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6 February 2013 

Attn: Bert Rogers, Deb Hayes 

Re: Keynote speech, TSA conference in Erie, Feb. 2013 

From:  Walter Rybka, said speaker 

Using Seamanship to teach History, and both to teach Citizenship 

In a field where education and business cross connect, much of the discussion of recent years is 
about demonstrating measurable outcomes, achieving specific skills, or knowledge objectives.  
In part this is the natural outcome of the desire to define professional standards and best 
practices. It also reflects the need to demonstrate relevance and worthiness in the competition for 
scarce resources. Much of this conference is about fine tuning the details of program delivery. 

As valid as that effort is, let us always remember to keep scanning the horizon. As mariners we 
know the necessity of situational awareness, of dialing out the range far enough to keep track of 
the big picture.  It is on this scale that we make our case, not so much on the merits of this 
exercise or method versus another, the “how” of the programs, but on the more fundamental 
“why” of these voyages. 

At present, many of our programs focus on environmental science.  This is entirely appropriate.  
Ours is the water planet, 70.8% of the surface is covered by water, but the portion of that which 
is fresh is in single digits. Of that small portion, the Inland Seas, the Great Lakes hold 20% of the 
world’s fresh water. Next to the air we breathe minute by minute, our greatest need is the water 
we drink day by day. It is wise to teach care with it. Yet however important science is, I am here 
to make a case for history. Maritime connects all subjects and offers the most holistic of 
educational opportunities. 

The Great Lakes are the Inland Seas, the route from the World’s Oceans into the heartland of 
North America.  The seas have always been a place of sublime beauty and dire peril, a shifting 
stage whereon endurance, toil, skill, and courage, are the prerequisites for any chance of success.  
Much of seamanship is accumulated lore and remembrance of hard earned success, inextricable 
from history.    

 Why is history important?  History is a navigational fix in the culture.  Ignorance of history is 
akin to sailing without charts. Our world is the consequences of decisions made by our forbears.  
Our understanding of the problems they confronted, the choices open to them, the good or bad 
decisions reached, the veracity of the records, is greatly enhanced by having lived for a time with 
some of the same conditions. Having actual experience of similar situations puts one in a vastly 
better starting position as a researcher.  At the least errors and inconsistencies become more 
apparent.  At best a deeper understanding emerges of the difficulties faced and choices available 
to the participants at the time. 

Let us remind ourselves of why we are in Erie in 2013?  Because later this year we will 
commemorate the bicentennial of the Battle of Lake Erie, fought 10 September 1813.    
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“Don’t Give Up The Ship” and “We Have Met the Enemy and they are ours…” are the two best 
known phrases in US Naval History, both associated with BOLE.  About this time of year 200 
years ago people like yourselves started showing up right here in Erie to build a squadron in the 
wilderness.   

Insert brief synopsis of BOLE (after twenty years of telling this tale I simply give from memory 
the version that suits the time available between three minutes and three hours.  I would refer 
those interested to a concise version found in the “Niagara Crew Handbook”, or a more detailed 
analysis in my book “The Lake Erie Campaign of 1813; I shall fight them this day” 

Real lesson from DGUTS is DGU! 

An amazing story of courage, and we all admire courage, aspire to have it at need, and can be 
inspired by such stories. We are who we think we were. Churchill referred to it as “,…the 
indispensable virtue that makes all the others possible.” Courage may be a virtue, but it is an 
amoral one.  Throughout history men have fought bravely for very bad causes as well as good 
ones. More important to teach what is right and good, so it will be so valued that when 
threatened we will find the courage to defend it. 

The highest value of learning history is to foster good citizenship. Learning both the bright 
triumphs and the dark errors of our past contributes to an informed electorate, which is 
inseparable from the maintenance of a viable democracy.  The United States is a nation of vast 
cultural and ethnic diversity.  The only fastenings that hold this country together are a set of 
shared ideals, values, and laws, the understanding of which is dependent upon some knowledge 
of history.  

