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FOREWORD

THE AUTHOR of a memoir is expected to tell the truth, as best as he or she can recollect it. However, a writer who intends to entertain as well as inform must do more than recount mere facts; even the teller of truth may have to reconstruct dialogue for those words lost in the mists of time. In addition, I have changed the names of locations and ships to protect the innocent—and the guilty; in a few instances, for the purposes of pacing and narrative, I have combined elements of two or more separate experiences into one. Otherwise, all the experiences described in the book are recounted as I remember them.

During the years covered by this book, I and my associates made many enemies—some still living and preying on the unwary. So while I’ve recounted my own actions, and stand behind them, I’ve no wish to force my friends to do the same. I’ve therefore changed the names and descriptions of the people in the book, except those previously revealed in public records. If some of the villains I’ve encountered escape censure as a result, I’ll be content to let them be judged by their Maker.

In spite of the above, this work is essentially true to my life, and to the stories of the many men and women who, for better or worse, came and went during those turbulent days.


SEIZED


CHAPTER ONE
THROUGH THE REEFS ON THE NARUDA

THE FIRST TIME I ever stole a ship out of port was on the sturdy old bulk carrier Naruda, lying at anchor in Cap Haitien Bay, Haiti, at the end of May 1987. We had finished discharging our cargo of rice the previous day, and on Friday afternoon I was sitting in the wheel-house, waiting for a clearance to leave, when I noticed a gang of soldiers with automatic weapons coming out of the customs building on the water-front. They climbed down into a rough-hewn dory bobbing against the dock.

My first officer, a heavyset Dominican named Arturo Robles, appeared at the door to the starboard wing of the bridge, his shirt unbuttoned and his round brown belly streaked with sweat. “Hold is clean, Cap,” he announced. “Can we let the Haitians have the rice?”

“Sure,” I said. “Looks like we’re going to have visitors, First.” I nodded my chin toward the dory, now pulling steadily toward us through the low Atlantic swells that rolled in past the reefs. The boatman sculling on the stern was helped by a gentle breeze that whispered down from the western mountains and carried the smells of rotten fruit and sunbaked dirt from the slums that ring the bay.

Arturo crossed to the port side. “That boat’s full of soldiers,” he said. “Trouble for us, Captain?”

“Yeah. I knew when the agent couldn’t get us a clearance yesterday that something bad was going to happen. We should’ve upped anchor and steamed out last night.”

The boat sped across the cloud-dappled water and pulled up at the pilot ladder on the ship’s port side. I went down on deck to meet the soldiers as they climbed up one by one. The first man up was a short, stocky officer with a Colt automatic in a scarred black holster.

“You captain?” he demanded in a gravelly voice.

“Yes,” I said, “I’m the captain. How may I help you?”

He thrust a grimy, badly photocopied paper into my hand. It said that the ship was seized “pour les dettes.”

“What’s this about?” I asked in French. “What debts are these, eh?”

He shrugged. His men crowded on deck behind him and stared at me sullenly. “It’s a matter for the court,” he said. “You are required to go to court on Monday.” He waved two of the men forward, thin young men in faded uniforms, one light-skinned and the other black as jet. They carried submachine guns slung over their shoulders. “These men will stay on board until then,” the officer said. “You will feed them and treat them properly.”

I bowed toward them. “Of course,” I said. “They will be our guests on board.”

“You will give them a radio,” the officer said. “Une radio portative. So they can call the port office if anything goes wrong.”

“Yes, of course,” I said.

His muddy little eyes glinted with hostility. “You will give it to them now, before I leave.”

I shrugged and turned to Arturo. “First, please go get one of the walkietalkies and bring it down. The yellow one.”

He hesitated. Of the four walkie-talkies on board, the yellow one had the worst battery. It wouldn’t stay charged more than a couple of hours. I gave him a look. He said “Yessir” and hurried to the accommodations.

