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INTRODUCTION


[image: ]




About a hundred miles off the coast of Thailand, three dozen Cambodian boys and men worked barefoot all day and into the night on the deck of a purse seiner fishing ship. Fifteen-foot swells climbed the sides of the ship, clipping the crew below the knees. Ocean spray and fish innards made the floor skating-rink slippery. Seesawing erratically from the rough seas and gale winds, the deck was an obstacle course of jagged tackle, spinning winches, and tall stacks of five-hundred-pound nets.

Rain or shine, shifts ran eighteen to twenty hours. At night, the crew cast their nets when the small silver fish they target—mostly jack mackerel and herring—were more reflective and easier to spot in darker waters. During the day, when the sun was high, temperatures topped a hundred degrees Fahrenheit, but they worked nonstop. Drinking water was tightly rationed. Most countertops were crawling with roaches. The toilet was a removable wooden floorboard on deck. At night, vermin cleaned the boys’ unwashed plates. The ship’s mangy dog barely lifted her head when the rats, which roamed on board like carefree city squirrels, ate from her bowl.

If they were not fishing, the crew sorted their catch and fixed their nets, which were prone to ripping. One boy, his shirt smudged with fish guts, proudly showed off his two missing fingers, severed by a net that had coiled around a spinning crank. Their hands, which virtually never fully dried, had open wounds, slit from fish scales and torn from the nets’ friction. The boys stitched closed the deeper cuts themselves. Infections were constant. Captains never lacked for amphetamines to help the crews work longer, but they rarely stocked antibiotics for infected wounds.



On boats like these, deckhands were often beaten for small transgressions, like fixing a torn net too slowly or mistakenly placing a mackerel into a bucket for sablefish or herring. Disobedience on these ships was less a misdemeanor than a capital offense. In 2009, the UN conducted a survey of about fifty Cambodian men and boys sold to Thai fishing boats. Of those interviewed by UN personnel, twenty-nine said they witnessed their captain or other officers kill a worker.

The boys and men who typically worked on these ships were invisible to the authorities because most were undocumented immigrants. Dispatched into the unknown, they were beyond where society could help them, usually on so-called ghost ships—unregistered vessels that the Thai government had no ability to track. They usually did not speak the language of their Thai captains, did not know how to swim, and, being from inland villages, had never seen the sea before this encounter with it.

Virtually all of the crew had a debt to clear, part of their indentured servitude, a “travel now, pay later” labor system that requires working to pay off money they often had to borrow to sneak illegally into a new country. One of the Cambodian boys approached me, and deeper into our conversation he tried to explain in broken English how elusive this debt became once they left land. Pointing to his own shadow and moving around as if he were trying to grab it, he said, “Can’t catch.”

This was a brutal place, one that I spent five weeks in the winter of 2014 trying to visit. Fishing boats on the South China Sea, especially in the Thai fleet, had for years been notorious for using so-called sea slaves, mostly migrants forced offshore by debt or duress. The worst among these ships were the long haulers, many of which fished hundreds of miles from shore, staying at sea sometimes for over a year as mother ships provided supplies and shuttled their catch back to shore. No captain had been willing to carry me and a photographer the full distance, more than a hundred miles, out to these long-haul boats. So, we instead hopscotched from boat to boat—forty miles on one, forty on the next, and so on—to get out far enough.

As I watched the Cambodians, who, like some water-bound chain gang, chanted to ensure synchronicity in pulling their nets, I was reminded of an incongruity that confronted me time and again over several years of reporting offshore. For all its breathtaking beauty, the ocean is also a dystopian place, home to dark inhumanities. The rule of law—often so solid on land, bolstered and clarified by centuries of careful wordsmithing, hard-fought jurisdictional lines, and robust enforcement regimes—is fluid at sea, if it’s to be found at all.

There were other contradictions. At a time when we know exponentially more about the world around us, with so much at our fingertips and but a swipe or a tap away, we know shockingly little about the sea. Fully half of the world’s peoples now live within a hundred miles of the ocean, and merchant ships haul about 90 percent of the world’s goods. Over 56 million people globally work at sea on fishing boats and another 1.6 million on freighters, tankers, and other types of merchant vessels. And yet journalism about this realm is a rarity, save for the occasional story about Somali pirates or massive oil spills. For most of us, the sea is simply a place we fly over, a broad canvas of darker and lighter blues. Though it can seem vast and all-powerful, it is vulnerable and fragile in part because environmental threats travel far, transcending the arbitrary borders that mapmakers have applied to the oceans over the centuries.

Like a dissonant chorus in the background, these paradoxes captivated me throughout my journeys spanning forty months, 251,000 miles, eighty-five planes, forty cities, every continent, over 12,000 nautical miles across all five oceans and twenty other seas. Those travels provided the stories for this book, a compendium of narratives about this unruly frontier. My goal was not only to report on the plight of sea slaves but also to bring to life the full cast of characters who roam the high seas. They included vigilante conservationists, wreck thieves, maritime mercenaries, defiant whalers, offshore repo men, sea-bound abortion providers, clandestine oil dumpers, elusive poachers, abandoned seafarers, and cast-adrift stowaways.

Since I was young, I’ve been enchanted by the sea, but it was not until one brutally cold Chicago winter that I acted on my fascination. Five years into a doctoral program in history and anthropology at the University of Chicago, I decided to procrastinate on completing my dissertation by fleeing to Singapore for a temporary job as a deckhand and resident anthropologist on a marine research ship called the RV Heraclitus. For three months, the whole time I was there, the ship never left port due to paperwork problems, and I spent the time getting to know the crews from other ships docked nearby.

This stranded stint port side in Singapore offered my first real exposure to merchant seafarers and long-haul fishermen, and the experience left me riveted by what seemed like a transient tribe of people. These workers are largely invisible to anyone leading a landlocked lifestyle. They have their own lingo, etiquette, superstitions, social hierarchy, codes of discipline, and, based on the stories they told me, catalog of crimes and tradition of impunity. Theirs is also a world where lore holds as much sway as law.

What became especially clear in these conversations is that moving freight by sea is much cheaper than by air partly because international waters are so uncluttered by national bureaucracies and unconstrained by rules. This fact has given rise to all manner of unregulated activity, from tax sheltering to weapons stockpiling. There is, after all, a reason that the American government, for instance, chose international waters as the location for disassembling Syria’s chemical weapons arsenal, for conducting some of its terrorism-related detention and interrogation, and for disposing of Osama bin Laden’s body. Meanwhile, the fishing and shipping industries are as much victims of offshore lawlessness as they are beneficiaries and perpetrators of it.

I never finished my dissertation. Instead, I took a job in 2003 at The New York Times, and over the next decade, as I learned how to be a reporter, I occasionally and unsuccessfully pitched the notion of doing a series about this offshore world. I leveraged every persuasive comparison I could muster. An all-you-can-eat allegory buffet, the seas offer inestimable opportunity, I argued. From a storytelling perspective, this two-thirds of the planet is virgin snow, I contended, because few, if any, other reporters are comprehensively exploring it.

