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Dedication

To Captain Johan Sever, master mariner, longtime San Francisco Bar Pilot and a great friend, who took a huge gamble on a very young captain when he encouraged me to apply to become a San Francisco Bar Pilot. I am forever in his debt. His encouragement helped me to become not only one of the youngest San Francisco Bar Pilots ever appointed by California, but also one of the longest-serving ones. I would also like to thank my wife, Carol, for encouraging me to write this book. Thanks to Klaus Lange for the beautiful pictures he took from the station boats.
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STAND BY ENGINES

It was a dark and stormy night … so sea stories usually begin, but this is not that kind of book. While my book is filled with many hair-raising stories about several immense storms I lived through while piloting ships in San Francisco, it’s more of a voyage through the many fascinating events that happened to me and the people who were part of my career when I worked as a First Class Ship Pilot on San Francisco Bay for almost a third of a century. I write about the history of piloting and the great variety of ships I piloted. I write about piloting errors that were my fault, the close calls I extricated myself from, and about many interesting events involving other pilots. Many of my partners, and pilots worldwide, were severely injured, and too many pilots died while I was a working pilot.

Many consider piloting to be the ultimate in a seagoing career, but it also has another side. The Coast Guard was always trying to run us, regulate us, or prosecute us; not all ship captains appreciated us, and the ships’ agents and owners always thought we made too much money. The battle over pilots’ wages goes back for centuries. Joseph Hanson wrote this about the Missouri River Pilots at the time of Custer’s Last Stand in The Conquest of the Missouri: “His profession was a very difficult one to learn, requiring years of apprenticeship, and as the pilots themselves were the only ones who could train new men for places in their ranks, they took good care that their numbers were kept down to small and select proportions in order that neither their power nor the princely salaries which they commanded should be diminished … he could demand almost any wages he chose….” Some things never change, except that Bar Pilots don’t determine pilotage fees; the State of California does.

Over the years there have obviously been changes in the merchant marine. However, the pace of change over the last third of the twentieth century has increased by leaps and bounds. Three major changes were Huge diesel engines replacing steam plants; the total transformation of containerization; and the increase in the size of most ships, particularly containerships. As an example, since I retired, the MSC Fabiola (140,259 gross register tonnage, or GRT) became the largest container vessel to be turned around in the Port of Oakland. She was 150 feet longer than the longest ships I moved only a few years ago! I write about what it takes to turn massive ships in tight places. I try to explain the feeling of having a few ships almost get out of my control.

Changes for pilots occurred as well: regulations grew by the month, either from the California State Board of Pilot Commissioners for the Bays of San Francisco, San Pablo, and Suisun, called “the Commission”; or the Coast Guard. We went slower, didn’t have maximum draft possible, had visibility restrictions, attended school after school, and had escort tugs moving loaded tankers. I write about the container ship Cosco Busan’s tragic oil spill from its collision with the Oakland Bay Bridge in 2007. I didn’t like the way the now infamous Captain John Cota was treated by the press, and by some of our partners and the NTSB. At the time of the accident, I was looking forward to retiring. Not John. He’s still fighting like hell to get back his Coast Guard licenses.

I have included some history of piloting and San Francisco.

Even though I was fairly young to retire, or swallow the hook, at almost sixty-one, I was burnt out and tired of working 24/7. I was looking forward to no phone calls in the middle of the night, and I wanted to look at weather in terms of whether I could play golf instead of whether my ship would be rolling her guts out when I got off at the Pilot Station, or if I would get hurt. Also, the older I became, the harder it was to disembark off the new ships with higher and higher freeboards.

Everything in this book is true. Some events that happened to other pilots, or to me in particular, were downright frightening. This isn’t to alarm anyone, but there are inherent risks, not only to ships in piloting waters, but also to pilots who handle them.

The nautical jargon here is meant to impart a feeling for real language aboard ships. For example, ships don’t have left or right for good reason. These terms are what sets the Merchant Marine apart from the rest of the world, even from the Navy and Coast Guard, both of which I write about. Nothing made me crazier than hearing a Coastie say “boat” when he clearly meant ship.

“Smooth seas and fair winds.”

—Captain Paul E. Lobo


CHAPTER 1
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STAND BY ENGINES

Crossing the Bar

—Alfred, Lord Tennyson (1899)

Sunset and evening star,

And one clear call for me!

And may there be no moaning of the bar,

When I put out to sea,

But such a tide as moving seems asleep,

Too full for sound and foam,

When that which drew from out the boundless deep

Turns again home.

Twilight and evening bell,

And after that the dark!

And may there be no sadness of farewell,

When I embark;

For tho’ from out our bourne of Time and Place

The flood may bear me far,

I hope to see my Pilot face to face

When I have crost the bar.

On the morning of April 26, 1981, the California got underway from Pier 7 ferrying my mentor, Captain John Sever, out to his final resting place. Like many other pilots and family members aboard, I wanted to wish John one last goodbye.

I realized John knew a lot of influential people, but judging by the attendance at his wake at New Saint Mary’s Cathedral, he had many, many friends. I felt especially sad for John’s wife, Louise, because he passed so young. Louise was always nice to me, like John was. It was comforting having such good friends because in the piloting business, not everyone does. Some pilots didn’t appreciate John the way I did, but when I was twenty-six, he was like a God to me.

Bob Porteous, our senior boat captain, deftly maneuvered our Station Boat out toward the Golden Gate Bridge on a magnificent San Francisco day. Normally, she or her sister ship San Francisco would be on the high seas boarding pilots, but that morning she served a sadder function as John’s bier. It was his last pilot boat ride. When we neared the Golden Gate, the engines stopped and the boat halted at mid-span. Captain Sever’s last night orders stated this was where he wanted his ashes scattered.

Soon Port Agent Captain Arthur Thomas started reading from the Good Book as the boat sat motionless. As Art read a prayer, slowly the current changed from slack to ebb, as all the water in The Bay started going out to sea. Ever so slowly we started drifting west, out from under the massive rust-colored roadway directly overhead. You have no idea of the sheer mass of the Golden Gate unless you are underneath it, motionless, looking up at the crisscrossing gigantic girders. As I looked up, I wondered if bridge workers, high above us, doffed their hard hats when they saw us stop to honor someone who had sailed beneath them thousands of times piloting the world’s ships.

