

[image: e9781461622963_cover.jpg]







More Praise
 for

Fair Seafarer

“Allen’s tone is immediate, personal and humorous.... An entertaining and informative adventure.”

— Portsmouth (NH) Herald

 


“Fair Seafarer is an interesting snapshot of a corner of a globally vital industry.”

— San Diego Union-Tribune

 


“A captivating story.”

— The News, Stuart, Florida

 


“This true story of a woman who marries a Chief Mate and then sails off with him to see the world is great fun to read. A new world of maritime adventures awaits her as she experiences life on a huge containership — in all its flavors, in good and bad weather, and to good and bad places. You will find out why so many women are now applying for appointments as cadet-midshipmen at the U.S. Merchant Marine Academy. A whole new area of enterprise and living has been opened for women.”

— Frank O. Braynard, Curator, American Merchant Marine Museum, Kings Point, New York. Author of 37 books on ships, including Romance of the Sea and the Leviathan series.


“Allen can write with powerful immediacy ... One leaves her book sensing she paints a genuine portrait.”

— Kirkus Reviews

 


“Adventures voyaging in East Asia and the North Pacific.”

— Motor Boating & Sailing
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Nancy Allen made six voyages on MN Endurance between 1991 and 1996. 
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I dedicate this book 
to my chief mate





Foreword

by
 Vice Admiral Albert J. Herberger (Ret.)

Maritime Administrator
 U.S. Department of Transportation, 1993–1997

 


 



“Exactly what is the Merchant Marine?”

Nancy Allen’s seafaring husband provided her with the technical answer, but fortunately for us that did not satisfy her curiosity. When she joins her husband aboard the modern American-flag containership MN Endurance, she takes us along on her voyage of discovery. It is an enlightening and enjoyable experience for landlubber and experienced sea hand alike.

The American Merchant Marine consists of the cargo and passenger-carrying ships which are owned by Americans, crewed by Americans, and operated under the American flag according to our laws and regulations. Like Ms. Allen’s mate, I, too, had the privilege of sailing aboard the then symbol of U.S. dominance of ocean transportation, the SS United States. It is a time fondly remembered, but far removed from today’s realities.

I began my career with the Merchant Marine after graduating from the U.S. Merchant Marine Academy in Kings Point, N.Y. I spent most of my seafaring career with the United States Navy, but the importance of the American Merchant Marine was often on my mind. I saw first hand the unswerving loyalty of our citizen seafarers time and again, in support of America’s fighting forces.

Americans were briefly reminded of that proud heritage when President Clinton saluted America’s Merchant Marine veterans of World War II during the 50th anniversary observance of D-Day. I was with the president on board the SS Jeremiah O’Brien, one of the last Liberty Ships of World War II, and know how much his salute meant to our seafaring veterans.

The heavy losses of merchant ships and merchant mariners during World War II made that conflict the most dramatic for the American Merchant Marine. But its service in support of America’s fighting forces was just as important during the Korean, Vietnam, and Persian Gulf conflicts. Whenever asked, our merchant seafarers willingly put themselves in harm’s way to serve the nation.

Fortunately, the United States is at peace, and Ms. Allen chronicles the voyage of the Endurance as it carries commercial cargoes to and from the United States. Along the way, she shares with us the flavor of shipboard life today. Many of the characters and scenes are colorful, at times inspiring, but she also lets us know the experience can be boring, somewhat dangerous, and at times distasteful.

In the end, she is proud of her ship, of the men and women who sail her to keep U.S. commerce moving, and of the American ingenuity which “invented a better way to transport cargo.”

As Maritime Administrator, I share her pride many times over. American companies continue to be the pioneers in transportation innovation, and American merchant ships have set world standards for efficiency and safety.

And I am grateful President Clinton and a large bipartisan majority in Congress also recognize how important the Merchant Marine is to the United States. The innovative Maritime Security Program is now in place. For the foreseeable future, merchant ships will continue to fly the flag of the United States, and civilian American seafarers will continue to be ready to serve the nation and our armed forces whenever called upon.






To Barbara and Warren Phillips, whose combined talents, insights, teamwork and hard work stitched it all together.

 


 


To the seafarers who inspired me with their courage.

 


 


And to all of you who:



read and critiqued the many drafts.

allowed me to share with others the stories you shared with me.

spoiled me on my shuttles to and from the ship.

accepted and even encouraged my periods of isolation in order to write.



Without your help and support, this book would still be a rough log.

