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Chapter 1

October 1805

 


A breaking wave struck the larboard bow and
lifted the stem even as it cascaded foam through the scuppers and
into the waist. The breaker slammed the ship 20 degrees to
starboard, perpendicular to the next smaller wave and cost the ship
what-ever ground recently made to windward. Worse still, with the
sails now over trimmed for the unintended heading, the ship lost
power and would once again have to attempt to claw off the fast
approaching lee shore.

The Sailing Master recognized the curious
objectivity of his thoughts. He would have expected anything but
detachment. In a moment of extremis, just prior to death, he was
surprised reflection was not only possible, but was in fact
unavoidable.

There was nothing to do. The ship would
strike at any moment. His skills as a navigator, his knowledge of
the chart and of these waters, all indicated to him their luck
these past few seconds was more than would have been expected; more
than they had enjoyed the entire voyage. Such luck could not
continue. As sails were eased in a vain attempt to power the vessel
once again to meet the steady onslaught of breakers, an action
taken more by habit than hope, the crew suddenly ceased all effort,
all performance of duties. By unanimous con-sent of mariners, if
not humanity, on the verge of disaster, the crew began thinking
only of themselves. All structure of com-mand and benefits of
discipline, such as there were, evaporated as the breaker, just
passed, marched onward to the closing shore.

As the surf roiled against, alongside and
over rocks and bars, spray and spindrift swept the deck and the
ship shook violently in the breaking seas. The sails were now
eased, the canvas foils powering the hull headlong once again at
four to five knots. The Sailing Master clung to the larboard rail
just forward of the binnacle. There was no need to further study
the compass or chart. 

Brewster, ordinary seaman and none too
skilled topman, emerged from the companionway hatch with a bottle
of brandy, already opened, in one hand and two bottles of wine
jammed in the front fall of his slops. He looked furtively at the
officers for some sign of reproach for having broken into the
spirits locker in the wardroom, as though such conduct, though
criminal, would somehow in these moments be cause for reprimand or
punishment. His glance to the Sailing Master was met only with
disgust and he quickly averted his gaze, took another hurried drink
and wiped his chin with his tar stained sleeve. 

Lieutenant Owen Dunlap, First Officer, to
his credit, was attempting once again to trim the sails and improve
the angle to windward, but was doing so largely alone. Other men
gathered at the foremast fife rail, encouraging one another to find
floating objects to improve their chances of survival. The seamen,
most intent on their individual position and bracing for the
impending impact, exchanged pledges of assistance while all
harbored doubts of their ability to make good. Old Joe Phipps was
crouched in the leeward scupper, deck wash about his knees, hands
clasped in desperate prayer.

The Sailing Master’s thoughts were
interrupted by a strong tug on his coat. Bemose was on her knees,
grasping his right leg from slightly behind him. Between her still
more desperate tugs on his coat she clutched her torn leather
blouse, preserving, even at such time, her modesty, as was
possible. Her eyes asked the question, her moans confessed her
debilitating fright; her tears revealed not panic, but deep hurt
and trauma from those moments just preceding this new crisis. The
Sailing Master loosed his right hand from its grasp of the rail and
brought her close alongside him. He leaned over, looked past her
bruised cheekbone into her eyes and gestured with his hand, now
full around her neck. “Together,” he shouted.  She nodded,
clinging to his waist with both arms. 

Another huge breaker roared in with a rush.
The blocks rattled, the wind whistled and the poorly trimmed canvas
cracked like musket shot. Amidst the chaos he heard the helmsmen
call from behind him, “Sir! Sir! Where is the Captain?”

He didn’t reply, but his look of disdain was
so egregious it would have, but for the circumstances, assured him
a charge of insubordination had the captain observed him. Poor
fellow, he thought of the helmsman. Could he be so dull as to
actually look to that quarter for leadership, let alone salvation,
in such a moment of dire need? Then again, to have steered the ship
to her present circumstance, the helmsman likely held little skill
to his merit.

The Sailing Master of the distressed vessel
clung to the rail, Bemose in turn clinging to him. He thought of
how just seven days prior he had not foreseen any of this.

 


* * *

 


A week ago, in a native canoe, skillfully
manned and chartered at his expense, he and his small crew’s hard
efforts against the current over the previous two days paid off.
The canoe had made as much progress northward as Her Majesty’s
Schooner General Hope.

A light southwest wind had veered, causing
the schooner to anchor just opposite Fort St. Clair, on the river
of that same name, still some distance from the mouth of Lake
Huron. The schooner was well found. Launched in spring, 1803, she
was now near to completing her third sailing season. As their canoe
approached from the stern, the Sailing Master admired the carved
nameboard of that vessel known on the Lakes as ‘Hope’. Soon after
his arrival he learned there was in fact little; now, a week later,
there was none.

While his arrival was unexpected, the First
Officer, Dunlap, met him at the small entry port after being
assured by hail of his good intent and proper business. Dunlap took
him below. “Charts of Lake Huron are aboard, but they stem from
1795, now ten years old. They may have originated with the French.”
They descended the steep, narrow companionway steps. “None of us
eight souls aboard have as yet been north of Lake St. Clair.”

The Sailing Master thought the first comment
curious. Certainly Dunlap did not mean to imply the French would
not require accurate charts? He could not believe they welcomed
disaster or attached less value to their lives than the English.
Perhaps it was the implied arrogance, as if only the English could
count on their charts or were capable of safely navigating these
Lakes, though the French were here long before. He let it pass. He
simply replied, “I have brought several but would be pleased to see
yours at your earliest convenience.”

Dunlap cautioned, as though to suggest the
Sailing Master were presuming a great deal, “First, you meet the
Captain.”

Dunlap knocked on the narrow door, waited an
undue, if not embarrassing, several seconds before a gruff voice
replied, slightly annoyed, “Come.”

Dunlap, without looking at the Sailing
Master, opened the door. “Captain, I present…”

“What in the devil’s own hell are you doing
on my ship and how dare you approach from under my counter in a
hostile craft!” The Captain rounded on the Sailing Master, ignoring
his First Officer.

Dunlap looked at the floorboards and backed
up a step.

The Sailing Master replied, “Sir, I am…”

“I don’t give a damn who you are. What are
you doing here? I demand an explanation.”

The Sailing Master handed the Captain,
reddened with anger, the warrant that had been, until that moment,
rolled and tucked under his arm. The Captain tore off the ribbon,
ripping the parchment in his frustration. He scanned it warily,
read it then with more care. The Sailing Master added, “I am well
familiar with the natives I engaged and assure you, Sir…”

“Assure me?” the Captain shouted. “You
presume to assure the Captain of this vessel of, what… its
safety? You dog! Damn your eyes. One more word and I’ll stripe your
back!” Spittle settled upon the warrant and the Captain, catching
the Sailing Master considering this circumstance, returned his
attention to the parchment. “Do you think Amherstberg can force you
upon me?  Get off this ship immediately.” He reached for a
pistol lying beside an uncorked dark glass bottle on the small
table between them.

Dunlap shoved the Sailing Master gracelessly
out of the cabin. “Wait on deck,” he advised, then returned to the
cabin and closed the door behind him. The Sailing Master obeyed
and, somewhat shaken, listened carefully at the rail in the waist,
but could hear nothing. He noted the glances of other crew
indicated nervousness more than curiosity.

Dunlap emerged just minutes later,
motioning, and whispered, “Bring your bag. I convinced him of your
usefulness.”

Back again below deck, he was shown his
bunk, to starboard in the wardroom, just forward of the bulkhead.
He asked Dunlap, “What is he about?”

“He,” Dunlap corrected, “is Lieutenant James
Fleet, Royal Navy, appointed to this command, and you would do well
to take care at all times. Do your job flawlessly and keep as low a
profile as possible.” He reached above his own bunk and pulled from
between a stringer and the knees a roll of charts. “These may be of
use. Anything else?”

“Do you have a draught of this vessel?”

Surprised, Dunlap replied, “Yes, but pray,
of what use would it be to you?”

The Sailing Master explained what he thought
should be obvious, though taking no tone: “The sailing qualities of
a vessel and her expected behavior are all relevant in plotting her
position.”

Dunlap conceded immediately, seeming almost
embarrassed, and reached into his trunk. “Certainly. Study if you
like. Please return it and we will talk later.” He went through the
door and up the first stair before leaning back and down to add,
“You will lead starboard watch; larboard is on at present.”

Hope hauled anchor later that hour when the
wind backed and strengthened. Soon after, three bells in the second
dog watch, the Sailing Master was standing next to the binnacle,
studying the river in the gathering darkness, trying to subtly
suggest to the helmsman he was luffing, when Dunlap approached,
though now off watch. “So, what did you think?”

“Interesting. I have never before had
opportunity to evaluate a… what was it called… a sliding
keel. I must say, on this tack I see little difference.”

Dunlap admitted, “It is yet in its
housing.”

The Sailing Master’s puzzled look was met
with a brief explanation, “The Captain sees little use in or
benefit of the idea.”

“Surely you have employed it at some time.
What do you make of it?”

“I think it bears merit. It permits a
shallower draft, such as on the river behind us, while on open
water in ’04, off Long Point on Erie, she went to windward quite
well in about twelve knots.”

“Well, I very much look forward to
evaluating any difference.”

Dunlap rolled his eyes and walked away, as
if he held little hope of that happening.

The sliding keel, of which two were fitted
on the centerline of Hope, was the brainchild of Captain William
Robe of the quartermaster’s office in Quebec. Stationed in England
a few years before, he witnessed the effect of such on gun brigs in
the English Channel. William Bell, the Provincial Marine’s Master
Builder at Amherstberg laid down the lines of Hope in draught form
and Robe suggested the contrivance. The sliding keel was originally
attempted by Captain John Shank, who as a result of his appointment
by the Royal Navy to Quebec in 1778 with a sweeping directive to
take command of all vessels on the Lakes, effectively fathered the
Provincial Marine. Shank’s reputation as a mariner, administrator
and inventor was highly respected and Bell considered the
suggestion favorably.

The sliding keels were raised and lowered
vertically through the keel by a winch housed in a watertight trunk
or long narrow box. The theory was that shallow draft vessels,
necessary on the Lakes and in particular on its adjacent and
connecting rivers, would improve their performance sailing closer
to the wind by lowering the moveable “keel”, thus increasing the
lateral resistance of the hull as it slips through the water. The
Sailing Master, while considering the contrivance novel,
instinctively understood the potential benefit and recognized the
device as still another marvel of the scientific age in which he
had the good fortune to live.

Hope finally reached the open waters of Lake
Huron after taking a slow and frustrating passage from her
anchorage off Ft. St. Clair, where the Sailing Master had joined.
The winds had been fitful; the late last vestiges of a summer
already past, untypical for midOctober. Hope was bound for His
Majesty’s establishment on St. Joseph’s Island, the new post near
the Straits since the British had finally evacuated Mackinaw Island
in 1796 as the long awaited result of the treaty formally ending
the Revolutionary War. The British withdrawl from Mackinaw and
relocation to St. Joseph’s Island finally implemented the now
agreed boundaries between the new United States and Canada, now
firmly in English control as a result of yet another earlier
war.

Hope was setting her mainsail in a moderate
southerly breeze under a cloudy sky, with foresail and jibs drawing
nicely.  The shore, all too close for the last two days while
on the river, steadily broadened on both the starboard and larboard
quarter as it receded astern and was now nearly out of sight. Just
as the wind seemed to gather some will, Old Joe Phipps called out
with the authority of his long years of experience, even without
rank: “Sir, floating debris to larboard.”

The Sailing Master called, “Where away?”

“Just abaft the beam, half a cable length
and converging.”

“The Sailing Master confirmed the sighting
with his long glass and directed Brewster who was on the helm,
“Hold your course for now.” He called to the waist, “Sullivan, take
my glass aloft and report.”

Moments later, Sullivan was near the cross
trees, arm locked around the shrouds, standing upon the ratboards.
With body twisted round and glass extended, he called, “Deck
there!  There’s a person holding fast to what ‘pears an
overturned canoe.”

Indeed, the courses were converging, though
with a mainsail set Hope would pull forward of the drifting
wreckage, leaving it well astern. The Sailing Master strode into
the waist, and directed the men, who had begun their hauling after
removing all gaskets along the boom, “Belay hauling, peak and
throat halyard.”

Dunlap emerged from the hatch and though off
watch, approached and inquired. The Sailing Master gestured toward
the canoe, “We may have a survivor.” He looked up. The wreckage was
now much closer and he called Sullivan down from aloft and ordered
Brewster to gradually turn to larboard and luff up so to intercept
the floating wreckage, now easily visible to all on deck. Sullivan
landed on deck from his small jump from the rail and the Sailing
Master directed him and Brewster to trim the foresail and jibs to
coordinate with their gradual turn. The men made their obedience
and Dunlap and the Sailing Master resumed their positions on the
quarterdeck. Within two minutes, the sails began to luff and the
schooner’s momentum brought her starboard alongside the wreckage.
Indeed, a native was clinging to an overturned canoe some 30 feet
long, far larger than one person would have set out in and attempt
to man.

“Sir,” cried Phipps, boathook extended.
“It’s a woman, sir!”

The surprise caused all to focus on the
Sailing Master just as Captain Fleet emerged from the companionway
hatch, demanding for all to hear, “Who has countermanded my order?
Why are we returning to that damnable river and why is the mainsail
not set?”

“Sir,” began the Sailing Master, “we have
sighted wreckage and a survivor and have rounded up to investigate
and give assistance.”

Captain Fleet held his tongue just long
enough to appreciate the wreckage now alongside and took in the
leather clothing and dark hair of the exhausted, if not lifeless
form now being lifted up from the channels by two of the
waisters.

“You infernal knave! You allowed this ship
to stray from her course and mission for a heathen native and a
pile of scrap birch bark? I suspected you a nuisance; you have
confirmed you are a fool! Get this ship turned north’ard
immediately. Cast aside that debris, alive or no, and Sailing
Master, into my cabin on the instant. Mr. Dunlap, take the
watch.”

With all having heard the outburst, the
Sailing Master’s pride was once again wounded. He approached
nonetheless deferentially and spoke in a low enough tone so to
assure the Captain knew he did not intend to confront him publicly,
but just loud enough for the very nearest crew to overhear. He knew
well the Ship’s Company would have a word for word replay before
the next bell. “Sir, would you have the men see their Captain
abandon a helpless, innocent woman, leaving her with this offshore
breeze to a certain death?”

Captain Fleet appeared, as usual, confused,
near incoherent and on the verge of exploding with anger. He caught
the horrified look in his men’s eyes and gathered the way out, the
rescue line thrown him by his impertinent Sailing Master: “Woman?”
He looked more closely. “Well, had you given me a full report…,” he blamed the Sailing Master once again while convincing no
one. “Very well. Bring her up and get underway.” He turned to go
back down the hatch and warned for all to hear, “You stray from my
orders again and I’ll have you in irons!”

The Sailing Master watched him retreat and
descend. Captain Fleet, having exchanged no more than two words
with him in as many days since his greeting in the Captain’s cabin
upon coming aboard, could now be considered a sworn enemy. Men like
Captain Fleet, though unable to recall much of what they should,
their minds dulled and confused by constant and debilitating drink,
never forgot who they regarded as having challenged or embarrassed
them in front of others. Men such as that were far too afraid,
while far too vengeful, to allow men such as the Sailing Master,
calm and secure under the assault of his drunken tirades, to come
to no harm, somehow, sometime. So be it.

As the Sailing Master resolved to double his
guard, the men presented him with a young, dripping, thoroughly
exhausted and nervous native woman. She was gasping and barely able
to stand, shaking from the cold. As she met his eyes, her face was
backlit by now brilliant sunlight. It broke under the clouds, ever
lower though more vivid in the late autumn day. He made with some
will to cover his first impression that she was the most beautiful
creature he had seen in his life.

“Mr. Dunlap, as our survivor will not likely
be greeted with the traditional hospitalities from the Captain, nor
be offered his cabin, I suggest she take our bunks as we alternate
the watch.  As I am on now, would you be so good to take her
below and warm her with tea and blankets?”

“Certainly, Sir.” Dunlap had never called
him ‘sir’ before and while not uncommon as a courtesy, such was
never required given their respective rank. Dunlap took the
passenger below.  The Sailing Master shrugged and thought
young Dunlap had likely never seen anyone stand fast before the
Captain. He had better take care, indeed.

 


* * *

 


The crew shouted joyously as Hope weathered
an exposed rock by 30 feet, passing it to starboard. Had a wave as
large as so many of them now marching toward her hit just seconds
before, the hull would have been thrown back upon the rock and
smashed through. The Sailing Master congratulated the helmsman,
calling back, “Pretty work, Mr. Sullivan.”

“Shall we try to go about again, Sir?”

Hope had been tacking back and forth for at
least two hours as the backing wind blew stronger from now south by
southwest. The changing wind, all while growing stronger, combined
to trap the vessel on a lee shore, the most dreaded position. He
shouted back, “I advise against it; in these seas we have not the
power and will find ourselves in stays. Take the group of rocks
dead off our bow to larboard.”

At that moment, another breaking wave
smashed against the bow, confirming the Sailing Master’s advice,
and doused them with what seemed solid airborne water; ending all
discourse. The Sailing Master was most concerned not with the
patchwork of rocks, both exposed and just hidden amidst the roiling
surf, but rather the shoaling depth. His plan, such as it was,
entailed finding that course that would take Hope as close to shore
as possible. He assumed many would not make the swim otherwise.

The Sailing Master had been on deck less
than five minutes. He had been shaken awake by young Dunlap, who
had the watch, to the fearsome words, “I think we are in some
danger.” He had not even fully emerged from the companionway when
to his horror he realized they had held their course far too long,
slid far too leeward of his intended position and sailed into the
grips of a gradual, dish shaped bay on the approach to Detour
Passage.

He looked incredulously at Dunlap and
whispered almost accusingly, “You did not tack as I suggested?”

“The Captain would not permit it.”

The Sailing Master turned and launched
himself down the companionway steps, landing heavily on the
wardroom floor.  Behind him, Dunlap continued, “He desired to
make good more distance, this tack being by far favored to our
destination.” One glance at each of the watertight boxes, holding
the sliding keels confirmed the Sailing Master’s worst fears. He
shot back angrily, “The winches have not been loosed! The keels are
not lowered?”

“The Captain refused your suggestion!”

“You knew the course required good westing!
We have slid upon a leeward shore, on your watch and without even
calling for me!” The Sailing Master, now muttering, was more
disgusted than accusing as he had heard all he needed. He started
up the ladder again, promising Dunlap, barely nineteen and who
though younger, still out ranked him, “I will have it out with the
Captain, by God!”

“He is not on deck…,” Dunlap admitted,
his voice trailing off, his gaze dropping. Just then a shriek came
from the Captain’s cabin and the sharp crack of a blow together
with a dull thud. Dunlap’s eyes confirmed the Sailing Master’s
suspicion. He instantly changed direction and headed for the cabin
door.

The shriek and thud having just faded, he
wondered if the men on deck were aware or had heard. His hand
depressed the latch and he shifted his weight forward to open the
cabin door just as Hope struck. There was a long, tortured scrape,
as though a rock bottom was determined to open the entire garboard
seam. Hope slowed suddenly, slewed around to starboard and seemed
then to loose herself from a shelf and fall into the deep trough of
a large wave.

The Sailing Master, having depressed the
latch and leaning forward, was flung into the cabin, smashing his
knee into a frame as it rose from the counter and met the side
panel of the Captain’s bunk. As he flew across the room, he saw
Bemose also flung aft and to starboard from the larboard bunk, back
across the top of the small table to land on the starboard settee
near the small stern gallery window. Books, papers, tableware and
the sextant launched themselves: projectiles without direction and
all a potential danger. Captain Fleet lost both his grasp of
Bemose’s arm and his feet beneath him. He landed on the cabin floor
nearly under the table. Bemose, her bruised eye nearly concealed by
the terror on her face, looked to the Sailing Master with desperate
hope he would survive the impact of his fall and regain his feet.
The bottle spun around in the center of the small cabin spilling
its distilled contents, rendering the floorboards slick and
dangerous.

The Sailing Master was not even sure the
Captain noticed his entry into the fray. The Captain flung the
table aside, crawled on his knees to the settee. Bemose attempted
to dodge his advance. He grabbed at her leather blouse and pulled
downward, ripping the stitching from her left shoulder to near her
navel, the resulting display of her skin feeding his aggression
still more.

The pain in his knee subsiding, or the rush
of adrenalin masking his injury, the Sailing Master stood, grabbed
the Captain by his left shoulder and the back of his neck and flung
him back against the forward section of the larboard bunk. The
Captain slipped on the slick flooring as he was flung back, grasped
the coat of the Sailing Master. His grip could not hold.  He
went down on his knees, catching himself with his right arm on the
larboard bunk, his hand just inches from his ever present and
loaded pistol.

The Captain grabbed his only hope. He swung
his arm around pivoting on his elbow supported by the bunk. Despite
his legs still being off balance, he brought the weapon to bear as
he muttered under his drunken breath, “You bastard…”

The Sailing Master did not wait. As Bemose
instinctively shielded herself behind him, he kicked the Captain’s
left leg out from under him. The pistol rose just as the Captain
fired, burying a ball in the overhead deck beam. Before the flash
left the pan, the Sailing Master grabbed him by his collar and
flung him forward, driving his skull into the rudder post. The
Captain slumped to the cabin floor.

The Sailing Master looked aft, assuring the
confrontation was over and Bemose slid out the door before him. As
he closed the cabin door and flung himself up the companionway
steps behind the young woman, he observed solid water now gushing
up and spurting out from the trunk of the sliding keels. The boxes
were split, the garboard plank sprung and Hope was sinking while
rushing headlong toward her final insult.

