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LIVING WITH THE SKY (SAILORS AND THE SKY)

INTRODUCTION
This project examined the relationship that sailors have with the sky. It looked at practical experiences such as using the Sun, Moon, or other celestial bodies for navigation, or observing the clouds and weather patterns to assist with choices, as well as more emotional or spiritual experiences that they encountered while out under the sky. Specifically, the research question addressed was: To what extent do modern sailors form a relationship with the sky, and how does it speak to them? This research had two aims. Firstly, to understand the personal relationship that sailors have with the sky. How do they relate to it while sailing, and how do they use the sky for guidance? Secondly, to explore how sailors experience a connection with the sky, whether that is through a spiritual or mystical connection, or through a sense of awe or enchantment.

LITERATURE REVIEW
The literature relevant to this study falls into three areas: literature on human connection with nature and the sky, literature on sailors and sailing, and literature about the awe and enchantment that the sky inspires. It is the aim of this study to connect the findings from this research with the context put forth in each of these areas.
Literature on Human Connection with Nature and the Sky
	A. César Gonzalez- García noted that, ‘for centuries, the human has comprehended the sky, its changes and constancies, as part of their world, as part of the environment, as part of their everyday life,’ [footnoteRef:1] and stated, [1:  Gonzalez-García, A. César. 2020. "Our Sky, the Sky of Our Ancestors." Education and Heritage in the era of Big Data in Astronomy Proceedings IAU Symposium No. 367. Santiago de Compostela, Spain: Instituto de Ciencias del Patrimonio, Incipit-CSIC. P 245.] 

We assume that past societies lived more attached to the sky because they ‘used’ the sky to know when it was the time for harvesting or sowing. It was also used to know the route in long distance travels, either at sea or in land. And it was in several cases used as repository or source for explanations, of metaphysics, for the everyday life.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Ibid.] 

However, Gonzalez-García also argued that although the forms of expression may have changed, modern humans are still attached to the sky. He named such examples as the fascination with phenomena like eclipses, interest in astronomical discoveries, and the popularity of watching a sunset as examples of how human connection with the sky is alive and well, even in this age of technology and light pollution.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Gonzalez-García, Our Sky, the Sky of Our Ancestors, pp. 245-246.] 

	Studies on dark sky communities and astrotourism speak about the need to protect access to the unobstructed night sky to preserve human connection with nature. Neha Khetrapal and Divya Bhatia believed that human connection to the night sky is being lost due to artificial light at night. They argued that astrotourism offered an opportunity to connect with nighttime celestial phenomena and preserve the cultural heritage of the places where travellers gather to see them.[footnoteRef:4]  Similarly, Nick Dunn and Tim Edensor spoke to this connection by stating, ‘Before the advent of modern science, the relationship between the individual and the night sky was typically immediate and powerful.’[footnoteRef:5], and then discussed the importance of the dark sky community in helping to maintain this bond.  [4:  Bhatia, Neha Khetrapal and Divya. 2022. "Our Brightly‐Lit Future." The Canadian Geographer 66(3) pp. 621-2.]  [5:  Edensor, Tim and Nick Dunn. 2024. Dark Skies - Places, Practices, Communities. London and New York: Routledge, p. 3.] 

Tim Ingold spoke of what it meant to be in the open, under the sky, mingling with the elements. He argued that to truly inhabit an environment is not simply to live upon it, but to be part of it, stating, ‘To inhabit the open is not to be stranded on the outer surface of the Earth, but to be caught up in the transformations of the weather-world.’[footnoteRef:6]  Sailors spend a great deal of time under the sky, watching and experiencing it. As the objective for this research is to address the question of how modern sailors connect and relate to the sky, it also includes an analysis of how this connection is experienced. [6:  Ingold, Tim. 2007. "Earth, Sky, Wind, and Weather." The Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute, Vol. 13 p. 19.] 


Literature on Sailors and Sailing
	Previous academic studies of sailors have focused on the effect on their mental health of being under the sky, away from land for long periods. W. Leksowski conducted a study of 28 sailors who participated in voyages around the world, and found they were subject to disorders including depression and neurosis, caused by feelings of isolation, or stress caused by dealing with severe weather or the need to navigate under difficult circumstances. They were also challenged by lifestyle changes from living aboard a sailing vessel for long periods.[footnoteRef:7]  Similarly, Neil Weston interviewed five skippers who had sailed solo in an around the world race to understand the stressors they encountered and the mechanisms they used to cope.[footnoteRef:8]  Again, the skippers cited isolation and weather related concerns, along with the competitive pressures associated with racing, and even boredom from long periods of calm weather spent alone. They found ways to cope by ‘remaining calm, normalizing the situation (e.g. by making a cup of tea), knowing their personal limits, and focusing their efforts on controllable actions to improve safety’.[footnoteRef:9]  [7:  Leksowski, W. 1985. "Emotional Disorders of Sailors in Stress Situations During Long Yachting Voyages." Bull Inst Marit Trop Med Gdynia, 36(1-4) pp. 37-42.]  [8:  Weston, Neil J. V., Thelwell, Richard C., Bond, Simon and Hutchings, Nicholas V. 2009. "Stress and Coping in Single-Handed Round-the-World Ocean Sailing." Journal of Applied Sport Psychology 21:4 pp. 460 — 474.]  [9:  Ibid, p. 464-66.] 

