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THE OUTLAW SEA





One

AN OCEAN WORLD

Since we live on land, and are usually beyond sight of the sea, it is easy to forget that our world is an ocean world, and to ignore what in practice that means. Some shores have been tamed, however temporarily, but beyond the horizon lies a place that refuses to submit. It is the wave maker, an anarchic expanse, the open ocean of the high seas. Under its many names, and with variations in color and mood, this single ocean spreads across three-fourths of the globe. Geographically, it is not the exception to our planet, but by far its greatest defining feature. By political and social measures it is important too—not merely as a wilderness that has always existed or as a reminder of the world as it was before, but also quite possibly as a harbinger of a larger chaos to come. That is neither a lament nor a cheap forecast of doom, but more simply an observation of modern life in a place that is rarely seen. At a time when every last patch of land is claimed by one government or another, and when citizenship is treated as an absolute condition of human existence, the ocean is a realm that remains radically free.

Expressing that freedom are more than forty thousand large merchant ships that wander the world with little or no regulation, plying the open ocean among uncountable numbers of smaller coastal craft and carrying nearly the full weight of international trade—almost all the raw materials and finished products on which our land lives are built. The ships are steel behemoths, slow and enormously efficient, and magnificent if only for their mass and functionality. They are crewed from pools of the poor—several million sailors of varying quality, largely now from southern Asia, who bid down for the jobs in a global market and are mixed together without reference to such petty conventions as language and nationality. The sailors do not enjoy the benefit of long stays in exotic ports, as sailors did until recently, but rather they live afloat for twelve months at a stretch, enduring a maritime limbo in the ships’ fluorescent-lit quarters, making brief stops to load and unload, and rarely going ashore. They are employed by independent Third World “manning agents,” who in turn are paid for the labor they provide by furtive offshore management companies that in many cases work for even more elusive owners—people whose identities are hidden behind the legal structures of corporations so ghostly and unencumbered that they exist only on paper, or maybe as a brass plate on some faraway foreign door. The purpose of such arrangements is not to make philosophical points about the rule of law, but to limit responsibility, maximize profits, and allow for total freedom of action in a highly competitive world. The ships themselves are expressions of this system as it has evolved. They are possibly the most independent objects on earth, many of them without allegiances of any kind, frequently changing their identity and assuming whatever nationality—or “flag”—allows them to proceed as they please.

This is the starting point of understanding the freedom of the sea. No one pretends that a ship must come from the home port painted on its stern, or that it has ever been anywhere near. Panama is the largest maritime nation on earth, followed by bloody Liberia, which hardly exists. No coastline is required either. There are ships that hail from La Paz, in landlocked Bolivia. There are ships that hail from the Mongolian desert. Moreover, the registries themselves are rarely based in the countries whose names they carry: Panama is considered to be an old-fashioned “flag” because its consulates handle the paperwork and collect the registration fees, but “Liberia” is run by a company in Virginia, “Cambodia” by another in South Korea, and the proud and independent “Bahamas” by a group in the City of London.

The system in its modern form, generally known as “flags of convenience,” began in the early days of World War II as an American invention sanctioned by the United States government to circumvent its own neutrality laws. The idea was to allow American-owned ships to be re-flagged as Panamanian and used to deliver materials to Britain without concern that their action (or loss) would drag the United States unintentionally into war. Afterward, of course, the United States did join the war—only to emerge several years later with the largest ship registry in the world. By then the purely economic benefits of the Panamanian arrangement had become clear: it would allow the industry to escape the high costs of hiring American crews, to reduce the burdens imposed by stringent regulation, to limit the financial consequences of the occasional foundering or loss of a ship. And so an exodus occurred. For the same reasons, a group of American oil companies subsequently created the Liberian registry (based at first in New York) for their tankers, as a “development” or international aid project. Again the scheme was sanctioned by the U.S. government, this time by idealists at the Department of State. For several decades these two quasi-colonial registries, which attracted shipowners from around the world, maintained reasonably high technical standards, perhaps because behind the scenes they were still subject to some control by the “gentlemen’s club” of traditional maritime powers—principally Europe and the United States. In the 1980s, however, a slew of other countries woke up to the potential for revenues and began to create their own registries to compete for business. The result was a sudden expansion in flags of convenience, and a corresponding loss of control. This happened in the context of an increasingly strong internationalist democratic ideal, by which all countries were formally considered to be equal. The trend accelerated in the 1990s, and paradoxically in direct reaction to a United Nations effort to impose order by demanding a “genuine link” between a ship and its flag—a vague requirement that, typically, was subverted by the righteous “compliance” of everyone involved.

These developments were seemingly as organic as they were calculated or man-made. For the shipowners, they amounted to a profound liberation. By shopping globally, they found that they could choose the laws that were applied to them, rather than haplessly submitting to the jurisdictions of their native countries. The advantages were so great that even the most conservative and well-established shipowners, who were perhaps not naturally inclined to abandon the confines of the nation-state, found that they had no choice but to do so. What’s more, because of the registration fees the shipowners could offer to cash-strapped governments and corrupt officials, the various flags competed for business, and the deals kept getting better.

