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Chapter One

Venezia, 1826

 


Captain Lee shifted in his chair so to more
comfortably shift his view. He was alone at a table for two. His
glass of wine was nearly empty and having watched the local
population for some time without purpose, he turned once again, as
always, to seaward.

The early June morning warmed as it neared
noon. He rested his legs after a long walk, taken with no
particular destination. His crew remained in the yawl boat, in
sight at a mere cable length, taking their ease. Some dozed
alongside or against their oars, maybe wondering when their captain
would return to their ship. No time soon, he thought.

The crowd in the Piazza San Marco had thinned
temporarily as Sunday Mass, cathedral bells tolling, called the
faithful to worship. The captain marked the event with a glass of
delightful rose. Soon the service would end and the near empty
tables would fill once again. The prospect of the increasing crowd
caused him to relocate to the Mole along the seawall so to avoid
the peddlers and merchants. He turned from the five domes of the
Basilica, the shaded arches of the Doge’s palace and the twin
columns. He ordered a cabernet, considered which cheese would best
serve with dinner and for quite some time observed his ship, her
perfectly squared yards and the United States flag flying from the
peak of the gaff, anchored in the Canal Della Giudecca.

The U.S.S. John Adams, Frigate, 28, was the
dominant vessel among the feluccas, fishing craft, and merchantmen
from a variety of nations that gathered to the left of the custom
house, at the tip of the peninsula marking the entrance to the
Grand Canal. The famed custom house was just to larboard of his
anchored frigate. Its tower was adorned by twin statues of Atlas
supporting a bronze globe, atop which the goddess Fortuna acted as
a wind vane. The late morning sun shone off the spars of the ships
at anchor and the metal shield of Fortuna. It was yet another
beautiful sight in Venice, which the Captain had marked as
containing fascinating history, stunning architecture, excellent
food, seducing wines and a despairing loneliness.

“Captain Lee?”

He turned with a start. Certainly the maid
waiting his table did not know his name. The soft female voice and
her accent suggested not Italian, however, but French. He looked up
into the sun, squinting sharply to reduce the glare and found a
woman and her female companion. He determined to stand, as good
manners would require should the unlikely prospect that he were
about to address a lady actually unfold.

He could not tell at first. As he answered,
“Aye, or rather, I am Captain Lee,” he noted she looked far more
critically at him. He recalled that he was dressed in his everyday
uniform, his shirt far from fresh and his stock loosened most
casually. He noted she was not tall although she stood formally and
quite erect. She positioned herself close to his table, such that
as he stood to the side of his chair, he was far closer to her than
etiquette, despite his attempt at good manners, would suggest
appropriate. He made to distance himself some inches, glancing
inadvertently at her slight bosom in the process. His leg bumped
the chair behind him. It skidded across the flag stones, causing an
annoying scraping sound, which would hardly mask his clumsy
introduction nor improve upon it.

She had the grace to feign fault. “I am sorry
for disturbing you, sir. I saw the flag on that small boat and with
you nearby, in uniform…” Her companion scowled. She held out
her hand and announced, “I am Marie LaPointe.”

The name meant nothing to him. His face must
have betrayed his ignorance. He noted her clothing, well tailored
and maintained, though, like Venice, faded, having seen fresher
days. He took her hand, lifted slightly, nodded his acknowledgement
and admitting his curiosity, asked, “How might I help you,
madam?”

Her disappointment was apparent and she tried
once again, “Marie LaPointe, from Nantes.”

Still, nothing registered but her thick dark
hair, piercing eyes and slender frame, which betrayed more
activity, tone and muscle than wealth would allow. She placed her
hat, which she had held in her hands behind her, upon his table and
turned to her right, gesturing toward a satchel carried by her
companion. Captain Lee noted her fluid movements held an elegance
rare as an innate gift and most often learned as a social grace.
Everything about her suggested a lady, but her faded dress, tanned
face and slender, well toned arms, would logically allow no such
station.

Her look of disappointment was unsettling. He
would have preferred to consider her sharp cheekbones, small and
shapely mouth, long fingers and tiny wrists just another fraction
of a second. But she obviously thought her name should mean
something to him. Why?

Before he could consider further, she rushed
him, offering an explanation, “My uncle was Father Armand LaPointe,
a Jesuit priest serving in what you may know as Upper Canada.” She
spoke of such regions with hesitation, as areas foreign to so many
in Europe. Indeed, such places seemed less than real now, even to
Captain Lee.

At last, recognition came to him. Within an
instant, recognition turned to surprise, followed by confusion.
They were half a world away from Upper Canada and their meeting was
obviously no coincidence; the explanation yet a mystery.

Instinctively, Captain Lee regained his
mental balance and with a command presence honed from the deck of a
man o’ war, postponed questions which would only confirm to her his
ignorance and instead challenged, “What is this satchel?”

Marie smiled, more from admiration than
pleasure, he felt, at his quick poise after his obvious surprise.
She turned to the satchel, denying him her eyes, but answered,
“Letters.”

Captain Lee asked with some degree of doubt,
“Addressed to me?” His letters received over years at sea, whether
salt water or sweet, would not so much as fill his coat pockets,
let alone a rather large leather satchel.

Marie apologized. She did not mean to be
cryptic. She continued, gesturing for her older companion to lift
the flap of the satchel, revealing its contents, “Bemose shipped a
trunk to my home by way of gift. The trunk contained some items she
wished me to have, and also these letters. An accompanying letter
requested I try to deliver the letters to you. She and I have been
corresponding for some years,” she explained, “but she did not know
how to reach you or where your ship may next call. She asked that I
watch, and if the opportunity presented, deliver these to you.”

Captain Lee nodded. The satchel contained
some decorative native designs by way of leather stitching in
contrasting colors. It could well be Bemose’s. Marie’s companion
lifted the leather shoulder strap over her head, preparing to at
last, deliver the satchel.

Captain Lee turned his eyes to Marie’s, if
for no other reason than he enjoyed looking into them. With perhaps
more drama than the moment deserved, but thus justifying his gaze
and his rather bold use of her Christian name for the sole reason
that he wanted to speak it, he said, “It appears, Marie, we should
sit and talk. You have obviously come far for my benefit.”
Gesturing to the other chairs aside his outdoor table, he invited,
“Let me offer rest and refreshment.”

Marie graciously accepted. She explained, as
she took the other seat at the table and waited until he had taken
his, “I did not just arrive. I am visiting friends at the Austrian
embassy, the Lissidi Palace, just blocks east of San Marco’s. May I
send the servant back to the embassy?”

Captain Lee had nearly forgotten Marie’s
companion, but quickly assured the older woman, “I will see your
mistress back to the embassy.” He thought it strange that he was
assuring his new acquaintance’s safety; stranger still that she was
trusting in it when they had known each other for but a minute.

Marie’s companion left and the two remaining
at the table exchanged glances. Revealing her own thoughts on the
exchange that had just taken place, Marie offered, “After all, we
are practically family.”

Captain Lee immediately countered, “No, we
are not.” It surprised him that he had already thought that
through.

The maid came and he ordered wine for his
guest. Then Captain Lee could wait no longer, “Pray tell, Marie
LaPointe, how is it a satchel full of letters from the Great Lakes
reaches a Naval Officer aside a canal on the Adriatic?”

She smiled and lowered her eyes in thought
before beginning a recitation of facts. “A French Naval ship
witnessed yours putting into Dubrovnik in April. The French ship
was sailing outbound for Genoa. I was already on my way overland to
Genoa, hoping perhaps to leave the satchel with another United
States vessel, trusting, I suppose, that once with the United
States Navy they would eventually sort it out.”

Captain Lee interjected, “That is a logical
assumption,” but then added wryly, “But of course the French have
had far more years to hone the efficiency of mail within the
service as have we had in the States!”

He then explained, doubting she could
appreciate his wry humor, “I am most appreciative of your added
effort.”

She nodded. Captain Lee added, “I recall the
French ship, a corvette; a most handsome vessel. Her Captain and I
caught each other’s glance in our long glass.”

She appeared to relax some with his animation
when talking of ships as persons and offered, looking over to the
anchorage, “Which ship is yours?”

He drew close to assist her in following his
gaze, and gestured, “There, larboard side to, or just left of the
custom house.” He noted she smelled natural, not at all heavily
perfumed like so many ladies of the day.

“Tell me more,” she implored, not so much
caring about the ship as intrigued as to what manner he would
describe her. He complied, not at all eager to move away from
her.

He turned his eyes from Marie, a woman, to
consider his ship, a lady, “She is the John Adams, named for one of
our Presidents.”

Marie nodded, knowingly. Captain Lee
continued, “She was built in Charleston, South Carolina, an old and
famous city on our southeastern seaboard… Have you ever been to
America?”

She shook her head to the negative.

“John Adams is a frigate, very fast and she
moves kindly and with confidence when the sea is in the grandest of
moods. I love her graceful motion, even when stressed.” He smiled
and glanced at her a little selfconsciously, realizing he was
describing his ship as though she were alive. More soberly, he
explained, “I am honored to command her. She has a fine history of
service. Built in 1799, she has been to the Med before, fighting
the Barbary pirates.” Then, thinking he had talked to excess,
closed only with, “If only I could come close to equaling the deeds
of her former Captain.”

Marie asked, “Who was he?”

Captain Lee noted their glasses were near
empty and he made just the slightest gesture. Two sailors appeared
nearly instantly from the yawl boat along the sea wall. He heard
Marie give a little gasp of astonishment at their sudden
appearance, but he only gestured to the satchel, softly asking,
“Mr. Jensen, if you would please, and wait here a moment.”

He arose from the table to pay the fare, but
before he could leave, Marie asked, “Are all of your crew so
devoted?”

He gave a self-conscious wince. He clarified,
“I prefer to think they are professional.”

His crew cast him an appreciative glance, but
neither Captain nor crew fooled Marie. She knew devotion, even if
not readily admitted, and in this case, the feeling between Captain
and crew with respect to each other and their ship was intertwined
and inseparable.

As Captain Lee left the table, his Cox’n, Mr.
Jensen and his shipmate remained in her presence. Mr. Jensen handed
the satchel to his shipmate, who clutched it like it was an advance
in pay combined with leave. Marie smiled and Mr. Jensen, nearer,
having heard the exchange, took the liberty to explain, “Captain
Lee, you see, m’lady, is one of Perry’s men,” in a tone which was
obviously meant to suggest something very special. She was about to
confess the reference was lost on her.

Captain Lee returned before she could speak
and instructed his men, “Return to the yawl boat and take care with
the satchel. I will be back shortly and we shall return to the
ship.”

“Aye, Captain,” replied Jensen, whose uniform
and hat, Marie noticeed, was just a bit smarter than the rest.

Captain Lee turned and asked, “Marie
Lapointe, will you show me to the Lissidi Palace?”

She cautioned, “It is not as grand as it
sounds, but I am very fortunate for friends allowing me such
refuge.” Captain Lee thought it an odd choice of words, but did not
press. Rather, he returned to her last question, asked before he
paid the fare, and as they began to walk through the Piazza San
Marco, he explained, “Her former Captain was Commodore Perry, a
venerable United States Naval hero.”

Marie nodded, sensing some lengthy story or
deep connection, but as they approached the corner of the basilica,
about to leave the campi, or square, for the adjacent neighborhood,
she could not resist what she thought he would appreciate. She
gestured upward to the face of a building over a gated arch., “Do
you see that clock?”

Captain Lee was intrigued. She explained,
“The most beautiful clock in Venice, with the signs of the Zodiac
and several planets, all which rotate with a sequence significant
to navigators!”

The field of azure and gold lettering made
for a rich contrast and Captain Lee noted, “I have never seen such
a clock, with twenty four hours on the face instead of just
twelve.” He smiled, enjoying the sight and its relevance to his
profession.

“It is very special to sailors,” she advised,
smiling.

“Thank you for sharing,” Captain Lee offered
sincerely. After some little small talk while walking along a
narrow canal and across a delicate arched bridge, she ducked down a
narrow alley barely wide enough for two, then led him left beneath
another arched opening cut through a solid brick wall and entered
into a beautiful courtyard and garden.

She announced, “Home, of sorts, at least for
a short while. Thank you, Captain, for accompanying me.”

Captain Lee replied with some formality,
“Thank you, Marie LaPoine, for your troubles in delivering the
letters. I have no idea why they have been shipped to me…”
then, after hesitating, “But I find myself alone in a charming city
which you seem to know well. Would you walk with me tomorrow and
explain more of what I have been admiring alone, but I am certain
with very little appreciation for its significance?”

She nodded, smiled and offered, “I will be
your guide. Mid day?”

Captain Lee stared at the satchel as the crew
rowed back to John Adams. Duties required his attention as he took
the deck, but later, as his attendant laid out supper in his great
cabin, a Mediterranean sunset flooding the woodwork with soft
orange light, he opened the flap of the satchel and selected a
piece of correspondence at random.

The letter was from a Captain Lee.

But not from him; not from Captain James
Lee.

Rather the letter was from his father,
Captain William Lee, written to Bemose, his father’s common law
wife, during the late war which had raged through the Great
Lakes.

The letter held his attention until the cabin
was too dark to allow him to read it yet again; his clerk’s
requests to light the lamps ignored. His father, Captain William
Lee, had written about people, naming names not mentioned for
years, though he, Captain James Lee, admitted such thoughts and
memories were very near the surface of his consciousness each
day.

Captain James Lee sat in his cabin, in the
dark, his dinner well past cold. A third glass of wine seemed to
relax his defenses, and his loneliness and despair at his situation
of late paled by comparison to the

depression into which he sank that
evening.

His father had written about them all.

But his father, Captain William Lee, was
dead. And Captain Perry was dead. And that British bastard, his
father’s enemy, Lieutenant James Fleet, R.N., was dead. So many
were dead; who played on the world stage that fateful day, which
forever defined him and a few others who survived, as “Perry’s
men.”

* * *

Captain Lee was punctual, arriving in a fresh
shirt and well tied stock, brushed coat and polished boots,
ceremonial sword hanging at his side.

James regarded Marie as one admired fluid
motion and perfect grace; her walk, her gestures, the way her limbs
and muscles struck perfectly natural yet striking poses. Marie’s
expressions combined with light and shadow to add character, no
beauty, to a city bathed in soft glows of subtle red, yellow,
patches of green and terra cotta. But aside from an emerald green
scarf, made the most of with her every movement, he noted the same
dress as the day before.

And while his appearance suggested to her
preparation and respect, his mood was suppressed and formal; or so
she thought.

Soon, however, after a discussion of
architecture and arches, through which James was most polite as he
feigned interest, he laughed. Finally, Marie thought, and at such
silliness. A waterman delivering vegetables was being harshly
scolded by an elderly grocer twice his age and half his size. He
became so flustered he lost his balance in his narrow craft, as
though the grocer’s wagging finger was a cat’o’nine tails. The
hapless waterman fell into the canal with a great splash, to the
cheers and jeers of the market patrons.

Initially concerned for the man, Marie
teased, “Captain Lee, is that how you would react should I fall by
the board from your ship?”

He shot back, not missing a beat. “Marie,
please call me James, and I would within an instant, I am certain,
lose half my crew to a spontaneous rescue attempt!”

She warmed to the compliment, delivered so
easily. She confessed, “I rather thought my tour was losing your
interest.”

James considered the true reason for his less
than jovial mood: the long night spent reading still another
letter, this time from Bemose to his uncle, Oliver Williams. But
instead he offered, “What would hold my interest, Marie, is a
story. Tell me why a young woman from France travels to Italy to
deliver letters for a woman to a man, neither of whom she has ever
met.”

Marie walked on a bit, over still another
small bridge, and offered, “The question assumes, I suppose, I
should have more pressing matters vying for my time. The truth is
that I do not.”

“Tell me of your home; your family,’ James
suggested.

“My family is… largely gone and our
ancestral home was seized during the terror and war years.” Her
voice nearly cracked at the thought, though James suspected the
memory must be, by that time, rather distant.

She continued, “I sometimes think my uncle,
Father Armand LaPointe who departed for Canada to convert the
savage natives, was the lucky one to have avoided the losses we
suffered under Napoleon.” She shook her head and scoffed, “Liberty,
fraternity… what else was it, yes, equality… just a license
to unleash jealousy, strip property, ignore culture, refuse
education and steal the wealth from those who not only created the
same but allowed others to rise to it all and improve themselves
while so doing.” James did not necessarily agree with her last
sentiment suggesting the aristocracy encouraged opportunity, but
did not interrupt.

She then spoke quietly, with a deep
bitterness, staring down a narrow canal and clearly recalling the
pain. “An entire generation of good men and women condemned for
realizing their God given talent.” Marie admitted, “The
Revolutionary slogans all sounded good and when I was very young,
it was at first exciting. But as for mine, an educated family with
property, the one slogan they never thought to shout while before
the blade was ’Justice’!”

She glanced at James, seeing shock, as she
had expected, but also his expression was sympathetic and
caring.

“We heard of the travesty, of course,” he
explained quietly. “But I was in North America at the time. I never
witnessed…”

Marie continued, “My parents were killed and
our lands confiscated when I was very young. Many of my male
cousins said goodbye to me as they marched off to Moscow with the
Grand Armee, half a million strong. None returned. I imagine them
frozen and unburied. They were not patriots, just as I am no
heroine for delivering a satchel of letters. They marched because
they were hungry; I came to Venice because there was nothing for me
in Genoa, nor in so many other cities in which I scratch for a
living.”

James was stunned; while deploring the
effects of war and having seen it first hand on a smaller scale and
for a short time throughout his homeland, he had no idea how twenty
years of war in Europe impacted the young and innocent. He had for
much of those same years lived alongside the Great Lakes, where
nature was bountiful, opportunity abundant and his years at sea,
while he considered them service, now seemed as self indulgent
isolation. He asked, “How did, or do you, make it, without any
permanent home?”

Marie laughed, “Same as you! We learn a trade
and hope that it serves, do we not? For my part, I have opened
bakeries in many villages and small towns and if not for a fire in
Avignon, would likely not have made my way to Genoa.”

Marie’s comment about his profession struck
all too close to deep thoughts tugging at him for some months.
James welcomed a change of subject, “Baked goods, oh, that would
set us up right! Have you eaten yet today?” He gestured to a bakery
across the campi, crowded with rather poor Venetians attending to
laundry, chores, drawing water from a common cistern, hanging
casually from and conversing through open windows, surprised to see
a Naval Officer in their midst. They had walked aimlessly for some
time and now he asked as they followed the scent of fresh baked
bread, “Marie, do you know where we are?”

“Vaguely,” she shrugged, “or at least how to
find the Rialto. You will like that,” her eyes were smiling as they
connected with his, “after we share some bread and cheese.”

While tearing the bread, James noted a flag
in a window, dark red and gold trimmed with a winged lion. He asked
Marie, gesturing, “A local banner, perhaps?”

Marie smiled and explained, “The winged lion
is the symbol of St. Mark.”

James interjected, “The apostle, author of
the gospel?”

“The same,” Marie confirmed.

James, thinking of geography, was curious.
“What is the connection?”

Marie explained, “Hundreds of years ago,
locals traveling in the Muslim east are supposed to have smuggled
his relics back to Christendom, here in Venice, and kept at the
cathedral. St. Mark thus became the patron saint of Venice and the
flag in the window is the flag of the old Venetian Republic.” Her
tone suggested regret.

“We are in port for the purpose of allowing
one of our diplomats to improve ties with the Austrians, both here
and at Dubrovnik,” James remarked, “but I confess I sense no
legitimacy in their claim to rule. I would have been far more
excited to have been greeted by the Doge or his emissaries, or the
Ragussan’s in Dubrovnik.”

Marie appreciated his statement, nodded at
finding a common connection in their politics. “Napoleon did more
than ruin France. All of these older legitimate kingdoms are
struggling with interlopers destroying national identity and old
customs.”

They completed their dinner, then continued
with their stroll. As they passed some store fronts, James asked,
“These elaborate masks are so interesting. Are they for parties or
special occasions?” He stopped to admire one in azure blue with
elaborate scarves and feathers, which with a gown would have
supplied a complete disguise.

Marie smiled and affirmed, “You see, a
perfect example of our politics!”

James did not understand. Marie grabbed his
arm, pulled him inside the shop and showed him a wide and beautiful
variety of such masks, each very different but all festive. She
explained, “Venice had for hundreds of years a prolonged carnival
each year, perhaps overdone, true, but now banned by the
Austrians.”

“But why?” protested James.

Marie conceded, “Well, for some time, the
behavior from so many in the city, relying upon anonymity while
totally disguised, was very bad and there was, in the end, an
increase in crimes and safety concerns. Yet, despite the excess, it
was very much a part of the Venetian culture and a remnant of its
former greatness. But alas, now the masks may only be displayed as
art, but without the carnival celebration.”

James was torn. As a military man, he
understood the need for discipline and laws, but understood Maria’s
point about new rulers deliberately attempting to obliterate the
culture and history of the vanquished.

They returned to the street, turned a corner
and instantly smiled. The Rialto bridge, a beautiful, ancient
structure with half of its width in the middle covered with
elaborate arches, the outboard sides open to the air, spanned the
Grand Canal. They bounded up the steps to the approach and enjoyed
the view from the apex. The view from the Rialto emphasized the
height of Venetian commerce and brought to mind the wealth and
power of a truly ancient, although now former, Republic.

James observed, “Despite the ravages of
Napoleon, the fall of the Republic he toppled, and the latest gang
of ‘nobles’ pretending to benevolently govern from afar, the
greatness of this city, her people and culture shines through.”

She smiled, nodded and appreciated not just
his comment, but the way he conveyed such sentiments. Marie was
impressed.

For a moment, James was swept away by the
thoughts invoked by his guide. He forgot the deep doubt he harbored
as to his own place in the politics of nations and deeds of men,
made all the worse it seemed, at least so far, by a satchel full of
letters awaiting him in his cabin.

* * *

Two days later the yawl boat approached the
larboard entry port. Captain Lee never witnessed a smarter
approach. He suspected Jensen favored his passenger and was doing
his best to impress. Whistles called the greeting and Marie, having
accepted a Captain’s handwritten invitation, climbed up the side of
John Adams. Captain Lee impressed to have not needed to rig the
chair, as with many ladies. Marie needed no hoisting; she was
capable and independent.

Having a woman aboard was a very rare if not
a singular occasion, and Marie quickly sensed it. James conducted a
tour of his ship, her first man o’ war flying the stars and
stripes. She was impressed with the cleanliness, overall condition
and demeanor of the crew in so many little respects as they
undoubtedly could not have guessed her noticing. But Marie was
observant of details, expressions, tones, posture and a host of
other indications of mood, attitude and well being. The crew caused
her no concern; James, their Captain, she could not yet fathom.

His pride in ship and crew, his capability
and qualities of leadership were evident. And again, after some
time, she brought out the lighter side of what first seemed a
suppressed spirit.

When shown where the powder was stored, deep
in the bowels of the frigate, she could not help but kneel, pull
aside the felt curtain and crawl through the purposefully small
entry, seeming to giggle through her small adventure. Her
enthusiasm surprised James, if not her unladylike conduct, but it
also caused him to smile and as the felt blanket fell back in place
behind her, now in the copper lined powder magazine, she let out a
cry at the realization it was pitch black and she, without light,
was surrounded by high explosives. James was slightly concerned, as
she had acted so impetuously she had not removed her shoes; a
strict safety requirement so as to avoid the possibility of sparks.
But he had noticed her shoes were entirely of leather with no metal
in the soles.

“Marie,” he called out, “Do not move, a light
will be available in an instant.”

“James,” she offered contritely, but he
suspected not entirely sincerely, “I fear I acted with just a bit
of over enthusiasm.” They both laughed, on opposite sides of the
bulkhead and blanket. But as a nearby crew member lit the special
lantern, dedicated for such purpose, the Captain of the U.S.S. John
Adams wished, for but an instant before pulling himself back to the
situation at hand, that he was with Marie, in the dark, assuring
her with his presence rather than by mere instruction.

The lantern was slid into its dedicated box,
on the opposite side of the powder magazine and built into the
bulkhead, so that its light shone through a glass enclosure,
illuminating the magazine while keeping the flame and fuel entirely
on the safe side, away from the powder. Marie exclaimed, “Oh, how
clever!”

To which, James replied, taking her hand and
assisting her back through the small entry and felt blanket
curtain, “Yes, the trademark of sailors!”

She laughed and he smiled and she registered
his good nature with her slight misbehavior and unexpected
complications, knowing full well and feeling rather special that he
would likely have not been so patient or tolerant with any of his
crew or other visitor.

As they took the deck, a beautiful sunset
unfolding, Captain Lee was looking to the east, along with everyone
it seemed on board and she found herself the only person looking
west. Thinking it most odd, she noted his gaze and followed it to
find it was set upon another ship, very similar to John Adams,
approaching slowly in the light wind. She stood close to his side
and he growled, “A British frigate.” She then noted the Union Jack,
largely limp, at the peak of the gaff.

An officer approached and offered Captain Lee
his long glass. He did not so much as look at the man, holding his
gaze upon the only other armed vessel in the canal. He merely
replied, “I can see well enough.” His tone was hard, his voice
cold.

Marie was surprised at the chill sent down
her spine. She detected the look of concern on the part of the
other officer and his apprehensive glance exchanged with the crew
standing near the rail.

As the British intruder, at least upon their
good humor, if not Venice itself, let go the anchor, one of its
guns erupted with instantaneous smoke and flame from its larboard
bow. It was a blank charge of course, a customary salute. Marie
knew the two nations had been at peace for more than ten years.

A gun team aboard John Adams, she then
noticed, had been busy for evidently some minutes as the British
frigate approached. They stood by their gun, port still closed, not
yet run out, watching their captain and waiting.

The officer, who Marie recalled upon their
brief introduction, was serving as First, softly intoned, “Captain,
a reply?” His voice seemed to almost plead, not merely remind.

No reminder was necessary; no plea
effective.

Captain Lee just stared. His counterpart, not
so distant, could be clearly seen to extend his long glass and
train it upon him. Marie knew she was likely well within the field
of the British instrument and she felt very self conscious.

Captain Lee was thinking. He thought about
how the British salute was not, he would wager, a full charge…
it sounded to him to be a half hearted effort. Was it a purposeful
slight? He thought about how many of the British crew had not stood
motionless for the salute, but were going about their tasks as they
completed their maneuver and prepared the ship for an evening at
anchor, showing little regard for the customary gesture of mutual
respect. He thought about his service with then Master Commandant
Perry, the day so many guns had roared back in ‘13, he thought
about the H.M.S. Leopard, U.S.S. Chesapeake affair back in ’11,
which he witnessed on his first voyage at sea. He thought about
Lieutenant James Fleet, R.N. and the distress caused his father. He
thought about the few letters he had read from the satchel.

Marie was thinking only about the set of his
gaze, the look in his eyes, the tension in his jaw and wondering
what possible reasons were behind them. She was also aware that all
other officers and crew abourd John Adams were regarding their
Captain as on the brink of causing an international incident.

Seconds passed, feeling like minutes.

Finally, Captain Lee nodded ever so slightly,
and said softly, “Aye.”

Mr. Cosgrove, First Officer, instantly raised
and lowered his arm. The gun crew popped open the port more smartly
than one could ever have asked in battle, hauled on the tackles
with urgency and the Gun Captain called out, “Give Fire” just as
the carriage stopped rolling.

The full charge exploded, the tension aboard
evaporated along with the smoke that dissipated across the canal
and Venetian waterfront. A salute was made. In the hearts of the
entire Ship’s Company, save her Captain, a nation’s honor through
their professional behavior was upheld.

Captain Lee’s attention swung back to Marie
as he turned to escort her to dinner, not caring so much as to look
at what effect, if any, his slight delay had upon the Captain of
their new neighbor in the anchorage.

Dinner was simply elegant. Adorned by fine
china and tableware, candlelight softly supplemented the gathering
dusk with numerous Venetian church spires backlit by purple and
orange pouring through stern gallery windows.

The conversation was serious but sincere,
personal and revealing. Captain Lee sensed he had left his dinner
guest with many questions, given his rather severe reaction to the
British frigate. Rather than have Marie inquire, he offered easily
enough: “As you may have guessed, the late war in North America
taught me to be very wary of the Royal Navy.”

Marie appreciated a past with which she was
all too unfamiliar; she certainly had hers of which he knew little.
Still, she challenged mildly, “With hostilities over a decade ago,
were we in any danger?”

His eyes flashed, he looked down at the table
then out to the remnants of the sunset, “I will suffer no slight
from an enemy.”

“Enemy? Still, even now?” she asked.

Captain Lee poured another glass of wine,
offered to top her glass and she nodded in the affirmative. He
began, “It is sometimes difficult to tell with an adversary if they
are ever a friend or rather just waiting to surprise with
treachery. A sloop my father commanded, owned by my uncle, was
tricked by the British into putting into a port and was seized, all
with the British flying false colours, assuring us our landing was
safe with the island held by the United States. A lack of honor in
the very character of a person cannot be assumed to be remedied by
a mere treaty…” Then realizing certainly the Captain of the
British frigate was most likely not present a dozen years before on
a remote station in the North American Northwest, he added, “…
person or nation.”

Marie thought for some moments, took a sip to
buy time and considered he, like she and millions of others, had
very good reason to carry scars and grudges from a world at war
through most of their youth. But she felt his argument explaining
his conduct was but a justification for deep hatred. The question
for her was whether James wanted to forgive, or was capable of
forgiving, or at a minimum, now years later, capable of leaving the
past in his wake. She sought to have him confirm what she already
knew, “So you had no indication that British ship was a
hostile.”

James saw her point and only with Marie, for
some reason, felt the sudden need to confess, not defend, “No. I
just do not trust that the Royal Navy, even today, respects our
sovereignty. Great Britain may still, somewhere, challenge the
growth and well being of our nation.” He shrugged, “Perhaps in the
American West.”

Marie could understand his doubts. She
offered, sincerely, “Let us hope that never happens.”

He looked into her eyes and nodded, then took
another sip of wine.

Unexpectedly, she asked, “When this sloop was
seized, were you imprisoned?”

“Only briefly,” he assured, “but I soon
escaped, assisted by my uncle who was then imprisoned for having
helped me.” He was touched by her concern.

He then added, more by interesting
coincidence than to change the subject, “The sloop, Friends Good
Will, was then recaptured by Captain Perry the following season in
a great naval battle. My father thereafter commanded her once
again, while serving in the Navy.”

She inquired, “Are these events what caused
you to join the service?”

“Aye, as soon as I escaped. Thus it was that
I was present a year later with Perry aboard his flagship during
the battle.”

James then sighed, gestured in apology with a
rueful smile, “I do not know what caused me to delve into such
trials and unhappy times… forgive me?” Then in answer to his
own question and hoping to simultaneously offer an excuse to his
dinner guest, he admitted, “… Except the letters in the satchel
have these past days brought it all to the forefront.”

Marie feared the letters may be offering
James little reason to forget. She wondered if she would not have
done him a greater favor if she had remained in Genoa.

A welcome knock came on the door and James
said wryly, giving her a humorous look, “Ah, an excuse to drop the
subject!” He invited, “Come.”

The marines allowed a man to enter, dressed
formally in black, who appeared surprised to find Captain Lee
entertaining a woman. The man, whom Marie guessed a civilian, both
asked and gestured plaintively for Captain Lee to step out for a
moment, of which, with a look of apology to her, he complied. Marie
overheard near whispers discussing the need to get underway and
depart Venice. After quick agreement, Captain Lee rejoined and
explained, “Mr. Wallace, our diplomat to which I earlier today
referred, is of the opinion that in light of the arrival of British
emissaries our duty here is concluded, and we have business in
Dubrovnik. It would be best if we got underway tomorrow.” His words
were simply an imparting of information, but she caught the quick
flicker of what appeared regret on his features.

James interrupted her thoughts, saying
abruptly, “Come, let us stroll the deck.”

The night air was welcome and cleared her
head from what may have been a bit too much wine. James asked, “Did
you know Father LaPointe?”

“No, he was much older than my father and I
was the youngest, born late in my father’s life. My uncle was in
North America before I was

born.”

“Have you any family left?”

“No.” She fought to mask the pain in her
voice and the slightest welling up of tears which she feared would
be evident in the rising moonlight. She attempted to change the
subject, “Are you aware of Bemose and her connection to my
family?”

James smiled, “Oh, yes, it was explained to
me just before the war broke out that Father LaPointe was her
father, and more so than just the religious designation. I myself
wondered whether you knew.” James offered, “I know not what was
made of the fact in France, but in North America, such
circumstances are often met with a great deal of tolerance.”

Maria was impressed with not only his
understanding, but his sensitivity in assuring her that which
might, in some circles, be considered a scandal and cause for
shame. It seemed to him irrelevant.

James turned the discussion to Bemose, a
native Mattawan of Upper Canada and Marie’s cousin, with whom she
apparently had been corresponding for some years but had never met.
He offered, “I never knew my mother and was sixteen when I met
Bemose. While I was not looking for her to be my mother, I have
always felt that she and my father were perfectly suited. She
brought him much peace, which he deserved.”

Marie acknowledged, “She impresses me as a
remarkable woman in her writings.”

James returned to the real topic that
interested him in light of their conversation over dinner, “I sense
that you must have suffered greatly during the wars.”

Marie only nodded and signaled she would not
set that sail, not that night, “So you depart tomorrow?”

He replied, “Noon.”

Marie nodded.

James then made his decision. It was not
difficult.

They took a few more steps. He was unsure how
to raise the topic and not sound like a madman. “Marie, we will be
sailing from Dubrovnik, after just touching, to the port of
Rome.”

She took another step alongside the starboard
cathead and looked at him, wondering why his itinerary was seeming
to him so urgent.

James explained, “It is but a short sail to
Genoa from there. Let me deliver you to Genoa, your errand
apparently in Venice now completed.” He began explaining more
quickly, fearful and hopeful, before she could refuse, “It is
certainly safer and will likely take not much longer to travel
aboard a United States naval ship then to travel alone,
overland.”

Then, from his heart, he seemed to plead, “I
would very much enjoy your company.”

* * *

Each click of the pawl, as the men turned the
capstan, emphasized for Captain Lee the passage of time. Noon was
near; departure imminent.

John Adams was already close to short scope.
The canal was crowded, the holding good and it would not take long
to break free, let fall the topsails and make way.

Mr. Cosgrove coordinated the maneuver, the
bosun piped the men at various stations, the nipper peeled off the
anchor cable slowly at first, but as the ship gained momentum, the
cable was coming aboard all too quickly. Captain Lee stood at the
starboard rail, searching the piazza San Marco.

Captain Lee was not surprised at Marie’s lack
of appearance but had to admit he had been hopeful. Perhaps it had
been the wine, but he found he could speak to Marie easily. He
sensed she had so much more to say, if he could ever draw her out.
But he had pressed too hard and the thought of her trusting in him
to deliver her to Genoa was rather a common sense, American idea
and he was in Europe. While he did not really know what difference
that made, he had been told, and shown, before such differences as
he did not understand. No doubt were at play now, however.

Marie sat in the park just to the west of San
Marco, within sight of the table she shared with James when he
bungled his introduction. She smiled at the thought. She then
looked over the Mole and detected the slow movement of the frigate
upon which she dined the night before. She glanced at the clock
tower. It was not quite noon.

Marie thought of James whose company she
enjoyed, whose talents were obvious, whose looks she admired and
whose mind and heart were troubled. She considered her past and the
only manner in which, she was convinced and as her faith decreed,
she had overcome the pain and injustice of war. She thought of his
cold steel gaze at the mere sight of a Union Jack and the war he
was still fighting.

Marie considered that she had known James
only a few days. She then scolded herself. James was not proposing
marriage, merely offering her transport at no charge in return for
a favor. She trusted him and felt safe in his charge. Why should
his heart and mind, beyond that which she just considered, cause
her to pass on what was an eminently practical, typically American
idea? Her small bag was packed and she clutched its handle. She had
been sitting in the park for well more than an hour, trying to
decide whether to step out of the shade of the trees and stand on
the edge of the seawall, easily seen with just a slight twist of
the inner brass barrel of a long glass.

Captain Lee heard the Second Officer call to
set the outer headsails in anticipation of using their leverage to
break the anchor free. The Third Officer called to Mr. Cosgrove,
“Up and down!” indicating the anchor was directly below the stem
and a final measure of the men at the capstan and the sheeting of
headsails already set would break the hook from the mud
beneath.

Captain Lee turned and watched it all unfold,
professionally and with such precision as would make any captain
proud. So why did he feel such regret at the smooth efficiency of
their efforts?

Mr. Jensen, Cox’n, stood nearby and having
affixed a long glass at the seawall, reported only, softly,
“Captain…”

Within thirty seconds and with a frigate
nearly underway, Mr. Jensen was calling the stroke in the Captain’s
gig and calling it fast as they pulled toward the seawall on the
shore.

Captain Lee thought, “Pull hard, lads.” He
had a satchel full of letters to read and as Marie had delivered
them, he would need her aboard this voyage, for certain, as he read
them.

 


 



Chapter Two

 


The moderate west wind swelled the canvas set
aboard U.S.S. John Adams, all that could possibly hang from the
yards, gaffs and fore and aft stays, save stuns’ls. Captain Lee’s
spirits soared higher than the topmen climbed as the low lying
islands sank from view. John Adams sailed swiftly from the Veneto
to the brilliant azure open waters of the Adriatic.

Marie made herself comfortable in Captain
Lee’s great cabin, which took but a few minutes as her belongings
were minimal. Captain Lee’s clerk assisted her, moving the
Captain’s personal belongings into First Lieutenant Cosgrove’s
quarters, who would bunk with the other officers in the wardroom
for some few days. Almost as an afterthought, in addition to
shifting important records, various logs, papers and their official
orders, the clerk grabbed the satchel of letters from the desk.

The rearrangements were quickly concluded,
all in good humor and amid willing spirits. The crew began to
whisper that the Captain had found himself ‘a lady’. In addition to
the obviously premature conclusion, the assessment was also
somewhat an exaggeration as to her wealth and status.

Just as the midshipman called to the Sailing
Master from the taffrail, still winding the spool of line from the
log, “A bit more than nine!,” Marie appeared in the waist and
glanced aloft, an expression of wonder still apparent as she turned
aft and saw James at the binnacle.

Captain Lee was looking at her, seeming very
pleased. He glanced aloft and called loudly enough to carry over
the wind, “On days such as these, I question the order of Captains
and Kings!”

They smiled and both nodded, as did Mr.
Cosgrove. He appeared fully satisfied with their departure and
recent efforts, setting and trimming thousands of square feet of
canvas over so many sails. The Sailing Master approved of her speed
and the young gentleman, while only a midshipman, was delighted to
depart what he considered an all too old and decrepit city, however
grand its history and scenery.

Marie had the good judgment to remain well
forward the helm. Those on the quarterdeck exchanged approving
glances at the respect she showed them as officers; commissioned or
no. Soon Captain Lee realized she would not approach and,
pretending to have been aware for as long as everyone surrounding
him had already figured, strolled rather casually to the weather
rail, considered for a moment and called back to Mr. Cosgrove, “Set
the regular watch, Mr. Cosgrove. Let us establish our normal
routine.”

“Aye, Sir,” he acknowledged and repeated the
order to the Bosun who with a few shrill calls from his whistle,
much of the crew stood down, scattered to their leisure. Some went
to take a somewhat belated noon meal, others assumed postures of
relaxed duty. With the course and the sails now set, those still on
watch stood by for what they hoped would be few orders and an
enjoyable trick.

James walked forward and met Marie at the lee
rail. The Bosun moved on to afford them some privacy. She
commented, “So many crew!”

James nodded, “We are 298 departing Venice,
three shy from our arrival.” He nodded disapprovingly, “Desertions
have not been a large problem, but our quick departure left little
time to search. Still, we could have used them. Our compliment is
well down from what she would carry when at war.” He shook his head
and added. “Peacetime service is difficult…”

Marie thought the comment very odd. “I should
think it would be so much easier.”

James nodded, acknowledging, “I know it
sounds queer, but in peacetime, recruits are much more difficult to
find; reenlistments far fewer. There is less pressing need to serve
and the sacrifices seem, I suppose, to make far less sense for the
common sailor.”

Marie nodded and understood the paradox. “And
for Captains?” she inquired.

James nearly froze. My, he thought, how she
could cut to the heart of it. He wondered for a moment if she knew,
but dismissed the thought as impossible. So he ducked the matter,
as he had so often of late and replied instead with the facts and
one version of the truth, “With far fewer ships in commission,
commands are much harder to come by. Advancement, it seems, is but
a dim hope.” Even as he spoke the truth, he thought of an old
toast, exchanged among friends in the service, “Here’s to a long
war, or an unhealthy peace.” Career officers all knew one of the
few sure paths to promotion was by the death of one’s seniors, but
the sentiment was rarely but half felt and most often insincere. He
elected to spare Marie the morbid thought.

Marie considered another obvious truth, far
from his point, “You must be very good at what you do to hold such
a command more than ten years since the last real conflict.” She
then added, “You are not so old to be very senior.”

James smiled, appreciating the compliment but
felt uneasy discussing his skill or professional reputation, which,
among his crew, his peers and those at the Navy department
thousands of miles to the west, was, indeed, considerable. Instead,
he confessed, as he seemed to do so easily with Marie, “I am thirty
years old.” James would have guessed Marie about four years
younger, but did not ask. He continued, “I am fortunate to have
John Adams. She is not as large and powerful as frigates like
Constitution, and she is certainly not new, but she handles well
and I am pleased with her officers and crew. One could do much
worse than sailing to fascinating ports in the Mediterranean.”
Recalling her point, he admitted, “Captain Perry was but twenty-six
when placed in charge of an entire squadron!”

“True,” she reminded, “but that was in war.
In peace, he too commanded John Adams, just as you do now.” She
resolved to learn more about this man whose name arose so
frequently among these Americans.

Throughout the conversation, Marie was aware
of the rolling deck, the graceful motion of the ship, her easy
speed and the beautiful surrounding sea. Shortly, however, Marie
felt a bit queasy, not having acclimated as yet to her new
environment. She excused herself, admitted she would lie down and
Captain Lee directed his aide to attend to her should her
discomfort grow more serious. For his part, he walked the deck in
her absence and continued to regard his situation, his career in
the peacetime Navy and his nagging doubts bordering on depression.
He was frustrated with himself for not sharing his concerns and
resolved to do so when the next opportunity presented. He could
not, he knew, waste these days.

Dinner was designed to offer bland food, easy
on the digestion, all without Marie’s knowledge. Captain Lee,
assured her that what she felt was quite normal for one unused to
sea travel. Indeed, he concluded she was perhaps somewhat a natural
on the water as her symptoms seemed to be quickly dissipating.
Still, he did not wish to overtax her if she were not feeling well.
“Marie,” he began tentatively, “I do not mean to press you with my
company. Please, if you would like more privacy and fewer
engagements, I will understand.”

“Certainly not, James,” she protested, her
eyes assuring sincerity in the candlelight, “You are near the only
soul I know aboard!” James noted it may have been the first time
she used his Christian name. He wished, however, that he had not
merely won his seat at dinner by default.

“I do enjoy your company,” he confessed.
Explaining, “It is rather lonely with so few to really talk
with.”

She challenged, as she did so naturally,
“With 298 crew aboard, I should think there would be no scarcity of
conversation.”

James poured the wine, nodded to her point
but explained, “A Captain cannot become familiar to his crew. He
must often even keep some distance even from his officers. They
must obey the rank. The more I am, to them, a typical man, with all
the imperfections known so well to all, the less deserving I am in
their eyes of their loyalty and respect. It is best to remain, in
large part, unknown; a mystery.”

Marie nodded in return, but countered, “There
are those whose humanity is deserving of respect simply by their
character and actions.” She smiled. “But I know that as you say is
often the prevailing view in the service. I recall hearing it
before.” She sipped her wine.

James offered, “I walked the deck today, as
you rested and it dawned on me how little I know about you. We seem
always to talk about ships, politics, or my career.” He sensed her
tension as he asked, “Where else have you lived, besides Nantes and
Avignon?”

She offered, “I learned to bake while staying
with friends in Belgium, a small village just south of Brussels.”
With a fond smile, she recalled, “It was very peaceful. Their
family owned a farm, more of a chateau perhaps, with orchards and
formal gardens. I could have stayed forever.” A tinge of sadness
filled her eyes, but she only said, “That is a criminal amount of
pepper you are putting in your soup.”

James asked, “What caused you to leave?”

She tasted her soup before answering,
gratefully took the pepper he was already holding out to her in
anticipation of her instantly understanding his motivation with
respect to all available seasoning. Marie explained, “Well, some
English soldiers camped on a small ridge over our fields. Then some
French soldiers soon enough walked across to meet them. Rather late
that day, Prussian soldiers rushed to join and after what seemed
some mere hours,” her tone iced, “our farm was destroyed and bodies
covered the ground, three thick in most places, with a fair amount
of horses scattered about.” She ground the pepper mill several more
time and suggested, “Tomorrow night, James, I will cook.”

James softly put down his spoon. He did not
smile at her light suggestion. He looked at her with concern,
compassion and perhaps with a touch of horror. He stood from the
small table, went over to the built in shelves above his sleeping
quarters and returned with a book. He brought it close to the
candles, the sun having already set. He flipped through some pages
and stopped at an etching, pressed the pages back against the
binding and asked, “Marie, was this your friend’s farm?”

Marie did not need to look. She noted only
the title of the book as he opened it near the candle. But she
could not help but look. She wondered if the etching was before or
after the devastation of battle, she having already years before
lost first her home, then her family.

She looked. The etching depicted the farm
before the battle, which oddly enough made it even more difficult
to keep from bursting into tears. Instead, her eyes merely filled
and she nodded, trying unnaturally to hide her emotion in her
voice. “Oui,” she said, “the Hougoumont farm.”

James put the book on the table, took his
seat, looked over at her and reached out for her hand. She took it,
somewhat cautiously. He just held it. They sat in silence, he
rubbing the top of her hand with his thumb; they finishing their
wine as occasionally they glanced at the embossed cover of the
book. Gold leaf glinted in the candlelight. The title danced in the
flicker, as had Satan in those fields and on that day eleven years
before; “Waterloo.”

After some minutes, Marie was breathing
normally, her eyes were dry and her thoughts brought back to the
present. James called for his servant to bring in the entrée; in
good time, the dessert. The conversation jumped from one subject to
another. Good cheer returned amid relaxed banter. Given the
excellent recovery from Marie’s revelation, James elected to hold
his own thoughts and state of mind to himself, letting what he
regarded as a precious day, one of only few, slip by. The day
slipped by as effortlessly as the cut water slicing through the
waves, creating the black wake with moonlit sliver streaks
streaming out from the stern gallery windows.

After bidding Marie good night, Captain Lee
walked the deck and checked the log at the binnacle. He exchanged
brief compliments with the helmsman, expressed his pleasure to the
Second Lieutenant, officer of the deck, and then returned to his
temporary, much smaller quarters without a window. Against his
better judgment, he reached for another letter from the
satchel.

He read a letter from his father, then
Captain of a merchant vessel hailing from Philadelphia, to Bemose,
addressed to a family in Sault Ste. Marie dating from September,
1806.

James learned the truth by way of details, of
how, or rather more importantly, why, his mother died.

The following day, the noon sight taken from
the foredeck was more an exercise than a necessity. Everyone aboard
John Adams knew well where they were. They had been there before,
just a month before. The islands between them, the shore just ahead
with the elaborate mole creating a small harbor for the locals,
dwarfed by the imposing stone walls of a fully enclosed medieval
city left no need for the geometry of the sun and elaborate
arithmetic to confirm their arrival in Dubrovnik.

Captain Lee had seen little of Marie that
morning except when sailing past a small village. Assured of ample
water beneath the keel, he ordered the helmsman to steer closer to
shore. He sought out Marie and, standing at the larboard rail,
handed her his long glass. “Look into and among the trees, just
above the village. I was told last I was in Dubrovnik that these
are the ruins of a Roman Emperor’s summer palace. Diocletian, if my
memory serves.”

Marie took a long look, panning back and
forth with the glass, her expression of interest and wonder
fascinating James. She was smiling and commented, “Spectacular! So
well preserved, but imagine their grandeur in their day!”

“I will likely never have reason to explore
more closely,” he mused, “but I thought you would enjoy the sight.”
Then James asked, “We shall be rather busy upon our arrival, but if
you would be so kind as to wait, or I could meet you ashore, would
you do me the favor of walking the walls and seeing the town?”

They exchanged glances, both of their eyes
shining. “I would enjoy that, yes, and I will wait aboard. I have
never been to Dubrovnik, but have read about its history and would
enjoy exploring it with you.”

Captain Lee considered whether to order the
yawl boat with a full uniformed crew but instantly rejected the
idea for the smaller gig. Less ceremony, true, but they would be
required to sit closer.

As the afternoon warmed, the two climbed the
steps, narrow and steep, from one elevation of wall to another. The
views were spectacular; vistas of the azure blue sea sprinkled with
islands like precious gems, the surrounding hills, still green so
early in the season, the town below offering terra cotta and
various shades of red and orange from half round, clay roofing
tiles.

The walk was easily within Marie’s
capabilities. As for Captain Lee, life aboard held little
opportunity for walking and he did not, as Captain, so often climb
aloft as he used to scamper so easily aboard sloops and schooners
of the Great Lakes some dozen years before. He was obviously
winded, but his pride and custom of leading most often found him in
front of Marie, many of the stairs so narrow as to prevent them
from walking abreast.

Time and again they would encounter some
rubble and loose stones amid cracked and crumbling mortar. The
steps were sometimes uncertain and the handholds insecure. James
would always attend with courtesy and grace, his manners
impeccable, his desire to assist sincere. He would turn, offer his
hand and counsel as to which stones to trust and of which to
beware. Their mood was grand, their banter casual and laughter
frequent.

But not once did she take his hand.

“Marie, that may be loose,” James cautioned.
“Here, the next step is steep, let me help—”

She looked, considered and followed his
advice. “Thank you, James, yes I see, here now, this looks better,”
and invariably took hold of stones held secure for several hundreds
of years. Most were very good choices; some James well understood.
More than halfway around the perimeter of the town, however and as
they approached a tower and gun platform as allowed them to sit and
rest, James concluded Marie simply did not want to accept his hand
or his help as would allow them contact.

They sat for some moments, with James trying
to disguise that he needed to catch his breath before continuing
conversation. He did well to soon regulate his breathing, then
offered, “Marie, please take no offense in my offering my hand; I
mean only to assist and do not want to press.” The explanation was
only partially true. James in fact had hoped their moments the
evening before had brought them to at least the very brink of a new
relationship.

Marie fell back on her defenses, “Of course
not, James. I did not intend… to suggest…” But she was at a
loss for words. There was simply no logical way to explain why she
had steadfastly refused what common sense would have, to even
casual strangers, indicated the safer and preferred method of
navigating the loose stones and uncertain course.

An awkward pause followed, he hoping she
would finish her sentence, she knowing she could not. So to avoid
further embarrassment on both their parts, James stood and she
followed and they began to descend stairs periodically placed to
access the ramparts. He asked, as lightly as possible, “Tell me
what you know about the Ragussan people.”

“Not a great deal, really. You are aware, of
course, that Dubrovnik is now also under the control of Austria.
They claim benevolence in the absence of the French. Napoleon
himself was present in Dubrovnik in ’06 and personally abolished
the Ragussan Republic that had stood for hundreds of years. These
very walls, which they had gradually erected to protect from
barbarians, are nearly a thousand years old.”

James looked about, impressed with the
accomplishment and beauty achieved in efforts to protect a highly
civilized people, “I understand they were excellent mariners,
highly active in trading with other nations even beyond the
Mediterranean. Now, again, it appears a culture in decline may be
forever lost.”

They had taken the street, walking among the
merchants with most of the goods from their shops spread well out
onto the narrow, polished stone streets. Hearing no reply, James
turned to Marie. She grabbed his arm and pulled him into an
adjacent alleyway rising steeply with dozens of steps wedged
between walls and leading, he guessed, to the modest residences
squeezed into the inner core of each commercial block.

But Marie did not ascend the steps. She
pulled him just off the street, turned him to her, his back to a
wall, and took his hands. She looked into his eyes as he tried to
wipe the astonishment from his face. “James, I am sorry. When you
asked why I did not take your hand, I did not know the answer. I
only felt what I had never spoken of before. I think it is because
on every occasion in the past, when I have wanted to … and
began to rely on others, I lose them. I survive alone, because I
have had to. And whether I will ever have such an opportunity to
trust in another, the sad fact is that your ship is indeed fast and
we will be in Genoa in a matter of what, three days, maybe
four?”

James nodded, “It is difficult to trust,
especially having witnessed and survived as you have—”

Marie interrupted with an urgency that he
should not lose her point, “Indeed, I do not trust… but I am
not about to start with a man who will be sailing over the horizon
in less than a week, leaving me ashore, alone once again. And do
not dare take that as a complaint or a suggestion; it is merely a
fact with which my defenses must contend.”

James nodded and sighed. Marie looked down at
their hands, clasped together and let go. They began to walk,
together, aimlessly down the streets of Dubrovnik, taking in the
history as reflected in the numerous churches, plazas and public
buildings, nearly all within the shadow, some moments of each day,
of imposing stone walls.

It was much warmer, shielded from the breeze
and with the heat of the day absorbed by and then given off from so
many stone surfaces whether walls, streets or buildings. Both James
and Marie spotted, together, a small public house with a few tables
outside, spread over varying levels of gradual steps leading up an
ally from the main vegetable market. They relished the rest, as the
sun was signaling the beginning of a long and beautiful
evening.

With James now more certain than ever that he
had only some few days with Marie, he saw nothing to lose in
confiding, “Last night, quite late, I read a letter from my father
to Bemose recounting how, or rather why, my mother died.”

Marie said nothing, not wanting to say
anything which would inadvertently keep James from talking. She
looked at him plaintively and compassionately, inviting him to
continue with her utter silence and total attention.

James sipped a glass of wine just then
delivered and began, still staring at the glass, “I always knew she
died in childbirth, her first.” He shrugged, “Common enough,
certainly; however sad.” He then looked at Marie, “My father
explained to Bemose, how a Royal Navy Captain refused my mother the
medical care and attention of a naval surgeon. My father was a
merchant Master of a small sloop back in ’95. With no midwife or
medical care in Frenchtown at that time, native women warned that
my mother had just begun her labor and that something was very
wrong. I am not sure he understood them, but believed in their
warnings and took all precautions. With one of his crew and a
couple of local native women, he set off, a short sail up the
Detroit River, to the new Royal Naval yard near Fort Malden at
Amherstberg. The wind was strong enough to counter the current and
within two hours, he arrived, made fast to the dock, and while
carrying my mother to the infirmary was intercepted by the Captain
of General Gage, just then hauled for the season.”

Marie remained silent as James painfully
recounted what he had just hours before come to learn. “The
Captain, Sir Edgar Fleet, refused them. Citing their citizenship,
their social status, or lack of it, ignoring or counting for
nothing my father’s plea based upon his sometimes sailing with the
Provincial Marine, he required that they leave the yard and sail
upriver to Detroit.”

James swallowed, looked from the wall to
which he was staring and into Marie’s eyes, explaining, “The sail
to Detroit, upriver, would have taken well more than another hour.
My mother might well not have made it. We will never know.”

His voice growing cold, as it had with the
British salute in Venice, “Upon the return to the dock, my father
found a young midshipman, the son of Captain Sir Edgar Fleet, had
cast off his sloop, requiring it, a merchant vessel with no
permission to dock, to leave the Royal yard immediately. My father,
in the presence of this ‘young gentleman,’ beckoned his crew to
sail back and retrieve him and my mother. His ship was standing
off, very near the dock, hoping the midshipman would understand the
urgency and allow them some grace, but they were ordered to keep
off. Finally, my father located a nearby canoe and paddled my
mother out to his ship. The motion and handling were too much,
first to and from the canoe then to the deck. My mother delivered
me on the deck of a sloop, two native women attending. They could
not save her and she bled to death before they could even so much
as carry her below, out of the wind and weather.”

Marie held out for his hand, which was not
refused and offered, wishing to say far more, would anything help,
“James, I am sorry. How awful.”

James nodded, “How cruel. How unnecessary.
How unforgivable.”

Marie’s expression changed, now having had
more information as to why James felt as he did with respect to
Great Britain and her sons serving her. James offered, “I know how
that sounds to you, with all you have endured, but there is
more.”

Marie withdrew her hand and leaned toward him
wondering what more could there be to an already horrible tragedy.
James explained, “My father did not know the names of those
involved until some years later, while serving as Sailing Master
upon H.M.Schooner Hope. Having heard the former midshipman, ten
years later, mention his father and their time spent serving
together on the Lakes and in Amherstberg, my father recalled the
face which he had always felt familiar and realized he was sailing
northern Lake Huron under the command of the very man whose cruelty
had caused my mother’s death.”

Marie’s eyes suddenly grew wide and she said,
“Bemose wrote me of a ship of that name—”

Before Marie could recall the details, James
confirmed, “As well she would. She was aboard Hope, where she met
my father, and together they came to resist then Lieutenant Fleet
in hopes of surviving his incompetence.”

Marie added, “Wasn’t she wrecked?”

“Aye,” confirmed James “with the ordeal
forming a bond between them that led to my father finding the
partner in her deprived him by Fleet.”

Then, their wine finished, they stood and
began walking back to the gig, it being time to return to John
Adams. James made his point, “That which I know and governs my
feelings and actions, like you, is not all based upon ideology and
the politics of nations. It is borne of our past, with men and
women who when faced with a choice, dealt with us and all humanity
as they did. I will not forget.”

