Angelo Grimaldi, owner
of Activator Boats, was
killed when he crashed
his Chevy Nova into

a tree,

of the cases involved Markel-insured boats.

Murray was tried and convicted of steal-
ing Card Shark, but because of his coopera-
tion with Markel’s investigation, Meacham
testified on his behalf. He was sentenced
to six years in jail; for which he has already
completed one year. It's possible for him to
be out on parole within the year.

‘The Dirty Little Secret’

The indictments that were handed down
stunned the boating community because
most, if not all, of the individuals involved
were respected members of our own indus-
try.

« Police in Suffolk County, New York,
confirmed that the mastermind behind
many of the stolen boats was Angelo
Grimaldi, owner of Activator Performance
Boats, located at the Anchorage Marina
in Lindenhurst, New York. This is where
the Card Shark was delivered, stripped
and cut apart. But before Grimaldi could
be convicted of any crime, tragedy struck:
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Last July, Grimaldi was killed in his
1970 Pro Stock Chevy Nova in Centereach,
NY. After releasing the brake, the throttle
stuck open and the car smashed into a tree
going about 100 mph. Both Grimaldi and
his passenger, 45-year-old Kevin Demaille,
were killed.

= Richard Mach of Long Island, NY, the
“front man” for Activator Boats, copped a
plea on an insurance-related case, accord-
ing to Suffolk County Detective Rob Petro.

« Grimaldi's colleague, engine build-
er Jeff Cropper of JC Performance (West
Babylon, NY) was also charged, specifically
with helping to dismantle the boat. “He
was present when the Card Shark was dis-
mantled,” said Meacham, who witnessed
Cropper’s arrest. Cropper, who entered a
plea of not guilty and vehemently main-
tained his innocence when interviewed by
Performance Boats, has court dates pend-
ing later this year and judgment has not yet
been determined.

 Cropper’s brother Curtis Cropper was

charged in connection with four different
boats in the insurance/theft ring and is
currently working out a plea deal, accord-
ing to Detective Petro.

«» According to Petro, international off-
shore champion Joe Sgro, a 25+ year veteran
whose career racing Outerlimits powerboats
is legendary, was also charged in connec-
tion with a number of the boat thefts. Petro
said Sgro pleaded guilty to a criminal mis-
chief charge regarding one of the boats and
agreed to pay $850,000 in restitution.

« Richard and his son Jason Stieglitz,
owners of MRD Marine, were arrested on
insurance fraud charges in connection with
one of stolen boats. In addition, Petro said,
Richard was charged with helping to dis-
semble the Card Shark. Their trial is set for
April.

« Jimmy Winters, owner/driver of
the Supercat 38' Skater Talk 'n Trash,
is a customer of Jeff Cropper and was a
friend of Grimaldi, He also happens to
be a record-holder (his 32' Skater was
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L.Lhned at 172 mph while running JC
Performance 1150 engines built by Jeff
Cropper). At the time of the crimes, Win-
ters was the owner of a sanitation facil-
ity in West Babylon, New York, where
police say a number of stolen boats—
including a 27" Sonic and a Cigarette
from California known as Come Fly With
Me—were stripped and shredded in one
of the facility's “Annihilator” shredding
machines built by Continental Biomass
Industries of Newton, NH. Winters' case
is set to go to trial in April as well. (IESI
now owns the sanitation company.)

In addition, there are individuals on
the Texas side of the conspiracy who
have not been formally charged, but
who are suspected of aiding Murray in
the theft of Card Shark—chiefly because
Murray provided information about
his co-conspirators. For example, “We
know that a Northern Texas yacht broker
called Mr. Derebery a week before the
boat went missing and asked if anybody
wanted the boat to disappear, because
he had a guy who could make it go away,”
Meacham said.

However, more than four years after
the theft, Murray is the only person to
receive any jail time, and no Texas resi-
dent has been charged with any crime.
Sheriff Rickey Wheeler of the Grayson
County Sheriff's Office, a lead investi-
gator in the case, declined to answer
any questions about the theft asked by
this magazine—including a report that
the yacht broker in question “received
some immunity he should not have been
given,” as one person close to the case
told Performance Boats. “There are still
some open investigations related to this
case, and I've been asked not to release
any information right now,” Wheeler said.

