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M.Z.: Today is September 28, 2011.  This is Michelle Zacks for the Chesapeake Bay Maritime 

Museum.  I am in Higgins House, and I'm talking to Josh Roark.  You're Joshua, huh? 

 

J.R.: Either way. 

 

M.Z.: Just to make sure that we have your last name correct, it's R-O-A-R-K? 

 

J.R.: Yep. 

 

M.Z.: I'm just going to ask you a couple of just basic questions, just to get the ball rolling, and 

to make sure we have just some of the basic information about you.  What's your date of 

birth? 

 

J.R.: April 3rd, 1985. 

 

M.Z.: 1985, okay.  You are working on a tug now, is that right? 

 

J.R.: Yes. 

 

M.Z.: What's the name of the tug? 

 

J.R.: Currently I'm on the El Paso. 

 

M.Z.: El Paso.  What is your actual job title? 

 

J.R.: Currently I'm a steersman, so basically I'm training in the wheelhouse.  Pretty much right 

now, I'm running the boat with the captain over my shoulder, pointing stuff out to me, 

like, “Hey, it's shallow over there, don't go there,” that type of thing.  I'm learning the 

new waters and stuff like that. 

 

M.Z.: That must be great experience. 

 

J.R.: Yeah, it's nice.  If you just got there and out by yourself, you'd end up running aground, 

so – 

 

M.Z.: It's good to have kind of an apprenticeship. 

 

J.R.: I mean, you have the charts and all that also, but where I run, inland a lot, it's real 

shallow.  After storms, it shoals up and so there's a lot of – you know, it's only knowledge 

that you have from doing it.  The charts don't really show a lot of the stuff you need, so 

I'm kind of learning all that right now, as a steersman. 

 

M.Z.: It's steersman?  Did I get that right? 
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J.R.: Uh-huh. 

 

M.Z.: How long will you do that before you're eligible?  I mean, you're working towards being 

a captain? 

 

J.R.: Well, right now I'm actually eligible right now, technically.  My last job I worked on 

allshore towboats, and I was a mate on there.  The captain does six hours on, and you do 

six hours on.  When the captain's asleep, I run the boat, type thing.  But because now I'm 

working down in Texas, they have kind of a different setup, where even though my 

license applies, the inland waters is completely different, and there's just so much stuff.  

It's not the open water in the ocean.  You know, it's narrow.   

 

 So you've got to learn a lot of stuff about, you know, “Don't come around that bend too 

fast, because you'll slide into the bank, and smash somebody's dock.”  So it's a little 

different there.  They actually call – there, you'll actually be a pilot first.  I guess allshore 

tugs, they'll call it a mate.  But in the inland waterways, they'll call the pilot the mate.  

You'll have a captain and a pilot.  That's the same thing as the captain and mate offshore, 

but the captain does six hours on, six off, and the pilot does six on, six off. 

 

 

M.Z.: I'm a little confused about that term pilot.  I've heard a lot about harbor pilots that help 

kind of guide boats in through the shallow waters.  This is different? 

 

J.R.: Yeah, it's just the boats that run on the Mississippi River and the inland waters around the 

Gulf.  I guess the inland tugboats and towboats; they call the mate the pilot.  There's a 

couple differences between offshore and inshore.  The inshore tugboats, or towboats, you 

know, the Mississippi River and all that, they go by statute miles, whereas offshore you're 

nautical miles.  So, there's just some stuff that it's the same thing, they just have different 

names for it, from inshore to offshore.  And the inshore, they just call it a pilot.  You're 

the mate.  It's the same thing.  It's not the pilot like that brings the ship in or anything like 

that.  The name just happens to be a little misleading. 

 

M.Z.: How long total have you been working on tugs, then? 

 

J.R.: Three years I've been working on tugs. 

 

M.Z.: So first you were offshore and you were a mate? 

 

J.R.: I was a tankerman for two years.  Then by the time I got my certificates and all, I was 

about eight or nine months I was working as a mate on the boat. 

 

M.Z.: How long have you been on the El Paso? 