The only humorous part of the service was when Captain Thomas glanced up, being a pilot like many there, and noticed that we were slowly drifting. He also knew if we moved too far, John’s urn wouldn’t be where he wanted it, so he quickened his reading. As “Amen” drifted away in a light breeze, the only sound heard was everyone quietly crying, including me. This was curious because Captain Sever could be a son-of-a-bitch when he wanted to be. I didn’t know it when I met him, but John loved controversy and he usually got it. Once a crewman complained about our smoking on the Station Boat, which was still allowed then. Well, John, being John, waited until the smoke-free sailor went on watch, then lit up a big black Montecristo and blew blue smoke through the wheelhouse door crack to annoy the crewman.

Captain Sever’s son-in-law Phil’s job was to put John’s ashes exactly where The Bay meets the edge of the Pacific. After the ceremony, he told me if John wasn’t put in the precise spot, John would be pissed off for eternity, and I believed him! When he heard “Amen,” like a shot putter, Phil arched his back, heaving John’s brass urn as hard as he could, resulting in a big splash directly below the gigantic fog horns hanging under the bridge. Thank goodness the horns were silent or we would never have heard one word!

I took a moment to think of John’s life. As I did, Captain Peter Crowell, one of my partners, threw in a bottle of Jack Daniels as I threw in one white rose.

“Why the booze?” I asked, thinking he had wasted a perfectly good bottle.

“So he can have one on the way up!” came the reply from a man who spent his entire career working on the sea like me. That brought another tear to my eye.

On the first day I became a pilot, Captain Sever advised me to start a log book. I’m glad I did. I wouldn’t have been able to write this book without it. Religiously, I filled it with information about each ship I moved: her name, size, the time it took to complete the job, her tonnage, her master’s name, and where I piloted the ship. Pasted inside was a list of the pilots working when I started. As they retired or went to see the Sky Pilot, I scratched a thin line through each name. That April I crossed out the one name I least wanted to, my mentor and friend. At twenty-nine, I couldn’t conceive that Captain Sever, who was one strong guy, would become ill so young. The man who changed my life was gone at sixty-three. I was only thirty-four. Many pilots gave me a boost up the pilot ladder, but John was the reason I became a Bar Pilot so young.

Herb Caen, San Francisco Chronicle’s gossip columnist, wrote a nice article about John’s funeral. I often wrote him about waterfront goings-on, and he published every one. On April 28, 1981, four years after I became a pilot, Herb wrote:

“‘NICE DAY for a funeral,’ commented Captain Paul Lobo, a bar pilot, as the pilot boat California bobbed up and down beneath the Golden Gate Bridge on a sunny, windy Sunday of last week. Then as some 25 passengers fell silent, and only the scream of a gull could be heard, the ashes of 63-year old Captain John Sever, senior SF bar pilot, were thrown overboard. It was his wish. Put me there under the bridge, he said ‘so I can keep tabs on you other pilots.’ Once the ashes had gone, Captain Lobo tossed a decent bottle of booze over the side, ‘so he’ll have something to drink on the way up.’ As California headed back toward the glorious skyline, Captain Lobo mused, ‘Don’t know why he wants to be down THERE, those three noisy foghorns’ll keep him awake for sure.’”

Herb always could turn a phrase even if he confused me with Peter Crowell, who tossed in the booze.

John died a lingering death from stomach cancer at the Seamen’s Hospital on Lake Street in San Francisco. I should have visited him more when he was suffering, but I just couldn’t stand seeing my rock wither away. It was as if a part of me were disappearing.

John was a handsome devil with a full head of white hair, like the gent on Old Grand Dad whiskey bottles. He was always full of piss and vinegar and never afraid to tell you what he thought. I never questioned him because no one had ever been a better friend or went to bat for me as he did.

In October 1980, after I had piloted 1,000 ships, I wrote John a “Thank You.” Just six months later, eight bells rang for him, which didn’t seem possible.

In 1975, John told me he would get me into the pilots in one year, but as much as I appreciated his faith, I didn’t believe anyone had that kind of influence. I found out later he had friends in high places such as Morris Weisberger, the President of the Commission, who he dined with every Tuesday at Scoma’s on Fisherman’s Wharf. In the end, I waited two years, but to be considered so quickly was unheard of, especially at my age. When I was sworn in, Captain Sever informed me I was the youngest commissioned pilot since 1850. I was one month younger than Captain Francis Diggs, whose slot I took when he retired.

Before I was commissioned, in addition to working on The Bay, I started The Captain’s Scribe, a small stationery business, on San Francisco’s famous Union Street. One day the phone rang while I was there. John’s deep bass was on the other end.

“Have you opened your mail?” he tersely asked.

“No. I’ve been here all morning. What’s up?” His question took me by surprise.

“Go home and open it!” With that, he hung up, leaving me shaking my head.

I never questioned John, so I closed my shop and raced up Octavia Street to my apartment on Vallejo Street. How he knew my mail was already delivered just added to his mystique. Sure enough, amongst the junk was a letter with the Commission’s return address. I was nervous and stood for a long time, then I let out a deep breath and ripped open the letter as if I’d won the lottery. To my delight, it said I was the next candidate to be sworn in as a San Francisco Bar Pilot! I had indeed won the lottery. Thanks to John, I had achieved my dream.

I never wanted to disappoint John and I don’t think I did, because I only made a few trips to San Francisco’s famous Ferry Building, where the Commission was. His photo sits proudly on my desk next to my Ship Master and Pilot Licenses to remind me of where I came from and who helped me. Without him, I might never have become a San Francisco Bar Pilot, something I was extremely proud to be for thirty-one years.


CHAPTER 2
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AGROUND WITH CAPTAIN SEVER

When I moved to the Bay Area, there were three groups of ship pilots: Bar Pilots brought the ships in from sea, while two other groups did most of the ship dockings and river piloting. One was California Inland Pilots’ Association (CIPA), while the other consisted of Crowley Maritime employees, called Red Stack pilots.

