Captain “No-No”
By: Will Johnson

Sometime back when | was passing through security at the Princess Juliana Airport, |
heard one of my friends who works there telling the other one; “We haven't heard
anything from he lately. He must have run out of sailors.” They laughed when | told
them that | had overheard them. | told them not to worry as | was working on an article
about “Captain No-No.”

Honora Flabian Richardson was born and raised in the village of Grand Case.
Despite a life spent at sea braving storms, he also died and is buried in Grand Case.

| wonder where he got the nickname “No-No” from. In the West Indies anything is
possible when it comes to nicknames. Perhaps the story had leaked out that some lady
had turned him down with a firm “No-No”.



Honora Richardson “Captain No-No”



Taking passengers on Saba out to the schooner “Blue Peter” Photo Van Scheepen
1956



The “Blue Peter” at Fort Bay Saba. In the back Capt. John Craane with Capt. Matthew
Levenstone.Photo Van Scheepen



1956

Saba Pier in former days. A relatively calm day all considering. Photo Van Scheepen
1956

Anyway | love that name. Someday | will write about the many nicknames we use here
in the islands. From Pork Chop to Spare Parts all the way to Vitamin B. Complex.

| am reminded of the poem by Victor Hugo which is recited in the Roman Catholic
Church in Grand Case at the start of the hurricane season:

“Oh, how many sailors, how many captains,

Who joyfully departed on distant voyages?

Have vanished on this dismal horizon!

How many have disappeared, cruel and sad fortune!
In a bottomless sea, on a moonlight night,

Forever buried beneath the blind ocean!



How many skippers have perished with their crews?

The hurricane of their life has wrenched the pages away,

And in one blow, dispersed all across the billows.

No one shall ever know what end was theirs, plunged in the abyss.
Each passing swell has seized some prey;

One has captured the skiff, another the seamen!”

| know about this story from very early on as my brother Freddie was part of it.
However it was Mr. Val Tackling who kept after me to bring some attention to an
episode in the life and adventures of Honara Flabian Richardson popularly known as
Captain “No-No”.

In the late nineteen forties the schooner “Blue Peter” was acquired by the
government of the Netherlands Antilles from an American couple who were visiting
Curacao. The “Blue Peter” was sent to these islands to run the mail service between the
Dutch Windward Islands and St. Kitts. Captain Hubert Arsene Hodge,{also known as
Austin} in whose home | lived for ten years, was her captain for a number of years. He
was followed by Captain John “Boetchie” Craane of Bonaire.

When the “Blue Peter” was put up in the hurricane season for repairs, other small
sailing vessels were hired as substitutes. And so it was with the small 25 foot sloop the
“Surprise” which belonged to Mr. Emile Tackling. Both Captain Hodge and “Milo were
natives of Grand Case.

Val Tackling describes what happened: “It was on the last day of August 1950. The
sloop “Surprise” set sail from Basseterre, St. Kitts at 2pm and arrived in St. Eustatius at
4 pm with a cargo of 150 bags of flour and numerous bags of cornmeal, crates of
potatoes and even medical supplies for the St. Rose Hospital. On board were also mails
from St. Kitts for the islands of Statia, Saba and St. Martin. Remember there were no
planes then for mail delivery.

“On our last stop at Saba we took on passengers. They were mostly school children
attending school in Philipsburg.

The crew members were Captain Ferdinand Brin of St. Barths, First mate Honora
Flabian Richardson of Grand Case, and John Emile Tackling second mate and
engineer, as well as Sam Leguist (cook). There were no storm warnings back then and |
cannot remember hurricanes having names back then. And so when we left St. Kitts the
weather was really great. As we approached Saba the weather started getting bad, and
about one hour after leaving Saba all hell broke loose with hard winds. It took us all day



and all night to get to St. Martin. We had an engine but could only use it on certain tacks
as we were running out of fuel and had to save what was left for entering the breakers
at the bar of Great Bay Harbour.

