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FOR 25 YEARS, Dom Aronaow was the Fastest man
in the warld Mil!innai:e,ipuudbua‘. rater amd
baat builder, he designed craft that could nde
the water a1 speeds of up 1o 175 mph - and
[m.._-"l:lr atcelerated so fast that |h;_1'.:f|ua|!:.'
tock off. In the course of his career, these
machines won him 350 intermational isces and
1 workl titles, breaking more than 25 world
speed recornds in the process

Aonow was Ehe u1|-:|i.\p|.1t|:|.1 i:iug of offshore
powerhoat racing. Presidents and rayal Eamilies
fiom Malaysta to Monsco boved him. Everybody
mew him. 50 he was not fazed when, at 3.00pm
on 3 J-rhunl..\r!.I 1987, a sa.n.rl!.-hail:l.'-:l stranger
e up ai-:lng‘.'\.'sde his Mercedes and y‘l.'n!ujc\d.
for him to pull over. Aronow stopped, shifted
Into mevtral and leaned out of the windos.
“"What's |.||'|:"' he asked. The mm:l:,.' haired
stranger digln't answer. Instead, he pu]|nl oall
A5kar g5 semi-automatie, leaned into Aronow's
car and shot him five times in the chest

Sixteen }'ur{nl'lu:r the most infamous mar-
ger in the ri11l."x h:htnr}'. Esquire travelled to
Miami to investigate. Who killed the maost
faumous powerboat racer the world has ever
Inown? And why?

AT IGFEET IM LENGTH. the US Custosis Sefviie’s
Midnight Express is bigger than your average
porweiboat, Gemerating nealy 1ooohp from the
hazk of rtfrigorntm sized outhoard unginl.'-i
bolied onto the back, it i« also qunbe o lest fasier

Midmight Expresses run al speeds so prepos-
terows that privane buyers are required 1o prove
go bhudlder Tom Mason that Tho:.' are -ca.luble
of handling them :sa.fell'\_.' before they're even
dlowed to towch the keys. Fully equipped.
the boats go for §225.500 10 $325.000 apiece

Casioms has 17, which they use - at great veloc-
&y = to catch narcotics traffickers,

As they clock a Midnight Express passing by,
local boaters’ mouths: fall open, Transfived,
they nudge their friends and point. Asked
ahout this reaction, Zach Mann of US Cusboms
chuckles like an indulgent dad: *Those kids?
They've just never seen anything with four 250-
homssepowet engines bebore "

Hug |f.\'|idni;ght Expresses are impressive o
ook at, they are more impressive Lo drive.
Perched in the back of a pre-delivery vessel on
your way to the open water, wou feel a bit
Bke the ﬂig]ﬁ commander at the end of Dr

the most dangerous sporting events, People gt
killed artempting the mn, making it a magnet
for rich daredevils from all over the world. For
Aromeow, wow 34, netired anad bansl, the tnp-
tation was irresistible He buailt himself a boat,
entered the rage a5 a novice andd came in fourth

[3i5.gu|1.ggd it his fadlure to win, bie il himself
a hlggcrrmf anel vorwed to do better next year.

When the new boat was finkshed, Afonow
took his son, Michacl, out for a spin. Over 4o
years Later, Michae] still reenembers the ride:
“rh mw God? 165 an incredible feeling” | remem:
ber at school we were shown these pletures of
the first astranauts at take-off, their faces going
all over the place because of the G-foroes. Well,
whin 1 first got intoe a boat with my father for
amun, | booked over at him and his Baee was all
ower Lhe place! The boat was in and our of the
water the whole time and 1'm standing there,
hlding on for my life, just screaming, like,
“Waaaah!' BOOM! ‘Waaaah® ROOM! It was a
peretty wild ride ”

Michael's comparisons with space flight are
Jppmpri.mc: offshre ra,u'ng was rough Inome
?.Iiami-l:q:.- West race, accelerometers were
installed in a race boat to measure the shiscks
ﬂqu_-rulﬁ(l_lr] h! the crew, The meters revealed
that the drivers had encred forces ofup to 256
well over twise those inflicted on any astroeasaut,
.1|1}whm.u'nr. When Ruclr_n.' Marciano drcwed
aboat on the Miami-Nassaa mce, he begeed to
b Leet ¥ h.\ll'w.t}' rhmush “li's 1ﬂntnllgh.' he
saicl. ‘At beast in the rirl.g I can hit back.”