I worked for the Army Corps of Engineers (the Corps), where the deck officers did all of their own piloting. The Corps is responsible for maintaining all Federal channels so there is adequate under-keel clearance for ships. We dredged channels all over The Bay, which is how I obtained enough round trips to qualify for my Coast Guard Unlimited First Class Pilot’s License. By doing my own piloting, I believed I had what it took to be a ship pilot. The only place I considered being a pilot, besides Chesapeake Bay, was San Francisco, so I started my quest by meeting Captain Don Fuller, president of the International Organization of Masters, Mates and Pilots (MM&P) local in San Francisco. He liked my idea and encouraged me to get my pilot’s licenses. As soon as I was back aboard my ship, I started studying the Coast Guard requirements for pilot, which included reproducing exact copies of the charts of San Francisco from memory. I studied the charts until I knew the entire Bay in my sleep.

After two and a half years with the Corps, I still had no piloting prospects, so I quit to attend the University of California, Berkeley, to get an MBA. While I was there, the CIPA asked me to be their dispatcher. I didn’t really want an MBA anyway, so I gladly quit Cal thinking I could get my foot in the piloting door. By working for the CIPA, I got to know all the docking pilots, which was a good and a bad thing. On my time off I rode on hundreds of ships day and night, watching them dock ships all the way to Sacramento and Stockton. Working for the Corps was good experience, but watching other pilots was how I really learned how to handle large vessels.

In the fall of 1973, I first met Captain John Sever when he came through the dispatch office to hang out with the docking pilots. Occasionally I also saw him at nautical functions such as Propeller Club meetings. I thought if I attended these “rubber chicken” lunches and pressed the flesh enough, maybe I’d meet someone who might assist me in my quest. My idea worked because I met a lot of interesting people, but for some reason John took a shining to me. At one luncheon, he invited me to sit at the Bar Pilots’ table. That day, he encouraged me to be one of them and not a docking pilot. I didn’t think it was possible to be a Bar Pilot until he asked me.

One of the Pilot Commission’s main functions is to appoint pilots. When Captain Francis Diggs retired at seventy in 1977, it created a vacancy in the pilot roster, which I filled. Regrettably, six months after I took Captain Diggs’s place, I attended his funeral at the National Cemetery for WWII veterans. I’ve been retired far longer than he lived after I took his place on the pilot roster.

In February 1977, the Commission issued me a state Bar Pilot license, allowing me to pilot any ship of any size into and out of San Francisco and her tributaries. The next step was to be voted in by the San Francisco Bay Bar Pilot Benevolent & Protective Association, the pilot corporation. New pilots buy out the retiring pilot’s share of the corporation. When I bought Francis’s share, I became an equal partner of California’s oldest continuously operated business.

Being commissioned at twenty-nine caused unrest among several pilots, and they petitioned the Commission to rescind my appointment even though I was already sworn in. They cited my age and supposed lack of experience for such a demanding and dangerous job. Maybe they didn’t like that I was Captain Sever’s choice. The Commission appoints new pilots. It isn’t in the hands of the Bar Pilots. President Morris Weisberger told the doubting pilots I was qualified and to vote me in. The Commission wouldn’t budge, so my doubters tried to blackball me, hoping to keep me out of the Benevolent & Protective Association. When Captain Sever heard what was happening, he wouldn’t hear of it. He hired John Henning, his attorney, to represent me. With his help I was voted in. My controversy just added to the debates John liked to create.

Well, thirty-one years and thousands of ships safely moved later, I proved my antagonists dead wrong. Not only did I go on to have a long and successful career, but almost everyone who voted against me had terrible luck: One pilot glanced off the Bay Bridge with a loaded tanker and later drowned; one was seriously injured in a ship explosion; one did hundreds of thousands of dollars of damage to Pier 94 when he lost control of a ship; one who was commissioned one month before me quit for no reason; and one was seriously injured falling off a pilot ladder.

Governor Jerry Brown signed my commission in 1977. Just before then, I had been captain of the Komoku, the last commercial freighter sailing on San Francisco Bay. Not only was I captain, I also did my own piloting. I was also captain of a very large railroad ferry, Las Plumas, doing my own piloting on her, as well. This is important because ship captains almost never handle their own ships. Pilots do. So, given my experience and expertise, I didn’t think I was too young. Neither did twenty-five professionals who wrote letters on my behalf to the Commission. Among those were two Coast Guard captains, State Senator Milton Marks, Al Chiantelli (Assistant San Francisco DA), ship captains, ship pilots, ship agents, and all of my former employers.

At last my goal came true. I was officially put “on the board.” This “board,” as opposed to the Commission, refers to the way pilots are dispatched. Each pilot’s name and call sign are etched on a 2 × 12 inch piece of plastic that the dispatchers insert into a vertically slotted “board” next to their desk. All pilots in rotation have their names inserted there. When a pilot finishes a job, his board is pulled out and the others slide down. When I returned from a pilot assignment, I went to “the bottom of the board.” It’s simple, but it’s still used today even with modern computer dispatch programs. Before computers, the dispatchers used yellow legal pads, writing the ships’ names in pencil and where they were going. A pilot’s name was written next to a ship. After a lot of erasures, this turned into a pilot roster that was Xeroxed and handed out. Because ship times change so frequently, that list was immediately out of date!

Before I was commissioned, I was told to take trips across the Bar for familiarization. That’s when I got to ride with John. I was also with him on my first piloting job, which turned out to be one of my most unforgettable experiences with him. It seems funny now, but it wasn’t amusing when it happened.

Port Agent Captain D.S. Grant informed me that Captain Sever, who was the senior pilot, would go along with me as a check ride. I didn’t mind. You never knew what you might learn from the senior pilots.

All pilots must do these check rides if they’ve been “off the board” for any time, such as working in the office. This made sense because I hadn’t been on a ship for a while. I wasn’t the least bit worried because I had worked all over The Bay for years, but I was glad to have John along.

