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    In our quest to revise history into right and wrong, at fault or blameless, can we ponder a moment on the matter of seablameworthiness?
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NOTE TO READERS
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Deep Sea Decisions is a significantly updated version of a book beginning in eBook format as SeaBlameworthiness and becoming a print version as Deep Sea Dominoes in 2018.

Since that release, little in the realm of integrity has changed.

Truthfully, the concept of false narratives masquerading as honesty has only accelerated beyond anything previously imaginable, with "gaslighting" becoming a large percentage of America's guiding political philosophy.

The thesis of this tale, put into lyrics by songwriter Mark Knopfler, would remain the song Punish the Monkey, “but let the organ grinder go.”

I trust when you finish this book those lyrics will seem appropriate to you, too.

"The boss has hung you out to dry

And it looks as though

They’ll punish the monkey

And let the organ grinder go."

––––––––
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References are asterisked* and can be found at the end of the book.
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I read daily how our lives will soon be immeasurably improved when man steps aside to allow for pure technology dependence. Driverless cars and buses will soon be able to take us to the docks to watch autonomous ships being pulled into the channel by crewless tugs to accomplish flawless transits that manned vessels of "yore" could never seem to guarantee.

Apparently the best case scenario would be that when this soon occurs, the "human factor" that merely leads to "human errors" will be vanquished. Simply by removing humans from the transaction, calamity, too, will forever be relegated to history.

Humanity, what took you so long to realize how much better off we'd be without us?

Just maybe, we've given our fellow Earth travelers an unfair reputation by blaming the actions of these valiant people in these many incidents without considering the equal role technology has so far played. Because, under no reasonable review has technology thus far proved blameless.

Essentially, this book will talk about maritime tragedies, but quite likely aviation disasters, construction failures, or railway incidents could find similar examples and circumstances.

This book, if anything, is a defense of officers and crews in the face of the powerful corporate and government interests who have for many years specialized in demeaning their contributions and excelled in escalating their faults.

Pro-technology forces did not develop yesterday nor do I expect them to dissipate in any way tomorrow with the publishing of this book. This will not be a Luddite screed or a plea that harkens you back to days of yore.

Technology is eliminating the need for workers in nearly every trade and discipline. Shipping will, of course be included. But the reason for the rush in the maritime realm I may have modest argument with.

History cannot, however, be allowed to leave a legacy that, were it not for the competence (or lack thereof) of men and women sailors, maritime tragedies of the past few decades would not have occurred.

I sense this revisionism is already being used as a justification for the gallop toward sailor displacement/replacement. If anything, I maintain, these tragedies may have been far worse without the courage and involvement of these worthwhile people.

Already, anyone who follows shipbuilding trends can see that decision-making errors of the past are still being made with modern ships, and yes, even prototype "Masterless" ships.

Big businesses (like shipping companies), governments, establishment authorities, and the generally powerful, are loath to readily admit responsibility and culpability for incidents gone wrong.

Their instinct and default position is far too often to immediately blame workers, citizens, and the generally powerless.

These individuals have routinely served them well as ready scapegoats.*

I hope this book comes through as a small contribution to the written word of nautical engineering and modern shipping non-fiction. 

It will have a point of view less objective than other compilations of modern maritime history. But to that, I feel comfortable that the powerful will continue to hire public relations experts, attorneys of the highest pedigree, media spinmeisters, and highly paid lobbyists to oversell their sides of these incidents and to overemphasize their points of view.

My priority, therefore, is not to provide false counterargument but rather to shed light (for maybe the first time) on the "little guy's" side of the tale.

To be sure, the socially weaker have rarely had the high ground podium to express their versions of events, and even when they occasionally did, the powerful made sure they wouldn't hold the podium long.

Maybe this book can offer enough evidence that maritime failures should not so certainly be blamed on the officers when that degree of complete responsibility for catastrophe avoidance is rarely isolated that far down a shipping company's organizational hierarchy.

