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Document 6.1 Richard Henry Dana, Two Years Before the Mast (1840) 
 
In this excerpt, a young Boston aristocrat describes his experiences on a New England merchant ship and 
characterizes the working life onboard a shipping vessel. After staple crop exports, shipping was another major 
driver of American economic growth in the antebellum period. 
 
The captain, in the first place, is lord paramount. He stands no watch, comes and goes when he pleases, and is 
accountable to no one, and must be obeyed in everything, without a question, even from his chief officer. He has 
the power to turn his officers off duty, and even to break them and make them do duty as sailors in the forecastle. 
Where there are no passengers and no supercargo, as in our vessel, he has no companion but his own dignity, and 
no pleasures, unless he differs from most of his kind, but the consciousness of possessing supreme power, and, 
occasionally, the exercise of it. 
 
The prime minister, the official organ, and the active and superintending officer, is the chief mate. He is first 
lieutenant, boatswain, sailing-master, and quarter-master. The captain tells him what he wishes to have done, and 
leaves to him the care of overseeing, of allotting the work, and also the responsibility of its being well done… 
 
The crew are divided into two divisions, as equally as may be, called the watches. Of these the chief mate 
commands the larboard, and the second mate the starboard. They divide the time between them, being on and off 
duty, or, as it is called, on deck and below, every other four hours. If, for instance, the chief mate with the larboard 
watch have the first night-watch from eight to twelve; at the end of the four hours, the starboard watch is called, 
and the second mate takes the deck, while the larboard watch and the first mate go below until four in the 
morning, when they come on deck again and remain until eight; having what is called the morning watch. As they 
will have been on deck eight hours out of twelve, while those who had the middle watch- from twelve to four, will 
only have been up four hours, they have what is called a “forenoon watch below,” that is, from eight, A.M., till 
twelve, P.M. In a man-of-war, and in some merchantmen, this alternation of watches is kept up throughout the 
twenty-four hours; but our ship, like most merchantmen, had “all hands” from twelve o’clock till dark, except in bad 
weather, when we had “watch and watch.” … 
 
The morning commences with the watch on deck’s “turning-to” at day-break and washing down, scrubbing and 
swabbing the decks. This, together with filling the “scuttled butt” with fresh water, and coiling up the rigging, 
usually occupies the time until seven bells, (half after seven,) when all hands get breakfast. At eight, the day’s work 
begins, and lasts until sundown, with the exception of an hour for dinner. 
 
Before I end my explanations, it may be well to define a day’s work, and to correct a mistake prevalent among 
landsmen about a sailor’s life. Nothing is more common than to hear people say— “Are not sailors very idle at 
sea?— what can they find to do?” This is a very natural mistake, and being very frequently made, it is one which 
every sailor feels interested in having corrected. In the first place, then, the discipline of the ship requires every man 
to be at work upon something when he is on deck, except at night and on Sundays. Except at these times, you will 
never see a man, on board a well-ordered vessel, standing idle on deck, sitting down or leaning over the side. It is 
the officers’ duty to keep every one at work, even if there is nothing to be done but to scrape the rust from the 
chain cables. In no state prison are the convicts more regularly set to work, and more closely watched. No 
conversation is allowed among the crew at their duty, and though they frequently do talk when aloft, or when near 
one another, yet they always stop when an officer is nigh. 
 
Source: Richard Henry Dana, Two Years Before the Mast: A Personal Narrative of Life at Sea (New York: Harper, 
1840), 9–11. 
 
 