The officer and I regarded each other without talking. A few minutes later Arturo returned and gave the officer the walkie-talkie. He held it to his ear and said, “Capitaine du port, capitaine du port, le bâtiment appelle.”

After a few seconds, the port office answered. The officer handed the walkie-talkie to the light-skinned soldier. “Call the captain of the port if the ship tries to leave,” he told him. “Do you understand?”

“Oui, Colonel,” the man said. The colonel herded the rest of his men down the pilot ladder and the dory swung away from the ship’s side, the boatman’s black, muscular back working as he sculled against the wind.

“Please,” I said to the soldiers, “you can relax in the messroom if you wish. The cook will bring you drinks.”

The black man started toward the accommodations without speaking, but the brown man ducked his head and murmured, “Merci, Capitaine.”

I went with them to the crew’s mess on the starboard side and told Cookie, hovering unhappily in the galley, to bring them Cokes with ice. Lunch was over, but I told him to fix them something to eat.

Back on the bridge, Arturo said, “Why are you treating those men so well, Captain? You will not get them to disobey their orders.”

I chuckled. “No, but maybe I can get them to drop their guard.”

“What do you have in mind?”

I went up close and lowered my voice. “We’re not waiting until Monday. The judge will probably order us off the ship, and might even put us all in jail. I’m taking this ship out tonight.”

His brown eyes widened. “Put us in jail? What for? What have we done?”

“We’ve done nothing wrong. But you know that the receiver—that little fat man who came on board when we first arrived—is claiming a short shipment. It’s not the ship’s fault that the shipper didn’t load as much cargo as the Haitian paid for, but that won’t matter to a Haitian court. The only thing we can do is get out.”

“What about the guards? You’re not going to …”

“No, no,” I said hurriedly. “I won’t hurt them. Pero cada quien tiene su manera de matar pulgas, seguro?”

He nodded. “Everybody kills fleas in his own way” is the Spanish equivalent to “There’s more than one way to skin a cat.” I clapped him on the shoulder. “Don’t say anything to the crew. I haven’t got a plan yet, but I can promise you this: We won’t be here Monday morning.”

He went down and I called the ship’s owner—a middle-aged Greek living in Miami with his young American wife—on the SSB radio. He was at home and accepted the collect call.

“But, Captain,” he cried, “the ship’s not responsible for short-loading. Surely the judge will let the ship sail.”

“I think the receiver is trying to steal the ship. This is an outlaw port, you know. He can do what he wants here.”

“Sacred Mary! What can we do, then?”

The whole world can listen in on radio communications. “I don’t want to say too much,” I said carefully. “I just want your permission to do what has to be done.”

“You have it, of course,” he said fervently. “Just keep me advised when you can.”

We hung up and I dragged a stool out on the port wing of the bridge. The sun was dropping toward the western mountains, low over the ruins of the mountaintop castle that the slave-king Henri Christophe had built to guard the entrance to the bay. Far below its ramparts, fishing boats with long, willowy booms ghosted into the bay. There were no buoys or other navigation aids marking the entrance, and the rusty hulk of a freighter that had missed the channel lay a mile to the east, broken on the reef that stretched out of sight toward the Dominican border.

We’d come in through the reef only three days earlier, but I hadn’t marked any of the waypoints. Loran—the only positioning equipment we had—wasn’t accurate enough for this kind of navigation at night. I went into the chart room and studied the chart. The passage through the reef had a dogleg in the middle; we would have to bear northeast until we reached it, then make a hard left for five hundred yards before turning back to the northeast. At night, with nothing marking the channel, getting out would be a crapshoot, and the penalty for failure would be the loss of the ship and a long stint in a Haitian prison.

I found the chief engineer in his cabin, a muscular Honduran in his late forties with gray hair that bristled up from his square head like iron filings. He’d come aboard only two weeks earlier, in Miami, but he seemed to be a good, competent engineer. He was sitting in front of the fan on his desk, reading a Spanish paperback. He put it down and stood up when I knocked on his doorframe.