Nonetheless, Markel's investigation
turned up further troubling evidence. “I
found photographs from an ex-employee
of the yard at Derebery that were taken on
Wednesday, his last day of work, before the
boat went missing,” Meacham said. “The
pictures show the Card Shark blocked in
with boats in front of it. But on the night the
boat was stolen, around 7 p.m., the surveil-
lance video shows that the boats that were

blocking it are no longer there." The video
also seems (o move at one point, in order
to better capture the action. Did somebody
reposition the camera for a better angle
during the actual theft? Indeed, will any
Texas residents be charged in connection
with the theft of Card Shark?

“To think that Jeff Murray, who lives
in California, just happened upon the
Card Shark is ridiculous,” says Petro,
the New York detective. “Somebody told
Murray that they wouldn't mind if the
boat disappeared—and it disappeared.
Unfortunately, that happened in Texas,
and we can’t do anything about that here
in New York."

However, Petro said his team of investi-
gators were able to charge Costa Mesa, CA-
based resident Michael Lawrence, owner of
the Cigarette Come Fly With Me, “because
we could show that he was a participant in
the conspiracy that occurred here in New
York and we had corroboration.” Lawrence
pleaded guilty to a conspiracy to commit
insurance fraud and agreed to cooperate
with police in the matter.

After gathering their evidence, Markel
successfully sued Leon Derebery in con-
nection with the Card Shark’s theft.
Though Derebery himself strongly denies
any involvement, he agreed to settle with
Markel out of court. “It was real simple
business,” Derebery told Performance
Boats. “Either I settled with them or paid
an attorney %$70,000. My attorney told me
I could win the case, but I didn't want to
lose three years of my life. It's rape is what
itis.

For their part, Markel's staff is under-
standably proud of the results of its investi-
gation. In particular, independent investiga-
tor Meacham, working on behalf of Markel,
pounded his shoe leather all over the coun-
try, from Florida to Texas and New York,
working tirelessly to solve the crime. “Markel
decided that this was the case they wanted
to fight, to send a message to people who
do this that they're not going to tolerate it,"
he says. “I wish more insurance companies

would do this, because we can stop what's
going on around the country. This has been
a dirty little secret within our industry for
too long” (continues on page 67)

sharkhunters e
(continued from Page 4?)

The Missing Pieces

The Card Shark is gone forever. But
there is at least one missing piece of the
puzzle that exists—the boat's powerplants.
Acting on a number of leads (including
records discovered in a search at Activator
Boats), police were able to track the stolen
engines all the way to Miami, FL—two
years after the Shark became splinters of
fiberglass. “You never see that,” observed
Detective Petro. “Long after this thing's cut
up, to find the engines is truly amazing.’ The
pair of Teague 1100s were discovered when
police searched a high-performance engine
shop in North Miami; shop owners have not
been charged with doing anything improper.

There is one additional surviving artifact
from the boat. Although police are still
investigating this bizarre twist, a chunk of
the hull which has a painting of the shark
logo was reportedly saved and actually
displayed in the office of a key player.
Detectives are tight-lipped about this
aspect of the story, because if photographic
proof of this indeed exists, it may lead to the
arrest of further individuals.

If you find the story of Card Shark’s theft
for insurance gain intriguing, consider
the case of a missing 2003 Skater, also
reported stolen. As the finer points of
the boat-theft ring are being sorted out,
police made an astonishing discovery—the
Skater never existed. Police say the owner
of the nonexistent boat used the website
broadwaytitle.com to help create a phony
title; then, using a fictitious bill of sale, were
able to actually register and insure the “boat.”

“He waited a few months and reported
it stolen” Detective Petro says. ‘I believe
they tried to collect $110,000 on that one.
Believe it or not, it went all the way to court.
They were still trying to settle it when we
contacted the manufacturer, Peter Hledin,
who told us that the 2003 28’ Skater was
never created, There is no such boat”” Petro
said that one of Curtis Cropper’s charges
are in connection with this “stolen” Skater.