Marie walked alongside James as she thought
about what was on balance, an enjoyable day spent together even as
they came to a deeper, more serious understanding between them.
Wondering of the effect of the letters she delivered to James in
the satchel and whether they would all cause him such pain. While
stepping into the gig, the sunset now ablaze, she asked, “James,
may I borrow this little boat and its crew to come ashore
tomorrow?”

Captain Lee did not hesitate, “Of course, but
why?”

Marie replied, “Tomorrow is Sunday and I
should like to attend early Mass.”

James had not remembered. Somewhat
embarrassed, he mumbled something about scheduling a service aboard
John Adams.

Unknown to each other, they both thought, as
they climbed aboard the frigate, they had known each other but one
week.

* * *

John Adams was underway by noon the following
day, sailing south along the coast. James could not tell whether
the warmer weather was the result of the advancing season or the
lower latitude. But the two, perhaps together, served up
wonderfully warm offshore winds. The following day, a light breeze
filled in from the northwest, cooler but still fair and the crew
sounded the bottom most of the day in close proximity to Greek
islands, such as Corfu, where they had two months before put in for
wood and water. Captain Lee pressed on, showing Marie the ancient
fort from his long glass but anxious to put out into the more
exposed waters and bear west so to round the Italian peninsula and
leave the Adriatic astern.

Three days out of Dubrovnik with an empty
horizon surrounding John Adams but for a smudge of land off the
starboard beam to the north, the Sailing Master pointed out an
interesting anomaly off the larboard quarter. “Look, Marie,” called
James, motioning her to the binnacle and handing her the long
glass. He pointed to a water spout, snaking its way across the sea,
undulating as if to music toward the ship. “Look quickly, they
often dissipate in but moments.”

Marie grinned and remarked, “So graceful…
yet menacing!”

James assured, “While we will try to keep our
distance, they are often not as fearsome as they look.”

Marie pulled her gaze from the long glass for
but a moment, her eyes gleaming, and chided, “Much like frigate
captains!”

James shot back, all in good nature, “Yes,
but we frigate captains are not nearly so fickle!”

Just as the waterspout seemed to blow outward
from its base in a blast of fine mist and water droplets, the tail
evaporated into the cumulus cloud as if hauled smartly to the
heavens by eager hands at the clewline. Marie seemed disappointed,
but grateful to have witnessed a small event in what had thus far
been a day of profound solitude upon the open sea.

Captain Lee had been attending duties since
departing Dubrovnik, keeping the crew busy at various projects and
personally supervising some painting of the bulwarks. Now the two
of them took the occasion at the rail to visit. James was acutely
aware their position on the chart indicated John Adams was already
halfway to Genoa.

Marie returned to his reference to frigate
captains being anything but fickle. “True, I cannot imagine a more
firm bond than that of a Captain to his ship.” She asked, “You will
be here for her always, am I right?”

James, uncomfortable, looked around to see if
anyone had overheard. He returned the long glass to the binnacle,
motioned with his eyes that they walk the deck. He pretended to
once again inspect the paint crew at the bulwarks.

Tentatively, not knowing quite how to form
the words for that which he never thought he would speak, he began,
“Actually, Marie… I have been thinking, for some months now,
really… there may be other courses available to me… ones
that I might find most enjoyable, which are…are not within the
service.” His voice trailed off, nearly a whisper at the last
phrase. He looked nervously around, hoping no one but Marie had
heard.

“Really, James,” she encouraged, “that is
very interesting!” Smiling, she built upon his metaphor, “I am sure
you would succeed no matter what ‘course’ you set.”

“Thank you,” he nodded gratefully, “Of
course, your discretion is required.”

Marie nodded at the caution as a given, “You
know you can trust me,” and indeed he did. She probed, “What have
you in mind?”

James teased, “I could learn to bake… I
know an excellent teacher and it is comforting to know one would
rarely have to worry about going hungry!” They laughed, breaking
what little tension was evident as he considered his future and
trusted such thoughts to another. He continued, “I am, I suspect,
far too deeply bred to the sea. But the merchant service, on the
other hand, with shorter hauls, more time ashore, more flexibility
in my schedule…” His tone begged for understanding from the
only person he had for some time considered a confidant. His
explanation was more of a prayer than a plan; his eyes conveyed
more of a plea than enthusiasm.

Marie seriously encouraged, “James, I think
you would enjoy this new lifestyle, as you describe. It is likely
not found in any Navy of which I am aware, but still available to
men bred to the sea.”

He nodded and looked down, almost shamefully,
as he confessed, “I feel as though I am being disloyal… about
to embark upon some betrayal.”

“Of whom; of what?” Marie demanded.

James gestured vaguely around him, to whether
his ship or her crew, he left uncertain. Perhaps in his mind there
was no difference. He explained, “We stand watch, not just
literally, through the blazing sun and frigid nights, pledged to
each other not by words, but in deed, watch after watch,
representing our nation for which we fought, for which so many
better than we died…” His voice trailed off and he stared to
windward so to not look at her and reveal his deep emotion.

At her silence, he glanced at her, and was
surprised to see her eyes welled with tears. At his gaze, she waved
a self-conscious hand of apology. “Forgive me, my emotion surprises
even myself,” she said. Then, summarizing as best she could so that
he could understand, continued, “Gratitude,” she said weakly. “that
there are such men, men such as you…” She trailed off, then
managed, “Your service cannot be questioned, only appreciated. You
have been ‘standing watch’ since a boy.”

“So did he,” James whispered, just audible
over the bow wave as they stood before the bowsprit.

Marie was at first confused, thinking perhaps
his reference was to his father, or his uncle. But then she
realized, “Do you mean this Perry?”

James nodded and she asked, “Is he still in
the Navy?”

Shaking his head, James explained, “Captain
Perry died some years ago. But he did not quit the service.”

Marie quickly did the arithmetic, from what
little she knew, and offered, “He died a young man. He may well
have quit the service had he lived.” She offered that not with
disrespect, but with the simple wisdom that all healthy people grow
and change.

James looked at her, his expression of
sincere surprise revealing a truth about heroes, forever young.
They never grow old and admirers assume their lives would have
forever continued as brought them such acclaim.

Marie offered, “Live your life. Surely, he
would have lived his.”

James was amazed as a feeling of relief and
gratitude ran through him at the depth of her understanding. Her
words and her eyes told him that no matter what he pursued for a
living, she would recognize that which was essential with respect
to the very core of his being. James could never leave the sea, for
his very soul craved it. But he had begun to hope he could find
that fulfillment without a uniform, from another vessel, perhaps,
than from a 28 gun man o’ war.

They walked nearly a full glass, as the
ship’s bell reminded. Marie offered, “Perhaps on these ‘Great
Lakes’ of which you speak?”

James shot her a glance filled with wonder,
softly admitted, “Yes, I do miss the sweetwater seas.”

Marie looked at him quizzically and he
explained the reference, describing the many differences from the
Mediterranean. They continued to walk in comfortable silence, for
all intents alone despite the entire starboard watch turned to on
deck for fair weather projects.

Captain Lee considered what he just that
moment had come to recognize as the fatal flaw in his life’s plan,
never confessed before this day even fully to himself.

The sweetwater seas were a world away from
Marie’s world currently slipping astern in their wake, her life
lived amid civilizations so old, in contrast to their relationship;
so young.

The following day, John Adams, having made
her westing, turned north. A light southerly wind filled at dawn
and allowed stuns’ls to be rigged and hoisted. Clouds of canvas
competed by way of volume and beauty with those well above,
stretching across an early morning horizon seemingly blocked by the
Italian mainland and the island of Sicily. The Straits of Messina
were very gradually revealed as the land grew close, and by the
noon sight, John Adams swam in the Tyrennian Sea.

In the evening, James freed himself of duties
and invited Marie to dinner. He did not object when she displaced
the cook and presented an excellent mutton. When the wine was
nearly gone, he having saved just one more glass in the bottle for
each, both were drawn to the deck, James ostensibly by the cool air
and the gradually rising wind.

James guided Marie forward along the
bulwarks, near the starboard entry port which allowed Marie to more
easily see over the bulkhead. Just as he had timed it from
carefully observing their progress along the chart, he gestured
seaward, up high and offered, “I present you, Marie LaPointe,” with
feigned formality, “the show of a lifetime!”

Marie looked out at the blackness, bewildered
as to what James was referring. She saw only utter dark, which was
her first clue. Elsewhere, throughout the arc of the horizon, stars
were easily visible – except for dead on the beam. She then looked
up, suspecting that somehow nearby land was blocking the stars,
which she would have found surprising given their distance
offshore. Her jaw dropped as a red glow, from a deep fire, rose
from an unseen ridge, much higher than the cross trees of the
ship.

She turned to James, who was smiling from all
the questions in her eyes and the surprise on her face. “A live
volcano, its fire glow seen above its crater’s rim. It is known as
Mount Stromboli, erupting every once in a while since Roman times
but always offering a consistent low fire.”

The sheer magnitude of the mountain, rising
steeply from the sea where no land was expected, and the deep,
ancient fire glowing in the night was one of the most magnificent
sights Marie had ever seen. She smiled excitedly and asked
questions, so few of which James could answer but all of which he
enjoyed.

But then James took her hands in one of his,
his other softly cupping and turning her chin, he said, “I will
confess this night, Marie, I would rather look into your eyes than
at any natural wonder.” Before she could so much as gasp, he
offered, gesturing to the adjacent mountain “My heart is afire,
generating more heat than this low glow.”

Her heart welcomed his words; her head pulled
her hands from his. She shook her head and stepped back, not with
conviction but as a plea, “James, no, we are so close to Genoa. Why
torture ourselves?”

He answered, having anticipated her
objection, “Precisely because we are so close to Genoa. And what is
Genoa to you? It is not your country, not your home.”

Marie was distracted by his reasoning, while
soothed by his voice. He continued, “Marie, you left France before
you even met me. You had no immediate plans to return.”

She looked at him quizzically, unsure as to
what course he was steering.

James pressed on, “If you need not live in
France, for reasons of family or other ties, why live in an ancient
Italian city offering few prospects but years of cultural decline
and feigned benevolence?”

His words were purposefully vague. She was
about to challenge and thus regain her emotional balance, when he
admitted, “I refer not to the politics of nations, but to the
persons and relationships you will likely encounter and forge, in
Genoa… or in all of Europe, for that matter.”

As an almost feeble attempt to resist, Marie
asked, “What would you have me—”

Interrupting, he took her hands once again,
“To do?”

She did not step back but let him draw her
close as he urged, “Follow your uncle’s footsteps. Come to the ‘New
World.’ Come to the Great Lakes, the Michigan Territory, where land
is abundant, the water clean, the food plentiful, and the people
accepting of anyone willing to contend with adventure.”

But while Marie was still startled, he
admitted, “Come with me, for all those reasons if you must. But do
not refuse me, for just this reason, if you may: I need you with me
and with just a bit more time, I sense we could find our future in
each other’s arms.”

As a frigate captain, James had played it
well. His timing was impeccable, the surrounding conditions
favorable. The maneuvers were subtle and effective, the broadsides
disarming and at point blank. But there comes a point in any
engagement when with all weapons discharged, there is little to do
but asses their toll.

Marie was taken by surprise, but hardly
disabled. “James, I am very fond— No,” she admitted, “… of a
similar heart. But you still wear a uniform and must sail where
your superiors order, and… why, you don’t even know where you
will be after ‘touching’ at Rome.”

James nodded, smiling slightly at her using
the slang heard from many on board. “Fair point, Marie, of course.
But Mr. Wallace confirmed for me today that he will remain in Rome.
My orders are to attend to his diplomatic requirements, which as of
tomorrow, will be entirely fulfilled. After taking on wood and
water, we will sail for Newport on the northeastern seaboard…
of the United States.” He looked around at his ship then down to
his uniform, “John Adams is in need of a major overhaul and will
not need another Captain for some time. I will take off this
uniform.”

There was some pause, as they both sought out
assurance in each other’s eyes. Marie said softly, “James, you have
my head swimming, sorting through new found feelings with major
life decisions. We both know it is too early to speak of a covenant
between us, yet…”

James thought her word for marriage
provincial, but understood her point and so to prove it sought to
finish her thought, “… we have no choice, if we be true to
ourselves, but to afford us the time.” They both nodded.

Smiling, Marie teased, “I will think about
it… and likely not sleep a wink.”

James drew her close. For the first time in
months he felt joy, brought by the promise of Marie as his partner,
even if temporary. The euphoria for both was genuine, even if
uncharacteristic for a woman so guarded in permitting any
suggestion of vulnerability.

As they parted for the night, hands clasped
until the last second, palms parting first as intertwined fingers
slipped slowly apart, Marie sighed and near whispered, “Well,
James, you certainly know how to extend a woman interesting, last
minute invitations!”

The next morning, Captain Lee called upon his
old quarters, the great cabin. Marie answered the door, having just
finished breakfast.

His heart sank. Her belongings were all
packed and on his bunk.

“James,” she said, casually, “Call your
clerk. If I am about to cross an ocean, I will not do so with my
ship’s captain sleeping in a veritable closet. Gather your
belongings. We are switching cabins!”

 


 



Chapter Three

 


The excitement of their venture passed, as
did the waves under the keel. The taffrail log recorded their
speed, the sextant their miles, ever chasing the setting sun. The
magnitude of Marie having shifted continents as casually as she
shifted cabins, pressed upon James his responsibility, amid all his
other duties, for her happiness.

But while occasional anxiety caused them to
sometimes grow tense, nothing could displace their sincere
affection. And when John Adams seemed small, as a vast ocean
reveals so well, Marie fell back on having made fast friends with
many of the officers and crew. As the days and weeks were recorded
by charcoal points on a paper chart, measured off with brass
dividers, she sought out their company for not only a means to pass
time, but to satisfy a deep curiosity.

James would occasionally read a letter and
sometimes share with Marie its contents and even read a few of the
lighter passages. But then, sometimes not. She was aware that he
took the deck at odd hours and that was not at all unusual for
Captains and mariners. But James at times seemed haunted, spells
brought on by his typically late night, although only occasional
reading.

Taking his hand one morning at breakfast, his
cabin appearing uncharacteristically disheveled, he having not as
yet so much as had himself shaved, Marie looked deep into his tired
eyes, glanced over at the open letter next to the satchel on his
desk and cautioned, “I fear I have delivered a plague upon your
contentment.”

James sighed, “Truly, with some of these
letter, I wonder why Bemose would want me to know such details
about persons… many of whom I witnessed in my youth.”

Marie suggested, “You do not have to read
them.”

James considered, remaining silent. Bemose,
whom he trusted, must have for some reason thought there was a
purpose, he just had yet to discover it.

Marie used the time to learn more of Perry.
Several men aboard knew of and served with him, although James had
been the only one among all who had served with him upon the Great
Lakes.

In the second week beyond Gibralter, under
gray, scudding clouds and the gusty wind of an approaching squall,
Marie approached the Gunner who had just emerged from below. He
carried a variety of small arms wrapped in a tarpaulin and spread
them out on the deck. He was leading a small work party oiling the
metal barrels, hammers, triggers and other working parts. Marie
took a seat nearby, atop a hatch coaming, enjoying listening to
their light banter and occasionally herself asking questions.
Noting a couple of Navy issue pistols, rather crude instruments,
but simple, reliable and heavy as a club should there come that
time in a conflict when there presented no time to reload, she
commented, “Those look like they have seen better days.”

The Gunner nodded and offered good naturedly,
“Aye, Miss, they may not be pretty, but still effective. Were a
Brit to leeward and we with a mind to board ‘er, many of the crew
would prefer something as ugly. Much more reliable than the set the
Captain keeps.”

“I did not know he had his own,” Marie mused,
never having seen them in his cabin.

“Aye, he does,” assured the Gunner, “given
him some years back and he values them greatly. Fine dueling
pistols; a matched pair, made by Lewis Graven, of New York.”

The reference was lost on Marie, but she
detected his tone of admiration for quality and reputation. The
Gunner continued, his shipmates nodding, “Dueling pistols such as
they be, why, even the Captain selects from my stores, when we
drill for action.” He explained, “Very pretty, but much too dainty
for a real melee.”

Dueling. Her heart sank. Marie abhorred the
practice, having lost a brother to a silly dispute which cost both
participants their lives. As John Adams heeled dramatically to a
large gust, the now building seas rising above the bulwarks causing
the work party to reach to the deck and catch the weapons from
cascading into the larboard scuppers or slip over the side, she
asked, half fearing the answer, “Has the Captain ever found himself
needing them… for, er, defending his honor?”

The bosun called to stow the gear. The
weather had canceled the work party. A shrill whistle called men
aloft to shorten sail with some urgency. But the Gunner stood fast,
thought a moment, looked to windward at the quickly approaching
black wall of clouds and offered, “Not that I am aware, Miss.
Although Captain Perry, he was not shy and had no trouble finding a
second in our Captain. Of course the practice is illegal and was
even then, come to think ‘bout it, but when gentlemen are insulted
or called out…”

The Gunner did not finish his sentence but
wrapped the oiled weapons in the tarpaulin and sent them below to
finish later. The others scattered to various pins at the rails.
Marie was left with her fears and disappointment.

Later that day as evening set in early with
the angry skies, rising wind and John Adams awash in a stinging
rain while preparing for a storm, Marie sought out another friend.
She found the surgeon, Mr. George, well below the crack and flashes
of lightning in the orlop, where the deep roll of thunder was
somewhat muffled.

He set aside his book for a welcome visit at
sight of her. She offered small talk about the storm. He answered
readily enough, but she suspected he did not really believe she was
seeking his counsel on the weather. She walked aimlessly about,
finally stopping before his surgical instruments and while staring
at clamps used to remove lead shot from torn flesh, asked, “Does
the Captain endorse dueling as a means of resolving disputes?”

Mr. George answered truthfully, “I do not
know, Marie. Many men who find themselves on the field do not
‘endorse’ it, but rather, for whatever reasons, see no other
choice.” He then offered, more directly, “I have never heard that
Captain Lee offered a challenge or has been called out.”

His attempt at mitigation counted little; his
answer was not much help. Mr. George sensed her dissatisfaction and
suggested, “Why not ask him?”

She nodded, “And Captain Perry?”

Mr. George nodded slowly, stared off and
thought back, “Once of which I am aware, when we served together
aboard the new frigate, Java, although there had been an earlier
acceptance of a challenge, the contest never scheduled, if I
recall.”

Marie’s questions had lost all tone and
feeling, “And did Captain Lee serve as his second?”

Mr. George confirmed, “Yes, although that was
a long time ago.” He further offered, “Captain Lee was our Second
Lieutenant aboard Java and may have felt some obligation…”

Marie interrupted, “Come Mr. George, I know
Captain Lee well enough to judge he is not easily manipulated and
would likely have done anything for Perry, his regard and esteem
for him were of that magnitude, am I right?”

Mr. George admitted, nodding, “Yes, I
suspect. So too would have many of us.”

Marie wondered what it was about these men
that rendered them seemingly blind, so to pledge their loyalty to
those who can so obviously and grievously err. She replied,
sincerely, “Thank you, Mr. George.” Then more lightly, “Stay dry in
the storm.”

He smiled and observed, “The only advantage
for a navy surgeon.”

Leaving the orlop, she half turned with an
afterthought, “And with whom was Perry dueling?”

Mr. George replied, with seemingly no
significance, “Mr. Heath, our then Marine Officer.”

The answer prompted one more question, “Did
Perry survive the duel?”

“Yes,” Mr. George confirmed, reaching for his
book.

Marie climbed the ladder to the gun deck,
nearly shaking with dread. Could Captain Lee, a man with whom she
considered her future, really admire and have assisted a man who
had evidently killed one of his own officers in a duel?

The storm rose with a fury that was of some
concern among the professionals with whom Marie was surrounded.
Officers and crew became serious, careful in their gear and
movement and speaking in hushed tones. The night seemed to never
end and sleeping patterns were shattered for all aboard. The sounds
of the storm were near deafening, the motion of the ship belied
none of the grace of which Captain Lee first boasted.

Rather late, James called upon Marie in her
cabin to assure her and take some relief in her company. He stood
just inside her door; she having arose from her bunk and taking the
only chair. He was in a dripping cloak, cold and tired, but seemed
cheered just looking upon her. She was also cold, but whereas his
was a physical sensation, hers occurred in her tone and demeanor.
He seemed to quickly regret his interruption of her rest and only
nodded, finally, after scant conversation and excused himself once
again to the deck.

Not ten minutes later, resolved to confront
James on the matter, Marie borrowed Mr. Cosgrove’s coat and tarred
wrap and proceeded tentatively, receiving cautions from those crew
she passed, to step out on deck.

The wind moaned, lightning flashed and solid
water wave crests swept over the bulwarks. John Adams appeared to
be not so much sailing upon the sea but rather had become a part of
the sea which seemed to claim her with a terrible and violent lust.
At the same time, the heavens above descended and closed down upon
her, vying with the sea; a contender for the ship and all souls
aboard her as a prize.

As between the sea and the sky, it was as yet
unclear in the struggle which, if either, would prevail as her
undoing. With the sea tearing against hatch covers, beating her
down with tons of water over every length sailed, pounding against
aged planks and uncertain seams, the wind and lightning assaulted
the spars and the few sails set, thrice reefed for those not yet
torn. John Adams was pressed in a vice of nature’s violence and
anger directed at what was just that afternoon an intricate machine
of beauty and majesty. Now humbled, John Adams found herself in a
fight once again, after so many, for her life.

Marie was not so much frightened by the scene
as mesmerized by the power and the dark beauty found in the
struggle of life against awesome forces of nature unleashed. She
was surprised to see that so much of the top hamper had been sent
down in what must have been a Herculean effort in such conditions.
The deck was now obstructed and appeared most dangerous, with
numerous spars lashed and presenting new obstacles around which the
crew must dance as they clung to man ropes zigzagging in a
geometric grid across the deck at chest high to the common tar,
offering some security as handholds from the rushing water sweeping
nearly knee deep at times against all on deck.

She glanced to her left at a figure
approaching from the binnacle. Captain Lee called from just forward
the ladder to leeward and larboard, spray flying across him from
the starboard beam, water choked in the scuppers to his knees, “Mr.
Pinto, ease away, slowly now!.” Then even louder, shouting to
starboard, “Those men on the brace, haul away!” He turned back to
the three men assigned the wheel, then saw her. Despite her cloak,
her long hair, well known to him, blew in the wind and betrayed her
gender. He hesitated, but then quickly completed his sequence of
commands so to combat the forces she witnessed and turn a ship
fighting to survive, “Bear off a point to larboard!”

Steadying himself at the bulwark for a
moment, timing his move from the rail amid such forces as had
assembled to undo him, he never took his eyes from her. He joined
her at the stairs, forward of the binnacle, grabbed her firmly by
the arm and said gently, given the volume needed to communicate, “I
am sorry, Marie, only those with more experience on deck this
night.” He called, slightly more loudly, “Mr. Stewart!” The cabin
door opened, wavered in the resistance of the wind. A marine forced
himself through the opening and up the stairs and Captain Lee
delivered him his mission and his charge.

At that moment, a terrible crack was heard
from above and behind them. A yard, or at least half of what had
been the mizzen topsail yard, swung down, scraping against the
deck. Various rigging such as sheets, lifts and clewlines still
holding it prevented it from crashing to the deck. A portion of the
sail was in tatters and the wet heavy canvas whipped before them,
still threatening.

Captain Lee ordered Mr. Stewart, “Make
certain Miss LaPointe stays below.” The few seconds comprising her
time on deck gave her no opportunity to confront James with her
concerns for his morality, much less react to what she witnessed or
in what manner she had just been managed. Captain Lee reached out
over his right shoulder, grabbed hold of the handrail for the
ladder, swung himself more over than around it and was bounding
back to the binnacle, calling as he disappeared from sight and
Marie was pulled back through the door by the Marine, “Bosun!”

Just inside, Marie gestured for the Marine to
allow her a moment and he unloosed his grip. She was drenched,
though she had never been fully exposed as were the men working to
save John Adams. She was out of breath, although had not really
much exerted herself. The scene itself was nearly debilitating for
her, and she a mere witness! But what impressed her most was the
contradiction she could not deny, nor yet understand.

The man she sought to confront was strong. He
was not so weak as to lose focus and be laid low by letters found
in a leather satchel. He was decisive. He was not prone to be led
where he thought he ought not go by a man he admired or no. If such
a man was unforgiving, it was not because he was incapable, but
rather because he saw little need and chose not to. If such a man
could casually kill, or allow for others to do so, it was because
he had so defined his world as to establish such as the rules with
which he was comfortable.

Women such as she did not change men such as
that.

By mid morning, Captain Lee’s clerk confirmed
for Marie he had waken and was at his desk and table, updating the
log, considering the chart, preparing to soon tour the deck. He had
already entertained some brief visits, his officers updating them
on their present condition after his less than two hours of sleep.
The storm was subsiding.

She knocked tentatively. The door swung open
instantly and the carpenter, already in the process of departing,
nodded seriously and exited. Captain Lee stood at the table, smiled
and welcomed her with, “Come, Marie.”

She noted out the stern gallery windows that
the horizon behind them promised sunlight, though a distinct line
of clouds under which they currently sailed extended yet some miles
to the east. James conveyed no hint of tension for their situation.
He looked tired; she was certain she looked a fright, but she began
to suspect such was life at sea in a storm.

James asked, “Did you sleep?” Before Marie
could answer, James called out to his clerk, “Could we have some
toast, if you please, for Miss LaPointe?” She noted he apparently
had already eaten. Marie nodded to his question and James then
observed, “You look concerned, as you did last night when I called
upon you. Let me assure you, that was some blow, to be sure, but
John Adams and all of her people did well and with a good deal of
effort yet to be extended, she will appear no worse for the wear in
just a couple of days.” James sounded jubilant. He was deserving of
both his pride and optimism, she knew, having defeated the combined
forces of sea and sky. John Adams had slipped like a grape seed
pressed between thumb and forefinger from their grip.

She had not yet said a word and was not quite
certain where to begin.

“James, I have been concerned. But not about
the storm, really. Your crew mentioned, in casual conversation, a
set of dueling pistols and your having served as Perry’s second.”
She looked down at the floor, shook her head, tried to speak but at
first could not. Trying again, she gestured by way of explanation,
but all that came out was, “I do not know…” She averted her
eyes to his yet again.

His only indication that he understood was
the sudden flush that came to his cheeks. The accompanying
tightening of his jaw seemed to indicate anger. She was having
second thoughts. She doubted his very goodness as a man. And he was
hurt.

He corrected, “Captain Perry.”

She looked at him, quizzically. James
repeated, “It is Captain Perry.”

She then understood and nodded. James was
requiring her to respect a man he knew and she did not. She ceded
the point. If she wanted to know why so many aboard felt as did
James about their former Captain, she had best afford him the
benefit of some respect.

James then looked at Marie for a time and he
waited until her eyes rose up from the floor to meet his. He began,
“Yes, I keep a set of dueling pistols.” Then he admitted, “I keep
them for a purpose; a singular occasion, and a singular occasion
only.” Abruptly, he stood and muttered, “I must check the well with
the carpenter. Men have been pumping all through the night.”

Surprised at his attempt to depart, all Marie
could manage by way of objection, was, “James…”

He stopped at the door, sighed and turned. He
said, “Marie, you have already come to judgment. Indeed, it appears
you had last evening when I came to call. If you want to
understand, ask me before you judge me.”

“No,” she objected, “I have come to talk,
please… it was only the storm that put off this
conversation.”

James could not dispute the reminder of her
coming on deck during the storm. Marie could see the struggle on
his face, showing uncertainty as to how to respond. She was asking
him to do something entirely foreign to his experience. He was not
at all comfortable in ‘talking out’ an issue. In his world of men,
all others on board looked to him only to decide, with him never
having to explain. But Marie was not a shipmate. He knew so to shed
his loneliness, he could not stay in the world of men. And his
knowledge that she was there by his invitation also clearly weighed
on him, prompting explanation. He sat beside her, took a deep
breath and began.

“Ten years ago, Captain Perry commanded Java.
I was Second Lieutenant. While anchored off Naples, he slapped our
marine officer during a regrettable quarrel. Both were
court-martialed, but the incident was trivial and they received
only minor reprimands.”

James searched his memory, remaining silent
for a short time and then continued, “I recall it was maybe two
years later when this Marine called him out. Captain Perry
discussed with me this man’s intention, how he insisted he proceed.
I agreed to act as his second.”

Marie fought her growing concern, the
sickening feeling of disappointment.

James continued, “The duel was arranged and
took place across the Hudson River from New York, upon the same
field upon which Aaron Burr killed Alexander Hamilton.” Marie was
familiar with only the latter, but gathered both were famous
Americans.

Then James looked at her with cold intensity.
She near froze in anxiety, thinking she would not like what she
heard.

“Back to back, each marched off four paces.”
James paused, purposefully, to let her comprehend. “You understand,
Marie, only four paces each. They were very close and the Marine
was a professional with firearms.”

Marie was confused. She knew James was making
a point, but could not yet grasp it.

James continued, “Mr. Heath, the Marine,
fired first.” Marie’s expression revealed her surprise, then
confusion.

“That is right, Marie. He missed. Think about
it, how could a Marine officer miss from only eight paces?” James
looked from one side of his cabin to another. While called the
great cabin, on a 28 gun frigate, the term was rather a misnomer.
His glance gave Marie some idea of scale.

Marie asked, disgusted, “Captain Perry killed
him?”

But James shook his head and corrected, “No,
Marie. Captain Perry refused to pull the trigger.”

Her surprise was complete. She asked, “Both
men survived?”

James nodded, “That is right. Honor was
fulfilled for both. Perry’s restraint in the face of what would
have been easy and understandable revenge is yet another example of
why he is so revered.”

He paused, perhaps letting her ponder and
come to her own conclusions. Then he walked her through the
points.

“Did Mr. Heath purposefully miss?” Shrugging
his shoulders, he said, “We shall never know. Sometimes, men do
fire so to purposefully miss, aiming obviously to the side of their
opponent so to reveal their intent. Heath’s shot was close,
however.” Leaning forward for emphasis, “But Captain Perry told me
when he asked me to serve that he had no intention of firing. He
could not kill a fellow officer. Captain Perry took the field that
morning ready to sacrifice himself. That is why I agreed to serve
as his second. We both expected him to be killed, or at least
wounded. Captain Perry wanted me there as I was beside him on the
Lawrence and Niagara. How could I refuse him when both of us
thought it would be a time for him of dire need? I could not.”

Marie did not recognize the names of the
ships James referenced, but reached out and grasped his hands, so
relieved was she that neither James nor his mentor were endorsing
an illegal, immoral, prideful manner with often tragic consequences
as a means of resolving conflict. She did not understand this
concept of honor as would cause someone to accept a challenge only
so to then not rise to it, but that was not James, but rather his
mentor. For her, the flood of relief came from their obvious value
for life.

But then she recalled his earlier answer.
Somewhat confused, she asked “Then why the pistols, ‘with a purpose
for a singular occasion’?”

James glanced over at the chart and answered,
“That you will come to understand in just a few days, when we
arrive in Newport.”

The carpenter knocked on the cabin door. “I
shall be right along,” confirmed Captain Lee.

He stood and took his leave, with Marie yet
in his cabin, presumably with a set of dueling pistols. She
wondered if James shared her values and understood the reasons for
her profound relief, which she now worried may well have been
premature.

 


 



Chapter Four

 


In just days, little evidence remained of the
beating John Adams took from the storm. The top hamper was restored
by the following afternoon, save for the split mizzen topsail yard.
The foretopmast was sprung even before it was sent down, but along
with the yard, fashioned anew from spare stock. The new spars were
shaped by the tired and bruised led by the skilled and experienced.
Torn sails were patched, with the foretopgallant entirely
recut.

Little damage was evident either of the
beating suffered a young relationship maturing, from early, intense
exposure to each other and all within a shipboard environment
allowing for little privacy.

The Azores high assured light winds and a
relaxed crew. The summer solstice passed with small ceremony and a
beautiful sunset. Captain Lee found far more significance nearly
two weeks later. In celebration of Independence Day, the nation’s
fiftieth, he allowed an extra ration of beer for all. Soon, it
seemed, John Adams was well enough west, crossing before the heat,
humidity and instability borne of the Gulf Stream brought any
further drama.

On a mid July afternoon, Captain Lee
suggested to Marie she may like to keep a sharp lookout for land.
She and the lookout aloft near simultaneously called out their
discovery made off the starboard bow, gathered through the moisture
and haze. She stared as the rocky coastline of Rhode Island emerged
and gained definition and detail. She wondered if North America, a
new world and continent she now beheld from out of the bright haze
would have the same seductive effect upon her as it had upon her
uncle, Father Armand LaPointe, some forty years before.

By early evening, John Adams turned north and
steered a course splitting Narragansett Bay. Marie was surprised to
see numerous other ships. As a matter of her first impressions,
based upon commercial traffic, she perceived little difference from
her native Brittany. At sunset, having just passed to starboard a
formidable, stone built Fort Adams, the anchor was let go in
Newport Harbor, twenty-nine days out from Rome.

Anxious to feel land under foot, Marie
persuaded James to take a walk ashore. She was surprised to find
the simple exercise so difficult, her balance now acclimated to
near constant motion. The unforgiving streets and walks caused her
to sway and nearly fall down on several occasions. They laughed and
joked, enjoying the lights of Thames Street. James endeared himself
to her by acknowledging the role her homeland, France, played in
the American Revolution through their hero, Lieutenant General Jean
Baptiste Rochambeau, having landed at Newport and walked on the
very streets over which they now strolled. James beckoned her back
to the ship, promising an early trip ashore soon after breakfast on
the ‘morrow.

Before Marie awoke, but with the sun just on
the harbor, Captain Lee was updating the log and making the report
of their crossing when he noted from his stern gallery windows a
naval gig departing from Bannister’s wharf. The uniforms were
sharp, the stroke well timed and a uniformed officer and a civilian
rode in the stern sheets. The gig rowed a straight course for John
Adams and Captain Lee, feeling sociable, met the guests at the
entry port.

The bosun piped them aboard. The uniformed
officer introduced himself, “Sir, I am Captain Oscar Volks,
Commandant of the Charlestown Naval Yard.”

Captain Lee welcomed him warmly, thankful his
clerk had supplied him his dress coat at the last minute, “Welcome
aboard, Captain Volks. I am Captain James Lee, John Adams, arriving
just last evening from the Med.” Turning to his First Lieutenant,
who at that moment having likely heard the word of visitors spread
through the ship, arrived at his side in time for an introduction,
“Captain, Lieutenant Cosgrove, my First.”

Captain Volks turned to introduce his
civilian companion, sharply dressed and with what could only be
guessed to be the latest fashion in a tall hat. One glance at the
lines and height of that hat and James determined he had been at
sea and out of the country for a prolonged time indeed. Captain
Volks was saying, “May I present the Honorable Samuel Southard,
Secretary of the United States Navy.”

Captain Lee did not hide his surprise, “I am
delighted, Sir! What good fortune brings you aboard and how may we
be of service?”

Secretary Southard seemed pleased and
admitted, “Really, a fortunate coincidence, but one with purpose.
May I have a moment?”

Captain Lee turned the deck over to Cosgrove,
who was instantly beset by Volks, curious as to John Adams and her
latest voyage. Captain Lee led the Secretary to his great cabin. He
caught a glimpse of Marie peeking through her barely opened cabin
door before she discreetly closed it again.

Captain Lee gestured toward his best chair
and took his official position behind a small table opposite the
secretary. Mr. Southard began, “I am sorry, Captain, to deliver
this news, but in light of your crossing, you may not have
heard.”

Captain Lee looked concerned and Mr. Southard
continued, “Your vessel’s namesake and of course our founding
father and former President died just recently.”

Saddened by the news, Captain Lee offered his
sincere regret, “May I trouble you for details, Sir?”

Nodding, Southard explained, “The strangest
thing, really, Mr. Adams died on July 4, if you can believe the
irony.” Captain Lee remembered the day, his having allowed the crew
some small celebration. “Even more oddly,” Southard continued, “Mr.
Jefferson died the same day… both passing on the fiftieth
anniversary of the nation for which they labored so hard in giving
birth.”

After further details, Captain Lee stood and
called for his clerk, explaining, “Sorry to interrupt, Mr.
Secretary, but…” and with his clerk entering, ordered, “Hoist
the black pennant and,” turning and asking Mr. Southard, “am I to
assume the ensign is at half hoist?”

Southard nodded, “Quite right, Lee. I did not
notice upon boarding. Congress has asked for thirty days… or,
er, until 4 August.”

Captain Lee directed his clerk once again,
“Inform Mr. Cosgrove the ensign shall be flown at half hoist. I
shall address the crew upon Mr. Southard departing.”

Mr. Southard nodded and changed the subject,
“Still, what brings me out to visit this morning is your next
assignment and mission.”

James froze. He just that morning while being
shaved had considered the loss of such privilege upon him retiring
from the Navy as he planned and promised Marie.

The Secretary explained, “Volks and I just
completed inspecting the Charlestown yard and his counterparts in
Washington and New York will all meet with me in New York later
this week. We are making our way there and witnessed you anchor
last evening. I expected you in New York anytime now, so as I
mentioned, a fortunate coincidence finding you here in Newport this
morning.”

Captain Lee was noncommittal but thus far,
felt unlucky. It would only be more difficult than he imagined,
resigning his commission to the Secretary of the Navy himself.

“Lee,” Mr. Southard asked, “You are one of
Perry’s men, am I right?”

“Aye, Sir,” Captain Lee confirmed, “I am a
former Lawrence.”

The Secretary stood, wandered about a bit and
then casually stood before the stern windows, looking out. “We
received word by way of invitation for one of our ships to proceed
to Venezuela. I had been informed that we could expect John Adams
within a couple of weeks so we have waited to act. This mission is
for you.”

“Sir,” Captain Lee feigned regret, “Sadly,
John Adams is in a rather sorry state, having been at sea for years
with only marginal work in foreign establishments. She is in need,
I am sure you understand, of a complete overhaul. Indeed, we
withstood a serious blow during our crossing, suffering some…”

“Yes, of course, Captain, I am sure you are
correct,” interrupted Southard. “We anticipated the old girl would
need major work. You will sail her to New York, where she will be
laid up for months.”

James considered, in that light it would be a
convenient time to resign, knowing all officers and crew would have
to be reassigned in any case while John Adams was on the hard
without his having to witness some other captain succeeding to her
immediately. But Southard interrupted his thoughts with confidence
in careful planning, “We have arranged a new command for you,
U.S.S. Lexington, Sloop of War, 24, just off the stocks and having
returned from a shakedown cruise to Labrador. She rests in New York
harbor and she is yours. Take whomever from your officers and crew
you desire up to her full capacity. The rest will be scattered
among other ships.

“Sir,” James began, truly appreciating the
offer of a new command and this becoming no easier as every second
passed, “I think it incumbent for me to inform—”

Again the Secretary interrupted, anticipating
some hesitation from a captain having been gone from his home and
at sea for so long, “Captain Lee, this is a most unusual mission.
Race down and back, by all means if you must, but it would truly be
an honor for any sailor and patriot. This is our history, Lee; not
just the nation, but the Navy.”

Captain Lee was now, while hesitant, fully
intrigued. He looked at Mr. Southard, a question in his eyes that
his superior had hoped to find.

The Secretary confirmed, “The Venezuelan
Government agrees… it is time to bring him home.”

The expression on Captain Lee’s face of deep
pain and profound relief confirmed for the Secretary that of which
he had been assured by others. Captain Lee was one of Perry’s
men.

Captain Lee nodded. He need now only consider
how to inform Marie.

After some details and a brief discussion of
logistics, Secretary Southard personally wrote the orders. He and
Captain Volks were seen off in the gig with all due ceremony. Mr.
Cosgrove stood next to Captain Lee at the port, hoping for some
explanation for the visit.

Captain Lee looked aloft to the black pennant
flying from the mainmast truck. He looked aft and aloft to the peak
of the gaff and noted the ensign at half hoist. He looked over at
Fort Adams, considered the worn deck of John Adams, all of which
signified the honor paid to a now dead President and measures taken
in remembrance of service, leadership and sacrifice.

Yet Captain Lee was contemplating another
honor; that of bringing Captain Perry, finally, home to his nation,
home to his Newport… requiring that he break a promise to Marie
and leave her behind.

Turning to Cosgrove, he explained, “On to New
York, by nightfall at the latest. I will inform of our new mission
upon our departing that city, as quickly as possible. Assemble the
men on deck, if you please.”

Captain Lee went down below and gave a gentle
rap on the door of Marie’s cabin. He feigned cheerfulness, “Good
morning, my dear. Sorry for the delay in going ashore. I am
assembling the men on deck and you may want to be present.” He made
to appear to offer an afterthought, “Gather your belongings, by the
way. There is little need any longer for your suffering the
deprivations of shipboard life.”

Marie, thinking they were moving ashore,
asked, as James turned and began for the deck, “Who were those
men?”

Calling behind him, “Oh, I will explain
momentarily, before the entire Ship’s Company; some regrettable
news, really.”

Moments later, Captain Lee stood before them
all from the rail across the quarterdeck forward of the binnacle.
Mr. Cosgrove was to his right, Marie standing to starboard in the
waist with her friend Mr. George, the ship’s surgeon. Captain Lee
found it difficult to disguise his real emotion, so he hoped that
the news of the death of two Presidents would cover the real cause
for his heartache.

He began after the bosun assured quiet,
quelling the whispers and rumors already circulating widely. He
first looked aloft to the mainmast truck, gesturing, then aft to
the ensign at half hoist. “Men, I have the regrettable duty this
morning to report to you of a loss suffered by us all, of which I
was informed just this morning by the Secretary of the Navy
himself.”

Men turned and glanced about the ship, at the
black pennant for those having not yet noticed and to each other.
Their training and discipline made for absolute silence.

Captain Lee continued, “Our namesake, our
founding father and former President, John Adams, died recently.”
Men looked down to the deck, or to each other, some crossing
themselves, some shaking their heads. “You all knew him as a leader
willing to stand on principle, take risks, employ considerable
skills, sacrifice on our behalf, and always represent the United
States with commitment and honor. We are proud to sail aboard this
ship, named for him, even as we anchor under the protection of a
fort also bearing his name. His life stands as an example to us
all.”

Men nodded, thinking that was all. But
Captain Lee continued, “It is entirely fitting he died 50 years to
the day of our declaring our independence.” Captain Lee could see
the surprise and confirmed, “That is right, he died on 4 July and
we shall fly the black pennant and our ensign at half mast in
recognition of our loss until 4 August.”

Captain Lee did not explain that well before
that time, John Adams would have no crew and, with no masts or
yards by then rigged, fly no flags. He would tell them all of that
and of Lexington when they arrived at the yard in New York.

Captain Lee finished with the other piece of
sad and ironic news, “I must also inform of another loss.” He
sighed, took a deep breath. Surprisingly, what he was about to say
filled him with emotion. He had always admired President Jefferson.
Not so much his administration, the policies of which wreaked
economic hardship upon the Great Lakes as he recalled as a youth,
but for the Declaration he authored, the high minded ideals to
which both Jefferson and Adams had committed their careers and for
the courage and foresight evident in more than doubling the
territory comprising the United States.

Controlling his voice, glancing at Marie and
knowing that she knew this news he was about to announce would hit
him hardest, “President Jefferson also passed, ironically, on the
same day as Adams.”

The crew collectively gasped, glanced about,
denied the truth and always superstitious, wondered as to the
meaning, if any. Captain Lee reminded, “Great men such as these, I
am convinced, remain among us until they are assured of our
strength, our success and our correct course as a nation. That both
of them died on the fiftieth anniversary of the founding of our
country is a good sign; affirmation of our security and
righteousness of purpose and progress.” The crew thought about that
symbolism and those most superstitious near instantly followed
their Captain’s lead; treating the coincidence as good omens for
the future.

“As we disburse to our duties, let us honor
these men with our examples.” Captain Lee then added, in a more
mundane tone, “We will not be remaining in Newport. We will depart
soon for New York, where,” he added after a small dramatic pause,
“some small leave will be allowed, recognizing our collective good
conduct throughout this tour. That is all.”

Small cheers, large smiles and general
satisfaction were heard and evident as the crew disbursed. James
sought out Marie and with some urgency, asked, “Shall we go ashore?
I will have the boat launched. Shall I send someone below for your
belongings?”

“No, I will get my bag and, yes, let us see
Newport by daylight.” She then reached out and touched his arm, “I
am sorry to hear of the passing of these leaders. I know you
admired Jefferson greatly.”

James thanked her for the sentiment, called
out to Mr. Cosgrove for the gig and wondered whether Marie would be
as sympathetic for another man whom James admired even more and who
had played, unlike Jefferson, a significant personal role in his
career and adult life.

James, to Marie’s surprise, rented a small
carriage on Bannister’s wharf, an indication, she assumed, of his
high spirits and excitement with respect to their day ahead. She
was confused as to John Adams proceeding to New York so soon and
assumed James would not be on board. She also wondered about the
fine box of inlaid wood and of some weight which he took great care
to stow carefully in the gig and then again in the carriage. The
day was unfolding so quickly, she had not yet had opportunity to
question, but rather, unlike her, trusted to James’ planning and
foresight.

James proceeded down Thames Street, stopping,
surprisingly, before millenary shops along the way, encouraging her
to shop for new clothing. She was having a fine time. “Really,
James, this is what the women wear?”

James shrugged, clearly out of his element,
but encouraged nonetheless while teasing, “Mind you, Marie, Newport
is not Paris and I mean not to offend your fine French sense of
fashion, but…” making a joke, “when in Rome… no, sorry,
that was last month!”

They laughed and she selected and he paid and
grew to love her more with every dress measured and ordered, each
hat and pair of gloves and shoes loaded into the carriage. But he
had not yet told her of his feelings or of his plans and knew that
he would very much like to reveal the former and loathed the fact
that he would soon have no choice but to reveal the latter.

On lower Thames, purposefully making their
way south and closer to the coastline, of which he thought they
would ride to take the view and talk, James encouraged Marie to buy
a coat—a coat of some weight, of wool.

It dawned upon her instantly. It was only
July. She lowered the coat, looked up into his eyes and she knew.
“You are leaving.”

James took the coat, put it aside, glanced to
the clerk who made himself scarce and he gently took her arm and
led her outside.

Marie then asked, much more loudly, not so
much because she did not know the answer, but because she could not
believe her own realization. “You are leaving?” She shook her head
in disbelief, unsure if this represented a personal rejection and
an indication James was no longer interested. He helped her step up
to the upholstered seat of the carriage. He quickly walked around
and took the reins as he climbed to his seat. Again she exclaimed,
accusingly, “I cross an ocean, arrive on a continent with not one
live soul so much as an acquaintance,” then gesturing to his
uniform trim, “you having promised to shed this silly gold leaf!”
At that moment, some details became clear, including why he had not
yet packed his belongings, “You are sailing to New York, are you
not?”

James nodded and flicked the reins. He said
no more and she was left for a short time with her racing thoughts.
James soon turned the carriage off of the cobbled lower Thames and
headed west down the dirt lane along harbor’s southern shore. The
setting was more rural and private.

As they proceeded, Marie resolved to say
nothing more. She was growing physically ill. She was not afraid
for herself; she was both independent and capable. But the breach
of what she perceived a promise made to her combined with her all
too scarce trust in others once again having been revealed as being
misplaced left her feeling as though she had been kicked in the
stomach. She focused on maintaining her breathing, controlling her
hurt, and fighting back tears while wondering who really was seated
beside her.

James reined in the horse and with the
carriage stopped overlooking the harbor and John Adams at anchor,
he began. “The Secretary did not call this morning only so to
inform of that news I relayed to the crew. He requested I take on
another mission, post haste. I am not going to tell you I had no
choice. In fact,” he looked into her eyes, “while I had every
intention of telling the Secretary I was resigning my commission,
when I learned what he had in mind, I relented.”

Marie, while hurt, could at least appreciate
his honesty. She remained quiet as James continued. “I could not
tell you aboard the ship, with so many surrounding,” he explained.
“I needed to find a place for us, alone, so we could talk. I was
going to drive us out to the Sound, but this will do. I put off our
talk not to deceive but so that we could be alone.”

Marie remembered her also having postponed a
talk, during the storm, until the time was right and gave him, for
just a few moments, the benefit of many doubts.

James looked at their packages, “I know now
how this must look. Like I am feeling guilty and trying to sooth my
feelings with gifts given you. But that is not what I was going to
say when I would have told you, had you not first guessed.”

He paused and looked out at the harbor with
so many vessels at anchor. “You know I will continue to pursue a
career at sea. Even if I take off this uniform I will likely hold a
merchant command and it will entail time at sea. Even on the Great
Lakes, voyages can take some weeks. Captains always have and I
suppose always will, care when ashore for those they care about
when they are at sea. I have seen my father do the same. That is
what men bred to the sea do when ashore. That is the intent of our
errands this day… me caring for you, now, because while at sea,
I will be unable to do so then. These errands are my way of taking
care of us, together, even when we will be apart.”

Marie’s breathing calmed. She began to
understand his intent, but still wondered if James could ever leave
the Navy.

“Marie,” he admitted, “I know the timing is
terrible. I am sorry for the timing, truly. I have no right to ask
you to wait. But if you will wait, you will not have to wait
long.”

Marie looked over at James, into his eyes and
he seemed to promise, yet again, “Three months at the most; not
three years. Most likely ten weeks, if all goes well. I will return
by October, with plenty of time for us to winter in the Michigan
Territory.”

Finally, she spoke, “Where are you
going?”

He answered, “To bring Captain Perry
home.”

She looked at him, shaking her head.

He admitted, “I suppose, with him already
dead and he having been so for years, it is not a national
emergency. But the Secretary has a sloop of war, newly launched,
well found and ready to race to Venezuela.” James filled in the
details, “Captain Perry died on foreign soil. He is from Newport
and the Navy wants to bring home his remains.” James dropped his
voice and added, “He deserves as much, does he not?”

Marie replied, “I rather think you are not
the only Captain in your Navy with a chart of the South American
coast.”

He nodded and granted, “You are correct.
Captain Perry will come home with or without me.” Some time passed
and then he admitted that which was in his heart when he relented
to the Secretary, “I need to do this.”

Marie nodded and knew him well enough to
admit to herself he may well be correct in his assessment of his
needs. The question remained as to hers.

They talked for some time. They talked
calmly, quietly, with deep affection and recognition of needs and
concerns, of strengths and weaknesses, of how each of them could
help the other, all without any promise or indication if Marie
would be waiting upon his return. James had no right at that moment
to ask. Marie had no answer to offer, at that moment, had he asked.
They held hands a short time. Marie even placed her head on his
shoulder at one juncture. The simple fact was obvious. Marie knew
no one, had no place to stay and no employment. James offered to
cover all expenses, but neither warmed to the implication, as to
either the morality of their relationship or the commitment such an
arrangement, if honorable, would signify with no such words
exchanged between them, were there even the time. His offer went
ignored. Neither could see the future.

But Captains plan: whether when ships are at
anchor or underway, whether for distant horizons or with just
lengths before the reef.

It was time to make one more stop.

James and Marie proceeded back down the
entire length of Thames Street, to the north. The carriage
clattered past on the cobblestones of the working wharves,
chandleries, shops, public houses, historic sites, from a district
of low rents and questionable pastimes to the respectable part of
town and waterfront. “Just over there,” pointed James to the
harborfront, “alongside Greene’s wharf, an old collier sank known
to you by her former name.”

Marie asked, more to prompt distraction than
with genuine interest, “Which ship?”

“H.M.S. Endeavor, of Captain Cook fame,”
James revealed, then commented, “ended her career here in Newport
and lays there still, such history rotting away just a fathom or
more beneath our wharves.” For but a moment, they both thought of
Captain Perry and the similar effect of the upcoming mission as to
one of Newport’s favorite sons.

As they passed Trinity Church, stately
positioned deep into the green, or public square, and presenting a
quintessential New England scene, James commented, “Our President
Washington worshipped there while a General during the revolution
and likely in meeting with Rochambeau.”

Marie only wondered if Newport had a Catholic
Church but did not wish to even ask the question as would suggest
she would remain in this town, her first landing upon a continent
where within hours she would be alone.

Soon thereafter, James announced the name of
a small district not far from the water at the northern end of
Thames Street, “Here we are, in Washington Square.” It reminded
Marie of a small piazza, though more open than those in Europe. He
stopped the carriage in front of a very fashionable and well cared
for federal style home and reached down under his feet for the box
he had taken such care in bringing with them.

Perhaps it was her dark mood. Perhaps it was
an extension of her now reinforced lack of trust. Marie guessed for
a second time that day and her heart fell once again. “Dueling
pistols,” she said quietly. Was James really about to conclude his
’singular purpose’ in her presence, on their last day
together?”

James could not be unaware of her mood,
evident in her tone, but he confirmed, “Aye.” He presented himself
next to her footstep, weapons under one arm, asking for hers with
his other.

Marie challenged him, feeling as he deserved
that and more, “You certainly do not think I will participate with
you in ‘an affair of honor’,” she mocked.

Her eyes dared him to even suggest she trust
him, but even he, given the circumstances, avoided any such words
or connotations. He hesitated, considered and just asked, “Please?”
Then he made a point, not at all reassuring to her, but which the
logic was undeniable, “I have obviously no second on hand, in you
or another, have I?”

Marie took his hand and stepped down to the
sidewalk, thinking only that for all James saw fit to inform her, a
second could arrive and men could be pacing off the distance any
moment. Her thought remained unspoken.

James and Marie ascended the three well worn
limestone steps, Marie, despite herself, admiring the architectural
detail in the ornamental iron rail with brass knobs and shale
foundation, laid in careful pattern highlighting the variation in
color of local stone. James rapped on the knocker and a servant
answered, an African American. James nodded but did not search his
memory. He merely announced, “Captain James Lee, if you
please.”

The servant smiled, but remained standing
where he was, demanding further attention. James wondered why he
was not being announced and considered the man once again.

The man grinned more broadly, James finally,
as with Marie upon their introduction, made the connection. He
sighed, smiled and quickly offered, “I am sorry!” and both men half
embraced, the heavy box under his arm presenting some complications
to their heartfelt greeting.

“It is wonderful to see you, Captain,” the
servant offered.

“And you, Mr. Fleming!” Captain Lee returned,
formally, as a compliment among former shipmates. Then, more
personally, “How are you, Benjamin?”

“I am fine, Sir! Assisting with the children
and they are growing so fast!” he observed.

“You can handle five, I am certain. You
handled Barclay and far more, as I recall,” James complimented.

“Aye, Sir,” Benjamin nodded, “but that was a
long time ago…” Then his expression changed and he made to
correct, as he regarded Marie, “… only four now, as we lost the
youngest boy.”

“I am sorry to hear, Benjamin,” and following
his gaze, offered, “This is Marie Lapointe, from Brittany. John
Adams arrived just last evening, from the Med.”

“I saw her at anchor this morning and those
that really know ships have already guessed” Benjamin offered
proudly. “But I did not know if you were still in command.”
Realizing Captain Lee called to visit with another, Benjamin added,
“I will call the lady of the house, right quick. Wait here,
please.”

With just moments alone, James made to
explain, “Benjamin was a former Lawrence, also having served aboard
Java and John Adams.”

But before Marie could ask upon whom they
were calling, having just begun to appreciate the close
relationships found through Navy circles, it was confirmed that had
she guessed, she would have been correct yet again.

A lady in her mid-thirties appeared in the
hall from the drawing room, walked toward James and with her
smiling, James offered, “Mrs. Perry, thank you for seeing us.”

“Captain James,” she said with the utmost
pleasure, “Benjamin told me last evening that John Adams lay at
anchor in the harbor. Such a nice surprise! Please, come, let us
visit.”

Mrs. Perry turned to Marie. James made the
introduction and Marie felt instantly comfortable. They proceeded
into the drawing room and took some cool refreshment. After polite
inquiries of ships, children, voyages, and changes witnessed in
Newport, James turned the subject to the box he had placed on the
floor next to his chair.

“Mrs. Perry,” Captain Lee began respectfully,
“John Adams departs tonight for New York.” It hurt Marie to have
him announce it so casually. “I have held on to this box of your
husband’s for some years, hoping some day I would call upon you
here in Newport. I have no need nor reason to keep that in which he
took such pride in beauty and craftsmanship.” Captain Lee was
trying to be delicate. While Captain Perry did admire the pistols
for both of those reasons, Captain Lee simply had no need for
dueling pistols and to keep those of his mentor, a national hero,
seemed to exploit his death and reputation.

Mrs. Perry gestured for him to open the box.
He picked it up from the floor, opened the lid and displayed the
contents. Indeed, even Marie was forced to acknowledge to herself
the beautiful work: a combination of wood, metal and artistic
detail almost convincing admirers that their sole purpose was other
than to kill another human being.

Still, before Mrs. Perry could react, Marie
felt relief and pride in James. If this was his ‘singular purpose’
for keeping the weapons, she felt perhaps she had judged him too
harshly through the storm and its aftermath.

Mrs. Perry appeared to display mixed
emotions. She was gracious and thanked her caller, her husband’s
friend and confidant, “Captain James,” then turning to Marie,
explained, “my husband called his father, ‘Captain William’ to keep
the Lees in his life clear, valuing both immeasurably. He would not
be the least bit surprised that you would guard his property for my
behalf.” she returned her gaze to James. “Your integrity and
loyalty are beyond question.”

Marie could tell that Mrs. Perry spoke from
the heart and was not merely being polite. The fact that she felt
so about James, and indicated her husband had felt the same,
somehow meant a great deal to Marie, though she had met one just
minutes ago and would never know the other.

