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The Royal Navy Officer 39's Pocket Book: A Window into Naval History

When you think of the Royal Navy, images of grand ships, disciplined crews, and heroic tales often come to mind.

Yet, beyond the iconic vessels and celebrated battles lies a less heralded but equally fascinating artifact: the Royal

Navy officer 39's pocket book. These compact, leather-bound journals were the trusted companions of naval

officers, containing vital information, personal notes, and navigational data that guided them through the

unpredictable seas. In this comprehensive exploration, we will delve into the origins, design, use, and enduring

significance of this unique piece of maritime heritage.

Origins of the Royal Navy Pocket Book Tradition

The tradition of pocket books in naval service dates back to the 17th century, when officers first began carrying

small notebooks for recording orders, charts, and personal reflections. By the 19th century, the Royal Navy had

formalized the practice, issuing standardized pocket books to officers of all ranks. The “39” designation refers to the

specific format and content guidelines adopted in the late 1800s, which became the standard for officers across the

fleet.

These pocket books were designed to be durable yet portable. Constructed from thick calfskin leather and bound

with brass clasps, they could withstand the rigors of life at sea—salt spray, rough handling, and the cramped

confines of a ship’s cabin. Inside, the pages were ruled with fine, uniform lines, and some editions featured pre-

printed tables for recording wind speeds, compass bearings, and other navigational data.

Design and Features of the 39's Pocket Book

Cover and Construction

One of the most striking aspects of the Royal Navy officer 39's pocket book is its robust cover. The leather was

often dyed a deep navy blue or dark brown, reflecting the colors of the Royal Navy itself. A brass plate stamped

with the Royal Navy insignia—an anchor surrounded by a laurel wreath—was affixed to the front cover, serving

both as a decorative element and a mark of authenticity.

Inside, the book typically contained 100 to 120 pages of high-quality, acid-free paper. The pages were thick enough

to resist tearing and were often pre-ruled with a faint grid to aid in drafting charts or recording measurements.

Some editions included a removable pocket or flap that could hold small slips of paper, maps, or even a miniature

compass.

Pre-Printed Tables and Guides

The 39's pocket book was more than a blank notebook; it was a functional tool. The first few pages often featured

pre-printed tables for recording wind speed, direction, and tide information. There were also sections for logging

daily ship movements, noting changes in weather, and recording any incidents or repairs. These tables were

designed to help officers keep a meticulous record of their voyage, which was essential for navigation,

accountability, and later historical analysis.

Personalization and Ownership



Each pocket book was personalized with the officer’s name and rank, embossed on the cover or on a separate

nameplate. This personalization not only added a touch of prestige but also ensured that the book could be traced

back to its owner, a critical feature for record-keeping and post-service archival purposes.

How Officers Used the Pocket Book on Deck

Daily Log and Navigation Aid

At the heart of the pocket book’s utility was its role as a daily log. Officers would record the ship’s position, course,

speed, and any navigational corrections. These entries were indispensable during long voyages, allowing the officer

to track progress, identify patterns, and make informed decisions when unforeseen events arose.

Communication and Orders

Before the advent of modern communication technologies, the pocket book served as a secure medium for

transmitting orders. Officers could draft orders, sign them, and then hand them to the relevant crew members. The

compactness of the book made it easy to carry between rooms, ensuring that orders were delivered promptly and

securely.

Personal Reflections and Correspondence

Beyond its official duties, many officers used the pocket book as a place to jot down personal reflections,

observations of the sea, or even drafts of letters to loved ones. The intimate nature of these entries provides

modern historians with invaluable insights into the daily life, emotions, and thoughts of naval personnel during the

age of sail and steam.

Emergency Situations

During emergencies—such as sudden storms, battle encounters, or equipment failures—the pocket book became

a lifeline. Officers could quickly reference pre-printed tables to assess wind conditions or calculate escape routes.

The book’s reliability under harsh conditions made it a trusted resource in times of crisis.

Collecting and Preserving the 39's Pocket Book

Where to Find Them

Collectors often seek Royal Navy officer 39's pocket books in a variety of venues: antique shops, maritime

museums, auction houses, and online marketplaces. Some are preserved in the personal collections of former

naval families, while others have been donated to institutions such as the National Maritime Museum in Greenwich

or the Royal Naval Museum in Portsmouth.

Authenticity and Provenance

Authenticating a pocket book involves verifying its leather type, the presence of the Royal Navy insignia, and the

quality of the paper. Provenance—documentation of the book’s ownership history—adds significant value. A well-

documented chain of custody, especially one that can be traced back to a specific officer, can elevate a pocket

book from a mere antique to a prized historical artifact.

Preservation Techniques

Preserving these delicate documents requires meticulous care. The following steps are recommended:

•  Environmental Control: Store the pocket book in a cool, dry environment with stable humidity levels (ideally 

45-55%). Avoid direct sunlight, which can fade leather and paper.

•  Support and Storage: Use a soft, acid-free cloth to support the book when open. Store it flat or in a padded 



case to prevent bending.

•  Cleaning: Gently wipe the leather with a dry microfiber cloth. If necessary, use a mild, non-acidic leather 

cleaner, but test on a small area first.

•  Conservation: For books with significant wear or damage, consult a professional conservator specializing in 

paper and leather artifacts.

Why the 39's Pocket Book Matters Today

Historical Insight

These pocket books offer historians a first-hand view of naval operations during a transformative period in maritime

history. The data recorded—wind patterns, ship positions, and daily logs—help reconstruct voyages, understand

navigation techniques, and analyze the decision-making processes of officers.

Cultural Significance

Beyond their functional role, the pocket books are cultural artifacts that reflect the values and traditions of the Royal

Navy. The meticulous craftsmanship, the emphasis on record-keeping, and the personal touches added by officers

all speak to a culture that prized discipline, precision, and honor.

Educational Value

Educators can use these documents to bring history to life. By examining real entries, students can learn about

navigation, meteorology, and maritime strategy in a tangible way. The books also serve as primary sources for

research projects, theses, and dissertations in maritime studies.

Inspiration for Modern Naval Practices

While technology has dramatically changed naval operations, the principles of meticulous record-keeping and

situational awareness remain paramount. The Royal Navy officer 39's pocket book stands as a testament to the

enduring importance of accurate data collection and thoughtful documentation—a lesson that continues to

resonate in modern naval training and operations.

Conclusion

The Royal Navy officer 39's pocket book is more than a simple journal; it is a portal into the life of a naval officer, a

snapshot of maritime history, and a testament to the enduring values of the Royal Navy. From its sturdy leather

cover to its meticulously crafted pages, every element of the pocket book reflects a commitment to precision,

reliability, and personal expression. Whether you are a collector, a historian, or simply someone fascinated by the

sea, these pocket books offer a unique and intimate glimpse into a bygone era of naval exploration and service.
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