The Sailing Master assessed the situation on
deck from the rail, just forward of the binnacle to larboard, arms
locked around the rail cap. The only real question was when and
where Hope would ground or be stove in, and how close to the
irregular, rocky shore and alongside which of the many inlets she
would come to finally rest. As directed, the helmsman took the
rocks just ahead to larboard. Within two deck lengths, a larger
breaker than had been seen thus far struck nearly abeam, rolled the
ship dangerously to starboard, then again hard to larboard as the
crest passed under her damaged keel. Hope descended into a trough,
which everyone on deck instantly realized simply left far too
little water to support her draft and tonnage. She slammed hard,
first by the stern, jamming the rudder off of her gudgeons,
smashing through the planking near the counter, heaving the rudder
post up through the splintered deck and leaving the helmsman
horrified as the tiller was now free and useless in his hands. The
Sailing Master was amazed. For whatever reason, of all
possibilities, he never considered that scenario as the beginning
of the end.

In an instant, the next wave struck the
larboard bow and, despite the usual tendency to round up with no
rudder, the sails were ill trimmed and nearly all way was taken off
the vessel from her striking bottom. The bow instead turned to
starboard, to the shore and downwind. As the wave passed, Hope
rolled hard to larboard and her main boom, canted high in the air,
swung across the deck like an angry scythe. The Sailing Master
ducked, pulling Bemose down with him. The helmsman was struck. He
threw his arms around the boom in attempt to absorb the crushing
blow to his chest while hanging on as it continued its wild arc.
Within a split second, the helmsman was vaulted off of the
quarterdeck and dunked into Lake Huron. As the boom came crashing
against the larboard backstay, snapping it instantly and fetching
up on the shrouds, it stopped so suddenly as to catapult the
helmsman across a wave crest like a skipping stone.

As the tremendous energy of the accidental
gybe was absorbed by the shrouds, the starboard bow was stove in by
a submerged rock. The crash was distinct, the sound of smashed
planking instantly followed by rushing water. The wild ride of H.
M. Schooner General Hope ended with her masts, boom, gaffs, yards
and all sails and rigging cracking, toppling and crashing to the
deck in near unison forward over the bow and foredeck. Upon her
final expiration, she slid half a length back off of the submerged
rock, wallowing now near awash, back broken, dismasted, blocks and
rigging a tangled mass, canvas torn. Still more breaking waves
marched onward to assault the now lifeless carcass of a near new
and well found ship. A few bobbing heads were visible on both sides
of the ship off the bow, ship’s company either vaulted off of the
foredeck from the force of the impact with the submerged rock or
who were quick enough to jump just before the dismasting.

The Sailing Master’s arms were still locked
around the rail cap. He slammed his jaw upon it and could taste
blood in his mouth. The gaff fell to larboard and smashed his
thigh. Bemose was still clinging to his leg, from below his knee,
pulling hard, unaware of the excruciating pain her grip was
inflicting upon him. She pulled herself up onto the quarterdeck,
realized his agony and crawled on her knees past him. She hauled
him aft on the quarterdeck using the lapels and collar of his short
wasited wool coat. Gravity favored her effort, as Hope was settling
by the stern, and he realized she was attempting to pull him into
the water. His arms were still of use and he used his elbows and
the heel of his good leg to scrape himself along to assist her
efforts. He slid into the cold, breaking seas head first, facing
the sky, and flung his arms about clumsily, not believing his young
guardian could possibly have much effect. He was wrong.

Bemose wrapped her arm under his, keeping
his chest facing up, and swam strong and hard. He gasped for air,
trying not to swallow water and choke, and assisted in what little
manner he could with his arms. Slowly, now aided by the waves which
just moments ago had been their dreaded enemy, they wallowed toward
shore, though at a curious angle from the starboard bow which he
could not then fathom. Soon, he could tell she was propelling them
by jumping in small steps from the bottom, gradually taking longer,
more productive steps and finally strides. She turned him over and
he used his good leg with her propping him up and together they
emerged from the roiling surf. They dropped from exhaustion on the
rock strewn shore under the shade of pines and cedar in the fading
late afternoon light.

Near instantly, the cold set in; the
shivering and the overwhelming desire to sleep, despite the
throbbing pain. Before they could fully take inventory of
themselves, their condition and reserves, the Sailing Master looked
over to another peninsula, just off the port bow and much closer to
the wreck itself than that upon which they had landed. The
peninsula was on the opposite side of a wide and deep inlet. Indeed
had Hope lasted just another few minutes, but for the strong
southerly wind and large breakers she may have been able to
navigate many lengths up into the inlet before it narrowed with the
forest encroaching and shoaled to a stream.

Intuitively, the Sailing Master, a Navigator
by training and appointment, understood Bemose’s course in swimming
from Hope: a course purposefully set solely by her in a moment of
crisis to all, but even more dangerous to them. It was now as
obvious as it was impossible, given their state of exhaustion, for
any of the other survivors to even think about joining the Sailing
Master and their former passenger. The inlet was too deep, too
wide, too long for any to attempt to rejoin for some hours, until
their strength returned.

The Sailing Master propped up on his elbows
and looked down at Bemose lying on her side, lungs yet heaving and
struggling to control her overextended breathing. As she gasped and
coughed, he returned his study to the other peninsula and noted
several men were prostrate, exhausted, utterly spent. Only one
other man had noticed the strategic implications of their relative
positions.

Lieutenant James Fleet, no longer a Captain,
was on his knees, pointing accusingly and shouting in a pitch that
suggested near madness. The Sailing Master drew Bemose’s attention
and motioned her to help him rise. He did all he could to help her
stand even while leaning upon her. It was time for them to go, at
least get out of sight.

As he attempted one small painful step at a
time, wholly relying upon her for strength and balance across the
rocky shore and toward the tree line and dense forest, 30 yards
distant, the Sailing Master heard Fleet’s ominous threats even
above the wind and breaking waves.

”By God, I will see you hang. Oh yes, I
shall have you dance on air, Mr. Lee!”

 


 



Chapter 2

 


April 1811

(Six years later)

 


The colors were vivid but the shapes were
indistinct and unfamiliar. In a state of semi-consciousness, he was
first intrigued with bright greens, blinding reflections, sharp
lines of deep browns against a black background. It was time to
focus. Upon what, exactly, he was as yet unsure.

Mere thought brought pain: a deep throbbing
ache emanating from the back of his head and down his neck. As he
gradually became more alert, he took stock of a sharp ache across
the left side of his lower back. The fingers of his left hand were
chilled to the point of losing sensation altogether. Still, while
the pain was distracting, his focus was sharpening. Blades of marsh
grass, protruding up through… yes, the reflection was from a
liquid; a pond or river perhaps.

A yellow daffodil was beginning to open and
reveal itself in the cool, morning sunlight. The sudden realization
of his fingers, well numbed from soaking through this late April
night, caused him to yank his hand upward. He had let his hand soak
in the River Rouge while he slept. He heard the drips of water, yet
felt not the slightest sensation of water spilling from his skin.
He forced himself to move those fingers, hoping to improve the
circulation and add some warmth so to aid his stiff muscles.

The cause for the sharp pain in his side was
as yet a mystery, but the more constant, dull ache in his head was
well understood. He lay there and marveled at the tiny shards of
ice that encircled each blade of marsh grass just at or above water
level. The browns were small particles of floating debris: organic
material of dead grass, decaying leaves, split branches from twigs
that were mud caked and soil encrusted to the extent the river had
been unable to wash them clean.

Before finding the strength to move, knowing
well that motion would likely make his head ache far more than the
receding pain seemed at present to be inflicting upon him, he
focused upon a more symmetrical brown. It was of intelligent
geometry, not the random and chaotic design of nature, but of man.
The design was linear, though in more than one line, in varying
distance from his perspective, soft, though assembled it seemed
tight and intertwined. Gradually, greater acuity and increasing
alertness provided the answer: hemp line. Rope; although he was
beginning to understand the inherent folly in employing that term
in certain circles. His focus widened to encompass lanyards drawing
oiled deadeyes together, taut and strong, several in line with each
other, some artfully served. The pain in his side was no longer
tolerable. He shifted slowly, yes, that was better, and beheld
something altogether new as he now looked skyward.

An incredible sight presented itself. A
ship’s hull: broad, sweeping, graceful with gradual arcs and
curves. It was painted black and dark green with linear varnished
strakes from which arose, majestically, a towering, oiled, bright
lower mast. Accentuated near the top of the mast was a spindle of
perpendicular, black cross members, and he puzzled as to its
precise purpose. He had learned so much these past few months, and
as yet was still a neophyte. More line, seeming to emerge from all
points surrounding the hull, converging at several points, all with
an algebraic or geometric relationship well above his abilities to
explain, but all within his ability to appreciate as beauty and
art. The mast rose more than 60 feet above him forming a cathedral
of rigging. The rigging was a mix of tarred black line and the
softer browns of hemp line, beautiful against the bright oiled mast
set in a backdrop of bright cloudless blue. As impressive and
beautiful as it was, it was as yet still obviously a work in
progress. He knew for certain the best was yet to come. He lay
there looking up, inspired and yet humbled.

It was difficult for him to fathom. Despite
the fact he was even now not fully alert, at least he comprehended
his surroundings, and he knew this beautiful ship was his.

“My heavens, Oliver, whatever are you doing
in that tender?”

The pain in his head seemed to approach near
fatal as the unexpected voice, combined with his start, caused all
his muscles to tighten. He wrenched his neck around to view the
cause for this most rude interruption, instantly resolving never to
make that motion again.

“Good God, man, look at you. Your clothes
all askew, your sleeve soaked in river water, unshaven, and pray
tell, where is your right shoe?”

Tender. That was it. Now he remembered. And
the sharp pain in his side was the thwart at the bow, against which
he had been sleeping for some hours as he lay on the
floorboards.  The ache in his head he also realized was caused
by something altogether unrelated to ships, boats, line or gear
nautical in nature. “Captain William Lee, I expected you much
later. Indeed, your timing is most inopportune.”

“Yes, terribly sorry, but having received a
rather urgent note from you, my brother-in-law, suggesting you
were, without any particular knowledge or background with ships and
the sea, inviting me to help you sort out this new scheme of yours,
let us just say my love for my sister required I travel in all
haste.

“Now that I mention it… my sister is,
shall I presume, better cared for than it appears you have attended
to yourself?”

Oliver Williams took the abuse, knowing he
deserved it and tried not to grin; his brother-in-law, William, was
obviously enjoying himself and in need of no encouragement.

“William, no gentleman would press his
advantage in these circumstances. Pray, could you find the
compassion to pick up that rope in that tall grass and pull me to
shore?”

“I have no compassion for any ship owner
referring to a painter, a particular line for making fast or
retrieving small craft, as ‘rope’. Still, I have come far, arrived
early and if my efforts are not to be wasted we had best talk
without the natural barrier of the River Rouge between us.” Captain
William Lee located the painter, pulled Oliver Williams to shore,
no more than a few feet, in the tender.

“And yes of course, Mary is very well, as
are your nieces and nephews.” Suddenly alarmed, Oliver quickly
added, “You have not seen her as yet? Does she know where you found
me?”

“Relax, my friend. If you mean does she know
of your circumstances,” he chuckled, “no, but why don’t you tell me
your tale and I will determine if she deserves to be informed.”

William extended his hand, pulled Oliver
from the tender to the shore, his right shoe just located under the
stern thwart. Oliver knew William was teasing and could be trusted,
as they had trusted each other for years. While still grasping his
helpful hand, Oliver turned, faced him and turned it instantly into
a warm handshake. “It is very good to see you again, William. Thank
you for coming.”

“Of course, likewise,” smiled William. “Now
let’s make you more presentable, before you attempt to make this
all sound respectable.”

Soon they were walking the dock, and
William, at Oliver’s fervent request, was speaking softly as he
beheld the ship while detailing his journey to Detroit.

“Having intercepted your letter in Erie
while it was on its way to Buffalo, and I to Frenchtown… Tell
me, what is the thickness of the planks?”

Oliver frowned. “I assure you, I have no
idea, although it certainly took some time to steam and bend, and,
oh, to be sure the expense of the saw pit, good heavens it seemed
to take forever!”

William stepped over from the dock to the
rail, just aft of the larboard shrouds. “In any case, it saved time
in finding me before Buffalo and with Contractor already heading
west, well, you can imagine how many days that saved…”

“How is Contractor rigged, William, and tell
me about her owner. Is he finding cargoes?”

Looking aloft, William confirmed, “She is a
sloop as well, although it appears with less overall sparred length
and less rake perhaps. Does Eckert know his business, as far as
design, Oliver, or is this rake your idea?”

Refusing entirely the invitation to bend his
neck, for any reason whatsoever, Oliver admonished, “William,
really, do you honestly think me capable or pigheaded so as to tell
Eckert his business? Now, tell me about my business!”

“Yes, sorry, of course business is brisk,
many cargoes.  Now, a jibboom as well as bowsprit! I must say,
very impressive. You must consider a spritsail yard, mark me. 
Anyway, we made Frenchtown at dusk last evening and the crew will
be engaged this day offloading cargo and taking on wine and what
not, so I… What is your thinking of these double cargo hatches,
Oliver? Your idea?”

“Actually, I did have some input. While I
know they may seem inconvenient in port, I like the options they
may provide while underway and I perceive their division must
strengthen the entire structure, so…”

Taking his arm, William offered, “Oliver, I
must say, you are learning and speaking with some conviction. I
agree with you entirely!”

“Really?” Oliver asked. “Well, high praise,
William. I say, thank you…”

Glancing over to the bulwarks, William
confessed, “I rather think you made a hash of the pinrails, though.
Clearly insufficient.”

“Truly, William, I had little input there,
although I am told what is it… bollards will provide…”

“Bollards?” William asked, incredulous.

“Well, perhaps not…” Oliver indicated to
where a dockline was made fast.

“Oh, you mean cleats, Oliver. Yes, you will
need many and I suppose if employed with some forethought…”
William’s voice dropped yet again, he stared aloft, squinted,
seemed to be calculating and added, “Anyway, I took a horse through
much of the night to arrive to find you in a most curious
state.”

Oliver confessed, “Eckert and his crew
seemed to suggest yesterday was very significant and desired, no… really quite insisted, that I remain to celebrate the event.”

“Really?” somewhat guardedly. “And pray
tell, Oliver, what occurred to warrant such debauchery?”

Oliver shook his head and pointed his
finger, recalled, “My dear man, you lose all credibility with that
word. I last saw you in the drawing rooms of Philadelphia and while
that may have been four years ago, I still recall your attempted
seduction of the Lady…”

William fended him off with a gesture of
surrender. “Yes, yes, my, that was an evening, but please, focus,
Oliver, on my survey of your vessel. What exactly led Eckert to
celebrate?”

“Why, he, what did he call it, step…
anyway, he stuck the mast in the keel, I—”

“He stepped the mast! Oh, I would have loved
to assist. Tell me, how did it proceed?” Oliver noticed the excited
look in William’s eyes, like he had missed the main event and
needed a detailed replay. Sadly, he knew he was not up to the task,
but liked that look of excitement. Indeed, it bode well.

“Eckert was pleased, taking it all in
stride. Of course, at his age, most things, I think, are routine.
Many in town are surprised, really, he took on the project.”

“Well, it has been some years since Adams
was launched and his reputation continues to climb each season the
old snow is laid up yet again. But details, Oliver, how many tackle
and how rigged?”

As both descended carefully down the
companionway, as the ladder was not yet finished, Oliver admitted,
“Alas, you are well beyond me now, Captain Lee, although I missed
the overall picture, standing in the hold as I was…”

William looked around the unfinished
interior, stepping casually from frame to frame between sections
where the floorboards had not as yet been installed, “Did you
assist in guiding her in her step?”

“I cannot really say I was of much
assistance, but all present seemed very pleased I was able to come
up with a coin at the last minute…” Oliver followed, with more
hesitation however, and less sure footing.

William laughed heartily and the echo
reverberated through the empty hold. “Of course, Oliver. Your
tribute to Scylla and Charybdis, your prepayment for the journey to
the other side.” He chided, “With your background, I trust you were
generous!”

“William, really, I had no idea what was
going on, but I found a rather shiny penny—”

“Penny!” William roared. “Oh, that will
never get you over the river Styx!” He slapped him on the
shoulder.

“It was rather new, William,” Oliver offered
defensively as they climbed back up to the deck. “Quite shiny for
1810; why think, just last year and already having made its way to
the frontier! Imagine, William, what that signifies for growing
businesses and commerce…”

William seemed not to hear. He was gazing
aloft once again and Oliver remembered his manners. “Honestly,
William, forgive me. Here you are, fresh in Detroit, having rode
all night. You must be famished. Let us take some breakfast! We can
return to the ship after you stop home and visit with Mary and the
children. Of course, now, tell me, how long do you have?” He tugged
at his arm. William’s fixed gaze aloft was vicariously hurting
Oliver’s head. He certainly hoped no further question would
necessitate him bending his still aching head and neck.

William acceded at the suggestion of food.
“Yes, surely. That will brace us up. Unfortunately, no more than a
few hours. Contractor departs with the first favorable wind, after
we are trimmed.”

At that moment, a church bell tolled and
Oliver recalled, “Oh, of course, St. Anne’s. Sunday morning. Mary
and the children are called to Service. Well, we have at least an
hour.”

“Is there a public house open at this
hour?”

They stepped from the caprail to the dock
and turned toward the town. “Captain Lee,” Oliver said, “let me
introduce you to the Pontiac House. Excellent fare, as is my
credit. Some fresh warm bread will help set me right, I am
sure.”

The shipyard, adjacent to the south east
wooden walls of the growing village of Detroit, now in 1811 under
its third flag, was entirely deserted after last evening’s
prolonged celebration. The two men slipped inside the village walls
and strode casually down earthen streets and the occasional wood
boardwalk. Oliver took a shortcut down a path between two houses,
along their rear fence line containing chickens and a pig and came
upon a small, but well cared for, clapboard sided, cedar-shaked two
story log cabin. It had been improved with a front porch, siding
and glass windows. William noted it must do a good business to
boast such improvements. He had frequented much more basic
establishments.

A carved sign with red
painted letters hung from the porch: The
Pontiac House. A crude but well intentioned
likeness of that famous native leader was set in relief with
accents of deep reds, browns and black feathers. The sign required
Oliver to stoop under so to gain the heavy planked front door,
nearly too narrow for his significant girth. Captain William Lee
had no such difficulty with his shorter, leaner frame.

As Oliver depressed the latch and swung the
door inward with a subtle touch that revealed his familiarity,
smoke accented with the aroma of bread and bacon grease spilled
forth overhead from the large open cook fire in the rear of the
structure. William realized he was indeed ravenous. He last took a
meal aboard Contractor the noon before making Frenchtown, and he
reminded himself he must begin to consider food as something best
taken regularly; a practice landsmen seemed to have mastered and
ship captains regarded, like sleep, as luxury.

“Samuel, come, greet these poor sinners,”
called out Oliver cheerily, “but thank God that we grace your
establishment rather than Sunday service, for if not for us, your
business would be all too slow this morning.”

The proprietor, who William assumed was a
casual acquaintance of his brother in law, was, despite his
surprise, already intercepting their progress toward a table next
to the small fire in the front parlor, as though he knew the course
Oliver would set. “Mr. Williams, so good to see you at this early
hour. Pray, how did yesterday’s ceremonies close?” He looked
quickly but closely at Oliver, scanning him aloft and alow.
“Satisfactorily, I assume?”

William liked Samuel instantly. This man,
old but lean, who moved slowly yet with intelligent efficiency and
a strength well beyond his age and size, was subtle. He was taking
stock, poking fun, noticing Oliver’s clothing had not shifted, he
would guess, from the day before, while at least pretending to
flatter his customer with care, concern and respect. No, William
decided; the care and concern were sincere. The respect; most
often.

“Yes, Samuel. I must thank you for the hog’s
head last evening. I fear we would have faced a most awkward
interruption but for your troubles,” Oliver told him.

“No trouble, and I gave you my best price,
being a special occasion and all. The sloop looks most handy, Sir,
with the raked mast and jibboom. We are all excited for you.”

As they took their chairs, Oliver gestured
to his guest, “Thank you, Samuel, and may I present my
brother-in-law, William Lee.”

“Welcome, Captain Lee”, Samuel replied with
some emphasis and with a slight bow. He took out his knife, trimmed
the wick of the table lantern and then slid the unusual blade and
served handle into its leather sheath on his belt, hidden by his
apron. That was all William needed to see. He tensed instantly,
focusing intently on Samuel’s eyes, searching his recollection
while buying for time until his hand came to rest upon the handle
of his own blade.

“A bosun’s knife, Samuel, and a wick trimmed
as neat as a cut splice. I do not recall the face, however. You
seem to have the advantage.”

“Well, Captain, we have never met and I
haven’t served since the Revolution, on Lake Champlain, upon a
gondola, or small sloop. She was christened Lee, in fact, as
coincidence would have it. Named for a relation, perhaps? I am
familiar with Contractor, however, and have admired her trim from
shore these past seasons with you in command. The occasional seaman
stops in for a dram from time to time and I try to keep current, as
a hobby.”

Oliver seemed to be enjoying the
unanticipated turn in the introduction. William eased just a bit.
“I have heard of the vessel Lee, captured as I recall, let me
think…”

“Yes sir, at Valcour Bay. Regrettably, with
me yet aboard, knocked on me ‘noggin by a falling block and I awoke
in irons: 13 October, 1776. That alone is of little interest to
you, perhaps, Captain, but permitting my interference just a moment
longer,” he glanced at Oliver who nodded for him to continue, “I
resolved long ago as I witnessed your sloop glide by that if our
wakes ever crossed, I would tell you just this.”

William sat erect, at full attention,
awaiting a broadside or a favor, he had no clue, though his hand
was no longer near his blade.

“Your father was one of the finest men I
ever knew.”