In 2014, Rebecca Corbett, my editor at the time, agreed and in embracing the proposal, wisely nudged me toward focusing more on the people than on the fish, delving primarily into the human rights and labor concerns, because the environmental issues would arise as well through that lens. The first story from The New York Times’s Outlaw Ocean series ran in the paper in July 2015, with another dozen or so pieces published in the subsequent year. I took a fifteen-month leave from the paper, starting in January 2017, to continue reporting for this book.



…



During my travels, I had a lot of downtime, which I spent immersing myself in books about the ocean. Experientially and philosophically, the sea is and has always been many different things to different people. It is a metaphor for infinity and a place of the purest form of freedom, distinctly divorced from government meddling. An escape for some, the sea is also a prison for others. Full of devouring storms, doomed expeditions, shipwrecked sailors, and maniacal hunters, the canon of sea literature offered a vibrant picture of a watery wilderness and its untamed rogues. Like birds on the Galápagos, these men, over centuries, had done mostly as they pleased, evolving largely without predators. The surprising fact is that they still do. My hope with this book is to offer a sketch that brings into the present our awareness of these people and this place.

To make the book more of a first-person travelogue (“Tell stories, don’t write articles,” my editors used to remind me), I tried to rely less on shoreside interviews or archival testimonials than on reporting from the ships themselves. Mostly these were fishing ships, but also cargo vessels, cruise liners, medical boats, floating armories, and research and advocacy ships, as well as navy, port police, and Coast Guard cutters.

As a writing project, there was real risk in tackling such an ambitious topic—or, as the expression goes, trying to “boil the ocean.” At times, the reporting process was so zigzagging that it felt less like journalism than an attention deficit disorder. But the more I traveled, the more one story led to another—none of them neat or tidy, none of them split clearly between right and wrong, villain and hero, predator and prey. Like the oceans themselves, the stories that emerged were too sprawling to force into a single, straight-line narrative. So, instead, I organized the chapters as a series of essays, confident that readers would connect the dots in their own ways, beyond the patterns I spotted.

In the end, the goal of this project is to bear witness to a world rarely seen. It recounts a maritime repo man spiriting a tanker from a Greek port into international waters, and a doctor clandestinely shuttling pregnant women from Mexican shores to the high seas to administer otherwise illegal abortions. It chronicles the work of vigilante conservationists, who in the South Atlantic Ocean chased Interpol’s most wanted poacher ship and then in the Antarctic hunted and harassed Japan’s last factory whaling ship. In the South China Sea, I landed in the middle of an armed standoff between two countries, each of which had taken hostages from the other. Off the coast of Somalia, I found myself temporarily stranded on a small wooden fishing boat in pirate-infested waters. I saw a ship sink, rode out violent storms, and watched a near mutiny. Reporting these stories took me from a submarine in the Antarctic and South Atlantic Oceans to offshore weapons depots in the Gulf of Oman, and to oil platforms in the Arctic and the Celebes Sea.

For all that adventure, though, the most important thing I saw from ships all around the world, and have tried in this book to capture, was an ocean woefully under-protected and the mayhem and misery often faced by those who work these waters.




1

STORMING THE THUNDER


The strongest of all warriors are these two—Time and Patience.

—Leo Tolstoy, War and Peace
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The hunt had been under way for three days when Captain Peter Hammarstedt peered closely at his radar screen.
1 Ever since he had piloted his ship, the Bob Barker, out of port in Hobart, Australia, Hammarstedt had scanned this desolate patch of Antarctic waters, searching among the icebergs that peppered the horizon of the Southern Ocean. As he stood on the bridge on the evening of December 17, 2014, three red blips drifted across the radar.
2 He studied them carefully. Two moved slowly with the current, and it was clear they were icebergs. But the third was different, moving steadily in the opposite direction.

Hammarstedt slid the Bob Barker closer. In the perpetual daylight of the Antarctic summer, the spotter in the crow’s nest overhead saw a flock of seabirds wheeling and diving behind a distant fishing trawler. Hammarstedt grabbed for a binder. Inside was Interpol’s Purple Notice list of the world’s worst maritime fishing scofflaws and the telltale silhouettes of the vessels. Hammarstedt leafed through until he found the profile for the world’s most notorious fishing scofflaw, a Nigerian-flagged 202-foot ship called the Thunder.
3 Peering at the fishing trawler, now about three miles in the distance, he confirmed that the ship had the same outline as the Thunder. He smiled, paused for a moment, then punched the alarm—five short blasts—alerting the crew to man their stations. Hammarstedt had found his prey.

Born in Stockholm, Hammarstedt joined Sea Shepherd at eighteen, shortly after high school. Lanky and baby-faced, he looked more like Howdy Doody than Blackbeard. He was stiffer and more formal than one might expect from a thirty-year-old who’d spent over a decade at sea. Even his one-paragraph emails had proper punctuation and indentation. Prone to meticulously arranging his pencils and pens before starting work at his desk, he was an orderly man in a disorderly line of work. Hammarstedt had been on almost all of Sea Shepherd’s major campaigns since 2003, including ten missions chasing Japanese whalers in Antarctica. In his stern countenance, his crew saw a young man who took his job seriously and was always calm under fire.
[image: ]Captain Peter Hammarstedt on the bridge of the Bob BarkerFor Sea Shepherd, the pursuit of the Thunder was about more than exacting justice or protecting a disappearing species of fish. It was about adding teeth to the halfhearted policing of laws on the high seas. But even calling these laws halfhearted would be giving them more credit than they were due. For bad actors like the Thunder, the seas were a vast free-for-all. Largely hidden in the sheer expanse of the world’s ocean, poachers had little reason to look over their shoulders. Offshore, laws were as murky as the watery boundaries are blurry, and most governments had neither the resources nor the interest to go chasing after them. At the time, Interpol’s Purple Notice list comprised just six rogue ships that had evaded capture for decades and come to be nicknamed the Bandit 6—the only vessels in the world to earn this distinction.
4 And for years, they’d operated with impunity.

Hundreds of miles from the safety of shore, Hammarstedt and his crew were doing the perilous police work that governments would not. Even though the Thunder’s officers were considered the world’s worst fishing outlaws, no country was willing or able to chase them. But Hammarstedt’s organization, the nonprofit maritime environmental group Sea Shepherd, took up the challenge. Deputizing themselves as pro bono bounty hunters, the group was hunting for the rogue vessel in this desolate patch of ocean at the bottom of the earth, deep in Antarctic waters. It was a battle of bold vigilantism against persistent criminality.

On his radio, Hammarstedt raised Siddharth Chakravarty, the captain of a second Sea Shepherd ship, the Sam Simon, which had left port late because of engine problems. Maritime camouflage striped both Sea Shepherd ships, with gaping shark jaws on the forward hull and a Jolly Roger knockoff flying over the prow: a skull with a trident crossed with a shepherd’s hook. “I think we’ve found the Thunder,” Hammarstedt said. “There are several buoys in the water and we have a visual ID on the vessel.”
[image: ]The Bob BarkerAs Hammarstedt crept closer at three knots, a crew member said he could read “Thunder, Lagos” on the back of the trawler. Over the radio, Hammarstedt announced himself to his adversary.
5

Bob Barker: Thunder, Thunder, Thunder. This is the Bob Barker. You are fishing illegally.