	First-hand accounts tell a more personal and compelling story. In his novel The Long Way, Bernard Moitessier chronicled his experiences during a race in the Southern hemisphere in his boat Joshua.[footnoteRef:10] After sailing from Plymouth, UK in August, 1968, to the Cape of Good to begin the race on October 20 of that year, he raced around the world, sailing south of Capes Leeuwin and Horn, and approaching the end of the race back at the Cape of Good Hope in March, 1969. Although he experienced the same hardships and stresses – storms, gale force winds, loneliness and isolation, he began a daily practice of yoga, which he claimed improved his mental and physical health and gave him ‘a kind of undefinable state of grace’.[footnoteRef:11] As he approached the end of the race and thought of his family in France, he realized that  life at sea and under the sky had given him something that his life back home could not. As he stated, [10:  Moitessier, Bernard. 1995. The Long Way. Dobbs Ferry, N.Y.: Sheridan House, Translated by William Rodarmor.]  [11:  Ibid, p. 116.] 

The Moon is gone. She will be back in a few days, like a smile at first, then bigger and bigger. How long will it last, this peace I have found at sea? It is all of life that I contemplate – sun, clouds, time that passes and abides. I have almost reached a turning point along my way. I know, I have known since the Indian Ocean, that I no longer want to go back.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Ibid, pp. 116-117.] 

Moitessier found peace at sea and was unwilling to leave behind his connection with nature. He abandoned the race and continued sailing, heading for Tahiti and landing there for the first time in almost a year on June 21, 1969.[footnoteRef:13]  [13:  Ibid, pp. 173-175.] 

Literature on Awe and Enchantment
	Modern sailors have the technology required to navigate, check weather forecasts, and know when to expect celestial events like sunrise and sunset. It may seem like the sky would hold few mysteries or surprises for them. Nicholas Campion spoke to the theory, advanced by Max Weber, that the use of science and technology would bring about disenchantment.[footnoteRef:14] Campion also recounted different definitions of "enchantment," among them Weber’s (‘wonder’)[footnoteRef:15]  and JRR Tolkien’s (‘oneness with a living, wonderful world’).[footnoteRef:16]  It was one aim of this research to understand whether sailors today still feel a sense of enchantment while looking at the sky, given their extensive use of technology.   [14:  Campion, Nicholas. 2011. "Enchantment and the Awe of the Heavens." The Inspiration of Astronomical Phenomena VI, Astronomical Society of the Pacific Conference Series Vol. 441 Enrico Maria Corsini (ed.), p. 417.]  [15:  Campion, Enchantment, 419.]  [16:  Ibid.] 

	In addition, Jonathan Haidt and Dacher Keltner proposed that the two themes present when in a state of awe were ‘perceived vastness and a need for accomodation, defined as inability to assimilate an experience into current mental structures.’[footnoteRef:17] When this idea was applied to nature and natural phenomena, they noted, ‘People feel awe in response to large natural objects, such as mountains, vistas, storms, and oceans.’[footnoteRef:18] As they further explained, [17:  Haidt, Dacher Keltner & Jonathan. 2003. "Approaching Awe, a Moral, Spiritual, and Aesthetic Emotion." Cognition and Emotion, 17:2 p. 297.]  [18:  Ibid, p. 309.] 

Natural objects that are vast in relation to the self (e.g. vistas, waterfalls, redwoods) are more likely to produce awe, as are natural events that have effects upon many (e.g. tornadoes, earthquakes). Natural objects that transcend one’s previous knowledge are more likely to produce awe than are familiar objects.[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Ibid, p. 310.] 

Both the heavens and the sea offer opportunities to encounter vast natural objects and events that could bring about awe. The sailors who took part in this study were asked to describe any such experiences that they could remember from their times under the sky.