Mrs. Perry continued, “As I am certain you
can appreciate, I am not particularly excited to be recalling that
part of his past.” Although she was speaking to James, she glanced
to Marie for affirmation, and Marie felt an instant sisterhood with
the other woman.

Captain Lee came, once again, to his mentor’s
defense, “Yes, I understand, but, please, as you consider these,
recall the manner in which they were used. Captain Perry never had
any intention to discharge the weapons at another human being. His
accomplishments sometimes attracted controversy, despite his
attempts to be generous in sharing the credit for his
accomplishments and to my knowledge, he never issued a
challenge.”

Mrs. Perry nodded, “Thank you, Captain James,
for that memory. I am sure you are right.” She then confirmed, “It
appears Captain Elliott will just not let the issue fade. I still
grieve for Captain Decatur. I still cannot believe Elliott stood by
as a second while that scoundrel Barron shot our Stephen dead, as
though another dishonorable deed can erase his conduct that day on
Lake Erie.”

Captain Lee agreed, explaining to Marie,
“Captain Elliott failed to support the squadron during the battle.
Captain Perry was most generous in his reports, but others having
witnessed Elliott’s conduct called his accounts into question and
Elliott first responded by issuing a challenge to Captain Perry,
then by acting as a second opposing one of Captain Perry’s friends,
a Captain Decatur, who regrettably, lost his life in the ensuing
duel.”

Mrs. Perry clarified, “My husband refused
Captain Elliott’s challenge and instead filed charges for his court
martial. Eventually, President Monroe swept the matter under the
rug of the public eye, eventually sending my husband instead to the
disease ridden rivers of Venezuela.”

Instantly upon speaking, Mrs. Perry realized
her indiscretion, “Oh, Captain James, I am sorry…,” glancing
quickly at Marie and then back to James, she sought to cover her
gaffe. “I am sure your experience will be far different. You have
always had such a much stronger constitution than did my
husband.”

At Marie’s obvious surprise, James explained,
“Captain Perry died of yellow fever.”

Marie was stunned. She had never considered
the mission would be dangerous. Mrs. Perry went on about her having
had a dream of her husband’s death just months after moving into
their home and how she had discarded it, not being a superstitious
woman. She thought it odd that the dream had actually proved to be
true. All the while, Marie considered all that she had learned in
these last few hours.

Captain Lee confirmed, “I take it, Mrs.
Perry, you know of our mission.”

“Yes, Mr. Southard informed me last evening
after he learned John Adams had anchored in the harbor. I was
hoping you would stop by, but did not want to impose on your
time.”

She paused briefly, her eyes dampening, “I
want to thank you both from the bottom of my heart. You have no
idea what it means to have my husband brought back to Newport, to
allow myself and our children some peace, and to draw some
inspiration from his presence among his family and friends.”

Marie nodded, for the moment forgetting her
initial feeling on the matter just an hour before. She broke from
her thoughts to clarify, “Mrs. Perry, thank you for the sentiment,
but I am not going. I have no official role or attachment with,
er,” not wanting to indicate James, finished with, “John
Adams.”

James added, “Although Marie and I are not
married, our time together,” he looked at Marie, “all too short,
has led us to believe we may have a future.”

Mrs. Perry gathered all that was left unsaid.
She looked at Marie. They exchanged glances, and then she recalled,
“When my husband was given his orders to depart for the Great
Lakes, of which I knew nothing and he little more, I was expecting
and the nation was at war. We had but two hours to prepare for his
prolonged absence and his established course straight into harm’s
way.”

Marie looked at Mrs. Perry thankfully for
that anecdote.

“Still,” Mrs. Perry continued, “we were
married and secure in our being there for each other, and were
among many we knew and counted on for support in each other’s
absence.”

Mrs. Perry put down her cup and announced,
“It is clear to me this mission, so dear to me, has caused a
difficult situation for you both. Captain James, I tell you without
hesitation what my husband would order, were he here: remain silent
while I discuss this with the only other woman in the room.”
Turning to Marie, Mrs. Perry insisted, “My dear, you will stay here
with me and assist with the children and we will keep you very busy
through the ensuing weeks. Or, if you prefer, enjoy your time,
passing it however you wish without obligation and with total
freedom.”

Marie was gracious, but independent and did
not want to feel obligated nor treated as the object of charity,
“Thank you, but I… well truly… I am sure I can find…”
but then, considering it was growing late and there was not much
time, assented somewhat, “perhaps for just this night, until I can…” Marie was strong but suddenly found herself on the verge of
tears. The offer, very kind and a Godsend, really, made her all the
more aware of the trust she had placed in another and of her
consistent disappointment in such situations. Marie looked at her
empty cup and recalled, “Besides, you have Benjamin for the
children.”

Mrs. Perry caught James’ eye, nodded and
assured Marie, “Tonight, certainly, but you are welcome for the
duration, and please consider it seriously. I no longer have
Benjamin and my need for assistance is both real and
immediate.”

Both James and Marie looked at Mrs. Perry for
an explanation.

Mrs. Perry continued, “Had you not stopped
by, Captain James, Benjamin would have been at the wharf by now,
claiming a seat in your gig. He bears a special written appointment
from the Secretary of the Navy, given him last evening, for he
claims, as do you, to be one of my husband’s men. He is upstairs,
packing his sea chest.”

Captain Lee sighed and smiled, “I should have
already guessed.”

A short while later, Marie and James said
goodbye on the front stoop, alone, having off loaded her belongings
and taken on one sea chest.

James pled with her to wait for him. He
apologized for breaking his word. He confessed he would miss her
terribly. His voice, his eyes, the way he grasped her hands, held
her and kissed her told Marie he was sincere in all respects.

Captain Lee, with Benjamin, directed the
carriage toward the sea, for the fist time in his life leaving
ashore a woman more important to him then the lady with which he
was departing. He had never gone to sea with such a sense of loss
and foreboding.

The leather satchel, containing so many
letters, awaited him on his desk.

 


 



Chapter Five

 


Four days later, Captain Lee stood at the
binnacle of Lexington. Having just cleared New York harbor and with
blue water ahead, he gave the two helmsmen the course, “A point
east of south.” Then, thinking of the long, straight, unimpeded
sail to Venezuela as the helmsmen acknowledged, “Aye,” and repeated
the course, he thought to himself, Hold that, lads, until you next
see land off the starboard bow.

Despite Captain Lee’s written recommendation
of Mr. Cosgrove to succeed him as Captain of John Adams once the
refit was complete and she began a new life yet again, Mr. Cosgrove
determined there were simply too many other captains more senior on
the list, having already made their step, for him to hold much of a
chance. He opted to remain with Captain Lee and was at that moment
supervising the setting of t’gallants and would remain busy for
much of the watch setting the new stuns’ls. Mr. Cosgrove had never
been to Venezuela and while disappointed to remain as First
Officer, both Lexington and their destination were new. In
addition, the sentiment underlying the mission was among the oldest
known to navy men. There seemed something solemn, even reverent in
returning one of their own, and a hero at that, to his home.

Captain Lee ordered all sail set. Every
scrap. The wind was fair from the nor’west and while gusts coming
off of the land soon settled into a consistent breeze, the velocity
was such as would have had most others, were they in command,
considering whether to reef. Cosgrove did not question. He was
having too much fun determining what Lexington could log and the
young mid at the rail wrapped a rag ‘round his fingers so to ease
the chafe of the knotted line trailing and pulling from the
stern.

Just before the first posted watch was
relieved, Captain Lee went below before the last retrieval of the
log was complete. He did not much care about the log. With every
sail set, as was just recently well accomplished, Lexington was
sailing as fast as any man could hope in the existing wind and sea.
All Captain Lee cared about was that Lexington could hoist no more,
log no better, and every trick he knew with respect to sail shape
and load trim had been employed in a race few on board even
understood was underway.

But Benjamin knew. He was asked to serve as
Captain Lee’s personal aide. As such, he recognized the small
madness. The disproportionate expended effort so to achieve small
increases in speed, if any, made little sense when considering the
wear on men and material. Benjamin knew Captain Lee had slept
little the past few nights, sometimes reading, but more often
writing. Benjamin wondered whether the lack of sleep was the cause
or the effect of the troubled spirit driving Lexington to her
utmost.

Benjamin watched Captain Lee retire from the
deck to his quarters well before dinner and wondered if finally he
would sleep. Benjamin recalled that just that morning, before
Lexington cast off her lines from the New York Yard wharf, Captain
Lee directed him to post the last of three letters in as many early
mornings. The last letter was addressed to Mr. Samuel Southard,
Secretary, United States Navy.

But Captain Lee was thinking much too
intensely to sleep. Rather, he entered his cabin, not so ‘great’
aboard the flush decked sloop of war as was aboard John Adams,
though the smell of fresh paint and varnish was still strong. He
read once again a copy of a letter already posted, too late
therefore to correct, for no other reason than to buttress his
faith in the course he had already charted for his personal
life:

22 July 1826

The Right Honorable Mr. Samuel Southard

Secretary of the Navy

Washington

United States of America

Sir,

U.S.S. Lexington departs this day for that
mission assigned me by you, by written order delivered upon the
occasion of our meeting aboard U.S.S. John Adams in Newport
harbor.

She is a fine sloop of war and I am grateful
for the opportunity of command of her as we undertake a task
important to the service and our nation. Of all of those so capable
of accomplishing the same, I shall forever be grateful that I
played some small part in making right that which pained me so,
last I was off the shore of Venezuela.

Still, I have been at sea nearly continuously
since a lad of very young years and wish to inform, so to allow you
all the time available, that I request that you seek a replacement
for me as Captain of her.

Upon the return of U.S.S. Lexington from the
mission assigned her, I have determined to resign my commission in
the Navy and retire from the service which has so consistently
supplied me the value and happiness I have found in life and you
have my assurance that if our nation is ever in need, I will
without hesitation be among the first to enthusiastically
respond.

With the Utmost Respect and Gratitude,

Captain James Lee

U.S.S. Lexington

Yes, he thought. It read well, reflecting
upon his Aunt Margaret, who had taught him to read and write in her
drawing room in Philadelphia after the death of his mother and
before his father landed him his first berth aboard U.S.S.
Chesapeake in ’07.

More to the point, it fulfilled his pledge to
Marie. Not that she would know for some time. Indeed, she may never
know. But if she was there upon his return from a shore that had
haunted him for now seven years, he would always be able to show
her that he had indeed quit the navy within just days of their
parting.

The winds remained steady, the helm required
little by way of course change and the braces went untouched for
days at a time. Small squalls were infrequent but the fresh water
bathed the sails, deck, clothing and rigging and was much
appreciated for the purpose of softening the known world for the
162 crew aboard Lexington.

Captain Lee regarded Benjamin as a welcome
relief. Benjamin knew well their destination. Benjamin alone, of
those on board, recalled the last time Captain Lee anchored off the
coast of the Orinoco River or called upon Port of Spain, Trinidad.
Benjamin had not been there to witness it all, but saw how it ended
and with what effect upon then First Officer Lee.

Eight days outbound from New York, then well
south of Bermuda on a beautiful afternoon, Benjamin witnessed the
Sailing Master approach Captain Lee’s cabin door. The Sailing
Master knocked and heard only, by way of reply, “Report,” as
opposed to the more hospitable, “Come.”

The Sailing Master, as ordered, imparted the
facts and information through the cabin door, “Sir, we are logging
a steady ten, with the fore, main and mizzen tops’l and t’gallant
yards buckling. Request permission to take in the t’gallants.”

Benjamin raised an eyebrow and then shook his
head. Such a request was normally made to the officer of the deck;
on this watch, Mr. Cosgrove. The request confirmed for Benjamin
that Captain Lee had left standing orders at the binnacle so as to
restrict the prerogative of his officers.

Captain Lee quickly replied through the door,
“Permission denied. Press her still. Take no sail off ‘er.”

“Aye,” replied the Sailing Master, exchanging
a concerned glance with Benjamin and returning to the deck.

Benjamin knocked, having brought a glass of
wine, as requested and from the sound alone of his rap, Captain Lee
replied, “Come.”

Upon his entering, Captain Lee offered,
“Thank you, Mr. Fleming.” He barely looked up from a letter.
Benjamin noted the open flap of the leather satchel on his
table.

Benjamin offered, “We may break a record,
yet, Captain!”

Captain Lee replied with little interest,
“Records are for fools and egotists.”

Benjamin confessed, “Most of the crew would
wager that is what we are after, pushing so hard; respect won for a
new ship on her first long run.”

Captain Lee, finally resolved to bear the
interruption, directed, “Tell them, Mr. Fleming, that respect is
most often the result of actions earned with some other worthwhile
goal in mind and rarely successfully sought out for its own
sake.”

Benjamin was not sold. He inquired, “So how
many days are we allowed?”

Captain Lee maintained, “I have no idea what
constitutes the current record for New York to Port of Spain, let
alone where we stand in relation to it, and don’t so much as care
by what time we put in or for that matter, return. Who among us
will ever recall daily or hourly totals? What good the record
without purpose? Our name on some soon forgotten list signifies
nothing.”

Benjamin slipped out of the cabin and decided
to take the deck and observe the buckling yards as would explain
the extreme angle of heel for such fine weather. He elected to keep
Captain Lee’s comments to himself. The crew needed some hope that
the risks were for some end, however vain or fleeting. Benjamin
thought it best not to inform them a woman waited in Newport.

Captain Lee turned in his chair. A woman may
be waiting in Newport, but the seeming urgent need for speed was
driven at that moment more by an unconscious desire to sail as
quickly as possible from the scene unfolding in his imagination,
conjured from the parchment held in his hands. The angle of heel
further reclined the back of his chair so to allow some small
comfort from that which, as he read, pained him deeply:

April 8, 1816

Captain William Lee

In the Care of Mackinaw Customs Office

Mackinaw Island

Michigan Territory

Dear William:

I trust the coming spring finds you and
Bemose well and busily

engaged in uprigging and commissioning for
this coming season.

Your sister Mary is well and the children,
growing fast. The busi

ness is slowly recovering but the occupation
was hard and the local

economy still depressed. Creditors are
unmerciful and seem not to

understand my sloop is lost, the cargo stolen
and all return on my

investment and theirs, hopeless. The federals
refuse compensation despite their use of her after Put-in-Bay and
seem to place great weight upon the fact that John Bull seized
Friends Good Will, utterly ignoring that it was the U.S. Navy in
command at the time of her demise.

I intone that useful service of any private
asset is never to be regarded as free, but, I fear, to no
avail.

Should the store continue to generate few
sales, I may try my hand with a public house and have applied for a
license, now required. Some here in Detroit point to land to the
north as rich, cheap and the natives friendly, but for now, we
shall try for some time to rebuild in Detroit.

Please take a cargo south this season, if
possible. Mary misses you deeply and the children would love to see
you again. Give not a thought for Fleet. You acted with honor and
he well deserved his end.

Yours,

Oliver

Captain James Lee always knew what was
imparted in the letter. In the deep recesses of his intellect, a
small voice was forced to admit that as he shared the insular world
upon a canted deck with Captain Perry, comprising voyages far from
his home over a period of years, those that remained after the
great guns fell silent throughout the Great Lakes struggled with
personal loss. The very fabric of society which they had all worked
to weave for decades unraveled before their eyes.

He broke into a near sweat sitting in his
cabin at the realization that he had never returned home to assist.
He had never so much as written some lines and sent little hard
currency. He felt hollow and ashamed reading of his uncle Oliver’s
struggles even as that man put aside his own troubles to counsel
James’ father.

Captain Lee read and imagined each phrase by
way of sight, toil and despair as unfolded in a frontier village
and among people he knew so well. He regarded the love of family
felt, although parted and distant, scraping out a living with few
good options available. He regarded his reliable “three squares a
day,” an understatement of late given his status as Captain.

Mostly, he wondered as to the end of
Lieutenant Fleet, as may have caused a righteous man such as his
uncle to offer to a hard man such as his father advice as to how to
deal with the death of a despicable enemy. He wondered what he and
Marie would regard as just, when whatever had happened was so
justified in an aged letter as reflecting ‘honor.’

By the second week of August, having endured
a frustrating calm off Antigua despite having kept well to the
outside of the Lesser Antilles in search of stronger winds,
Lexington approached Trinidad from the northeast. Captain Lee was
on deck, but allowed Mr. Cosgrove to wear the ship in the fresh
trades and handle the approach into Port of Spain harbor while
selectively striking sail.

Port of Spain was in the northwest quadrant
of the island and served as the departure point for expeditions up
the mighty Orinoco River for well more than one hundred years. More
than one thousand miles long, the Orinoco presented a vast delta
spanning hundreds of square miles and numerous tributaries at the
extreme eastern end of the Caribbean Sea. The delta swamps and
wetlands, at just seven degrees latitude, offered a perfect tropic
mixture for the diversity of life and at the same time, a cauldron
for human disease.

The activity aboard Lexington shortly after
her anchor was let go was a mix of frantic preparation for
presenting the best possible impresssion of the United States Navy
and the excitement of a new destination for many of the crew. This
important first impression was aided by a new ship with a new suit
of sails, presenting a rare opportunity for near perfect “harbor
furls.” At the same time, the crew was hopeful that arrival at a
small island may well lead to leave, as the opportunity for
desertion was negligible and the conduct of the Ship’s Company, on
the whole, had been exemplary since departing New York.

Amid the activity and excitement, Captain Lee
stood at the larboard rail aft of the capstan and stared across the
harbor to the south. His gaze suggested concentration, if not
distraction. The crew left him to his thoughts. Benjamin remained
near, but busy so to disguise his concern. Lexington’s officers, as
was reminded by Mr. Cosgrove, understood that Captain Lee was one
of Perry’s men and the purpose of this mission would naturally
cause their Captain some reflection and even melancholy. Mr.
Cosgrove and some also knew that their Captain may well be longing
for Miss LaPointe, whose presence many also missed.

But only Benjamin knew why that afternoon,
upon dropping anchor, Captain Lee stared across the harbor at the
precise location where, seven years before, a yawl boat had
approached from a man o’war, as the U.S. Schooner Nonsuch had at
the same time rounded the southern headland and made her early
approach for Port of Spain, perhaps little more than an hour from
anchoring alongside John Adams.

Captain Lee walked slowly from the rail, aft
to the skylight over the wardroom. He took a seat on the coaming,
as Benjamin pretended to clean the glass of the day’s salt spray
and open the panels to allow the fresh breeze below. Before
Benjamin could attend the larboard side, allowing more privacy for
those speaking on deck from those listening below, Captain Lee
gestured for him to take a seat next to him, “Come Mr. Fleming, let
us talk.”

Benjamin did not answer but willingly
complied. He took a seat forward of Captain Lee on the coaming.
Captain Lee then softly suggested, “Let us both recall and speak
about that which we did not witness; that which we need to know, or
if not, need to confess.”

* * *

Trinidad and the Orinoco River, 1819

First Officer James Lee was torn.

He wanted in the worst way to experience the
mission 200 miles up the navigable river. Trinidad seemed exotic
enough, but after three days of preparation and a confirming visit
from an emissary of Simon Boliver, Lee knew the importance of the
discussions which would soon occur upriver in Angostura, the
capital of Venezuela. While Commodore Perry would clearly be the
spokesperson for the United States, the adventure of a river
excursion tempted Lee greatly.

On the other hand, assuming command, if only
temporarily, of John Adams, a Untied States Frigate in a foreign
port, in a region swarming with pirates whose crimes they had been
sent to suppress, was an attractive challenge and a significant
role in the overall mission.

Commodore Perry, decisive as always, had just
moments before in the great cabin settled the matter. After
listening for all of ten minutes to a number of options suggested
by subordinates, Commodore Perry announced with respect to his
squadron of three, “Captain Osgood,” addressing the Captain of the
U.S.S. Constellation, frigate, “will weigh within moments and
patrol the surrounding area, cooperating and assisting other ships
of similar intentioned nations to thwart any pirate activities.”
Perry looked at Osgood, explaining, “We need to send a signal to
the new Republic of Venezuela that the United States would prefer
its cooperation, but is prepared to act in its best interest,
alone, if necessary.”

Osgood nodded and Perry continued, “I will
transfer my flag to Nonsuch and also depart momentarily.” Perry
turned to his aide, standing by the cabin door, “Mr. Tiffany,
prepare my dunnage. Gather Mr. Fleming and I will speak to Mr.
Taylor,” Taylor, the Third Officer of John Adams, nodded. Perry
explained, “we will ask one of the midshipman and perhaps a few
others to accompany us in Nonsuch, rounding out her
compliment.”

Cyrus Tiffany replied, “Aye, Sir and your
belongings are already on deck, ready to go.” No one in the great
cabin was surprised. Tiffany had been with Commodore Perry since
Erie and was uncanny in his ways of anticipating the needs of and
in caring for Perry.

The Commodore then turned to his First, Mr.
Lee. “You will, Mr. Lee, assume the command of John Adams.”

Lees’ heart actually skipped a beat and he
hoped the odd sensation did not show on his face. He tried to
remain nonchalant so to impart confidence and preparedness. He
replied only, “Aye, Sir.”

Commodore Perry continued, “Constellation, I
anticipate, may well see some action.” He turned to Mr. Osgood, to
assure his attention, then back to Lee, “I expect it will be quiet
in the harbor and you will remain at anchor, unless and until
summoned, but only by some extreme need, such as by Constellation.
If any other unforeseen circumstance should arise, you act as you
see fit for the protection of John Adams and her people.”

Lee nodded, “I understand, Sir.” And he did.
Harbor duty, unless something unexpected arose.

Commodore Perry studied the chart of
Trinidad, the Orinoco delta and upriver area. He nodded with
satisfaction, rolled it and announced, “That is all,
gentlemen.”

Lee stood at the entry port and assisted
Captain Osgood boarding his gig and then signaled the crew of
Nonsuch to bring up its boat. Master Commandant Harstead, in
command of Nonsuch, crossed first with some of the personnel of
John Adams. The boat returned for Perry, Tiffany and Benjamin, all
three laden with dunnage.

Lee marked their departure by saluting from
the entry port. Captain Perry held his private signal and as he
settled in the stern sheets, looked up at Lee and said, “You are
ready.”

Lee was touched by his mentor’s personal
assurance. He recalled another occasion, several years before, when
Perry boarded a small boat with a private signal, transferring his
flag. Lee was in the boat with Perry on that occasion, with British
ships surrounding, most certainly intending to drown them all. This
scene was so peaceful by contrast, Lee thought, smiling as he
watched them set off.

His first official act of command was to swat
a mosquito on his neck. The tropics were thick with them in the
height and heat of July.

Nonsuch, a schooner, was at her best on the
wind. With her fore and aft rig and narrow hull, she clawed her way
upriver despite the contrary current. Her speed was slowed, but her
ability to quickly tack so to adjust to the course of the river
kept morale high among her compliment of 60 seaman; one a United
States Commodore.

Small villages passed astern, the banks well
populated with indigenous tribes and a unique mix of Carib,
Africans and Spaniards. Wildlife was abundant and sightings along
the banks and throughout the wetlands provided some interesting
viewing and conversation. But concern for the health of all onboard
was foremost in Perry’s mind. He was all too mindful of his own
frail constitution.

Three days upriver, with his natural
formality difficult to retain on such a small ship, Perry
approached Benjamin, complaining about the oppressive heat. “We
Yankees, it seems,” he admitted to Benjamin, “do not fare so well
close to the Equator.” Perry still maintained a full uniform of
long pants, long sleeve shirt and barely loosened full stock tied
around his shirt collar. He thought of how Benjamin, an African,
would naturally, so he thought, fare better in such a climate.

Benjamin, a common seaman, enjoyed a shirt
loosened at the waist and a wide, open collar. He noted, “I
understand we are drawing close, Sir. It should not be long
now.”

Perry nodded, recalling, “Before the last
war, I had to request a transfer of my command of Revenge centered
off the Carolinas. My constitution could not handle the heat and
humidity. While I endured the Mediterranean summers aboard Java, I
think the difference is the lack of fresh breezes found on these
damnable rivers. We are well south of the Carolinas this day, for
certain!” What Perry did not confess was his concern for the
combined effects of hot, stale, heavy air containing unhealthy
vapors drawing across the jungle vegetation. He slapped at
mosquitos, but thought them only a nuisance.

The following day, the winds remained
favorable from the north. Nonsuch sailed a course mostly west, with
perhaps a bit of south. All on board expected Angostura to appear
around almost each bend, thinking Nonsuch that close, but the
charts did not detail all bends in the river and it was difficult
calculating distance over time with so many course adjustments. The
ship surgeon from John Adams, Mr. George, approached Perry on the
quarterdeck. “Sir,” he whispered, “I have three seamen taken to
their bunks with extreme fever.”

Perry closed his eyes, hoping or pretending
he did not hear the dreaded report. Perry appreciated the surgeon’s
professional discretion, but aboard a schooner of only 82 feet
length on deck and packed with crew, he could have just as well
shouted the news from the crosstrees. Most on board likely knew the
situation before Perry.

“We are doing all we possibly can?” asked
Perry. Mr. George nodded and assured, “Aye. All I can suggest by
way of further measure is a fresh wind and open sea.”

Perry nodded and resolved to make all haste.
But he knew diplomacy could often take so much longer than
unilateral action. Knowing the option was closed to him, he wished
nonetheless he could just snatch up the criminals and pirates and
act without regard to borders, the permission of others, and claims
of territorial sovereignty.

Angostura, which meant “narrowing,” was well
named. Nonsuch dropped anchor against a strong current by noon on
27 July, 1819. Perry was invited ashore near immediately and
established his operations from a house in the town, a generous
offer which he knew he could not refuse without offending his
hosts. He kept as many of the crew as possible on board, hoping the
better ventilation would aid in maintaining good health and assist
in fighting the fever.

While Perry, Tiffany and two others, one a
civilian diplomat, conducted early discussions with representatives
of the “Gran Columbia,” a new republic and loose confederation of
states recently declared independent from Spain including
Venezuela, Panama, Columbia and Bolivia, Mr. George remained,
sadly, the most harried of all aboard a now afflicted vessel.
Several more presented fever and symptoms the following day, with
those originally reporting just the day before growing worse.
Nearly each day, the tally rose with the tragic consequence that
just four days later, the crew compliment fell. Two of the original
crew reporting the fever died. Mr. George confessed to Benjamin, “I
fear we will lose at least as many more before departing, and the
cook has just taken to his bunk.”

Fear was palpable. The men knew they could do
little, but some wore kerchiefs over their mouths and noses.

Mr. George had no idea whether such measures
were at all effective, but did not discourage any actions as might
improve morale. He advised Benjamin, “I suggest we try to remain
distant from each other, spread out through the ship. I cannot
recommend close congestion until we once again feel fresh wind flow
throughout the ship.”

Perry met with Simon Bolivar the following
week. Amid discussions of cooperating to assure safe navigation,
with its implications of economic development well understood from
whom Perry recognized as a South American George Washington, Perry
confessed his concerns. “Mr. President, do any of the locals or men
upon whom you rely have anything to offer my crew? It appears so
many are coming down with the fever.”

Boliver was well familiar with yellow jack,
or black vomit as it was sometimes called. He confessed,
sympathetically, “I lost my first wife, Mr. Commodore, to the same,
not long after relocating her from Spain. We have no cure to offer,
but let me send over my surgeons to consult.”

Perry was grateful. He encouraged, “Our
discussions went well today. Meaning no disrespect, could your
ministers stand by in the hopes that upon reaching agreement, we
may prepare and sign a treaty as quickly as possible?”

President Boliver understood. Discussions
were concluded two days later and Perry was delighted the Treaty
was prepared and signed within twenty four hours thereafter.

What had been a significant diplomatic
success, a major achievement in an already notable career, was
stained by the news of the contraction of four more crew with the
fever. As the small ceremony on shore concluded and Perry stepped
aboard his small flagship with a piece of paper rolled under his
arm, Mr. George confirmed the tally at then three dead, several
still delirious in their bunks.

It was already late in the afternoon, but
Perry immediately turned to Mr. Harstead and ordered, within
earshot of several yet healthy seamen who welcomed the news, “Cat
the anchor and set sail. Let us use this favorable current for a
fast run to Port of Spain.”

Benjamin watched Perry from the foredeck,
heard him give the order and assisted in weighing the anchor. He
gave thanks for the obvious good health of that delegation sent
ashore, including his African friend Cyrus Tiffany, the civilian
diplomat and his beloved Commodore Perry.

Two nights downriver, the current carrying
Nonsuch quickly toward the fresh winds of the sea, the trade winds
in which no mosquitoes could alight, Captain Harstead awoke Mr.
George at eight bells in the midnight watch. With a full moon and
Captain Harstead pushing the ship through the night on a narrow
river, so desperate were they all to escape the grips of yellow
fever as had now claimed another life among them, the crew relieved
their shipmates on watch, quietly switching out deck assignments
and their bunks, respectively. But those awake among them noticed
the Captain and Mr. George conferring at a time which would
normally not require the surgeon be interrupted. Tiffany was awake
as well.

Rumor spread through the ship and no one
complained at being disturbed with the news. Commodore Perry
confirmed for Mr. George what he had confessed to Tiffany just
moments before. He was wrapped in his bed sheets so to warm himself
from chills; bed sheets damp with the perspiration of a raging
fever. Commodore Perry spoke their worst fear, “It appears, Mr.
George, I will not be allowed to escape.”

Captain Lee enjoyed the more than two weeks
of his command of John Adams. He felt somewhat sheepish.
Constellation may well be engaging criminals and pirates while he
lay quietly to anchor in a protected harbor. He made a list of
projects, none of which would impede their state or readiness to
get underway, but all of which, when taken together, would speak
well for the industry of the crew, improve the cleanliness and
appearance of John Adams and signal to Commodore Perry, when back
on deck, that James had not utilized the time as a general holiday.
Their efforts began to show in many details and the other officers
and crew understood Lee’s desire to make a favorable
impression.

Lee noted on the log, the morning of 23
August, 1819:

British fourth rate of 50 guns anchored in
the harbor this morning. Offered the customary salute. No response
was made.

The slight peeved Lee, but as he strolled the
deck as noon approached, with the Sailing Master leading a
navigation lesson among the midshipmen on the foredeck, preparing
to shoot the sun, he tried to keep the matter in perspective. He
convinced himself Port of Spain’s harbor was large enough for both
the Union Jack and Stars and Stripes.

The Sailing Master noticed first even before
the officer of the deck. He called out in a relaxed fashion before
returning to his lesson, “Yawl boat approaching, larboard
beam.”

Lee did not need a glass. The blue and white
uniforms of the crew, the smart stroke, and the Union Jack
fluttering from the stern staff, over sized in Lee’s opinion,
matched the general attitude with which two British officers
approached the entry port. Lee called for full honors and piped
them aboard. He offered formal introductions, which were met with a
reluctance of courtesy, if not arrogance. The senior officer was
introduced to him by his junior as “Mr. Horn, First Officer, H.M.S.
Egypt.” The Junior officer offered his name, but Lee did not catch
it, so focused was he on the purpose for the visit, thinking they
perhaps paid a call to explain why a salute by way of reply was for
some reason not possible.

Instead, the two officers stated no purpose,
but looked around with the utmost curiosity. Finally, Mr. Horn
turned and announced, “I have business with your Captain.”

Mr. Horn had been met by Lee, his counterpart
in rank, notwithstanding the large difference in the size and power
of their respective ships. Lee, rather than refusing, interjected a
condition by way of reply, “What is your business, or purpose,
Sir?”

Mr. Horn seemed to understand the point and
changed tacks. “Might we be afforded a tour of your decks, which as
among sailors far from home is always a welcome distraction?”

Lee was not as yet sure the call was entirely
social. Certainly Mr. Horn’s tone was not. Lee registered a look of
hesitancy, if not regret, upon the face of the junior officer. Lee
began to walk his guests toward the bow, the noon navigational
lesson just then adjourned and as the midshipmen passed, he
replied, “Of course. I would be happy to tell you everything you
may find of interest aboard John Adams, a venerable ship with a
proud past.”

Mr. Horn smirked, “The threshold for
veneration must be much lower amid a Navy with so few ships.”

Lee let the remark pass, but pointedly began
his narration for the ’tour’ with stopping at and pointing out,
“Here, we have the gun used for customary salutes between civilized
nations and among officers as gentlemen.” The reference was not
lost on Mr. Horn, having failed, Lee was now certain, purposely, to
return the salute offered earlier that morning.

Horn raised his chin, which was quite large,
and adapted a haughty stance despite his bulging waistcoat buttons,
“Respect is earned.”

Lee was, with that remark, convinced of their
intent to make mischief, and had too many other good uses for his
time. He offered, coldly, while gesturing about the deck, “As you
can see, a routine frigate of the standard variety. That concludes
the tour, gentlemen, and good day.”

Lee was about to turn to the honor guard
party, barely disbursed and well expecting to be needed yet again,
when Mr. Horn hissed to his colleague ,“Come. Let us return to
Egypt,” he continued in a tone just above a whisper so to assure
only Lee heard among so many American seamen, “and report that John
Adams allowed a full search of her people for British seamen as was
our demand.”

The implication was clear. Horn would return
and report Lee had capitulated, sacrificing the sovereignty of John
Adams, which, while in foreign ports, represented the very soil of
the United States. Worse still, both the demand and the response
were entirely fictional and represented damnable lies which Lee
knew he could neither prevent nor prove. It was clear to Lee that
Horn had planned such as the very purpose of his visit and those
remaining aboard Egypt were likely watching them even now through
long glasses imagining a demand never delivered, a surrender of
honor as would never be so much as possible.

Lee called out to the Marine Officer, “Mr.
Flood, see these British officers over the side to their boat on
the instant.” Such a tone, from Lee, had not yet been heard by
Flood; a tone Flood knew well meant exactly what it imparted and to
be accomplished immediately. Lee had learned the tone of command
from his father and had until then had no call to use it aboard
John Adams.

As Horn turned to descend to the boat, Lee
cautioned, “Be careful, Mr. Horn. Such a report as you suggested
would demand satisfaction.” Lee meant it. He was flush with anger,
well practiced with firearms and would not, under any
circumstances, allow his first weeks of command in the absence of
Commodore Perry to bring such shame upon John Adams. Such lies as
Horn threatened were capable of circulating around the globe, with
the navies of Great Britain and the United States so often
encountering each other in so many of the same harbors. Had Lee
been Captain of John Adams, a formal protest or letter to Mr.
Horn’s superior might have defused the matter or corrected the
record. But in dealing with his counterpart in rank and with the
orders left him by Perry, Lee had little choice but to deal with
Mr. Horn on an unofficial footing.

Horn looked up, his foot, regrettably but not
quite slipping off its purchase, and shot back, “Send over your
second. We shall meet again before breakfast.”

But Lee, despite his anger, was calm and, as
always, strategic. He would not be foolishly goaded. “So far, Mr.
Horn, there has been no offense or cause given. I do not call out
another man for mere bad manners. Think carefully as to the content
of your report.” With that, Lee turned as Horn descended so as not
to give Horn the opportunity for any last words which might leave
Lee no choice. Lee wanted, truly, for Horn to do as he asked: think
carefully about the inevitable consequence of such lies.

As the yawl boat rowed from the side of John
Adams, laughter erupted from her gun’ls. The Sailing Master
approached to support Lee, swearing to have overheard almost the
entire encounter. The Marine Officer, Mr. Flood, looked as though
he was ready to load and level his musket. Lee gave it some time,
considered the matter fully and determined to at least make
preparations. He went down to his cabin and penned a letter to “Mr.
Horn, First Officer, H.M.S. Egypt…” He did not issue a final
challenge, but made clear under no circumstance would he allow John
Adams and her people, to say nothing of his reputation, to suffer a
slight as had Mr. Horn indicated in the presence of a witness. The
warning was as clear as it was unstated. Lee arrived back on deck
as Egypt’s yawl boat was approaching its own set of davits. Lee was
about to call for the gig so to have his letter delivered by
Perry’s cox’n.

But Lee’s gaze did not follow Egypt’s yawl
boat. Rather, Lee looked up and saw Nonsuch standing in from the
nearest headland to the south, all sail set and looking smart. Lee
thought Perry was home and arriving in an obvious hurry.

Then Lee saw the black pennant, flying from
the masthead. He grabbed the long glass from the binnacle, strode
to the larboard quarterdeck rail and inspected the deck of
Nonsuch.

Lee saw Captain Harstead standing next to the
helmsman, looking at him through his glass. He saw Benjamin,
Tiffany, and all other familiar faces, all confirming his worst
fears. He moved the glass not so much as an inch to the left, back
to where Captain Harstead was still looking at him. Harstead nodded
and Lee knew.

He lowered his glass and let the note to Mr.
Horn slip from his grasp, fluttering down to momentarily float
upon, quickly absorb and then sink beneath the waters upon which
all of their hope seemed to be lost.

With his father already dead, Lee now had
lost the only man who had played the role of a much admired older
brother. A brother such that James had never had, a role such that
another could never fill.

* * *

Benjamin reminded Captain Lee, with damp in
his eyes after yet seven years, “He died just hours from Port of
Spain; sapped of all strength, jaundiced, having not spoken for the
last day, and then calling out to pull up the ship’s boat from
Lawrence. His last words were, ’It’s time to cross’. He died on his
birthday. He was only thirty four.”

Captain Lee nodded, sharing the loss with the
only man aboard Lexington who knew of the other events that
unfolded that day seven years prior: unknown even to him until
Nonsuch swung alongside so to offload the barely cold corpse of
their Commodore. Captain Lee confessed to Benjamin, “Our needs that
day caused me not to give another thought to the officers of the
fourth rate. But I even now often wonder. Did I handle the
situation as would have he? Did his death and my learning of it
rescue me from a tragic mistake of judgment? Or did it rather cause
me to postpone what I must someday regain; my pride among a former
enemy who so grievously wronged our people?”

Benjamin sat for a moment, staring at the
deck, lost in thought with such questions as Captains rarely put to
their aids. He then looked up and counseled, “Don’t you, Captain
James, waste no time on such thoughts. There is only one man more
proud of you than the one we will dig up soon enough and return him
home for a proper eternal rest… and that is Captain William.
Both, I is sure, would not have you throw your life away for some
haughty British bastard.”

And with that expletive, two Navy men, both
Perry’s men, one with gold trim, one without, both with a history
dating back to a battle on another continent more than a decade
before which fury might well have been heard from where they sat,
determined they had laid some questions to rest.

For Captain Lee, a rest lasting at least
until he delved, once again, into the satchel in his cabin for yet
another letter.

 


 



Chapter Six

 


Oliver Williams slipped down from his horse
after a full day’s ride. The hot morning sun and humidity near the
Detroit River gave way to cooler, drier air over Oakland County
north of the city. By early evening, the northwest breeze increased
and Oliver could sense that early autumn was just a week or more
distant.

He was pleased to be home. His occasional
visits to Detroit, requiring three days away from home for a single
day in the city, allowed him to attend to what few business
interests he retained in the city and simultaneously gather
supplies for the farm. His dry goods store, what little was viable
after the war, had withered from lack of capital, his ship was lost
and his tavern was sold years before. The visits were not,
therefore, as social as they used to be. Nearly all of his
associates from the early days, when Detroit was a growing village,
before and after the British occupation in the late war, had
scattered to other pursuits.

Ephrium, Oliver’s eldest son, one of six
children, stood on the porch and smiled a welcome, waiting to work
with him in the woodshop established in the corner of the barn. The
corn was near harvest for market, the silage would remain in the
field for some time, the wheat was between cuttings, and the beans
were doing well. These precious days of high summer with a touch of
cool in the evenings were reserved for completing projects
improving the farm.

Oliver marveled that his thoughts and rhythms
as a human being were so comfortably interwoven with the length of
each day as allowed by the seasons which, together with the rain,
wind and warmth, nurtured his small patch of earth. A federal grant
from the late war allowed him a fresh start after the ruinous loss
of his ship, Friends Good Will. He purchased some 80 acres to which
he had staked his future and that of his family.

His new vocation, although tied to the land,
was similar to when he had spent time on the Lakes as a merchant
owner with his brother-inlaw and dear friend, William Lee, the
Master of Friends Good Will. In those days, some fifteen years
before, his fortunes were also dependent upon the wind, rain and
the vagaries of weather. Now, with the largest body of water near
his farm but a small inland lake, his fortunes seemed as yet
equally uncertain and for the same reasons. Oliver smiled to
himself as he began to walk his horse to the barn. He called out
his greeting to his wife, Mary, sitting on the side porch outside
the kitchen and just behind the parlor. Sitting next to her was
Bemose, who often lived with them when she was in lower
Michigan.

As the other children ran out to greet him
and gathered around, all talking at once, he gave his horse to
James and answered Mary, “All is well in Detroit. It is growing by
leaps and bounds. But more importantly, I have a surprise.”

Oliver slipped his hand into his saddlebag as
a younger son led his horse to the barn. He brought up a letter and
jumped all three steps of the side porch, emphasizing the
excitement of mail from the outside world.

The news broke the routine. The women stood
from their tasks of darning and knitting and Oliver handed the
letter to Bemose. She at first assumed it was from her friend in
Europe, Marie LaPointe. But Oliver could not wait and announced to
Mary, “Word from James, I assume. It is posted from the New York
naval yard!”

Both women looked to each other, excitedly
considering the prospect that Mary’s nephew, Bemose’s step son and
Oliver’s former shipmate, had returned from the Mediterranean, the
last station for John Adams of which they had word.

Ephrium joined them on the porch, having
walked through the house and missing the news. He asked, “Father,
come, let us finish turning the last leg for that table before the
light fades.”

Oliver nodded assuredly, but sought to wait
some moments, so to give Bemose time to read the letter and
hopefully assure all that James was well. Mary explained, “Your
father will be along, Ephrium, but we have word from your cousin
James!”

Ephrium nodded, exclaiming, “Really? Why, it
has been since last year!”

Bemose showed just the slightest pain in her
eyes. Oliver understood. While James was not her son, with William
gone now some years, she wished James would, at a minimum, write
more often.

Bemose tore open the envelope and recognized
the hand, “Yes, it is from James!” She smoothed the folded page,
sat down and began to read aloud, as her father, Jesuit Priest
Armand LaPointe, had so well taught her as a small girl at the
Sault, more than thirty years before.

22 July, 1826

Bemose

Care of Mary Williams

Lakes District, Oakland County

Michigan Territory

Dear Bemose,

I am pleased to inform that I am well, just
days back from the Med, with John Adams about to undergo a major
refit for some months at the New York yard.

I had hoped my years abroad had earned me
some ease, but alas, I have been given the command of U.S.S.
Lexington and will be departing within hours upon a short voyage of
just some months.

I suspect this most recent mission may be of
some interest

to Uncle Oliver. Please offer my regards.
Your letters shipped to Marie LaPointe reached me in Venice. Upon
my return, I hope to pay you all a visit and may at

tempt the trip by way of the great western
canal of which I have heard so much here in New York. Extend my
love to Aunt Mary and the children. Look for me, hopefully before
the snow flies.

Sincerely,

James

P.S. There is a possibility that Miss
LaPointe will accompany me to the Great Lakes.

Bemose lowered the letter to her lap for a
moment and stared at the decking of the farmhouse porch,
considering the tone, the language, the order in which James raised
topics and the rather surprising news of his visit and the
possibility of a female companion.

She looked up to Mary, handed her the letter
for her perusal and impressions.

Ephrium offered first, “Well, wonderful news.
I look forward to seeing cousin James.” Then, looking at his
father, he offered, “I wonder what type of ship is this Lexington.”
Without waiting for a response, Eprium sauntered off to the
woodshop.

Mary looked up and smiled, “It will be so
nice to see James. It has been much too long.” Looking at Bemose,
“He sounds very well, don’t you think?”

Bemose nodded, smiled and offered, “Just
think, a visit with James and the chance to meet one of my father’s
family.” At the same time, she wondered about the letters mailed to
James and what part, if any, they played in his having written and
in planning a return to the Great Lakes.

Mary asked, “So, Bemose, you know Marie best
from your letters over years. Do you think James and Marie…?”
The implication was obvious and Oliver began to shake his head.

Bemose only offered, taking up once again the
shawl upon which she had been working, “I do not know. Not having
ever met one and not having seen the other in so long…” She
then added, “But I must remain nearby this winter, rather than
going north to the Sault.” Lastly, thinking out loud as the
implications of the news became clear, “Perhaps Wasebitong will
come south from the Sault and winter with us to come to know his
half brother. Wouldn’t that also be nice?”

Mary then turned to Oliver, “Dear, you have
been very quiet.”

Oliver smiled, raised his eyebrows as he
leaned back on the porch rail. He removed his hat and offered
quietly, “Nothing would please me more than a long visit with
James. I have such strong memories. We have such deep ties.”

But then he confessed, sadly, “I wish he felt
differently about my activities after the war.”

Mary at first objected, “Oliver, you make
them sound subversive. Yours were more than ‘activities’. They were
accomplishments.”

Oliver appreciated Mary’s loyalty and
affirmation, but then, ever the optimist, Mary offered, “Oliver,
James did make a point to mention you. I am sure that is all behind
him by now.”

Bemose looked up from her shawl, thinking of
whether there was any hint of hope to offer Oliver. She was not
sure.

Oliver quoted from the letter, “Regards,” he
repeated formally, “is not exactly the warmth we once shared.”

Mary challenged, “Truly, Oliver, it may be
your imagination.”

Oliver shook his head, offering, “I do hope
you are right, but you may recall, we exchanged some letters a few
years ago, after William passed. It has not been the same since I
offered my assistance to Mr. Rush and Mr. Bagot.”

Bemose nodded, acknowledging the truth. Mary
offered a silent prayer and determined to focus more time upon
James and Oliver in her daily meditations.

Oliver only hoped his nephew, and more
importantly former shipmate, could come to consider with tolerance
their differing views with respect to the politics and price of
peace.

Bemose put aside her shawl and walked toward
the orchard, as she regularly enjoyed in the early evening. Halfway
across the drive, she called back to Mary, “Care to join?” Mary
glanced at Oliver and he nodded encouragingly. He would welcome the
time alone to consider the letter and would then join Ephrium in
the barn. Bemose would welcome Mary’s company regarding the
same.

Between the few rows of peach, pear and apple
trees, Bemose reached toward a small broken branch and as she
walked, began to strip the leaves to keep her hands busy, her mind
already fully engaged. She offered to Mary, “James has met
Wasebitong only once, at the war’s end if I recall, while he was
still an infant.” She smiled at the memory, “James laughed at the
translation, ‘Shining Water,’ thinking it the result of his
father’s influence. James teased his father until we both admitted
that he was very perceptive.”

Mary observed, “And now, just think, a
strapping young man of thirteen!”

Bemose admitted, “I wish he had stayed with
me this summer.”

Mary nodded and allowed, “You miss him,
certainly.” With much more experience afforded her from her larger
family, Mary understood and explained, “No mother welcomes her
children growing to a state of independence, even as she is so
proud to watch it unfold; especially with an only child.”

Bemose nodded, “True, of course. While James
is not mine, he was William’s. I have come to love him as his. When
I first met him in the Spring of ‘11, he was well beyond any need
for me as a mother. Remember the night he burst through your front
door, surprising us with his first discharge from the Navy and how
excited we all were to have his experience available for Friends
Good Will? He was just sixteen, not much older than
Wasebitong.”

Mary nodded as Bemose smiled at the memory of
that greeting. “But it is not just my son’s absence,” she
confessed, “that concerns me. Allowing him to camp this summer in
the Sault, with the Kitchigamig Anishinebeg will only cement his
bonds as an Ojibwa.”

Mary knew the phrase Ojibwa for “the people
of the Great Lakes,” and nodded.

Bemose then summarized Wasebitong’s racial
heritage like it was a compelling cause for justice, “He is after
all, half white and a quarter French.”

Her summary was both accurate and offered
with infallible logic. Yet it was as impotent as a wish, irrelevant
in the cultural reality of frontier Michigan and the Great Lakes.
Both women knew ‘half white,’ when the quarter French only
reinforced the dark features of the Ojibwa, most often resulted in
the social equivalent of full native. As proud of her native blood
as any, Bemose was desirous of raising Wasebitong as one of few
exceptions.

“If I want him to carve a place for himself
in both cultures, perhaps I should have kept him with me this
summer.” Bemose was afraid of losing her son to a native culture on
the decline, with fewer opportunities for a free and prosperous
life even as contrasted with the situation just a dozen years
before.

The last war reduced those options
dramatically. Bemose was having second thoughts about decisions she
had made as a mother, alone and without William, her life partner
and Wasebitong’s father.

She and William conceived their son in
Boston, far from native cultures, after fleeing, separately, from
an occupied Detroit. Bemose and William rejoined with Oliver and
Mary the winter of ’13 at Oliver’s family’s home. The summer of the
Erie campaign, with William serving in the navy on the Great Lakes,
Bemose, then with child, insisted in making her way from one native
village to another across upper Canada to the Sault; there to wait
for her time among the Bahwehting, ‘the people of the rapids’.
Wasebitong was born the same day as the climactic naval battle of
that autumn in which both William and James served with
distinction.

And while both were of service to Perry that
day, William forever regretted he was not instead of some small
service to Bemose and his son, Shining Water. William took a leave
several weeks later and rejoined Bemose in a liberated but
devastated Detroit. Bemose, with her infant son, by the grace of
those victories comprising the Erie campaign, returned from the
Sault hoping to rejoin William, a new, although not young father,
who had somehow survived the carnage so to meet his second son.

Mary offered to Bemose, now years after that
joyful reunion, “You cannot keep Shining Water a child. Soon he
will be a young adult, seeking his own identity at his own pace.
Shining Water needed to live among the people this summer. It was
time for him to come to grips with what you learned as a young
girl. And look,” Mary encouraged, “you have walked in both
worlds.”

Mary played purposefully off of the very
meaning of Bemose; “always walking.” And she had. Well armed with a
talent for languages, Bemose had her entire life moved among
varying cultures, regarded as a skillful translator.

“It is easier for a woman,” Bemose reminded.
“In the white world, a native woman does not compete for status as
a leader and provider, having to work among the other white men, as
would Wasebitong.” Mary knew Bemose was right. They had both
witnessed the same for too many years to pretend.

Bemose then confessed a deeper concern.
Turning to Mary with fear in her eyes as only a mother wears when
concerned for two of her children, each struggling and hoping the
troubles were not one with the other, “What if James does not
accept Wasebitong?”

Mary had not thought of that, never having
seen James reject Bemose in any respect. She was surprised and had
nothing by way of quick answer.

Bemose continued, “Wasebitong is his half
brother. But James does not know him and so many years have
passed.”

Mary changed the subject, or purposefully
tested whether in fact the subject was the same after all, “What
were the letters to which James referred, having found him in
Venice?”

Bemose shrugged, but before dismissing,
thought, walked some distance, and then offered tentatively, as if
she had not fully ever considered her action, “I sensed James was
so far from his roots,” she gestured, “his region… the Great
Lakes. I suppose I sent him letters between William and I and some
of yours and Oliver’s just to remind him of us, his roots, and what
he may not have ever understood as a youth with him so far from us,
and we never having an opportunity to explain as he matured.”
Bemose was near tears.

Mary wondered at the reason for her
anxieties, “And your concern?”

Bemose’s voice broke as she admitted for the
first time that which she had not considered when shipping the
trunk including the satchel of letters to Marie Lapointe now nearly
two years before, “That if James were ever to return, even for a
visit, he would come to reject his history and identity as one of
us and leave again forever for the much larger world. His skills
upon the salt seas would make it so easy.”

Mary comforted, “Perhaps he will decide to
stay.”

Bemose nodded at the prospect, “And with me
foolishly thinking these years have not changed him, how could I
bear that William’s two children would regard each other as
cultural rivals, competitors for this land and a good life and
possibly as enemies?”

Mary was not even sure Bemose understood what
she had just admitted as a possibility, but which she was not about
to highlight to Bemose as a reasonable risk. Shining Water could
well resent and regard James, an all white Naval officer, the very
symbol of the Ojibwa nation’s demise as a strong and free
people.

Oliver meanwhile, went out to work with
Ephrium in the woodshop. As they turned the table leg, the foot
pump and Ephrium’s boundless energy powering a simple lathe, the
metal bit scraped and peeled thin shavings of oak from what had
once been a stout branch. Oliver thought about James. He peeled the
accumulated thin layers of time passing back from some of his best
memories.

They had stood watch together through night
and weather. James had been crucial, in more ways than he as a
youth likely knew at the time, in shaping Oliver’s views as a
patriot, supportive of the war despite its costs to his business
interests and to the economy throughout the Great Lakes.

Later, after dark fell sooner than all may
have liked, Oliver and Mary talked on the porch. Mary confided in
Oliver Bemose’s concerns.

Oliver stared at the half moon yet rising and
offered, “When James was taken prisoner at Mackinaw, it was likely
much worse for him than I think I realized at the time.”

Mary regarded that as an odd change of
subject, but the intense thought and soft tone obvious from her
husband caused her to ask, rather than admonish, “What causes you
to think about that, after what now… fourteen years?”

Oliver explained, still staring at the moon,
“Without William, with me kept in another building, the young lad
must have been terrified. I regret I never spoke of it with
him.”

Mary asked, “It was just for a couple of
days, was it not?”

“Yes,” nodded Oliver, and perhaps bolstering
his own lack of confidence in the uncertainties of the past, ever
more numerous as Oliver aged, “and we were well treated while I
awaited trial. I always regarded it as so obvious they would look
to James as an innocent youth. Perhaps it was not so obvious to
him.”

Mary reached for his hand and asked, sensing
as with Bemose that James’ letter had unsettled some sentiment
laying on the bottom of her husband’s soul, “What is troubling you,
my dear?”

Oliver sighed, “Nothing we can do anything
about. It just strikes me that James and I had very different
experiences during the war.”

Mary nodded and hoped Oliver would
continue.

“I was imprisoned for months, far from my
family, unable to assist them when they needed me greatly and, even
then, I suffered much less than most. Finally, when freed from
Kingston, although seeing some action, I was not there that day
with James and William, fighting ‘longside Perry.”

Mary understood and agreed, “Your
perspectives would also be very different; a mature man attaining
the rank of Major, as opposed to a mere youth, not yet leading men
to their deaths with the luxury of serving a national hero.”

Oliver nodded and remembered the massacre as
the siege of Fort Meigs was lifted. Oliver witnessed that which if
James had seen, may have left him demanding revenge for a lifetime.
But strangely, Oliver admitted to himself, he himself yearned for
none.

Oliver offered to Mary, “What I experienced
led me to embrace peace and work for its endurance. James, well,
was… young and viewed the sacrifices of many, such as what I
endured and which was forced upon my family by my absence. So much
less direct and obvious, having no family of his own.”

Mary wondered what conclusion could be drawn
from such memories and her very expression and posture, they knew
each other so well, signaled to Oliver to make his point.

Oliver summarized for himself, perhaps for
the first time in all those years, not really having worked it out
until that moment, on a late summer night on a farm far from the
sea, with Mary on the porch, so different than a deck, “We are
expecting, before the snow flies, a United States Naval Frigate
Captain who has cooled, if not parted, with his uncle and former
shipmate because he appeared to him, after the conflict, as all too
forgiving.”

Oliver thought for a moment and asked, “Was
I?”

“I doubt that was your motivation,” Mary
encouraged.

“No,” confirmed Oliver. “I did not think of
my work on behalf of Mr. Rush, or cooperation with Mr. Bagot, as
acts of forgiveness.” After some moments, Oliver confirmed to
himself, “I suppose it was my feeble attempt to assure it does not
happen again. For me, that is enough. Forgiveness may follow, or
not.”

Mary thought to ask if it had followed in
Oliver’s heart, but was not sure she wanted to know, perhaps afraid
of his answer, given his rare mood.

“And James?” asked Mary, confused as to how
else one might regard peace.

“If I had to guess, perhaps he saw me, with
his father having just died, as dishonoring the sacrifice of both… rendering it less dear if so easily put astern.”

Mary regarded the phrase. Oliver was a
farmer. Yet his seasons at sea with her late brother William and
his son James had marked him so deeply as so even now, miles from
the open waters, old memories could so quickly return him to the
deck of Friends Good Will.

Oliver stood and explained he would check on
Ephrium, still working in the woodshop by lantern light. As he
walked to the barn, Oliver considered that James did not share the
same experiences in the war as they had before those tumultuous
days shared the stars overhead and soft glow of the binnacle on a
beautiful reach, the topsail drawing and pulling from them deep
conversation as shipmates come to prize.

So it now seemed more understandable, to
Oliver, that after the war he and James regarded peace from far
different perspectives.

Upon reaching the barn, the lathe slowed and
stopped. Oliver admired the shape, symmetrical and pleasing, like a
chapter in one’s life with its curves and bends well understood and
peacefully relegated to a fond memory. Oliver looked at Ephrium,
remembering years before holding him high above his head with joy
as he wondered and worried whether war was approaching and would
engulf them all.

“Look, father,” Ephrium proudly displayed his
work as a man, “you have taught me well.”

Oliver nodded, taking joy in his son’s
accomplishment. Oliver wondered whether he had, in William’s
absence, since his passing and even before as given the
opportunity, taught his nephew James as well.

* * *

The same night, more than a thousand miles
distant, Captain Lee stood at the windward rail, adjacent to the
wheel of Lexington. She had since departing Trinidad and with a
pine box in her otherwise near empty hold, sailed northeast among
and between the island chain comprising the Caribbean Sea, playing
the wind shifts as she searched for the powerful beginnings of the
Gulf Stream.

A dim light arose up from the froth of the
sloop of war slipping north. The phosphorescence glowed green, as
Mount Stromboli’s crater rim glowed red months before. James
thought of Marie. He held a letter in his hand.

