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You would think going down a shipboard 
ladder is one of the first basic lessons 
young Sailors learn. How to properly grasp 

a handrail was drummed into me while I was a 
midshipman. I learned early that a ship’s steep lad-
ders deserve respect. I had difficulties descending 
those ladders because I wear a size-13 boot, which 
means a long foot that is a bit big for two-and-a-
half-inch-wide ladder rungs.  

My Navy shipboard ladder experience began 
when I reported to USS Carl Vinson (CVN 70) for 
a six-month deployment. My girlfriend was helping 
me move aboard, and during one trip I had over-
loaded myself. One arm held an open box with a 
six-month supply of personal gear and a briefcase, 

while with the other arm I carried 
a large bag containing two pillows, 
some sheets and a sleeping bag. 
A 50-pound duffel bag also was 
strapped to my back, shifting my 
center of gravity to an unusual loca-
tion. I had loaded myself up to mini-
mize trips up and down the ship’s 
brow.

Initially, my girlfriend and I had 
problems using the ship’s ladders. We 
had our hands full and we quickly 
learned to carry less with each suc-
ceeding trip—when carrying heavy 
loads, always have a free hand to 
catch or balance yourself, since there 
are many ways to hurt yourself.

When, several years later I again 
went to sea with the squadron, I was 
reminded of those lessons I learned 
earlier in my career. I never forgot 

when, as a midshipman 4th class and fledgling 
engineer, I had to wear steel-toed boots, hearing 
protection, and other protective clothing. I also was 
strongly encouraged to always carry a flashlight. 
Most importantly, though, I learned how to hold 
onto handrails when descending ladders: grab the 
handrail behind you so you can catch yourself 
if you miss a step. Sailors too often don’t hold 
onto a ladder rail and therefore would not be able 
to “catch” themselves should they stumble while 
going up or down a ship’s ladder.

Everything aboard ship must be done carefully, 
especially when the ship is underway. Get your 
sea legs, and always practice situational awareness. 
Hold onto those handrails whether you’re going 
up or down a ladder. Don’t let Murphy’s Law 
ruin your day. Being alert and watching your step 
makes shipboard life much safer for everyone.
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