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			To SGL, who inspired this book and anchored its author

		

	
		
			
				I can no more, bathed in your langours, O waves,

				Sail in the wake of the carriers of cottons,

				Nor undergo the pride of the flags and pennants,

				Nor pull past the horrible eyes of the hulks.

				Final stanza of “Le Bateau Ivre” (The Drunken Boat), by Arthur Rimbaud, translated by Oliver Bernard

			

		

	
		
			Timeline of the Vessel and its Sister Vessel

			
				
					
						
								
								
								The Vessel

							
								
								The Sister Vessel

							
						

						
								
								1978

							
								
								Finnboda Varv, a Swedish shipbuilder, begins planning to construct two new barges, referring to them as Nybygge (“Newbuild”) 408 and Nybygge 409. The latter is the Vessel.

							
								
								The Sister Vessel is referred to as Nybygge 408.

							
						

						
								
								1979

							
								
								The Balder Scapa is constructed at Finnboda Varv outside of Stockholm, Sweden, and delivered to Parley Augustsson’s Balder Group in Norway. It is then towed to the Scapa Flow in Scotland.

							
								
								The Balder Floatell 1 is constructed at Finnboda Varv for the Balder Group, but never delivered.

							
						

						
								
								1981

							
								
								The Balder Scapa is sold back to Finnboda and returns to Sweden, where it is reregistered. The Vessel is renamed the Finnboda 12. It is then sold to Consafe Offshore.

							
								
								The Sister Vessel is renamed the Finnboda 11 and is registered in Sweden. It is then sold along with the Vessel to Consafe Offshore.

							
						

						
								
								1981–1983

							
								
								Consafe renovates the barge in Gothenburg, Sweden, adding an accommodation block, and renames it the Safe Esperia.

							
								
								Consafe renovates the barge in Gothenburg, Sweden (ending in 1982), adding an accommodation block, and renames it the Safe Dominia.

							
						

						
								
								1982

							
								
								
								The Safe Dominia is reregistered in Jersey and then transported to Stanley in the Falkland Islands, where it serves as a barracks for British troops under the name COASTEL 1.

							
						

						
								
								1983

							
								
								The Safe Esperia is acquired by the Bibby Line and reregistered in the United Kingdom. It is transported to Stanley in the Falkland Islands, where it serves as a barracks for British troops under the name COASTEL 3.

							
								
						

						
								
								1985

							
								
								The Vessel is renamed the Bibby Resolution.

							
								
								The Bibby Line buys the Sister Vessel outright and renames it the Bibby Venture.

							
						

						
								
								1987

							
								
								
								The Bibby Venture leaves Stanley and is reregistered in the Bahamas. It is refurbished outside of London and then delivered to the New York City Department of Correction. It is moored at Pier 36 in the East River and called the Maritime Facility I.

							
						

						
								
								1988

							
								
								The Bibby Resolution leaves Stanley and is reregistered in the Bahamas. It is refurbished outside of London and then delivered to Volkswagen in Emden, West Germany.

							
								
								The Bibby Venture is moved to Pier 1 in Brooklyn.

							
						

						
								
								1989

							
								
								The Bibby Resolution is transported to New York, where it is leased by the New York Department of Correction. It opens as a jail at Pier 36 off Manhattan, officially called the Maritime Facility II.

							
								
								The Bibby Venture is moved to Pier 40 in Manhattan, on the Hudson River.

							
						

						
								
								1994

							
								
								The Bibby Resolution ceases operation as a detention facility and is moved to Brooklyn. New York City buys the Vessel.

							
								
								The Bibby Venture ceases operation as a detention facility. New York City buys the Sister Vessel.

							
						

						
								
								1997

							
								
								The Vessel is acquired by the British government and transported to Portland, England, where it begins service as a prison under the new name HMP The Weare.

							
								
						

						
								
								2005

							
								
								HMP The Weare closes. The Vessel is renamed The Weare.

							
								
						

						
								
								2006

							
								The Weareis acquired by Pacific Maritime (Asia) Ltd. and then by Holystone Overseas Ltd. The two firms dispute their contract in English court.

							
								
						

						
								
								2008

							
								
								The Vessel, still in Portland, is renamed the Jascon 27 and registered in St. Vincent and the Grenadines by the Sea Trucks Group, the parent company of Holystone.

							
								
						

						
								
								2010

							
								
								The Jascon 27 is towed to Onne, Nigeria, where it begins service as an accommodation vessel for offshore oil workers.

							
								
						

						
								
								by 2013

							
								
								
								The Sister Vessel is renamed the Venture and is registered in St. Vincent and the Grenadines. It is owned by the British shipowner Intership, and is used as an accommodation vessel off the Nigerian coast.

							
						

						
								
								2016

							
								
								The Jascon 27’s status is “laid up.”

							
								
								The Venture is purchased by an Indian shipping group, Halani.

							
						

						
								
								2018

							
								
								The Sea Trucks Group’s leadership splits. One faction, operating under the name West African Ventures, takes possession of the Jascon 27.

							
								
								The Venture is operating off the coast of Namibia when its crew is abandoned by Halani, prompting intervention by the International Maritime Organization and the International Labour Organization. It is deregistered from the shipping registry of St. Vincent and the Grenadines.

							
						

						
								
								2021

							
								
								
								The Sister Vessel is renamed the High Ocean IV and reregistered in St. Kitts and Nevis. It is towed to Gujarat in India, via Port Louis, Mauritius.

							
						

						
								
								2022

							
								
								
								The High Ocean IV is scrapped in Alang, Gujarat.

							
						

					
				

			

		

	
		
			Preface

			Early in 2020, I first learned that New York City operated a prison ship, known colloquially as “the Boat,” moored off the South Bronx. My future wife, a public defender then working in the South Bronx, had a client who had just been incarcerated there: a squat gray vessel on which the novel coronavirus was rapidly spreading. Perhaps because I am a historian trained in British imperial history, “the Boat” immediately called to mind images of prison hulks, the notorious facilities that were a hallmark of the British penal system of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. I thought of Pip peering at the looming hulks over the marshes of the Thames estuary with fear and horror at the beginning of Charles Dickens’s Great Expectations.