James had already read the letter once. It
caused him to take the deck, needing some air. By way of excuse for
the Captain to take the deck so late, Lexington sailing in that
mode where whispers were barely tolerated over a professional
silence, so prized, he flipped through the

log book, spoke to the Second Officer,
acknowledged the helmsman on a

beautiful, easy night and clutched the letter
with a grasp suggesting

such violence as was unholy. It was a letter
from his Uncle Oliver to his father, then Captain

William Lee.

September 2, 1816

Captain William Lee

Sault de St. Marie

Dear William,

I hope your trip north went well for Bemose
and Shining Water. I posted this to a schooner bound for Mackinaw
within a week after you departed, but I expect you will have
settled in for some time before it arrives at the Sault.

My work with Secretary Rush and Mr. Bagot
continues to be of interest and shows such promise. Our
correspondence has become more frequent and I trust that both have
gained a better understanding of our Great Lakes. While for a time
I was afraid Mr. Rush may have need of me in Washington, it is with
great relief to learn now that President Monroe may instead visit
Detroit sometime next year.

In my work with Mr. Bagot, I have come to
learn of strife between two of the Crown’s most powerful creations.
The rivalry between the North West Company and Hudson Bay Company
intensifies and I fear there will be considerable violence, if it
has not already begun west of Fort William, in the Red River
colony. Perhaps you are aware of the strife, from your vantage so
far north at the Sault.

I only pray such will not bring violence yet
again to our Great Lakes. Apparently the Crown is in desperate need
of experienced seamen who know the Lakes. I mention the former in
case you are in need of a situation; there is some casual gossip
bantering about Amherstberg of ships being sent to reinforce or
retake Fort William and, of course, I thought of you should you
have any interest.

Considering what we have already invested and
endured, it is difficult to believe violence would erupt yet again
so soon after Ghent upon these waters.

I trust both of us would do our utmost to
prevent that from spreading, should Lord Selkirk have already taken
such brash action as has been rumored. Imagine taking a King’s
establishment and sending its ministers and representatives packing
for Montreal.

You are wise, my friend, to winter anywhere
but Detroit. As you witnessed this summer, we have precious little
commerce, trade or stockpiles to comfortably make it through the
winter.

I trust you and Bemose will enjoy a quiet and
secure winter with Shining Water among the people. I have heard
nothing from James but thank you for advising as to his concerns
for my involvement with Mr. Bagot.

I hope someday for the opportunity to
explain.

Sincerely Yours,

Oliver

James struggled to control his emotions. His
breathing was fast, his heart pounded. He flushed with a
combination of anger and embarrassment. The anger was the result of
Oliver’s involvement in what unfolded as tragic; embarrassment at
only now realizing his uncle knew for some years of his
disapproval.

James knew his father had taken a voyage with
the North West Company. In those days and in those regions, the
North West Company and its fierce rival, the Hudson Bay Company,
often represented the full power and wealth of the Britannic
Empire. On the extreme upper lakes, where the Royal Navy was scant,
such established monopolies were licensed by the Crown to carry
arms and provide its own enforcement of law and insure the security
of English subjects. And when the Hudson Bay Company and North West
Company came within the slightest scent of each other, despite the
vast unpopulated wilderness in which both operated, no good ever
resulted.

True, those times were not easy, as his Uncle
Oliver remarked in the letter. Less than eighteen months after
Ghent, the Great Lakes economy had not yet recovered from the
tumult of distrust, the loss of reserves, the shattered
infrastructure and scarcity of currency that is always, it seems,
the inevitable consequences of war.

As James gripped the rail and considered the
implications of his Uncle’s letter, he shook his head in disbelief.
James always assumed his father had stumbled upon his voyage aboard
Invincible by chance, simply trying to provide for his new family
in tough times. He now knew better.

It was his own Uncle Oliver, while consorting
with English diplomats, who encouraged his father to set sail yet
again, despite all they had endured during the war, the guns barely
cool, under the Union Jack.

James wondered if the satchel contained a
letter from his father, to either Bemose or his Uncle, offering
words as may have been his last put to writing, shedding light on
what may have happened; that of which Bemose quite likely knew
little.

Benjamin spoke softly from over his shoulder,
breaking his thoughts of a cold November gale as so often quickly
arose on Lake Superior, “Sir?”

“Aye,” answered Captain Lee, with a
start.

“Is there something I could bring you?”
Benjamin offered.

“No need, Mr. Fleming,” Captain Lee assured.
“I am just taking some air.” He then asked, “Have you noticed it is
appreciably cooler?”

“Such a blessing!” affirmed Benjamin, then
asked his Captain, as his position as clerk seemed to allow him,
assuming the cause for unrest, “It is not easy, Sir, sailing with
the bones, even of the Commodore.”

Captain Lee assured, “Do not give it a
thought, Mr. Fleming. That is not what keeps me awake this
night.”

Benjamin waited and then admitted, “I tell
myself, what better turn could we offer the Commodore than a
homecoming. How could his soul ever disturb us, that being our
mission and purpose?”

Captain Lee smiled and assured, “Quite right,
Mr. Fleming. Good night.”

Benjamin knew a dismissal when he heard it,
even at an hour when most on board heard nothing. He turned and
made his way to his small cabin, wondering how it was his Captain
was not worried ‘bout sailing with bones aboard.

But Captain Lee was not the least bit
troubled about the contents of the pine box aboard Lexington. He
was instead deeply disturbed about remains likely lying amid the
wreck of another ship, the North West Company Schooner Invincible;
a ship flying the Union Jack that well may have become the grave of
his father, a circumstance encouraged and arranged by his
Uncle.

Nine days later, still ever pushing the last
bit of speed from a new ship, driven hard, Captain Lee considered
his progress along his chart. Lexington was equidistant, by
coincidence, from New York as Newport. His orders allowed him to
fulfill his mission by putting into either. The Navy asked him only
to bring Perry home, not to necessarily bury him in the family
plot.

Benjamin brought some coffee into the great
cabin after dinner. Captain Lee considered what course to give the
helmsman, and how each might well determine his future. He then
wondered about what course Benjamin would pursue once his special
commission was fulfilled. As Captain Lee was not at all certain
that Marie would be waiting, he wondered whether he ought not just
allow Benjamin to decide Lexington’s destination. He asked, “What
say you, Mr. Fleming, back to Mrs. Perry and the children?”

Benjamin looked out the larboard gallery
windows to the sunset, well to the southwest in the late September
sky. “Well, Captain, those children are growing fast. I’s not at
all convinced they or Mrs. Perry would really miss Benjamin.”

Captain Lee smiled softly and offered, “I am
sure you are like a member of the family, Mr. Fleming, being with
them for as long as they can remember.”

“Thankee, Sir. That is very kind.” But then
Benjamin hesitated and began to reflect, “After we bury the
Commodore, well… you may recall I grew up and learned to fish
on the Delaware Bay as a boy?”

Lee nodded, “Yes, I recall.”

“Old Tiffany, now, he was from Presque Isle
and I have often thought there was something about that little town
on Lake Erie. I may just make my way to the Great Lakes. I liked it
there. As a free man, I think I could fish for a living on the
sweetwater seas, just as I was

taught as a boy.” Captain Lee smiled and
assured, “Yes, as much as Mrs. Perry would miss you, I am sure you
could do just that.”

Benjamin had surprised him with his desire to
return to an inland sea he had not seen in years. Yet Captain Lee
certainly knew how the region could take hold like a half hitch and
only tighten the harder one tried to pull from its hold. If
Benjamin could be suspicious ‘bout the bones,’ so too could he
glean from Benjamin’s answer an omen of good fortune. Perhaps Marie
was waiting and plans for the Great Lakes held promise. Newport it
was.

Captain Lee took the deck, walked to the
binnacle and softly advised the Second Lieutenant, officer of the
deck, “Bring us four points east of north.”

They would be in Newport by morning.

Just before dousing the lamp, aware that the
next several days would be filled with social obligation,
companionship and, dare he hope, the possibility of love, he
glanced at the satchel and drew out another letter at random. It
was from his father, to Oliver:

13 November 1816

Oliver and Mary Williams

Proprietors

The Pontiac Hotel

Detroit, Michigan Territory

Dear Sister and Oliver,

I received your letter just a week ago. As a
packet departs downbound from the Sault within the hour, perhaps
the last of the season, I take this opportunity to assure all of
you of our well being. Wasebitong is a joy; Bemose the perfect
mother. The people are thrilled with our new addition.

The North West Company, Oliver, as you
predicted, will act to retake Fort Williams, feeling Lord Selkirk’s
aggression against its interests and the Metis of the west leave no
choice if there be any obligation among civilized men for the sake
of law and justice.

Few here have real experience as mariners
upon the largest of the Lakes and with the season quite late, I
have agreed to assist; not to become embroiled in any civil strife
involving Red River, but only so to assure the sea does not take
them all.

Of all the coincidences, the Master of the
schooner Invincible, upon which I depart tomorrow as Sailing
Master, is none other than Owen Dunlap, former First Officer of
Hope, Captain of Caledonia and lately of His Majesty’s Naval
Establishment at Drummond Island.

You may recall Dunlap; last we were together,
with you, when Fleet met his end and with no mourners among us. I
will offer Dunlap your regards.

I hope conditions improve in Detroit. The
people all fear what changes will come from American
administration. I encourage patience and hope for Wasebitong’s sake
they are wrong.

Take care of each other.

Sincerely,

William

James fell, finally, into a fitful sleep,
having read his father’s last written words. They appeared to
strongly suggest a confession. Yet James was not surprised. No one
could doubt his father had cause, no less than any man would
require. James reasonably surmised that with Dunlap and Fleet
wearing the King’s coat and with his father more the man for action
than his Uncle, it was likely his father, as between them, who had
settled a score that began with his birth and continued for no less
than a generation.

* * *

Bannister wharf appeared from the fog and
revealed what was likely the only activity in town. It was early.
Fishermen were loading gear into small boats. So grey was the dawn
it was impossible to tell, in those few moments no longer dark but
not quite day, as fisherman and sailors share, whether the sun
would follow or if the mist and fog would refuse its entree and
condemn all to at least another hour of gloom.

James attracted little interest as he walked
the wharf with the customary sway borne from a balance not yet
acclimated. He noted that one of the fishermen seemed to recognize
Benjamin, offering a surprised nod of the head. At the head of the
wharf where it intersected Thames, Benjamin, with his bag, parted
and headed north to the Perry home on Touro Street in Washington
Square. James did not follow.

He decided if Marie had moved on, he wanted
to face the news without Benjamin on the hawse. He needed some
moments to think. As he stood rather awkwardly, wondering if his
utter lack of purpose and direction was as obvious as it felt, were
any even looking. The scent of fresh bread wafted his way from the
bakery before which he loitered. He noted a light. He thought of
Marie and wondered if it could really be so easy.

With time to spare, he had little to lose. It
suddenly occurred to him he was famished. He entered and approached
a counter. He was as disappointed by the baker as he was encouraged
by the smell of fresh goods. A very old man stood in the back of
the shop by the ovens. He was dusted generously with flour no
whiter than his hair. The baker considered his new customer, but
deferred offering assistance.

James understood the hesitation as a figure
now rose from her knees just behind the counter, having slid warm
bread into a display case.

It was Marie.

She looked up and, for a second, no light of
recognition formed in her eyes. James recalled their meeting in
Venice, when she registered the same disappointment from no other
reason than his own dim wit. But here, in Newport, Marie had a far
better excuse.

James offered a smile.

An expression of surprise overcome by love
filled Marie’s eyes. As part explanation, part question, she asked,
“No uniform, Mr. Lee?”

“No longer,” James assured. “And with me in
this ill fitting suit, will you come to regret my loss of title,
gold braid and yet change your mind?” he asked.

She smiled. They both stepped to the side and
around the counter between them and they held each other. His
embrace lifted her from the ground and she promised, in a whisper,
“No change of mind; not from a change in clothing.”

James reciprocated by way of heartfelt
promise, “No change of heart, either.”

They nodded and stared a moment into each
other’s eyes. Marie turned to the old man who stood observing their
reunion with no pretense of accident. She took off her apron and
placed it on the counter and she thanked him for his kindness. He
nodded and scowled, having just lost a rare talent to his trade,
and as so often happened in Newport, to the drop of an anchor in
the harbor.

Marie took James’ hand and they began to walk
back to announce his arrival to their benefactress, Mrs. Perry, who
would prepare, finally, for her husband’s homecoming.

Portrait of Oliver Williams (Courtesy of
Detroit Historical Society)

 


 



Chapter Seven

 


Four days later, James was once again in full
naval uniform. Marie, however, not only tolerated but encouraged
the gesture as fully appropriate. For that purpose and on that
singular occasion, Marie was proud to accompany him as a Naval
Officer to pay final respects to a man she never met but who had
mentored the man she had come to love.

Most in Newport were by that time aware that
Captain Perry was coming home. With the only notice of U.S.S.
Lexington’s arrival a vague expectation, once anchored in the
harbor city fathers put into action plans that had been quietly
discussed for weeks. Four days later, on a Saturday afternoon,
Captain Perry’s family exited Trinity Church after the service and
took their seat in a carriage parked at the foot of the village
green. From there, they observed a parade of mourners as they
poured forth from the pews and boxes. The considerable crowd
numbered well beyond the capacity of the church and filled the
green itself. The mourners formed the largest procession yet seen
in a city which had been witness to more than its share of great
men and historic events.

Neither the city fathers, nor the ministers,
had given any thought to the sounds made from so much humanity
gathered together for a march of some distance to the Common Burial
Ground. What impressed Mrs. Perry, James and Marie, Benjamin and
even the children, was there was none. No sound at all. A prolonged
and profound silence had extemporaneously shouted more loudly than
any eulogy could proclaim.

Mrs. Perry more than once looked to seaward,
then aloft to the trees. Leaves now dead and dry gave way from
branches and rolled and advanced along the green, like waves across
the open sea upon which men like her husband found sustenance and
peace, torment and danger. But there was no other sound. The
mourners stepped softly on the cobble stones of the street. There
were no greetings exchanged, minimal eye contact and the only
acknowledgements of sorrow were offered with the tip of a hat or a
sad nod of the head as near all in the community and many from afar
gathered to make the walk from the church to the grave.

James wondered whether it was the local
custom, but the headlines of the event in the forthcoming edition
of the newspaper confirmed that it was most uncommon, and the
silence itself had become the news, the signature of a people
saying goodbye to a hero.

The newspaper did not report that which was
deliberately planned and executed as private. The morning before
the most recent edition hit the streets, James, as one of Perry’s
men, paid a personal visit to the gravesite, alone, to reflect upon
his memories of times shared.

Those times and places were scattered through
several years and about the globe, beginning in the Great Lakes, to
where he was now bound, then on to the Mediterranean, back to the
dueling fields of New Jersey and south to the Caribbean Sea. Most
recently, such memories included observing United States sailors,
witnessed by a Venezuelan honor guard, unearth a crude box as had
been kept dark and moist in the tropical soil a fathom below a
spectacular view of the sea.

James stood at the new gravesite for some
time as the sun rose and promised to advance against a cold night.
James noticed, unlike the first time he saw soil thrown upon
Captain Perry’s casket, the steam rose still from the interface of
the cold night air and warm recently turned soil. Captain Perry
seemed to speak to him one last time with that steam, ordering him
to be on his way.

James replied, simply, as was typical through
their relationship, “Aye.”

Mr. Cosgrove would hear of none of their
arrangements by packet boat. Captain or no, he insisted James and
Marie transit to New York aboard Lexington. James gratefully
assented, hoping to say a heartfelt goodbye to navy colleagues most
easily seen at the New York Naval Yard and more prolonged goodbyes
to those crew of Lexington, formerly of John Adams, who were in a
state of near disbelief at his decision to retire from the Navy in
the prime of his career. While others might retire, certainly not
captains with a command.

James had time to shop with Marie, this time
with her taking the lead to assure he was well fitted out for the
life as they may encounter inland on a continent with which she was
wholly unfamiliar.

“Really, James, another pair of shoes, and
boots as you mentioned, are a must,” she admonished. The clerk
certainly made no objection. “And some introduction of color in
your waistcoats is not a sign of frivolity.” The clerk nodded.
James was about to object, but was given no chance.

Marie quickly advised, “You must start
thinking of yourself as a civilian of some accomplishment.”

Finally, while relenting, James cautioned,
“Marie, Newport is not Detroit. Let us arrive upon the Great Lakes
and further assess what we shall need and how things may have
changed.” His advice was sound and she agreed to leave the balance
of outfitting to local providers on a frontier which she in some
respects correctly imagined as less refined.

James smiled to himself. He did not like to
shop. He sometimes thought that was the principal reason he
remained in the navy, enjoying the benefits of a greatly simplified
wardrobe. He found Marie’s assistance a godsend even as he wished
the entire experience could be handled with a few simple
measurements by his clerk within his great cabin. There, all such
needs would soon simply appear by some unexplained means in which
he held no interest.

But he no longer had a clerk. And he claimed
no rights to a great cabin.

Three days after the funeral, a week after
Lexington dropped anchor, final goodbyes were made with those left
ashore: “Captain James” with Mrs. Perry, Benjamin with James, Marie
with half the town who sincerely expressed their desires that she
remain, seeming to resent James for his whisking away whom he not
long ago abandoned to them in trust.

Benjamin insisted in accompanying James and
Marie in a boat from the wharf, loaded to the gun’ls with trunks
and boxes. On their way, James took her hands across the seats and
admitted, “I thank God you waited. I want you to know I worried
constantly; taking no such good fortune for granted.”

Marie confessed, “Your letter posted to me on
the day you left from the New York Naval Yard secured my
commitment.” Repressing his breach of her trust, Marie spoke of the
positive, “Your preparations for my well being and your return were
endearing.” Marie admitted, “Your having established with Mrs.
Perry funds for my care the night you departed, and without my
knowledge, was very creative. Thank you for the gesture.”

“Yet it seems,” James observed, “you did very
well in making your way and the town would prefer, I am sure, that
this gig sink on the spot!”

Marie smiled and assured, “I am used to
adapting.” Marie admitted to herself, even while explaining to
James, she was simply unwilling to trust to the benevolence of
either Mrs. Perry, the funds left in her care, or a naval officer
who for some weeks would be unable to assist in any manner
whatsoever.

James nodded. The call “Up oars,” announced
their arrival alongside Lexington.

As Marie stood to board, James took her hand
to steady her step and offered, “Such traits will serve you well on
the Great Lakes.” He opened his heart and confessed, “I have the
highest hopes for the both of us.”

Marie’s heart leapt, as she began another
adventure, full of optimism. But her heart was guarded still as to
whether she could ever trust another in such manner as James may
have meant to suggest.

As U.S.S. Lexington put into New York harbor,
James found he was no longer distracted by the details of command.
He focused instead upon what he was surprised to admit were quite a
number of ships without spars, but powered by steam, harnessed by
mechanical engines well below the decks. It appeared such engines
had been placed in a variety of vessels, from coastal passenger
ships to harbor work craft. He noted their varying smokestacks and
means of propulsion, some equipped with paddle wheels attached to
each side, some with a single paddle wheel off the stern. He had
heard about them and seen them occasionally in Europe and last he
was in New York. Their development dated back to before the late
war. They made their appearance then as a mere curiosity; an
alternative with few applications. But in times of peace, James
supposed the needs of commerce ruled and he had well after the war
heard others talk greedily of smaller crews and arrogantly of
imposing their schedules and wills without regard for the weather.
He scowled deeply but could not take his eyes from them.

Marie finally asked, other small talk not so
much as registering, “James, what are you looking at? You seem in a
world of your own.”

James started and brought his thoughts back
to Marie. “Not a world of mine, I assure you.” He gestured and
explained, “Steam vessels, which some say are our future. I have
never been on one,” he confessed, “and know very little about
them.” He wondered how a navy veteran with all of his experience in
sail would be treated when searching for a merchant command.

Marie was not impressed and observed, “I was
on a steam ferry once off the south coast of France.”

“You then, my dear,” James spoke
emphatically, “have more experience with respect to our future than
do I!”

Marie panned the harbor front and was not
particularly concerned.

Amid the sea of masts, with far more sailing
vessels underway than those belching black smoke, James asked, “Did
you like it?”

She shrugged, “For short trips, I suppose
reliability is an advantage. But certain aspects of them are by far
noisier and they smell of burnt wood and machinery oil.”

James thought of the machinery and the
knowledge of science for an entirely new class of skilled
personnel, “engineers” as he had never had to compete with or
encounter. He hoped Marie’s summation would leave the odd vessels
but a narrow niche in his chosen profession. He turned away, with
an impression that of vessels, steam were insects like centipedes
and beetles, where sail were birds, frigate and albatross.

While in New York, James sent a brief note to
Bemose, assuring both he and Marie were on their way. Within a
couple of days and with the colder weather and shorter days urging
them onward, they considered their options for their westward
journey.

There were roads, generally leading west,
some private and exacting a toll. Still, those roads became far
more scarce west of Pittsburgh and he recalled little by way of
option west of Presque Isle from his last experience in the region
a dozen years before.

“Marie,” he offered over dinner their first
night in New York, “I have heard about a great canal, opened just
last year, where we would ride in quiet comfort without the
constant jostling of ruts and frustration from dust or mud. It
leads from Albany, just north of New York, all the way to the Great
Lakes.”

She liked the sound of avoiding a long
overland journey, having taken completely to the advantages of life
on and transport by water.

She raised her eyebrows and asked, “How
propelled? I noted your scowl at steam.” She then smiled, he knew
she was half teasing and appreciated that she was coming to read
him very well.

“No,” he admitted excitedly, “that is half
the beauty! The passenger barges are not all that big and they are
pulled, apparently, by horse or mule from an adjacent
footpath.”

“All the way to the Great Lakes?” she
challenged.

“Well, yes,” James insisted, then smiling,
“although likely not by the same horse.”

They laughed and Marie nodded, adding, “It
sounds wonderful; still another adventure!” They raised their
glasses in evidence of their commitment, celebration and
excitement.

The following day, buying tickets for the
both for the first leg of the journey north up the Hudson River,
James walked back to where they had staged their trunks and crates.
James looked a bit apprehensive. Marie asked, “Was there room?”

“Oh yes,” he brightened slightly, “upon
Iroquois, departing at noon…” his expression then changed,
revealing his concern, “powered by steam.” His first insect, he
thought and as he handed Marie their ticket, he was not at all
assured of their safety amid fire and pressure which if wrongly
handled, would make the Battle of Lake Erie look like a
skirmish.

On this occasion, trusting to an engineer’s
skill, Iroquois churned north up the Hudson River against the
current without incident, Marie enjoyed the view of the steep
cliffs, rolling hillsides, and farms and estates growing less
frequent as the City of New York slipped astern. James enjoyed all
of that while listening carefully to the noise emanating from
beneath the decks, which vibrated occasionally as fire and metal,
not wind, powered wood through water. Smoke belched from twin
stacks, and Marie was correct, steam vessels smelled of burning
wood and machinery oil. James missed the smell of tar and wax amid
canvas and oiled wood. But he was impressed with the distance
logged in little time which with a contrary north wind would have
left he and Marie still wandering about the dock if on a ship with
traditional canvas.

After some hours James had to admit, if only
to himself, that in harbors and rivers, spars and canvas may well
not be able to compete. His mind, like that of his father’s and
uncle’s, mulled over the essential calculation of capital
investment, expense of operations, including master and crew
against the number of voyages and revenue earned from passengers
and freight. He no longer thought of weight of metal thrown by
broadside, handiness in maneuverability in a ship to ship action or
tactics upon boarding. He was beginning the transition, he
recognized in himself, from a wardrobe trimmed in gold to a
waistcoat of some color setting off a suit of black and tall
hat.

Iroquois made her run to Albany, a historic
city in relation to the contest of the continent earlier fought
between the French and their native allies against the British, in
just fifty two hours, with a couple of brief stops at landings
along the way. James was enjoying his role as guide, as had Marie
in Venice, Dubrovnik and Rome.

James and Marie took a hotel in Albany and
did some small shopping for comforts as was suggested by those
familiar with the canal. Come morning, they transferred their
luggage to a wagon for a short trip of just ten miles north to a
landing across the Waterford Locks where the Mohawk River emptied
into the Hudson, now carrying waters within its flow from the Great
Lakes, a first in all of geologic time. James and Marie found
themselves standing among their trunks and boxes at a landing where
many were boarding canal boats. All seemed excited for the filling
of the first of dozens of locks all lying to the westward.

James and Marie had to wait for the third
canal boat, the press of people were so great, even at noon, for
passage to the west. Conversations overheard confirmed not all were
transiting the entire length or intending to settle in the Great
Lakes, but the number of persons relocating west was surprising.
Marie now felt like a part of a movement, her accent hardly noticed
among the Dutch and German which were much more common.

James took careful note of the canal boats as
he waited to board. He pointed out to Marie, “I would estimate
about sixty feet in length, perhaps only seven in breadth.” He
sounded surprised and a little wary of the length to breadth ratio,
worrying for the vessel’s initial stability when loaded. James
continued, “A rather flat bottom, certainly, but I would expect a
long shallow keel if for no other reason than to track well and
resist any lateral pressure from the tow line. I like the use of
windows the entire length.”

Marie observed, “It looks like they can
handle a lot of cargo.” Despite the advancing season and often
cold, windy weather, she added, “I am happy we can go atop of the
cabin and take some air.”

“Yes,” James agreed as to her point about the
cargo, “I would estimate perhaps thirty tons.” James thought the
cargo was about the equivalent of what Friends Good Will carried,
when by comparison only a trickle of settlers set off west down the
length of Lake Erie. He then added, “Multiply that by the number of
boats and you have a lot of goods moving west with a large number
of people.”

Marie asked, “How deep is the canal?”

James was about to guess, but a Lockman
standing nearby interjected with pride, “Madam, just four feet!
Clinton’s ditch,” referring to the New York Governor who began the
project, “was quite a feat, taking more than ten years!”

James asked, as the Lockman began to close
the gate, “Is it considered a success?”

He nodded, spit, wiped the remnants of some
tobacco from his beard and assured, “Each boat can handle a
thousand bushels of wheat. That will open a lot of markets to our
farmers. They are already talking about widening it for larger
boats, but that will likely not happen for some years. Business has
been strong!”

Soon thereafter, having witnessed their
belongings loaded, James and Marie took their seats in the canal
boat. As the lock gates opened after the gradual filling and rise
of some feet, the tow line drew taut. Calls sang out between the
workers, the boy, or “Hogee”, on the horse and the man at the helm.
There was no other crew aboard. Marie squeezed James’ arm in
recognition of still another chapter in their travels.

While the excitement of their departure soon
wore off, interest remained high as they witnessed the slowly
passing countryside, so close beyond the adjacent tow path. The
Hogee rode one horse, which towed the canal boat, while trailing
two horses which rested. Every so often without stopping, the Hogee
would pull up a fresh horse, rotate so to give rest to the one he
was riding and switch the tow line as he crossed over to the fresh
animal. Small villages grew from or were fed by the constant
traffic. The locks were well engineered and seeming to operate with
a simplicity that is often the calling card of genius. While locks
were not new, James conceded, the engineering of the gradual rise
in elevation so to keep the intermittent waters slowly flowing with
a minimal current through man carved ditches and over stone
aqueducts crossing depressions and ravines was very impressive.
Best of all, as they hoped, the ride was quiet, the water smooth,
and the enclosed cabin afforded protection from the cold wind as
had by that time of the season stripped most of the trees of their
brilliant color. The time was spent in easy conversation, without a
care; very rare in travels over land and a genuine cause for
enjoyment among what were considered modern pilgrims.

As they traversed the state of New York,
Marie returned to the topic of that struggle between France and
England. “I would expect more of a French influence, James,” she
admitted.

“It is very strong further north, in upstate
New York and the other side of the St. Lawrence River. Many
communities in Canada speak French as a first language.”

“When was the war of which you spoke on the
Hudson?” she asked.

James noted, “It was raging in the 1750’s,
just seventy years ago.” With both James and Marie in their
thirties, even if barely, that was regarded as recent history.
James added, “Amazing, when you think of two European powers
struggling for the control of a continent including the Great Lakes
and within a single lifetime after the violence, another nation
entirely is created, of which I am a lifelong citizen, poised to
inherit at least the mid latitudes. That reflects a great deal of
change in very little time.”

Marie thought of her uncle, Father Armand
LaPointe, as she looked out over the rolling hills, low, soft
mountains, dramatic rock outcroppings and numerous streams and
rivers. She commented, “I can well understand how my uncle was so
captivated with this land.”

James nodded, “This of course is all very
civilized compared to that which he encountered. The Jesuits showed
great courage and conviction, penetrating the wilderness first,
encountering largely hostile natives a century or more before there
was much in the way of European settlements.”

Marie was proud of that aspect of her
heritage. She noted, “I would also have expected to see more
natives.”

James struggled for a moment, not sure what
to say. He decided to tell her the truth, without apology, “Many of
the native peoples have been removed or decided to move west beyond
our settlements.” He continued, “In just sixty years, a single
lifetime, native tribes backed France and lost, backed the English
during our revolution and lost, and again, backed the English in
the late war, emerging from that conflict the only nations to have
lost, with no one else, it seems, having won.”

The tragedy was not lost on Marie. “Are you
saying they are gone?” she asked with some alarm.

The call went out for the approach of a low
bridge. James and Marie, sitting inside and sheltered from the cold
stiff wind and occasional rain, were able to ignore the caution as
those above them heeded it. They continued their discussion.

“Not at all,” James assured, “at least not
yet and we will no doubt see many in the Great Lakes region, but
they are far less numerous in New York and Ohio, being pushed out
by the settlers. Many in Congress are discussing a policy of
forcibly moving various tribes.”

Marie asked, “Forcibly moving an entire
people? Where?”

James admitted, “Yes. Generally further west,
which of course causes dislocation, strife in their new lands with
the existing occupants, a significant loss of sovereignty if
interred on reserved land and cultural shock. Some of the Indians
openly debate whether it is better to remain in small bands and
adapt our ways than to resist all of the changes and move.”

“What do you think about that?” Marie asked.
She was thinking that of all of the cultural shock seen in Europe
during the reign of Napoleon, to her knowledge he never attempted
to move entire populations. She then realized, as she stared out at
so much little touched landscape, Europe’s population and geography
afforded no such options as was presented by the entire North
American continent. She was beginning to grasp the scope of the
“New World” so often referenced in Europe.

James wished she had not asked. It is always
easier, he thought, discussing such topics on an objective,
non-personal plane. Perhaps he did not know quite what he felt, but
he told the truth. As the shade enveloped them from the bridge and
it grew momentarily quiet, without the rain beating upon the cabin
top, James lowered his voice, as though not wanting to be heard, “I
am more familiar than many with native cultures, because of Bemose
and having sailed extensively on the Great Lakes. I also have a
half brother by Bemose, although I have met him only once as a
young infant. I did not even recall his name,” he admitted,
“although he is mentioned in some of the letters within the
satchel.”

Marie was aware of this from her
correspondence with Bemose, but did not know how to pronounce the
name and remained quiet, hoping James would continue.

He returned to the question, feeling as
though his ramblings may have signaled his discomfort, “I suppose I
am…” he was going to say ‘respectful’, but hesitated as the
word was too strong. Instead he thought and added, “sympathetic… to their culture and heritage. They were here first and for a
very long time. Some of their values are good, but…”

Marie looked at him as his voice grew
stronger. She sensed James spoke more loudly not only because of
the rain, the canal boat no longer sheltered by the bridge, but
with conviction as he made to articulate the popular belief, “I
fear their destruction as individual nations is inevitable.”

“Why?’ she asked simply.

Again, calls between the Hogee and helmsman
announced a village, which they would make their terminus for the
night. They would soon need to disembark and find lodging at what
promised, by the view from the windows, would be a rather rustic
public house.

James answered, “This migration,” gesturing
to their fellow passengers in the canal boat, “of which we are a
part, has been underway for many decades.” James waited for a
moment for Marie to consider the magnitude of Americans moving
west. He continued, “When our ways clash with native ways, it seems
that living in close quarters is near impossible. With the
technology we employ, our notions of ownership and organization,
our differing uses of land, our methods of farming, our manufacture
and sale of goods does not well allow for coexistence. Our basic
lifestyle and view of family seems to guarantee conflict. It has to
be one system or the other that prevails so to keep the peace.”

The boat bumped up along the wall of the
canal. Amid calls for docklines and instructions to passengers,
local workers began to offload luggage. Most onboard stood to form
a line at the cabin port. Merchants and agents of goods and
services were pressing along the gangway, calling out their
offerings, hoping to catch the attention of all.

Marie thought the topic of native relations
deserved far more time, but understood the interruption was
unavoidable having made their destination. While James was
seemingly relieved, she resolved to discuss the history of the
continent, its ancient peoples, its modern encroachers and the
seeming unlimited future for much of the next hundreds of
miles.

Marie detected no racism in James’ comments,
as she heard so casually from so many. As she followed him to a
public house, however, she was acutely aware of her European
heritage. Her uncle had indeed brought his values as a Frenchman, a
Christian, a member of her family of the French noble class, to
North American natives so to convert them not just to her religion,
but inevitably to her customs and values. While recognizing her own
lack of objectivity and role by association in what unfolded half a
world away, still causing consequences, she also wondered if James,
closer to the clash of cultures, could exhibit sympathy and
tolerance for what she saw as human tragedy.

As daylight waned over a dense landscape, so
unusual by way of backdrop given the genesis of their relationship,
neither James nor Marie on that first night westward to the inland
seas was at all certain of how they felt, what they would encounter
or how they would be tested and react as they approached the
frontier. The rolling hills, meadows and villages of New York,
while beautiful, were docile. James and Marie were bound hundreds
of miles further west, where sail vied with steam as technology
changed their lives, where memories of violence spanning
generations struggled with a new, fragile peace, and where native
peoples clung to their culture against the onslaught of invaders
rendering irrelevant their ancient ways, racists threatening their
usefulness as human beings.

Several days later, James felt the excitement
rise in his spirit. He and Marie stood upon the docks at a shipping
office in Black Rock, the western terminus of the great canal. They
had transited eighty three locks, rising in elevation 568 feet. But
James’ excitement was born from a memory. They stood on the same
docks he had as a lad when serving as Mate under the command of his
father of Friends Good Will. James also recalled, just downriver, a
year later, his adventures one evening off of Fort Erie, still
flying the Union Jack, as the brig he had just “cut out” slipped
out of range of the fort, constituting one of the few, early
victories of the war.

Marie was not quite so enthused. While she
was informed they had reached the Great Lakes, James explained they
were really upon the banks of the Niagara River. While impressive,
especially the speed of its current, the helmsman of the canal
boat, try as he might, could not impart to her the majesty of the
falls just downriver. Even James had not yet been able to convince
her why these lakes to which he felt such a connection were in any
manner unique, let alone “great.” For the latter, she would have to
wait.

James searched among the masts, trying to
ignore the few smokestacks confirming his fear that steam vessels
were also finding use on the inland seas. “There!” he called to
Marie, “A schooner with an old trysail mast rigged aft of its
foresail. That is her, Louise.”

Marie looked to where James gestured, but his
description of her was no help to her. James slipped a boy some
coins and asked that he assist in loading their trunks and boxes.
Marie took one, James two and soon they were aboard. James made the
acquaintance of her master, Mr. Phelps, who although had never met
his father, or heard of Friends Good Will, knew of Daniel Dobbins,
a well known Captain upon Lake Erie and an acquaintance from the
late war and earlier days of merchant shipping. The Captain
confirmed, loudly for the few other passengers on deck, “You may
wish to get squared away with your cabins. I am not sure there is
time to lunch ashore. If you try, be quick. We slip our lines at
noon!”

James and Marie had already eaten and while
the November morning was cool, the sun was warming them quickly.
James expected a moderate wind, rare for the season. He could well
understand given the gales so often seen in November the Captain’s
desire for a quick departure. They walked all 65 feet of the deck
and James explained to Marie the schooner rig and its advantages in
sailing to windward on the Lakes. He noted only one yard set aloft
on the foremast with a course furled in a manner as would have
given the Bosun of John Adams reason to start any crew the least
bit involved. He observed along the starboard bulwark a topsail
yard, already sent down for the season, and the jibboom stowed
along the larboard rail had also been taken in, reducing the
headrig and sails to just a jib. Louise was partially downrigged
for winter service so long as the oncoming ice would allow her
sailing.

Captain Phelps called out to two boys, one of
which James realized had assisted with their luggage for tips, and
the headsail and foresail were set smartly, allowing Louise the
power she needed in the northeast wind for progress against the
current. Just south of the village of Buffalo, which James noted
had grown considerably, across from Fort Erie which James pointed
out so to impress Marie with the very near border with Canada, Mr.
Phelps pinched into the wind as the crew raised the mainsail, set
with a reef for caution given the season.

Louise fell off the wind and for the first
time, Marie beheld the sea and horizon as opposed to the activity
surrounding them aboard. Her mouth opened in wonder, her eyes
gleamed at the beauty of the horizon and the sparkling, fresh
purity of a vast inland sea, James assured her she beheld but a
modest example of the Upper Lakes. She understood, as must have her
uncle, the utterly unblemished opportunity God had bestowed to all
those who needed but to make their way west.

The following day, Louise put into Cleveland
to offload both cargo and the only other passengers aboard. Few
passengers, it seemed, had an appetite for November voyages. Marie
was impressed with the size of the city and began to correct her
impression of what she expected of Detroit. The following day, they
departed at dawn and James was hopeful of making Detroit that
evening. The wind continued to veer and blew lightly out of the
southeast, increasing out of the south by afternoon. With James and
Marie the only other passengers then aboard and with plenty of time
yet ahead and underway, both came to make conversation with Captain
Phelps.

James noted the gunports cut into the
bulwarks along the entire length of the deck. Considering them
unusual, he asked while standing to leeward across from the helm,
“Captain Phelps, what year was Louise constructed?”

Just after the war, in ’15. It was thought
she would play a military role, but was not needed,” the Master
admitted.

“So I would have guessed, with the gunports
and the trysail mast,” James nodded.

“You know ships, sir! How so?” the Captain
asked. The discovery of a connection between them was welcome and
would make the miles slip past all the faster.

Marie interjected, proudly, “Mr. Lee,
Captain, is recently retired Navy and sailed these Lakes for some
years!”

Captain Phelps, much older than James, was
now very interested.

He explained, “I did not come west until
after the war. Indeed, I bought Louise after the Rush-Bagot treaty.
The navy held Louise in ordinary in Erie and sold her as surplus.
Hence, the gun ports.”

James could not resist, “Our government, in
its infinite wisdom, considers a thousand miles of shoreline
serving as the border with a nation with which we have made war
twice in a lifetime and with the largest navy in the world as not
worthy of a concern, let alone defense!”

Captain Phelps took a moment considering
whether to discuss politics with a passenger, but waded in given
his particular passenger had served as career navy, “I must admit,
it is unusual.” He thought the comment fairly neutral and may serve
to draw out Mr. Lee, a man of obvious experience. He then offered,
“By all means, sir, take the helm. You may enjoy a small schooner
for a change!”

James took the wheel, a new contrivance on a
ship of this size since James last sailed the Great Lakes. Louise
tracked well and was easy on the helm. James smiled at the Master
and Marie and offered to the former, “Thank you. This brings back
memories!”

Captain Phelps, still curious, asked, “What
rank, sir, did you achieve?”

Again, Marie took the opportunity to
interject, “Captain of a frigate and one of Perry’s men!”

James shot her a glance, not wishing to boast
to strangers, but understood it was her way of adding to the
conversation. The Master caught his small admonishment and began to
understand the comment about the recent treaty. Captain Phelps
pointed, just off the starboard bow, and suggested, “You will
recognize then, South Bass Island, just ahead.”

“Aye. It was here,” confirmed James.

Marie then asked, sensing the answer, “What,
James?”

Captain Phelps added, taking the wheel as
James gestured and stepped to the rail to improve his view, “The
Battle of Lake Erie. It was fought in the waters just ahead.”

James seemed to withdraw and grow quiet. Some
time and distance passed and he emerged from the self imposed exile
even more agitated, proclaiming to Marie, “How my uncle Oliver
could possibly have joined with Britain and suggested we pretend
all of this,” he gestured over the waters in which they sailed,
“never happened and that we need not forever remain prepared is
unforgivable.”

Marie realized they had stumbled, or rather
sailed, into waters she did not understand. With Detroit looming
just over the horizon and fully expecting to meet James’ relation
very shortly, she asked, “James, tell me of this treaty.”

James began with the facts. “The United
States and Britain have agreed that neither nation will have but
two small ships, with only one gun each, on all of the Upper Lakes.
It is criminal negligence the manner in which we invite a world
power to take advantage of our utter lack of preparations. We have
far more cities and commerce along our shores and those vessels and
interests, such as Louise, are as deserving of our nation’s efforts
and expenditures for defense as any other.”

Captain Phelps calling to his crew briefly
interrupted. “Set the course. I want to make Detroit before dark.”
The crew divided the tasks, one aloft removing gaskets, the other
taking lines off pins so to release the clews and haul away
sheets.

Marie risked one more question as the course
filled and their speed increased to Detroit, “What role did your
uncle play?”

James answered, though somewhat distracted as
he searched the waters for what were that day in ’13 vessels of
every size and rig gradually converging and unleashing their fury.
“I had heard at the time and have since read in the letters you
delivered that my uncle consulted with and encouraged Mr. Bagot,
the British diplomat representing Lord Castlereagh, Britain’s
foreign minister in North America. My uncle supported terms of a
treaty which disarmed both nations in these waters and left our
interests so vulnerable, as you see!” James gestured to the empty
gun ports as exhibits of culpability.

Marie, hoped for both understanding and
tolerance as her first meeting with this uncle of which James often
referred drew ever near. She offered, “Perhaps there are advantages
in starting fresh.”

James turned and looked at her as one of
numerous clouds darkened the sun on a cold November afternoon upon
a sea as would soon be ice. He pronounced, “The frontier is a hard
land, Marie. Beautiful, certainly, these pristine inland seas, but
make no mistake, our history is of hard men and ruthless nations
taking every advantage. Our future is very much uncertain and such
circumstances often do not allow forgetfulness, much less
forgiveness.”

“I just thought perhaps…”

James continued, “You know my feelings for
you.” He searched her eyes.

Surprised at the change of subject, all Marie
offered was, “Yes?” as a decided question and not confirmation.

James reached out for a tarred shroud and
rolled with the ship off the crest of a wave. He steadied and
explained, “Despite how you and I feel for each other, I want you
comfortable here in the Old Northwest.” He sought out understanding
in her eyes.

Marie reminded, “I have not so much as
stepped ashore, as yet.”

James agreed, “I know. It may be unfair, but
before you do, know who we are, as a people and a family.”

Marie sensed James felt the need to warn her
about something, something having nothing to do with a treaty he
thought foolish. She stood close, leaned against the bulwark and
answered, “And who are you?” She lowered her shawl to her shoulders
allowing her hair to blow in the wind so to encourage his continued
explanation. She purposefully did not clarify if her question went
to him as a person, as a member of a family, as a mariner of the
inland seas, or as a people devouring a continent as an animal
refuses to share a meal.

James looked to the northwest horizon,
considered for a moment but elected to continue, “Would it disturb
you to know that people here, whether native, French, English or
American have long memories, especially of their enemies?”

Marie did not answer what she suspected was
not really his question. She looked aft at Captain Phelps who
stayed at the wheel so to not intrude in what had obviously become
an intense exchange.

James continued, “Would it trouble and
disappoint you to learn that my own father killed a man for reasons
many would consider as very good, accumulating over a period of
many years?” James looked down at the deck even as he spoke the
words. He waited for her answer, testing, she knew, her profession
for peace and forgiveness as she had sometimes suggested in their
most serious discussions.

She parried, “I suppose it may depend on the
circumstances. Are you certain?”

James nearly whispered, “As is most evident
from the letters you carried.”

She offered, “You are not your father.”

James cast adrift that excuse, “You did not
know him. I am my father in so many ways. And I am not ashamed of
the similarities. Indeed, I suspect you would be grateful that I am
very much like him.”

James looked about the horizon, opening wide
his arms, “This region is wild and beautiful. But it does not
engender perfection in those who embrace it. The Old Northwest did
not allow such in your uncle, Father LaPointe.”

Her eyes met his as he referenced without
naming Bemose; whose very existence evidenced failure when faced
with temptation.

Before she could react, James offered still
other examples, “Nor did the forests engender perfection with
respect to my uncle, who apparently was all too willing to
surrender hard fought liberties over to old enemies, not respecting
the sacrifices and service of others. Nor did its rivers make such
demands of my father.” Finally, James warned, “It is therefore
unlikely these seas will have such an effect on his son.”

Referring to his father once again and his
act of revenge, James explained in a tone pleading for her
understanding, “This land, Marie, exacts its own toll, which we who
benefit from it cannot refuse; a simple justice, really, imposed
upon those who fail to respect, refuse to prepare and who
underestimate whatever or whoever presents what will surely be a
continuous onslaught of challenges. Whatever my father did with
respect to Lieutenant Fleet, it truly does not trouble me, nor
should it.”

Captain Phelps called out, his eye pressed to
his extended long glass, “The Detroit River lies dead ahead and not
far!”

Marie heard James and saw his truth in his
eyes, but she looked away. She looked to the nearing northern shore
of Lake Erie, the shore of Upper Canada which her uncle, Father
LaPointe, tried to civilize by faith and conviction though found it
far more demanding than his will was strong. She considered James
and his introduction to her of her new found home, should she elect
to forge in her heart tools long in memory and short on
tolerance.

Marie did not answer. She refused to believe.
Say what James will, of this she was certain: He was, without the
facts or details, deeply troubled by the actions of those he loved,
even while condemning his live uncle and exalting his dead
father.

 


 



Chapter Eight

 


The wind failed Louise on her final approach
to the entrance of the Detroit River. Captain Phelps unleashed his
frustration in language none too polite with a lady aboard.

And while Marie could, were she to so decide,
move among the best of society, stemming from her aristocratic
birth and early upbringing, James knew the salty language caused
her no embarrassment or offense. Her capability and independence
acquired and demonstrated in the turbulent time as she had
witnessed in Europe had exposed her to as much and worse.

As the current slowly set Louise further from
her destination, distance that had already been made good and would
have to be regained when the wind returned, there was little for
James and Marie to do but acknowledge their near future was left to
the vagaries of weather. James above all on board understood and
was comfortable with the notion. Together they enjoyed a fine
sunset with land in view to the west and north, the best dinner
possible from the meager stores on hand through a late season
voyage, followed by the warmth below from a galley fire let burn in
the calm, and a sleep filled with anticipation of their long
journey ending, they hoped, early the following morning.

The calm surrounding the near shore waters
soothed both souls and spirits, so close to land as to suggest the
strong scent from the turn of soil and a successful harvest. Their
time spent offshore allowed both James and Marie to assure the
changes as they would very soon experience together were indeed
what they both had decided was best, as long ago as the spring of
the same year unfolding on the Tyrannien Sea. The quiet imposed by
the slack sails, limp sheets and inert blocks caused all to relax
and reflect.

The wind returned gradually from the west
well after midnight. Captain Phelps and the crew stood off the
Detroit River entrance, tacking back and forth on reciprocal
courses of north and south, of equal length, for some hours until
dawn. Captain Phelps timed it well, cutting short the last tack to
the south so to assure the distance lost in the calm was won again
just as the sun broke the eastern horizon.

James joined him at the binnacle, having felt
the ship move through the night and guessed at the purpose of the
several tacks. He offered, cheerily through steaming breath, “Good
Morning, Captain.”

“And to you, sir,” came the weary reply.

James offered, “And how would you warm to a
short nap?” He gestured if whether Captain Phelps cared to
surrender the helm of Louise.

Captain Phelps admitted, “I could have, I
suppose, set the anchor and slept through the night, but this is
our last voyage of the season and with the harvest moon and the
soft breeze, I thought I’d enjoy just one more night sail before we
lay her up this afternoon at River Rouge.”

James understood and nodded, assuring, “I
know these waters well. Just give us, your crew, your standing
orders and we will wake you as you please.”

Marie joined them at the binnacle earlier
than normal, obviously too excited to remain in her cabin and not
witness the final landfall of a journey in the making for some
months. She made her greeting with Captain Phelps and she and James
exchanged warm glances.

Captain Phelps relented, “I expect you will
see very little other traffic, given the hour and the season. Just
stay in the middle until past the River Rouge and then favor the
Michigan shore. Call me when you can clearly make out the
commercial docks.”

James replied, “Aye” and thought how Detroit
must have grown. One of the last sails he took in these waters, in
the fall of ’13 and with Detroit yet flying the Union Jack, there
were only two docks, hardly warranting a reference for
piloting.

James took the helm, the spokes slightly
frosted. Captain Phelps went below and James felt the schooner heel
to a slight gust of wind. He confessed to Marie, “It seems
strangely appropriate, yet of course in a manner in which I gave
not a thought and could never have known.”

She smiled, guessing at his reference, “How
so?”

James gestured to the land ahead as Louise
entered the river, “That I would return to Detroit after so many
years at the helm of a merchant ship.”

Later, as they walked down the dock, Marie
formed her first impresssions. James gathered his bearings with
respect to growth and changes and promptly rented a dock cart and
asked the lad, “The Woodworth Hotel, if you please.” James recalled
the name after so many years, the first and best established hotel
in Detroit, from before the late war.

The boy gave him an odd look, but just nodded
and affirmed “Yes, sir.” He proceeded behind them with the trunks
and boxes.

Arriving at their destination, James bounded
up the steps of the large porch and he and Marie inspected the
lobby. It was well appointed and, although far from new, reflected
an air of respectability and investment so to attract many guests.
They proceeded to the desk and James requested, “Two single rooms
for what could be several days.” He looked up at the sign above the
desk and was surprised. In carved relief and gold leaf, it
proclaimed, “The Steamboat Hotel.”

As the clerk rotated the register and checked
his inventory of rooms, James asked, “What happened to the
Woodworth?” He was certain he was in the same building as had stood
for many years.

The clerk replied, surprised at the question
reflecting no recent experience with Detroit, “Sir, we changed the
name now eight years ago, in recognition of the first steamboat to
call upon our city in 1818. We want to embrace the future and the
growth of commerce!”

James looked at the sign as if it might cause
him to withdraw his request. Marie smiled slightly and the clerk
asked, not understanding his patron’s expression, “You still want
the rooms, sir?”

James did not realize he had caused confusion
and quickly confirmed, “Yes, of course.” But the change was a
shock, one of many that day as they strolled the streets, took in
the sights and began to envision the future, both near and
extended. Steamships indeed plied the river, and although well
outnumbered, clearly had carved their niche, especially as sailing
craft were no longer still in commission so late in the season.

James and Marie took dinner that night in the
hotel dining room. They were excited, full of thoughts and ideas,
discussing options and plans.

James suggested, “I may call upon Mr. Figgins
tomorrow at his warehouse and docks just a block from here. We
passed it this afternoon on our walk.”

He held Marie’s interest and continued, “I
noted his firm owns several ships and seems to manage quite an
operation, with destinations, passengers and cargoes throughout the
Great Lakes.”

“That sounds promising,” Marie encouraged.
“Any steam vessels?” she teased.

“I did not notice,” James assured, but more
seriously and in an effort to convince himself, observed, “How hard
could it be, so long as they not confine me to the boiler
room!”

Marie laughed, but James soberly reminded,
“But of course my timing is terrible; arriving in town just as
shipping is all but over for the season and with ice about to
form.”

Marie offered, encouragingly, “I passed two
bakeries and perhaps there are more. I suspect there may be some
need for my experience with ovens!”

James warmed to the sound of them planning,
together, then changed the subject slightly, “Very soon, we must
seek out my uncle’s farm. I suspect Bemose will be staying with him
and my aunt Mary.”

Marie asked, “Is that a long journey?”

James admitted, “Truly, I do not know; a day
or more, I suspect. Many new roads have been hacked through the
woods, like the spokes of wheels outward from Detroit. Many are
recent creations, some yet pretty rough. They were intended to help
farmers get their harvest to market and encourage settlement in the
interior of the territory, further from Detroit. I shall see
whether any roads lead into what was referenced in their letters as
‘Oakland County.’ I will ask around tomorrow.”

Marie nodded but did not seem at all
disheartened at what comprised the frontier. After two glasses of
wine and with another yet for both in the bottle, James gathered
his courage. He had not been this nervous since inviting Marie to
board John Adams for a sail to Genoa, never completed.

“Marie,” he began, “I must finally, given all
of the months and all of the miles, confess what has been on my
mind since the mid-Atlantic. Let me remind, we have walked medieval
walls, shared a volcano, survived both storms and a prolonged
absence.”

His eyes now held hers more firmly than he
grasped her hand. She put down her fork, touched her napkin to her
lips, inhaling a breath as she did so.

His voice quivered the slightest bit, but he
continued, “We have shopped, dined, traveled and cared for each
other over many miles and through the passage of seasons. I know
you very well. And I have hid from you none of my many faults and
shared with you my innermost concerns and dreams.

“My future lies,” James assured, “I am
convinced, after chasing so many shadows, wherever mine would lie
alongside yours. And if the Great Lakes do not suit, we will travel
the world until we find wherever will be best for both of us.”

James took her other hand into his. A waiter
approaching had the good sense to drift astern, “Will you marry
me?” he asked. He then offered, “Let us continue this adventure we
have shared for the last five months for the next five
decades.”

Marie needed to breathe. So she did. Long and
hard, which surprised James but he did not press. He waited as she
collected her thoughts and looked down to the table. She stared at
nothing, while she tested her instincts, emotions and gathered her
thoughts. Love was not the question. She wanted to be with James
and enjoyed those moments above all others. She hesitated only for
the loss of what she wondered might be her freedom. She had grown
accustomed to answering to no one and doing as she pleased. But
what, she asked herself, was the value of that if where she wanted
to be was with James? She also knew that with James a merchant
master on the Great Lakes, she would still likely have a
comfortable amount of time to herself, as she had come to enjoy.
Marie knew she did not quite fully trust anyone, but as she and
James seemed to approach life more as partners than other couples
with which she was familiar, those frustrations, she hoped, would
be minimized.

Marie took a sip of wine, held her glass out
and up in celebration, promising, “Yes, James, I will marry you.”
She smiled, as did the waiter now riveted to the scene from a
distance. James kissed her, raised his glass and felt as though
together, the frontier would only present opportunity as both would
forever enjoy, together.

The waiter gave them several more seconds to
exchange endearments and enjoy their very special moment. He then
approached and asked, “Mr. Lee?”

James looked up, nodded and was handed a
note. He smiled, looked back at Marie and announced, “My dear, this
simplifies matters a bit.”

“What is it?” she asked, aware from his
expression it was good news.

Dated nearly a month before, he explained,
“Bemose wrote the hotel asking that they look out for our arrival.
Unaware of any reliable date, she would make three trips to Detroit
and hope to encounter us on one of these. We are to look for her on
November the first, the fifteenth and the thirtieth.”

“It appears, Marie,” James noted with great
satisfaction, “as we having missed the first of those dates, my
family will meet my intended tomorrow!”

Marie was pleased and looked forward to the
occasion. Later, as they said goodnight, James explained how
wonderful he felt having finally asked a question he had wanted to
put for some time. Marie asked, “What kept you?”

He replied, “I thought it only fair to show
you where we were going before asking you to remain.” James of
course intended the sentiment to reflect sincere consideration for
Marie and her happiness.

As she held him close, she lowered her head
to his shoulder and lovingly scolded, “How can a captain who sets
the course so miss the obvious direction?”

James pulled her away slightly to look in her
eyes, his expression inquiring as to his offense.

Marie explained, “We should forever speak of
our love as having nothing to do with geography!”

Both of them had come to realize, while she
lived in Newport and he sailed for South America, that while
geography was a fact which for them more than others seemed to
change frequently, their love was an emotion and purpose for which
they had been born. The deep need James felt as loneliness when
sitting as one at a table for two at the Piazza San Marco, had in
part been filled by Marie’s very presence. So too with Marie, no
longer seeing any need or point to wandering from one city to the
next, all of them traumatized by a generation of war in Europe.

As James nodded in acknowledgment of her
point while still holding her close, Marie emphasized, “With you as
a merchant master on these inland seas, we will need to consider
our commitment as something well different from our location.”

James freed her from his embrace and assured,
“Who knows, Marie? You may find yourself aboard and accompanying me
quite often.”

She nodded and smiled slightly at that
thought as a real possibility, emphasizing for her the signs of a
partnership between them that was rare for the culture of the
time.

At that moment, however, both recalled their
conversation of the afternoon before. James had attempted to
characterize the Great Lakes and frontier life. James wondered
whether his caution had been overstated. Neither spoke of it as
they parted for the night.

Both drifted to sleep in their respective
rooms symbolizing independence each would soon willingly forego,
considering what they had gained and what they might encounter in
the coming months and years. James knew that his loneliness,
however, as he felt before meeting Marie was distinct from a more
subtle emptiness, which most recently was reflected in his
depiction of the Great Lakes as a hard land of long memories.

Marie acknowledged to herself, that James had
sadly, in describing the Great Lakes, very likely ‘read the
horizon’ with deep perception and accuracy of great vision. His
cautions to her were more of a prediction than either could then
imagine.

* * *

Mary and Bemose hoped James and Marie would
arrive on the winter solstice, but a storm delivering more freezing
rain than fresh snow swept up from the south. The storm postponed
their scheduled departure from Detroit and delayed their arrival at
Oliver’s home.

The Williams family of Oakland County,
including Bemose and Wasebitong, sent word to the two families
invited, their closest neighbors, that the planned wedding lacked a
bride, a groom and a priest, and while both families were still
welcomed, the event would likely occur on December 23. Ephrium
assured them he or his younger brother would bring word as soon as
plans were certain.

