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John P.  Laborde

Si ,de  A

TP: Thi -s  i -s  an in terv i -ew wi th  Mr.  John P.  Laborde in  h is

o f f i ce  i n  New Or l -eans .  The  da te  i s  June  26 ,  2oo2 .  The

i -nterv iewer is  Tv l -er  Pr iest .  Te11 me a l i t t ]e  b i t  about

your  farn i ly ,  background,  and how you emerged in  th is

industrv .

J P L : O.K . ,  Ty l e r .  Th i s  i s  t he  f i r s t  t ime  I  have  me t  you .  I

am glad to have met you and to have an opportunity to

exchange some thoughts with you. r think perhaps I

should set the stage by giving you my age. I arn 78 years

old.  I  have been involved in  o i l  and gas act iv i t ies

s i nce  ea r l y  l - 950 .

I  am one of  f ive ch i ldren who was born and ra ised in  a

smal l -  country  town in  Louis iana,  a  l i t t l -e  town cal led

Marksv i l - l -e .  My f  a ther  was super in tendent  of  Parr ish

school -s ,  so he saw to i t  that  we should be educated and,

fo r tuna te fy ,  a l l  f i ve  o f  us  were  ab le  to  f i n i sh  co l l ege .

I spent four years in the service of our country. In

Wor ld War I f ,  I  was in  the U.S.  Army and spent  most  of

that  t i rne in  the South Paci f ic ,  a l l  the way in to Tokyo.

Al though f  was in  the Army fnfant ry ,  miraculous ly ,  when
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we h i t  New Guj-nea in  1-944 and headed for  Lady,  d i -v ine

intervent ion saved rny J- i fe .  I  was chosen to jo ln  Genera l

MacArthur /s  advanced echelon headquar ters .  From October

of  : . .944 through the surrender  and one year  la ter  in to

1-946 | I  was a member of the advanced gruard of General-

MacArthur /s  headguar ters  in  the Paci f ic .  I  re fer  to  that

miraculous ly  because being an in fant ry  of f icer ,  I  had

been involved with a mortar platoon on Lady and ny

prospects were not  that  s t rong.

At  any rate,  f  had been at  LSU in  Baton Rouge before f

was brought j-n to the servj-ce, I returned to LSU after

spending my f ina l  year  in  the serv ice in  Tokyo.  I  was in

the qenera l  headquar ters  there,  in  the Daeche (?)

bui ld ing.  So,  we a l l  went  home and in  1946 I  enro l - Ied as

a freshman in LSU Law school. f  graduated there tn 1-949

and wi th in  a f  ew months,  I  was h i red by Sid Rj -chardson

and Perry  Bass to  jo in  the i r  organizat ion in  New Or leans.

I  had or ig ina l ly  p lanned to go back to  Marksv i l le  and

pract ice law wi th  my o lder  brother  who had been k ind of

hoping and count ing on that  dur j -ng the war .  At  any rate,

I  dec ided to  take a f  i -xed i -ncome in  the f  orm of  a  sa larv .

I t  was  a  n i ce  expe r ience  i n  my  l - i f e .

I n  January ,  1 "950 ,  I  j o i ned  the  R icha rdson  and  Bass

Louis iana account  in  New Or l -eans.  From then unt i l  L956
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I worked as a lawyer and a land man for the various

supervisors j-n that company. It  was a nice experience

f or i l l€, but i t  did introduce me to the o j-1 and gas

industry  and the serv ice industry ,  and so for th .  Mr.

Richardson was a very prominent, independent oi l- producer

f rom For t  Worth,  Texas.  Perry  BaSS was h is  nephew and is

the fa ther  of  these fabulously  r ich Bass brothers who are

now in  the news.

Almost out of the bl-ue, I was approached by an investor

group which had been orqanized by my brother ,  A lden,  and

my o ldest  brother ,  c .8 . ,  who was the pract ic ing lawyer  in

Marksv iL le .  They asked me to jo in  thern in  a venture,

a long wi th  some I  or  10 other  investors,  that  env is ioned

the design and construct ion of  a  specia l  vessel -  for

se rv i c ing  o f f sho re  i ns ta l - I a t i ons .  P r imar i l y ,  i t  was  a

new r ig  concept  which ref  l -ected i tse l - f  in  the Mr.

Char} ie ,  but  a l -so,  i t  was p lat forms that  were envis ioned

in the shallow waters of the Gulf and deeper and deeper

as it  went on. Up to then the industry had a very

l imi ted h is tory ,  but  the mar ine suppor t  was being of fered

by conver ted f  ish ing vessel -s ,  shr i rnp vessels ,  oyster

t ro i l -es and to  some extent  tugs and barges which were not

very seaworthY for the oPen sea.

TP : I  a lways th ink of  the movie,  r rThunder  Bay"
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John  P .  Laborde

Yes .  A l so ,  su rp lus  m i l i t a ry  vesse ls  wh ich  were  ava i l ab le

rather  cheaply  in  those days af ter  the war ;  subchasers,

LCTs,  LCMs,  and th ings l ike that .  Those were being

conver ted in to the serv ice and they d id okay.  They were

not  des igned for  that ,  but  they were serv inq a purpose.

r  th ink i t  is  fa i r  to  say that  my brother ,  A lden,  who had

a naval  background,  conceived of  a  des ign that  woul -d have

put  a forward p i lo t  house on a vessel  and l -e f t  the ent j - re

rear  deck open.  That  was d i f ferent  f rom what  had been

designed ear l ier  wi tn  a forward open deck and a s tand

pi lo t  house.  They were f ind ing that  that  was not  work ing

very wel-l- and so that design gradually f aded -

Conversely ,  the forward p i lo t  house concept  has proved

very,  very ef f ic ient  and pract ica l  and serv iceabl -e.

Therefore,  i t  is  even st i l - l  today the design of  choice

for  the wor l -dwide of fshore mar ine suppor t  indust ry .

There are p ic tures r ight  there of  brand new vessels  and

that  is  what  you see -  a  forward p i lo t  house and an open

deck .

one of the things that happened to me en route to my

tenure as the f i rs t  pres ident  and CEO, T idewater  Mar ine

Serv ice was that  th is  guy came to see me;  a guy named

Eddie Kyle f rom Morgan c i ty .  He was one of  the investors

and he was somewhat of a character and a f ine business
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man.  He had many f r iends in  the o i l  f ie ld .  When he

asked me i f  I  would jo in  them and organj -ze th is  company,

help ra ise some money,  and then superv ise i t ,  I  to ld  h im

that I real]y did not know very much about boats and that

maybe I  was not  the i r  man.  As a mat ter  o f  fact ,  I  was

probably the third or fourth choice that they had because

the contract  that  I  or ig ina l ly  s igned to go to  work,

which was not a contract at al l ,  but we scratched through

the names of the prior ones they had chosen and we just

wrote in  ny name,  more or  less temporar i ly ,  I  am sure!

At  any rate,  I  to ld  h im,  t r I  donr t  reaf  l -y  know much about

the mar ine business.  There is  an awfu l -  l -o t  I  w i l - l  have

to l -earn. r t  He sa id,  r rYou dont t  have to  worry  about  i t .

A11 you have to dO iS buy lunch for the customers and

play qol f  . r r  Wel- l ,  You know, I  can probably  buy lunch,

though my gol f  leaves someth ing to  be desi red!

I  res igned f rom Richardson and Bass but  I  p icked an

of f ice r ight  next  door  to  them. In  case th is  th ing d id

not rnove, I had an eye on my desk that f had vacated and

they had told me to come back when this thi-ng fai l-ed.

Do you remember the names that they scratched out above

you?

yes, a guy named Tom Butler lvho was with Bayroid was

6
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J P L :

TP:

John  P .  Laborde

thei r  f  i rs t  choice.  He was a f  ine guy but  he got  co l -d

feet  a t  the last  mi-nute because there was too much r isk

invol -ved in  th is .  He had a pret ty  good job as a Bayro id

(?)  mud salesman.  You know BaYroi -d?

Y e s .

O.K. ,  so  he  was  p re t t y  we l l  es tab l i shed .  He  was  a  f j - ne

guy and he probabJ_y would have done a good job wi th  i t .

