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Giants That Move the Wo~ld's Oil 

By NOEL GROVE 
SENIOR EDITORIAL STAFF 

Photographs by MARTI ROGERS 

The bigger they come, the hotter the debates they fuel. Huge tankers such as the 
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HE LANTERNS OF Malaysian sam
pans winked around us like fireflies. 
Capt. Antonio Cacciuttolo stared at 
them from the night-blackened bridge 
of the Afra1t Zodiac and muttered, 
"Fishermen ... they a re supposed to 

stay out of the shipping lanes." 
He wheeled and strode to the radar plat

form, where small craft flecked the screen in 
a green swarm. At the center of the screen 
was the Zodiac, an oil tanker as wide as a 
football field and nearly three fields long, 
moving through the swarm like a Goliath 
among gnats. The lanky captain wheeled 

again and entered the chart room to check 
our current position- a matter of even 
greater concern. 

An imminent collision with an errant 
sampan cannot be avoided by a vessel that 
requires more than a mile to stop, even a t our 
half speed of eight knots. But we were enter
ing the Strait of Malacca, where the broad 
and deep thoroughfares of the sea narrow to 
a shallow alley between Sumatra and the 
Malay Peninsula, a passage where naviga
tional errors of ships a re engraved on a gran
ite seafloor. 

The Zodiac, chartered by Gulf Oil, rode 

Chevron Brussels cut oil-delivery costs but bring concern over giant oil spills. 103 
fRA"'11C MUULElll•MU, Sf[lltH 
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the waves like an iceberg. Sixty-eight feet of 
her ponderous belly hung beneath the sur
face , loaded with 70 million gallons of l{u
waiti crude-enough to produce a tank of 
gasoline for every car in Chica~o. 

In the two weeks since photoflrapher 
Martin Rogers and I had bo ;ded tlie ship in 
the Persian Gulf, I had witnes edthe skillful 
seamanship of the 38-year-old b'oyish-faced 
captain. And yet, this ni t could feel the 
quiet, professional con ~rn as he drifted 
back to the wheelhouse lo g31ze out at the 
winking lantern lights. 

"The sampans," I ask q, reluctant to in
trude upon his concentra ·on, "aren't there 
patrol boats to keep them a vay?' 

"Yes, but ... ," I sensed th sh ug of ac
ceptance beside me in the dark,' t er re-so 
many, and the fishing is good here.,. 

Economic need. It explained the presence 
of both supership and sampan in an area 
where the margins of safety had grown thin. 
J ust as the fishermen hungered for a good 
catch, the world hungers for petroleum. 
Gargantuan oil tankers have become the 
mobile pipelines that carry it from the oil
rich Middle East to the oil-hungry industri
alized nations. 

The mind gropes for superlatives, for 
comparisons to describe these superships. 
The largest of them, upended , would stand 
higher than the Empire State Building. The 
paint alone on the huge Globtik Tokyo 
• - • - !-L - A l"\r"\ L - - - r, _ _ __ _ , ___ _ ! __ _,: _ _ ., ___ _ 

Islands under power, today's 
supertankers require pilots whose 
seafaring savvy is matched by their 
technological know-how. Shep
herding a 1,040-by-164-foot colos
sus, the captain of the Afran 
Zodiac, en route to Korea with Ku
waiti crude oil, takes a bearing by 
squinting through an azimuth cir
cle (left). The wake of the 121,000-
ton ARCO Fa.irbanks (right) points 
back to tricky Valdez Narrows as 
the tanker makes a test run over the 
route where Alaska-pipeline oil is 
now shipped. 

into the sea, I often used the deck of the 
fr.an Zodiac as a jogging track. Once 

arot1)la t,he ship: nearly half a mile. 
'I'anltermen rank vessel size not by length 

or weigl:i of..the ship or by its displacement 
but by deadweigl:\t tons~ the total weight of 
cargo, stores, and fue hat the ships carry. 
T he T •2 tankers of the 9 O's were ships of 
161000 deadweight ons (ijwt); A/ran Zo
diac's 6 cargo compartme ts hold 13 times 
more tha that. Yet there ar many modern 
tankers bigger than the Zodiac, whose 
228,000 tons rank 1t a micldle-sized among 

h
. I 

supers 1ps. 

Lagging Oil Market Hobbles F leet 

I boarded ta9kers of ~any sizes in a ship
hopping, ocean-hopping exploration of 
these seagoing ~iants. In the worldwide 
ankerfleetdf 4,'200 vessels , superships over 

200,000 tons number some 700, roughly 17 
percent of the total. They move more than 
half the oil around the world. 

