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PRAISE FOR EMPTY VESSEL

‘A thrilling, meticulous and wondrously original journey, told with a flair and reverence for detail that captures all the joys, travails and horrors of life across time, place and water. A fabulous book’

Philippe Sands, author of East West Street

‘If you’ve ever struggled to understand what terms like “globalisation” or “financialisation” actually mean, Empty Vessel is the book for you. Kumekawa combines in depth research with powerful storytelling to show the reader, in concrete terms, how modern capitalism really works – and how it has changed over the last several decades’

Grace Blakeley, author of Vulture Capitalism

‘In the astonishing trajectory of a humble barge, Empty Vessel delivers an ambitious history of the global economy, linking everything from oil-drilling and offshore finance to military deployments and mass incarceration. I’ve rarely read a book that so deftly entwines a single, accessible story with the broad forces of globalization. A stunningly original history, as phenomenally well-researched as it is eloquently told’

Maya Jasanoff, author of The Dawn Watch

‘When the world went on lockdown, Kumekawa took a different tack, tracking a single barge through its journey across the planet. What he discovers is the hidden material life and labor that make the global economy possible. A brilliant, unforgettable tale of our modern times’

Eric Klinenberg, co-author of Modern Romance

‘A compelling voyage in and of itself, taking the reader on a journey around the global economy that illuminates the systemic blind spots of the late twentieth century and early twenty-first century global economy. A trip on a barge that takes you further than you imagined’

Kojo Koram, author of Uncommon Wealth

‘Kumekawa is an excellent guide to this half a century moment in the history of capitalism. By focusing on something small and very local he allows us to see something big and very global: the forgoing of new inequalities, the retooling of global economic hierarchies, the refashioning of trade and industry, the feverish burning of fossil fuels and the violence and coercions embedded into the neoliberal order supervised by a powerful but recast state. The many-headed hydra of neoliberalism has found its chronicler’

Sven Beckert, author of Empire of Cotton

‘An ingenious, marvelous book. Kumekawa has captured the big economic stories of the past half-century in the perambulations of a single ship. His vessel drifts across the globe from one major upheaval to the next, a floating, steel witness to extraction, mass production, deindustrialization, incarceration, and war. The result is a high seas picaresque through the systems that tie the modern world together’

Henry Grabar, author of Paved Paradise

‘A gripping tale – of a floating prison, the worlds of global and offshore capital in which such ships are moored, and the maritime and legal infrastructures that keep such worlds afloat, even amidst the tidal waves of economic and ecological disaster’

Surabhi Ranganathan, Professor of International Law, University of Cambridge

‘Kumekawa’s tale of the Barge . . . is an imaginative and beautifully written allegory of the decades of globalization and the fugitive wealth it supported. What an eye-opening read!’

Charles S. Maier, Leverett Saltonstall Professor of History, Emeritus, Harvard University

‘A captivating story – I read it like a detective novel – and at the same time a profound contribution to the history of economic, financial and material life in the contemporary globalized world’

Emma Rothschild, Jeremy and Jane Knowles Professor of History, Harvard University

‘Empty Vessel, both the book and the accommodation container ship whose checkered history it unfolds, brilliantly illuminates the workings of a global offshore economy that would prefer to remain in the shadows, lingering on the margins of the law, thriving on secrecy, sleight of hand and tax avoidance. By following in the vessels’ wake Kumekawa’s riveting story reveals not just its physical use and functions-as accommodation for British troops, New York prisoners, oil workers, asylum seekers-but explains how the Vessel became an exemplary object caught up in global skeins/schemes of capital and finance’

John Brewer, Professor Emeritus, Caltech Division of Humanities and Social Sciences

‘Brilliantly traces the history of one vessel to make the historical forces of globalization concrete. A riveting and important read that shows the strange ties between tax havens and trade, prisons and ports. Offshore is more than a concept; it is a place. Kumekawa is the ideal guide to that place and its complicated inner workings’

Heidi Tworek, Professor of History and Public Policy and Canada Research Chair, University of British Columbia
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To SGL, who inspired this book 

and anchored its author


I can no more, bathed in your langours, O waves,

Sail in the wake of the carriers of cottons,

Nor undergo the pride of the flags and pennants,

Nor pull past the horrible eyes of the hulks.