Thunder: Sorry, sorry. No English. Only Spanish.

Bob Barker: That is very lucky because hablo español también.


Hammarstedt summoned a Spanish-speaking photographer to the bridge. She began translating.

Bob Barker: You are fishing illegally. Do you have a license to fish?

Thunder: We have a license; we have a license. The ship has a Nigerian flag, and we are sailing in international waters. Over.

Bob Barker: You are fishing in CCAMLR-region 58.4.2, and we have an Interpol wanted notice on you.

Thunder: We are on our way and are not fishing. Besides, what kind of ship is that? I see that you have a pirate flag. What is that?


Sea Shepherd is an international conservation police force, Hammarstedt said through the interpreter. We intend to detain—“arrest,” in maritime parlance—the Thunder, he added.

Thunder: No, no, no. Negative, negative. You have no authority to arrest this vessel. You have no authority to arrest this vessel. We are going to continue sailing, we are going to continue sailing, but you have no authority to arrest this ship, over.

Bob Barker: We have authority. We have reported your position to Interpol and Australian police.

Thunder: Okay, okay, you can send our position, but you cannot board this vessel. You cannot arrest it. We are sailing in international waters and we will continue.

Bob Barker: We are going to follow you, and you are under arrest. Change course to Fremantle, Australia.


I would later learn that though the Thunder had broken the law, its captain was correct: Sea Shepherd did not have the authority to arrest anyone. Still, the bluff had its desired effect. The Thunder’s crew, which had been working on the aft deck tossing fish scraps over the side, disappeared inside. Abruptly, the rogue vessel, over a thousand tons of reinforced steel, turned, gunned its engines, and began trying to outrun the smaller, faster Sea Shepherd ship. Hammarstedt made a notation in the ship’s log on December 17, 2014, at 9:18 p.m.: “Bob Barker will maintain hot pursuit and report on the F/V Thunder’s position to Interpol.”
6


That was how the longest pursuit of an illegal fishing vessel in nautical history began. Over the next 110 days, across more than 11,550 nautical miles, three oceans, and two seas, the cat-and-mouse pursuit of the Thunder would take Sea Shepherd’s crew through an unforgiving obstacle course of stadium-sized ice sheets, a ferocious storm, violent clashes, and a near collision.
[image: ]The Bob Barker and the Sam Simon chase Interpol’s most wanted poacher ship, the Thunder, in the longest pursuit of an illegal fishing vessel in nautical history.Most of the Thunder’s forty-man crew were Indonesian, according to documents that were later seized from the ship, but the officer ranks included seven Spanish, two Chileans, and one Portuguese. The ship was under the command of a Chilean captain named Luis Alfonso R. Cataldo. Five of the ship’s Spaniards came from La Coruña, Galicia.
7 One of Spain’s poorest regions, Galicia is often described as the “Sicily of Spain” because it is home to the country’s most famous crime syndicates known for smuggling drugs, black-market tobacco, but most often illegal fish.

There’s little mystery as to why unscrupulous shipowners poach at sea: the illicit seafood trade is a thriving black market woth $20 billion.s.
8 The trade in illegal fish has grown over the past decade as improved technology—stronger radar, bigger nets, faster ships—has enabled fishing vessels to plunder the oceans with remarkable efficiency.

The Thunder was among the best at this trade and, in the eyes of conservationists, the worst of the Bandit 6, a reputation earned over decades of poaching the ghastly-looking toothfish, a species found only in the earth’s coldest waters.
9 Also known as icefish, the toothfish can grow to over six feet long and gets its name from a sharklike double row of steel-sharp teeth. Among Antarctica’s largest predators, the grisly gray-black
10 creature can prowl at depths of more than two miles,
11 and its heart beats unusually slowly—once per six seconds—to preserve energy in the frigid depths. Its eyes are the size of billiard balls that grotesquely bulge from their sockets when fishermen pull them up to shallower depths with lower pressures.

The fish is also a favorite entrée in upscale restaurants in the United States and Europe, costing about $30 a fillet. But diners won’t find “toothfish” on menus. There, it is sold under a more palatable name: Chilean sea bass.
12 Demand soared in the 1980s and 1990s after a Los Angeles fish wholesaler with a flair for marketing renamed the fish.
13 The rebranding worked a little too well. The oily fish, rich in omega 3, soon came to be known on docks worldwide as white gold.
14 Most scientists now agree that the toothfish population is dwindling at an unsustainable rate.

Typically, the Thunder set out on two fishing expeditions to the Antarctic for six months each. A catch of a hundred tons per trip was enough to break even. Some years it caught more than seven times that amount, according to port records where it off-loaded its ill-gotten gains. For most of the 1990s,
15 the Thunder’s seafood piracy put the ship on several blacklists run by marine conservation groups and various governments, and it was banned from fishing in Antarctica in 2006. And yet surveillance planes,
16 satellite firms, and fishing boats often reported spotting it toothfishing in the Southern Ocean. Among the Bandit 6, the Thunder stood out because of the size of its illicit profits: Interpol estimated that its owners had earned more than the others—over $76 million in illicit fish sales in the prior decade.

In December 2013, Interpol issued an all points bulletin for police worldwide to arrest the Thunder. This Purple Notice hardly mattered, though, if the Thunder was able to avoid notice. Finding a single ship in the millions of square miles of open sea was hard enough. Scofflaw ships like the Thunder deftly used the tangled skein of confusing, conflicting maritime laws, difficult-to-enforce treaties, and deliberately lax national regulations to evade the law and shed their identities. With a couple of phone calls, payoffs of a few thousand dollars, and a can of paint, the ship could, as it had in the past, take a new name and register with a new flag as it steamed to its next fishing grounds.

The 2,200-horsepower trawler changed names more than a dozen times in its forty-five-year career.
17 During that time, it flew nearly as many flags,
18 including the colors of the U.K., Mongolia, the Seychelles, Belize, and Togo. After it was added to the EU’s blacklist for pirate vessels,
19 Togo revoked the right to fly its flag in 2010. Like an international criminal with multiple passports, the ship’s owner responded by adding the Thunder to two new registries at once. Sometimes the ship flew the Mongolian flag, other times the Nigerian. For a ship of this size,
20 it would likely have cost about $12,000 for a new flag and an additional $20,000 for the safety and equipment certifications needed to qualify for the registry. The Thunder’s name and port registry were not painted on its hull. Instead, they were painted on a metal sign hung from its stern, to be swapped out quickly if needed. Sailors called these signs “James Bond license plates.”

By keeping its locational transponder, or AIS, turned off, the Thunder could avoid being tracked. It was a simple drill. Time and again, it slipped into port, off-loaded its catch to complicit or unwitting buyers, refueled, and was on its way before anyone noticed. Unless, of course, there was someone like Hammarstedt tailing it, watching its every move, and calling ahead to alert local officials and Interpol.