Both at sea and ashore I talked with offi
cers and crewmen, owners, fleet managers, 
and designers. I saw their pride as they 
talked of the huge vessels, the largest mov
ing objects ever built by man. But I heard 
tales of concern as well. Roughly a fifth of 
the superships now sit idle, and the rest op
erate at reduced speed , as a result of a de
pressed oil market. 

I also heard concern from those who fear 
£.L - - --·•-- -- - -"' - ' - - - -- - ·· - - - -- - C - ·· - - -
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a massive spill, such as the wreck of the 
229,000-ton Amoco Cadiz off the Brittany 
coast early in 1978, the effects are immediate 
and devastating. (See pages 124-135.) Scien
tists disagree on the long-term effects of a 
large spill. But no one questions whether 
more will occur. The U. S. now imports 
nearly half its oil. Western Europe imports 
95 percent of its supply, Japan virtually 
every drop.* 

Super Detour a Boon to Superships 

The closing of the Suez Canal in 196 7 as
sured the proliferation of giant tankers. 
When sunken ships littered the passage after 
the Arab-Israeli six-day war, westbound 
tankers from the Persian Gulf had to sail 
around Africa to reach their markets, a de
tour of 9,600 miles (map, following pages). 

Much as a jumbo-sized soft-drink con
tainer may lower the price of a drink l?Y 
replacing six small bottles, one ·umbo 
ship can haul oil at lower cost than sev
eral small ones. Fuel costs do ot increase 
in proportion to the size of the shlp. ,A tank
er of 32,000 tons burns nearly rs tons of fuel 
a day, while one of hal a i:nnlion tons 
burns 330 tons. Hauling S times more oil, 
the larger ship uses les thal) five times 
the fuel. 

or do tanker crews increase with size. I 
sailed on one ship of 75 ,000 tons hat carried 
a crew of 4 7. The Zodiac, mo,re than three 
times that tonnage, carried 6. 

Lower costs, bigger volume- little won
der that tankers have balloo~d bexoncl 
the Ancient Mariner's wildest nightQ!_ares. 

"When people saw what money coul<! be 
made, some went to oil companies and go 
commitments to haul oil before they owned 
a tanker, " I was told by Capt. Ralph May
bourn in British Petroleum's 32-story Bri
tannic House in London. "Then they went 
to a banker and said, 'Look, I've got the 
business, let's build a ship.' Some of those 
ships were paid off within a year or so." 

In the early stages of growth, they were 
called "supertankers," but each generation 
dwarfed the last (pages 113-15). The name 
has been dropped by tankermen, who now 
usually refer to vessels between 200,000 and 
300.000 tons as Verv Lari.re Crude Carriers 

(VLCC's), and anything over 300,000 as Ul
tra Large Crude Carriers (ULCC's). 

They may be the most international com
mercial enterprises ever devised. The Zo
diac, for example, was built in Japan , 
owned by Americans, registered in Liberia, 
insured by a British firm , run by an Italian 
crew, and, when I sailed on her, carried Ku
waiti crude oil to a Korean port. 

Few of the large ships, and none of the 
largest , have been built in the United States. 
Owners claim that construction costs can be 
more than halved in highly automated Japa
nese shipyards. 

Economy often dictates the nationality of 
tanker crews as well , and the registry of the 
ship itself. By law, American-flag ships 

A tanker's not a town, but crewmen can 
go to the movies, take a dip in a pool, or 
drop by for a checker game aboard the Bet
lamya (above), world's largest ship at 
541 ,000 deadweight tons. Crew and offi
cers can bring their wives; one passes time 
""" • h a. J.,.,.;,-1,..e, ,r,..,,:-- _"'_.,,., ... i...:1- ""' , ....... ___ _ 
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Pacific Ocean 

Some Alaskan crude oil arriving by 
supertanker at the Panama Cana/ is 
transferred to ;'floating storage" in 
a 300,000-tonner before passing 
through in smaller tankers. 

Panama Canal loclcs are 1,000 
feet long. 110 feet wide , and 
70 feet deep, barring the 
largest tankers. 
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numbers that accompany them 
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ue registered. Width of the arrows 
indicates comparative volumes of oil 
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must carry American crews, whose wages 
reflect their country's standard of living. An 
Italian captain may earn $20,000 a year, an 
American captain, $60,000. 

