
T' ll Take The Conn 

The recent tragedy of the Hobson may have served to 
make the ]mblic aware of the a\~l responsibility assumed 
by the line nava officer who lawfully utters the pbr se"18ll 

K 'I 0 "" '" take the Conn" • Naval officers have always l:ren 1!J1Je!pe 
that tM-preparedness to take the Conn requires a good knowledge 
of shiphandling , wide familiarity with current tactical doctrine , ~~ 

the captity for intense concentration and instant judgments . :JL.. 1',- --t.b __ !.-,I". ./ ~ P 
~ system for cO~P&*i~g ships in formation at sea is a~~a 
ar9UIld the l!!,,,rs@1i long expereince in the science of conning. The 
Commanding Officer is the elder statesman of the conn. His longer 
and usually more varied experience makes him the officer best qual­
ified to ru~dle the ship in thase normal or emerg cy situations 
which are beyond the capabilities of his officers of the deck. The 
Executive , necond in cOllllllBIld , runs the entire administration of the ,,, 1''''' 
Shi~ to keep the Commanding Ofr'icer free from all but broad pollicy 
and therefore constantly available on the bridge to take the COlil1l. 
when rebired . For those situations in which the peequdrell.ent for 

.-:Jd....~ .. ...( unusually skillful conning lasts beyong the perioaro£ one indivi-
dual! ~1"h'~;Ssjj;~,·~J .... a.t ••• M~i~8~8 the wise Commanding Officer has prepared 
his already' experienced Executive Officer and Heads of Departments 
to keep the bridge in his stead . Below this team of sen~or officers 
available for conning in unusual situations , there is the r outine 
conning organization consisting of an experienced OOD ,u~ele of responsible handling most emergencies and mxtx'l'e enough to know exactly when to 
call his Co,mmaning officer to the bridge to assume the Corm . And becauu: 
there must always be a source from which to develop qualified officer 
of the deck , we have the tradition that an OOD m~ delegate the actual 
Conn to a JOOD while retain~g , as OOD fUll responsibility for the 
actions of his juni r . 



v-t .., 
So i. ~/that at any rank from ensign to Captain ~the 

line naval officer may find himself confront"d with the awesome 
~;tt~~ a suming the Conn . ~~ile this situation has always existed 
two trends Thave served to increase the difficulty of the task for 

increasingly limited the modern conning officer . The first of these is the ~ time 
available to a naval officer in which to develop conning skills . 
The necessity for rotation through sea and shore billets , the 
necessity for advanced professional education in order to keep 

.-" -~ abreast of modern complexities , and the ~r proportion of 
naval offlcers to operating ships have served to deny the modern practice with which to develop the line officer the :lIiXIIllt degree tlmtxof conning skill that belonged 
to earlier generations . The second trend is that the very technical 
improvemer..ts which give the conning officer better information 
XNxa have served to increase t he scope of tactical operations . The 

r J. ...v.. r esul ted in development of radar and better radio have mx«wxhigh speed ~ , 
maneuvers in restricted VisibllityWbe~ong the realm of possibility . . 
a few years agao . Exigencies of the service have led us to use our 
modern con~ing tools for joining form tions in darkness or gog ,for ~ &J~.;I ,. .. .1. t>0 c I'n.;t. ..... approaching/\. service ships from ahead f_ repieuisihBEllt , for rotating 

• screens aruL _ 0:tJ:)A~ e~1ut-4o:I'le- all of which may result in ships 
gOing in d:Lfferent directions at close quarters with no sight 
contact on one another.~~he conning officer of previous 
yeaPs could take some comfort , while struggling to gain a glimpse .. .;. h fr1 of the~_" 11 gui:i:le" st "ght . from the fact that his most diffi-
cult tactical evolutions would be reserved for the hours when he $(" 
could ljac! t.he target angles and bow waves of other ships . The modern 
conner must. be prepared for any eiTolution at any hour because of 
the reliance our Navy puts on electronics deviees. 

To facilitate the interpretation of electronics information 

J 
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certain organizations have been developed aboard ship. P ,rsonnel 

stationed at key stations are responsible for adVising the conning 

officer of the locations of ships he cannot see , of the best course 

and speed f or him to select in perfroming a particul ar evelution, 

of the effect of any partucular course or speed which the conner 

may finally take . 
~..;... 

HovlGver , it is i' •• *i •• 1111 'II the concept of the Conn that a 

Comning Officer mus t be qualified and able to judge for himself , 

the safety and adequacy of any recommendations which he receives 

from other sources .At the same time , in order to Il"? 2 "hte 

JupaU,clS o£ remain __ in XlImk a position (and retain. the night visi 

ion with which )to handle the ship "in extremis ", the conner should 

not use lights and plotting devices to check maneuvering solutions . 