At any rate, I  started out by buying a typewriter and

buying,  or  f  should sdY,  conscr ip t j -nq,  a  desk f rom

Richardson and Bass.  So we star ted on the second f loor

of  the Warwick Bui ld ing here,  r ight  above the Richardson

and Bass of f ice.  we had th is  l i t t le  apar tment ,  about

l ike th is ,  and h i red a gal  who was a combinat ion of

secretary and bookkeeper. And that is how it started.

From there,  we went  to  s t .  Louis ,  Missour i  and ra ised

Some money. Some of the same people who had contri-buted

to the Odeco venture were who we approached again because

Was that MurphY?

I t  was

MurphY

he had

not  Murphy,  but  B i rch Wi t t iams had been wi th

as  the  ch ie f  f i nanc ia l -  o f f i ce r .  I n  t he  i n te r im ,

moved to a f i r rn  caI led Reinhol - t  and Gardner  in  St .

J P L :
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Louj-s, dD investment banking f irm. But Birch was

invol -ved wi th  ra is ing money for  Odeco and he was one of

the pr ivate investors i -n  T idewater  Mar ine.  They had

bui l t  one or  two in i t ia l  boats.  That  is  when I  found i t .

The  Ebb  T ide  was  the  f i r s t  vesse l .

That  was before vou came on?

I t  was bui l t  before I  came on,  yes.  I t  was out  there and

the Rip Tide was al-so out there. Those were the two

f i rs t  vessels .  But  a t  that  po int ,  B i rch Wi l l - ians real ly

had a vision of developing this into more of a company.

Since we had no money,  i t  had to  be considered as a

publ ic  company.  So,  that  is  the way we proceeded,  and

went out and raised some money from private investors,

ra ised $485,000.  I  went  to  the Whi tney Bank and borrowed

$1 ,300 ,000  f r om a  t ough  o l d  bank .  W i th  due  c red i t  t o

thern, they deserve some credit for having had the

conf  idence in  a l l  o f  us that  we coul -d make a go of  th is .

They had a reputation for being very, very tough and the

chairman of the board there was an o1d guy by the name of

Kean Berry .  He a lso had a reputat ion for  be ing very

tough to negot ia te wi th .  I  found just  the opposi te .  He

could not  have been more recept ive or  he lpfuI .  I  used to

use h im as a sounding board for  the wi -sdom of  cer ta in

moves and decj -s ions.  So,  h€ was very helpfu l  to  us.
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with that  in i t ia l  money,  w€ ordered

buj-It  by American Marine Corporation

foo te rs ,  a200  ho rsepower .

John  P .  Laborde

f i ve  vesse ]s  to  be

and those were 135

TP :

TP : So,  those vessels  were to  be for  crew and suppl ies?

J P L : No, these were the supply  boats.

Just  the supply  boats?

J P L : These were just  the supply  boats.  They were the forward

pi lo t  house wi th  an open deck.  In  those days,  crew boats

were percei-ved to be rather smal-l- boats 40 footers or

maybe 50 footers.  We bui l t  the f i rs t  65 foot  crew boat

of aluminum and had to give i t  away to get the oi l

companies to  g ive i t  a  t ry .  This  was in  the ear ly  1-960s.

Most of them felt that aluminum would never stand up in

the salt water, that we woul-d wal-k out one morning and

there would be powder on the water  wi th  a row paddl ing on

i r !

So,  i t  was a bat tLe to  get  acceptance for  new ideas.

Now, our crew boats are what people refer to as al-uminum

crew boa ts ,  h i -gh  speed ,  p lan ing  hu l l  vesse ls ,  and  a re

almost  the s ize of  smal- l  supply  boats.  You have them 160

feet  long now,  wi th  a large open stern deck,  and they are
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used for  most ly  hot  shot t ing smal ler  cargo to  and f rom

dr i l l i ng  r i gs  o r  p la t fo rms .

T P : So,  you had the f ive in i t ia l  boats

JPL: I  had the f ive boats.  And then,  w€ star ted look ing

around and saw some other equipment, not supply boats but

heavy duty displacernent . what had been designed as

shr imp boats probably  the Bay T ide ! ' /as a 65 footer

that we bought in Morgan City and added to the f leet.

Short ly after we started, the f j-rst cycle hit in 1'957 .

Business got  rea l  bad and we owned,  I  th ink,  12 boats at

that t ine. I  walked out on the dock in Morgan City one

morninq and 7 were id1e,  leav ing only  5 work ing.  So,

Bi rch Wi l l iarns and I  dec ided to  go to  Venezuela the

only other place in the world at that t irne where there

was act iv i ty  i -n  the water .  That  was on Lake Maracaibo.

So, we went down there and spent one week down there just

kind of nosinq around. We found an old guy by the name

of  John Cofemnus who was of  Greek or ig in  and a real

character .  He had a few o1d p ieces of  equiprnent  f loat ing

on the lake;  not  rea l Iy  a very handsome fLeet ,  but

never thel -ess he was rnak ing money.  At  that  t ime,  She11,

Min igrande and creofp were the b ig operators on Lake

Maracaibo.  They were h i r ing th is  s tuf f ,  You know. They

t-0
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had a dredge and an ol-d derrick barge and a couple of old

tugs.  But ,  I  mean,  th is  was not  s tate-of - the ar t  by any

means.  But  he l - I ,  h€ was making money.  But  the way he

did i t  j-s he put revenue in one pocket and paid his

expenses out of the other. We talked to him about

acqui r ing h is  bus j -ness and h is  answer was,  wel - l - ,  he d id

not  have any books.  There was no way of  knowing exact ly

how he was doing,  but  he had a l l  the ev idence of  do ing

very wel l .  So,  w€ became f r iends.  We were not  ab l -e to

do a deal  wi th  h im.  Someone e lse d id l -a ter .

We had bought a l i t t le company which was four l i t t l -e crew

boats that  were a l ready in  serv ice on Lake Maracaibo.

And i t  was caI led Semarca.  Cerv ic io  Marat imo Mar i -ne C.A.

We found two very interesting and very capable young

people who were working for other companies in Maracaibo

but  had star ted th is  l i t t l -e  mar ine operat ion.  I t  was

kind of a part-t ime hobby for them. We bought that

operatj-on and hired one of them to become fu11-t ime

manager. His name was Howard Hogue. Howard was a very

aqgress ive guy.  S ince we had a 1 i t t le  f inancia l  back ing

because of  our  publ ic  ownership,  we star ted buying some

tugs and some smal1 s tuf f  here that  was in  ex is tence.  We

were a lso so l ic i t ing new work on the lake.  About  that

t ime,  the l -ake opened up to  new concessionai res besides

She l l ,  C reo l i ,  and  M in ig rande .  I t  opened  up  to  Ph i1 l i ps ,

1_1
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Sun  O i l ,  San  Jac in to  o i l - ,  and

John  P .  Laborde

others l ike that .

They were really active. I  remember from the Brown &

Root  h is tory  that  they were bui ld ing a l -o t  down there.

Yes,  so we ended up sending a whol -e parcel  o f  new

equipment down there under contract. We woul-d build them

here and then take them down there and put them into

s e r v l c e . So,  i t  became a very,  very at t ract ive

operat ion.  I t  was the f i rs t  ev idence that  I  had of  how

internat ional  operat ions can stem the cyc le of  the Gul- f

o f  Mexico.  When th ings were down here,  w€ were k ind of

booming on Lake Maracaibo, so that was very good for our

stockhol -ders.  So f rom there we star ted going to  other

areas;  we went  to  Tr in idad and the Nor th Sea and then,  in

L964 ,  t o  N ige r ia .  Where  e l se  bes ides  N ige r ia?  Oh ,

Egypt, in the Gulf of Suez . And then al-so into the

Middle East ,  in to Kuwai t  and Dubai  and Abudhabi  and those

p laces .  And  then ,  i n to  Ind ia .

And then,  d t  the same t ime,  w€ star ted going the other

wdy ,  t oo .  I n  1961 ,  w€  opened  a  new opera t i on  ou t  on  the

West  Coast  o f  the Uni ted States,  out  o f  Santa Barbara.

We moved Howard Hogrue from Venezuela there and he

developed a Io t  o f  bus iness out  there which covered

Alaska and the West  Coast .  So,  w€ ended up wi th  a major

L2
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segment  of  our  bus iness developing on the West  Coast .

