspaper of the University of Oregon, in spring 
1977. While sitting in a particularly dull committee hearing, I 
noticed that a public radio reporter, Russell Sadler, was sitting 
in the row in front of me and a few seats over. He was paging 
through a magazine opened up inside of whatever document 
was the subject of the protracted hearing. I could make out 
golden-hued photographs and unmistakable curves—which 
I immediately recognized as boats built of wood. Later that 
day, I tracked Sadler down in the press room and asked not 
about his views of the issue under discussion but instead what 
that magazine was. Soon I received in the mail the first issue 
of my own subscription. A couple of years later I moved to 
Washington, where I discovered the Port Townsend Wooden 
Boat Festival. A couple of years after that, I was living and 
working, for a time, in the San Juan Islands at a job I only 
took because it was there. I never saw Sadler again. Recently, 
however, I came across a notice somewhere saying that he was 
living on a boat in Friday Harbor on San Juan Island. For 
me—and I hope it was the same for him—wooden boats have 
remained a constant, a center point around which everything 
else revolved.

In my article on page 58, I write about schools teaching 
boatbuilding—which were rare and far-distant in my day—

just a passive recreation space. They want active programming 
in it. And they wanted something having to do with access to 
the water and something that remembered its historic use as 
a shipbuilding site, with job readiness and basically all the 
stuff we do.... The community is kind of uncannily parallel 
to Hunt’s Point in the South Bronx, demographically, socio-
economically, and in its relationship with the water—it’s right 
there, but they can’t get at it,” Adam said.

The city’s parks director told Adam outright that the city 
wanted Rocking the Boat as a presence in the expansive new 
park, at Hunter’s Point. The city’s plan includes a new 1,500-
sq-ft building that will accommodate Rocking the Boat and 
provide a pier and a floating dock. The city also offered a 
no-rent lease extending for nine years. “It’s about a $3-million 
expense budget in the first three years, and they’re funding 
75 percent of that,” Adam said. “It’s one of the largest new 
park developments in the country, and it’s getting national 
attention. It was kind of an ‘I-couldn’t-say-no’ opportunity.”

Adam said he would be going to San Francisco in Septem-
ber, and no doubt he will be going back and forth between 
the cities a lot in the coming years. Local people are already 
being hired for the program. As in The Bronx, 9th- and 
10th-graders in the program will be volunteers but will get 
school credit and stipends during summers. Eleventh- and 
12th-graders will be paid apprentices employed to build 
and restore boats, teach sailing, and conduct environmental 
research, learning work skills that will pay off as they enter 
the job market. “It’s really doing the exact same thing in a 
different place,” Adam said, “which will no doubt have all 
sorts of different dynamics associated with it, but it met those 
criteria that we set up in that strategic planning process.” 

The Rocking the Boat program in The Bronx has also 
shifted in some unanticipated ways. The environmental 
appreciation component has grown. “The way we talk about 
the Bronx River is that here is this incredibly beautiful nat-
ural resource that no one really knew existed before, in a 
neighborhood full of environmental injustice and degrada-
tion,” he said. “These are young people who live in one of the 
most densely populated cities in the country and in one of 
the most densely populated boroughs with the least amount 
of park space in the city. Even in those parks, they’re not wild 
places. And you come down to the Bronx River, and it’s a wild 
place. Certainly, it’s something that has really become much 
more of our mission over the last 20 years or so, connect-
ing people to this amazingly beautiful natural resource.” As 
many as 300 people have turned out for Saturday community 
rowing, sailing, and birdwatching outings. “It’s just the most 
joyful thing to see.” 

Adam sees vast potential for the same thing on San Fran-
cisco Bay. Aside from the bay’s compelling geography, the 
site has comparatively calm waters, being tucked in the lee 
of the city’s hills and well south of the Golden Gate. Just as 
in The Bronx, the student-built boats will help link the com-
munity to a neglected waterfront. “Everything we do has 
got to be fun,” Adam said. “We are an entirely self-selected 
voluntary population. The only reason that kids are here is 
because they want to be here, and it’s our job as educators 
to keep them wanting to be here. Our activities are all really 
dynamic and engaging and full of joy and accomplishment, 
and, absolutely, fun.”

For more information, see www.rockingtheboat.org and www.
ibwaterfrontparks.com.

Tom Jackson is WoodenBoat’s senior editor. 

WB No. 16, May/June 1977
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The Blue Group consisted of a gaff yawl and � ve smaller gaff 
cutters, the oldest of which was THALIA, designed and built by 
George Wanhill in 1889, and the newest the 1922 Arthur Boyes–
designed AYESHA.

After a postponement on the � rst day for light winds, a northerly 
breeze arrived, and from then on the competing yachts enjoyed 
great sailing conditions throughout, although a threatening fore-
cast forced the cancellation of the last inshore Solent race to allow 
the passage race to Le Havre to take place 24 hours early. 

MARIQUITA won the Black Group overall and was also awarded 
the Richard Mille Cup. In the Blue Group, the 1903 Alfred 
Mylne–designed Solent One Design KELPIE had the misfortune 
to lose her mast on the � rst passage race, AYESHA’s crew decided 
not to race any further than Dartmouth, and the other four didn’t 
cross the Channel. But all except CYNTHIA, designed and built by 
Thomas Jacket in 1910, had at least one race win; the overall win-
ner in that class was the 1920 Camper & Nicholson yawl PATNA. 