Little in this complex world of ours is black and white—an argument that needs reiteration today for many who have been brought up on the one-punch, right or wrong, "talking points" of thought-constrained pundits. As neat as that black and white thinking surely is, to our busy minds, absolutism rarely offers real answers to complex problems or occurrences. These chapters reflect that as well.

Almost all the incidents are multi-faceted with good and bad guys on both sides, and the absolute truth buried forever on the ocean floor or deep in a bank of impenetrable fog. But while the virtues of the powerful in the equation always emerge publicly, thanks to the hired guns mentioned earlier and the media they have charmed, those aboard when the crisis unfolded rarely get the same kindness and understanding. The powerful side's version of events is the story that inevitably endures and too often defaults into actual history.

If I do my job here, maybe I can sneak my finger just slightly onto the scale of justice and ask you to consider the possibility that the systems, work assignments, and economic decisions with the sometimes catastrophic conclusions that result, are typically not made by those cogs to whom history often points.

Secondary tragedy results when these designated "fall guys" go on to lose further employment, reputation, integrity, and public stature. We all lose as well because the real culprit—be it organizational policy, system fault, mechanical miscalculation, a financially driven decision, or simply a top-down and followed bad idea—has made a "clean getaway" to strike again, some time, some place. When all the reasons for an incident aren't immediately revealed, we're collectively none the wiser that a real cause still lurks.

Your seat cushion can be used as a flotation device 2,000 miles from land in open ocean; lifeboat drills will be held before we sail unless the cruise ship is behind schedule; faulty parachutes don't get any customer complaints; and the lobsters in the kitchen of the Titanic considered the iceberg strike a miracle, and not a tragedy. 

Pick your mode of transportation game piece and meet me at the RISK table. But know that risk management is a high stakes contest and the roulette table may or may not be in perfect balance today.

––––––––
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  
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Extracts from: The United Kingdom Merchant Shipping (Accident Reporting and Investigation) Regulations 2012 Regulation 5: 

“The sole objective of a safety investigation after an accident under these Regulations shall be the prevention of future accidents through the ascertainment of its causes and circumstances. It shall not be the purpose of such an investigation to determine liability nor, except so far as is necessary to achieve its objective, to apportion blame.” 

Regulation 16(1): “The Chief Inspector may at any time make recommendations as to how future accidents may be prevented.”

#
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Chapter 1


Who, What, When, Where, Why
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Presumed lost at sea. Is there a worse image? A human being at their final moments in such an incredibly inhospitable place as the open sea. Desperate, forlorn, exhausted, and without a hand to touch, a comforting voice to listen to, peace of any description, only gut searing pain ahead to an agonizing end.

Isn't any effort we can make to minimize this happening a noble endeavor?

For the better part of my career, I have been a management consultant specializing in shoreside safety concerns.

Factories, service sector workforces, transportation workers, construction workers, American tradesmen of every kind, hospital workers, warehouse workers, retail store employees—all of these people faced safety matters large and small, every day, at their work sites. I had the privilege of helping them get through their work shifts as unscathed as possible.

Safety solutions usually require a mix of STEM skills (Science, Technology, Engineering, and Math) blended with a heavy concentration of human factors. That's a lot of energy and effort to throw into every safety issue, but without it, a quick fix solution usually lasts only until the boss turns his back.

A quick and easy-to-grasp example of this came early in my career when three claims in close succession came in for employees slipping and rather badly hurting themselves on ice patches at a factory entrance. When I got there after the third injury, management was well consumed with:

	Debating the merits of rock salt versus several other chemical melting products; 

	How to phrase the alert message that was to be mailed out to the 2,000 employees who used that entrance and exit each day;

	The new schedule that the custodians would now need to follow to get to the factory even earlier in the morning for snow and ice control duties; and

	What employee discipline should be applied if, despite these implemented safeguards, a fourth worker should fall here?


