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Hudson 
River 

Pilots

by  John H.Vargo, Publ isher

HOW TO HANDLE 
BILLIONS OF DOLLARS 

OF COMMERCIAL CARGO 
ANNUALLY, QUIETLY AND 

PROFESSIONALLY
The quiet ,  professional  mari t ime union 

known as the Hudson River Pi lots Associat ion 
is arguably the most professional  group of 
men and women on the Hudson River!

24 hours a day, seven days a week, 365 days 
a year the pi lots greet every foreign ship that 
enters the Hudson River. 

As important to the success of  the pi lots 
doing their  job on board the foreign f lag 
vessels as the pi lots themselves are the two 
pi lot  boats that  br ing the pi lots out to the 
ships that  are enter ing the Hudson River. 

The Trenton  that  is  berthed in Yonkers,  NY, 
handled by  Captain Edwin Zabonik and the 
al ternate Captain Joe Potaovich and the 
Sen. John E. Flynn  which is based at  Norr ie 
Point ,  NY hal f  way up the Hudson River and 
handled by Captain Joe Thomas.  There is 
a t remendous amount of  dedicat ion on the 
part  of  those that operate the pi lot  boats and 
those that keep them operat ing.  They work 
enthusiast ical ly and of ten they work in less 
than ideal  condi t ions.  There is considerable 
expense, maintenance and shipyard t ime 
involved in keeping these old boats in 
operat ional  condi t ion.   the Trenton was bui l t 

in 1983 and the Flynn in 1971. The launch operators 
and maintenance personnel  t reat  take good care of 
the boats. 

The pi lot  boats change out the captains as they 
t ravel  up r iver at  these two key locat ions.

Captain Thomas works c losely wi th the Hudson 
River Pi lots ’ Associat ion as operator of  the pi lot  boat 
located at  Norr ie State Park.  This pi lot  launch, the 
Sen. John E. Flynn, is responsible for  changing out 
ship pi lots coming upr iver f rom Yonkers or down r iver 
f rom one of  the marine terminals.

This pi lot  change is done as a safety precaut ion 
to ensure that a wel l  rested pi lot  is  in charge of  the 
navigat ion of  the vessel .  The Norr ie Point  p i lot  boat 
also serves Hyde Park Anchorage, where ocean-
going vessels regular ly anchor await ing favorable 
condi t ions and dock avai labi l i ty  upr iver.  Hyde Park Pilot boat Trenton  passing Yonkers.

Steadying ladder whi le 
Hudson River Pi lot  c l imbs 
rope ladder whi le ship 
is st i l l  underway.
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is  the only Federal  anchorage in the 109 naut ical  mi le 
voyage between Yonkers and the Port  of  Albany.

The Hudson River Pi lots ’ Associat ion is a smal l 
group of  mariners responsible for  safe passage of  a l l 
commercial  ships t ransi t ing the Hudson River.  They 
board northbound vessels at  the Yonkers pi lot  stat ion v ia 
the Yonkers pi lot  boat,  Trenton. The Hudson River pi lot 
c l imbs up the side of  the ship whi le i t  is  underway, walks 
up to the br idge of  the ship and rel ieves the Sandy 
Hook Pi lot  that  boarded at  Ambrose pi lot  stat ion pr ior  to 
enter ing New York Harbor.

Ships come up the r iver at  a l l  hours,  day and night, 
a l l  throughout the year.  These vessels t ravel  to the 
Hudson River f rom ports around the wor ld.  They come 
to the ports along the r iver to load and discharge al l 
sorts of  cargoes. Grain,  road sal t ,  scrap i ron,  cement, 
wood pulp,  asphal t ,  generators and steam turbines are 
some of the more common cargoes carr ied by these 
ocean-going ships.

Each of  these ships has a fu l l  crew and a captain,  the 
vast major i ty of  these crews are foreign and the vast 
major i ty of  them have never been to the Hudson River.  In 
New York State,  p i lotage is required, the ship’s captain 
must give fu l l  navigat ional  control  of  h is vessel  to the 

A si tuat ion l ike th is requires special  ship-handl ing 
ski l ls  that  Hudson River pi lots must master pr ior  to 
becoming l icensed pi lots.

Before boarding the ship the pi lot  reviews the t ide 
and current predict ions because much of  the work is 
t ide dependent.  The pi lot  wi l l  a lso check the weather 
predict ions and the Local  Not ice to Mariners in order 
to be prepared for the t ransi t .  There are any number 
of  p i t fa l ls  that  could potent ia l ly  compl icate the 
t ransi t .  Fog is especial ly dangerous on the Hudson 
River.  I f  the v is ib i l i ty  is  lost  due to fog or bl inding 
snow the pi lots anchor once they can get the vessel 
to a sui table area. I f  the port ion of  the r iver they 
happen to be in is too narrow to anchor or contains 
bur ied cables or pipel ines they must cont inue on 
unt i l  they reach a safe anchor ing locat ion.  The radar 
is qui te important in th is s i tuat ion.  Once condi t ions 
improve the heave anchor and cont inue.