My first assignment was to move the tanker Keystoner from Shell Oil out to San Francisco Sea Buoy (SB), where ships take their pilots. San Francisco Bay has a huge horseshoe-shaped sandbar six miles west of the Golden Gate. Because ships “cross the bar,” our pilots are called Bar Pilots, similar to other pilot districts such as the Columbia River and the St. Johns River.

The SB is where three shipping lanes—ones from the north, south, and west—converge eleven miles west of the Golden Gate. It marks the entrance to San Francisco and where one of our 85-foot heavy-weather Station Boats remains within a three mile circle around it. Twenty-four hours a day, every day, no matter how awful the weather, one of our boats is always “On Station.” New York and San Francisco are the only ports left with station boats. Our boats don’t leave the pilot boarding area unless it’s Change-day, when one boat is relieved by her sister or there is an emergency.

A cab drove us to Martinez, then into Shell Oil’s enormous oil refinery. The tanker Keystoner traded petroleum products between the East and West Coasts. She was waiting to sail.

After 9/11, all maritime facilities beefed up security so private cars are forbidden on all wharfs. Refineries were particularly security-conscious. All cars were searched, even if they were just dropping off pilots, as if they were entering an embassy. Pilots have state-issued IDs, and our bags were searched even though the guards knew all of us.

That was the first of hundreds of times I entered, as a pilot, one of the Bay Area’s seven refineries that sit along the waterways going up to Stockton and Sacramento. The cab left us at the gangway, and John and I hiked up to the main deck, where the mate-on-watch escorted us to the navigation bridge, then introduced us to Captain Shellenburg, the ship’s master.

After introductions, I had the tugs put up the tow lines on the bow and quarter. Then the crew dropped the mooring lines. Once clear of the dock, my first ship was officially “underway.” I had both tugs back up slowly pulling the Keystoner off the berth and out into the stream. After I dismissed the tugs, I ordered “Half Ahead” and we started down the Carquinez Strait toward the sea.

It felt fantastic standing on that bridge and being in control, something I had dreamed about for years. When I was riding observer, I wasn’t quite sure I’d be a pilot until I ordered that first “Half Ahead” and the mate answered my bell order with “Half Ahead, sir!” as he moved the Engine Order Telegraph’s (EOT) brass lever to the Half. The EOT made a loud jingle as the engineers far below answered and the ship started making way. (When EOT’s handles are moved, a chain system going down to the engine room causes bells to ring. When the engineers answer, the bell stops ringing so the bridge knows the order is being carried out. This why engine orders are called Bells.)

I had worked long and hard to be on that bridge. I have to say I was very proud of myself. I had piloted my own ships for years, but being a pilot on a large commercial vessel was different because I wasn’t the captain. I was the local expert and counsel to captains. For the next twenty years or so, most ship captains I piloted for were far older than I, and I always wondered what they thought of my age.

I didn’t realize it at that glorious moment, but Captain Sever and I had committed a cardinal sin of piloting. We didn’t take into account low water in Pinole Shoal, about eight miles downstream. Even though the Keystoner was relatively small (501 feet long; 69 feet wide) and only 11,000 GRT, she was drawing 35 feet, which was also the charted depth of Pinole Shoal Channel. This would lead to a big problem. I wasn’t concerned about anything because I was with the “senior” pilot, but I wrongly assumed John thought of everything. Obviously he hadn’t. It was also my error and I should have known better. Maybe I was just nervous, because I didn’t think about the ship’s draft. A pilot’s number-one job is keeping ships off the bottom, so what I did was dumb, to say the least.

I was the pilot assigned. I had the “Conn,” which is a nautical term for who has navigational control of the ship. I gave the orders, and unless the master objected to the way I handled his ship, the crew would do as I told them. If anything went wrong, it was my neck, not John’s.

About an hour into our passage, the ship was moving nicely down the first mile of Pinole Shoal Channel exactly in the center of a series of buoys marking San Pablo Bay’s deeper part. Every year I worked for the Corps, we dredged this channel because of the constant shoaling caused by silt drifting down the Napa River and from hundreds of rivers up in the Sierra Nevadas far to the east. This channel must be maintained to 35 feet so ship traffic can safely cross over the shoal en route to Sacramento and Stockton. Many channels around The Bay require routine dredging.

Pinole Shoal has nine buoys spread over six miles, marking its edges. If the ship went outside with our draft, she would run hard aground almost immediately. As the Keystoner passed two buoys marking the midway point of the shoal, I needed to alter my course about 20 degrees to port to head down the last several miles of the channel. On this leg, looking west, you see Mount Tamalpais on the Marin County coast straight ahead. If you look closely, it resembles a sleeping woman, her hair flowing down the mountainside to the left, with her torso to the right, lying on her back gazing up at sky.

When the ship was exactly where I wanted her, I ordered port rudder. Immediately the helmsman moved the huge wooden steering wheel hand over hand to the left as I waited for the ship to react. As the ship started swinging, just as suddenly she stopped—along with my heart—as the ship ran aground. I was confused because the ship was in the center of the channel judging by two buoys equally distant from the ship’s sides. I’d never been aground before, so having the ship lurch to a halt was a sickening feeling. Well, you can’t put two pounds of crap into a one-pound sack. In my case, I was in crap up to my neck. It dawned on me that we had failed to take into account low water! My first trip as pilot and I was aground. I wondered what the pilots who had opposed me would have to say if they found out.

I took Captain Diggs’s call sign, Foxtrot. For the next thirty-one years, I used that to identify myself on my radio. Some ports just use the ship’s name. John’s sign was “Tango.” I thought Tango and Foxtrot, the two dancers, better think of some new steps quickly to get us out of the jam. John immediately took the Conn from me and started issuing orders. I didn’t say a word. I just prayed that he could extricate the ship from the chaos I had just gotten us into.

John barked “Half Astern, now Half Ahead” over and over as he “backed and filled,” meaning going ahead and astern to wiggle the ship free. Eventually it paid off because the ship slipped off the low spot. Once afloat, we resumed our trip as if nothing had happened. It probably took ten minutes, but it seemed like an eternity until John passed the Conn back to me. I acted as if nothing had happened, but I was too green then to have carried off that refloating by myself. As I mentioned before, those old-timers knew a lot of tricks, and I was learning fast.