For more information, see www.richardmille.com/events/the-richard-
mille-cup.

n In addition to its news about expanding its program into 
San Francisco, Rocking the Boat of The Bronx also was recently 
awarded the concession for running pond-yacht sailing pro-
grams in Central Park, in Manhattan. “It opened up March 1,” 
for the � rst time since the Covid-19 pandemic,  Adam Green 
said. The program is based at Kerb’s Memorial Boathouse on 
the 19th-century pond known as Conservatory Water. The 3' 6"
remote-controlled model sailboats are rented by the half hour. 
“The staff who are leading it are all former participants at Rock-
ing the Boat, and we’re going to keep doing model boat building 
over the winter,” he said. It’s yet another way for fun to be brought R
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Above–Rocking the 
Boat is now running 

a historic pond yacht 
concession in Central 

Park, Manhattan. Right—
Laser models are among 

the types rented by 
the half-hour at Kerb’s 
Memorial Boathouse, 

and the staff is expected 
to lead winter model 
construction classes.
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to science education—specifically the 
physics of sailing. And, “it’s one of the 
most heavily trafficked corners of the 
globe,” giving the Rocking the Boat pro-
gram a higher visibility in the city. “It’s 
been a heck of a year,” Green said. 

For information, see www.sailcentral 
park.com.

n	Speaking of youth boatbuilding 
education programs, Joe Youcha of the 
Teaching With Small Boats Alliance 
(TWSBA)—which also figures in the 

education article on page 58—informs 
us that the organization’s eighth bien-
nial conference will be October 17–19 
at Mystic Seaport Museum in Connecti-
cut. “The goals of the conferences are 
to facilitate collaboration, encourage 
idea sharing, identify and share best 
practices and projects, while strength-
ening connections between organiza-
tions and individuals,” Joe’s note said. 
Boatbuilding, as Joe has proven, is an 
excellent way to teach science, technol-
ogy, engineering, and mathematics. 

“Over 300 organizations do this work 
serving over 100,000 young people 
and 100,000 adults each year,” Joe said. 
“These organizations share their knowl-
edge through TWSBA. There’s no need 
to reinvent the wheel.” Membership in 
TWSBA is free. 

For more information, see www.teaching 
withsmallboats.org.

Across the bar
n	Guilford Ware “Giffy” Full, 97, July 
6, 2024, Brooklin, Maine. Giffy Full was 
born in Lynn, Massachusetts, but his 
family’s move to Marblehead put him 
face-to-face with the world of wooden 
boats via the Graves Yacht Yard, which 
was just across the street from the fam-
ily home. His life in boats started there, 
interrupted only by his World War II ser-
vice in the U.S. Navy, for which he lied 
about his age to be accepted. After the 
war ended, he returned to Marblehead, 
where he threw himself into the marine 
industry with characteristic vigor. In 
1949, he also began a 22-year run as a 
captain aboard private yachts owned 
by Maynard and Jane Ford. He and 
his brother, Jim, started a company for 
charters, harbor excursions, and deep-
sea fishing, and among their boats was 
the 50' QUEEN. “Together, they ruled 
Marblehead harbor for over 25 years,” 
his son, Bill, wrote. 

His reputation for wooden-boat 
knowledge began to spread, and he 
went on to found G.W. Full & Associates 
Marine Surveyors, the pre-eminent New 
England firm for wooden-boat survey-
ing. (Paul Haley, his partner and fellow 
Marblehead resident, died only a few 
months before him, in February 2024; 
see WB No. 298.) “Giffy’s reputation 
as an honest and thorough surveyor of 
any type of boat was beyond reproach,” 
Bill Full wrote. Wooden boats, however, 
remained his favorites. “He loved the 
work and was honored to have assessed 
famous vessels such as MAYFLOWER II, 
USS CONSTITUTION, and yachts such as 
TICONDEROGA, many K. Aage Nielsen–
designed boats, and no fewer than 60 
Concordia yawls.” In the 1990s, he was 
a major contributor to U.S. Coast Guard 
recommendations for wooden-boat con-
struction and maintenance standards 
published in the Navigation and Vessel 
Inspection Circular No. 7-95. He taught 
surveying classes at WoodenBoat School 
and shared his knowledge liberally. 

After he retired—although he 
remained indefatigable on wooden boat 
surveys for many years and continued to 
stay in touch with boatyards—he and 
his wife, Charlotte, moved to Brooklin. 
He owned a succession of boats, among 
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In the 1960s and early ’70s, anyone fascinated by 
traditional boatbuilding or small-craft design soon 
found that resources were few. It was a 

restless generation, one that resisted 
conventionalism; these people were 
unlikely to line up for job-training 
programs geared toward the 
needs of industrial shipyards, 
and for many the thought of 
� berglass hull layup held little 
appeal. But it was also a time of 
rediscovery, especially of tradi-
tional skills and the work of arti-
sans—organic gardening, roots 
music, craft beer, handcrafted fur-
niture, simple living. Amid this renais-
sance, wooden boatbuilding was a compelling 
and unique combination of head and hand skills, and 
there was real beauty in it. But without relatives or a 

community directly involved in boats, there seemed no 
entry, no clear path, no place to go. 