Aronow's thiottleman, Norms "R k}"
House, bane testament 1o the hazards of the
sport, In his time with the pmvﬂhmt k.in‘-q._
Hnnrk}' sutffered three broken rabs, a beoken
nase and a shattered hip andl bie bos pwo teeth
By the end of Aronow’s carcer, Knodky was the
anly throtteman in the world who would race
with him: “Everyone eloe refused,” says Michael
today. “They couldn’t take the punishment.”
But Aronow just laughed off his injuries: "It
1ol & race unless soaneone gets hur”

Getting hurt was arisk that seemed to appeal
to Aronow. During the 1967 Long Beach-5an
Francisen Challenge, his boat was travelling so
fast that it hi a wave and took off - colliding
in midair with the race's safety helicopter.
When it made contact with the water again
there was a stunned silence. Aronow eveniu-
ally tumed o House: “What's the first thing

>KEEP ON RUNNIN' RIDING (N THE
FASTEST POWEREDOAT IN THE WORLD

..

S years alver Aronow's death, i legend lives on.
Thes b iy Espuine hae put mme in an Aroney dibignid
Miinight Express that ingks likar it might 1 off a1 any
mamerd, with an immende siretch e mane et n

1N, "Hirwl st d06% this thing g, angway * | asi_ lom
Mason, whostll makes Midimght Expresses, subrs his
chin. “How fast do gou wank it 1o go? " Silly queitisn
s st a6 possible, olriously, He rods

When Ecsuirg's phoiographer tres o mave upio
the bow of the baal 10 get 3 shat of pur upcoming
offshore speed experience, Mason stops him, "N,
Biot thewe Stand horg, And o that 7 Hy pesststo o
Bandrail "Hald on e

When ver'rg Cruisang at about 45 knots - bwice the
spoedof awaleraki bost - | feel like Nim arting 1
get the bang of i The engines e roae g, the i b5
WHing and1he bast i beginming 10 butt the suniaoe of
Tha waner, “See these 7 Maseon yeils, He's pointing 2
the coninol consale. | nod Withaul any Rirthis waimisg,
hie Shore=s all four TReEALS 3 shi Wiy foowand, Thens
s @ s oern il eh sl the Boar pust takes ol

Simuhanzoushy, all the Night abets on my bags
disappear i the sSpstream And then allod o cordden
tiis hurge Customs torpeda s deing B, 65 Tm grinning
Tl 3 idign, g Somach sormerwheas in the wisite,
crinibung wike wisch s crupting on isell 100f behind
e, It's a great feeling Feally

S;.cng_ nol mang piscyplir 1 B8 e pbrabnL e Thik Aoy
rroong. Singe Dan Arpraw's death, of(shone mcing has
Iarpedy stepped. Boans go lrster now — SHme ove
Twice as fast — ban they da it on lakes, whene there
are no wies. Raoe: diive i erash holmats ond
protectiee pear, They e irsade saley) cages, and
CanopEs Than don't k4 you fedl the mind m your har.
The e of icaping about a8 B0 on the open waber for
s hours, shaking your bones 1o peors and LEaing
up o gardnad, if pane. "Kang of the puygs could
wiilk 3y e, sangs Mason

tired to Miami. It was there he discovered his real calling: powerboat racing

: ﬁ'mgflpw. -;i1|i11__q axtride the pa:_.'h:ml in the
beareh bmlr of his B33, waiting foor the ride to
begr. And what a eidle it s