John took the old man aside, whispering that he didn’t think reporting the grounding was warranted because it was “only mud” and there was no damage and almost no delay. San Francisco’s channels are mud, so a grounding doesn’t usually harm a ship. It’s embarrassing, but, as I learned, it need not be the end of the world.

Captain Shellenburg went along with John, and no one ever knew I ran aground. Captain Sever and I never even talked about it afterward. “Ship happens,” and this is the first time I am telling this story. That mistake taught me a valuable lesson, helping me to stay out of trouble for the next thirty-one years. From then on, I always double and triple checked all my calculations in regards to ship’s depth, drafts, and the height of the mast above the water called “air draft,” for passing under bridges. Piloting is an ongoing learning experience. I learned something new almost every day trying never to repeat any mistakes I’d made.

Captain Alan Clarke was another counsellor and friend from whom I learned as much as anyone because he was the slickest pilot I ever saw move a ship. I never once heard him raise his voice moving a ship, something I can’t say about myself.

He advised me: “Good pilots get out of trouble, because all of us get into it!” I couldn’t imagine Al ever making a mistake, but all of my career I tried living by his advice.

So started thirty-one years of piloting. I went on to handle over 6,100 ships of all kinds and sizes, in every condition and weather, 24/7. This is that story.


CHAPTER 3
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WHAT IS A MARITIME PILOT?

“He who commands the sea has command of everything.”

–Themistocles (524–459 B.C.)

When I first met my wife, Carol, on a passenger ship no less, she asked me what I did. Instead of saying, “I’m a Bar Pilot,” I said, “I’m a valet parker for ships.” Normally if I mentioned I was a pilot in the Merchant Marine, someone might ask, “What airline do you fly for?” Carol understood right away.

English Law Article 742 of the Merchant Shipping Act of 1894 defined a pilot as “any person not belonging to a ship who has the conduct thereof,” or in nautical parlance, someone other than a crew member who has the “Conn,” or control over the speed, direction, and movement of the ship. The pilot speaks through the ship’s master, who is ultimately responsible. If he’s not content, he may assume it himself, which is rare and never happened to me.

Maritime pilots have years of seagoing experience, are specifically trained to maneuver ships, and are local experts. To get to work, he or she (for brevity I will only use ‘he’ from now on) climbs aboard vessels using a “Jacob’s ladder.”

Pilots are mandatory in most ports, and all U.S. states with sea ports have a state pilot authority that selects and disciplines pilots, and sets pilotage rates. This has worked well for hundreds of years because state pilots are not obliged to the ship, but to the state. Therefore, pilots are more likely to make decisions based on safety considerations rather than monetary ones. A state pilot relieves the master of economic pressure that can compromise safety. Because pilots aren’t employees, they can make independent decisions without fear of losing their job.

Pilots have captains’ licenses but only act as pilot, not captain. To differentiate the two, sometimes we are called “Mr. Pilot.” Captain Nancy Wagner, America’s first female ship pilot, said crews often call her Mr. Pilot.

The origins of the term “pilot” probably comes from the Dutch, where he is a piloot. Only Spanish-speaking countries call us “El Practico.” Everywhere else in the world we are pilots.

“The Commandant has cited the following cautionary language: ‘Piloting requires the greatest experience and nicest judgment of any form of navigation. Constant vigilance, unfailing mental alertness and thorough knowledge of the principals involved are essential. Mistakes in navigation on the open sea can generally be discovered and corrected before the next landfall. In piloting there is little or no opportunity to correct errors. Even a slight blunder may result in serious disaster involving perhaps loss of life…. It’s the proximity of danger which makes piloting so important. The question of avoiding collision in the heavy traffic of harbors … is essentially a problem of keeping his ship in navigable waters.’”

Archeologists have found evidence of maritime activity from over 7,000 years ago, so pilots have been around in one form or another since biblical times. When ships in ancient times first ventured offshore in the Mediterranean, they no longer hugged familiar shores, so they didn’t know the particulars of strange ports, depths of water, or the currents. Professional mariners entering a foreign port even with the proper charts were tested without a pilot. Experts were needed to guide vessels into port, so resident fishermen with “local knowledge” sold this information to visiting ships, thus acting as the first pilots. This system evolved over centuries until today there are highly trained, extremely regulated local specialists handling ships worldwide. Most ports have pilots standing by 24/7 to board vessels whether required by port authorities or states. There are no pilot holidays. I piloted every holiday, including many New Year’s Eves. Once, not only was it blowing like hell, but it was also foggy. No party hats that night.

Even the Bible mentions pilots, so we like to say we are the world’s second oldest profession, right after prostitutes. The Jacob’s ladder, the rope ladder used to board ships, is almost the same as in ancient times. The Bible references it in Genesis 28:10-12: “Jacob left Beersheba and set out for Haran. When he reached a certain place, he stopped for the night because the sun had set. Taking one of the stones there, he put it under his head and lay down to sleep. He had a dream in which he saw a stairway (ladder) resting on the earth, with its top reaching to heaven and the angels of God were ascending and descending on it.”

“Pilot” is also mentioned four times in Ezekiel 2. This makes perfect sense because some pilots think they are gods on the water.

I first learned about pilots from my dad, who worked thirty-five years for the American Can Company in Brooklyn. One reason I went to sea was that I didn’t want to commute like he did. Every day, no matter what the weather, it took him over an hour to get to his plant by public transit. When I went to sea, I only walked up a few decks to the bridge to go to work.

Sometimes my family visited his big factory located near the Bushwick docks. It was exciting seeing all those monstrous machines mass-producing hundreds of items out of metal that are now made with plastic, which is probably the reason American Can, once a Fortune 500 company, was swallowed up by Dart Industries and is no longer. American Can’s distinctive logo CANCO affixed on a landmark water tower is long gone, just like my dad.

I remember one day driving into New York from Long Island on the Belt Parkway passing Fort Hamilton, which once guarded the Narrows. My alma mater in Fort Schuyler is just up the East River from Manhattan in the Bronx. It guarded the east entrance to NY Harbor. New York Maritime College is the nation’s oldest nautical school. In 1964, the Verrazano-Narrows Bridge was opened right over the top of Fort Hamilton, just as the Throgs Neck Bridge spans Fort Schuyler.

