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David Sharps founded the Water-
front Museum and Showboat
Barge in 1986 in Red Hook,
Brooklyn, using an 88-year-old
wooden barge he bought for $500.
Itis a performing arts museum.

Phofagrapha by Teg-10 Wang/ The Bow Yook Times

A Wooden Barge That Likes Its Water Dirty

Marine Borers Are Eating a Floating Museum Off Brooklyn

John Roseo, right, a Red Hook native
who now lives in Staten lsland, visit-
ing the museum. Mt Sharps was a
professional clown when he began the
museum. In May, the barge will be
taken to a dry dock for repaira,

By NICHOLE M. CHRISTIAN

David Sharps found o sunken piece of history and his life’s
pussion in the mud ftats of Edgewater, NI

In 1936, ho bought a dilapidated, mud-soaked wooden barge,
the Lehigh Valley 7%, for 3500, A professional clown at time, Mr.
Sharps got lofs of laughs when he told {riends that one day he
wiuld resurrect the barge as a floating maritime and performing
arts museum.

The lnughter grew louder when he decided to dock his
mugeum on the waterfront in Red Hook, a sliver of Brooklyn with
stunning vistas of the Mew York Harbor, but so iselated that even
people from the nelghborhosd bad trouble finding thelr way
there,

“From the moment 1 saw this old Jady out there in the mud, |
knew she was something special,” said Mr. Sharps, 42. 'I knew
she deserved a chance to prove herself and to shaw that she could
&it out on the harbor with a purpose.”

Mr. Sharps’s old red barge is now the Waterfront Museum
and Showboat Barge, a nonprofit organization that draws chil
dren from local schoots, for whom the barge becomes a floating
classroom; boat enthusiasts; and photographers and artists
captivated by the barge and the gritty old warehouses that
surround it

But the barge itself is now in jeopardy. Over the years, as
Mew York’s waters have become cleaner, small wood-eating
marine borers have returned, chewing up hundreds of millions of
dollars in public and private water{ront property, The borers,
gribbles and teredos, have been feasting on the hull for nearly a
year, threatening to destroy it unless the tiny museum can raise
enough momay for a major overhaul.

The S-fact-long barge is a throwhack to New York Harbor’s
golden days. To step aboard the floating museum with its wood-
burning stove and seafaring artifacts !:‘I- to he transported back to
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a time when families made thetr
living and their homes floating cargo
barges up and down the harbor and
to the Erie Canal.

Mr. Sharps wagborn in the Appa-
lachian Mountains and became smit-
ten with the sea after spendmg his
youth workmg as-a clown on'Carni-
val cruise ShlpS In hls}black fisher-
man's-cap, flannel shitts and work
boots, he brmgs the harbor to life
with decades-old tales and faded pho-
tographs. .

“By saving it, he saved an lmpor-
taiit chapter in marlttme hlstory and
in New York's ' history,” said Nor-
man Brouwer, a curatar at theiSouth
Street Seaport Museum, who ‘was
htred ‘by the Army Corps of Engi-
chart the history of a collec—

mud flats durmg the 1@80 8.
“Th barge was ortgmally operated
by-‘;-t & __Leh1gh Valley Rallroad It

the harbor to a dry dock
d, N.Y. The New York
State Canal Corporatton is gwmg Mr.

Sharps use of the di'y dock at no cost,.

but he stili needs to raise $185,000 to
hire and house a team of professmnal
shipwrtghts to recaulk, refasten and

respike the’ boat So tar, the museunm

has ralsed more than $60, 000
through the modest fées it collects
refting the barge out for events,
through ‘a series of grants and a
campaign on its Web site, www. wa-
terfrontmuseum.org.

“The worms really haven't left us
much choice,” Mr. Sharps said re-
cently, pdinting out places along the
outside of the barge where the dam-

- age from the marine borers is vigi-

ble. “They have the capacityof edt-
ing through majortimberin a couple
of years.”

Mr. Sharps dtscovered the horers
while repairing leaks in the’ hull, bow
and stern. Initially, he thought the
damage was minor. But scuba divers
learned that it was much worse: the
horers have begun gnawing at the
wood below the waterline.

When Mr. Sharps found the barge,

he spent néarly three years in hip

waders slowly removing more than
300 tons of mud, trying to patch up
the body and side planks with what-
ever materials he could afford.

“He was fortunate that:-it had a

sound hull at the time he found it,”

“A throwback to

the harbor’s
golden days.
Mr. Brouwer said,

But now the barge needs major
repairs. “It’s not just scraping away

-the worms,” he said. For long-term

survival, he said, it must be lifted out
of the water, something that has not
been done in-more-than 40 years.

“We could patch it up with pdint,
but that wouldn’t solve much over
the long terim,” Mr. Sharps said.
“What we’re talking about is having
a crew of master shipwrights, the
same people who work on the histor-
ic tall ships, give this old lady the
kind of ¢are that will preserve it not
just for another season or two but for
20 or 25 years.”

The museuri’s phght is the talk of
Red Hook. A waterfront without it,
people  say,- is  unthinkable. For
Brooklyn artists and musicians, it is
one of the city's most poputar exhibi-
tion spaces: In the summier, -the
bdrge briigs a circus-te the water,
with acrobats, jugglers and clowns.

“The outside world hasn't really

known where Red Hook is,” sald
Crarg Hammernian, district man-
ager of Commumty Board 8, which
represents the area and: has held
meetings and bengfits aboard the
barge. “But so many people have
been brought to.the nelghborhood
because of somethmg that happened
on the barge.”

For more than a decade Greg
O'Connell, a Red Hook developer,
has tried to develop the waterfront.
Mr. O’Cenne]l, who owns several
buildings and piers in the area, has
converted old warehouses into small
business spacés, envisitned atrolley
system and open a supermarket. But
he says his smartest move was do-
nating Pier 45 to the Waterfront Mu-
seum, .

“I couldn't have planned for all
that the museum has given to the
waterfront,”” Mr, ‘0’Connell said.

““There was no reason to’ come down
- here, but look at it now. The barge

and Red Hook, we've struggled to-
gether.”

Many say the museum’s latest
struggle comes at the worst possible
time. “It’s been much harder than it
would have before Sept. 11 to get
people to look af this project,” sald
Marilyn Gelber, executive director
the Independence Community Foun-
dation; a Red. Hpok group that ex-
pects to give the fuseurn a $10,000
grant later this month, The founda-
tion -had’ scheduled a fund-raising
heneftt on behalf of the -dry-dock
campaign, but canceled it; fearing a
low turnout. “People just aren’t
ready to switch gears and think
abput & small prolect like this which
happens to have an urgent-need.”

Yet Mr. Sharps remains confident.
“It took me two years to pump out
the mud, and pegple said that could-
't be done " he said. ““They said I'd
never get her to float again, and it
did. This is m¥ kife’s work, Ofie' way
or another, I'll see that'this old lady

‘continues t¢ survive.”