The resulting arrangement, though deeply subversive, has an undeniably elegant design. It constitutes an exact reversal of sovereignty’s intent and a perfect mockery of national conceits. It is free enterprise at its freest, a logic taken to extremes. And it is by no means always a bad thing. I’ve been told, for example, that the cost of transporting tea to England has fallen a hundredfold since the days of sail, and even more in recent years. There are similar efficiencies across the board. But the efficiencies are accompanied by global problems too, including the playing of the poor against the poor and the persistence of huge fleets of dangerous ships, the pollution they cause, the implicit disposability of their crews, and the parallel growth of two particularly resilient pathogens that exist now on the ocean—the first being a modern strain of piracy, and the second its politicized cousin, the maritime form of the new, stateless terrorism. The patterns are strong in part because they fit so well with the long-standing realities of the sea—the ocean’s easy disregard for human constructs, its size, the strength of its storms, and the privacy provided by its horizons. Certainly the old maritime traditions of freedom are involved, but something new is happening too. It is not by chance that the more sophisticated pirate groups and terrorists seem to mimic the methods and operational techniques of the shipowners. Their morals and motivations are different, of course, but all have learned to work without the need for a home base and, more significantly, to escape the forces of order not by running away, but by complying with the laws and regulations in order to move about freely and to hide in plain sight.

The result has been to place the oceans increasingly beyond governmental control. To maritime and security officials in administrative capitals like London and Washington, D.C., steeped in their own traditions of national power, these developments have come in recent years as a surprise. For public consumption, the officials still talk bravely about the impact of new regulations and the promise of technology, but in private many admit that it is chaos, not control, that is on the rise. They have learned what future historians may be able to see even more clearly, that our world is an ocean world, and it is wild.

The Kristal was therefore a typical casualty of modern times. It was an all-purpose tanker, 560 feet long, that had been built in Italy in 1974 and for more than a quarter century had restlessly wandered the world, riding the downward spiral of the maritime market under a progression of names, owners, and nationalities. By the winter of 2001, at the advanced age of twenty-seven, it was flying the flag of Malta—a registry of convenience, with a typically shoddy track record and a reputation for allowing owners to operate their vessels nearly as they pleased. The ship belonged to an obscure but law-abiding Italian family whose members had an understandable penchant for privacy. They owned it through the device of a Maltese holding company that existed only on paper, as a mailing address in the capital, Valletta, the home port painted on the ship’s stern. There is no evidence that the Kristal ever stopped there, though it did sometimes sail through the Mediterranean and so must occasionally have passed by. It was crewed by manning agents primarily in Karachi, Pakistan, but also in Spain and Croatia. Its business and maintenance were managed through layers of other companies, variously of Switzerland and Monaco.

Though the Kristal was well painted and regularly passed inspections, it was at least five years beyond the ideal retirement age, and had grown decrepit and difficult to maintain. Its owners kept it sailing anyway, apparently with the intention of squeezing a final few years of profitability from the hull before selling it to other operators still lower on the food chain or, if none could be found, directly to a shipbreaker for the scrap value of its steel. They were unable to attract business from the major oil companies, most of which now try to apply stringent standards to the tankers they charter and generally shy away from vessels past the age of twenty because of the risk of breakup, and the expense and negative publicity caused by spills. Nonetheless, there were plenty of other, less exacting customers available, as long as the Kristal could transport their cargoes at a low enough price. Indeed, the Kristal was constantly busy. Throughout the previous year, it had engaged in a regular globe-circling trade, carrying molasses from India to western Europe, kerosene from Latvia to Argentina, and soy oil from Argentina around Cape Horn to India again. The molasses was a sign of the Kristal’s decline: it is the product left over from refined sugar, a low-value cargo carried on the cheap by ships that are typically one step removed from the grave. There is little risk to the principals involved—the customers and shipping companies—because the hulls and cargoes are insured, and in the event of an accident and a spill, molasses disperses easily and disappears without a trace. It is no small matter in choosing a ship that the same is generally true of Third World crews.

The Kristal’s customer in February 2001 was a subsidiary of the big British sugar company Tate & Lyle, which had contracted with the ship’s owners to bring a full, heavy load of twenty-eight thousand tons of molasses from two ports on the west coast of India to an unspecified European destination that would be decided en route on the basis of the market. The crew consisted of thirty-five men of various nationalities, mostly Pakistani—about ten men more than usual for a ship of this type, because they would need to carry out repairs while under way. Such repairs are standard in the industry, and have the double advantage of allowing ships to avoid both costly layups and the prying eyes of inspectors. Aboard the Kristal most of the repairs consisted of chipping with hammers and chisels at heavy rust that had spread like a cancer under the paint, across the main deck and through the hull. There have been reports, difficult to substantiate but entirely plausible, that considerable and illicit welding was also being performed, and that as a result, one of the cargo tanks could not be used—a restriction that may have caused the crew to load the molasses improperly, placing severe strains on the ship’s structure. It seems unlikely that this could have occurred without at least the tacit approval of the ship’s management company. Be that as it may, the crew certainly knew about the Kristal’s precarious condition and were glad for their jobs nonetheless.

The captain was a forty-three-year-old Croatian named Allen Marin—one of many such officers from former Communist states, who are known to be competent and able to live on low salaries and who now constitute something of a global officer caste at service on increasing numbers of ships. Marin was an affable character, and he was well liked by his subordinates aboard, though some of them thought that he seemed strangely uninterested in the technical aspects of running the ship. It was noticed, for instance, that during the important final loading of the molasses in India, he and the chief mate, another Croatian, went ashore overnight, leaving supervision of the work to a junior officer. No one objected, of course. The Kristal was a molasses ship, but a fairly happy one. The attitude was to let the captain have his fun.

On February 4, 2001, the Kristal set out across the Indian Ocean on a route that would take it through the Suez Canal and the Strait of Gibraltar. The days passed in monotonous succession, broken by the routine of alternating six-hour watches, the anticipation of work and of rest. During their time off, the men ate and slept, and they relaxed by playing Ping-Pong or watching films in the messrooms. There were three such messrooms: one for the officers and cadets, who were both Croatian and Pakistani; one for the skilled sailors, who included three Spaniards; and one for the remainder of the crew, the ordinary hands, all of whom were Pakistani. The Pakistanis were fed a native cuisine of spicy foods that conformed to Islamic restrictions. They liked to watch Indian films, full of weddings and dancing. The others preferred the slicker Hollywood fare, with sleek women and guns. The two groups knew each other well, and they mixed, but they were not necessarily pals. They called the superstructure where they lived the “iron house,” because it was made of metal and hemmed them in. It stood aft on the hull and rose five levels above the main deck to the bridge. It was not uncomfortable, but after a while it seemed small. The crew’s conversations there were almost exclusively about the ship, because after many months together it provided all that was left to be said.

