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FOR DIANE







CARGOES


Quinquireme of Nineveh from distant Ophir,


Rowing home to haven in sunny Palestine,


With a cargo of ivory,


And apes and peacocks,


Sandalwood, cedarwood, and sweet white wine.


Stately Spanish galleon coming from the Isthmus,


Dipping through the Tropics by the palm-green shores,


With a cargo of diamonds,


Emeralds, amethysts,


Topazes, and cinnamon, and gold moidores.


Dirty British coaster with a salt-caked smoke stack,


Butting through the Channel in the mad March days,


With a cargo of Tyne coal,


Road-rails, pig-lead,


Firewood, iron-ware, and cheap tin trays.


—John Masefield





PROLOGUE





I am a landlubber. Though I grew up hard by Lake Michigan, the mighty ore boats on the horizon did not make me yearn to ship out for Duluth. My heroes were not Horatio Hornblower and John Paul Jones but Superman, Batman, and Robin, who dispatched not pirates but the bad guys of Metropolis and Gotham City, gritty urban realms like my own Chicago. As a teenager, I did read Kon-Tiki, The Cruel Sea, and The Caine Mutiny, and struggled with Moby-Dick, all good yarns but not tales that made me wish that I had sailed the Pacific on a homemade balsa-log raft, or dodged U-boat torpedoes in the North Atlantic aboard the Compass Rose, or faced a typhoon while the batty Captain Queeg worried his steel balls. Nor did standing on the pitching deck of the Pequod in pursuit of a great white whale seem all that much fun. For all their drama and instruction, these stories seemed less exotic than, well, damp. My nautical adventures rarely extended beyond the ditties of H.M.S. Pinafore and brief rowboat excursions on the lagoon in Jackson Park, during which at least one oar often floated away, leaving my father to pole in pursuit with the other one like a gondolier possessed. In subsequent decades I went sailing and canoeing a few times, pleasant enough diversions in balmy weather but not pastimes that moved me to share Water Rat’s view, as imparted to Toad, that “there is nothing—absolutely nothing—half so much worth doing as simply messing about in boats.”


When I reached my sixties, however, the Hudson River traffic beneath the windows of our Manhattan apartment began to exert an unexpected pull, especially when vessels paused below. One typical barge was about a city block long, her flat deck broken by several hatches and two or three pieces of spiky machinery. Her anchor line stretched taut toward the George Washington Bridge as the ebb tide pulled at her in vain. A tugboat tended her, handsome in a fresh suit of light gray with white trim, her stern resting on a shimmering golden runner thrown across the river by the setting sun. I got out our opera glasses, knowing that they never enhanced these boats as well as they did Dawn Upshaw; I could not make out the name of either the tug or its charge and vowed once again to buy a telescope and tripod, or at least a proper pair of binoculars.


There appeared to be no activity on either vessel, nothing that would explain why they had lingered. A brisk wind blew from the west, but there was no sign or prediction of a storm from which the tandem might have sought refuge in the river. Perhaps they were just taking a few well-earned hours off, or were making “a schedule adjustment,” as the announcers explain when the Number 1 subway train tarries at Times Square. By late the next morning they had left. Had they gone upriver or into the harbor? Was the boat loaded, if so with what? How many men (and women?) were aboard, who were they, what did they do? To my surprise, I was pondering these questions a lot of late, even wondering where the Blue Circle Cement barge went on its frequent trips past our windows and, more tantalizing, what seafaring was like beyond the gentle concourse of the Hudson, past the gateway of the Verrazano-Narrows Bridge, out on Melville’s “unhooped oceans of this planet.”


This last question may be nothing more than confirmation of Ishmael’s conviction that almost all men in their degree will at some time or other cherish the ocean. Or perhaps I had been bobbing too long in the harbor of Social Security and needed to slip anchor for a while. Whatever the reason, I had developed a serious itch, which only intensified after I began talking to a new friend, Jeremy Nixon. As a boy in the south of England, Jeremy did hear the call of the sea and, at eighteen, sailed as an apprentice on a general cargo vessel. Now, at forty, he still had something of the British tar about him, especially when he recalled steering 12,000 deadweight tons into Maputo, Mozambique, on a Christmas Day wrapped in ninety-degree heat and soaking humidity; or fending off thieves and vendors as they tried to throw grappling hooks over the rail when his ship was moored during a passage through the Suez Canal; or watching whales breach in the Pacific and an albatross circle for days over his vessel’s wake.


Jeremy was now a senior vice president of P&O Nedlloyd, whose fleet of 146 container ships plies some seventy trade routes connecting more than 250 major ports in 120 countries. He is normally a cheerful bloke, but over lunch one day he suggested in somewhat aggrieved tones that merchant vessels and those who man them deserve a bit more attention and respect than they get, given that they are the lifeline of the globalization that millions of consumers depend on daily for thousands of goods, essential and frivolous.