In di fferent areas of  the r iver the currents have 
di fferent effects on vessels.  When the currents are 
strong such as dur ing the spr ing run-off  and dur ing the 
fu l l  or  new moon the forces on the vessel  are great ly 
magnif ied.  This is fur ther compl icated by the fact  that 
each ship has i t ’s  own “personal i ty”  and each ship acts 
di fferent ly in the way i t  handles.  The conf igurat ion 
of  the propel ler  and rudder,  the hul l  form, draf t  and 
several  other factors contr ibute to how a ship handles. 
Some ships are better maintained than others but 
regardless the Hudson River Pi lot  must be “on his toes” 
at  a l l  t imes. Turning a large ship around at  the port  of 
Albany in spr ing f reshet condi t ions when the snow melt 
and spr ing rains f rom the ent i re northern Hudson River 
watershed are f lowing through the narrow reaches of 
the Hudson River at  Albany highl ight  the ship-handl ing 
abi l i ty  of  the pi lots.

A signi f icant comment that  Captain Joe Thomas made 
the to me dur ing th is interview was the fact  that  the 
Coast Guard removes the regular navigat ion buoys 
from the shipping channel  in autumn and replaces them 
with “ ice buoys.”  The ice buoys are used because they 
are designed to survive the t remendous pressure and 
pounding that the Hudson River ice has on them. They 
are shaped in such a manner f rom years of  Coast Guard 
exper ience to survive al l  winter.  The ice buoys do not 
al l  have navigat ion l ights on them, nor do they have a 
good return on the ship’s radar.  In heavy ice they may be 
trapped beneath the ice or dragged off  stat ion.

Because of  the ice,  navigat ion on the Hudson River 
changes dramat ical ly.  For instance, shipping north of 
Kingston at  n ight is general ly not done dur ing the winter 
months.  The colder i t  gets,  the more ice forms, yet  the 
demand for heat ing oi l  increases exponent ia l ly.  When 
the r iver is covered in ice i t  is  common for vessels to get 
stuck in the ice.

The dai ly U.S. Coast Guard ice report  and close 
communicat ion wi th the dedicated crews of  the Coast Cargo hold ful l  of Chilean red rock salt .

Hudson River Pi lot ,  an indiv idual  that  he has most 
l ikely never met.  This pi lot  wi l l  take the ship up to Hyde 
Park where the pi lot  wi l l  e i ther be rel ieved by a fe l low 
Hudson River Pi lot  who wi l l  cont inue upr iver to a dock 
or the vessel  wi l l  anchor at  Hyde Park Anchorage to 
await  t ide or berth avai labi l i ty.  The tug & barges we see 
transi t ing the Hudson River are U.S. f lagged and don’ t 
normal ly require a pi lot .

To communicate wi th other t raff ic  and to give posi t ion 
reports the pi lot  uses VHF channel  13. Other pi lots 
and captains on tugboats hear these “secur i ty cal ls” 
and make arrangements for  a safe locat ion to meet or 
overtake. This is important because there are many 
areas throughout the r iver where large vessels avoid 
meet ing.  In the upper end of  the Hudson River,  above 
Kingston, the navigat ion channel  is only 400’ wide. 
Whi le recreat ional  vessels do not need to be within 
the conf ines of  the channel ,  ships and tugboats must 
remain in th is channel  or  they wi l l  go aground. Two 
600’+ long ships that  are each 106’ wide meet ing in the 
400’ channel  create t remendous hydrodynamic forces.

These forces between the two vessels and between 
each vessel  and the sides of  the navigat ion channel 
have an enormous effect  on the handl ing of  the vessels. 

Guard ice breakers are invaluable dur ing the winter 
months.  When the ice is extremely heavy, commercial 
vessels of ten t ravel  in a convoy up from Kingston and 
down from Albany. Normal ly the vessels wi l l  wai t  at 
Kinston unt i l  daybreak to start  up together in the morning. 
Pi lots can be on these vessels for  days at  a t ime dur ing 
the winter.  Many of  the captains and crews of  these 
ships have never seen ice covered waterways and are 
unfami l iar  wi th ice navigat ion and ship-handl ing in ice. 
Meet ing other vessels in heavy ice is a unique ski l l  that 
the Hudson River Pi lots must learn dur ing their  t ra in ing. 
When two vessels are meet ing in the ice,  the weight 
of  the ice surrounding the two vessels pushes them 
together.  The pi lots must careful ly plan this maneuver 
wi th the opposing vessel  s ince t iming and locat ion of  the 
maneuver are key.

The pi lots also stressed that al l  vessels at  anchor 
are manned and that th is is an expensive proposi t ion, 
these vessels have cargo that must be transported to i t ’s 
dest ina- t ion.  Vessels only anchor i f  necessary.

Another point  worth ment ioning is that  vessels need  
anchorages so that they have a place to anchor that  is 
f ree f rom underwater obstruct ions.  An increasing number 
of  r iver crossings by pipel ines and electr ical  l ines are 
at  danger of  being damaged i f  a vessel  drops an anchor 
( that  can weigh over 15,000 lbs) on one. There are more 
cables coming, most notably the Champlain Hudson 
Power Express project .  This cable is unique because 
rather than just  crossing the r iver for  a short  d istance 
plans are for  i t  to run north to south f rom just  below 
Catski l l  to the Har lem River entrance, exi t ing only to 
avoid Haverstraw Bay.

The Hudson River Pi lots Associat ion is dong and 
outstanding job of  moving cargo north and south on the 
Hudson River.   They need the support  of  everyone to 
cont inue to do their  work.

 

Hudson River Pilot almost to the top of rope ladder.


