
H
e’s been detained in
Lebanon, lost in a
camel caravan dur-
ing a sandstorm,
and sailed the Black

Sea in a ship with a leaky bottom. 
For Peter Schauer, chief executive of Orion Marine and

managing partner of ConFlo Lines, it’s all been in the course
of a career dedicated to helping exporters ship cargo to some
of the world’s most off-the-beaten-path markets.

“Contrary to popular belief, I’m a cautious operator. I
weigh my risks. I do take risks, but I know what I’m doing,”
the 63-year-old Schauer said. “I love it. I think it’s a great job.”

But it has put him in danger
many times — on the land, sea
and in the air. The most frighten-
ing episode was during a flight
from Tashkent to Irkutsk in the
former Soviet Union. “Halfway
there we discovered that the cargo
hatch was open. They forgot to
latch it,” he said.

Another scare came during the
civil war in Lebanon, a country that
he has visited many times. Schauer
was on a flight from Cyprus that

landed north of Beirut. As he was
making his way to the city, he was
detained for a day and a half.
“That was very close because the
car I was traveling in was shot at,”
he recalled.

Then there was the time he was traveling with a camel
caravan in Mauritania. The trip was supposed to take 20
hours, but it ended up being four days. The caravan could-
n’t take the normal route because of a sandstorm. “We
drifted further and further inland. That was pretty tough,”
he said.

Another time he was on a ship crossing the Black 
Sea from Georgia to Turkey when it sprang a leak. The
crew then found out that they didn’t have any communica-
tions equipment aboard, so they shot off flares. It wasn’t
until the Turkish Air Force spotted the flares that the ship
was rescued. 

Schauer, who began his career in the German mer-
chant marine, came to the United States at the age of 21 to
work for Hapag-Lloyd at the carrier’s Chicago office. A
year later, he was drafted by the U.S. Army. He spent three
years in France, where he got an early start in logistics by
helping to channel supplies to U.S. military bases in
Europe that came in through French ports. 

After Schauer was discharged from the service, he
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returned to Hapag-Lloyd. He left the German ship line in
1971 to form Orion with just $500 — “Nobody gave me
any money,” Schauer said. 

Orion acted as general agent for a carrier called
Swedish Lloyd. Its first vessel was the
Hartford Express, which had a capacity
of 240 20-foot containers and operated a
weekly Great Lakes service via the St.
Lawrence Seaway. Within a few years,
he founded ConFlo Lines because it
would allow him to operate more freely.
“When you want to retain your inde-
pendence, you must remain small and
flexible. I have more fun this way,” he
said. “People will seek us out because
we’re known for doing things that others
will shun.”

Orion negotiates the deals with
shippers and forwarders, but all shipments are made under
the ConFlo name. Conflo, which is based in the Grand
Cayman Islands, does not operate any ships itself, but
charters them from other owners. All charters are done on
a voyage basis because Orion is oriented exclusively to the
export market. At any given time, ConFlo may have as
many as a dozen vessels under charter, but sometimes it’s
just one or two. 

Containerized shipments account for about half of
Schauer’s business, but he finds the breakbulk business far
more interesting. 

“I’m looking for more difficult cargoes,” he said.
During the 1990s, ConFlo carried

equipment used to dismantle nuclear
installations in the former Soviet Union.
The equipment — “shipped to 69 differ-
ent places that we couldn’t even find on
a map,” consisted mainly of graders,
shredders, cranes, tractors and dump
trucks, he said.

Shipment of a 300-ton crane from
Spain to Kazakhstan, and two 125-ton
cranes from Houston, for use in copper
mines there.

Remote markets served by ConFlo
include Afghanistan, North Korea,

Mongolia, Indochina, Nepal, Myanmar, Pakistan, Iran, Iraq,
Indochina, sub-Saharan Africa, and all throughout the
Middle East and former Soviet Union. 

Landlocked Mongolia, with a population of just 
3 million but more than twice as large as Texas, is one 
of the more isolated markets served by ConFlo. “We ship
everything that Caterpillar ships for mines, oil and gas
extraction,” Schauer said. “They tried to strike a deal with

Schauer. on a visit to Afghanistan in April, with, from left to right: Muhammad Usman, Afghan cus-
toms agent; Ashgar A. Sanna, chief executive of Pakistan-based Sanna Shipping; Lal Agha Kaker,

regional director and ConFlo Lines representative; and Slahudin Umarza, manager, Sanna Co.
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the Chinese to prospect for oil and gas. The question is
how to put in the infrastructure to make it cheap enough
for China to buy.” 

The Mongolian shipments, all of which move through
Chinese ports, include cargo aimed at helping the country
build up its tourist industry, such as batteries, boats and tents.
“What’s moving now are Hummers.
The Mongolians are in love with
Hummers,” he said.

