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Eric Wiberg - Wrecks of The Bahamas

Drug plane crashes of Staniel
ay, Exumas, and Long Island

Engine and props under water off Staniel Cay, Exuma

IN LATE 1973 and early
1974 a police report recounted
the details of drug trafficking
for the six months. “Two hun-
dred and fifteen persons were
arrested for smuggling drugs
into the Bahamas. Forty-eight
were from the US, 140 Ba-
hamian, 18 Jamaican, 4 Cana-
dian, 2 German.” In that half-
year “800 pounds of mari-
juana were confiscated and
1.25 ounces of cocaine.” The
cops found 1,350 pounds of
pot “on remote cays or in the
customs department.”

Authorities only confis-
cated 2.5 ounces of smuggled
cocaine in a year on average.
With the street value of the
white powder at least five
times that of marijuana, it
wouldn’t have been a stretch
to predict the storm of white
powder that was about to be
unleased on the small newly-
born nation that would affect
just about everyone.

When the hurricane of
smuggling broke, as many as
80 smuggling flights a day
flew out of Florida, along with
numerous boat drops. The
bodies piled up so high in
Miami that the county had to
hire refrigerated trucks from
fast food chains to store ca-
davers.

Banks had to literally clean
the cash they received to re-
move the residue of drugs
(presumably where the term
“money laundering” origi-
nated).

The Nassau Tribune head-
line from March 13, 1974
highlighted  the  growing
problem: “$3.6m Drug Haul;
Police stumble on 76 sacks at
remote cay.” It turned out the

Royal ~ Bahamas  Police
Marines were patrolling in the
area--simply “stomping
around in the bushes”--and
found the largest haul in the
country’s  history  stashed
under tarps on Little San Sal-
vador Island. The island didn’t
have an airstrip and each sack
contained at least 100 Ibs of
marijuana. The article pro-
vides insight into the rudimen-
tary methods being used to
being pot through the Ba-
hamas at the time, as smug-
glers began to move south of
more heavily patrolled cities
like Freeport and Nassau to
avoid the DEA.

The Bahamas’ Assistant
Commissioner of Crime at the
time, John T. Crawley, gave
an interview in which he de-
scribed how the pushers oper-
ated by air, sea and land. On
the low end, folks hid pot in
their shoes, in coffins, in unac-
companied luggage, and even
rigged sealed and locked bags
of cocaine to be dropped off in
Bimini like bombs. Light air-
craft were hired from various
firms in Florida, seats re-
moved, and flown to Jamaica,
then flown back via the Ba-
hamas.

“The planes normally stop
to refuel at Inagua, Exuma,
Long Island, Andros, or Bi-
mini,” he said. He also said
that yachts were also in
common use. One such vessel,
sailing from Colombia to
Nassau and operated by a Brit
and a South African, was im-
pounded on Paradise Island
after being suspected of car-
rying drugs.

It seems the details of al-
most every drug plane in the

Plane filmed crashing into the water east of Eleuthera

Bahamas varies according to
the teller. The estimated date
of the “Staniel Cay” Exuma
wreck is said to be early
1980s. “From the drug-smug-
gling era,” one commentator
wrote, “[the plane] can be
found in the shallow waters.
Belonging to Carlos Lehder’s
operation, it ditched after run-
ning out of fuel while at-
tempting to land on an unlit
runway. The two people on
board drowned because the
plane was so tightly packed
with bales of marijuana that
they could not escape.”

Another is “just a little
southwest of Ship Channel
Cay, marked as a plane wreck
on the chart.” the outline can
be clearly seen.

The South Florida Sun Sen-
tinel newspaper from June 5,
1984 focused on Darby Is-
lands, Exumas, technically
owned by Consolidated In-
vestment Corp. The Feds
claim the company was
owned by a major US crime
family with ties to Meyer
Lansky, a mob financial whiz.
In May of 1984 the minimally
developed 554 and 238-acre
Darby islands were described
by the Florida Department of
Law Enforcement (FDLE) as
“a base of operations for a
smuggling ring that flew eight
tons of cocaine originating
from Colombia into the US.
Six flights, each carrying in
excess of 400 pounds of co-
caine, were shipped during
1982 and 1983 into West Palm
Beach and Key Largo.”

There were 42 defendants
named in one related indict-
ment, going back to 1975. The
FDLE claimed Darby was
“used as an offloading dock
for marijuana and cocaine
ships, with the drugs then
reloaded into airplanes and
flown to the US.” A former
Eastern Airlines pilot named
Tilton Lamar Chester, was ac-
cused in October 1983 of
moving more than 77,0001bs
of pot and 480lbs of cocaine
through the islands.

The Fort Lauderdale News
on October 5, 1987 reported a
plane wreck off Great Exuma
in which one Miamian was
killed and another man in-
jured, but rescued. The US
Coast Guard made it clear that
the flight plan of the aircraft
was “not known,” which was
usually code for drug traf-
ficking. A prominent Exuma

family in the Forest and other
fishermen from Steventon
have told me that the where-
abouts of this aircraft is
known by locals, which is the
case in most islands, as they
are good fish and crawfish ag-
gregators.