As we passed by, a massive black-hulled freighter was slipping out of Lower New York Bay with a white bone in her teeth. My old man mentioned that the men who moved those ships were called pilots. They were members of a guild that was impossible to join unless you were the son of a pilot. I’m not sure why he knew anything about them other than that his plant was near the docks. I didn’t give his words much thought because I couldn’t imagine going to sea, much less becoming a sea pilot. When I was young, I wanted to attend the Air Force Academy and be an airplane pilot. I didn’t do either, and I’m glad I didn’t.

Piloting was briefly discussed at the school where I studied to be a Third Mate, just as being a judge might be discussed at law school. At Fort Schuyler, being a captain was only a dream, we were just trying to graduate. Eventually I beat the odds by becoming one of only about one thousand American pilots that are both state and federally licensed.

In 1992, my friend, Captain Bob Dean, President of the New York-New Jersey Sandy Hook Pilots Association (est. 1694), invited me to celebrate Columbus’s 500th anniversary with his pilots. Many Sandy Hook pilots are New York graduates, but I was the first alumnus to become a San Francisco pilot. Two other alumni later joined me. The Pilot Boat New York led a spectacular parade of tall ships up the Hudson River. Cadets from around the world stood in the rigging of their square riggers in a long line. As they came under the Verrazano Bridge, foghorns blew in greeting. The parade ended at the George Washington Bridge. We passed Fort Hamilton, where my dad first mentioned our pilot hosts so long ago. I had come full circle.

As the New York passed Manhattan’s West Side passenger ship berths, I laughed, thinking back to the memory of my old Aunt Lillian. She invited our family to a bon voyage party on the Queen of Bermuda when sailing to Bermuda was a big deal. In 1955, farewell parties were a tradition, but after 9/11, these lavish parties were forbidden and only passengers are allowed on board. Well-wishers must wait on the dock for the ship to sail.

My parents, grandparents, Aunt Betty, Uncle Gene, my brother Peter, and my cousin Susan were stuffed into my aunt’s stateroom drinking, smoking, and having a fine time celebrating her one-week cruise. The thing I remember most, other than being confined to that small room, wasn’t the massive white ship; rather, it was a black porter. I can still see him wearing a white cutaway jacket that contrasted with his face. After a few hours, he came through the passageway, hitting a big brass gong and crying out, “All visitors ashore! All visitors ashore!” He returned several times and each time his pleas grew louder and more urgent. The adults ignored him as they grew happier drinking Manhattans and whiskey sours and smoking up the room like they didn’t have a care in the world. They also didn’t seem the least bit concerned about the continuous announcements on the ship’s PA system: “Now hear this, now hear this. The Queen of Bermuda is about to sail for Bermuda. ALL visitors kindly disembark!” Everyone acted like they were going to Bermuda along with my aunt and her traveling companion, Leddy. Thinking we were going to be trapped, I started to sweat and fidget. In my mind’s eye I saw the crew lowering the gangway onto the dock, stranding us. I didn’t want to go to Bermuda on that giant ship, even if my parents went with me. I panicked and starting bawling, begging my folks to save us from a week of luxury at sea. Eventually, I happily made my escape down the Furness Lines gangway, which by some miracle was still attached to the ship. We joined thousands of New Yorkers waiting to send off my aunt’s enormous white ship.

As I looked at the ship’s three big red-and-black-striped funnels, I noticed an old man in a business suit leaning over the bridge’s dodger holding a walkie-talkie and pointing at something. Next to him stood the captain, magnificently dressed in a stiff white dress uniform and wearing a high pressure hat ablaze in gold embroidery. I didn’t know it, but the man in the suit was the pilot.

As the crowd waited impatiently for something to happen, the ship’s big steam whistle blew a thunderous notice that all of Manhattan and probably half of New Jersey could hear. The pilot was warning everyone that the ship was about to back out of her slip into the mighty muddy Hudson. As the cloud of white whistle steam swiftly drifted away, the liner’s crew started loosening the ship’s mooring lines. One by one, the line handlers muscled them off their rusty bollards and dropped them into the water. When the last line was aboard, the ship was free of her grip on New York and underway. Two smoke-puffing McAllister tugs with their distinctive red and white stripes on their stacks pushed on the ship’s bow. I watched in awe as the pilot slowly backed the biggest thing I had ever seen in my entire life into the middle of the river, and the Queen and my Aunt disappeared behind the pier and were gone.

Little could that small upset boy ever have imagined that someday he would be standing on the bridges of passenger ships looking down as people waved goodbye to their friends and loved ones.

I would later pilot over 119 passenger liners from the tiny Enna G to the 92,627-ton Coral Princess.

Captains want to be pilots for numerous reasons. Some for the money and some to be with their families. For me, it was all about handling ships. I knew from own piloting experience I had the feel. I had one of my classmates quit our pilot apprentice program because he never felt comfortable handling ships, so no matter how much he might have earned, he returned to something he was comfortable being, an APL master.

We had at least one pilot (if not several) who was often seasick but toughed it out to be with his family. If you have ever been seasick, you know how hard that must be.

One of the nice things about piloting is there is no paperwork other than filling out a simple form about the ship for billing purposes. All the paperwork I needed was already in my head. I spent hundreds of hours riding on ships for experience, and then an equal amount of time studying for my pilot exams. The most difficult part was convincing the state you were qualified.

In general, we were left alone to execute ship moves, which meant putting all the pieces together to successfully move something as large as 1,200 feet long and 180 feet wide with 50 feet of draft. Every time I moved a ship I had do it perfectly; there was no room for error. I didn’t need to be told I did a great job, the ship in the right spot with no damage was immediate proof. There aren’t many professionals who get job satisfaction like that. Handling all the different varieties of ships from around the world always made me feel great. Mark Twain thought few people had more power than a ship pilot. In Life on the Mississippi, he wrote, “Your true pilot cares nothing about anything on earth but the river, and his pride in his occupation surpasses that of kings.”