METHODOLOGY
Methods
This study used mixed methodology, utilizing questionnaires and in-depth interviews to gather information. The questionnaire (Appendix A) contained items related to demographics, sailing experience, and interactions with the sky for such purposes as navigating, forecasting the weather, and viewing it as an object of interest. It also contained longer questions that asked the participant about deeper experiences that they may have had while sailing. For those willing, the questionnaire was followed by a live interview of up to one hour, conducted over Zoom. The interviews were semi-structured and began by going more deeply into the responses on the questionnaire.
A mixed method was chosen primarily to help align the information received from each method, as the interviews built on what was related on the questionnaire. This method also allowed the participants to be grouped together demographically, and the data from both the questionnaires and the interviews could be used to analyze similarities among those of like demographics. As recommended by Harris and Brown, the timing of the interviews was shortly after receipt of the questionnaires, usually within a week.[footnoteRef:20] As they also suggested, the questionnaire was identical for all participants, and the interview prompts began in a structured format.[footnoteRef:21] However, the interviews then allowed the informants to ‘ramble’ as suggested by Alan Bryman. Bryman spoke of one benefit of letting participants take the discussion in their own direction when he quoted Lynda Measor as saying, [20:  Brown, Lois R. Harris and Gavin T. L. 2010. "Mixing interview and questionnaire methods: Practical problems in aligning data." Practical Assessment, Research, and Evaluation: Vol. 15 , Article 1 p. 11.]  [21:  Ibid.] 

Inevitably, the interviewee will 'ramble' and move away from the designated areas in the researcher's mind. In rambling, the interviewee is moving onto some areas that most interest him or her.[footnoteRef:22] [22:  Bryman, Alan. 1988. Quantity and Quality in Social Research. London and New York: Routledge, p. 46.] 

He said, ‘rambling is interesting because it may reveal a matter of importance to (the informant).’[footnoteRef:23] This helped focus the interview on the areas that the participants were most interested in discussing, encouraging them to relate stories of their choice. [23:  Ibid, p. 47.] 



Ethics
	The ethics related to this study were included on the associated E1 form and the questionnaire. Participants were assured that their information would be kept anonymous and that they were free to withdraw from the study and have their information removed. Pseudonyms were assigned to each interviewee to protect their identity, and the questions that contained sensitive information included an optional response of "Prefer not to say." Participants were also informed that if answering any of the questions on the form made them uncomfortable, they were free to skip it. This helped mitigate the possibility that the person may remember an unpleasant or traumatic experience while sailing that they would prefer not to discuss.

Participants
	The participants were identified in two ways. Firstly, from the local Toronto sailing community of which I (the researcher) am a member. Three people were approached as a pilot group and completed both the questionnaire and the interview. Additional community members were contacted through email and asked to participate if willing. A link to the questionnaire was also posted in the Facebook group ‘Practical Celestial Navigation’ with permission from the administrator. Eighteen people completed the questionnaire, and ten of those continued to a follow-up interview. Participants included four women and fourteen men ranging in age from forties through seventies, with the largest group (seven) being men in their sixties. All four women and six of the men volunteered to be interviewed. Nine of the participants were in Ontario, Canada, with the others spread around the world; four in the United States and one each in the UK, Brazil, South Africa, Portugal, and New Zealand. Nine identified as Christian, three as “spiritual but not religious”, one Jewish, one Buddhist, one “other” and three as having no spiritual beliefs. One participant was blind and an active member of Blind Sailing Canada. 

REFLEXIVE POSITIONING
	I conducted this study as a member of the sailing community, so I come largely from an insider perspective relative to my research participants. I have been sailing since 2012 and owned a boat for over six years. I remain a member of a local yacht club and continue to sail with friends. However, many of my informants have had the experience of sailing across the ocean and spending many days or even weeks at sea. This is an experience that I do not share, so in that way, I am an outsider, as I view ocean crossings as a different level of sailing with its own unique set of challenges and opportunities. Marlize Rabe argued that a researcher can be both an insider and an outsider to her informants and that,
These concepts should be understood as operating on a continuum. A particular researcher will shift between the different roles associated with being an insider and an outsider. At times, one can even expect the roles of insider and outsider to overlap.[footnoteRef:24] [24:  Rabe, Marlize. 2003. "Revising 'Insiders' and 'Outsiders' as Social Researchers." African Sociological Review p. 150.] 

This was the situation I often found myself in while interviewing sailors who were much more experienced than myself. 
	Like most of my informants I use a combination of techniques both for navigation and for forecasting the weather. I use a GPS to chart a course but stay aware of landmarks and buoys, watching for anything unexpected. I also use apps and radar for weather forecasting. Again, I also keep an eye on the sky for immediate feedback, as forecasts are often incorrect, and the weather can bring surprises. I enjoy gazing at the sky and finding beauty in a colourful sunrise or sunset, sighting planets or constellations, feeling a sense of wonder at a starry sky on a clear night or the intensity of a sudden squall or lightning storm. I admit to being biased on this matter, as I have not found science or technology to impede experiencing wonder or enchantment.  However, I was careful during interviews to let my informants speak of their own experiences and opinions about this.