The Indian Ocean was calm. Word came that the destination would be Amsterdam. There was a period of concern partway to the Red Sea, when a portion of the main deck suddenly bulged upward, breaking some welds. Captain Marin reported the problem to the management company and received a private reply, presumably to carry on. Only one crewman expressed grave concern. He was one of the three Spaniards, a bearish, bearded forty-one-year-old pumpman named Juan Carlos Infante Casas, who despite his enormous physical strength had a reputation as a worrier. Infante Casas’s duties included operating the valves and cargo pumps and sounding the tanks from overhead on the deck. Like the other Spaniards, both of whom were mechanics, he came from Galicia, along La Costa del Morte, Spain’s western Atlantic shore. He had gone to sea out of restlessness as a young man, and had never married, and still lived with his mother, to whom he was close. The sailor’s life was not the adventure he had hoped it would be, but he had stayed with it for lack of choice, and for nearly two decades he endured the steady loss of income and security experienced first by Europeans and Americans and then by all the successive rearguards of whatever nationality on the increasingly anarchic seas. After six months aboard, he was looking forward to leaving the ship just a few days ahead, at a scheduled fueling stop and partial crew change in Gibraltar. In messroom conversation he said that he knew the Kristal too well to trust it on the winter Atlantic. The other Spaniards felt more equable, though they too were scheduled to leave at Gibraltar. The older of them was a lean, graying man, nearly sixty, named José Manuel Castineiras, who said that he neither regretted nor enjoyed his life at sea but considered it his destiny. It was easier for him than for his friend Infante Casas, therefore, when, after the Kristal passed through the Suez Canal, word came that the Gibraltar stop had been eliminated: the ship would fuel instead at Ceuta, on the Moroccan side of the strait, and the crew change would be delayed until Amsterdam. That too was destiny.

The passage through the Mediterranean was uneventful. To keep to schedule, Captain Marin maintained the full engine speed of 88 rpm, driving the heavy ship westward at 11 knots through six-foot waves that were typically steep for that sea. The hull shuddered sometimes, but the ship barely pitched, and it rolled side to side by only 5 degrees—not enough even to spill coffee. Spray wet the forward deck. The crew chipped rust. Life in the iron house continued normally.

The Kristal arrived at Ceuta on February 24. A storm was forecast for the Atlantic ahead, along the Portuguese and Spanish coasts, and gale warnings were in effect farther to the north. Marin ordered four hundred tons of bunker fuel, enough for another twelve days. While the ship took on the fuel, Juan Carlos Infante Casas went ashore and called his mother, who doted on him. When she answered the phone, he said, “Hola España!,” which is what he always said. He told her that he was calling from Ceuta and that his return to Galicia had been delayed.

His mother said, “We have arranged your room.”

Infante Casas said, “Please don’t make special arrangements.”

She said, “Why? What do you mean?”

He said, “The ship is in very bad condition.” He told her its name, which until then she had not known. He asked about the weather in Galicia. She reported that it was very nice.

But her view was limited, as land views are, by the orderly little neighborhood that surrounded her and the sky immediately overhead. At most, she might have seen on television a simplified prediction that tomorrow the sun would hide behind clouds. While fueling in Ceuta, Captain Marin had access to more sophisticated forecasts, as well as to reports of troubles ahead: ships were reporting heavy seas off the coasts of Portugal and Spain and to the north toward England across the notorious Bay of Biscay. In earlier, more orderly times he might have been expected to go gently on his aging ship, and to wait in port until the weather had passed. But on the free-market sea, where profit margins are slim, delays of even a few hours can seem unacceptably costly, and a captain who develops a reputation for timidity will soon find that someone has taken his place. As soon as the fueling was finished, therefore, Captain Marin ordered the ship to get under way, and in the last hours before midnight of February 24 he sent the Kristal sailing fast past the Rock of Gibraltar and on into the Atlantic night.

At once the ride grew rough. The waves at first were about twelve feet high—black swells more felt than seen, across which the Kristal pitched and rolled and occasionally bashed. Such conditions were not in themselves immediately worrisome: the local winds remained light, and in technical terms the sea state seemed to be only about Force 5, on a scale of twelve. Nonetheless, the swells were evidence of a significant disturbance ahead, the barometer was falling, and it was clear that worse was to come. With a schedule to keep, Captain Marin maintained full engine speed. The weather’s resistance slowed the ship by about 2 knots as it fought northwestward to round the Cabo de São Vicente, on the Portuguese coast.

At 2:00 a.m. a twenty-five-year-old Pakistani deck cadet named Naeem Uddin joined the officers on the bridge to begin his regular six-hour watch. Uddin was a tall, docile man who had grown up in northern Pakistan, on the border with China, as the son of a security guard. Under the mistaken impression that the merchant marine would provide some of the discipline and pride of a naval career, he had trained to become a deck officer at an academy in Karachi. After three years aboard working ships, he knew better now, but with debts piled up behind him and only three months of required sea time remaining before he would qualify for his first license, he felt committed to the life. To make the best of it, he provided the discipline for himself, working hard without complaint and never commenting on the wisdom of his superiors. He was not, however, without judgment. When Uddin came onto the bridge, the second officer, whose watch it was, told him that the autopilot was being overwhelmed and that he should take the helm and steer. This was one of Uddin’s standard duties, and he performed it well, carefully holding the headings as commanded, but not without wondering, as the hours went by, whether there wasn’t some better way to handle the coming storm than busting straight through.