 


 


My deep gratitude.





[image: e9781461622963_i0002.jpg]


[image: e9781461622963_i0003.jpg]






PART I

“A Sailor’s Life”

A sailor’s life is at best but a mixture of a little good with much evil, and a little pleasure with much pain. The beautiful is linked with the revolting, the sublime with the commonplace, and the solemn with the ludicrous.

Richard Henry Dana





Chapter 1

ABOARD M/V ENDURANCE, DOCKED AT SEA-LAND CONTAINER TERMINAL OAKLAND, CALIFORNIA


NOVEMBER 23, 1994

It’s 2 A.M. as I start this journal. Wait, I have to start thinking like a sailor: it’s 0200 (“zero two hundred” as they say aboard ship) and I’m writing a log. I can’t talk to Bob — he’s twitching away in REM. No sleep for me — this awful racket outside! A few feet from my fifth-story porthole, a crane operator drops forty-foot containers — those rectangular boxes you see on trucks and railroad cars — one on top of another. A puppeteer perched seventy-five feet in the air, the operator controls the pulleys, his crane, which rolls on a track alongside the ship, and my sanity. “Crash-crash-crash” ... then “CLANG,” as a steel frame falls and locks the containers in place, like a Brobdingnagian clamp.

This atonal symphony of steel-against-steel has been playing for five hours straight, now I know why little people commit large crimes. But why blame the operator? Or even Bob, who warned me this would be no row in the pond: “Sea-Land has one goal: to get boxes from here to there — fast. They work the Chief Mates ass off round the clock. I’ll have no time for you and you might not make any friends — you’ll probably be the only woman aboard. And by the way, please don’t leave your underwear lying around the laundry room . . .”

So here I am on my honeymoon, next to the Chief Mate of the M/V Endurance, a man I barely know. It’s maddening to watch him sleep while I cringe with every crash. Mere hours into what I thought would be an Adventure, I’m seriously questioning what I have done. Well, too late now. The containership Endurance is like a big bug caught in a web of docklines and crane wires, and I’m trapped inside.

 


How did I get here? Actually, this chapter of my life is a short one. Nine months ago, I didn’t even know what a containership was. And the U.S. Merchant Marine sounded as strange as the Foreign Legion. I was living in Florida, overwhelmed and depressed. My thirty-two-year marriage had come apart and couldn’t be glued back together. Though my therapist certified I was ready to “get on with life,” I couldn’t find the ON switch. My cat Daphne, my only companion, would even leave her perch by the window to come lie on my chest, as if to say, “I’ll protect you.”

Then the strangest thing happened. I had an hour to kill between lunch with a girlfriend and the dentist’s chair. I stopped at the library and flipped through some boating magazines — sailing was another love I’d lost along the way. I was putting “Cruising World” back on the shelf when it fell open to ...



POSITIONS WANTED

Trim, tall, youthful skipper (57) retiring within year seeks sunny, resourceful, non-smoking lady to help outfit 39’ cutter in Florida. Then cruise Bahamas and oceans.

Bob Allen ... (address and phone #)



On a whim, I tossed the page into the copy machine.

A dating-virgin after three decades off the market, I needed to check the ad out with my buddies. Beth, hardened by singledom, was not optimistic: “Nancy, for godssake, get real! What if he’s a Ted Bundy?” But Becky thought I should go for it: “This 50s guy isn’t asking for a young cupcake. And he gives his address and phone number, so he’s probably not married.”

The only false note was that “lady” thing. I’d rebelled against private school and the ivy enclave of Brown University by adding some choice expressions to my vocabulary. It worried Janice too: “He sounds a little old-fashioned; maybe you’d better start cleaning up your act.”

The next day I fired off a short letter: “Hi, Bob, it appears we have a lot in common. I’m also tall, trim, youthful (53) ...” I mentioned that I’d cruised around the Caribbean and would like to go boating again. It seemed very low-key: Bob Allen wanted a helpmate; Nancy wanted a sailing companion. No romance, no commitment.

No commitment? Eight months after meeting this guy, I’d not only changed my residence, bank and dentist — but my name. I dutifully filled out a stack of forms, including the ones Sea-Land required to let me aboard. (It was no sweat to attest that “Said person is in good health and in all aspects fit to travel by sea; and further that said person, if female, is not pregnant” but I had some trouble with “Passenger expressly assumes all risk of accident and injury to person.”)