All noble initiatives, maybe, although none of them related to fact-finding rather than fault-finding. 

Plus all of the resolutions rested on the workers downstream in the factory who were now being held responsible for various parts of a comprehensive solution.

It was clear that the water that froze into this constant ice patch was the direct result of a gutter system that emptied directly onto this concrete walkway and that rerouting the pipe would forever eliminate the cause of the slips. Not a Sherlock Holmes " Eureka" solution, but apparently not the instinctive thought of this team of people. Never mind instinctive, it was not even considered that a construction design failure (the purview of upper echelon architects, design approval-responsible senior managers, municipal building examiners) could ever be the proximate cause.

Not unlike the old joke, 

"Doctor, every time I drink a cup of coffee my eye hurts."

"Next time," says the Doctor, "take the spoon out."

There were forty years of issues like this during my "safety guy" career, so these folks were in no way unique. We'll come back to this simple reality many times, as now in 2022 many organizations, institutions, and safety experts readily acknowledge that the human factor, as critical as it is, depends on the support of every other system to flawlessly (really!) perform to avoid the inevitable breakdown.

Engineered systems must also be constantly questioned, monitored, altered when necessary and flawlessly maintained despite wear, time, and potential deterioration. No small requirement indeed.

What with the cost of injuries, monetarily, emotionally, disruptively, psychologically—who wouldn't want to prevent unnecessary losses, or as the military might call them, downgrading incidents? You might be surprised.

​
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Chapter 2


Marine Electric, S. S. Poet
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The Marine Electric sinking is certainly a fine example of what could be euphemistically called a downgrading incident. To be honest, mariners usually use a little more colorful language. With luck, I'll convince you that these investigations were, and continue to be, well worth the time and money that the United States Coast Guard and National Transportation Safety Board (NTSB) spent and will continue to spend.

As I've lectured throughout my career, accident inquiries, or investigations if you will, serve no productive purpose if the findings never reach the ears and minds of others doing the same tasks, facing the same perils and potential demons.

However, more and more every year, these thoughtful and detailed inquiries aren't being studied and discussed by the potentially impacted people because the legal community, government, involved businesses, and other settlement warriors are agreeing to bury the true details, typically, to avoid further publicity and protect the powerful.

But the publicity—or facts, about why these incidents, accidents, downgrading events, or whatever we choose to call them—shouldn't be hidden.

To the contrary, specifically how and why the event happened needs to be more widely discussed, so that those circumstances become clearly understood so that fact finding, not fault finding, is accepted as the most important goal of an inquiry.

On October 1, 2015, after losing all engine power near the eyewall of Hurricane Joaquin the American flagged Ro-Ro/containership El Faro sank with 33 crewmen lost. The circumstances have emerged and we'll talk about them later. Three 2018 book releases titled Run the Storm by George Michelsen Foy,  Into the Raging Sea* by Rachel Slade Foy, and The Captains of Thor, by Robert Frump, all recommended readings to be sure, have added immensely to our understanding of events.

But let's discuss now the eerie resemblance this relatively recent loss had to the Marine Electric's tragic sinking in 1983.

The crew often called it the Marine Sidewalk, since it had enough cement patches in its hull to pave one.

The ship was built as a Type T2 tanker, delivered on May 23, 1944.

Estimated lifespan for ships built then was approximately 20-25 years. That remains similar to ships being built today.

I'll trust you to do the upcoming math.

T2's, C2's, Liberty and Victory ships were built to be, essentially, WWII warships using a relatively new method, welding instead of riveting, and with what came to be called "tired iron" or "dirty steel"—a sulfur-heavy steel that tended to become brittle, particularly at cold temperatures.

Thirty runs or so were their anticipated life-span before a U-boat torpedo, kamikaze, or other war atrocity would expectedly end their existence. Initially, no one anticipated a commercial afterlife following the war for these vessels.

