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Cannibals on
the High Seas

he prosecutor displayed pictures of a

floating corpse and of emaciated
figures huddled on a leaking junk. He
called witnesses who testified that the
boal's cccupants, Vietnamese flecing in the
hope of getting to the U.S., had died at the
rate of two a day. Then he described how
survivors ate some of the bodies and actu-
ally killed others for food. The defendant?
Not one of the murderers, but an
American naval captain who had sighted
the junk adrift in the South China Sea be-
fore those grisly events happened. He had
given supplies bul refused to take the
people on board his ship. The court
martial hearing, which took place at the
American naval base at Subic Bay in the
Philippines, found Captain Alexander
Balian, 48, guilty of dercliction of duty.

The story began on May 22 last year
when 110 passengers, who had each paid
an ounce of gold for the privilege, boarded
an ageing filteen-metre junk in Ben Tre,
west of Ho Chi Minh City. After three
days, the engine broke down. As they be-
gan Lo drift, 33-year-old Dong Quang
Minh, a former corporal in the pre-1975

fourteenth day, was a woman named
Xuvan. Minh noted that 24 others drowned
while trying to swim Lo passing ships.

On the nineteenth day, seven more
died. But there was a ray of hope as the
U.8.5. Dubugue, an Amencan amphibious
landing ship, came into sight. An officer
and a Vietnamese-speaking crew member
went out to the junk in a dinghy and took
food and water, but told the refugees they
could not be rescued because the Dubugue
was on a “dangerous mis-
sion” (it was en route to sup-
port US. action in the
Persian Gulf). The Dubugue
sailed away, leaving the
becalmed junk about 370
km north of the Philippine
island of Palawan.

Minh and his men com-
mandeered the supplics. Re-
lated one survivor after-
wards: “He kept all the food
and water and later gave it
out little by little.” Minh
said in his statement that he
had done this because of
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fights over the food. In any
case, it was all gone by the
25th day at sea. Three days after that, said
Minh, they pulled a very weak Dao Huu
Cuong out of the boat’s cabin and held
him in the sea until he drowned. They cut

we were all dys
just turned and sailed away.™ |
Minh has exploited the case
from himself. “Minh and | do-
cye,” said the caplain. “He is