When Bob’s call came, the voice was matter-of-fact, just like the ad. Would I have dinner with him? I’d like that, but could I see the boat first? Sure, it was docked behind his house. I offered to drive up after work the next day.

When I told Beth, she growled, “You’re out of your mind! You never ever go to someone’s house on a first date. There’ll be little pieces of you floating down the Indian River tomorrow — and I’ll have to identify them.”

Following Bob’s directions and pulling into his driveway, Beth’s words didn’t seem quite so amusing. There wasn’t a cupful of water in sight. I looked hopefully into the sky — no mast. And the car parked out front! What kind of man would own a mud-brown Chevy wagon with bent chrome trim and a crooked bumper sticker inquiring, “HAVE YOU FLOGGED YOUR CREW TODAY?” Ringing the doorbell of the brick cottage in the seaside town just north of mine was one of the most courageous acts of my life.

A big bear of a man with abundant salt-and-pepper hair, Gerard Depardieu with a Roman nose, answered the door. His face had a rosy glow, with hazel eyes and long lashes. A space separated his front teeth, giving him a naughty-little-boy look. Nothing dangerous — just a bit askew like the bumper sticker. I decided to cross the threshold.

Past the pool, across the yard of coconut palms and banana trees, lay the boat, its mast unstepped. We walked down to the double-ender, named Tusitala. “Tusitala?” “That’s what the Samoans called Robert Louis Stevenson,” Bob answered. “It means teller-of-tales.” Umm — the guy was a reader. Descending into the cabin though, I wasn’t sure what to think. Bob said he’d spent ten years on-and-off building the boat and I sensed from the curved joinerwork what Tusitala might become. But picking my way though dangling wires, old cans of paint and resin, rusty power tools, scraps of fiberglass cloth and water-stained manuals, I could see the brown wagon was going to be hauling a lot more epoxy and plywood.

From our table at a nearby restaurant overlooking the Ft. Pierce Inlet, we watched the port side lights of boats gliding in, gleaming like rubies. Over amber ale and blackened tilefish, we checked each other out. Backgrounds OK: his father a language teacher, mine a lawyer. Bob had been a psychologist, I’m an armchair analyst. We were crazy about cats, Benny Goodman and Mozart, “Hagar the Horrible” and film noir. But I had been married forever, it seemed; and Bob, never. It made me sad to hear about the girlfriends who took off when he had to go back to sea. He seemed like such a special guy, surely worth waiting for.

Distant from his parents and two older sisters, Bob turned to solo sailing in a sixteen-foot ketch. It was a natural for him to enter a Merchant Marine academy instead of college, and in the 1950s and 1960s, a young officer could travel the world in style, and make a pile of money. He was able to earn a master’s degree in English at Columbia, by shipping out just in the summer months. After he was turned down by med school for being “too old” (36), he got a Ph.D. in psychology and became the chief psychologist of a Halifax hospital. After seven years there, he started to feel as crazy as the patients. That, and the pension credits he’d compiled while in the Merchant Marine, lured him back to sea in the early 1980s.

 



I look over at the man lying next to me and wonder which layer of his life he’s dreaming about.

 


I didn’t hear from Bob for a couple of weeks, and I figured (rightly) he was “processing” other respondents to his ad. Bob would tell me there were forty-one in all: calling, writing, sending cassettes, driving up and flying in. He particularly remembered



	The 23-year-old who wanted to flee from her parents;

	The pretty one — but part of the package was two sullen teenagers;

	The caller who asked him to describe his “equipment”;

	The Amazon who could take apart an engine and, he feared, him too.



Finally he cleared them all out, wrote everybody a nice note and got back to me.

However, Bob and Nancy’s relationship did not sail briskly along. It felt more like dragging a sea anchor. I was working a double shift at my real estate job. Bob was preoccupied with the sailboat his Applicant was supposed to be working on, hacking into his backyard jungle, and getting ready to ship out with Sea-Land for four and one-half months. We never had time to “date.” He would bring Chinese take-out to my house and stay the night. One early morning when the alarm clock rang, he held me hard and whispered, “And I thought I was too old to feel separation anxiety.” Then before we could think too much about it, he was gone.

What perversity makes us cherish what — or who — has been taken away? The Chief Mate phoned me from ports in Japan, Korea, Okinawa, Taiwan and Hong Kong. And he and the ship’s radio operator, Josh, cooked up a scheme: Josh used the ship’s transmitter to work the ham bands and contact a fellow ham in San Francisco. He would then make a call to me and when I was on the line, patch it back to Josh, who’d wake up Bob. (For his creative and illegal use of Endurance’s radio transmitter, Josh would be dismissed — a martyr to love.)