			Intrigued, I began to investigate the history of the ship moored in the East River. I discovered that though “the Boat” itself had a fairly straightforward origin story, the story of the jail barge that it had replaced in the early 1990s was full of twists and turns. That story turned out to be a remarkable narrative of the economic life of globalization and privatization, themes that were at the center of my previous work on state capture in the early twentieth century.

			I began spending more and more time tracing the first barge’s journey, from a dockyard in Sweden to the South Atlantic, Lower Manhattan, England, and finally West Africa. As the pandemic descended, closing archives and forcing people to stay home, I conducted oral history interviews over Zoom with people who had built, worked on, and been incarcerated on the barge. I had these conversations with people all over the world at a time when the world felt simultaneously disconnected and entirely in sync. Cities were locked down and borders were closed, but billions of people were experiencing the same phenomena of disease, uncertainty, and loss. Billions of people were disconnected but found themselves disconnected together. Speaking with people over Zoom, peering into their homes as they peered into mine, it was hard to escape how small the world was and how global an experience could be.

			At the same time, the pandemic brought physical boundaries and physical infrastructure out of the shadows and into the limelight. The breakdown of global supply chains and the inability to source face masks or toilet paper exposed how quotidian life depended on a whole hidden world. As everyday activities became fraught with danger, it became impossible to avoid considering how important grocery store workers were. It was impossible to ignore how vital buses were, and airplanes, and ships. I learned about the barge against this backdrop. The more I learned, the more I became convinced that a “barge’s-eye view” provided a fascinating and vital perspective onto our global world and the changing global economy over the past forty years. The result is Empty Vessel.
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			Introduction

			On a spring day in 1989, a container ship arrived in New York harbor from Eemshaven, a deepwater port in the Netherlands. The Vessel, named the Bibby Resolution, belonged to a well-established Liverpool shipping line, one whose founder had invested in the Atlantic slave trade two hundred years before. But while the company that owned it had a history that went back centuries, the ship itself was unmistakably a product of the late twentieth century. The Vessel was assembled out of standardized parts developed for streamlining oceanic trade. It was a global polyglot: manufactured in Sweden, it had a British owner and an international crew. In the decade since its launch, it had been registered in four different countries. At the time it moored in New York, the Vessel was listed in the Bahamas, though it had never physically been close to Bahamian waters. Like other container ships, the Bibby Resolution was a creature not so much of a single country but of a global economic order.

			The Bibby Resolution was an unusual container ship. For one thing, it did not have an engine; it had been transported to New York from Europe on the back of another ship. For another, the containers the Vessel carried were never intended to be unloaded, nor were they meant to contain merchandise. The Vessel was an accommodation ship: in the various descriptions of its owners, a “hotel ship,” a “coastel,” or a “floatel.” These designations were meant to evoke comfort, if not luxury. But they did not change the fact that the Vessel was a simple ninety-four-meter-long flat-bottomed hull with a modular five-story steel “accommodation block” mounted on its deck.

			For though the Vessel was built to house people rather than to transport goods, it was still very much a container ship. Its cabins and galleys, its gathering spaces and recreation rooms, were assembled out of modified steel shipping containers. And it had been brought to New York quite literally to contain. The New York City Department of Correction had leased the Bibby Resolution to serve as a floating jail.

			

			•  •  •

			And so, in addition to being a ship, the Vessel was also a jail, at least for the five years that it was in New York. At other points in its history, it was a barracks for troops in the Falkland Islands, temporary housing for assembly line workers in West Germany, and a home away from home for oilmen off the coast of Nigeria. Over the past four decades, the Vessel has been called many names: the Bibby Resolution, the Safe Esperia, Her Majesty’s Prison The Weare, even “The Love Boat.” Today, it goes by the unassuming name of the Jascon 27, a reference to a company that once had title to it. It has flown the flags of five different countries, known a litany of owners, and, though it has never had a motor of its own, traveled tens of thousands of miles. The ship at the heart of this story has both lived and contained many lives.

			In and of itself, the Vessel is uncharismatic. In the description of one of its early owners, it looks “like a big shoebox.”[1] Even its technical classification—“dumb pontoon”—evokes a hulking, silent presence. But although it may outwardly appear stolid and static, the Vessel’s story offers a window onto the profound and dynamic changes that have buffeted and shaped the world economy over the past forty years. Moreover, it has been a repository for the effects of such changes, as well as a stage on which they have played out.

			The barge was manufactured to be modular and adaptable. It is this adaptability that has given it value. As Britain’s former chief inspector of prisons, Ann Owers, noted in the early 2000s, the barge was first and foremost a “container.” Its meaning and function changed depending on what, or who, it contained. In the North Sea and in Nigeria, it was an offshore oil service vessel; in the Falklands it was a barracks; in New York it was a jail. The fact that the Vessel could be filled allowed it to be transformed and take on meanings that fit its setting. In this way, its emptiness has been its defining characteristic.

			For this reason, throughout its existence, the barge has always been passive. It has been forged and reforged, swept along and buffeted by a set of profound and interrelated economic transformations: the growth of the carbon economy, globalization, financialization, mass incarceration. In the process, it has also become the setting against which such sweeping processes played out. Built to service the global, multinational energy industry, it was deployed in the South Atlantic as part of an effort to shift British political attention away from the widespread unemployment caused by Margaret Thatcher’s government. Later, it was rushed to New York to accommodate a swelling jail population, itself precipitated by the rising unemployment and shrinking social services of the Reagan years. All the while, the Vessel was privately owned, successively registered in tax haven after tax haven.

			The barge has been an abstract financial object; its ownership was divided up and leveraged, used to guarantee international corporate bonds. It has also been an abstract legal object: haggled over in arbitration tribunals in London and the British Virgin Islands and the subject of an important case in English commercial law. It was built largely because of an innovation in the international law of the sea, and first acquired as a way to circumvent Norwegian tax laws. Its registration and ownership depended on other international treaties and national tax codes. As a penitentiary and workplace, the Vessel became a stage for the enactment of other kinds of law. As such, it became a site of the abstract forces that have transformed our world over the past forty years.