“Keep your seat, Chief,” I said, sitting on his bunk. “I’m going to need some help from you tonight.”

He raised an eyebrow. “To do what?”

I leaned close. “We’re going to take the ship out. You know the receiver’s had the ship seized on a bogus claim. Now listen… I want the guards on board to think we can’t sail, so they won’t be suspicious.”

“What can I do to help?”
 
“While we’re at supper, I want you to come into the mess and tell me that the main engine’s broken. Bring some broken part to show me. Can you do that?”

“Of course. But what will the guards do when they find out we’re sailing?”

I stood up. “I’m still working on that.”

“Are you going to force them off the ship?”

I patted his shoulder and went to the door. “By the time I’m finished with them, they’ll be glad to get off.”

He wasn’t convinced, but he shrugged and picked up his book. I went out and up to the bridge.

As I pushed open the heavy steel door to the wheelhouse, I stopped and examined its lock. Then I went back down and checked the doors leading from the landings in the companionway to each deck. The Naruda was a small ship, with only three levels above the main deck. International safety standards require steel doors on any passageway that could let fire travel from deck to deck, and although she was old and tired, the Naruda had been well built. I went down and found Arturo and the ABs—the ship had two able-bodied seamen to work the deck—dogging down the hatch covers.

The hold had been swept free of spilled cargo, and the Haitians I’d hired to clean it were climbing down to a waiting dory, holding their pitiful little bags of salvaged rice mixed with dust and rust chips. I led Arturo aft to the port passageway.

“I’ve got an idea, First,” I said. “It’s going to take some tricky timing, but it might work.” I explained my plan.

He grimaced. “Sounds pretty risky, Captain.”

“They won’t be suspicious.” I told him about the chief engineer’s story of a broken main engine. “Plus, they’ll have a big supper and a lot of rum in them.”

“Rum? You’re going to give them rum?”

“You will. I’m sure they speak Spanish … This close to the border, almost all Haitians speak Spanish.”

“True enough.”

“Do you have some rum?”

“Sí, I have a botella in my cabin, almost full.”

“Good. The ship’ll buy it from you. I want you to take it to the crew’s mess after supper and get them drinking. Since they’ll think the ship can’t sail, they’ll probably take a few drinks.”

“And if they don’t?”

I shrugged. “Then they don’t. The plan might work anyway.”

“How can we put them ashore? Nobody in the crew will want to take them in the boat.”

“They can go by themselves. It’s worth losing the boat to get rid of them.”

He looked at me for a long time, then said, “Well, I don’t like it, but you’re the captain. I’ll do as you say.”

“Thanks, First. Now go get some pieces of wood. Measure the distances between the doors and the hallway bulkheads and cut them to fit. Check the rescue boat’s engine and put gas in the tank. And put a couple of life jackets in it.”

He nodded and went forward to help the ABs finish securing the hatch covers. I glanced in the crew’s mess as I went past, and saw the guards sitting at one of the tables with their guns in their laps, watching television. It was tuned to a Haitian station, and I could hear a snatch of a news broadcast. There was another revolution under way, and the rebels were marching on Port-au-Prince.

I went in the galley, where Cookie was frying chicken in a heavy skillet. The door to the crew’s mess was open, so I drew him out onto the afterdeck. “Fix the best food you have, Cookie,” I whispered into his ear. “Make a lot of it, and keep serving the guards food until they can’t eat any more.”

He was a rotund, pleasant-faced Nicaraguan who’d been on the ship since before I joined, six months earlier. He didn’t ask any questions. “Sí, Capitan,” he said, and went back in the galley.

At 1800 hours, the ship’s normal suppertime, I went down to the crew’s mess and took a seat at one of the tables. I would normally eat in the officers’ mess, but the guards couldn’t know that. They were already eating, their submachine guns in their laps, but they nodded when I came in. A few minutes later Arturo came in and sat across from them.