Two years before, while serving aboard an Iranian freighter, Uddin had witnessed an argument between a chief mate and captain about just such a question. They were on a trip from India to the Persian Gulf, with a typhoon ahead. The chief mate had recommended taking a circuitous route along the coast to avoid the worst of the storm, but the captain, worried about the additional eight hours that such a tactic would cost, had said, “Whatever happens, we’re going straight.” As a result, they were caught by winds and waves so great that the ship’s engine was overpowered, and with rpm set for “full ahead,” they found themselves dead in the water, sometimes even moving backward. Since the rudder was ineffective at less than about 5 knots, they lost the ability to steer, and for twenty-four hours they drifted helplessly until the storm abated. It was merely by luck that they had sufficient sea room and did not end up wrecked against a lee shore. This time, as Uddin knew, the sea room was more limited: the land was out of sight, but should the Kristal turn or drift to the right, it would soon encounter breakers on the Iberian shores.

Steadily over the next two days the weather grew worse. The Kristal struggled northward in the open ocean off the Portuguese coast, headed for a point abeam Spain’s Cape Finisterre, where it would be able to turn slightly eastward and take a straight line across the outer Bay of Biscay for the famously stormy French island of Ouessant, which stands at the southern entrance to the English Channel. By now the sea was so rough that all work on the deck had stopped. Sleep was difficult, movie watching nauseating, Ping-Pong a dangerous sport. Ships coming from the north warned of still rougher stuff ahead. Captain Marin seemed detached as usual. He maintained full forward speed.

By late afternoon on February 26, on the second day after passing Gibraltar, the Kristal was offshore of Galicia, in the vicinity of Cape Finisterre, and conditions by any standard were severe. The sea state by now was at least Force 9. To the men on the bridge, the ocean seemed to be coming apart. The wind howled out of the north, above a constant roar of crashing water. Sheets of heavy spray rose to smash against the bridge’s wings. The waves were steep and breaking, as high as thirty feet. They regularly buried the bow and sometimes swept across the entire deck, engulfing the ship to the superstructure and filling the aft passageways faster than they could drain.

The view from a ship of such conditions is in some ways a privileged one—a rare display of the ocean’s power that may seem exhilarating even to a crew fighting for survival. There is for instance a home video of a violent storm in the Mediterranean off Spain that was shot in December 2000 from the bridge of a Greek-owned gasoline tanker named the Castor, in which waves are seen burying the deck, and in the background the Polish crew can be heard laughing and whooping with delight. That crew proved foolish, because the Castor then cracked severely and, threatening at any moment to sink or explode, embarked on what became an epic voyage under tow as a “leper ship” that for six weeks was refused entry by every port of refuge. Nonetheless, there is no denying the abstract beauty of a heavy storm at sea.

But the crew of the Kristal knew their ship too well to indulge in abstraction. At 2:00 a.m., when Naeem Uddin entered the bridge for his watch, he found not only the scheduled second officer on duty there but the chief mate and the third officer as well, both of whom had stayed on past the end of their normal watches. To Uddin they looked afraid, as was he. The blackness of the night was streaked with the white of breaking waves. The ship was rolling and pitching violently. Through the spinning clear-screens on the bridge’s windows he could see the familiar bow light moving wildly as the ship plunged into the oncoming waves. It was just possible to make out the masses of water boiling across the deck. When Uddin took the helm, he found the ship difficult to steer. It was hogging over the crests, surfing down the watery slopes, sagging and staggering through the troughs, and slewing left and right by 20 degrees. There was no chance of keeping the Kristal exactly on heading. Uddin fought back with large rudder movements, trying to average the swings.

It was not Uddin’s first experience with the Kristal in a storm. The previous winter, he had steered through similar waves while bound for Ireland with another load of molasses, and he had watched the ship rolling to 25 degrees, uncomfortably close to its capsize threshold. On that occasion, however, the captain had been another man, a Spaniard, who had ordered Uddin to turn the Kristal into the waves and slow it to its minimum maneuvering speed, easing the ship’s motion at the cost of a delay. This time, in contrast, Captain Marin was below in his cabin, probably asleep. He had stood duty on the bridge for much of the time since leaving Ceuta, and undoubtedly he needed to rest. Meanwhile, the helm’s instrumentation showed that the engine power was still set at the full 88 rpm—as if before retiring, the captain had given an order to maintain the maximum possible speed at all costs.

Uddin was very aware of his low rank as a cadet, and he continued to steer without comment, but he sensed that this ride was more dangerous than any he had known before. Though the Kristal was rolling less steeply than it had during the previous year’s storm, initially to only about 15 degrees, it was shaking, slamming, and pitching severely through the waves. From the changes in vibration it seemed that the propeller at times was either cavitating or coming partially out of the water. In combination the motions were complex. The ship would roll three or four times, bury its bow, and, while struggling upward, oscillate more rapidly. Uddin realized that enormous strains were being placed on a weak and rusty hull.

The officers on the bridge realized it too. They were openly anxious about the ship’s fate, and they repeatedly asked one another, “What’s going to happen? What should we do?” The second officer radioed to another vessel that was out that night, running downwind from the north. He asked about the ocean ahead. The answer came back that it was very, very rough, with really high seas—meaning worse even than these. The chief mate and the second officer discussed running for shelter on the Spanish or Portuguese coast, but perhaps because of the dangers of such lee shores, they did not pursue the idea. On several occasions when the slamming grew most intense, the chief mate asked Uddin to alter the course off-wind, 10 or 20 degrees to the west, but each time, the rolling grew so severe that he hastily remanded the order and had the ship brought back to face the storm. The best compromise seemed to lie among compass headings slightly to the left of the weather, by which the ship took the waves on the starboard bow. It wasn’t much of a solution. The Kristal continued to pitch and slam, and at the extremes rolled past 25 degrees, making it impossible for the officers to stand without holding on, and causing loose objects in the bridge to slide, topple, and crash. Significantly, the chief mate did not rouse the captain or take it upon himself to break the schedule and reduce the engine speed.