"The average cost of an American crew is 
about $1.8 million a year," a fleet manager 
for a major oil company told me. "An Italian 
crew might cost about $800,000, and we 
have Filipino crews at about $400,000. " 

The repeated involvement of Liberian
registered ships in tanker accidents bas 
raised public concern about the so-called 
"flags of convenience. " 

"By sheer numbers of ships registered, it 
is logical that many accidents involve Libe
rian tankers," explained Arthur McKenzie, 
who operates a tanker-casualty data service 
in New York City. "A quarter of the world's 
tankers and a third of the tonnage are 
Liberian-registered. But in percentage of 
acc1de ts by fleet size, they are only slightly 
above the American and lower than the 
British. Fur hermo their percentage rate 
is improving. 

"It's true that maQY substandard ships are 
drawn to Liberian regjst~ " he added. "But 
so are some of the best . The reasons are crew 
flexibility and no inco\ne t.4, not easier ship 
inspection, as many people think." 

Tanker Crews See ¥ostly Sea 

Boredom and lonelines the by-products 
of confinement, are the en mies of crews on 
big tankers. Tunyuound time at the end of a 
voyage lasts )ong enough for oil to be 
pum ed iJ} or out of the vessel, but rarely 
ong enough for anyone to go ashore. The oil 

transfer may take place at a "sea island" of 
metal framework miles from land. Limited 
to deep water by their extreme draft- as 
much as 94 feet- the big tankers wander a 
seemingly shoreless ocean, floating habitats 
creating their own drinking water in 40-ton
a-day desalinators, processing their own 
sewage, conditioning interior air to suit 
changing latitudes, and taking on fresh 
stores by helicopter or launch. 

For sea duty rivaling in length that of 
the old whalers, supership sailors need not 
endure cramped quarters and salt-pork ra
tions. Single- or double-occupant cabins are 
- ··- · - - - - · C' •• • ·-- · - - _ _ _ , _ -- _ ,. .. _h _. __ , 
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Floating lodes of black gold made 
super fortunes for transportation 
tycoons such as Ravi Tikkoo (above). 
The India-born shipping magnate is 
taking his biggest step yet: building 
the first nuclear tankers. Facing tough 
environmental obstacles and a cur
rent worldwide surplus of tankers, 
Tikkoo plans three 600,000-ton atom
ic ships, each costing 325 million 
dollars. His British firm owns four 
ships. Two are among the world's 
largest, including the 476,000-ton 
Globtik Tokyo, unloading into a tank 
farm at the K.iire , Japan, deepwater 
port (right). Since virtually all U. S. 
ports are too shallow for superships, 
loads are pumped into smaller ships in 
deep water. Environmental concern 
delayed plans for a U. S. superport 
in the Gulf of Mexico, now under 
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ESSO ATLANTIC, 1977 
At 509,000 tons the Esso Atlantic- together 
with hu sister ship , the Esso Pac ific-is among 
the world's ftve biggest ships. The 1,334-foot 
Jap111ue-built Esso Atlantic sails mainly from 
the Pers ian Gulf to ports in northern Europ, 
llld also lighters in the Gulf of Muico. 

POWER PLANT 
The Esso At lantic's 
45 ,000-horstpower 
stum-turbine power pluit 
looms 16 rto,~s high. 
Tht five-b,.de, 30-foot
divneter prop,ller 
gains high efficiency 
1t a relatively slow 80 rpm. 

113 

MANHATTAN, 1962 
In htr day-through the '60's-tht 115 ,000-ton 
Manhattan wu tht largest ship underU.S.flig . 
She pioMtrtd a su route to Alaska's North 
S/opt through tht ice-packed Northwest 
Passigt , but, pipeline across Alaska to 
V,ldez. proved more rconomici.J. 
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T-2,1945 
A workhorse for the Allies, the /6,000-ton 
T-2 played a crucial role in World 
War II. Many of the 5ZS vessels built 
remain in use today. 

GLUCKAUF, /886 
First prototype tanker, the 3,000-ton 
Gluckauf ferried oil from the United 
States to Europe for seven years. 

.;;..~;....~::.::;~-;-~ :---7rr;;h;e~M;j;a~n~hattan was given 
ice-brea/cing capability by 
fitting her with a S ,000-ton 
bow and a steel ~It 3Z 
feet high by 9 feet wide. 