Suddenly, like the greening of spring, fresh 
shoots appeared. In 1972, Lance Lee 

opened his � rst Apprenticeshop in 
Bath, Maine. Jon Wilson founded 

WoodenBoat magazine in 1974, 
exactly 50 years ago as of 
this current issue. Two years 
later, Dick and Colleen Wag-
ner opened The Center for 

Wooden Boats in Seattle, Wash-
ington, with a livery of small 

boats and an emphasis on hands-
on learning that inspired many oth-

ers. The Antique & Classic Boat Society 
was founded in 1975, the Wooden Canoe Heri-

tage Association followed in 1979, and WoodenBoat 
School opened in 1981. The list goes on.

A Half-Century of Learning
The � owering of wooden boat building education

by Tom Jackson
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Top—The Apprenticeshop in Rockland, Maine, this year completed its largest project yet, a multiyear reconstruction of a 
Dublin Bay 24 sloop for an Irish client. Inset—Lance Lee, at the oars, founded The Apprenticeshop in 1972 with a philosophy of 
using boatbuilding to build character. 

restless generation, one that resisted 
conventionalism; these people were 
unlikely to line up for job-training 

sans—organic gardening, roots 
music, craft beer, handcrafted fur-
niture, simple living. Amid this renais-

Suddenly, like the greening of spring, fresh 
shoots appeared. In 1972, Lance Lee 

opened his � rst Apprenticeshop in 
Bath, Maine. Jon Wilson founded 

WoodenBoat

Wooden Boats in Seattle, Wash-
ington, with a livery of small 

boats and an emphasis on hands-
on learning that inspired many oth-

ers. The Antique & Classic Boat Society 
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Good ideas spread quickly. In the half-century that 
has passed since those days, wooden boat building edu-
cation programs have proliferated across the United 
States and around the world. People saw ways to recon-
nect with the water by rowing, paddling, sailing, and 
otherwise propelling themselves along neglected shore-
lines. With this came renewed appreciation for crafts-
manship and a rededication to its preservation. If skills 
could be saved, worthy boats could be saved.

Today, a wealth of choices awaits anyone who wants 
to learn to build, maintain, or restore wooden boats. 
One- and two-week avocational courses such as those at 
WoodenBoat School serve those who don’t necessarily 
want to pursue a career. But for those who do, insti-
tutions such as The Landing School, The Northwest 
School of Wooden Boat Building, the IYRS School of 
Technology and Trades, and others have largely sup-
planted the boatyard apprenticeship system of earlier 
generations. The programs have adapted as boatbuild-
ing itself changed, adding courses as wood-epoxy com-
posites came to dominate new-boat construction, lavish 
restorations targeted pedigreed classic yachts, and new 
companies arose to take advantage of CNC machines to 
market a wide range of boats to home builders. In the 
early 1970s, the lapstrake Whitehall pulling boats of the 
19th century held outsized importance as a touchstone; 
we’re a long way from Whitehalls now. 

Hippies with Ambition
Ray Speck and Pat Mahon seem to have lived parallel 
lives. In the 1960s, Ray was a self-described California 
hippie who moved to Sausalito, and Pat drove out of 
Arizona in a Volkswagen van and developed an interest 

in woodworking and later in boatbuilding. Both ended 
up going to England to seek out traditional boatbuild-
ers. Both worked in boatyards there and ended up 
much later living in Port Townsend, Washington, where 
both have been boatbuilding instructors at the North-
west School. Pat was also the leading instructor at the 
Great Lakes Boat Building School in Michigan.

“I built a houseboat and we took it down to Sausalito, 
and I was smitten by traditional boats down there,” Ray 
said. “We sold the house, and we went to England osten-
sibly to find a boat. I ended up working in a yard,” in 
Whitby in the northeast. “They were two guys, and they 
were building a 36' power fish boat,” launching her in 
just seven weeks after laying the keel. “So I just basi-
cally swept the floor and watched, and then I helped a 
bit.” At the same time, he was asking questions, observ-
ing, drawing sketches. “They really had the dance 
down. On Day 1, these big wide slabs of oak were up 
on the road, and by the end of the day the backbone 
pieces were laid up and rabbets cut. They moved right 
along.” When he returned to Sausalito, the cachet of 
having worked alongside honest-to-goodness English 
shipwrights led to more opportunities: “They thought I 
knew more than I did because I had worked with these 
guys.... There was a bunch of us hippies living for free, 
squatting on the waterfront.”

T
H

E
 A

P
P

R
E

N
T

IC
E

SH
O

P
C

O
U

R
T

E
SY

 O
F 

T
H

E
 C

E
N

T
E

R
 F

O
R

 W
O

O
D

E
N

 B
O

A
T

S 
(B

O
T

H
)

Lance Lee (at center on the far side of the boat) felt that The 
Apprenticeshop was not a vocational program but rather 

served as a model that he hoped would be widely influential in 
clearing a path for people who would be “chasing their souls.”

Below left—Dick Wagner discovered Seattle, Washington, while traveling after college. He and his wife, Colleen, were 
captivated by Lake Union’s history and place in the city. They founded a small-craft livery with traditional boats at Colleen’s 
boathouse. Below right—In 1976, Dick and Colleen moved their fleet to south Lake Union at their founding of The Center for 
Wooden Boats, with a floating boatshop of Dick’s design; the center has grown to include another floating building and a 
pavilion and an education building ashore.
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Hippies with a purpose and ambition. They clustered 
around Don Arques, who later endowed the boatbuild-
ing school that now carries his name in Sausalito. “He 
was a fount of knowledge,” Ray said. Someone would 
ask about some particular technique, “and that would 
circulate. He would find out from Donny, and it was, 
‘Oh, this is how they did it.’ And these old boatbuilders 
from town, they’d teach somebody, or say something 
to somebody, and within a day or two, everybody had 
heard that.”