FINDINGS
THE SKY AND WEATHER
	All of the participants in this study used weather forecasts to prepare for a sail. The majority (89%) started checking them several days before a trip to help plan their course. However, forecasts can be changeable and unreliable. As one ocean sailor, “Barry” put it, ‘you can download a weather forecast for where you are. But, well, they're appalling, you know.’ [footnoteRef:25]  In fact, over half of the respondents (ten) said that they would trust their own observations of the sky as much or more than the forecasts.  [25:  Informant05, interview by Beth Scannell. 2025. Pseudonym "Barry" (April 8).] 

One of the tools used to foretell the weather was cloud formations. Fourteen participants (78%) said they knew the different types of cloud formations and their implications for weather, checked for them when they sailed, and relied on them for information. “Anna” told me what she looked for:
The big sort of towering mushroom-like clouds that start getting high, cumulonimbus clouds that are gray and dark at the top will signal, you know, incoming thunderstorm. The light sort of filmy cirrus clouds that are high can indicate rain within the next 24 hours.[footnoteRef:26]  [26:  Informant08, interview by Beth Scannell. 2025. Pseudonym "Anna" (April 10).] 

“Peter” also spoke of watching the sky for signs of changing weather: 
The Atlantic crossings are where you are constantly referring to the sky. Looking at the clouds, sun, the moon, the stars. About 80 percent is the cloud formation. A rainbow ring around the moon indicates upper-level atmosphere disturbance or the movement of ice particles in the high upper atmosphere.[footnoteRef:27] [27:  Informant07, interview by Beth Scannell. 2025. Pseudonym "Peter" (April 9).] 

Other sailors relied on a different method for forecasting the weather. “Kevin” said he tracked the time for sunrise each day when he was on a sailing trip, so that he could look at the sky to understand the weather patterns for the day. 'That rhyme that said, red sky at morning, sailors take warning, red sky at night, sailors delight. So, observing, learning to observe.’[footnoteRef:28]  One-third (6) of the respondents knew these types of sayings and took them very seriously.  These sailors' knowledge and observations of the sky were critical for creating a complete picture of the weather's likely behaviour. [28:  Informant02, interview by Beth Scannell. 2025. Pseudonym "Kevin" (April 2).] 


THE SKY AND NAVIGATION
	Each participant used a variety of navigational techniques. Most (15) used GPS, Navigation apps, Coastal Navigation, and their own local knowledge. Ten used a chart plotter, and nine also used Celestial Navigation (navigating by the Sun, Moon, planets, and stars). Those who used Celestial Navigation did so out of choice, partly because they enjoyed the challenge. As “Karl”, a Celestial Navigation instructor, said, ‘We don't have to use Celestial Navigation, but we do it because we like to.’ [footnoteRef:29]  But he also talked about the importance of knowing how to use this technique in case the boat's electronics quit working or prove to be incorrect. Karl spoke of one instance where there was a delay in getting the GPS signal to the boat, and they came close to running into land before he realized what was happening. As he put it, 'It kind of reminded me of a cardinal rule, to back up on paper and not to rely totally on the chart plotter.'[footnoteRef:30] For him, the sky was a critical source of information. [29:  Informant04, interview by Beth Scannell. 2025. Pseudonym "Karl" (April 7).]  [30:  Ibid.] 

	"Michael," who teaches Celestial Navigation to kids using a variety of historical tools while out on the water, stated on his questionnaire, ‘I don’t think there’s another skill that comes close to teaching how we fit into it all.’ [footnoteRef:31] In his interview, sitting in a room filled with sextants, astrolabes, Viking sunstones, and other navigational tools from ages past, he explained the use of not only the tools but also the songs and stories used in ancient times to help travellers find their way using the heavens: [31:  Scannell, Beth. 2025. "RCC Questionnaire - Sailors and the Sky." Toronto, ON, April.] 

This is why I think boats are the most incredibly illustrative place to learn how you fit into it all. They say, can you teach me ten constellations? And yeah, I can. But the important thing is the stories you know about them, so you remember them and how they made you feel.[footnoteRef:32] [32:  Informant10, interview by Beth Scannell. 2025. Pseudonym "Michael" (April 10).] 

An example he used was the passage from The Odyssey where Calypso directed Odysseus how to sail home by following Ursa Major and the Pleiades.[footnoteRef:33]   By teaching these stories and songs along with astronomy, Michael is doing his part to provide the type of education and heritage appreciation deemed so important by Gonzalez-García to help maintain our connection to the sky.[footnoteRef:34] [33:  Homer. n.d. The Odyssey translated by Emily R. Wilson. WW Norton (Nov. 7 2017).]  [34:  Gonzalez-García, Our Sky, the Sky of Our Ancestors.] 