 

J.R.: I just started on there, maybe fifteen days, twenty days.  Because I'm training, I was on 

another boat for six months and then it got to the point, from Houston to Corpus Christi 

I've done it a whole bunch of times.  A spot came open on this boat, and it's more like 
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Houston to Pascagoula, Mississippi.  I switched boats so I could learn a different area.  

I've only been on there twenty days, but I've been working down there for six or seven 

months now. 

 

M.Z.: In the Gulf? 

 

J.R.: Not in the Gulf, inland.  So, you know, ICW, the Houston Ship Channel, all that kind of 

stuff. 

 

M.Z.: Intercoastal Waterway, ICW, okay, and Houston Ship Channel.  This is all new to me, so 

you'll have to excuse my ignorance. 

 

J.R.: A lot of people don't realize that you see ships and big barges offshore, but in the Gulf 

Coast there's a lot of really narrow waterways that the towboats are running through with 

barges and a lot of commercial traffic, really.  A lot of people don't realize that, because 

it's inland, but there's still a lot of stuff being moved around. 

 

M.Z.: You must get into some conflict, I imagine, there must be interference from recreational 

vessels and whatnot. 

 

J.R.: Yeah.  I think the worst part, you know, you get the weekend warriors that are out 

drinking and fishing.  They decide they want to scare their buddies and run right across 

your bow.  You know, because you can't stop.  So if they run out of gas or their engine 

breaks down in front of you, they're done.  So I mean, that doesn't happen very often, but 

still, I hate having somebody run right in front of me like that, you know? 

 

M.Z.: Does that happen a lot? 

 

J.R.: Oh, yeah, yeah.  You know, I guess people just don't think or don't, I don't know, but 

that's a lot of weight moving.  You can't really, you can't just stop, you know?  I've seen 

in the Houston Ship Channel ships doing fifteen, sixteen.  Little boats, I mean, run right 

across their bows, speedboats and stuff.  I don't know if they're trying to show off for 

their friends or what, but I think they're idiots. 

 

M.Z.: Yeah, that sounds crazy.  People just don't realize, I guess, what they're getting 

themselves into, or potentially getting themselves into. 

 

J.R.: No, I think also, with the ships coming through the ship channel, it's so big, you don't 

realize how fast it's going, I think is part of it.  Then they get close and they're like, “Uh-

oh,” you know?  Because it's not rocking around on the waves, they might be going 

fifteen, twenty miles an hour.  That's a lot moving that fast.  So maybe just, I don't know.  

I don't know what they're thinking. 

 

M.Z.: Well, it sounds like you're getting a range of experience in different kind of conditions. 
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J.R.: Oh, yeah, and that's part of being a steersman right now.  That's part of that too is you see 

a lot of stuff that's just random situations.  Hey, what are you going to do right now, 

because this isn't written in the book type thing?  The steersman on an allshore towboat 

or a tugboat, they call them, usually they call them a mate trainee.  So steersman and 

mate trainee are kind of the same, you know, the same for the two. 

 

M.Z.: How long is the vessel that you're on now, the El Paso? 

 

J.R.: It's seventy-six long. 

 

M.Z.: What's the horsepower? 

 

J.R.: It's 2,000.  It's pretty powerful. 

 

M.Z.: I've been hearing about some of these really big, new tugs and – 

 

J.R.: The last one I worked on was 6,000 and I mean, it would get it.   

 

M.Z.: That was one of these offshore ones? 

 

J.R.: Uh-huh. 

 

M.Z.: Wow, that's huge, isn't it? 

 

J.R.: Uh-huh.  It kind of was when they started building these new, integrated offshore units.  

But since then, it's probably five, six years old and there's other ones out now that are like 

12,000.  I mean, there are some monsters that they're making now.  A big part of it is that 

if you're on a ship, licensing, it's documented differently.  So if you have a ship, you're 

required to have so many wheelmen, so many engineers, and all this kind of stuff.  

Whereas if you're a tugboat, you don't have to have as much, it's regulated differently.   

 

 They're making tugboats that have 400,000 barrel barges, which is a ship.  But because 

the tugboat can connect to it, and disconnect, and drive around, it's still a tugboat.  But 

they get away, it's less crew.  I guess that's better for money, or somebody's saving 

money.  That must be why they're doing it. 