Certainly I had never given this maritime universe much thought. When I went to Morris Bros. on the Upper West Side, I hoped to emerge with the right size sweat socks; where they came from and how they got to the rack had never seemed pressing matters. Nor when I dug into New Zealand lamb had I ever speculated about its refrigerated transit from those distant islands. I knew vaguely that containerization had revolutionized the transportation of goods beginning in the late sixties and that trucks hauling the modular boxes on the interstates tended to suck imperiously at us four-doors as they passed. At the minor league ballpark in Syracuse, New York, I had watched a Conrail double-stack train rumble beyond the left-field fence in counterpoint to “Take Me Out to the Ball Game,” requiring the entire seventh inning to pass. The scores of containers between engine and caboose were headed east, probably to Boston or New York, to be loaded onto a container ship, of which it turns out there are more than 7,000 moving across the oceans every day. These vessels have a nominal capacity of more than 7 million “twenty equivalent units,” the standard industry measurement that assigns one TEU to a twenty-foot-long container and two to a forty-footer, most of them eight feet high and eight feet wide. Some 90 percent of the world’s cargo by value moves in these boxes, though the U.S. shipping industry no longer plays a significant role in this trade; foreign-built and -owned vessels and foreign officers and crews now deliver the billions of dollars’ worth of foreign-made goods that touch every aspect of daily life in North America.


In 2002 some 6 million containers arrived at U.S. ports carrying products ranging from plastic patio furniture and frozen beef to chinos and Game Boys—and sometimes stowaways, who have promised the Chinese Snakeheads and Asia’s other criminal gangs thousands of dollars to smuggle them into the West, and who arrive either starving or dead. “Did you know that piracy, too, is a growing menace?” Jeremy asked, inducing visions of hooks and eye patches, and of walking the plank at the point of a cutlass while sharks circled below. I resisted the impulse to say, “Shiver me timbers.” Instead, I asked if he would arrange passage on a P&O Nedlloyd container ship; he said, Done.


When I told my wife and daughter of this plan, I expected a few indulgent smiles but not quite so much hilarity. We had just sat down to a restaurant meal, and I already had complained to the waiter that the music was too loud. “Dad,” said Amanda, who had been coping with such grousing since her now distant adolescence, “what will you do if the sound of the engine drives you crazy, tell the captain to turn it off?” Diane laughed, her eyebrows signaling that after two decades of marriage she knew a distaste for intrusive music hardly exhausted the catalog of my crotchets. Another, she reminded me, was my tendency when out of town without her to come home a day or two earlier than scheduled; she noted that should this urge come upon me in the middle of the Indian Ocean, evacuation helicopters might be in short supply. There followed some merry observations about “guy things” and the suggestion that perhaps we should construct a widow’s walk outside our eleventh-floor windows. Buoyed by these loving endorsements, I presented arms for the jabs Jeremy recommended—against typhoid, tetanus, and hepatitis—and took out a short-term insurance policy that covered up to $100,000 in medical costs and $75,000 for emergency medical evacuation, with an extra $7,500 thrown in should my remains require what the policy termed “repatriation.”


Then, for reasons that remain cloudy, I watched a video of The Perfect Storm. I had read Sebastian Junger’s book but had forgotten the cameo role played by the Contship Holland, which just managed to survive the cauldron of winds and water that ultimately sank the swordfish boat Andrea Gail. Junger writes that the 10,000-ton vessel “took waves over her decks that peeled land/sea containers open like sardine cans, forty feet above the surface. . . . When [she] finally limped into port several days later, one of her officers stepped off and swore he’d never set foot on another ship again.” Thirty-six containers had gone over the side, a scene re-created in the movie with special effects of persuasive verisimilitude. I took comfort in the knowledge that this was, after all, the “storm of the century,” the result of a freak confluence of deadly weather systems way back in 1991. Then I recalled Jeremy’s descriptions of gales that recently had roughed up two ships bound for Seattle, sending scores of containers overboard and damaging many more. He also had mentioned in a recent email from Taipei, where he had gone on business, that a typhoon was heading his way. He typed no smiley emoticon, but his words seemed to carry a certain bravado, the sort of blithe do-your-worst view of nasty blows that sets mariners apart from us mere mortals. Not long after receiving this communication, I boarded a jet at Newark International Airport and flew to Hong Kong, where two days later I was to join P&O Nedlloyd’s Colombo Bay for a five-week voyage back to New York via the Suez Canal.


I woke up the next morning at five in the Excelsior Hotel and tried to go back to sleep, but the Manhattan clock behind my eyes read 5:00 PM. I was wide awake, hungry, and full of anticipation for the adventure ahead. Beneath the sixteenth-floor window, vessels of all shapes and sizes crisscrossed Victoria Harbor in the gray light. I knew jet lag would touch down in a few hours, but right now I felt energized, impatient not to be sailing for two days. I ordered breakfast, took a shower, and unpacked my laptop. The local access number worked instantly, and down came half a dozen email messages, two from Diane. “Hi Sweetie!” began the first, written while I was still in the air and telling of her day practicing the Mozart piano concerto she was preparing to perform and of teaching her students, of the fierce thunderstorm that had just blown through New York, of the typhoon near Japan she had worried about until she saw how far it was from Hong Kong. “Love ya, and have a ball,” it ended.


“By now you may have heard,” the second began, “that the World Trade Center has been attacked again, catastrophically, and both towers have collapsed.” Collapsed? The Pentagon had been struck by a plane, too? Diane had never been given to practical jokes, but this had to be one, an ill-considered reminder that in 1995, when I was in Israel without her, Timothy McVeigh had made his statement in Oklahoma City. Room service arrived; the waiter bowed and withdrew before I could fumble for a tip or think to add it to the bill. “This is really bad, there must be thousands dead.” Thousands? She assured me that she was safe in the apartment and that Amanda and her boyfriend, Gustav, were at home in Brooklyn unharmed. I turned on CNN and watched in numb disbelief as the planes crashed and the towers imploded again and again, and the TV anchors and correspondents tried in vain to seem less stunned than their viewers. Thousands? Yes.