Therein lies the rub.2

In May 1947, she was sold to the Gulf Oil Corporation and renamed Gulfmills. Fourteen years later, in May 1961, she was purchased by Marine Transport Lines (MTL) and renamed Marine Electric.

The ship was modified by the addition of a new midsection for cargo transport, in Bremen, Germany, which was then towed to the Bethlehem Steel Co. yard in East Boston, Massachusetts. This extended the ship's length overall from 523 feet (159 m) to 605 feet (184 m), and her tonnage from 10,448 to 13,757 gross register tons (GRT).

Technically, according to the ABS (the American Bureau of Shipping, a standard-setting organization) this also “restarted the clock” on her age, not unlike a classically restored car body with an original engine and frame, or better yet getting a facelift and calling yourself 21 again.

Remember that there was not a lot of marine engineering or architecture involved with this process. Pretty much like building a stretch limousine, the shipyard would cut her in half, stick in an extension, then weld her back together. The work was completed in November 1962.

Many shipyard workers said at the time that the Marine Electric was already showing her age, exhibiting corrosion and damage to the hull, deck, hatch covers and other structural components not associated with the retrofit.

Sorry, changed my mind, I won’t trust you to do the math after all!

She was 15 years old then, and this was 21 years before the tragedy.

The 36-year old Marine Electric was a coal carrier for the Brayton Point Power Plant in Somerset, Massachusetts, on the Rhode Island coastline.

The old plant has recently been demolished and replaced with a modern submarine cable manufacturing center for offshore wind turbines being built as we read. Even the reason for the Marine Electric's coastal voyages would no longer be apparent to the observer/historian.

The vessel left Norfolk, Virginia, for Somerset, MA, on February 10, 1983, the dead of winter, carrying a cargo of 25,000 tons of coal. Seas were rough and skies were overcast. The air and water temperature was cold and the wind was blowing in excess of 40 knots.

The ship carried a crew of 34. As the ship cruised off Virginia's east shore, the weather deteriorated and by the next morning, the seas were between 20 and 40 feet, with winds up to 60 knots. As the seas grew, the Marine Electric passed a small fishing boat named the Theodora, also fighting the towering seas in an even more dramatic fashion. But it seemed to be challenging the sea like a champion and the Marine Electric watched it sail past without incident or conversation. It would not be the last time the Theodora and Marine Electric would meet this night and in this storm.

As Robert Frump described in his tremendous book on this disaster, Until the Sea Shall Free Them,3 "But a short while later the little Theodora was in big trouble. Her crew and Captain were frantically calling the Coast Guard. They were taking on water. The pumps weren't keeping up and they were unsure of their position, a real problem when you were asking the Coast Guard for assistance or rescue."

The Coast Guard out of Elizabeth City, North Carolina, scrambled an H-3s (big) helicopter and a C-130 fixed-wing aircraft to the general area but in the snow and rain, a boat that small was like a penny lost in a superstore parking lot.

The Coast Guard turned to all ships at sea and the Marine Electric answered. But to reverse direction in a ship the size of the Marine Electric it would take two football fields of length, at least, and would for some moments put the Electric broadside to 20 - 40-foot waves, walls of water the height of a three-story house.

Quickly the radar on the Marine Electric identified Theodora's position behind them over two miles distant and the Electric radioed these coordinates back to the Coast Guard helicopter.

Floodlight from the helicopter soon illuminated the tiny fishing boat like a ray of light from heaven, and pumps were lowered to Theodora's working deck. The Marine Electric drifted alongside in, by now, a Force 10 storm, just in case the pumps were not adequate. But they were, and Marine Electric was allowed to proceed on, as a Coast Guard cutter raced to escort the Theodora home.

A week or so later at an NTSB hearing the owners of Marine Electric, Marine Transport Lines, would be alleging that their ship must have grounded and holed during this rescue, but exhaustive review evidenced plenty of water existed under the Marine Electric throughout the standby effort.