Although 15 different stolen boat
cases were solved as a result of the Card
Shark investigation, “some exceeded the
statute of limitations,” Petro says. “After five
years, we can't charge them.”’

And in Texas, Dennis Hall is now the

owner of a new boat—Card Shark Il. P8
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Meet the Man
00k the

eff York Murray, widely regarded as “the

low man on the totem pole” in connec-

tion with a rash of boat thefts, is the only
person (so far) to be imprisoned for his role
in the theft and destruction of the Card
Shark. He was born on Jan. 17, 1957, in New
York, and moved to Miami when he was 14.
After a stint in the Navy beginning in 1975,
he worked at his dad’s transmission shop,
Singers Automatic Transmissions, where
he worked on virtually anything owned by
the city or state,

His first boat was a 24' Monza powered
by a 260-hp Volvo, with many craft to follow.
By the late '70s, Murray had become firmly
ensconced in the Southern Florida boating
world. He was mesmerized by his friends’ big-
engine boats and watched APBA legendary
racers like Don Aronow and Ben Kramer race.

Relocatingto Southern Californiain 1982,
Murray eventually carved out a niche as a
dependable boat hauler, transporting boats
to poker runs for many clients including
Lake Cumberland Marine, Fastboats.com
and Pier 57.

As a boater himself, his list of contacts
and acquaintances multiplied. But in
1988, Murray, who earned cash smuggling
marijuana during nighttime boating runs,
was arrested for possession of cocaine, and
served three years in jail. His Card Shark
bust is his latest clash with the law. Today
he lives on a 17,000-acre farm with 400
inmates, growing cotton and vegetables for
the Texas prison system. He has access to
TV and a typewriter, and he looks forward
to his release from prison.

As Performance Boats first began
researching this article, I reached out to
Murray during his prison sentence to ask
if he'd like to share his story. He agreed.
What follows are highlights from our
conversations.
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An Interview with
Jeff Murray

SENTENCED

‘A IA' PA'

i

JEFF YORK
MURRAY

TV stations flashed Murray’s mug shot when his sentence was announced.

Performance Boats: Do you feel any regrel

for having been involved in the theft of the

Card Shark?

Jeff Murray: You should know from the
start that Card Shark was an insurance
job and not an outright theft. 1 would
never steal anything for anybody. As for
remorse, what can 1 say? I know that I did
wrong and need to make up for that. Before
this happened, I had a very good, if not
excellent, reputation on OffshoreOnly.com,
and now I have ruined it. Being kept away
from my kids makes it even worse. | had to
close down my trucking business and a lot
of people got hurt by the fact that they were
out of their job. I was thinking of myself first
and not of the problems that it might cause.
A lot of people put faith into me over the
years and I let them down.

PB: Tell us a bit about your role as a
professional boat transporter.

JM: 1 still am a boater. I've known a lot of
boat owners from poker runs all over the
country. Owners who were too busy would
have me take their boat to the poker run
destination. I would arrange to fuel the boat
and clean it. Then I would launch the boat
and drive it to the docks. The owner of the
boat would fly in, participate in the run and
then leave. 1 would then put the boat back
on the trailer, flush the engines, and take it
to storage.

One of my customers was [Las Vegas
hotel-casino co-owner| Ed Herbst. He had
no time for anything except for the poker
run itself, and if he got tied up with his
casinos, he would call and tell me to take
certain customers out on his boat. As you
know, his boat was the 46' 2001 Skater
called Terrible.

PB: It was really back in Miami where
your passion for offshore boating grew and
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purchasing your own boats. Tell us about
those days.

JM: | knew a lot of the teams by the
manufacturers of the boats. I knew the
guys from Seahawk, Carrera, Signature
and many others. I knew Pepe when he
started Pantera and used to drive by the
old Thunderbird factory on Biscayne
Boulevard. I was buying my boats from
my friend David Gilmore of Abbot and
Gilmore Marine, which was located where
TNT Custom Marine is now. David was a
Wellcraft dealer who used to supply and
service the original Miami Vice boats for
the TV series.