Final stanza of “Le Bateau Ivre” (The Drunken Boat), by Arthur Rimbaud, translated by Oliver Bernard
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Timeline of the Vessel and its Sister Vessel




	
	
The Vessel


	
The Sister Vessel





	
1978


	
Finnboda Varv, a Swedish shipbuilder, begins planning to construct two new barges, referring to them as Nybygge (“Newbuild”) 408 and Nybygge 409. The latter is the Vessel.


	
The Sister Vessel is referred to as Nybygge 408.





	
1979


	
The Balder Scapa is constructed at Finnboda Varv outside of Stockholm, Sweden, and delivered to Parley Augustsson’s Balder Group in Norway. It is then towed to the Scapa Flow in Scotland.


	
The Balder Floatell 1 is constructed at Finnboda Varv for the Balder Group, but never delivered.





	
1981


	
The Balder Scapa is sold back to Finnboda and returns to Sweden, where it is reregistered. The Vessel is renamed the Finnboda 12. It is then sold to Consafe Offshore.


	
The Sister Vessel is renamed the Finnboda 11 and is registered in Sweden. It is then sold along with the Vessel to Consafe Offshore.





	
1981–­1983


	
Consafe renovates the barge in Gothenburg, Sweden, adding an accommodation block, and renames it the Safe Esperia.


	
Consafe renovates the barge in Gothenburg, Sweden (ending in 1982), adding an accommodation block, and renames it the Safe Dominia.





	
1982


	
	
The Safe Dominia is reregistered in Jersey and then transported to Stanley in the Falkland Islands, where it serves as a barracks for British troops under the name COASTEL 1.





	

1983


	
The Safe Esperia is acquired by the Bibby Line and reregistered in the United Kingdom. It is transported to Stanley in the Falkland Islands, where it serves as a barracks for British troops under the name COASTEL 3.


	



	
1985


	
The Vessel is renamed the Bibby Resolution.


	
The Bibby Line buys the Sister Vessel outright and renames it the Bibby Venture.





	
1987


	
	
The Bibby Venture leaves Stanley and is reregistered in the Bahamas. It is refurbished outside of London and then delivered to the New York City Department of Correction. It is moored at Pier 36 in the East River and called the Maritime Facility I.





	
1988


	
The Bibby Resolution leaves Stanley and is reregistered in the Bahamas. It is refurbished outside of London and then delivered to Volkswagen in Emden, West Germany.


	
The Bibby Venture is moved to Pier 1 in Brooklyn.





	
1989


	
The Bibby Resolution is transported to New York, where it is leased by the New York Department of Correction. It opens as a jail at Pier 36 off Manhattan, officially called the Maritime Facility II.


	
The Bibby Venture is moved to Pier 40 in Manhattan, on the Hudson River.





	
1994


	
The Bibby Resolution ceases operation as a detention facility and is moved to Brooklyn. New York City buys the Vessel.


	
The Bibby Venture ceases operation as a detention facility. New York City buys the Sister Vessel.





	
1997


	
The Vessel is acquired by the British government and transported to Portland, En­gland, where it begins service as a prison under the new name HMP The Weare.


	



	
2005


	
HMP The Weare closes. The Vessel is renamed The Weare.


	



	
2006


	
The Weare is acquired by Pacific Maritime (Asia) Ltd. and then by Holystone Overseas Ltd. The two firms dispute their contract in En­glish court.


	



	

2008


	
The Vessel, still in Portland, is renamed the Jascon 27 and registered in St. Vincent and the Grenadines by the Sea Trucks Group, the parent company of Holystone.


	



	
2010


	
The Jascon 27 is towed to Onne, Nigeria, where it begins service as an accommodation vessel for offshore oil workers.


	



	
by 2013


	
	
The Sister Vessel is renamed the Venture and is registered in St. Vincent and the Grenadines. It is owned by the British shipowner Intership, and is used as an accommodation vessel off the Nigerian coast.





	
2016


	
The Jascon 27’s status is “laid up.”


	
The Venture is purchased by an Indian shipping group, Halani.





