George Silva 

Master of the RV Atlantis

Interview by Margaret Olsen, SECOSEE Education Specialist

On Sunday morning, July 27, 2003, soon after the Alvin was gently placed in the ocean for its dive number 3910, I had the pleasure of being able to spend a few minutes with the ship’s master, George Silva.  

George loves his job – He says “This is what I do”.  He went on to say that it was sometimes difficult to leave his family for weeks or even months at a time, and confessed that the most difficult part of his job was missing all the family special occasions like weddings, birthdays, anniversaries, holidays, births, and just watching his kids grow up.  Thankfully, his wife, Lisa and their four children are very supportive and understand

that his time away from home is important and necessary.

George attended the Massachusetts Maritime Academy from 1975 – 1979 and graduated with a BS degree in Marine Transportation with a Third Mates license.  He has had a diversified career having worked onboard various types of ships including container ships, oil tankers, dredges, tug boats and ferry boats.   For the past eight years from 1995 to 2003, he has worked out of Woods Hole as Chief Mate and the Master of the research vessels the Knorr and the Atlantis.  

Most seamen, who graduate from the academy, receive either a BS in marine transportation or marine engineering with a Third Mates license or a license as third assistant engineer.  This is an unlimited license, which means, as a mate, you can work on a ship of any tonnage and in any waters, or if your license is engineering, you can work on a ship of any horsepower.  For engineers, this means that they can work on steamers, oilers, diesel, or motor driven ships.  What one does with this license is totally up to the individual.  With determination, hard work, and at-sea experience anyone can achieve the top level jobs of Master for mates and Chief for engineers. 

To up-grade a license from third to second mate or engineer requires 365 days of sea time which could take as long as two years.  Once the proper amount of sea time is documented, an appointment is scheduled with the Coast Guard to “sit for your license” which is a week long series of morning and afternoon exams.   Some tests require a minimum of 90% (navigation and rules of the road) while others only require a passing score of 70%.  The same process of securing 365 days of sea time and taking the proper exams is required for each level upgrade.  Each new license requires more experience and more skills and comes with more responsibility.

Everyone does not have to attend the maritime academy however, to become a seaman.  One can work at sea with an unlicensed rating and can (though it takes longer) advance through the ranks to a higher level.  There are entry level positions on deck as an OS (ordinary seaman), in the steward department as an MA (mess assistant), and in engineering department as a wiper. These of course are the less visible jobs, but involve things that must be done like painting, chipping, and cleaning the deck or galley.  Once you have a year of sea time and proper testing is completed, an OS can become an AB (able bodied seaman) and a wiper can advance to an oiler.   The more sea time you acquire, enables you to advance in rank if you are willing to study and “sit” for the required exams.  Anyone who is motivated and ambitious can obtain a license all the way up the ladder to Chief Engineer or Chief Mate.

Becoming a seaman was not a planned event for George.  He had no idea what he wanted to do after completing high school and worked a while at various odd jobs.  When he was 20, the father of his best friend, who just happened to be the president of Massachusetts Maritime Academy, offered him the opportunity to attend.  He said he didn’t really have the grades or the finances to accept, but was told that hard work and funding from grants could make it happen, so he entered the academy in 1975.  Eleven years later, he achieved his current status as “Ship’s Master”.  He said, he could have gotten it sooner, but just didn’t want to work THAT hard.  George says that anyone with the proper desire and motivation can become a seaman regardless of sex or financial status.  Those who do not attend a maritime academy are often called “Focastles” which means they worked their way up through the ranks.

What George likes best about his job is that he doesn’t have to commute to work.  He enjoys doing something that is out of the ordinary and the uniqueness of being out in the elements – the good, the bad, and the ugly.  He thinks it is special to be able to see so many different types of marine life.  He much prefers working for WHOI (Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution), a non-profit organization dedicated to scientific research, than for a commercial company driven by profit.  Working with scientists is interesting and makes him feel that he is doing something important.  Some of the perks of his job are being able to visit remote and exotic locations, meeting a variety of people from all over the world such as scientists, students, teachers, the media and even an occasional Hollywood type.   He is proud of the notoriety that the ship receives, especially when it was written up in National Geographic.  Working on a ship that is in the public eye (TV, websites, movies, etc), doesn’t happen anywhere else or in any other type of job.  

As is true with any vocation, there is also the downside.  Being away from home for the better part of a year, sometimes eight months, is stressful both family and friends.  George feels fortunate to have a strong supportive wife who in his words “makes it all happen”.  Lisa Silva is an educator who began her teaching career after their children were in school.  

George looks forward to his retirement and plans to fish a lot and make up lost time with his family.  But for now, he is enjoying his life at sea.  