Samuel’s comment struck hard, and the
pregnant pause Samuel deliberately employed did not increase in the
least the already dramatic effect of those words, however
delivered. While William was still recovering, Oliver interjected,
“You knew William’s father? Pray tell, how?”

Samuel’s next revelation, made as he gave
each a spoon, Oliver’s with a bent handle, surprised Oliver more
than William, who by now foresaw the possible connection. “Aboard
the Jersey.”

William supplied, knowing the explanation
was well beyond Oliver, without taking his eyes from Samuel, who
met his gaze: “Jersey was an English prison hulk, moored across the
river from New York.”  Samuel nodded solemnly. William
continued, “A barely floating hell, from which few survived and
fewer still recovered… my father among the latter. With no heat
and little food, poorly dressed men succumbed to disease, or lack
of hope…”  William’s voice trailed off, or perhaps choked
a bit.

Oliver’s gay mood went instantly grim. He
thought of young Mary—now his wife. He thought of William, her
brother, and the rest of the children going without a father for so
long, only to have him return a broken man after years of abuse. He
of course knew of his wife’s pain, but he had never before spoken
to William about his experience and feelings. He took for granted
the reason, apparent to him for so long, as to why William so
deeply resented the English. He also knew it was not the only
reason.

Samuel once again apologized for his
interruption, even as he was interrupted with a call from his wife
in the kitchen, and concluded his revelation, “Captain Lee, your
father cared for me well, as conditions permitted, bucked me up
regular, he did.” He shook his head as though recalling just the
previous day, “and you can well understand, therefore, why your
breakfast this day is on the Landlord of the Pontiac House. If I
can do anything for you while in Detroit, please seek me out.”

“Thank you, Samuel. Your comment touches me
deeply and I appreciate your gesture and your offer.”

As Samuel walked away to bring each the best
drink and meal in the house, Oliver called, “You have never
mentioned this to Mary?”

“Why, no, Mr. Williams, why would I do
so?”

“I thought perhaps you knew. William and
Mary are siblings.”

“No sir,” Samuel retreated. “Well, imagine
that…”

Oliver turned to William, still thinking, he
was sure, of his father and recalled, “Mary has actually heard
similar sentiment from other veterans, did you know?”

“Yes, and I as well, occasionally, although
less frequently of course as the years pass. Between my father and
Rachel, I sometimes wonder, Oliver, what I ever did to the English
monarchs to deserve their wrath.”  He grasped a mug of rum,
just delivered by one of Samuel’s daughters with a loaf of fresh,
warm bread.

Oliver was not shy and tore a large piece
from the loaf instantly, indicating by gesture for William to begin
as well. Before taking his first bite, Oliver reflected on
William’s mention of Rachel. Rachel was William’s wife. The
circumstances of her death, in 1796, caused William to blame all
things English and only very gradually, over many years, did reason
and objectivity prevail over the bitterness and hatred. Now, he
offered quietly, “Indeed, you have cause, far more than most, and
yet I am pleased to see you doing so well, as I always knew you
would.”

“I appreciate your confidence, kind words
and optimism, Oliver. You are correct, of course, in your
implication despite your polite silence. After so many years, it is
best not to dwell on the loss of loved ones.”

Oliver changed the subject, drawing his
friend from the edge of hopeless recollections, “How is James?”

Oliver observed William as he took a moment
to recover from his first hot mouthful of thick stew, barely set
upon the table before the tempting smell caused him to take a large
spoonful. He opened his mouth in an effort to cool the burning
sensation, exhaled a couple of times and determined to answer the
inopportune question, “I received a letter just around Christmas,”
William recalled, smiling. “He is yet serving aboard Chesapeake. He
was rated a topman last year and reports to be learning much. The
Mediterranean agrees with him, I think. Of course the excitement is
largely over concerning those Moorish pirates; thank God he missed
that!”

“If I know your son, I suspect he’d
disagree.”

William smiled. “Aye, full of fire, he is. I
can tell from his letters. Still, he’s maturing, that much is
obvious as well.” Then, with pain in William’s eyes, “It is hard to
imagine him a young man of 15.” Another gulp from his mug. “We have
missed so much.”

Oliver consoled him, “You had no choice,
William. With Rachel gone, your career in the Northwest, you did
best by leaving him with Margaret. And look how proud you are of
him!” Oliver instantly turned his attention to a large chunk of
meat, or potato, which had fallen on his lap, hoping not to further
diminish his rather ragged appearance.

William smiled at Oliver’s concern for his
coat. “While all that might be true, still, to have had it
otherwise… I admit sister Margaret was a godsend. And James
drew so close to his cousins. Raised properly in Philadelphia, he
was. That was needed, I think.”

“Certainly. And his enlistment, William,
when does that run?”

“I am not certain and he himself may not be.
It could be as early as this fall.”

“Really! Will you see him then, do you
think?”

“I do hope as much, near above all things.”
The stew and fresh warm bread slowed the conversation. Samuel and
his daughters tended to others as St. Anne’s service ended and
business increased. The crackling warmth of the fire seemed to warm
both men’s spirits. Soon they were laughing and recalling their
times together in Philadelphia, four years ago when Oliver last saw
James and first saw Mary.

In one such pause, speaking of William’s
positions with various merchant ships on the Lakes, Oliver, fully
aware of shoaling waters, ventured forth, “William, tell me, at
last, of Hope.”

William shot him a glance leaving little
room for encouragement; still, Oliver pressed, “You spoke about her
only once, briefly, in Philadelphia and then well past drunk. I let
it pass. Too soon, I thought, but here we are, four years later,
1811 and its time to share the tale. Whatever happened?”

William stared at the fire for a moment. “It
is hard to…” He stopped, looked beyond Oliver, imagining those
days, some six years ago. He grew grim and said softly, “Have you
ever seen men frightened, not of the wind, not the sea, not the
infirmities of their ship and certainly not of themselves, or even
the enemy, for that matter, but rather, of their leader, the
Captain? The one man invested with authority over them more
directly manifesting itself than God, and indeed, like God, the one
they should turn to in trust for their safety, secure in his
benevolence, when in fact, this Captain, with near unlimited power
over them, lacked all skill, judgment and concern?  Imagine
your world with a vengeful, foolish, incompetent divine influence
hawking over every detail of your life! That was life on Hope. For
me, just a week. For some of the men, years, with little chance for
transfer. And with each day was doubt and uncertainty as to when
that power, corrupted in so many ways, would take aim at any one of
them for reasons so trivial and bazaar as to be perfectly random,
so it would seem.”

Oliver listened silently as William vented.
His opening comments imparted few facts and William still owed an
answer to the question put to him as to whatever happened.

William drew another breath. “Incapacitated
by drink, his judgment and memory clouded, his fears exaggerated
and enlarged ego much too frail, he took no liking to me from the
start. Later, in the northern reaches of Lake Huron, along the
southern shore of those islands as we approached DeTour passage, I
rested for a time just after midday and was awakened to find the
watch had held their course far too long. And badly at that: making
shameful leeway and pinning us against a rocky lee shore in a
rising wind and sea. Within minutes, we struck and sank. I heard
years later one man died, Sullivan. I last saw him shaken from his
grasp on the boom, sent plunging headlong into an oncoming
breaker.”

“William,” Oliver responded quietly, “life
aboard a small ship in those circumstances sounds horrid, indeed,
and know, of course, that I am entirely sympathetic. But certainly
the wreck of Hope was neither your fault nor your responsibility. I
have sensed, frankly, you are running from the incident. From your
description, whatever for?”

William finished his stew and continued,
“Some minutes before the wreck, I sought out the Captain,
Lieutenant Fleet, Royal Navy.” With disdain in his voice, he added,
“I found him, in his cabin, attempting the rape of a female
passenger, oblivious to our peril and in a violent drunk. 
Just as we struck, I… well… I suppose any courts martial
could fairly conclude I raised my hand to the Captain and then
some,” he half smiled. “We struggled. I did not kill him, although
I should have. After the survivors reached shore, the last I saw of
and heard from him he was swearing he’d preside over my hanging.
Obviously, I had to… shall I say, depart the Ship’s Company and
with no proper papers. I am sure that somewhere in Kingston,
Montreal or Whitehall for that matter, I am listed as a traitorous
deserter.”

The last words hit home. William had these
years been dodging a trial for a capital offense, punishable by
death, throughout an all too near neighboring empire in
circumstances where interaction was all too frequent, especially on
the Lakes.

“Yes, I know, Oliver. You wonder why I
remain here, along the border and so near to those whom I may
someday unavoidably encounter at a windless anchorage or a
shoreside tavern. Well, it has been some years, who knows how those
who knew me then as a Sailing Master have scattered? You may also
recall I did attempt to distance myself for a time, in
Philadelphia, although you knew not why. Anyway, that did not work
out, and with tensions as they are on the high seas and with
impressement and all, I fear I would be in more danger as Master of
a Coastal trader.”

Fair point. Oliver nodded, looked him in the
eye, held his gaze and assured, “It matters not a stitch to me,
William. Thank you for telling me and know that by doing so you
have one more guardian upon whom you may count, at anytime, for
anything.” William nodded his thanks and they clinked their mugs in
a gesture of solidarity. Oliver then started, “My Goodness, let’s
us get home. Mary and the children will be delighted. I hope you
can feign hunger; brace yourself for another breakfast.”

“As I recall Mary’s cooking, obviously
having a positive effect upon you, I assure you there will be no
feigning an appetite.”

As there was no account to settle, both
Oliver and William caught Samuel’s eye, nodded their thanks and
surrendered their table. The fresh air, warmer now with a breeze
building, hurried them along the side streets and alleys as they
tacked their way to the northeast side of the walled village,
closer to the Detroit River. Along the way, Oliver took William’s
arm and said warmly, “My dear William, my sister’s brother, I have
a proposition for you and I must be quick about it. In another few
steps you shall be in my home and I’ll ne’er get another word in, I
am certain.”

William looked over, caught his eye and his
glance inferred that Oliver continue. “You see, William, my
business plan is sound, as is my vessel, but for the fact that I am
at an utter loss as to how, or who, rather, will take it to the
next level. Now with my sloop swimming high, I find myself in very
deep waters.  Please, would you consider, as a favor to me,
bringing your considerable skill as Captain to bear exclusively for
my sloop?”

William stopped in the middle of the street,
causing a horse and rider to detour abruptly and startling Oliver.
He looked away for a moment to the River, considered briefly, and
replied, “Why Oliver, that is an excellent idea! Surely, I am
comfortable with Contractor and her owners, but really, I would be
most excited at the thought of a new speedy sloop. Seeing you, Mary
and the family is even more encouraging. Thank you, truly.”

“I want you to know I will take no advantage
of our relation, William, and I will improve your situation, I
assure you, as compared to that you enjoy with Contractor, no
matter what it is. I will give you complete autonomy over all
matters nautical. All I must reserve are the destinations and
cargo, you understand.”

“Well, that is reassuring,
and I’ll have you know I will
take advantage of our relation at every
opportunity!” William strode off having fired the last shot, as
usual, and causing Oliver to consider for a moment if he was
joking. It was just long enough for him to fall behind and he was
forced to catch up. William liked to lead and Oliver had never
grown used to following.

Half a block later, after slapping each
other on their backs and congratulating each other on their new
common cause, Oliver steered a course to a two story federal. It
was white-washed and black shuttered with a painted two-pillared
porch and side and rear curtilage and carriage house. “A very
handsome home, Oliver.  Your stores must be doing well.”

“Thank you, William. With the growth in the
Northwest, the most difficult part is keeping the shelves stocked!”
As Oliver swung open the door, he was sure William caught the
import of his next phrase, “Hence, my need for the sloop…”

Then Oliver stood laughing as he watched
William’s world instantly change with the opening of that door.
Mary, loaded and primed for a broadside ranging from demanding
explanations of her husband’s whereabouts to his missing service,
stood down instantly at the surprise of seeing her brother William.
Her face suddenly joyful, she cried out, ran from the rear kitchen
and flung her arms around him. Oliver called to the children,
“Ephriam, Anne, Daniel! Your uncle William has arrived early. Come
and bid welcome!” Family appeared, it seemed, from every room. The
rear door slammed, running feet pounded on bare wood floors,
occasionally muffled by rugs, and soon William was overcome by
gleeful children all talking at once.

Gradually, the din subsided, questions were
answered, assurances extended amid some teasing, and compliments
were exchanged all around. The confusion gave way to some structure
once again, with the best of manners and intent. William was rushed
to a chair and all gathered around a large dining table. Adding to
the crowd of family, there was a negro cook and a native boy with
his mother, who hung near and attended to the children, all three
as curious of his arrival as was Mary.

The food was plentiful and
excellent. William enthralled them with stories of his many voyages
and ships since Philadelphia, adding more detail to the accounts
barely touched upon in letters, and soon the family took the time
to explore important topics in depth: politics and the tensions
with England. William and Mary spoke in a bold and rash manner,
finding disapproval from Oliver. Mary spoke of their sister
Margaret and other relations in Philadelphia, and other news from
the east. She filled William in also on the work she had begun in
improving relations with and the conditions for the local natives.
Oliver announced, with great fanfare, the excellent news that
“Captain Lee, formerly Master of Contractor, was now employed
exclusively for the growth and good fortunes of Oliver Williams and Company.” The
cheers were enthusiastic and warmed William’s heart.

As Mary excused herself to refill drinks
from the kitchen, William stole the moment to make arrangements
with Oliver. “I should like to return within days. I will quit
Contractor in Detroit.”

“Would that be sufficient notice to her
owners? Do not fear; I understand if you feel obligated for some
time.”

“That will really not be necessary. The Mate
is most capable and we have been looking to do him a good turn.
This opening in Contractor will work out for all and save the owner
some wage in the bargain.” William explained. “Besides, we have at
least five to six weeks, I garner, ahead of us in rigging and
fitting us out.  Let us not squander our first season!”

“Oh, that she could carry cargo so soon! I
have much to do as well, now that I can concentrate on matters
beyond the shipyard. Why there are agents to engage, advertisements
to post…”

“I should like to warn, though, Oliver, that
I will not be returning alone.” He looked into Oliver’s eyes, which
instantly warmed at the implied suggestion.

“I should hope not, my friend. It has been
too long.”

“Well, thank you, but perhaps not as long as
you might think. She is a native woman, a Matawan. I have known her
some years now,” William confided, somewhat guardedly.

“William, I assure you, there is no need for
hesitation in this house. I am glad to hear of this and I am
certain Mary will be as well.”

Just three hours after those first joyful
greetings, in a rare pause, William checked his watch and despite
Mary’s visible pain and Oliver’s regret, announced he must return
to Frenchtown before the first favorable wind. As he called from
the porch to the children, bid a polite good bye to the others
assisting the family, both he and Oliver exclaimed together, “The
horse!” They had forgotten it at the shipyard. Mary chided it was
just like a sea captain to lose his horse and William assured all
it was just a quick walk and for none to follow him on his
embarrassing errand of retrieval. Mary, with one arm around Oliver,
hugged William with the other as the men shook hands one last time.
William leapt from the porch as from a caprail, in the finest of
spirits.

Several strides down the street, with Oliver
and Mary still tracking his swift departure from the porch, William
whirled around and inquired, “Oliver, what’s her name?”

Mary was puzzled, but Oliver understood
instantly.

He smiled and called back, grandly, for half
the town to hear, “Friends Good Will.”

William glanced aside for a moment,
considered as though surprised, broke into a broad grin and
confirmed, “An excellent name. Indeed, she will be!”

 


 



Chapter 3

 


An evening of rain, though
washing the streets, left the cobbles slick. The horses slowed and
the driver instinctively leaned into the tight turn, the wheels of
the coach sliding slightly before catching within the seams between
each stone. The driver drew in on the reins as the narrow lanes
turned into trash littered and crowded alleys. The din of coach
wheels scraping, hooves clattering and the driver exhorting his
team subsided. The coach stopped just before the front door of a
well-worn clapboard building. Her
Majesty’s Arms was carved above the three
dimensioned figure of a well endowed maid with a welcoming smile in
a sheer blouse; arms extended offering pints of ale.

The locals scattered. The
coach was exquisite, with deep rich maroon paint, a gold-leafed
coat of arms and warm, naturally finished trim. Even wet and
mud-splattered, it shouted authority. Young boys picking pockets,
old sailors barely conscious from a full year’s pay spent on a few
day’s leave, women plying the trade, bouncers, pressmen, gamblers
and thieves; they slunk into shadows, behind barrels, or inside
nearby doors, if not the Arms. Overhead, the topmasts and
jibbooms of ships laying quayside bore testament of the only life
offered in these quarters: years at sea with comparatively few
hours wasted, all within the shadows of England’s wooden
walls.

The driver dismounted with
a crack of his boot heels on cobbles and then a whisper at the
window of the coach before wheeling and striding inside the
Arms. Those yet game
enough to observe, peeked out, murmured to each other, and those
too drunk or desperate to see for themselves, when assured they
were not sought out, carried on unimpressed.

The driver stopped two steps in from the
threshold, allowing his eyes to adjust to the thick smoke and dim
glow of the blackened lamp glass. He was as big as any man there
and better dressed. His air of authority and mystery was
intimidating and made him the object of high interest. Indeed, only
his comparative height when upon the coach seat and alongside his
team masked his powerful build. This man knew his way in a crowd.
He wanted all inside to know it and he stopped just inside the
doorway so that all could see him and assess for themselves.

Closest to the driver was a fiddler,
screeching out a reel. The driver took three strides, shot him a
glance and the music halted instantly. He took two more strides,
looked the landlord in the eye and half whispered, “Fleet?” The
landlord’s  nervous eyes searched furtively, first to see who
might be looking, then to confirm who was not. Those nervous eyes
motioned upstairs.

The driver waved to the fiddler with his
coach whip to begin again and held the rim of his top hat as he
bolted up the rickety stairs. At the head of the stairs was a
balcony. Along one side were hovels more than rooms, partitioned
haphazardly and cordoned off with blankets and makeshift doorways.
Dice and coins scattered as the driver strode through in the midst
of an ongoing game, to the dismay of those few who were at the
moment up on their luck.

He drew back the curtain of the first room
with his coiled whip. The smell of urine and waste from a dented
chamber pot and spilled spirits from a broken bottle nearly
distracted him from instantly dismissing an old man and an even
older woman as none of his business.

He took two strides more, flung open a door
and stared through the sting of thick smoke. A blue coat on a
makeshift chair, brass buttons glinting in the dim glow of a wall
lamp, confirmed his search was over. He was thankful for the coat.
If not for that uniform of a Royal Navy Lieutenant, even without an
appointment, he would not have recognized his prey. He strode in
toward two people in a bed, took his coiled whip and placed it over
the head and around the neck of the figure on top, his body and
activity hidden under a blanket, either too drunk or too distracted
to as yet appreciate the intrusion.

As the driver yanked up on the leather
coiled whip, he heard a choke, a gurgle and an accompanying
feminine shriek. The blanket was thrashed about and the driver
threatened, “Get dressed this moment.” For a split second, until
his voice was recognized, there was resistance. But the pistol was
lying on the coat and the driver’s strong grip reminded in an
instant that resistance was futile. With clothing thrown on and a
sole pleasantry, delivered sarcastically, “Good to see you, Master
James,” the driver kicked his unwilling companion out of the hovel,
sending him crashing into the balcony rail. He followed and giving
just one strong shove directed the man down the stairs and out the
door before the Landlord could protest. The driver tossed him a
guinea over the bar as he pushed his charge into the alley.

“Thomas, damn you, there is no need…,”
the man sputtered as the last shove sent him against the coach
door. The driver pulled him away just enough to depress the latch,
open the carriage door, then heaved his charge inside, half on the
floor, legs straddling outside unceremoniously. The driver was back
upon his seat on the instant, reins in one hand, fingers of his
other now curled around the whip handle, ready to ride.

Two knocks came from within on the coach
top, and a directive: “Thomas, now, quick as thought!”

The driver replied, “Yes sir, Admiral.”

Lieutenant James Fleet summoned what little
dignity was possible in his position on the floor of the coach and
in a voice not even attempting to disguise his hatred, frustration
and humiliation, offered to the man sitting above him, “So, father,
what brings you to Plymouth?”

Sir Edgar Fleet, Knight of the Bath, Admiral
of the Blue, looked down in disgust, though with unflappable
composure and dignity his son had never mastered, and replied,
“Years of your misdeeds. Still, I thought it best to catch up. Your
step-mother sends her greetings.”

James knew his father offered that last
comment deliberately and tried to control his rage. He sat up,
attempted to straighten and take the opposite bench, fitted in fine
dark green velvet. The coach gathered speed suddenly, took a sharp
turn, the whip cracking at a gang of too near hoodlums, and the
motion sent James sprawling again. Damn that man, thought James.
Thomas had been humiliating him since he was a boy, and although
just a driver, his father perversely allowed, if not enjoyed, his
insults.

“Really, James, it has been more than a year
since we have visited, and the money of mine you squander in rat
traps is a scandal. Meager pay or no, it is time to live on your
means and high time that we talk.”

James thought of the dozens of other times
his father had said the same. Years of idle threats, his career now
a joke since his recall back to England, it was apparent his father
would rather pay for his whoring and cover his gambling debts than
have him skulk about the manor house. Both of them were well aware
of the other’s priorities.

The Courts Martial had convened in April,
1806, now just five years ago, in regard to the loss of His
Majesty’s General Schooner Hope. The court convened in London at
the Admiral’s behest, far from witnesses on the North American
station. Heavily influenced and amid rumors of bribery the Court
returned James his sword, hilt facing him. Lieutenant James Fleet
was largely discredited, however, and was given little
responsibility, held no chance for a command and since the
acquittal was assigned amid the shipyards of Portsmouth. The work
was dull and he all too soon learned how to augment his pay in any
number of illegal ways. James became the confidant of crooked
chandlerers, victuallers, suppliers of arms and powder and cordage
and rum. The bribes were small, but so was the cost of his whores.
Soon, he took to living among the shanties in the alleys and near
slums surrounding the docks, going months at a time without leaving
those few blocks that constituted an entirely distinct community
from the town as a whole.