You know the h is tory  of  that .  There has been so much

controversy about  the West  Coast .

Just  a f ter  the Santa Barbara b l -owout

J P L :

TP: Was i t  bad for

JPL:  Not  as bad as most  people can imagine.  High t ides.  In

Cook In l -e t ,  there are 33 foot  t ides and about  a s ix  knot

current  wi th  the t ide.  So,  that  made i t  a  l i t t le  tough,

but for the most part i t  worked quite wel-1 and we made

nice money there and developed good re lat ionships there.

We bui l - t  some boats in  Vancouver ,  B.C.  They went  to  work

f  or  Shel - l -  Oi l  on the west  coast  o f  Canada.  Then we

star ted bui ld ing boats in  other  par ts  of  the wor ld ,  ln

Sou theas t  As ia .

Al1 of  that .  But ,  you know, we d id

There were severa l  new d iscover ies

Alaska then bl-oomed and Cook Inlet

Slope and throughout  the area.

Anchorage.

Alaska is  a  tough p lace to  operate.

suppl iers?

we l l  l ong  a f te r  t ha t .

a f te r  t ha t .  Bu t  a1so ,

and then on the North

We had management in

1 3
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So, you were building them al- l- over the North Sea?

Yes,  we bui l t  in  the Nor th Sea,  in  Norway severa l  t imes,

in  Hol - Iand,  in  Germany and France,  in  Denmark,  and the

U.K .  A l - so ,  w€  bu i l t  a  f ew  sma l - I  vesse ls  down  in  Sou th

Afr ica.  By then,  we were work ing of f  Angola and Cabinda

and Ghanna and the Congo and Zaire . and then

N ige r ia ,  as  I  men t ioned .  I n  1967 ,  we  d j -d  a  j o in t  ven tu re

in Austral- ia and Ner^r Zeal-and with Austral- ian partners

the Brambles group there.  We developed a n ice business

down there. we had to build al- l- of the equipment new

down there, but i t  was good equiprnent and we had a good

par tner  and we d id qui te  wel l  down there.

How did your contracts with the oi l- companies work? They

would have your supply boats under contract?

In the domest ic  area here and in  the very ear ly  days,

they were wi l l ing to  g ive you a two or  three year

contract for you to build sornething new and very

ef f ic ient  for  them. As compet i t ion developed and others

star ted bui ld ing and get t ing j -n to the business,  as a lways

is  the case,  i t  got  very compet i t ive both pr ice and

con t rac t  w ise .  So ,  t ha t  k ind  o f  s tu f f  d i ss ipa ted .  We

were s t i l l  ab le to  get  a  two year  contract  on the west

Coast i f  we were going to move a boat through the Panama

L 4

HHA# 00256 
Interviewee: La Borde, John P. 
Interview Date:june 26, 2002

University of Houston Houston History Archives



TP:

J P L :

TP:

J P L :

John P.  Laborde

Canal  and then on to  Alaska or  someth ing.  But  even then,

1ocal developers came into the competit ive pi-cture on the

West  Coast  and they were wi l l ing to  do i t  a  l - i t t l -e

cheaper  or  a  l - i t t le  d i f ferent .  Most  o f  that  has

diss ipated and been l -ost  to  the serv ice industry .  The

idea of  any comfor t  f rom longevi ty  of  contracts  in  the

Mar ine business is  pret ty  remote.

Was there a def in i te  turn ing point?

wel- l ,  i t  turned in  the rn id  1960s.  That  is  too bad

because the serv ice industry  is  a lmost  to ta l ly  behol -den

to the major  o i l  companies or  the major  independents, '  as

they go, so does the service industry. The difference i-s

that rnost of the servj.ce compani-es do not have the

f inancia l  moxie,  the fa t  on the bones,  to  be abl -e to

wi thstand these ter r ib le  cyc les.

They are a lways the f i rs t  one h i t  in  the downfa l l .

They are the f i rs t  ones h i t ,  but  they are a l -so usual ly

the f i rs t  ones to  t ry  to  respond to the needs or  the

desi res of  the customer group.  And most  of  the customer

group wants f i rs t  c lass,  very safe equipment .  They want

i t  w i th  bel l -s  and whis t les and at  a  cheap pr ice!  That

makes it  very diff  icult.  When a marginal servj-ce company

1 5
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tr j -es to  meet  the needs and the demands of  i ts  customers,

usual ly  i t  is  by borrowing a lo t  o f  money and being very

aggress ive wi th  new construct ion,  and so for th ,  in

ant ic ipat ion of  some work that  wi l l  amort ize those debts.

Wel l ,  when these cyc les h i t ,  that  cuts  the knees out  o f

the serv ice industry .  That  is  too bad because they

deserve bet ter  because they are most ly  ent repreneurs,

they are good business people,  and they are t ry ing to

f i l l  a  need.  But  they are a lso t ry ing to  make some

money.

In the case of  publ ic  companies l ike we were,  rY job was

to make money for  s tockholders.  Very ear ly  we learned

that  d ivers i fy ing in  both types of  equipment  and in

geographic spread gave us a hedge against the cycles that

were inevitabl-e in the domestic area. Not everybody in

the Mar ine business coul -d af ford to  do that .  We were a l - l

a lone in  that  respect  for  many,  many years.  But  today,

that  is  not  the case;  there are l i tera l - ly  dozens of

people who are a l l -  over  the wor l -d  in  the Mar ine business.

For tunate ly ,  T idewater  is  s t i I l  the largest .  Much to ny

regret ,  I  th ink they lost  a  l i t t le  o f  the i r  leadership

c l -out  in  the deep water  concept  by wai t ing so long to

build new equi,pment that woul-d have met the demands or

the competit ion in the deep water areas. But they have
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now recognized that  and they are not  very aggress ive.

Tj-dewater has a very extensive new construction program

and most  of  i t  is  to  meet  the deep water  needs of  the

industry  on a wor ldwide basis .

One of  the in terest ing th ings about  the development  of

T idewater  is  that  when we f i rs t  went  to  Venezuel -a I  had

a real  tough t ime sel l ing that  concept  to  my people.

To cro abroad?

J P L : Yes,  that  was before the je t  a i rp l -ane.

T P : How big was the company at that point?

J P L : We11,  i t  was not  very large.  By the t i rne we d id the

f i rs t  venture in to Venezuela,  we had maybe 15 or  20

boats.  But  to  go to  Venezuel -a you had to s top in  Havana,

Cuba ,  i n  Mon tego  Bay ,  Jama j -ca ,  i n  Caracas ,  Venezue la ,  and

then back to  Maracaibo.  You would leave here at  9  at

night and arrive in Maracaibo at noon the next day if  aJ-1

th ings went  wel l !  So,  i - t  was k ind of  a t  the end of  the

wor1d .

In terest ing ly ,  our  people adapted to  that .  They could

always th ink.  They could a lways th ink,  'W€ don' t  know
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the  l abo r  1aws , '  and  s tu f f .  You  f i na l l y  j us t  sa id ,

r r l ,e t 's  go l -earn a l - l -  that .  I f  we can get  revenue,  we can

hand le  the  res t  o f  t h i s  s tu f f .  /  And  so ,  w€  d id  tha t .  I

am happy to  say that  not  long af ter  that ,  in  years,  that

was never  an issue again.  We would get  so l ic i ta t ions

f rom the Phi l ipp ine Is lands or  f rom other  p laces in  the

wor ld .  We had never  heard of  sorne of  them. We had to go

to a map to l-ook at them. And no one bl- inked an eye;

they knew we could do i t .  And that  was very grat i fy ing

to me that everybody pitched in and that became common

pIace.  And even today .  f  read yesterday where Dean

Taylor  is  ta lk ing about  T idewater 's  in ternat ional -

exposure.  Wel l - ,  that  is  not  a  new subject , '  that  is  an

o ld  sub jec t .

I  am surprised at how rapldly you expanded abroad.

Yes,  and we went  to  Tr in idad in  those very ear ly  days and

sent  crew boats down there.  We sent  the Ebb Tide to  Lake

Maracaibo because i t  was a smal l  supply  boat  and we

thought i t  woul-d work on the l-ake. They never rea1ly

l - iked i t  there.  They were used to tugging a barge on

Lake Maracaj -bo,  so we furn ished tugs and barges.  And

then we sent  the Ebb Tide to  Tr in idad where i t  spent  the

res t  o f  i t s  l i f e .  I t  was  an  o ld  boa t  a t  t ha t  t ime .  I t

is  gone now, I  am to l -d ,  but  i t  was in  serv ice for  Bayro id
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there for years and years.