	“Peter” also spoke about using Celestial Navigation while on a long journey, as a backup to the electronics that could become dysfunctional. However, he related to the sky in a different way when he was navigating versus when he was relaxing. As he put it,
The heavens are nice to just be a part of, but when you're using celestial navigation, it becomes a tool. You're looking up at the sky in an un-aesthetic way. It becomes important to draw away from the aesthetics, because they can be distracting, because it's awe-inspiring. The numbers and everything come to fruition then. And after the spot is on the chart, you've got time to wander out and have a look at the sky and see how wonderful it is.[footnoteRef:35] [35:  Informant07, interview by Beth Scannell. 2025. Pseudonym "Peter" (April 9).] 

For Peter, the sky was a valuable tool when he used it to help navigate and a source of wonder only when he was able to relax and enjoy it. He felt it was critical to be able to separate the two.
	Steering by the sky can involve more than just the visual. “Rosemary” is a blind woman who has been sailing since childhood. She explained that her older brother encouraged her and taught her about sailing. He said, 'I don't care if you're blind, you're going to take the tiller and learn to get the feel. You can feel the pressure of the wind on the sail’.[footnoteRef:36]  Rosemary has learned how to use the wind to tell her which direction the boat is heading. [36:  Informant09, interview by Beth Scannell. 2025. Pseudonym "Rosemary" (April 10).] 

If the skipper wants us to go on a beam reach, I want the wind coming at my right ear, if it's a wheel. If it's a tiller it's a little different. It's a "behind you-ish” kind of thing. There's a different feel for each way of sailing. When you're going downwind, you want it on your left ear. If you've got the wheel and you've got the wind directly behind you, you're on a dead run, so you want it more on your ear when you're going downwind.[footnoteRef:37] [37:  Ibid.] 

In Rosemary’s case, her relationship with the sky for navigation came through the wind’s direction, where she felt it on her face and the feel of its pressure on the helm that steered the boat. These were also valuable sources of information and guidance.

EMOTIONAL AND MYSTICAL EFFECTS FROM THE SKY
Effects on Mood
To follow up on the two studies of long-distance sailors discussed in the literature review[footnoteRef:38] [footnoteRef:39] the sailors participating in this study were asked to describe the effect that being under the sky for long periods had on their mood. Although they acknowledged the stress of dealing with inclement weather, isolation, and lack of sleep, the most frequent response was that it gave them a sense of peace and calm, with eight of the eighteen questionnaires naming that specifically. In her interview, “Debra” described her experience of sailing through the Florida Keys, sometimes not docking or anchoring for days: [38:  Leksowski, Emotional Disorders of Sailors in Stress Situations.]  [39:  Weston, Thelwell, Bond, and Hutchings, Stress and Coping.] 

When you're on a sailboat, you feel connected to the sky and not necessarily to your earthly problems. Your earthly concerns and routines, and the stuff that occupies our minds constantly, the economy and politics, and all of that just goes. I'm staring up the sky and all the stress of the planet melts away.[footnoteRef:40] [40:  Informant01, interview by Beth Scannell. 2025. Pseudonym "Debra" (March 30).] 

“Judy” described the feeling as ‘Calmness. Absolute serenity,’[footnoteRef:41] while “Kevin” described it as ‘High alert and calm, pause to determine what to do. Usually very alert.’[footnoteRef:42] So, while he also felt a sense of calm, it was mixed with the knowledge that he needed to be constantly aware of his environment, saying, ‘Focus is a key thing, being aware. And I think that for me, sailing acts as a heightening experience of awareness. Every drop counts, every little bit counts.’[footnoteRef:43]   [41:  Informant03, interview by Beth Scannell. 2025. Pseudonym "Judy" (April 2).]  [42:  Informant02, interview by Beth Scannell. 2025. Pseudonym "Kevin" (April 2).]  [43:  Ibid.] 

“Anna” also talked about the stress and vigilance that goes with sailing, along with the excitement:
It's exhilarating but also tiring and sobering at the same time. So, it's a phenomenal experience. Sailing is pictured as a glamorous sport, because it's a privilege to sail and it's not accessible to everybody. But it is tiring too, because you have responsibility for the boat, for other people on board, including yourself, you realize how vulnerable you are, you are alone.[footnoteRef:44] [44:  Informant08, interview by Beth Scannell. 2025. Pseudonym "Anna" (April 10).] 

She acknowledged the very real risks associated with sailing and the sense of responsibility that goes along with it. But she also talked about the effect of sunrise on her feelings of wellbeing:
When you're sailing overnight and it’s just before dawn, there is a sense of relief. Just to have some light in the sky gives me a feeling of wellbeing and comfort. As beautiful as the darkness is, I am relieved when the light starts to appear and that is also a beautiful moment. So that early light, you know it's another day that you've survived, and a feeling that everything's going to be okay.[footnoteRef:45] [45:  Ibid.] 

So, for Anna, the sky, through the Sun's daily rising, communicates hope, renewal, and optimism.

