Pilot Plot
by
Eyes Right 
Charleston, SC – “9, this is 4…how about a 1 whistle passage near 25?”  Such conversations are frequently heard on bridge-to-bridge radiotelephones in most major harbors of the U.S. and are examples of the special language and skills of harbor pilots.

These men (it is a completely male fraternity) are tasked with the responsibility of safely guiding ships into restricted coastal waters.  They are members of one of the most exclusive associations in the country.   It is easier for an average young man to become a U.S. Senator or an astronaut than a harbor pilot, because in most ports the only way to earn a pilot spot is to be the son (or very close relative) of one of the current members.

Here in Charleston, for example, there are only 14 pilots.  Each is ranked in strict seniority from 1 through 14.  Number 1 has been bringing ships in and out of Charleston for 32 years.  When he retires at age 60 in 2 years, each pilot, in order of seniority, will have the opportunity to nominate a son to fill the vacancy.  There is, I was told, seldom a shortage of nominees because each pilot makes well over $50,000 annually.

The pilots speak freely of the nepotism within their trade.  Number 1 argues, for example, that such favoritism is necessary and beneficial to the development of a knowledgeable pilot.  He must know every nuance of each foot of the river and harbor.  This expertise is best learned, he stated (with pride) when handed down from father to son.  Apprenticeship is lengthy.  One is not accredited as a full partner in the pilot’s association until he has proven himself through a series of increasingly difficult assignments over a several year period.  Certification by the Coast Guard is easy in comparison, he boasted.
Federal Equal Opportunity laws have failed to dent harbor pilot associations.  I would expect a black, female U.S. President before a similarly endowed harbor pilot.  The only defense is that the current system certainly keeps ships, such as the one I am commanding, off the rocks.

I thought you might like to know.
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