Afghanistan is another land-locked
country where ConFlo is active. Its
shipments there consist mainly of relief
supplies and infrastructure equipment,
such as road-building equipment. Most
cargo bound for Afghanistan is trans-
shipped via Colombo or Dubai, but if
there’s 3,000 or 4,000 tons, the freight
will move directly to the Pakistani ports
of Karachi and Bin Qasim. 

Schauer, whose most recent visit to
Afghanistan was in April, has been
doing business there since the 1970s.
At that time, it was a relatively bal-
anced trade, with U.S. exports dominated by auto parts,
machinery, road-building equipment and foodstuffs. U.S.
imports included agricultural products, minerals, handicrafts
and fur from sheep-like animals named karakul. At the time,
all traffic went via Uzbekistan and Tajikistan in the former
Soviet Union. 

Iraq, where Schauer has been doing business for 30
years, is another busy market. Much of ConFlo’s business
there has been relief cargo, but now it’s more infrastruc-
ture-related, such as generators, compressors, earthmov-
ing and road-building equipment, as well as many vehi-
cles, particularly jeeps. 

Aside from finding ocean transportation for its
clients, Chicago-based Orion also arranges inland 
transportation for project cargo and containerized exports
in both the origin area and destination market. Orion is
not a freight forwarder, but many of its clients are for-
warders. The forwarders handle accounting, claims and

insurance, while ConFlo takes care
of ship manifest and issues ocean
bills of lading. 

Schauer said his biggest chal-
lenge is always the political situation,
both within the countries Orion
serves and internationally, such as
when the destination country “runs
afoul of the United Nations, and
more specifically, the U.S.”

For example, ConFlo had a con-
tract to deliver all the tunneling
equipment to be used in the construc-
tion of a subway system in Tehran,
Iran. But when the Carter administra-
tion imposed an embargo on trade
with Iran after the hostage seizure at

the U.S. Embassy in Tehran in November 1979, more than
half of the cargo was left behind. The equipment stayed in
storage for several years until the International Court of
Justice in The Hague decided that the equipment rightfully
belonged to Iran. It was subsequently shipped on two ves-
sels via the Great Lakes to the Iranian port of Bandar
Abbas.

ConFlo was also shipping irrigation equipment for a
large man-made lake in Libya when the U.S. embargoed
all trade there after the downing of Pan Am Flight 103
over Lockerbie, Scotland, on Dec. 21, 1988. ConFlo
brought all the equipment to the port, but the State

Schauer on the deck of a ship carrying mothballed helicopters to Namibia 
for the filming of “The Flight of the Phoenix.”
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Department said it could not ship the cargo. The lifting of
the embargo this year has produced high demand for
Libyan-bound cargo, he said.

In other cases, new governments have cut off funding
for projects already well underway. Schauer remembered
the case of a steel mill in Nigeria that had been half com-
pleted when a new government there cut off the funding.
ConFlo was paid for the goods that had already been
shipped, but not for the remainder of the equipment. 

The private sector accounts for about 60 percent of
Orion’s business, while another 30 percent comes from relief
agencies. Government contracts now account for another 7
to 8 percent, although that figure shot up to 30 percent when
it was shipping equipment used in dismantling nuclear

weapons installations in the former Soviet Union. 
While most of its breakbulk cargo is tied to infra-

structure projects, Orion has also gone “Hollywood” — at
least from a transportation perspective. It shipped all the
props, including airplanes, to Namibia for Paramount
Pictures for the remake of the 1965 film “The Flight of
the Phoenix.” The aircraft were taken out of mothballs in
Arizona, then were totally dismantled and shipped to
Houston and then Namibia before being shipped back to
the U.S., Schauer said. The film, starring Dennis Quaid, is
scheduled to open Dec. 22. Orion also shipped equipment
to the Bahamas for a film called “Into the Water,” sched-
uled to open next August.

Schauer said he used to spend about 30 percent of his
time traveling but has cut back
in recent years to spend more
time with his family. “I have
criss-crossed just about every
country we serve. I’ve ridden
the Trans-Siberian Railroad
from Moscow to Vladivostok,
I’ve been to the White Sea, the
Black Sea, the Empty Quarters
desert in Saudi Arabia, the
Gobi Desert in Mongolia.
Wherever there’s something of
interest, 
I love to travel.”

But even for Schauer, there
are some limits. Three months
ago, he was planning to go to
Iraq. Then his wife of 38 years
put her foot down. She said to
him: “It’s Iraq or me.” Schauer
didn’t go.  s

The 240-TEU Hartford Express was the first
vessel handled by Orion Marine.

Schauer was in charge of shipping this luxury yacht 
from Savannah, Ga. to Saudi Arabia in 1996.