Yet beyond the facts of any given subject we might study onboard, there is even greater value 
albeit intangible. The intangible is no less real for being intangible. 

We preserve only what we appreciate, appreciate only what we understand, and that 
understanding is incomplete without experience.  The most fragile aspect of maritime heritage is 
not corroded iron or rotting wood, it is human experience.  Corry Cramer, the founder of Sea 
Education Association, used to say “heritage preservation is attitude preservation.”  Attitudes are 
acquired over time and through experience.   

  As a result a ship is a special place for being the scene of so many people’s best efforts,  which 
Karl Kortum described as “…making use of that ancient phenomenon which makes anybody 
with any exposure to seamanship of any sort at any point in his life always proud of it.” 

There are few places as good for bringing home our own vulnerability in the immensity of nature 
as standing on a swaying, lurching footrope a hundred feet above a rolling deck, the ship but a 
tiny sliver of wood below, and nothing but broken water as far as the eye can see in all 
directions.  The experience is exhilarating and profoundly humbling at the same time.  Like the 
desert, and the skies, the sea is a place humans don’t naturally belong.  Those who venture into 
such places are utterly dependent for survival upon the technology and skills brought with them.  
We don’t need to artificially create a “boot camp” environment to instill discipline.  The 
demands of the sea and the needs of the ship do it for us. 
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How does this perspective contribute to the goal of fostering good citizenship?  One of the 
outstanding lessons of seafaring is not only how self-reliant we must be, but also how 
interdependent the members of a ship’s company are. The highest value of sail training is for 
participants to learn through experience that the greatest resource they have onboard is each 
other. It is through mutual trust, carefully nurtured competence, and unceasing vigilance that a 
ship’s company survives in a small fragile structure, suspended over an abyss of water, isolated 
in the immensity of a hazardous environment.  Each ship contains its own society which in large 
measure is based on trust. Actually, trust is at the heart of any society, but at sea the need for it is 
starkly apparent. Trust by the officers that the crew will do their duty.  Trust by the crew that the 
officers know what they are about.  Trust by all in an ancient tradition of skills and 
responsibilities.  

Another powerful theme of the sail training experience is empowerment.  At sea the stark 
demands of survival put the emphasis on attention to duty and fortitude in adversity.  Seeing the 
ship through heavy weather, especially if called upon to “jury rig” repairs afterwards, instilled 
pride, an attitude “…of course we can do this (insert hard dangerous task) we’re seamen!”   
Getting a ship underway, crowding on sail, and feeling her roar along like a freight train under 
your feet puts a broad grin of accomplishment on the whole crew.   

The sound of rushing water at the bow, the feel of a moving wooden deck underfoot, the smells 
of woodsmoke from the galley stove and pine tar from the rigging, the cadence of command and 
response as willing hands haul coarse line in working sail, all are the sensory elements of 
Niagara underway. A few weeks ago the commands now instantly jumped to, and the tasks so 
routinely accomplished, were not even remotely understood.  All too soon, Niagara will once 
again be welcomed back to her homeport of Erie. Much of this crew will disperse, to be replaced 
by other eager green hands, in a centuries old tradition. 

What has been accomplished?  What is the value of sailing Niagara? Why train young people in 
ancient skills no longer practiced?  Learning traditional seamanship is a necessary part of 
navigating the ship safely.  Yet the main educational goal is subtle. The most important outcome 
of sea experience under sail is not arcane technical knowledge, it is an understanding of social 
skills and attitudes which were vital to survival then and valuable to us now.   

When trainees join Niagara they enter the wooden world of the sailing ship.  They must learn to 
harness the wind by the combined effort of many hands, which requires learning an ancient 
language, as well as meeting the physical challenges of hard work at myriad tasks. The learning 
is not so much about the ship as from the ship.  The usual result is greater respect for self, for 
shipmates, for the craft of seamanship, and the marine environment.  Through this experiential 
learning, it is our hope and belief that all participants, teachers and learners alike, emerge as 
better sailors, naturally, but also as better human beings. 