 

M.Z.: Right, so how do you describe your ship?  What kind of a tugboat is it?  I've been reading 

some about these – 

 

J.R.: What I'm on is more technically a towboat.  You think a tugboat.  You think the ones that 

have the big rounded bows, you know?  The inland ones actually have the bows square 

and you push, you always push.  You never pull.  It has these big push knees, these big 

steel knees in the front with pads on them that you come to the back of the barge, and 

then you tie up to the back of it.  You're always pushing.  Whereas offshore, you have 

that more traditional rounded style boat that people are used to seeing. 
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 You ever seen in a movie, in New Orleans you see the towboats going by that are square 

and they have like thirty barges tied together?  It's like that.  That's the inland boats.  I 

don't know if you can think of it right now. 

 

M.Z.: Yeah, I think I've seen stuff like that.  So how many barges do you usually push? 

 

J.R.: We push two.  That's another big difference with the inland.  The last company I worked 

with at Vane Brothers, they had 30,000 barrel barges.  But they had 3,000 horsepower 

boats pushing them.  That would be one barge.  The boat I'm on now is 2,000 

horsepower, and we have two 30,000 barrel barges that we push.  The last boat I was on 

was 1,500 horsepower.  We had two 30,000 barrel barges that we pushed.  That's partly 

just being inland.  You move a lot more with less horsepower, so it's a little more 

planning and agility needed when you're making turns, and trying to dock and things like 

that. 

 

M.Z.: So this is petroleum, also, that you're mostly dealing with or – 

 

J.R.: Yeah, it's mostly all liquid cargos.   

 

M.Z.: All fuel of some sort? 

 

J.R.: Chemicals, it could be anything.  We've been on barges that have been full of 

pharmaceutical products.  I don't know what it was, but that's what they told us, you 

know? 

 

M.Z.: That's funny, that you can be on there pushing something around and you don't even 

know exactly what it is.  Is that ever weird to you? 

 

J.R.: Well, you have a HAZMAT sheet, so you know – 

 

M.Z.: Basically. 

 

J.R.: If it's something hazardous and somehow it gets on you – it shouldn't, because it's in a 

tank, but there's HAZMAT sheets that tell you how to rinse it off, or what to do if you're 

exposed to certain things.  The reason why we figured out the pharmaceutical is they had, 

all the tanks and everything had these zip ties locking all the hatch lids down.  We were 

like, “Man, this must be some really nasty stuff, you know?”  I was like, “I don't want 

anything to do with this.”  If they're really tying it down, we're thinking it's some kind of 

crazy poison.   

 

 It turns out it was just worth a whole lot of money.  They didn't want anybody stealing 

any out of there.  Every single opening that went into the tanks had some of this cable zip 

tie-type thing that had a special tool to get it off.  That's how we figured out it was 

pharmaceuticals.  The guy cutting them off when we were getting the discharge was 

telling us, “Yeah, they just do this for security.”  (Laughter.) 
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M.Z.: That's funny.  I know from what I've been reading and talking to people, a lot of times 

you guys are involved with the loading or unloading of the stuff.  I guess in that kind of 

condition, you don't – 

 

J.R.: Yeah, yeah, we do it. 

 

M.Z.: Oh, you do? 

 

J.R.: As a tankerman, that's what I was doing as a tankerman, just pumping the barge off and 

stuff like that. 

 

M.Z.: But under supervision, I guess, if it's that valuable. 

 

J.R.: Oh, with that?  No.  I mean, I don't know why it was locked.  That was just once.  I've 

never seen it again.  I think it was just a one-time thing. 

 

M.Z.: What's the company you're working for now?  You used to work for Vane Brothers, 

right? 

 

J.R.: I'm working for Kirby Inland Marine. 

 

M.Z.: Is that Kirby with a K? 

 

J.R.: Yeah, like the vacuums. 

 

M.Z.: Where are they based? 

 

J.R.: Houston.  It's a really big company.  They've got boats the whole Gulf Coast, Intercoastal 

Waterway, all the way up from Mississippi up to Chicago, Ohio River, any inland 

waterway that pretty much branches off of the Mississippi, and more.  It's just all the 

inland waterways throughout pretty much Central U.S. down to the Gulf. 