As nightfall arrived the following day, both
Mary and Bemose stood at the parlor window and looked down the
road. Oliver was reading his Bible by the fire and lamplight, the
younger children occupied themselves with books, small games and
the middle daughter, her sketch pad. Ephrium was visiting Ellen
Carter, the daughter of their neighbor whom he was courting, and
Wasebitong was in the barn, fashioning a new set of reins for his
horse.

Mary was clearly excited. “Just think what a
grand celebration! Who would have imagined your correspondence with
Marie would ever result in a wedding in our home!”

Bemose nodded and admitted the welcome
although unforeseen set of events she had set in motion, “I always
liked Marie from her letters, seeming so independent. I would have
regarded it a near miracle would she have located James, never
thinking she would leave Europe for the Michigan frontier.”

Mary detected a note of hesitation. “And now
having met her?”

Bemose assured, “Oh, now more than ever.
Certainly she impressed me in Detroit and seems to genuinely love
James and make him happy. I also thanked God for his resignation
from the Navy and his return to the Great Lakes…”

Mary knew her too well, “However…?”

Oliver looked up from his Bible and
admonished softly, “Mary, now, do not pry or sow doubt.”

She defended, “I have no doubt, husband, but
I have known my sister-in-law for now fifteen years and you would
do well to concentrate on your verse and leave women to their
conversation.”

Both Oliver and Bemose smiled slightly,
knowing it better to withdraw as resist Mary’s curiosity.

Both women looked out the window as the light
faded. Bemose admitted softly as a gust of wind caused the nearby
pines to sway, “The more I learn of her experiences in France,
viewed in light of the manner in which she handles everyday
situations, makes me wonder…”

Bemose hesitated, not sure how to articulate
her concern. Mary knew her point must be subtle, given her gift
with language.

A few moments later, Bemose employed an
Ojibwa phrase with which Mary was unfamiliar. Bemose recognized the
false start, not yet having communicated with Mary that which was
still forming in her mind and used the native phrase to help her,
literally, translate a phrase more in use by one culture than by
the other.

Bemose looked at Mary and concluded, “Marie
takes comfort, at times, not from what she is told, but only from
what she knows first hand. She appears to need to confirm that
which most of us are willing to accept without…
verification.”

Mary had never noted the quirk, at most
regarding it as a cautious personality trait in what was generally
an adventurous spirit. She turned back to the window and her
expression changed from puzzlement to joy. “Look, here comes the
wagon now from St. Anne’s, with James, Marie and Father
Renaurd.”

Mary exclaimed to Oliver, “We shall host a
wedding on the ‘morrow!”

Oliver rose, opened the door, strode out onto
the porch without a coat and called, “Welcome! Come inside and…” taking a bag from James, helping Marie down from the wagon,
offered “thank you, Father, for making the trip from Detroit for
this wedding!”

Bemose quietly added, intended for herself,
but overheard by Mary, “Between one who cannot forgive to one who
cannot trust.”

The introductions in Detroit had gone well.
Oliver, Mary and Bemose arrived late in the day but stayed through
the next. Over meals and walks and through polite conversation,
sharing stories by way of background and history, James was cordial
to Oliver, as his good manners, patience and professionalism as a
naval captain sometimes required. Oliver reminisced with respect to
the old days aboard Friends Good Will, when James, a young Mate,
stood so many watches with Oliver and taught him much as they
sailed the length of the upper lakes below Saint Mary’s falls. And
while their paths rarely crossed during the Erie campaign, the
summer of ’13, Oliver was aboard Friends Good Will once again for
special moments as that fateful day of the Battle of Lake Erie came
to a close. James could not deny the deep bonds which formed and
the memories were strong. James also respected Oliver’s service,
attaining the rank of Major in the Army and would have offered a
bear hug rather than a handshake, were it not for the Rush-Bagot
Treaty.

But the subject of peace did not arise amid
memories of war. Oliver was most interested in the voyage of
Lexington and the funeral of Perry and shared fully in the esteem
accorded Perry as a national hero. James and Oliver focused upon
their common understandings and did not but briefly mention the
absence among them of “Captain William.”

Wasebitong did not make the earlier trip to
Detroit. As an adolescent, Bemose was not surprised that he
preferred to have remained at the Williams farm with his cousins.
But she knew his summer at the Sault had influenced his views and
the cultural ties he now felt with the Kitchigamig Anishinabeg were
very strong. Rather than pull Wasebitong to Detroit and perhaps
face her greatest fear, Bemose allowed the reunion between he and
his brother to be forestalled until what she soon learned was an
upcoming wedding.

That evening in the parlor, in full view of
the Williams family and Father Renaurd, James met his half brother.
Bemose brought him in from the kitchen, when he returned from the
barn, having seen to the wagon and assisted with the team. “James,”
she began hesitantly, “meet your brother, Wasebitong.”

The two stood perhaps four feet from one
another. James was surprised that while young, his brother clearly
had inherited the height found within Bemose’s family and at just
13, Wasebitong was already slightly taller than James. He was good
looking and a slight suggestion with the manner in which his lips
parted brought to mind a feature found in both Bemose and Marie,
likely the genetic trace of a particular Jesuit and the Lapointe
line common to their past. Both were fit, although from the set of
his work clothes, James could tell his brother was lean and
muscular.

James smiled and began to extend his hand,
but nearly instantly recognized the gesture would be too formal and
perhaps misread as a cultural statement. Wasebitong’s face was as
constant as stone, but his eyes soft and alert and as James reached
out to grasp his brother’s shoulder, offering, “It has been much
too long,” the much younger man corrected in his own mind his
lifelong assumption that his brother would be wrapped in the
uniform of the United States Navy.

Wasebitong did not back away but allowed
James to grasp his shoulder. He stepped closer and nodded politely,
uttering barely, “Hello and welcome.”

It was an awkward beginning, made worse
however, not by the two brothers, but by Oliver interjecting, “This
is George,” which was Wasebitong’s white Christian name, given by
his father.

Bemose looked at Oliver with regret,
Wasebitong with something like disdain, James with doubt and Marie
with confusion. “George” in particular was at the time a very
political name, often used by Americans in honor of their founding
father and first president. It was also often used by British
subjects, as a gesture of respect and demonstration of loyalty to
their King. To Wasebitong, it was offensive in both contexts, to
Bemose it offered a distant memory of William who had, in
actuality, abandoned the name for his son by the time Wasebitong
had learned to walk. All wondered whether Oliver was intending to
minimize Wasebitong’s native heritage, sentiment as would have been
unusual for anyone of the Williams family, generally tolerant of
racial distinctions.

The reference was ignored, but James saw the
flash in his brother’s eyes. James knew not the history behind
“George,” but clearly, his brother was offended by a name which
James could only conclude would signify a cultural affinity with
his white lineage, although dominant by way of percentage.

James tested the water with a comment, “Last
I saw you, Bemose was able to strap you to a back board!” referring
to the manner in which Ojibwa mothers often carried their very
young.

Wasebitong responded, “And now, many years
later a warrior of Shin-Gaa-Bo-Wossin.”

“Warrior?” James asked.

Bemose interjected, “Shin-Gaa-Bo-Wossin is a
Chief, well known at the Sault, and an advocate for peace.”

Wasebitong further explained, “Some of his
band, however, fought in the war at Mackinaw.”

James understood the implication. The only
natives fighting at Mackinaw were aligned with the British. He
wondered whether his brother was testing him with a provocation.
His face flushed just a bit and he tried to change the subject
while continuing the conversation, “I understand from Bemose you
summered at the Sault.”

“Yes, I learned much and wished I could have
gone with several, along with Shin-Gaa-Bo-Wossin, to Fond du
Lac.”

Bemose explained, “I am not yet ready for him
to undertake such travels alone, and I know he wanted to meet
you.”

James was certain Wasebitong was in southern
Michigan instead of Wisconsin only as a consequence of his devotion
and obedience to his mother. James pretended, however, to
appreciate Wasebitong’s presence as a reflection of his preference,
“I am pleased you made the effort. I look forward to coming to know
you as a brother.”

Not until the next morning, during a walk,
did James and Marie have an opportunity to talk privately. Marie
confessed her interest in meeting Wasebitong. James confirmed for
her, knowing her real interest, “He is proud of his heritage and as
full of himself as many a midshipman or young topman. I take no
offense from a mere boy, but I detect he may not endorse what I
represent.” He thought another moment before adding, “I believe he
nearly corrected me when I called him ‘brother’. He seemed ready to
utter ‘half’ but for Bemose pulling him aside to talk to Father
Renaurd.”

Marie only offered, “Perhaps you can cause
him to change his mind as he comes to know you.”

James shrugged, not overly concerned, though
inwardly somewhat annoyed at the attitude displayed by his younger
brother, “Perhaps, with cause to hope that with time, he will grow
up.”

It was too early to determine if culture or
the indiscretion of youth played the larger role in what was at
best a tentative start.

By mid afternoon, with a large family having
taken turns through the day bathing and dressing in their Sunday
best and with neighbors calling as weather and bad roads allowed,
Marie donned an emerald green dress bought in Newport for the
occasion of meeting the Williams family, and now having shifted its
purpose upon her assent to marry. James wore a black suit and a
waistcoat and stock of dark green adding color for Marie.

Flurries throughout the morning subsided and
the sun broke through just as Marie descended the stairs and stood
next to James before the fireplace.

The room began to quiet, Father Renaurd was
about to begin. Wasebitong quietly entered the back of the room
from the kitchen door. He was dressed in full ceremonial attire,
reserved for the most special occasions among the people. His
clothing was adorned with artistic design, embellished with
accessories of bones, elegant feathers and coordinated colors. The
clothing had, in part, been given him at the Sault, with many of
the accessories having been achieved or made by him and together
represented his merit among the Bahweting.

In the sudden silence of the room at his
entrance, his youth caused him an undue degree of self awareness.
Bemose understood his gesture as one of respect, and his effort
engendered within her a sense of pride, not in their native
heritage, but in him as a sensitive young man trying to live by a
code of a society in crisis, having developed a rich culture.

Marie knew that few of them owned such
traditional dress any longer and his effort in assembling the
intricate pieces was impressive and a surprise to even her. His
cousins were amazed, some of the neighbors uncomfortable, but James
and Marie simply turned to Father Renaurd and nodded for him to
begin.

The service and the dinner which followed was
one of the happiest occasions as yet experienced in what was a
happy frontier home. Later that evening, James offered, with Marie
on his arm, “I would like to thank you, Wasebitong, for your effort
in showing such respect for our wedding.”

Wesebitong replied, “You are welcome.” He
then offered, “This design,” pointing to stitching on his forearm
sleeves, “I created in honor of Tecumseth, who in the war…”

James nodded, “Yes, I am aware of him; a
great native leader. I saw him, actually, on one occasion…,”
letting his voice trail off.

Wasebitong asked, “Where?” excited for any
anecdote of one he so admired. Marie leaned to inspect the design
more closely, which Wasebitong seemed to appreciate.

Too late to recover or change the subject,
James looked at his brother and said softly, “At the Thames.”

Wasebitong’s eyes went cold. He asked no
further questions. He pulled his sleeve from Marie’s close
inspection and retreated to the kitchen. James knew he had caused
offense. Marie did not understand.

James explained the conversation to Bemose.
Marie assured her the reference was not intended to cause any hurt.
Oliver admitted to both James and Bemose that he had not ever told
Wasebitong of their experiences in the war.

But nonetheless, the facts were unavoidable.
James was on the field, with Oliver, when Tecumseth fell in battle
and native hopes for a confederation, or for hopes of any one of
the sovereign native nations long surviving the war between Britain
and the United States, evaporated with the rise of Tecumseth’s
departing soul.

James was not in a uniform the day of his
wedding, but in a very real sense, his brother was. James had
inadvertently but directly linked himself, in some small way, to
the defeat of the Ojibwa as a people.

James and Marie left for Detroit the
following day with Father Renaurd, all three needing to return in
time to both say and attend Christ’s Mass. With no time to repair
the relationship with his brother, James left trusting in
Bemose.

Of the three attending Christ’s Mass at St.
Anne’s, having attended the wedding two days before, James was
present more in body than spirit. A vague emptiness caused by long
memories so prevalent in the Great Lakes left his few prayers
vastly outnumbered by those persons from his past, like he, who
were as yet unforgiven.

The day after James and Marie returned to
Detroit, Bemose asked Oliver to speak with Wasebitong. They found
him in the barn, finishing the reins and thinking about his return
to the Sault.

Oliver began with an apology, both to disarm
and make his point, “I am sorry about my reference to George, your
Christian name.”

Wasebitong nodded an acceptance and would
have been content to leave the matter.

Oliver continued, “Do you know why your
father chose the name?”

Bemose smiled at the memory. Wasebitong was
hesitant but cautiously admitted, “I do not. Was not your first
president of that name?”

“He was,” admitted Oliver, taking a seat by
the woodworking bench, “as was an English King. But that is not why
your father chose the name for you.”

Wasebitong stopped working the leather.
Oliver had his attention. Bemose wondered as to his point.

Oliver changed tacks, “What does Wasebitong
mean?”

Wasebitong replied, somewhat mystified as to
the change in subject, “Shining Water.” He knew that Oliver was
well aware of the meaning.

Oliver nodded and smiled, “That is right. If
you could have known your father, you would know that he named you
for one of his most favorite sights in the entire world, as I am
sure you were at once the equal of ‘shining water’ in his
heart.”

Wasebitong looked down and softened his
expression, thinking once again of how he would have loved to be
able to come to know his father.

Oliver next asked, “The people often name
children after that which pleases them in nature, or after places
of significance to the child or family, am I not correct?”

“Yes, that is right,” affirmed
Wasebitong.

Oliver explained, “Your father did the same
with your Christian name.”

Wasebitong was awaiting an explanation.
Bemose stood nearby, stroking the mane of a horse while now smiling
and nodding, acknowledging the truth in Oliver’s point.

“Your Christian name, ‘George’ was a
reference to the island upon which you were born,” Oliver
explained. He continued, “It is now known as Sugar Island. Perhaps
you know it from this past summer.”

Wasebitong was intrigued. He looked to Bemose
and she nodded in confirmation. He then replied to Oliver, “Yes, I
know it well.”

Oliver continued, “Then you know it is a
beautiful spot and, I am sure, given it is the place of your birth,
it was instantly even more special to your father, as it is to this
day, I am sure, to your mother.”

Bemose nodded. “I was foolish to have not
explained its meaning to you years before.” Her eyes welled up with
tears.

“You are of two worlds,” Oliver declared,
“loved by many in both.”

Wasebitong looked at Oliver, knowing full
well by now that he was hearing well considered words of purpose,
not a simple apology for what he was now coming to understand was
in no manner intended as a racial slight.

Oliver walked to a small window and looked
over the land. Staring out over the barren landscape, he honed in
on his main point, “Your mother and father gave you two names, one
in each language, both entirely consistent with what sentiment and
tradition are deemed acceptable in both cultures. Natives would
approve of ‘George’ if they understood the reference and sentiment,
just as whites, knowing your father, would approve of Wasebitong
were they to know its significance to him and what he loved.”
Oliver looked over to Wasebitong, making certain he understood.
Bemose stood perfectly still, for fear of interrupting what was a
remarkable moment.

Wasebitong nodded, clearly appreciating what
he had come to learn.

But Oliver continued, giving him far more to
consider, “The fact that you have two names defines who you are.
You need not wonder. Most natives do not have a Christian name. Few
whites have a native name. You have both. Accept who you are, just
as you accept both of your names, each fitting and proper, in which
you should take pride. Parts of each culture are deserving of
pride, parts of each culture give cause for shame.”

Wasebitong did not resist. He just nodded,
unable to take issue with as much insight and wisdom offered from
Oliver as he had ever heard from Shin-Gaa-Ba-Wossin.

“Whatever you do,” Oliver asked, “you will
make us proud if you use your talents, given you by God, to improve
one culture or the other, if not both. Heaven knows, while there
are some excellent values in each, there is plenty to improve in
both.”

Oliver ended with a lighter thought, counting
upon Wasebitong’s sense of humor, “With you now responsible for
both races, you have no excuse but to work twice as hard as
me.”

Wasebitong smiled. Oliver nodded and walked
away. Bemose stayed to be with her son under the guise of admiring
and helping fit the reins.

She thought of how fortunate she was to have
Oliver and Mary, especially with William gone. She suspected,
however, Oliver underestimated the resistance Wasebitong would
likely meet amid whites were he to try to contribute in proportion
to his strengths and talents. She also knew Oliver was no fool. In
all likelihood he fully recognized this weakness in his appeal even
as he walked to the house.

After some time working together, Bemose
brushing the horses and Wasebitong caring for the tools from a
project well finished, he confessed to his mother, “It is hard
hearing about my father, knowing he has never been buried as the
Anishinabeg or the Priests require.”

Bemose nodded, having felt the same emptiness
and grief for years, not just with respect to William’s death, but
the denial to them of his body. She recalled years before Oliver
telling her that others from Invincible had survived. Perhaps, she
wondered, now faced with the realization of the feelings felt by
Wasebitong, she could help ease his pain, if not hers.

Wasebitong continued, “James went to great
effort to bring back the great naval hero, Perry.” Bemose looked to
her son. He purposefully avoided her gaze as he spoke of his
brother. But his implication was clear.

Bemose would go to Oliver and learn what she
could. But she knew she would need more than the yearning of a boy;
more than recall from a farmer. She would need the help of another
real sailor, like her

William. She would need, just as did Mrs.
Perry, “Captain James.”
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Chapter Nine

 


Oliver and Mary exchanged glances across the
dinner table. They were surprised, yet sympathetic. Oliver paused,
then thought aloud, having little time to gather his thoughts,
“Bemose, it is already March.”

“Yes; all the more reason,” she replied,
“Wasebitong and I will leave tomorrow. The weather is clearing and
with the latest storm just having passed, we are likely to have
good weather for some days. Certainly the trip to Detroit will be
easy.”

Oliver considered. The roads were yet frozen.
They had not received much fresh snow in the last two weeks. The
roads would be as good as they could ever be expected given the
season. Both Bemose and Wasebitong were capable, if not
accomplished, on horseback. He nodded, but added, “James is working
now and with spring approaching, I am not certain he will be able
to just up and leave. It could cost him his situation.”

Bemose did not disagree. She only looked at
Wasebitong, then over at Mary and declared, “I have to try. I quite
nearly asked him by letter on several occasions since the New Year,
but given the purpose and what I am asking of him, I need to be
there, with him.”

The children remained unusually quiet around
the dinner table, understanding an important decision was at hand.
Ephrium, for once, recognized the serious implications that even
his casual attitudes as a young, capable man could not diminish.
Mary finally joined, “God speed. And assure Marie she will be
staying with us, here at the farm.”

Oliver nodded again and then asked, “How long
do you think?”

Wasebitong, to everyone’s surprise, offered
with the confidence of much consideration, sounding much older than
his years, “Upon the first steamer north, perhaps three
months.”

Bemose explained, “We know so very little and
our search will cover many miles of shoreline.”

Oliver regarded a search for traces of
William’s fate, based on Bemose’s scant knowledge, to hold little
hope. But the endeavor may take less time than they estimated.
Bemose and Wasebitong, after all, did not know what Oliver knew.
What only Oliver knew. It was time to tell everything he knew to
both.

“Bemose,” he ventured, “do you recall years
back, when I informed you of William’s loss, my mentioning a letter
from one of his shipmates?”

She nodded. Oliver rose from the table, went
over to his desk in the parlor and from the bottom of a drawer
containing records of his days as owner of a merchant sloop,
Friends Good Will, withdrew a letter and returned to the table. It
was rarely quieter around the family table as when he unfolded the
letter and set his gaze on the top of the second page.

“Just as I recall,” he affirmed. Looking at
Wasebitong, then Bemose, he disclosed, “The North West Company
Schooner Invincible was not long outbound from the Sault. She met
her end upon a beach. Her remains are likely still visible.” He
handed the letter to Bemose. Oliver regretted using the word
‘remains’ in regard to the ship. They were, after all, talking
about the remains of a different nature all together.

She looked at the signature and read aloud,
“Lieutenant Dunlap.”

Oliver knew she would recall the man.

She thought a moment, “He can be trusted. He
was First Officer on Hope, when I first met William.” After some
reflection, she added, looking to Wasebitong, “It was kind of him
to write.”

William kept to himself the fact that
Lieutenant Dunlap was also present at the Battle of Lake Erie, very
possibly training naval guns upon William and James.

Bemose made to return the letter, but Oliver
gestured for her to keep it. He knew she would read it many times
over in the days to come.

Ephrium announced, surprising all, “I will
join in the search.”

Mary’s expression signaled alarm and she
glanced at Oliver.

Oliver looked at his son, too old to order,
yet too young to release, “Thank you. I am sure you would be a big
help. But I cannot spare you. We have an entire crop to get in and
attend.”

Ephrium began to object, but Oliver sobered
all with an undisputed fact, “If James cannot go, no one will be
going.”

Bemose nodded her agreement. All of this
planning was as yet speculation.

Oliver reminded, “All we are talking about,
today, is Bemose and Wasebitong making a brief trip to Detroit.” He
rose from the table as he raised his voice, signaling both the
family discussion and dinner was over, “So, let’s be about helping
prepare!”

Everyone started talking at once as they
scattered, calling for food for the trip, bags and luggage, gifts
for James and Marie, letters to deliver and warm clothing to gather
as they planned for an early morning departure.

Oliver went to his desk, seated himself,
uncapped the ink well and removed from the top drawer a blank piece
of paper.

Mary left the cleanup from the meal to three
of her children, having assured their good start. She walked into
the parlor and approached Oliver from behind. Placing her hands on
his shoulders, she offered, “Thank you for not sending
Ephrium.”

He nodded and disclosed, “He will be plenty
busy as the man of the house and without my assistance.” He looked
behind him and up at Mary, shifting in his chair.

She showed no surprise and nodded, “I suppose
you have no choice; nor do I, given your feelings for William and
mine as his sister. I cannot imagine you not helping with what may,
finally, offer Bemose and Wasebitong, indeed all of us, some
peace.”

She asked, “Writing a letter?’

He confirmed, “For posting in Detroit. Bemose
can see to it for me.”

Mary was halfway back to the kitchen when she
turned and asked, “Do you really think James will lead the
effort?”

Oliver hesitated for a moment, his expression
confessing some doubt, “It has been a long time since we spent any
time together. Our visits this past November and December were both
brief and busy. I cannot say as I know him now as I did then.”

But then Oliver looked at Mary and assured,
“If he is the man now as he was the lad then, you can start packing
my bags at the first sign of a thaw.”

Oliver turned once again to the ink well,
quill yet in hand and thought that now, as opposed to then, James
had Marie to consider. Oliver, now a farmer, then a mariner, knew
well and perhaps better than James, that women and wives could
sometimes influence the decisions and deeds of men.

Oliver dipped the quill, paused as it dripped
and lightly dragged the tip over the lip of the well. He brought
the quill to bear on the paper:

March 8, 1827

Lieutenant Owen Dunlap, R.N.

His Majesty’s Naval Establishment at

Penetanguishene, Upper Canada

Oliver paused. He considered for some moments
how to begin correspondence asking a favor from a British Naval
officer. Lieutenant Dunlap was a King’s man, no doubt. Oliver
recalled, however, this particular officer was also an acquaintance
of Bemose, first a friend and next an enemy, later reconciled, to
William and lastly, though now years ago, a partner with Oliver in
peace through their joint efforts with the Rush-Bagot Treaty.

Dear Owen,

The words flowed from his quill. Oliver
sealed the envelope and delivered it to Bemose with strict
instructions. She understood.

* * *

James returned home late in the day, having
completed his survey of the schooner St. Clair. Late in the winter,
it was now typically still light for his greeting Marie in their
few rooms above the old dry goods store which Oliver had owned and
operated twenty years before. The apartment was spacious for two,
considering rarely was one far from the other. James and Marie were
enjoying their first months of what was proving to be a very happy
marriage.

“How was your day at the yard?” she
greeted.

“Very good,” James answered, offering a small
kiss and hug as she took his coat. “The St. Clair is not lost and
could be made sound enough come spring.” James was relieved, her
having remained on the hard the previous summer after running
aground and springing some planks, causing the near loss of the
vessel and prompt discharge of her former Master.

Marie asked, “Will she serve?”

James caught her eye an admonished, “I have
not yet been asked and you know I am junior to others in the
company.”

“Perhaps,” she allowed, “but the most
qualified of all, including the owner, Mr. Figgins. He will ask,
mark my words.”

James appreciated her confidence and hoped
she was right. In the event it might not be St. Clair, however,
James was studying prints, tables, manuals and books on steam
engines and related machinery, asking questions of his fellow
workers at the yard and trying to learn so much of what was so
foreign in very little time. He could not survey and advise as to
the seaworthiness of other vessels forever. Soon the ice would
break and flow downriver, as could be seen from their parlor
windows to each side of the cast iron stove. Ships would launch and
commission, up-rig and tune and the yard would be all too empty to
keep him employed, unless he found himself at the helm of a company
vessel.

“And how was the bakery today?” James
asked.

Marie shook her head in frustration, “Gretta
burned the bread yet again; second time this week.”

James was not surprised, “Perhaps Otto should
accept his daughter may just not…”

A knock on the door surprised both. While
they had made friends and acquaintances, winter weeknights were
typically quiet.

After their surprise passed at Bemose and
Wasebitong standing at their threshold, and with dinner doubled and
news exchanged, James retired to the parlor and removed from the
stove a coal with a pair of tongs from which he lit a pipe.

He coughed slightly and Bemose frowned. He
had never smoked in her presence before. He admitted, “A new habit
I am trying to acquire.”

Bemose suggested, “A habit best abandoned
early. Why the practice is so prevalent among the People is a
mystery to me.”

James coughed yet again and admitted,
“Perhaps you are right. We shall see.”

Marie and Wasebitong were laughing in the
kitchen and James got the distinct impression Bemose wanted some
time alone with him. He asked, “Wonderful to see you, of course,
but what prompts your journey? Detroit is perhaps the last place, I
expect, Wasebitong would prefer to spend time.”

Bemose nodded and took a seat in a rocker
next to a large wingback that she suspected was most often occupied
by James. He sat and she stared for a moment at the glowing fire
showing through the grates in the stove.

She began, “For many years, I have grieved
for your father.”

James admitted, “You loved him well and I am
sorry you both could not have grown old together.”

Bemose offered an appreciative glance and
acknowledged, “I resolved to go on alone, of course, for
Wasebitong, and would even have entertained marrying again, if half
the man as William had ever approached.”

Bemose was an acknowledged beauty and with no
need for idle flattery, James noted, “I would guess you have had
many offers.”

Bemose reminded, “As I said, they would have
had to be at least the half of your father.”

She then smiled and offered sincerely, “You
have grown to be so like him.”

“Thank you,” James offered, still wondering
as to her purpose.

James noted the quiet in the kitchen. He
turned to see Wasebitong standing between the half columns
separating the dining area from the parlor. Leaning against the
carved column, Wasebitong asked of Bemose, “Have you asked
him?”

Marie then came from the kitchen and gestured
for Wasebitong to take a seat, with her taking the last in the
parlor. Marie asked lightly, “What is the question?”

With no apparent hesitation with a now larger
group included in the conversation, Bemose explained, “We have come
to ask you a favor, James. For just ten years now, I have wondered
as to William’s resting place. We have few details, have never had
a body and now, with Wasebitong a young man and you so capable in
these affairs, would you see your way clear to lead us in a search
for your father?”

The room drew quiet. James looked to Marie,
read her surprise and knew she would remain silent for now. He
imagined the logistics from what little he knew. Finally, he
examined his heart. Their guests gave him some time. Silence was to
them more welcome, he supposed, than a refusal. As he stared for
some moments at the pattern in the carpet rolled out and covering
most of the pine floor, James thought of his voyage to Trinidad and
his return of Captain Perry. He thought of the oncoming spring and
the commission of St. Clair.

He asked some questions before making a
decision. Not because he cared as to the answers, but because he
knew the answers would assist Marie. His first, “What do you
know?”

Bemose replied, “As you know, if you read the
letters in the satchel, your father was aboard a North West Company
Schooner, Invincible.” Her tone reflected, as she pronounced the
name, some cruel irony. She continued, “I did not know until very
recently that the ship may have wrecked on a beach not too far from
the Sault.”

James’ looked up and his eyes met hers. He
asked, “Wrecked on a beach?”

She took his question as doubt and assured,
“Yes, as did Hope. It can happen, I know.”

James corrected, “No doubt. Rather, I had
always assumed Invincible sank deep, without a trace.” He thought
for a moment. “If she wrecked on a beach, however,” he nodded,
looking at Marie, “there may yet be quite a lot… of the scene… still visible.” James could not yet refer to his father’s
remains, not wanting the image in his head.

James suspected everyone in the room caught
his awkward reference.

Bemose turned to Marie and offered, “Oliver
and Mary of course insist that you stay at the farm with them.”

Marie nodded, acknowledging the courtesy, but
did not look at James.

While James was sure the invitation was well
intentioned, it raised the issue of his absence from her, yet
again, for a prolonged period. He addressed the issue immediately,
“If I go, Marie will come with me.”

He glanced to her, their eyes meeting and he
added, “… if she is up for the adventure.”

James suspected Bemose was not so surprised,
knowing Marie from her letters over a period of years. James saw
the shock, however, in Wasebitong’s expression and sensed he was
struggling to remain quiet.

Marie just looked at James, half smiling and
asked, “Where is the Sault?”

While the question revealed her ignorance
with the Great Lakes and could have been taken as evidence of why
she should remain behind, James answered casually, “About three
hundred miles north, the entire length of Lake Huron and then some
days, perhaps, upriver to a rapids.”

Marie nodded casually and offered, James
suspected with some playfulness, “A short sail, then.” Her tone
suggested no problems.

James next addressed his situation, “I am, as
Uncle Oliver may have mentioned, working for Mr. Figgins in his
yard, surveying ships and planning for their refit, commissioning
and uprigging in just weeks. I may be offered a command.”

James did not pretend, surrounded by family,
there might not be serious consequences to his career and their
livelihood. But his real purpose in mentioning such facts was very
different from that assumed by all others in the room.

Wasebitong could not contain what James
sensed as frustration at a conversation unfolding much too slowly.
James thought it uncharacteristic of the native ways he knew his
brother admired so sincerely when he blurted out, “Will you
go?”

James asked, “How long do you think we will
seach?”

Bemose addressed a broader question, by way
of answer “If we steam north in the first departure of the season,
we may return in perhaps just two months.”

James looked to Marie and read her
expression. There was no anxiety or hesitation; no tension or
doubt. James suspected so long as Marie was included, she would
support the purpose and at the same time, enjoy the adventure.
James knew and suspected she knew well the small expedition would
not be without significant dangers and hardships.

Finally, James announced, choosing his words
carefully, “I will lead us north and search this area, which,”
turning to Bemose, “your information describes.” He cautioned, “We
will not have time nor does it make sense to search all beaches.
Lake Superior dwarfs even Lake Huron.” His comment was intended to
remind all that a thorough search was wholly unrealistic. Bemose
and Wasebitong nodded.

James added, for emphasis, “We will have to
rely upon skill with our voyage and luck upon our arrival.”

Suddenly, James realized he had assumed his
command voice yet again. All in the room nodded in submission as he
made eye contact with each.

“And one final point,” he announced. The
other three looked up with some anxiety, “There will be no steamer.
We will sail.”

Wasebitong objected, “It will be faster and
safer, what with the varied winds of early spring and possibly yet
some ice.”

James knew his brother was right. Wasebitong
had taken the bait. James replied, sharply, “I am in command. We
will do it my way.”

Wasebitong stiffened, revealing wounded pride
at James having failed to even so much as address his point on the
merits.

The two brothers stared at each other and
James knew Wasebitong was weighing his options. Finally, he gave a
reluctant, sullen nod.

James regarded the nod as his having achieved
a victory critical to the success of the expedition. James waited,
purposefully, silently, looking from one to the other for dramatic
effect, challenging each to register an objection, with either his
decision or his lack of a reason given. He heard none, so
announced, “We leave on the first of April.”

James then exhaled, changed his tone and once
again became the host. “Bemose and Wasebitong, you are of course
welcome here with us, until we depart, but I do not know if you
have brought all that you will need.”

Bemose replied, “Thank you both, no. We
always intended to return to the farm no matter what your answer
and now that we have three weeks to prepare, we shall return with a
light heart and high hopes. If the weather remains clear, we may
even leave in the morning.”

Late that night, Marie and James together in
bed, the remainder of the evening having been filled with good
conversation between family, Marie whispered, “Thank you, James,
for insisting I could accompany you.”

He held her close and reminded, “Yes, well we
tried it the other way already and I suspect you and I together
will always be the better idea, don’t you think?”

She smiled, kissed him lightly and after some
moments, observed, “James, I fear for your relationship with your
brother.”

James assured, “Not to worry. I suspect
Wasebitong is naturally not that talkative during parlor
conversation.”

Marie clarified, “I was speaking of your
reproach of him for his idea with the steamer.”

James sighed, “Yes, I thought perhaps you
were.” He thought for a moment and explained, “First, I had to test
whether he would challenge my authority. On board, he will not be
my brother, he will be my crew. I need to know if he, this ‘warrior
of Shin-Gaa-Bo-Wassin’, will obey.”

Marie lifted herself on her elbow and asked
in surprise, “Obey? Do you expect to be in command… of the
ship, I mean, not the expedition?”

James replied with as few words as possible,
feigning exhaustion after what was a later night than that to which
they were accustomed, “Possibly, yes…”

Yet, his mind was racing. There may yet be a
way that the trip north would not cost him his situation or damage
his career. He was committed to the expedition nonetheless and glad
for it, but there was a chance the time spent on this all very
personal errand could be minimized.

As he drifted to sleep, he admitted to
himself still another purpose for his earlier decision which he had
refused to explain. James was not about to begin the expedition
north upon a steamer where he would not yet be able to portray an
undisputed superiority by way of competence.

Such were the instincts of which James was
aware, guiding him and honed by years of leadership experience.
They were instincts necessary in the hard land in which they lived;
harder still where they were bound. James dreamed that night of a
hard land above the Sault. A land to which he had never traveled, a
sea upon which he had never sailed, to both of which he and Marie,
together, would soon be introduced.

The following morning, Bemose and Wasebitong
departed back to the Williams farm. James immediately called upon
Mr. Figgins, in his office above the yard.

Figgins was removing his coat, having stirred
the coals and added some fuel to the iron stove, when he glanced
back and saw James through the half open door. “Come, Mr. Lee,” he
allowed.

James stepped to the desk, squinting at the
sun just then reflecting off the Detroit River through the window
overlooking the yard below. The sun also reflected off Mr. Figgins’
bald head. James thought if only his employer would remain
standing, his considerable height and impressive girth would block
the sun altogether. James asked, “Sir, do we have orders for cargo
delivered to Mackinaw as soon as the ice breaks?”

Figgins took his seat and raised his
eyebrows. He noted, “An unusual question from my surveyor, Mr. Lee.
I thought perhaps you were here to report on the condition of St.
Clair and whether that fool of a former Master cost me the vessel
as well as reputation.”

A chair remained vacant next to James. He was
not invited to sit. James also noted Figgins still refused, even
for the sake of courtesy, to acknowledge James as a Captain, even
without a command.

James dodged his challenge, “I am aware of
three passengers who need transport to Detroit as early in the
season as skill will allow. What with their passage and some cargo,
I thought perhaps a very early trip to Mackinaw might make for an
opportunity for you.”

Figgins hesitated. James suspected he now
understood they were speaking of a topic as might pay to have his
surveyor absent from the yard, at least for a few minutes. Figgins
gestured with his eyes for James to take the chair.

“I have goods stored, not quite a full hold,”
Figgins cautioned, “promised for delivery to Mackinaw in early May.
Can the passengers wait until then?”

James stated, with a calm assurance in his
voice that did not so much as hint of an explanation, “No.”

Figgins whined, “So they want an early
charter, do they? Well, for the right price, certainly I would
charter any of my ships.”

James clarified, “They cannot afford a
charter, Sir; which is why I asked if with cargo, would an early
trip, including three passengers, create opportunity for you.
Otherwise, they will depart even earlier by canoe.”

Figgins growled as he reached in a drawer and
examined a list. James guessed it was a list of persons desiring
cargo to be delivered to Mackinaw by early May. After a time,
Figgins looked to James, “Perhaps some of these customers might pay
a premium for a deliver my mid April.”

James took some hope; quickly dashed. Figgins
continued, “But none of my vessels will be in commission so soon.”
Figgins sighed and looked disappointed.

James then played the only card which held
promise, he suspected, as would allow him to keep his situation and
perhaps even improve it. He gestured out the window and asked,
“What of St. Clair?”

Figgins took the bait, demanding, “You tell
me, Lee, what of St.

Clair?”

James reported, “I completed the survey
yesterday, sir and will file the report today. She is not lost and
while the seams have opened through last summer, with some caulking
and pitch, some planks and treenails, she can sail again easily
enough and soon. Only one frame needs replacing and another can be
sistered.”

Figgins nodded with some satisfaction, “Good
news. Not unexpected,” assuring James he suspected as much, “but
even still, there is but three weeks for the repairs and up-rigging
to accommodate these impatient passengers. And then there is the
lack of a Master. I have four other ships and right now, only three
Masters returning. I myself may have to make some runs this
spring.” Figgins shook his head and concluded, “Let us repair the
vessel and sell her. I understand Mr. Story in Black Rock is
looking for a schooner.”

James would never have pursued the matter,
were it not for the search of his father. But given the
circumstances, he softly suggested, “Sir, the surveys are nearly
complete. I could repair St. Clair, up-rig and sail her to
Mackinaw.”

Figgins stood, approached and looked out the
window. The room grew nearly dark, his sheer mass eclipsing all sun
entering the room. Figgins replied, “I had thought of offering you
an opportunity, but would prefer to sail with you first. St. Clair
is a perfect example of my hiring Masters too casually.”

James thought it rare for Figgins to admit to
error. James reminded Figgins, “My father and I sailed these inland
seas, their length and breadth for years, through both peace and
conflict, before I crossed oceans in command of full rigged
ships.”

Figgins turned and nodded, allowing the
sunlight to flood the room. “Yes, I knew of your father and know of
your salt water experience, but,” he hesitated, “are your skills
honed for Great Lakes piloting?”

James assured, “I have been studying your
best charts since arriving in Detroit.”

Figgins cautioned, “My yard crew will be
plenty busy with my other vessels. I do not want you distracting
them with St. Clair.”

James did not have a plan for that as yet,
but assured, “The yard crew will be needed only occasionally, sir.
I will do the lion’s share.

Figgins thought for a few moments, then
relented, “Well, no harm in trying. Tell the passengers we will do
all we can, begin on St. Clair and only if it appears you are
making sufficient progress will I contact our customers and offer
them an early delivery for a slight surcharge.”

James nodded but before reaching the door,
asked, “Upon arriving in Mackinaw, sir, would it be possible to
take some weeks before returning?”

Figgins exploded, “Absolutely not! I will
have my agent on the island fill her hold as quickly as possible.
Within days, St. Clair had better be downbound for Detroit or I
will have a new Master aboard her, do you understand me? My
heavens, Lee, you claim to know this business? If St. Clair sits
like a duck at Mackinaw, we may as well leave Detroit later and
with a full hold.”

James just looked at Figgins and nodded. From
a business perspective, Figgins was as right as he was rude.

From a personal standpoint, James was
fortunate to have been offered a command, even of a vessel
requiring repair and significant effort. As he descended down the
stairs and out into the damp cold of the yard, he saw his chances
as unlikely that he could ever meet the return schedule demanded of
St. Clair by her owner, upon now Captain Lee, a Merchant
Master.

James began immediately. He knew he could
caulk all seams, having done the same the spring of ‘12 upon
Friends Good Will, as his father prepared for her launch. He would
need an extra hand with the planks, however and in stepping the
masts and up-rigging.

He kept very busy the next two days, taking
inventory of spars and rigging, laying out much of the rigging,
sequestering her sails and securing materials to assure their
plentiful supply. As a warm front pushed the temperature unusually
high for near mid March, he caulked the devil seams, lying
‘longside the garboard plank.

In those two days, James both planned the
work in his head and the tasks grew so long he made a written list.
But all such plans rested on the premise of some experienced help.
Come Sunday, James remarked to Marie, as she prepared to attend
Mass at St. Anne’s, “I will not make Mass today. Assure Father
Renaurd of our necessity, if you will.”

Marie asked, “How do you know you will find
this man?”

James shrugged, “The description of him and
directions offered by those in the yard who think they may know him
seems to make sense. I have to try. I will rent a horse from a
livery and later a canoe if I need.”

Marie nodded and asked, somewhat concerned,
“Will you return tonight?”

James shrugged again, “Perhaps late. I hope
so but I do not know what to expect should I find him.”

Marie understood. James was pressed with a
quickly approaching deadline. She prepared some food, wrapped it in
waxed paper and gave him two extra blankets. Marie noticed James
was rolling his naval uniform amid the blankets.

“You are taking your uniform?” Her tone
belied her disbelief.

James could not blame her. He explained,
almost sheepishly, “It may help.”

Marie shrugged, seeming none too certain
about this man her husband sought, but said no more as they walked
together to St. Anne’s.

Marie assured him, “I will pray for a quick
and safe trip.”

James smiled, parted her company and walked
to the Livery.

* * *

James led the horse northeast upon native and
wildlife trails, through thickets and underbrush, across streams
and amid marsh grass and frozen wetlands. He considered the irony
of skirting the shoreline of Lake St. Clair so to find skilled help
in commissioning his new command, a schooner named for the lake.
Well past noon, he reached the marshy beginning of the delta of a
river by the same name. The few cabins along the trail were owned
and occupied by watermen and canoes seemed readily available. He
simply had to judge when to abandon the horse and take to the
water.

James made inquiry at one such cabin. His
welcome was decidedly not, until he made clear he had coins to rent
a canoe and would leave the horse as assurance he would not steal
the well-worn craft. James did not ask the same assurance as to
whether he would ever see the horse again. His question as to the
whereabouts of the man he sought went purposefully unanswered.

James paddled half a mile up a stream, the
current of which had kept some water open. While not yet at full
flood, some thaw had begun and working the canoe upriver was
difficult.

By mid-afternoon, James came across what
appeared, by location and description, what had been generally
described with much hesitation by those in Detroit who had come to
like him.

James punched through some thin ice and
pulled the canoe up onto the shore, a short walk from what he hoped
would be his destination. He shifted into his uniform, the cold air
drying the perspiration caused by his strenuous paddle upriver from
his bare skin. The cold air cleared his head as he gathered his
wits for what might be an interesting encounter.

James approached cautiously. Clearly the
structure, not quite a cabin, was occupied. Smoke poured from a
chimney, but strangely, the only door to what might loosely be
considered the front of the structure was partly open. There was
only one tiny window at an angle to him as would give no warning
should the tattered blanket hung before it for any reason be cast
aside. The roof contained some hand hewn shingles, interspersed
between larger sheets of bark and stacked pine boughs.

Two birchbark canoes were creekside; a third
was upside down awaiting a major repair by way of a patch. A horse
was tied to a tree some distance beyond what James more fairly
considered a hovel than a home.

His feet crunched through some ice encrusted
snow. There was simply no way to proceed in silence.

He was intrigued with the design of the
hovel. It appeared to be actually attached to and depend upon two
live trees, with loose packed moss and mud between logs serving as
walls, with which the bark had not even been removed. A couple of
additions appeared to have been added over time, but the total
square footage was less than the Great Cabin of John Adams.

As James considered whether one of the
additions, the tallest, might actually have served as a barn, a
voice called out from the hovel, by way of threat, “That’s far
enough, Navy man!”

James was still some forty feet from the
door, from which he suspected someone in the shadows of the
interior had for some time watched his approach. He heard the
distinct click of a hammer locking at full cock. James knew he was
well within range, even for a musket with no rifled barrel. The
chance of such an occupant leveling a smooth bored musket, as
opposed to a rifled barrel was about as slim as his survival should
the trigger be pulled. Watermen were without fail equipped with the
best of weapons for hunting and were excellent marksmen.

James called out, “I am unarmed.”

The voice assured, “Well, I am armed.”

A woman began to laugh from inside. A young
child stepped into what little light filtered inside from the
partly open door, even on such a bright sunny day, but stayed
within the hovel.

The door opened further and James could make
out a long rifle in the additional light intruding within. The
darker shadows within obscured the man who leveled the long
rifle.

“Who the hell are you?” the voice
demanded.

James recognized the voice, “I am Captain
Lee. James Lee.”

There was dead silence inside the hovel for
some moments.

James continued, “And I am looking for one of
Perry’s men.”

Again, James endured some moments of silence,
followed by hushed tones culminating in an angry admonishment. The
door swung open. At first, no one emerged. Finally, the long
polished barrel, the only implement suggesting particular care or
casual cleanliness, lowered as a man stepped over the log serving
as a threshold. He asked, gently, “Is that you, James?”

“Aye,” James replied, removing his hat. He
then asked, “How are you, Trove?”

Trove spat some tobacco aside from the
entrance and muttered, “Well, I’ll be damned.” He leaned the long
rifle against the door frame and stepped closer. Another child, not
so young though smeared in dirt and with matted hair, showed
himself in the doorway.

James asked, casually, “May I come in?”

Trove nodded but did not move. Instead he
asked, looking over the uniform, “Are you still in the Navy?”

James shook his head and explained, “I
retired just a couple of months ago, but still wear the uniform on
occasion…and this seemed like a good one.”

Trove nodded and asked, “Where are you
staying?”

James half smiled, “In Detroit, above the old
dry goods store, if you can believe it.” James walked closer and
extended his hand. Trove accepted it and his handshake revealed a
man of strength and power, well beyond his modest size. A calloused
hand, much older in its appearance, than the actual years should
suggest.

Trove gestured James inside, although seemed
ashamed once within. He stood by the fireplace with James left
standing by the half open door. There was simply not that much room
remaining within. Trove gestured quickly to a woman, unkempt and
unfriendly, scowling at James from a corner, where a large
straw-stuffed mattress, half covered by a blanket, served as a bed.
Trove pointed to the younger child and offered, by way of
explanation, “She tells me that one is mine.”

James nodded in acknowledgement to both the
woman and the two children. The hearth drew poorly and a smoke haze
filled the hovel, burning his nostrils and stinging his eyes as he
beheld squalor and ignorance, apathy and want.

Trove offered a brown jug, asking, “Care for
a drink?” James could not refuse the only gesture of hospitality as
he guessed he would witness that day. He took a swallow, which
burned intensely. James handed Trove the jug, who swallowed much
more easily and asked, “What in the hell are you doing here?”

James explained, “I have been in Detroit
since November. I quit the Navy after retrieving the
Commodore.”

Trove halted a second swallow, half completed
and looked at James, seemingly stunned.

James saw the effect his matter of fact
statement had upon Trove. It had the effect he had hoped for. James
repeated, “That is right, all the way to South America. Perry now
lies in Newport, where he belongs.”

Trove nodded, with a surprising reverence,
“That was a good voyage; one I would like to have made.”

James then explained, “I sought you out, not
easy I might add, because I need help repairing some planks on a
schooner, up-rigging and commissioning her; and fast. I need your
help, Trove.”

Trove reacted like James was speaking a
foreign language. He explained, “Haven’t been to sea in anything
but my canoes in many years.” He then stared off, as though he was
imagining the roll of a deck yet again.

James assured him, “You remember well enough,
I would wager.”

Trove changed the subject, buying time,
“Which schooner?”

James replied, “St. Clair.” The woman threw a
log on the fire and moved an iron pot from the side of the hearth
over the center of the fire.

Trove nodded, “I know her from a distance but
haven’t seen her lately.” The larger child stepped outside, largely
out of boredom James guessed, although barefoot.

“That’s because,” James explained, “some damn
fool captain ran her aground and sprang some planks. The rig
remained standing, but now is strewn all over the yard.”

Trove asked casually, as though no time had
passed between them, “Break any frames?”

James nodded, “Only one that cannot be
sistered.”

Trove sighed, took another swallow and
offered the jug to James, who declined.

“What’s the hurry?” Trove asked. He assured,
“You have plenty of time until May.”

James waited until Trove looked at him. He
then looked him right in the eye and said, with the force of
conviction that always preceded action, “Having retrieved the
Commodore, we will now fetch the Captain. As soon as open water
allows.”

Trove’s eyes went wide. He asked, “Your
father?”

The woman muttered, “Like hell, you
will!”

Trove shot her a glance and admitted, “I
heard years ago the Captain went down above the Sault.”

James nodded, his eyes revealing the pain he
still felt, “November of ’16. Except he wrecked on a beach, Trove.
I was half a world away. But Bemose wants him back and so do I. So
we will launch St. Clair and bring him home.”

Trove always admired Bemose, she having saved
his life, most likely, on a previous voyage to down Lake Michigan
just as the late war began. He asked, softly for such a hard man,
“How is she?”

James assured, “Very well, but still in pain
from losing the Captain. She is living with my Uncle Oliver and
Mary, with many of the children near grown.”

Trove asked simply, “Where?” in a voice that
suggested he missed them all terribly.

James taunted him, “Not far really, less than
a day’s ride, west of here. They have a farm.”

Trove looked at James with a longing in his
eyes, confirming for James what he suspected as he came to
appreciate the path Trove’s life had taken since those days in
which they were all of one family surrounding the sloop, Friends
Good Will.

James meant only to have Trove help with the
repairs and rigging. But in convincing him, he reminded, “Trove,
you sailed with the Captain to Chekagua, snatched up British ships
with him in Black Rock and trained Scorpion’s 32 pounder, with him
in command, the day we all became Perry’s men.”

Trove dropped his eyes to the dirt floor.

James said softly, “Certainly, you will help
us bring him home.”

The woman objected, “Trove’s a married man,
mister, leave us be!”

Trove was embarrassed, “Not by any preacher,
woman!”

“Come, Trove,” James encouraged. “Let’s be on
our way. I need your help. Maybe a week or two at the most. We need
to bring the Captain home.”

Trove looked around the hovel. He looked at a
woman to whom his commitment was questionable, children of
ambiguous birth who faced dismal futures. He looked at his life as
a waterman, having so little to show, forcing him to admit utter
failure as man, amid the memory of other Lake sailors who were so
obviously far more capable at life on the land. He reached for his
crude coat, made of animal skins and furs.

The woman grabbed him and objected, “No!”

Trove cast her aside, grabbed his rifle and
offered gruffly, “The older boy can fish and shoot, woman. You will
be fine.”

She began to curse, a look of fear in her
eyes.

Trove stopped for a moment at the threshold,
turned and handed his rifle to the older boy, standing just outside
the door. He returned within and took another down from above the
mantle. “Keep that one, boy. The sights are better. I will make do
with t’other.”

James, unnerved by the scene unfolding before
him, called back, by way of feeble attempt, “A couple of weeks, at
the most!”

The cursing continued as the cries of the
younger child joined in an unholy din. Trove and James crunched
through the snow to the canoe.

As Trove bent over to launch the canoe from
its midsection, James removed the blankets from aft, grabbed his
clothes from their folds and left both blankets on the banks of the
creek, in such manner as Trove would take no notice nor
offense.

That night, the two riding double on a rented
horse, they arrived and returned it to the livery and walked to the
old dry goods store, where

Trove met Marie and made his apologies for
his unkempt appearance. Trove preferred the floor before the fire
and declined a proper bed in the spare room.

 


 



Chapter Ten

 


Captain Lee began the log of St. Clair at
noon, in the naval tradition, 3 April 1827.

He knew the practice would greatly annoy Mr.
Figgins and that he would likely, in time, bend to the common
practices found throughout the inland seas. But on this, his second
voyage of such purpose, he would to the extent possible with a very
unusual crew and passenger list, retain the practices and
traditions with which he was most recently familiar.

Even as the ink dried on the log book, St.
Clair was leaking. While well caulked, the cold water did not swell
the planks as quickly as might have otherwise occurred had she been
launched in the summer months. But Captain Lee expected the
problem, assured the pump was operating flawlessly and lifted a
pump from another vessel as a margin for safety. He fully expected
to hear Mr. Figgins curse, from the shore, but was not concerned.
Not any longer.

Captain Lee began to make his second entry
into the log:

4 April 1827

Slipped docklines, seven bells, forenoon
watch. Light SW wind. Proceeding to set all sail, needed against
swift current. No ice spotted upriver; ice dam reported
downriver.

He placed the logbook inside the binnacle and
noted the warmth of the sun on his face. Soon, he hoped, he could
remove his wool coat and hat.

With sail now set, all aboard were for some
minutes completely silent. Wasebitong traced with his eyes the
lines as had allowed the brailed foresail to set so swiftly. Oliver
studied the sail trim, principles learned so many years ago
evidently retained. BeMose, Captain Lee noted, looked intently
upriver; not for ice, he suspected, but to where she hoped within
days to find William. Marie stood beside him and was focusing upon
how to adjust the tiller so to keep the designation on the compass
card of “NE” in line with the mark deeply cast into the bronze
rim.

Oliver’s presence aboard was regarded by
Captain Lee as a welcome surprise so long as both steered well away
from politics. Oliver’s experience with Friends Good Will many
years before added some depth of experience to the crew of St.
Clair. Given their purpose in searching for his father’s remains,
Captain Lee came to realize that Oliver’s insistence that he be
included should really not have been a surprise at all.

Captain Lee considered Trove. His help was
invaluable in repairing and rigging St. Clair. Just before their
departure, Mr. Figgins offered Trove a position as paid crew and
advanced his wages to Mackinaw. As Trove boarded St. Clair that
morning, Captain Lee cast him a reproachful glance. Trove offered
in defense, “They know how to fish and shoot. They will be fine.
After all, I haven’t collected wages in years.”

Trove now walked from station to vantage
point, checking for chafe from hanks and hoops, from sails on
stays. Captain Lee quietly assured Trove as he walked past him in
the waist, “St. Clair could easily heave to near the delta. We
could lower the boat and Oliver could row you ashore.”

But Captain Lee offered that for which Trove
had not asked. As an experienced Captain, he was well familiar with
the men among whom he sailed and knew that despite a reminder,
however well intentioned, the creek which would soon bear just off
their beam would most likely be ignored. Captain Lee struggled with
the fact that just up the creek there lay a hovel, with a woman and
two children fending for themselves, alone.

Aware he could not effect the situation,
Captain Lee broke the mood, “All hands, gather aft.”

Within seconds, he faced five pairs of
expectant eyes, offering varying degrees of skills and
strengths.

“Until we break out in Lake Huron, we will
have two watches. Oliver, you will lead the larboard, assisted by
Trove and Marie.”

Captain Lee caught the look of disappointment
given him by Trove, by far more qualified than Oliver to lead the
watch. Captain Lee added, “For now.”

Trove understood. Until Trove passed upon
what opportunity Captain Lee insisted upon presenting him, a chance
to rejoin his family within hours, he would not impede Trove by
assigning him leadership responsibilities on deck.

Stating the obvious, Captain Lee continued,
“I will lead the starboard watch.” He followed the statement with
that which was already known, “I will be assisted by Bemose and
Wasebitong.”

Captain Lee concluded, “Larboard watch has
the deck, with a credit for this last bell.” Marie stayed at the
helm, Trove joined to assist her and Oliver assumed his station on
the foredeck.

Bemose offered, “I will attend to lunch and
feed those on watch, first. Wasebitong, will you help?”

Captain Lee nodded and replied, “Thank you.
While we are still in the river, I will remain on deck.”

The voyage had begun. A simple muster,
Captain Lee knew, but with the watch set in such manner as only he
could fully fathom. Bemose and Wasebitong were the least
experienced sailors. Captain Lee felt confident he could
single-hand St. Clair were circumstances to require. But the real
reason BeMose was assigned his watch had far more to do with the
fact that the leather satchel, so full of letters referencing
places, events and a history as was relevant to their collective
purpose, was lying on his bunk. The two of them would take some
time talking in hushed tones under cold, starlit skies.

Soon, St. Clair was sailing out into the lake
of the same name. Captain Lee ordered a course change, calling back
to Marie but fully aware that Trove would instruct her accordingly,
“Two points to larboard.” St. Clair would sail nearly due north
until Trove revealed whether he had any interest in rejoining his
family.

Captain Lee joined Oliver on the foredeck.
Oliver had little vessel traffic to report, their voyage having
begun so early in the season. But he stared intently to the horizon
off the starboard quarter.

Captain Lee thought and then recalled.
“Considering the Thames?” he asked.

Oliver replied, as would any sailor, “Aye. I
recall it as yesterday. And those days before, with Friends Good
Will, or Little Belt, although I never liked that name,
transporting us from Middle Sister Island, spread across it like a
flock of flightless birds, uncertain as to what would await us
ashore.”

Captain Lee, replied, “Those were frantic
days. My ears, I think, still ring from the battle.”

Oliver smiled slightly and spoke loudly,
joking, “What say?”

James laughed. Wasebitong, also off watch and
having finished with lunch, took the deck and joined the men at the
windlass. But the bell rang and signaled a rotation. Trove took the
foredeck. Oliver rotated back to the helm. Wasebitong and James
followed, enjoying the light conversation and Marie remained at the
binnacle. With no work needed elsewhere on deck, she was free to
listen and with every reference, learn.

Oliver took the helm and looking to James,
recalled, “Your father was such a relief to Perry. Amid all the
doubt and chaos following the victory over Barclay and with an
invasion imminent, William was strong as the oak in the keel of my
handsome merchant sloop.”

James and Oliver talked, for their subject
was not of politics and the memories were of times when both
considered England an enemy and Detroit must be freed. Wasebitong,
as well as Marie, listened as they recalled.