	
2018


	
The Sea Trucks Group’s leadership splits. One faction, operating under the name West African Ventures, takes possession of the Jascon 27.


	
The Venture is operating off the coast of Namibia when its crew is abandoned by Halani, prompting intervention by the International Maritime Organization and the International Labour Organization. It is deregistered from the shipping registry of St. Vincent and the Grenadines.





	
2021


	
	
The Sister Vessel is renamed the High Ocean IV and reregistered in St. Kitts and Nevis. It is towed to Gujarat in India, via Port Louis, Mauritius.





	
2022


	
	
The High Ocean IV is scrapped in Alang, Gujarat.











Preface

Early in 2020, I first learned that New York City operated a prison ship, known colloquially as “the Boat,” moored off the South Bronx. My future wife, a public defender then working in the South Bronx, had a client who had just been incarcerated there: a squat gray vessel on which the novel coronavirus was rapidly spreading. Perhaps because I am a historian trained in British imperial history, “the Boat” immediately called to mind images of prison hulks, the notorious facilities that were a hallmark of the British penal system of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. I thought of Pip peering at the looming hulks over the marshes of the Thames estuary with fear and horror at the beginning of Charles Dickens’s Great Expectations.

Intrigued, I began to investigate the history of the ship moored in the East River. I discovered that though “the Boat” itself had a fairly straightforward origin story, the story of the jail barge that it had replaced in the early 1990s was full of twists and turns. That story turned out to be a remarkable narrative of the economic life of globalization and privatization, themes that were at the center of my previous work on state capture in the early twentieth century.

I began spending more and more time tracing the first barge’s journey, from a dockyard in Sweden to the South Atlantic, Lower Manhattan, En­gland, and finally West Africa. As the pandemic descended, closing archives and forcing people to stay home, I conducted oral history interviews over Zoom with people who had built, worked on, and been incarcerated on the barge. I had these conversations with people all over the world at a time when the world felt simultaneously disconnected and entirely in sync. Cities were locked down and borders were closed, but billions of people were experiencing the same phenomena of disease, uncertainty, and loss. Billions of people were disconnected but found themselves disconnected together. Speaking with people over Zoom, peering into their homes as they peered into mine, it was hard to escape how small the world was and how global an experience could be.

At the same time, the pandemic brought physical boundaries and physical infrastructure out of the shadows and into the limelight. The breakdown of global supply chains and the inability to source face masks or toilet paper exposed how quotidian life depended on a whole hidden world. As everyday activities became fraught with danger, it became impossible to avoid considering how important grocery store workers were. It was impossible to ignore how vital buses were, and airplanes, and ships. I learned about the barge against this backdrop. The more I learned, the more I became convinced that a “barge’s-­eye view” provided a fascinating and vital perspective onto our global world and the changing global economy over the past forty years. The result is Empty Vessel.
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  Description
Countries, major cities, and seas and oceans are labelled in the map. The two ships visit the following ports in their journey: Portland, London, Emden, Gothenburg, Landskrona, Stockholm, Stavanger and Montrose.






  
   [image: An illustrated map of the world in the twentieth century that depicts the sea routes undertaken by two container ships known as the Vessel and the Sister Vessel.]
            


  Description
Countries, major cities, and seas and oceans are labelled in the map. The two ships visit the following ports in their journey: New York, Portland, London, Emden, Gothenburg, Stockholm, Onne, Walvis Bay, Stanley, Port Louis and Alang.






EMPTY VESSEL




Introduction

On a spring day in 1989, a container ship arrived in New York harbor from Eemshaven, a deepwater port in the Netherlands. The Vessel, named the Bibby Resolution, belonged to a well-­established Liverpool shipping line, one whose founder had invested in the Atlantic slave trade two hundred years before. But while the company that owned it had a history that went back centuries, the ship itself was unmistakably a product of the late twentieth century. The Vessel was assembled out of standardized parts developed for streamlining oceanic trade. It was a global polyglot: manufactured in Sweden, it had a British owner and an international crew. In the decade since its launch, it had been registered in four different countries. At the time it moored in New York, the Vessel was listed in the Bahamas, though it had never physically been close to Bahamian waters. Like other container ships, the Bibby Resolution was a creature not so much of a single country but of a global economic order.

