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PREFACE

1. This December 2021 edition of The Admiralty Manual of Seamanship supersedes  
BR 67, Admiralty Manual of Seamanship September 2014 edition.

2. The purpose of this publication is to provide the Seaman Specialist with detailed 
information on all aspects of seamanship appertaining to the Royal Navy.  It is also a source 
of information on seamanship matters for officers and ratings of other branches. Other 
publications referred to within this publication are not available outside the Ministry of Defence.

ADDITIONAL MATERIAL

This book is also available as an electronic publication that includes additional chapters 7 to 11. 
Details can be found on the NI Bookshop website (https://www.nautinst.org/shop-listing.html).

Note
Throughout this book, ‘iaw’ means ‘in accordance with’.
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FOREWORD

In writing this foreword to the latest edition of the superb Admiralty 
Manual of Seamanship, I reflect on the long line of previous sea 
admirals who have commended this book of reference to naval 
officers and ratings. As the Royal Navy returns to a more globally 
deployed posture, professional seamanship remains a vital 
component of our profession.

Our prosperity depends on the sea being regulated and safe for 
international trade and lawful business. As the oceans become 
increasingly congested and contested, with a spectrum of threats 
challenging freedom of navigation, the Royal Navy must be able to 
play its part in defending our homeland and the United Kingdom’s 

interests across the world. To do so, the Royal Navy must be able to operate safely in any 
ocean, in any weather and deliver assured fighting power at all times.

The Royal Navy’s world-renowned seamanship has been of fundamental importance, and even 
the deciding factor, in naval warfare from Trafalgar through two world wars to the Falklands. 
In this regard, nothing much has changed. We must never slacken seamanship standards, 
nor ignore the hard lessons of living and working at sea learned over hundreds of years of 
experience. Much of that is captured in these pages. I expect all my sailors and officers, 
whatever your branch or specialisation, to understand good seamanship, and for those in the 
Warfare disciplines to strive to be masters of the art.

It is also an interesting and informative read for everyone in uniform, from the most inexperienced 
young recruit through to the most experienced sea Captains – please read on.

A P Burns CB OBE
Vice Admiral
Fleet Commander
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CHAPTER 1

GENERAL SEA TERMS

01001. Introduction
Every	profession	and	trade	uses	its	own	technical	terms	to	describe	the	more	

specialised	parts	of	its	work;	nowhere	is	this	more	evident	than	in	the	language	of	the	
seafarer.	Many	terms	used	by	the	British	seafarer	have,	in	the	course	of	time,	become	part	
of	the	English	language.	This	is	because	so	many	of	the	inhabitants	of	our	small	island	
kingdom	have	been	born	and	bred	near	the	sea,	and	because	no	other	country	has	for	so	
long	been	dependent	for	its	existence	and	prosperity	on	its	Royal	and	Merchant	Navies.	To	
learn	seamanship,	the	seafarer	must	first	understand	the	more	general	nautical	terms	and	
expressions,	which	are	explained	in	this	chapter.	Others,	more	technical,	are	included	in	the	
chapters	on	the	different	aspects	of	seamanship	to	which	they	are	applied.

01002. Terms Relating to a Ship – Parts of a Ship

a. The Hull

(1) The	main	body	of	a	ship	is	called	the	hull.	It	is	divided	approximately	into	
three - the fore part, the midship part and the after part. The fore part 
ends in the stem, the after part in the stern (Figure 1-1). When standing 
anywhere	inside	the	hull,	a	person	is	facing	forward when	facing	the	bow	
and facing aft when	facing	the	stern.

Figure 1-1. Parts of the Hull
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(2) Any	line	which	runs	lengthways	in	the	ship	is	said	to	run	fore-and-aft. The 
line	joining	the	middle	of	the	bow	to	the	middle	of	the	stern	is	called	the	fore-
and-aft centre line (middle	line	or	centre	line	in	ship’s	plans	and	drawings)	
(Figure 1-2).