			

			•  •  •

			So much of the language around globalization and economic transformation is abstract. It “extends” markets; it “deregulates” oversight; it “financializes” physical goods. Not coincidentally, in the United States and western Europe, one of the effects of a wide range of disparate policies and agendas often lumped together as “neoliberal” has been to drive traditional manufacturing jobs overseas while undergirding the growth of the financial sector. And financialization itself necessarily involves abstraction; it did so when grain traders developed the futures market in Chicago in the late nineteenth century, and it still does so today.[2] The vessel that this book follows belongs to this world. It is, quite literally, offshore. It was constructed from modular shipping containers, conceptualized in terms of empty, fillable volume. It is a creation of a supernational, offshore global order: registered in the Bahamas or St. Vincent and the Grenadines, owned by international consortia, leveraged by financiers in London, Oslo, and Lagos.[3]

			But the barge was—and remains—fundamentally an object. Normally, the physical dimension of globalization remains in the background, relatively unnoticed. It usually takes catastrophe—a very physical breakdown, like the mega container ship Ever Given blocking the Suez Canal in 2021, or the Russian blockade of Ukrainian grain ports on the Black Sea—to cast a spotlight on the physical infrastructure that undergirds the world economy. This book attends to the extreme physicality of abstract processes. Despite the great degree to which the Vessel’s story has been intertwined with the history of economic and legal abstraction over the past forty years, the barge itself is inescapably concrete. It is a physical object: a vessel made of steel weighing 9,500 deadweight tons. It took shape only as Swedish builders welded and riveted it together, piece by piece. It has gangplanks and bulkheads, a sewage treatment plant and noisy Volvo generators. Even when it was moored in New York’s East River, it swayed and rocked. It housed up to nine hundred people, who ate, washed, and slept in claustrophobic proximity, using sturdy metal furniture and a vacuum toilet system that was prone to malfunction. And its physical condition deteriorated. Every few years, it needed to be removed from the water and refurbished, barnacles scraped from the hull, its decks cleaned and repainted.

			The barge serves as a reminder that all economic transformations depend on material processes. And its story brings to light the very real and very physical effects of the transformation of the world economy over the past four decades. These effects are messy, far from gleaming shopping malls, glassy office blocks, and slick websites rendered in clean sans serifs. And though they are frequently hidden from public view, the physical effects are fundamental to the processes that have altered our world. Deregulation in the 1980s was enabled by the calculated exercise of military power. The economic dislocations of financialization accelerated mass incarceration and the physical detention of millions of people. The provision of global energy supplies continues to depend on the extraction of fossil fuels from deep beneath the earth and sea. Training sophisticated artificial intelligence depends on huge amounts of energy: creating a single moderately sized AI model can emit as much carbon as several cars in their lifetimes.[4]

			By following a single vessel, this book offers a guide to how major global transformations were always embodied, grounded in tangible things, and, often, dependent on physical violence.[5] This book is a material history, but it is not a commodity history. It focuses on a single object. In these pages, this object is called “the Vessel,” with a capital V.[6] For although its name changed frequently over time, the ship itself is the central, mute character of this drama. It is at once a subject and an object that highlights the importance of the physical in a rapidly changing world.

			

			•  •  •

			Empty Vessel relies on the barge as being a container not just in a physical but also in a metaphorical way. It treats the barge as a vessel of history. The fact that the ship has had so many different names, both officially and unofficially, speaks to the way in which it was an empty vessel, to be filled and refilled with meaning and value. By following its story, and the stories of the people who built, ran, and lived on it, it is possible to ascertain and understand similarities and linkages between seemingly disconnected processes and transformations. This ability to assemble lives and narratives, even those untethered from dry land, is a long-standing feature of maritime literature—from Richard Henry Dana’s Two Years Before the Mast to Melville’s Moby Dick, from B. Traven’s The Death Ship to the maritime novels of Joseph Conrad.[7] In this book, as in other nautical stories, the ship serves as a vector that connects groups of people living thousands of miles apart, speaking different languages, practicing different trades, and confronting different challenges.

			The story of the Vessel is thus a connective, global microhistory. Each chapter is centered on a particular place: a particular context in which the Vessel existed. But as a whole, the barge’s story demonstrates the ways in which people and places around the world, however diverse and differentiated, all were shaped and affected by truly global economic transformations—offshoring in particular.[8] The Vessel is what historians call “exceptional normal”; its story is unique in its drama, but representative in kind and reflective of a larger logic.[9] In short, a simple barge can serve as a powerful vehicle in and through which to explore the global economy of the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries and the emergent offshore world that has stitched it together.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			The Baltic Sea

			
				
					
						
								
								
								The Vessel

							
								
								The Sister Vessel

							
						

						
								
								1978

							
								
								Finnboda Varv, a Swedish shipbuilder, begins planning to construct two new barges, referring to them as Nybygge (“Newbuild”) 408 and Nybygge 409. The latter is the Vessel.

							
								
								The Sister Vessel is referred to as Nybygge 408.

							
						

						
								
								1979

							
								
								The Balder Scapa is constructed at Finnboda Varv outside of Stockholm, Sweden, and delivered to Parley Augustsson’s Balder Group in Norway. It is then towed to the Scapa Flow in Scotland.

							
								
								The Balder Floatell 1 is constructed at Finnboda Varv for the Balder Group, but never delivered.

							
						

						
								
								1981

							
								
								The Balder Scapa is sold back to Finnboda and returns to Sweden, where it is reregistered. The Vessel is renamed the Finnboda 12. It is then sold to Consafe Offshore.

							
								
								The Sister Vessel is renamed the Finnboda 11 and is registered in Sweden. It is then sold along with the Vessel to Consafe Offshore.

							
						

					
				

			

			Late in 1979, Parley Augustsson, the “limited partnership king” of Norway, fired off a Telex to the managers of the Finnboda Varv, a shipyard located just east of Stockholm.[1] It would be the last message Finnboda received from him for several months. The relationship—at first incredibly promising—had lately cooled. Augustsson, one of Scandinavia’s most prominent shipowners, had purchased two barges from the struggling yard that had recently been taken over by the Swedish state. On the surface, his plan had been simple and very reasonable. He would have the barges towed along the Swedish coast and then on to Scotland, where offshore oil exploration was booming. Two sturdy barges, the idea went, would be easy to charter out at a profit.

