Greetings from somewhere on the Pacific Ocean,

The Coast Guard Cutter Hamilton left San Diego for a patrol of the East Pacific Jan. 29.  The crew has been very busy with training, qualifications, a few short port calls and recovering $55 million worth of cocaine from the waters south of Costa Rica.

The first few days out of San Diego consisted primarily of safety drills and preparing to receive the MH-65C helicopter crew from the Helicopter Interdiction Tactical Squaron (HITRON) unit in Jacksonville, Fla., by performing flight ops with a crew from Air Station San Diego.  Eventually, that helicopter had some sort of mechanical SNAFU and went home leaving the Hamilton to make its way south in earnest.  The Hamilton made its first port call of the patrol a few days later in Puerto Vallarta, Mexico.

Puerto Vallarta has become more and more Americanized ever since Liz Taylor made the city famous with her turn in Night of the Iguana and refugees of the McCarthy-era communist witch-hunts flocked to its beaches.  One of the first views of the city revealed a Wal-Mart and a Sam’s Club only a short walk from the shore.  It sort of took away from the experience.  

Crewmembers spent two days in Puerto Vallarta; many of them visiting the clubs, bars and beaches within a short distance of the pier.  Nine members of the crew also took a day out to assist Puerto Vallarta’s chapter of the Navy League with a project at a local library.  Crewmembers who helped at the library were then taken out for lunch at a restaurant deep in the hills of nearby Colonia Paraiso.  

Two members of the crew had to leave the patrol in Puerto Vallarta after an injury sustained during liberty meant the injured crewmember would need to fly back to San Diego with an escort.  

After leaving Puerto Vallarta, the Hamilton and its crew spent another few days at sea as they traveled toward Acajutla, El Salvador.

The stop in Acajutla was brief.  Surrounded by the wrecks of beached and partially submerged vessels and schools of small fish that swarmed the edges of the hull, the Hamilton stayed only long enough to refuel and pick up a few members of the flight crew from Jacksonville who had come ahead of the helicopter.  Only a few days after leaving port, the MH-65C and the rest of its crew arrived.  With the helicopter on board at last, the crew began the first of the flight operations needed to get the flight crew certified for the missions they’ll be flying during the patrol.

This is the first time an MH-65C helicopter has been used during a patrol of the southern Pacific.  Like the MH-68 used before it, the MH-65C crew is armed with a high-powered rifle used for disabling the engines of boats used for smuggling.  As part of their certification, the flight crew spent a few days conducting gun operations and interdiction drills in conjunction with the Hamilton’s smallboats.  It was during the first couple days with the helicopter the Hamilton conducted its first boarding.

It was Feb. 12 when the Hamilton performed its first boarding of the patrol.  A small fishing vessel with four men aboard was stopped off the coast of El Salvador.  The Hamilton’s boarding team secured the vessel, conducted a search and questioned the fishermen who claimed they had been at sea for several days.  The boat yielded no narcotics so the team disembarked back to the Hamilton, and the cutter was back on the job until a problem occurred with its port shaft.

The engines made a strange squeal one night while heading south.  It was suspected a net or some other piece of underwater debris had gotten tangled in the shaft and the cutter was slowed to 10 knots and made way toward Gulfito, Costa Rica, to have the problem looked at by divers.

The crew saw very little of Gulfito during this port call.  The Hamilton moored up to the pier and divers got below the boat to ascertain the damage to the shaft.  Crewmembers who weren’t on watch were allowed to go down the pier where vendors sold souvenirs and phone cards from colorful stalls near a row of pay phones.  Confined to the pier as they were, many crewmembers took the opportunity to call home or peruse the stalls.  The divers didn’t find the cause of the squeal, but they did find evidence that something had been affecting the shaft.  After refueling, the Hamilton left Gulfito to continue its patrol.  The cutter was onto its next boarding only a day later.

The crew was looking forward to swim-call having worked through a Sunday in Gulfito and most of Presidents Day.  Many crewmembers had assembled on the fantail in their swim gear awaiting the go-ahead to jump ship when tasking came to investigate another fishing vessel 45 miles away.  Swim-call was cancelled and the Hamilton proceeded to the scene.

The second boarding of the patrol took place aboard a fishing vessel off the coast of Costa Rica Feb 18.  The boat slightly listed from the weight of its fuel and the five fishermen gathered on the port aft deck while the boarding team got to work.  As nickel-sized raindrops pelted the boat, the team discovered a large cache of marlin and mahi mahi but little else within the holds.  Their uniforms heavy with rain, the team climbed aboard their smallboat and returned to the Hamilton.  

The crew proceeded with its mission and, after so much hard work, got some relief when the Hamilton finally stopped for a swim call.  Though stinging jellyfish drifted through the waters below, most of the crew took the opportunity to dive from the cutter into the cool and salty Pacific Ocean while others were content to lounge in the nets around the vessel’s 75mm gun.  Shortly afterward, it was back to the hunt.  A suspicious vessel was spotted on the radar and the Hamilton was on its trail.

The go fast response alarm sounded and the crew leapt into action.  Though the vessel was close, the darkness of night concealed it among the waves.  As the boarding team waited to get underway, the helicopter crew swept over the ocean from above searching for the smugglers.  Suddenly, the Hamilton’s spotlight flickered to life revealing something in the water within 500 yards ahead of the cutter.  The crew looked out from the deck to see a large tree floating on the water’s surface, a group of sea birds perched upon its limbs.  As the tree drifted off into the darkness, the crew was given the order to stand down.  Only days later, the crew would have another chance to make their first drug seizure of the patrol.

The morning sun illuminated a small fishing vessel bobbing awkwardly on the water.  The MH-65C crew had spotted the vessel while on a sortie over the area and the Hamilton was now bearing down on the boat and its four-man crew.  Once authorization was given by the vessel’s country of origin, Costa Rica, the boarding team departed the Hamilton to conduct their search.  Nothing was found aboard the boat, but an ion swipe of the boat and its crew determined they might have been in contact with cocaine at some point prior to the cutter’s arrival.

The Hamilton left the boat to continue its journey, but launched the helicopter crew to search for any contraband that may have been jettisoned from any smuggling vessels in the area.  At the end of their first search pattern, the crew spotted six bales clumped together on the waster’s surface.  Those six bales would quickly become 77 as a smallboat crew was launched to recover the narcotics. In all, 1800 kilograms (3960lbs.) of cocaine worth $55 million was pulled from the ocean.  Because the evidence would be considered circumstantial, the fishing vessel could not be linked to the cocaine.  Though no apprehensions were made, the recovery of such a large amount of illegal drugs is still considered a win for the Coast Guard.  

The crew of the Hamilton is continuing their patrol, training along the way and working out any mechanical problems that arise.  Morale events are conducted Saturdays and many of the crew turned out on the fantail to see the lunar eclipse Feb. 20.  Clear, starlit skies and miles of open-ocean combined to make the Hamilton an excellent platform for viewing the spectacle.

The crewmembers miss their friends and families and look forward to returning home after completing their mission.  

From the Coast Guard Cutter Hamilton,

Petty Officer 2nd Class Shawn Eggert