Born in Brooklyn in 1927, Den Aremow was
ane of thase I.:lurgfr-lhanal:il'c charxcters that
shouldn't exist outside action movies. Brains,
confidence, charm - lve had them in spades.
And loaks, too: while working as a lifeguard

| on Coney [sland at the age of 1, hee was offesed
3 filen mobe as Tarzan. He turned it down.
lestead, e went nto constrsets, made 5 mil-
Ton and retired to Miami It was theme, in wga,
e discovered his reall calling: powe rboat racing.
when Aronow armived in Florida, the 183-mile

Miami-Massau race had a n.'pulal'iun as o of

Esquire Magazine, April 2003.

you're gonna do when we get to Morro Bay,
Emocky?™ he asked. “The first thing I'm gonna
do,” replied the startled throstleman, "is get in
thee showver. [ just shit my pants.”

THAT SAME YEAR, Aronow created his master-
piﬁe_ the t'1g:|:..~1t.c_ a boat so fast that every
time he raced it he broke a speed record. By 1969,
the Ciganette was mnning so well that Aronow
won eight owt of 11 international races in it
At the end of the year, Aronow was Dritish,
Swedish, Bahamian and American national
champbon - all for the thind year anning. 1t was
munsoured that if he was going te race the next
yoan, other teams would refuse to take part:
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they knew they coubdn’t beat him. Advertisers
fell aver each othes toget him to endorse their
products and he became the face of Roelex,
Hennessy Cognac and Champion spark plugs.

Thanks to Aronow's explodts, Cigareties
became the toast af the intemational jet set
Thie kiggs of Sweden, Spain and pordan bowght
them. Presidents Nixon, [ehnson asd Bush
boarght them. Prince Johor of Malaysia bought
acouple The Shah of lran bought one - then
came hack for five more. lsrael hought 12,
filled them full efexplosives and rammed them
imta Arab warships in the Six Day War

Foreign dignitaries weren't alone in appreci
ating the Cigarette. As the Seventies armved, a
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new breed of boat connoisseur emerged: the
dmgtr:l.l'l'l.cl:nr.ﬂriginal}y. Florda's rnariju.ma
:smu:{{lum maved their cargn in ||g|'||: planvﬂ.
ban it wasn't lomg before they discovered that
haats held more, And from there it was onl}-
a matter of time before they discovered the
Cigarette. Allen Long, who smuggled aver 40
tomns of marijuana into the US in the periad,
qulainslhe:brﬁunugﬂ-'ﬁntnms hutdipp-:u
that went, like, uight kot s !1'|.'I}'}M‘ a little
bt faster but not much. And the Cigarettes
went, like, po. They couldn't keep up. 1 had 10
Cigarette baats - paid in cash, of course.”

Ax builder of the hoats that facilitared the

Michael Aronow, who had by now joined his
father in the Cigarette business, recalls, “Miami
changed overnight. Suddenldy all the nules wene
gane. Tou could feel it in the air. Things just
weren't happy-go-lucky any more.”

Things became even less happy-go-lucky
when Vice President George Bush Sr established
afederal taskforee to combat Miami's dnag trade.
Bush, who owned a Cigarette himself, called
Arcmow, What he needed to catch the smugglers,
he explained, was something that could outnin
the Cigarette. Was such a machine possible? “0fh
yes,” sald Aronow, who prompily began work
o a Joft, '|_mnhp mmsneter called Bluoe Thander

with a suibcase full of dildoes. History does not
relate what happened to the gilfrend or the
dildoes, But Kramer gat life Fm'u;un-;pi'raq Ty
distribute 500 0o00lhs |:-Fma:ij|.1.m=.