His father was no longer at sea, but rather
now served at Whitehall in London, keeping himself close to his
second bride, having divorced James’ mother some years before. The
Admiral traveled regularly between the family estate in Cornwall
and manor house in London, taking him through Plymouth and
Falmouth. Rarely did he stop to see James, nearly all of those
occasions when he did a deep disappointment. James was surprised
this night that the Admiral had determined to seek him out yet
again. Christmas of ’09 and ’10 had not even warranted an
invitation home, which was agreeable to all involved.

Miles passed as they traveled through the
night. The jostling and jolting of the coach and the noise of the
hooves and wheels fortunately made conversation inconvenient.
Finally as the coach continued to head far to the west, James asked
the Admiral, “Where are we bound? I have duties to attend in the
morning.”

Some seconds passed and the Admiral
determined the coach was now traveling quickly enough, and the
country open enough, with no stops approaching, to reveal partial
truths. Escape, even a rash attempt, was highly unlikely and well
beyond his son’s limited capacity for risk.

“Firstly, you need not attend your ‘regular’
duties on the morrow. Secondly, from what I have come to learn, all
of England would be better served if you withheld your efforts on
its behalf.” The veiled reference to his son’s corrupt dealings
struck home and James, though yet defiant and resentful, betrayed,
at least momentarily, that essential look of shame that only a
father could detect.

The Admiral looked out the window over
fields now illuminated by a half moon from a partly cloudy sky, the
rain having stopped and the clouds now breaking. The peaceful and
comforting pastoral scene of rolling hills and meadows was in
contrast to the ill feelings, tense relations and chess game of
wits just beginning within the coach. He continued, “You will, I am
sure, appreciate the significance of this fact: at this moment,
aboard one his Majesty’s ships in Plymouth harbour, there is held
under guard none other than Peter Dunn.”

The Admiral’s revelation had the desired
effect. James glanced first at the coach latch then out the window.
His eyes grew wide and finally, a split second later, met his
father’s.

“I thought it best that you be as far from
Plymouth as is possible for me to effect when he tells his tale.
Though we agree on little, I suspect we are of one mind on that
point.”

James, as the Admiral knew, attempted to
bluff. “Everyone knows of the Dunns of Mevagissey, the rumors of
smuggling; what of it? Would any of them talk? I suspect not. They
never have. Indeed the entire town has remained silent for years,
despite the Crown placing, what was it, 200 pounds on the head of,
let me recall, which of them was it, Peter’s uncle, Captain James
Dunn?”

The close proximity of the Fleet estate and
Manor house, just west of Truro, not quite to Falmouth, afforded
entirely three generations of Fleets to know very well the Dunn
family, their businesses, their fortunes, the rumors, and observe
first hand the numerous attempts of the revenuers to uncover solid
evidence of illicit trade. The Dunns were the most influential
family of Mevagissey, a quaint seaside village with a small
protected harbor enclosed by a man made break wall which created
the most crowded conditions for vessels along the Cornish coast.
Mevagissey harbor was famous for small, sleek and fast craft of all
sorts, all built, fished, sold and sometimes captured, sunk or
otherwise lost to smuggling. James knew several Dunns personally,
as did the Admiral. Captain James Dunn, family Patriarch, was to
Mevagissey, shipbuilding, fishing and the merchant trade what the
Admiral was to Falmouth and the Royal Naval tradition: both famous,
both controversial, both struggling to retain fortune and honor
despite a younger generation less understanding of reputation and
loyalty.

It was time to play the next card. This one,
the Admiral admitted to himself, would be fun. James was too easy.
He had always been. “Peter Dunn was not caught. He came forward. He
offered sworn testimony and is not charged.” James was shocked.
Indeed, so too was the Admiral when he heard of the development
just the morning before in Whitehall, the news traveling quickly by
the new semaphore.

Suddenly, James realized the implications of
Peter Dunn telling the Royal Navy what he knew. His flesh crawled,
his skin went cold and he began to sweat. While the moonlight hid
well these reactions from the Admiral, his voice cracked just a bit
when he asked, again, “Where are we bound?”

The Admiral half smiled, looked out at the
moonlit scene and reflected on his hopes, years ago as a younger
man, for a righteous son in which he would take pride. “Let us
focus for a moment on the cause for our journey, rather than its
destination.”

The Admiral slipped his hand inside his
coat, removed a flask. He took from a satchel on the seat some
cheese and a knife. He cut a slice, ate from the knife with the
skill of much practice and washed it down with brandy. While he had
not eaten recently, the gestures were intended more to unnerve his
son with his calm and comfort than to satisfy any deep hunger or
need for refreshment. He was also curious how long James’ pride
would last before asking for a share. A perverse game, perhaps,
just one of thousands played out over the time spent with his
son.

“When Peter talks,” the Admiral began, stressing the first word
mightily, “many people will hang. People we both know, some for
many years. The Crown will have no choice, given the losses in the
Revenue Service over so many years and with the threat of invasion
now long since passed. Thanks to Nelson, the old bold trade is but
a shadow of its former dash and mischievous respectability. These
night men on our coast are no longer thought to bring inexpensive
necessities, but rather to get rich from avoiding taxes others must
pay in their stead. The burden after years of war is high enough
and the people resent their free income. Oh, my, but times have
changed. People who helped them, who Peter has promised to name,
will, indeed, hang.”

James remained silent. The Admiral had to
credit his nerve, though knew not that James was at that moment on
the verge of becoming physically ill. He continued. “In any case,
Peter has, shall I say, as a gesture of good faith so to heighten
his standing and prove his worth, offered the Revenue service,
together with the local guard and militia, the precise locations of
landings just east of Penzance in Mount Bay. This very evening…,” and pulling his pocket watch from his waistcoat, confirmed with
some chalance, “…just about now, in fact, they are all falling
into our hands.”

As usual, the Admiral’s timing was near
perfect. The coach was quickly approaching Mevagissey and slowed as
damp dirt roads turned to stone. The hour was very late and the
clatter was deafening, sure to wake those living along the road.
The masts of numerous vessels could be seen to the south, with the
moon backlighting the harbor break wall. As the coach slowed to a
walk, James succumbed. He opened the coach door and vomited in the
street, barely keeping his balance with the swinging door. From the
driver’s seat, Thomas glanced down and smiled despite the fact that
he would have to clean the step in the morning. He then thought,
happily, perhaps it would rain again before this night’s ride was
over.

“Of course, James, we are here not because
of your petty corruption and filthy bribes,” the Admiral began with
a rolling broadside as his son still clung to the opened coach
door. “We are here for your treason!” He let the words sink in.
James disgraced himself again. “You have provided the Dunns the
names of revenue cutters, their locations, their compliments and
arms and some have been ambushed, injured, some killed or at a
minimum avoided so to permit tonnes of contraband entry.” The
unusual display of fury was rare for the consummate actor. “And for
what? A percentage? How large a percentage, James, was worth your
life and our reputation? Where has this fortune gone? I am sure of
course you would not sell too cheap. I ask because with you dead I
am sure you would want your family, such as it is, to reap the
benefit; am I wrong?” he concluded sarcastically. The coach was
picking up speed yet again and the coach door jounced closed.
James’ head was reeling, his blood pressure had dropped and he was
near to fainting. The Admiral mercifully laid him down, forcibly,
on the opposite settee and James did not resist.

After some time, James pleaded again, “Where
are we bound?” There was now fear in his voice. He truly suspected
his father was traveling to Penzance to deliver him over to
authorities, although if he had been thinking clearly, the Admiral
could have easily have done that in Plymouth, hours ago.

The Admiral replied, “We are heading toward
Falmouth, are we not, site of your happy home?” While the geography
was accurate, the summation was not.

 


* * *

 


Some miles further westward, near Land’s
End, just east of Penzance, the fog was setting in nicely. The ship
Venus ghosted in closer to the coast, its headsails struck, topsail
halyard eased and men ready at the peak halyard. Whispers worked
well enough in the fog. Another few lengths, near enough to rocks
and hidden by cliffs and promontories, the lookout in the shrouds
spotted the lantern ashore and the sighting was spread back to the
helmsmen near silently. Expecting the news, he put down the helm,
the crew at the fife rail clewed up the square topsail, dipped the
gaff and Venus began to luff up to starboard.

A signal from the helmsman sent the muffled
anchor to the near bottom, slowly, quietly and at short scope.
Their visit would be brief and the sea near calm. The light
southerly breeze, combined with the fog, made for perfect
conditions. The men on the foredeck let out more scope as the wind
took the stern ever closer to the rugged shore and cliffs. The
boatmen would appreciate the shorter haul from the narrow and
irregular beach. When the rudder was judged to be in close enough,
and with the main still set, though the peak lowered well beyond
horizontal, Venus was secure and her crew turned to the tasks at
hand.

Several small boats and tenders drew
alongside in just moments. One of the ship’s crew, all in dark
clothing, greens, browns and blues, gathered the painters of each.
The rest of the crew were already hauling items up from the hold:
small barrels, called ankers, of about 80 gallons, together with
crates and bales filled with bottled wine and spirits, tobacco,
textiles and other goods from abroad, loaded at Guernsey earlier
that day upon which no duty or customs had been paid. The barrels
were left on deck, the other goods transported by muffled oars and
silent men to the beach where still others quickly unloaded the
small boats and readied the way back up the cliffs, dividing them
between carts, horses and mules. Thus far, few if any words had
been needed. The organization was crisp and efficient; the routine
had evolved to almost mundane.

It was the third trip to Venus for one of
the small boats when a new face asked to see her Master. They drew
back to the helm and the landsman, in brown waist coat, top hat and
red striped pants, obviously a figure of authority among those whom
Venus had met on the beach advised the Master, “We have not the
time this evening to take the ankers. Sink them for the
‘morrow.”

The Master, understanding the meaning but
not the reason, objected, “The conditions are perfect. Let us be
done with it.”

“Its not the weather. One of our own has
gone missing, after a family rowe and drunk at that. We do not know
but that he might be in the hands of the Navy. ‘Best scatter, as
quick as ever.  We ‘ill help with the ropes and stones.”

The men in the small boat were already
loading stones onto the deck, around which were tied short
pendants. The Master directed the bosun to rig the ankers with a
long line and barrel hitch around each. Beginning at the larboard
stern, progressing forward and continuing from the starboard bow,
continuing aft, each barrel was hung outboard with a gasket to the
rail. A line connected the sides under the bowsprit and the
landsmen tied a stone between each barrel, with each pendant
already made fast to the stones. Soon the cutter’s rail was
surrounded with barrels, ankers filled with what would soon be
gold.

Slowly at first but with increasing pace and
confidence, each gasket was cast off from the rail and the ankers,
of which there were 20 on each side, were sunk by the weight of the
stones.  The barrels would lie just off the bottom to be
dredged up later by nightmen in small boats with grappling hooks
when more certain of their success and safety. The revenue cutters
were aware of such tricks, however, and sometimes dredged for
contraband themselves, whenever a tip seemed credible.

The first six barrels on each side, from the
stern, had been lowered and sunk with the seventh hanging near the
waterline. The crew was just loosening the gaskets of the eighth
when noise and confusion erupted from the shore. Visibility was
poor in the fog, but noise was, by definition, trouble among those
schooled and skilled in silent operations. All looked to the beach
and saw the flash of a gunshot even before the report, which seemed
muffled and distant in the fog and among the cliffs. The clash of
metal, presumably swords, was unmistakable and was followed by
calls and shouts, some with bravado, some in pain. The Master
immediately called all hands to loose the gaskets making fast the
ankers to the outside rail and haul on both the anchor and spring
line, rigged as a clever precaution, from the starboard quarter to
well beyond the bowsprit.

All eyes were now off the beach as the crew
focused upon their urgent tasks when within seconds a topman
called, “Sail, dead ahead!”

Just several lengths beyond where the anchor
rode disappeared into the depths, the topmast of what was most
likely a revenue cutter was protruding up from the thicker fog
lying lower along the surface.

The Master reacted instantly. “Hands to the
peak and Jib Halyard. All others, haul away on the spring line.”
The Master strove to get Venus underway as quickly as possible.
While not certain, from the rake of the intruder’s topmast it
appeared the vessel was slowly making way westward. With Venus
lying to the south and the spring line rigged to starboard, her
stern would swing to the west, and Venus, with some luck, would
very soon be underway heading east.  In this fog and with the
intruder having to tack, they might just yet slip away. The Master
wondered, indeed, as he ordered with some urgency, “Cut the cable!”
whether Venus had as yet even been sighted.

As the crew hauled on the peak and jib
halyards, the jib began to ascend up the forestay and the mainsail
assumed its full shape. The crew assigned the spring line elected
against the windlass in these light conditions and relied instead
on sheer adrenaline. The angle of the bow—off head to wind,
starboard tack—was improving and the main began to fill when a
blast of light and the distinct ring of a brass gun discharging
caused all to take the deck. Venus was sighted. The Master saw no
blood, heard no screams, though he noted that rocks, shards of
metal, and glass could cut line and slice through sails as easily
as they would men. This revenue cutter was intending to take them
intact and avoid the damage that might otherwise be inflicted with
round shot at near point blank range.

The intruder hailed, “Surrender immediately!
You are cut off from all points.”

The Master weighed what might well be a
bluff, threatened those on the spring line, “Haul, you bastards,
for your life, damn you!”

On board His Majesty’s Sloop Fox, Master and
Commander Douglas, a serious minded Scott who reveled in setting
and springing traps, and did so as well at sea as he did with game
from his family’s estate in the lowlands, ordered the helmsman,
“Put us about, on the instant.” Then to all in the waist, “Hands,
off tacks and sheets, mainsail haul.” Fox came around well in the
light southerly, as all crew were at stations and were expecting
the maneuver. Within seconds, her bow now through the wind and hove
to close hauled on the starboard tack, Fox stood near dead in the
water with her port guns run out and bearing upon Venus. As a
result of her hauling on a spring line, Venus now lay near parallel
with Fox. Venus was built for speed and with light scantlings and
no guns, while fast, was entirely vulnerable.

The crew aboard Venus, now just making fast
the jib halyard, called with alarm, “Boats ahead, preparing to
board!” At that same moment Venus slowed and came to a sluggish
near stop. The Master concluded something was dragging when a
seaman on the starboard foredeck, beginning to hack away at the
anchor rode with a hatchet, confirmed, looking under the bowspit,
“The barrel line is caught inside the bobstay!” That line intended
to connect the ankers slung on one side of the ship to those on the
other had mistakenly been led above the bobstay instead of below.
The careless mistake caused all barrels to be dragged behind
instead of sliding harmlessly beneath the keel, ruining what for a
moment had looked like still another very pretty escape. The error
would cost only seconds; though seconds in such a circumstance were
often the equal to a lifetime of consequences.

Perhaps the fouled ankers were of no real
significance. Indeed, while Douglas sprung the trap heading
westerly, he had prudently left two ship’s boats astern, with
swivel guns at their bows and full crews well armed and ready. When
Fox’s gun signaled action, the ship’s boats rowed in to close off
any attempted escape to the east. With the wind from the south and
a jagged coastline to the north, Venus had few if any options. Fox
tacked smartly and presented her entire broadside to Venus—amid all
else, partially disabled by her own carelessness, and the crew
raised their arms and cried out, “Surrender,” and, “Mercy!” They
glanced with panic between the approaching boats off their bow, the
armed cutter to starboard, and to their Master at the helm, who was
furious with frustration though seemingly not contesting the
obvious. He resigned to head into the wind and directed the crew to
lower all sail. The anchor cable, though half parted, would in the
light southerly, soon guide them back to that precise point, just a
couple of lengths to leeward, from where they had started. The
ankers at her bow were as yet still restraining Venus by a single
misled line, like a gaoler’s chain and shackle.

The Master still had one more play. He
strode quickly forward, instructing the crewman with the hatchet to
scramble over the bow and slice that offending line. The line was
cut before the Fox’s boats pulled alongside and none of the Royal
Naval crew, nervous and uncertain as to their reception aboard
Venus, noticed the subtle movements of just one man at the
stemhead. Some moments before Venus was boarded, the line was cut
and the ankers, already dragging below the surface by the weight of
the stones, slid silently to the bottom.

Meanwhile, the noise from the shore also
subsided. One man was shot dead in the opening fray, the man with
the tophat and striped red pants was stabbed and seriously wounded
with a dirk upon his drawing a pistol. All the smugglers were in
chains and all goods were confiscated. The party was already
beginning a long walk to the local magistrate under the guard of
the militia and a handful of regulars.

A junior lieutenant from one of the ship’s
boats informed the Master of Venus she was now a prize of the Royal
Navy, would be sailed instantly to Falmouth, and demanded that he
produce all papers, especially the manifest.

The Master invited his captor into the small
aft cabin and produced evidence of ownership. Venus was a coastal
trader, registered to Captain James Dunn and employed as a service
boat to his personal shipyard. The manifest revealed a cargo of
shipbuilding supplies purchased in Plymouth for Dunn’s yard in
Mevagissey. Venus was searched and while none of the listed cargo
was found aboard, nor were the false bulkheads and sectioned water
tanks discovered. The Master protested to the young lieutenant,
“Sir, you have searched my ship. She carries no contraband.”

“True enough, though let me point out Venus
sails with an apparently false manifest, justifying confiscation
and further charges. In addition, you are miles east of your stated
destination and in the company of smugglers, also apprehended in
possession of goods enough to prove the guilt of all.”

“Sir, certainly not even the Royal Navy can
answer for those on shore adjacent to its ships on sea. We were
misled by the lantern, thinking a safe harbor was at hand in this
terrible fog. We discovered our error just in time before running
aground and quickly dropped anchor. On the instant, shots rang out
on shore and your ship, without identifying herself, made threats
and opened fire!” His tone was sincere, his expressions practiced,
his tale was both plausible and entirely ridiculous. The lieutenant
was polite but would have none of it, despite the Master’s
indignation.

“Venus is ours; the prize court will hear
you out,” he returned. For good measure, he added, “In the
meantime, we shall drag these waters and see what the bottom
reveals.”

Both men knew well their trade. The Master
predictably replied, “I hope you find treasures, Sir; as for
myself, I have no clue as to what the bottom hides.” He had long
since resolved to keep to himself that which he knew as fact—that a
Royal Navy lieutenant, the son of an admiral, had diverted the
goods on the beach from their rightful destination and offered them
instead, for a small bribe, to the night men.

“We shall be underway on the instant,” the
Lieutenant replied. “You will remain in your cabin, which we shall
search for weapons and the seaman at the door has his orders, I
assure you. We shall be in Falmouth by dawn.” The sparring was over
and both crews settled down to a tense sail on a foggy night, more
nervous of those untrustworthy among them than of the all too near
rocky lee shore.

 


* * *

 


Thomas, weary from the long ride but intent
on the orders given to him in detail just that afternoon, drove the
coach into Falmouth, but instead of turning inland, on that road to
the Fleet Manor House, turned left down to the quay where a boat
waited. Within a cable length, he brought the coach to an abrupt
halt.

With the halting of the coach, James, inside
it, knew he had been misled. The Admiral looked at him, said
simply, “Go with Thomas”. Then he looked away while seemingly, at
least for a moment, expressing an emotion resembling sincere care:
“Let us hope and trust in fresh starts.”

Thomas led James to board a ship’s boat
waiting at the stairs along the harbor wall. Thomas, although much
older, managed the slime and weed of the harbor tides with grace;
almost instinct. He had served as Coxswain upon His Majesty’s ships
with the Admiral for many years and seemed as much at ease in a
ship’s boat as on a coach top, or anything else offering motion and
requiring balance.

The boat was expertly rowed by a silent
uniformed crew through the fog of an early dawn. It pulled
alongside a brig with top and headsails loosed and James realized
he would be at sea on the instant. He turned to Thomas. “I packed
no bag.”

Thomas returned, “Personal affects are
already aboard.  Consider those in Plymouth lost.”

James swallowed at still another
humiliation, climbed aboard and was met at the entry port by an
officer. “Mr. Fleet, I am First Officer Robert Conley. You are
reporting aboard for duty upon His Majesty’s Brig Triton, serving
as Second Lieutenant.” James instantly noticed he was several years
older than his superior and speculated that indeed he may well be
older than Triton’s captain. He asked, still again, one last time
that evening, “Where are we bound?”

Conley did not disguise his surprise at this
most unusual introduction to Triton’s wardroom. “Why, to Halifax,
of course; we are assigned to the North American Squadron.”

James turned back, just for a moment, and
observed Triton’s ship’s boat gliding silently into the fog,
returning Thomas, already lost to view sitting in the bow, to his
father, the Admiral.

Conley interrupted his bitter reflection.
“Mr. Fleet, take charge of the foredeck division as we prepare to
weigh.”

James responded with words he had used
sparingly these past several years, words that he knew he would now
use constantly, “Aye, Sir.”

Thomas, upon his return to shore, was
motioned to the window of the coach before climbing to the top. He
wondered now as he again picked up the reins at the meaning of the
Admiral’s surprising revelation: “One more errand, Thomas, before
this long night… or should I say morning, is over. We have
business in Mevagissey. If fortunate, we may take our breakfast
there.”