No one knows what happened to i t?

I  t r ied to  f ind out  and f  was going to  t ry  to  shr j -nk i t

f  or  a  desk ornament ,  but  f  have l -ost  t rack of  i t .  The

l-ast I  heard i t  was in very bad shape in Trinidad. And

tha t  f i gu res ;  i t  was  bu i l t  i n  1953 ,  so  tha t  j - s  a  J -ong

t ime ago.

L953?  I  d id  no t  rea l i ze  i t  was  tha t  ea r1y .

L954, maybe. It  was one of the two that were in service

by this group of 10 investors when I joined the group and

then k ind of  organized the company and set  i t  up.  When

I  jo ined the gt roup,  they sa j -d,  I 'wel ] ,  you take charge

now.  You  ren t  an  o f f i ce  and  ge t  a  t ypewr i t e r . t t  I  sa id ,

t rWel- l - ,  who has the f i les?t t  They sa id,  t tWe don/ t  have any

f  i l es  !  t t

One of  the f i rs t  th ings that  h i t  rne was a charge f rom the

Coas t  Guard  tha t  we  were  be ing  f i ned  $ l -68 ,000  because  we

had the wrong crew on the Ebb Tide and each day is a new

f ine.  My God,  I  thought ,  I  do not  know a th ing about  i t .

So,  I  went  down to the Coast  Guard of f ice wi th  th is  in

hand  and  sa j -d ,  I t I  don / t  know wha t  t h i s  means ,  bu t  you /ve
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got  to  help me.  This  wiL l -

Captain Ruckert was there

gent leman.  He understood

send  us  $2  ,  o  00 .  r r  so ,  t ha t

John P.  Laborde

bankrupt us bef ore we start. r l

then and he was a f ine o l -d

the  p rob lem and  sa id ,  r rWe l l ,

was  the  f i ne .

TP :

J P L :

TP:

Were you under  the same regulat ions as f ish ing vessels  or

any other  vessels?

No,  that  was one of  the problems.  There were no specia l

Laws or  ru les or  regulat ions for  the of fshore industry .

f t  took years to  get  that  developed.  So they were k ind

of groping for what they were going to use to regulate

this industry and they were taking some from fishing and

some from God knows where else. I do not know where it

was coming from. They were in good faith but they had a

problem. They had just  never  env is ioned th is  industry ;

noth j -ng of  dr i l l ing r igs,  specia l ty  des j -gn boats,  what

k ind of  crew you woul -d have and a l l -  that .

in terest j -ng s i tuat ion.

Yes ,

j us t

I t  was an

You had mentioned Beaux Dykstra as helping get the

Tidewater  out  in  the ear ly  years.  Can we ta l -k  about  that

again?

I

ct

wi l l .  f  knew Mr,  Dykst ra qui te  wel - l ,  but  I  was

young man trying to develop this company and

J P L :
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try ing to  set  i t  up wi th  some semblance of  reputat ion and

credib i l - i ty .  We d id have stockhol -ders at  th is  po int .

Beaux Dykstra was the head of the Shell  O11 Conpany group

here in  those days.  He v/as a b ig man.  f  was very

hesi tant  to  even t ry  to  see h im,  you know, but  a t  any

rate,  once or  twice f  ventured in  h is  d i rect j -on and he

would see me.  He was a lways very encouraging about  what

we were doing,  how th is  was happeni -ng,  and how th is  was

coming.  That  f ina l ly  pervaded through h is  organj -zat ion,

so we got  some audiences wi th  some of  h is  subord inates

and people who helped a long the way.  They h i red a number

of  our  boats.  Phi l l ips  PetroLeurn d id the same th ing out

of Morgan City and Gulf Oil  Company out of Morgan City.

But Beaux Dykstra was outstandj-ng in that he was

encouraging in trying to get you to do more and be

helpfuJ- .  He would help pay for  i t  by h i r ing the

equipment.

And this was about the same tirne as when he hired Mr.

Charl i-e from Odeco?

Th is  was  i n  the  l a te  l - 950s ,  ea r l y  1960s ,  f rom 1 -956  on  fo r

us.  These f ive new boats we had were coming out  dur ing

the la te l -950s and we had to f ind homes for  them.

For tuna te l y ,  be tween  She l l ,  Ph i l 1 ips ,  Gu I f ,  and  the

Offshore Company was a dr i l l ing company in  those

2L
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J P L :

John  P .  Laborde

days .  for  a  whl le ,  the dr i l l ing contractors woul ,d

hire the boats and serve it  as a package with their

dr i l l ing r igs.  We worked wi th  them some.

Di-d you supply  tender  vessels?

No,  we d id not .  We never  got  in to that .  That  was a

specia l ized p iece of  equipment  and we just  d id  not  want

to get  in to the dr i l l ing business.  That  would have been

a compet i t ive th ing wi th  some of  our  customers.  And

we did not have the staff or the personnel- who were

exper t s  i n  t he  d r i l l i ng  s ide  o f  t he  bus iness .  So ,  w€

avoided that .

Severa l -  t imes a long the way,  we went  back to  s tockholders

and ra ised more money.  I  credj - t  B i rch Wi l - l - iams wi th  a

lo t  o f  the credi t  for  developing us in to a publ ic  company

because  h i s  answer  to  me  used  to  be ,  r r John ,  i f  you ' ve  go t

a  good  i dea ,  we  can  ge t  t he  money . r r  He  was  w i l l i ng  to  go

back to stockholders or f ind new stockhol-ders or new

]-nves!ors. That pervaded our corporate philosophy

because there was no one e lse in  the mar ine business who

was publ ic ly  owned.  Therefore,  we took the posi t ion that

we had an unl imi ted fu ture of  growth and expansion and,

hope fu l l y ,  p ro f i t ab i l i t y .  We  en joyed  tha t  ro le  fo r  many ,

many  yea rs .  f n  f ac t ,  i t  was  30  yea rs  be fo re  anyone  e l se
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came along as a publ ic investor owned company.

T P : Why do you think you were the only one?

JPL: Because there was a percept ion that  the dr i l -1 ing business

was a l -o t  bet ter  than the boat  bus iness.  I  have a lways

contended just  the opposi te  because dr i l l ing r lgs are

pr i rnar i - ly  for  explorat ion.  The boat  bus iness i -s  not  on ly

for  suppor t ing expJ-orat ion,  but  i t  a fso suppor ts

development  and product ion.  Those are the long- term

concepts of  be inq in  the o i l -  bus iness.  God knows,  you

can see what happens to the German rigs; they are up and

down,  up and down.  In  T idewater ,  f  used to  a lways say

that 65e" of our revenue emanated from supporting the

production and the development side of the business and

35eo came from supporting exploration on a worldwide

basis .  We went  hard af ter  get t ing the jobs that  re la ted

to  p roduc t i on  and  deve lopnen t l  because ,  o [  occas ion ,  a

boa t  cou ld  s tay  i n  an  o i l  f i e l d  se rv i ce  fo r  10  o r  15

years.  Those are the k inds of  jobs you need to surv ive

in the Marine busj-ness - where you are not in an up and

down s i tuat ion.

TP : That  is  i -n terest inq.

And a l l  a long the way,  we were a lways very aggress ive j -nJ P L :
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acquir ing some of our competitors who were

owned most ly ,  but  la ter  on publ ic ly  owned,  too.

we  made  ou r  f i r s t  acqu is i t i on  Do ,  i n

Venezue la ,  bu t  1959  was  a  company  ca l l ed

Transpor tat ion Serv ice.  That  was in  the Gul- f

here.  They had four  boats they had bui l t .

John P.  Laborde

pr ivate ly

f n  1959

l -9 5I  was

of fshore

of  Mexico

TP : Were they based in  Morgan Ci ty?