The Associated Press even
carried a story about it. “A
small plane ditched at sea
about a half mile off Great

There have been several no-
table drug planes crashes in
the Northern Exuma Cays: a
DC-3 in Ship Channel Cay
area; a smaller ‘drug smug-
gler’s plane’ at O’Brien’s
Cay; and another, near Rat
Cay, also small and shallow.

The NTSB report for the
Rat Cay wreck reads almost
matter-of-factly: “May 11,
1984 Rockwell Aero Com-

Drug plane wreck in the bush, Exumas

Exuma. It happened about
10:30 am and Miami Interna-
tional  Airport intercepted
radio traffic and informed the
Coast Guard. Fortunately for
30-year-old Mario Mothersill,
a local in a Boston Whaler
went to his aid, extracted him,
and he was jetted to Jackson
Memorial Hospital in Miami.
It was not known whether the
dead man drowned or was
killed by the impact of the
crash.”

A US National Transporta-
tion Safety Board (NTSB) re-
port summarizes one Great
Exuma wreck like this: “Dec
2, 1989, Operator Gomes Air-
craft Corporation, tail N371,
built 1953. Crashed in un-
known circumstances in the
sea off George Town. The
crew was rescued and the air-
craft sank and was lost.”

Perhaps the oddest crash in-
volved a lawyer named
Thomas Root, who, although
suffering from a gunshot
wound, flew his Cessna on au-
topilot (with several US air-
craft tailing it) from the Car-
olinas to 14 miles east of
Eleuthera, where it crashed in
mid-July 1989. Root sur-
vived.

mander 500 operated by
Hawk Aviation, N8457C II-
legal/smuggling built 1959, 1
fatality. En route from Ba-
hamas to Florida, the twin en-
gine airplane crashed in un-
known circumstances into the
sea about 17 km off Rat Cay.
The pilot, sole on board, was
killed. Contraband was found
on board. Illegal flight.”

Scott Lewis, a survivor of
the industry, recalled on social
media how participants jetti-
soned drugs from planes into
the sea. “We usually used a
DC 3 single passenger door or
C47, a double loading door for
loading equipment and later
for tossing bales. They made
custom doors so they open to
the inside. Aft door stock
opened out - customized and
made to pull in. Bombs Away!
I saw one with a bottom hatch
t0o.”

Captain  Nigel Bower,
owner of Powerboat Adven-
tures on Ship Channel Cay has
his own crashed drug plane
tale. “An old DC-3 lies just off
Ship Channel Cay. It went
down in 1982 intentionally
after delivering its ‘groceries.’
I have one of the propellers by
my bar on the island.”

There is no shortage of var-

ious other aerial mishaps
across Exuma during that time
as well. In May, 1975 a
Cessna (N3666E) made an
emergency landing presum-
ably at night in Baratarre,
Exuma, on the way from
Georgetown to Nassau. The
plane hit something while
landing. In April 1977 an
Aero Commodore (N6217X)
flying north from Acklins
made an emergency landing at
Rudder Cut Cay, lost engine
power due to flameout,
crashed, caught fire and was
destroyed. The pilot was 23
years old. There was also a he-
licopter crash in Exuma in
1996.

From the 1970s to 2000,
seven other aircraft accidents
were reported in the Exuma
cays, meriting NTSB investi-
gations. In November of 1972
a Piper went missing en route
from Freeport to Providen-
ciales, Turks & Caicos, and
landed in Norman’s Cay. It ap-
pears it was damaged on final
approach, but was later recov-
ered (N14265).

In 1972, a Cessna with a 26-
year old pilot hit trees while
landing behind the Norman’s
Cay Hotel. He was killed
(N2121T) in the crash. From
available books and informa-
tion on the subject, it appears
that a succession of owners or
part owners of Norman’s Cay-
-going back many decades--
were involved in both the
marijuana and cocaine trades.

In November 1973, a Piper
flying from Nassau to Staniel
Cay with passengers made too
low of a pass and crashed,
with one fatality (N5218Y).
This is probably the accident--
confirmed by col-
leagues—that killed the co-
founder of Trans-Island Air-
ways (TIA), Frank Treco.
Crash reports state “a Piper
Apache in five feet of water
off Staniel Cay.” In 1988
Clifton  Smith’s  aircraft
(N14199) was damaged, but
with no indication it was drug-
related. In November 1971,

aircraft (N2724G) from
Nassau to Staniel had its gear
collapse.

The sad reality is that in the
time between this column
being written and being read,
an aircraft is likely to have
crashed in our lovely
archipelago.

By CHRISTOPHER WEBER
Associated Press

ON JULY 8, 1989, a young
music fan named Aadam Jacobs,
with a compact Sony cassette
recorder in his pocket, went to see
an up-and-coming rock band from
Washington for their debut show
in Chicago.

After a blast of guitar feed-
back, 22-year-old Kurt Cobain
politely announced to the crowd
at the small club called Dreamerz:
“Hello, we're Nirvana. We're from
Seattle.” With that, the band, then
a quartet, launched into the riff-
heavy first song, “School.”