In 2014, Sea Shepherd launched Operation Icefish to prove that these kinds of bandits could be found and arrested.
21 The mission took months of preparation. Before embarking on this mission, Chakravarty flew to Mumbai to comb its junkyards and ship-breaking fields in search of parts to build a more powerful winch on the Sam Simon that could haul up the gill nets they hoped to confiscate. Sea Shepherd had also outfitted its ships with $10,000 frequency scanners to pick up buoy transmitters that fishing boats attach to their nets.

To narrow their search of the more than five million square miles of Antarctic waters prowled by toothfish boats, Chakravarty overlaid three types of maps. Ice charts demarcated the ever-shifting melting line where the frozen, impenetrable Antarctic shelf ended and the thawed, navigable fishing waters began. Maritime maps indicated the patches of ocean that were beyond national jurisdiction. Nautical charts located the tallest and broadest of underwater plateaus where toothfish liked to congregate.

Hammarstedt had assumed it would take at least two weeks to patrol the whole area. The radar on Sea Shepherd’s ships provided a visual circumference of about twelve nautical miles, but floating icebergs were a deceptive presence that often looked like ships on the screen. (A nautical mile is 15 percent longer than a regular mile.) Crew members with binoculars took turns in the crow’s nest, a steel perch more than twenty-five feet above the upper deck. It was a loathsome job because the height exaggerated the swaying of the ship, causing bouts of intense seasickness. Later, when I was aboard the Bob Barker, I would spend hours in the crow’s nest, taking in the view and seeing how long I could last. The scariest of carnival rides, it felt as though I were perched atop a swinging metronome.

When the Bob Barker spotted the Thunder, it was fishing in a remote stretch of the Antarctic Sea called Banzare Bank.
22 Also known as the Shadowlands, these rarely traversed swaths of the Southern Ocean were among the planet’s most remote and inhospitable waters, a roughly two-week journey to the nearest port. This region, which I crossed on a later voyage, is known to experience winds over 130 miles per hour and temperatures cold enough to freeze the fluid in your eyes.

To avoid frostbite while working on deck, the Sea Shepherd crews often wore survival suits. Weighing nearly ten pounds, the suits were made of neoprene, a type of rubber that is completely waterproof and designed to withstand extreme cold. Awkwardly puffy and usually bright orange to attract the attention of passing ships if a person fell overboard, the suits were nicknamed Gumbies, after the famous clay animation character. The suits also caused severe chafing and stank of dried sweat. “Bleed or freeze,” one deckhand said to me as he helped me put mine on at one point. “Those are your options.”


…


After the Thunder bolted north, the Bob Barker stayed in dogged pursuit. But Chakravarty and the Sam Simon hung back. For several weeks, he had remained in Antarctica to reel in the illegal gill net that the Thunder had left behind—essential evidence for prosecution. Though the net was valuable, likely worth more than $25,000, the prospect of getting caught must have seemed worse to the captain of the Thunder, so they’d fled without it.

Gill nets are banned because they are particularly blunt instruments. The bottom of the nets are weighted to drop to the seafloor. Buoys hold up the tops, creating an imperceptible mesh wall that can stretch seven miles across and twenty feet high. Forming an inescapable maze, the Thunder set up dozens of these walls to zigzag the underwater plateaus where toothfish congregate. The buoys at the tops of the nets helped the fishing boats find them later when they returned to pull the mesh back on board, usually loaded with catch.

Hauling in the net from the frigid water was a dangerous and brutally arduous task. The net was forty-five miles long, triple the length of Manhattan, and Antarctica is among the coldest and windiest places on earth. The deck of the Sam Simon was partially frozen and cluttered. The crew’s spit froze before landing. The ship’s railings were low. Tripping was easy. Marbled with slush, the polar water below dipped in some places to ninety degrees Fahrenheit below freezing. Falling overboard would have meant almost certain death within a couple of minutes, most likely from cardiac arrest, unless quickly rescued.
23 When the sway was severe, deckhands wore harnesses and latched themselves to the ship to avoid getting swept away.

Clipboards in hand, several of the Sam Simon’s crew tallied the Thunder’s catch. The resulting logs, which the group eventually handed over to Interpol, detailed the gill nets’ catch. For every four sea creatures netted, one was a toothfish; the rest were bycatch that nobody would want even if they were alive. Virtually all of Sea Shepherd’s crew were vegetarian or vegan, many of them motivated by a concern for animal rights. Untangling the dead and dying wildlife from those nets, including rays, giant octopuses, dragonfish, and large crabs, was difficult work, emotionally and physically. Some cried, others vomited, but all of them kept working, typically twelve hours a day. By the second week of hauling, nearly a third of the crew was taking pain pills for strained backs.

The exhausting work often took a grisly turn. Toothfish can weigh more than 250 pounds each,
24 and the ones that the Sam Simon’s crew pulled on board in the nets had started to rot. The decomposition caused gas to build up inside the carcasses, and with the pressure of the nets some of the bulging fish exploded as they slammed onto the deck.

After nearly a week of twenty-hour days, Chakravarty dropped anchor and parked the Sam Simon before heading to bed just before 6:00 a.m. on December 25, 2015. A phone call awoke him twenty minutes later: “We need you on the bridge. It’s urgent.” He arrived to find his first mate, Wyanda Lublink, at the helm. The no-nonsense former Dutch navy commanding officer pointed out the window at an iceberg—about seven stories tall, roughly a mile across—rapidly approaching the Sam Simon’s rear deck.

“What are you waiting for?” Chakravarty asked.

“We have time,” one of the officers replied.

“No, we don’t,” Chakravarty said, reminding the officer that their ship’s engine was fully off, and it would need at least fifteen minutes to warm up before they could move. The iceberg might reach them before that.
[image: ]Captain Siddharth Chakravarty on the bridge of the Sam Simon“Clear the aft deck, now!” Chakravarty ordered, worried about the safety of the crew working there. “Start the engine immediately.” Eighteen minutes later, with the iceberg just fifty feet away and moments from hitting the ship, the Sam Simon shoved through the pack ice and slipped out of harm’s way.

By late January, the Sam Simon had finished collecting the Thunder’s nets. “My primary motive at this point is to help all concerned parties link this gillnet set to the F/V/Thunder,” Chakravarty wrote in an email to Interpol, “and use it as evidence that could help prosecute her.” The Sam Simon delivered the net to Mauritius, a small island nation in the Indian Ocean, east of Madagascar.
25 They were met dockside by a group of seven local fishery agents and officers from Interpol, who were gathering information related to the Thunder and the other purple-listed vessels.

As the crowd of uniformed officers huddled around him, snapping photographs and scribbling notes, Chakravarty walked them through his seventy-two-point list that itemized the unique characteristics of Thunder’s netting. Fishing is as much art as science, he explained. The best captains had to be able to navigate the fiercest storms, endure the longest journeys. They also had their faithful superstitions, secretive sweet spots for fishing, and, in gillnetting, their trademark style for handling their mesh. Chakravarty treated his dockside lecture with the meticulousness of an evidentiary hearing. A toothfish captain’s signature was his knot tie, net gridding, and rope splicing, and Chakravarty showed the officers what was unique about the Thunder’s nets, a kind of fingerprint to remove doubt about the identity of its original owner.

