
To steer the ship, Sultana’s crewmembers 
used a tiller.  The tiller is a six-foot-long 
lever located in the back of the boat near 
the stern.  The tiller is attached to the 
rudder, which is a long flat board that 
runs down through an opening in the 
deck and into the water.  When the tiller 
moves from side to side, the rudder 
moves with it.  When the tiller is pushed 
to the left, the rudder moves in such a 
way that it makes the schooner turn right. 
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Many ships in the 1700s did not have a tiller.  Instead, they had a large captain’s wheel 
where the officers would steer the vessel.  These wheels took up lots of room on deck.  

Steering with the Tiller

Sultana’s tiller is a 6’ long lever used to steer the ship.

The rudder acts like a giant fish tail to steer the schooner.

RUDDER

When the tiller is pushed to the right, the rudder makes the ship turn left.  In a way, 
the rudder acts like a giant fish tail at the back of the ship.  

The rudder is a very large piece of wood that weighs hundreds of pounds.  To make it 
easier to turn, sailors attached a block and tackle system to the tiller that created a 
mechanical advantage of 4:1.  This means that one sailor had the power of four men!  
This was very helpful during long voyages when Sultana would be sailing for days or 
weeks at a time.  

They were also attached to block and 
tackle systems below the deck that 
took up space near the crew quarters.  
Sultana did not have a wheel because 
the schooner was simply too small.

During Sultana’s under-sail programs 
with school groups, students use the 
block and tackle system to move the 
tiller from side to side and steer the 
ship.  This is always a highlight of the 
trip!
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COMPREHENSION QUESTIONS

DIRECTIONS:  Read the text on the previous page, then answer the following 
questions in complete sentences.  Write your answers on the lines provided.

1.     Where is the tiller located on the ship?

2. What is a rudder?

3.     When the tiller is turned to the left, which way does the boat turn?

4. Why is there a block and tackle system attached to the tiller?

5. Why did Sultana have a tiller instead of a captain’s wheel?

Steering with the Tiller
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Parts of a Ship:  The Basics 

T he front of a ship is called the bow, and the back is called the stern.  If you were standing 
on the ship’s deck looking forward (towards the bow), the left side would be the port side 

and the right side would be the starboard side.  Close to Sultana’s stern is the tiller, a long 
stick attached to a device called a rudder used for steering the ship.  Other important items 
include the main mast, the fore mast and the windlass (a large simple machine used for pulling 
up the anchor). 
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S ultana’s deck is divided into four sections.  At the front of the ship is the fore deck, where 
the anchors are stored and the fore mast is located.  The largest section of the ship is the 

middle deck where the main hatch is located.  Historically, this is where cargo would have 
been loaded and unloaded.  Towards the ship’s stern is the quarter deck.  On larger ships, only 
the high ranking officers were allowed to stand in this area.  Sultana’s smallest deck is the 
poop deck, where sailors steered with the tiller. 
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The tiller and the rudder are located on the back of the ship, near the stern.

The rudder

A view of the tiller looking towards the front (bow) of the ship.

The block and tackle system makes the tiller easier to turn.