I muted the sound and, unable to keep my eyes off the screen, mispunched Diane’s number twice. I forced my back to the set and tried again: 9 for the outside line, eight digits to access AT&T, ten more for her number—my right hand now trembling so badly that I had to put down the phone so I could steady it with my left—and another fourteen for my calling card. Thirty-three numbers to produce a recorded voice announcing what I had assumed—all circuits were busy. As the tone beeped, I realized Diane’s email had not mentioned Merle, my first wife, Amanda’s mother; her office was only a few blocks from the towers. I fumbled at the keypad again and again, a half dozen times in the next thirty minutes, then gave up, envisioning overloaded communications satellites popping like balloons.


I sent Diane an email saying I was coming home, though even as I typed the television voices made clear that all planes in the United States had been grounded and all airports locked down. Okay, I would fly from Hong Kong to Canada, to Toronto or Montreal, and take Avis or Amtrak to New York; surely that shouldn’t be too difficult. Repeated calls to five airlines produced busy signals as the television continued loud and clear, its smoking pictures less credible with each repetition. I sought refuge in the mundane conventions of journalism, speculating about how the New York Times was covering the cataclysm, as if knowing—or just imagining it—would somehow make the “story,” so cinematically preposterous on TV, real. How many reporters and editors had the paper assigned? Was my friend Terry Pristin one of them; if so, what “angle” was she chasing? It was still September 11 in Manhattan, 7:00 PM now, plenty of time left to come up with tomorrow’s page-one banner. What would it be? How could the paper sum up the day’s horror in the haiku of a headline? What photos would they run under it?


The phone’s bell pricked this rumination. Hearing Diane’s strained voice and description of the carnage in Lower Manhattan only reinforced my determination to return as soon as possible, to hug her and Amanda and be enfolded by them. I also needed to do something, volunteer at the site, give blood, try to comfort the families of victims, anything. This was no time to go larking about the high seas on a project that now seemed indulgent and, worse, irrelevant. With typical calm, Diane said that everyone she had talked to was feeling the same way about their work, was suffering the same paralysis. Her own practicing seemed pointless; she could not stay at the keyboard for more than twenty minutes without getting up to have yet another CNN session or to wander from room to room as if some explanation for the havoc might be found in a closet or under the kitchen table.


She assured me this despondency would pass. Besides, the last place I belonged was on an airplane, even one bound for Canada; I would be safe on the ship, should embark as planned. When I finally talked to Amanda (who said Merle, too, was safe), she urged the same course, as did Jeremy in a message to P&O Nedlloyd’s Hong Kong office; I could always fly home when the ship reached Singapore, he wrote. Still, I waffled, wallowing in a trough of isolation and helplessness. The next day I reached Diane at Sarabeth’s Kitchen, a neighborhood restaurant where she was having lunch with our old friend Irene Patner, whose vital, life-embracing husband recently had dropped dead of a heart attack. As my vacillation poured into Diane’s cell phone, this tough new widow got the drift and shouted over the din, “Of course he should go!” Ishmael also gave no quarter. If I had grown grim about the mouth, if it was now a damp, drizzly September in my soul, if I wanted to knock off the terrorists’ turbans—and I did—he also recommended shipping out.





CHAPTER ONE





[image: design] A labyrinth of roads and roundabouts leads to Hong Kong’s Stonecutters terminal, where thousands of containers rise up to seven high in a vast canyon land of international commerce. The Colombo Bay has just arrived at this sprawling port from Kao-hsiung, Taiwan, after a twelve-day crossing of the Pacific from Seattle. Three giant gantry cranes loom above, yanking boxes from the ship with noisy clanks, pulling them up and across her deck, and dropping them with an echoing clatter onto idling trucks queued up on the quay. From the waterline, the jet-black hull and gleaming white accommodation superstructure near the stern rise fifteen stories to the bridge and monkey island above. She is some 105 feet wide and more than 900 feet long. Writers forever measure such lengths by noting that three football fields could be laid out on the deck. I prefer the less brutal pastime, so imagine Barry Bonds nailing one of Roger Clemens’s heaters in Yankee Stadium; the baseball would have to travel over the centerfield scoreboard and well into the Bronx to match the Colombo Bay’s length. She weighs 60,000 deadweight tons and can carry a maximum of 4,200 TEUs stacked below and above deck, the boxes on top turning her into an elongated Rubik’s Cube. There are larger container ships, and much bigger supertankers; still, moving up the wobbly gangway, I feel like a Lilliputian clambering onto Gulliver.


Matt Mullins, the first officer, greets me at the top, reports that the captain is ashore, and takes me up in the elevator to my quarters on C deck. Speculation about conditions onboard had proved irresistible for several fellow terrestrials, who cheerfully predicted seasickness, rations of hardtack, bouts of scurvy, and that I would be sharing a shoe box with half a dozen snoring seamen, all of us tossing in spine-bending double-decker bunks, if not hammocks. A French friend wondered with some alarme if there would be flush toilets. I was not sure what to expect but assumed that the Colombo Bay was not the Love Boat and was prepared to share quarters and make do with a concavity of springs. What I found was a firm double bed neatly made up with a sheet and pillowcases of pale yellow and a matching duvet. The cabin is mine alone, about sixteen by eighteen feet, with cream-colored walls and beige carpeting. Across from the bed is a desk on which rests an intraship telephone and, to my surprise, a small television set. The desk is of wood covered with a Swedish modern grainy laminate, as is the cabinet above it, a closet to its left, the couch and table to its right, and the night tables flanking the bed, on one of which rest two fresh towels and two bars of Lux soap. A desk chair and an armchair with Stickley pretensions complete the furnishings. Four double-bulb fluorescent ceiling lights and a single fluorescent bulb over the bed promise ample illumination.