For an entire day, Chakravarty explained the evidence to police officers gathered at the pier. Then he ordered his crew to hand over to Interpol only a small amount of the Thunder’s illegal gill net. The remainder—forty-four miles’ worth of net stacked in a shimmering aqua-green mound taller and longer than a semitrailer truck—would stay on board the Sam Simon. Banned gill net of this type was worth tens of thousands of dollars on the black market. Local authorities had warned that it would likely disappear if left in storage in Mauritius. That stage of his mission accomplished, Chakravarty returned to join the Bob Barker in its pursuit of the Thunder.


…


I heard about the chase several weeks after it had started. An old source of mine—a former navy intelligence officer—called my cell phone one afternoon and asked if I’d heard about “this thing down in Antarctica.” He told me, “It’s shaping up to be the longest law enforcement chase in nautical history, even though it doesn’t involve law enforcement.” I was immediately intrigued, even if his statement didn’t initially make sense to me. As he explained to me what was going on, it struck me as an ideal opportunity to witness firsthand how Sea Shepherd’s vigilantism worked in practice.

I quickly contacted the CEO of Sea Shepherd, Alex Cornelissen, to ask if I could cover the mission and come aboard one of the ships. As often happens in stories like this, the first answer was no.

Him: They’re moving too fast.

Me: I can commission a boat that will catch up. [I had no clue yet how I would do this.]

Him: They’re too far offshore.

Me: I’ve traveled for weeks at sea and have no problem doing it again. [This was true.]

Him: It’s too dangerous.

Me: I’ve reported from war zones in the Middle East, embedded with militias in Africa, and in a former life worked at sea. This is not too dangerous.

Him: Fine!


Cornelissen finally acquiesced after half a dozen calls from me. But you will have to be in Accra, Ghana, within seventy-two hours, he told me.

For more than a year, I had been reporting on the seamiest, most dangerous aspects of the fishing industry, chronicling the illegal machinations of an industry that operated in the dark, where slavery and sadism thrived, where people were treated like the commodities that they pulled from the oceans. The idea of embarking on a mission to bring justice to even a single arrested ship was appealing to me. Even still, joining Sea Shepherd gave me pause.

I had known Sea Shepherd’s founder, Paul Watson, for a couple of years. We first met when I shared the stage with him at a speaking engagement about ocean plastic. Blunt and confident, he was a man surrounded by great folklore that I hoped to penetrate. I began to make a point of asking people who knew him for their candid opinions. Responses were often contradictory. They described him as exaggerated or authentic, megalomaniacal or selfless, complicated or simplistic. And yet, the one characteristic everyone agreed on was “committed.”

In the early 1970s, Watson and two dozen other environmental activists founded Greenpeace. In 1977, the organization’s board of directors expelled Watson over an incident in Newfoundland. After he led a team of Greenpeace activists to protest seal hunting, Watson furiously confronted a sealer, throwing the man’s pelts and club in the water. Greenpeace viewed Watson’s behavior in the incident as too aggressive and kicked him out of the organization. He promptly founded Sea Shepherd, branding it as a more radical and more aggressive group than Greenpeace.
26

What fascinated me about the history of these two advocacy groups was that despite their differences they shared a singular role in the outlaw ocean. No other organization—government or otherwise—routinely patrolled the high seas, policing against legal violations. To differing degrees, both Greenpeace and Sea Shepherd believed that the ends justified the means. They were willing to operate outside the law themselves to stop criminals; the only question was how far they would be willing to stray.


Sea Shepherd had its own creative narrative that justified its behavior and relationship to written laws. When I finally arrived on board the Bob Barker, I asked Hammarstedt whether Sea Shepherd had legal rights to chase and harass illegal fishing ships like the Thunder. He said his crew drew authority from a provision in the UN World Charter for Nature that called on nongovernmental groups to assist in safeguarding nature in areas beyond national jurisdiction.

Several maritime lawyers and international policy experts have disagreed with this interpretation. Obstructing fishing vessels (even poachers) and confiscating their gear is illegal, they said. “But no one would prosecute this because it pales in comparison to what the Thunder was doing,” said Kristina Gjerde, an expert on high-seas policy at the International Union for Conservation of Nature, a coalition of environmental groups. “Sea Shepherd knows this.”

Nicknamed Neptune’s Navy,
27 Sea Shepherd has a fleet of five large ships, half a dozen fast inflatables, two drones, and a ready crew on standby of up to 120 persons representing twenty-four nationalities. Much of the group’s money comes from celebrity donors like Mick Jagger, Pierce Brosnan, Sean Penn, Uma Thurman, Ed Norton, and Martin Sheen. The Bob Barker was named after the former host of The Price Is Right, who contributed $5 million to buy the ship in 2010. The Sam Simon was bought in 2012 for more than $2 million, largely funded by the co-creator of The Simpsons. With an annual budget of more than $4 million, Sea Shepherd’s offices in Australia and Amsterdam ran the $1.5 million operation to track the Thunder.

Widely known for its antiwhaling work captured in the Animal Planet series Whale Wars, Sea Shepherd was at a pivotal moment when it launched Operation Icefish. Watson had been arrested in 2012 in Germany on a decade-old criminal charge from Costa Rica over a collision between Sea Shepherd and a shark-finning vessel. After spending eight days in a high-security German prison, Watson was released on bail. Placed under house arrest in Frankfurt, he fled to the sea shortly thereafter. Extradition had been a real possibility because the Japanese had pursued the issue for years and behind the scenes were applying considerable political pressure on foreign leaders.

Watson had formally stepped down as president of Sea Shepherd U.S.A. and as captain of the Steve Irwin, the organization’s flagship.
28 But his fugitive status still complicated matters. Japan, which announced plans to extradite him as soon as he was recaptured, had also launched an expensive legal fight that was draining Sea Shepherd’s coffers. As of October 2017, Watson remained the target of two international arrest warrants, or Interpol Red Notices, because of ramming incidents and charges filed by police in Japan and Costa Rica.
29 In Watson’s pursuit of the Thunder, the irony was rich: an Interpol red lister was chasing a maritime purple lister.

As an organization, Sea Shepherd cared less about legal nuances than it did about using what it called “direct action” to protect global marine life. Dozens of times over the past several decades, the group had rammed Japanese whaling ships and other vessels that it said were fishing illegally. The modified Jolly Roger, the maritime camouflage, and the shark maw on the prow, like a World War II bomber, put the organization’s zeal on display for all to see. The organization’s mantra captured its vigilante spirit: “Takes a pirate to catch a pirate.”

For Captains Hammarstedt and Chakravarty, Operation Icefish was a chance for Sea Shepherd to remake itself with new targets and tactics. The group had decided,
30 for example, that rather than ramming any of the Bandit 6, they would instead try to stay within the bounds of the law, shadowing while harassing them to the point of stopping. “Loud hailers” is how Hammarstedt described his group’s role. Unlike other missions, Sea Shepherd was also collaborating with Interpol this time rather than defying it.

Chakravarty’s presence in Mauritius, working with Interpol, was also part of Sea Shepherd’s effort to rebrand itself. I called several sources in the maritime division at Interpol to get their insights. None would go on the record, but all of them said they were quietly helping Sea Shepherd. “They’re getting results,” one of them said.

