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This book is dedicated to those who may have dreamed of a life
on the sea but perhaps found their feet stuck in the sand. If you
are among those who ‘missed the boat’, your dreams will
hopefully be fulfilled in part by these stories.  This is also a
great read for those with sea time as it will no doubt bring back
some of their own memories of hard voyages past.

To both groups I say, “Welcome Aboard”. While Melville,
Hemingway, and Jack London created great works of literature,
they were of another time and distant waters. They were also
fiction. What you are about to read is definitely not fiction! It
all really happened pretty much as written, and took place in
our time and in these Gulf waters. Since no one is inspired to
write or read about short, easy trips, the best stories usually lie
in the voyages that did not go as planned.

There is always a villain.... A sudden blow, heavy weather,
mistakes or poor judgment by the captain or crew, or even a
gunboat.  These voyages stand out in memory from the
countless trips that went according to plan. Again, welcome
aboard to lend a hand. You’ll probably get the ‘middle watch’...
Have a good trip, and let's hope the weather holds!

All the Best,
William Payne
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Introduction 
A Ship in the Harbor is Safe 

 

 

I was Master of the Morning Star, a 41-ton shrimp boat licensed for carrying on 

the mackerel/shrimp fishery in the Gulf of Mexico. On February 10, 1951, the 

Bureau of Customs issued a “Permit to Touch and Trade” at any foreign port or 

place during our voyages. (Photo: William L. Payne Archive) 
 
“A ship in the harbor is safe, but that’s not what ships are made for.” 

Lord Nelson 

 

THANK YOU, Lord Nelson! How do you put that profound 

concept into words without sounding macho? I’ve been trying to 

do that for years and Lord Nelson, using few words, did it 

beautifully. Thank you again, Sir. 

  

As a young, unproven, and slightly undersized deckhand I’d made 



 

 

 

ChapterOne 

Me and the Mexican Gunboats 

 

World War I gunboats like this were acquired by the Mexican navy after the war. 
(Photo: Imperial War Museum of the United Kingdom) 

 

Times were good. We’d laid over in Galveston for the holidays and 

had just completed the many details required in preparation for a mid-

winter trip across the Gulf of Mexico. I’m a young, hard-hustling 

skipper at the time, with a fine, steel-hulled, diesel-powered shrimp 

trawler, The Morning Star, at my command. We’ve taken aboard a full 

load of fuel, ice and sea stores for an 18-day passage. Our course is 

SSE on an eight-hundred-mile run across the Gulf, bound for its 

southern-most region known as the Bay of Campeche. Our objective, 

the fishing grounds off the Yucatan Peninsula, where huge schools of a 

whole new variety of shrimp had been recently discovered… 



 

72 

The Oro Vaca 

 

The Oro Vaca was a very fine 86-foot minesweeper re-rigged as shrimp trawler, 

sailing under Mexican flag on this trip.  

.     .  

Over-sized stingray gave me a bad time. Notice barb near base of tail. Very 

dangerous in the water. Right, Chevo Pulido, best damned deckhand in the Gulf, 

with a big ugly fish. A great crap shooter, poker play and bar fighter. 



 

 

About the Author 
This collection of sea stories relates the experiences of the author, then a very 

young man, who left family and friends to live out his earliest childhood 

dreams of life on the water. A native Galvestonian, he was born into a 

seafaring community where fishing and boats of any kind were his dream 

and his passion. 

It was a simpler time. As a ten-to-twelve-year-old kid, his fishing gear was 

primitive but very effective. A long sturdy hand line wound on a stick with 

hook and sinker attached, a pocket knife, a fish stringer, and a twenty five 

cent pint of bait shrimp would virtually guarantee a terrific fish fry at the end 

of the day. Times and equipment have changed. 

William offers a very diverse resume. He is a member of Mensa, American 

Miscellaneous Society, The Chili Appreciation Society, an active real estate 

broker and former owner of Re/Max Galveston. 

He was inducted into the Re/Max Hall of Fame, and received their coveted 

Lifetime Achievement Award. He authored and published Seaweed Sagas, a 

popular real estate newsletter for over twenty years.  

While he ultimately tested for and received his open ocean captain’s license, 

he did not attend a maritime school or the Naval Academy. In seafaring 

terms, “He came up through the hawse pipe” by working his way from deck 

hand to a captain’s ticket the hard way. 

He is an active martial artist and one of his proudest achievements was 

qualifying for his third degree black belt in Tae Kwon Do karate. 

This book represents a collaborative effort and 

support of the entire Payne family. His son Hal 

Payne supervised the design and publishing, and 

daughters Karen Payne and Mary Anderson were 

extraordinary, patient editors. As we know, 

storytelling is an art, but all the rest are technical 

disciplines and mostly hard work. His sincerest 

gratitude is offered to those whose help and 

encourage-ment made this work possible.  
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