 

M.Z.: Did you start out with Vane Brothers, after you were done with the Maritime Academy? 

 

J.R.: Uh-huh.  Vane Brothers was my first. 

 

M.Z.: How long did you work for them?  That's who you were a tankerman for? 

 

J.R.: Uh-huh, yeah.  I was a tankerman with them.  It was about two-and-a-half years, roughly. 

 

M.Z.: Where were you when you were working with them?  Where was your field of 

operations? 

 

J.R.: We were based out of Philly.  That's where the company's based.  Their main dock's in 

Philly, but they have a dock in Baltimore also.  We'd be anywhere from Philadelphia and 

New York.  I've been to Puerto Rico, the Bahamas, Houston.  I've been to Florida.  Pretty 



CBMM: Culture of Tugs  Roark Interview 

 

PearlTranscripts.com  10 
 

much that boat went anywhere between Houston and New York and the Caribbean.  The 

vast majority of the time, we were in Philly and New York and we'd go down to Piney 

Point a lot, the Bay.  We'd go through the C&D Canal from Philly and we'd go down to 

Piney Point.  Sometimes we'd come into Baltimore Harbor, Norfolk sometimes.  Mostly 

it was kind of Norfolk to New York.  But then every once in a while they'd say, “Hey, 

you know, you've got to take this fuel oil to Puerto Rico.”  We'd have a long trip. 

 

M.Z.: So you grew up right around here, right?  You were born in – 

 

J.R.: I was born in Annapolis, but I guess we moved to Sherwood before I started first grade.  

So I started first grade in Tilghman. 

 

M.Z.: Was your family from Annapolis?  Do you go back?  Your family goes back in that area. 

 

J.R.: Yeah, they're in that general area; not really Annapolis, but you know, that general area. 

 

M.Z.: So the Eastern Shore, when you were growing up around here, were you a typical kid, in 

and around the water all the time?   

 

J.R.: Oh, yeah, definitely. 

 

M.Z.: What kind of stuff, like did you go crabbing a lot? 

 

J.R.: Oh, yeah.  We crabbed all the time. 

 

M.Z.: Sailing? 

 

J.R.: I didn't sail much.  I had a little aluminum boat with an old little beat up motor.  I spent 

most of the time in that.  I even had the little pump that I dropped off the dock so I could 

shed crabs and get soft crabs and all that, you know. 

 

M.Z.: Did you ever consider that as a – I don't want to say career, but as your occupation? 

 

J.R.: I kind of thought about it, but it's tough.  All my friends, maybe not all of them, but the 

majority of my friends that did that coming out of high school, just about all of them have 

come to a land job now.  It's hard to make a living, you know?  It's kind of dying.  I think 

that's happening everywhere, but who knows?   

 

M.Z.: How did you come around to the idea of the Marine Academy, then?  Was it pretty much 

right out of high school? 

 

J.R.: No, no.  It took me a while.  Actually, I went to school.  I went to Auburn University, in 

Alabama, for a year and a half.   

 

M.Z.: How did you pick Auburn? 
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J.R.: Originally I was doing industrial design.  Where I wanted to go with that is I wanted to 

design, my idea was to learn how to design boats.  I wanted to work for somebody like 

Boston Whaler, work for a boat company, and design fishing boats, and stuff like that. 

 

M.Z.: That sounds pretty interesting. 

 

J.R.: But after a year and a half I was like, “Man, I'm sitting in here inside in this – kind of 

setting myself up for a cubicle.  I'd rather be on the boat.  I can draw it as a hobby, in my 

spare time.”  Then I started looking around.  I didn't know maritime colleges existed.  I 

guess my mom had told Jack Austin that I was going around applying to people in shrimp 

boats, just looking for random stuff.  He had told them, he's already got a year and a half 

of school.  He ought to finish up, and go to one of these academies.  You leave the 

academy, and you have all your licenses, and a bachelor's degree.  So them and who else 

did she talk to?  I think it was probably Ned McCall (ph).  He's a ship pilot on the 

Chesapeake Bay.  Him and – 

 

M.Z.: Does he live around here? 

 

J.R.: I think he's Bozman. 

 

M.Z.: Ned, what was the last name? 

