
On Duty in the Pilothouse 

17 

On boa rd the fi shing vessel a part 
of your duty will be per formed in 
the piloth ouse: ta ndin g wh eel watch . 
Though it 's a small part reckoned in 
ho urs and minutes, it is a very im ­
portant pa rt , because when you go 
on wheel watch you are assuming a 
ra th er seri ous res po nsi bi lity. Your 
watchfulness and your reacti ons be­
fo re a dan gerous situation develops 
could determine life or death for 
yourself. your shipmates, and your 
vessel. 

Your expe ri ence pro babl y wi ll have 
to be ga ined in many pil othou es, 
unde r many skippers. Each will have 
hi s own rul es o r method of operation: 
each will have personal traits you 
mayor may not li ke. It will be well 
to re member th at you and your ship­
mate a lso have your qui rks and your 
foibl es. But in the t ight litt le floatin g 
community of whic h you now are a 
member , everyone must learn to get 
a lo ng with everyone else. Each of 
your paychecks must come out of 
th at load of fis h you are trying to get 
on board. F irst and foremost , you 
must lea rn to get along with your 
skipper. 

Each tim e you enter the pi lothouse 
these fi rst mo nths at sea, take half-a­
second to remember that you are in­
deed a novice-a "greenh orn" in 
fi sherme n's vernacul a r-with prac­
ti ca ll y everythin g to lea rn in thi new 
and strange occupati o n . You cannot 
lea rn a ll you need to kn ow fro m this 
arti c le, o r fro m a ny num ber of books , 
fo r th at ma tt er . T he knowledge you 
must acquire in order to become a 
competent and depe ndable a ll -around 
fi sherm a n/seaman, full y trustworthy 
anyw here o n boa rd. includ ing the 
pil oth ouse, must be learned in the 
only way poss ible-by experience. 
And th at is just what you are now 
tr ying to do--gain expe rience. Still, 
it will do you no harm to know, even 
before you en ter the pil othouse, some 
of th e thin gs yo u mu t or must not 
do when you make your debut to 
take your fi rst "turn a t the wheel." 

Th e first th ing you must learn is 
to o bey orders qui ckl y a nd without 



backtalk . That yOU must do on deck . 
too, of course, but it i still more Im­
portant in the pilothouse . Bear in 
mind th a t perhaps one day .1'011 will 
be the one ~ho gives orders. We 
have an old and very true a\iom 
which tells us that "one mu t learn 
to obey orders before one can learn 
to gil 'C' orders." 

The skipper will specify ~here or 
when he want to be called. and this 
order should be strictly obsened. In 
addition , yOU must call the kipper 
if and when yOU a re uncert a in about 
any item relevant to the afe t) and 
well-being of the ve se l uch as a 
course change. o n ~hich ide to take 
an on-coming vessel. cro s-traffic. 
sudden loss of visibility due to fog. 
rain-thick, or snowfall. udden or 
violent increase in ~ind. or if you 
think that you mu t make an un­
scheduled change in speed. In hort. 
when in dou bt as to the proper cou rse 
of action. call the skipper. 

Your Job In the pilothouse is no t 
just to steer the boat. It is . first a nd 
fo remost. to keep the skipper informed. 
to be his e) es and ears when he is 
away from the pilothouse. whether 
in his bunk or in the galley . The 
sk i pper must be kept informed: once 
he kn ows the problem. he will do 
his own th inking. make his own deci­
sions . and take full responsibility for 
the consequences of tho e decision. 
He will tell you how much re ponsi­
bility for decision in the above itua­
tions he expects of you. 

A second and very importan t thin g 
to learn right away is how to s low 
down the engine and disengage th e 
clutch if the need arises . Your sk ippe r 
or engineer (if there is one o n boa rd) 
wi ll show you how. If they fo rget 

or neglect to do o. a~k to be ~ho~n. 
Here I~ wh} If and ~hcn you collide 
~ith a log or other falr-~Ized piece 
of drift~ood . you mu\t throttle down 
the englnc and dl~cngage the clutch 
in order to prevent the debn~ from 
getting caught by the propeller There 
~i11 bc no lime to "think It o\er" 