Pat was in his early 20s when he walked into the 
Tough Brothers boatyard in Teddington on the River 
Thames west of London, where an 80' motoryacht was 
nearing completion and a 120-footer was starting up. 
“Being the new hire, and also being a Yankee I think, 
I got all the dirty jobs, which I didn’t mind—I actually 
liked it a lot. I did a lot of sweeping and cleaning. I also 
kind of became the shop foreman’s helper. He always 
needed somebody to hold the dumb end of a board, 
so that was kind of my job.” He stayed a year before 
moving on to the U.S. East Coast, eventually finding 

boatyard work at Hodgdon Brothers in East Boothbay, 
Maine, and later farther east at Penobscot Boat Works 
in Rockport and Lee’s Boat Shop in Rockland, where 
Øistein “Lee” Lie-Nielsen was then building the 92' cold-
molded yacht WHITEHAWK. “Those guys I was working 
with were like 75, and I was in my early 20s. Mainers 
are not real forthcoming with information. They were 
pretty recalcitrant guys.” He learned by observation.

Sweeping floors was also how Walt Ansel, the cur-
rent director of the Henry B. duPont Preservation Ship-
yard at Mystic Seaport Museum in Connecticut, started 
out. “The first thing I did was pump out the boats and 
sweep up the chips and clean the shop out—that’s what 
I started doing at a very young age,” at a time when 
his father, Willits, formerly a teacher, worked at the 
museum shipyard. “The old gang of blue-collar fellows 
were the main labor force in the yard,” he said. All were 
shipyard veterans of the World War II war effort, the 
last big boom in commercial wooden vessel construc-
tion. “They were tough, but they would kind of take you 
under their wing.

“Gradually, the younger gen-
eration of back-to-the-land people 
came in, many of them college-
educated,” Walt said. “They changed 
the flavor of the place quite a bit, 
and as the old blue-collar guys 
retired or sadly passed away, then it 
got kind of left in the hands of the 
back-to-the-landers, or sometimes 
we’d call them hippies.” 

At The Apprenticeshop, traditional 
boatbuilding remains a core part 
of the program, regardless of what 
changes have occurred in professional 
boatbuilding over 50 years. This is an 
Abaco boat under construction in mid-
2024, inspired by Lance Lee’s affinity 
for the type.

Typical of wooden boat builders in the 1960s and early 1970s, Ray Speck (left) and Pat Mahon (right, in blue cap) started out 
sweeping sawdust in English boatyards and picked up skills along the way. Fifty years later, both live in Port Townsend, 
Washington, and both have been teachers at the Northwest School of Wooden Boat Building. Pat has also taught at the Great 
Lakes Boat Building School in Michigan and WoodenBoat School in Brooklin, Maine.
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The workplace apprenticeship system in the United 
States was never as formal as it was in Europe, Walt 
said. “The person that showed the talent and had the 
visual, spatial skills and was handy with tools got taken 
off painting boats and got turned into a boat carpenter 
or shipwright, and then was sort of self-taught, really.” 
Today, the Mystic shipyard often hires IYRS graduates 
and also has an internship program for them. It helps 
that Walt, who worked as a commercial fisherman and 
boatbuilder after college but has spent most of his 
working life at the shipyard, was, for a while, a full-
time instructor at IYRS. “I have this fantasy,” he said, 
“of starting kind of a graduate wooden ship building 
program here for people that have come out of school 
or have yard experience but haven’t worked on bigger 
ships and want to.” 

Lance Lee, too, started young and without formal 
training. “I started out by watching boatbuilders.” That 
was in the Bahamas, with everything from dinghies to 
50-footers. “I would sit on stacks of yellow pine and just 
watch. And kids soak up an awful lot. I went to work in a 
boatyard when I was 11, five-and-a-half days a week, and 
of course I was the low man on the totem pole.”

He and his brother went on to sail a 30-footer from 
the Bahamas to their native Cape Cod to set up a char-
ter operation; later, Lance went to Bowdoin College in 
Maine. After military service, he hitchhiked widely in 
Europe and the Levant. He ended up working for the 
first Outward Bound School in Wales in 1966, where 
he sailed 26' luggers with students. More important, he 
became a disciple of the German educator Kurt Hahn, 
who founded the program and whose philosophy—
a term unlikely to have fallen easily on the ears of 

an earlier generation of shipwrights, no matter how 
highly skilled—carried over into The Apprenticeshop’s 
approach.

With its emphasis on craftsmanship, lifestyle, com-
munity, and an almost spiritual sense of the value of 
skill, The Apprenticeshop was far from the job-training 
programs then available, and so were its successors.

“I think what we’re doing is building citizens,” Lance 
said. “They are not to become boatbuilders. They’re to 
become mature, capable, with inner strength, and are 

chasing their souls. Some don’t like that. I do. 
And I got a fair amount of it from Kurt Hahn.” 