J P L : Yes,  in  New Or l -eans and Morqan Ci ty .  I t  was k ind of  a

hobby wi th  them. The Caterp i l lar  peopl -e were invol -ved in

it  and one of the lawyers in town here was involved in

i t .  Dona l -d  Bo l l i nge r ,  S r . ,  Bo i se ts  fa the r  f rom Bar l -o r

( sp? ) Fourchet was j-nvolved in i t .  The manager was a guy

by the name of Captain Cole Winland who had been the

Coast Guard commander of the Eighth Dj-str ict and he

ret i red and they h i red h im to I t  was a n ice l i t t le

operat ion,  but  i t  was not  work ing and we h i t  that

downturn.  So they were look ing for  a  way out ,  and so we

bought  them out  wi th  T idewater  s tock,  whi -ch was at  $ l - .50

a share at  the t ime. When  t he  s tock  go t  t o  $3 .00 ,

Caterp i l lar  c l -eared out ,  the lawyer  c leared out ,  but

Bo1l i -nger  never  d id .  He was very 1oyal  and they ended up

rnaking a ton of money out of the stock. Winl-and f ound

ano the r  j ob  and  l a te r  d ied .

f i r s t  acqu is i t i ons .

z t +
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Then,  in  1968,  w€ acqui red Twenty Grand Mar ine Serv ice

out of Morgan City and, at that t ime, they were our next

largest competitor. The Just j-ce Department got j-nvolved

and t r ied to  s top us because i t  was #1,  acqui r ing #2.

That  took a l -most  one year  to  cJ-ear  up;  l -o ts  of  J-egal  fees

and l -o ts  of  presentat ions.

They f inal ly approved qoing forward with the caveat that

we sel l  four  boats over  a f ive year  per iod.  WeI l ,  you

know, that  was no h i l l  for  a  c l j -mber .  We would normal ly

have sold both anyway, but when they were gett ing old we

were t ry ing to  get  r id  of  both in to d i f ferent  serv ices

.  in ter is l -and t rade,  cargo movements in  the is land,

and th ings l ike that .  Not  the o i l -  f ie l -d .  So,  we v/ere

able to  go forward wi th  that  in  l -958.

In  l -968 and 1-969,  w€ a lso decided to  d ivers l fy  and I^ /e

went  in to the compress j -on business,  we acqui red a company

caI led Sandai r ,  and then Universal  Compress ions.  That

worked very,  very wel l  because that  a fso was a product ion

type of  act iv i ty .  We cal l -ed i t  T idewater  Compress ion and

it headquartered in Houston, Texas . We grel^/ i t ;  i t

became qul te  a large operat ion.  As a mat ter  o f  fact ,

shor t ly  bef  ore I  re t i red in  1,994,  we acqui - red the

compress ion company that  Hal ibur ton owned and paid thern

$206 rn i l - l - ion in  cash for  i t .  we had prev ious ly  acquj - red
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George Mj- tche11's  compress ion company in  Houston.  The

combinat ion of  those acquis i t j -ons made us the largest  gas

compression company j-n the United States probably

in the worId, but I never knew where else i t  would have

been .

How did you make the decis i -on to  d ivers i fy  the gas

compress ion?

Wel- I ,  i t  too,  was j -nvol -ved in  the o i l -  f ie ld .  I t  was the

serv ice operat ion.  We l -ooked at  some of  the per formances

of some other companj-es that we Were looking at acquir ing

and never  doing qui te  wel l .  I t  had the appeal  o f  be ing

nos t l y  onshore  i n  t he  U .S . ,  bu t  had  the  po ten t i a l  o f

of fshore act iv i - t ies and fore ign act iv i t ies.  And i t  was

al l  re la t ing to  product ion and development  act iv i t ies as

opposed  to  d r i l l i ng .

So,  at  the gas compress ion company,  you d id not  bu i l -d  the

compress ion uni - t?

We used Ingersol l /Rand.  We had large shops.  We d id a

lo t  o f  fabr icat ion of  var ious components that  we bought

f rom di f ferent  companies who bui l t  the too l -s  themselves,

but we put them together for a part icular application and

the par t icu l -ar  o i l  f j -e Id or  gas fue l - .  So,  i t  became a

z o
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rather  in terest ing business.  Yes,  w€ had large shop

ac t i v i t i es  and  l o t s  o f  f ab r i ca t i on . We d id  no t

manufacture the engines. We put the cornponents:

generator and a compressor and a pump and so forth and

built  j- t  onto a sl-ab or something and trucked it  to a

locat ion.  Somet imes we would se l - l -  that  equipment ,  but

most of the t i-rne we tr ied to lease it  and manaqe j-t  on a

day to  day basis  to  keep i t  running and keep i t  in

per formance.  That  worked very,  very welJ- ;  I  was very

dis t ressed when Tidewater  chose to  d ispose of  i t .  They

go t  $360  m i l l i on  fo r  t he  ou t r i gh t  sa le  o f  i t .  I  was

sti l l -  on the board but I was not abl,e to convince the

board that thev needed to keep it . I  th ink the i r

intentj-on was to generate the cash and have cash

avai lab le in  case they wanted to  do someth ing e lse in  the

Mar ine busi -ness.

TP : Did you a lso go abroad i -n  gas compress ion?

J P L : Y e s ,  w e  d i d

TP: When we worked on the Brown & Root history, they had

bui l t  a  couple of  b ig  ones in  Lake Maracaibo.  That  was

a l i t t l -e  t r icky.

We l1 ,  bu t  t hey  bu i l t  a  p lan t .J P L :

z t
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at the t ime orthat woul-d

combinat ion

work with one wel-1

o f  we l , l - s .

r F D . Yes ,  because  they  were  i n jec t i ng  a  l o t .

AP:  Yes,  and they were the rnother- l -oad in  that .  We were not

compet ing in  the large construct ion fac i l i t ies.  But  a t

any rate,  i t  was a n ice complement .  Dur ing the downturn

of  the rn id  198os,  thank God we had the compress ion

business because i t  became the cash cow and kept  uS

afl-oat when the marj-ne business had just glone to hell  on

a wor l -dwide basis .  so,  wQ saw the va lue of  i t  a t  that

t ime .

T P : Tidewater  has been very good at  s t ra tegic  d ivers i f icat ion

over  t ime.

J P L : Yes,  absolute ly .  And one of  the s t rong points  was that

we coul-d provide a customer any kind of marine equipment

he wanted.

End o f  S ide  1-
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S ide  2

JPL:  We had boats everywhere f rom I2O feet  to  25O feet  long,

ho rsepower  f rom 600  ho rsepower  up  to  10 ,000  ho rsepower ,

we  had  tugs  tha t  ranged  f rom 1 r000  ho rsepower ,  600

ho rsepower  up  t o  5 ,000 ,  8 ,O00  ho rsepower  t ugs .  We  had  a

comp le te  tug  f  l - ee t  when  we  acqu i red  $20 ,  000 ,  ha l - f  o f

the i r  f leet  were tug boats and of fshore barges and that

type of  equipment .  One of  the th ings that  I  t r ied to

develop was that we coul-d furnish a package throughout

the world of anything that the customer needed in the way

of  mar ine equipment .

TP : Did you buil-d launch barges for jackets?

J P L : No.  We1 I ,  we  bu i l t  400  and  450  foo t  ba rges  o f f sho re  tha t

were somet imes used for  that .  Genera l ly ,  we bui l - t  them

f or  leas i -ng out  f  or  overseas t r ips wi th  b ig  tugs and

carry ing heavy cargo and th ings I1ke that .  So that  was

what  our  concept  was.  We could furn ish every crew boat

f rom a 30 footer  up to  160 footer ,  to  some p lace in  the

wor ld .  And we of ten ran them on the i r  own power.

We made a b ig deal  one t ime out  o f  running f ive 40 foot

crew boats f rom Morqan Ci ty ,  Louis iana,  to  Lake

Maracaibo.  f t  was k ind of  a  sp lash th ing.  Some of  the
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oi1 company people and the bui lders rode thern down.

Sewart  Seacraf t  bu i l t  them at  Pat terson,  Louis iana.  Ol -d

Fred Sewart rode them down there to prove to the world

that a 40 footer coul-d make it  al l  the way through the

Car ibbean.  Those were fun th ings.