The Bibby Resolution was an unusual container ship. For one thing, it did not have an engine; it had been transported to New York from Europe on the back of another ship. For another, the containers the Vessel carried were never intended to be unloaded, nor were they meant to contain merchandise. The Vessel was an accommodation ship: in the various descriptions of its owners, a “hotel ship,” a “coastel,” or a “floatel.” These designations were meant to evoke comfort, if not luxury. But they did not change the fact that the Vessel was a simple ninety-­four-­meter-­long flat-­bottomed hull with a modular five-­story steel “accommodation block” mounted on its deck.

For though the Vessel was built to house people rather than to transport goods, it was still very much a container ship. Its cabins and galleys, its gathering spaces and recreation rooms, were assembled out of modified steel shipping containers. And it had been brought to New York quite literally to contain. The New York City Department of Correction had leased the Bibby Resolution to serve as a floating jail.

• • •

And so, in addition to being a ship, the Vessel was also a jail, at least for the five years that it was in New York. At other points in its history, it was a barracks for troops in the Falkland Islands, temporary housing for assembly line workers in West Germany, and a home away from home for oilmen off the coast of Nigeria. Over the past four decades, the Vessel has been called many names: the Bibby Resolution, the Safe Esperia, Her Majesty’s Prison The Weare, even “The Love Boat.” Today, it goes by the unassuming name of the Jascon 27, a reference to a company that once had title to it. It has flown the flags of five different countries, known a litany of owners, and, though it has never had a motor of its own, traveled tens of thousands of miles. The ship at the heart of this story has both lived and contained many lives.

In and of itself, the Vessel is uncharismatic. In the description of one of its early owners, it looks “like a big shoebox.”1 Even its technical classification—­“dumb pontoon”—­evokes a hulking, silent presence. But although it may outwardly appear stolid and static, the Vessel’s story offers a window onto the profound and dynamic changes that have buffeted and shaped the world economy over the past forty years. Moreover, it has been a repository for the effects of such changes, as well as a stage on which they have played out.

The barge was manufactured to be modular and adaptable. It is this adaptability that has given it value. As Britain’s former chief inspector of prisons, Ann Owers, noted in the early 2000s, the barge was first and foremost a “container.” Its meaning and function changed depending on what, or who, it contained. In the North Sea and in Nigeria, it was an offshore oil service vessel; in the Falklands it was a barracks; in New York it was a jail. The fact that the Vessel could be filled allowed it to be transformed and take on meanings that fit its setting. In this way, its emptiness has been its defining characteristic.

For this reason, throughout its existence, the barge has always been passive. It has been forged and reforged, swept along and buffeted by a set of profound and interrelated economic transformations: the growth of the carbon economy, globalization, financialization, mass incarceration. In the process, it has also become the setting against which such sweeping processes played out. Built to service the global, multinational energy industry, it was deployed in the South Atlantic as part of an effort to shift British political attention away from the widespread unemployment caused by Margaret Thatcher’s government. Later, it was rushed to New York to accommodate a swelling jail population, itself precipitated by the rising unemployment and shrinking social services of the Reagan years. All the while, the Vessel was privately owned, successively registered in tax haven after tax haven.

The barge has been an abstract financial object; its ownership was divided up and leveraged, used to guarantee international corporate bonds. It has also been an abstract legal object: haggled over in arbitration tribunals in London and the British Virgin Islands and the subject of an important case in En­glish commercial law. It was built largely because of an innovation in the international law of the sea, and first acquired as a way to circumvent Norwegian tax laws. Its registration and ownership depended on other international treaties and national tax codes. As a penitentiary and workplace, the Vessel became a stage for the enactment of other kinds of law. As such, it became a site of the abstract forces that have transformed our world over the past forty years.