Mt that this helpesd the Miami-Dade police
department, which, with few witnesses, was
umnable to pin the murder on its lead suspect

T years later, howewer, Smith recerved
a tip-off. Aronow's killer, he was told, was a
samdy-haired hitman ealled Babby Young
Mot only was Young found to have been in bown
at the time of the hit bat one of his friends
admitted to selling him a rare bandgun imme
diately prior to the erime. The gun was a 51ar

“When cocaine arrived, Miami changed overnight. Suddenly, all the rules were

tmf‘ﬁ:king npt'mtinn:. AW |.:||1l\.|.li1ﬁ.||ug|3I
foiined himself at the heart of a gold rush. By
the mid-Seventies, Miami was a playground
for a new breed of young, long-haired cowboys.
Somuch dnl.gmnnty accumulaged in the {i|:3I
that in 1979 the Florida state bank reparted an
excess ol §5.¢ billion - more than all the other
12 state depositories in the US combined.
Florida was forced to export cash to the rest of
the 155, which was n.lrmi:ng out.

Tom Mason, who makes Midnight Expresses
today, recalls the atmosphere in the late
Seventies: “It was the Wild, Wild wWest. There
were bays of cash, briefoases full of cash
anything you wanted. Everything was possible.
Watch Miami Vice - it was preaty close, It was
actual I]l mare decadent tham Miomd Viee ™

Allen Long, then busy importing tons of
Santa Marta Gold - Colombia’s most potent
marijuana - agrees: “We were all rolling hot,
lntling fast and rjq']in-g h igh_ btk !'igur.'.l iutl}'
and literally. There were millions of dollars
bilng made every day. It was pretty festive?”

Nol for long... In the carly Seventies, the
:muggttm W T dnp..:-:mlmnlik.: Img_i.: in
for the adventure. But when cocaine - mone
luerative, mare expensive and much more
dangerous - amived In the late Seventies, it all
went wiong. Colombians began showing up
And *festive” was nok part of their \.'m':hul.L'}-.

By 1980, the three most dangerous cities in
the 1S were all in Florida. Miami, at that time
cnly the g15t largest city in the country, fopped
the national murder tables, with twice as many
killings as Mew Yori - which had a population
a0 times greater. There were 8o many drag-
related homicides that in so%: Dade County was
forced to hire refrigerated trucks to handle all
the corpses. A quarter of all the bodies tumed
ot to have been shot with machine guns.

Miami-Dude Detective Greg Smith, who han-
died the Aronow murder case, shakes his head
“We were getting slam-dunked on a regular
basis. Our murder rate was just ridiculous
| personally had one case in 198y where a -
[nmluhly H.iqunit - male was found in the
Everglades. He had been cut in half at the waist,
decapitated, disernbowelled, was stabbed, like,
17 tiimes, Al 1 was able 1o determine was Lthat
this fay mu]l'y pis:od sm'm:body off, Ared that
was miy conclusion. Crazy.”

Smith was not the only one to notice the

change brought about by the arrival of cocaine.
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Bush ordered 13 for the U5 Custonms Servoe

Building boats for both traffickers and
govemment simultaneously, Aronow’s situa-
tian was now becoming extremely precarious.
In February 1985, news of the Blue Thunder
contract was spla:hﬂl over the media, A year
later, the contract was remewed. A year after
that, Arcrow was deasd.

EVERYOME HAD A THEDRY about the hin, It was
said that it was the work of a jealous hushand
(Aronow was known for his appreciation of
wornen), that the Mafia was invalved, that a
Colombian cartel had carried it cut, Some even
:Feculllr:d that thie Arab nations, amgry at the
use of Aronow's boats during the Six Day War,
had deme it b get even

For Detective Greg Smith, however, the main
suspect was a yuy called Ben Kramer whao had
established a boat-building company next to
Aronow's. The way Semith saw in, there was no
shortage of maotives

Kramer was a drug trafficker, ﬁqmrdm‘q
1er former DEA afenit Gene Francar, he had
perfected a technique that invelved using man-
jueana as ballast for tankers entering the Eastem
Seaboard - inton qun.nl:itir's. In iugul.t 1987,
st six months after the Killing, he and his gid-
Iriemdl were arrested in Brscayne Cove, Muam.
Ie was charged with conspiracy to distribute
over half-a-million pounds of marijuana,