			Augustsson was a well-known figure, both in Norway and in the shipping world. He controlled a fleet of seventy ships; his fortune was vast, and his star was rising. Augustsson’s stature helps explain why administrators at the small Finnboda Varv agreed to deliver the first of the two barges without any up-front payment. The fact that Augustsson and the yard’s manager shared a mutual contact did not hurt either.[2] But Finnboda was also acting out of desperation. Across northern Europe, the shipbuilding industry was sinking about as fast as offshore oil was taking off. And while a contract for two simple barges certainly would not spell the end of trouble for Finnboda, it might forestall disaster for the hundreds of people employed at the yard. Thus, it was with a measure of relief that Finnboda’s employees and managers delivered the first barge, the Vessel at the heart of this story, to a company owned by Augustsson on a spring day in 1979.[3] As they watched the ship, then called the Balder Scapa, being towed out of the Stockholm inlet toward the Baltic Sea, they had good reasons for optimism.

			Unfortunately, Augustsson’s contracts did not work out as intended. Securing a charter in Scotland proved unexpectedly difficult and, as Finnboda’s managers reminded Augustsson of his obligation to pay for the barges, he found himself facing a slew of problems. The British salvage company interested in the ship suddenly went bankrupt. The insurance was costing too much. Other customers offered too little. Finally, toward the end of 1979, Augustsson told Finnboda’s management that he had found a suitable charter. Don’t repossess the barge, he cajoled, while the ship was turning a profit. The Swedish managers agreed, stipulating that they expected regular reports—“full running information.”[4] But at this point, the correspondence, conscientiously kept in the Finnboda archives, dries up. The next message from Augustsson, received four months later, did not bear good news. The promised charter never panned out. In the end, Augustsson returned the barge to Finnboda without payment. Ultimately, it would be Swedish taxpayers who footed the bill for the Vessel.

			How did this happen? The answer has to do with a twisted web of economic transformation and legal innovation. A large part of the explanation involves the cratering trajectory of heavy manufacturing—particularly shipbuilding—in wealthy industrialized countries. But on a more fundamental level, the answer to the question has to do with the entangled ways in which states and markets interacted in the 1970s and 1980s as the postwar economic boom ran out of steam. Governments around the world, but especially in rich Western countries, walked a fine line between protecting politically evocative industries like shipbuilding and encouraging the growth of private enterprise. As they did so, entrepreneurs like Augustsson understood that there was a lot of money to be made when states tried to change the shape of markets. The Vessel—like other projects of the mid- and late twentieth century—was a product of both public and private schemes; it depended equally on solicitous state assistance and on the entrepreneurial drive for profit.

			

			•  •  •

			When the Balder Scapa was constructed, Sweden was in economic flux. Like other wealthy European countries, its industrial future was uncertain. After decades of growth, Sweden’s heavy industry was running up against the barrier of persistently high wages. Manufacturing had already entered a decades-long downward slide. In 1960, nearly half of Swedish workers were employed in the manufacturing sector; by 1980, that figure had fallen to just over a third.[5] Today, it is under a fifth. Sweden’s experience reflected a wider story of deindustrialization unfolding across western Europe and the United States, where the manufacturing sector’s share of total employment has fallen by more than half since 1960.[6]

			In the late 1970s, industrial decline was sparking concern all over the capitalist West. It was not just that unemployment was on the rise (it was). The model of prosperity and political stability that had existed since the end of World War II also seemed to be disintegrating in real time. Economies had been anchored—socially as much as economically—by the manufacture of physical goods: cars and electronics, but also steel, ships, textiles, and chemicals. In the 1970s, industrial societies were confronting a new and uncertain future in which more and more people were employed by service industries, and more and more goods produced overseas. The lament, now so common, that “we used to make things here” was just beginning to emerge both in the United States and Europe.

			Few productive industries in the so-called Global North, in western Europe, and in Sweden in particular, were more troubled than shipbuilding. The company that nominally owned and operated the Finnboda Varv—Götaverken—had once been the largest shipbuilder in the world by gross tons produced. Even a decade before the Vessel was assembled at Finnboda, the market for new ships was booming, driven by surging demand for new container ships. No fewer than 406 such ships entered service between 1968 and 1975, more than tripling worldwide container cargo space.[7] And though much of the growth in marine construction took place in East Asia, even in Sweden, with its relatively high labor costs, containerization buoyed the fortunes of local shipyards. Between 1970 and 1975, the number of people working in Swedish shipbuilding grew by 30 percent.[8]

			But bust followed fast on the heels of boom. Though shipping capacity began to outstrip demand in the early 1970s, the real shock came in the fall of 1973, shortly after Egyptian and Syrian tanks rolled into territory occupied by Israel in a surprise attack on the Jewish holiday of Yom Kippur. As it threw the energy market into crisis, the Yom Kippur War definitively punctured the bubble in the global shipping market. Just days into the war, the Organization of Arab Petroleum Exporting Countries declared an oil embargo on wealthy countries—including the United States, Britain, and Japan—that supported Israel and Israeli policies on Palestine. As a result, global oil prices skyrocketed from three dollars a barrel to almost twelve in a matter of weeks. A political move meant to curb American support for Israel, the embargo had catastrophic impacts on businesses around the world—not least shippers.[9] The world’s freight was carried over the oceans by gas-guzzling behemoths; in a day of steaming at normal speeds, a single container ship might burn through nearly one hundred tons of fuel. As the Yom Kippur War sent the price of marine diesel soaring, global shipping recoiled as if struck by a hammer.