Through Bob’s letters, I began to glimpse his life out there: “The Pacific is anything but this time of year. Last night there was a terrible roll and I worried about containers going over the side. The steward and cook are fighting; the cook drowns everything in oil. A pair of Chinese junks sailed by at sunset, something you don’t see much anymore. And in Yokohama, the Captain and I rode our bikes into Chinatown where we found, of all things, an Australian bar.”

I began to learn a new vocabulary. A terminal is where the ship pulls in to load and unload. Reefers are refrigerated containers. An AB is an able-bodied seaman, and the Captain (even if young) is The Old Man. But best of all, an earthy Chief Mate — the one I hoped was in there somewhere — popped out: “The Chief (Engineer) is acting like a prick.” It was encouraging.

Also, the Chief Mate answered my plea: “Exactly what is the Merchant Marine?” He wrote back,

“The Merchant Marine is the fleet of cargo-carrying and passenger vessels. (One of my best jobs was on the SS United States, manned by civilians. Probably our finest hour was in WW II, before my time; but I did help bring supplies to Vietnam. My ship was anchored at the mouth of the Mekong River on the eve of the Tet Offensive. There were merchant mariners in the Persian Gulf supplying military cargo for Desert Storm. In the U.S., merchant vessels are regulated by the Coast Guard, who register them, inspect them for safety, license the officers, and issue seamen’s documents to the crew. I have mixed feelings about the C.G. because we often get inspectors who seem to work overtime to make our lives miserable.”

 



The crashing of containers over my head doesn’t abate. I thrash around in my Procrustean bed. The mattress is too hard, the pillow too thick and my feet are freezing. My resolve to be a good sport is weakening — even with a hero in my bed.







Chapter 2

CONTAINER TERMINAL, OAKLAND


NOVEMBER 23, FIVE MINUTES LATER

I try to rub some warmth into my feet by thinking back to my little bungalow three thousand miles away. I’ll never forget the day I moved in — in March, a month after Bob had gone back to sea. My old house had sold and my pen-pal kept pleading for a house-sitter

It was my first real look around. Off the hallway leading to the bedroom, I stopped in my tracks: a dim room seemed to be bursting with books. I threw my clothes onto a futon inside the doorway, switched on the light and stared at the floor-to-ceiling shelves. Rows of books in Swedish (Bob had spent a year in Stockholm studying drama and blondes); plays, novels and anthologies ; everything written by and about Kierkegaard; and a huge psychology section, including one book I immediately began to read — Body Talk.

 


There were dozens of HOW TOs: Make Wine, Fly Your Cessna 172, Program in QuickBASIC, Rebuild Your Air-Cooled VW, Landscape the Natural Way. And, of course, volumes and volumes on sailing: histories, cruising guides, adventures, disasters, designing, building, refitting, engines, electronics, sail repair, knots. It was at that unlikely moment, all alone (even the cat had crawled off), that I really fell in love with Bob.

I pulled out one of the nautical history books; I would need a cram course to keep up with this guy. I never knew that American colonists invented the schooner (a two-masted fore and aft rigged sailboat) or that Yankee workmen crafted the famous clipper ship, so called because it “clipped” days off the regular sailing times. I was awed by stories of wives who’d sailed with their Captains on the clippers. One gave birth during a North Pacific gale, though the crew did reef the topsails for her. Another — all of nineteen years old — nursed her husband who’d come down with brain fever, and navigated his ship for fifty-two days (the First Mate was in irons for insubordination).

These clipper ships of the mid-nineteenth century took long voyages to the West Coast, India and China — at their best, sailing at 18 to 19 knots, almost as fast as Bob’s diesel containership. With their long slender lines, tall raked masts and voluminous sails, they enchanted Samuel Eliot Morrison. He rhapsodized, “This harmony of mass, form and color was practiced to the music of dancing winds and brave winds whistling in the rigging. They were our Gothic cathedrals, our Parthenon ...” John Masefield was similarly impressed:


Those splendid ships each with her grace, her glory 
Her memory of old song or comrade’s story, 
They are grander things than all the art of towns, 
Their tests are tempests, and the sea that drowns


When he came home a few months later, Bob found Daphne, the cat, and me all nested in. We managed some romantic moments, but mostly we worked. The garage was like the boat but in triplicate: a minefield of nails and nuts and sawdust pyramids, and an archaeology of Bob’s past lives piled into cartons and cabinets. Not to mention the moped in pieces, three dinghies in progress and an old red VW half-hatched into a “Ford Woody.” A house that cried for paint; a pool that begged to be backwashed. The jungle out back had re-erupted, a horticultural “Alien.”