Uddin’s watch was shortened that night in recognition of the fight he had put up to maintain control. He went below before dawn, had a cold meal, and retreated to his cabin to rest. His cabin was on the galley deck, three levels below the bridge and two above the main deck, at the front of the superstructure, overlooking the bow. It had a bunk, a cabinet with drawers, and a forward-facing porthole covered by a curtain. Uddin undressed, put on nightclothes, and lay in his bunk as usual with his head toward the bow and his feet toward the stern. By wedging himself against the bunk’s preventer board, he managed to sleep.

Uddin woke to a series of severe jerks accompanied by the crash of crockery in the galley and the shouts of men. It was 12:30 in the afternoon. He felt groggy and disoriented, and he assumed that the weather had turned worse—that the ship must simply have rolled more heavily than before. But then he noticed that his feet were higher than his head, and indeed that the entire cabin sloped down steeply, toward the bow. The engine had stopped; there were no vibrations. Uddin heard the splashing of water. He scrambled out of the bunk, went to the porthole, and drew aside the curtain. The scene outside sent a shock of terror through him: the Kristal’s hull had broken nearly in two from below and had folded down at the midpoint into a V that was awash and flexing, hanging together merely by the skin of the deck. The ship was dead in the water. Storm waves surged through the breach.

Though in retrospect there had been plenty of advance warning of the Kristal’s vulnerability to such a disaster, it was a confusing moment aboard the ship. As the break occurred, the men on duty up on the bridge saw a cloud of steam rising from rupturing pipes on the main deck. Some of the crew later said that despite the conditions at the time, the Spanish pumpman, Juan Carlos Infante Casas, was moving along a catwalk directly above the break and that he ran for his life upslope toward the superstructure, barely keeping ahead of the advancing water as the hull angled downward into the sea. His friend, the lean, graying mechanic, José Manuel Castineiras, was in the messroom, finishing a lunch of chicken and soup, when he felt a shock and heard the ship rupture. It made a sharp, heavy crack like a cannon shot, after which within seconds the deck pitched down. Castineiras rushed outside onto a passageway and clambered hand over hand up a stairway to the deck above, where he and other crewmen broke out life jackets and put them on. The general alarm rang. Without further encouragement they began to gather at the assigned muster stations and prepared to abandon ship.

Later it was pointed out that even mortally wounded tankers tend to float for a while, that molasses does not burn, and that there was really no need for the crew to hurry. The old adage was mentioned that sailors should only step up into lifeboats—meaning as a desperate last resort when the hull sinks away below their feet. In reality, however, things are rarely so clear. This crew was not sitting in some office thinking back on an event; they were enduring the chaos of the ocean in present time, clustered on the tilted deck of a broken hull in a ferocious winter storm, facing the prospect of imminent death. The air temperature was 39 degrees, and the water was only slightly warmer. The Kristal was equipped with an inflatable life raft in a canister and two open lifeboats on davits, one on each side. Had the stern suddenly sunk, as it seemed about to do, it would have tangled the lines, dragged the lifeboats down, and possibly taken the raft as well. It is regrettable that many of the men panicked, and that in their haste some of those now outside on the deck had not dressed beyond the shorts and T-shirts that they happened to have on. But it is also understandable that they urgently lowered the lifeboats to the level of their deck and began to scramble in.

Captain Marin and the chief mate had been dining in the officers’ messroom when the accident occurred, and they quickly climbed to the bridge. As they rushed in, they heard the third engineer, on duty in the subsurface confines of the engine room, repeatedly calling on the intercom for clarification. The engineer was a Serb. All he knew for certain was that the engine had shut down automatically, that the overload alarm had sounded, and that his attempt to restart the equipment had failed. His first concern was the loss of control—and indeed with the bow rearing out of the water and acting as a sail, the broken hull had slewed to the west and was rolling dangerously. Now the fire alarms were going off (perhaps triggered by the steam), and he could make no sense of this at all. Captain Marin was nearly as confused, which may explain why he later reported that he had a fire in the engine room, when in reality he did not. He knew in any case that the ship was lost, and he ordered the third engineer to abandon his efforts immediately and evacuate the engine space. Then he got on the radio and broadcast the first emergency call.

In his cabin, braced against the sloping floor, Naeem Uddin donned a heavy sweater over his nightclothes, put on fresh cover-alls and shoes, and strapped himself tightly into a life jacket. Oddly, he heard no alarms. Indeed, he was impressed by the silence of the dying ship—a quiet interrupted only by the crash of falling objects and the rhythmic banging of his cabin door, which had popped open and was swinging with the Kristal’s rolls. He staggered down the deserted hallway, shouldered through a doorway to the outside, and emerged into the roar of the storm.

By then maybe ten minutes had passed since the catastrophe had struck. Uddin was the last man to arrive at the port-side muster station, which was on the leeward, or downwind, side of the ship. By the time he got there, the port lifeboat was hanging just outboard of the deck, and twenty-two of the crew had already climbed in. The Croatian chief engineer was there, as were all three Spaniards and a large number of ordinary Pakistani sailors. Uddin saw two higher-ranking Pakistanis standing on the deck beside the boat—including the third officer who had been on the bridge the night before and who now held a crew list and was checking off names. That third officer was Kenneth Romal, a Karachi native not quite twenty-eight. He was listening to shouted instructions and reassurances from Captain Marin, who stood two levels higher, on the port bridge wing. The men in the lifeboat were silent, and obviously very afraid. Uddin climbed into the bow of the lifeboat, which because of the ship’s angle was pointed slightly down. He noticed that the water below was thick with molasses and that the spilled cargo was calming the waves.