When things got bad the Captain put his hands in the air, perhaps from tiredness or
being burned out. He told “No-No”; | can’t stomach it any more you will have to take
over. And with the skilled hands of “No-No” and the help of God there was no loss of
life. The boat started taking water and we all had to take turns on the bilge pump. When
it came to my turn | was so sea-sick | said to my brother “Let the boat sink.” My brother
came after me with a piece of rope and said to me; “This is survival. You have to pump
like everybody else.” And so | pumped and vomited until nothing was left in my
stomach. Imagine | was 13 years old at the time.

It was an awful experience seeing the large waves breaking over the sandbar at the
entrance of the harbor. “Surprise” had a small pipe rail around the stern and “No-No”
told us to hang on for your life. We got through that part O.K. but when we reached in
the harbor it was another nightmare and that was landing the passengers most of whom
could not swim. Somehow someone got to us with a rope in a small boat and took off
with Mr. Walter Buncamper, the Act. Lt. Governor, who alerted the police. This was
between 2 and 4 am in the morning. | know we were supposed to jump in the water and
hang on to this rope and pull ourselves ashore, but | am really blank on don’t remember
how we got ashore. After everybody had got ashore safely my brother Emile stayed with
the boat. “No-No” never abandoned ship as the “Surprise” started heading for the shore
dragging both anchors. When “Surprise” made the first thump on the beach, “No-No”
slipped the first anchor and waited for a big wave. And when he saw the big wave
coming he slipped the second anchor and she landed in the backyard of the late
Captain Austin Hodge where she was lashed down to the Gineppe tree and stayed
there until after the hurricane was over.”

Among the 24 passengers on board were besides the Hon. Walter Buncamper, also Mr.
Hubert Smith and Miss Annette Rogers of Saba. The students from Saba were Mr. Leo
Chance and Mr. Frank Hassell who are still alive to tell the story. Also my brother
Freddy Johnson, as well as Howard Leverock, Floyd and Henry Every, Carl Hassell.
The students from St. Eustatius were Dennis Sprott, Cynthia Heyliger and Elsie Woods.
There may have been more but no one can remember all who were down in the hold of
the small sloop which had a covered deck.

Mr. Frank Hassell said when they left Saba at 9 am it was a beautiful morning. After
the storm came up the sails started to tear. The sea was washing over the boat all night.
There was also a cargo of lumber on board which partly kept the sloop afloat. Mr.
Hassell remembers the story with Capt. Brin a bit differently. “He was drunk as a crow.
Went below deck to ride out the storm, then came up and decided there was a Jonah on



board and wanted to draw lots to see who the Jonah was and throw them overboard.”
He also said that Mr. Hubert Smith was a great help guiding the sails while “No-No” was
at the rudder. The passengers got off in a longboat by holding on to the rope which was
attached to the “Surprise” from the pier. Mr. Anderson Vlaun who was a policeman at
the time came out with a small boat and Mr. Walter Buncamper went to shore in this
small boat which nearly got smashed up in the pier.

Back in the nineteen eighties in “Around Town with Suzy”, she wrote an article about
“No-No” in The Chronicle Newspaper. She referred to him as a truly remarkable man
born in 1923. He captained many boats and was extremely capable and happy when in
command. He sailed many vessels from the States for individual owners in the U.S.
Virgin Islands. He is not a tall man nor robust. In fact he is slim of physique and a quiet
man.” Honora'’s favourite poem was Oceano Nox or La Nuit Sur Le Mer. He was also a
good guitar player and his favourite guitar was the tray guitar. “No-No” was presented
with a special plaque by then Mayor Albert Fleming who remembers him fondly. Frank
Hassell told me that Captain “No-No” was a brother of my St. Martin father Frederic
Froston.

Honora passed away in a tragic fire with his god child on November 5™ 2000 and is
buried in Grand Case. Val Tackling would like to place a suitable monument over his
grave and anyone interested in contributing to this cause can contact Mr. Tackling in
Grand Case.

| will end with a passage from his favourite poem Oceano Nox by Victor Hugo;
“And when their eyes have, at last, been closed by the tomb,
Your names are known no more, by nothing: not even a simple stone
In the narrow cemetery where only echoes reply,
Not even a green willow losing its leaves in autumn,
Not even a naive and monotonous song
Sung by a beggar by an old bridge.”

Thanks to “No-No” many young people on the “Surprise” were saved and
went on to lead very productive lives in the islands and so we salute you Captain “No-
No".



