
ROY’S MEXCAN ADVENTURE
OR

I WAS AN ILLEGAL ALIEN IN MEXICO

It sounded simple enough when it all started.  One day when I was filling in for my boss who
was on vacation, his boss called me in his office and said he had an assignment for me.  I was to
fly down to one of the company’s geophysical survey vessels operating in the Bay of Campeche
in the Gulf of Mexico, take some samples of their drinking water, fly back to Dallas and have it
analyzed for purity.  It seemed that somehow the freshwater tank and the waste sewage holding
tank on this 125 foot vessel had become cross-connected and they were not sure if the water was
safe to drink.

The boat could not just stop working and go to port.  Geophysical survey vessels take sound
recordings in a pre-designed grid pattern in a back and forth manner.  They do not make money
while they are in port.  

There are service vessels that supply their needs on-the-go while they are working.  They take
soundings via a long floating cable equipped with hydro-phones.  The cable is about five inches
in diameter and is filled with kerosene to make it float.  The cable can be as much as five miles
long.  It takes time to deploy and retrieve it.  Large compressed air pistons on the boat smack the
water.  This sends sound waves down to the bottom of the Gulf from where they are reflected
back to the surface.   The hydro-phones in the cable measure the elapsed time.  Typically, they
will “shoot” continuously for days on end.

My boss’s boss told me to take enough money to charter a helicopter if I needed to in order to
reach the vessel.  First bad decision.  No, that’s the second bad decision. The first bad decision
was going in the first place.

I called my wife and asked her to pack my garment bag with enough stuff for a weekend and
that I would be by to pick it up shortly.  I told her she would need to drive me to D/FW Airport.  I
assured her that I would be back by Sunday.  Ha!

I missed my Houston to  Mexico City connecting flight at Houston International Airport
which meant that I would also miss my Mexico City connection to Cuidad del Carmen, which is
located on the Yucatan Peninsula.  Did I mention that I was traveling in Mexico on a tourist visa
because there was not time to get a work visa?  Bad idea.

On the flight from Mexico City to Cuidad del Carmen I was sitting next to a Halliburton
engineer who cautioned me not to say I was going out to a survey vessel.  Tourists normally do
not visit work boats.  Bad omen!

When I got off the plane and entered the terminal building at Cuidad del Carmen, the first
person to greet me was an immigration officer.  He was a big mean looking Mexican who was
carrying what mus have been a 20 mm cannon on his hip.  As he examined my tourist visa and
passport, he asked me what was the purpose of my visit.  I told him I was visiting friends and
would leave Sunday.  He put my passport in his pocket and said I could have it back Sunday
when I left.  I have had people tell me that when you are in a foreign country, you should never,
never give up your passport.  To which my reply is that they have never, never been faced with
the prospect of Saturday night in a small town Mexican jail which is probably 100 percent drunk
tank.

I spotted the company person who was supposed go meet me.  He was hiding behind a
concrete column watching to see if I was going to get arrested.  He put me up for the night and
the next morning we started a search for the Port Commandante.  Remember my instructions to
charter a helicopter if I had to.  No way would I be able to charter a helifopter.    Pemex, the
national oil company, controlled everything.  El Commadante controlled everything along with
them.  I had to get his permission to hitch a ride on a work boat going out to my survey vessel. 
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After a diligent search of every bar in del Carmen, we found him and got his okey-dokey.
The next morning I got on this 30-foot work boat and headed for the survey vessel which was

about 25 miles out in the Gulf.  It’s Sunday and I’m supposed to be on my way back to Dallas. 
I’m not even to the boat yet.

I’m no sailor but the water seemed a little rough to me and I asked the boat operator what the
deal was.  He pointed to his radar screen and showed me a tropical storm that was moving across
Yucatan headed our way.  Another bad omen!

We found the survey vessel easy enough but the waves were like eight feet and higher.  To
get on the survey vessel, I’m going to have to jump from one boat to the other.  I have been told
since then that is one of the dumbest things a land-lubber can do.

Did I mention that the survey vessel does not stop dead in the water for anything?  The two
boats are moving forward and going up and down, not necessarily in sync.  At a signal I was to
jump.  Hopefully, someone on the survey boat would catch me.  If I fall between the boats, I’m
instant ground meat.  When they found out that I didn’t have any mail from back home, they
started to throw me back.  They were looking for any excuse because people in the field do not
welcome “corporate people” to their work space.

The storm was getting closer and worse.  The party manager finally agreed to reel in the cable
and head for shore.  By the time all that cable was on board and stowed, the storm was really
pounding us.  I did mention that the cable was about five inches in diameter, several miles long
and filled with kerosene.  It was laying all over the deck in several layers.