If he is not to become merely a safety officer , there rem3ins to the 
tJ.. ~,1J- 11"'" ",?,,::I... .-,..1. yoi/ ,_~ 

conning officer only~ the use of mental t~ rules of thumb , ~ seamnas 

eye , or claculated guess . (...-<:2< .-f.../ -L ,r-'>.r:J. 'lcJ,"J a::r::-.J,. ,.. 1' .... ~ 
1!.. - '- I-

I- ~ mata j r? 1l881'18 aJ& : s giran the shiboard conning officer I.,. 

a radar presentation at his bridge station with which he is able to 

lan view of mgst of his formation without losing appreciably 

his night vision. Vfuile it i~~e~SSary to have personnel op~Dating 

this radar to supply information under routine circumstances , the 

careful conning officer will develop such facility with the mechanica 

knobs and dials that he can quickly select for himself in a crlsls , 

the scale and target infomation he needs . ~. ~ 1/, ... 1. '* 
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" I' LL TAKE THE C omp' 
The recent tragic collision- sinking of the Hobson may have 

served to make the public aware of the awful responsibility 

assumed by the line naval officer who lawfully utters the phrase 

" I~ll take the Conn". Naval officers have al1';ays Imovm that 

preparednes s to take the Conn requires a good lmol'lledge of ship 

handling. Vlide familiarity w1.th current tactical doctrine , and 

the capacity for intense concentr tion Gnd instant judgments . 

The Navy system for,tthe individual control of ships in formation 

at sea is woven around the naval service ' s long experience in 

l 

the science of conning. The CO:!IInanding Officer is the elder 

statesman of the Conn. His longer , and usually more varied 

experience . makes him the officer best qualified to handle the 

ship in those normal or emergency situations which are beyond the 

capabilities of his officers of the deck. The Executive , second 

in command. runs the entire administration of the ship, in part 

to keep the Commanding Officer free from all but broad policy 

-

and therefore COnstrultly available on the bridge to take the Conn 

when required. For those situations in which the requirement 

for unusually skillful conning continues beyond the limit of 

one individual ' s physical endurance , the wise Commanding Officer 

has prepared his already experienced Executive Off icer and Heads 

of Departments to keep the bri dge in his stead . Below this team 

of senior officers available for conning in unusual situations , 
headed by 

there is the routine conning organization xmNxxxt;wgxaf an ~ 

experienced OOD , capable of handling most emergencies and 

reponsible enough to lmow exactly when to call his Commanding Officer 

to the bridge to assume the Conn. And because there must always 

be a source from which qualified officers of the deck are deve loped , 

we have the tradItion that an officer of the deck may delegate 
1 

the actual Conn to a Junior Officer of the Deck, while r~taining 

as OOD full responsibility for the actions of his junior. 

1 



So it is that at any rank the line naval oi'ficer may f ind 

himself confronted with the awesome res ponsibility of assuming 

the Conn. While this situation has always existed , two trends have 

served to increase the difficulty of the tasl{ for the modern 

conning off icer. The first of these is the increasingly limited 

time available to the naval officer during which he may develop 

conning skills . The necessity for rotation through sea and shore 

billets , the necessity .,:'or advanced professional education in 

order to keep abreast of modern complexities , and the increase in 

the proportion of naval officers to operating ships -all have 

served to deny the modern line officer the practice with which to 

develop the conning skill that belonged to earlier generations . 

The second t rend is that the very technical improvements which 

give the conning oi'l'ice l' better information have served to in­

crease the scope of tactical operations . The development of 

radar and better :vaice radio facilities have led to high speed 

maneuvers in restricted visibility which were beyond the realm 

of possibility a few years ag~ Exigencies of the se!i'vice have led 

us to use our modern conning tools for joining formations in 

darkness or fog , for approaching replenishment stations alongside 

service ships from initial positions ahead , for rotating screens , 

etc ., all of which may r esult in ships going in different direct ­

ions at close quarters ,ith no sight contact on one another . The 

conning Oi'I'icer of previous years could take Bome comfort , while 

struggling to catch a glimpse of the guide or the fog buoy , from 

the fact that his most difficult tactical evolutions would be 

reserved l or the hours when he could see the t~rget 8I'.gles and bow 

waves of other shi s . The modern conner must be prepared for an 

evolution at any hour because of the reliance which our l,avy puts 

on electronics devices . 

To lacilitate the interpretation of electronics information 

certain organizations have been developed aboard ship. Per'sonnel 

stationed at key stations are responsibile for advising the conn­

ing oLicer of t he locations of ships he cannot see , of the· best 

course and speed for him to select :til pe r Lorming a particular • 
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r evolution , of the effect of any particular course or speed which 

the conner might t ake . 

However , it is inherent in the concept of the Conn that 

a conning of_icer must be qualified and able to j ~dgc for himsel r 

the safety and adequacy of any recommendations which he receives 

from other sourc es . At the same time , in order to remain in a 

position ( and to retain the night vision) to handl the ship "i 

II in e~·tremis", the COd "'~> sj1'ul(: u t use :' i~l 'os and plotting de ­

vices to check maneuvering solutions . If he is not to become mN 

merely a safety off icer , there remains to the conning officer onl y 

the bridge radar repeater and the use of mental rules of thumb to 

correspond to the oldtime "seaman ' s eye " , with which to judge the 

tactical situation during poor visibility. 

