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This past winter, I serendipitously met my old 
sailing friend Peter Horner walking down the 
street in Ft. Lauderdale. He and I had crewed 
together on the schooners Woodwind and 

Woodwind II out of Annapolis, Maryland. The jobs were 
a first for both of us — we suddenly realized that work-
ing in the yachting industry could be more than just a 
summer job.

Now, a few years removed from the Woodwinds, Pete 
was in South Florida to take the celestial portion of 
his Yachtmaster exam, which would upgrade him to 
“Oceans.” It was to be a quick stay for Pete, who was off 
to a new job as mate of a large motoryacht in Mexico af-
ter having nearly completed a circumnavigation as mate 
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aboard the 135-foot schooner Kaori. I was in town on my 
own boat, the 35-foot yawl Arcturus, cruising south to 
escape the frozen north. 

Most yachts nowadays require at least the STCW95 
for all of its crewmembers. The STCW is a basic safe-
ty-training course, generally five days long, taught 
with the yachting industry in mind. You learn the req-
uisite CPR and first aid, survival techniques and even 
social responsibilities, taught with the emphasis on 
practical use aboard ship. Seasoned sailors will likely 
find much of this course a bore, but it’s necessary 
and worthwhile for the highlights, including the day 
of firefighting, which remains one of my all-time best 
days in any school.
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Firefighting practice at Northeast Maritime School
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Getting your license to become a captain can be a bit more 
confusing. The majority of megayachts today fly the red en-
sign of a British Commonwealth country. These boats re-
quire the UK-controlled Maritime and Coastguard Agency’s 
(MCA) Yachtmaster tickets; the less-common US-flagged 
yachts require a US Coast Guard (USCG) sanctioned Master 
Mariner ticket. Both tickets are professional-level licenses 
obtained through accumulated sea-time and by passing 
a series of exams. Both also require strict documentation, 
background checks and STCW certification.

The more common Yachtmaster license requires enroll-
ment at a maritime school for US citizens (Brits have a 
self-study option back in the UK), with courses and ex-
ams consisting of both classroom education and actual 
shipboard experience. When I met Pete the first time, I 
found him at the helm of a sailing boat, coming along-
side a deserted pier in the Dania Cut canal. The boat 
belonged to International Yacht Training (IYT) in Ft. Lau-
derdale, and Pete was practicing docking maneuvers for 
his final exam. I was aboard a 55-foot trawler doing the 
exact same thing, yet was enrolled through Maritime 
Professional Training (MPT), a different school. 

IYT and MPT differ slightly: IYT offers the “Master of 
Yachts” ticket, while MPT offers the Royal Yachting As-
sociation’s “Yachtmaster” license. Each is recognized by 
the MCA, however, which is the key. I can only speak for 
my experience at MPT, but the school was top-notch, 
professional, and well worth the few thousand dollars I 
spent on tuition. The course was 10 days long, including 
five days on the trawler and five in the classroom. We 
reviewed chartplotting, navigation marks and signals, 
and pilotage, and then acted it all out in the ocean on 
the school’s boat. Our teacher was a former yacht cap-
tain himself, and the class was only six strong, fostering 
a close and supportive environment. The final exam in-
cluded a lengthy written portion followed by a 14-hour 
day on the water. With a passing rate of only about 2/3, 
it’s challenging, the real deal.

The “Oceans” upgrade is available either on your own 
or through school. Pete returned to IYT this spring for 
a one-week add-on course to learn celestial navigation, 
passage planning, and global weather. The final exam 
includes simulated celestial “problems” to solve in the 
classroom. I chose the solo route, completing the re-
quired (for the self-study option) 600-mile offshore celes-
tial passage during a delivery from St. Thomas to Annap-
olis. The exam was set up through MPT and consisted of 

an oral summary of my passage (with documentation), 
plus a few written questions on celestial theory. 

Those in search of their USCG ticket have even more op-
tions. The ubiquitous Sea School has “campuses” all over 
the country. In general, the US Coast Guard is much more 
unorganized with its licensing requirements, though it is 
improving. Its new website includes upgraded info, and 
it is finally printing licenses in the “passport” style of the 
MCA instead of the antiquated 8x11-inch yellow paper. 

With the required knowledge and sea time (minimum 360 
days), you can register with a Regional Exam Center and 
take the USCG written exams, including endorsements, 
sans school, which is a definite benefit to some, especially 
those with lots of experience and/or a small bank account. 

Both MPT and IYT offer combined courses, allowing crew 
to get both the USCG and MCA tickets at the same time. 
Though you have to sit for both exams, this seems to me 
like the best option to cover all of your bases. 

In short, getting licensed is one of the best (and only) 
ways to advance in the yachting industry. I stopped at 
the 200-Ton Oceans level, pursuing a career in the sail-
ing industry on smaller boats. Pete is still moving up, 
planning to take the Officer of the Watch course, and he 
continues upgrading his tonnage.

Check out the MPT and IYT websites at mptusa.com and 
yachtmaster.com for more information. For info on the 
USCG, visit its site at uscg.mil/nmc/. Do the research, get 
your sea-time, and get licensed!
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