All is shipshape clean, including the bathroom, which comes complete with a flowered shower curtain. I might be in a commodious, utilitarian motel room were it not for the seat that hinges down in the shower and the chains hanging beneath the table and chairs ready to be hooked to latches in the floor, hedges against stormy weather. Two large, rectangular portholes look forward, the view blocked by the containers stacked only a few feet away. As consolation, the wall by the bed offers Veduta del Pantheon di Agrippa oggi Chiesa di S. Maria dei Martiri, a somber engraving by one Luigi Rossini.


On the desk are three pages about the Colombo Bay, one of them listing the names and ranks of the ship’s company of eight officers and thirteen crew, which seems a remarkably small number for such a large vessel. I am surprised, too, to see my name at the bottom of the column, along with that of a Mrs. E. Davies, both of us identified as supernumeraries, a term I associate with opera walk-ons; in my case at least, it may mean, as the dictionary puts it, “someone exceeding what is necessary, required or desired.” The other sheets advise that the Colombo Bay is seven years old, is registered in London, and was built by Ishikawajima-Harima Heavy Industries Co., Ltd., in Aichi, Japan; that the ship’s diesel fuel weighs almost 6,000 tons when all bunkers are full; that breakfast is from 0730 to 0755 and from 0830 to 0855, lunch from 1200 to 1230, dinner from 1800 to 1830, and tea and snacks are available in the officers’ pantry, presumably at any hour; that the officers’ laundry is just down the corridor from my cabin. The emergency signal is at least seven short ring-blasts followed by one prolonged ring-blast. At sea my emergency station is on the lee-side bridge wing, and my lifeboat station is Number 1. “We hope you have an enjoyable voyage,” one page concludes. “If you require anything—please ask!” I make a note to ask about the location of lifeboat station Number 1.


If I needed any evidence that containers play a central role in my own life, it now spills into the cabin. One blue Brooks Brothers button-down shirt, made in Thailand; gray dress slacks, from India; blue Helly Hansen rain slicker, Sri Lanka; blue rubber rain pants, Taiwan; red baseball cap, China; Panasonic CD player, Japan; CD pouch, China, Korea, Philippines, or Indonesia, take your choice; Bell and Sony tape recorders, China; Panasonic tapes, Japan; Olympus Infinity 5 camera, assembled in Hong Kong from parts made in Japan; Casio quartz travel clock, assembled in Thailand; Sanford Uni-Ball Onyx micro pens, Japan; IBM ThinkPad AC adapter, China; laptop carrying case, Indonesia; shoulder bag, Korea; garment bag, Taiwan. The red bathing suit, knit gloves, watch cap, Samsonite toilet kit, socks, yellow highlighter pens, and swimming goggles bear no indication of their provenance, but odds are that at least half these items were made in Asia, too. “What most North Americans don’t understand,” Jeremy had said in one of our first talks about this voyage, “is how reliant they have become on Asian products.” And on imports from elsewhere: ThinkPad and its power cord and mouse, and Gillette razors, Mexico; khaki shorts, El Salvador; gray shorts, Guatemala; Van Heusen button-down shirt and Jockey shorts, Costa Rica; blue dress jacket and blue denim shirt, Canada; Sanita clogs, Denmark; blue woolen Lands’ End sweater, Scotland. I made no effort to categorize items I didn’t bring with me, but for the record the aforementioned Lux soap was made in Indonesia and the Colombo Bay herself, as noted, was made in Japan. Full disclosure: my Kodak film, Duracell batteries, Lands’ End warm-up jacket, New Balance running shoes, black sweatpants, two belts, large brown suitcase, and Penguin paperback of Moby-Dick were Made in the USA.


I have brought along the book in part as penance. When Miss Drell assigned it at Hyde Park High School in 1951, its bulk seemed bigger and meaning more elusive than Ahab’s quarry itself, leading me to harpoon the Classics Illustrated version to haul in the gist. I managed to get through college without taking another crack at the novel, though the 1956 film version gave a boost to my fledgling journalistic career. I was tapped to be the movie reviewer of the Amherst Student when my predecessor lost the post after praising Gregory Peck’s performance in the title role. Now I am discovering this literary marvel for the first time, mesmerized by the yarn, yes, but more by Melville’s astonishing ambition, his depth of insight, and his muscular prose, which famously reaches biblical and Shakespearean heights. “Merchant ships are but extension bridges,” he writes, amplifying this scorn when Ishmael tries to impress one of the two principal owners of the Pequod, the good Quaker Captain Peleg.


Dost know nothing at all about whaling, I dare say—eh?


Nothing, Sir; but I have no doubt I shall soon learn. I’ve been several voyages in the merchant service, and I think that—


Marchant service be damned. Talk not that lingo to me. Dost see that leg?—I’ll take that leg away from thy stern, if ever thou talkest of the marchant service to me again. Marchant service indeed!


