
Why Sailors Can Swim And Other Marvellous
Maritime Curiosities
When it comes to sailing and maritime adventures, there is a myriad of
fascinating curiosities that have puzzled many over the years. Have you ever
wondered why sailors are such proficient swimmers? Or perhaps you're curious
about the strange rituals sailors follow before embarking on a voyage. In this
article, we unravel some of the mysteries surrounding sailors and their
extraordinary skills.

The Secret Behind Sailors' Swimming Abilities

Sailors are often renowned for their exceptional swimming abilities. It's as if the
sea is their second home, and they effortlessly navigate through the water. But
what makes sailors so proficient at swimming?

The secret lies in their rigorous training and exposure to the ocean from an early
age. Since sailors spend a significant amount of time on the water, swimming
becomes an essential survival skill. Many sailors undergo training that focuses
specifically on water survival, allowing them to develop strength, endurance, and
techniques to swim effectively.
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Moreover, sailors often encounter situations at sea where swimming becomes
crucial. In case of emergencies such as shipwrecks or man overboard scenarios,
the ability to swim efficiently can be a matter of life and death. This necessity
drives sailors to practice swimming regularly and develop their aquatic skills to
unmatched levels.

The Intriguing Superstitions and Rituals of Sailors

Sailors are known for their superstitions and unique rituals that surround their life
at sea. These beliefs and practices have been passed down through generations,
shaping the maritime culture. Let's delve into some of the most intriguing ones:

1. The Unlucky Albatross

It is considered bad luck to harm or kill an albatross while at sea. These majestic
birds are believed to carry the souls of lost mariners, and harming them is thought
to bring misfortune to the ship and its crew. The superstition gained prominence
through Samuel Taylor Coleridge's famous poem "The Rime of the Ancient
Mariner," where the killing of an albatross brings a curse upon the sailors.

2. Crossing the Equator Ceremony

When sailors cross the equator for the first time, they partake in a special
ceremony known as the "Shellback Ceremony." During this ritual, the sailors who
have crossed the equator before are transformed into "Shellbacks" and are
responsible for initiating the "Pollywogs" (those who are crossing the equator for
the first time) into the world of experienced sailors. This ceremony involves
various playful and sometimes absurd activities that test the mettle of the
Pollywogs.
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3. The Taming of the Nautical Spirits

Sailors also believe in the existence of nautical spirits that can bring good or bad
luck to a ship. To keep these spirits appeased, sailors partake in rituals like
placing coins under the mast before a voyage or painting the ship's hull with
vibrant colors. These practices aim to pacify the spirits and ensure a safe journey
for the entire crew.

Curious Nautical Sayings and Expressions

The world of sailing and the maritime industry has given rise to numerous colorful
sayings and expressions that have found their way into everyday language. Let's
explore some of these peculiar expressions:

1. "Batten Down the Hatches"

This phrase originated from sailors preparing for a storm. "Batten down the
hatches" means securing or closing all openings on a ship to prevent water from
entering during rough weather. The hatches would be covered using wooden
boards called "battens."

2. "Three Sheets to the Wind"

When someone is described as "three sheets to the wind," it means they are
heavily intoxicated. The expression originates from sailing terminology, where
"sheets" refer to the ropes used to secure the sails. If three sheets are loose and
blowing freely, the ship's movement becomes erratic, much like a drunk person
stumbling around.

3. "Between the Devil and the Deep Blue Sea"

This expression is used to describe a dilemma or a difficult situation with no
obvious solution. The "devil" refers to the seam between the deck planking and



the ship's side, while the "deep blue sea" represents the treacherous waters.
Being caught between the two signifies being in a perilous situation where
escape seems impossible.

The Magnificent Tales of Sea Monsters

Throughout history, sailors have recounted tales of mythical sea monsters that
inhabit the vast oceans. These legends have captured the imaginations of people
worldwide and continue to intrigue us to this day. Let's journey into the realm of
sea monsters:

1. Kraken

The Kraken is perhaps one of the most feared sea monsters. According to
Scandinavian folklore, this colossal creature resembles a giant squid with long
tentacles that can reach up to a mile long. The Kraken is said to dwell deep
beneath the ocean's surface and has the power to capsize boats and devour
sailors.

2. Leviathan

The Leviathan is a legendary sea monster mentioned in religious texts such as
the Bible. Described as a massive sea creature, it possesses great strength and
is associated with chaos and destruction. The Leviathan symbolizes the untamed
power of the ocean.

3. Charybdis and Scylla

In Greek mythology, Charybdis and Scylla were two dangerous sea monsters.
Charybdis was depicted as a massive whirlpool capable of swallowing entire
ships, while Scylla was a multi-headed monster that resided in a rock formation,
picking off sailors as they passed by.



Intriguing Maritime Facts You May Not Know

Maritime history is filled with remarkable facts that often go unnoticed. Here are a
few lesser-known maritime curiosities to pique your interest:

1. The Longest Recorded Sea Journey

The longest recorded sea journey belongs to a sailor named Ernest Shackleton
and his crew. In 1914, their ship became trapped in ice, forcing them to survive
for 634 days before reaching inhabited land.

2. The Mystery of the Bermuda Triangle

The Bermuda Triangle, also known as the Devil's Triangle, has puzzled sailors
and scientists for decades. This area in the western part of the North Atlantic
Ocean is associated with numerous disappearances of ships and aircraft under
mysterious circumstances.

3. The Oldest Intact Shipwreck

The world's oldest intact shipwreck, dating back to around 400 BCE, was
discovered in the Black Sea. This well-preserved ancient Greek vessel provides
valuable insight into seafaring practices during that era.

From the extraordinary swimming abilities of sailors to the captivating myths of
sea monsters and the quirks and rituals of maritime culture, the world of sailing is
a treasure trove of endless wonders. Exploring these maritime curiosities not only
unveils unique insights but also deepens our appreciation for the indomitable
spirit of sailors and the vastness of the ocean realm.
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