By mid morning the coach
was again proceeding slowly down the cobbled streets of the
village, this time heading east. The Admiral directed Thomas turn
off the main street, inland, where after just a few doors, Thomas
stopped at the signal of the Admiral’s cane on the coach roof,
tapping twice. Thomas attended the coach door and the Admiral
strode to the front door of a stone house, impeccable in its care
and maintenance, exquisite in its workmanship. Thomas wondered at
the detailed stonework against the red painted window casement. To
the left, carved in relief on a stone set in the wall, were the
initials J.D. To
the right, in the same manner, was carved the date
1791. The Admiral was
greeted promptly, but he soon looked slightly annoyed and returned
to the Coach. He directed, “Thomas, take us back to the main street
and one block further east, to the Ship
Inn.” Thomas set out recalling the public
house from their ride through earlier that night. Suddenly, Thomas
realized the initials carved in the wall of the fine home stood for
none other than James Dunn.

The Admiral entered the Inn
with Thomas, though he left his cloak, coat, hat and other
trappings of identity and rank in the coach. Thomas knew he was
included for protection. The Ship
Inn was a two story stone building with an
arched door painted black. Brick work detail showed above the large
window casements and iron grills wrapped around the lower windows.
A handsome painted sign of a cutter on a broad reach, flying under
square topsail, signaled the major interest of the locals. Thomas
suspected the cutter was either escaping the revenuers or making
for a clandestine rendevous.

The Admiral had never met Captain James
Dunn, though he knew of him near his entire life. Strangely, he
recognized him instantly. Captain Dunn bore a friendly face and a
clean white shirt with black coat and vest. He was seated near the
fire going over account books and attending to business. He looked
most comfortable as he signed papers. While the Admiral supposed
him capable on a quarterdeck, there was an unmistakable air of
business and wealth about his manner. Thomas would have thought
Captain Dunn surprised at seeing an Admiral seek him out, but
instead his demeanor suggested merely inevitability.

Thomas hung back and stood in such a
position so as to observe the entire room, although at this early
hour it was nearly empty. While he heard little of the
preliminaries, within seconds, it seemed, Captain Dunn was
expressing his regret over his wayward nephew, Peter. He assured
the Admiral of his sincere remorse and asked if, as there were no
charges, “… a drunken tantrum musts bring crashing down the
legitimate businesses of family and community?”

The Admiral considered and replied, in a
most careful manner, “The world has changed. In these modern, less
tolerant times, I hardly expect to assist in that which has caused
me so recent a serious loss.”

Captain Dunn admitted, “My men tell me Venus
is lost; such an unfortunate misunderstanding. I must really stress
to my Captains the importance of more accurate coastal
navigation.”  Noting the Admiral gave no encouragement, he
continued, “Still, I would be happy to wholly indemnify those who
suffered losses in doing business with… well, my
shipyards.”

The Admiral looked into his eyes, assured
himself of a common understanding and offered, “The loss of a
vessel is serious; the loss of a nephew is tragic. Perhaps it can
as yet be avoided.”

The Admiral looked to Thomas; Captain Dunn
to the landlord. The two principals stood, shook hands, and each
began to leave the room. Captain Dunn turned as he stood in the
doorway to the back room. The Admiral had his hand on the front
door latch. Captain Dunn observed, “Lieutenant Douglas reveals much
promise. With England facing enemies on all fronts, it is a comfort
to imagine the good work of which he is so obviously capable.”

The Admiral considered for a moment,
understanding instantly the veiled hint and agreed, “I am sure
after the Venus affair, the Admiralty may offer him his step. Then
who knows, off to fight the French?” He swung open the heavy door
to the now brighter early morning sun and stepped quickly into the
seclusion of the coach. Thomas was left behind for a few minutes to
attend the details and arrangements.

After changing horses, their fifth team in
barely more than two days, Thomas and the Admiral returned to
Plymouth. The Admiral took a room in a respectable Inn known to
higher ranking officers while Thomas followed the roads adjacent to
the harbor. Soon a small local fishing boat set out from shore, its
oars muffled, and slowly, casually made its way as it fished under
the counter of a frigate. Oddly, a stern window was open despite
the cool night. A figure lowered itself silently onto the middle
thwart and instantly, expertly, manned a third pair of oars.

Within minutes, Peter Dunn was ashore, in a
boat owned by his uncle, Captain James Dunn. Thomas gave thanks for
the loyalty, if not avarice, of his former shipmates aboard the
frigate. As for the Admiral, he smiled to himself as Thomas
reported the evening’s events. His losses from Venus were made
whole. Peter Dunn was free without charge before telling his tales.
Lieutenant Douglas would no longer focus his talents on the
Cornwall coast. And his son James, aboard the Brig Triton putting
out to sea—having passed within hail of Fox as it sailed into
Falmouth, Venus as a prize—had been given still another chance,
though undeserved.

James, just hours before, while peering into
the fog at the forward cap rail, anchor secure, choked back tears
of humiliation, anger and resentment at the thought of his return
to Canada.

 


 



Chapter 4

 


Oliver and Mary finally hired a boat from
Eckert’s yard at the end of the day to take themselves and their
packages more than a mile down the Detroit River to Contractor. The
trip was easy with the small sail and a favorable current. They
pulled up alongside Contractor in what seemed just a few minutes
amid a pleasant late April evening. William was delighted to see
them climb aboard, the Mate having recognized their names and
hastened the preparation of the entry port. There was as yet more
than an hour before sunset.

“Surely, Captain Lee, you are not having
second thoughts, I trust,” chided Oliver as William climbed up from
below. “I have seen Contractor now for more than two days at anchor
here alongside the western shore, and all I can imagine is that you
are delighting in testing my patience.”

“If not for my desire to see Mary and the
children, it may well be the best play I could imagine, knowing
your excitement for Friends Good Will. But I must confess two
things”, William explained, hugging Mary with one arm while
removing from her a basket laden with fresh bread with the other,
“Your new captain is likely more excited than you, although
regrettably, I cannot as yet control the wind.”

After handshakes, excited laughter,
introductions made to the crew of Contractor and invitations to the
oarsmen Eckert provided with the small boat, Oliver agreed, “We do
see some successive days this time of year with strong winds from
the Northeast.”

“Which combined with the current makes
progress upriver difficult,” William added.

Mary interjected, “We were just wondering
how you were set for provisions…”

Oliver completed, “… and if you could
not sail to us, we would demonstrate the Detroit river is at least
navigable in the other direction.”

Quick action on Mary’s part saved her bonnet
from blowing over the side as Contractor swung to its anchor.
“William, I have baked some of your favorites,” she added
excitedly. “Enough, I think, for you and the crew for a few meals
until the wind changes. Why, just look what we have brought…”
William lifted the covers from the baskets.

The crew, much too long without home
cooking, abandoned their by now monotonous duties to enjoy the
sights and smells of real food. Oliver, already having witnessed
Mary’s gifts and sampled each before they were packaged, instead
focused his attention on a woman standing by the starboard shrouds.
She stood as yet observing and not directly engaging in the
welcomes. As a northeast gust blew strands of long dark hair
unexpectedly across her face, causing her to glance down and raise
one hand to sweep it once again back to underneath a red and black
blanket wrapped around her in the evening breeze, Oliver grabbed
Mary’s arm with some urgency, stopping her in mid-sentence. Without
taking his gaze from the beautiful stranger, he dropped his voice
and said, “William, pray, introduce us to all on deck, if you
please.”

William followed Oliver’s gaze, nodded
slightly to Mary, smiled and took two strides from the centerline
to the starboard shrouds. He opened his arms and the woman stepped
forward, responding to his gesture. “My dear sister, Mary and
Oliver, my friend, please meet my beloved companion, Bemose.”

Mary, instantly sensing William’s joy,
embraced Bemose, now smiling. Oliver, grinning, welcomed her to
Detroit. Bemose, rather tall, very dark, with a slender build and
engaging eyes, replied, “It pleases me greatly to finally meet at
least some of William’s family and two of whom he holds so
dear.”

Oliver and Mary, whether the result of years
of marriage or because the impression would have been universal,
each were instantly struck with her poise, command of the language,
and presence among them. Indeed, they sensed Bemose was as capable
and confident as she was beautiful. Trying very hard not to let
their surprise offend, Mary rescued the moment with a truth all
women could understand, “My brother tells me near nothing of things
that really matter, such as the obvious fact that his companion is
both beautiful and well educated.” Bemose accepted the compliment
having long ago realized William’s reluctance to speak of what he
regarded as personal and of value to himself.

William joked to all, “Why ruin a surprise
announcing what is, in any event, so obvious?”

Mary took Bemose’s arm and with pretended
casualness began to walk the deck, beginning with “Tell me, how was
your voyage…” Oliver and William read well the signal to leave
the women to talk. They returned to business, knowing that they
were not now welcome in the company of two women who between them
comprised, in large part, their reasons for living.

“This damned Nor’east wind has cost me two
days,” complained William.

Oliver nodded. “One of our oarsmen, a man
who seems to study the sky as you do, pointed to the clearing skies
and the shape of the clouds and suggested our fortunes my change
early tomorrow,” Oliver suggested hopefully.

William considered while gazing the western
horizon, “I am hopeful as well that by tomorrow night we shall
swing to our anchor with a southeast breeze. If well enough before
dark, we shall weigh and put in to the dock before sunset.” William
then smiled, “This little voyage from Frenchtown has been most of
all hard upon my Mate.” Oliver looked puzzled and William
explained, “He is as anxious as I to put into Detroit. At that
moment, he becomes Master of Contractor!” William gestured toward
the bow where a young man in a long coat stood sullenly at the
capstan staring at the sky while devouring some of Mary’s
biscuits.

Oliver understood. “You shall have to invite
him to dinner when you make Detroit. I suspect he will be in a
better mood!”

The men exchanged news of the past few days
since William’s visit to inspect Friends Good Will. Oliver assured
William he had already happily shifted to matters of business.
William of course was concerned for progress on the ship and Oliver
was pleased to call over the two oarsmen, also enjoying, perhaps to
a greater extent than was  polite, the food intended for the
crew of Contractor. Still, their explanations of the decisions at
hand—two matters of particular interest to William, having to do
with the placement of interior nonstructural bulkheads—were
helpful. William instantly expressed his preferences and directed
them as needed until he could oversee the work personally.

Soon enough, with the sun already too low,
the wind abating just a bit though still funneling directly
downriver, William expressed some concern for their late start back
to Detroit.

Oliver explained, “Eckert foresaw the hard
pull back so arranged for horses to be staged in Compton’s cove.
All we need to do is row crabwise to the near shore.”

William was impressed. “This Eckert shows
good sense. Assuming the wind will ever shift around more
favorably, I will send our ship’s boat to retrieve his and tow it
to Detroit with us.”

Oliver exclaimed, “That is exactly what
Eckert said you would do!”

The women had come full circle around the
deck to the entry port and hearing the men congratulate themselves
on their foresight, Mary observed, “And yet not a one of you were
bright enough to arrange for an extra horse.” The men’s puzzled
look was met with the full explanation, “Bemose is going ashore
with us, Oliver. William, be a dear and assist her with her bag,
will you?” Bemose just smiled at the manner in which William’s
sister seemed to arrange for things to be done upon William’s ship,
as only a sister could.

William met her eyes and saw by her smile
she was comfortable, and it dawned upon him that she would
certainly enjoy herself more ashore with Oliver and Mary than
waiting out a Nor’Easter at anchor with Contractor’s by now surly
crew. He replied, “Why of course, that makes perfect sense! With
any luck, we will join tomorrow.”

As goodbyes were made, the small boat was
loaded, with less dunnage than downbound. They cast away and the
now well fed oarsmen pulled for the near shore, slightly upwind, in
a darkening chop as dusk descended. The wind abated seemingly only
in the imagination of the most impatient.

The following day dawned disappointingly
grey, with the wind not having changed even a point. As the sun
showed itself only at an obtuse angle before rising quickly behind
thick clouds, Oliver gazed downriver as he walked through the
southast gate, not really expecting to see Contractor at the dock.
He was not mistaken. Indeed, the sloop was riding preisey where she
had been for much too long, downriver. He wrapped his coat even
tighter against the stronger wind outside the walls and briskly
walked back to his home and study.

As he entered the foyer, Mary and Bemose
were departing from the kitchen out the back of the house. He was
slighty relieved. With more quiet, the children being cared for by
a cook and a servant, he would have time to come current with his
inventories, accounts and cargo arrangements for Friends Good Will
before going to the dry goods store. He, Mary and Bemose had talked
until late in the night with Mary stating her intention of riding
outside the walls to the north to the local native villages. Mary
worked with the villagers of all races, assisting in the
organization of the surrounding community as it grew. Problems such
as clearing foliage, laying out streets, arranging for wells and
sanitation, and planting crops in an organized fashion seemed as
pressing to her, at least initially, as education and evangelism.
Her life was full and busy and she enjoyed the progress and the
direct betterment obvious in the lives of her neighbors.

Now as she and Bemose traveled along the way
and between stops and visits, Mary felt comfortable in approaching
more personal topics after the conversations of the prior evening
and tested the waters: “Tell me, how did you and William meet.”

Bemose smiled. “William quite literally
pulled me from the sea.” The statement brought the surprise Bemose
expected and she continued. “I accepted an invitation, now more
than five years ago, to be carried by a war canoe along the shore
of Lake Huron, near the mouth of the St. Clair River, to a village
no more distant than perhaps half a day. A squall about midday
overturned our craft and after several hours of drifting further
out to sea, many of those with me determined to swim to shore or
succumb to exhaustion. I do not know how many made it back, but I
thought it best to stay with some floating debris.” She thought for
some seconds, then offered, “I overheard the crew on board speak of
William’s courage in standing up to the Captain and insisting that
he take me aboard and care for me.”

Mary’s pride was evident and she asked if
they had been together since. Bemose smiled, shook her head but
added, “That day I was pulled from the waters was the start of a
very long story. Within a week we were shipwrecked, William had
broken his leg, but not before saving me a second time from the
most wretched excuse for a Captain that William has ever
encountered.”

Mary grew concerned and asked, “The ship… was that the General Hope?” Bemose nodded. Mary gained a growing
understanding. “William, I sense, is in, well, I know not if danger
is the correct word, but he certainly has seemed more guarded ever
since.”

Bemose met her eyes, nodded and affirmed,
“We both are, I think.”

“However did he break his leg?”

“When Hope ran aground, his leg was smashed
by the gaff. I did not know it instantly, but soon saw he was lying
on deck, immobile. I stayed with him as the waters swept up and
over the deck. Upon reaching shore, I cared for him, just as the
week before he did for me.”

Mary sensed the answer to her next question,
“And his shipmates?”

Bemose explained, “William is very loyal to
them, but as a result of his defending me to the Captain, he had no
choice but to seek cover. We made our way through the forest, very
slowly, and attended to a proper set for his injured leg. We came
upon an Ojibwa village where I was known and we finished our
recovery and were sheltered through that winter.

Mary then wondered how it was that William
lived in Philadelphia for some time in 1807, but felt that may be
too many personal questions, so courteously changed the topic.

After some hours of riding, walking,
interacting with villagers outside the walls, both native and of
French descent, Bemose turned to Mary as they rode down one of the
few graded lanes. With sincerity, she said, “I have watched you.
Your heart is pure; your intent is good. I see in your efforts an
example of how all should live together. You are a good woman.” Her
last words were a choked whisper.

Mary was confused. “No… no, please, do
not misunderstand. I took you to see the villages, our work, meet
my friends and all of these people—not to impress you or seek your
approval. Do not be concerned with stroking my vanity. I need your
opinions. I need your help. I need to better understand, to be told
how we are failing.”

Bemose was silent, thoughtful and her eyes
conveyed all that could not be said for the moment. She too was
concerned, had no answers but had considered the same and… she
was ashamed.

Mary was almost desperate. “I see so much
ignorance. Some of course you would expect and may be unavoidable
with the differing languages, cultures and traditions. It pains me
so much. I understand just enough to recognize every single day the
unintended insults, the misunderstandings, that harden hearts. I
fear most are not giving each other the chance we all deserve.” She
was near to tears.

Bemose stopped their horses, keeping Mary
close as she listened to a truth that had been on the minds of so
many and yet so rarely articulated.

Mary continued, “Men like our men plan for
the future, focusing upon material and development. I am far more
concerned with peoples simply coming to live among each other too
quickly, before each can be taught, before each can trust.” Mary
confessed, choking back her emotion, “I fear what my husband so
much looks forward to—our future.”

After some distance, with Mary recovering
her composure, Bemose turned her horse off the road, looked and
gestured back to all she had toured with Mary. “Do not seek or
suffer the opinions of those, like me, who have done nothing in
comparison to your efforts. The bridge between people is anchored
in their hearts. You are building those bridges. I am not, or
rather, have not yet begun. I have no excuses. I suppose I did not
know where to start. For that, perhaps, I need you.”

Mary reached out, stroked her shoulder, took
up her reins and started once again their slow walk back to the
walled village of Detroit. They passed natives of three distinct
tribes, two making camp, two families of mixed race, most probably
French and Wyandotte, and American woodsmen and trappers. Some
acknowledged Mary as a white European woman of some stature in the
community. Bemose noted the respect shown Mary by those who knew
her. At the same time, Mary silently registered the respect the
natives expressed to her companion.

Bemose continued, “You ask my opinions and I
am ashamed I have not given thought enough to these problems to
have as yet formed any. But I share your foreboding. It is time for
me to think of these questions you raise and try to help you, try
to help the people. If you will, give me some time, show me more
and I will try to wash my shame with the sweat from my
efforts.”

Bemose was obviously rare among her own,
intriguing to others and fluent in the languages Mary had for some
years been trying to not so much master, but to simply acquire
basic functionality. Mary sensed she was in the presence of someone
very special.

 

Oliver worked near to noon balancing
accounts and inventories. He drafted letters for an agent in
Buffalo with urgent and detailed instructions for advertising and
binding cargoes. Contractor was to return to the east down the
length of Lake Erie. He had as yet to total the costs of
construction incurred with respect to Friends Good Will to date as
well as those yet anticipated, and determine the charge for cargoes
so to recoup his investment.

He from time to time talked with men who
owned ships but learned little from them. They gave the impression
it was more intuitive than methodical or that it was common sense.
Perhaps it was, but Oliver was of the belief that very little in
life was as easy as it appeared. He trusted that his care,
foresight and organization, as it had in the past, would permit him
to avoid major pitfalls. So much, he admitted to himself, he made
up as the days unfolded. Perhaps the trick was for as few people as
possible to deduce his uncertainty. He sighed that there seemed to
be far more theatre in merchant shipping than he would have ever
expected.

In terms of recouping his investment, he
recalled a conversation, now months ago, with Eckert. Standing in
the shed at the side of the yard amid a November sleeting, they had
been inspecting what looked to him as the skeleton of a great
beast, which had expired on its back with its ribcage revealed to
the sky. Eckert had suggested that with the frames now erected he
would of course one day begin sawing the lengths of planking, and
would Oliver desire, “… salt shoveled ‘tween planks and
ceiling?”

Oliver was dumbfounded, “I have never
witnessed salt shoveled on the ceilings of any structure; why ever
would one suggest that as necessary on a ship? Besides, these are
freshwater vessels; whatever has salt got to do with planks, lest
one is plying the oceans?”

Oliver smiled to himself at the memory as he
walked out the front door to take his lunch. He appreciated
Eckert’s patience and restraint now more than he had at the time.
“Mr. Williams, sir,” Eckert had smiled and respectfully replied,
“ceiling on a ship is that layer of plank placed inboard of the
frames, like lath is attached to the inside of studs to form a
wall, with a cavity between outer and inner side. Ceiling is the
second, inboard, layer of planks, not those in touch with the sea.
The space between the inside and outside layer of planking has
recently upon these sweet water seas been, on occasion, packed with
salt.”

Oliver absorbed all of this, then queried,
“Whatever for?”

Eckert explained, “Ships swimming in
freshwater seem prone to rot much more quickly than one would
expect. Some say that by packing salt amid the frames between
planks and ceiling the ship lasts much longer.”

Eckert offered more details, no doubt more
than any businessman needed, in fact. While Eckert talked and
demonstrated, Oliver, as all ship builders must, calculated in his
mind whether his assumption on the cost of the ship and the
revenues it would generate was realistic in light of this entirely
new and critical information. He felt foolish having started the
project while having no idea that freshwater craft were more prone
to rot. This could lead to disaster. They continued to talk and
Oliver modified the figures in his head, asking occasional
questions such as seemed to irritate Eckert, “Where is the salt
obtained, from the East?”

“My heavens, no, sir,” replied Eckert,
barely disguising his surprise. “Why right here near our own
walls.” He continued, “Detroit, you know, has salt deposits and
they are mined and transported at nominal cost. Still, we must
shovel it ‘tween frames and we will add some cost for the labor as
well.” Oliver thought, Tonnes of details; few answers.

Eventually, it came down to that question
asked so often by Oliver those first few months, “Mr. Eckert, pray,
what do you think and recommend?”

Eckert knew it would come to that, but would
not permit the question to be put to him too early in the process,
as though it was his duty to educate Oliver as to ships and the
sea. He must have hoped some portions would take and the ship, over
the years, would somehow benefit from the knowledge he imparted to
its owner. Perhaps he was entirely right to do so, Oliver now
acknowledged.

Eckert pulled at his beard, looked out over
the river as though he imagined the new sloop passing, regarded his
boots and began. “I am not as yet convinced of the cause or the
remedy for this early decay. The theory seems to make some sense, I
suppose, but I have seen plenty of craft swim long and well from
simple cleanliness, keeping the bilges dry and properly laying up
and covering the deck in the winter.” Looking at Oliver directly,
Eckert continued, “Oh, I suspect shoveling in some salt may not
hurt, but it adds weight and I am just not ready to say it is
necessary.”

Oliver nodded, considered Eckert’s
reputation. He could not fathom the builder advising him in a way
as would detract in any manner from his own creation. He concluded
he could trust his judgment. Besides, as replied Oliver, “Weight
indeed and cost as well!”

Spoken like a businessman, which both of
them were. Eckert raised his eyebrows, nodded his head and the
issue, like so many others, was thus put behind them.