The other vade mecum I have unpacked is an edition of A Personal Record and The Mirror of the Sea, which brim with the clear-eyed affection for the merchant service of Józef Teodor Konrad Korzeniowski, who ran away from the Polish Ukraine at seventeen and served on merchant ships for two decades before settling in London to become Joseph Conrad. Unlike Heart of Darkness and his other fiction, which dwell on man in extreme situations struggling between good and evil, these memoirs are full of wry charm and a contagious enthusiasm for the seafarer’s life. He writes of “the magic ring of the horizon,” the “white fillet of tumbling foam under the bow,” the tall masts that support the balanced planes that, “motionless and silent, catch from the air the ship’s motive power, as if it were a gift from Heaven vouchsafed to the audacity of man.” Sailing is an art, ships courageous before the wind gods that would do them in. Not so the infernal steamship, which he views with disdain. “The machinery, the steel, the fire, the steam have stepped in between the man and the sea. A modern fleet of ships does not so much make use of the sea as exploit a highway.” So, Melville dismisses the Colombo Bay’s merchant calling, Conrad the vessel herself; still, I welcome these crusty cabinmates.


I have just placed the two books on the night table when Shakeel Azim knocks on the door and offers a quick tour. He is the second officer, boyish looking despite his forty-eight years and thick, black mustache, and smart in his summer uniform of black trousers and short-sleeved, open-necked white shirt with the two gold bars of his rank on the epaulets. He asks where I am from, and when I say New York he shakes his head and asks if my family is all right. “Terrible, terrible, these people are madmen.” His dismay seems genuine, but with some embarrassment I find myself wondering just where he is from, whether he is a Muslim, and what his sympathies really are. He explains that the decks descend from the bridge in alphabetical order, that the British officers and Filipino crew all have their own quarters, and that he and four other junior officers are my neighbors on C deck. Most of the crew bunks on D; the ship’s laundry, hospital, and book and video library are on E; a spacious galley is on F, flanked by almost identical dining rooms, each with the same imposing, official color photograph of Queen Elizabeth looking properly solemn and regal in a floor-length white satin dress, blue sash, and bejeweled necklace and crown. “We call F the food deck and E the entertainment deck,” Shakeel says, adding with a shy smile that while I am onboard C will stand for club class.


Down one more flight is the upper deck, the ship’s first continuous watertight deck; it houses the engine control room, the ship’s office, and the refrigeration lockers for stores. Shakeel decides that the machinery spaces below can wait, and we ascend in the elevator to A deck, where we run into the captain, Peter Davies, just returned from shore with my fellow supernumerary, his wife, Elizabeth, who has flown to Hong Kong from their home near Newcastle to join the ship. After cordial introductions (he pronounces his name “Davis”), he asks for my passport; I hand it over wondering when I will see it again and realize that for the first time since my army days in the late fifties I am under someone’s command.


We sail just before 1900 hours, on September 13, gently pulled away from the berth by a tug that nudges us into the harbor, her laboring engine churning up a ferocious foam until, after about fifteen minutes, she slips away and leaves us to our own power. The evening is hot and sticky, the air thick with pollution; “fragrant harbor,” the Cantonese meaning of Hong Kong, has not applied for some years now. We are under the temporary guidance of a harbor pilot, whose forerunners have been navigating the channels, shoals, tides, and currents in and near ports since at least 500 BC, when The Periplous of Scylax of Caryanda, a comprehensive pilot guide for the Mediterranean starting at the mouth of the Nile, was written. Unlike Captain Davies, formal in his summer whites, the young Chinese pilot looks, in his sandals, wrinkled shorts, and soiled shirt, as if he had just rushed to work after an afternoon of gardening. His competence is plain, though, as he surveys our path and gives periodic orders to the Filipino able seaman at the helm, which at about a foot in diameter looks like the steering wheels at game arcades rather than a mechanism for prompting the Colombo Bay’s rudder, a thirty-foot-high steel fin that weighs seventy tons. Captain Davies, also known as master, remains in the background while the pilot makes marginal course and speed adjustments as we inch through the harbor, threading among other container ships and tankers, ferries and barges, as smaller craft scoot around us like models on the Central Park boat pond operated by remote control from the shore.


The pilot departs after about an hour, riding down in the elevator to the upper deck and descending the sloping gangway, now suspended many feet above the water like an unfinished stairway. At the bottom he swings onto a rope ladder and lowers himself onto the deck of the pilot boat keeping pace beside us. Pilots leave and board ships this way thousands of times each day and night in ports throughout the world, moving up and down the swaying rungs like circus aerialists, the foul and treacherous waters their only net.


We are pushing out of the Pearl River Delta, the main sluice for China’s flood of exports, a region roughly the size of Connecticut that stretches east to west across the estuary from Macau to Hong Kong and some eighty miles upriver into Guangdong Province. It was here in what is now Dongguan city that the imperial commissioner Lin Zexu ordered the destruction of more than 2 million pounds of opium in 1839, initiating the opium wars that forced China to open its doors to foreign trade and investment. Now Dongguan is just one of the many manufacturing hives that dot the province, where scores of factories daily ship hundreds of containers by truck and barge to Stonecutters’ and half a dozen other terminals only a few hours away.