The storm is a hurricane now.  We can’t go back to Cuidad del Carmen because that is where
the hurricane is coming from.  The captain heads for Coatzacoalcas, which is a port city south of
Vera Cruz.

By now it is Sunday night.  The rain is so thick that you can’t see five feet even with a strong
search light.  The wind is blowing the rain horizontally and buffeting the ship, which is about 125
feet long and 40 feet wide.  The boat is making nine knots and the hurricane is making 11 knots. 
Again, not a good omen!  We made it to the relatively calm waters of the port but a sea-going tug
several miles behind us did not.  It went down with no survivors.

We tied up at the dock in port, the third boat out.  That is, there was a boat moored to the
dock and another boat was tied to it.  We were tied to that boat.  Later on, a fourth boat moored
to us.  Everything was okay for the moment.  Pretty soon it’s Monday and my wife has no idea
where I am.  This was before cell phones, the Internet, etc.  We only had access to marine radio-
telephone and our time was rationed on that service.

El Commandante of Coatzacoalcas (every port city has one) decided that the crew members
of the survey vessel must have work permits.  In reality, that was a no-no, as crews of ocean-
going vessels are exempt by international law.  But El Commandante has more power than a
South Texas sheriff.  It’s a revenue thing.  There is a fee for a work visa.  The boat captain
complains but he finally gives in and takes the crew to the immigration office to get work visas.

But what about me?  I only have a tourist visa and my passport is back in del Carmen.  It
dawned on me that I was an undocumented alien!  The captain told me to stay out of sight on the
boat and it would all work out.  We would be leaving port soon and the authorities would never
know I was on board.  Silly me, I believed him.  One of the crew members ratted me out and I
was ordered to immigration.  But luck was with me.

When an ocean going vessel is in port, they don’t buy their groceries and other supplies
directly from suppliers.  There are chandlers or shipping agents who perform that function for
them.  For a fee, of course.  Fortunately for me, the shipping agent the captain had selected was
very well connected.  He was a Mexican but he had spent his high school years in Chicago. 
Therefore, he spoke English like an American.  He knew the ropes and he was into everything. 
Through his efforts, the immigration officer agreed to issue me an exit visa which would specify
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that I would leave Mexico by the most direct route as quickly as possible.
The shipping agent had a buddy who was a photographer who did a passport type picture of

me.  He accompanied me to the immigration office where he had another buddy, a lowly clerk,
type up my exit visa after hours. The visa showed my job title as”Ship’s Doctor.”  After all, they
had to account for my being on the boat.  The plan was for me to take a bus ride to Cuidad del
Carmen, get my passport and go home.  I could not stay on the boat.

The boat administrator, who was a company person located in Merida, Mexico, arrived via
chartered Cessna with a brief case full of money to pay the bills the vessel had accumulated in
port.  The boat party manager prevailed upon him to let me fly back to Merida with him, which is
what I did.  However, my passport was still somewhere in Cuidad del Carmen.

I bought a ticket to del Carmen on a little Mexican airline I had never heard of.  I flew in an
ancient DC-3 which must have had a very low serial number it was so old but I made it okay. 
Now the problem was to locate my passport.

The company navigation guy and I had to do another search for the immigration manager
who had my passport.  Where did we look?  You guessed it.  Back to the bars.  After another
diligent search, we finally found him and he left us to go pick up my passport at his office.  When
he came back, I did not get my passport immediately.  He went into this long story about all the
trouble he had to go through to get it, etc.  I suspected it was to drive up the amount of the bribe
he was expecting, but I never saw any money change hands.

My flight to Mexico City was not until the next morning but I was at the airport bright and
early so as not to miss it.  When I checked in for my ticket change at the Mexico City airport, the
pilot of my American Airlines flight happened to be hanging around the ticket counter talking to
the ticket agent and we got into a conversation, You know, two Americans in a foreign country. 
He was intrigued by my story, not that he believed me.  Later, when I finally got back to D/FW
he saw me standing around looking forlorn.  I told him I could not get hold of my wife to pick me
up.  He offered to give me a ride so we got into his old beat up pickup truck and he took me
home.

I guess that was the only good thing that happened during the whole trip.  My three day trip
had stretched into a week and a half disaster.  Oh, and about that exit visa?  I still have it.  I’ll
show it to you sometime.  My secret fantasy is that all the trouble that Mexico has gone through
since then is because they have been looking for “el doktor’s” exit visa and can’t find it.  

The water quality tests?  They were negative.  Before I got to the boat, someone had advised
the boat crew to dump a sizeable quantity of sodium thiosulfite (bleach) into the tank to purify it. 
So actually my trip was wasted.

One final insult.  My boss docked my accrued vacation time for the extra days I spent on the
trip.

3