To the many profess ional skills which have always been 

requirements for good conning , modern developments have added 

~~~am~~%m~~~~drn~uct~um~~~maxuDd~ the 

need to think in a new med ium. The modern conner must be able to 

nentally visualize the developing tactical situation without the 

benefit of obs ervation of target angles , bow waves , turning wakes , 

etc . This mental visualizat ion must be more than j;Ile mere under­

standing of the aural stimuli of thoughts and recommendations 

received f rom others . It must be more than the mere recognit i on 

of pi~~, ranges , and bearings on a PPI . It must be no less than 

the evaluation of what is seen on radar , what is heard on telephone 

and radio against mental rules of thumb . Only in this 17ay can 

the conner lmow that the picture he sees in his mind is the true 

one , created by the images of otheri persons and devices , but 

tested by the processes of his own brain. 

::tID,.,r£x!!Q¢=WNl'XR¥XXl' ..... NX The conner who fails to insert his ovm 

mental calculations into the mass of data he receives from other 

sourc~s has abdicated his true role as a conning officer to the 

saIne extent t hat the oldtime OOD would have done had he blindfolded 

himself and acted on the visual reports of his lookouts . 

Skill in mental visua~ization requires several subordinate 

skills . Thes e subordinate; skills must be so aeveloped that they 
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are inst:inctive . /When so well learned that they receed :into 

the subconscious processes can they assist :in the conscious 

conn:ing evaluation. All are a matter of cont:inuous tra n:ing . 

They are : 

1 . Adept , mechanical familiarity with the bridge radar . 

2 . R pid , accurate mental calculation by the use of thnmbp 

rules which are as well learned as the)6l!!Ultiplication tables of 

the ~iamary school st~dent . 

3. The ability to mnns3dezXXEH reta:in the pert:inent and 

discard the irrelevant :in each develop:ing tactical situation. 

Let us turn to the detailed consideration of these items . 

:RIAMILIARITY Vli~ the Bridge Radar 

The shipboard conn:ing officer has a radar presentation at 

his bridge station with which he is able to reta:in a plan view 

of most of his f ormation vllthout los:ing appreciahly h~s night 

vision. \'lhile it is usually necessary to have personnel oper-

at:ing this radar to supply information Under rout:ine circumstance 

the careful conn:ing officer will develop such facility with the 

mechanical knobs and dials that he can quickly select for himself 

in a criSiS , the scale and target information he n_eds . He shou 

develop during good visibility the mechanical coordination with 

which to o~erate his bridge repeater quickly in the dark . This 

mechanical technique should become as much a ~tonscious rout:ine 

as is the shifting of gears to the experi8nced driver . Anything 

less than perfection in this technique will deny the conning 

officer his electronic "eyes " in that .Q.ll§. crisms when the repeater 

operator becomes incompetent , when talker time must be eliminated 

or when overall orientation ratLer than selective information is 

required. 

Mental Rules of Thumb 

Conning officers have always needed the ability to visualize 

in their minds the picture of the developing tactical situation, 

whenever ships have operated together at sea. As a matter of fact 
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from the standpoint of skill and judglr.ent , the proi'ess ional 

ability r equired in previous genel'ations vras probably gr eater 

than it is oday. Certainly the judgment of the "seaman ' s eye" , 

based as it was on the accurate estimate of range , speed , turning 

wakea~etc., is an a~ost vrulished art amolg younger naval officers . 

The modern conning of1'icer has been given the ad vantage of a con­

stant plan view picture of the formation . He Jli.as assistants , 

in other pOS itions about the ship, who s ee the same plan view 

uand devote full time to providing precise information on ranges , 

courses , and speeds . 

The modern conner i s greatly assisted in in range , s peed , 

and cours e determinations . He is e lec t ronically assisted in his 

all around visual s eal·ch. But he has not r eceived t hese gains' 

for nothing. The assistance provided by electronics means has la 

largely been analyzed by other er50nnel. Thas has placed upon 

the conning officer the reponsibility to check , in his own mind , 

data received and r _commendations made from other personnel . 

Experience indicates that there are a drew simple mathemal, ic 

al rules whicj;! can be so developed t hat quick mental answers can 

be obtained to check one I s C"onning . By keeping these rules few 

and simple it has been found possible to call upon them in time f 

stress I'l ithout confusion. By a combil.ation of these rules, most 

conning situations can be resolved I;holly or par cially without 

sacrificing mental aler~ness required to make decisions . 

Rule '1 -The 3 Minute Rule 

The fact that thB di stance traveled in yards during a 3 min­

ute period is equal to the s peed of' a ship in knots mult i plied 

by 100 is so well knovm in the lJavy that it is o[,ly lited here 

for t he reason that it will be r eferred to later. 

Rule #2 - The Sine of 6 degrees rule 

The sines of aCQte angles increase by .1 for each 6 decrees 

up to 42 degrees . This is SJ i'ic ient ly acurate for conning pur 

poses . I t is certainly simple . Yet its use can resolve mru}y 
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