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These observations came to me at sea almost exactly 30 years ago.  They came to me at 
the top of a mast, and lingered in the back of my mind for almost 25 years before I finally 
wrote them down. 
 
What does it mean to gain a perspective on the world?  How can one achieve it? 
 
Many people talk about “stepping back” to look at a situation.  When we are embroiled in 
something that is complex, whether it is a social situation, a professional situation, or a 
personal situation, we often look for a way to get a better perspective, so that we can 
better evaluate our options, or decisions.  Vacations sometimes serve that purpose.  A 
walk in the woods can do the same.   
 
One of the astronauts in the Gemini program (they were the first to spend many days in 
space) discovered that in his first day in space, he looked down on the planet and located 
countries, specific cities, and his native region.  The next day he began to see the 
continents as a whole, and began to ignore national boundaries.  By the third day he 
began to observe the planet as a whole, undivided.  This gave him an entirely new 
perspective on the world he had known, and the social and political problems and issues 
he had left behind. 
 
Very few people have the opportunity to see the world from space.  But as a sailor I have 
had a different opportunity to observe a similar perspective. 
 
One time many years ago, I was sailing offshore on an old, three-masted barkentine, the 
Regina Maris. We were a few hundred miles offshore, and it was late at night.  A gentle 
wind was blowing us along at a nice clip, and we were heeled over at a slight angle.  
There was no moon, and the sky was full of stars.  The temperature was pleasant, the air 
soft.  
 
I love to climb aloft on any day, but this moment was exceptional. I climbed to the fore 
royal truck – about a hundred feet above the deck.  With the fore royal sail set, I could sit 
on the royal yard with my head just about at the level of the truck, and with one arm 
loosely draped around the mast, I was quite secure.  I could relax and be completely 
absorbed in the sights and sounds of the old wooden vessel quietly and contentedly 
working her way across the sea.  It was magical. 
 
After gazing up at the stars for a while, identifying various constellations, I began to look 
at the stars not as constellations, but as pieces of our galaxy, the Milky Way.  Then I went 
on to contemplate the place of the Milky Way in the Universe.  That provided a 
perspective of its own, one that many people enjoy on a good, dark, clear night almost 
anywhere.  But that is not the perspective I want to talk about.   
 



After gazing up for a while, a slight noise from someone closing the companionway 
doors on deck brought my attention back down to the vessel.  Looking down, I could see 
the entire vessel in my view, from jibboom to taffrail.  This was a hundred-year-old ship, 
and her square sails, bellied out in the tropical breeze, were gently but steadily pulling her 
forward.  I could identify each of the many lines in her rig, and appreciate the part each 
played in the system that was her engine. The sail strained easily against the head 
lashings, which in turn pulled on the yard.  The yard tugged on the mast, and the mast in 
turn strained against its standing rigging of shrouds and backstays.  These shrouds and 
backstays formed what amounted to a towing bridle, which towed the ship through the 
water at a gentle, silent four or five knots.   
 
After studying the rigging system for a few minutes, my gaze moved down to the deck.  
It was quite dark there. A soft glow showed through the curtains in the chart house, and 
most other lights were either out or screened.  The exceptions were the running lights.  
The stern light illuminated our wake astern.  The port sidelight gave the bow wave to 
windward a red cast, and the starboard sidelight shone green on the wave crests to 
leeward.  The binnacle light glowed red, and illuminated the face of the helmsman -- a 
girl in shorts and tee shirt standing beside a rosewood wheel as tall as her.   
 
Others were awake on the vessel.  The science watch was working in the deck lab; the 
navigator of the watch was working in the pilot house.  Students were working in the 
main salon below the main hatch, and the glow of their lights shown up, diffused, through 
the deck prisms set into the deck.  Now and then someone would come out on deck for 
some purpose.  Another would go back inside or down below. 
 
Having been at sea for over a week, and having been on this cruise for over three weeks, 
there were many different levels of social interaction going on aboard this ship. 
 
The student at the wheel had been having difficulty with her science project, which 
involved trying to match behavioral patterns of humpback whales with their singing.  She 
was trying to come up with a workable system for her shipmates to record the behavioral 
activities of the whales.  She needed to categorize and explain whale behavior, when no 
one yet knew what constituted behavior, and what was simply a random movement. 
 
The student who was in the chart room updating the dead reckoning position had a crush 
on the girl at the wheel. He was in the difficult position of trying to determine if the 
feeling was mutual, while at the same time knowing that such a relationship was strictly 
against the shipboard rules. 
 
The scientist on watch in the lab was beginning to get a reputation for having particularly 
fragrant socks, which too often turned up in too-close proximity to the dining table. 
 
The mates were all frustrated by the fact that none of the outboard motors for the 
launches was working properly, in spite of the countless hours spent by each of them in 
attempting repairs.  Two things were becoming apparent: That the motors were beyond 



repair; and that the Owner was not going to spend the money to replace any of them 
anytime soon. 
 
One student was playing his guitar, accompanying a tape of the humpback whale songs 
that had been recorded the previous day. 
 
One deckhand was sick in her bunk; one was relatively rich; most were essentially broke.  
Someone had eaten more than his share of the night snack, others were grumbling about 
it. 
 
Down on deck, the helmsman, the mate, the scientist, and the navigator all were a part of 
that social fabric.  The students and crew below, the students and scientists in the lab and 
the Captain in his bunk all were a part of that social fabric.  At the top of the fore royal 
mast, after about thirty minutes, I was not.   
 
About fifteen minutes previously I had discovered by accident that I could close one eye 
and still see the entire boat in my view. Artists know that when you close one eye, you 
lose all perspective.  Three-dimensional objects appear flat.  What they don’t necessarily 
know is that when you lose visual perspective, you can gain philosophical perspective.  A 
group of individuals becomes a single unit of society.  
 
Now looking through one eye, I no longer identified the people on deck as individuals.  I 
started seeing the group as a whole, and began seeing the vessel, from stem to stern, as a 
whole.  She became a little cocoon, a wooden shell containing an entire society, with all 
its attendant issues.  There was love and hate, trust and distrust, friendship and animosity, 
poverty and wealth, hunger and plenty, health and sickness.  All aspects of society were 
represented, and all of it could be viewed through one eye.  And all of it was being pulled 
forward by the quiet, natural force of the wind. 
 
From my perch, a hundred feet above the deck, I might as well have been an astronaut.  If 
I chose, I could identify each of the people on deck.  Then I could think about where each 
one fit into each of the social issues that existed on the ship, and what my opinions were 
on each issue.  But if I chose not to—and I chose not to—I could see instead how much 
each of those issues really meant to the sea around us, the sky above us, and to the Milky 
Way and the Universe. This didn’t trivialize any of those issues; it simply placed them in 
context, as brush strokes in the painting that was laid out beneath me.  A little distance 
clarified what couldn’t be seen from up close. 
 
A shiver ran down my spine. 
 
When I got back down on deck, I wanted to explain what I had just observed, but I 
couldn’t even try.  It took a very long time to get it all into perspective.   
 
Thank you for coming. 


