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Foreword: Words to Live By

Twain Braden

THE BOOK YOU are holding was first published as an emergency measure to save lives. As such, it needed to be short, clearly written, and furnished with only the bare essentials of knowledge and skill that a young sailor would need to stay alive if he found himself in the water or in a liferaft. The original Introduction provides the grim figures of the numbers of ships sunk and lives lost. As for the ships, they were sunk by torpedoes and bombs; but the crew, unless they were killed upon immediate impact, died because of a lack of preparedness. They jumped into the sea when their ships were still buoyant or into a flaming oil patch in blind panic when they should have mustered patiently at the lifeboats. The book was not written for the ship’s officer but for the hundreds of thousands ordinary merchant seamen and enlisted Navy personnel who knew little of the sea and ships.

I was given this book as a joke gift in 1996 when I had my first job as a schooner captain. Twenty-five years old, I was so keenly aware of my youth that I overcompensated with careful notes of preparation, weather forecasts, lists of anchorages, and Plans B for voyage routes, all of which I impressed upon the four-person crew. The mate, a broad-shouldered prankster endowed with great wit, was taking a drag on his cigarette on the quarter deck one afternoon, when, peering at me through the smoke, he handed the book to me. “Got you this,” he said. “We might need it.” One of the deckhands snickered; the cook smirked.

I tossed it in my bunk and largely forgot about it until, on a foggy day when we were weatherbound, I read through it, amazed at its simplicity and usefulness. Its chapter on navigation alone was well worth the effort, since it reduces the essence of chart-plotting and celestial navigation to third-grade math. (“They are as simple as the directions for a child’s game.”) The message of the chapter is as pertinent today as wartime 1940s, but for different reasons. Then, the sailors could find themselves in a drifting lifeboat without their officers and their navigational skills; today, we can find ourselves without GPS as a result of failed batteries or, increasingly, a cyberattack on our satellite and communications systems. This is not hyperbole. The world of commercial shipping regards our systems’ vulnerabilities to cyberattack as the number-one threat to the bottom line and personnel safety.

Years later I attended a writer’s workshop where the author and former New York Times columnist Verlyn Klinkenborg discussed the need for clarity in expository writing. He held up this book as a model for neophytes and experienced authors alike. Upon his advice, I used the book as inspiration for writing The Complete Guide to Sailing & Seamanship. Dipping into this book at random proves why How to Abandon Ship is both a book for salient nautical wisdom as much as words to live by in life:

From Chapter 6, Waterborne: “More likely than not, you will find that enemy sailors will give you the same treatment they would expect to receive.” (Cautionary insight of increased relevance as we scrutinize the Geneva Convention in the age of terrorism.)

From Chapter 9, Navigating: “Don’t worry your head about what variation is. Concern yourself merely with what you have to do about it. Variation represents an error which you must correct.”

And from Chapter 14, Morale: “A dead man’s clothes should be distributed among the crew.” (This followed a recommended short prayer for burial at sea.)

Some years ago when I was applying for a job as captain of a small passenger vessel, my interview consisted of taking the vessel for a test-sail with the owner and port captain. Before I even went to the wheelhouse I asked to see the lifejackets, bilge pumps, through-hulls, plugs, and fire-suppression system. I put my hands on each piece of equipment and confirmed I knew how it was deployed. (See Chapter 7, Setting Sail.) A few years before, I’d sailed an old schooner from Maryland to Maine, first having to reconstruct the rig from a set of faxed notes. Prior to getting underway we reefed the main, together discussed the weather forecast and intended route, and checked all the through-hull fittings, bilge pumps, and safety gear. (See Chapter 8, Open Boat Seamanship.)

Now, while I still maintain a current captain’s license, I use the spirit of preparedness espoused in this book in my law practice. Much of what we do as admiralty lawyers involves responding to sudden crises: a vessel about to sail is in need of immediate arrest for an unpaid chandler’s bill; oil seen in the water with the Coast Guard on the way; a tug’s crewmember disappeared from the docks in East Boston. On my shelf is a binder replete with checklists for each species of emergency; I revisit and update lists as I gain new experiences. Behind my door hangs a bag with work gloves, flashlight, water bottle, notebook, and a few other sundries, available for a quick response to an on-scene emergency. (See Chapter 1, Prepare Yourself, and Chapter 11, Liferafts.)

It’s been more than 70 years since this book was published. Some of the material is dated, such as describing the dangers of jumping overboard while wearing a cork lifebelt. Still, it can be read either for what it is—a pithy manual on sea survival—or as an allegory to life. Prepare, practice, and think before you act, so that when the sky rains fire and the sea boils, you’ll grab your proverbial seabag, move quickly to your station, and then, working with compassion and precision as to your comrades’ well-being, skillfully deploy the lifeboats.