Jacobs surreptitiously recorded
the performance, documenting the
fledgling band in raw, fiery form
more than two years before Nir-
vana's global breakthrough with
the album “Nevermind.”

Jacobs went on to record more
than 10,000 concerts, with in-
creasingly sophisticated equip-
ment, over four decades in
Chicago and other cities. Now a
group of devoted volunteers in the
U.S. and Europe is methodically
cataloguing, digitizing and up-
loading them one by one.

The growing Aadam Jacobs
Collection is an internet treasure
trove for music lovers, especially
for fans of indie and punk rock

during the 1980s through the early
2000s, when the scene blossomed
and became mainstream. The col-
lection features early-in-their-ca-
reer performances from alterna-
tive and experimental artists like
R.EM., The Cure, The Pixies,

The Replacements, Depeche
Mode, Stereolab, Sonic Youth and
Bjork.

There's also a smattering of
hip-hop, including a 1988 concert
by rap pioneers Boogie Down
Productions. Devotees of Phish
were thrilled to discover that a
previously uncirculated 1990
show by the jam band is included.
And there are hundreds of sets by
smaller artists who are unlikely to
be known to even fans with the
most obscure tastes.

All of it is slowly becoming
available for streaming and free
download at the nonprofit online
repository Internet Archive, in-
cluding that nascent Nirvana
show recording, with the audio
from Jacobs' cassette recorder
cleaned up.

Jacobs' first recording was in
1984

By the time Jacobs sneaked his
tape recorder into that Nirvana
gig, he had been recording con-
certs for five years already. As a
teen discovering music, Jacobs
began taping songs off the radio.
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Aadam Jacobs poses in front of LP (long play) record
storage bookcase at his home in Chicago, Thursday,

March 19, 2026.
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with contentious club owners who tried to prevent him from taping. But
they eventually relented as he became a fixture in the music scene, and
many began letting the “taper guy” in for free.

Author Bob Mehr, who wrote about Jacobs in 2004 for the Chicago
Reader, calls him one of the city's cultural institutions.

“He's a character. [ think you have to be, to do what he does,” Mehr said.
“But I think he proved over time that his intentions were really pure.”

After filmmaker Katlin Schneider made a documentary about Jacobs in
2023, a volunteer with the Internet Archive reached out to suggest his col-
lection be preserved. “Before all the tapes started not working because of
time, just disintegrating, I finally said yes,” he said.

Volunteers turn fan's recordings of 10,000 concerts into online treasure

“And I eventually met a
fellow who said, “You can just
take a tape recorder into a
show with you, just sneak it in,
record the show.” And I
thought, ‘Wow, that’s cool.” So
I got started,” Jacobs, now 59,
recalled.

He doesn't remember off-
hand what that first concert
was in 1984, but he taped it
with a tiny Dictaphone-type
device that he borrowed from
his grandmother. A short time
later, he bought the Sony
Walkman-style tape recorder.
When that broke, he briefly
used his home console cassette
machine stuffed in a backpack
that a generous soundman let
him plug in.

“I was using, at times, pretty
lacklustre equipment, simply
because I had no money to buy
anything better,” he said.
Later, he moved on to digital
audio tape, or DAT, and, as
technology  progressed, to
solid-state digital recorders.

Jacobs doesn't consider
himself obsessive or, as many
call him, an archivist. He says
he's just a music fan. He fig-
ured if he was going to attend a
few concerts a week anyway,
why not document them? In
the early years, he contended

Boxes stuffed with tapes

Once a month, Brian Emerick
makes the trip from the Chicago
suburbs to Jacobs' house in the
city to pick up 10 or 20 boxes
each stuffed with 50 or 100 tapes.
Emerick's job is to transfer — in
real time — the analogue record-
ings to digital files that can be sent
to other volunteers who mix and
master the shows for upload to the
archive. Emerick has a room de-
voted to his setup of outdated cas-
sette and DAT decks.

“So many of the machines I
find are broken. They’re trashed.
And so I learned how to fix those,
get them running again,” said Em-
erick. “Currently, I have 10
working cassette decks, and I run
those all simultaneously.”

Emerick estimates he's digi-
tized at least 5,500 tapes since late
2024 and that it will take another
few years to complete the project.
The digital files are claimed by a
dozen or so volunteer-engineers
in the U.S, UK. and Germany
who provide the metadata and
clean up the audio. Among them
is Neil deMause in Brooklyn, who
said he's constantly impressed by
the audio fidelity of the original
tapes, especially considering Ja-
cobs was using “weird Ra-
dioShack mics” and other primi-
tive equipment.



https://apnews.com/article/2949de78f9ac47919d17a75df04cd766
https://archive.org/details/@aadam_jacobs_collection
https://archive.org/details/@aadam_jacobs_collection
https://chicagoreader.com/music/tapehead/
https://vimeo.com/866218283
https://vimeo.com/866218283
https://vimeo.com/866218283
https://vimeo.com/866218283
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