Feelings of Connection with the Sky
	Many of the sailors participating in this study talked about feeling connected to the sky and nature, especially while sailing, particularly at night. “Debra” talked about being at anchor, under the stars and surrounded by porpoises and other marine life:
It sounds corny but I felt connected to the cosmos in a way that I hadn't before, because there was nothing else there. I lay on the bow and looked up and all I saw was stars. You feel connected to things - nature and the stars and the constellations and the cosmos and the heavens - in a way that you don't when you're sitting in your backyard.[footnoteRef:46] [46:  Informant01, interview by Beth Scannell. 2025. Pseudonym "Debra" (March 30).] 

“Judy” stated, ‘To me, the water and the sky go together. It's like you have no walls. You have no roof. You have no floor.’,[footnoteRef:47] and “Kevin” said, ‘I sense this complete unification of myself, the water, the sky and the air.’[footnoteRef:48] “Barry” discussed the way he felt while on the ocean riding giant, undulating waves: ‘You feel like you're just floating with no firm connection to the ground. It felt like I'm elevated and looking down on the situation. If I look up, I feel I'm with the stars.’[footnoteRef:49] For each of them, the sense of connection encompassed union not only with the sky but also with the water, as if they were all one being, or as Tim Ingold stated, ‘to feel the wind is not to make external, tactile contact with our surroundings, but to mingle with them.'[footnoteRef:50]  This sense of connection also took on a personal, spiritual tone for some. “Anna” told me, [47:  Informant03, interview by Beth Scannell. 2025. Pseudonym "Judy" (April 2).]  [48:  Informant02, interview by Beth Scannell. 2025. Pseudonym "Kevin" (April 2).]  [49:  Informant05, interview by Beth Scannell. 2025. Pseudonym "Barry" (April 8).]  [50:  Ingold, Earth, Sky, Wind, and Weather, p. 19.] 

when I sail at night, and I look up at the stars, I feel connected, not only to the water and the stars and any animal life that might be around me like bird, but to people who have passed and particularly my mother. I feel like she's up there watching me.[footnoteRef:51] [51:  Informant08, interview by Beth Scannell. 2025. Pseudonym "Anna" (April 10).] 

In her case, the feeling of connection came through as a sense of being nurtured or watched over by a loved one.
It may not be a coincidence that most of the people who spoke about their connection with the sky talked about it happening at night, under a clear, starry sky out at sea, and said this did not happen for them at home. Many also expressed sorrow for how light pollution has diminished the ability to have this experience. “Judy” described helping her daughter with a school project years ago, tracking the positions of the constellations, and how now, due to development, she cannot see anything from the same spot.
We were watching, going down there every night and watching the stars move, because that was her project that she had to do for school. And now, years later, I go down there to look at it. And it's too bright. There are too many lights, too many condos. I can't see anything.[footnoteRef:52] [52:  Informant03, interview by Beth Scannell. 2025. Pseudonym "Judy" (April 2).] 

Although sailboats on the sea are not formally “dark sky communities”, they can provide the ‘immediate and powerful’ experience described by Khetrapal and Bhatia[footnoteRef:53]or Dunn and Edensor[footnoteRef:54].  In this way, they may serve some of the same purpose: to help maintain the connections between humans and the night sky, away from the bright lights of the cities. [53:  Khetrapal and Bhatia, Our Brightly‐Lit Future, pp. 621-2.]  [54:  Dunn and Edensor, Dark Skies, p. 3.] 


Feelings of Awe and Enchantment
	Many of these sailors said they had experienced a state of awe or enchantment while contemplating the heavens. “Mateo” spoke of how a total eclipse of the Sun almost brought tears to his eyes. He said, ‘it was beautiful to watch this thing when it was happening. It made you feel like, such a small person, such a huge universe.’[footnoteRef:55]  “Barry” also related the wonder he experienced while crossing the ocean, when the overcast suddenly gave way to a clear sky filled with stars. Describing this transformation on the questionnaire, he said, ‘Cloud cover dissipated; the whole sky lit up with stars. I went from being under a sort of duvet to floating around the universe.’[footnoteRef:56] When we discussed this further in his interview, he continued, ‘This is when the clouds just sort of parted. And wow! And suddenly everything is stars. It's like you're being transported into a different environment’.[footnoteRef:57] Considering that Barry is an engineer with access to all the science behind the motions of the clouds and every technology and tool required for single-handed ocean crossings, none of this prevented him from experiencing this type of enchantment, in agreement with the argument put forth by Campion.[footnoteRef:58]  [55:  Informant06, interview by Beth Scannell. 2025. Pseudonym "Mateo" (April 9).]  [56:  Scannell, Beth. 2025. "RCC Questionnaire - Sailors and the Sky." Toronto, ON, March - April.]  [57:  Informant05, interview by Beth Scannell. 2025. Pseudonym "Barry" (April 8).]  [58:  Campion, Enchantment.] 