 

J.R.: McCall.  He brings the ships in.  He's a pilot, like we were talking about before.  They 

kind of said the Coast Guard's getting stronger.  They're getting, regulation-wise, and 

what they want and expect of the managers, their expectations are just going up and up 

and up and up.  Going to the school, you come out with it, you have all the requirements.  

It's a lot of money and a lot of time, if you take the classes on your own.  It's a lot of 

money and time to go to college, and do it, too, but you're knocking it out.  You're not 

working for three weeks, and then spending two or three weeks in the classroom.  There's 

different ways to do it.  But from what I've seen now, for the new generation of 

towboaters or tugboaters, the schools are the way to go. 

 

M.Z.: That's really interesting.  I haven't done too many interviews yet.  I've done a little bit of 

reading, as much stuff as I can get my hands on about kind of the history of tugs in this 

area, and people's personal involvement with that.  I get a sense that for some of the old-

timers, they see somebody like you, a young man going to one of these academies, and 

then you're on a tug.  They're maybe a little skeptical of, “You can't learn this stuff from a 

book,” that kind of thing. 

 

J.R.: Definitely, definitely.   

 

M.Z.: Do you encounter that a lot? 

 

J.R.: Some.  I think whenever you've got a new person on the boat, whether they're from a 

school or not, everybody's kind of watching them.  You can be from a school or you can 

be from anywhere, and you can be really good, or you can be really bad.  I think they 
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kind of wait and look.  There is some guys that are a little frustrated with it, because 

they're like, “Oh, you just went to school.  I worked on the deck for ten years.”  Some 

companies will hire guys right out, and put them in a steersman program, like I am now.  

Vane Brothers doesn't do that.  That's where I kind of worked my way up.  You still kind 

of are on the fast track, but it's slowly changing, though.   

 

 On a ship, you come out with your ship license and you get right on there.  You're an 

officer.  There's no working through the deck or anything.  You come out of school, 

you're an officer.  The towboat, tugboat industry is a little bit different.  It's a little, like 

you were saying, more old school.  You come out of school, they're still going to expect 

you to go down, clean the galley up.  If the toilets are dirty, you're still going to have to 

scrub the toilet.  You're not an officer on a ship right away.  You've still got to kind of 

pay your dues, I guess, so to speak. 

 

M.Z.: How do you feel about that?  Do you think that's a good thing, bad thing? 

 

J.R.: It's good.  The company I'm working for now, for a while was really short-handed.  They 

were taking people, and rushing them through, not really having much deck experience.  

They were just, “Hey, you've got a license.  Learn this.  Okay, you can run the boat.  

You're good.”  They didn't do too much experience with working on the barge, throwing 

lines, tying the barges off and stuff.   

 

 They could do it, but what I've found is the two years I spent as a tankman and all that, I 

learned a lot of stuff.  You know, just like when you're – we have a wheelman that you're 

coming to a dock and you would say, “Hey, we're going to the dock.  Go out and get the 

lines ready.”  You'd think you were close, and you'd go out, and you were an hour from 

the dock.  It's raining and you're soaking wet for an hour.  So you learn a lot of little stuff, 

like hey, I'm not going to call these guys until I need them, where some guys don't even 

think about that because they never had to do it.   

 

 I guess it's good that the people that you're leading – basically, if you're a wheelman, 

you're telling your guys what to do on deck.  It's hard to tell somebody what to do if you 

haven't done it.  Even if you've done it once, it's not that much, you know?  I think it's 

good, that progression. 

 

M.Z.: Sounds like you have to have hands-on, practical experience.  And like you were saying 

in the beginning, when we started to talk about just all the unexpected stuff that comes 

up, that there's no way you can really learn in a book. 

 

J.R.: Yeah, and with the tugboats and all, more so than the ships because on a tugboat there's a 

lot more.  You know, you're coming to a dock and you're docking.  You know, you don't 

have a pilot a lot of times.  You don't have an assist tug helping, pushing you to the dock.  