“How is supper?” he asked them in Spanish. “Good?”

“Very good,” the brown man replied. “Muy sabroso.”

Cookie brought my plate. There was a French soap opera showing on the television, and the guards watched it intently while they ate. Arturo caught my eye and gave me a fleeting smile.

On cue, the chief engineer came in, his T-shirt limp with sweat; he was holding a bearing in a greasy rag. “We have a problem, Captain,” he said in Spanish. The guards looked around.

He showed me the bearing. “The lube-oil pump bearing has frozen up. We can’t start the main engine.”

The bearing could have come from any of a dozen pumps on board, but neither I nor the guards could have told it from any other. “Got a spare on board, Chief?”

He shook his head. “No, Captain. No spare on board.”

“So we can’t use the main engine?”

“I’m afraid not.”

I shrugged. “Well, we can’t leave before Monday anyway. I’ll call the owner and get a replacement shipped down. How long to install it?”

“Only a couple of hours.”

“Everything else okay in the engine room?”

He made a disgusted sound. “We need plenty things, Captain. You know I order parts and the owner never sends them. But if we can get this replaced, we can sail.”

“Thanks, Chief.”

He went out and the guards went back to their meal. Cookie came in with another platter of fried chicken, and the guards heaped their plates anew. I wasn’t surprised. A private in the Haitian army would have a hard time getting enough to eat, so this would be a feast to them.

I declined the bread pudding, but the guards accepted their bowls gladly. The oilers—the engineers’ assistants in the engine room—and the ABs came in and took their seats. They looked surprised to see the captain and first officer eating in the crew’s mess, but I gave them a tiny shake of the head and they didn’t say anything. After I finished eating I went up to the bridge to wait.

Dark was a long time coming. Finally, when the last pink rays of sunlight had faded from the sky above the ruined fort, I crept down the outside companionway aft of the house and eased up under one of the open ports of the crew’s mess.

I could hear the first officer and the guards talking, and from the sound of it, they were getting along just fine. Arturo said, his speech slightly slurred, “We don’t care about that owner. He doesn’t treat us right. I tell you, the captain is happy to stay here. He has a Haitian girlfriend in Port-au-Prince. If the judge says the ship can’t leave, he’ll get her to come up and stay on board.”

The guards laughed. One of them said, “And you, Primer Oficial? Do you have a Haitian girlfriend?”

“Not yet, but if we have to stay, perhaps I can find one.”

The same guard said, “Oh, you will have no trouble with that. Come to my house and we will have a party. Plenty girls will be there.”

They laughed and glasses clinked. I crept aft and went back up to the bridge. Now the night was full dark, and the terral, the nightly land breeze, was starting to build from the south. I’d already checked the moon phase, and although the night was clear, the moon wouldn’t rise until eleven. I intended to have the ship well on her way by then.

It would take luck as well as skill, but I wasn’t going to let that scumbag Haitian receiver have my ship. If we went up on the reef, I would take to the lifeboat and try to make it to the Turks and Caicos islands, two hundred miles to the north. The crew could come with me if they wished.

I went down to the lower accommodations deck and visited the ABs and oilers in their cabins. They weren’t happy about my plan, but they were good crewmen and promised to do their best. Back on deck, I crouched below one of the crew’s mess ports and listened to Arturo and the guards laughing and joking. I risked a glance through the open porthole and saw that the rum bottle was almost empty.

On the way to the bridge, I checked on the timbers lying by the companionway doors on each deck. They were ready.

At ten-thirty, Arturo appeared on the bridge from the companionway, damp strands of black hair plastered to his sweaty forehead. “They’re pretty drunk, Capi,” he said. “Maybe if we wait, they’ll go to sleep on their own.”

I shook my head. “Then we’d just have to wake them up to get their guns. Let’s go ahead with the plan.”

“What if they call the port on the walkie-talkie?”

“What? You think the battery’s still good?”

He chuckled. “No, the battery’s dead by now.”

