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Asleep at the Switch?  Not on My Watch!
by VINCENT T. PICA, II

Division Captain, Division 18 (1SR) - United States Coast Guard Auxiliary

Many of us are involved in long pas-
sages over the water. A ride out to The
Canyons, for example, can take all day
and night to and fro – and a long battle
against a large pelagic fish would
(hopefully) be in between. How do we
manage our sleep time? This column is
about that.
Quantity or Quality

Many sleep specialists will tell you
that quality is more important than
quantity. By “quality”, what they mean
is that you sleep enough to complete a
number of distinct 90-minute sleep-
cycles that our minds and bodies
require. Sleep specialists break-down
that 90-minute sleep-cycle into these
phases:

• 65 minutes of normal, or non-REM
(rapid eye movement), sleep 

• 20 minutes of REM sleep (in which
we dream) 

• Final 5 minutes of non-REM sleep. 
If you can’t complete such a cycle,

you aren’t having “quality” sleep and
no matter how much quantity that you
get, you won’t be rested. Interestingly,
sleep scientists now categorize sleep
styles into 3 types:

• Monophasic – Like mom said, you
lie down, sleep for 8 hours (one big
block in other words), wake up and
start your day.

• Biphasic – Common in many Latin
countries, biphasic sleep is sleep in
which there are two blocks of sleep in

24 hours, i.e. the night sleep and the
typical Latin siesta.

• Polyphasic – Common in the ani-
mal kingdom (think about your house
cat), this is sleep where you get many
“naps” during the day such that you
never feel the overwhelming urge to
sleep all night long.

Many famous people are believed
by some to have been “polyphasic”
sleepers – Thomas Jefferson, Ben
Franklin, Thomas Edison and Winston
Churchill to name a few. Whether they
were or they weren’t, as a non-scientist
but a life-long mariner, I recognize
“polyphasic” sleep as instrumental in
watch-keeping on long voyages with
many tasks and a number of crew shifts
to manage. At the other extreme, that is,
the alone-around-the-world races, I’m
pretty sure that no one sleeps for 8
hours when they are the only person on
the boat!
“Watches” Aboard Ships At Sea

On naval and merchant vessels, a
“watch” is typically 4 hours.
Traditionally, many private boat cap-
tains mirror this as they set their crew
watches for long duration passages.
This system has a couple of advantages:
it's easy to remember and it's consis-
tent. For example, a member of watch
team #1 will only have to remember
that he is on the "4-8" watch, and knows
that he goes on watch at 4am and 4pm.
This scheme also allows inexperienced

watchstanders to only stand watch
from 8-12am and 8-12pm, when senior
watchstanders are likely to be awake
and ready to assist in case of trouble.

Since you are “on” for 4 hours in a
12-hour cycle, it would seem that you
can easily get your 8 hours of sleep that
mom wants, no? No. For anybody that
has been to sea knows, there are always
things that need doing that interrupt
your plan for “sacking out”, putting
aside such things as the excitement of
the passage, the roughness of the seas
or some mechanical breakdown that
needs addressing. This gets directly

back to the top of the column.  If you
are getting quality sleep, the quantity
won’t matter.

So, deckhand, what should you do
while Captain Bligh isn’t looking?  
Keys to the “Cat” Nap

A successful mid-watch nap
depends on two things: timing and (no
kidding) caffeine consumption.
Experiments performed at
Loughborough University in the UK
showed that the sleep-deprived need
only a cup of coffee and 15 minutes of
shut-eye to feel amazingly refreshed.

1. Right before you crash, down a
cup of java. The caffeine has to travel
through your gastro-intestinal tract,
giving you time to nap before it kicks
in.

2. Close your eyes and relax. Even if
you only doze, you’ll get what’s known
as effective microsleep, or momentary
lapses of wakefulness.

3. Limit your nap to 15 minutes. A
half hour can lead to sleep inertia, or
the spinning down of the brain’s pre-
frontal cortex, which handles functions
like judgment. This gray matter can
take 30 minutes to reboot.

BTW, if you are interested in being
part of USCG Forces, email me at
JoinUSCGAux2010@aol.com or go
direct to John Blevins, who is in charge
of new members matters, at FSO-
PS@emcg.us and we will help you “get
in this thing…”

FLY CASTING CLINICS
AND SCHOOL

The New York State
Office of Parks, Recreation
and Historic Preservation is
pleased to announce that
Fly Casting Clinics and
instructional courses will be
offered at two Long Island
State Parks.

The Long Island Chapter
of Trout Unlimited will be
conducting two clinics on
“Basic Fly Casting” on Saturday, March 6th at Caleb Smith State Park in
Smithtown, and Saturday, March 13th at Connetquot River State Park
Preserve in Oakdale.  Clinics are rain or shine from 9:00AM – 12:00 Noon.
The clinics are open to everyone 15 years and older. If you own fly fishing
equipment, bring it with you, but it is not required to attend.  Clinic topics
will include: basic casting instructions, equipment needs and selection, fly-
tying, and conservation and safety techniques.  

The registration fee is $4 per person, per clinic, at Caleb Smith State Park
Preserve, and a vehicle use fee of $6.00 per vehicle will be in effect. There is
no registration fee at Connetquot River State Park Preserve; however, a vehi-
cle use fee of $6.00 per vehicle will be in effect. Reservations are accepted two
weeks prior to each clinic.

The Long Island State Park Region also operates Nissequogue River Fly
Fishing School at Caleb Smith State Park Preserve.  The school offers a series
of ongoing instructional classes for groups and individuals in basic to
advance freshwater and saltwater fly fishing and casting techniques, stream
entomology, and still water (pond) techniques.  Please call for current pro-
gram and fee schedules.

To register for the clinics, or for further information on the school, please
call Caleb Smith State Park Preserve at (631) 265-1054 or Connetquot River
State Park Preserve at (631) 581-1005, Wednesday through Sunday from
8:30AM – 4:00PM.

For more information about New York State Parks, please visit our web-
site at www.nysparks.com.
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