The Apprenticeshop seemed to resonate with 
the times, with a magnetic attraction for like-
minded people. It became highly influential. 
Lance explained it in a question-and-answer 
format article in The WoodenBoat, as it was then 
known, in issue No. 4 in 1975 (the questioner 
was never identified). In 1977, The American 
Heritage Society’s Americana magazine pub-
lished an article with a compelling cover pho-
tograph that helped to introduce the school to 
an even broader audience. Its concepts, and its 
implied critique of one-sizes-fits-all education, 
began to spread.

The Northwest School of Wooden Boat Building 
started in Port Townsend, Washington, in 1981 with 
Seattle boatbuilder Bob Prothero, a co-founder, as 
the lead instructor. It moved to its current site on the 
waterfront of nearby Port Hadlock in 2004.

At WoodenBoat School, one- and two-week courses  
focus on specific skills and boats, such as this restoration  

of a Herreshoff 121⁄2, which spanned multiple seasons.  
Many students return as alumni year after year to enhance 

their skills.
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opening came up for a full-time teacher at 
IYRS, he got the job. 

There is another element of boatbuilding 
education—call it boatbuilding with a social 
purpose—that has attracted uniquely suited 
individuals. For one example, Joe Youcha, 
who founded Building to Teach, discovered 
that boatbuilding was an excellent vehicle for 
teaching math to students who weren’t well-
suited to standard classroom instruction. He 

had worked 18 years for the Alexandria Seaport Foun-
dation, first for three years as co-founder and director 
of the boatbuilding school and then as the foundation’s 
executive director. And for another, Adam Green, 
who founded Rocking the Boat in The Bronx, New 
York, found boatbuilding a way to do all of that plus 
bring a sense of teamwork, community, and pride to 
the city’s poorest borough—and now the program is 
expanding to San Francisco, California (see Currents, 
page 12). Like most of these boatbuilding educators, 
Joe and Adam both graduated from college. Joe stud-
ied history at Columbia University after bailing out of 
the University of Michigan naval architecture program. 
Adam majored in American culture at Vassar College. 

Who could have predicted any of this? These career 
paths are not the type of straight-line progressions that 
parents might plot out for their promising children. The 
twists and turns could have led just about anywhere. 
What unites them? 

The answer comes in listening to them:
Warren Barker: “I was supposed to go to Wall Street 

or something with that fancy degree. Right out of col-
lege, I didn’t know what the hell to do.... I needed to 
make something I could hold onto. I had this super 
education, but it was missing something. I got tired of 

Head and Hand Work
One indicator of how things have changed over the half-
century since the founding of WoodenBoat, and a little 
more than a half-century since The Apprenticeshop 
opened in 1972, is to look at how many boatbuilding 
educators working today started off in one boatbuilding 
program or another:

• Isabella Feracci, director of The Apprenticeshop, 
and Kevin Carney, the longtime lead instructor, are 
both graduates of that school’s two-year program. 

• Jake Greiner, a graduate of The Landing School in 
Kennebunk, Maine, is now the lead wooden boatbuilding 
instructor there.

• Sean Koomen went from Minnesota to the North-
west School of Wooden Boat Building, where he is now 
the lead instructor, and Betsy Davis, the school’s direc-
tor, is a veteran of a boatbuilding program at Seattle 
Central Community College, where she restored her 
power cruiser GLORYBE (see WB No. 187) during the 
course.

• Eric Stockinger, before coming to WoodenBoat 
School as director in 2021, was the director at The 
Apprenticeshop, whose program he completed after 
college when he was in his 20s.

• Josh Anderson, executive director and formerly 
lead boatbuilder at The Center for Wooden 
Boats, is an Apprenticeshop alumnus. 

• Warren Barker, the senior instructor 
at IYRS, graduated from Williams College, 
worked as a house carpenter for a while, then 
went to work with the naval architect Bill Peter-
son in South Bristol, Maine. Later, he worked 
with Eric Goetz in Rhode Island on high-end 
composite racing sailboats, and then he went 
out on his own as a boatbuilder. He started 
teaching by helping his cousin, Harry Bryan, 
at WoodenBoat School in 1987 and has taught 
summer classes there ever since. When an 

Joe Youcha, who had considered a career in 
boat design, instead took to teaching, first at 
the Alexandria Seaport Foundation, where he 
eventually became the director, and later founding 
Building to Teach and the Teaching With Small 
Boats Alliance. 

Rocking the Boat, founded by Adam Green in New 
York City, uses boatbuilding education as a vehicle 

to build skills, community, and teamwork in the 
chronically underserved borough of The Bronx. R

O
C

K
IN

G
 T

H
E

 B
O

A
T

JO
E

 Y
O

U
C

H
A

 (
B

O
T

H
)

62   •   WoodenBoat 300

BoatbuildingEducation-300-EDFinal-rev01.indd   62 7/30/24   11:13 AM



the abstract.” He built a boat with his father after grad-
uation; before long, he was working in a boatyard. 

Jake Greiner: “I graduated from Skidmore College 
with a degree in music, which I had no desire to really 
pursue as a career,” but he found a metalworking pro-
gram in the art school captivating; people were making 
things. “I think that what drew me to the metalwork-
ing and then subsequently to boatbuilding is that music 
is definitely creating something, but the creation is 
ephemeral. With metalworking and then boatbuilding, 
when you’re done, you have a tangible object.... My par-
ents were at The WoodenBoat Show in Mystic one year, 
and they were like, ‘Hey, we saw this really cool-looking 
school up in Maine.’” That was The Landing School. 
“So I came and visited and was sort of blown away.”