Through it all, Oliver recalled as he strode
up the steps of the Pontiac House to take his dinner, he had
settled upon ten years of expected service from the ship. If
Friends Good Will carried cargo near six months a year, at three
quarters capacity, adjusted for passengers (as were even more
lucrative and expected to grow in numbers), he should break even in
just over three years. Better yet, he could carry his own cargo for
free and thus reduce the expense he was presently incurring in
transporting inventory overland from the east. Settlers were
arriving in steady trickles, but the trend was increasing and would
continue. They would require materials to build and to set up
housekeeping, or supplies to carry them further inland. Oliver’s
heart was light, his purse heavy and his spirits soared these days.
With William as Captain, that portion of theatre in respects to his
competency in designing, outfitting and sailing ships was one
aspect of business he could forever delegate to one far more
capable and whom he trusted implicitly.

That evening, just as William had predicted,
the wind diminished and veered to the southeast. A neighbor called
to inform Oliver that Contractor was sailing upriver, presumably
for the dock outside the main gate. Oliver called to Mary, who in
turn called to Bemose. Together with the children, they walked
quickly to the banks of the river in time to see Contractor make
her final approach, with many of the village already assembled.

She had sailed a bit beyond perpendicular to
the dock, turned to larboard, downwind, and loosely brailed the
main within seconds. Both headsails were still drawing, set wing
and wing in a diminishing breeze, and the current began to take
effect on her beam. As Contractor sailed for the dock, she slid
sideways slowly to the current. At first Oliver thought Contractor
would dock larboard to the dock, or upriver with the current
pushing her onto the dock. Soon, however, Oliver noted the current
would carry Contractor downriver to where she could no longer make
what he thought was her intended landing and he feared William had
misjudged.

Then Oliver realized that William had all
along planned steering for the downriver side of the dock and was
even now correcting for the current as Contractor drew near. Just
as the bowsprit approached the end of the dock, the current and
careful steering allowed her to slip, within that last length,
precisely in to where, given her position and speed, both headsails
slid down the stays. Instantly, a crewmember stepped from the
starboard cathead to the dock with two lines, one leading outside
the shrouds to the stern, and both were slipped over pilings with
an elegance that caused onlookers to nod and smile in approval.
Oliver had never seen a ship dock with such grace and he glanced at
Mary and noted her pride.

Oliver strode down the dock, extended his
greeting to William who was yet at the helm. Oliver called to
Eckert who was also on the dock, “Sir, I return your loan to me,
last evening, of your boat.”

Eckert glanced to the stern and noted
Contractor was indeed towing his small boat as well as its own. He
nodded to Oliver. “Mr. Williams, you have found an excellent
Captain for my new ship.” Oliver looked to William on the
quarterdeck but found William’s gaze fixed intently upon Bemose,
standing next to Mary on shore. Bemose appeared pleased, not with
the docking, for she had seen many such while sailing with William,
but just in seeing him again after enduring an entire day of
separation.

The next four weeks were as busy for all
involved with Friends Good Will as they were happy. Mary and
Bemose, whenever time from the children and duties at home allowed,
worked outside the walls. They helped villagers of varying origins,
French, English, German, elsewhere in Europe or native to the Great
Lakes, begin in making Detroit more than just a walled compound.
Oliver concentrated on the commencement of his first season of
commercial shipping.  He consulted William near daily on
budgets, provisions, the duration of passages and the commercial
potential of other ports and villages. Oliver soon generated a
large bundle of correspondence spread among all outgoing ships that
called upon the villages and some canoes traveling long distances.
He conferred with the United States Customs Agent, inquiring of
laws, regulations and forms. He consulted his lawyer, Mr.
Walbridge, and they developed contracts and manifests that William
would use as Captain and lawful agent of the owner when in distant
ports.

The weeks were most intense for William. He
spent long days at the shipyard, assisting Eckert with all
decisions and some of the actual labor. He worked with riggers
detailing stroppings, mousings, splicings and whippings. He decided
upon systems for brailing and furling, diagrammed pin placements at
the rails and marked the position of cleats as was possible before
sea trials. He approved the design and purchase of sails, tar,
resins and pitch, together with oakum and anchors and blocks. He
was tough, discriminating, though fair and mindful that
relationships are, over the long term, as valuable as the initial
timely delivery of stores.

William’s arrival in Detroit, together with
Oliver’s backing and credit, increased activity among vendors
throughout the region. A new ship was more than a major endeavor in
its own right; it was a powerful statement in a community’s
collective confidence in the future. The statement was bold and
infectious.

Still, there was time for William to come to
know and form relationships within and outside the walls. Dinners,
when he was not invited to Oliver and Mary’s, were frequently taken
at the Pontiac House, where Oliver often stopped by to find him
sitting with Samuel. Oliver was surprised, as Samuel worked
intensely and rarely visited with customers. At first Oliver
thought it natural, given their common interest in the sea and
Samuel’s history with William’s father. Soon, however, he noticed
William with others including, from time to time, riggers from the
yard, drivers from overland haulers, the local gunsmith, and a new
resident who claimed to be a carriage maker, but who as yet seemed
to turn out little work. William made the obligatory introductions
but Oliver soon noticed he had not as yet been invited to join.

One evening in particular, in midMay, Oliver
purposefully stood by the table just a moment longer than was
customary in exchanging greetings. William, he surmised, remembered
his manners, invited him to join and Oliver ordered a new round
from one of Samuel’s daughters who was then conveniently passing.
Oliver slid into a chair. William’s invitation to Oliver seemed to
suggest approval to them all to continue their discussion.

The carriage maker, Jacob McGinn, began, “As
I was saying, Samuel, it is inevitable. We simply cannot much
longer suffer such affronts. Why, the status quo has ruined the
economy. Mr. Jefferson did nothing more than spite ourselves.”

William remained silent but the gunsmith,
John Wainright, took the bait. “As I have said to all who will
listen,” and he took a long drink from his pewter mug, “if it must
come, better now than later. Boney’s still causing grief, even
after Trafalgar, and if we are going to stand up to an empire,
better to do it when the ‘Emperor’ is distracted.”

Samuel nodded and looked to William.
Oliver’s heart sank. Before his brother-in-law could join, as
Oliver was fearful of what he would say, or more to the point what
he had already said, he ventured a businessman’s perspective. “I
will be the first to attest that business conditions along these
Great Lakes were far better just a few years ago, and expansion and
settlement were difficult with a prohibition on trade with our
Canadian neighbors…” Oliver sensed his premise was too soft and
kind for this crowd, so they would likely not like his conclusion,
“… but if, as I suspect, you are speaking of bringing our
issues to a crisis level with England, know please that it will
destroy the Northwest and we,” and he gestured at each and all of
them around the table, “will all be the losers.”

With respect and some deference, Jacob said,
“Perhaps some would lose more than others,” he concurred, but then
countered, “were any of us indeed to lose at all.”

Oliver smoked the veiled reference. “A fair
point, Mr. McGinn. Perhaps my business interests are larger as I
have been here some years. But make no mistake: hard work will
yield you the same growth in as many years, if not fewer. Growth is
the best medicine for our woes, not arms; and growth, by God, we
shall see.”

William noted Oliver’s comment about his
years in the Territory was clever and telling. McGinn was a
newcomer and was fervent, perhaps too much so among new
acquaintances, to stand against Oliver’s reputation and
credibility.

Mr. Wainright, a resident of Detroit far
longer than any of them, came to McGinn’s rescue with his typically
blunt style.

“Crisis level? Hell, I don’t even know what
that means. We were speaking of what you, sir, prefer not to even
pronounce: War!”

Oliver felt his blood pressure rising even
as Wainright turned red. The gunsmith continued, “Economics is just
one consideration and, in my view, subordinate in all respects to
principle and honor. While your purse may cause you to forget the
Leopard affair, I assure you, sir, I cannot.”

Mr. Wainright was referencing the incident
of 1807 in which the H.M.S. Leopard, a 52 gun ship, detained the
U.S.S. Chesapeake on the high seas, demanded to board, poured a
broadside into her and ultimately removed several American sailors,
proclaiming them lifelong subjects of the King by birth, which they
disputed. Four years later, the incident still generated angry
reactions from all Americans, whether they agreed on the course in
consequence or not.

Oliver’s glare caused Mr. Wainright to
hesitate in lighting his pipe, thinking perhaps his comment had
gone too far. All other’s noticed the hesitation as well and his
distraction spoiled somewhat his hoped for casual gesture
punctuating his insult. Oliver was not prone to violence and had no
such precedence established for himself in the community, but Mr.
Wainright had rarely seen such an expression of rage in a man that
did not lead to a challenge.

An awkward silence settled over the table.
Samuel felt particularly uncomfortable witnessing a political
discussion gone awry among his good customers. The fire crackled
nearby, the conversations of other patrons, until then faint and
mere background, now seemed deafening as those at the table were
silent in order to hear Oliver’s reaction, as was his
prerogative.

Oliver cooled, at least in comparison to the
fire, and a calm discipline settled over him as he often brought to
bear in tense business negotiations. He began in a low, icy voice,
though in no manner suggesting excitement or temper, “First, Mr.
Wainright, you may not know, and I will therefore forgive you your
ignorance, that my nephew serves aboard Chesapeake. At the time
that you reference, he was in harm’s way in service of our nation,
as opposed to your level of risk here in your shop, more than a
thousand miles from the conflict. I am sure you did not mean to
suggest I would ever forget such an affront made upon William’s
son, James. Further, if war comes to the Northwest, as you seem to
welcome, perhaps I was mistaken in my assessment that all present
would lose. Indeed, it just struck me; none would deny that
gunsmiths would be regarded winners, after all—along with
undertakers.”

Mr. Wainright turned even deeper shades of
red, though this time from embarrassment rather than anger. He
dropped his gaze to the table. His comment had been unfair and like
it or not, Oliver spoke with such respect and credibility in the
community that even if his rebuttal had lacked merit, which his own
speechlessness seemed to suggest was not the case, Oliver’s
standing combined with some valid points left Mr. Wainright no
choice but to withdraw. “Oliver, I am sorry. My comments went too
far. I did not recall your nephew’s service and all I can ask is
that you believe my opinions are not entirely found upon any
potential for gain, I assure you.”

Oliver nodded, assenting to the apology, to
everyone’s relief, and he offered, “I will leave you gentlemen to
sort out our national problems.” He glanced reproachfully at
William, stood and started for the door. William waited but a
moment before swinging his feet down from a chair he had positioned
to the side of the table near the fire and was two strides behind
and moving faster than Oliver, catching him at the door.

“I will take some air with you, Oliver.”
William closed the door behind and they walked a few paces.

Oliver offered, “Wainright has always been
too blunt by half; still I thought it best not to call out a
gunsmith.” A wry smile eased the tension.

William counseled, “I actually have known
craftsmen utterly inept in using the objects of their efforts.
Still, for my sister’s sake, I appreciate now more than ever before
your calm and wit.  Well done.”

Oliver nodded his thanks and offered,
“William, it gives me joy to see you becoming a part of our
community, truly.” He hesitated, then jumped in with both feet.
“But really, I suspect that mix is ardent in their radical
views.”

Oliver was as yet shaking his head as
William kindly reminded, “We are friends and relation but are not,
I regret, of one mind on politics.” Oliver turned, beginning to
object or lecture, but William stopped him, gesturing for
restraint. “Now, recall, I did not speak of a desire for war.
Still, I believe we are wronged and the status quo cannot continue.
No matter how we feel, is it not prudent to read the horizon and
prepare for storms? Would you want less in your captain? And no
businessman I have yet heard believes the Embargo injured any
interests but our own.”

President Jefferson, in 1807, had in
response to deteriorating relations with England put in place
restrictions on trade with England. The measure was difficult
enough for those on the east coast, as England was by far the
United State’s dominant trading partner, but devastating on the
Great Lakes, with Canada the only other nation adjacent to its
navigable waters. The embargo strangled legitimate trade, hurting
the United States’ merchants far more than the English, and
instantly encouraged smuggling by creating a significant market for
what was always needed but was now contraband. Shipping on the
Great Lakes adapted quickly to the new environment. A sad
circumstance with as many United States’ resources being devoted to
enforcing the embargo against its own citizens as were devoted to
defending against her enemies.

Oliver sighed, acknowledging once again
William’s pragmatism. “You may well be right, though I pray not.
Still, must you fall in thickly with those hot-heads?”

“We were taking dinner, not making up
charges! And truly, while you may not agree, you will appreciate
the foresight of others should events foreshadow your business
plans and cause you to be taken by surprise.”

Oliver changed the subject. “Still, thank
you for your invite.  I trust I did not cause you any
grief.”

William assured, “While I respect their
views, the better of which unfortunately you did not hear this
evening, Wainright crossed the line with that remark about you
forgetting the Chesapeake. Surely, if you had not broadsided him,
believe me, I’d have boarded him.”

Again they smiled and William departed to
return to his table and Oliver to his home. Oliver was as yet
uncomfortable with William’s closing remark. Clearly, such topics
seemed frequent among them and Oliver had rarely known William to
be among any group of men and not naturally rise as among the
leaders.

In the next week, William rarely visited and
Oliver explained to Mary that Friends Good Will was in her final
preparations. Her interior, though not fully finished and smelling
strongly of oils and whitewash, allowed more convenient and
sufficient quarters. Understandably, Mary saw less of Bemose as
well. The rigging projects had progressed to where the jibboom and
spritsail yard was run out and set in place, the topmast was sent
up and the yards were hoisted and swayed. Headsails were lashed on
with wooden hanks, the main laced to the gaff, the parral beads
strung and hundreds of details, from gaskets to ballast were made
up, adjusted, trimmed and finished. Thoughts turned to spare
timber, extra supplies and tackles to sway aboard that first cargo.
From dawn to well past dusk, William was everywhere aboard, well
aloft it seemed much of the time. Oliver found him in this latter
spot one evening.

Oliver brought with him many of the form
cargo contracts and logbooks, hoping to meet with William, and was
disappointed though fascinated that William was yet aloft,
seemingly having moved little from where he was last observed by
Oliver about midday. The night included a beautiful full moon and
Eckert was yet at the dock. Oliver nodded aloft and asked, “Will he
never come down?”

Eckert replied, “We are struggling a bit
with the main yard and the forestay. It gets a bit tight up there,
but I suspect we will work it out yet tonight, at least
temporarily.” Eckert must have sensed Oliver’s discomfort with that
choice of words, for he continued, “Any new ship goes through a
period of trial and tweaking. Each one is different and this rig
is, in particular, rather loose and we shall play with it, I am
certain, for well more than her first season. Soon enough, we all
settle in to what works best.”

Oliver had not really understood the
particulars but appreciated Eckert’s confident tone. He asked, “Who
is that assisting?”

William was working with someone aloft, but
with his back to them and both crunched in so close amid the cross
tree’s stays and main yard, it indeed would have been difficult to
make out identities even in daylight. Eckert’s tone changed,
becoming somewhat defensive. “I truly do not know. Not one of my
men. William has had him working the past several days.  Calls
himself ’Trove‘.” Eckert’s tone suggested this was not his real
name. Oliver was puzzled and Eckert seemed reluctant to say more,
as though he had already said too much. Eckert liked William a
great deal, Oliver knew, and he could tell Eckert was now anxious
that maybe he had let his frustration get the best of him.

Concerned but playing it calmly, Oliver
casually asked, “Do you know his real name?”

“No, sir,” replied Eckert, “but I suspect
and have heard he is one of the Morris family, from the swamps at
the delta of the St. Clair River. Captain Lee only said that as
Trove will be one of the crew, he needs him to learn the rig, and
assured me his wages were not on my accounts.”

Oliver flushed with anger, but the night,
even with the moonlight, hid it well. “Morris?” he asked.

Eckert shrugged, “Well, perhaps not,
sir.”

Oliver strode across the gangway and deck,
swung his large frame down the companionway and, despite the near
total blackness, found the small captain’s table in the wardroom
and deposited the papers and books. He was off the ship in an
instant, bid Eckert a polite goodnight, and strode off quickly
through the gates in the general direction of the Pontiac House. He
tried disguising his upset and wondered along his brisk walk,
charged with frustration and concern, whether he had succeeded.

Oliver took a pint and some quiet
contemplation at his favorite table by the fire. The dark mood
evident on his face warned others to give him a wide berth.
Settling upon grim resolve, Oliver walked home, strode up the front
porch, swung open his front door and instantly sought out Mary. It
was time for a talk.

He found her in the parlor, surprisingly
with William and Bemose. So be it, he thought. Better now than
later. The greetings were cordial and he could tell Mary was
enjoying the visit. If William had been warned by Eckert of
Oliver’s concern or reaction, William gave no clue.

Oliver began, “William, tell me of the crew
I understand from Eckert you have found.”

Only Mary, at this point, detected the edge
to his voice. William replied, “Aye, a first class waterman from
the lowlands and marshes on the north shore of Lake St. Clair.
Seems to know his business about the rig and understands commerce
as well.”

Oliver thought the last recommendation just
too ironic to allow for a measured approach. “Commerce!” he
laughed. “He certainly should. Indeed the only thing with which he
may be more familiar is the territorial gaols throughout the
Northwest. As for the commerce—were only it legal!”

Most telling, only Mary and Bemose appeared
surprised by Oliver’s tone and sudden shift in the conversation.
William betrayed nothing. Oliver continued, “He is a Morris, is he
not? The Morris family of that region are renown smugglers and
radicals. They have been troublesome and lawless since Pontiac’s
rebellion; am I not correct?”

William sighed and admitted, “Some would
swear to it.” He reminded, calmly, “I did not engage the entire
clan, just one; who, to my mind, knows his business.”

Oliver could not let the opportunity pass.
“It is precisely his knowledge of certain business that renders him
entirely unsuitable.” He pleaded, “Certainly, William, we have our
professional reputation to consider.” He looked to the women as to
a jury. “There are other good sailors available, surely, are there
not?”

Mary showed concern. Oliver
could not tell if her concern was centered on the long term best
interests of Oliver Williams &
Co. or on the fact that her brother and
husband were exchanging strong words with even stronger
implications.

Oliver continued, “Tell me, William, did you
know of his past or the reputation of his family? Is he of your
political views?”

William was well past being polite himself.
“You assured me complete autonomy as regards matters involving the
ship. What can be more in my domain than the choice of crew? As to
a sailor’s past: truly, Oliver, do you regard them, as a bunch,
wholly angelic?”

Oliver let his suspicions get in front of
his logic, a rare occurrence and likely a sign of his deep concern
being expressed among loved ones he trusted. “Certainly the
purposes to which a vessel are dedicated are reserved to the owner,
are they not? William, tell me true, I pray. Are you bent on my
ship affiliating, engaging or giving comfort to war hawks, radicals
and smugglers?”

Mary seemed aghast at Oliver’s suggestion.
Bemose had approached William from across the room, whether in
support or to calm and intervene it was not at that moment clear.
Only William, curiously, appeared to understand the perceptive
nature of the probing question and was evidently having some
difficulty fielding the challenge.

As he began to make his reply, the front
door swung open as if blown by a storm. A young man, straight,
firm, and charged with personality to equal his deep tan and long
blonde hair, which was drawn back in a que, threw down his sea bag
in the entrance hall. He proceeded through the columned entrance to
the parlor, smiling, arms extended and proclaimed, “Uncle William,
Aunt Mary, come…,” and then seeing William, his smile grew even
broader, if possible. “Oh, give us joy! Father! It was too much to
hope you would be here as well! It is wonderful to see all of
you!”

In unison, they rushed the lad, hugging and
calling out their surprise. “James!” After excited greetings and
the thrill of the surprise, James confirmed his recent discharge
from the Navy and his departure from U.S.S. Chesapeake. He
continued with the saga of his travels to Detroit, exclaimed when
told his letters had not arrived first so to announce and reveal
his plans.

Before any expressed thought as to the
future, William turned to Oliver and announced gladly to all (who
received his words with joy, relieved that the preceeding storm was
now well past, and mixed with some astonishment on the part of
James), “My dear man, I believe Friends Good Will could never find
a better topman and Mate!”

 


 



Chapter 5

 


Trove set his stance against the bracing on
the quarterdeck, pushed the tiller to windward with his hips as the
crest of the wave passed under the keel. The jibboom swung back
half a point, filled the headsails and powered Friends Good Will
through the trough of the most recent wave.

A silhouette emerged from the companionway
hatch, rang the bell in three groups of two and then a final lone
peel. Seven bells; only one more entry before the page in the
logbook was turned to 8 June, 1811. The figure took a moment to
take a wrap around his boatcloak with his waist belt, leaving the
rough woven wool above the belt free to easily move his shoulders
and arms. He blew into his hands to warm them, grabbed his mug of
hot tea and strode up to the binnacle.

In the faint light emerging from the
compass, his night vision by now acute, Trove welcomed the company
and made his greeting, “James, you are early. Could not sleep?”

James nodded, scanned the moonlit horizon,
checked the set of the wind and replied, “A beautiful night and she
is moving well.” Then, as he focused aloft and checked the trim of
all sails observable from the quarterdeck, confessed, “I fear from
the haze round the moon it will be black as tar before my trick is
over.”

Captain Lee, hearing the muffled tones of
conversation scattered to the breeze, turned from the starboard
quarter rail and approached the binnacle in just two strides. “Good
evening, James. Did you sleep at all?”

As he shrugged, studying the compass card,
James admitted, “Not much, really, but I napped this afternoon and
will easily make it through this night.” Trove, distracted by the
unexpected conversation, eased the pressure brought to bear against
the helm, letting her climb up just a bit in correction, back to
the given course.

Captain Lee studied his son, a fine young
man, and wondered how he could spend so little time with him yet
know him so well and love him so much. He knew the truth of his
restless sleep instantly. “Your mind, I fear, is still racing from
our discussion at dinner.”