Around 1980, I started to hang with my
friends at night in Coconut Grove at two
private clubs, the Mutiny and Faces. They
were both directly out of the film Scarface,

“with coke flowing at the tables. There were
lots of hot women, and it was great times.
It was then that I started to crew on some
boats that...well, let's just say that we made
nighttime trips from the Bahamas to the
Keys. I learned how to navigate a boat with
‘only a compass—no GPS or Loran. [ laugh
at my friends in SCOPE (the Southern
California Offshore Powerboat Elite) who
won’t go out from Newport to Long Beach
unless the chart plotter is working or they
can see land. We used to go 300 miles
off Florida to meet a plane to load pot
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up and bring it back. Back then, it was 40’
boats with either quad Merc outboards
or twin 400 TRS units. [ had a 38' 1981
Scarab with triple 400 Mercs, as well as
a 40" Performer with twin 540s and #3
Speedmasters. That boat only had a three-
man bolster with 700 gallons of fuel and
two oversized deck hatches.

PB: What troubles you most these days
about how things transpired?

JM: Knowing that the insurance company
and the arresting officer all recommended
probation for me, due to my lack of record,
and that the judge overruled them. Knowing
that I am not a danger to society and could
be a useful member bothers me. I fully
know that I did wrong, but I could make
things right if I were back home.

PB: What is life like there on the prison
Jarm?

IM: The people here, both the prisoners
and officers, are mostly hillbillies, To them,
a city like Lancaster is large. They are very
backwoods and redneck here. The food is
OK, but it's not what I'm used to—mostly
Southern food. 1 am not a racial person,
but being in here makes you that way. The
Obamas of the world here think that they
can just do whatever they want to, whether
it's right or wrong. I always have to remind
myself where I am.

PB: What are the conditions like?

JM: You must shave daily. I know its prison,
but they treat you like 5-year-olds. Most
people here are in for multiple DUIs.
Everyone can make a mistake, but when
you get seven DUIs, you have a problem
and will hurt someone. But they don't see
that, so I keep my thoughts to myself.

PB: You previously served time in jail. Why
weren't you rehabilitated?

JM: 1 learned my lesson with drugs,
but I guess I am still stupid. At my age,
especially with small children, I should
have known better.

PB: What do you plan to do after you're
released?

JM: For years, 1 have wanted to get into the
marine business. I have grown up around
these boats and have a deep passion for
them. 1 am working on my financing. |
think that when I get out next year, T want
to open up a large offshore marine sales
and service center in the Inland Empire,
Nobody is selling new offshore boats on the
West Coast anymore. | think that a 36' Nor-
Tech Cat with an open bow would be a very
good Havasu boat.

That's what 1 see for the future in
Southern California. We know that there
are a lot of aftermarket engine builders out
there. But with the new California emissions
coming, many will net spend the money to
become certified. I see more and more of
the boats being delivered to the customer
with a Mercury or [lmor powerplant, since
they have the money to get certified. 1
envision a 70,000 square-foot service center
with Mercury or Hmor-trained mechanics.
When you come home from Havasu on
Sunday night, you can drop off your boat
on Monday morning and have it fixed and
back to you for the following weekend.
If you buy a boat new from anyone in
Southern California, and something on the
engine/drive fails, the factory warranty is
now set up for repairs.

I want everyone to know that when they
buy a new boat, they have a place to go that
can fix their boat ASAP, where all parts are
in stock.

PB: Some would say that you're persona
non grata in the boating industry. How
is launching your own marine facility a
realistic goal?

JM: Yes, there are some loudmouth people
on the Internet who will raise hell. But there
are also lots of people who will stand up for
me. Once people see my service and lack
of downtime, it will change people’s minds.
Yes, I made a huge mistake and just have
to power back through this and get my life
going into the right direction. Pa

PERFORMANCEBOATS | March 2012 29



http://www.pdfxviewer.com/
http://www.pdfxviewer.com/