“Why don’t we start with that pepper tree?” Bob suggested. Us two? Take down this monster tree? And we did — limb by limb, branch by branch and finally, root by root. It took a month and a half, in the searing summer sun. I think it was some kind of test because Bob’s next idea was, “You know if we cut back the banana trees, they’d make a nice backdrop for a wedding ...”

Time, in the form of Bob’s next voyage, was pressing in again. Company Policy decreed I could go to sea with him only as his Legal Spouse. And so we “got spliced,” as sailors say, underneath the pruned trees. The bride and her three attendants wore sarongs and orchid leis; her son Jeff and the bridegroom were attired in Hawaiian shirts and shorts. Beth dressed up her yellow lab as a “flowergirl/ringbearer.” Becky read the passage from Wind in the Willows about messing-around-in-boats. Janice, who’d helped write the vows, asked us, “Please repeat after me: ‘I choose you above all others...’” But when the groom came to his part, he ad-libbed, “I choose you above all the other Applicants.” We feasted on roast pig, lime-basted chicken, peas and rice, fried plantains and rum punch. Led by the furry flower girl, we danced around the pool in a conga line to “Hot-Hot-Hot.”

It took us a week to clean up the mess, try to calm the cat (who knew duffel bags meant trouble) and pack up. In went the new passport and marriage certificate with raised seal. And a copy of Two Years Before the Mast. I hadn’t read it since adolescence, but its spirit had stayed with me all these years.

I was off to spend two months aft of the mast, in a stateroom rather than the fo’c’sle. But my ship, like Dana’s, would be carrying cargo — and a voyager new to the world of shipping, though not exactly a stranger to the sea. I felt many of the same anxieties as Dana: Would I be up to the task? Get seasick? Be accepted? Because he was right: “There is not so helpless and pitiable an object in the world as a landsman beginning a sailor’s life.”

 



I reach out to grab Dana and put him under my pillow. He had the courage to climb the rigging and round Cape Horn; I only have to make it across the Pacific. It took him two arduous years to get back home; I’ll be on the ship for six weeks and my feet will first touch Alaska in five days, I’ve been promised. At last, I fall asleep to the loading lullaby.







Chapter 3

STILL AT THE SEA-LAND DOCK


NOVEMBER 24

Thanksgiving Day. My blessings to the crane operators who have the day off. I awake to find the bed empty; Bob said he’d be off early to check cargo. The silence is startling; sunlight assaults my eyelids and peeks into what will be my space for the next couple of months.

Our stateroom (only the Captain has a “cabin”) is spartan but surprisingly spacious. The double bed sits in a steel frame with crib-like bars. The night tables, double dresser and bookshelf are done in the same military tan. Two brown Naugahyde chairs, now buried under clothes and duffel bags, attach to the floor with stainless steel chains. I suspect this is not a good omen.

My eyes wander over to an alcove with a mini-fridge on the floor and, dangling from hooks, two life preservers, decorated with whistles and lights; and two orange packets, each labeled SURVIVAL SUIT How thoughtful: if we go down together, it will be in matching outfits.

A space heater on the floor points toward the bed. Miss November, her photo taped to the wall above it, seems to need it more — for the body parts not covered by her boots and boa.

I note that the TV and VCR on top of the dresser are held down with duct tape and bungee cords; a short-wave radio sits diagonally on one of the night stands. The cord of a wall phone dangles prominently over the headboard. And I can’t figure out some strange “decorations”: wadded paper towels stuffed in the AC vent, squares of cardboard poking out behind the bureau, and toothpicks stuck in the sides of the mirror.

I get out of bed and drag myself to the head. It’s a bare-bones one-person deal: shower, sink and toilet. (Bob once wrote me, mysteriously, “I think of Dorothy’s dog every time I take a pee.” Ah yes, the Japanese brand TOTO is stamped on the bowl.) Good thing I’ve left the bubble bath (no tub) and makeup (no shelf) behind. Along with the T-shirts, sweats and jeans I brought, this will surely qualify me as one-of-the-boys. And yet, unless I’ve dreamt it, there’s another female on this ship!