The cargo space of the Esso 
Atlantic holds more than 
17,000 times as much as this 
9,000-gallon fuel truck. EVOLUTION OF A GIANT 

l'Alhfl"'G If JO M GlltOrr 
llUUflt Jt l'f Gt.lNAflS J ltUTINS 

NAUlUrU.l CS:OC•ai,w1r ••t n11,1c1ru11 
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(Continued from page 109) typical evening 
on the Zodiac included pasta, asparagus 
soup·, an en tree of beef alla pizzaiola, dessert 
of several excellent cheeses and fresh fruit. 
Beer if desired, coffee after. Ma rtin Rogers 
and I sent our compliments to the chef one 
evening for his rich cream puffs. He 
emerged from the galley, round face crin
kJed in a huge smile: "Grazie tanto, signori!" 
More cream puffs followed. My daily jogs 
around the deck became imperative. 

The comforts do not totally make up for 
the confinement. An Italian captain who 
had been at sea almost continuously for 11 
months told me, "Nobody likes the big 
ships. obody but the owners." 

washed its cargo tanks with seawater and 
disgorged the results. Sludge clinging inside 
a tank must be cleaned out after unloading, 
with a high-pressure stream of liquid. To
day responsible tankers pump the washings 
to a slop tank, and allow oil and water to sep
arate before pumping out the water. A more 
recent technique called crude-oil washing 
uses oil sprayed at high pressure to clean the 
emptied tanks. ew ships will have segre
gated oil and ballast tanks. Nevertheless, 
tank washing with water still contributes at 
least a sixth of the six million tons of all the 
oil that pollutes the oceans annually. 

Proposed Port Harbors Controversy 

On the bridge of the Zodiac one day an of- At Singapore the Z odiac coasted for a few 
fleer stared pensively over the long, wide minutes while a launch nudged against her 
deck, and said, "Did you ever drive a small, to take us off. Our trip would have been 
fast car, and feel you were a part of it? That's longer aboard a bigger ship; tankers near 
why I prefer a tanker of 50,000 tons." half.a million tQnS must bypass the Strait of 

The big tankers certainly need more room Malacca, and err umna vi gate most of Indo
to maneuver. To make up for the ungainli-,....... nesia to reach Japan. 
ness, they rely on sophisticated pavigation, That trip could be-shortened if a proposed 
docking, and collision-avoidanc systems. supertanker port and re.finery center were 
The last indicates speed anc\ di~ection of built in the Palau Islands, a remote sprin
moving obstacles and sounds an alarm kling o( coral reefs a na vpl anic and lime
whenever it computes a collision course. stoneJiills east of Mindanao. (See "Dazzling 

The Zodiac chart room ·ncludes Loran C, Corals of Palau ," begihning on page 136.) 
Decca, and Omeganavigationa aids, which A battleground bet een Japanese and 
receive radio waves from transT:itting sta- American troops in Worl~ War II, Palau 
tions scattered around th w rid to deter- has become the scene of an environmental 
mine the ship's position. Officer also check confrontation. The reefs are a marine biolo
the accuracyofmodern technology by sboot- gist's paradise, teeming with life that could 
ing the stars with an instrume~ predating be decimated by ps,llution, says Robert 
Lord Nelson-the sextant. Owenl environmenfal officer in the United 

'/hj ation Tr4,5t Te ritory. But the deep bays 
Oil and Water Shouldn't Mix with sheer underwater cliffs invite the 

I was on the starboard bridgewing when l 
fi rst saw a slick of phlegmy, caramel-colored 
oil , a couple of ship lengths wide, floating on 
the gray-blue sea. 

"That is nothing," said Captain Cacciut
tolo, after the Zodiac had cut through the 
patch. "It is tan, which means it has been 
mixed with water. Real oil pollution is 
black; I have sailed through it for miles." 

The tan color suggested that a ship had 

worl~sbiggest tankers, whose great drafts 
leave them with few harbors to call home. 

Except for a new facility in Alaska, no 
ports of the world's largest consumer of en
ergy, the United States, can accommodate 
the big vessels. 

More than half the oil imported by the 
U. S. comes from the Middle East and Afri
ca, across distances that make superships 
economically attractive. 

Deep in the belly of a giant, Lilliputian workers assemblea3.8-million-gallon cargo 
t~nlc in thP R. ttn Pnr ilir rl11r·in&t"'nn~t .. 11r♦ in,.... ; ..... To -a.,... 1,,,11'!',. .. a ..... A .. ...... t..J - - - - -··-L-- - -
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To enter port, however, a VLCC of 
250,000 tons requires a safe-water depth of 
about 7 5 feet, and some ULCC's require 
more than 100 feet. No East or Gulf Coast 
port offers more than 45 feet, and West 
Coast ports offer little more. Superships 
park SO miles or more from land to be un
loaded, or lightered, by smaller tankers. 