By nightfall, the Marine Electric also began to founder. The hatch covers, so frequently repaired that the crew was scared to walk on them, were beginning to fail. The combination of duct tape and RED HAND, a marine auto body - "BONDO" type filler putty, if you will, began to disintegrate, and the holds were filling with sea water.

Around 4:00 p.m. a distress call was sent and acknowledged by the Coast Guard. A Navy rescue helicopter with a single diver and a Coast Guard rescue helicopter with merely a winch and a basket were immediately dispatched to the scene from Coast Guard Air Station Elizabeth City. Upon arrival, the helicopters found that the ship already had capsized and all 34 Marine Electric crewmen were in the water or trapped inside the sinking vessel.

The one Navy diver, Jim McCann, was lowered into the ice cold water with a wetsuit, a mask, fins, snorkel, and a "cold light" (just a small waterproof flashlight) strapped to the mask. The water was so cold he couldn't truly move or effectively breathe for the first ten minutes. He knew this paralysis would wear off but he had to wait it out while men in life jackets floated around him. The same basket lowering technique was repeated to the ocean's surface but despite spirited arm raisings and waving, none of the other crewmen, curiously to the helicopter crews, would climb into the rescue baskets.

Only later did the Coast Guard rescue crews realize that the wave action on the frozen bodies, held out of the water only by their life vests, were the cause of the arm motion, not the life left in each crewman.

These days the Coast Guard Rescue Swimmer Program teaches a 1 - 10 - 1 rule: the first 1 minute you'll be fully paralyzed with the cold so all you can do immediately is try to acclimatize to the freezing ocean; 10 relates to the amount of time in minutes that your fingers will reliably perform so any radio pushbuttons, equipment adjustments or actions requiring finger dexterity will need to be accomplished sooner rather than later; the last 1 represents the approximate time in hours anyone can be expected to survive in frozen water without a survival suit. Many men have done better, but probably more have succumbed in far less time than that.

Third mate Eugene Kelly managed to grab a hold of a large life ring along with six other crewmen. Over time in the frigid water, his companions on the ring drifted off. When the basket came his way after well over an hour adrift in the water, he tumbled into it.

Away in a canopied life raft another battle for life was occurring. One Ordinary Seaman Paul Dewey, after a 20-minute battle and heroic effort, had managed to climb out of the Atlantic Ocean and into a raft. Second Mate Clayton Babineau, too, was valiantly trying to get himself into this same raft but to no avail. Dewey tried everything from deploying a small climbing net to actually grabbing Babineau by his two feet to hoist him up backwards but nothing worked.

Over an hour later when the Coast Guard basket came alongside, only Paul Dewey was in the raft to be saved.

Two survivors so far of a crew of 34.

Navy diver McCann swam from one dead body to another. He was freezing cold and running out of energy fast. Looking for his helicopter it dawned on him they were separating farther and farther distant. He began to panic. Could they not see his headlight? He reached up to assure himself that it was still there and frantically realized it was not. Somehow it was drifting away but he remembered gratefully that it was tethered to a reel on his hip belt. Furiously he reeled it in, replaced it on his head and the helicopter seemed to instantly respond with a reappearance. But now he and the helicopter simultaneously sensed another danger.

A supertanker, the Tropic Sun, responding to the rescue effort was heading straight at him, obviously unaware that there was a diver in the water. McCann realized fully that even if the ship was notified of his presence now, a vessel that size could never stop in time to miss him. McCann was going to be crushed, swept under and chewed up by the prop. His only hope was to swim away as fast as he possibly could.