There's a lot of stuff there that your guy, the guy that's working on the deck, he might 

have to throw a big, heavy line ten feet, and catch a piling because it's windy, and you're 

having trouble getting to the dock.  There's a lot of little stuff with the tugboats that it's 

different, more hands-on-type stuff. 
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M.Z.: What was it like after you got out of the academy and you were on your first ship?  I 

guess you were a tankerman first, right?  I don't know.  Did you feel comfortable and 

competent?  Did you feel like you could pretty much handle what was expected of you?  

Or were there embarrassing things, where you'd try to throw that line, and you 

completely missed the piling or, you know, whatever? 

 

J.R.: Oh, yeah, I mean, there's a learning curve, for sure, every once in a while, even now, 

every once in a while, you'll still miss or something.  Everybody gets a good laugh out of 

it.  (Laughter.)  But, you know, it happens. 

 

M.Z.: And it happens to everybody?  So the laughter goes around, right? 

 

J.R.: Yeah, there's sometimes when you really need to get it on the first try, and that's when 

nobody's laughing if you miss it.  But the tugboats in general, I guess I'm kind of going 

on what the difference from a ship is.  The majority of the academy people go towards 

ships.  But the shipping industry has been slowing down for U.S. mariners.  So I think a 

lot more are going towing, to the tugboat industry, which is growing, from what I can see, 

anyway. 

 

 I like it because there's a smaller crew.  It's usually the same group of guys.  After you 

work on a boat for six months with the same group of guys, you become friends.  You're 

all working together.  Even the captain might come down in the engine room and be 

changing oil filters.  The tugboats' a smaller crew and everybody has to work together to 

make it work.  It's not like, “That's your job,” or, “That's my job.”  Even now, I'll go 

down, I'm not required to, but I'll go down and cook dinner some nights for everybody, 

because they might all be working on the barge.  Then when I'm running the boat, one of 

them will cook dinner.   

 

 So you're all living together more, whereas on a ship you've got a cook and all this kind 

of stuff.  On the tugboats, it's more family-oriented, where everybody's got to work 

together, and if they don't, then it makes for a really rough couple weeks on the boat.  

(Laughter.) 

 

M.Z.: Have you had that kind of situation yet?  I mean, I know you haven't been doing this that 

long. 

 

J.R.: Yeah, I worked under one captain.  The crew was good, but the captain, not always.  He 

could at times create a bunch of crap and then everybody would be stressed out and 

pissed off.  It's like dominoes.  As soon as one person gets in a bad mood, then it kind of 

gets – the morale kind of goes with each other.   

 

M.Z.: What would you say, in your experience so far, what makes for a really good captain?  

What are the qualities that you think, “Yeah, I really want to work for this guy,” or what 

do you aspire for, if you want to be a captain yourself?  What kind of a captain do you 

want to be?  You know what I mean? 
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J.R.: I'm not a big fan of the real strict guys.  When I was a tankerman, I had a couple guys 

working for me.  The way I did it is everybody knew their roles, and knew what they 

were supposed to do.  At the start, I made sure that everybody knows what they're 

supposed to do.  Then I let them take care of it.  If they don't take care of it, then there's a 

problem, or you try to get rid of them.   

 

 I'm not a big fan of forcing people, and yelling at them, telling them what to do.  I'd 

rather them do it on their own, you know?  If they need help, they'll ask and stuff like 

that.  I'm not a babysitter.  They know what they need to do.  They shouldn't have to be 

told.  There are some things that come up that, “Hey, could you guys take care of this 

today?” or, “The boat's filthy; we need to wash the boat today,” something like that.  For 

the most part, you shouldn't have to tell everybody step by step.  You're not a babysitter.   

 

M.Z.: I guess part of it is trust, then.  You let people know what's expected of them, and then 

you trust them to be capable of doing it? 

 

J.R.: Exactly.  You're coming to a dock, you're the wheelman, you're up high, looking down.  

You might be thirty feet up in the air and you can see your guys down on the barge.  You 

still have to tell them some things.  “Hey, I want this kind of line first,” maybe because of 

how the current is or something.  For the most part, you're still keeping an eye on them.  

If somebody falls, you want to make sure nobody gets hurt and stuff like that.  You're out 

for their safety at the same time.  I like people that take initiative, and do it on their own.  

You don't always have that, though. 

 

M.Z.: Sometimes you have to be much more hands-on with people? 