At a refinery on the Mississippi near New 
Orleans I boarded the Sepia, a tanker of 
some 69,000 tons, bound for a rendezvous 
with a ULCC in the Gulf of Mexico. "When 
she was built in 1961, the Sepia was among 
the biggest tankers in the world," said ma
rine superintendent Philippe Hubert. 

After an eleven-hour trip down the river 
channel and four more hours on the open 
sea, she nestled up to the 310,000-tonLimop
sis like a hopeful nursling. Lashed together, 
with six-ton rubber balloons between them 
as fenders, the two ships drifted while c,rude
oil flowed through transfer pipes. 

Government Leery of SPM,'s 

Another answer to shallow'-draf harbot 
is the Single Point Moorinl (SP,M). SPM's 
allow deep-draft vessels to'hook up to a buoy 
often 20 to 30 miles offsbpre and have their 
cargoes pumped ashore tprou~h submerged 
pipelines. More than 80 PM pmts exist 
around the world . The first one in U.S. wa
ters is only now under construction off Lou
isiana, and probably won't unload its first 
ship until the early l 980's. 'The ~liberate
ness with which approval wa gjven,reflects 
national concern for environmental mat
ters," I was told by Kenneth B1 Ian , chief 
oil-spill expert for the Environmental P.r -
tection Agency. Even after governmental 
approval, the project stalled when the oil in
dustry objected to antitrust measures that it 
considered excessive. 

This nation's first port for superships now 
operates at Valdez harbor-a glacier
carved finger extending from Prince Wil
liam Sound, and end point of the Alaska 
pipeline.* Entry to the spacious harbor, bor
dered by mountain peaks that begin at the 
water's edge, is through a 900-yard-wide 
bottleneck called the Valdez arrows. The 
narrows would hardly seem lo justify the 
name were it not for Middle Rock, a pinna-

frequent low vi ibililf. an winds that can 
gust to a hundred kn9ts and you have a su
perport that harbored a controversy long be
fore it received its 9rst i ship, the ARCO 
Fairbanks, in April 197~ (page 105). 

"The most catastrophic spill out of the 
pipeline would,_ be 60,000 barrels," points 
out Gnafles A. Champion, Alaska's pipeline 
coordinator.and an advocate of strict safety 
standards for the harbor. "A 165 ,000-ton 
tanker carries about one million barrels." 

The threat has not been lost on the U. S. 
Coast Guard. One of the most modern 
vessel-traffic systems in the world has been 
set up in the town of Valdez, just across 
the harbor from the oil-loading berths. 

Only one-way traffic is allowed through 
the bottleneck, explained Coast Guard Lt. 
Comdr. Ken Thompson. Ships in Prince 
William Sound must follow traffic lanes, 
like a divided high way on the sea. In the nar
rows, high-resolution radar constantly 
monitors the exact location of each ship. 
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One false move by a navwato at the 
National Maritime Research Center tank
er simulator (above) can or·ng illusory 
disaster-and a lesson cheJpl taught. 
The Long Island facility use~ computei:-

generated images to simulate real-11fl situ
ations. Near Gre1;1oble, France, captains 
maneuver mini-tankers around a training 
lake (below) complete with ports, buoys, 
and man-made aves. 119 
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DAVID 0OUlll£T 

Murky waters of economic and environ
mental uncertainty cloud the future of 
tankers such as this 226,000-tonner, whose 
30-foot propeller dwarfs a frogman on 
cleaning chores. The resolution of such is
sues as oil spills, building more pipelines, 
and tapping alternative energy sources 
will determine whether these behemoths 
survive or go the way of the dinosaur. 

"But the backbone of the system is commu
nication,'' said Thompson. "We are in con
tact with every ship in the sound." 

Radar, traffic lanes, perfect communica
tion-none can guarantee an accident-free 
port. "You could be heading into the nar
rows and lose your steering mechanism," 
said Capt. Wayne McKee, with 27 years of 
seamanship. "But what are you going to do, 
stop running tankers because of accidents? 
Hell, no! People have decided that the dam
ages are acceptable." 

Oil Spills: More and Bigger 

Acceptability wore thin in 197 7 and 1978, 
dark years in peacetime tankering. "Last 
year shaped up as one of the worst years on 
record," said Arthur McKenzie, the tanker
data collector. "Fourteen total losses in the 

stsix months. And the total tonnage of oil 
lost as been going up every year." 

numbe_rs o~recks, the safety record of 
, big ships is supe-i;ior. Of 1,5 13 tanker acci

dents from 1973 t~rou~h 1976, only 77 in
volved tankers of 200,000 or more tons. 