* * *

Middle Sister Island, Lake Erie, 26 September
1813

As the sun set, Captain William Lee, First
Officer James Lee and Trove saw the last of Harrison’s regulars
climb into the bateaux from the deck of Little Belt. As the bateaux
set off for shore, Trove cast off the painter as others pushed off
from the side of their ship with several oars. Captain William
offered an estimate, “I would wager forty-five hundred.”

James nodded. “I am not sure there are tents
for all. With the weather now clearing and if their luck holds they
will camp here only this night.”

Trove added, “Which means we will have to
take them off and transport them again tomorrow.”

Captain William confirmed, “We will anchor in
the lee of the island with others of the squadron. Let’s get
underway while the wind still blows and hope for a quiet night.
James, set all fore and aft sail. I will

take the helm.”

James called, “Hands, prepare to set the
main.”

Trove stepped into the waist and proceeded to
the foredeck to cast off brails.

The night remained calm, with a small
sprinkle of rain near dawn. Those on deck were yet damp as
breakfast was passed up from the galley hatch. Bateaux were already
setting off from the shore and soon their sloop would be loaded to
the gun’ls with soldiers and gear.

The invasion of Upper Canada was
underway.

One of the regular officers who boarded was
Oliver, a Major in General Harrison’s army. James helped him haul
himself up from the bateaux and together they stood with Trove and
his father as the sloop bore off on a starboard tack, steering
northwest for the entrance of the Detroit River.

Captain William, amid excited conversation,
turned to look back over the taffrail. He commented, “A rare sight,
indeed; an entire army, now afloat and ready to land on English
soil!”

James, Oliver and Trove all turned and beheld
a sight they would never forget. Sloops and schooners, among many
bateaux, spread over the horizon, flags flying from the gaffs and
pennants from mastheads announcing the final showdown in the
established order of the Old Northwest.

Trove reminded, “General Johnson is to bring
his mounted men up from the River Raisin to Detroit, in addition to
all this,” gesturing aft across the horizon.

James confirmed what he recalled of
Harrison’s conference the day before, “General McArthur and his men
will be taken across the river to Detroit, while Johnson and all
his mounted men, with horses, will have to cross over to
Canada.”

His father admitted, “The logistics are
complicated, but of course we just don’t know what to expect.”

Trove brought the helm to windward in a puff
of wind as Little Belt heeled slightly and sped forward, exhibiting
the power to which all of them had become accustomed and which was
so new and intimidating to the soldiers aboard, except for
Oliver.

James nodded, “I will clear and prepare the
guns to support the landing.”

Captain William scanned the shoreline of
Canada with his long glass as the entrance of the Detroit River
loomed ahead, “I suspect we will land the army unopposed. General
Proctor is no Brock. He will never have the stomach for opposing us
on the beach with our naval guns supporting the landing.”

Trove said casually, “We shall see within the
hour.”

Captain William had it right. Three miles
below Amherstberg, Little Belt trained her gun at the tree line
with no enemy in sight as soldiers stepped unhurriedly from small
boats to the beach, wet boots and pants to their knees the only
inconvenience in what was until that time, the largest combined
amphibious assault ever launched by American forces.

The schooner Ariel, with Perry in command and
transporting Harrison, fired its gun at a stand of trees behind
which native scouts were observing the invasion. The single shot
scattered the natives and no other belligerent acts were necessary.
As Oliver stepped down into a bateaux, assisted by James and Trove,
he offered, “Good luck to you, Navy tars. As I take Canada, secure
for me our homes in Detroit, will you?”

James assured, “With Johnson’s mounted men
pouring in from the south and us delivering McArthur’s men, be
assured we will be dining once again at the Pontiac House soon
enough! Take care!”

That night, Oliver camped in Amherstberg
below the walls of Fort Malden. Its ramparts, however, were already
stripped of canon, which Perry had captured at sea less than three
weeks before. He had seen no British soldiers through his entire
first day ashore.

Little Belt anchored off the liberated
village of Detroit, which flew the Stars and Stripes for the first
time in more than a year. Captain William, James and Trove were
joyous but subdued. It was evident, given their familiarity with
the village, Detroit had suffered through the British
occupation.

The following day, Little Belt enjoyed a
fresh southwest breeze; so welcome late in September. She sailed
back and forth across the Detroit River from Detroit to Sandwich.
She delivered Johnson’s mounted men to Canada and McArthur’s
regulars to Detroit, so to guard from any possible native counter
attack from warriors still on the United States side of the Detroit
River. Meanwhile, Proctor and his native allies retreated east.

James welcomed a ship’s boat from Ariel just
after dark, delivering sealed orders to his father. In Perry’s
hand, James learned that Little Belt was directed to sail the
following day up the Thames River, its mouth situated along the
south shore of Lake St. Clair.

Unknown to those aboard Little Belt, at about
the same time, Oliver grabbed the reins of a horse, its rider sent
to his campfire from Harrison. His orders were to break camp at
dawn and march his men to the northeast, forming along the south
shore of the Thames River under General Cass. They were to proceed
with other men from Michigan in pursuit of the enemy.

James suspected Captain William did not enjoy
coaxing his fine-lined, powerful sloop up a narrow river. But even
James understood the necessity. Her naval guns could provide cover;
her hold and decks a headquarters or respite, depending upon
circumstances and conditions. Yet the constraint upon her purpose,
as a swift and seaworthy vessel frustrated his father greatly and
the unknown risks of navigating through fallen submerged trees and
bars left him pensive and poor company.

James did not mind so much. It was a break
from routine as transport and offered the possibility of action. He
kept busy with the long glass. “Look,” he called out to his father,
“Johnson’s mounted men in the field up ahead!”

Captain William subdued his enthusiasm, “I
care more about what’s ahead and about to slip under us than what’s
in the field to starboard.”

Trove was preparing the pivot gun while
supervising other crew with the six pounders. He called out to the
crew, “No, as I explained, place some blocks under the forward end
of those planks and elevate the entire carriage. That is the only
way, don’t you see, we can have the smaller guns fire over the edge
of he banks!” Trove was going to great lengths so to be able to
bring all three guns to bear. Captain William, James knew, would
never have allowed such on the open waters, but truly, Little Belt
was by and large a floating gun platform more than she was a ship
upon a river such as the Thames.

Just after noon and around a bend, Trove
called out, “Small vessels ahead!”

Abandoned along the shore, three small
flat-bottomed craft with unstepped masts and spars, crude sweeps
and most supplies removed, suggested the American advance was
indeed pressuring Proctor in his retreat. There was nothing wrong
with the vessels except for the implied fact that they could not
move upriver with the speed desperate circumstances required. The
crews had melted into the woods, determined to take their chances
amid numerous open fields.

Soon thereafter, Trove called, in a hushed
tone, “Quiet! Are those guns?”

James listened carefully, as did all aboard.
Indeed, the small arms sounded distant but the sporadic shots were
distinct. James called for the men at the braces to shift the angle
of the topsail yet again, as the bend in the river dictated. It was
the only sail set and was pushing the ship forward with as much
speed as Captain William would allow, given the unknown risks just
below the brown water. The bends in the river, snaking slightly
from one compass bearing to the other, gradually led to a column of
smoke in the distance.

At the same time, they heard the sound of
mounted men approaching and Captain Lee confirmed, from a sight
from his long glass, “American troops, off the starboard
quarter.”

An Army Lieutenant road to the bank and
asked, “Captain, is that canon serviceable?”

James smiled at his father’s response,
intended by way of reproach, while trying to be cooperative, “This
‘gun’ will place a nine pound ball anywhere you can point, young
man, courtesy of the Navy!”

Another voice from further aft called over
the sound of his hurried mount, “Well then, Captain, let’s have one
at the tree line, two hundred yards, three points off the starboard
bow!”

Captain William turned and smiled. Together
with James and Trove, they recognized Oliver’s voice. Captain
William called over to the shore, “Just as you desire, Major!”
After checking for some activity through the long glass, he stepped
down into the waist, adjusted the elevation and directed the
helmsman, “Turn slightly to starboard.”

Captain William turned to Trove and said
softly, “Now! Give fire.”

The vent flashed and the gun roared smoke and
flame. A moment after the recoil, Oliver called excitedly,
“Perfect! William, keep fire on that point as you bring her up and
around the bend. Fire as often as you can. I will direct my men
into those woods where the road follows the river bank.”

Several shots later, as Little Belt drew near
where she had first taken aim, wagons appeared through the trees,
with two partially burned gunboats abandoned and aground on the
southern bank. Oliver’s men were excitedly taking inventory and
small arms fire could be heard just ahead, although with less
intensity as time passed. Several British captives were seated in a
circle, disarmed and dispirited.

Oliver rode over to the bank and offered,
“Congratulations, Captain! Another well coordinated venture between
the services!”

Captain William replied, “Keep the salt pork,
Major; leave us the wine!”

Oliver smiled and shook his head, “Captain,
you underestimate the wrath of your great guns! These are not food
stores, I assure you.”

Captain William, still smiling, took the
bait, “What have you captured, Sir?”

Oliver smiled broadly and called loudly,
“Proctor’s ammunition; in the hold of the gunboats which they
attempted to destroy, and a small train of four wagons!”

The soldiers among the wagons erupted with
“Huzza!” at the announcement.

James was incredulous. The fact that the
ammunition was so far to the rear of a retreat spoke volumes about
the preparedness of their foe. Those on deck smiled and offered
each other congratulations. His father waved his hat in
celebration, but was cautious, “There will be a counter attack,
Oliver, I would bet on it. Let me offer my ship to store the
captured ammunition. With a few more of your men on our deck, we
could defend the ammunition easily against many times our
number.”

Oliver considered. “I will keep one wagon for
ourselves and nearby units. I will entrust to you the rest. Let us
get started.”

Captain William edged Friends Good Will
toward a high bank and brought Oliver aboard as the captured
ammunition was loaded. He explained, “These high banks ahead will
prevent us from proceeding any further upriver. Our decks could too
easily be swept from above and the river narrows to where we could
not turn abound. I will return to Sandwich, add the ammunition to
Harrison’s stores and join you tomorrow, if I can get
permission.”

Oliver warned, “We will catch Proctor
tomorrow, William. There will be a battle. Stay on the Lakes, I beg
you.”

Captain William had to first care for his
ship and her valuable contents, so gave no resistance. But James
and Trove both pressed, “Father,” began James, “Release me and
Trove. Assign us this unit, please.”

In truth, Captain Lee had no need for such
seamanship as James and Trove could be counted on to provide.
Friends Good Will was, after all, well up the Thames River. He
could easily make it back to Lake St. Clair.

James added, “Even Captain Perry is ashore,
fighting alongside Harrison!”

Captain William looked to Oliver, caught his
slight assent, nodded and allowed, “A temporary assignment, in
exchange for these soldiers lent to me to protect our valuable
cargo.”

James and Trove waded ashore and joined
Oliver’s unit. They watched as Friends Good Will cast off topsail
clewlines and buntlines, soldiers hauled on topsail sheets and
sailors yet aboard manned braces and swung the yards.

Friends Good Will sailed more swiftly now,
with the slight current, carrying in her hold the means necessary
for the British Empire to defend Upper Canada.

* * *

Two days later, as aboard Friends Good Will
fifteen years before, James, Trove, Oliver and Bemose broke free
from the frustrating current of the St. Clair River. This time,
however, they were aboard a schooner not nearly so lovely as the
sloop which had once carried them north; the sloop which Oliver had
launched and William had rigged and upon which Bemose, James and
Trove so innocently staked their future.

Bemose remained quiet and intent on searching
the northern horizon. James approached and recalled, “Was it not in
these waters that you met my father?”

She smiled, through what he was surprised
were moist eyes, close to tears, and admitted, “Yes, when he pulled
me from the water and saved my life.”

James noted, “I witnessed you returning the
favor, many times over.”

Appreciating the compliment, Bemose recalled,
“And you and Trove and Oliver were aboard with us in June 1812 when
the war had broken out and with none of us aware.”

“I enjoyed that voyage, very much. Of course
the return trip, amid the turmoil of our having scattered, was no
doubt a turning point in my life.”

“And in all of ours,” Bemose confirmed. “For
all of these years…”

The bell rang for a change in the watch.
Trove, now watch leader, with his family well astern, called in
good humor, “The smell of that soup requires my prompt relief!”

Bemose looked at James and held her thought,
feigning duty which directed her to take the helm from Oliver.
James nodded and thought he would continue to press if he must,
perhaps later that very night.

As the sun set and night fell on Lake Huron,
a head wind brought what felt like Arctic air, forcing St. Clair to
tack back and forth.

After midnight, all on deck were layered in
their warmest clothing. The leaks continued and Marie worked the
pump handle, just aft of the foremast. The rhythmic slosh of water
spilled from the scuppers and provided the background noise as
might cover intent conversation. James asked Bemose, stationed at
the helm and with no retreat possible, “So what have you wondered,
all of these years?”

She hesitated but then relented, “If had you
not escaped the British and joined the Navy, you and your father
might not still be sailing together, perhaps the owners of some
merchant ships.”

The thought caused him pain. Bemose was
wondering if the war had not, by interfering with the course of
their lives and what time would have most assuredly been spent
together, James’ continued presence in their lives would have kept
William well off the deck of a North West Company schooner, the
bones of which they sought, both man and ship.

James thought for some moments, not for an
answer, which for him was obvious, but for the best way to dispel
haunting doubts. He began, “You recall well how my father regarded
British authority on these Lakes and the righteous cause leading to
conflict. I suspect you know that he would have joined the Navy,
irrespective of my actions, thus causing us to part ways, at least
for a time.”

James knew that Bemose would not deny that
which resided within her heart. She would not deny that James was
correct. William had viewed the war as inevitable and was preparing
for it, through smuggling weapons and clandestine activities even
to the point where he risked his relationship with Oliver, who
strove in those same days for patience and peace.

But Bemose scoffed at his phrase, “Righteous
cause!”

James looked to her, searching her eyes in
the dim light of the binnacle for the cause for her objection.

Bemose continued, her feelings gushing forth
as the water from the bilge returning to the sea over the side,
“What is righteous about invading Canada? Did we need more land,
with thousands of acres, if not miles for so very few Europeans?
And what did it achieve?”

James began to remind of the other reasons
for the conflict, but Bemose cut him off, “Was not the agenda, in
very real part, pushing the Kitchigamig Anishinebeg westward from
their homelands altogether? Do not forget I am half French and as
such wholly understanding of the manner in which European powers
have viewed the Old Northwest since Brule had his heart carved out
while still alive, some two hundred years ago!”

James knew the truth of which she spoke. He
considered the first European, to which Bemose referred, a
Frenchman living among the people, some the Bahwehting, until years
later he so violently learned the full extent to which the people
rejected him as foreign.

James did not immediately object. That alone,
he suspected, surprised Bemose. His nod, he hoped, helped defuse
her bitterness. As he paused to answer, he considered whether her
acid tone was the result of the rise and fall of nations, both
native and foreign, or the loss of her husband and his father to
such events as none could control; events which swept them along as
would the water flowing from the scuppers that night.

“All of that is true,” he admitted. But he
then reminded, “The French, then the English and finally the
Americans, are not the only nations to have fought over these
lands. The ‘people’ to which you refer,” James unable to pronounce
the phrase in the native tongue, “fought their own wars for
generations, as bitter and bloody as any of those conducted since
the whites arrived; pushing each other from lands without regard
for common ancestry or race.”

Bemose looked at James as she edged the
tiller to larboard. He knew his words took some of the sting from
the obvious stupidity at which she took aim. He continued,
“Wasebitong spoke just yesterday about a point of land which we may
well visit in our search; a ‘Point Iroquois’ on Lake Superior
marking the site of a large battle at which the Chippewa halted a
long advance of the Iroquois westward that, if unchecked, would
have driven your people from these inland seas. No whites had yet
arrived to take sides in that conflict.”

Bemose shot back, “The fact that native
people are no more peaceful than white is no justification for
war.”

James could not argue with that. He stepped
to the rail to check the speed by the sight of the water flowing
past in the starlight. Returning, he admitted, “I suspect we agree
that often many people follow similar paths for many different
reasons.” James let her consider the thought as he turned and took
a turn on the mainsheet. He continued his thought, just as Marie
stopped pumping and joined them at the helm, “If it helps, know
this: My father did not go to war for Canada. He went to war so to
keep himself free from British domination of the seas to the point
where they subjugated American seamen and controlled American
shipping.”

“Free trade and sailor’s rights?” Bemose
asked cynically.

James admitted, “It sounds cliché, perhaps,
now, oversimplifying that which was nonetheless, at the time,
true.”

Bemose shrugged, “It all would have been
unnecessary had we just waited some years as Oliver at the time
suggested.”

Marie nodded, understanding that with the
defeat of Napoleon at Waterloo in 1815, as she took refuge in a
farmhouse in Belgium, the battle raging around her as she trembled
in fear, England would have soon not felt so threatened and pressed
to act with such little deference to American interests on the high
seas.

James sensed he was now in some sense
outnumbered at the helm of his own command. But he was in command,
nonetheless and pressed home a point with those he loved, in a
voice of authority as he suspectted might help win the point, “You
cannot judge the actions of people or nations with what later
unfolded, unbeknownst to anyone at the time. Oliver had no idea
Napoleon would soon be defeated. He was all too willing to live in
a world where Britain dominated these inland seas because of a
tyrant thousands of miles away who had no interest in this
region.”

Marie walked away, looking to the stars, to
the waves, to anything, James suspected, to take her from the
topics discussed at the tiller.

James also felt some despair. He knew, as he
suspected did Bemose and Marie that they were getting all too close
to the reef everyone knew was threatening their course; a rift
between uncle and nephew, between native and white, between men and
women as divided a very small and unimpressive crew contending with
a large and powerful sweetwater sea.

St. Clair should have stayed on her ways for
some weeks. For the next several days, snow squalls cleared in just
enough time for fresh warm winds from the south to bring forth
thunder and lightning and wind enough to blow out the first reef in
the foresail and spring the jibboom.

The reduced sail was not the concern,
however. The square feet of torn canvas were likely to have
remained lashed and unused in any case, with the jibboom damaged or
not, given the strength of the wind. Nor were the seams, still
weeping as the old hull worked, anything but a nuisance which gave
each watch full purpose.

The true concern, Captain James knew, was
what was remaining unsaid among the men. Bemose’s letters stowed
below in the satchel and Marie’s probing questions, put to all
while on deck, forced James, Oliver, Trove and Wasebitong to face
what each represented to the other; unforgiveness amid hypocrisy,
compromise forgetting sacrifice, guilt from obligation abandoned
and racism inviting genocide.

Halfway up the Lake Huron, the men withdrew
and remained apart, quiet so as to keep the peace among family and
lifetime friends. Captain James had never seen a crew challenged by
weather grow more distant while serving a ship. Personally, he had
never been so tense as caused him to withdraw from so many topics
as would among family and friends typically bring the best of
reflection and satisfaction.

St. Clair neared the approach to the Straits.
She was now sailing just two points north of west, with the
mainland to larboard and Bois Blanc Island lying off the starboard
bow. Captain James risked what had been ignored too long, if for no
other reason than boredom and regret that he had not given the
topic far more time as Lake Huron would have allowed, so many miles
of miserable weather astern.

From time to time, Oliver and James admired a
small schooner off the starboard quarter with their respective long
glasses. Oliver was on the foredeck with Captain James, by the
stack of the galley stove on what was likely, hopefully, the last
morning of their voyage to Mackinaw. Oliver commented, “So petite,
but fast!”

Captain James nodded, “Fine lined; flying the
Union Jack.”

“Where do you think she is bound?” asked
Oliver.

James shrugged and offered, “Perhaps
Mackinaw, maybe Green Bay. I understand British vessels haul a lot
of fur from the region, even now.”

Oliver thought were her destination Mackinaw
he may well know her Master. He tuned the optics on his glass, but
her distance was still well beyond what his glass would reveal by
way of detail and confirmation.

Captain James offered, “Have no concern for
the flag, uncle. She can carry no guns, of course.”

“I am not concerned,” explained Oliver, but
did not offer any reason for his curiosity.

Captain James noted, “No, what with the
Rush-Bagot treaty, we see very few guns amid so much valuable trade
and commerce.”

Oliver lowered his glass, considered the
comment and asked, “And does the lack of guns suggest to you that
something is amiss?”

Captain James hardened his tone, but spoke as
a nephew, not a superior in command, “We fought so hard and lost so
many. We earned recognition and respect as a nation. Why are we now
denied our rights to protect and defend our livelihoods and
cargoes?”

James walked to the rail, observed the
British schooner and glanced back to the helm, calling, “Trove,
take the helm from Marie if you would. This Brit is gaining.”

Trove relieved Marie after offering her a
slight shrug. Captain James caught the gesture and resented it. The
gesture, from his good friend, seemed to suggest that neither his
crew nor his wife was intent on preventing this British schooner
from passing to windward. Captain James suspected Trove realized
full well the speed sacrificed from Marie’s slightly wavering
course and he flushed with anger at the small display of
indifference.

Oliver thought the command rather odd and
followed his captain to the rail. He asked, “So having once fought
for these causes, we must continue?”

Captain James shook his head, “Of course we
need not keep fighting, but I see little to be gained and all honor
to lose in withdrawing, forgetting and inviting the same fight yet
again by pretending such sacrifice was never made.”

Oliver offered a look of disappointment and
shook his head, “You say precious few guns are found among so much
commerce.”

James nodded, as though Oliver could not
possibly defend that which he could not deny.

Instead, Oliver again shook his head, his
eyes meeting James’ in sympathy, as for one who did not understand.
Oliver turned to the small schooner, the Union Jack blowing from
its main gaff to leeward as a small squall line engulfed her. The
black hull, brown spars and tawny canvas grew indistinct amid
subtle shades of gray caused by clouds, fog and rain meeting the
Lake upon which both vessels swam. He gestured to the entire
breadth of the horizon, symbolizing all traffic as would soon be
evident come the warmer weeks and more favorable weather. Oliver
emphasized for Captain James, “Don’t you see; the very absence of
guns! That was the point.” He walked off and went below.

Captain James was left alone to ponder at the
starboard foremast shrouds.

Bemose stood, yet again, at the bow. Captain
James wondered whether she still yearned to see William to the
north, or took a stance closest to that part of the ship as would
arrive first at Mackinaw and allow her to disembark before all
others aboard.

Captain Lee suspected Bemose watched him as
he considered Oliver’s admonishment. He did not understand Oliver’s
point, however, and wondered if the confusion showed on his face.
Bemose approached, stepped over the jib sheets and leaned back
against the fife rail at the mainmast. Captain James asked, “You
have had happier landfalls?”

Bemsoe looked in his eyes, her expression
revealing some pain, but she did not seem overly concerned. “I was
just thinking, the last time I made Mackinaw on the deck of a ship
was with you, on Friends Good Will, with William in command. We
were blissfully ignorant of the problems we faced. We were at war
and did not even know it. We were happy, for certain, as often are
fools.”

James smiled at her kindness and sensed she
was perhaps in some small measure trying to make him feel
better.

Bemose continued as St. Clair drew abeam of
the western point of Round Island. “Every year since, I have come
to Mackinaw by canoe. Much humbler craft than was Oliver’s
beautiful sloop, but we were each time much better prepared. On all
of those occasions, we knew in what waters we were sailing. We were
at peace.”

James considered if St. Clair were to come up
onto the wind whether she could lay the harbor of Mackinaw before
the squall overtook them.

Bemose then asked, “Which is more comforting,
the assurance of peace or the ability to respond in war?”

James motioned for her to remain, not meaning
to interrupt, but the time had come to command, once again, “Hands
to topsail halyard, sheets, clewlines and bunts. Strike the
topsail.”

Some small bit of exercise later on the part
of all, Captain James called once again, “Hands to sheets. Trim as
we harden up.” He then turned to Trove at the helm, nodded and
gestured that he put St. Clair on the wind and steered for
Haldimand Bay.

As the crew coiled and made off lines and St.
Clair heeled to the work yet remaining, Captain James brought his
attention yet again to Bemose.

She continued, as though uninterrupted,
offering softly, “Oliver worked for peace after the war. You, it
seems, want to assure our ability to respond in war.

Captain James declared, “They are often one
and the same.”

Bemose replied, “James, the victories you
won, with your father and Oliver… such feats, while heroic, did
not make these inland seas safe for navigation. No. It was the
realization by those on both sides of these lakes that each are as
capable as the other of the fight which allows us a sense of
security that we sought for so long and now enjoy.”

James sensed the wisdom in her point, while
subtle, but still protested, “If we are regarded as capable as our
enemies in the fight, why would they keep the peace were we to
discard our very ability to resist?”

Bemose nodded, “Perhaps both sides began to
realize the folly of relying upon their capacity for violence.
Maybe men such as Oliver and others came to hope that, if mutual, a
sense of security would be met with peace and trade, even as the
display of weapons is met with uncertainty and distrust.”

Captain James went silent, considering those
words and concepts and knew he would have to allow more time for
thought. But at that moment, a petite British schooner required his
full attention. She emerged from the squall behind St. Clair and to
windward, crossing St. Clair’s bow after her course change much too
closely to fall within the realm of prudent ship handling

Captain James strode swiftly back to the
helm, cursing under his breath as he passed Marie. He and Trove
exchanged glances of disbelief at a reckless intruder. Trove was
about to shout some insult, if not profanity, when Oliver, much to
their surprise, raised his arm tentatively and acknowledged a
friendly call from the Master of the British ship. The wind allowed
only Oliver to hear the call, with the words carried to leeward
before reaching the others.

Everyone aboard looked at Oliver. Captain
James asked the question for all, “You know this ship?”

Oliver hesitated but under the circumstances
had little choice but to admit, “I believe I do… yes.”

Captain James and Trove looked to each other
in surprise. Captain James followed, “Who is he and what did he
call out to you?”

Oliver offered, with some reluctance if not
embarrassment, “I think he greeted us as friends and invited us to
dine this evening.”

Captain James, incredulous, demanded yet
again, “Well, who the hell is he?”

Oliver explained, “Lieutenant Owen Dunlap,
Royal Navy, although I have no idea why he is not in uniform. I
wrote and invited him to join us.”

Captain James glanced around from Oliver to
the starboard bow, not yet having fully comprehended Oliver’s
surprise or its implications. He watched the British schooner,
sailing fast and smartly handled, round up into the wind and slip
into the precise spot as he had intended to anchor St. Clair.

 


French Map of Lake Superior and Lake Huron
(Courtesy of Clements Library, University of Michigan)

 


 



Chapter Eleven

 


Captain James walked casually to the foredeck
and advised Marie, “No need for further pumping, my dear.”

She cautioned, “The bilge is not yet
clear.”

He nodded but assured, “She will be alright.
Lying to anchor and without the stress of sailing to a stiff wind,
the seepage will slow and we will attend to her later this
evening.” Captain James was beginning to wonder whether St. Clair’s
planks would ever swell sufficiently to render pumping the bilge at
most an infrequent task.

Marie glanced over at the British schooner.
It swung to her anchor in occasional gusts, in the preferred
position within the Haldimand Bay, Port of Mackinaw.

She looked beautiful, with sails just then
furled, hatches open for ventilation, a crew member wiping spray
from the larboard bow rail and the late afternoon sun breaking
through dark thunderclouds.

But Marie also understood her Captain; her
husband. James preferred, as a matter of pride, that she pump St.
Clair at night, concealing the faults of his command if at all
possible from their near neighbor in a less than crowded bay.

Marie stopped pumping and for the first time
since dropping the anchor looked about at the spectacular scenery.
She unbuttoned her coat, having warmed to the task just abated.

A flood of affection washed over James. The
stress of command and making landfall now much reduced and he
looked lovingly at his wife, rather than a novice crew. “Look, let
me show you around before we go ashore,” he offered. He walked to
the larboard rail and began with the island itself, “Behold, the
‘Great Turtle;’ I suppose named for the humped back, best viewed
from seaward, but the heights behind the fort are rather impressive
and we shall walk there and take in a rare view of the
straits.”

Marie smiled and admitted, “That sounds
enjoyable; tomorrow, perhaps?”

“Why not?” promised James. “I shall have
Trove attend to offloading the cargo with Oliver and we shall
explore the island.” Guiding her to starboard, he offered, “Across
the narrow channel, there is Round Island and there,” indicating
with his arm, over the starboard quarter, “is the mainland and the
ruins of the original fort, which the sand and beach have almost
fully overtaken.”

“I can see no fort or evidence of any man,”
noted Marie.

James nodded, “It was built, I believe, more
than a hundred years before and has been abandoned now for decades
in favor of this island for defense. That may not sound ancient, by
European history, but the original Fort Michilmackinaw is one of
the earliest European settlements in the Old Northwest; carved out
of the wilderness by the French, following the Jesuits. You may
need a long glass to see some of the stockade or building
foundations.”

Oliver had come up from below and joined
them, recalling, “Trove and I were just confirming, neither of us
and, I suspect it true for you as well, have been to the island
since the war broke out.”

James nodded and explained to Marie, “In July
’12, Friends Good Will brought a full hold of cargo to Mackinaw,
with my father, Trove, Oliver, Bemose and I as crew. We went on to
Fort Dearborn, at the Chegakou River, hundreds of miles from here,
to the southwest.” Oliver indicated well beyond the supposed ruins
of the original fort on the mainland.

He then sighed and continued, with some
obvious difficulty, given the prolonged passage of time, “Upon our
return, supposing the port still in American possession, we were
taken by surprise at the dock,” pointing to shore and with Oliver
nodding, “and taken prisoner.”

Marie nodded. She wanted to ask several
questions, but would wait until she was alone with James

He recalled that he had told her of the
incident now just a year ago, while dining in the cabin of John
Adams. Their present circumstance seemed strange, viewing once
again and discussing such a distant past not mentioned since their
first night spent afloat on the Mediterranean. James took a moment
and absorbed the curious twists of fate that brought him here after
fifteen years, to behold the same scene as he beheld on one of the
most fateful days of his youth.

Mackinaw Island had changed, certainly. The
village was larger and more populated with buildings and small
homes. Commerce had increased, with docks and warehouses
constructed near the shore. The dominance of the native population
was obvious and James knew their population would swell
dramatically through the coming summer. Numerous canoes were
scattered both on the beach and many were manned and engaged in
fishing throughout all of the surrounding waters. The stone fort,
high on the rugged cliff rising from the town, appeared in good
repair, but few uniforms were visible along the ramparts.

A handful of soldiers were proceeding from
the gate at the edge of the cliff, down the steep path, perhaps to
offer a greeting to the two vessels from two nations having
suddenly appeared in Haldimand Bay. But St. Clair and the British
schooner were the only large craft in the harbor or within sight
from the anchorage. James was not surprised. It was very early in
the season to be rigged, ready and underway so far north on the
inland seas.

James stopped reflecting and turned to
Oliver. Assuming his role of Captain once again and in that voice
that so intrigued Marie, indicating another man altogether, asked,
“So what of this English Master who invited you to dine?”

Oliver corrected, “Actually, his invitation
was extended to all.” Captain James indicated with a scowl that
fact was not really of high interest nor the purpose of his
inquiry. Oliver continued, “Lieutenant Owen Dunlap was a friend, or
well, at least an acquaintance of your father. He was Royal Navy
for many years.”

Captain James looked over at the British
schooner, then just hauling her colours for the day. He would leave
St. Clair’s flying until sunset, perhaps an hour or more hence.
Baiting Oliver, Captain James noted, “How curious for one known to
my father,” choosing his words carefully, not yet ready to admit
his father was on friendly terms with British officers, “to be
plying the same waters on the same day as we approach for the
purpose of finding him.”

Oliver understood the implication and did not
pretend, “Our meeting in the Straits while approaching the harbor
certainly was,” he smiled at the thought and the bit of excitement
at the close crossing of vessels under generous sail in a stiff
wind. “But as to his presence here at Mackinaw, that is no real
surprise. I wrote and asked him, if possible, for him to meet us
here and give us his assistance.”

Captain James flushed with anger. He was the
leader of the expedition and while he made the point abundantly
clear to Bemose and Wasebitong, the two of them even now coming up
from below, he did not think he would have had to so caution his
uncle, given their experience with each other as shipmates.

His expression was obvious and as everyone
but Trove now gathered on the foredeck, Oliver attempted to elude a
gathering storm. “Owen Dunlap was First Officer on H.M.Schooner
General Hope. Bemose knows him and trusts him as well.”

Captain James looked at her, wondering the
depth of her complicity in what seemed a small mutiny. She nodded
and assured, “Owen and your father were friends on Hope, allied
against that monster ‘Captain Fleet,” she intoned derisively.

Captain James could not resist. He would make
his point. “I care not if this Dunlap was First Officer on H.M.S.
Victory, or a friend of my mother’s as well,” regretting instantly
his small reference to the lack of duty owed to Bemose, “I see no
need to secretly expand our party, deliberately withhold
information or seek the assistance of the British whose interests
are to blame for my father’s death in the first place!”

The statement was made with force, conviction
and more volume than was characteristic of James aboard a frigate
or among family. No one among the small party dared breathe, let
alone speak for some awkward moments. All but one just looked
uncomfortably elsewhere, whether the deck, the rigging, the island
or as now revealed, Dunlap’s schooner.

Marie however, looked at James and saw that
he was tired, surprised and hurt.

At that moment, a voice with a distinctly
Canadian accent hailed, “Hello, St. Clair.” The distance was too
near to pretend not to hear.

Captain James shook his head in frustration
and acknowledgement. When things at sea went awry, it was rarely in
the singular and typically in series.

Marie began, “James—”

But Oliver interrupted, “No, Marie. Let me
first apologize.”

James looked at Oliver, ignoring the
hail.

“I could not tell you before I wrote. You
were in Detroit; I was not. I could have told you on numerous
occasions as we sailed north and should have. But who could have
anticipated us meeting Dunlap while making our approach? I thought
I would have more time, or if he was unwilling or did not meet us
here when we needed, why bother? But before you decide,” and he
chose his words deliberately so to acknowledge he was addressing
Captain James, not his nephew, as leader of the expedition, “you
need to be briefed on what information Dunlap can offer and how he
can assist.”

Captain James thought it was an appropriate
answer. He cooled to the explanation.

Marie interjected, “James, you are acting
badly. Apologize and let’s work together and see what this man can
offer.”

James just sighed and looked at his wife.
This was without a doubt, he realized, most assuredly not the
United States Navy.

Captain James looked at Oliver, gestured with
his head to acknowledge the hail and went below.

That evening, James reluctantly found himself
in the owner’s cabin of Touch Wood. Dunlap was explaining to Marie,
in all good humor and having offered the best of hospitality and
manners, the meaning of the name of his schooner. “So you see, Mrs.
Lee,” he explained, “her name reminds and suggests that gesture
which sailors hold in some regard, assuring good luck. If you offer
a wish, while aboard, you must ‘Touch Wood’ so as not to offend the
gods and fate may treat you kindly.” So to demonstrate, while all
seated snugly around the walnut table nodded and offered their
approval, Dunlap rubbed its fine oiled surface, in one of the few
parts not covered by dishes and wine filled glasses.

James offered a small smile, although did not
repeat the gesture as did Oliver, Marie and Wasebitong. He simply
acknowledged to himself that he liked Dunlap. They would, if not
for Dunlap being English, his service in the Royal Navy and his
role in his father’s death, yet unexplored, make easy friends.

Bemose offered, “Thank you, Owen, for your
dinner, your effort in meeting us here this night and your interest
in our purpose.”

Dunlap caught the sincere look in her eye,
leaned back against the cabin cupboard, twisted his wine glass and
offered, “I was growing rather tired of my crew and the night
ashore will do them well. They were more than happy to cook a
dinner, in exchange for some small leave.” He then held up his
glass for a toast, “Here is to William Lee. One of the few men I
would much rather have always served with than shot at; a man which
whether English, Canadian, French, American or Native, we could use
more of and I am deeply sorry for his loss and all of yours.”

James endorsed the toast with a sip of his
wine. It was gracious and sincere. It also, he thought, raised many
questions which he as a guest should not, he knew, raise at that
moment, having enjoyed the meal in the candle lit cabin while
drinking Dunlap’s wine. But then again, he thought, what better
time with so little available?

Before he could speak, however, Dunlap
continued, “Oliver, I came to know you through William, but
consider with great pride our work, each supporting our government
and their representatives in Mr. Rush and Mr. Bagot. I suspect that
had either man contacted others, the result could have meant
disaster for our future.”

Oliver nodded, “I am certain you have had
your judgment and advice questioned, as have I.” James looked
carefully but found no reference in Oliver’s expression or hint in
his posture that James was one of those to which Oliver referred.
“But,” Oliver concluded, “I am confident, with time, merchants such
as we will see the benefits of free, unprotected borders, for the
large part, in the healthy growth of trade and development.”

Dunlap agreed, “St. Clair and Touch Wood
lying alongside each other this evening and with us dining
together, engaged in trade and with no guns muzzle to muzzle or
threatening our peace is evidence of which you speak.”

James hardly knew which topic to raise first.
Marie was looking at him, assuredly hoping he would play the
gracious guest. Bemose, he suspected, purposefully broke in to
remind of long ties, “Owen, do you ever think about Hope?”

“More than I should,” he admitted. He looked
into the candle, reflecting back some years and continued “Quite a
lot as I approached Mackinaw today. We sailed a course rather near,
for a time, where Hope met her end. And where you and I and William
nearly met our end. I cannot tell you how much joy I feel seeing
you again, and meeting both of William’s sons. Who could have known
that day we wrecked how you and William would go on to find a life
in the turbulent times as unfolded.

And who would have known that fool, Captain
Fleet, would dog our days and continue to complicate all of your
lives until finally meeting his just end. I tell you, I was not
sorry for it.”

James raised his eyes. Was Dunlap aware of
his father’s role in Fleet’s death?

If so, James knew instantly that he would
assure more time be found to talk with Dunlap than he first would
have allowed. As he boarded Touch Wood just two hours before, he
was fully intending to learn what Dunlap could tell them about
Invincible, thank him for his trouble and suggest he continue with
his merchant crew to Green Bay, their intended destination. But
with the reference made to having “shot” at his father and now more
familiar with Fleet than James had ever imagined, James resolved
Dunlap would remain close and would indeed be making the trip to
the only Great Lake James had not yet sailed, or even seen.

James decided he had been silent too long.
But he took a careful approach, now that time allowed, “So, Mr.
Dunlap, pray tell, when did you quit the Royal Navy?” It was a fair
question, something which both had in common and James saw both
Bemose and Marie exhale at the civility of his tone.

Dunlap welcomed the exchange, having noted a
distant attitude in the elder of William’s sons, “Four years ago.
Our squadron at the yard at Penetanguishene went from ‘ordinary’ to
decay. Both armed schooners, Tecumseth and Newash, now lie at the
bottom, at their moorings. The mosquito fleet of transports is
still somewhat active in supplying the settlements on Drummond
Island and at French River. But it seemed with peace well rooted, I
could make a living as a merchant master and now have three ships
which ply these waters in the fur trade. Touch Wood is the most
recent. Thus, when I received Oliver’s letter, forwarded me by my
former shipmates at the Royal yard, I welcomed the diversion to the
Sault and beyond.”

Wasebitong, encouraged by his brother’s
entrance into conversation, spoke for the first time that evening,
“The schooners you mentioned honor the native chiefs, do they
not?”

“Indeed,” nodded Dunlap. “We regard both as
great leaders and it is sad the vessels went to ruin, but truly,
better that than well employed.”

All around the table understood the reference
as a consequence of peace, tolerance and diversity among Native and
European peoples. As lamentable as it was to see two fine ships
ruined, it was still preferable to the alternative of war.

Wasebitong offered, “My mother met Tecumseth
on two occasions.”

Dunlap nodded, looking at Bemose, “I knew him
rather well in my role as a translator and one who moved freely
among the tribes.”

James wondered whether Dunlap encouraged
native brutality at Fort Dearborn and the River Raisin, but having
known him just hours and from what Oliver and Bemose described, he
doubted it. He elected to not set sail on that course.

Dunlap continued, “I was with Tecumseth on
the Thames.”

There followed an imposing silence. James and
Oliver exchanged glances. Wasebitong replied, with just a touch of
an accusatory tone, “My brother and uncle were also at the Thames,
where Tecumseth was killed.”

Dunlap knew that Oliver had been present at
the Thames and discussed it with him, years before, when focusing
upon the treaty which that night brought them together so casually.
Dunlap was likely gauging, James assumed, how his guest would
handle the fact that the two had no doubt been combatants.

James assured, “I suspect, Mr. Dunlap, those
hostilities near Moravian Town,” using the name for conflict used
by the British, “was not the first time we might have taken aim,
one at t’other.”

Bemose and Marie tensed, but James kept his
tone soft and explained, “On September 10, ’13, I was aboard
Lawrence and finished the day on the deck of Niagara.” James let
the effect of those sister ships and their very different stories
take effect among those around the table. After a pause, James
asked, “And you?”

“In command of General Hunter,” Dunlap
confirmed. “I was taken prisoner, of course, that evening, being
the first officer exchanged.”

Again, there settled a silence among those
attending an impromptu dinner party in a cabin so small as all were
shoulder to shoulder, with no standing headroom, insufficient leg
room and once seated, no option to leave without disrupting
all.

Marie finally waded into the waters swirling
about them all, “Let us pray that on no future occasion, among so
many from so far, will we assemble around a small table with four
having been stripped of our freedom.” For a moment, James
registered some surprise until he mentally confirmed the accuracy
of that sad calculation. Dunlap, Oliver, Marie and himself had
served as a prisoner at some time during the world’s struggle with
a Corsican artillery corporal and a new continent, untamed.

Dunlap continued, “Your Perry thought my
contacts with the natives may prove useful in encouraging their
surrender. Indeed, I may well have saved lives, those next couple
of weeks.”

James nodded in agreement, then completed the
muster, “Trove, should he ever finish off that chicken leg,”
chiding his friend, who remained a casual observer in the face of
well cooked meat, “Was aboard Scorpion with my father in
command.

Dunlap nodded and after a respectful silence,
looked over to Wasebitong, returning to his original topic,
“Tecumseth dominated a meeting I attended, just days after the
Battle of Put-in-bay. Proctor was planning to evacuate Detroit,
Sandwich, Amherstberg and much of Upper Canada. Tecumseth led the
native allies in objecting to any withdrawal. I still recall his
presence, his charisma and the power of his oratory.”

Wasebitong was enthralled; Bemose proud but
sad. James remained silent, learning only then of what events were
unfolding among his adversaries, even as his father, Trove and he
made ready Friends Good Will for an invasion.

Dunlap continued, “Tecumseth shamed Proctor
by strong implication and even intimidated him to stand and fight,
eventually. I frankly wonder to this day whether Tecumseth was
right. Opposing the invasion at the landing might have been more
effective.”

James was quick to point out, “More dramatic,
certainly, but I doubt if it would have made much difference.
Proctor had few artillery pieces and how would he have done better
by subjecting his men to the great guns of our squadron?”

Dunlap nodded, conceding the point, “Yes, but
Tecumseth was impressive and the British retreat so badly
handled.”

At that point, James determined he would need
to address more detail than would be welcome by some around the
table. He suggested, “Let us stretch our legs on deck and perhaps
take a smoke.” While James had come to decide he found no enjoyment
in pipes or tobacco, it was the only excuse he could think of to
divide the dinner party, then on the wane.

Dunlap understood, as did Oliver and
Wasebitang. Trove had just reached for another chicken leg and
Marie and Bemose offered to assist in the galley.

Dunlap slid back the companionway hatch and
four men, one young, stepped into the cold night air and partially
starlit sky. Fortunately, the blustery wind had abated. The men
huddled aft and, all understanding the purpose for their
conference, whispered recollections which brought the event to life
for the one of them born just days before the events they
described.

* * *

Moravian Town, 5 October 1813

Harrison’s scouts, James knew, reported that
the settlement, sometimes known as Fairfield, though better known
as Moravian Town for the Native mission established there, was
defensible. The settlement offered high ground, the Thames River on
one side and a ravine in front.

James assumed that he and Trove, with
Oliver’s company, would see no serious resistance until they
approached the town.

Oliver learned while still two miles
downstream from the town, well before reaching their assumed
destination, the fight would come early. An aide from Harrison’s
camp brought a dispatch, which informed, “British regulars have
formed in two lines, in the open with the river on their left and
the natives in a swamp to the right.”

Oliver showed the note to James and
explained, “Proctor may be considering Harrison’s typical use of
our mounted men against his Natives. The swamp will make their task
more difficult.”

Within ten minutes, another rider arrived,
before Oliver had yet situated his company of regulars. The second
note ordered, Regulars will assemble on the left and press the
Indians in the swamp. Mounted men will attack the British infantry
lines.

Oliver half smiled and nodded. Harrison, he
knew, was a careful strategist and with Proctor already revealing
his defense, the Americans would serve up a surprise. “James and
Trove,” he called, “come with me and let us redirect our
troops.”

Oliver assembled the sergeants and one
lieutenant and they proceeded to position themselves, along with
the other company of regulars, from Kentucky. Soon, small arms fire
was erupting from the tall grass, cattails, wetlands and marsh, as
native war cries filled the air. The Kentuckians in front held
their fire, waiting for the mounted men on their right to charge.
When he heard the thunder of hoofs and the shooting began in
earnest, to the right in the open field, Colonel Johnson of the
Kentucky regulars cried for his men to follow him into the swamp.
Oliver called out to his sergeants to press close behind and give
all the support possible.

Oliver looked to his watch and noted it was
3:40 in the afternoon. He commented to Trove, “Rather late to begin
a major battle.” There was but three hours of daylight
remaining.

He watched with some fascination, James
noted, as the British infantry, assembled in two lines, fired the
first volley. Even as they walked toward the swamp, the Kentucky
men just then entering, the mounted soldiers slammed into the
British lines.

The first British line was torn and
scattered, not so much broke or fleeing as unable to any longer
form up together while dashing aside from the mounted men wielding
pistols and swords who kept them from reloading with any efficiency
or coordination.

The second line fired a volley, but more
mounted men were pouring into the confused first line, many of whom
were near defenseless and fled back to the safety of their
comrades, whose weapons also, just discharged, were near useless at
the moment.

The Kentuckians advanced into the swamp and
moved with aggression and anger, sensing a chance for revenge for
past actions unknown to James and Trove. The fight was fierce and
Tecumseth and his warriors did well to defend the swamp even as
they tried to turn the American flank.

But Oliver would have none of it. He signaled
his men to slide further left as they advanced in support of their
Kentucky comrades just ahead.

Trove had a rifle and had fired once. James
had borrowed Oliver’s two pistols and had available his own dirk,
but as yet was presented no good targets. He knew when opportunity
presented, the tall grass and brush would require quick action. The
battle in the swamp was more like bushwacking and Trove, from the
delta of the St. Clair River, was right at home in the marsh, like
the routine hunts for muskrat and squirrel of his youth.

James fired his pistols in quick succession,
the second at a native rushing toward Oliver with a tomahawk. The
native fell, but James suspected a Kentucky rifleman had saved
Oliver’s life rather than himself.

James was reloading when he noted a small
clearing in the middle of the swamp permitted a view of the higher
field to his right. At that moment, the second line of infantry
broke and the British regulars fled the field in near panic, run
down by mounted soldiers in their inability to organize and their
surprise at having been attacked by horsemen.

Oliver must have seen the same, as he called
on everyone who could hear, “Press on lads, a full measure and we
are in Kingston!” He fired a pistol as he advanced some steps and
James remained crouched nearby, both pistols loaded, covering both
Trove and Oliver while they reloaded.

As the American regulars slid left as they
advanced, those on the far left saw more action as the Natives
attempted to turn the flank. It was close and hard fought, but
Oliver was careful of the geometry and advanced more slowly than
possible; not from lack of courage, but from experience and duty to
his comrades. “Not too fast, boys, keep to the left! Don’t let them
behind us now.”

With Colonel Johnson confident in the line
behind and secure in his flank, he pressed forward with his
rifleman. The natives were beginning to waver, having witnessed the
British lines in the field to their left melt before the mounted
charge.

Soon, James knew, American troops would be
entering the swamp from the right now that the field was clear. The
natives knew the same. Despite their good fight and excellent
leadership, the sheer number of American soldiers and the geometry
of a flank attack were impossible to resist.

Step by step, James and Trove pressed on,
always staying within sight of Oliver and covering for each other
as weapons discharged and required reloading. While James was
stepping over several dead natives, he was thankful that so far,
none had been close enough to rush him.

At the moment it seemed, when the struggle
could not sustain itself at its present intensity, James looked
ahead to see a fierce warrior in a red coat and an officer’s sash
crying out in his native tongue, leading warriors forward in the
early moments of what could well grow into a counter charge.

With Oliver’s company slid well to the left,
fewer Michigan men filled the center of the line behind Colonel
Johnson. Sensing the danger, Oliver moved right and James and Trove
followed, instinctively refusing to allow any one of them to become
separated.

Colonel Johnson sensed the danger as well. He
could not expect his men to do any more than he was willing to do
himself. He shed the cover of scrub trees and tall grass and drove
his horse for the native leader. Armed with a tomahawk in each
hand, the native, with inspired men now following, met the horse,
which reared as the native shrieked. Colonel Johnson brought down
his sword, but it was blocked by a tomahawk, which twisted
Johnson’s arm, nearly causing him to slip out of the saddle. The
tomahawk in the native’s left arm crashed against the pistol in
Johnson’s right, instinctively pulled inward toward him to break
the blow which would otherwise have split his thigh. But as Johnson
drew the pistol inward, he pulled he trigger.

The ball entered the native’s chest from his
left side, just under his arm. He sat back in the tall grass,
almost casually, but instantly bounded up and charged yet again.
Johnson brought another pistol from his belt, with the hand which
just moments ago wielded his sword. The native came at him with a
long knife and James witnessed the spark from the pan, smoke from
the barrel and a fine red mist exit the native’s neck. He crumpled
to the ground as Johnson struggled and regained his balance on his
horse.

Johnson withdrew several lengths as his men
gathered round. Oliver looked to Trove and James, assuring himself
of their safety, and in the momentary quiet of a dramatic turn of
events in the heat of battle, he announced, “Tecumseth is slain!”
Native cries at the same time, while not understood, seemed to
confirm a calamity.

James was not certain whether to step back as
had Johnson. Oliver must have sensed his doubt. He called to both
James and Trove, “Now, let us fire all that we have and halt this
advance!”

Between the three of them, five shots rang
out in quick succession, directed toward that pocket of natives
most willing to charge behind their now felled leader. Together
with the Kentucky men rallying to Johnson, the rapid fire had its
effect and the natives began to melt back quickly into the tall
weeds. The Americans up and down the line, in turn, took heart and
pushed forward, sensing the day was won.

But the native warriors did not leave without
first, despite the stiff fire, removing the body of the leader of
the Confederation, the only native who had for several decades
united the People to an extent as could have, had he lived, stem
what all had thought inevitable.

* * *

Despite the cold, not one of the men on deck
went below. Wasebitong was visibly upset and was struggling to
assimilate the details. He stared at the calm water over the
transom, reflecting the very stars as represented his fellow native
dead.

Dunlap confirmed, “The British line barely
got off three volleys. Our lines were poorly formed, our artillery
had no ammunition and Proctor was defeated within minutes. Not that
he witnessed his disgrace. He was the first to flee the field.”

James at least respected Dunlap’s
objectivity.

Oliver recalled, “The natives fought well,
for at least a half hour, but were simply overcome by our
numbers.”

James said to Wasebitong as he turned from
the rail, “Some say Tecumseth was mutilated by our troops.”

Wasebitong flashed in anger but James
gestured for his brother to wait until he finished, “Do not believe
it. While there was far too much of that in those days, on both
sides—”

Trove finished his sentence, having appeared
to have finally finished his meal, “I saw warriors remove his body.
As I have lived not far from there, for many years, I can say for
certain his burial was with all the ceremony deserving of a great
chief. To this day, the place of his burial is unknown.”

James nodded and confirmed, “As it must be,
sadly.”

Wasebitong composed himself and Oliver
offered, “He died a hero.”

As Marie and Bemose came up from below,
Dunlap thanked his American guests for joining him aboard Touch
Wood and confirmed they would talk and plan their expedition and
departure on the morrow.

James made to board St. Clair’s boat with
Wasebitong, who quite deliberately refused, insisting, “I will
cross with the women and Trove, who can return for you and
Oliver.”

James did not press. A first hand account of
the death of Tecumseth, who James knew was revered by all natives
in the Northwest, was difficult for Wasebitong. James took no
offense and allowed him some time.

James took that time with Dunlap, who
affirmed, “Yes, I have information about Invincible.”

“Let us meet tomorrow,” James suggested. “I
have many questions as to what occurred and under whose
leadership.”

Upon its return, James stepped into the boat
last, but heard Dunlap admit as he shoved off from the side of
Touch Wood with his oar, “I was her captain. And I am haunted to
this day that your father was the only one to have died when she
wrecked.”

James paused before beginning the stroke,
looked up, met Dunlap’s eyes and promised, “We will talk
tomorrow.”

James immersed the twin blades, leaned back
and hauled on the oars, pressing the thole pins with hours of pent
up frustration. Dunlap, who James did not at first want to join
when the evening began, was now, whether Dunlap even knew it, let
alone liked it, was most certainly an integral part of their small
expedition.

The following morning, James and Marie went
ashore and before climbing the heights behind the fort to take the
view of the straits, James first stopped at the Customs house to
file the manifest, declare the cargo and visit with the owner’s
factor, so to begin the process of offloading and filling the hold
of St. Clair.

Mr. Day, the factor, opened the envelope as
Captain James was instructed by Mr. Figgins to deliver. All
unfolded with droll routine and with little comment about the early
arrival of a cargo so far north, until Mr. Day examined a small
note in Mr. Figgins’ own hand. He looked up at James and asked,
“When will you depart for Detroit?”

James replied, “When ready. We have sprung
our jibboom and need to repair some sail. Then there is the hold to
fill.”

Mr. Day nodded, let the note rest on his desk
and explained, “Your employer instructs me to put another Master
aboard if you do not depart within six days of your arrival. Most
unusual.”

James was silent for some moments, cursing
Figgins with his thoughts. Finally, he asked, “Are there Masters
available?”

Mr. Day confirmed, quietly, “Yes, so early in
the season. Few are as yet underway or otherwise engaged.”

James stood and walked to the window,
overlooking the straits, “Mr. Day, you have your orders from the
owner. Do as you must. I will set off for some days and may or may
not return within that time. I will contract the repair work in my
absence. Deduct the cost from the receipts for those goods we are
delivering.”

Mr. Day murmured, quietly, “Well, perhaps the
repairs will take more time…”

James joined Marie in a crude bakery and
together they set off for a blockhouse and small surround of
stockade on the pinnacle of the ‘Great Turtle.’

The view was spectacular in the early morning
sun and the twenty minute walk uphill was just sufficient to fight
off the cold April air in a land where spring came late. James
explained the history and significance of the fortification, rather
diminutive compared to the large stone fort below. It was situated
on the spot where fifteen years before, the British placed cannon
at dawn, after a long night march, serving to inform the American
garrison just waking below that a change in the balance of power
upon the inland seas was a ‘fait accompli.’ Two days later, Friends
Good Will arrived at the dock and was seized as a prize of war.

Upon their return to St. Clair, Oliver
informed that they had been invited to dine that evening with the
commander of Fort Mackinaw, he having sent a messenger and written
invitation to both ships in the harbor.

Marie asked of Bemose, “Do you anticipate it
will be a dress affair?”

She replied, with a half smile and some
sarcasm for the naïve, “My entire wardrobe is available, should it
help. Wasebitong’s as well, for that matter.” Then turning to her
younger son, Bemose suggested, “Come, let us visit the People.”

James was confused for but a moment. Then he
realized and caught Marie’s glance and explained, “I take it,
Oliver, we are not all invited.”

Oliver admitted, regretfully but with a sense
of realism, “Just the three of us and Owen.”

Captain James was uncertain what irked him
most; the racism of the invitation or that his uncle was on a first
name basis with a man who spent much of his adult life as their
enemy and had yet to account for the death of James’ father.

That evening, the small party of four whites
trekked up the steep footpath to the south gate of Fort Mackinaw.
Upon closer inspection, the years and the elements had been hard on
the entire structure. Once inside, well worn barracks were in the
middle of refurbishment and the stone and stockade walls were
receiving some badly needed pointing and replacement.

James glanced over to his right, at the
building in which Oliver had been held captive, straight ahead
along the north wall to the building of his imprisonment and turned
to his left, to where upon the porch Lieutenant Fleet had fifteen
years before pronounced judgment and confiscated Friends Good Will
and her cargo.

An American officer now stood on that porch
and welcomed them with a smile. “Good evening,” he offered. “Let me
introduce Major Alexander Thompson, Commander of Fort Mackinaw. I
am Lieutenant Gibbons.”

Introductions went well and all proceeded
into the Major’s quarters, where a table was set with the finest
the frontier had to offer. The conversation was easy and Major
Thompson was obviously pleased and proud with his command and the
progress underway, “The Army almost abandoned Fort Mackinaw just
two years ago.”

“What was the issue?” asked James, with some
surprise.

“With the opening of Fort Brady at the Sault,
which I attended to before this assignment, back in ’22, Mackinaw
is no longer really on our northern boundary any longer and it
serves little strategic purpose by way of defense since the
Rush-Bagot disarmament of the Great Lakes.”

Dunlap nodded, “We face the same questions
with respect to military establishments around Lakes Huron and
Superior. From whom, exactly, are they protecting our
citizens?”

Major Thompson nodded, but then explained,
“Still, in regard to Mackinaw, it is a gathering place of so many
natives, Metis and French traders each summer. Without a military
presence, these gatherings could easily grow lawless and the
Customs function requires some degree of official modicum.”