The most frequently mentioned sensation was that of being overwhelmed by the magnitude of the sky and feeling insignificant beside the unimaginable number of stars and the distance from them in both space and time. Eleven of eighteen respondents mentioned this in their questionnaire, interview, or both. As “Barry” explained it,
I'm looking at something and I'm relying on something that is 2000 million miles away to help me get there. And yet all I can see is a pinpoint of light. And then I think, well, the light I'm looking at left that star thousands of years ago and yet I'm still able to use it. How can there be millions and millions of stars? I just can't get my head around it.[footnoteRef:59] [59:  Ibid.] 

“Anna” stated, ‘I can't even contemplate the universe. It's infinite, I can't wrap my mind around that. I just picture blackness. And it just puts us in our place.’ [footnoteRef:60] These feelings of incomprehensible vastness and the inability to ‘get their head around it’ define "awe" for Haidt and Keltner. As they put it, ‘Nature-produced awe involves a sense of the diminished self, the giving way of previous conceptual distinctions, and the sensed presense of a higher power.’[footnoteRef:61]   [60:  Informant08, interview by Beth Scannell. 2025. Pseudonym "Anna" (April 10).]  [61:  Haidt & Keltner, Approaching Awe, p. 297.] 

	 
CONCLUSION
This study examined the relationship modern sailors have with the sky, exploring both its practical use for navigation and weather forecasting and its emotional, spiritual, and awe-inspiring effects. Through mixed methods including questionnaires and interviews, the study investigated how sailors felt about the sky, used it for guidance, and experienced connection, wonder, or enchantment while sailing. The text reviews existing literature on human connection with nature, sailors' experiences, and enchantment and awe, and then presents findings on how the sailors in the study relate to the sky.
Three main themes emerged during the analysis of the data from the questionnaires and the interviews: the observation of the sky to foretell the weather, the use of celestial bodies or celestial phenomena to assist with navigation, and the emotional and/or spiritual impacts of being under the sky in various circumstances. The findings showed that sailors relate to the sky as a crucial source of information along with technology for weather forecasting and navigation, and that celestial navigation can also be seen as a way to connect with the sky as well as with history and cultural heritage as described by Gonzalez-García.
Many participants reported feeling connected to the sky and nature, particularly at night and at sea. This sense of connection often extended to the water and living creatures, echoing Ingold's concept of "mingling with the elements." For some, this connection took on a spiritual dimension, including feeling watched over by deceased loved ones. It was also shown that sailing may offer an alternative to dark sky communities for the purpose of maintaining that connection. Many also experienced awe or enchantment while contemplating the sky, describing the feeling as being overwhelmed and feeling insignificant. This sense of vastness and the inability to fully comprehend it aligns with Haidt and Keltner's definition of awe. The study also found that the use of technology did not prevent participants from experiencing enchantment, supporting Campion's argument.
In conclusion, the study found that modern sailors demonstrate a strong and present connection and relationship with the sky, manifested in practical applications like navigation and weather forecasting, as well as profound emotional and spiritual experiences. For sailors, the sky is more than just scenery. It’s information, a guide, and maybe even a companion.


APPENDIX A: THE QUESTIONNAIRE
QUESTIONNAIRE – SAILORS AND THE SKY
Hello. I am Beth Scannell, a student in the Master of Arts program in Cultural Astronomy and Astrology at the University of Wales Trinity St David department of Humanities. I am currently working on a research project that will help to address the question of how and in what way modern sailors form a personal relationship with the sky. As a sailor, I would greatly value your participation.
The survey should take about 15 minutes of your time. It begins with some questions on demographics and your time as a sailor, then a section of multiple-choice questions, and following that, some longer questions at the end about your experiences on the water.
All information on this survey will be kept anonymous. Your name will not be used in any written or published work related to this research. At any time, you are also free to withdraw from the study and in that case your information would be removed from my records.
By submitting this form, you agree that the information supplied here can be used in this research. 
Finally, I would like to invite you to participate in an interview over Zoom lasting no more than an hour, if you are interested and willing to do that please let me know at the end of the questionnaire. I truly appreciate your giving me your time for this study. If you have any questions, you can reach me at 2409308@student.uwtsd.ac.uk.
All the best, Beth 

ABOUT YOU
What is Your Gender?
· Male
· Female
· Non-Binary
· Other
· Prefer not to say


What is Your Age Range?
· 18-29
· 30-39
· 40-49
· 50-59
· 60-69
· 70-79
· 80 or over
· Prefer not to say

What is your current location? (province or state, country) ________________________________

What was your country of origin?                                        __________________________________________

How do you describe your spiritual beliefs, if any?    
· None
· Christian
· Moslem
· Jewish
· Hindu
· Buddhist
· Pagan
· “Spiritual but not religious”
· Other
· Prefer not to say