• • •

So much of the language around globalization and economic transformation is abstract. It “extends” markets; it “deregulates” oversight; it “financializes” physical goods. Not coincidentally, in the United States and western Europe, one of the effects of a wide range of disparate policies and agendas often lumped together as “neoliberal” has been to drive traditional manufacturing jobs overseas while undergirding the growth of the financial sector. And financialization itself necessarily involves abstraction; it did so when grain traders developed the futures market in Chicago in the late nineteenth century, and it still does so today.2 The vessel that this book follows belongs to this world. It is, quite literally, offshore. It was constructed from modular shipping containers, conceptualized in terms of empty, fillable volume. It is a creation of a supernational, offshore global order: registered in the Bahamas or St. Vincent and the Grenadines, owned by international consortia, leveraged by financiers in London, Oslo, and Lagos.3

But the barge was—­and remains—­fundamentally an object. Normally, the physical dimension of globalization remains in the background, relatively unnoticed. It usually takes ­catastrophe—a very physical breakdown, like the mega container ship Ever Given blocking the Suez Canal in 2021, or the Russian blockade of Ukrainian grain ports on the Black ­Sea—to cast a spotlight on the physical infrastructure that undergirds the world economy. This book attends to the extreme physicality of abstract processes. Despite the great degree to which the Vessel’s story has been intertwined with the history of economic and legal abstraction over the past forty years, the barge itself is inescapably concrete. It is a physical object: a vessel made of steel weighing 9,500 deadweight tons. It took shape only as Swedish builders welded and riveted it together, piece by piece. It has gangplanks and bulkheads, a sewage treatment plant and noisy Volvo generators. Even when it was moored in New York’s East River, it swayed and rocked. It housed up to nine hundred people, who ate, washed, and slept in claustrophobic proximity, using sturdy metal furniture and a vacuum toilet system that was prone to malfunction. And its physical condition deteriorated. Every few years, it needed to be removed from the water and refurbished, barnacles scraped from the hull, its decks cleaned and repainted.

The barge serves as a reminder that all economic transformations depend on material processes. And its story brings to light the very real and very physical effects of the transformation of the world economy over the past four decades. These effects are messy, far from gleaming shopping malls, glassy office blocks, and slick websites rendered in clean sans serifs. And though they are frequently hidden from public view, the physical effects are fundamental to the processes that have altered our world. Deregulation in the 1980s was enabled by the calculated exercise of military power. The economic dislocations of financialization accelerated mass incarceration and the physical detention of millions of people. The provision of global energy supplies continues to depend on the extraction of fossil fuels from deep beneath the earth and sea. Training sophisticated artificial intelligence depends on huge amounts of energy: creating a single moderately sized AI model can emit as much carbon as several cars in their lifetimes.4

By following a single vessel, this book offers a guide to how major global transformations were always embodied, grounded in tangible things, and, often, dependent on physical violence.5 This book is a material history, but it is not a commodity history. It focuses on a single object. In these pages, this object is called “the Vessel,” with a capital V.6 For although its name changed frequently over time, the ship itself is the central, mute character of this drama. It is at once a subject and an object that highlights the importance of the physical in a rapidly changing world.

• • •

Empty Vessel relies on the barge as being a container not just in a physical but also in a metaphorical way. It treats the barge as a vessel of history. The fact that the ship has had so many different names, both officially and unofficially, speaks to the way in which it was an empty vessel, to be filled and refilled with meaning and value. By following its story, and the stories of the people who built, ran, and lived on it, it is possible to ascertain and understand similarities and linkages between seemingly disconnected processes and transformations. This ability to assemble lives and narratives, even those untethered from dry land, is a long-­standing feature of maritime literature—­from Richard Henry Dana’s Two Years Before the Mast to Melville’s Moby Dick, from B. Traven’s The Death Ship to the maritime novels of Joseph Conrad.7 In this book, as in other nautical stories, the ship serves as a vector that connects groups of people living thousands of miles apart, speaking different languages, practicing different trades, and confronting different challenges.

The story of the Vessel is thus a connective, global microhistory. Each chapter is centered on a particular place: a particular context in which the Vessel existed. But as a whole, the barge’s story demonstrates the ways in which people and places around the world, however diverse and differentiated, all were shaped and affected by truly global economic transformations—­offshoring in particular.8 The Vessel is what historians call “exceptional normal”; its story is unique in its drama, but representative in kind and reflective of a larger logic.9 In short, a simple barge can serve as a powerful vehicle in and through which to explore the global economy of the late twentieth and early twenty-­first centuries and the emergent offshore world that has stitched it together.
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