Servants lit candles as dusk approached.
Oliver asked, “Is the Army’s role now more of policing then
defense?”

“I think that is fair,” Major Thompson
agreed, “as the permanent occupants are not as yet numerous enough
or sufficiently united to police themselves.”

Marie’s expression revealed some surprise and
she asked, “Not united? This island has been inhabited for many
generations and in a remote location!”

“That is true, Mrs. Lee, but many of the
landowners are yet divided and not on civil terms with each other
on account of the late war.”

James supported Marie, “For what
reasons?”

Major Thompson shared a little known fact,
“Many supposedly sympathized or collaborated with the British
occupiers. After the war, land claims were settled in part by
requiring an oath that such persons offered no aid to the enemy.
Many of those oaths are apparently suspect and when taken to
support title in land, well, let’s just say that deep resentment
lies just below the surface of many personal relationships.”

Everyone at the table imagined and well
understood the tension generated among neighbors, some former
enemies, having taken false oaths for personal gain. It was a
revealing dynamic to Marie of how the Great Lakes, on the front
lines of so many conflicts, remained a cauldron of resentment and
pain.

Dunlap changed the subject, “Is the Sault
more unified?”

Major Thompson smiled slightly in the soft
candlelight, the sun having set early behind the stone and stockade
wall outside the west window of the dining room. He nodded, “Yes,
in a manner of speaking… more unified in their support for the
British and more tolerant yet of Native ways. I would say ten years
ago they were still begrudging the fact the post war boundaries
left them in the United States. But generally, daily life is little
changed and they seem to be adapting and forgetting old
grudges.”

James tore at some bread and changed the
subject yet again, “Major, do you have any adequate charts we might
copy for our trip to and beyond the Sault?”

Major Thompson became rather excited,
“Indeed, some excellent work by a Royal Navy Lieutenant… ah,
Henry Bayfield.” He recalled and repeated the name slowly but with
much admiration.

“Henry?” asked Dunlap. “Why yes, I know him”
he reached for another helping of venison. “I served with him at
the establishment at Penetanguishene! He is excellent and I recall
now he did some work in Lake Superior and northern Lake Huron
several years ago.” Shaking a fork laden with meat, he assured, “If
we have access to his work, we are most fortunate. Our search will
be made much easier.”

Gradually, through dinner, Major Thompson
learned of the search and the personal nature of the expedition,
ready to leave at first light in three canoes all now tied to the
transoms of St. Clair and Touch Wood. The decks were strewn for
stowage yet that evening with numerous supplies such as food,
blankets and shelters for the camps they would make each night.

Finally, over cakes and berries, James asked
for Dunlap to reveal what he knew of the wreck of Invincible.

Dunlap was cooperative, but stuck to the
facts of her location, concluding, “My sense is that she struck
some distance on either side of Whitefish Point.” It was perhaps
the wine that led him to admit, “Alas, in the ensuing strife to
survive in the winter storm and make our way as quickly as possible
back to the Sault, I do not know if we were west or south of the
point itself.” He explained, almost by way of defense, “Visibility
was very bad in the snowstorm and your father, James, as Sailing
Master, was the only one of us who had even a vague idea of our
courses and distances and where we might have wrecked.”

Left unsaid was the fact that William Lee did
not survive so to assist any of the survivors with their location.
James thought it fortunate that Bemose did not have to endure
Dunlap’s first hand account, however sketchy the details.

Major Thompson, after hearing Dunlap’s story
and understanding of their purpose, rose from the table and
returned from an adjacent room, used as a private office. He
carried a large rolled chart.

He gestured for his guests to clear away some
dishes to make room, keeping a glass of brandy close at hand.
Without a word he unrolled the chart, guided all eyes with his to
Whitefish Point, drawn with detail and skill. His finger came to
rest near Whitefish Point where a small notation was made
explaining a dot of ink.

Major Thompson affirmed, with confidence, “If
Lieutenant Bayfield is as good as you and everyone else says, Mr.
Dunlap, there lies

Invincible.”

 


 



Chapter Twelve

 


Bemose leaned forward and straightened her
posture, braced her thighs and calves for the inevitable thrust,
twisted the shaft of the paddle slightly, lowered her arms and dug
the blade into the cold, calm water of Lake Huron.

Dunlap had done the same just a moment before
from the aft thwart, alternating the stroke perfectly. Sometimes,
with a subtle twist of the blade before withdrawing it from the
water, he supplied what little steering was necessary, given the
experience of his partner in the bow.

The canoe, one of three comprising the
expedition, slipped through the gray early morning light. The party
loaded the canoes at dawn and slipped the painters holding them
fast to the stern of St. Clair within half a glass and just minutes
before.

Bemose had not yet warmed to the work, but
deftly unbuttoned the lower two of her coat, allowing more freedom
of movement and ventilation, without breaking stroke.

Laden with Oliver as their principal cargo,
the canoe Bemose and Dunlap paddled was the equal in weight to the
other two, carrying more supplies in their midsection and manned by
only two instead of three searchers. Wasebitong was in the bow of
the canoe in the lead, with Trove at the stern. Marie was in the
bow of the third canoe, having left first but which was now
slipping behind the others, with James in the stern. Marie and
James were the least experienced and their clumsy stroke and poor
coordination immediately revealed itself in both their speed and
course.

With James to starboard half a length,
Bemose, while keeping stroke, spoke over her right shoulder to
James and Marie. “You see there, on shore, what they call the
‘Mission House?’ All looked to their left, on the shore of Mackinaw
Island, as it rather quickly slipped behind them.

Bemose continued, spacing her words between
her gestures and work, “The people are uncertain; Reverend Ferry
has built classrooms and lodging for native and Metis
children.”

Oliver, his breathing easy, offered, “It
sounds like a worthwhile project.” After two strokes of his
partners, he asked, “When did it open?”

Bemose timed her response, “Two years ago.
The people wonder if it is not a school to make them white.”

James asked Bemose, correcting his course yet
again, “What do you think?”

Bemose quickly replied, though missed her
stroke, “Wasebitong and I visited yesterday. It looked to be a good
faith attempt to teach and assist.”

Marie observed, “It appears most obvious to
me. All of these different cultures on the Lakes must be shown how
to interact with each other.” She missed her stroke, perhaps
thinking conversation was a legitimate reason. The canoe strayed
from its earlier course.

Bemose nodded as Marie slipped still further
behind. Bemose guessed she had time, with the next stroke, to add
only one more comment and be assured of being heard, “Wasebitong, I
think, understood immediately his advantage, having lived in both
worlds since birth.” After her next stroke, she reported, “He was
most interested in the Metis children. It must, I think, have
occurred to him that he is by birth more of that culture than
native.”

Oliver interjected, more loudly so to be
heard by those on both craft, “We ought remind him, his father
shipped aboard Invincible so to assist the Metis.”

Last in the procession, no one noticed James
looking to Dunlap. Bemose wondered, sitting in front of Dunlap and
with no way to observe him, whether with that invitation, Dunlap
would offer any recollections or details.

She heard only his regular breathing, a
capable man hard at work, keeping his silence among a very diverse
group of searchers for the remnants and remains of that for which
only he had any recall.

The canoes continued a point north of east,
crossing the open waters between Mackinaw Island and the northern
shore of Lake Huron at a gradual angle given the calm seas.

All noticed, though were too winded to speak
of it, a cloud of black smoke darkening the brightening horizon to
the south, over their quarter. A steam ship made its way to
Mackinaw. Bemose thought of the changes she was witnessing,
commerce not so dependent upon wind and weather, the possibility of
a flood of persons and cargo not deterred or delayed by the risks
presented by vessels under sails or paddles.

Bemose thought of Wasebitong. He was young
and strong, excited and enjoying the lead in craft with which his
brother was struggling. He gave no offense, but was simply
demonstrating his competence with a part of the expedition well
familiar to him. Bemose and Wasebitong had made the canoe trip
several times together, Bemose many times before that and often
with William, when they would winter in the Sault. Bemose
appreciated James recognizing their experience and treating his
much younger brother with respect. While they all recognized James
was their leader, like all good captains, he took into account
expertise on hand that could benefit all, even if not his.

They settled into a routine, loosened and
removed clothing so to vent perspiration and spoke very little. Of
those words exchanged, the majority were between James and Marie,
struggling to keep the pace, a straight course and some semblance
of coordination. Few of those words were audible to the others, but
the general confusion was often obvious, prompting a small smile
from Wasebitong, frustration from Trove at having to slow and
concern from Bemsoe and Oliver, not wanting the pairings to stress
a young marriage.

“Marie, please, paddle on the same side…”
James pleaded.

She shot back, as breathless as he, “If I do
that James, the canoe will turn off course.”

He replied and tried to explain, “No, I will
correct the course with my paddle both adding thrust and
steering.”

She nodded, “So I hear from the others but it
does not seem to work with us.”

He flushed, exasperated by his new bride, who
while criticizing his performance “at the helm,” not heard by him
from anyone but his father since a young boy, Marie had the grace
to use the collective pronoun, “us.” Her approach, he knew, both
pointed to why he loved her even as her techniques with a paddle
were driving him to frustration.

He offered in defense, “Please believe me, I
will paddle on the opposite side, by so doing balance the forward
thrust and make steering only nominally necessary.”

Marie replied, “But how do I know that? I
can’t see you.” She unexpectedly skipped the next stroke, placed
the paddle across her lap and turned around to finish their
conversation face to face.

Not anticipating her action, James completed
a powerful stroke, hoping to correct the course but instead, in
light of her unannounced holiday, sent their craft even further
askew.

James sent her a look of exasperation,
suggesting with his eyes she return to her work as he now switched
sides yet again and tried to bring their craft in general alignment
of those craft, further ahead than ever before.

She turned, in a huff, wanting to continue to
discuss and James offered only by way of suggestion, “Just
trust.”

Soon, Wasebitong and Trove settled upon a
small island, barely separated from the mainland in an area of what
might number several dozen of the same. The party stopped for
lunch, a welcome break for all.

As James and Marie stepped ashore, they were
provided all food and drink enjoyed by others, already unloaded,
set out and half devoured.

Bemose smiled at Dunlap’s well intentioned
suggestion, “Perhaps I might assist by shifting the pairings.”

James quickly squelched the idea, “We will be
fine. Just taking some time to learn and coordinate.”

Bemose looked at Marie, who instantly gave
James a loving look for defending them, as a couple, to all amid
obvious difficulty, if not incomepetence. She took his hand
slightly, with such subtlety that only Bemose noticed. Bemose
thought Marie may not know how to paddle or even to trust, but she
certainly knew how to love.

The sun broke through what developed as
partly cloudy skies by mid afternoon and as it made its way through
its arc, each longer and more pronounced than the day before given
the time of year, James marveled at the beauty of the shore, with
its rocky coast and majestic pines. He felt joy in taking to the
water in a small craft. “A canoe,” he noted to Marie, “allows, I
think, the most intimate experience with nature of all options
afloat.”

Clearly fatigued and with blisters on her
hands wrapped for protection, Marie nearly gasped, “I care little
for what size the vessel, but by all means, give me sails, steam or
pulled by a horse!”

The party moved ever closer to Detour Passage
and James was determined to make the turn north for the St. Mary
River well before stopping for the day. By late afternoon, the
canoes rounded close to the shore to minimize any adverse current,
but James called out, from well behind, “Two more hours, all, and
we make camp!”

As they settled into the routine for a final
push, the skies grew dark, with a front moving down quickly from
the north. The clouds were more a deep gun metal blue than black
and James read the color, direction and sudden drop in temperature
as an impending snow squall.

As the river narrowed, with the party in the
middle, the north wind suddenly grew cold and fierce. The paddlers
donned coats and assured all supplies were secure. The wind slowed
their progress, hitting them right on the bow, and the resulting
seas building with the adverse current created some concern. The
waves disrupted their regular stroke and sent some splash among
them just as large, wet snowflakes began to fall.

Nearly instantly, visibility was much reduced
and the first two canoes reduced speed through the water, hoping
James and Marie would close the gap. And they did, sooner than
James thought possible.

James was paddling very hard, concerned for
Marie not having the skill to keep the bow on course. The party had
made only just more than an hour of progress since the turn at
Detour, but his instincts combined with the intense concentration
and physical effort required for safe navigation in such conditions
forced James to consider their precarious position; one which he
had encountered before.

With the wind on the bow, from the same
direction as the current, the problem was windage. The three canoes
threaded a needle, each trying to maintain their position in a
narrow eye, both sides of which presented forces they could not
safely counter.

James fully appreciated their situation and
knew that Marie could not. He was worried that should any one of
the canoes fall just a point or two off of the by now near gale
force wind, or not keep the wind dead on the bow, it would begin to
press from the side, force their bows to turn further and quickly
away from the wind, across the swell. As James paddled hard through
the snow squall, calling to Marie encouragement and direction, he
imagined with just the slightest mistake in stroke, the current
would assist and conspire with the wind and seas in forcing the
initial and perhaps final turn. James imagined Marie looking back
to him, for help and sense of surprise for ever having placed her
into such a position as the canoe swamped and they spilled into the
freezing river.

James led, for the first time of the day. He
trusted that Wasebitong and Bemose understood the danger and Trove
and Dunlap were very good in the stern, steering with skill and
precision. He was very worried for Marie, with no experience,
exhausted, and little or no trust in him. He admitted to himself
his limited skill and the unlikelihood that he would steer as
deftly as others in the party. Within some lengths of taking the
lead, James saw a dim grey shadow emerge from the white snow
falling so hard in the fierce wind so to sting his eyes. He
shouted, “To the left bank, just ahead.” The shore curved so to
reach out for them, decreasing the distance they would need to
paddle, with the wind kept to a very narrow angle off their
bows.

Within minutes, they made the landing. The
seven searchers were exhausted, warm and wet, with exposed skin at
the same time raw from the cold north wind. The snow was a nuisance
as they unpacked the gear needed for shelter for the night.

Trove helped James unload a canvas, which
would soon make a proper lean to and shelter under which front flap
they might be able to build a fire. He looked James directly in the
eye and asked, “Bring back any memories?”

James instantly knew to what Trove referred.
He swallowed hard, nodded and acknowledged the close call. He said
only, “This time, with a better result, by the grace of God.”

Trove nodded and the two parted. There was
hard work to be done making camp in the storm and with time enough
later for tragic recollection.

Later than evening, with the snow squall
passed, a hot dinner very much appreciated by all and the camp fire
beginning to wane before it would be revived for the night, Trove
uncorked a brown jug and passed it to James. He offered, “Here is
to you, Captain, for finding this shore and none too soon.” He took
a swallow and James followed, passing it to Oliver. The jug stopped
at Dunlap, although Wasebitong made a futile attempt at
participation.

James was all too quiet. The fire crackled
and the wind could still be heard, high in the trees. Trove tried
once again to make conversation, confirming for James, “Had you
gone on, we would have seen it all again.”

James nodded, “Once is enough.”

Then Trove began to recall, for all to listen
and learn how close they had come to ruin.

* * *

November, 1813

Lake Erie

Trove descended the companionway steps of
Friends Good Will, sliding the hatch cover back in place, hoping to
keep the wardroom in the small sloop somewhat drier.

But the gesture was futile. With the rising
winds and seas, a November gale, vicious and raw, blew what felt
like solid water below and threatened their landfall at Erie. A
northwest wind whipped the seas to a froth, with freezing rain
icing the spars, rigging and deck.

Friends Good Will departed Detroit two days
before. With Harrison’s victory at the Thames, the native threat on
the American side quickly subsided and several chiefs had already
sued for peace.

Captain William transferred personnel and
military goods between Sandwich, Detroit, Amherstberg, Frenchtown,
and Sandusky the remaining days of October, preparing various posts
for the oncoming winter. Meanwhile Perry and Harrison came to
conclude the season had advanced beyond what a strike at Fort
Mackinaw, in the hopes of seizing Lake Huron as well as Erie and
St. Clair, would reasonably require.

Captain William was saddened to receive
orders for Erie. He knew many navy personnel and shipwrights yet in
the town and would nonetheless be very lonely. Trove tried to
console him as they sent down the topmast, yards and brought in the
jibboom at the now captured Amherstberg Royal Naval Yard in
preparation for winter and their departure east.

On a cold day with flurries sparkling in the
sun, the spars lashed securely on deck, Trove reminded, “Perhaps
Bemose and the little one can winter in Erie now that we have
chased Proctor to Niagara.”

James added, “She looked to be doing very
well, even after birth less than two months before and her voyage
down Lake Huron. I am certain Oliver and Mary, with his company
stationed in Detroit, will dote on the lad.”

Captain William smiled at the thought and
admitted, as to Bemose, “She is remarkable, no doubt and thank God
for the support of her people, helping her come south and introduce
me to my second son.” He then looked at James and confessed, in
front of Trove, who never knew much family love or sentiment, “I
never thought I would ever feel the joy of a birth of a son again.
Seventeen years between, no doubt, but rather than that fact making
me age, I think instead Shining Water’s birth has made me
young!”

Trove knew Captain William felt the utmost
reluctance when he ordered the docklines cast off. James tried to
help by reminding, “Once the Lake freezes, let us secure you leave
and you can visit George in Detroit,” using his step brother’s
Christian name, having seen him only once.

The first day was near calm; the second fine
sailing with a southwest breeze that so often in November deceives
and promises a prolonged “Indian summer.”

But through the night, the wind came on to
blow cold and hard from the Northwest. The seas built and Friends
Good Will, were there only room enough, could easily reach to the
northeast under little sail and ride out the storm. Putting in
across the bar at Erie was out of the question and as had sailors
for centuries, the captain and crew of Friends Good Will
consciously chose to remain at sea for their safety. By daylight,
all knew that reaching with the storm was no longer an option. Lake
Erie was too small and the eastern shore loomed just ahead. Captain
William tacked and put her on the wind with a double reefed main
and staysail and tried to keep her off a lee shore. James assumed
the watch while Trove tried to get some sleep.

Six hous later, Trove was half through his
watch and stood dripping over a chart studied by Captain William
and James. The three discussed their options. James observed, “If
the wind should continue unabated for some time the seas will
demand much of our stays, already ready for replacement.”

Captain William nodded, “She is taking a
beating.”

Trove asked, “Can we tuck up under the
northern shore, perhaps behind Long Point and find calmer
waters?”

Both Captain William and James acknowledged
the suggestion but James reminded, “We would be close to land still
controlled by Proctor. He may well be massed at Long Point or Dover
Mills.”

Captain William near shouted, as Friends Good
Will smashed down into the trough of a particularly steep sea,
requiring all three of them brace for support and reach out for
deck beams, “We do not know what vessels he may have. I doubt they
are large or powerful but Perry said nothing about us invading
Canada!”

Trove had the deck, although all three
instinctively felt Friends Good Will roll upright and lose power.
Trove realized she was nearly in irons and as he was closest and on
duty, he stuck his head back out into the storm, shouting back to
the helmsman, “Watch your course! On the wind, not into it!” Trove
knew the course given was difficult in large seas and reefed sails
and sensed he should take the deck yet again to assist.

He asked, “Any change of course for now?”

Captain William pointed to the mouth of the
Niagara River. He explained, “Fort Erie has no vessels, there are
none flying the Union Jack on the river and the current would help
should we need to put back out into the open water. The fetch is
insufficient for seas to build and we have support in both Black
Rock and Buffalo should we need.”

Both Trove and James nodded approvingly.

Captain William ordered, “Come about and put
her on the wind for Fort Erie, three points east of north!”

Through the day, with occasional snow
squalls, low scudding clouds and no other vessels in sight, Friends
Good Will, despite the name on her transom, beat her way toward the
northeast corner of Lake Erie. By late afternoon, the seas had
subsided. While still whitecaps, there was by that time, simply not
enough fetch, or distance between the shore and the sloop, for the
wild wind to deliver them up as steep and dangerous as for so many
hours before.

Trove, now relieved, lay in his bunk feeling
much encouraged by the diminished stress on the rig. He thought
they might just all see this out with a mast still standing.

Just about dusk, Trove took the deck,
although not on duty, to watch subtle course changes made to remain
out of range of the guns of Fort Erie. The fort had changed hands
at least twice during the Erie campaign and Captain William
admitted, at the binnacle, “Honestly Trove, I do not know which
flag she flies.”

Trove nodded, raised the flap on his coat of
what he sensed may be a diminishing wind and assured, “Well, we
don’t really need to be ducking iron.”

James came up from the waist, for once that
day no longer regularly drenched with solid water crashing across
from windward, reminding, “We have had enough of that for a season,
to be sure.”

Bearing off slightly for but an hour or more,
Captain William then ordered, “Let us sail further up river. We
may, even with the adverse current in this wind, make Black Rock.
We can set off for Erie tomorrow.”

James saw to the trimming of the staysail
sheet, Trove to the mainsheet. In ever smaller seas, Friends Good
Will heeled, put her shoulder to the work and Trove felt the
windward side of the quarterdeck lift and the sloop respond
well.

Less than a glass later, Trove dropped his
soup in the mess bucket below and took the deck as quickly as
possible. Captain William rose from his bunk and nearly pushed
Trove up the companion way ladder, his call to the helm unheard
from the roar of the wind.

James, Trove noted, had just taken the helm
and was struggling, for some moments, with too much force to brace
himself; the next with all slack. The sails, though still reefed,
shook with violence not witnessed by Trove anywhere but the reefed
t’gallants of U.S.S. Constitution, out on the open ocean on a
particularly unkind day.

All three understood the situation instantly.
The wind had shifted and well more than doubled in strength. It was
yet shifting by more than two points every few seconds, from north
to north by northwest. Given the lay of the shore, the two flags
flown between them and the adverse current, Friends Good Will even
with an experienced helmsman that was nonetheless, not clairvoyant,
was having difficulty making way without first coming into
irons.

They were, however, within sight of the yard
at Black Rock and in the fading light, the American Naval
Establishment called out like a siren to the exhausted Captain and
crew.

There was a time, Trove knew, when Friends
Good Will could have bore off and sailed safely back into the open
waters. But he remained silent as Captain William took the helm
from James and steered her into ever narrowing waters.

Suddenly, the wind rose to a low moan,
growing, Trove estimated, half again as strong. It shifted again
without notice and the sails were alternatively, within minutes,
either entirely slack or overpowered. Still, Trove watched Captain
William steer with skill that he had never seen involving such a
small ship in such a monster storm. Friends Good Will slipped
slowly up river, without grace or trim as would win any awards, but
with skillful hands on her tiller and sheets.

The sharp cracks, almost explosions, were
heard over the wind. First the starboard staysail sheet block,
followed an instant later by the pin to which the sheet then
exerted instant overwhelming force. The staysail shuddered
violently, warning of the inevitable. Without a headsail with which
Captain William had for some time skillfully threaded a needle of
wind, Friends Good Will could no longer sail so high into the wind.
Circumstances, or bad luck, dictated the first tack was straight
for the American shore, giving the crew much less time to
react.

Captain William began to shout while there
was yet time to avoid running ashore, “Wear the sh—”, when the
larboard middle stay parted. Trove knew to have attempted to wear
the ship without the ability of the stay to take the load would be
to invite disaster by way of dismasting.

The crew had hauled down the staysail and
Trove was approaching the wildly swinging parted stay with line
enough to attempt a temporary repair. But the strength of the wind
rendered the errant stay difficult amid a moving platform such as a
deck to retrieve and it would, Trove knew, take some minutes before
the larboard side could take the load of maneuvers. James was at
the mainsheet, working closely in conjunction with his father to
save the ship and perhaps themselves.

There was not a lot to say. Each of them knew
their duty well and more. But what Trove witnessed for some
minutes, he would never forget. With no words spoken, in the middle
of an early winter storm with a disabled ship and adverse current,
Captain William sailed Friends Good Will back down the Niagara
River stern first. Using the reefed main as a wind vane, he steered
to put just enough power into the sail so to, when James made it
off the sheet to his precise direction, she would before making
way, turn slightly into the wind, lose power, while still pointing
up river. The current and windage allowed Friends Good Will to back
them down the Niagara River. All hoped the delicate maneuver would
allow enough time to effect repairs in time and make open
water.

For some minutes, it worked. Trove called
back jubilantly to anyone who might hear him on the quarterdeck, “I
have the bastard!” referring to the broken stay. Captain William
and James were calling to each other with intense concentration and
slowly the ship slipped backwards from whence she had come.

Daylight had all but abandoned them, as did
luck. The darkness hid the change of direction, which was signaled,
Trove supposed later, by the fits and shifts in direction they had
endured on the river. When the westerly gust hit, it did so without
mercy.

As strong as any they had so far survived,
the gust tore the half repaired stay from the hands of the crew
assisting Trove. It buried the starboard rail instantly. James lost
his footing at the mainsheet cleat and remained on board only by
hanging onto the sheet, but unable to release or give any slack.
Captain William lost his footing, even with the braces on the
quarterdeck and slid, for a critical moment, under the tiller.

Friends Good Will rounded up to the
northwest, then west and with so much momentum, she put herself on
a larboard tack. A larboard tack for which all knew she had not the
stays to sustain the loads.

One again, it was a testament to Captain and
crew she did not lose her mast. By the time the wind dictated in
which direction their ship would be driven, Captain William had but
one last trick so to cheat the storm. Without a word, he put the
helm hard over to starboard and kept it there while James let the
mainsheet all but run off the cleat unimpeded. The mainsail eased
quickly, the sheet flying through the blocks.

The mast stood, raked well aft and with two
side stays and the backstay taking the load. She was now heading
near dead down wind, due east. Friends Good Will had a mainsail
full of wind, however and her bowsprit pointed to a very near
shore.

Within moments, Captain William felt her keel
part sand, the vibrations and resistance announced through the
rudder post and tiller. Sensing the only option was to, as with the
Brig President Adams near Squaw Island adjacent to Black Rock the
year before, Captain William turned into what little current may
yet assist to slow the ship, ordered James “Let the main flog” and
to Trove, “Prepare the crew for the beach.”

Two lengths more and the deck canted sharply
to starboard, Friends Good Will lost way and she ground to a halt.
The seas were not large, but the storm had pushed the water on the
eastern shore much higher than normal.

All were safe. Captain William sent some
ashore in the boat, launched from midships in the relative calm of
the lee created by the canted deck of the ship herself.

But Trove, James and Captain William remained
aboard that night.

The storm blew itself out by midnight and the
three waded ashore at dawn, with their knees yet dry; the water
having receded to its typical level.

Captain William gestured to both to where
just a mile down the beach a second navy sloop, Trippe, had also
taken the beach sometime during the night and looked to be in far
worse shape.

* * *

James finished Trove’s account, with everyone
near the campfire utterly silent and mostly in awe, “Friends Good
Will was hard aground; ‘high and dry’ as Perry later
described.”

Trove nodded and added, “With not a damn
thing anyone could have done better. These lakes are hard, come
November.”

Marie said respectfully, “They appear none
too easy in April.”

Dunlap smiled and held up a mug with what was
left of Trove’s ration from his jug.

James shrugged, “Friends Good Will was just
one casualty of a ranging November storm, despite the preparation,
skill and leadership of one of the best mariners I ever knew.”

Trove assured the others, spellbound by the
tale he told, “And that is why I am here, searching for that
man.”

Wasebitong shot him a glance, touched deeply
by the comment.

Trove threw some logs on the fire, sprawled
out as near as he dare and covered himself with a rough wool
blanket.

The following morning, after a long first
day, the party rose late from a cold night, hard ground and thin
wet blanket of snow. Oliver had already heated coffee before many
stirred. Still, all were anxious to make the Sault and there was no
grumbling when James rousted, “Come, all, stow the gear and let’s
launch!”

Their pace was slower; their speed made good
against the current slower still.

Mid morning, the party encountered a large
native canoe, of the type renown for carrying cargo, paddling
swiftly down river, presumably with many goods intended for
Mackinaw. Without much warning from a bend in the river, the two
parties passed swiftly, with whoops and cries of recognition
between Wasebitong and those of the native canoe. He clearly knew
them from the summer and one cried out to Bemose, but he was beyond
them too quickly in the current for her to recognize his name or
face.

The day passed without other incident, the
party enjoying a pleasant lunch on another small island. The snow
melted by noon and the day warmed nicely.

Wasebitong grasped the gunwale of James’
canoe as it pulled up alongside by mid afternoon. His brother
asked, with both canoes yet keeping the stroke on the unencumbered
outboard sides, “You know this river well. How much longer to the
Sault?”

Wasebitong was taken by surprise and almost
glanced to his mother for confirmation. But he checked his
movement, looked instead to his brother, thankful for the question
and gesture of respect, and offered, “We are just more than
halfway.”

He noted James’ frustration and explained,
“Swift current from the spring runoff.”

James nodded and asked, “Do you know of a
good place to make camp short of the Sault?”

Wasebitong confirmed, “Yes, there are
several.”

James directed, “You select the spot so that
we can go just long enough to set up the camp yet in daylight.”

Wasebitong just nodded and let loose his grip
on his brother’s canoe; his all white half brother, who had just
warmed his heart by entrusting to him a decision requiring superior
knowledge and mature judgment.

Neither saw Bemose smile at the sight.

The second day was hard work. It was marked
with less progress, blistered hands and sore joints.

But for Wasebitong, it was glorious. He was
returning home to a land he loved, inspired by a story he had never
heard about a man he could not remember. As the landing approached
and dusk began to settle, he held out his arm and called to a party
he was leading by delegation of his older brother, “There, ahead,
on the left; the island.” Wasebitong selected for their camp Sugar
Island, upon which he had been born; formerly George’s island, for
which he had been named. He would the following day visit the
people who knew of his mother, and he would tell stories, for the
first time among them, of his father.

The party slept well and hard, without
stories but ample dreams. One of those was of a difficult time,
fifteen years before. When Dunlap rose, he seemed tired and sullen.
Oliver approached with coffee and held out a cup, but Dunlap
replied, “I am not crippled.”

Trove asked Dunlap, “Care to help with this
dunnage?”

Dunlap complained, “We have far too many
supplies. Why are we hauling all of this weight?”

Dunlap walked over to his canoe to be alone.
He saw James approach, who likely having heard his gruff comments,
was intending to confront him, he suspected. He noted Oliver was
watching them carefully, but so far, stood off some distance.

“Help Trove with the dunnage,” James ordered,
but then softened his tone a bit, “if you please.”

Dunlap made to comply, but announced, “I am
not of this expedition and participate only by my leave.”

James wheeled ‘round, intending to extend an
invitation, “In that case, Mr.—”

Oliver interjected, having covered half the
width of the camp in but an instant, “Owen, what is it?”

The two looked at each other, as men, former
enemies, and for years thereafter, friends. Few ties bind more
tightly.

Marie in the meantime approached James,
cautiously, seeming more to support than intervene.

Dunlap sighed, looked down at the ground and
after a few seconds, looked up and offered, “I am sorry, truly. I
am out of sorts. Bad dreams, or rather, memories.”

James sought to understand, softened his tone
and asked, “Of what?”

Owen made to launch his canoe, gesturing for
Wasebitong to join and leaving Trove to paddle with Bemose. He
explained, as he made to board, “June, ’14. Come, I need to get off
this damned island and these waters,” gesturing to the west channel
along which they camped. With that he pushed off.

Bemose walked over and Marie asked, “To what
is he referring; ‘June of 1814’?”

James and Oliver indicated by expression they
did not know.

Bemose said only, “The raid.”

Trove asked, “What raid?”

“Two parties, each set out to attack the
other,” she explained. “Americans paddled up river on the west side
of Sugar Island. English and native allies paddled down river,
taking the east side of the island. They sought to destroy each
other’s villages and homes. This island kept them from discovering
the other; passing at the same time on the opposite channels.” She
indicated with her hands the ironic geometry and explained, “Each
unaware of the other, both continued on their missions.”

The remainder of the party began to
understand. But Bemose offered the background, “The American’s raid
was in retaliation for the attack on Fort Mackinaw, two years
before. Many of the belligerents in that attack were from the
Sault. The American party reached the Sault and… well, many
homes were burnt, many suffered. John Johnston, who you shall meet
this morning, had his home looted, his wife and children barely
escaped. The North West Company had their warehouses burned, the
lock they built destroyed, their vessel Perseverance burned. I do
not know, but perhaps Owen cared for some of them who lost so
much.”

They stood on the banks of the St. Mary
River, not far from the Sault. There was an uncomfortable silence
at the realization they may not be entirely welcome in the very
community which others like them attacked, following the same
route, not so long ago.

James wondered, “This Mr. Johnston, was he
killed?”

Bemose said, matter of factly and with no
apparent appreciation for the irony, “No, he was in a canoe,
heading downriver to make war on the Americans.”

James shook his head, shrugged and took
command, “No matter now. Let’s be off and try to catch up. As the
rapids grow near, we should stay together.”

Everyone moved instantly and paddled hard,
closing the gap.

James recalled while he paddled that his
father and Oliver had years before commented that “Mr. Dunlap” as
they called him in those days, had much history and likely many
friends in the Sault and across Lake Superior. He considered while
he paddled, for the first time, that Dunlap, among others, may have
just as many reasons to doubt any cross border friendship as did
James.

By mid morning, the party put off on the
American side, at the foot of the falls. A small village clustered
on the banks, with Fort Brady, just a few years old, the most
imposing government structure. The American Fur Trading Company had
constructed warehouses on the banks and a native encampment was
just upriver from the Fort.

Soon after making landfall, it was apparent
that Bemose and Wasebitong were well known among natives and some
whites and Dunlap had plenty of connections on both sides of the
river.

Dunlap, his dark mood well past, returned
from a conversation with a fur trader and explained, “With the
spring flow and fast water, I think it prudent to hire local pilots
to take our canoes up over the falls. If we choose well, we need
not unload.”

James, showing no grudge, nodded and asked,
“How long will it take?”

Dunlap shrugged, “Well, by the time we find
them and they get started, I would be surprised if we were back at
our paddles by late afternoon.”

Bemose nodded, but Wasebitong interjected,
“Let me find my friends. We can have my canoe upriver by noon.”

James was skeptical, but Bemose nodded,
“Alright and if you see Mr. or Mrs. Johnston, tell them to seek us
out.”

Wasebitong was quick to be off, lest anyone
reconsider.

Dunlap was about to voice some concern, but
Bemose assured, “He does it for others for pay; he may as well do
it for us for free!”

The party smiled and she suggested, “Let Owen
and I find two pilots and you, James, with Marie and Oliver, stay
with the canoes and rest.”

Feeling rather out of control, yet
nonetheless secure, James agreed and with Oliver, they pulled the
three canoes up higher on shore and spread some blankets in the
morning sun.

Soon, realizing it took only one to guard the
belongings within the shadow of Fort Brady, they took turns by the
canoes while the other two explored the area. They observed the
Indian Burial ground at the encampment, the canal first dug by the
soldiers from Sackett’s Harbor, transferred to the Sault to build
Fort Brady. They walked the dock of the American Fur Trading
Company, rather busy with traders bringing in their winter catch.
They marveled at the swift current and white water caused as Lake
Superior spilled over limestone rock and fell twenty feet within
just hundreds of yards of river length.

But they were most amazed watching Wasebitong
and two friends and then two unknown pilots, paddle and pole
against the current, one or two standing in the canoe and
maintaining balance as they slowly made their way upriver.

Many natives stopped by to visit when the
canoes were finally gathered together above the rapids. Word had
spread that Bemose and Wasebitong had both returned and early.
Several people were interested in meeting James and Oliver, paying
respects and recalling their times spent with Captain William, who
wintered with the People, both before and after the war.

James commented to Marie, “Should we begin
again, before nightfall?”

She counseled, “Let Bemose have time with her
friends.”

James nodded and reminded, “The next couple
of days might be very difficult to her. He informed Bemose during a
break in the steady stream of visitors, “Let us remain here and
enjoy the people. We can begin early tomorrow.” Trove was having a
smoke with a fur trader; Dunlap speaking Ojibwa with Chief
Jack-o-pa.

She looked at him and nodded, “The next
couple of days, I expect, will be very difficult for you and us
all.”

Bemose turned to greet Mr. Johnston and
Oshauguscodaywayquay, his native wife, granddaughter of Chief
Mamongazida. Bemose sought to bring Marie into the social fabric by
introducing her as the niece of a Jesuit and Bemose’s father, who
some among them remembered.

James had little to do but think about what
had so far, with the responsibilities of his small party embarked
on a long journey, he had given little time or attention; the
personal encounter with his father’s death.

 


 



Chapter Thirteen

 


By the middle of April, the early morning sun
in the northern latitudes was still well to the south.

The very morning after two men formerly of
two navies, a farmer, waterman, half native, young Metis and a
recent French immigrant mingled among a native encampment, the sun
rose over the larboard quarter of three canoes slipping westward
above the falls. But soon the shoreline forced them still further
north.

The diminutive vessels set off early and with
all vigor upon the largest of the inland seas against a now
slackening current. The party gradually loosed the grip of the St.
Mary’s River. Whitefish Bay lay ahead, with the rolling hills and
rock formations of Canada to starboard. Some of the most ancient
rock found on the continent gradually diminished only by increasing
distance. Whitefish Bay widened to reveal the very reason for the
name of the waters upon which the party now ventured,
“Superior.”

Bemose took as a good omen a brilliant column
of golden light penetrating through low clouds lying to the
southeast, contrasting with the reds and purples adjacent to the
column and gun metal blue of the western sky. The column of light
rose from the eastern horizon like an arrow pointing the way,
urging, if not demanding, the canoes push further west without
hesitation.

James needed no omen. He was hopeful of
making Whitefish Point that very evening and did not so much as
turn to watch the dawn. He focused only upon the sea and sky ahead.
He knew well the promise of a dawn is often broken at sea before
the day is done. James needed only calm winds and light seas,
offering mercy and grace to those few paddling again for some hours
for now a fourth day.

James adjusted his focus to the small world
of his paddle and that of Marie’s, the familiar turn of the
gunwales forward his thwart, the small of Marie’s back and the
track of their canoe through fresh water, cold and pure. It struck
him their canoe was tracking nearly perfectly through the water. He
called, “Marie, our coordination is much improved; I am steering
very little.”

She did not turn or break stroke, but
replied, with evident joy in her voice, timing her words with her
deep breaths, “James, I think it is coming to me!” After a few more
strokes, “Just as it must have at some point, to my uncle.”

James knew Father Lapointe had not learned to
paddle a canoe in France. His skill was learned from the
Kitchigamig Anineshnebeg, perhaps from those very elders Marie met
and visited with the night before, or most certainly their
contemporaries. He could tell she was moved by the experience.

Perhaps, thought James, Marie had come to
accept that of which he spoke months ago on the Great Western Canal
and again on Lake Erie. He recalled her looks of concern as he
cautioned, she treating his words as exaggeration; these inland
seas were demanding of all one had to offer and often took
more.

Life on the Lakes required trust as
essential, even as it was dangerous. It was the currency of life,
as often as the instrument of death. It was as often abused and
regretted, as it was offered freely as prayer. Each outcome in
which trust was expended was a function not of its inherent
benefits, but of the good judgment, or lack of it as to whether
such was warranted. Trust was sometimes the cause, often the
effect, but always the current underlying each action.

Trust allowed mere men and some women a large
journey in small craft. It provided the drama between the steady
onslaught of large waves withstood by peeled bark and pine pitch.
It explained a straight course amid constant paddling, when each
from one side alone would result in folly. Trust justified a topman
aloft on the yard, leaning well over, punching canvas, stepping
along a footrope to the outboard end of a flemish horse. Or was
that born of mere necessity, James asked himself, as he paddled in
perfect unison with his bride. In any case, it explained the
survival of life in harsh conditions; with its failure or misuse,
death in the same.

Perhaps Marie was recognizing in him, a
person finally admitted within her life, someone worthy of her
trust, suggesting by the slightest whisper the chance of its seed
and potential for harvest. Or perhaps Marie recognized mere
circumstance, in which it benefited her to take such a risk and
employ trust sparingly, as with black powder in the pan and with
dinner in line between the sights.

But her judgment was sound, her trust well
placed and their canoe led the party, much to the pleasure and
pride of the others.

“I am coming to love these northern lands,
James,” she offered, after nearly another hour of paddling.

Quite a topic to address properly between
strokes, James thought and with a prominent point of land, just
ahead, he replied, “With us in the lead, we must determine where we
rest. I suggest just ahead, at the mouth of that outflow from the
snowmelt.”

Their canoe began a gradual arc and for the
first time, James and Marie were the first to wet their ankles and
haul their canoe ashore. Never having expected their early arrival,
the food was stowed in those lagging behind. James joked in calling
out, “Hurry, we are starving! When keeping a proper stroke, one
works up an appetite!”

The others accepted his good natured
admonishments willingly enough and soon, after a late morning
break, somewhat early for lunch, Bemose and Wasebitong looked to
each other and agreed, “Let us pay our respects.” To the surprise
of all others, they climbed the bluff and stood, looking out over
the water, returning after just a few minutes.

Marie asked, “What is this place? Does it
have some significance?”

Wasebitong looked to his mother and she
answered, “Point Iroquois.” Bemose took some deep breaths,
recovering from her climb to the top and resulting steep descent.
“This is sacred ground. Many Ojibwa warriors fell here. This is as
far west as the Nad-o-way advanced, so long ago. Our ancestors
turned them back and we pushed on, further east, for years
after.”

Dunlap offered Marie a translation of a
native word she had not yet encountered, “The Ojibwa word for
Iroquois, “Nad-o-way” is literally translated and means
“snake.”

James thought of his point made to Bemose
aboard St. Clair of the terrible wars fought between the people
well before Europeans arrived in any significant numbers. He knew
the battle to which she referred occurred more than one hundred and
sixty years before, referenced in the Jesuit journals compiled
generations well before Father Lapointe canoed the same waters.

Marie stared up at the bluff and across the
horizon at the surrounding waters of what had first been known on
French charts of “Lac Tracy.” She offered, “I think of those native
nations, now so diminished. I see their native dress and customs,
their feathers and bones, the ‘Tomahawk and Pipe Dance’ as we did
last night and I think, James, are we witnessing the masks of
Venice?”

James raised an eyebrow in some small
surprise, faced with an unexpected, yet intriguing thought from one
he loved, but more to the point, truly respected.

All others in the party looked to him, hoping
for some explanation of an observation made by the one among them
most recently familiar with the cultural upheavals of Europe.

James thought for a moment, then asked Marie,
“The masks of Venice? Do you mean those, by way of custom and
practice the French tried to abolish?”

Marie nodded, encouraging her husband to make
the connection. “Of course, along with the Austrians, or for that
matter, consider the effect of the French upon the Ragussans of
Dubrovnik.”

Her analogy held the interest of all.

James looked down to the sand, thinking of
those experiences and lessons learned aboard John Adams seemingly
so long ago. He was now in command, marginally, of a canoe shared
with a remarkable woman. Somewhat uncomfortably, he asked, “So we
are like Bonaparte?” His tone suggested he would never admit to
such barbary.

Marie shook her head, “Perhaps not so
deliberately, as individuals. But as a nation expanding, with one
very different culture encountering another?” Her inflection
delivered the implication. She then challenged, “Are not these
native cultures truly disappearing from their ancestral homes?” She
looked at Bemose and asked, “Is not your native culture now so
diminished as will soon be lost?”

Bemose and Wasebitong stood motionless,
conscious of the implications to their race, of that thought openly
discussed among family and friends.

The others stood quietly for some moments,
unprepared for such topics. They packed the food, in the light of
day, with no brown jug or the comfort of a campfire to loosen
captive thoughts and free reluctant words.

The others deferred to James, to whom after
all, the question was initially posed. He looked up to the bluff,
imagined the battle, then out to the open horizon begging for sails
and commerce. He looked at Marie and hedged, “Bonaparte had by no
means cultures anywhere near as different, in ruling Europe, as is
found here between whites and natives.”

Marie looked him right in the eye, “Oh, you
may be surprised, but even so, what of it?”

He knew what she really asked was whether his
distinction was a sufficient justification. James considered those
with whom he was surrounded and employed the only tool that would
serve; he trusted in their acceptance of him as an American, their
understanding of his past, raised without a mother and a mostly
absent father, their pride in his naval service and devotion to his
mentor resulting in their gratitude for his capability upon the
inland seas.

James offered only, with the intellectual
honesty required of those who love and trust, nodding slightly,
“Yes, the masks of Venice.” James looked at his brother, right in
the eye and admitted, “We are a nation expanding, with the force of
a gale upon the sands of a windward beach.”

Wasebitong stood fast, nearly stone faced,
showing little expression but his respect for an honest answer,
from a man he could now call a brother.

All but James trusted a mark on a chart,
drawn by one unknown to them, which noted Invincible. Nonetheless,
all paddled onward, steering for all that she may hold within her
skeletal frame. All but Dunlap had come to resolve there was
nothing to fear in the truth. Dunlap seemed agitated and abruptly
announced, “Enough, let us be off.”

As they launched the canoes, a longer rest
ended than they had ever yet taken, Bemose handed James a note from
her pack, aged and bound in twine. She explained, “I did not send
them all to Marie. William left this note with the people, with me
gone for a short trip to visit my mother’s parents on Sugar
Island.”

She turned and walked back to her paddle,
lying across the thwart of her canoe. James looked at the quickly
darkening sky, roiling up from the southwest, thought only about
the promise of a day shortened by an approaching storm and slid the
letter into his coat. He would read it when the day’s paddling was
done, their progress made and Invincible achieved.

But it was not to be; not that day. Despite
the bright column of golden light, as promise is to the dawn, by
mid afternoon the wind rose, the seas grew angry and the rain
pelted the party so hard that it hurt. James directed all to put
into the mouth of a river to make camp for the day just as the
shore turned sharply north. To their right, as the shore receded,
all could see where the land came to end at Whitefish Point, barely
in sight through yet another rain squall.

It rained for hours. They postponed dinner
until nearly dark, hoping a fire would allow for a well cooked
meal. They overturned canoes to keep supplies dry. They stacked
dried wood under cover so that when the skies cleared, whitefish
snatched from the rapids and wrapped by Saulteurs easily provided
their best dinner yet since departing Detroit.

At first, with James and Marie taking shelter
in their tent, the gloom made the handwriting more difficult; the
very topic, dark. But after he read the note several times, the
gradual brightening matched his mood.

Dear One,

If you are reading this, I have taken a final
voyage yet this season with Owen, departing this day. Late in the
season, perhaps, and while the wage is welcome, I set off for other
reasons entirely.

A rogue has set about to mistreat some Metis
at Fort William and beyond. I cannot, it seems, allow for those
like our son, Shining Water, to become the object of such
cruelty.

I will assist with the navigation and upon
reaching Fort William, in establishing some order. You and our son,
I hope, will understand and encourage me in this absence, after a
season together, here among the people. For so many years, I was
not there for James and regret it each day.

I will not make that mistake with George;
this brief absence, the exception. In assisting those like him, no,
like us, I hope to make less likely the prospect of injustice to us
all.

I have prepaid accounts in town and provided
for you both in my absence. With winter coming on, be assured I
will better fit the door when I return.

My Love to Both,

William

James stared at the page. Marie noted the wet
in his eyes and left him alone. Bemose kept her distance from his
tent. James looked out from the open flap, first to Oliver, then to
Owen as dusk descended and knew he had been overly harsh. The
letter just shared by Bemose revealed what could only exonerate
both in judgments pronounced by him since first learning of his
father’s death on the deck of Java with Perry at his side.

His father had not taken the late season
voyage as the result of misguided national loyalties. Its purpose
was not a mere favor to a friend and brother-in-law or so to assist
his nation’s arch rival, England, in yet another of her remote
imperial settlements.

Captain William took the voyage to atone for
perceived sins; his prolonged absences from his eldest son, so many
years ago, even as his second son, he knew, would require his
presence, guidance and perhaps defense for many years hence. His
father took the voyage as his personal pronouncement of support of
the Metis, of James’ brother, of a race so often regarded as
inferior among so many English and Americans.

The letter lay to rest some questions and
doubts. But not all. James was very conscious of still other
questions, which haunted him for years on waters so very different
and distant from the inland seas, from the Adriatic to the
Caribbean, building to near obsession made more acute since the
arrival of a leather satchel, as he drew ever nearer to his
father’s remains.

He folded the note and slid it back into his
coat pocket. He rose from his blanket and went to join dinner.

Dunlap and Oliver were studying the copy of
Lieutenant Bayfield’s chart, made after their dinner on Mackinaw.
They rolled it out atop an overturned canoe resting on large trunks
fallen on the forest floor near the shore and made a part of the
camp. The arrangement allowed for their supplies to remain dry
during the rain. Dunlap explained, “Straightforward enough from
here on the ‘morrow, what?”

James announced, surprising them that he had
joined, “Perhaps not.”

Oliver looked at him, moved the oil lamp
closer, then looked back to the chart, puzzled, and challenged, “We
cannot be but twenty miles from the Point.”

Dunlap remained quiet, offering only an
inquisitive look.

James quietly assured, “Perhaps less.” He
approached the chart, sighed and stated as a simple matter of fact,
“Bayfield was good, no doubt. But his chart was wrong. And so is
our copy.”

Dunlap showed his surprise and asked,
obviously not convinced, “In what way? How do you know? You have
never been here.”

James indicated with the narrow end of
Dunlap’s clay pipe which had been lying on the chart awaiting a
light from the campfire. “Take this longitude line down to the
scale.”

Oliver remained erect and just looked at
James, his mouth open in surprise. Dunlap did as suggested,
repeated the exercise and straightened, his look of concern
confessing an error.

Wasebitong joined them, curious as to their
intensifying conversation. James wondered if Bemose had ever shown
him the letter she handed him just that afternoon. He almost
mentioned it, but instead returned to the matter at hand.

Dunlap looked at James and agreed, “The chart
is flawed.”

James explained to his uncle and his brother,
“The curve of the land could well be dead on, but did Bayfield mark
the wreck by coordinates of latitude or longitude, or did he
actually see the wreck on the beach? I do not know.”

Oliver looked to Dunlap, who conceded, “Many
charts are drawn by others from field notes made by survey and
triangulation. Usually these parties operate from numerous small
boats, setting off each day from larger vessels, all taking careful
measurements from various angles. If a longitude line is off…”
He shrugged.

Marie and Bemose rose from the campfire,
witnessing some confusion and concern among their men.

James finished his thought, teasing but
allowing himself some credit in the joke, “As you were all
entertaining the encampment with your rendition of the ‘Pipe
Dance,’ knowing so few as I did last evening, I checked the scale
with that line of longitude running so closely parallel to the
beach. It may be a tenth of a mile off, maybe more.”

Dunlap added, “I cannot believe Henry would
make such a mistake.”

James added, “Perhaps not personally, but
this chart is flawed, and in precisely the area in which we are
searching.” Looking at Oliver in the hope of keeping his revelation
in perspective, “And you could really stand some lessons with your
dancing!”

Oliver shook off the attempt at levity and
asked, “So what could this mean?”

Dunlap gave a knowing glance, but let James
finish his point.

James, ever the Captain, shrugged and
assured, “Well, let us consider this in perspective. We have a
flawed chart, but we are not lost and are not using it for
navigation, so we will be fine. It could mean Invincible, if that
was the ship observed, is not on the beach but lying some distance
off shore. Often, wrecks can be seen from vessels, in calm seas and
with the sun at just the right angle. We do not know if she will be
accessible to us.”

Bemose reminded, “Which was our assumption
when we departed Detroit… that she was on the beach.”

Marie added, “I have never considered someone
confusing one ship for another.”

Dunlap admitted, having walked to the fire
and lit his pipe, “A real possibility, if a wreck is seen below the
surface. But if on the beach, I suspect we can trust the
identification, if not the location.”

James nodded, turning to take a seat by the
fire, on and against gear forming a comfortable seat. “We will know
both soon enough.”

The party was social after a lighter day at
the paddles and a roaring fire that promised to burn well into the
night. After some time, Bemose asked, softly with some trepidation
in her voice, “When will we depart tomorrow and how long until
Whitefish Point?” Her tone, combined with her expression as
illuminated by firelight suggested she was not so much in a rush as
needed to understand how much time she would have to prepare.

James offered, “Four hours, a bit more
perhaps if there are seas.” He thought of Mrs. Perry and understood
Bemose’s need.

She explained, “I have thought for years I
need to find William, put him to rest but now, so close, I am not
sure I have done the right thing.”

Marie offered, “Your desire is perfectly
understandable. Have no doubt.”

Shaking her head, Bemose turned to James,
“But sending you those letters and bringing everyone so far…”

Trove spoke casually, lying back after
enjoying some drams from a brown jug, “Have no concerns about me.
Glad to do it. Would do it for William again and for you, more than
twice.”

James sighed, not sure whether to ask. But
the evening was not yet late and he had held his question for many
thousands of miles, “Why did you send the letters?”

Not all knew to which he referred, but they
remained quiet.

As the wind confused the column of smoke
rising from the fire, signaling perhaps a change in the
conversation, Bemose thought, looked at James and confessed, “I had
no idea you and Marie would actually ever meet, but I did in my
heart harbor a hope for your return to the Lakes. Not to find
William, no,” she assured, “others have offered over the years,
even some of the Saulteurs.” Everyone in the camp remained quiet,
encouraging her to finish her explanation, “But I needed to impart
to you what transpired during those years that you may not have
fully understood.”

James nodded and seemed entirely
satisfied.

But she continued, “With your father gone and
you with no relationship with your brother, someone, it seemed,
needed to illuminate who you are, as defined, I believe, by those
who loved you.” Bemose lowered her head, as though a great burden
was lifted.

James looked at Marie and they exchanged
glances of mutual understanding. “The letters have changed my
life,” he admitted, “helping me make a decision I was already
contemplating, but with no real reason, except a profound
loneliness.” He then joked, “And you could not have picked a better
messenger!”

But then James looked at Wasebitong and asked
Bemose, “Have you shown my brother the note you gave me just
today?”

Bemose shot James a glance by way of
admonishment and shook her head, suggesting a change in
subject.

But James persisted and stood. Addressing
Bemose, he walked round the fire, “You fear my brother will feel
guilt for the death of his father? I tell you woman, I know him
well enough to know he understands that no three year old child
ought be blamed for anything.” James handed Wasebitong the note and
declared, “He needs to know why our father took that voyage; why in
doing so, my brother has not had the benefit of his guidance which
I enjoyed.”

Bemose witnessed the look of mutual respect
in each of their eyes. The look was reason enough for the voyage,
perhaps only miles from complete irrespective the outcome.

Taking his seat again, James finished his
thought, “If there is blame, it is mine. Had I been on the Lakes
instead of parading around with Perry, thinking only of myself
while you struggled with the privations of a ravaged village just
free of occupation, he would never have taken that berth.”

Bemose made to dismiss his indictment of his
own conduct, “James, you were, what, only twenty one and were
serving your country. Besides, why wouldn’t you have let him sign
aboard Invincible?”

James looked at Dunlap, who was fully
attentive to what, by way of relationships affected by war was
unfolding before him. James answered, looking straight into his
eyes, “Not because the season was late, although it was. And not
because that rogue Lord Selkirk, while needing to be shown the
weight of authority, was England’s problem, although he was. And
not even because Metis children were at risk, hell, there are
children suffering all over the world and I may have even told
Father not to take that deck, so as to care for his own.”

No one moved through the camp. Even Trove had
awaken from his near slumber, intrigued by the conversation. Coals
scattered and the fire crackled as James threw on another log.

“No,” James continued, still staring at
Dunlap. “I would not have let him go,” he explained, “because I
would not have allowed him to sail with the enemy, under a Union
Jack which not long before we had hauled down from the peaks of so
many vessels on these Lakes. No, I would have reminded him of
Lawrence and Scorpion and Friends Good Will and I guarantee he
would not have stepped foot on that deck, with you in command.”

Not a person breathed around the fire. Oliver
and Trove had witnessed men called out for less. Bemose felt badly
for Wasebitong, not yet having a chance to even so much as read the
note and likely not fully understanding what he was witnessing. And
she felt badly for Owen, whom she knew William liked and respected
very much.

Oliver stood and came to stand between them,
expecting the situation to erupt at any moment, hoping to keep the
peace. Trove stood just after and stood by James, still seated,
declaring his allegiance.

James then admitted, more softly but his tone
colder than the waters in which they paddled, “And if all that
would not have worked, all I would have had to do was remind my
father of your Lieutenant Fleet or of Admiral Fleet, who like my
brother without a father, left me without a mother.”

Strangely, the two men with the most reason
to grapple, one with the other, as the result of words spoken and
the implications and insults as many would reasonably take from
them, remained seated. Their very calm was disquieting to the
others, given the topics raised.

Dunlap sighed and said, by way of reply to
James but as if addressing a jury, gathered round the now
diminishing fire, “I assure you, he is not ‘my’ Lieutenant Fleet
and I never so much as even met the Admiral. But I have thought
about these topics as we have paddled and while remaining silent, I
heard your hints and suggestions. I offer up now what I know;
perhaps it is time.”

Dunlap then looked at Trove, and asked, “I
rather hope you stood to pour me a dram from that jug. I will need
one to tell you of an ending, or rather two. I can tell you of the
end of Lieutenant Fleet and of Friends Good Will. I was there for
both.”

Trove looked to James, who simply nodded with
satisfaction. The most recent note given him by Bemose, just now
read by Wasebitong, answered some questions. His strong statements
to Dunlap, calculated to force the answers to others, appeared to
have their desired effect. Trove poured the dram and took his seat
again, as did Oliver. James noted his uncle looked the very picture
of dread.

* * *

30 December 1813

Buffalo, New York

Lieutenant Dunlap near whispered to his men
in the bateax, “Upon our landing, muskets at half cock.”