James met his eyes, unable to disguise his
surprise even in the moonlight, and nodded, “Yes, I suppose that is
so, father.  Have you thought of much else?”

Captain Lee acknowledged the point with a
gesture, but then smiled. “Only of this finely balanced, powerful
vessel charging headlong into this beautiful night! Good God, but
she flies!”

The other two men joined him in his smile,
nodding in the dark and silently offering thanks for their
situation, here on the quarterdeck of a beautiful ship on a moonlit
night on a fresh water sea leagues from what seemed to be imminent
hostilities.

Captain Lee asked James, “Is Oliver still
asleep?”

James confirmed and each of them, huddled
round the tiller as Trove made his delicate correction, exchanged
glances. The impatience of youth won over and James waded in first,
“Uncle Oliver seemed most upset; with the news or our reaction to
it, I am not sure.”

Captain Lee explained the obvious, “He has
risked much on a period of peaceful development. He may well be
correct that cool heads and greater trade will smooth over
tensions. Perhaps this trouble will pass.”

James nodded, but Trove dove in, “Right or
wrong, he, like any of us, controls none of it, and we best be
ready when fate takes a turn.”

Joining, James looked around, gestured to
the horizon, “I doubt it will be warm nights and fresh breezes much
longer.”

Captain Lee, as restrained as his position
required even before his own son, acknowledged, “While we seem to
agree on the likely course our nation must take and the weather in
which we all sail, we have a duty to our owner and we will do
nothing to upset neither his mind nor his plans.” He strode back to
the taffrail and took another turn off of the mainsheet cleat. The
wind was beginning to veer.

“Of course,” agreed James as Trove nodded.
“But the moment I ripped the Bill from the piling, I sensed our
world had changed. We need to talk and consider and plan. It may
not be long now.”

Captain Lee assured, “We will and already
have. Let us do so together, calmly and with Oliver’s interests
foremost in our minds.”

Trove and James sensed Captain Lee would not
be dissuaded from a calm and deliberate course, faithful to his
foremost duty to the owner, his ship and its crew. The fate of
empires and continents was but second in importance to their
insular world, as represented on the quarterdeck, in which they so
much depended upon each other. James was an experienced enough
seaman by now to respect his father for his prudence and caution,
although he suspected his father was as poised and ready for action
as he and Trove.

A short period of quiet followed as they
focused upon and enjoyed (as all on night watch do) the rush of the
bow wave spilling, now more swiftly and with less fuss from the
counter, the creak of a block aloft, the groan of a floorboard from
below and the occasional slap of a sheet block on a luffing
headsail. Soon enough, as broken clouds appeared widely scattered
near a rising moon, a fourth figure arose from the companionway,
called his greeting back to them all and announced the change of
the day, and of the watch, with four groupings of two bells. As
Oliver strode up to the quarterdeck where they had gathered, James
announced with some formality, but all good spirits, “Captain Lee,
the Watch is relieved.”

Oliver approached Trove, asked for the
course and was told “Southwest by West.” Oliver repeated the
course, wished them a goodnight and William and Trove quickly
disappeared below. James went below a moment later to update their
position on the Chart with a fresh plot. Oliver, settling into the
motion of his new powerful sloop under full sail in a fresh breeze,
close reaching at well over 5 knots on her maiden voyage, gazed the
heavens, some 40 miles southwest of the village of Buffalo.

James tried to focus on
speed, time and distance, but before completing the calculation,
could not help but pull from the pocket of his wool cloak the
handbill he had ripped from a piling on the docks of Black Rock
just that afternoon: U.S.S. President
Mauls British Man of War. A secondary
headline from the Buffalonian elaborated, Demonstrations in Support of War! He
could think of little but his former shipmates, his longing to
rejoin and come to their assistance. He wondered where Chesapeake
lay and if she were at that moment perhaps taking dramatic action
in support.

He read the handbill again, was late in
making his plot, and rejoined his Uncle Oliver on deck some twenty
minutes later. He took a turn around the deck, checking the trim,
the coiled lines, the halyards and the sheets, all as an excuse to
mull over in his mind the discussion that evening over dinner.

All were mindful of the passengers, now
sleeping in their bunks. Oliver had, unnecessarily, whispered as
they watched their new shipmates board that afternoon for William
to calm them by word and example to the extent possible.

The family had booked passage from Black
Rock, just north of Buffalo on the Niagara River, to Detroit. With
them were all their possessions to begin a new life. They asked
whether the Bill could be the equivalent of the presage to a
declaration of war. Truthfully, Captain Lee assured them they had
no such information. Oliver added that an isolated, mistaken
incident, however unfortunate, rarely led to war so quickly, though
clearly his argument was based entirely upon the assumption of one
far from Washington and even further from London. The wife seemed
calm enough, the husband a bit nervous. The daughter, no more than
ten, seemed all too knowing and matter-of-fact when it came to
international relations. Oliver wondered of the serious discussions
she must have for some time witnessed and without the distractions
of siblings.

They were intending to disembark in Detroit
and mentioned some land in the interior, to the north along the St.
Clair River of which neither Oliver nor William were as yet aware.
Privately, Oliver and William wondered if speculation had led to
misrepresentation or fraud. The Michigan Territory was growing
rapidly and so many new faces required blind trust as reputations
were yet to be established.

Friends Good Will had been
loaded and trimmed that afternoon and departed Black Rock for
Presque Isle at 1700 hours. Oliver’s agent in Black Rock appeared
pleased, his commission well earned, his advertisements proven
reliable, and the positive reaction from onlookers inspecting the
vessel dockside for the first time greatly enhanced the reputation
of himself as well as Oliver Williams
& Co. He seemed confident additional
cargoes would follow easily. Indeed, while they were in port for
less than 24 hours, all went as well as could have been
imagined.

Then James had come running from one of the
docks, a handbill in hand, pulled from a piling where it had been
affixed for no more than minutes.

After casting off dock lines and setting the
mainsail, inner headsails and topsail, using the outer jib to coax
the ship from the pierhead, the crew passed around the handbill,
reading it and trying to shield their resulting shock and concern.
At 1800 hours, with the river cleared, Buffalo to larboard and Fort
Erie on the western shore proudly flying the Union Jack, the watch
was posted. Lake Erie stretched itself out off the bow and a light
breeze filled from the northwest. Trove was at the helm and James
cleared the cook stove and galley after their passengers’ meal.
James, Oliver and William shared the generous portions that
remained on the wardroom table.

“Father, perhaps I should rejoin my
shipmates at my first opportunity,” James began, referring to
Chesapeake.

Oliver reacted with distress, reminding them
both, “Please, I certainly hope that we consider calmly not only
that which was reported but that which is so obviously
lacking.”

William and James each gave him questioning
looks. He continued, “We know only that two captains at sea, amid
confusion and perhaps some error, took action which, for all we
know, they both now regret.”

James put his fork down with impatience. He
curled his hand into a fist before his face in attempt to stem the
rapid rise of his blood pressure. Oliver gestured for restraint.
“There was no reaction reported from either our government or
Britain,” he reminded with calm concern. “This is but the first
report, perhaps sensationalized, of what may be the grist for
diplomats over a period of months.”

The point struck home, instantly for William
who saw the wisdom of Oliver’s perspective, within moments for
James, who nodded when he realized the point was incapable of
dispute. William observed, “It appears, to me at least, that a ship
such as our frigate President should not without great cause or
provocation fire upon a mere sloop of war, of what, James, 20 guns?
To have done so will fuel calls for revenge from the largest and
most professional Navy in the world. God help us if we cannot
establish the facts!”

The facts were at that moment found in no
great abundance. The Bill reported only that on May 16, 1811, the
United States Frigate President, having asked for and been refused
the courtesy of an identification of an unknown man of war nearby,
and in deepening darkness, responded to a shot from one of its
guns. A general exchange of deadly fire then ensued on both sides.
Apparently, as early reports confirmed, the stranger was the
British Sloop of War, Little Belt. Damage was extensive and
casualties were numerous.

William understood the code upon the high
seas of honor and pride between men of war of nearly all civilized
nations. He added now, “President boasts in excess of 50 guns, to
my recollection, and there will be many cries of dishonor and calls
for revenge.”

James waited his turn, giving his elders
their due, then said, “I know all too well how this will play amid
both fleets.” Both Oliver and William turned with respect, knowing
at least on this point, James spoke with unquestioned credibility.
“Our lads will cry ‘High Time!’, recalling and reminding all of the
Leopard affair of ’07. Leopard was also a larger ship than
Chesapeake, and none could really explain the overkill of her
firing full broadsides, as she did. My mates will welcome the news,
and our counterparts in the Royal Navy will be greatly insulted and
be bruising for retaliation. They are good, no doubt, and are proud
with reason. While we are no less, I suspect. Still, their wounded
pride in light of the difference in size and the appearance of an
unfair contest will make retaliation all too welcome.”

Oliver insisted, “Surely, this will be
viewed by all as a mistake! Why, the handbill recounted the
darkness, the failure to identify, the first shot making little
real sense or giving cause for a pitched battle! There must be a
way for men to step back from the line with honor, with
respect?”

It was difficult to discern if Oliver was
advocating a position he hoped was true, asserting fact he hoped
would be recognized, asking a question of his companions who knew
more about the sea, or pleading for grace. In the end, even he
realized the uncertainty of his position and fell into a despairing
look as his Captain and Mate stared at him, nearly incredulous.
James shook his head in the negative. William showed more
restraint.

Oliver finally confessed, “Let us pray at
least, to the Almighty for peace, and for ourselves, restraint.”
Oliver was shaken, visibly upset. William bowed his head for an
instant, sincerely joining Oliver in prayer. James bowed his out of
mere respect and instead thought only about his shipmates: those
alive on Chesapeake, to whom he recently bade, “Fare Well!” and
those of four years before who, after meeting with a much larger
ship, H.M.S. Leopard, he had witnessed slide from between his
nation’s flag and a plank, into the deep.

At that moment, Trove rang five bells. A
spare moment later he vaulted down the companionway hatch,
announced he had left a particularly talented ten year old girl
with the helm, and, after asking for dinner, explained to Oliver,
“You had best take the helm as soon as your confidence wanes. As
for me, I need my strength if we are going to fight the Brits at
Fort Malden before landing in Detroit!” Oliver shot him daggers,
James was up the companionway in an instant to confirm that the
girl’s father and mother were standing at her side, doing a
credible job in the easy conditions, while Captain Lee affirmed
most bluntly that while this may be the maiden voyage, he would
insist on far more professionalism and could abide far fewer pranks
than that just played by Trove upon them all.

Trove’s announcement cleared the wardroom.
He was left alone to scoop out his dinner and contemplate his extra
chores assigned by Captain Lee as punishment. Trove wondered why
upon such good news as an impeding free-for-all with the Canadians
no one on board was in the finest of spirits with all the
opportunity on the near horizon.

Chores completed, Trove and all others were
on deck enjoying a beautiful evening by 1900 hours. The first dog
watch was relieved and the last, manned by Oliver and James, was on
duty. The wind was freshening, now about ten knots, but the deck
was organized, the passengers relaxed, and all were invigorated by
Friends Good Will seeming to lunge forward, eager in the puffs,
like a thoroughbred restrained and in a grand mood to gallop.

The waning light this time of day was
typically soothing and often made seamen quiet and reflective. The
beauty was imposing and all knew as the sunset approached with the
awe and predictability of high ceremony, that the passage had begun
well, with all signs, wind, sky and seas, entirely positive.

The shore was a faint haze, indistinct and a
mere smudge of occasional vague color on the quarters. The
implications of the handbill seemed barely real and now largely
irrelevant. Anxieties would return, as they often did, in the
inevitable darkness.

Oliver slowly made his way to the leeward
shrouds where William was leaning in one of his favorite stations.
From the pinrail he often braced himself on the many taught lines
leading to the pins which gave way just enough to form naturally to
the shape of his shoulders and back. Here he could scan the weather
horizon, study the helmsman on the quarterdeck and adjudge the
performance of his command as he sighted up the slots of the
headsails. Oliver studied William’s reaction as he approached,
breaking his concentration, and read instinctively that his
presence was welcome. Oliver smiled, sighed and relaxed as he
leaned against the boom. There were few tasks for he and James then
on watch to attend.

“Pray, Captain Lee, what are your
thoughts?”

William was not quite certain which of
several topics Oliver was suggesting he address, so naturally chose
his favorite.

“I am very pleased. No, really quite
impressed. Eckert knows his business, Oliver, and has built for you
a very able, very quick sloop. Her lines are finer at the bow, in
the modern style, her quarter much hollowed, which while making for
close quarters in the wardroom, leaves a nice, fine run aft and
effortless movement over the rudder. We are making very good
time.”

“You seem to suggest she is different from
your other commands.”

“Indeed. Contractor, my latest, was built
more than ten years ago. So while this model is quite new to me, I
suspect more of such vessels will be appearing on the Lakes in the
near future. The day of mackerel heads, or bluff bows and full,
rounded midsections, is past, at least for those vessels desiring
speed.”

“Greater speed means more voyages, more
goods, healthy profits and faster growth.”

“I certainly cannot contest that, although
from my point of view, as a merchant master, the additional speed
is also safer, allowing for greater maneuvering and the ability to
handle herself more capably in rough weather and more likely to
avoid dangerous conditions.”

“This, as you know, is my first real voyage
on the Lakes. I have little with which to compare or contrast. The
sailing I did back in Boston was long ago and just about
Massachusetts Bay, really.”

“We will continue to tweak the rigging and
get more out of her over the course of the summer, to be sure. But,
Oliver, really, having made Detroit to Black Rock in little more
than two days on her maiden voyage was well beyond my
expectations.” William smiled as he confessed his optimism and
excitement.

James rang 8 bells and the short dog watch
of just two hours was behind them. “I bid you a good watch,
William. I will turn in and get a couple of hours. Thank you for
your impressions. Your views reassure me and offer hope on what has
otherwise been a difficult day.”

Captain Lee nodded, though both men said
nothing more that day of the handbill. Neither had answers and both
much preferred to celebrate the optimism and hope brought by
Friends Good Will.

Later, with Friends Good Will moving more
quickly headlong into the night, the once brilliant moon now
striped by fast moving narrow bands of dense clouds, Oliver noticed
the ship heeling more than she had since her launch. James had
returned on deck and the heeling was more than could be attributed
to his novice touch on the helm.

James strode to the compass, noted the
heading was a point more to the west than the course given to
Presque Isle. He interpreted the signs—taut sails, angle of the
waves, now more from the north—and concluded that the wind had
suddenly, since their watch had begun just one half hour before,
veered some 30 degrees and had increased in velocity.

James asked, “Oliver make one bell, then
ease the sheets on each of the headsails to my call. We shall trim
the topsail together.” He looked to the moon, assured the clouds
would afford them some fair lighting and gestured for Oliver to
give over the helm and begin his tasks on the foredeck.

As Oliver rang the bell, James studied the
mainsail, reached for a tiller tackle, attached one end to a deck
padeye to starboard on the quarterdeck, the other to the grommet on
the tiller, and cleated off the line to a slender, carved wooden
cleat just below the becket seized on to the line itself. Allowing
the increasing weather helm to steer the vessel momentarily, he
took three steps aft and eased the mainsheet. With a fuller, more
curved shape to the main, the angle of heel eased somewhat and the
speed of the vessel increased instantly. Oliver eased the staysail
sheet at just that moment and James called, “That’s well.” Oliver
eased the jib and outer jib sheet accordingly and the graceful
foils, now curved in a beautiful, geometric symmetry, contributed
to the power of the large mainsail. Friends Good Will responded
eagerly and stretched out her legs for her first time in 13 knots
of breeze. She was well balanced and charging ahead.

Oliver rejoined James on the quarterdeck
and, at his suggestion, threw the log over the taffrail to which
was tied small line, periodically knotted and wound round a spool
on handles. The small glass was turned, the line ran out and when
the sand had run, some 28 seconds later, Oliver confirmed, counting
the knots which had run through his hand, “Just more than six!”

James nodded, smiled and took up on the
tiller tackle, once again adjusting to the new correct course to
Presque Isle, now much easier to keep with the sheets eased. He and
Oliver remained at the helm for some seconds thereafter. Oliver was
not quite sure of the purpose for their apparent inactivity, as he
recalled that James said they must still trim the topsail. Then
Oliver noticed that James was not steering, but rather just
standing and watching the course and behavior of the ship and of
the compass. Friends Good Will steered herself through the night.
While the look on James face betrayed the good fun he was having,
it also revealed a concentration and employment of skills of
seamanship learned over several years and across the world’s
oceans.

James adjusted the tiller tackle once more,
easing it about two inches, then directed Oliver, “Alright, if you
please, ease the outer jib sheet a couple of more inches and I will
meet you at the starboard braces.” James was speaking more loudly
now, over the rush of the hull through the waves and the water past
her sides. Even the wake was excited and the time for hushed
murmurs this night was passed.

Oliver eased the outer jib sheet as
instructed and crossed from larboard to starboard, stepping
carefully over the bowsprit just forward of the windlass. James met
him at the pins for the braces. With a square topsail sloop, the
braces were led to the tip of the jibboom; hence, the tension was
borne by the leeward braces, this night to larboard, keeping the
yards from swinging further aft, as they were so prone with the
wind on the starboard quarter. James explained this to Oliver and
described how they must first haul on the leeward braces, taking
advantage of the clear view of the topsail available only from
starboard as the staysail obstructed their view from larboard.
Pointing up, he explained that the larboard side of the yards must
be brought forward. This would cause the starboard braces to go
temporarily slack and they would be trimmed last.

James motioned to the larboard topsail yard
brace belaying pin, and called, “Now its time go to work! I will
take it down to just one turn. You help take the tension as a
precaution and when I direct, you put all of your weight and effort
to sweating that line, do you understand?”

Oliver replied, “Aye”, and knew that what
James undertook required experience, just as what Oliver would
attend to required bulk, mass and strength.

“Alright,” called James, “with a will
now!”

Oliver grabbed the line leading forward from
the pin extending out to the jibboom, leaned forward and down with
all his weight, stiff armed, and using the resistance of the line
itself allowed himself to be propelled backward and upward. He
encouraged the motion with all the muscles of his legs as he rocked
back on his feet. The dual motion gained at least a foot and a half
of extra line, which James took in quickly from under the pin as
Oliver’s mass made it available.

James called, “Very well for a start; now
again.”

Encouraged, Oliver gave it all he had,
gaining at least the same on the second attempt. Still James
demanded a third. This last effort, though sending Oliver off his
feet for a moment, all of his body weight at the end of his pull,
gained but an inch or two.

James stared at the yard, seemed pleased,
and just as Oliver thought that was enough physical labor for an
entire watch, though barely one bell into eight, James reminded,
“Well enough; now for the main yard!”

Oliver’s hands ached, his chest muscles
screamed, but his pride held fast and he pretended to have
remembered the main yard all along. The same effort yielded roughly
the same result. Next, they stepped over the bowsprit, forward of
the windlass and took up the slack on the weather topsail braces
far more easily until both were taut. Oliver was most pleased to
hear James announce, “Very well. If you could keep watch in the
waist, I will check our course and you may join me on the
quarterdeck at two bells, in a few minutes.”

Oliver had forgotten that no one was at the
helm! But James had balanced the forces well, the tiller tackle
kept a fair course for these many lengths and as James checked the
course against the compass, was pleased to see Friends Good Will
had balanced herself between the weather helm and the waves
punching her to leeward. The large powerful main had been eased
such that the tendency to round up into the wind was offset by the
natural inclination of the smaller headsails to pay off. When
combined with the forces of the wind and waves themselves, the
weather helm on the tiller was minimized and kept in check by just
the single tiller tackle. Indeed, she was through those five
minutes only half a point higher than her given course.

A small price to pay so in order not to have
to arouse your mates on a night watch, thought James, and he easily
corrected the course and congratulated himself while standing proud
at the binnacle.

While James was still smirking, Captain Lee
poked his head up through the companionway. He checked the new
trim, less heel, greater speed, looked at James and said, “Well,
done, James. I gather you have no need for assistance?” James shook
his head, appeared nonchalant while reveling in the
complient.  His father replied before ducking below, “Very
well. If it kicks up anymore, strike the topsail and outer
jib.”

Sometimes, James thought, it was nice to
sail with hundreds on the crew, as on a United States frigate, but
he only replied with a simple “Aye,” likely committing his watch
mate, Oliver, to still more hard effort in the near future.

James checked the larger glass, watched it
run, turned it and rang two bells. Oliver joined him on the
quarterdeck within moments, a dark murky figure weaving between
halyards and lifts, sheets and shadows, and swaying as in a dance
only seamen come to love. A dance with the ship herself, swaying on
the most expansive and diverse ballroom of them all, the world’s
watered surface.

The miles slid by. The striped moon and
playful clouds, the rising wind and occasional spray kept the watch
entertained, awake and inspired. Well into the trick, however, as
fears moved to the forefront and silence demanded thought, Oliver
knew he must approach his nephew and delve further into topics
involving loyalty, service, patriotism and war. He had known James
his entire life, but circumstances had allowed them precious little
time together. Still, Oliver reminded himself, he had enjoyed more
time with James than had William, James’ own father. For that
reason, and many others stemming from familial love to the
avoidance of misunderstanding, Oliver, with some trepidation, knew
he may not have as good an opportunity for many days. The moon was
nearly totally lost to them now and few stars remained. The candle
light of the binnacle shone upon a strong, youthful face in his
prime.

Oliver began with a question. He believed
firmly in that which business had taught him well. Fruitful
discussions begin with understanding and on these points he held
much too little. “James, tell me, what occurred between Leopard and
Chesapeake?”

James looked at him somewhat startled with
the break in the silence, and shifted his thoughts from a lass yet
haunting him since he had bade her farewell in Baltimore. After
concluding the question was not a trick of his imagination, as
sometimes occurred in the deep troughs of a night watch, he
grappled with how to begin.