In 2001 these docks handled some 25 million TEUs, about the same number processed by all U.S. ports combined. The Pearl River quays account for some 40 percent of China’s exports, and more than a third of the goods flowing out of the delta—6,000 containers a day—are bound, like those on the Colombo Bay, for the U.S. market, contributing to a persistent trade deficit with China that in 2002 totaled more than $100 billion. China’s exports to the United States grew by 20 percent during the year, and the country is soon expected to surpass Mexico for the number-two export spot, behind only Canada, as the roar of the sluice increases with each passing month. There is talk of constructing a fifteen-mile bridge-tunnel between Macau and Hong Kong’s Lantau Island, with a new deepwater terminal near the Macau end to accommodate manufacturers on the southwest side of the delta, which over the years has lagged well behind the northeast bank in output. The delta’s commercial engine is evident in the water traffic all around us, but as night falls the running lights of these vessels string the outer harbor with a glimmering serenity.


A crewman pulls a floor-to-ceiling curtain across the width of the bridge, blotting out the illumination around the communications area, weather chart table, and small galley at the rear, and creating a darkened stage on which Captain Davies now stars, delivering his lines in polite, uninflected tones.


“One-hundred and forty-nine degrees, Helmsman.”


“One-hundred and forty-nine degrees, Captain.”


“Thank you.”


Insistent radio voices impinge on this colloquy, a vexed Greek chorus whose message sounds urgent but is made unintelligible (to me at least) by the crackle of static. With its two radar screens and other glowing panels, the bridge is the center of a galaxy that extends out to the lights of passing ships, the glitter of Hong Kong, and the canopy of moon and stars. For a better look, I go onto the starboard wing, one of the two outdoor porches that flank the wheelhouse, and am mugged by the clammy night, smacked with the realization that the land is falling away, that I am heading into the South China Sea at this awful moment in my city halfway around the world. I lean on the rail and try to take comfort in the surrounding shimmer, but the television pictures keep intruding, along with a certainty that the terrorists will strike New York again at any moment.


This is crazy. I never should have sailed. I belong with Diane and Amanda. We’ll be in Singapore in less then a week. I’ll fly home from there.


Get a grip, Pollak. This trip was your idea. See it through like a big boy. Diane and Amanda are strong; they’ll be fine.


But . . .


No buts, just do it!


I whisper this exchange into the wind, like an actor rehearsing dialogue sotto voce on the Broadway bus, then look around, relieved to see that everyone is inside the bridge’s air-conditioned cocoon. It is almost 2300, and I’m exhausted. I step back into the chill, say good night to Captain Davies, and en route to the stairs check out the closet-size galley behind the curtain. On the counter is a bubbling electric kettle and a selection of Yellow Label Lipton Tea, Nescafé, Cadbury’s cocoa, Taster’s Choice instant decaf, and a round tin, above which a sign reads: “Please Reseal the Cookies After You Open As They Go Soft. Ta, The Cookie Monster.” I take a cookie, close the tin, and slip down to C deck like a guilty six-year-old.


After breakfast the next morning, the crew gathers in the lounge across from their dining room so Captain Davies can introduce me. I tell them I am writing a book about this voyage because I think the work they do is important and too little known. They nod and smile. Any questions? They shake their heads and smile, looking eager to get on with their duties. “Call me Dick,” I urge, clumsily. As they file out, two or three say, “Welcome aboard, Dick,” stressing the name as if it were my rank. At 1730 the captain and other officers gather in their lounge with Elizabeth for predinner drinks. They seem a little more curious about my mission than the crew, but not much, perhaps distracted by P&O Nedlloyd’s request that its ships join the rest of the world this day in mourning the terrorists’ victims. At 1800 Captain Davies asks for three minutes of silence. Shakeel and two or three other officers seem to be praying, and their subsequent commiseration leaves me fighting back tears, not the persona I had hoped to present at my first meal among these seamen. I make a minimum of small talk, quick work of the roast beef, skip the “sweet,” and am in bed shortly after 1900.


I awake to a travel alarm clock that reads 0220 and a wall clock frozen at 0200. I get up and climb the stairs to the bridge, where Shakeel is standing the midnight to 0400 watch. He makes me a cup of tea and explains that the ship’s clock is being “retarded” an hour so we’ll be in phase with the time at our next port, Laem Chabang, in Thailand. The sea is calm, as it has been since we left Hong Kong; the vibrations of the engine provide a far greater sensation than the feel of the ocean, which is virtually nil as the Colombo Bay cuts through the South China Sea at twenty-three knots. This is her maximum speed, and the huge ship seems to race through the dark water, though a fit cyclist could pedal at this rate of twenty-six miles per hour. Shakeel turns up the BBC World Service on the shortwave radio, the British voices reporting, with a welcome lack of histrionics, on the rising death toll in New York and Washington, and the speculation about retaliation against the Taliban and Al Qaeda in Afghanistan. He sees that I am worried and draws my attention to the crescent moon on our port side; it hangs just above the horizon and, like Jupiter, Cirrus, Venus, Vega, and the other celestial bodies Shakeel identifies, is luminous in a night sky now free from pollution’s scrim. For a moment the tranquil scene banishes thoughts of terrorists; then Shakeel speaks of his mother.