Kramer had aleo fallen ont with Aronow. Mo
soonet had Aronow been awarded the LIS
Customs Blue Thumder contract than Kramer
Thaxd bmlﬂll his comparny Frewems hirm - asswm ing
that the contract went along with the sale. The
glv\'t'rl'lmnll.hrlwnrr..ﬂulmg.'d that one of the
nation's mast prolific dnag traffickers might be
tln;n]uyﬁl ma rLu!'rlrmrinH boats dﬂ.igntd [11]
stop dru_l; lraEI:'l-clring. threatened to cancel the
deal. Kramer was eventually forced to sell the
company back to Aronaw, who resumed the
Blue Thunder deal withowt him,

Muost i:|1:||:|.1|tg||tly. however, murl!'mg [17]
Senith, Aronow had secretly agreed to testify
about Kramer's mysterious business dealings.
And Eramer had heand about it

When the FEI arrested Eramer in Hi-r.ra.}'nu
Convae, e was cool. His girLfJiL'llrJ. howeser, was
not. According to one sccount, she wriggled
aroumd “like hing tryingln zhita pmu:hpg'l"_ A
brief search of her possessions revealed why:
shir was carrying a hag of marijuana - along
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45 semi-automatic - the same weapon wsed
fo kall Aromow, Young had alen boasted about
the hit to 2 pumber of people, including an
attarmey called Paul Sitverman. Smith immedi-
ately subpoenaed Silverman to testify. Then
things went seriously wiong

The wery *:arnrd:rj- ihat Smith's auhpm-nj fiar
Silverman was granted, the I.m]'rl's CAT Was
barmbed Clearly, someone dida’t want him to
talk. Unfortunately for that someone, however,
Silverman's car was a soft top Wra |'|.gj¢: .F'-“-'I‘-
The blagt blew him clean 1hr\m.|gh thi rond, He
survved and testified. Young pot 20 years.

But for the Miaml police depanment one
problem remained: who had hired the hitman?
.Ml:n.'mpti.ng to discover a link befween \'nung
aitel his emplover, Smith now requested copies
of Kramer's prison phone calls (in the U5, all
calls to penitentiaries are recorded). These
reveabed that Kramer, whio claimied not 1o know
Young, was actually paying his legal bills
Things were loaking up. But then events took
another bizarre tirm,

O a7 April 198g, warders at Miami's Metro-
p|.1| itan Correctional Centre were hurprisrd b
sew a light helicopter approaching the jail's
exercise yard. When the chopper touched down,
Kramer made a dash for it and jumped onto the
skid. The helicopter then lifted off, banked
steeply and headed for the perimeter wall

Kramer's plan, while sman, was not without
its little flasws - the most notable of which
concermed the xi.r|1|1lr Tﬂl.':,"\iiii.l Ttl.;l.1i|:|l11|'|1p
Berween imass .!||1r.1tif|:.l"u!5\i||1ply. the frafficker
had put on so much weight in jail that the
I1|:'Iim|11rr did naod h.;lwtn{:ug}. power o carry
him. Instead of |i{1i11g him owver the wall, it
ploughed him into it He still walks with a limp

Im tgg%, Kramer finally gave up the fight and
pleaded “no contest™ to the erime of killing
lion Aronow. [t made little differemoe: he was
already serving a life sentence anyway, He
refused to be interviewed for this antacke,

Powerboat racing has changed. Miami has
changed. Don Aronow is dead. Today, all that's
beft of the offshore pioncers is a handful of
ageing racers with bad hips, screwed-up backs
and stupid medical bills, And memories.
Deploged all alomg America's coastline, U5 Customs
Service qu-fasts hove conftscoted over 1o, ocolbs of mar
uana and 11,00albs of cecaine so for this pear. You
can apply for a jobdriving et - and find acttan footoge

of real-life buss - of urrmoushors goo