If a vessel floated, I probably piloted it. I moved car and crude oil carriers, wheat and petcoke bulkers, and ships carrying live animals, like pigs and cattle, that smelled to high heaven. I piloted cable layers such as SS Long Lines, paper carriers, passenger ships of all sorts and sizes, ships filled to the gunwales with munitions, ones with 100 percent liquefied ammonia, and one Polish fishing boat. The largest ship I ever moved was the Alaska Frontier (110,693 GRT), while the smallest was the 160-foot Mexican yacht New Century. I also handled every class of naval ship, from submarines to supply vessels to research ships to aircraft carriers. Every job was interesting, some much more than others for many reasons, including the danger of certain jobs.

One of the most exciting jobs I ever did was piloting the semi-submersible Sedco 708, an oil rig constructed at Mare Island Naval Shipyard. She just fit under our highway bridges and was one of the most massive vessels I ever piloted, towering hundreds of feet above the water.

On May 7, 1977, she was sitting in Anchorage #5 near Richmond Long Wharf. There I climbed aboard an ocean-going tug from the Drake. The large tug was going to tow the rig to Santa Barbara once I got her out to sea. I had to direct not only the sea tug, but six other tugs assigned to work with me. After the rig’s crew heaved up her anchors, I got the rig moving, being careful to have all my tugs pull with just the right amount of tension. If they didn’t, the rig could have drifted off course or gotten out of my control as I maneuvered her around Angel Island. After we safely passed under the Golden Gate and I no longer needed a tug for stability, I radioed that particular one to cast off their tow line. Everything was going along smoothly until I dismissed the Sea Robin. When I did, her towing hawser jammed on her winch, almost putting her into “Irons.” Lucky for all of us, her tow line was under such strain that as the oil rig moved past her, the Robin’s line parted, setting her free, much to my relief. If not, she might have rolled over and sunk because there was no way for me to stop the rig with all her momentum. After I disembarked, the sea tug towed the rig south, where she was sunk and drilled for oil.

I never wanted anyone injured on my jobs, and thankfully none ever were. Sailors on ships and deck hands on tugs get injured or killed far too often. I saw tug tow lines and ship mooring lines part. Seeing a mooring wire part and whiplash is a frightening experience.

Pilots are often mentioned in literature. The mariner was met by a pilot boat near the end of his voyage in The Rime of the Ancient Mariner. In James Clavell’s Shogun, John Blackthorne is the Erasmus’s pilot, although he is more like a navigator than a present-day pilot. Like a modern pilot, he has more local knowledge than his captain. Rodrigues, another pilot, said this about Blackthorne: “He is a pilot before everything else!”

In Gilbert and Sullivan’s comic opera The Pirates of Penzance, Frederic’s father directs nursemaid Ruth to apprentice his son to be a pilot, but she mishears indenturing him to be a pirate until his twenty-first birthday. Sometimes I think steamship companies also get the two confused.

Ever since reading Mark Twain’s Life on the Mississippi, I knew I wanted to be a steamboat pilot like him. He wrote about his apprenticeship and how demanding and exciting piloting was and how much respect pilots commanded on the river. Twain earned the same salary as the Vice President of the United States. On my travels across America, I have visited his boyhood home in Hannibal, Missouri; his stately home in Hartford, which looks like the wheelhouse of an old steamboat; and his final resting place in Elmira, NY. I know when he quit piloting he missed being up in the wheelhouse, as I do. There is nothing like it.


CHAPTER 4
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HISTORY OF SAN FRANCISCO BAR PILOTS

One of the colossal near misses in history occurred in 1579 during Sir Francis Drake’s round-the-world voyage, when the Golden Hind landed for repairs just north of San Francisco, missing its now-famous entrance by only a few miles. His landing spot in New Albion, what Drake called California, is located at Drakes Bay. It’s officially recognized by the U.S. Department of the Interior.

The history of California has always revolved around ships, especially San Francisco, which has one of the greatest natural harbors in the world. Oddly enough, it wasn’t discovered by mariners, but by Spanish missionaries. This could be because San Francisco’s winds are predominantly northwestern and strong. These winds blow toward the coast, creating what seamen call a “Lee Shore.” These onshore winds made it difficult for square-rigged ships to maneuver away from shore, a dangerous situation for ships that preferred to sail downwind. The inability to sail close to the wind along with tremendous amounts of coastal fog may have accounted for sailors not “discovering” San Francisco Bay. Low-hanging clouds often give San Francisco’s entrance a uniform gray appearance, so without binoculars or radar, it’s hard to distinguish the entrance from the surrounding hills.

It wasn’t from the sea, but from land, that explorer Spaniard Gaspar de Portolá discovered The Bay on November 4, 1769. From atop Sweeney Ridge in present day Pacifica, Portolá looked down on an immense harbor protected from the sea with plenty of fresh water in what was to become San Francisco. He was first to see one of the finest harbors in the world. He was 119 miles off course and wrongly assumed he was looking at Drakes Bay, now called the Gulf of the Farallones. Portolá was wrong about his location, but what a discovery! Great harbors are cherished by navies worldwide, and until the 1990s, San Francisco had a huge U.S. naval presence, which unfortunately it no longer has.

On August 5, 1775, the San Carlos, captained by Juan de Ayala, is believed to be the first ship to sail to enter The Bay and anchor near present day Angel Island.

California was originally part of New Spain, becoming part of Mexico when Mexico was emancipated in 1822. It became a U.S. territory with the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, which ended the Mexican War of 1845-1848, the same year James Marshall discovered gold at Sutter’s Mill. Talk about timing.

San Francisco, or Yerba Buena, was a very quiet place until 1848 with no civilian homes; there was only the Mexican Army garrison at what is today The Presidio. In 1835, only twenty-five ships entered the sleepy little port of San Francisco. Today, although not the world’s biggest commercial harbor complex, the Bay Area handles over 8,000 ships a year.

One might think the entrance to San Francisco is named for the Gold Rush or for its rusty-colored bridge (which is not a gold color at all; in fact, it’s called “Red Lead”). No, it was Army Captain John C. Fremont who named the entrance in 1846, saying it reminded him of the Golden Horn in Istanbul. Fremont is renowned for fighting in the Mexican-American and Civil Wars and was the first U.S. Senator when California became a state in 1850. Mount Fremont and the City of Fremont are named for this hero.