When I  look back over  40 years .  actua1Iy,  I  was

chief  execut ive for  39 years and then on the board for

s ix  more years wi th  T idewater  j - t  has been a

marvef  ous t r  j -p  f  or  me.  I  have l -oved i t .  f  th ink maybe

too much because we got so loya1 and so involved in

bringing it  from zero to the monster that i t  was and j-s

today, that we got to where

For  instance,  f  never  would dream of  se l l ing a share of

s tock or  anyth ing.  Today,  that  is  commonplace for  CEOs

and manaqers to get a few shares of stock ahead and cash

out  and a l l  that .  An awfu l  1ot  o f  our  people had the

k ind of  loyal ty  that  would not  dream of  do ing that .

Today,  that  is  not  even f rowned upon.  Everybody th inks,

oh  we l l ,  t ha t  i s  t he  way  l i f e  i s .  r t  i s  no t  t ha t  way .

There are peopl-e who have a tremendous amount of 1oya1ty,

a des i re to  make th ings work,  to  see accompl ishments,  and

to  be  a  na r t  o f  i t .

Who were the people in  T idewater  that  deserve credi t  forTP :
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that?

J P L : L i k e  I  s a i d ,  B i r c h  W i l l - i a r n s . M y  o l d e s t  b r o t h e r ,  C . E . ,

who was our corporate counsel-. And let me tel- l- you a

story about him. He was a country lawyer, but probably

the best corporate lawyer I have ever know. He is now

deceased.  But  a long the wdY,  we had board members f rom

New York. Burman was an outstanding lawyer from New

York,  Defendant  Sergeant  McKeehan in  the Par j -s  Is land

disaster ,  and Si rhan-Si rhan who assassj -nated Kennedy.

Anyway, Zeke Burman was on our board. He was a fr j-end of

a fr iend and he brought something to the board. There

were others l - ike that .  And a long the way,  mY brother 's

re ta ine r  f rom the  company  as  a  l awyer  was  $L2 too0  a  yea r .

And a long the wdy,  Mr.  Berman said,  r rThis  is  r id icu l -ous.

We shou l -d  be  pay ing  C .E .  $100 '000  a  yea r  f o r  t he  work  he

does ,  and  a l l -  t ha t . I '  My  b ro the r  sa id ,  t tOh ,  Do .  I  am

wel l -  pa id.  I  don ' t  need any more than that . r r  I f  you can

imagine that  in  th is  day and t imel  But  he was a l -so a

stockholder  and he was devot ing h is  t ime and ef for t

most ly  toward h is  s tock being wor th someth ing.  And

for tunate ly ,  i t  was,  to  a great  extent .  He had 9 k ids

when he d ied,  so they had someth ing to  spread around a

l i t t l - e .

When I  say ,  I t too  much sor t t  guys  l - i ke  Damon Banks ton  was

3t-
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my execut ive v ice-pres ident  for  30 years.  These were

good, grood peopJ-e who had the right heart and who worked

hard to make Tidewater what i t  was. They watched every

penny that was being spent to be sure that i t  was

properly done and it  was the maxi-mum that could be gained

from the expendi ture.  I  mean,  people l ike that .  We had

l -ots  of  people.  Dick Fel ipe \^ /as the ch ief  f  inancia l

o f f icer .  Mar tv  Wi l l - iams down i -n  Venezuela.

God,  I  hate to  s tar t  naminq names and feave people out

because there were dozens l ike that .  Even down in  the

ranks of  mechanics and boat  sk ippers and people l ike that

.  just  marvelous guys who had lo ts  of  ab i l i ty .  They

were not fancy, but boy their hearts were great and they

worked hard and had a purpose.  I  t r ied to  reward those

kinds of  people because a l l  through ny career  at

T idewater ,  we had a rather  at t ract ive s tock opt ion p lan

which went a1l- the way down, sometj-mes to deck hands

even.  Unfor tunate ly ,  not  a l - l  o f  those fu1 ly  apprec iated

what  that  meant .  But ,  a  lo t  o f  them did and I  could show

you l -e t ters  f rom l i teraI ly  dozens of  o1d employees who

ta lk  about  l iv ing on the i r  re t i rement  now,  the i r  s tock

and ret i rement  p1an.  They are so gratefuJ-  not  on ly  to  me

but to the board and to the people that put this company

together .  I t  was a marvelous exper ience.  I t  is  pret ty

normal  that  i t  w i l l  not  remain that  way forever .  As t ime

J Z

HHA# 00256 
Interviewee: La Borde, John P. 
Interview Date:june 26, 2002

University of Houston Houston History Archives



John P.  Laborde

goes on and people change and the history of the company

fades in to obl iv ion,  there i -s  a good chance that  some of

that nostalqia that we have for the beginnj-ng and the

rn iddle wi l l  be lost  in  the shuf f l -e .

A l -o t  o f  people ta l -k  about  th is  era in  the same way

good companies had loyal ty  to  those companies and they

never inagined working anywhere el-se

T P :

J P L : Exac t l y .

T P :

J P L :

Not just  that  they coul -d not  i -magine se l l ing the i r  s tock,

but employees thought they would be with the company for

the i r  ent i re  l i fe .  Many were.  Now you do not  f ind that

k ind of  cont inu i tY.

Yes,  and people that  would go the l -ast  rn i l -e  to  make i t

wo rk .  Back  rn  i . 964 ,  we  go t  j obs  w i th  Amoco  on  Cook  In le t

in  Alaska.  We sent  three boats up there-  We had never

been up there before,  but  we were wi tn  a boat  capta in on

one of  the boats who was one of  our  senior  guys I

hes i ta te to  g ive you h is  name because I  do not  want  i t  to

be mis in terpreted.  He had probably  a h igh school  but

maybe not  even a h igh school  educat ion,  but  he had been

on shrirnp boats and oyster luggers. He knew how to

handle a boat and he knew the rules of the marit ime
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wor ld .  He went  up there.  We said,  t tYou are the manager

of  these three boats and you are work ing for  Amoco.

Here ' s  t he  dock .  Here  i s  wha t  you  need  to  do . r r  t tWhy

don' t  you t ry  to  get  th is  go ing and keep i t  go ing? Stay

on the dock sometimes if  you need to supervise the other

boats or  buy the grocer j -es or  do th is  th ing."  I  mean,  h€

did i t  a l l .  We d id not  have to  have a manager .  we d id

not  have to  have an of f ice.  A11 \ , te  had was an o1d guy

who would s leep on h i -s  boat  and run j - t ,  but  he would afso

keep an eye on the other  two.

I t  was about  as an ef f ic ient  an operat ion as you could

think of .  They would sometj-mes work pull ing doubl-e and

tr ip le  sh i f ts  and a1l -  that  just  to  make j - t  work.  And i t

is great to remember that because young people would

laugh at  that  today and saYr ' th is  guy must  have been

c razy  o r  someth ing . '  No t  so .

TP : They felt l- ike they had a stake j,n what was happening.

JPL: Absolute ly .  And when th ings got  reaI ly  rough in  the

1,980s where we had to get  r id  of  some people and so for th

and double the dut ies on the others and aI I ,  boy,  they

took  i t  and  sa id ,  t tNo  p robJ -em.  I  can  do  tha t . r r  Then ,

they were par t  o f  the so lut j -on.  They took pr ide in

tak ing twice the dut ies that  they had before and seeing
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J P L :

us through a tough t ime.

for  that .

There was just  a

John P.  Laborde

great feel ing

You admitted earl ier that you did not know much about

boats,  Did you become a l -over  of  the sea and boats and

become a mar ine nerson?

In the ear ly  days,  you have to  do i t  a l l .  So,  f  knew

al l -  the crews.  f  learned a l - l  the l ingo about  the engines

and a l - l  that  k ind of  s tuf f  .  And I  reaI ly  miss that  par t .

That  is  a  great  way to  s tar t  a  bus j -ness -  to  be there for

the birth. And then, to know the people and have contact

wi th  them. For  the f i rs t  f ive or  s j -x  years,  I  knew every

employee in the company. I even start ing knowing a lot

of  them in Venezuela,  on the boats and a l - I  that .  Pepe

and Hugo and al- l- of those were kids that I became

fami l i a r  w i th  and  admi red .

