A Day in the Life of a Sultana Crew Member
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While enforcing the Townshend Duties for the British Royal Navy,
Sultana had a working crew of twenty-five sailors. These men
came from all over the world and lived a hard life filled with
dangerous activities. A typical day started well before sunrise,
when the anchor was raised and sails were set. From sunup to
sundown Sultana patrolled the bays and rivers of the Atlantic Coast
in search of smugglers. When a colonial ship was sighted, Sultana
would first send a signal to its captain telling him to lower his sails.
Sultana’s crew members would then board the ship, climb into the
hold, and look through the cargo to search for smuggled goods.
These searches angered the colonists, and Sultana’s sailors often
had to bring muskets, swords, and pistols with them to make sure
that they cooperated. If smuggled goods were found, the ship
would be seized and all of the cargo would be split between
Sultana’s crew members and the British tax collectors on land.
In the winter months and on days when there was no wind, crew
members were kept busy doing a wide range of jobs. These jobs
included repairing sails, plugging leaks, coiling ropes, spinning yarn,
washing the deck, and adjusting the rigging. Sometimes Sultana’s
commander would run the ship onto a beach so that the sailors
could tip the schooner onto her side and scrub the bottom. At
other times crew members were sent to shore to collect firewood,
buy supplies, pull fishing nets, or fill barrels full of drinking water.
Crew members aboard Sultana were divided into different ranks.
The top-ranking officer was the Lieutenant, who supervised the
crew and made sure that Sultana carried out her mission. Second
in command was the Master, who was charged with navigating the
vessel’s course. These officers were assisted by the Midshipman, a
young officer-in-training who worked alongside the Lieutenant and
Master to help them run the ship. Another high-ranking sailor was
the Surgeon, who took care of sick or wounded men.
Below the Lieutenant, Master, Midshipman, and Surgeon were
lower-ranking officers who performed very important jobs aboard
ship. One of these men was the Carpenter, a skilled woodworker
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who made any repairs that were needed. Another was the Gunner,
who cleaned and maintained all the ship’s cannons, muskets, and
pistols. All of Sultana’s sails and lines were kept in working order by
an officer known as the Boatswain, and all the ship’s written records
were kept by a Clerk. Fifteen of Sultana’s twenty-five crew members
held the rank of Able Bodied Seaman. These sailors often couldn’t
read or write. Their job was to follow the officers’ orders and do all
the hard labor on the ship.
Living conditions on Sultana were crowded and miserable. While
the Lieutenant, Master, and Surgeon each had their own living
quarters, the other 22 sailors were crammed into one large room
known as the main hold. There were only 13 bunks for these men,
so most crew members shared a bunk with another sailor and slept
in four-hour shifts called “watches”. Imagine living in this crowded
space in the middle of summer with no air conditioning! It is no
surprise that of the 100 sailors who worked on Sultana in colonial
times, 60 of these men deserted ship and never returned. If too
many sailors deserted at one time, Sultana’s officers would send
“press gangs” into the nearest town to capture men and force them
to work on the ship. This was called being “pressed” into service.
Discipline on Sultana was swift and severe. Sailors that didn’t follow
orders got twelve lashes with a “cat-o-nine-tails” on the bare back.
The “cat” was a whip containing nine pieces of rope that would be
dipped in water or tar before the punishment was handed out.
After the lashes were given, salt was poured into the open wounds
to speed the healing process. Sailors who received this punishment
were unable to perform their duties for several days.
After learning how difficult life was for 18th century sailors, one
might wonder why anyone would have wanted to work on Sultana.
Working in the Royal Navy did have benefits. The navy provided
each sailor with a uniform, a place to sleep, and three meals a day.
While the pay was not high, many Able Bodied Seamen still made
more money aboard ship than they could have made working on
land. Sailing in the navy also gave men a chance to travel around
the world and see new places. For some sailors, these benefits
made it worth living in the crowded, stressful conditions they faced
every day aboard the schooner Sultana.
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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.

What activities took place aboard Sultana during a typical work day?

2.

How were the men kept busy in the winter, or when there was no wind?

3.

What were some of the benefits to working in the Royal Navy?

4.

List four ranks on Sultana’s crew and briefly describe that person’s role:

a)
b)
c)
d)
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DIRECTIONS: Pretend you are a crew member working aboard Sultana in the 18th
century. Use the space below to describe a typical day and night on board.
Include descriptions of your rank, the work you are assigned to do, and your
sleeping quarters. Describe the sights, smells, and sounds you experience.
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