 

J.R.: Yeah.  You know, when I was a tankerman, we had five tankermen, and I was the lead 

tankerman.  I ran everything and the other guys, they knew what to do, and they took care 

of it. and it was great.  But I've also worked with guys who won't do anything.  Then you 

have to tell them specifically what to do; I mean, every little thing, like, “Can you change 

the filters on that engine?”  They'd change the oil filter.  Well, it's also time to change the 

other one.  “Okay, now take the old filter, wrap it up so we can dispose of it.  Put the oil 

in the slot.”  You know, there are some guys and that's just – I hate that. 

 

M.Z.: Yeah, that must be irritating. 

 

J.R.: Yeah.  Like I was saying before, I'd rather be able to just let everybody go and do their 

own thing.  You still have to go over some stuff that you want to do, but it's nice to be 

able to say, “Hey, can you service that engine?” and know that everything that needs to 

be done is going to be done.  Yeah, I guess it's hard.  I guess that's the way I'd like it to 

be, I guess.  (Laughter.)  That's not always how it is. 

 

M.Z.: Yeah.  Let me just pause this for a second.  Hey, Kate. 

 

KATE: Hi. 
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M.Z.: I don't think I actually did pause it.  Oh, it's yelling at me that the battery is low.  Maybe I 

should go ahead and change that.  Let me go ahead and stop it and then we can continue. 

 

 [End of Part 1.  Begin Part 2:] 

 

J.R.: Are you familiar with Piney Point? 

 

M.Z.: I've been hearing that a lot, Piney Point.  This is round two of the interview with Josh 

Roark on September 28th, 2011.  Yeah, so you think Piney Point? 

 

J.R.: Well, Piney Point's, there's a school there.  It's not an academy like I'd gone to.  It's more 

just school for boats.  You know, there's no English class or anything.  There's quite a 

few people there who have gone to that school.  You can get your licenses and all that 

kind of stuff through there.  I want to say they might have something to do with one of 

the big unions, maybe AMO or somebody.  I'm not real sure about that.  It's a school you 

could go, and you could get started out there.  But that area, Piney Point, that area is kind 

of similar to here.  I've worked with guys who, you know, were watermen around that 

area, and now are on the tugboats and stuff like that. 

 

M.Z.: Well, thanks.  That's a good tip.  I'll start looking into that, and see if I can dig up some 

people there.  Maybe even the school could recommend somebody, you know? 

 

J.R.: Yeah, I know a guy, I don't know if I've still got his number.  He's a character.  I don't 

know if I might be able to get a hold of him or not. 

 

M.Z.: Yeah, if you can I'd appreciate it, if you don't mind.  I don't want to put you out, but that'd 

be great because I just want to spread out a little bit more, and not just focus on this area. 

 

J.R.: Yeah, I think he's a born and raised Piney Point guy.  He was a crabber for a long time, 

and all that kind of stuff. 

 

M.Z.: Oh, that would be excellent.  I'd appreciate it, if you can come across him.  I don't know.  

Do you remember his name? 

 

J.R.: Yeah, well, I don't know his real name, but Jimmy Crab is – (laughter) – 

 

M.Z.: Jimmy Crab? 

 

J.R.: I guess his name's Jim.  I've never heard anybody call him anything but that. 

 

M.Z.: Okay.  I'll do what I can to ask around for Jimmy Crab. 

 

J.R.: Yeah, he's a character.   
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M.Z.: Well, I was wondering, you know, when you started out with Vane Brothers, and you 

were mostly up sort of in the Chesapeake Bay area, and kind of Mid-Atlantic area, Philly 

and New York and whatnot, what was that like for you to experience the Bay in that kind 

of way, on the tug and with these big barges, as opposed to your little aluminum skip and 

crabbing?  Do you know what I mean?  Was it a whole different way of seeing or 

experiencing that environment? 

 

J.R.: Oh, yeah, because the boat I was working on at the time, the wheelhouse was real high 

up.  I don't know, I can't remember now.  Maybe it was fifty, sixty feet was the height of 

eye.  It was a big boat, you know?  I grew up in Sherwood, right inside of Poplar Island, 

right by Lowes Wharf (ph).  When you're coming down the bay, and you're fifty, sixty 

feet in the air, you're actually looking down on Poplar Island, as opposed to just seeing 

the trees on the side.  It's definitely a different view to see from.  It's amazing how much 

just being a little higher changes the perspective on things.  It's pretty neat.   