Figure 1-2. Parts of the Hull
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Figure 1-3. Parts of the Hull
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(3) The	vertical	plane	(surface)	passing	through	the	fore-and-aft	centre	line	
divides	the	ship	into	two	halves.	When	facing	the	bow,	the	starboard side is 
on the right hand and the port side	is	on	the	left	(Figure	1-3).	It	is	customary	
to	give	equipment,	such	as	ship’s	boats,	odd	numbers	on	the	starboard	side	
and	even	numbers	on	the	port	side.

b. Hull Surfaces (Figure 1-4)

(1) The	sides	of	a	hull	can	be	described	generally	as	starboard	or	port,	meeting	
under the bottom of the ship at the keel.	The	curved	surface	of	the	fore	part	
is called the bow	(port	or	starboard)	and	the	curved	surface	of	the	after	part	
is called the quarter	(port	or	starboard);	the	centre	part	is	referred	to	as	
amidships.

Figure 1-4. Hull Surfaces
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AmidshipsQuarter Bow

Bottom

Deck

Keel

(2) When a ship is afloat or water-borne, the waterline divides	the	sides	into	
ship’s side above	the	waterline	and	bottom below	it.	These	terms	are	used	
in	a	general	sense,	for	example,	when	painting	a	ship’s	side	or	scraping	its	
bottom.	A	more	precise	definition	of	an	area	can	be	achieved	by	referring	to	
the	side,	the	part	and	the	waterline.	For	example	–	‘the	ship	was	holed	on	
the	starboard	bow	two	metres	below	the	waterline’.

(3) The continuous horizontal surfaces of a ship are called decks;	if	exposed,	
they	are	called	weather decks. Those that are not continuous are called 
flats or platforms.

c. Terms Applied to the Hull (Figure 1-5)

(1) Freeboard. The	height	of	the	highest	continuous	watertight	deck	(usually	
known	as	the	upper	deck)	above	the	waterline	at	any	point	along	the	hull.
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(2) Draught. The	depth	of	the	keel	below	the	waterline	at	any	point	along	
the hull.

Figure 1-5. Hull Terms
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(3) Beam.	The	greatest	width	of	the	hull.

(4) Camber. The	curve	given	to	the	surface	of	a	deck	so	that	water	will	drain	
away	to	the	ship’s	side.

(5) Sheer. The	upward	sweep	from	amidships	to	forward	and	aft	of	the	 
upper deck.

(6) Bilge. The	nearly	flat	part	of	the	bottom	of	the	hull	both	inside	and	out.	Bilge	
is	also	the	foul	water	that	collects	inside	the	ship	in	the	bilges.

(7) Bilge Keel. A	long	projecting	fin	designed	to	decrease	the	rolling	of	a	ship.	It	
is	normally	secured	to	the	hull	at	the	turn of the bilge.

(8) Tumble Home. When	the	ship’s	sides	slope	or	curve	inwards	above	the	
waterline,	they	are	said	to	tumble	home.

(9) Flare. When	the	ship’s	side	curve	outwards	above	the	waterline,	they	are	
said	to	be	flared.

(10) Flush Deck. When the uppermost deck of a ship is continuous from stem 
to	stern,	unbroken	by	any	raised	or	sunken	portion	(except	upper	works	or	
superstructure),	the	ship	is	said	to	be	flush-decked.

d. Decks. Whatever	the	arrangement	of	decks	in	different	ships	may	be,	it	is	useful	
and	instructive	to	know	their	origin.
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Figure 1-6. Arrangement of Decks in a Sailing  
Man-of-War
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(1) At	the	time	of	the	Armada	(1588),	the	ends	of	the	upper	deck	were	built	up	in	
tiers	of	decks	to	form	castles	from	which	the	soldiers	could	fight.	They	were	
called the forecastle and aftercastle.	The	lower	part	between	the	castles	was	
called the waist (Figure1-6(i)).	By	the	end	of	the	eighteenth	century,	the	level	
of the upper deck had been raised to make room for additional gun decks. 
Naval	warfare	had	developed,	but	castles	still	existed.	They	were	then	called	
the topgallant fo’c’sle and the poop.	The	fo’c’sle	was	that	part	of	the	upper	
deck	before	the	foremast,	and	the	quarterdeck	was	that	part	of	the	upper	deck	
between	the	mainmast	and	the	poop	(Figure	1-6(ii)).