By the time I joined the pursuit in early April 2015, the hunt for the Thunder had far surpassed the previous record for a chase of this scale. In 2003, Australian authorities pursued a ship called the Viarsa 1 for twenty-one days and nearly four thousand nautical miles. Like the Thunder, the Viarsa was a toothfishing ship.
31 It was finally seized near South Africa, and its operators were eventually tried and acquitted in 2005 for lack of evidence. Little had changed since then: a similar cast of characters was stealing the same type of fish from the same locations. But this time around, the chase was far longer, more dangerous, and led not by law enforcement officers but by a group of eco-vigilantes. As I joined the Sea Shepherd crew, the pursuit of the Thunder felt like an old story that in repeating itself had morphed into something new and more erratic.


…


By April 2015, I had already been at sea for six months reporting for The New York Times on other trips, off the coast of Thailand, the U.A.E., the Philippines, and elsewhere. Many of these reporting trips had been launched with extreme haste because such opportunities rarely emerged with much warning and I was often trying to get to a moving target. This one was no different. By now, the scramble was well rehearsed. I called my brother-in-law and my mother, both of whom lived near me in Washington, D.C., to ask them to help my wife with school pickups and drop-offs of my teenage son while I was gone.

At home, I kept a backpack always ready. In it, I kept $5,000 in cash, dispersed between hiding places (under the soles of my running shoes, in a secret pouch sewn into the inseam of the backpack, and under a false bottom of my tin of pills). All gadgets (extra batteries, GoPro cameras, headphones, satellite phone, laptop computer, backup cell phone with international SIM card) were fully charged. Antibiotic and antifungal ointments had been resupplied, having learned the hard way on a filthy fishing boat in the South China Sea where I’d given my supply to a deckhand in severe need, only to watch a week later as a gash on my own arm became dangerously infected for lack of medicine.

The hardest conversation before these trips was always the one with my wife, and this time was even tougher because it wasn’t clear when I’d be back. “Might be three weeks or could be three months,” Chakravarty had said, explaining that it all depended on how long the Thunder ran and whether they were ever near shore. “Go. We’ll be fine,” my wife, Sherry, said, as she always did. “Just make sure you come back.”

As I headed to Accra, I reached out to two persons for help. First was Koby Koomson, a former Ghanaian ambassador to the United States, whom I knew because my wife, who is a Spanish teacher, taught at his son’s high school. Ambassador Koomson quickly put me in touch with several important figures in the Ghanaian government to help me get my visa approval accelerated.

The second person was Anas Aremeyaw Anas, a Ghanaian reporter I’d known for several years. Though Anas is possibly the most famous investigative journalist in Africa, virtually no one knows his face because he does most of his work undercover. Photographs of him on the internet are either masked or digitally doctored. His investigations, which led to high-profile arrests in half a dozen countries, have taken on arms dealers, warlords, drug smugglers, and corrupt government officials. So feared is Anas among government functionaries in some parts of Africa that his name is invoked by African rappers as a boogey-man of sorts in songs about hustlers and corrupt cops, warning the wayward in the Twi language to watch out because “Anas is coming!”

Anas lent me his personal assistant, a young man named Selase Kove-Seyram, so I could move safely in Accra and efficiently through the Ghanaian bureaucracy. Within hours, Kove-Seyram had lined us up a ride with the Ghanaian port police, who had a relatively new cutter that they were eager to test-drive. That plus $1,500, which more than covered expenses, was enough to persuade them to taxi me to my offshore meeting.

Shortly after I arrived in Accra, I learned that the Times staff photographer who had been assigned to join me wasn’t able to board his flight from Brazil because his visa approval had hit a snag. I asked Kove-Seyram, who also happened to be a talented photographer, if he had any interest in heading to sea with me for an uncertain amount of time. Without hesitating, he agreed. Before heading to the harbor, we dashed to the store to buy supplies.

When I had the option, I almost always carried the same staples: My low-weight, high-calorie sustenance was peanut butter and dried fruit. I usually brought lots of chewing gum, mixed nuts, and sometimes cigarettes to hand out and break the ice with the crew.
32 Powdered lemonade helped mask the rusty taste of the water on most ships. M&M’s were durable treats, relatively safe from the heat, that I could dole out to myself slowly, a few each day. Within twelve hours after having arrived in the country, I boarded a forty-foot police cutter and sped out to sea feeling amazed that all was falling into place. Our plan was to arrive early at our rendezvous coordinates more than a hundred miles off the coast, drop anchor, and wait (likely for about twenty hours) to get picked up.

As I had prepared to leave, Chakravarty had called me on his satellite phone from the Sam Simon to explain that his AIS would be switched off because he did not want the Thunder to know that one of its two pursuers had peeled off. He warned me that whoever transported me out to sea should not worry if they were unable to see Sea Shepherd coming. “We’ll be there,” Chakravarty said before adding that they could not wait for me for very long without risking losing the Thunder. “Don’t be late.”

This is when things started falling apart. Only one of the ten members of the crew on the Ghanaian port police boat we’d arranged a ride on had ever been in waters more than a dozen miles from shore. These were macho guys, eager to impress their visitor, so when several of them started to get seasick, they were embarrassed. Seventy miles off the coast, the waves swelled to fifteen feet high, and I sensed that the men, not without reason, were getting scared. The mood on board grew tense. Because we were burning extra fuel to fight the current, several of them predicted that we were going to either capsize or run out of diesel. Worry among the lower-ranking crew members erupted into a heated argument with the officers.

The thing about danger is you become desensitized to it the more you experience it and emerge unscathed. I don’t experience danger as a drug, nor do I seek it out simply for the thrill, but you become somewhat inured to fear. By the time I found myself surrounded by these Ghanaians, in a moment when a normal person’s internal danger meter would begin flashing yellow, I could see the possible risks, but I didn’t feel the potential peril. I’d been in far more dangerous binds at sea on far less equipped ships, and I felt confident that the Ghanaian cutter was plenty strong to handle the conditions. If only its officers stayed calm.

Soon, however, the odds turned against us. The officers had underestimated not only the amount of fuel we needed for the trip but also the depth of the waters we were crossing. The anchor on their cutter was not long enough to reach the seafloor more than a thousand feet below us, which meant that during our long wait for the Sam Simon the Ghanaians would not be able to turn off our engine, lest we drift too far and pitch too wildly. I called Chakravarty by satellite phone, using up most of my battery, and explained our predicament. Surely, Sea Shepherd would not want to turn us back, I figured, and lose the publicity and potential funding in getting their story covered. Chakravarty asked me to tell the Ghanaians that when he arrived he would siphon excess fuel from his ship’s backup tanks and provide it to them so they could safely return to shore.
33

His offer did not reassure the Ghanaians. The arguments on our ship began escalating from shouting to shoving. It was just the moment that I’d normally resort to doling out my “icebreakers”—not just gum, nuts, and cigarettes, but also canned tuna and hard candy—in hopes of easing the mood, but four hours into the trip I’d already depleted my stash. In my head, I had initially dismissed this hollering as a short-lived flare-up from exhaustion and bravado. I started taking the tension more seriously, though, when two of the bigger deckhands stood up and began yelling in the faces of the officers while gesturing at me. It seemed mutiny might be nearing, and I was on the wrong side.