 


Day before yesterday, the Chief Mate and I stood on the Sea-Land dock in Oakland, watching two tugs elbow Endurance in. The size of the ship, a frigid fall wind, trucks squealing up for the offloading, and the acrid smell of diesel were almost overpowering. Still, one corner of my mind was processing the change in the man beside me. The former king of clutter had packed his bag meticulously from a list, checked his watch compulsively ever since we got here (a day early) and dragged us down to the dock two hours before the ship’s arrival.

The longshoremen tied up Endurance just as you would a small powerboat; except her docklines were the diameter of an arm; and bollards — looking like cast iron bar stools — were used in place of cleats on the pier.

The black hull that loomed above me was unlike any I’d ever seen. But Bob pointed out that this was true form-following-function: “Endurance’s job is to carry as many containers (we call them “boxes”) as fast as possible across the ocean. The pointed bow — see how it turns bulbous near the waterline — pushes through the waves at 21 knots. The deck’s flat, like an aircraft carrier, so we can pile on the containers. They’re stowed in holds belowdecks too. On one of my smaller break-bulk ships in the 1960s, it might have taken weeks to load the volume of cargo a modern containership can move in one day.”

I wondered aloud, “How many containers can she hold?”

“Twelve hundred. She was originally designed for 1,000, but the ship was split in half and another section added to gain two extra hatches. They did it in dry-dock: floated the bow section away, then brought in the midsection and attached it to the stern. Finally the front was welded to the midsection. It took thirty-five days and the fit was only ¾” off at the max. This “jumboizing,” as it’s called, is common practice on cargo ships; Sea-Land has lengthened all eleven of Endurance’s sisterships.”

“How long is this thing?”

“She’s 845 feet — think of almost three football fields — or the length of the Titanic. She’s over one hundred feet wide and needs thirty-eight feet of water under her keel.”

Twenty years earlier, I had sailed to the Virgin Islands with my ex-husband and ten-year-old son. In the shipping lanes, Lykes Line freighters often passed us. Huddled in a chilly cockpit on my night watch, I’d imagine myself warm and dry inside those lighted ships. Now, finally, I would climb inside the “house,” aptly named because that’s where the crew lives. I counted seven stories of Endurance’s house: a square white tower plunked on the deck. The bridge looked like a penthouse with its oversize windows. The smokestack sat behind the bridge like a jaunty cap, displaying the Sea-Land logo — S/L — in black and red.

I struggled up the gangway strung with shoulder bags and cameras. (It would have been tricky, even without the bags, to balance on slanted aluminum “steps” only a few inches in depth — with greasy ropes the only supports.) Then it took five flights of navigating up a narrow enclosed stairway to reach the deck officers’ rooms, luggage banging all the way, heart heaving. I had no idea I was in such bad shape.

The Chief Mate threw our bags into the bedroom that adjoins his office. He quickly introduced me to John, the alternate Chief Mate, who was standing there with his bags and an “I’m-outta-here” expression. I could see why John was ready to flee: four people had already formed a line by the desk. And what a strange group it was: a young blond fellow with a high-and-tight haircut, standing military-straight in white cadet’s uniform. Then two seamen — one darkly handsome with flowing hair and a dime-size diamond in his ear; the other tall and gaunt, snake tattoos curling out of a Harley T-shirt. Finally, a person about my height (5’9”) with short black hair, wearing a green pea jacket, baggy jeans and heavy black boots. Maybe a guy — maybe a gal — I honestly couldn’t tell.

So without even changing into his khaki “uniform” (work clothes he buys at Sears), Robert B. Allen became the official Chief Mate of the M/V Endurance. The sign-on process is complicated. First the crewmember must fill out a personal information sheet. The C/M checks the sailor’s social security number on a Sea-Land list to see if there is a record of citizenship. If not, out comes a federal form and the seaman hands over his passport. (Or it could be a Green Card instead; you don’t have to be an American citizen to work on this ship.)

Next is a medical sheet where Joe, the tattooed fellow, was checking off a long “Have You Ever Had” list, beginning with “Appendicitis” and ending with “Venereal Disease.” He handed over a letter from his union, proving he’d passed a drug test in the last six months. Then, he filled out an allotment form authorizing Sea-Land to pay out up to 75 percent of his base wage every month. A couple of decades ago, when sign-on was witnessed by a “Shipping Commissioner,” allotments could only be made to a wife or savings account (all sailors presumed to be irresponsible). Now more liberal laws permit allotments to a money market account, checking account, or even a girlfriend, provided the seaman writes “sister” on the line requesting “relationship.”