Her name is Zhida, and in 1948, when she was sixteen and pregnant with her first child, she migrated to Pakistan, the Islamic state created the year before by the British partition of India. The trains carrying Muslim refugees were often attacked by various Indian factions, including Sikhs, who massacred many passengers on the train bringing Zhida and her family to Karachi. “There was blood all over the railroad carriage, my mother told me; she survived only because it was guarded by soldiers,” Shakeel says. His father, Mohammed, who was about eighteen and like Zhida came from Kanpur in northern India, where they had been wed in an arranged marriage, was already in Karachi. Both families had left everything behind, knew no one in their new country, and at first lived in tents in a refugee camp. Mohammed eventually managed to obtain a plot of land, build a couple of rooms, and start selling soap door-to-door on a bike, a business that became more and more successful over the next few years and led to an association with Lever Bros. and a comfortable life for the family.


Shakeel, who now lives in England and is a British citizen, has not seen his parents in five years. An airline snafu subverted a previous effort to visit them in Karachi, and he has been planning a new trip for months, putting in extra time at sea so he will have a longer leave when he comes off the Colombo Bay on November 2. His siblings and other relatives in Pakistan will soon urge that he reconsider the visit in light of what U.S. military wrath might mean for the region in the coming months. Shakeel’s own wrath seems reserved for the Islamic fundamentalists. “The Koran says pray, respect people, respect society; these people just use the religion to make trouble.” He regards Pervez Musharraf, Pakistan’s soldier-president, as an able leader, one who should give the country’s pro-Taliban radicals “a good hiding.” We are standing at the center of the windows that stretch across the width of the bridge, looking out at the placid sea, which I find comforting but which seems to offer Shakeel little solace. He says his mother suffers from a serious heart ailment; implicit in his voice is the fear that he may never see her alive again. “These attacks have affected everyone,” he says softly, as more details issue from the radio.


As a boy Shakeel liked the white uniforms and white shoes worn by several members of his mother’s family who served in Pakistan’s merchant navy or with the British India Steam Navigation Co. Ltd., and like Jeremy, Conrad, and thousands of other teenagers over the centuries, he was drawn to life at sea. He attended a maritime college in Karachi in the 1970s but couldn’t get a job because the shipping business was depressed. Sponsored by an uncle, he emigrated to England, served four years at sea, and then entered the well-regarded nautical college at South Shields, on the North Sea near Newcastle. By the time he passed his orals in 1985 and received his third-mate certificate, he was thirty-two, some ten years older than many of his classmates. He joined P&O Containers in 1989, stayed on after the British company merged with Holland’s Royal Nedlloyd in 1997, serving nine years as a third mate before passing another set of orals and getting his second-mate “ticket” in 1999.


Shakeel is now in the middle of a three-month tour aboard the Colombo Bay, a typical stretch for P&O Nedlloyd officers; he talks lovingly of his wife, Susan, whom he met in 1982, when he was at South Shields, where they now live with their nine-year-old daughter, Sarah. When Sarah was younger, she and Susan came along on some voyages, but not since Sarah’s schooling began in earnest. Shakeel is wistful as he tells me this, and melancholy, the reality of life at sea having long ago erased the romance of the white uniforms. He, too, is worried. Susan is Britain-born, a Christian; he is Pakistan-born, a Muslim. He says they have always been accepted in their community, but he knows there is a good deal of hostility toward “Pakis” in his adopted land and wonders how things will be when he gets home on leave. Already the BBC has reported random attacks on Muslims living in the West.


The next day we are off the coast of Vietnam, the shoreline invisible but the prospect of another quagmire, in Afghanistan, in bold relief. I mention to Matt Mullins, who met me when I came aboard two days ago and is now standing watch, that according to the chart we soon will be due east of Cam Rahn Bay. He smiles politely, the name of this harbor through which the matériel of our misadventure flowed seeming not to register. He is thirty, was not long out of diapers in Yorkshire when the helicopters strained away from the roof of the U.S. Embassy in what would soon become Ho Chi Minh City. This is Matt’s first voyage as a chief mate, which gives him a good deal more to worry about than what lessons of the Vietnam War might be useful as Washington shapes its response to September 11. He is second in command, responsible for overseeing the crew and more than three thousand containers. He has a wife at home in England expecting their first child and also facing the possibility of wrist surgery for carpal tunnel syndrome. Matt speaks softly; he is a capable sailor more inclined to do his job than to talk about it. He has a quizzical countenance and repeatedly smooths the shock of sandy hair off his forehead; his whites are rumpled, but he looks fit and says that whenever he gets some free time—rare now that he is the first officer—he runs laps around the ship. He cautions that the steel decks are not knee friendly, an advisory that reinforces my decision to explore the one-third-mile loop at a sedate pace.


The sultry climate delivers another slap as I emerge from the accommodation’s frost onto the upper deck, which rings the ship at the top of the hull. Eighteen ranks of containers rise from bow to stern, each one thirteen boxes across; the outermost stacks directly above my passage are supported by steel struts that the naval architects who designed the Colombo Bay doubtless vouch for but that look none too reassuring considering the four containers above could weigh some 120 tons. Though the upper deck is open to the ocean at the rail, it is otherwise boxed in, a three-sided tunnel that causes a paradoxical claustrophobia here in the middle of the sea. Despite the size of the ship, a sense of being squeezed in, of being a second-class citizen to stuff, prevails throughout; the living quarters and machinery spaces take up only about a twelfth of the vessel’s length, hemmed in fore and aft by containers like a gleaming white palace set in a march of windowless, prefab housing blocks of red, blue, orange, and green.