That is a nj-ce way but the problem with i t  is when you

star t  so smal l  l ike that  and you have your  hand in  every

par t  o f  the business,  i t  is  hard to  break away f rom that

when you reach the l-evel- of s j-ze where you can not

poss ib ly  phys j -ca1ly  do i t .  You have to  l -earn to

delegate.  And i f  I  woul -d ever  accuse rnysel f  o f  one

ser ious problem, I  was very re l -uctant  to  delegate.  For

probably much longer than f should have, I kept trying to
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be a part  of  most of  the decis j -ons in the company'

I  obv ious ly  fe l t  that  was good at  the t ime,  but  in

h inds ight  I  th ink that  probably  was not  as good.  For

one th ing,  i t  made me work too hard because in  a publ ic

company,  keep in  n ind that  there is  a fso a whole new

secti-on of work that has nothing to do with running the

boats and that  is  deal ing wi th  the publ ic ;  wi th  your

investors,  wi th  a l - I  the th ings that  are expected in  the

way of  repor t ing,  board members,  board meet ings,

preparat ion for  a l l  o f  that ,  analysts  groups,  one-on-

ones,  two-on- twos,  conferences,  t ravel  throughout  the

wor l_d,  not  on ly  operat ional  but  a lso for  investment

purposes.  so,  i t  becomes somewhat  of  an ass ignment .  But

for tunate lY,  a l l  o f  those th ings f ina l ly  come together .

I  look back on i t  w i th  great  p leasure.  r  admi t  that  I

worked very/  very hard.  I  was obvious ly  not  a lways

successfu l  on everyth ing,  but  in  to ta l ,  I  th ink we stand

on our  record.

You bui l t  someth ing f rom scratch to  one of  the largest

J P L : Abso1ute ly .  And i t  is  s t i l l  a t  that  level '

in  T idewater 's  re la t ionship wi th  the

J O
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TP:

JPL:

TP:

J P L :

John  P .  Laborde

customers and the c l - ients  and the o i l  companies.  Are

there people that  you have fond memor ies of  c l ients

you were deal i -ng wi th  in  the o i I  companies you ment ioned?

Beaux Dykst ra? Were there people in  Gul f  or  Phi l l ips  or

some of the other companies that you remember dealing

wi th?

Yes,  there were p lenty  of  those.  Dave Goodwi-11-  out  on

the West  Coast  was wi th  Amaseas.  Gene Clark was wi th

Ph i l l i ps  ou t  on  the  Wes t  Coas t .  Down  in  Venezue la ,  I

became f r iends wi th  the head of  Sun Oi l  Company.  Some of

those have passed on,  too.  John Pickman wi th  Shel - I  here;

these are people that  I  remember very fondly .  L ib  Cur t is

was here with Shell  oi l  Company. Jack Gordon with Shel- l-

Oi l  Company.  More recent ly ,  Bob Howard and J im Wj- Ison.

f  have ta lked to  both of  them.

J im Wi l -son? You have ta lked to  h im?

No,  Bob Howard.  We have not  ta l -ked to  J in  Wi l -son.  He is

in  Canada,  I  th ink,  r ight?

Yes.  He came f rom Canada.  I  th ink he may have gtone back

there.  But  then,  the other  companies d id,  too

Exxon,  Amoco;  Mr.  Swear ingen wi th  Amoco was the top dog,

J I
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but  he was in  and around here some.  We got  to  say hel lo

to h im every once j -n  a whi le .  Af ter  we gained some s ize,

then our  sa les gt roup developed those re l -a t ionships to

where they were on a f i rs t  name basis  wi th ,  maybe not  the

top people,  but  the level  where they needed to be because

they were ca lJ- ing on the people who could ca l - l  the shots

and who h i red boats and r igs and th j -ngs l - ike that .

St rangely  enougth,  most  o f  the r igs were h i red by the

chiefs  of  these major  companies.  Boats were not

necessar i ly  h i red that  h igh;  i t  was at  a  lower  level

wi th in  the company.  Our  sa les cadre learned to ca l l  on

the proper  leve1s for  the people who coul -d SdY,  /Yes,  I

want to hire your boat. t  That was not Beaux Dykstra or

John Pi t tman or  some of  the others.  Wi th PhiJ- l ips,  i t

was Johnny Etheridge. They were both out of

Bar t lesv i l le .  I f  f  th ink about  more of  that ,  I  could

probably  come up wi th  more names than that .

But ,  a l l  a long the way we made a number of  acquis i t ions

to gain the s ize and,  a t  the same t ime,  kept  bu i ld ing

boats most  of  the t ime.  There was very se ldom a long

per iod of  t ime,  more than a year  or  two,  where we were

not buil-ding new equi-pment because there was always the

idea of  a  s tate-of - the-ar t  that  could be improved on.
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m n .
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Yes ,  and  l - i ke  you  sa id ,  you  a re  a lways  se l l i ng .

We were having o ld boats that  were becoming a drag on

expenses .  We used  to  th ink  i n  t e rms  o f  15  yea r  l - i f e  f o r

a  boa t .  I f  you  had  to  Coas t  Guard  app rove  i t  aga in  fo r

1 -5  yea rs ,  t ha t  was  a  p re t t y  b ig  hunk  o f  dough .  Now,  the

t  i  m e  ' l  a n s e  h a s  b e e n  e x t e n d e d  -  P e o n l  e  a r p  t h  i  n k ' i  n o  r n o r e

i n  t e r m s  o f  2 0  a n d  2 5  v e a r  l - i f e .  A  } o t  o f  t h a t  h a s  t o  d o

w i t h  b u i l d j - n g  e a r n i n g s  a n d  n o t  h a v i n g  s u c h  l a r g e

d e p r e c i a t i o n  e a r l y ,  t o  w h e r e  t h e  a p p r e c i a t i o n  g o e s  o n  f o r

a  l o n g e r  p e r i o d  o f  t l m e .  N e v e r t h e l - e s s ,  t h a t  i s  o n e  o f

the  th ings  tha t  has  happened to  the  who l -e  indus t ry .

Th is  i - s  rea l l y  f an tas t i c .  I  l ove  j us t  hea r ing  you  ta l k

about  a l l  o f  th is .  One th ing that  in terests  us are the

cyc les of  boom and bust  in  the industry .  You ment ioned

a  r : n r r n l e  o f  t i m o q  a l r p a d v  t - h e  m i d  1 9 8 0 s .q  v v s l J + e

WeI l - ,  t ha t  was  wor l -dw ide .  S ta r t i ng  i n  l a te  1983  un t i l

t he  end  o f  1989 ,  t ha t  was  p re t t y  b ru ta l - .  Mos t  o f  t he

companies coul -d hard ly  surv ive.  For tunate ly ,  w€ made i t

through.  But  in  addi t ion to  bad business,  dur ing that

whole per iod of  t ime we had two corporate ra iders who

moved in :  I rwin Jacobs and the Br i ley group out  o f  New

Zealand moved in  and bought  f ive percent  o f  the company.

Jake has bouqht  202 of  the company.  So,  r  had to  deaL
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with that  rascal -

trying to buy us

handled that  very

a ' l m o s f  d a i l r z  f o r  6

out  and in t imidate

we f l - .  I hope ld i d ,

John  P .  Laborde

He kept

Our  board

\ / A A  T q

l r q

t -  ^ ^

T P :

J P L :

What  d id  you  th ink  h i s  p lan  was?

o f f  a l l  o f  t he  boa ts?

To buy you out  and se l l

L iqu idate i t  or  se l - l -  out  the boats and then take a prof i t

out  o f  that .  He made the mistake of  put t ing two of  h is

people on our  board.  And when he d id that ,  they s tar ted

learn ing someth ing about  the busj -ness.  They came to

board meet ings and they heard what  we said and what  we

did.  f  th ink f ina l ly  one of  them went  back to  h im and

sa id ,  r r l rw j -n ,  we  j us t  made  a  bad  dea l .  These  guys  a re

doj -ng everyth ing they can and there is  just  no money to

be made out  there.  Why don' t  we get  out? I '

One  morn j -ng  i n  L989 ,  I  ca I1ed  ou r  l awyers ,  Mor r i s  K ramer

w i th  Scad  and  A rps  i n  New York ,  and  I  sa id ,  "Mor r i s ,  I t ve

had about  enough of  th is .  I  had a dream last  n ight .  Why

don ' t  you  ca l ]  f rw in  and  te I l  h im  to  ge t  ou t?  We a re

do ing  the  bes t  we  can .  P rospec ts  don ' t  l ook  so  good .