Your action must come qUlckly­
instantl)-upon your hitting the 
obJcct If you are to prevent damage 
to Jour propeller You mu t know 
beforeh a nd ~hl h mo\ement~ to make. 
so th at your hand can reach for the 
throttle ~hde leur other hand goe~ 

to the clutch control le\er . 
log. or e'.en a not- o-Iarge piece 

of drift~ood , can do a great deal of 

damage. \uch a~ bending a propellcr 
blade or the propeller \haft. Damage 
to el ther one I~ a co~tl} anal r. not 
onl} for the \e~\el\ owner who pay 
the bill~ lor drj-docklng and repalr\. 
but perhap~ e'.en more costly for the 
crew becau ... e h ... hlng day~. maybe the 
tflp. are 10 ... 1. Thl bnng ... u ... to a fact 
\\ Orlh remembenng lo\t time. whether 

hour ... or day ' . cannot be replaced . 
When taking O\er the \\heel. the 

man you reiJe\e will gl\e you po Itlon 
and cour\e. and you mu\t repeat 
after him. 0 that he may be ure that 
yau hear and under ... tand ~ hat he 
say~. There IS no legal form for con­
\e) Ing thl information . but here I 
one that IS LI eable . "We are in A-



strait , passed B li ghth ouse at 1933 , 
co urse is SW by W one- ha lf W . She 
has been m akin g c lose to 9 .5 kn o ts 
on m y wa tch ." Y ou must repea t w ha t 
yo u hea r in o rd er to gua ra nt ee th at 
you rece ived th e info rm a ti o n co rrectl y. 
If th e skippe r sh ould give o rde rs fo r 
a ch an ge o f course , be sure to re pea t 
aft e r him , a lways . 

Th e re will be a logbook in th e 
pil o th ouse . On inside runs , keep th e 
logbook up to d a te I Write d ow n each 
po int o f re fe re nce , th e exact time of 
hav ing it a beam , a nd th e course up 
to th e nex t po int o f re fe re nce . D on 't 
erase! Th ere must be no e rasures in 
th e logbook ; a n e ras ure will di sc red it 
th e logbook so th at it m ay not be 
accepted as evidence in a court of law . 
If yo u d o happen to m ake a mi sta ke , 
draw a tra ight , thin line through th e 
entry (so th a t it still may be read ), 
th en rew rit e on th e nex t line be low . 
Dou bl e check each entry in your 
logbook ; e rroneous info rm ati o n is 
w orse th an no in fo rm ati o n at all. 

Eyes front ! Keep a sha rp lookout, 
es peci a ll y whe n o n inside wa te rs, 
such as th e inside run fro m Pu get 
Sound to th e o pen ocean. 

M ost fis hin g vessels h ave an au to­
ma ti c stee rin g device o n boa rd . It 
was ni c kn a m ed " I ron Mike" yea rs 
ago a nd rem a ins so named to thi s very 
day . "' Mike" i indeed a great la bo r-
ave r a nd an excell e nt helmsma n, wh o 

will s tee r most courses bette r th an 
any hum an ha nds. Still, " Mi ke" has 
hi s sho rtcomings . For o ne thin g, 
"Mike " does not know how to th ink 
fo r hi mself a nd must depe nd o n you 
to do th e thinking for hi m . He doe 
not hea r th e o rder to cha nge course. 
Y ou must hear for him . F o r a no th e r 
thin g, " Mike"' is unable to look up 
ahead , and so he must depend on 
your eyes. In ve ry bad weathe r ha nd 
steerin g m ay be better u nde r some 
conditi on . 

Lea rn how to operate the " Iro n 
I\liJ... e ." eve ra l s)' tems of aut o ma tic 
tee rin g are in use , and they a re no t 

all ali J...e in e \ er)' re pect. On some 
t ~ pe o ne must di engage th e " Iro n 

liJ...e ·· lut ch \\ hen a lte rin g cour e . 

on o th e r type not. Becom e fa mili a r 
with th e o ne yo u have on boa rd \0 

th a t you will be a ble to ch ange course 
o n ho rt no ti ce . 

N ow, " Iron M ike" kee p your 
vesse l o n its cou rse fo r you , whi ch 
leave yo u free to devo te yo u r fu II 
a tt enti o n to looki ng a head . A sha rp 
sc rutin y of the wate rs right in fr o nt 
of your bow is ve ry important. be­
cause eve ryone of the 900-odd nauti ­
ca l mil es be tween Pu get Sound a nd 
Cape Spencer is ri chl y endowed with 
dri ftwood : logs, large a nd sm all. a nd 
much o th e r deb ri s th a t ca n do grea t 
dam age to yo ur propell e r a nd pro­
pell e r s ha ft if given the chance . Fur­
th e rm ore , once you hav e passed Pe te rs­
burg. A laska , you may well mee t 
s ma ll flo till as of icebe rgs, too m a ny 
of w hi ch a re large enough to s ink 
your boa t in a coll is io n . 