Eric Stockinger: “I got interested when I was a teen-
ager because I wanted a kayak and I couldn’t afford 
one. So I wanted to build one. I eventually landed at 
The Apprenticeshop. I’d gone to college, I’d done some 
stuff; I worked at REI, but I just kept coming back to 
the fact that I really wanted to do this. I went to The 
Apprenticeshop as a student for two years and then 
stayed on just because I liked 
what they were doing.”

Josh Anderson: “I’d already 
graduated from Boston Uni-
versity with a business degree. 
But I had worked in the trades 
all through high school and 
college. I was trying to figure 
out what I wanted to do, and it 
just so happened that my great-
grandfather lived in Owls Head 
[Maine]. I had gone to Rockland 
and Owls Head forever as a kid, 
and, honestly, I was just sitting in 
the Dunkin Donuts across the 
street from The Apprenticeshop 
and saw all these people carrying 

a canoe out. I looked it up, and it was like, ‘Oh, if I have 
to learn a trade, I should go learn boatbuilding.”

Sean Koomen: “I knew I wanted to be a boatbuilder. I 
had already tried to start my career in late high school. I 
started building just out of [Dynamite] Payson’s books, 
and then in college [in Minnesota] I got grant money 
to start a boatbuilding business, and I quickly learned, 
‘Oh, I don’t really know what I’m doing.’” He found 
the Northwest School via WoodenBoat’s pages, and 
after college graduation he enrolled, sight unseen. He 
later worked at Rutherford’s Boatshop in Richmond, 
California, and Brooklin Boat Yard in Maine before 
becoming an instructor at the Northwest School. 

Kevin Carney: “I just knew that I was really inter-
ested in boats and in woodworking and working with 
my hands,” and then he heard about The Apprentice-
shop. “And that seemed like a good place to kind of put 
all that together.”

Isabella Feracci: “I was interested in building things 
and thought I might study sculpture.” A relative encour-
aged her to consider The Apprenticeshop, reasoning, 
as many do, that if she could build a boat she could 
build anything. “So I came by here and poked my 
head in the door and thought, ‘Oh my gosh, I need to 
understand what I’m looking at.’ I had no idea that I 
would go into the industry. That wasn’t even a thought 
I had. It was just about learning how to build things in 
an immediate way. You’re not going to sit in the class-

room and talk about it, you’re 
going to start immediately.” She 
continued her education at the 
Center for Furniture Craftsman-
ship up the road in Rockport, 
then had her own furniture 
shop and worked for Rockport 
Marine before returning to The 
Apprenticeshop as the director.

Adam Green: “I kind of felt 
that learning by sitting in a class-
room was just not working for 
me.” In a semester off from col-
lege in 1995, he volunteered to 
lead an East Harlem school class 
in building an 8' pram. “It gave 
me a sense of purpose and that 
I can put my energy into some-
thing and actually see results, 
and I can learn things or teach 
other people to learn things, like 
ruler reading, that aren’t just 
conceptual but are actually being 
put in to practice. And if you 
don’t do it right, there’s a result.”

The first boat launched at the Northwest School of Wooden 
Boat Building was a small working tugboat built on 
commission for an owner who wanted a replica of a boat 
that had been used for many years by his family. A close 
relationship has developed between the school and the 
marine trades concentrated in Port Townsend.

The Northwest School’s program 
still emphasizes traditional plank-
on-frame boatbuilding as a way of 

teaching foundational skills that 
can be widely applied, no matter 

what career path a student takes. 
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another shot at doing a boat like the one you’re going 
to do here. But what you learn while you’re doing it will 
be really transferable. You’ll be a wanted commodity, 
because you can deal with the weird spaces and curved 
lines and all of these different things.”

Joe Youcha was even more blunt for his program 
serving disadvantaged youth in Alexandria, Virginia: 
“The last thing I would ever want—and people hate me 
when I say this—when I was running the Alexandria 
Seaport Foundation, especially the apprenticeship pro-
gram, was for any of those kids to become boatbuild-
ers. I wanted them to be union carpenters, or union 
sheet-metal workers, or union electricians,” with good 
pay and benefits right away. “I guess one way to look 
at it is, what’s the objective of building the boat? And 
the objective, for us, wasn’t to teach boatbuilding. The 
objective was to build the person.” 

At The Apprenticeshop, much has changed in more 
than 50 years of operation, but very little has changed 
in the core philosophy of the program. “We are com-
mitted to traditional plank-on-frame wooden boat con-
struction and are not going down these other roads, 
because we think that this set of skills is so important for 
character development, for preserving that or carrying 

Joe Youcha: “What I’ve learned about myself is that 
I need to see what I’ve done at the end of the day. And 
that can be building something, that can be writing, that 
be a lot of things. But I need the reward that build-
ing—in a very broad definition—that building brings. 
Otherwise, I wonder, ‘What the hell am I doing?’” 