“It wouldn’t transmit through the steel walls of the companionway anyway. And, remember, the port doesn’t have a pilot boat. By the time somebody in the office found a motorboat to chase us, we’d be long gone.”

“I guess you’re right. So what now?”

“Go back to the mess. I’m going to call you on the intercom and ask you to bring the guards up to the bridge. Tell them I want both of them.”

He frowned. “What if one wants to stay behind?”

“I don’t know … Okay, I got it. Tell them I’m going to give them some money. That way neither one will want to be left behind. But make sure they go into the companionway first.”

“I suppose we must try it,” he said doubtfully. “Is everything ready?”

“As ready as we can make it. As soon as you get the doors jammed shut, take a gang forward and up anchor.”

I gave him enough time to go down to the main deck, then picked up the intercom handset and rang for the crew’s mess. When he answered, I said loudly, in Spanish, “Primer Oficial, tell the guards to come up to the bridge pronto. I need to talk to them.”

“You want both of them?”

“Yes. I have some money for them, but they must both come up.”

“Bien. I will tell them.”

We hung up and I stepped to the companionway door. The cut timber was lying on the deck. I jammed one end against the door and the other against the after bulkhead of the chart room.

I couldn’t hear anything through the steel, but two minutes later Arturo appeared in the door from the port wing. “They’re in the companionway, Captain. Can you hear them?”

At that moment a yell sounded on the other side of the door, then some shouted words, muffled by the steel. “They’re in there,” I said. “Are the other doors jammed shut?”

“Yessir.”

“Then get the anchor up, rapido.”

He grinned, a flash of white teeth in his brown face. “It’s working, Capi.” He went out.

A minute later he and both ABs were running forward along the port deck, the house’s lights throwing long shadows ahead of them. The calls from inside the companionway got louder, yelling in French and Spanish for somebody to open the door. There was a pounding on the door, probably from a gun butt. I hoped they didn’t start shooting. Bullets wouldn’t penetrate the steel bulkhead, but they themselves could get hit by ricochets.

They didn’t shoot. Their voices faded as they went back down, probably to try the other doors. Then I had a brilliant idea and went to the main electrical panel to switch off the companionway lights. That would leave them in total, disorienting darkness, and a panicky man is an irrational man.

The anchor chain clanked in the hawsepipe. I studied the shore with the binoculars. Lights were on in the port office, a small concrete building on the waterfront, but I could see no movement in the windows. I had the VHF radio tuned to channel 16, the frequency the guards’ walkie-talkie was set to, but it was silent. If they were trying to call the port office, either the battery was too run-down or the companionway’s steel walls blocked the transmission.

The ship wasn’t bridge-controlled, so I had to signal the engine room for half ahead. The chief was already at the engine controls, and two seconds later the main engine started with a heavy rap. I spun the wheel hard a-starboard. The lights of the port began to swing to port.

A few minutes later we were beyond the port’s lights. I turned the bow toward the invisible break in the reef. Arturo rushed in and took the wheel. “All okay, Captain?”

“I think so. Are the guards still in the companionway?”

“The doors are still jammed shut. Can you hear them?”

“Not now.”

I had no time to spare for the guards. We felt our way toward the first bend in the channel, running at dead slow ahead, then turned toward the second bend. The reefs glowed faintly in the binoculars, thin lines of white dots where coral heads broke the surface.

By eleven o’clock we had cleared the last reef. Nothing moved in the dark waters behind us. I put the glasses down and went to the console to call for stop engine. The main engine rattled to silence. The ship coasted to a stop with the lights of Cap Haitien rocking slowly off our port stern. “I’m going down to the motor-generator room to talk to the guards,” I told Arturo.

He craned around. “How will you do that?”

“There’s a vent between the motor-generator room and the companionway. I’ll talk to them through that. It’s a steel wall, so they can’t shoot through it.”

“All right, Captain. Be careful.”