Twain Braden

Portland, Maine

August, 2016
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Introduction

THIS MANUAL IS concerned solely with human lives. Its purpose is to aid you to get off a sinking ship and to eventual safety in the best condition possible.

The time has passed when you can indulge in boat-drill lethargy, when you can fiddle with a rope or two while you “let George do it.” When a torpedo hits, “George” may prove to be even more panicked and less skilled in launching a lifeboat than you, and it may be that he is depending on you to get him safely off the sinking vessel.

Remember that after this war many sunken vessels will be salvaged. But there will be no salvaging the two messmen on the torpedoed tanker Republic, who were drowned when they jumped overboard from a ship that did not sink. There will be no salvaging of the Pan-Massachusetts seamen who launched a lifeboat into a burning oil slick, or the City of Atlanta crew, whose lifeboat, even on the low side, capsized in lowering, costing the lives of eighteen men. Nor will pontoons resurrect the Allan Jackson men who were cremated alive within the sheet of fire spreading over the water around their stricken tanker.

Four men on the torpedoed Malay died for want of knowledge they could have acquired in ten seconds. They cast off the forward fall first and were flung into the sea. The crew of the Belgian freighter Gandia was twenty-six days in a lifeboat. During that time twenty-four men died—because they were not ready for an emergency before it arose.

Within sixty-six hours after the torpedo struck, seventeen men from the Norwegian freighter Blink went mad and died. The cause of their death is recorded as exposure. Actually they died from lack of preparation.

Compare the Blink tragedy with the case of another Norwegian freighter, the Nybolt, torpedoed in the North Atlantic. For nine days during January the survivors were in an open boat. On the eighth day heavy spray covered the boat with an inch-thick layer of ice.

Arne Egenes, surgeon of the Nybolt, reported: “In my lifeboat there were twenty-four men. Out of these, twenty-two wore life suits. The two not using the suits were the captain and second mate. The captain died of exposure, and the second mate had to have both legs amputated on account of frostbite.”

Most casualties at sea are actually the result of panic, which is the product of ignorance. In a life-or-death emergency you are not going to be entirely free of panic. But you will be able to cut down the fatal intensity of panic if you have previously applied what is offered in this manual to the peculiar circumstances of your own ship and follow these simple don’ts:

Don’t depend on peacetime experience and regulations. Keep your eye out for recent and current bulletins issued by the Marine Inspection Service, which has gathered a large amount of data and from it proposed many improvements and changes in safety and lifeboat regulations. Moreover, peacetime regulations do not prevent the operator from acquiring all the safety gear he wants, and the Marine Inspection Service earnestly urges that he secure additional equipment before he is required to do so.

Don’t depend on what is in the lifeboat.

Don’t stint yourself on safety gear for your own protection. Steamship operators are like all other businessmen—except for providing five thousand dollars of insurance on each seaman, from the captain to the messboy—and they wish to keep expenses at a minimum. So if the steamship operator does not do the supplying, you yourself do the buying. A few dollars from your pocket may mean all the difference between your becoming a 1943 casualty or a 1983 veteran.

Don’t let human nature trick you into indifference. A man will readily pay for comfort and a good appearance; but he is reluctant to part with dollars to protect his most precious possession—his own life. The reason for this indifference is plain. He is constantly aware of the benefits of comfort and a good appearance, but death is beyond his experience. He cannot identify himself with it. Death is something that happens to the other fellow.

We earnestly advocate that American seamen urge upon their Congressional representatives and seamen’s organizations the advisability of equipping every ship with at least one pair of skates.

A skate is a curved iron, with a narrow edge or runner, which follows the line of the lifeboat from gunwale to keel. The inner part of the skate has a wood lining which fits snugly against the strakes—or fore-and-aft planking—of the boat, and serves to cushion impacts against the ship’s side during a launching. The upper part of the skate clamps over the gunwale and the lower part hooks around the keel. The skate is secured on the gunwale either with wooden wedges or fastening screws.

Skates will enable you to launch a lifeboat down the high side with as much as a 46-degree list. Skates protect a lifeboat from being stove in against the side of a rolling ship. Skates eliminate the possibility of a lifeboat capsizing because of extended gangway fittings, rims, bolts, portholes, or plate edges. Forty thousand merchant seamen were killed in World War I. Skates could have saved thousands of them.

This manual is the result of open boat experience in the time of stress, danger, and sudden death. It contains no armchair theory. It is a digest of the lessons learned by the survivors of torpedoed ships.
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