I  '  11  go  on  a  road  show and  I  /  l - 1  se l l  h i s  s tock  to  the

pub l i c  f o r  wha teve r  we  can  ge t  f o r  i t  bu t  i t  w i l l  ge t  h im

outr r  .  Morr is  Kramer sa id,  "Man,  you must  be smoking

dope  t h i s  mo rn ing .  He ' s  no t  go ing  t o  do  t h i s . ' t  I  sa i d ,
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' rWe1 l ,  g i ve  i t  a  t r y . r r  He  ca l l ed  back  i n  abou t  an  hou r

and  sa id ,  t t I  can ' t  be l - i eve  th i s ,  bu t  1e t ' s  t r y  i t .  r f  f

sa id,  r rWe11,  le t ts  set  up the road sho\n/ .  r r  The stock was

at  n ine do] lars  when we star ted the road show.

By the t ime we f in ished the road show two weeks 1ater ,

the s tock was at  e l -even dol - lars .  So,  he had a l ready done

bet ter  than he had pJ-anned on.  He had paid $17 for  i t

though.  So,  he cashed out  and we sol -d that  s tock through

an underwrit j-ng, the number of funds bought i t  and so

forth. Then we found out that during that road show, the

Br i ley group had fed the i r  shares in to the market ,  too,

because they were get t ing a prof i t .  They had paid about

four  do l lars  a share for  i t  and they were get t ing n ine

and ten and e leven bucks.  So,  when we f in ished wi - th

Jacobs,  I  had got ten r id  of  both of  them and some waY,

some how, bus j -ness got  bet ter .

In  the l -a t ter  par t  o f  1989,  bus iness p icked up.  In  March

of  1990 we were abl -e to  qo to  the publ ic  and we ra ised

$50  rn i l l i on  do l ta rs  j - n  a  new i ssue  and  pa id  o f f  mos t  o f

our  debt  which had been c l -obber ing us for  th is  whole s ix

year  per i -od.  We were s t ruggl ing wi th  the debt ,  but  we

got  r id  of  i t  and business hel ,d  up pret ty  wel l  f  or

another  couple of  years.  Then,  i t  took a downturn again

in 1-99I  or  ear lY 1992

A 1= r

That  is  when we acgui red the
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biggest company in the business which was Zapata.

T P : Zapata Gul f  Mar ine

Zapata Gul- f  Mar ine.  We acqui red them in January of  l -991- .

That  was the most  s t ra tegic  acquis i t ion in  my whole

career because it  brought in a lot of equipment from al- l-

over  the wor ld .  So,  w€ were able to  enhance our

posi t ions a l l  over  the wor ld  wi thout  any new manaqement

in  any of  those.  We were a l ready in  a l l  o f  these areas,

we just added equipment. That was a great stroke on our

par t .  I  th ink h is tory  wi lL  say that  the Zapata Gul f

acquis i t ion was the most  outs tanding th ing that  we

accomplished in my whole career because it  meant so much

to our stockhol-ders.

So,  you purchased construct ion vessels  f rom McDermot t

In ternat i -onal -?

J P L : Oh,  yes .  Tha t  happened  a l so  i n  t he  ea r l y  1990s .  We

bought some tugs from McDermott al- l  over the worl-d in

return for a commitment that we woul-d service their

operations wherever they needed them. That worked very

we l - l ,  t oo .  Tha t  was  i n  1 ,992 .

So, you bought tugs from McDermott?TP :
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J P L : Yes .

T P : That  i s  j -n te res t ing .

and CEO in  1994?

And then you ret i red as pres ident

J P L : Cha i rman,  p res j -dent ,  CEO. O c t o b e r  2 0  ,  1 , 9 9 4 .

TP: Wel- l - ,  i t  is  a  long and d j -s t inguished career .  I  not iced

on your  web s i te  that  you sa id that ,  f rom t i rne to  t ime,

Hol lywood came caI I i -ng to  use the T idewater  boat  in  a

mov ie .

JPL Yes,  and they d id on occasion '  That  was rnost ly  out  on

the West Coast, though, because they coul-d see them

there.  The movie s tars  could rest ra in  the i r  comments

about the problems and the creations of the oi l  and qas

industry  for  a  l i t t l -e  whi le  whi l -e  they rode the boat !

TP : can you think of anything else you wouJ-d l ike to add for

the record?

JPL: Wel- l ,  a long the way we a lso d ivers i f ied in to some

government  contracts  for  undersea research and

exper imentat ion of  d i f ferent  types.  That  was pr imar i ly

in  the mid l -960s when there was a lo t  o f  concern about

antisubmar j-ne warf are and that type of thing

+ J
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John  P .  Laborde

government  was t ry j -ng a 1ot  o f  d i f ferent  th ings.  So,  our

boats adopted very well- in this big work area in the back

wi th winches and d ivers hav ing fac i l i t ies for  go ing in

and out ;  and at  the same t ime,  l iv ing aboard the

equipment .  That  was a fa i r ly  j -n terest ing par t  o f  our

l i fe .  We developed that  fa i r ly  wel l  over  the years.  f t

was very competit j-ve, but we were very successful in that

business for  many years.

re la t ionships there.

We st i l t  re ta in  some

TP:

J P L :

Tidewater  a l -so got

b r i e f l y ,  r i gh t?

into o i l -  dr i l l ing and product ion

Yes ,  I  f o rgo t  t ha t !  We I I ,  y€s r  w€  acqu i red  H i l l i a rd  O i l -

and Gas in  I977,  which was a smal- l -  explorat ion and

product ion company located in  Menlo Park,  Cal i - forn ia.  We

did that  because,  at  that  t ime,  we were r id ing so h igh in

the  mar ine  bus iness ,  we  had  a  l -o t  o f  cash .  I n  L977 ,  w€

had a l -so acqui red an in terest  in  two product ion shar ing

contracts  in  Indonesia. So we were al-readv in the

business of  owning some o i l -  f ie l -d  proper t ies and we were

not  the operator  j -n  those.  Phi l l ips Petro leum operated

on one and . my memory is terr ibl-e. But anyway, that

was  a  n i ce  th ing  because  we  were  co l l ec t i ng  roya l t i es .

We were co l lect ing payments f rom product ion on those two.

Southeast Sumatra and Northwest Java were the two
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T P : So,  i t  was just  sor t  o f  the investment  s ide l ight

John  P .  Laborde

designat ions of  the two product ion and they are s t i l l -

there and are producing.  But  we had to se l l  those to  get

some cash in  the downturn,  ds we d id wi th  Hi l } iard.

In  1-997 ,  we acqui red Hi l - l iard Oi l  and Gas and i t  had a l - I

these l i rn i ted par tnerships.  I  do not  know i f  you remember

that .  People would buy in to var ious p lans for  dr i l l j -ng

cer ta in  wel1s and so for th .  Not  wi th  us,  but  in  genera l

a 1ot of st i-gma started gett ing attached to that. There

was a lot of concern about proper accounting and al- l- of

that  k ind of  bus iness.  And then,  Toby Hi l l - i -ard d ied and

he had been managi ing i t .  We d id not  rea l ly  have a way to

cont inue.  And besides that ,  our  ext ra cash that  we were

going to  use for  dr i l l ing purposes had d isappeared.  So,

in  1985 or  1,986,  w€ sold Hi l - l iard Oi l  and Gas to Graham

oi l  Company.

Wel I ,  i t  was,  but  we had in tent ions of  devel -oping of  i t

qu i t e  we I1 .  We had  l -0 ,  000  o r  L2  ,  OO0 ba r re l - s  o f

product ion a day.  I t  was designed to be another  branch

of  our  act iv i t ies.  I t  just  happened that  the downturn

changed a l l  o f  those pIans.  We had to have cash to

surv ive and we chose the mar ine business aS the one to

survi-ve in.

J P L :
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f ohn  P .  Laborde

TP:  Yes.  The Tidewater  web page has a good l - i t t le  h is tory  of

the company.

JPL:  Wel - l - ,  good.  f  do  no t  be l - ieve  I  have ever  seen i t .

TP: I t  is  good.  f t  has a t i rne l - ine chronology,  so i t  has

been very helPfu l .

JPL:  Wel l - ,  I  am sorry  I  have jumped around some,  but  when you

get  to  be my age somet imes you forget  some steps a long

the wav.

TP: I wil- l-  shut off the tape right now. Thank you very much.

THE END
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