Third Officer Romal had a handheld radio with which he could communicate with Captain Marin. Romal climbed in and sat in the stern of the lifeboat, at the helm. After another ten minutes the captain gave the order to abandon ship; and the chief mate, standing one deck higher, used a brake arrangement to ease the port lifeboat into the waves. Twenty-five men were aboard. They unshackled the boat from the cables, started the small diesel engine, and drifted clear of the ship. From the bridge wing the captain radioed for them to try to hold position close by in case of difficulties as, next, the chief mate lowered the starboard lifeboat, with an additional eight men aboard. The starboard lifeboat was on the ship’s upwind side, bearing the full brunt of the storm, and as the captain had expected, it had trouble in the heavy seas: the sailors could not disengage the boat from one of the davit wires, which with every high wave now bowed like a giant snare, threatening to slip under the boat and capsize it. Uddin saw the captain and first mate rushing about the bridge, anxiously monitoring the struggle below. Eventually the starboard lifeboat was freed, but then it began to drift forward along the broken hull toward the breach—a rage of breaking seas that would surely kill the men if they were swept in. Uddin and the others in the port lifeboat watched in frustration, unable to intervene. Somehow the starboard lifeboat moved clear. Carrying its crew of eight frightened sailors, it faded rapidly into the storm and disappeared from view.

Captain Marin and the chief mate were alone now on the ship. Some in the port lifeboat argued for returning to try to pick them up, but the captain insisted by radio that the ship was about to sink, and they should steer clear. It was an extraordinarily brave gesture—a private display of honor by a man who must have known that his own captains ashore, those shadowy companies whose schedules he had so dutifully served, would never have taken such risks for him. For the moment, at least, this did not seem to matter. He and the first mate checked through the entire superstructure for possible stragglers, even going below the waterline to search the engine room. When they were sure that no one had been left behind, they returned to the deck and managed to deploy the inflatable life raft despite the ferocious winds. They then jumped down into it and floated free.

Aboard the port lifeboat, the crew had already lost sight of the Kristal. The suddenness with which they found themselves alone was almost as frightening as the facts that faced them. They had no idea of their destination, or even if their plight was known. Third Officer Romal was steering skillfully, but they were twenty-five sailors without survival suits on a bitterly cold ocean, moving among mountainous seas in a small open boat, battered by wind and spray. They veered between roaring breakers, any of which could have rolled or swamped their fragile craft. Sitting at the bow with the masses of water hissing and rearing overhead, Uddin tried and failed to estimate the size of the waves. They were later said to be thirty feet high—a clinical measure that cannot convey the sea’s dimensions as perceived by the Kristal’s terrified castaways, and does not account for the likelihood that several times an hour under such conditions, waves would come along that were nearly twice that high. Romal kept cautioning the men to stay calm, but with limited success. Uddin and several others remained functional. But one man was seasick and vomiting, and many of the others were seized by a dangerously unreasoned animalistic craving to survive. Romal was able to maintain control for a while, but the storm pressed in relentlessly and did not allow his men the space to collect their minds.

It is useful to remember the reductive effect that fear has on thoughts and reactions: whether during shipwrecks or in other disasters, a sort of tunnel vision may set in and narrow people’s views. There is another story that comes to mind. It took place three years before the Kristal’s demise, on a similarly old and rusty ship named the Flare, which had set off from Rotterdam on a stormy winter crossing to Montreal. The Flare was a dry-bulk carrier, flagged in Cyprus, carrying a typically multinational crew of twenty-five men. The voyage was extremely rough, with waves exceeding fifty feet. For two weeks the Flare slammed and whipped, flexing so wildly that, according to one survivor, the tops of the deck cranes appeared at times to touch. Late one night as it approached the Canadian coast, the Flare broke cleanly in two. No one at first was lost. The entire crew clustered on the stern section, which listed to the side and began to sink. Strangely, the engine continued to turn, slowly driving the hulk on an erratic course through the night. The crew managed to launch one lifeboat, but it broke away before anyone could climb aboard. The men were terrified and panicky, and for good reason, since ultimately twenty-one of them died. But before the end, on the sinking stern, there was a moment of savage joy when a ship floating in the opposite direction suddenly loomed out of the darkness ahead, as if it were coming to rescue them. The frightened men cheered—only then to their horror to see the name Flare painted in block letters on the side. It was of course their own detached bow section, and it passed them by.

Something similar happened to the crew in the Kristal’s port lifeboat. They never saw the Kristal again, but at the top of a wave Uddin spotted another ship coming toward them and gave a shout, and the men responded euphorically, with only one idea in mind—the immediate salvation to be found on that ship’s deck. Apparently they gave no thought to the difficulty of climbing a ship’s sides in such seas, and they never discussed the possibility of waiting for helicopters and rescue divers, which, if they were not already on the way, could quickly now have been brought into play.

Third Officer Romal seemed to be as single-minded as the others: he headed the lifeboat at full speed for the ship while the excited men fired off rocket flares. On the handheld radio Romal began broadcasting, “Mayday! Mayday! This is Kristal Lifeboat Number One, with twenty-five men on board!” He repeated this several times until the ship answered.

It took twenty minutes to close the distance.