He looked to his left as seven other like
vessels maintained an admirable line, given the swift winter
current. The oarsmen strained and while the distance was not great,
the hard work had already caused sweat to break on their uncovered
brows and foreheads. The wind was stiff, blowing the heavy flurries
of snow nearly horizontal.

It was a good night to invade the United
States.

Dunlap heard splashing to his right. Two
bateaux were falling behind, one having rowed too close to the
other, causing noise and confusion. As he expected, the errant
vessel was commanded by Lieutenant Fleet. Since the Battle of
Put-in-Bay, some months before, Fleet was held in an unofficial
state of disgrace and would never command a proper vessel again.
But Colonel Arbuckle relented and allowed him a square box with
oars, filled with soldiers, thinking it simple enough to be
virtually foolproof. Fleet was already proving him wrong.

The landing went smoothly and quietly,
assuring the British force was as yet undetected. The force landed
just above Black Rock, their first objective. It was just after
midnight.

Dunlap went over the plan once again in his
mind. It was too dark for maps and he suspected that within
minutes, events would unfold very quickly. After burning the
village of Black Rock, the force would split in two, each marching
south to enter Buffalo in a two pronged attack.

Dunlap assembled his men on the road and,
indicating with his sword, began them marching to the south,
encouraged by his softly voiced call, “Remember Newark!”

The raid on Buffalo was planned to avenge a
similar raid on the village which Dunlap used as a rallying cry.
That same village, on the Canadian side of the Niagara River, was
the victim of a similar, senseless raid some weeks before. Many
homes were burned by American troops and many innocent civilians
felt the cruelty of war for no good reason.

Fleet accompanied a squad of soldiers, he
having no official command or mission once his bateaux had landed.
Dunlap was in command of his sailors, which had filled his craft
and together, the mix of sailors, soldiers and in Fleet’s case, a
man without orders, all prepared pistols with ball, muskets with
bayonets and torches with oil to burn two villages.

Dunlap had heard Fleet boast the evening
before they took to the bateaux, over dinner, “The sloop Little
Belt is mine; all of you, now, just leave her to me.”

All at the table knew Little Belt had taken
the beach weeks before and was high and dry. All knew Fleet had
fled from her from the Battle of Put-in-Bay and seemed to carry a
bitter grudge against the Captain of the former American merchant
sloop.

In light of his threat, Dunlap resolved to,
amid his discharge of orders, keep an eye on Fleet through the
coming day.

Now, three hours after their landing, the
element of surprise at Buffalo was lost to a column of fire rising
to the north. Black Rock was ablaze and all was proceeding
according to plan.

Dunlap had deployed his men on three
occasions so far. The New York militia melted with little
resistance. Even the United States Army regulars under General Hall
made a poor showing in the face of surprise, despite superiority in
numbers.

As they entered Buffalo on the Niagara road,
Dunlap spied through his long glass a militia leader standing fast
at an intersection, a 12 pounder trained on the advancing column.
“Spread to each side and advance together, down the side streets.”
His men scattered, hurrying to reach the piece and makeshift
barricades before it did damage to his countrymen.

But a sudden roar confirmed the readiness of
the few brave defenders. In between buildings, as his squad grew
closer, he could assess the progress of the gunners. “While not
Royal Navy, their coordination is good,” he commented to a fellow
sailor.

“There sir, opposite side, our men are
forming for a small volley,” one of the oarsmen informed, pointing
with his musket.

“Next house over, quickly, let us do the
same,” Dunlap encouraged.

Within seconds, men on each side of the
street closely coordinated a volley just as the cannon fired a
second time. Most Americans serving the gun fell, a few others fell
back. Dunlap regretted the many casualties from the advancing
column, but the second village that day appeared to have been
won.

While others torched the town, Dunlap hurried
his sailors south to where two ships appeared aground. The near
vessel was downrigged, with the top hamper lowered. He wondered if
ballast had also been removed so to lighten and attempt a
relaunch.

Oliver, a Major in the regular Army, found
himself miraculously alive after the flanking fire into the
artillery battery. A comrade was wounded and two militiamen were
killed. There was no time to reload and, in fact, he noted, not
enough men to do so efficiently in any case. A squad of Royal Navy
sailors approached from between the buildings on both sides of the
street. His two surviving gun crew fled southward and Oliver
determined it was time to go. He must rush to find William, who had
devoted the day to preparing Friends Good Will to swim yet
again.

Oliver took the most direct route, using
alleys and side streets, along the beach and finally paths over
frozen dunes, with snow drifts blown atop the dormant long grass.
The wind was stiff, but at his back. It churned up whitecaps on the
Niagara River, with the counter current and the waves angled to the
east, crashing upon the shore near the keel of his former
sloop.

“William,” he called over the wind and waves,
“Come along my friend; have you not heard the guns?” He climbed up
the plank, crossing over from the crest of a small dune to the lee
side of the deck, canted from the keel resting on the hard. Men had
shoveled sand that day from along the keel and had begun to dig a
trench some two boat lengths to the surf, but abandoned shovels
scattered about told Oliver he was not the first to announce the
news.

Again from the deck, he shouted down the
companionway, “William, are you aboard?”

“Oliver, is that you?” William asked from
below.

Descending the companionway steps, Oliver
replied, “Yes, and those behind me have English accents. Come, our
lines are collapsed, let us get to the woods.”

William looked reluctantly into the bilge, a
small stack of ballast at his feet. He looked disappointed, “I have
so few loads yet to go. Do you think they will come this far
south?”

“Believe me, some are sailors,” Oliver
informed, leaning his head into the hold. A candle dimly lit the
work and barely illuminated William’s frame. He completed his
warning, “One glance at her cross trees from between the buildings
and they will be all over us. Now hurry!”

William dropped the small boulder back into
the bilge atop others and grabbed his coat. But the jar they both
felt, by way of vibration and the thud they both heard, aside from
the ballast coming to rest, was overhead, on deck, to leeward.

Other voices shouted from around the hull,
“Think we can make ‘er swim, Lieutenant?” To which, came the reply,
“Don’t be a fool, torch her upon my word!” Someone descended
quickly down the companionway steps. A lit torch appeared before
its bearer in the entryway to the hold.

But no one entered the hold. Instead, the
intruder went back on deck and demanded, “What are you doing here?
I have things well in hand.”

Another voice suggested, “Seems the Royal
Navy are better suited to destroy ships, Lieutenant.”

“Bugger off, Dunlap. Any fool soldier can set
fire to wood.”

Dunlap climbed the plank and took the deck,
demanding, “Are any others aboard?”

Fleet replied, with resentment in his tone,
“I was just checking.” He turned to one of the soldiers on the
foredeck and ordered, “Rip off that hatch and drop down your
torch.” The soldier did as ordered and Fleet descended down the
companionway yet again, with a loaded pistol at half cock in one
hand, a torch in the other. Dunlap decided to follow, having no
confidence in his fellow officer.

Fleet called back over his shoulder, “Well,
lookee here! Two prisoners hiding like cowards!”

Dunlap took his own pistol from his belt and
poked his head into the hold from the wardroom. He noted the fire
had taken hold in the forepeak. He urged, “Quickly then, let’s get
them out and onto the beach. It looks like she’s stripped clean of
anything of use.”

But the fire grew and illuminated the hold.
The light shone most brightly off William, and Fleet cried out,
“Well, I’ll be damned! It’s that traitor Lee; deserter as well,
from what I recall!”

Dunlap turned back, as surprised as were they
all at their strange reunion. Four men, three formerly of H.M.
Schooner Hope, the fourth recalling Fleet from the surrender of his
merchant vessel at Mackinaw in the opening days of the war, had
returned to a ship with which they were all familiar to face one
another yet again.

William said rather calmly, “Hello, Mr.
Dunlap. What an odd coincidence! How have you been?” Dunlap had not
yet noticed, nor had Fleet, that William had a loaded pistol set on
a barrel of ballast, ready to haul by block and tackle to the deck.
The pistol was well within reach if given time from the slightest
distraction.

Meanwhile, the fire grew, finding canvas and
line amid oil and tarred surfaces. Smoke mostly vented through the
hatch above, but enough hung low and began to impair visibility and
breathing. Fleet still held a torch in one hand, his arm over his
nostrils; his other hand leveled his pistol at William.

Fleet was careful and focused. He had waited
for this moment, Dunlap knew, for years. To find William, trapped
in the hold of his own ship, which Fleet had taken as a prize, only
to lose it again to Lee, was a dream come true for a man poisoned
by cruel revenge without purpose. Fleet called, “Leave us, Dunlap.
Lee and this fellow will have a Viking funeral, even if on the
hard; fitting for his own lapse in navigation, don’t you
think?”

Dunlap was appalled. Was Fleet expecting him
to leave while Fleet set still another fire at the companionway and
leave their captives no escape? “Fleet, come, bring them with us,”
he urged. Then Dunlap added with contempt as Fleet hesitated,
“There is no honor in murder.”

Fleet was enraged and turned to argue with
his comrade. He shouted, swinging the pistol around, whether
purposefully by threat or inadvertently from distraction, Dunlap
could not tell.

But there was no doubt of a threat cut short,
“Leave us or join—”

A shot rang out. Before the flash of the pan
subsided, Fleet dropped the torch and it rolled to leeward. He fell
to his knees, blood staining his waistcoat from his upper chest.
The pistol slumped in his hand and discharged; the ball lodging in
the mast, having whistled within inches of William’s left ear.

* * *

Dunlap looked at Oliver and asked, “Is that
the way you recall it, my friend?”

Oliver was quiet for some moments, then
nodded, “Friends Good Will went up in flames. The British soldiers
and sailors had already left, confident the fire was well set and
Owen, as I recall, found himself suddenly outnumbered for at least
some moments.”

The camp fire was nearly spent and the hour
was late. But not one of the party showed any sign of slumber.
Oliver finished, well past the climax, “We were beaten badly that
day. Black Rock was in flames; so too Buffalo. But to watch my
sloop go up in flames, even as William and I ran for the woods and
just in time… that was very difficult and a memory that haunts
me still.”

James added coldly, “At least, Uncle, your
sloop served as fitting pyre for the man who, with no honor and
under false colours, took it from you.”

James stood and walked slowly to his tent. He
slipped under several blankets even before Marie joined. He felt
surprisingly empty. Having had more questions answered that day
then for months before, he took no joy from Fleet’s demise, nor
pride or satisfaction from a death, even of Fleet, at his father’s
hand.
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Chapter Fourteen

 


Few of the party slept well. Most were up
early, one blaming the other. But all knew none would rest, each
for their own reasons, until the unfamiliar shore revealed the
wreck of Invincible.

The sky revealed just the faintest light to
seaward, just enough to stretch the definition of dawn.

The party took to the canoes, packed by
firelight for what they all hoped would be a short haul through
calm waters. They kept to their regular pairings, although James
was careful to remain close to Bemose, with Wasebitong pulling hard
for the lead.

Rarely through the voyage had they traveled
amid such profound silence. Soon, the stars faded to larboard.
There was not a whisper of wind come the full dawn, without a cloud
in the sky. The water was like glass, with little overhead but pink
light to reflect upon Whitefish Bay. The perfect symmetry of three
wakes was interrupted only by that which created the only sound;
the dip of paddles and the few drips which followed.

The party slipped swiftly northward with
uncommon grace. The scene was benign and predictable, engaging yet
numbing. The repetition of dawn’s light playing off of shiny blade
of those paddles to starboard was fascinating, while their shadows
to larboard encouraged reflection of the deep, not just of water,
but of soul.

There was no call for a morning break. The
party pressed on, past creeks, along sand and small stone beaches,
with pines occasionally growing close enough to the narrow beach so
that fallen timber would dip their tops in the shoal water. The
water was pure and hard, with its content of ore and tannin from
the river outflows lending a dark and tawny hue, as though viewed
through tinted glass.

The party was toughened by the constant chill
whenever not warmed by the hard work. Their muscles were as firm as
their callouses thick. Their minds were sharp, their discipline
honed and their patience stretched.

By mid morning, the angle of t

he sun worked its way forward even as it rose
much higher in the brilliant blue sky. The shore dictated their
course, now well east of north. Whitefish Point drew near. Those in
the stern of each canoe began to lean to one side or the other for
no other reason than to look well ahead. All wondered if they even
knew what to look for, after eleven years of exposure to the
elements, continuously at work in a hard land, upon the work of
man. But still those in the bows stared, squinted, imagined and
dismissed.

Amid the evergreens, the hardwoods were not
yet leafed. The weathered timbers of a ship would blend easily into
the driftwood and thick wooded backdrop of a northern latitude
forest in April.

At some point, James saw what others had
likely already gleaned. No one had declared, or even dared ask.
Several thought they had seen something miles back, only to realize
that wishful thinking could play tricks upon willing, hopeful eyes.
But there was no denying that which James detected.

All of them saw. All of them knew. There was
nothing anyone could think to say that seemed appropriate for what
they may soon find within.

The dark brown hulk rose from the shoal
water. She was not yet bleached, as James had expected, although
there was no hint of paint or other vain gesture as might be
expected given her name.

Finally, James said just loudly enough for
all to hear, “She lies exactly where Bayfield marked her.”

Dunlap said, more softly, as might hold
professional interest to only James and Oliver, “Aye, it must have
been the longitude line in error. Clearly they accurately saw and
marked what they found along the shore.”

James steered alongside Bemose and Marie
turned back, as he offered, “How would you like us to
approach?”

Bemose nodded, closed her eyes for a second,
bit her lower lip then said, faintly, “Let us take the beach some
respectable distance to the left.”

James nodded, steered northwest, indicating
to all by his arm and assured her, Marie nodding, “We will take it
slow.”

Bemose asked James in the canoe beside and
Wasebitong on the thwart ahead, “You boys help me here, now. I need
to hear from you, just as I drew strength and comfort from your
father.”

James nodded and his eyes welled up with
moisture enough so to blur his landing point. He could not deny he
might well soon, once again, meet his father, after so many years
of absence, which had been his experience as a youth. As the bow of
his canoe slid and stopped in the soaked sand, he knew this meeting
would not be anything like the former happy reunions. It would be,
rather, their final farewell until both rejoined in eternity; “on
‘t other side,” as sailors so often remarked.

The party pulled up the canoes, quite high,
expecting to stay some time. They instinctively gathered together,
some to discuss, some hoping to be offered a plan, which none had
thought to develop in the hundreds of miles and many years they had
thought about the instant possibilities.

James assessed the wreck. She was a schooner,
no doubt, although only the lower mainmast remained standing,
canted to an angle of nearly forty degrees, yet still perfectly
perpendicular to the deck. The foremast was broken off, about six
feet from the deck. The remaining section of lower mainmast was
still leaning against the smashed starboard rail and its upper
section lie buried in the bottom of Whitefish Bay. The deck was a
tangle of spars and James would have guessed one was the upper
topmast, another the main yard.

James suggested, looking at Bemose for any
objection, “Let’s walk a bit closer.” The party followed
willingly.

As they walked a cable length toward the
point, they viewed the wreck from different angles. She lay
surrounded by water, maybe just two lengths off shore. The water,
as indicated by small ripples created by a recent slight breeze,
appeared no more than a foot or two deep at the bow, with sand
having swirled about the hull, entering every crevice and packing
tightly in the moisture so to support the hull. She was oriented
with the bow toward the shore, although it appeared the stern had
slewed around to starboard. James knew that likely was caused by
the sheer violence of unholy waves, crashing onto the beach the day
his father died.

Oliver pointed out, quietly, “The fore
section of the deck has collapsed.”

Dunlap added, “Only two deck beams and their
cross members yet support the stump of the foremast.”

The bowsprit and jibbom were missing
entirely, although James supposed they might lie along the bottom,
nearby.

Trove added, “Not a hint of any rigging, not
so much as a seizing or mainstay.” James looked and confirmed the
deadeyes, some still in position along the chains, their holes
empty, the greased lanyards long since dried and dissolved. Little
detail survived the onslaught of the elements over so many years.
In that respect, the wreck looked like the carcass of rabbit left
long ago by its prey; picked clean.

Marie offered, as James passed close, “We
cannot see the stern or her nameboard. Perhaps she is not
Invincible.” Her voice clearly indicated she hoped it was not.

James thought about her statement. In one
sense, they beholding her wreck, clearly she was not invincible and
damn forever the arrogance of her British builders, the North West
Company in naming her, intimating otherwise. But Marie’s point was
sound. Perhaps Bayfield made an assumption based upon tales told.
Such instances of misidentification were common enough with so many
vessels claimed by the inland seas.

He nodded and replied, “We could launch a
canoe and investigate more closely.” Bemose looked at him and he
nodded to her as well. Such an action would inevitably lead to
someone going aboard.

The party stood on the beach and stared.
Bemose and Marie had less interest in the ship itself. Marie had an
arm around Bemose, resting her hand on her opposite shoulder in
comfort and support. Some began to seek out their own angles, with
James, Oliver and Wasebitong trying to imagine, reconstruct and
understand what had happened. Oddly, they seemed to forget and had
not yet asked the one of their number who was the only eye witness
to the tragedy among them.

Dunlap stood the furthest from the wreck, at
the tree line of the forest. He was kicking around in some tall
grass, just beginning to awake from the winter. While he looked
disinterested, he was intensely focused. Finally, against a
backdrop of some lingering snow, kept cool by cross angles as
assured near constant shade, he found some planks and other
timbered remains. He called to all, “Here, just as I recall!”

The others were startled, not only at the cry
of a discovery, Bemose hoping it was not of William, but because
all had forgotten he survived the wreck and had been at their
precise location once before.

They approached, gathered near him and he
indicated with his arm and open hand, “The ship’s boat.”

James looked to Marie whose eyes confirmed
her instant understanding. There was no need any longer to seek out
a nameboard. A witness had come forth, bearing evidence by way of
objects and recall.

They beheld the symmetrical remains of a boat
having literally fallen apart, the planks falling to the ground as
oriented the moment she was abandoned by a crew in extremis. The
stem had melted into the landscape and much might have been buried
by sand or foliage. But some planks of both starboard and larboard,
some with a slight curve, together with a couple of frames,
sections of transom and maybe a seat for rowing were easily
identified in what little lie before them.

Dunlap swallowed hard, breathed deep, looked
out to his former command and began the tale.

“We departed the Sault,” he offered softly,
“with a strong breeze from the northeast and heavy rain.”

Wasebitong moved closer, not wanting to miss
a word. James, from what he read of the letters and saw of the
wreck, supposed not a word Dunlap could speak would come to him as
a surprise. Underestimating the inland seas and especially Superior
was a very old and well known story to those noting the inability
of mariners to learn.

“Yes, it was late in the season,” Dunlap
looked at Bemose, his tone nearly apologetic, “But we had strong
encouragement from the Company. It wanted very much to protect its
interests at Fort William, seized by that madman, Selkirk. It was,
after all, its main depot at the time. One of its shareholders, de
Rocheblave even assured that Deputy Sheriff Smith was aboard, all
the way from York, to arrest Selkirk when we arrived at Fort
William. And I knew in setting out I had in your man, William, what
I knew to be one of the best in a Sailing Master.”

Bemose nodded in appreciation. James noticed
that Dunlap dare not look at him.

But Dunlap admitted, “One of the men warned
it was dangerous leaving so late in the season, but the Mate, Mr.
M’cargo, assured him all would be fine. I confess to having my
doubts, but the thought of those innocent people spending a winter
under Selkirk’s rule caused me, personally, to undertake what I
knew to be a risk.”

Oliver interjected, “Owen, continue as we
make our way back to the canoes and take lunch.”

As they walked, Dunlap explained to James,
“Your father could have easily have been in command or served as
Mate, but refused to enter the employ of the Company. He said he
would only contract for a wage, for just the trip to Fort William.
He said he had his personal reasons and I assumed he would never
consider wintering apart from Bemose and Wasebitong. We intended to
winter there so to provide some stability in its governance. He
planned to canoe back as soon as we deposed Selkirk. He was
confident he would be able to join a party of natives.”

James nodded and Dunlap looked again to
Bemose, “Your reputation among the people is powerful currency and
William used it, from time to time, when needed.”

She added instantly, “The Ojibwa have our own
reasons for respecting William, dating back to the wreck of
Hope.”

Having heard the story was still told, Dunlap
immediately acknowledged the truth, “Of course, I had forgotten.
The first night, having made good progress against the current, we
anchored opposite L’isle de la Pointe aux Pins. The second day, the
morning mild and the wind moderate, we weighed early, set all sail
and crossed Whitefish Bay south of Parisen Island. The wind
increased steadily so that by early afternoon, under reefed
foresail and headsails, the main and topsails by that time struck
and lashed tightly, we rounded ‘la pointe aux poissons Blanc’.” He
gestured back over his shoulder, where not far the land came to an
end and translated what had been written on his chart, “Whitefish
Point.”

As the party unpacked some food and gear,
they rested, ate and Dunlap remained quiet. James thought, as
others exchanged observations of their locale, that Dunlap was
likely unaware of what motivated William to take the voyage in the
first place, as he put into a brief note to Bemose the day he took
the deck of Invincible. Those were likely the personal reasons to
which his father referred and they would remain so, among his three
surviving immediate family.

With some bread, cheese, salt pork and smoked
fish between them, washed down with credible wine, Dunlap
continued, “By late afternoon, the wind quickly backed from the
north to southwest. Within a glass, we went from sweaters and
clouds to freezing rain, heavy snow and all the clothes we could
don. The temperature dropped more quickly and more deeply than I
have ever witnessed. The wind increased so that we could no longer
make way to windward. The seas were very steep and I determined to
sail back, duck behind the point and lay to anchor in its lee.”

James was looking for any mistake, in
attitude, judgment or leadership. But he found none and
begrudgingly admitted to himself, as he listened, that he would
have done the same, as would any competent captain.

“In just more than an hour,” Dunlap recalled,
“we were no more than a mile west of the point, sailing southeast.
We were heavily laden with ice and some snow even gathered on deck,
along the lee bulwarks despite the strong wind.”

Trove was growing impatient and confused, “So
what could have possibly happened in little more than two miles of
sailing?” Oliver nodded, noting how close Invincible came aground
to the point.

Dunlap stood and further explained, looking
out over the waters on this near calm April day, very different
from a Superior gale in mid November. “Your father,” he began,
looking at Wasebitong, “noted the change. He shouted to me, ‘Look,
we are a starboard reach!’

James and Trove understood. Trove asked, “And
when you turned back, an hour before, in a northwest gale, you were
running ‘fore the wind?”

Dunlap confirmed, “Literally, for our
lives.”

James thought through, out loud, the track of
the storm, “If a fast moving storm, centered to the northwest of
Whitefish Bay, quickly tracked south, you would soon find yourself
in southwest winds, veering to southeast.”

Dunlap nodded, “I have thought of that track
nearly every day since. And I tell you, it was moving faster than I
had ever experienced, which explains the sudden sleet and
snow.”

Oliver, not having for years, as a farmer,
observed the weather fronts and winds upon the lakes as he had done
years before as a ship owner, asked, “So, what happened?”

Dunlap looked to Bemose, who looked visibly
pained, “We no sooner entered Whitefish Bay and we found ourselves
on a lee shore. With lines and blocks frozen, ice and snow covering
everything and with a large crew aboard and the extra weight of
full provisions, Invincible was barely manageable and certainly not
in her finest trim for clawing to windward.”

Trove stood and cast a stone in the near
waters, whether for exercise or from frustration was at the moment
not clear, “So had you continued on your way and not turned back…”

Dunlap nodded and completed his thought, “The
wind would have eased and blown fair for our course, from the
northeast, then east.”

James explained for Marie’s benefit, with no
condemnation in his voice, “So you sailed back into the worst of it
and put her purposefully close to shore.”

Dunlap nodded and agreed, “This same shore,
thought by us to serve as our refuge, served up our
destruction.”

Bemose surprised everyone by asking Dunlap,
“And the end?”

He sat on the sand near her, sighed and
gathered his thoughts. All remained silent.

“When we entered the Bay, the wind was yet
out of the northeast and William had hopes of reaching under little
sail back to our morning anchorage. He was clearly concerned for
how she was handling, with a very slow roll signaling her
instability and too much weight aloft. Then, it came on to blow
even harder, out of the east, with gusts just a point south of
east. We tacked a couple of times, first north but as the seas grew
out of the sheltering influence of the point, we were forced to
tack south, losing distance to windward each time.”

Trove and James knew the rest of the
story.

“Within another hour,” Dunlap estimated and
shrugged his shoulders, “with, by then, no way to even round the
point and attain open water, our fate, as it grew darker, was
apparent to all. I consulted with William and together we took the
helm and steered for the beach.”

James asked, “And the Mate?”

Dunlap was ashamed to admit, “He and the
Sheriff were well past drunk.”

The silence was appropriate, however
prolonged. It was respectful as each of them but one thought about
what it must have been like. Dunlap did not need to imagine and was
forced to suffer his recall.

Some minutes passed.

All the while, James considered whether to
ask Dunlap his only remaining question. He wondered if it would be
better done privately, so Bemose need not consider its implications
and hear the answer. He opted to wait, largely because he
considered the account offered by Dunlap wholly inadequate and
incomplete. Not one of Dunlap’s many words addressed the only fact
with which James was, beginning in Venice, continuing to Trinidad,
across the length of the Great Western Canal and now onto his third
Great Lake since his return, prompted by letters, by now nearly
obsessed. The letters, between the lines, put a simple question:
Why among so many, was there only one fatality… his father?

But there would be time yet to ask that
question and the afternoon was slipping away. Ever the captain,
James set out to accomplish with three canoes and a wrecked
schooner what he had done, when necessary, aboard John Adams. There
was a sailor to commit to the deep.

James looked at Bemose and asked, “Is it time
to go aboard?”

She nodded, sadly, but firmly.

James asked Dunlap, “Have you a Bible?”

He nodded, then corrected, “Or rather, a Book
of Common Prayer.”

Dunlap referred to the book of ceremonies,
sacraments and prayers sanctioned by the Church of England. James
asked, “If you please, could you bring it with you?”

James then addressed all, “Let us go out to
the final resting place of William Lee, husband, father, friend,
shipmate and,” swallowing hard and looking at Dunlap, “comrade in
peace.”

They launched two canoes. Trove thought the
last leg of the voyage rather silly and simply walked out to the
stem of Invincible, less than knee deep and began to climb
aboard.

James called over to him, “Be exceedingly
careful, my friend. Each timber could let go at any moment from the
slightest weight.”

Trove acknowledged with a wave, but was soon
straddling the larboard bulwark and with no deck underneath, half
crawling aft to meet them where the curve of the sheer would make
the climb from a canoe a small effort. One by one, they came
aboard, slowly and carefully, assuring the treenails and spikes,
posts, beams and frames appeared not as yet, too far gone.

Of those arriving by canoe, James climbed
aboard first and with Trove, helped the others. Invinicble, while
largely intact, upon close inspection revealed every exposed timber
as weathered and cracked, split and splintered, with much of the
iron fastenings exposed and rusted. Many of the splinters were
fragile and sharp and every hand and foothold presented some risk
of injury. Naturally, James held out a hand for Marie, offering to
assist her in climbing from the canoe, an unstable craft, to the
ship, a dangerous platform. “Use care, my dear; here now, take my
hand…”

She offered hers. He grasped it tightly, as
with anything of great value and his strength pulled her up from
her tentative foothold as her other foot took the deck. Not once
did she attempt to grab hold of the timbers and his heart warmed.
He instantly thought of Dubrovnik, her climb along the wall and he
looked into her eyes and found the trust he deserved; the trust she
also craved and he celebrated their growth together.

Trove commented to Dunlap, assisting him in
the climb, “The bow seems to have taken the brunt. Still, much of
the structure seems intact.”

Dunlap offered, “Yes, you know, the North
West Company, before the war, had more ships than either Navy on
the Lakes. The war took a terrible toll on its fleet.”

James recalled, “Caledonia, one of the
largest?”

“Yes,” Dunlap confirmed, “which I helped
float down the rapids so to transport our forces to Mackinaw.” He
began to walk up the slope of the deck, inspecting the collapse of
the mainmast.

“Leading to the capture of Friends Good
Will,” noted Oliver, with irony and no animosity. Oliver helped
Bemose toward the companionway, but they did not attempt as yet to
go below.

Dunlap continued the irony, “Which Caledonia
James than took from us, from under the guns of Fort Erie and later
used against us at Put-in-Bay.”

Trove recalled his exploits the night of the
cutting out and interjected, “Captain Lee set that plan in motion!”
and then laughed. He stopped short, concerned for Wasebitong who
was glancing down the open cargo hatch. Trove was uncertain for the
safety of the deck near its edge.

Bemose gasped, “Wasebitong, come away, over
here to me.”

James smiled at the look of universal
frustration, tempered by respect, from a boy of his age given over
to his mother.

Dunlap continued, “Perseverance was burned by
your American forces, trying to go down the rapids,” looking to
Oliver, “upon the raid of the Sault in ’14.”

Oliver asked, “Where were they built? The
Company must have had a yard.”

Dunlap replied, inspecting the tiller, or
what was left of it, still in place, “Yes, many of the fleet were
built at Pointe aux Pins, although many of the structural members
and frames were formed on the lower lakes and shipped north for
assembly and fitting out. Much of Invincible came north from the
Sandusky Islands and worked at Amherstberg. Some of the older
vessels were built in Detroit, before it was transferred to the
United States after your revolution.”

James asked, “When was Invincible launched?”
He was somewhat distracted, assessing whether the entire party
should go below. So far, there was no sign of the man they
sought.

“She was launched at Pointe aux Pins, in
1801. A fifteen year record of service in turbulent times and
waters was a good run, don’t you think?”

James nodded and asked, “Did she remain on
Lake Superior during the war?” He descended two steps down the
companionway ladder, gingerly trying his weight.

Dunlap nodded, “Aye.” We were very concerned
Perry’s fleet would come into Lake Superior in the spring of ’14.
If they had, they could have easily destroyed her, taken Fort
William and ruined Canada’s fur trade.” He turned a small swivel
gun, rusted in her mounts, from the pivot pin sunk into the rail
just forward of the helm.

James addressed all, “Alright, let us go
below. It appears the companionway ladder may yet hold.”

The tension again began to build once again
for the search for William as each descended the stairs, one at a
time. James was already scanning the deeply shadowed interior, lit
only from the open hatch and collapsed deck, forward. He stepped
away from the ladder to make room for the others, after assuring no
evidence of remains were present in the wardroom or officers bunks.
He stepped down, tentatively, testing the floorboards and into the
hold. He recognized a barrel of a swivel gun, protruding out from
the sand which had filled and left the interior partially dry and
above the waterline on calm days.

He scanned across the debris of what held
supplies and provisions, such as barrels and crates. A lamp hung
from the deck beams, as though no time had passed and James
expected its oil would yet light the wick.

But there was light enough. Just to leeward
of the cargo hatch, just aft of the foremast yet in its step, he
saw his father. Captain William Lee lay face down, his coat
gathering within it his skeletal remains. His hat, which James
remembered, had separated from and lay alongside his skull. The
bones of his hands and fingers protruded from coat sleeves,
although most of his legs were covered with sand. His left foot,
his shoe hanging upon his leg bone was raised; propped up against
the side of the hull in an orientation that could not have been
possible, but from a very bad break.

James sighed and again moist eyes blurred his
vision. He walked closer, carefully, without mention to others,
testing whether he viewed a sight as might be appropriate for
Wasebiting and Bemose. He noted a deep crack in his father’s
forehead, a strong indication of a crushed skull. He stood between
the others and his father and performed one more act of love. He
took his hat, a tri-corn of the old style, and placed it over his
injury, covering nearly his entire face. He said a silent
goodbye.

Turning to the others, James looked at Bemose
and Wasebitong and offered, by way of gesture with his open hand
and introduction, “Behold, let us pay our respects to father.” He
stepped aside and revealed the man who had alone kept the watch
aboard Invincible for the last near eleven years.

Marie approached James and took his hand,
placing her arm around his shoulder. She felt his chest offer small
convulsions as he looked away and tried to restrain his weeping.
Bemose walked slowly to stand on the other side of James with
Wasebitong to her other side. She spoke quietly to her younger son
several words in his native tongue, to which he replied in kind,
making a ritual gesture.

James turned to see Oliver and Trove standing
nearby, hats off, deep in thought and concerned for others in the
party. James looked at Bemose and, clearing his throat, offered,
“In the Naval tradition, Owen,” using his first name for the first
time, “may I have your Prayer Book?”

James read from the Book of Common Prayer, by
way of introduction, Psalm 107, verses 23 and 24:

“They that go down to the sea in ships, that
do business in great waters; These see the works of the Lord, And
his wonders in the deep.”

James explained, “I open with this verse as a
blessing to all mariners on the Lakes, a gesture father, Captain
William Lee, would have liked very much.”

James then turned to the “Order for the
Burial of the Dead” and continued,

“We brought nothing into this world, and it
is certain we carry nothing out.”

He concluded from the rite, some minutes
later, with:

“Hear my prayer, O Lord, and with thine ears
consider my calling, Hold not thy peace at my tears.”

Lastly, or so James thought, he offered, “Two
of Perry’s men say goodbye to a third. You, Captain Lee, one of his
best, have crossed ‘t other side. We shall see you there, to
relieve your watch, soon enough.”

But while James was in command of the party
and having taken the lead in the small ceremony, culminating in
what he assumed would be a burial at sea, others had gestures to
offer.

Bemose motioned for some room, and as those
gathered round her stepped back, she knelt, lowered her head and
offered a chant or native song in Ojibwa, throughout which her
expression of grief was as apparent and fresh as if she had just
then witnessed her husband’ death. It was a song, James presumed,
which she had been denied for eleven years. As she finished,
Wasebitong helped her take her feet and she wiped her eyes.

Dunlap emerged from the shadows and offered
softly, “With the Mate drunk, I relied upon your father’s
leadership and experience as we took the hard. Several were injured
from falling spars, blocks and rigging, although some have fallen
still over the years, such as the main-topmast and yards.”

Looking at each of them and with a dramatic
pause, he continued, “Where you saw the ship’s boat earlier today,
that was the waterline the night of the storm. We did not pull it
further up on shore. It was at that point useless to us and we left
it in the surf.”

The simple fact of the location of the ship’s
boat, literally at the tree line, caused all to imagine the
horrendous conditions amid fierce wind, a ship and her rigging
caked in ice, with night descending amid horizontal snow.

Dunlap continued and as he spoke, all others
imagined.

* * *

Whitefish Point 16 November 1816

With each wave smashing into the stern, the
ship shuddered as the sea rolled forward along the rail. Four men
gathered in a huddle and pulled an ice caked single line upon which
their lives depended with frozen hands, each minute losing
dexterity and strength. The ship’s boat, with two men manning oars,
slowly made its way back to them from shore, pulled along by those
on deck so to assist in its return.

Sailing Master William Lee shouted, “You two
men, into the boat!” He would remain with one other with a crushed
forearm. He shoved them off for yet another dangerous run to
shore.

With the seas filling the ship’s boat, the
man not rowing bailed with a bucket and a hat. But the ship’s boat
made the shore once again and by the grace of God for once without
capsizing. In all earlier attempts, it had flipped over in the
surf, although fortunately in water shoal enough for the men
spilled from her to crawl their way to the tree line, assisted,
even as assaulted, by the breaking seas.

As Dunlap helped two of the men out of the
boat, the surf yet smashing well over his knees, the stem gave way.
It was likely leaking for some time, but the stress of the painter
and the service they required of her that night was simply beyond
its design strength. Dunlap tied the line to the base of a tree and
hoped William would soon realize the ship’s boat would not be
returning to Invincible.

After some time, a lone figure ascended the
starboard mainmast shrouds, having taken the extreme painter aloft
with a large block. Dunlap recognized William’s coat with his
distinctive tri-corn hat tied in place with a rag around his ears
and chin. Dunlap watched as William rove the block through the end
of the painter and tied a small line through its grommet to the
stacking of the mainmast forward shrouds. He tied the painter
around the mast, just above the cross trees. William then descended
and, minutes later, assisted the injured crewman into the rigging,
having fashioned for him a rope harness. Up they climbed in the
storm, sharing the ratlines, with William aft and his shipmate
forward along the same shrouds and just above.

It seemed to take forever. With most of the
crew taking shelter from the storm amid the trees, Dunlap stayed at
the base of the tree, exposed but lucky as compared to his
shipmates aloft. Dunlap was certain the Sailing Master and lone
crew were exhausted; their hands and fingers near useless. But
eventually, the injured man was as close to the block as geometry
would allow; his harness secured to the hook hanging from the
block.

Dunlap watched, as did the injured crew in
the harness, as William reached over him and grasped for the small
line holding the block in place. A sea slammed into the transom and
the ship shuddered, just as William’s foot slipped from the ice
laden ratboard. A gust propelled him for an instant, allowing him
to grasp the small line, pull and free the block for its descent
down the line, even as he fell to his death.

The crew member, propelled by wind and
gravity, rode the block along an icy line to the beach, landing
just seconds later in the surf and assisted by Dunlap to the
relative shelter of the forest.

But both men were aghast at what they
witnessed. Dunlap demanded, “Did you see him fall?”

The man nodded.

“Is he alive? Where did he land?”

The man shook his head, sickened by the
thought, “Sir, with the angle of the ship as she lay on her side
and from where he fell from the shrouds, I saw him push off from
the mast and he fell through the hatch opening. He was falling head
first and landed in the hold.”

Dunlap recalled he had ordered the hatch
cover removed after Invincible struck so to assist in loading
supplies as would now, barely, keep the men alive on their tortured
trek overland back to the Sault.

 


***

 


So James had his answer, finally offered and
without his asking. His father was the only fatality, although
Dunlap noted several suffered frostbite and one man had his foot
amputated.

His father died doing what all men that
evening were striving to accomplish in the most horrendous
conditions served up by an angry sea surrounded by a hard land;
struggling to survive.

And James looked down at the tri-corn hat and
the rag, he now noticed, as was tied that night around his father’s
hat. He blamed no one for the harsh reality forcing him to
conclude, as had all others, that any rescue attempt was
impossible.

For Captain William Lee was a hard man and
would have been the first to conclude the same with respect to the
impossibility of further futile attempts, but for a crushing blow
to his skull. His father had made hard choices before, such as what
action was necessary and yet possible in saving Oliver and killing
Fleet in the shadowed hold of Friends Good Will.

But Dunlap was not finished. He came forward,
out of the shadows and into the light descending from the hatch and
revealed, “As we say our final farewells to this man, first my
shipmate, later my adversary and finally, my friend, I cannot let
you take away a false understanding of him. For he belongs far more
to those of you than he ever did to me. William did not kill
Lieutenant Fleet. I did.”

Everyone’s jaw dropped at the confession,
evoking surprise among all of them but one. Oliver stepped over
some debris and stood next to Dunlap, grasped his upper arm in
support and said softly, “Thank you for admitting that, Owen, here,
today.”

Dunlap explained, “That is why I joined, when
I received your letter. You see, I could not let Fleet, even while
we both wore the King’s coat, murder two so honorable combatants as
you and William. I would never be able to live with myself if you
had burned in the hold of Friends Good Will. I knew William to be
the better man and knowing Fleet as I did, I presumed, Oliver, you
two were the more worthy of saving. Your work with me, later for
peace and the Rush-Bagot treaty proved my instincts correct and
justified my crime. While William had a pistol in the hold and
loaded, mine was already drawn. When Fleet turned to argue with me,
the flash from the pan was from my weapon and no one else’s.”

Oliver added, “William might well have
already been reaching for his pistol, I do not know, but I am here
today because of Owen. With his weapon discharged, William had the
only loaded pistol among us and we outnumbered Owen two to
one.”

Owen interjected, “In return for their lives,
both William and Oliver assured me, upon their honor as men, my
action would go with them to their graves. I needed never fear
prosecution for what was clearly a capital offense. The irony is
that I likely advanced our cause more by my action than I would
have by any restraint.”

Oliver looked at James, “You now know and
understand the reasons behind the bond between us. We were three
men carrying a secret in war and after which we worked together
trying to assure a lasting peace.”

The late afternoon sun was beginning to dim,
no longer anywhere near overhead. James looked about and concluded
it was time to go. “Come, let us go ashore. I will care for the
remains and we will commit father to the deep from a canoe.”

“No!” objected Bemose. They all turned,
surprised but wanting to hear her.

She explained, “William would prefer no other
tomb than a ship he served. He belongs here, where he has been for
so long and if I had only known all that I learned today, I never
would have needed to make the journey.”

James nodded but assured softly, “I, for one,
am very glad that you did.”

Then turning to the others, James asked, “All
of you, if you would, leave me for some minutes, alone. I will walk
to shore.”

The party complied with the request of the
one among them in command, having brought them in just five days
from Mackinaw, safely and successfully to fulfill their individual
purposes.

James spent some quiet minutes feeling more
than viewing his surroundings; a place he could not have imagined
and to which he would never return. He thought about his father,
his times, his memories of him and the example he left him. An
example, he knew, he would need to pass on to Wasebitong.

As he made to climb up the companionway
steps, he found lying on the shelf an old and tattered Union Jack;
Invinible’s colours, under which his father first and last
sailed.

He took it as a prize and departed the wreck,
then and forever a tomb.

Upon his walking up to the canoes, pulled up
among the scattered supplies, he thought of St. Clair, soon to be
underway for Detroit, another master at the helm. He was once
again, he was certain, in the market for a new situation. Dunlap
approached and before he could say what might have been on his
mind, James asked, “Owen, you never served aboard H.M.S. Egypt, did
you, nor have you any friends among her ship’s company?”

“Why no, James,” he confirmed, “Why do you
ask?”

James shook his head, half smiled and
replied, “No matter.” Changing the subject, James asked, “Tell me,
how many ships do you own?” Then, hesitating, “And are any of them
steam?”

Marie, overhearing, looked at the two and
smiled.

The two began to discuss business and Dunlap
sensed an opportunity to engage a well qualified Master. James,
however, was startled to see Wasebitong seated on some supplies
with Bemose taking her shears to long lengths of his dark hair;
much of it already lying on the beach.

“What is this?” James asked.

Bemose answered, “George asked, upon coming
ashore, for me to cut his hair.”

Surprised, looking into his brother’s eyes,
James asked, “George?”

His brother, filled with respect and
admiration for a father he never knew, in whom he as a result of
their voyage could now take such pride, simply nodded.

James shrugged, thought for a moment and
suggested, “But among the Kithigameg Aninishnebeg, you will remain
Wasebitong?

His brother looked him in the eye and
replied, “Yes. Always.”

Bemose, snipping still another lock, nodded.
As did James.

Trove approached at that moment, sensing
their imminent departure. He asked, “May I purchase a canoe, my
friend?” He explained, “I am going to ‘round the point and head
west. And I may not stop. The People at the Sault spoke of
untouched forests, great plains and mountains, where a man can be
free and start fresh.”

James thought of the squalor of the hovel,
along the creeks and wetlands of the St. Clair River delta. He
thought of Trove’s woman, perhaps not his wife and of children of
questionable birth. He asked, “And if I say no?”

Trove confirmed, though he knew James was
bluffing, “I will go anyway and soon find one for myself.”

James knew that to be true. Trove offered a
small bag of coins, constituting his full advance from his few days
aboard St. Clair. He confirmed, “That should cover it. And where I
am going, I will need no coin.”

James nodded, resolved to deliver them to the
woman and children Trove left behind, and they wished each other
luck. James announced the transaction and change of plan to the
party.

The canoes were loaded within minutes and
with fewer supplies, some allocated to Trove. Three of the
remaining six would travel in each of two canoes. The party set off
for a creek some few miles down the beach to the south to make camp
for the night. But nearly immediately, Marie turned and asked,
“Come James, let us accompany Trove to the point and see him off
proper!” James indicated the change of course to their now sole
companion and his lone canoe. Soon they lay just yards off
Whitefish Point. All of them viewed the greatest of the Lakes,
lying to the west with Trove slipping away to a new life. James
knew he would never see him again.

After some minutes, amid good natured shouts
and waves, James announced, “Time to paddle!” With great optimism,
he offered, “The voyage to Detour passage will be much faster and
easier, working with the current.”

The two small craft turned just west of
south, with a brilliant orange sunset to starboard. James tied his
prize, the Union Jack, to the stern of his canoe. The colored
banner of an empire, trailed in the wake, washing it clean from
years of soil. As Bemose and George broke into a native song to
keep the stroke, accentuated by the beat of those not paddling on
the gun’ls of their canoes, James turned round and saw in the
colors of the flag, reflecting in the wake, the struggles of
numerous peoples competing for a continent over the span of
generations.

Marie, paddling at the bow, turned to
question why James had interrupted the stroke. James reached
behind, untied the line and watched as the reflections in the wake
sank into the depths.

He had no more need for a prize. His war was
over.
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Fact and Fiction

 


Captain William Lee was a historic figure.
Master of Friends Good Will in 1811 and 1812, he was in command
when the War of 1812 broke out in the Old Northwest. James Lee was
listed as crew aboard Friends Good Will, although the relationship
between them as father and son is thus far merely presumed. Oliver
Williams was the owner of Friends Good Will and descendants of the
Williams family relate that their ancestor married William Lee’s
sister, Mary, thus establishing their family and business ties. All
reference to William and James Lee beyond July, 1812, is
fiction.

Lieutenant James Fleet was in command of
H.M.Schooner General Hope, wrecked in northern Lake Huron in
October, 1805, amid charges of inebriation. All reference to
Lieutenant Fleet beyond those facts, are fiction.

Venice in 1826 was impressive, although a
mere shadow of its former self. Many small kingdoms and independent
republics were conquered by the French through the late eighteenth
and early nineteenth century, such as the Ragussan Republic and its
capital, Dubrovnik. After the defeat of Napoleon, the formerly
independent states were often ruled by foreign powers. The
instabilities and power vacuums following the end of the Napoleonic
Wars were very disruptive to rich cultures that had developed over
hundreds of years. The architecture and sights described in both
Venice and Dubrovnik are accurate to the times. The active volcano
to the north of the Straits of Messina, Mount Stromboli, appears
today as it has to mariners since Roman times.

Marie Lapointe and her Uncle, Father Armand
Lapointe, are fictional characters. The aristocracy and well
established families of France, however, were displaced by the
terror, even as Jesuits traveled deep into the wilderness of North
America filling journals with the wonders of New France, Lac Tracy,
and the native tribes and cultures inhabiting the Old Northwest.
Marie represents the trauma of war, whether witnessed from the
Hougoumont farm at Waterloo, or felt more indirectly by millions of
displaced persons throughout Europe and the world. Many of course
immigrated to America.

U.S.S. John Adams is one of the most famous
United States Naval sailing ships. Those details provided are
accurate. She traveled the world, flying the U.S. flag, from 1799
until 1867, serving as Captain Perry’s flagship on a successful
diplomatic mission to Venezuela in 1819. That mission is now
remembered in large part for the death of an American hero upon the
small schooner, Nonsuch. Captain Perry’s mission up the Orinoco
River to Angostura and the grip of malaria, yellow fever or “black
vomit” are accurate. One of the reasons Captain Perry was
originally buried in Trinidad is that sailors of the day were very
superstitious and not at all approving of sailing with a corpse
aboard their vessel.

U.S.S. Lexington was a newly commissioned
sloop of war, just as described, when called upon to return Captain
Perry from Trinidad to his grateful nation. Mrs. Perry, her home in
Newport and the funeral of Captain Perry are described with a high
degree of accuracy, including the silent procession. The funeral,
however, actually took place a few weeks later in the season.
Benjamin Fleming was indeed one of “Perry’s men,” and an African
American who determined to return and fish from Erie, Pennsylvania,
fighting for his rightful navy pension until near death, many years
later. The designation held by a special few as one of “Perry’s
men” was well understood and claimed by those survivors of the
Battle of Lake Erie, which phrase was often found in gradually more
frequent obituaries for several decades thereafter.

Captain Perry’s exploits are described with a
great deal of accuracy, including his duel and the manner in which
it unfolded. He was nearly as active after death as he was in life.
He was actually exhumed a second time, moved from the Old Common
Burial Ground and now lies in the Island Cemetery in Newport. All
told, he was exhumed twice and buried three times.

New York harbor in 1826 would have revealed
the advent of steam ships, although before the screw propeller.
Most were limited to relatively calm waters such as rivers and
harbors due to the mechanical problems posed by side-wheelers in a
seaway. The excursion up the Hudson River to Albany, then west on
the Great Western (now Erie) Canal was one of the few convenient
means of travel into the interior of a continent before the advent
of steam railroads in the 1830’s. With primitive roads, if any at
all, the canal was an engineering marvel and accounted for a great
influx of settlers in both western New York and throughout the
Great Lakes. Many details of the canal are taken from contemporary
paintings. While enlarged and improved over the years, many
remnants of the original locks can still be seen today, some
adjacent to the New York State Turnpike. When the replica of
Friends Good Will made her way from Albany to South Haven,
Michigan, in August and September, 2004, the first leg of her
delivery was navigating the many locks on the Erie Canal, unable to
step her mast until after the last bridge in Black Rock.

The Rush-Bagot Treaty was unique for its day.
Along a lengthy border between two nations that had fought two wars
within as many generations, both determined it was in their mutual
interest to essentially disarm. The security, free trade and peace
that took hold in the region greatly assisted in developing the
shorelines and interior comprising the Great Lakes basin. While the
United States and Great Britain continued to experience some
tension, whether from the western parallel of latitude that would
define their boundary or from England’s later support for the
Confederacy during our Civil War, never again was war threatened
upon the Great Lakes. Contrast that with a similar situation, a
hundred years later. The European continent, after two great wars
within as many generations, was divided by a near impervious
border, armed to the teeth, prohibiting free trade and promoting
insecurity until the “fall of the wall” and reunification some 50
years later. When viewed in that context, a more typical reaction
between rivals, the Rush-Bagot Treaty of 1817 was a tremendous
success.

Detroit in the fall of 1826 offered its
visitors a “Steamboat Hotel,” which was named for the first of such
ships arriving in 1818. It had rebounded nicely from the hard years
following the British occupation. Oliver Williams, after the loss
of Friends Good Will and service as a Major in the United States
Army, never returned to the dry goods business. He opened a tavern,
with rooms to let and served as Detroit’s Marshall when President
James Monroe visited the community in 1817. Family history includes
his naming a son for the President, born during his visit. But the
Williams family had still another adventure ahead of them. Oliver
bought property north of the city, in Oakland County and they
cleared land and started a farm. He died in 1834 and there is
strong evidence of liberal attitudes, friendships with Native
Americans and it is thought one native is buried upon the old
Williams farm.

Friends Good Will, following the Battle of
Lake Erie, very likely served as one of three ships transporting
General Harrison’s army to Middle Sister Island in preparation for
the invasion of Canada. The landing is accurately described, as is
Harrison’s race up the Thames in pursuit of Proctor and his native
allies. It is not known which American gun boats swam some distance
up the Thames to provide a covering fire from naval guns. Thus the
involvement of Friends Good Will and Oliver Williams in the
maneuvers and skirmishes which were a prelude to battle is fiction.
American forces, however, did capture Proctor’s ammunition, one
indication of a poorly managed retreat for which Proctor later
faced court martial.

Tecumseth was a very impressive native
leader, with ability and charisma sufficient to unify the native
tribes into a formidable “confederation.” Some tribes, however, by
the fall of 1813, after the Battle of Lake Erie, realized that the
British position was untenable and sued for peace. Incensed by the
British withdrawal from the banks of the Detroit River, Tecumseth’s
passion for the cause provided the only spirited resistance at the
Battle of the Thames. Tecumseth fought and died with honor in a
swamp, adjacent to British troops lacking in leadership and
ammunition. His body was never identified; his fellow warriors
likely removing it from the field and protecting it from mutilation
or a source of trophies. His burial place remains unknown to this
day.

Friends Good Will ran aground in a storm at
Buffalo in the fall of 1813, although we have no account of the
details. British forces crossed the Niagara River on December 30,
1813, in retaliation for a cruel and senseless raid on Newark.
American forces largely melted in the face of surprise although
managed to fight with a lone artillery battery at a key
intersection within the village of Buffalo before scurrying east,
not to return for some weeks. The British burned the villages of
Black Rock and Buffalo. Also burned were two naval vessels, one of
which was Friends Good Will, having been unable to yet claw herself
from the beach. No trace of her has been found, including any spars
or equipment removed so to lighten her and assist in her re-launch;
one of so many forlorn hopes borne of war and the sea.

Both Trove and Dunlap are fictional
characters. Trove represents the watermen living in the river
deltas, creeks and inlets along the extensive shorelines of the
inland seas. With no tolerance for civilized society, his setting
off alone for the American west is in keeping with the first
tentative forays into a vast continent after Lewis and Clark
returned and well before the Mexican war and subsequent California
gold rush.

The few occupants surrounding the straits of
Mackinaw in the 1820’s witnessed both the old and the new. The
timbers of the old fort on the mainland were at that time receding
into the sands, even as the first steam ship, Walk in the Water,
plied its waters in 1819. Major Alexander Thompson commanded Fort
Mackinaw in the spring of 1827. He supervised a renovation of many
of its buildings, having fallen into serious disrepair since the
war in which she was so easily captured, with natives and men from
the North West Company at the Sault, including Mr. Johnston,
participating in the raid. The residents of Mackinaw Island were
divided in their loyalty during the war and divided as to what
constituted justice, in light of their loyalties, after the war.
Still, ministers and liberals were beginning to address the needs
for native and Metis children at a new mission built on the
island.

The Metis people are of mixed blood.
Originally, they were the children of native mothers and European
fathers. They were often misused and marginalized, the symbol of
disparate cultures clashing, even as individuals of different races
made love and lives together in harsh conditions. They often
claimed to be the “forgotten people,” but are now recognized in
Canada as a distinct minority race.

The British still held Drummond Island in the
spring of 1827. A Royal Naval yard at Penetanguishene in the
Georgian Bay supplied the island even as it allowed sister
schooners Tecumseth and Newash to sink at their moorings. Both were
put “in ordinary” as a result of the Rush-Bagot Treaty. H.M.S.
Tecumseth was replicated and can be viewed today at the dock at
Discovery Harbor, on the site of the Royal Navy yard. The remains
of what may be Newash lie under the roof of an open shed on the
same site. Lieutenant Henry Bayfield, R.N., renown for his
expeditions charting major sections of the Great Lakes with
remarkable accuracy, was based at Penetanguishene, and utilized at
least one of the “mosquito fleet,” H.M.S. Bee, as his flagship.

The voyage from Mackinaw Island to the Sault
by canoe is accurate by the contemporary accounts made and written
about by others. The raid upon the Sault in 1814 and the manner in
which both British and American forces passed each other, divided
only by Sugar, formerly St. George’s Island, is true. The
description of the town in 1827 is factual, as is the history of
the North West Company’s fleet of ships and their fates. Mr. and
Mrs. Johnson are historic figures, as are references to native
chiefs and Mrs. Johnson’s heritage and status among the People of
the Great Lakes. Both Bemose and Wasebitong, though fictional
characters, are authentic native Ojibwa names and taken from
persons having carried those names.

Thomas Douglas, the Fifth Earl of Selkirk, is
a historic figure. He founded his “Red River Colony” west of Lake
Superior, in Canada and held a major interest in the Hudson Bay
Company. His colony interfered with its fierce competitor, however,
the North West Company. He later seized the North West Company’s
Fort William in 1816 amid reports of mistreatment of the Metis. The
North West Company procured a sheriff from York and together with
an armed party of ambiguous authority, departed aboard the Schooner
Invincible on 14 November, 1816. Several offered cautions as to
their safety in attempting to navigate Lake Superior so late in the
season, but as with so many tragic ends for vessels and mariners
upon the inland seas, there was thought to be time for just one
more run. The weather was as described by the survivors, making
their way back to the Sault without their vessel.

Invincible foundered near Whitefish Point,
later well known as the “Shipwreck Coast.” The geography is tricky;
the weather often treacherous. The Great Lakes Shipwreck Historical
Society Museum is now located at the site of the former United
States Coast Guard and Lifesaving Station at Whitefish Point and a
part of its many excellent exhibits speak to the Kithigamig
Anishinbeg as Lake Superior’s first mariners and the schooner
Invincible as her first shipwreck.

Invincible has not been found, yet, although
Lieutenant Henry Bayfield’s 1825 nautical chart, beautiful for its
fine detail and respected for its accuracy, noted the precise
location of her remains. That chart is available for inspection at
the Great Lakes Shipwreck Historical Society Museum, currently
hanging in the restored 1923 United States Lifesaving Service
Crew’s Quarters. The curious thing about the chart is that its line
of longitude located so close to Whitefish Point appears to so many
who have studied it closely, to be in error.

The Book of Common Prayer, quoted in the last
chapter, was standard issue among the Royal Navy. It was frequently
utilized for a variety of everyday purposes and ceremonies, as
authorized by the Anglican Church. Its burial rites were frequently
relied upon and in dire need following the Battle of Lake Erie.
While Catholicism was also well established throughout the
Northwest, especially among the French and their native converts,
Catholics of the day would not have been encouraged to read, let
alone travel with and worship from a Bible.

Harsh elements over time take a toll upon a
people and its abandoned vessels, strewn along a beach.
Perspectives and beliefs, as with water levels, change over two
hundred years. Some walked the beaches and scavenged from vessels
having served a culture and in stealing from their past, failed to
record or recall.

But how entire ships of significant burthen,
such as Friends Good Will and Invincible could essentially
disappear is just one of the intriguing questions about the history
of the inland seas. Such questions drive the research; the answers
drive the writing.

The lives of Great Lakes mariners, natives
and pioneers, their endeavors, courage and failings, as cultures
clashed with often such violence as waves crash on a beach, render
their stories equally fascinating, even today.

 


~ James Spurr
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