Learn to " box the co mpa s," th at 
is, to read the compass rose by po i nts. 
ha lf- po ints , a nd qu a rte r-po ints. So me 
skippe rs (a nd m a tes) give cour es in 
deg rees , bu t a good ma ny still use 
th e po int system. In any event, a sea-

faring man mU\1 J...n, \\ h( \\ 10 r\:\.\:I\ 
ortler el t her \\ a\ ; hence he mu I J...n(l\\ 
the art ol"ho Ing Ihe CPIllP,1 

D o //(1' relit! (1// \(//1/ \I h" I 11(/1, h' 
In la ter yea r\ '!nce " Ir,'n \ 11\..(' h,1 
been p re~~e tl Inl O ,en Ice a\ hclm\I1l<l1l 
mu ch mo n IrOu\ rec J... lc"ne \\\Ih 
o lh er peo (1l e\ II\e\ <Inti (1rl'(1ert\ h,1 
bee n prac ll ced on certain li\hll1' 
ves;els. ~omel l l1le\ \\ Ilh Ihe '\..I(1Jler 
pe rmissio n. one hear\' 8 e thaI ,I II 
m a) . the fael remaln\ Ihal a m,ln \\hl) 
wi ll read a ~lOr~ \\hIle he 1\ \u(1Jl')\ld 
to be o n I 00 J... o u I. anti I ntleed 1\ re­
s po nsible fo r Ihe , afe l\ 01 \e"c1 .Il1d 
c rew . is un fi t 10 be In a (1lh1lhl l 1l 

Th e skip per who comenl tll \1lI.h 
rec kl ess be hav ior " <II,,) laeJ...lng In 

good j udgment. 
Wh en runn Ing al nlghl. \le(1 ,ul 

side the p il o lhou\e once )r 1\\ ICC "11 

you r walch . espeelall~ " yOU ee Ihe 
runnin g light~ of an oneolllIn~ \e cI 
up ahead. and make ~ure Ihal , r 
runnin g li gh t~ are burning hurnl ­
out bul b in one of your running IIgh" 
can easil ) be the cau\e of a .:olll'llll1 
especiall) on Insitle \\aler, 



If you have to travel inside waters 
during the gill net season. IOu \\ill 
more than likely have to travel through 
\\aters where dozens. even hundreds, 
of gi ll net boats are fi hi ng . Here) ou 
must be "extra-extra" careful. It is 
not on ly a que tion of looking ahead 
and of seeing all those light . it is 
also a question of judgment. of trying 
to decide for yourself \\hich light 
represents the gi ll net boat a nd \\hich 
one the tail end of his gill net! And 
even worse, which taillight belongs 
to which boat? On the bridge or in 
the pilothouse of a large r fishing vessel 
Jour eyes \\ill be some 12 to 20 feet 
abo\e the waterline: from that height 
it can be extremely difficult to judge 
the difference in height between the 
stern light on a gill net boat and the 
light on the tail end of the net. A 
sharp lookout. coupled with a \\ide­
a\\ake watchfullne s. is of the essence l 

If ever in doubt. call th e skipper and 
get his help. 

If J ou do run across a gi II net. 
your abilit} to quic kl y throttle down 
your engine and disengage your 
clutch will be of great importance. 
Do not try to back up. A gill net in 
the propeller is somethi ng to be feared 
Itke the plague. For one thing. th e 
net may be greatl) damaged. causin g 
los of fishing time to its operator 
and perhaps an appearance ina court 
of la\\ for }ourself and Jour skipper. 
For another thing, yo ur o\\ n ve se l 
mal be disabled. and have to call 
for a to\\ One can not run ver) far 
\\ith an) amount of gill net web and 
lines \\ rapped around the propeller. 
Furthermore. nJ Ion web and I ines. or 
hnes of an) artificial fiber for that 
matter. \\ ill damage the propeller 
~haft and stern bearing if th at fiber 
I~ \\ rapped in the propeller a nd kept 
turning for an} length of time. Moral: 
Don't get a gill net in Jour propell er! 

ho\\ decent respect for a nd cour­
te~) to ) our skipper. That doe not 
mean that) ou should be ob equious. 
l)r "era\\ ling": it doe mean that you 
o\\e the kipper the respect of a 
no\ Ice for an expert-of a foil 0\\ er 
for hl\ c h o~en leader Remember. the 

ski pper is your leade r in your work as 
well as in your gene ral liv ing whi le 
you are on board h is ves el: he is 
also the expert upo n whose knowledge 
and kill your earni ngs depend. as 
well as ) ou r afe ret u rn to dry land. 