			The oil shock did far more than just pop the container ship bubble; it was a boulder hurled into the economic sea, and its effects surged outward in mighty waves. In 1975, world manufactured exports fell for the first time since World War II.[10] Suddenly, the shipping industry’s plentiful supply of cargo space became an acute and glaring problem. Vessels built to contain more and more freight were left empty as global demand evaporated. Shippers around the world had borrowed and invested billions of dollars in new, ever-larger container ships. Scale was supposed to be an asset, but in a recession, it became a major liability. By the mid-1970s, with falling global exports, the massive new vessels would either have to suspend operations or operate below their cargo capacity. The result was a rate war. As supply outstripped demand, freight charges spiraled downward.[11]

			This was good news for some consumers who faced lower prices, but incredibly bad news for almost anyone involved with ships. In Sweden, the outlook was particularly grim. Though existing orders for ships meant that Swedish shipyards would remain active for a few years, by 1976, the industry was on the edge of a precipice. In a vicious catch-22, by continuing to build ships, Swedish shipyards were actively contributing to the economic conditions that would throw them out of work. Each new ship that was completed exacerbated the supply glut and depressed freight rates even further, dampening future demand for new shipping. Shipyards sowed the seeds of their own destruction. As they worked through their standing orders, new work dried up. The first closure of a major shipyard in Gothenburg, the historic hub of Swedish shipping and shipbuilding, was in 1976.[12] Over the next four years, Gothenburg—a prosperous city of about 450,000 on Sweden’s west coast—lost six thousand jobs in its shipyards and another two thousand or so among contracting companies. By 1982, only one of the region’s four major shipyards, Götaverken Arendal, was still active.[13]

			Finnboda Varv, the largest shipyard in the Stockholm area, on the other side of the country, faced the same pressures. In the mid-1970s, it produced some vessels of significant size. The largest was the 170-meter-long tanker Libra; a plaque in its honor still exists near its launching point. But in the late 1970s and early 1980s, Finnboda began to shrink. Its staff, some seven hundred strong in 1975, was down to a mere two hundred by 1981. Cuts were deep and difficult. The first to go were foreign workers not covered by Sweden’s generous social safety net. At Finnboda’s peak employment, about a third of its labor force was Finnish.[14] Very few Finns remained by the end of the 1970s.

			No one wanted the cuts: not workers, not managers, and certainly not politicians. Throughout the 1970s, the governments of Social Democratic Prime Minister Olof Palme and his Centre Party successor, Thorbjörn Fälldin, both heavily subsidized shipbuilders. State funds flowed into shipyards even during the relatively rosy years at the decade’s start, and as the economy worsened, state assistance intensified. The Swedish government was determined to slow the decline of domestic industry. In an effort to keep shipyards open, it stepped in to guarantee shipbuilders’ existing private debt. It offered Swedish shipowners low-interest loans to acquire new Swedish-built ships. It even provided companies operating in and around Gothenburg with loans and incentives to expand employment to mop up some of the excess labor released by closing yards. All this was part of a larger initiative of industrial assistance undertaken by the Swedish government: a program that administered nearly $12 billion in direct industrial subsidies and $4 billion in loans between 1971 and 1981.[15] Those billions were dispersed all over the country of just over 8 million people, underwriting employment and ongoing manufacturing projects, especially in historically important sectors like shipbuilding. For centuries, Sweden had been a proud maritime nation. No one wanted to see—much less preside over—the country’s shipyards being boarded up.

			It was with this specter in mind that Stockholm opened the spigots to public funds. In 1979, the year that the Vessel was constructed, the government subsidized shipbuilders to the tune of $747 million (in 1980 U.S. dollars), some $34,420 (more than $125,000 in today’s dollars) per worker.[16] By some calculations, this meant that Sweden’s government was contributing more to its shipbuilding industry than the total economic value that the industry was itself creating. In other words, for every Swedish krona the government spent on supporting shipbuilding, the total Swedish economy grew by less than a krona. It was as though the Swedish government were pouring money down a hole. Try as it might, Stockholm was unable to prevent the slow but steady creep of unemployment in western Sweden. The government of a small country, even a rich one like Sweden, could not single-handedly turn the tide on the global shipbuilding industry.[17] Subsidies were supposed to stimulate further growth—in the words of economists, to “prime the pump.” In this, they failed utterly. The problem was that Swedish labor costs were simply too high; even as global shipbuilding began to recover in the late 1970s and early 1980s, the recovery primarily benefited producers with access to much cheaper labor, particularly in South Korea and Taiwan.[18]

			By 1979, there was a growing chorus of sharp warnings about the uselessness and even the dangers of mounting government intervention in the face of market pressure. Three years earlier, the Swedish Central Bank had awarded University of Chicago economist Milton Friedman the Nobel Prize in Economics. Friedman was arguably the most prominent economic critic of interventionist policies, and in his address, delivered in Stockholm on the acceptance of the award, he issued a grim warning. “The present situation cannot last,” he declared. “It will either degenerate into hyperinflation and radical change,…or governments will adopt policies that will produce a low rate of inflation and less government intervention into the fixing of prices.”[19] As it was, government meddling—however well intentioned—was compromising efficiency and overall competitiveness. In so doing, it was endangering the whole economic system.

			

			•  •  •

			The Balder Scapa—the Vessel—was built in a state-owned facility, a direct product of Sweden’s generous state assistance to shipbuilders: precisely the kind of intervention that Friedman deprecated.[20] Finnboda Varv was set against a rocky hillside on the south side of the Stockholm inlet, the main shipping channel that has served the city since the thirteenth century. The shipyard’s cranes were less than two miles from the Royal Palace, and from Finnboda’s pier, it was easy to spy the church spires rising over the old city, Gamla Stan. Stockholm—so close at hand—was a growing and dynamic modern capital, with an expanding commercial sector and tourist trade. The musical group ABBA, by then a global sensation, had just opened a state-of-the-art recording studio in the city. Yet at Finnboda, life could seem as though it was out of a bygone age.

			Finnboda was a long-established, creaking concern. It had been producing ships—old steamers, warships, ferries, and freighters—since the mid-nineteenth century. Since then, the shipyard had a series of private owners. The last of these, Götaverken, bought the yard in 1974. Götaverken was a storied Gothenburg-based shipbuilder, one of the largest in Sweden. But as the whole industry slowly collapsed in on itself, in 1977 the government combined Götaverken with three other major shipbuilders into Svenska Varv, a state-owned umbrella company.[21] Everyone understood that deep cuts were inevitable. Svenska Varv’s task was simply to make them as minimal and painless as possible. In the meantime, as Finnboda’s employees anxiously waited for the ax to fall, they drew their paychecks from the state.