The rescuer was a Panamanian-flagged gas carrier named the Tarquin Dell, with a Filipino captain and crew. Gas carriers are high-sided vessels, and this one was particularly so, with a main deck about thirty feet above the waterline because the ship was riding empty. For the same reason, the Tarquin Dell was difficult to maneuver in the storm and was prone to heavy rolling. The captain managed to turn it beam-on to the waves in an attempt to shelter the waters on the downwind side. The lifeboat circled around the stern and tucked in close against the ship’s hull. Far above, on the Tarquin Dell’s deck, sailors in life jackets stood along the railing, holding on against 30-degree rolls and attempting to lower light “heaving lines” to which the lifeboat’s bow and stern lines might be secured. This proved almost impossible to accomplish. The Tarquin Dell’s sailors were trying to tie one-handed knots on a rolling deck, and the few lines that they did secure broke. They kept at it. The situation in the lifeboat was nearly uncontrollable. Many of the crewmen were crying and shouting, and the boat was brutally slamming against the ship’s unyielding hull. At the lifeboat’s bow, Uddin broke a boat hook while fending off and then continued to work with the stub. The storm waves seemed to be undiminished by the Tarquin Dell’s mass. One of the waves rose so high that it came within a foot of simply depositing the lifeboat on the ship’s deck. But then the boat dropped away, and the final line broke. The boat started drifting rapidly forward, and the Tarquin Dell’s crew ran along with it, until one of them heaved a heavy line into the center of the crowd below.

At that point things went very wrong. Rather than securing the line to prevent further drift, a cluster of desperate men grabbed it, each higher than the last, until very quickly they were standing, half hanging from the line, and unbalancing the lifeboat. Again Third Officer Romal shouted desperately, “Sit down! Calm down!” But then a large wave broke over the boat, and the boat swamped and tilted, and all but one man, who was sitting toward the stern, were washed into the Atlantic Ocean.

Despite their life jackets, most of the men seem to have gone deep. The gray-haired Spaniard José Manuel Castineiras felt the tangle of flailing legs and arms as he fought his way back to the surface. When he emerged, he saw that the lifeboat was flooded and floating low in the water, and that the man who had not washed out was still sitting upright in place, but whether because he had suffered a heart attack or a blow to the head, he was dead. He was a Pakistani “galley boy,” fifty-some years old, and the first of the Kristal’s crewmen to die. Castineiras swam to the lifeboat and somehow crawled in. Several others followed. The Tarquin Dell had pivoted in the wind and drifted some distance away, and it was no longer providing protection from the storm. Rolling heavily, it began a series of difficult maneuvers to set itself up for another try.

When Naeem Uddin was washed out of the lifeboat, he heard the screams of others before the ocean closed over his head. Time then slowed for him. He felt himself sinking as his life jacket started sliding up his chest. Astoundingly, like other life jackets provided by the Kristal, it was not equipped with a crotch strap. He grabbed the life jacket with both hands before it escaped over his shoulders, and he rode it to the surface. When his head emerged from the water, he found himself in a wilderness of waves, with neither the ship nor the lifeboat in sight. Three other crewmen floated within view, including the burly, black-bearded pumpman, Infante Casas.

The ocean was shockingly cold. Eventually, from the top of a large wave, Uddin spotted the swamped lifeboat and in the background the Tarquin Dell. Holding his life jacket to his chest with one hand, he began to swim. He had on his nightclothes, his heavy sweater, his coveralls, and his shoes. He used an improvised side-stroke, and because of the life jacket, he stayed mostly on his back. This meant that when occasionally he caught sight of the lifeboat, it appeared upside down and above his head. He navigated by those sightings. He swam for fifteen minutes or more, past crewmen floating helplessly. At times he cried. He knew he was going to die, and he wondered what it would be like, whether he would feel pain. The cold water had hurt him at first, but it no longer did. He had visions of his mother, his father, his sister, his brothers. He recited a Muslim prayer in preparation for the end. He said, “There is no god but God, and Muhammad is the last prophet of God.” When he got to the lifeboat, he noticed that it was riding nose high in the water because there were five men in it, including Castineiras and the dead galley boy, and they were all sitting at the stern. Uddin tried to crawl aboard, and he was surprised to find that he lacked the strength. He hung on to a rope until he found a way to drape himself over the lifeboat’s gunwale and roll in.

Later, another Pakistani sailor arrived, and Uddin helped him aboard. They sat toward the bow for balance. The waves were relentless. There were seven people in the lifeboat—which meant that eighteen remained in the water, though most of them were no longer in view. The Tarquin Dell was back in action, providing its limited lee shelter, now with an innovation: a heavy rope strung in a loop from bow to stern, to which the men in the water could cling, and the lifeboat could be attached. But the situation was grim. Uddin and Castineiras both saw dead bodies floating nearby. For the men still alive, the Tarquin Dell’s sailors threw life rings into the water and dangled ropes and a rope ladder over the side. After a while Infante Casas swam up, holding his life jacket under one arm. Castineiras thought that Infante Casas got into the lifeboat, and Uddin thought that he did not. What is certain is that Infante Casas grabbed a dangling rope with his powerful arm, that a wave washed over him, and then he was gone.

It seemed obvious by now that others were dying too. The lifeboat was being repeatedly washed over by the waves, and was threatening at any moment to capsize again. Uddin realized he could not afford to be passive—that he would have to fight to survive. He slid out of the lifeboat, swam along the Tarquin Dell, and despite being slammed repeatedly against the hull, somehow caught the rope ladder and began to climb. The climbing was slow. Uddin’s leg was badly cut, and it was warm with blood. The ladder swung violently as the Tarquin Dell rolled, and waves continued to clutch at him, sapping what little of his strength remained. About halfway up the side of the ship, bruised and battered and still vulnerable to the ocean’s surface, he simply could not move anymore. He did not pray or think of his family then; his mind was empty. He hung on. Vaguely, he felt someone grab his collar from above. It was a strong grip, and he fainted.