Kove-Seyram, who had been translating for me from various Ghanaian languages, was by now intensely seasick and vomiting over the side of the boat. I no longer knew what the crew members were yelling, but the standoff was clear: the crew wanted to return to port right away, and the senior officers were determined to complete the mission. After twenty minutes of screaming, the lower crewmen, who were bigger and outnumbered the officers, won the argument. We turned back to land, and for the next couple of hours an awkward and angry silence filled our boat.

Our luck soon worsened. As we returned toward shore, we inexplicably lost all power to our dashboard—an electrical short, likely—disabling the ship’s navigational equipment. No other boats were in sight or radio proximity. Without knowing our exact location, charting a course home became impossible. With limited fuel, there was no margin for error; otherwise, we would end up in foreign and unfriendly waters. With one bar of battery life left on my satellite phone, I called a marine researcher who had become a source, waking her in the middle of the night. “Can you get onto the AIS website and look for the ship I’m on?” I apologetically asked her. We were still transmitting our position with a battery-powered transponder, which is why I figured she might be able to see us. My phone died before she could get me the answer.

For the next four hours, we drifted in the dark of night, each of us lost in our thoughts and fears. I was terrified that I might not talk to my wife and son again. I also was incredulous that this was how my reporting project might end. This bizarre scenario was not one I had ever imagined when I was thinking through all the potential dangers. I kicked myself for not having backup batteries for my phone.

As we bobbed in the darkness, a flicker of light on the horizon interrupted my worry. “Ay!” yelled one of the crew on our aft deck, pointing at the light, as the others began clapping with excitement. It was a rickety trawler, and after we made contact with our handheld radio, the fishermen came alongside. Boarding us to help with the electrical short on our dash panel, they gave us our coordinates. Bottom trawling was prohibited in the area where we stalled. Still, I thought it probably best not to point out that our law enforcement ship was being rescued by a boat that quite likely had been fishing illegally. It was a little piece of irony I’d have to enjoy by myself.

We resumed our journey back to port, the mood still tense but no longer explosive. As I climbed off the ship in Accra, the cutter’s commanding officer apologized for not carrying me to our intended destination. He then put me in an unmarked car with a soldier named Abu, instructing him to take us back to our hotel.

It was daylight by then, and Accra was coming to life. I was exhausted—drained from sleep deprivation and the anxiety of being temporarily lost at sea. Still, we had just enough time to make the rendezvous if we could quickly line up another boat. I asked Abu if he might be interested in earning good money by taking us instead to the nearby fishing port and helping us hire a ride out to sea. “No problem,” Abu said. I was determined—perhaps too determined—to witness the chase of the Thunder.

About six feet four and 250 pounds, Abu was a mountain of a man, and his military uniform added to his formidable presence. Prone to long loaded stares, he communicated as much through his silence as his words. As we drove to the port in the unmarked car, checkpoints that had previously required fifteen minutes of haggling to pass through now waved us along without our driver even rolling down his window. Within an hour, Abu had us on a bigger cargo ship, piloted by a more experienced captain, for $800. Seeming genuinely concerned that we arrive on time and curious to see whom we were meeting, Abu decided to join us in the boat. After a six-hour trip, we arrived at our designated coordinates with barely twenty minutes to spare. The captain idled the engine to wait. Surreal and stressful, it felt like a fever dream.

“I can’t believe we pulled it off,” Kove-Seyram whispered to me. I replied with an inconspicuous low five. The celebration didn’t last long. As we scanned the horizon for the Sam Simon’s skiff, our cargo ship’s captain had been growing increasingly agitated. He finally broke the silence and said to me that he did not like the idea of meeting up with a ship he could not see on AIS and whose crew and captain he did not know personally. “How do I know you aren’t setting me up to get hit by pirates?” he asked. I explained that the Sam Simon had turned off its locational transponder because it was trying to follow another ship, undetected. My earnest response only seemed to make him more nervous.

The Sam Simon’s skiff soon appeared. Rather than reassuring the captain, the sight of the tattooed, stocky Sea Shepherd guys dressed all in black and driving a fast-moving military-style boat sent our captain into a panic. Assuming they were mercenaries, he whipped our cargo boat around and pressed full throttle toward shore. I pleaded with him to stop, but he refused. I shot Abu a do-something-now look. Standing up, Abu took a deep breath through his nose that seemed to increase his height by several inches and in a booming voice ordered the captain to turn the boat around. The captain did so immediately.

As we climbed off the cargo ship and into the Sea Shepherd skiff, I handed the Ghanaian boat captain the second half of the $800 I owed him. Though he had insisted that he was not looking to be paid to help us, I forced $200 into Abu’s hand as we shook to say good-bye. Looking relieved to be rid of us, the two men wished Kove-Seyram and me good luck. The Ghanaian cargo ship sped back to shore. The Sea Shepherd crew on the skiff revved its engine and turned the craft farther in to the Gulf of Guinea to bring us to the Sam Simon.


…


In February, two months after the chase had begun, but two months before I climbed on board the Sea Shepherd ship, the captain on the Bob Barker, Hammarstedt, and his adversary on the Thunder had come to a shared realization that neither intended to give up the chase. At the time, the two men were crossing some of the world’s most perilous waters. According to an old sailing proverb, below latitude 40° south there is no law, and below 50° south, no God. So furious and dangerous are the winds and weather in this part of the planet, situated just under the southernmost tip of Argentina, that they have fed centuries’ worth of fear and sunk untold numbers of ships. During this chase, these two ship captains had already careened across thousands of miles through the “Godless Sixties” as they headed north into what sailors call the “Roaring Forties” and “Furious Fifties.”
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In this famously rough stretch of the Southern Ocean, storms gather force for tens of thousands of miles as they travel east across open water, technically called the fetch, unimpeded by land except for South America’s lower tip. Winds can top two hundred miles per hour.
35 Waves reach ninety feet tall. Polar fronts and trade winds generate an average of one angry storm per week. To pass through this region, ships typically wait on the periphery to slip between these storms. The Thunder did not.

Following the Thunder into this treacherous region, Hammarstedt hunched over his laptop studying weather maps. Yellow splotches indicated winds over forty-five miles per hour. Red patches showed those blowing more than fifty-five miles per hour. Peering over his shoulder, Adam Meyerson, the ship’s chief mate and a stocky former auto mechanic from California, chimed in. “It’s okay to be in the mustard,” he said. “We just need to stay out of the ketchup.” For the next two days, it was pure ketchup.
[image: ]The Thunder tries to escape by charging through a perilous patch of ice fields in Antarctica’s Southern Ocean.As the wider, heavier Thunder held steady over the next two days in the storm, the Bob Barker swayed back and forth, listing forty degrees and battered by fifty-foot waves. Below deck, fuel sloshed in the Barker’s tanks, splashing through ceiling crevices and filling the ship with diesel fumes. In the galley, a plastic drum tethered to the wall broke free, coating the floor in vegetable oil that bled into the cabins below. Half the crew was seasick. “It was like working on an elevator that suddenly dropped and climbed six stories every ten seconds,” Captain Hammarstedt recalled.