YOU AS A SAILOR
How long have you been sailing?
· Less than a year
· 1-5 years
· 6-10 years
· Over 10 years
How often do you sail?
· Once or twice a year
· Once or twice a month
· Weekly
· Several times a week
· I live on my boat or spend most of my time on it
How would you describe your level of sailing knowledge and ability?
· Beginner
· Intermediate
· Advanced
· Expert (qualified instructor or equivalent ability)
Which forms of navigation do you use (check all that apply)?
· GPS
· Chart Plotter
· Navigation Apps (Navionics, etc.)
· Local Knowledge
· Coastal Navigation (navigation by buoys)
· Celestial Navigation (navigation by celestial bodies)
· Other

Where did you learn to sail?                              _________________________________________________
Where do you do most of your sailing?                                    ______________________________________________________
Do you now, or have you ever owned your own boat?
· Yes
· No

UNDER THE SKY
I have been on overnight sails where I spend the night on a boat away from my home port.
· Never
· Once or twice
· A few times
· A few times a year
· Regularly
I have spent the night on a boat at anchor.
· Never
· Once or twice
· A few times
· A few times a year
· Regularly
I have been on longer sails, spending at least one night away from land and not at anchor.
· Never
· Once or twice
· A few times
· A few times a year
· Regularly
I keep track of the times of sunrise and sunset.
· Never
· Once in a while
· Often
· Usually
· Consistently

I keep track of the times for high and low tides
· Never
· Once in a while
· Often
· Usually
· Consistently
I take time to gaze at the sky while sailing or at dock
· Never
· Once in a while
· Often
· Usually
· Consistently
I use binoculars or a telescope to look at the sky, planets, or stars.
· Never
· Once in a while
· Often
· Usually
· Consistently
I track the position of the Moon, planets, stars, or constellations.
· Never
· Once in a while
· Often
· Usually
· Consistently
I check the weather forecasts and radar in preparation for a sailing trip:
· Weeks in advance
· Days in advance
· A few days before the trip
· The day before the trip
· The day the trip starts

I am familiar with the different types of cloud formations and their implications for approaching weather.
· I am not familiar with them
· I am somewhat familiar with them but don't often look for them.
· I know them well enough and sometimes look for them.
· I know them well and check cloud formations when I sail.
· I know them very well, always check for them and rely on them for information.
I am aware of and pay attention to old sayings like “red sky in the morning, sailors take warning".
· I am not familiar with them.
· I am aware but don’t believe in them; they are just old sayings and don't mean anything.
· I pay attention but still rely more on the forecasts.
· I think these can tell me as much as the forecasts can.
· Yes, and I take them seriously, there is a reason why those sayings have been around for years.
If the weather forecasts or radar conflict with my own observations, I am more likely to trust the forecasts.
· I would only use forecasts and radar to make decisions.
· I trust the forecasts more but keep in mind what I actually observe.
· I consider them equally.
· I trust my own observations more but keep an eye on the forecasts.
· I would trust my own observations over the forecasts/radar.

DEEPER EXPERIENCES ON THE WATER
This section asks about some things that might have happened to you while sailing. Please tell as much as you would like to in this section. If there is anything that makes you uncomfortable to discuss, it's fine to skip it. I'm looking for brief stories or examples that illustrate your experiences.


Have you had an experience of being caught unprepared when the forecasts were wrong, and you had to use your own judgment about how to handle the situation? What happened and how did you determine what to do?                                                                   _____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Has being under the open sky for extended periods affected your mood? Can you describe what happened and how that felt for you?                                                ______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Looking at the sky can sometimes bring a sense of amazement and wonder. Have you ever felt this way while viewing and contemplating the skies? If yes, can you describe the experience? What kind of thoughts come to mind for you?                                                _____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

People sometimes say that they have experienced a feeling of oneness with the world when out in nature. Have you ever had this feeling while sailing or looking at the sky? If so, can you describe the circumstances? Where were you and what did it feel like? Did the feeling last beyond the immediate event?                                                      _______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Sometimes what happens out in nature can feel larger than life, even difficult to understand or explain. Have you ever had an experience under the sky that left you speechless or awestruck? If yes, can you explain what happened as best you can? Did this experience change the way you looked at the world?                            _____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Have you seen any long-term changes in your view of life as a result of any of these experiences? _________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

There is so much that can't be covered in a questionnaire like this. I would love to talk with you further and hear more about your experiences. Please let me know if you would be willing to participate in an interview session of no more than one hour over Zoom to discuss these questions in more detail.

Are you willing to do an interview?
· Yes
· No

If yes, please let me know your email address so I can get in touch to arrange a time to meet.   ______________________________________________________________________________

Thank you so much for your help, it is very much appreciated!
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