Safety would seem to be on the side of the 
supersbips. But disaster rides with their gar
gantuan cargoes. The Argo ¥erchant, a ship 
of 28,000 tons, stirred cdncern when it 
poured seven and.a l\alf m'llion gallons of 
heavy fuel oil off Nahtucket in late 1976. 
The supership Cadiz dumJed 69 million gal
lons along arugged coast that is important to 
France's fishing a,nd tourist industries. 

Scientists sponsored by the American Pe
troleum Insti ute, a,i oil-industry group, 
claim that marin life is only temporarily 
damaged J>y a massive spill. Even EPA's 

enneth B1glane said at a 197 7 oil-spill con
ference in ew Orleans, "I've never heard of 
a permanently crippled environment be
cause of an oil spill. " The EPA continues 
research into the matter, he added, because 
"we do know there are long-term and dan
gerous effects on the environment." 

Scientists at the Woods Hole Oceano
graphic Institution on Cape Cod felt they 
were close to an answer after the Argo Mer
chant spill. " In the first days following the 
grounding of the tanker, we established a 
series of bottom stations in spots where the 
o,nillorl ,_;i u ,n11lrl ho ,a, .. i., tn <>rr11m11l<> t P II 
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the area; oil had covered it and we found 
only a third as many marine animals. Stud
ies by others of the spread of the spill over the 
Georges Bank indicated severe mortality to 
fish eggs at the surface of the sea." 

When is a supership safe? The tanker in
dustry has spent millions on safety devices 
for ships turned out in the past few years; 
a collision-avoidance system alone costs 
$125 ,000. Critics say more is needed: twin 
propellers for greater maneuverability; dou
ble hulls to provide an extra shell around the 
cargo; more crew training and certification. 
The industry agrees on the last point. 

"Human error is responsible for the ma
jority of tanker casualties," said an execu
tive. "Better training and stricter enforce
mentof regulations, notequipmentchanges, 
is the answer to most of our problems." 

Still , who can train to control human 
emotion? Fatigue, boredom, anger- all c 
affect critical navigation judgments. at ea'. 
Tension between captain and chief officer 
may have contributed to the disastrous 34-
million-gallon spillage from the Torrey Can
yon off Cornwall, England, ~n 1J 67 . 

Simulators, using comp"itei; images of 
busy oil terminals, can p epar supership 
captains for a variety of emer encies. 

At the National Mariti~e Research Cen
ter at Kings Point, ew York, skippers can 
sail in and out of Valdez arrows in 100-
knot winds, or experience steering failure 
while approaching Middle Rock. 

Mini-Tankers Help Super aptains 

About 125 miles from the sea, in the roll
ing hills near Grenoble, France, captains 
practice supership maneuvers in small
scale models (page 119). On an eight-acre 
lake called Port Revel are miniature piers, 
single-point moorings, and a wave-making 
machine. Like their huge counterparts, the 
20-to-50-foot models are heavily weighted 
and underpowered. Trainees operate the 
mini-ships in two-man crews-a captain 
perched in the little superstructure, mur
muring instructions to his colleague who op
erates the controls from a cockpit. 

"This model weighs 18 tons and simulates 
a ship displacing 286,000 tons," explained 
one of the French instructors at the school. 

two-tenths horsepower and time lags are 
built in , so it reacts exactly like a big ship, 
only five times faster." 

With Captain Delesalle at the controls, I 
ordered: "Half astern." The model, repre
senting a fully loaded VLCC, backed away 
from the pier. 

Nothing had prepared me for the drama 
and tension in supership command. Rudder 
response, I found , was agonizingly slow, 
and the sideslip on turns reminded me of a 
car spinning on ice. At last I headed uneasily 
for a berth. 

"You are half a mile from berth and mak
ing six knots," warned my engineer. Too 
fast. I stopped engines, but the ship barely 
slowed, so I called "half astern. " The tiny 
propeller futilely churned in reverse. "One 
hundred fifty yards," was the impassive call 
of my instructor-engineer. 

"Fµ ll astern!" I said, my voice rising, my 
hand grippi!Jg tbe sides of the tiny bridge. 
Too late. My mini-tanker swept onward, 
and its rubberiz~d pro'X_-struck the pier with 
a meaningful bonk.L.'H'ad]__ 'Commanded a real 
tanker, the sound woula ~ave been of rend
ing concrete and screamin~ steel. 