Finally, Joe progressed to the final act of the sign-on procedure: the signing of the Articles. The Articles list each crew member’s monthly wage and is the legal contract between Master (Captain) and crew, going back to the age of sail. Richard Dana signed Articles when he came aboard the brig Pilgrim in 1834; in that era, the document gave the Master permission to abuse his sailors. Today, the Articles weigh in favor of the crew. As one example, if Joe finished signing on, then ran ashore to a doctor, complaining of some symptom, and was able to get an “unfit-for-duty” doctor’s certificate, Sea-Land would have to pay his full wages for a voyage he’d never take. This actually occurs, though rarely, to the chagrin of the shipping companies.

The Articles on Endurance state that the Master promises “to provide each seaman with at least three meals a day totaling at least 3100 calories, and adequate water, protein, vitamins and minerals.” On the other hand, the crew members “agree not to go ashore in foreign ports without permission; nor bring firearms or grog aboard.” As I was to find out, “grog” — that festive drink of sugar syrup, rum, lemon peel and nutmeg — isn’t the problem. It’s the beer, gin, vodka and tequila.

 



Thanksgiving “dinner” is actually lunch — an indecently early one. Forget holidays, forget Sundays; on Endurance, breakfast is always served from 0730 to 0830; lunch from 1130 to 1230; and dinner starts at the refined hour of 1700 (five o’clock). So by 12:30 P.M. we’re finished with the meal: relishes and rolls, turkey with stuffing, mashed and sweet potatoes, green beans, carrots, pumpkin and apple pies.

It’s perfectly prepared, and all I have to do is line up to be served and after eating, scrape the bones into the garbage — but this “feast” is not what you’d call festive. The five of us at the table eat slowly and say little. I miss my son . . . and the friends who used to bring food, wine, and love. But I promised Bob I’d be “sunny and resourceful.” So I try hard to be cheerful.

At least, there are three new men in my life and two of them seem friendly. The Captain is a pleasant surprise, but I’ve probably read too many stories about murderous masters. No Queeg or Bligh here; he’s young for an “Old Man,” mid-forties maybe, medium height and very slim. Laugh lines around the eyes and a soft voice. I notice there’s no turkey on his plate and he answers before I ask: “I’m pretty much a vegetarian, though I do sometimes eat fish.” The Captain is an American married to a Brit; they live in an old stone farmhouse next to Paul and Linda McCartney. I wonder if the couples trade veggie recipes.

On my left is the First Assistant Engineer, who goes by “First.” This is just too strange, so I decide to call him Jim. If the Captain looks youthful, this fellow could still be in high school with his round smooth face, Dutchboy haircut and rimless glasses. He has an eleven-year-old son, who seems to be a computer art prodigy; Jim would rather be with his kid on Thanksgiving too. Across from me is Ed, the Chief Engineer. Because of the system by which containerships are staffed, Bob and Ed are often on Endurance at the same time.

 


The four key officers — those most responsible for the safe and efficient operation of the ship — sit in reserved seats at this single table. Their ranks are Master, Chief Mate, Chief Engineer, and First Assistant Engineer. For continuity and because each officer is guaranteed six months vacation a year, two individuals must be assigned to each rank. These two work out how they will relieve each other. Some officers prefer one-voyage-on/one-voyage-off. Others elect two-voyages-on-two-voyages-off. The C/M has opted for the latter, since he likes the long vacations to work on his projects.

The radio officer, bosun, chief steward and electrician are also permanently assigned, but they don’t have an assigned alternate to relieve them when they go on vacation. The resulting “relief jobs” are filled by what is known as “rotary shipping.” The other thirteen positions on Endurance; from AB to wiper, also come through rotary shipping.

Details differ from union to union, but basically, the seaman who sails rotary reports to his union hall immediately after completing a shipboard assignment. There, he receives a shipping card stamped with the date and time of day. Since every seaman seeking work possesses this card, a theoretical queue-line forms, whereby the value of each seaman’s card is determined by how long he has been waiting.

When a seaman wants to go back to work, he begins reporting regularly — usually every day — to his union hall for “job calls.” At job call, all available positions, phoned in by a shipping company and posted on a bulletin board, are announced by a dispatcher.