Until the Gold Rush, California was sparsely populated, with the occasional vessel dropping anchor in Monterey Bay to buy hides, fresh produce, and tallow from the big coastal rancheros. The Gold Rush changed all that. Soon untold numbers of ships began arriving carrying argonauts from around the world. Even before it was named Golden Gate, Chinese immigrants called California “Gumshan” (Gold Mountain). They came by the thousands from Toisan, in Guangdong.

Only a few years after the Gold Rush, a settler named Hinton Helper said this about San Francisco: “I may not be a competent judge, but this much I will say, I have never seen purer liquors, better cigars, finer tobacco, truer guns and pistols, larger dirks and bowie knives, and prettier courtesans here in San Francisco than in any other place I have ever visited, and it’s my unbiased opinion that California can and does furnish the best bad things that are obtainable in America.”

Sir Francis Drake is sometimes called the “First Pilot of the Farallones” because of landing in Marin County. However, British merchant officer William Richardson was aboard Orion in 1822 when she came to take on provisions. Richardson, who spoke Spanish, went ashore to palaver with the local authorities but never returned to his ship, or to England. He thought the small settlement of Yerba Buena was indeed bueno especially after meeting Señorita Maria Antonia Martinez, the Commandante of the Presidio’s daughter at a fiesta. He fell in love and like millions of others never left. Martinez is a town on the Carquinez Strait named for her and is a major oil refinery hub. Directly across the straits is Benicia, one of the first of seven cities that were capitals of California. Valero has a huge refinery there.

Richardson was the first of many sailors who jumped ship in San Francisco, but it became epidemic during the Gold Rush. It’s illegal under ship’s articles, but that didn’t stop sailors from deserting and heading to the Sierras. To solve this crew shortage for ships heading back around the Horn, San Francisco, not China, invented a solution called “Shanghaiing.” “Crimps,” or thugs hired by shorthanded ships, “Shanghaied” unsuspecting drunken sailors, forcing them to sail against their will.

Empty ships sailing south needed weight to counterbalance the wind’s force on the sails, so they loaded stones in place of cargo. Many East Coast streets are still paved with California granite.

Richardson taught the Mexicans navigation in exchange for letting him stay. He was the first person to sound and chart The Bay and became San Francisco’s first harbor master. Due to his ship handling ability, he became the first pilot; thus, he should be considered the grandfather of the Bar Pilots.

Considering the great role Captain Richardson played, it’s strange that there is so little to remind us of him in San Francisco. Only one short street is named for him, and a plaque in present-day Chinatown denotes the location where he built San Francisco’s first wooden house he called Casa Grande, which started out as a tent made out of sail canvas. I’d wager few people living above Richardson Bay in multi-million dollar homes know for whom it’s named.


CHAPTER 5
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CALIFORNIA PILOTAGE

When California became the thirty-second state, regulated pilotage was thought to be so important to commerce that California’s Third Article of Incorporation created a Board of Pilot Commissioners, making it the state’s oldest board. The Governor nominated, and the Senate approved, twelve pilots, who became the original Bar Pilots. This act eliminated competition between pilots, allowing a pilot monopoly in exchange for control over them. When pilotage isn’t mandatory, ship captains might handle their own ships to save pilotage fees with the inevitable groundings and collisions soon following. For instance, when Argentina voided mandatory pilotage to lower costs to shippers, within one week two ships piloted by competing groups collided. So in the end it didn’t save the shippers much.

Over the years San Francisco’s pilotage was extended to include San Pablo and Suisun Bays and the Port of Redwood City. For environmental protection, in 1984 California mandated that the Bar Pilots amalgamate with the docking and river pilots. Our pilotage district now encompasses an area from the Pilot Station into San Francisco Bay, including all tributaries and the ports of Stockton, Sacramento, and Redwood City. This is over 200 miles of waterways with 100 separate docks, facilities, and dry docks. In 2001, cruise lines were granted permission to call at eco-sensitive Monterey Bay, eighty miles south of the Sea Buoy, if they hired Bar Pilots to guide them. Prior to 1849, all ships had to anchor at Monterey to pay Mexico customs duties, no matter where they were going in California. Cruise ships now drop anchor where Richard Henry Dana did in Two Years Before the Mast.

San Francisco pilots use the term “hooked on,” meaning to get maximum ship speed. In port, maneuvering speeds are used: “Dead slow ahead, Slow ahead … ,” and so on. When I wanted more than maneuvering speed, I’d ask for “sea speed” or I’d say “Hook’er on!” Sea speed can take some time to achieve, especially on steamships when more steam has to be created in the boilers, but it saves a lot of time for a ship, especially if it’s pushing against a strong current.

Before the Commission’s creation, rival pilot groups hailed arriving ships at sea in open boats. These hearty mariners threw grappling hooks onto them and pulled their makeshift pilot boats alongside, claiming the right to pilot them. Thus, they were “hook’d on.” Anyone with a boat and a hook could pilot, since there were no standards of who was a seasoned pilot. The 1850 law abolished this practice, ensuring that all ships would be treated equally. Pilots no longer piloted ships offering the most money, or that were the fastest. The confusion of competing boats hailing ships in the fog, especially before radar, must have been something to observe.

In the years prior to becoming a pilot, in addition to riding along with pilots, I often chauffeured them to their jobs as a favor for helping me. One was Captain Swede Anderson, who taught me a lot. Swede was a salty old pilot who earned his licenses the hard way, working his way up from deckhand to pilot. Swede, like Captain Grant, was like another gruff character from Jack London’s The Sea Wolf. He was as tough as nails, but I liked the way he didn’t take crap from anyone, especially helmsmen. One day I went with him to Port Chicago Naval Weapons Station to move a ship. He couldn’t determine the ship’s draft because it was so poorly marked. Rightfully, he refused to sail a ship fully loaded with bombs knowing it could lead to problems. He would rather not get paid than take a chance. This taught me a big lesson: pilots don’t have to sail if they are in doubt.
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