(2) In	a	large	ship	of	Nelson’s	days,	the	waist	between	the	topgallant	fo’c’sle	
and	the	poop	was	covered	by	an	extra	deck,	which	became	the	upper	deck,	
and	the	poop	was	stepped	up	to	make	room	for	the	Admiral’s	quarters.	The	
decks	below	the	upper	deck	were	then	named	main, middle, lower and 
orlop, and	the	space	below	the	orlop	deck	was	known	as	the	holds (Figure 
1-	6(iii)).	On	the	upper	deck	were	the	booms amidships	over	the	main 
hatch;	as	the	name	implies,	they	constituted	the	stowage	for	spare	spars	
and	the	ship’s	boats	(Figure	1-6(iv)).	Right	aft	on	the	main	deck	were	the	
Admiral’s	cabin	and	cabins	for	his	staff.	The	space	between	the	cabins	and	
the	mainmast	was	called	the	half deck;	the	space	between	the	mainmast	
and	foremast	was	the	waist	and	the	space	between	the	foremast	and	the	
bows,	which	housed	the	kitchens,	was	known	as	the	galley (Figure	1-6(v)).

(3) Most	of	these	terms	have	been	retained	in	naming	decks	of	a	modern	
ship	and	adapted	to	suit	changes	in	construction	and	design.	However,	in	
warships	the	decks	are	now	numbered	consecutively	downwards,	starting	
with	the	fo’c’sle	deck	as	1	deck.	The	decks	above	1	deck	are	numbered	01,	
02	and	so	on,	consecutively	upward	(Figure	1-7).

Figure 1-7. Arrangement of Decks in a Warship

01 Deck

02 Deck

03 Deck

04 Deck

1 Deck

2 Deck
3 Deck

4 Deck

5 Deck
6 Deck
7 Deck

(4) The	highest	complete	deck	(except	in	aircraft	carriers)	is	known	as	the	upper	
deck.	Most	modern	warships	are	flush-decked and thus the upper and 
fo’c’sle	decks	are	a	common	deck.	In	aircraft	carriers,	the	flight	deck	extends	
for	the	full	length	of	the	ship	and	is	constructed	above	the	fo’c’sle	deck,	and	
so,	in	this	case	only,	the	flight	deck	is	numbered	1	deck	and	the	remaining	
decks	are	numbered	upwards	and	downwards	from	it.
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(5) Parts of Decks. Certain	parts	of	any	of	these	decks	may	also	have	special	
names.	Below	the	upper	deck,	a	flat is a platform that does not run the length 
and breadth of a ship and a lobby is	a	space	giving	access	to	one	or	more	
compartments.	These	flats	or	lobbies	may	be	named	according	to	the	principal	
adjacent	compartments	or	equipment	installed,	e.g.	wardroom	flat,	Captain’s	
lobby,	capstan	machinery	flat,	or	they	may	be	referred	to	by	deck	numbers	and	
positions	in	the	ship	relative	to	the	bow	and	the	centre	line.

(6) The	arrangement	of	the	weather	decks	and	superstructure	of	a	ship	is	shown	
in Figure 1-8.

Figure 1-8. Arrangement of Weather Deck and 
Superstructure of a Ship
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01003. Terms Defining Position and Direction in a Ship

a. Position in General

(1) A	landsman	lives	in a	house;	therefore,	a	seafarer	speaks	of	living	in a 
ship – not on a	ship.	Let	us	now	describe	the	movements	of	a	seafarer	who	
is	returning	to	the	ship,	the	ship	in	which	they	are	borne.	If	they	arrive	by	
boat	and	go	up	an	accommodation	ladder	or	pilot/boarding	ladder	which	is	
secured outboard (board	is	the	old	name	for	a	ship’s	side),	they	come	over	
the side and are then on board.	If	the	ship	is	lying	against	a	dock	wall	it	is	
alongside and the seafarer crosses a brow from	the	dock	to	the	ship.	They	
are then on board and on deck, or on board and between decks if	the	brow	
leads	into	the	ship	below	the	weather	deck.	In	either	case,	they	are	inboard 
the	moment	they	come	over	the	side.

(2) Having	reported	their	return,	the	seafarer	then	goes	below by	a	ladder, 
which	gives	access	to	the	deck	below	through	an	opening	in	the	deck	
called a hatch.	The	seafarer	then	reaches	the	living	quarters	(mess). This 
is in a space of the ship called a messdeck, of	which	the	walls	are	called	
bulkheads, the ceiling is called the deck head and	the	floor	is	the	deck.

b. Position Fore and Aft

(1) In Figure 1-9 the mast is forward (pronounced	‛forrard’)	and	the	funnel	is	aft. The 
ensign	staff	is	right	aft	and	the	jackstaff	right	forward.	The	hatch	is	amidships.