 



The posting could read like this:


COMPANY: SEA-LAND 
SHIP: ENDURANCE 
POSITION: WATCH STANDING A.B. 
RUN: FAR EAST


The seamen in the hall respond to the dispatcher by calling out the date (or, if the bidding is close, both the date and time) stamped on their shipping cards. The seaman holding the card with the earliest date gets the job, if he wants it. If he doesn’t like the run, the pay or the Captain, he may defer bidding until a better job appears.

Rotary shipping, a time-honored method for providing shipboard jobs, can be a hardship. With more candidates than job openings, the sailor often must spend a small fortune travelling to hiring halls far from home. Job hunters who find nothing in New York may be forced to travel to and wait around in such cities as Charleston, New Orleans or San Francisco.

Rotary shipping is meant to be fair to all seamen. Since job calls are public events, dispatchers are discouraged from illegally assigning jobs for payoffs. Yet, irregularities have occurred, at least in the past, and unlicensed seamen have gotten assigned to ships without benefit of open bidding — a practice called “back door shipping.”

 



When the Chief Mate and Ed the Engineer sail together, they kid around, take bike rides and hit the bars. Bob swore to me, “You’ll really like this guy.” But at Thanksgiving dinner I feel bad vibes. Maybe it’s Ed’s appearance: thick long hair and beard (Blackbeard comes to mind); pocked skin and under-eye pouches that seem to push his orbs in beyond reach. He’s not about to throw me a look or a word at the table. I think of being trapped with him, three meals a day, for the next seven weeks.

I glance over at the other tables for reassurance that I’m OK. A chubby fellow with chipmunk cheeks and a mass of red curls catches my gaze and waves. So does the androgynous one I saw yesterday waiting to sign on. Encased in overalls, “Jess” is “Jessica”, the Second Assistant Engineer. Another female aboard. Things are looking up.

 


The officers’ mess is a narrow rectangle with four tables symmetrically spaced along its length. Cadets and visitors to the ship are banished to the farthest table from the Captain’s. The next one is reserved for the Second and Third Mates, Second and Third Engineers and the Radio Officer. The table next to the Captain’s, unpeopled, is a catch-all for glasses in a brown dishwasher rack; an ice cream scoop in a bucket of water; English muffins, bagels and loaves of bread (raisin, rye, nutty wheat, the spongy white stuff) — all in their original wrappers.

“Centerpieces” on the three dining tables are identical plastic trays full of jam and jelly; catsup and mustard; salt, pepper and Mrs. Dash; soy, Worcestershire, Tabasco and steak sauces. And toothpicks, which are used often and energetically. The tablecloths are supposed to be white linen, but years of food spills and greasy elbows have left some indelible abstractions.

On the inboard side of the room, two shelves hold the coffee pot and toaster, cereal boxes and extra condiments. In a corner sits an industrial stainless fridge/freezer, where you help yourself to fruit yogurt (there’s a big rush for this, before it runs out), milk, mayo and ice cream.

Someone has made a small attempt at dining “decor”: fake crotons pose stiffly on shelves behind the settees, and plastic ivy pokes out from two planters. Curtains and valances, in wavy shades of beige, frame the portholes. The green walls are bare of artwork; unless you can picture the alarms, bells and switches as pop art.

 



In spite of the offhand ambiance, musical chairs aren’t played in the mess. We’re like first-graders, all in our places. I thought the Captain would take the settee seat, which faces out into the room. But no, he’s claimed one of the mustard straightback chairs, looking at the wall; while the Chief Mate — and wife — lounge on the settee.

 


Another old custom keeps the officers separated from the unlicensed crew while eating: the crew has its own mess on the other side of the galley. And yet all stand in the chow line together, first-come, first-served. At dinnertime especially, an outsider could never guess who’s who. By that time, the unlicensed have finished their work day (except the ones standing bridge watches); they’ve showered and put on clean clothes. The engineers who have to go back to the engine room arrive in oily coveralls. The Chief Mate will be working until “twenty-hundred” (8 P.M.) so stays semi-formal in his khakis, but the Captain changes into jeans and a polo shirt after his afternoon workout.

The C/M remembers the way it used to be: the officers wore ties, and a messman in white jacket presented a menu and made recommendations like, “The breast of guinea hen is quite nice today, sir.” But those were the days of the “break bulk” ships that carried loose cargo in their holds, lumbered across the ocean and spent days — sometimes weeks — in port. Nowadays, like the ships themselves, the meals have become swift and mechanized.
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