Within 5 to 10 feet of the supertanker's starboard side, a massive wave raised him higher than level with the massive ship's main deck where he remembered vividly being able to stare straight at a crewman, whom he could describe down to his shirt and pants. This crewman was more startled to see a man in the water than McCann was to see him. They were "nearly close enough to shake hands." The trough of the wave, of course, returned McCann to the Plimsoll marks where he continued to thrash to get clear of the dangerous prop wash. McCann's Navy helicopter basket tender, at this point, realized that his man was beyond spent and lowered their chopper basket down for McCann's immediate extrication. The helicopter pilot then spotted one lifeboat holding a single man, crunched into a fetal position in the lifeboat's bilge trying to retain what little heat he had left. Remembering the Coast Guard unofficial motto that, "You have to go out. You don't have to come in," the pilot took the chance with his limited fuel supply and lowered their basket one last time directly into the lifeboat. Thankfully, the crewman had enough strength left to crawl into the basket that was then raised to the chopper. Chief Mate Robert Cusick was rescued.

Now three survivors saved out of a crew of 34.

Extremely low on fuel the helicopter headed back with what Cusick later described as "seven frozen mannequins (recovered but dead) and three more near frozen, huddled over a tiny electric heater in the rear of the chopper."

Four days after the rescue, hearings began in Norfolk, Virginia, with, thankfully, a former Merchant Captain, now Coast Guard Captain Dominic Calicchio, heading the Marine Board of Investigation inquiry.

If Marine Transport could prove that they did not have "prior knowledge" of the proximate cause of the ship's sinking, their financial responsibility would be only a fraction of what it would be if it was proven they sent an unsafe or unseaworthy vessel off to sea.

The powerful shipping line, with nearly unlimited legal assistance, discovery budget, and public relations support (with plenty more available from fellow shipping companies and backers who also wanted a "crew error" rather than an "unsafe ship" finding) filed suit against two surviving officers, primarily against Robert Cusick, the Chief Mate.

Cusick faced the inquiry essentially without any financial means or support to deny the argument that poor crew performance caused the sinking.

Battle lines were drawn between the last rescued Chief Mate, Robert Cusick, the primary deck officer in charge of the ship's condition and the company, Marine Transport.

Everyone knew that if Cusick would simply go along with the company's version of events he'd always have steady employment with Marine Transport. In boxing terminology, "take a dive" and "stay down."

It was the easiest route for him to follow and the route the attorneys all encouraged him to take. But Cusick felt a responsibility to his 31 former crewmates and to every other American sailor serving on similar rust buckets like the Marine Electric to tell the truth about the cavalier attitudes of ship-owners like Marine Transport, and there were many others like them.

The owners of the SS Poet were another one, only three years earlier in 1980.

Originally built as General Omar Bundy at the Kaiser Shipbuilding Corp. yard in Richmond, California, in 1944, the ship transported troops until 1949 when it was laid up in the James River Reserve Fleet. Many keels laid here were considered part of the "tired iron" fleet of the American Merchant Marine that colloquially sailors began calling "Kaiser Coffins" when their propensity for structural failure became better known. More on this later.

[image: http://articles.baltimoresun.com/images/pixel.gif][image: http://articles.baltimoresun.com/images/pixel.gif]There the old ship languished until 1964 when it was delivered to Bethlehem Steel Corp. in Baltimore, Maryland, which undertook its conversion into a bulk carrier at its Sparrows Point Shipyard.

Renamed the SS Portmar, the ship was operated by the steel company's Calmar Steamship Corp. subsidiary transporting steel products between the East and West. Later renamed the Port, it finally became the Poet after being acquired by Hawaiian Eugenia Corp. in 1979.

The 522-foot U.S. flag vessel was loaded with 13,500 tons of bulk corn at Girard Point Terminal in South Philadelphia, and it prepared to leave on what was to have been a routine voyage to Port Said, Egypt, on Oct. 24, 1980.

If that much corn had become wet and expanded, structural failure of the ship was conceivable although the holds had been certified in Philly as watertight.