Fundamentals
From the beginning, Lance Lee did not conceive his 
Apprenticeshop program as job training for boat-
builders. “It was kind of a great environment for kids 
to go and search for their soul,” he said. “My intent is 
to impel people to set up apprentice programs in their 
backyard, their bedroom, a museum, an art building, a 
storefront. Don’t clone The Apprenticeshop. Adapt it, 
adapt it to metal, to clay, to glass, to tap dancing—but 
be active. The thing I would most like to see happen—I 
use the word impel—impel us, our kids, our communi-
ties, our educational system, to set in motion adapta-
tions of apprenticing.”

Warren Barker at IYRS also is careful to hedge 
against the program as a straight-out job training pro-
gram. “I have to promise these people that come here—
I am pretty up-front about it—that you might never get 

The IYRS School of Technology and Trades focuses on traditional boatbuilding skills as essential to the restoration of classic 
boats. The students start with Beetle Cats, but other projects come in, too. This N.G. Herreshoff 15’ sailing tender COLONIA, 
built in 1928, is one example: its owners had owned it for 15 years, stored outdoors (top left), and approached the school 
about taking it on as a project. Warren Barker, the lead instructor, recognized it as a rare boat and agreed to take it on. The 
project involved building a new boat referring to the old boat (above left) for exact methods used; the boat’s hardware 
and butternut toerails were reused. COLONIA was rebuilt by second-year students over the course of an academic year, 
relaunched in 2020 (above right), and then returned to her owners, who now sail her out of Middletown, Rhode Island. 
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forward the tradition that is this rewarding and enrich-
ing way of being in the world,” Isabella Feracci said. 
The feedback from boatyards that have hired Appren-
ticeshop graduates is that “people who can think 
through and do traditional boatbuilding, whether or 
not that is how the yards are doing it, are incredibly 
valuable employees.”

At IYRS, which has branched out its programs, as 
many schools have, traditional construction remains 
important for the skills needed in restoring classic 
boats. At The Landing School, wooden boat programs 
in relatively large cold-molded boats and another in 
small, traditionally built boats are being consolidated 
into one that does both. Jake Greiner said that it will 
continue with some level of traditional construction. 
“I’ve noticed that the students are sort of two types: 
They want a career, so they want to know how to build 
a modern wooden boat. But there’s also that romantic 
element of building a traditional wooden boat, plus this 
fact that those skills are also critical for the restoration 
side of things. They’re not necessarily mutually exclu-
sive—sometimes it’s in the same person.”

Numerous instructors also argued that such skills as 
lofting add immeasurably to understanding lines plans 
and blueprints, even as boatyards turn to CNC-cutting, 
especially for hull setup molds.

They also uniformly believe that boatbuilding, at 
whatever level, is a fun way to learn skills.

A Change of Watch
All of these instructors see something of themselves in 
their students. The new arrivals often express an inter-
est in building something tangible, something that 
involves fundamental principles and has a purpose, 
something that requires a combination of intelligence 
and hand skills. Although many of these programs 
have changed over the years—most notably with the 
introduction of cold-molded construction and, more 

recently, courses in installing the increasingly compli-
cated systems that boat owners are demanding—they 
stress a grounding in traditional skills.

It’s unlikely, Kevin Carney said, that graduates will 
move on to traditional construction, because “fewer 
and fewer yards are doing that.”

But, in a strange way, the students of today are 
a familiar echo of their forebears. Not a day goes by 
without an article about the punishing cost of higher 
education and the burden of student debt. Lance Lee, 
for example, said that when he went to Bowdoin Col-
lege his tuition was $800 a year; his son went there in 
recent years at a cost of $72,000 a year. That’s not only 
a disincentive to higher education but also to creative 
work that can make for a highly rewarding life yet risks 
having to climb on some treadmill to make payments 
on a huge debt. 

The current generation also deals with the loss of 
direct connection to the world because of the seduction 
of virtual experience, the endless scrolling of devices, 
the sitting at desks in front of screens, and on top of 
that a pandemic that scrambled their day-to-day net-
works. 

“There’s just such a strong demand for people to 
work with their hands,” said Josh Anderson, whose facil-
ity is just across a busy road from one of the centers of 
Seattle’s booming tech industry. “I see it a lot, because 
a lot of these people are from the tech industry, and 
they’re in computers or coding or whatever they’re 
doing all day long. It’s not tangible. There’s no shortage 
of people who just want to work with their hands.”

Avocational boatbuilding classes can fill that void for 
many. “I think it’s a launchpad for people who come 
and say, I’m 20-something or early 30s, I’ve been sit-
ting in front of a desk my whole life, so my body wants 
me to make something with my hands,” Eric Stockinger 

Lately, boatbuilding schools have been adding technology-
based programs, notably involving systems. At The Landing 
School, a yacht design program has been incorporated into 

the training.

Although modern boatbuilding is an important component 
of The Landing School’s courses, lead instructor Jake 
Greiner—like leaders in most programs focusing on wooden 
boats—keeps traditional small-boat construction in the 
lineup. He argues that it grounds students in fundamental 
skills and also is necessary for understanding traditional 
construction as a part of restoration work that might come 
up in a career.
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There are some common traits in the new flock of 
students, these teachers said. They come in the door 
often with less basic tool knowledge than their pre-
decessors—which can be an advantage, since they’re 
more open to being schooled in fundamentals. Hand 
skills don’t seem to be passed down parent-to-child as 
much as in previous times. The students can seem less 
willing to work long hours—which Jake Greiner sees as 
a healthy sense of work-life balance. 

