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                Barge Captain David Sharps

“Circus Sundays” exhibit at the Community Gallery 

As seen in “Brooklyn Skyline,” 7/23/02

By RICK PALLEY

David Sharps, president and founder of the Waterfront Museum and Showboat Barge in Red Hook, has been a clown and a juggler for many years. Recently, he decided to add magic to his act.

His first trick was to make the 160-ton former railway barge disappear.

Not exactly the kind of object you can hide up your sleeves, granted, but Sharps is a determined kind of a guy, and, sure enough, on May 25, the barge vanished from its usual berth at the Conover Street pier.

Magic? Yes, but not kind you might think.

There was no hocus-pocus in getting the barge to disappear; it was simply hooked to a tug and towed up the Hudson to a waiting dry dock.

The sorcery involved Sharps managing to patch together a group of donors – no easy task in these tight times – to pledge much of the $260,000 needed to restore the barge, whose wood below the waterline had been turned into Swiss cheese by shipworms (For the record, the project is still short some $45-50,000).

As it turned out the visit to the dry dock came not a moment too soon. Not only was the wood riddled with wormholes, but also the fasteners holding the 80-something year-old barge together were rotted; one night after it was taken out of the water, the barge spontaneously dropped three large wooden planks. 

“The pressure of the water was holding everything together,” Sharps said.

Fortunately, with a crew of nearly ten working on it, the damaged timber is being replaced, and the restoration should be completed in time for the barge to be in the “Tugboat Roundup,” which runs from September 6-8 in Waterford, about ten miles north of Albany, before being towed back to its home in Red Hook.

In the mean time, those who miss the annual summer-long Circus Sundays program on the barge should head for the Community Gallery in the Independence Community Bank’s Red Hook branch, where the exhibit of William King’s photographs of series past brings back the magic, at least through September 2.

The exhibit captures something of the feel of the performances, no small task considering that, as still pictures, they freeze the most important part of a circus act: the movement.

King uses different techniques to get around this problem. 

In the case of juggler Will Shaw, King employs digital technology, specifically the Adobe Photoshop program, placing two separate images of Shaw side-by-side on what appears to be the same background (but is actually a composite).

“As a photographer I couldn’t just ‘see’ him in one photograph. What I decided to do was have him play off himself,” King said.

The result captures the Shaw’s antic demeanor and body English as, in fedora and red suspenders, he talks to the audience while juggling different-sized balls and performing a rope trick.

With award-winning magician Torkova, one image, snapped at exactly the right moment, was more than enough to impart the essence of his act. A master of sleight-of-hand, Torkova conjures objects out of thin air; in King’s photo, he has just produced eight lit candles from nowhere. The smile on his face looks like he’s enjoying the illusion as much as the audience.

“I couldn’t catch where they were coming from. He really got to me,” said King, who sits close enough to the stage when taking pictures to get a good look at what’s going on.

The intimacy of the venue is only part of what makes events on the barge so much fun. There’s also the fun of actually being on the water, with a passing ship’s wake rocking the boat ever so slightly, a salt-scented breeze cooling you down, and the great view of the Statue of Liberty and the harbor welcoming you just outside the barge doors.

“All your troubles just go away,” King said.

For those immune to such earthly pleasures, the Circus Sundays performers, many of them, like Sharps, both veterans of the Big Apple Circus and NY City residents, rarely disappoint the audience.

Kings photos of the series, taken between 1999-2001, record much of the spectacle: Carlo Pelligrini seemingly turning Dikki Ellis’s head in a 360-degree circle; Irina Hamedulin, a contortionist, posing in dramatic and impossible positions; and barge Captain Sharps juggling Chinese vases, a trick he picked up during the year he spent in China studying with a magic troupe.

From the bizarre to the funny, King’s artful portraits of Circus Sunday acts are more than worth the long subway-to-bus trip to Red Hook. 

William King’s “Circus Sundays” will be at the Community Gallery, in the Red Hook branch of the Independence Community Bank, through September 2. The bank is located in the shopping center at the intersection of Columbia and Lorraine Streets. For info call (718) 797-0323. For info about the Waterfront Museum and Showboat Barge, call (718) 624-4719, or visit www.waterfrontmuseum.org.