"Before she left Philadelphia, a Coast Guard petty officer conducted an inspection and found three violations. At two points, oil drums and acetylene tanks were lashed to rails without proper dunnage, or padding underneath, to prevent sparks. The ship was also found to lack a required piece of navigational equipment, called a LORAN, an acronym for long-range navigation," The New York Times reported at the time. Why the shipping company never had this critical piece of navigational equipment fixed or replaced while the S.S. Poet was being loaded in Philadelphia was never explained although fair speculation is that if the families of the ship's owners were going to be passengers that day, the LORAN would have left the City of Brotherly Love in an operable condition.

Early on the morning of Oct. 24, 1980, the Poet began slowly making its way down the Delaware River toward the Atlantic. Capt. LeRoy A. Warren, with 41 years of experience at sea, was on the bridge, and the ship held a crew of 34. Capt. Gary Harper, the pilot who was taking the Poet down the Delaware River, noted that the ship was "heavy at the bow and sluggish in responding to the wheel", the Baltimore Times reported later. "It took a little longer for the ship to respond because the ship was by-head", Harper told the newspaper, "meaning the bow rode low in the water." At 8:30 a.m., the ship reported its last position as it sailed past Cape Henlopen, Delaware. It was the final time the ill-fated Poet ever would be heard from.

The Poet also gave its Oct. 24 position to the Automated Mutual Assistance Vessel Rescue System, an international center that tracks ship movements in the Atlantic and Pacific. The next day, as the ship steamed east, it encountered a severe storm with 30-foot seas and winds gusting to 60 knots. The storm lashed the Atlantic Coast for the next two days. Experts said that the storm was nothing unusual, and the Poet had encountered and survived far worse storms in its 36-year career.

The owners of the vessel reported Nov. 3—nine days after receiving their last message from the Poet—that they had not heard from the ship, which was due to dock in Port Said on Nov. 9.

The Poet had vanished into the lonely Atlantic depths without so much as an SOS.

A 200,000-square-mile Coast Guard search of the ocean, from the Straits of Gibraltar to Cape Henlopen, failed to find any trace whatsoever of the ship or its crew.

[image: http://articles.baltimoresun.com/images/pixel.gif]"Although planes have crisscrossed the ocean, they have spotted neither the Poet nor any lifeboats. And no ships crossing the Poet's intended route have seen any sign of the ship" The Sun reported at the time.

In its marine casualty report, the Coast Guard reported that the "precise time and location of the vessel's loss are unknown and cannot be determined. The Board concludes that the Poet was most likely lost during the period when it encountered the most severe weather conditions between the morning of 25 October and the evening of 26 October."

Regarding no radio signals, the report said, "The Board concludes that it is likely that the lack of any radio distress message was due to the loss of the ship being so sudden that there was no time to send a distress message on 500 kHz using the main or emergency radio transmitters or the lifeboat radio."

The report also stressed the lack of any wreckage, lifeboats or oil slicks, and said it "appears quite possible that if the Poet was lost very rapidly, the lifeboats may well have been secured in their cradles by the gripes and would have gone down with the vessel."

This same paragraph could have been written about the El Faro sinking in 2014. So much for lessons learned.

The Coast Guard and Marine Investigation board took a far less than bold conclusion in 1980, “The commandant has concurred with the Marine Board that the proximate cause of the casualty cannot be determined."

A more likely resolution to the Poet story was offered by maritime author Robert Frump on October 25, 2015, who suggested, "Another theory, as The Philadelphia Inquirer documented, is that the ship ought never to have been at sea, and was a part of the Rust Bucket Fleet left over from World War II. The owner of the ship was notorious for loading up old ships with corn under Food for Peace programs, and the sister ship, the SS Penny, was such a similar rust bucket it eventually needed to be towed all the way to the scrap yard.

The conspiracy theories are all very interesting, but the bigger “conspiracy” is that the Coast Guard of that time and the (ABS) American Bureau of Shipping negligently let dozens of vessels sail that ought to have
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