When he regained consciousness a few minutes later, he was lying in a small room along with three other survivors—the only Kristal crewmen who ever actually found the sought-for safety of the Tarquin Dell’s deck. All of them were blue with cold. Someone gave Uddin a bowl of soup. Someone bandaged his leg. The captain of the Tarquin Dell came and said that a helicopter was on the way. Soon afterward, Uddin heard the whacking of its blades.

The helicopter was a bulbous Sikorsky, with a rescue diver and a winch. It had come from La Coruña, an old port city on the Galician coast, a half-hour flight away. The pilot was a local star, a man universally known by his first name, Evaristo. He went after five men still loose and alive in the water, winching them up in a double harness two at a time. Then he swung over to the flooded lifeboat and picked up the survivors there too. Castineiras was the second to last to leave. By then another helicopter was coming onto the scene. Evaristo flew his load of hypothermic survivors to the hospital in La Coruña. By the time they got there, one of them had gone into cardiac arrest; he was rushed into the emergency room and revived. Evaristo headed immediately back to sea to find the dead and search for the missing. The second helicopter meanwhile had easily retrieved Captain Marin and the Kristal’s chief mate from their life raft and had rescued the eight men in the starboard lifeboat too. Uddin and the three others aboard the Tarquin Dell were the last to be plucked from the scene.

In business terms, the damage control began within hours. As the crew recovered in La Coruña, at the hospital and a hotel, the Kristal’s managers sent a representative to the city and employed guards to keep unauthorized visitors away—meaning mainly the press. They hired a crisis-management public relations firm in London, issued a terse statement of regret, and endured a few days of national coverage in Spain before the news of the disaster faded away. The survivors were rapidly repatriated to the far points of the globe and were paid their salaries to the end of their contracts, as the contracts required. The families of the dead were offered lump sums by the Kristal’s insurance company, in London. To receive this money, the next of kin first had to sign “quit-claims” promising not to pursue further action. Against the advice of the international seafarers’ union, almost all of them signed. The amounts were kept private, and they involved commitments to silence, but it is known that most were small, that the payouts varied according to nationality, and that the Spanish got the most because before they signed the quitclaim, they made a little fuss.

The Kristal broke entirely in two and floated for several days until first the bow section sank, and then the stern. As for the human tally, eleven men had died, almost a third of the Kristal’s crew. Only four of the bodies were ever retrieved. Among those who were never found was Infante Casas. It seemed poignant and strange that the Spaniard had sailed the world for years, only to die here, off his own Galician shores. When Castineiras left the hospital in La Coruña, it took him less than an hour to make the trip home. But perhaps the saddest loss of all was that of the one sailor who by measure of his performance should have survived—the young, levelheaded Third Officer Romal. After he was swept from the lifeboat, he was never seen again.

[image: Image]

The Kristal was by no means the only ship to sink that year. Dozens of other large ships were lost (hundreds, if one includes small merchant vessels), as they had been every year before, and have been every year since. During the 1990s alone, several thousand sailors died, worldwide.

The frustration is that a large body of regulations exists to keep such maritime disasters from happening. Most of the regulations are generated by a specialized United Nations agency called the International Maritime Organization (IMO), which is based in London and since 1958 has issued a plethora of technical standards for the maintenance and operation of large ships at sea. The IMO is a typically idealistic construct for bringing order to the world—a democratic assembly of 162 member nations, all of them determinedly equal, who work with the assistance of a technical staff and the consultations of accredited nongovernmental groups to establish regulatory packages known as “conventions,” which the individual member states are free to adopt (or not) in their sovereign maritime laws. The enforcement of those laws is a separate question, and it is spotty, because the arrangement allows the IMO no enforcement powers of its own. Most of the individual states have neither the expertise nor the inclination to enforce their own official standards, and they rely instead on independent technical organizations known as “classification societies,” which are not hired by the states, but rather selected and paid for by each ship’s owner. Considerations of conflict of interest are not allowed to intrude. Nonetheless, the IMO has been influential and indeed has become the universal reference for life at sea. Thumbing through the international conventions, hefting the books of regulations, or browsing the logbooks and certificates required to be carried aboard a ship, one might easily conclude that thanks to good government in London, the situation is completely under control.

In other words, the ocean looks tight in print, much as many increasingly ungovernable nations still do by formal description. The problem, as some insiders will admit in private, is that the entire structure is something of a fantasy floating free of the realities at sea. Worse, from the point of view of increasingly disillusioned regulators, the documents that demonstrate compliance are used as a façade behind which groups or companies can do whatever they please. This does not mean that the paperwork is counterfeit—which is one of the more unimaginative concerns of U.S. officials with whom I’ve spoken. Far from it; the documents are as authentic as can be. The Kristal illustrates the point. It was designed, built, and maintained to full IMO standards, and it operated under the well-known maritime authority of a modern democratic state. It passed both scheduled and spot inspections on a regular basis. It was supervised and approved by the Italian classification society known as RINA, one of the world’s top five. Its IMO safety procedures were approved by Det Norske Veritas, the Norwegian classification society considered to be the best in the business. Its crew knew of course that the Kristal was an unsafe ship, rusting away beneath its paint, harried by its owners, and was probably, as a result, handled recklessly. But when occasionally the ship was boarded by official inspectors whose role in principle should have been to intervene, the crew treated them with the well-practiced wariness of the Third World poor toward the police—a superficial acceptance underlain by fundamental disregard. When I finally tracked down Naeem Uddin in London, he told me he had never even considered the possibility that I suggested to him—that in theory the inspectors were functioning on the crew’s behalf. Two years after the sinking, he remained visibly traumatized by the experience. But he was pragmatic too. Indeed, he’d had a job precisely because the Kristal’s inspections had meant hardly anything at all.
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