Above all, the teachers battle the distractions of 
online devices and their widespread fallout. “They’re 
so tech-oriented, but they’re also sick of it,” Warren 
Barker said. “I battle against the phone all the time.” 
At the same time, “I can empathize with these students. 
They’re sort of thrashing around wondering which 
direction to go,” reminiscent of his own experience. “It 
seems like you have to prod them a lot more, and lon-
ger. But I think a lot of them want to make something 
tangible.”

Betsy Davis said, “This education is teaching people 
a whole way of working in the world, a whole set of 
skills that can be applied to boatbuilding or house-
building or instrument-making or any other trade 
where they’re working with their hands. They get a 
deep experience that helps them navigate the rest of 
their lives in a different way.”

Some students expect learning to be fast, at digital 
speed, Sean Koomen said. “The work ethic has changed, 

said. “We’re getting a lot more of these young people, 
all these digital natives who are in their 20s—so many 
of them are just so desperate to actually create some-
thing real. And if you’re an at-home woodworker, one 
of the zenith projects in your dream somewhere is a 
small boat.”

Jake Greiner at The Landing School pointed out 
that his students are trending younger now than they 
were even a decade ago. “We’re seeing a lot more stu-
dents coming right out of high school,” he said. “In the 
two years I’ve been here, the first year the median age 
for my program was probably 30. Last year it was proba-
bly 19. As a child of the ’80s and ’90s, I think there was 
a really strong push away from any blue-collar work; 
you had to go to college and get a white-collar job. I 
think we’re starting to see maybe a swing in the other 
direction now, that there’s a place for everybody.

Recent students, he said, “are here because they want 
to do something that’s meaningful, where they feel like 
they’ve accomplished something at the end of the day. 
There’s still something just inherently satisfying about 
wooden boats. Seeing that craftsmanship, that stack of 
lumber you’ve turned into a boat or a part of a boat, is 
deeply satisfying for people.”

Warren Barker at IYRS also said he was seeing a 
decrease in the age of students, with the 2023–24 sea-
son the youngest class, on average, he has experienced 
so far.

Below left—The Center for Wooden Boats opened a new building on shore devoted to education, whether for building 
traditional boats, restoring boats of the livery fleet, or classes in building plywood-epoxy kit boats. Below right—Cold-
molded construction is one of the many one- and two-week courses at WoodenBoat School in Brooklin, Maine.
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and so it’s harder for these people to follow through. I 
think part of that is that they’re seeing online every-
thing. But boatbuilding remains the same. It takes a 
lot of time to learn. It’s complicated. It’s hard. It’s one 
of those skills that you just can’t get in a video or cer-
tainly master in a video. They think, ‘If I go to school, 
I’ll leave a master.’ And then we remind them that when 
they go to school, they’ll leave an apprentice.”

Kevin Carney believes that with time The Appren-
ticeshop’s type of education will become more relevant, 
not less, “as people become more digitized and more 
solely focused on media and things like that. We’ve 
seen it come and go in waves, and I think we’ll probably 
keep seeing that. At some point, some of those people 
will say, ‘What the hell am I doing?’ If they see a group 
of people completely engaged in what they’re doing it’s 
like, ‘Oh, maybe I should try this out,’” especially in a 
post-Covid world where collaborative effort needs to 
be relearned by an entire generation. Isabella Feracci 
said, “I think people are already feeling that we have 
gone very far in this technological direction that has 
distanced people from working with their hands and 
their bodies and their minds all together.”

Onward
Where does it come from, this fascination with boats 
and how they work, how they are put together, and 
where they might take someone? Some experience in 
youth, a spark whose glow is never forgotten, unique to 
each person. One book leads to another; sets of plans 

are rolled up in the corner; seeking leads to finding, 
then to further searching. 

“I think there are always going to be young people 
that’ll be captured by it, which for me is really encour-
aging,” Walt Ansel said. “We’re very concerned about 
passing the torch on to people that are knowledgeable 
and really will be able to take care of these vessels that 
we have stewarded for so many years. We worry about 
them a lot, but I think they’re going to be in good 
hands.” 

“I’ve been just so encouraged by what I see down at 
the port these days,” Ray Speck said over coffee at the 
Northwest Maritime Center. Plus, “A lot of the home 
builders here in Port Townsend, the ones doing the 
higher-end, stuff, they’re all boat-school grads.”

 “A lot of yards now, they’ll ask you what school you 
went to, where did you get your training?” Pat Mahon 
said. “They don’t wany somebody just off the street, like 
we were.”

 “They’re a whole new generation,” Ray said. “And 
they’re almost like a throwback to the ’60s, the ’70s in 
some ways. They’re their own people, for sure, but as 
far as the level of work and commitment and the pas-
sion for doing things right, the creativity—that’s really 
encouraging.”

It may not be history repeating itself, but it is an echo 
that certainly rhymes. That pathway that didn’t seem to 
exist has been cleared, and it beckons.�  

Tom Jackson is WoodenBoat’s senior editor.

What all boatbuilding education students seem to have in common is a hunger to create something tangible. One of the 
notable boats of WoodenBoat School is BELFORD GRAY, a Friendship sloop built by students over the course of numerous 
summers and now part of the sail-training fleet. (Her tender is a Joel White–designed plywood-epoxy Shellback Dinghy, and in 
the distance are a Mackinaw boat that is part of the school’s fleet, and, partly obscured, a privately owned Crotch Island pinky.
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