I went down to the boat deck. The door to the motor-generator room groaned heavily. I threaded my way past the machinery, leaving the light off, and pushed up next to a small metal grating.

“Messieurs,” I called in French, “can you hear me?”

They were below me, on the main-deck level. I heard one of them—the same one who’d offered to take Arturo to his house for a party—call up, “Who is that? What do you want?”

“This is the captain. I’m taking this ship to Colombia. We’re already out of port.”

They came up the companionway. “What are you going to do with us?” the same man asked, his voice shaking.

“If you give up your guns, I’ll put you in a boat and you can go home. If you don’t, I’ll take you to Colombia and tell the police you tried to hijack my ship.”

There was a silence as that sank in. They knew that a ship captain’s word carries a lot of weight, and the Colombian police—the police in all Latin American countries—have little use for Haitian stowaways. Haitian hijackers could expect even less.

“We will put down our guns, Captain,” the other man said. “Please do not mistreat us. We were only doing our job.”

“I know that. You will not be mistreated. Now, take your guns down to the main deck—the bottom of the stairway—and leave them there. Then go up to the top and wait there.”

“Oui, Capitaine,” the man said, then, to his companion, “allons-nous.”

They went down. I ran up to the bridge and switched on the companionway lights. “Open the companionway door when I tell you,” I told Arturo. “The guards will be ready to come out.”

I ran back to the motor-generator room. Now I could see through the grating, but the guards couldn’t see me. They came past the second deck without their submachine guns and went up to the bridge deck. I stepped back to the boat-deck door and yelled to Arturo, “Okay, First, let ’em out.”

Back at the grating, I could see the wheelhouse door open. The guards went through it. I rushed down to the main deck, yanked the brace from the door, and scooped up the two submachine guns. I stuffed them in a cabinet in the crew’s mess and ran up to the bridge.

The guards stood, cowed and helpless, against the after bulkhead. “Men,” I told them, “you’ve done nothing wrong. You were just following orders. I will give you the ship’s rescue boat to get home in.” I grinned. “That boat’s worth plenty of money. You can sell it before you report to your colonel in the morning. Now, do you think you can get through the reef safely?”

The black-skinned guard stepped forward. “I am a fisherman, Captain. I can get through the reef anytime, even at night.”

“Good. The moon will be up in a few minutes. You should have no problem. Come with me.”

We went to the boat deck, where Arturo had already cast off the rescue boat’s lashings. The tank was hooked to the engine and two life jackets lay in the bottom. “Get in the boat and wait for me,” I told them. Then I went down and got the two submachine guns. I removed the magazines, emptied the cartridges, then reinserted the magazines and took the guns to the afterdeck.

“Here are your weapons,” I told the guards. “I don’t want you to get in trouble for losing them.” They took them uncertainly and crouched on the floor of the boat, but they must have realized that I wouldn’t have left them loaded, so they didn’t raise them.

I nodded to Arturo and he cranked the davit, lifting the boat out of its cradle. I helped him push it over the side. When it hit the water and the weight came off the slings, the boat slipped free, and a minute later the black guard got the engine started.

“Bonne chance,” I called down. They looked up and waved, then turned toward the lights of Cap Haitien. The boat gained speed and disappeared into the darkness.

“Come,” I told Arturo, “let’s go to Miami.”

I signed off the Naruda in Miami and went home to New Orleans. My wife wanted me to give up the sea, so I tried my hand at marine surveying, but shipping was down and work was hard to find. Then, in the fall the owner of a ship named Erika persuaded me to take her command, and I shipped out again.

I left the Erika the following year to take a job as port captain for a Miami shipping company, Cartones del Sud, loading and discharging ships in Central and South America. Two years later, while I was loading coffee in Buenaventura, Colombia, a small port on the Pacific coast, the company’s owner asked me to go to Puerto Cabello, Venezuela, as fast as I could.

A company ship had been seized by a corrupt judge, and he wanted me to steal her out of port.
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