 

 Of course, then the whole time I'm sitting there, and if it's a nice – there's been nights 

where I've seen friends out fishing.  I've been coming down the bay, and I'm looking out 

binoculars, and I'm like, “Oh, that's so-and-so's boat.”  I'll give them a call.  (Laughter.)  

They're out fishing and having a good time.  I guess I'm still having a good time on a nice 

night, just cruising down the Bay.  Sometimes you're like, “Man, it's time to go home 

now, you know?”  (Laughter.) 

 

M.Z.: That's funny.  That's interesting.  So what made you decide to go down to the Gulf, or to 

the inland stuff that you're doing now, down around Texas and whatnot? 

 

J.R.: I've been trying to get into a steersman program for a while, and it just wasn't happening.  

They had enough people.  They weren't really taking people into any training programs.  I 

was in a situation where I kind of hit a wall.  I was starting to realize that it was going to 

be a while before I could get a – I was running the boat as a mate, but I was still running 

the barge, too.  I wanted to take the full step, you know?   

 

 My roommate from college works for Kirby.  There was a hiring freeze for a while, 

because of how the economy kind of crashed before.  It had just opened and I called him 

and said, “Hey, I'm done here.  I can't really – you know, I'm stuck.”  He said, “Well, 

they're hiring people right now as steersmen.”  It just happened he called the office and 

talked to the guy who he knew there and said, “My buddy's calling you.”  I called him, 

and a couple weeks later I was down there, getting my physical and all that kind of stuff. 

 

M.Z.: Well, that's cool. 

 

J.R.: Yeah, it worked out well. 

 

M.Z.: That must be one advantage of going through the academy, is you have those kind of 

connections. 

 

J.R.: Yeah, definitely. 
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M.Z.: Your name gets around. 

 

J.R.: Definitely, and I could still go back to a ship if I wanted to.  You know, I've got friends I 

keep in touch with that work on various types of ships and stuff like that.  So if I wanted 

to, I could go back.  It's the same thing, all those guys; most of them got their jobs that 

way.  One of my buddies is like, “Man, this job's great.  It's not the best pay, but the 

boat's great.  The company treats you well.”  He's like, “Hey, there's an opening.”  He'll 

call ten friends, and one of them might end up getting there.   

 

 With the school, you do kind of have that network of people in the same situation as you, 

whereas, if you're just starting out, and you just step on a boat, you don't know anybody.  

It's kind of hard, you don't know about other companies, and what's going on, and stuff 

like that. 

 

M.Z.: So it sounds like you're pretty satisfied with having chosen this path. 

 

J.R.: Oh, yeah, it's great.  Right now the company I work for, the majority of the boats work 

twenty days on and ten off, which is kind of pushing it.  With Vane Brothers, I was 

working two weeks on and two weeks off, which was great.  Who gets two weeks off 

every month?  I mean, you're gone for two weeks, which has its downs.  You miss 

friends' weddings.  Sometimes you can get off for them.  You miss holidays, and you're 

going to miss things here and there.  Then again, you've got two full weeks to make up 

for it.  Those two weeks, you don't have anything to do, except for whatever you want.  I 

like it. 

 

M.Z.: But this schedule now, with only ten days off, that's a little harder. 

 

J.R.: Yeah, it's pushing it. 

 

M.Z.: How long will you do that for?  Or that's just how they do it, period? 

 

J.R.: That's just how they do it.  They do have some boats that work two weeks on and two 

weeks off.  When I get done with my training, I'm going to try to get on one of them.  

You know, plus because it's out of Houston, so a direct flight's three, three-and-a-half 

hours.   

 

M.Z.: Do they pay for transportation or that just comes out of your pocket? 

 

J.R.: They reimburse.  I think they give you so much per mile.  Usually it covers it.  But this 

last time, I flew home on a Sunday, so the tickets are always more on Sunday.  But still, I 

may have lost ten bucks on the whole deal.  It's not a big deal. 

  

 [End of interview.] 