			Even after state takeover, the shipyard harked back to an older style of Swedish industry whose traces were fast disappearing. There were four separate company dining rooms at the yard: one for manual workers, one for white-collar workers, one for senior officials, and a final one for executives, featuring cigars and bowls of fresh fruit. At the same time, there was also a company sauna, which was open to all: a holdover perk from a more prosperous time.
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					The bustling Finnboda Varv in 1974, perched on the edge of the Stockholm Inlet in Nacka. The spires of central Stockholm are visible at the far right of the photograph.

				
			
			Even during those prosperous times, Finnboda’s workers faced dangerous jobs with serious risks. The bottoms of ships’ hulls were covered with lead paint, and the shipyard made liberal use of asbestos as insulation. Hearing loss was a chronic problem, as were health issues related to inhalation of noxious fumes. In 1978, doctors at the shipyard’s health center—opened three years before—dealt with 2,228 patient visits by employees, including 396 eye injuries.[22] As Mikael Josephson, a welder at Finnboda in the late 1970s, recalled,

			
				It was a work environment where accidents occurred. We had learned that if we worked at height and dropped a heavy object, we would not shout. In that case, the risk was that someone standing under would look up and get the object in the face. A lot could happen.[23]

			

			Josephson himself acquired a collection of scars left by welding sparks and, like many of his colleagues, needed to have iron chips removed from his cornea. Despite strong health and safety advocacy by the shipyard’s union, accidents were common and job conditions were unforgiving. Outdoor work stopped only if the weather fell below -20 degrees Celsius (-4 degrees Fahrenheit). Despite, or perhaps because of, these challenges, people working at Finnboda took real pride in what they did and in what they made. Josephson remembers that when the stern section of a large tanker that he had worked on was finally finished, “I considered it one of the most beautiful things ever created.”[24] It would also be one of the last things ever built at Finnboda. The shipyard produced its final ship in 1981, a victim to the reorganization and downsizing overseen by Svenska Varv.

			It was in these conditions, over the first half of 1979, that the Vessel was welded together. It was one of two identical barges, internally referred to as Nybyggen (“Newbuilds”) 408 and 409, for which engineers had drawn up plans the previous year.[25] Despite its later designation, Nybygge 409 (the Vessel) was produced first. New ships built in the Finnboda yard at this time were constructed out of a combination of Swedish, Norwegian, Finnish, Belgian, and Japanese steel, stored in the shipyard’s sheet metal yard. The plates were lifted from the yard to the plate hall, where workers marked them with chalk and cut them with torches into pieces. These pieces moved on to the next hall, where they were assembled into sections by teams of men wielding welding arcs, their faces covered by heavy masks, sparks flying from the end of their tools. Outside, large cranes lifted the welded sections into place while welders joined them together to form the hull of the ship. Once the hull was formed, more workers sandblasted and painted it.[26] In the case of the Vessel and its sister ship, however, the hulls came into the yard partially assembled. The initial hull work had been done in another struggling shipyard owned by Svenska Varv, Öresundsvarvet, in the southern Swedish city of Landskrona, which received just under half of the money that Finnboda charged for the Vessel.[27] Svenska Varv (and, behind it, the Swedish state) sought to spread out what scarce contracts it could get.
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					This is among the only drawings of the Vessel in its original form as a simple flat-bottomed barge. Copy of blueprints for the Balder Scapa and her sister ship, both simple pontoon barges, from Götaverken, August 16, 1978.

				
			
			Nybygge 409 was a simple vessel: a shell with neither a propulsion system nor a cabin to furnish. But it was, nevertheless, a working ship, one that required a battery of controls and verifications. Finnboda’s engineers painstakingly carried out stability tests on the hull, producing reams of schematics and reports.[28] Building even basic vessels like the two taking shape at Finnboda Varv required a tremendous amount of knowledge and labor, not to mention a host of component parts. In the plans for the Vessel, preserved among Finnboda’s archives, there are hundreds of technical drawings, not just of the overall shape of the ship’s hull but also of the rudder, the pump room, the pipes running around the ship, the ballast lines in the tanks. There are no fewer than twelve pages listing the different valves and fittings in the pump room, fifteen pages listing the various pipes in the pump room, and sixteen pages listing ballast lines in the tanks.[29] These pages of documentation—filed with the Swedish State’s Ship Inspectorate (Sjöfartsverket)—are a remarkable historical archive. Not only do they demonstrate the capital and knowledge embodied in even a simple barge, they also reflect the scope of the state’s involvement. They provide a vivid picture of how the Vessel came together, built by state employees at a state-owned facility, all under the watchful eye of state regulators.[30]

			

			•  •  •

			Yet if Nybygge 409 was a creature of the state, it was also a creature of international capitalism. Over 1978 and 1979, Finnboda set about procuring the many pieces of hardware necessary for outfitting an oceangoing craft. Doing so meant contracting with firms throughout Europe. It bought a 5,185-kilogram anchor from Schwermaschinenbau Ernst Thälmann, a manufacturer based in Magdeburg, East Germany.[31] The ship’s winch, hydraulic pumps, and wire ropes each came from a different company in Norway. So too did its many lanterns. The paint used on the Vessel and its sister ship—costing nearly $100,000—was sourced from the Norwegian marine paint magnate Merethe Ring, who had started her career as a secretary in a paint factory.[32] Fixtures, including steel chains, rings, hocks, and swivels, came from Albrechtson-Hasse, a manufacturer in Gothenburg. Other chains came from a firm in Ljusne, 130 miles north of Stockholm on the Gulf of Bothnia. Finnboda bought a diesel motor for running the pumps and winches from R. A. Lister and Co., a machine works in Gloucestershire, England. It got bolt chain shackle from a Belgian subsidiary of N. V. Grosby, an American company headquartered in Woodbridge, New Jersey.[33]

			In one of the most famous passages of The Wealth of Nations, first published in 1776, Adam Smith described the almost inconceivable magnitude of specialized labor that went into the manufacture of a simple woolen coat worn by a Scottish laborer. The coat was “the produce of the joint labor of a great multitude of workmen, [including] the shepherd, the sorter of the wool, the wool-comber or carder, the dyer, the scribbler, the spinner, the weaver, the fuller, the dresser.” But that was not all. To make the woolen coat, materials needed to be transported from some “workmen” to others. “How many ship-builders, sailors, sail-makers, rope-makers,” Smith marveled, “must have been employed to bring together the different drugs made use of by the dyer, which often come from the remotest corners of the world!”[34] Smith’s point was about the immense power of the division of labor to create the wealth of nations. Specialization was a fundamental source of human progress and affluence. Only in a wealthy nation could a simple laborer afford something that required so much labor as a woolen coat.