Leave the electro nic instruments 
(sounders, rada r. lora n. ship-to-shore 

telephone . R.D.F .. etc .) strictly alone. 
except upon orders from the kipper . 
of course. T he instrumen ts belo ng to 
the vessel. not the crew. and the 
kipper (not you ) is responsible for 

their use . If th e skipper wis he you 
to u e any of th em he will tell you so. 
and in truct yo u . 

Do not help yourse lf to the use of 
charts and/or other naviga ti o nal 
equi pment. They are the p ropert y of 
the sk ippe r . If he thinks it des irab le 
or necessary that you consult a c hart . 
he will show you the one in question. 
On the other hand . if you have a 
genuine thirst for knowledge. you 
hou ld. of course. a k the ski pper if 

he \\i ll be good enough to show you 
a certain chart and teach you how 
to read it. 

Don 't get into th e habit of cluttering 
up the compass shelf with thin gs that 
don't be lo ng there: mos t skippers take 
a dim view of th at pa rti cul a r type of 
di orde r . A ny objec t made of iro n 
or stee l (t in can . kni ves. spli ce r. etc .) 
mus t be ke pt a t least 3 fee t away 
from the compass so no magnetic 
error \\ i II a ffec t the com pass needl e. 
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Ph otogra phi c li ght meters and came ras 
with built-in li ght mete rs must also 
be kept a t lea t 3 fee t away fr o m the 
com pas : th e sa me i true o f Aas h­
li ghts. In ho rt. keep th e co mpass 
shelf unclutte red . a nd neve r pl ace 
any i ro n o r oth er ma teri a l nea rby 
which will affec t a magnetic compas . 

W hen your whee l wa tch is ove r and 
the nex t ma n comes to take th e watch . 
remember to give h im course and posi­
ti o n . Do n't fo rce hi m to as k you fo r it. 
See th at he re peats th e in form ati o n 
back to you correct ly . W as your relief 
prom pt. a nd did he appea r in the 
pi lothouse o n time o r was he 5 minu tes 
beh ind the clock? 8 1' th e way. did 
YOIl take ove r the wheel o n th e stroke 
of the hour . o r were you a few minu tes 
late? Re me m ber . your tri ck a t the 
whee l sta rts o n th e stro ke of the ho ur. 
not 5 o r 6 or 10 mi nutes afte r t he 
ho ur . It i cu to mary to be a few 
mi nutes early. ge t th e watch da ta from 
the ma n bein g re li eved . and th en re­
li eve h im whe n the clock str ike th e 
hour . 

If you have fish in th e boa t. be 
sure to pump o ut th e fis hh o ld befo re 
go ing below. All fis hin g vessels have 
a h and-ope rated pump o n deck : ma ny 
boats have o ne o r mo re pump in­
sta ll ed in the engine room . Th e e may 
be electrica ll y o r mechanica ll y dri ve n 
and may. o n some ves els. be sta rt ed 
from th e pil o th ouse. If you use the 
ha nd-operated deck pump for pump­
ing out th e hold . count the strokes 
each time you pump . Thi will tell 
you if the ice is meltin g no rm all y: 
an unusuall y la rge numbe r of strokes 
\\ i II warn you th a t your vessel mal 
be ta kin g in \\ a ter: th a t a ma ll leak 
has develo ped somewhe re below th e 
wa ter lin e. in hull o r in ste rn bea ring. 

The deck pump may have to be 
"primed " in orde r to pick up th e 
wa ter fro m th e bil ge. Use th e draw 
buc ket : a single buc ketful will do th e 
t ri ck. If you u e a po wer-dri ven pump. 
look a t your wa tch when you sta rt 
th e pump and aga in when you to p it. 
If you fi nd tha t th e wa ter in th e bil ges 
a ppea rs to be o n th e increase. notify 
the skipper at o nce . 