"You made the mistake th~t all new mas
ters on big ships make, 1' said Captain Dele
salle. "Too impatiei;tt. Reme l)er, speed is 
your enemy." 

What Happens When the ii Runs Out? 

Patience, these days, is needed by super
ship owners as wen captains. Demand for 
oil slackened after the 1973 embargo and 
quadru Im~ ofoij prices. Roughly a tenth of 
all _th world's tanker tonnage is now idle, 
lirung the-fjords of Norway, or sitting at out
of-the-way moorings off Borneo. Many of 
the ships have never hauled a cargo. 

James Lee, president of Gulf Oil, believes 
the oil market will revive, but slowly. "If 
you're going to have economic growth in the 
world, you're going to have demand for oil. 
But it's going to be well into the l 980's before 
the available ships are fully used again." 
Even after that, their future is in doubt. 

"When the oil declines by the end of this 
century, what will the big ships haul?" 
said Bert Graper of Verolme Shipyards in 
Rotterdam. Outc;irlP. hii. nffirp winrlnw ~ 
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"You need long, steady runs to make big 
ships economical. What besides oil can offer 
that? Maybe liquid gas," he added. "But 
how would you unload steel, coal, or food 20 
miles from shore?" 

"It might be possible to slurry coal and 
pump it, 11 suggested William 0 . Gray, se
nior adviser on tanker affairs for Exxon. 
"But with the finite supply of oil, it's doubt
ful a massive tanker-building program will 
be repeated. And the big ships we have now 
may be the last we will ever see. 11 

If so, French Marine Shell's Betlamya 
may hold onto its claim as the biggest in the 
world, at 541 ,000 tons. Since 195S the title 
has been claimed by more than ten vessels. 
One held the honor for a mere seven days. 

When the Bellamya is fully loaded her 
keel hangs 94 feet below the surface of the 
water, her deck rises 24 feet above. Envision 

n 11-story building, 206 feet wide and more 
than a qua,r1er of a mile long, surging 
through t e ea with a cargo worth 50 mil
lion dollars. 

Computer Mans Hdm of Biggest Ship 

Martin Rogers ancl, L bo rded Bellamya 
offshore.a Anglesey, Wal~ , where she was 
lightering ff oil on her t.hit top since leav
ing Kuwait a month earlier. ow she rode 
high enough to enter port at otterdam. She 
sailed after midnight on the three-day leg, 
an island of technology, an ojlberg, steady as 
a rock in the restless North Atlantic. 

Radio waves that were bounced from a 
satellite constant) updated her position. 
For two days saw,-'. o one touch the wheel. 
'
1l'he ship is stee,ed by autopilot, on a course 
programmed into it by the officer on watch," 
explained the chief officer, Philippe de 
Pastres. "An alarm sounds if there is any de
viation from the intended course. 11 

Capt. Arsene Foursin, the dapper master 
of the Bellamya, smiled confidently. "We 
have the safest ship in the world." 

On one side of the bridge a display screen 
showed a computerized image of the hull , 
with shaded areas indicating which of the 
40 tanks were loaded. "By simulating load 
distribution on the computer, 11 explained 
the chief officer, "we can sight dangerous 
stresses before thev occur." 
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that false information onto the typewriter
like keyboard. Lights blinked, an alarm 
sounded, and stress lines on the screen 
flashed through the side of the hull. The 
chief turned to me with a Gallic shrug. "We 
just broke in half.,, 

Still in one gigantic piece, we approached 
the entrance to Rotterdam's Europort, 
where five tugs churned out to meet us. With 
two tugs at the stern, two at the bow, and 
one alongside, they coaxed the Bellamya to 
berth like impatient children. 

World's largest port, Europort receives a 
quarter of the oil used by all western Eu
rope. Tankers and cargo ships-more than 
30,000 each year-share the narrow chan
nels. A new traffic-monitoring system will 
offer a 24-hour video display of the entire 
port, with computer capability that, it is 
hoped, will predict possible collisions. 

The system, said R. K. BleekrodeJ cooi: 
dinator of the port management project bu
reau, will protect the big tankers, wnich 
constitute 4 percent of the traffic. ''I'he con
sequences of an accident with one of them 
would be enormous," he told mejn his office 
overlooking the crowded apd almost peren
njal}y hazy port. 

"We used to live in a time-o~high risk and 
low consequences. ow we:1.ive in a time of 
low risk but high conseduenoes.,, 

Will Sampan's Fortune · or Our Own? 