When I interviewed them later, the crew compared the experience of crossing the storms to being “a coin inside a washing machine,” “a Ping-Pong ball in a bathtub,” and a “driver in a demolition derby.” Though I was not on board the Barker for this leg of the trip, I knew what the crew meant. I traversed these same waters on a later voyage and listened as walls of water packed such powerful punches that they made my ship groan, wail, and screech for relief from the relentless pounding.

During such storms, you tend to stay lying down inside your cabin in hopes of lessening the seasickness. Even the halls inside the ship can be dangerous because things invariably fly around if they aren’t properly tied down. Because you can’t see much outside, you never quite know when the next wave is going to hit and how bad it will rattle the ship. So your imagination fills in the blanks. Hours of lying around your cabin can drift into days, at which point the boredom becomes a danger in itself.

For the Sea Shepherd crew, lying around was not an option. When ships dock, they often dangle bulky rubbery “Yokohama fenders” over the side—they look like mini-submarines covered in tires—to prevent the ship from scraping or slamming into port walls or pier pilings. During one of the storms, a fender that had been tied down under the wheelhouse of the Bob Barker broke from its tethers. Nearly ten feet long and weighing more than a ton, the fender was swinging wildly less than three feet from destroying the ship’s speedboat. “You simply don’t go on deck in storms this big,” Hammarstedt said. “Except when you have no choice.” Two of the crewmen—a bosun named Alistair Allan and the engineer, Pablo Watson, both Australians—volunteered for the job. Climbing into emergency suits, they latched themselves to the side railing and shinnied their way to the forward deck to refasten the fender in the driving wind and rain.

As much as it was a test of wills and daring, the chase of the Thunder was a game of endurance. In prior weeks, the Thunder had done everything in its power to prevent its adversaries from replenishing themselves. The Bob Barker and the Sam Simon typically sailed parallel to each other, spread apart by about half a mile. When they moved near each other, the Thunder’s captain assumed they were trying to exchange supplies or top up the other’s fuel tank so he swung his ship around and wedged it between his adversaries. The Sea Shepherd captains laughed at the move because they were stocked well enough not to need resupplying for at least a couple months more. I never got a straight answer from the Sea Shepherd captains as to why they kept moving their ships near each other. I suspected it was simply to play head games with their opponent.

If riding through angry storms at sea is a rough form of claustrophobia, like being locked inside a tumbling box, then making it to the other side brings a rare and powerful euphoria. A weight lifts. You feel as if you can finally breathe again. You emerge from days spent stuck in your closet-sized cabin. You step on deck to see that ominously low cloud ceiling lifting. Maybe there’s even sun. Doors are latched open. Fresh air pours in. For Sea Shepherd, this euphoria was even sweeter. They had the added pride of having foiled the Thunder’s efforts to shake them.

Over the next several days, as the ships passed through stiller waters, Sea Shepherd tried to assess how much fuel the Thunder had left. Photographers on the Bob Barker and the Sam Simon took video and photographs of the Thunder to calculate how high it sat in the water, a clue to its petrol levels.

Before Sea Shepherd let me on board, I had to agree to several conditions, including promising to never reveal anything about the ships’ fuel capacities. “Our adversaries don’t need to know how long they’re going to have to run from us,” Chakravarty explained. Also verboten was publishing ship blueprints, which could be seen on display on the walls of the bridge. If there was a confrontation with the Thunder, a water cannon aimed at the right ventilation portal could flood essential areas of one of the Sea Shepherd vessels.

Nearly two months into the chase, Sea Shepherd and the Thunder were in an area called Melville Bank, located several hundred miles south of Madagascar in the Indian Ocean. Thick clouds muted the afternoon sun. After abruptly slowing down, the Thunder began making circles. Hammarstedt called over the radio to Cataldo, the Thunder captain, to ask if everything was okay. There was no reply, which was unusual. Though bitter adversaries, the two captains talked frequently, usually with Cataldo yelling, cursing, and taunting (“You piece of shit,” “You’re an imbecile,” and “You don’t deserve to be a captain”) while Hammarstedt maintained his cool, adding the occasional touch of sarcasm (“Thank you for saying that,” “The feelings are mutual”).

Soon, the Thunder’s rear spotlights turned on, the trawl door at the back opened, and the ship’s crew threw out about half a mile of buoyed fishing nets. The officers on the Bob Barker watched from their bridge in stunned silence. Hammarstedt ordered his pilot to move the Bob Barker quickly out of the path of the nets to avoid them getting caught in its propellers. No toothfish were to be found in this patch of ocean because it was too shallow, less than four hundred feet deep. Were they fishing to eat? Hammarstedt wondered. Or maybe they were just spoiling for a fight.

Half an hour later, the Thunder looped back to retrieve its nets, and Hammarstedt tried blocking its path. Cataldo responded by gunning his engine and charging full bore toward the Bob Barker. Hammarstedt immediately pulled his throttle into reverse, avoiding a collision by about ten feet. Ships ramming each other—something I’d experience later in Palau, Thailand, and Indonesia—sounds and feels more violent and panic inducing than a car crash. The stakes are higher because such collisions typically result in one or both vessels sinking. The noise also lasts longer, almost as if in slow motion, metal-on-metal screaming, fiberglass shattering, wood buckling, then snapping like a bent tree. Luckily, that did not happen this day, because these were far bigger ships. Cataldo’s men retrieved their catch on deck, and the ship went dark again.
[image: ]The Bob Barker nearly collides with the Thunder.The next night, the Thunder again opened its trawl door and shot its nets. When Cataldo radioed him, Hammarstedt took a more confrontational tack.

Thunder: Bob Barker, Thunder.
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Bob Barker: What do you want?

Thunder: Good afternoon, to communicate to you that by order of the Government of Nigeria, and of our contracting agency, we are going to perform another fishing labor, so that you are careful with your stern not to get entangled in our gear.

Bob Barker: If you fish, we are going to cut your nets.

Thunder: If you cut our nets, we are going to inform the Government of Nigeria. You are taking private property from this ship. We are going to work and we have authorization from Nigeria, as I told you before, with our license up to date, with all our things up to date. What you are going to do would be illegal.

Bob Barker: You do not have a permit. There’s no point in putting a net out now. If you do, we will cut the net. Nigeria has told us that you do not have permission to fish. If you drop the net, we will cut it.


It was unclear whether one of the captains was bluffing or if Nigeria had been speaking out of both sides of its mouth. But by this time, the nets were in the water. As the Thunder dragged them, Hammarstedt moved the Bob Barker into the wake but stayed back far enough to avoid becoming






















[image: ]A Thunder officer, concealing his face, throws a chain at a small Sea Shepherd boat.










































[image: ]Some of the crew of the Sam Simon hold a staff meeting in the mess hall.


[image: ]The Thunder was just one of the vessels that Sea Shepherd pursued during its Operation Icefish.


















[image: ]On April 6, 2015, the Thunder suddenly sank near the coast of São Tomé and Príncipe in what was widely believed to be an effort by its captain to scuttle the ship on purpose to dispose of evidence of his crimes.
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