			What was true for the coat in the late eighteenth century was true for the barge two hundred years later, though on a much larger scale. The barge was the product of many specialized hands. There were welders and draftsmen, supervisors, and crane operators. There were also steelworkers, lantern makers, lightbulb manufacturers, wire producers, and mechanical engineers. The contract for the Nybygge 409 set in motion a wave of economic activity starting in the Nacka neighborhood of Stockholm that gradually rippled across interconnected markets: around Sweden, its neighbors in northern Europe, and overseas. Building the barge depended on craftspeople, workers, traders, and seafarers. Like the woolen coat, the Vessel was a product of a set of interconnected markets; its existence depended on an integrated economy that spanned national borders.

			If the production of the Vessel was connected to international capitalism, its sale absolutely depended on it. The firm that commissioned the Vessel and its sister ship from Finnboda was a Norwegian shell company, Balder Barges I—or, in Norwegian, Balder Lekter I. The two contracts, each worth 11,200,000 Swedish kronor ($2.4 million at the time), were orchestrated and negotiated in April 1978 by Rutger Dehlin, a Swedish expat shipping agent based thousands of miles from the cold waters of Stockholm, amid the palm trees and pastel colors of Miami Beach. Dehlin had first connected Augustsson with Finnboda’s manager, and for his work as a middleman, Dehlin’s fee came to 3 percent of the contract price: some 672,000 kronor (then about $160,000).[35]

			Those funds came into Dehlin’s account through a Miami bank. But Dehlin’s company, Scandebo Shipping, was incorporated as a sociedad anonima—a limited liability company—not in the United States but in Panama.[36] Setting up Scandebo Shipping as a Panamanian firm was an exercise in cost saving: a legal maneuver to avoid paying taxes in the United States. Businesspeople from anywhere in the world could set up a company in Panama without ever having to set foot in the country or conduct any business there. Because Panama only taxes income on a territorial basis, companies like Dehlin’s that generated all their income outside the country paid no local taxes: no income tax, no capital gains tax, no stamp duties, no withholding taxes. As the leak of the so-called Panama Papers showed in 2016, this legal feature has long made the country a very attractive place to set up a shell company. Scandebo Shipping was just such a company. And so, to the extent that Dehlin’s firm orchestrated its creation, the Vessel started out as a creature not just of international trade but of offshore international finance.

			

			•  •  •

			The company that purchased the Balder Scapa, Balder Barges I, belonged to the Balder Group (Baldergruppen), the commercial empire of one of Norway’s highest-profile shipping magnates, Parley Augustsson. After growing up on a small farm on the coast of the North Sea, Augustsson made his way to the prestigious Norges Handelshøyskole—the Norwegian School of Economics. Upon graduation in 1962, he started work at Bergesen d.y., then one of the largest shipping companies in the world.[37] Augustsson’s rise at Bergesen was vertiginous. Within five years, at the age of thirty, he became the company’s director of shipping. As Augustsson tells it, six years later, the firm’s head, Sigval Bergesen, agreed to appoint him as his successor. “We even had a glass of champagne on the deal,” Augustsson recalls. Yet Bergesen was reluctant to finalize the deal, and in May 1974, Augustsson quit. With start-up capital of just 200,000 Norwegian kroner, (about $40,000 at the time) he hung out his own shingle.

			The name he chose for his new company, Balder, was personal; it had been the name of a fishing boat worked (and partially owned) by his great-uncle.[38] At the same time, the name of Augustsson’s company gestured toward sweeping ambitions. Balder (or Baldr) was a Norse god, son of Odin and Frigg, who was known both for having constructed a great ship, Hringhorni, and for being killed through the sly scheming of the trickster god Loki. Like Balder, Parley Augustsson was responsible for building ships. Like Loki, he was a masterful schemer. By the late 1970s, Augustsson’s empire was rapidly expanding, thanks to a creative set of legal maneuvers. Augustsson was living through an age of financial “innovation,” in which financiers invented new ways of creating wealth, largely without state oversight. And Augustsson himself was a financial pioneer, specifically in the use of limited liability, or K/S (kommandittselskap in Norwegian), partnerships. For each ship he acquired, the Balder Group would create a new limited liability company to own it. Each company—of which Balder Barges I was one—was owned in part by Balder, but typically by other individual investors as well.

			Augustsson’s companies were attractive to investors because, under Norwegian law, individuals could write off investments in Norwegian shipping from their taxes. For the state, the policy was a way of supporting Norway’s own struggling shipbuilding and shipping industries, akin to neighboring Sweden’s industrial subsidies.[39] For taxpayers, it presented a simple and entirely legal way to avoid paying taxes. Those taxes were high: the marginal income tax for the top income bracket in 1979 was 75.4 percent. Thanks to soaring oil prices and Norway’s booming offshore sector, money was surging into the country, transforming it into one of the richest in the world. Affluent Norwegians like lawyers, doctors, and dentists (including one of Augustsson’s best friends) who were looking to circumvent the tax code understood Augustsson’s companies for what they were: shelters.[40] And though many companies in Scandinavia and northern Europe offered limited liability investments in shipping, Balder became among the very largest players in the field.[41] By the mid-1980s, the Balder group controlled seventy ships, collectively insured for nearly $450 million. It did so through more than one hundred partnerships and subsidiaries, with over fifteen hundred individual limited partners: dentists, doctors, and bankers who were happily investing in Norwegian shipping and, in the process, paying less to the Norwegian state.[42]