I remembered that nigh,t in the Strait of 
Malacca when the course of the fran Zo
diac was lined by the lanterns of sampans. I 
had peered ahead into the black UQti} I sp~ 
a single, feeble light directly in our patb. 

Leaving the bridge, I walked the deck to 
the darkness and quiet of the bow. By then 
the light was quite near and, yes, just slight
ly to port. We drew even, and I could barely 
make out a tiny, shadowy figure, and a bam
boo cabin aft. 

I imagined standing there with him as the 
great mountain of a ship passed at the edge 
of bis lantern glow until there was seemingly 
no beginning and no end to it, only the gray 
wall moving and the hiss of water against 
the bull. I'm sure the sight filled him with 
awe, and gratitude that the huge vessel that 
c-auserl him temnorarv concern had nassed 

SUPERSPILL 

Black Day 
for 
Brittany 

_ Pnotographs by 
J _.MARTIN ROGERS 

Text by NOEL GROVE 
liL'<IOR EDITORlAL STAFf 

T
ARRED BEACHES. Chocolate 

eas. Undef -smothering muck, 
waves brealt ne~ the shore with 
muted sounds. Fish float belly up, 
and oiled bil-ds spot the beaches. 

The maritime nightmare feared by 
tanker friend and foe alike came alive 
on March 16, 1978, when the Amoco 
Cadiz, 229,QOO deadweight tons, lost 
her steering off the Brittany coast. 
Twelve hours later, after heavy swells 

~~ brice-snal)ped the towing cables from 
a la-rge tug, the ship drifted onto rocky 
shoals. Some 69 million gallons of Ara
bian oil flowed into the sea, more than 
double the amount spilled in the Tor
rey Canyon disaster 11 years earlier, 
almost to the day. 

Dark tentacles, turning russet in 
seawater, spread over Brittany shores, 
triggering a massive man-powered 
cleanup (right). Some biologists pre
dicted that the damaged areas would 
quickly regenerate. Local residents, 
their fishing economy stymied, posted 
hanrl-nainterl si1ms that rearl. "La mer 
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board with Capt. Pasquale Bardari that first night, after the Italian crew had been 
airlifted to safety. "Then she broke her back, with a screech of metal and a shower of 
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Stnring nils on the Amoco 
CadlzMMdt 16, It l0:45 un. 
C.Wn,.,,uats aid.but 
sigfllls IIO gencn} IWm. 
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History's largest oil spill tainted more than a hundred miles of a 
coastline known for its vigorous fishing industry and a rustic charm that 
attracts tourists from all over E urone. Marine life had recentJv 

• Fishing port 
Resort area 

• Combination 



https://archive.nationalgeographic.com/national-geographic/1978-jul/flipbook/102/

27 of 34

rKE A HUGE TOW -EATING SHARK, the bow of the Cadiz rears from the sea 
some two miles off Portsall (top), a distance foreshortened by the camera's 
teleohoto lens. A threat more real. irradual leakaire from the 1.1 rariro tanks rlel:wPrl 
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SIPA•PRESS/IUClt SJAA ( AIOY[ A.HD RIGHT) 

I\T THE FRONT LINES of the battle against pollution, soldiers and volunteers 
stri ne: an inflatable boom in shallows to nrotect the beaches of Rosco ff. Hi ll'h w ind 
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threatened. Adult finfish were poisoned when the highly toxic crude permeated the 
water below the surface. On the beaches, cleanup crews armed with shovels, pails, . . 
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CKING SEAWARD, tongues of oil 
stranded by the receding tide creep 
down the white sands of a Brittany 

beach. Stung by their fourth oiJ spill in 11 
years, Bretons called for rerouting tankers 
farther from their coast. Internationally, 
the accident renewed demands for stricter 
inspection procedures and navigational 
regulations. 

"Seven to ten years may pass before the 
- L ---- ----!- ... L _ _! ___ ..._ ____ , L _ 1 ____ U __ ! _. 

Torrey Canyon spill . "Even then, some 
rare species may be gone," he added . "Sea
bird populations appear to suffer the 
most ." Thousands of birds died soon after 
the Cadiz spill , although volunteers 
cleaned and force-fed oiled victims at ho
pitaux des oiseaux-bird hospitals. "They 
are not hospitals, they a re morgues," said 
Kenneth Biglane, American oil-spill ex
pert on the scene. A Lichen-covered rock 
------ -- - - "- --- '-1--~--- -• -- -• -
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