I am close to the water for the first time since boarding in Hong Kong, the freeboard—the distance from the upper deck to the waterline—only about eighteen feet. A creamy wake rushes by, colliding with the modest swells angling in to create bursts of miniature rainbows in the spray, a phosphorescence that merges with a growing stench as I move toward the bow and a pool of brine and suet that has leaked from a container of wet hides. It is one of several such boxes that came aboard in Seattle, and their pungent drool accompanied the Colombo Bay across the Pacific, requiring the crew to spend hours hosing down the decks. All of the containers but this one came off in Hong Kong; it will be lifted in Laem Chabang and, like the others, travel by rail or truck to Asian factories, where the hides will be transformed into knockoffs of high-end designer bags, wallets, and other leather goods, then shipped back to the United States in less aromatic circumstances.


I circumvent the fetid lake and climb a short flight of steps to the forecastle deck, mouthing it “fo’c’sle” like a proper salt. It is about the size and shape of a softball infield, with home plate at the ship’s prow, baselines flaring along the contours of the widening bow, and a white foremast standing tall on the pitcher’s rubber, the revolving radar scanner on top receiving signals from an invisible catcher. Twin windlasses taller than I am flank second base, braking chains with links as thick and wide as a weight lifter’s tight embrace. These cast-iron tethers thread through hawsepipes in the deck to the two 12.5-ton anchors at their end, one held against the port and one against the starboard side of the bow. There is no outfield; the first row of boxes stands where it would begin and cuts off the view aft.


In the days of sail, the crew lived beneath the deck of the fo’c’sle, but on container ships it is an oasis of quiet and escape. The engine’s thrum is absent, the only sound is the gentle swish of the bow parting the water; clouds shepherd us along, their shadows creating dark ponds on the intense blue of the sunlit main. I am navigating the South China Sea by myself, basking in the solitude that has enthralled sailors since the first crude rafts pushed from shore in the mists of antiquity. From the steel pulpit wedged into the fo’c’sle’s beak, the watery congregation stretches to the horizon in curling pews, the white-capped parishioners calm now but prone to evangelical eruptions at any time. As I stand on this windswept podium, there is no mistaking what Ishmael meant when he averred that one reason he went to sea was for the “pure air of the forecastle deck”—purer still for being upwind of the hides.


They are dripping on the port side, so a return aft via the starboard upper deck seems advisable. This path also affords a better view of two swooping and darting swallows, black with white bellies, the first birds I have spotted since Hong Kong. Are they hitchhiking, or do these tiny creatures, like albatrosses, have the staying power to remain aloft for days so far from land? This may prove an academic question, for a kestrel circles above them, hovering like a Darwinian helicopter gunship. At the stern the containers are stacked so close to the rail there is barely room to stand, but one flight down is the poop deck, a covered area that even with a big band would leave space for a roomy dance floor. Like the fo’c’sle, the poop (from the Latin puppis, for stern) is usually deserted, though rarely tranquil. The engine makes the deck shimmy like a grating above an endless subway train, vibrations compounded by the churn of the ship’s single propeller, a five-bladed screw twenty-seven feet in diameter that weighs fifty-six tons and when we are at twenty-three knots turns at one hundred rpm. The freeboard is lower here, the propeller’s wash seeming close enough to touch as it boils up into our wake’s disappearing freeway.


There is no pulsation when I wake up on the morning of the sixteenth; we are drifting, one hundred nautical miles southwest of the Mekong Delta. On the bridge Captain Davies explains that we are making just the sort of schedule adjustment I had imagined for the barges parked in the Hudson; we have made such good time since Hong Kong that unless we stop for a few hours we’ll arrive in Laem Chabang tomorrow before a berth is available and all the containers due aboard are ready for loading. While the engine is shut down, Steve Kingdon, the chief engineer, will oversee the replacement of a cylinder stud and invites me to watch and also take a tour of the machinery spaces. This requires that I don a boiler suit, the white cotton coveralls that all hands wear when rubbing against the ship’s many dirty edges. I had hopes that this work suit would make me at least appear less of a supernumerary, but its unblemished whiteness amid the begrimed suits of the engineers only confirms my status as a nosy passenger as I descend like a freshly laundered baker’s assistant into the noise, heat, and grease of the engine room.


Room, it is safe to say, is not quite the right word. The Sulzer 9RTA84C diesel engine takes up an area about the size of a basketball court and rises more than four stories, the silvery ducts at its top looking less like parts of a ship’s bowels than like the arms and legs of a giant Tin Woodman in for repair and polishing. Gazing down on this power plant is akin to peering under the hood of an exceedingly large car: there are pistons and cylinders, a fuel pump, fuel injector, camshaft, crankshaft, turbocharger, flywheel, and several other familiar automotive components, all so big that Kingdon and his crew, when standing beside the row of nine cylinders, seem cast in The Incredible Shrinking Boilermen. Each piston weighs more than 7,000 pounds and has a stroke of almost 8 feet, in a cylinder with a bore of 2.73 feet; the crankshaft weighs 254 tons.


The two studs on each cylinder have shown a tendency to fracture at the cylinder block. All eighteen must eventually be replaced by longer, more solid studs, one of which now stands at the ready near where Frank McAlees and Chris Marlow, the first and second engineers, have burned one in half with acetylene torches. Frank is a tall, taciturn Irishman, Chris a burly, jovial Welshman; both are perspiring profusely in the heat as they struggle to remove the halves, which despite the employment of a chain pulley are proving recalcitrant. Steve Kingdon looks on with the air of an experienced chief engineer who knows that, however difficult, this job will get done.
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