			The offshore oil and gas sector was a particular focus for Balder’s investments. Of the seventy ships that the group controlled, twenty-six were oil field supply vessels operating in the United States, Canada, the Netherlands, and the United Kingdom.[43] On top of that, Balder entered into a joint venture with Chinese interests, involving the construction of six offshore vessels in China.[44] The Vessel itself was commissioned from Finnboda with an eye toward North Sea oil.[45] These plans were reflected in the Vessel’s first official name as a registered ship, the Balder Scapa. The first part of the name came, of course, from its parent company. The second referenced the Scapa Flow, a stretch of water in northern Scotland whose shores were fast becoming a hotspot for oil companies. As Parley Augustsson put it, the “Balder Scapa was a natural deal for us.” Advised by the major shipbroker Furness, Augustsson had already ordered two similar barges to be built in Singapore, both to be used in “offshore oil exploration activities,” and would commission another in Norway. For tax purposes, it didn’t matter what kind of ship Balder invested in. But barges were particularly attractive; investing in them was a low-cost way of sidestepping into the offshore market, allowing the company to shift its holdings away from traditional shipping.[46]

			The Vessel was thus officially designated as a transport barge, designed and earmarked for use in the offshore oil and gas industry. But by the time that Balder Barges I took possession of the ship, the market for offshore service vessels was slowing. Faced with a shortage of oil and gas contracts, the company began entertaining proposals from firms working in other sectors. In the late 1970s, Augustsson was approached by Scapa Flow Salvage, a Scottish company based in Perth, with a madcap idea to draw riches up from the depths of the North Sea. The riches in question were not oil or gas; they were, instead, tens of thousands of tons of high-quality steel.

			

			•  •  •

			More than six decades before, in late 1918, shortly after the end of World War I, the German fleet—some seventy warships strong—surrendered to the British Royal Navy in the Firth of Forth, near Edinburgh. Escorted north up to the Scapa Flow, the ships sat for month after month, still manned by their German crews, as peace negotiations slogged along in Paris. The German admiral in charge of the fleet, Ludwig von Reuter, knew that the talks were scheduled to conclude on June 21, 1919. Expecting that the Royal Navy would demand he turn over the entire German fleet as a war prize, the admiral prepared for the worst. When the twenty-first arrived, von Reuter sent a message from his flagship, the cruiser SMS Emden, ordering that the fleet be scuttled. Better the ships be at the bottom of the sea than in the hands of the British, he thought. Out of contact with Berlin, he had not been notified that the talks in Paris had been officially extended. The result was that on von Reuter’s orders, German sailors opened torpedo tubes and seacocks, quietly sending dozens of warships—nearly the entirety of the country’s modern fleet—to the seafloor in just minutes. Von Reuter returned to Germany, where he received a hero’s welcome. His fleet stayed in Scotland, at the bottom of the Scapa Flow. Most of the ships were salvaged over the next few decades, but by the 1970s, some seven hulls still remained: a lure for shipwreck hunters like those behind Scapa Flow Salvage and, by extension, Parley Augustsson.
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					The Norwegian registration of the Balder Scapa, listing dimensions, ownership, and place of construction. This is how the Vessel appeared in the records of the Norwegian state. Note that Parley Augustsson’s name is associated with “Balder Lekter 1.”

				
			
			In the late spring of 1979, Balder took possession of the finished barge in Stockholm and had it towed south, out of the Black Sea, through the straits separating Sweden and Denmark, and up the western coast of Sweden to Norway.[47] Its first stop was Stavanger, a small port city nestled on Norway’s west coast, where it was officially registered as a Norwegian ship. There, in Stavanger, it was also fitted with a custom-built wooden structure meant to provide shelter for men working on the salvage operation.[48] Then, towed behind a tug, it floated across the North Sea to Scotland. It arrived in Montrose, a long-established trading center on the North Sea, in June. As the gateway to Britain’s oil and gas fields, the small city of about ten thousand was the port of call for vessels servicing the industry’s platforms off Britain’s coast. Montrose was a boomtown and a waypoint. Within a week, the Vessel was back in motion, this time bound north for its namesake, the Scapa Flow in the Orkney Islands. Again hooked up to a tug, it made the nearly two-hundred-mile journey in thirty-three hours. The cost of moving the ship from Montrose up to the Orkneys was £8,200 (about $18,000). Added to the 215,000 Norwegian kroner (about $40,000) it took to tow the Vessel across the North Sea, the total expense involved in getting the Balder Scapa to the Scapa Flow was adding up. But for the Balder Group it was an investment. Balder’s leadership expected to make real money off Scotland’s coast, whether in the oil fields or off the long-lost remnants of the German warships.[49]

			

			•  •  •

			Augustsson and his Balder Group had agreed to partner with Scapa Flow Salvage to raise military-grade steel: that is, to undertake a very physical task. Yet from the very beginning, the Vessel at the heart of this story was equally a financial asset, one that allowed Augustsson and his partners to legally circumvent paying taxes.[50] For this purpose, it did not matter what the Balder Scapa contained, or what it did. The only thing that mattered was that it was a vessel registered in Norway. Arguably, it was worth more as a financial abstraction than as a concrete, working ship.

			Lots of assets are worth more than their physical components. Money itself works on this premise. The value of a hundred-dollar bill obviously far exceeds that of the paper on which it is printed. The recent rise of cryptocurrencies and non-fungible tokens (NFTs) has provided even more extreme examples of assets that are inherently abstract, detached from the physical world. But there’s another kind of financial asset: one whose financial value depends in some direct sense on an object’s physical usability. Real estate is an example of this kind of asset. So too are commodity futures. The price of a future contract to deliver grain or soybeans or oil a year hence ultimately depends on the physical usefulness of grain, soybeans, or oil, even if it fluctuates because of speculation or risk. The Vessel was both kinds of assets. In the first instance it had value because it was a working ship. But insofar as the barge was simply a mechanism for avoiding taxes, it was also an abstract object whose value had only a thin connection to its physical reality.

			This dependence on abstraction would ultimately spell trouble for the Balder Group. Just a few years after taking possession of the Vessel, the company began a descent into spectacular collapse. Oil prices had stayed high for several years after the 1973 Yom Kippur War and were again boosted in 1979 by another political event in the Middle East, the Iranian Revolution. But as oil prices began to settle down after the 1979 shock, offshore activities all over the world fell off, and with them demand for service vessels. By 1984, it was becoming clear to investors that Balder’s fleet was significantly overvalued, artificially inflated because of its status as a tax shelter. In 1985, Balder subsidiaries began to fold one by one. The next year, the key holding company in the Balder Group declared what continues to hold the record as the largest bankruptcy in Norwegian history

			
			

			•  •  •
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