“After years of replaying those moments in
my mind, there was simply no reason, none at all… Three
broadsides, with Chesapeake not properly cleared for action! Where
is the honor?” James was barely whispering, the pain was still
fresh and the bitterness deep. “You must recall,” James reminded,
looking at Oliver, “we were not at war with England, nor any of her
allies.”

Oliver nodded, but confessed, “I recall
little, frankly of the news reports. It seemed to us you had only
recently left Philadelphia. Why,” Oliver smiled, “do you recall our
sending you off?”

James nodded. “I had just joined Chesapeake
in Norfolk, 12 June, ‘07, proud as a cock on a wall and far more
pleased than I had any right to be. By what stroke of luck, I
wondered, caused me to be assigned to a frigate! Luck indeed, as
fate would have it…”

“You were just eleven years old, but your
father insisted it was a great opportunity and called in some
favors to arrange for your berth.”

“And it was that, for certain.” Shaking his
head, James admitted, “I was so green and really had no basis in
those days to adjudge anything I witnessed or experienced, but I
will tell you now exactly what happened. Despite my young age, I
swear I will never forget.”

A large wave, at just the wrong angle,
smashed into the bow and sent spray over the foredeck and waist.
Both James and Oliver were left dry, however, at the binnacle.
James adjusted the tiller slightly to account for the wave’s action
on the bow, brought her up and then back just a touch and he
resolved to concentrate better despite the resurgence in
conversation, welcome really, near the end of the watch.

“I took my berth on the starboard watch,
quarterdeck division, just days before our departure. We were less
than full compliment, which might explain the Navy’s willingness to
take me. Still, father had taught me well how to sail, but of
course the size and complexity of Chesapeake was overwhelming those
first days. I had just begun to learn the layout of the decks below
and could recognize a few faces; those to trust, those to stay away
from, and how to get through the day, barely, without making a hash
of things. We sailed from our mooring amid what seemed to me great
confusion.”

Oliver listened intently, watching James’
face, expressions, eyes in the dim light. While James concentrated
on steering while relating his tale, Oliver was at leisure, with
the sloop well balanced and trimmed, and could concentrate solely
on his nephew.

“Chesapeake was the flag, with an entire
squadron sailing under Captain Barron, bound for the Med. to
relieve Constitution. Many hands were new and either green to the
sea or at least to our ship, like me. We were standing down Thimble
Shoals Channel and passed the British squadron anchored in
Lynnhaven Roads. Leopard weighed and sailed alongside us for more
than 40 miles, waiting until well into international waters. I
recall observing to my messmate, Nathan, just 16, from Barnstable,
that a 50 gun fourth rate to larboard presented an awfully pretty
sight.”

Oliver turned the glass as the sand ran out,
but James had earlier in the watch foregone the bells so to allow
all below uninterrupted sleep. The only two souls awake aboard
Friends Good Will, reaching through the night under main, staysail
and jib, already knew well the time; just one more glass before the
hammocks were theirs.

“Leopard set more sail, passed clear ahead,
then backed a topsail indicating a desire to speak. Captain Barron
sailed down to close the distance, on our course in any event, drew
near and hove to. A boat set off from the Brit rowed over to us and
a ‘leftenant’ boarded with all the appropriate courtesies. I had
just gone on watch and was at my station on the quarter deck.”

James glanced aloft and changing his tone,
directed, “Take in on the mainsheet a couple of feet, if you
please.” Oliver responded quickly and returned to the binnacle.
James stared aloft, “Seems to be backing a bit…,” he mused.

“The British Lieutenant demanded Captain
Barron subject Chesapeake to a search for British seamen and
deserters. Within earshot, I heard the Captain assure we had no
English subjects aboard.”

“Was that true?” Oliver’s tone suggested his
question was important.

James shrugged, shook his head and asked,
“What does that even mean? We are Americans because we determine we
want to be. While you were born in what was then a Colony, and I
later in what is now a Territory, what about others having come
here from elsewhere, or those born overseas? What of those born
last month in Detroit? Do you consider these persons
Americans?”

Oliver acknowledged the point. He had never
really thought of where the line should be drawn and yet allow for
freedom among people in a nation with room enough for all.

James continued, “In the Navy, we allow for
persons of other nations to renounce their citizenship. In other
words, it is within the power of each man to choose his nation and
that decision is final and should be respected. If a King decides
that question, how can those subjects truly be free, if by birth
their loyalty and obligation is decided for them, for life? Is it
not the same in society, among all the states? I don’t know the
law, but I know how we have come to live.”

Oliver understood the argument, recognized
its philosophical appeal but was also pragmatic and recognized the
inherent danger of such arguments. The world was by far more
organized by nations with kings than by republics populated by
self-declared free men. Those nations with kings, in times of world
war, simply would not, perhaps could not, relinquish claims upon
the loyalties and obligations owed by their subjects.

Oliver offered, “England cannot now likely
permit their natural born that choice. With Boney controlling all
the continent as his and at war, I expect the King hears your
argument as nothing more than extending a dangerous invitation to
those they need now more than ever.”

James restrained himself, was acutely aware
his uncle was making an argument that would, aboard Chesapeake at
least and throughout much of the nation, place him near to danger.
Not wanting to spoil their watch with politics, he reminded, “We
have drifted far from our course; let us return to what I
witnessed.” He then thought, but did not add, that the events he
was about to relate may change his uncle’s perspective.

“As soon as the British Lieutenant was over
the side, Captain Barron ordered the crew to clear for action.”
James now looked at Oliver with pain on his face and explained,
“But you see, there was no time.” James looked down at the compass,
but Oliver guessed he did not see it.

“Leopard opened her gun ports while the
demand was yet being delivered and ran out her guns.” James looked
back up at Oliver and as if he were offering more a confession than
a defense, “Worse still, our decks were cluttered with gear yet to
be stowed for a cruise across an ocean on a mission to last years.
The powder was still in the hold. Everything, it seemed, was most
disorganized. I thought perhaps it appeared that way to me because
I was new and green, but later old salts confirmed they had never
before set out to sea in such a state. In any case, Leopard opened
up with full broadsides, three or four, I am not sure. With
splinters flying, balls whizzing past, line and rigging cut and
spars falling, men crying out in agony and with blood on the decks,
I am ashamed to admit we fired only one gun, not mine.”

James looked away, reliving the moments, and
Oliver placed a hand on his arm and discreetly pushed the tiller to
windward with his hip, partially correcting the course. “And the
outcome?”

James regained his concentration on the
present and checked the compass, correcting still more. “Captain
Barron struck the colors. Leopard ceased fire and sent a boat. The
bastards refused our surrender, but searched and took four of our
crew.”

Oliver looked puzzled and James anticipated
his question, “You see, we were not at war! Leopard could not take
Chesapeake; on what basis could England explain taking a ship of a
nation with which England was at peace? To have accepted our
surrender would have indicted themselves and their actions!”

Oliver nodded and began to understand.

“Instead, Leopard refused our surrender but
seized four of our men.” James looked at Oliver and made certain
his uncle understood. “One was English born, the other three as
American as you or I.”

“How could that happen?” Oliver puzzled.

James was pleased to provide the answer,
“The three Americans did in fact quit the service of the Royal
Navy, shall we say, giving no notice.”

Oliver was now confused, “So they were
deserters?”

“Well, uncle, it depends on your definition.
How would you classify men trying to regain their nation, having
escaped the King’s service to which they had been pressed to begin
with?”

Oliver noted the bitterness in James’ voice,
the anger in his eyes. He also acknowledged the power of his point.
So to make certain he understood, Oliver asked, “So the three
‘deserters’ were Americans taken against their will to begin
with?”

James nodded, but was not yet done. “The
British born seaman, though having renounced his citizenship, was
hung in Halifax. The Americans, well, for their crime of attempting
to escape their kidnappers, they were merely imprisoned.”

Oliver swallowed, but James would not let
up. “As for me and my mates, we cared for more than 18 wounded and
I sewed one of the three that went over the side under the flag
your father fought for in his own hammock—saying goodbye to Nathan
from Barnstable. I wish I could recall his last name, but he had
little time on this earth to leave much of an impression.” Again
the bitterness.

James gave a start when Captain Lee, his
presence unknown to either he or Oliver, announced from the
starboard rail, “That will be enough, James. The watch is
relieved.”

Trove approached Oliver from larboard,
carefully stepped around him and took the helm from James. Captain
Lee continued, “You two were so intent I am surprised we are on
course. Still, the plot was not advanced on the hour, so I
estimated well over six and just completed our line. Is that a fair
guess, James?”

Somewhat admonished, although gently, James
acknowledged the favor and confirmed, “Yes, that is an excellent
estimate and thank you for the plot.”

Captain Lee nodded to them both and
announced, “We have done well this evening and I expect we will
make Presque Isle an hour past dawn; well within our watch. Get
some sleep!”

James said his goodnight, thanked Oliver for
his efforts and made a dash down the companionway straight for his
hammock. Oliver began to follow, marveling at the manner in which
the young could fall asleep so quickly and easily, when William
called, “Oliver, a word if you please.” He met Oliver at the
larboard quarter, purposefully stepping over the tiller, wanting
the breeze to carry their conversation away from the helm.

“I surmise that you asked James about
Leopard?”

Oliver nodded, hoping he had not overstepped
a line in their relationship.

William assured, “I had only two weeks ago
heard his account myself.”

Oliver admitted, “The entire affair, of
which I freely admit I should have a greater recall, certainly puts
yesterday’s news in a different light.”

William shook his head, “Good heavens,
Oliver. You are the master of understatement! I would be pleased to
share with you the lesson I take from the tale.”

“Of course, I should like to hear it.”

“James may not have mentioned, or perhaps
does not know: I read some time ago that Captain Barron was court
martialed and suspended from the Navy.”

Oliver began to object, registering his
surprise, when William grabbed his arm and insisted, “No, it is
just! Captain Barron reported Chesapeake ready for sea weeks before
departure and amid all else that can be learned, you must not
forget this—Always be ready! Always!” After a short, purposeful
pause, “Barron was not.”

William turned and resumed his station to
windward, leaving Oliver without the opportunity for further
discussion. Oliver knew that was also purposeful. He was left to
reflect upon the brief conversation with his friend, advising him
as to yesterday’s events and implications. The conversation was
also with his Captain, illustrating a point that he felt certain
would find relevance soon enough; a point which he knew well enough
from business and was learning of its critical value at sea. He
pondered whether William intended for it to apply with equal vigor
to merchant sloops on these Lakes amid warring empires, thousands
of miles distant.

Friends Good Will arrived in Presque Isle
and remained there over the next night. With strong north winds
building breakers over the sand bar at the entrance, their arrival
was excitement enough; a premature departure would have been simply
reckless. The afternoon of 9 June, Friends Good Will, having
delivered some mail and packages and picking up a passenger, set
off for the village of Cleveland. She made another swift overnight
passage and early morning arrival. Neither port had as yet heard of
the President, Little Belt incident. By 11 June, in a light
southwesterly under a relentless sun in a cloudless sky, Friends
Good Will slowly made her way against an unfavorable current, past
Fort Malden flying the Union Jack, and docked at Detroit just about
noon.

Captain Lee was in fine spirits. He had
logged a swift maiden voyage that was more profitable than Oliver
had expected. A crowd gathered at the dock at Detroit to greet
Friends Good Will, warming Oliver’s heart. Of course there was Mary
and the children and Bemose and Eckert and, to Oliver’s surprise,
Samuel, who seemed intent on speaking to William. Samuel’s
granddaughter, rarely seen around the docks, was subtly maneuvering
for a word with James, who was inconveniently, yet perhaps more
safely, aloft with Trove furling the topsail. Better he stay aloft,
thought Oliver, as he stepped across the plank to the dock.

He strode to Mary and they exchanged hugs.
As he reached down for the children, he felt Mary place a rolled
paper in the pocket of his coat. He glanced back, saw her concern
but could not tell, amid the smiles and relief of a swift safe
passage, if she looked beyond concern to the point of being upset.
She did not want to spoil his greeting with the children, he
realized, but his own expression must have alerted her that he knew
her too well and there was no point in her denying his instinct.
She whispered, “News from the east. We have been so worried about
you all!”

Oliver nodded, but had time to only say, “I
have heard.” As he scooped up his son, held him high, brought him
close again amid squeals of glee and kissed his neck, he thought
only of whether additional details had reached Detroit. Had there
been further hostilities and destruction resulting in a likely path
to war with an empire, the very soil of which was within sight and
which could bring to bear the world’s largest navy?

 


 



Chapter 6

 


The heat was oppressive, the breeze
nonexistent, the flies thicker than a red wool coat. Despite the
white kerchief wrapped tightly around his neck, perspiration had
long since soiled his fresh white shirt. He should have brought an
extra.

Colonel A.H. Pye could no longer resist. He
swung himself down from his horse, having mounted and begun the
last leg of the journey less than an hour before. The sparkle, rush
and promise of cool water in motion required a short break. They
had ample time.

His aides grimaced as the weight of his
large frame caused the soft mud of the river bank to ooze around
the soles and heels of his freshly blackened boots. Colonel Pye did
not care.  He was overheating as seemed common in August, the
height of summer, whike dressed in full uniform. He removed his
kerchief, dipped it into the St. Lawrence River feeling the cool
water run swiftly through his fingers as he drenched it. The
sensation brought back a very pleasant recent memory of bathing in
the river just hours before in the relative cool of the early
morning, cleansing from him the many layers of the narrow dirt road
that strung from Montreal to Kingston. He had traveled that road
for six days now. He wrung the kerchief loosely, wrapped it around
his neck again and instantly felt more comfortable. He strapped his
coat to the saddle, remounted and asked his young lieutenant, “How
much further?”

Removing the long glass from his right eye,
the lieutenant collapsed the barrel with a distinct snap and
ventured, “Perhaps just more than two miles, Sir. An easy hour and
well within our expected arrival.” The others in his party nodded
in agreement, though Colonel Pye noted his lieutenant pulled his
watch from his waistcoat pocket, curiously checking his estimate
after he had offered it, though it seemed to cause no loss in his
confidence.

Originally hoping to make Kingston the night
before, the party of British army officers elected instead to make
camp some four miles east of the town. All agreed that an easy ride
in the morning, well rested and refreshed, would allow them a
pleasant night on the edge of the forest and alongside the banks of
the great river, which Colonel Pye always preferred to a night in
any given city and the unfamiliarity of a bed. Still, Kingston was
impressive. Situated on the eastern most shore of Lake Ontario at
the source of the St. Lawrence River, it was in 1811 the largest
city west of Montreal in Upper Canada. Many fine stone buildings
and other large store and warehouses supported a population of
several hundred and significant operations for the military,
including Royal Naval, regular army, and the Provincial Marine. In
the last couple of years, commercial activity had risen
dramatically, portending growth of a civilian population
independent of military interests.

Colonel Pye could make out six ships in the
harbor from their position in the clearing within the wood and over
rolling meadows leading to the city. Together with his principal
aide, a lieutenant, he speculated as to their names, which from
this distance required an unusual familiarity with the ships on the
lower Lakes and their lines. Colonel Pye was, although army,
unusual in his understanding and appreciation of the role ships
must play in controlling the Northwest Territory. That knowledge
and foresight resulted in his having just days ago attended, in
Montreal, the most important meeting of his career. Within the hour
he would convene a meeting in Kingston, which in terms of
importance, could easily rank second.

The lieutenant once again focused his glass,
handed it to Colonel Pye and pointed, “There, Sir, just west of the
town on the peninsula with the large, narrow buildings are the
marine installations. You can clearly make out the fine stone house
on the southern edge of the City along the harbor that serves, I
believe, as Government House.”

“I suspect Commodore Grant arrived some days
ago so let us keep him waiting no longer.” The party began once
again, emerging from the wood with just rolling meadow between them
and their final destination.

 


Alexander Grant, known affectionately as the
“Commodore” (although never having actually achieved the rank as
would permit him to fly a broad pennant) was just finishing poring
over reports and correspondence as he had wished to review one more
time before Colonel Pye arrived. He finished his tea and toasted
cheese and, as the servants stood ready to clear the long dining
table in the fine wood paneled room reflecting bright sunlight, he
removed his spectacles and began to rise from the table with the
assistance of his ivory tipped cane. At age 77, Commodore Grant
rose slowly, having long since learned that careful thought was far
more prized in troubled times than swift movement. He had made good
time from York, his party arriving two days before and permitting
him some rest. At his advanced age he deserved peace and rest far
more than most, but his mind was quick, his perspective rare, his
wisdom apparent. All he lacked was youth.

He gathered his papers, slowly but with a
dignity unmatched those days in Kingston, thanked the staff for his
breakfast and proceeded across the great front hall of Government
House with its foyer and carved wooden staircase and into the
library. There the fine casement windows provided a view of Lake
Ontario and the St Lawrence River. The staff followed his movements
from the dining room with respectful glances for their esteemed
guest.

Commodore Grant stood at the windows staring
out over the rolling hills, various islands and headlands and
marveled at the beauty of this continent, the future of which he
had intertwined with his fate for more than 50 years now. He had
already witnessed and survived troubled times in North America;
from the Seven Years War, after which the French flag was struck
from the Northwest Territory, to the Colonial Revolution in which
an entirely new flag was raised over much of the same land. Having
seen trouble before, he recognized it now. The vast Northwest
Territory would soon, he feared, be in play once again. He stood
and reflected and thought, seeing, but not really focusing upon,
the details of a bateaux laden with goods making its approach and
preparing to dock after a long trip upriver. His thoughts had not
as yet distilled and organized themselves into anything like a
coherent strategy, but every instinct honed through the years
emphasized some urgency.

His reflections of empires and republics,
his personal past, native peoples, and their collective future,
were interrupted by a loud, authoritative knock on the front door.
A servant answered and he heard him reply to what Grant assumed
must be a young lieutenant, “Certainly, Sir. I will announce you at
once.” And then at the library doorway, “Colonel Pye and his party
for The Honorable Alexander Grant, Esquire.”

 


The bateaux Grant watched from his library
window was typical in all respects: about thirty feet long, with a
six foot beam, sharp at both ends, and shallow draft. This craft,
like the hundreds just like it on the St. Lawrence River and
scattered elsewhere on the Lakes, was propelled alternately or
simultaneously, as conditions warranted, by poles, sweeps, and a
simple, easily detachable rig for a single sail. With a crew of
four, it would make the difficult journey up river against the
current and provided little shelter or comfort for the boatmen.
About 350 manned these craft supplying the settlements along the
river and now, in the summer months, provisions flowed more freely
and in greater quantity. It was hard work.

The only thing unique about the particular
bateaux studied by Commodore Grant was that in addition to the
approximately 25 barrels, bales and boxes, it also carried a fifth
person; a Royal Navy lieutenant with orders to report to the naval
establishment upon his landing at Kingston.

While the boatmen at first hoped for some
assistance from their supercargo, whom they thought may contribute
to propelling the bateaux and serve as something more than dead
weight and a drain on provisions, they were soon cruelly
disappointed. Lieutenant James Fleet was sullen, rude and
resentful. Only after they were far enough from civilization for
him to realize his safety depended entirely upon the boatmean did
he in any manner pretend to man a pole or sweep. His efforts were
insincere and unimpressive. He had made his way up the great river
in a series of craft so that no one vessel was burdened, it seemed,
by his presence for more than a few days at a time. This most
recent crew, of what would prove for him his last bateaux on the
St. Lawrence River, figured him for a dandy, but one perhaps with
influence, so they cautiously bore the burden of him among them
with quiet disdain.

As the docklines were made fast and the
boatmen released from this particular bateaux, and perhaps all
other craft, for some hours or even days until their next trick, as
they were never sure, they knew for certain precisely where in
Kingston was best to squander what little time they may have before
called upon to man the poles or sweeps yet again. They stepped off
leaving others to the task of unshipping cargo, without so much as
a word to Fleet. No friends made, none lost.

Lieutenant Fleet donned his blue undress
coat, buttoned his waist coat, gathered his bag and headed for what
he assumed was the naval establishment, assured at least of his
next meal. He had his orders in hand and the sealed envelope he had
been instructed by the Captain of the H.M. Brig Triton to deliver
to the Port Captain at Kingston. That charge had been made nearly a
month ago and he now found himself deep within that continent to
which he had hoped never to return.

Fleet did not know but suspected he would
not be required to return to Triton. He also suspected it was in
large part because he had manipulated, and sometimes cheated, his
First Officer, Lieutenant Conley. Weeks of playing whist had
resulted with Conley being in the position of owing Fleet a
significant sum in English pounds. Fleet suspected at the time his
cheating was not particularly wise, but his resentment over having
to say ’Aye, Sir,’ all too often for his tastes caused his desire
to seek retribution upon Conley and humiliate him the only way at
the time presenting itself in those weeks after landing at Halifax
simply irresistible. What he did not know until the day of his
unexpected departure was that Conley was engaged to the Captain’s
daughter, residing in Halifax, and the account due had become an
embarrassment and impediment to their plans for an autumn
wedding.

These thoughts occupied his tedious walk on
that very hot morning. Upon reaching his destination, he announced
his orders and settled uncomfortably on a stiff wooden chair in the
stuffy foyer of the general administration hall for the Royal Navy
establishment. His arm ached from carrying his bag. The dirt and
sweat accumulated from his voyage these past days in the bateaux
combined with the irritation of his wool coat and the confines of
his kerchief to make every second of his wait near agony. And he
gained the impression that he might well be waiting some prolonged
period of time.

 


After making all introductions, Colonel Pye
seated himself in an upholstered chair. Commodore Grant eased his
frame into the settee next to him,  making apology as he
raised a leg to ease his “poor circulation.”

“Of course, Sir. By all means, make yourself
comfortable. Thank you for traveling. Your efforts halved my
distance and saved the crown some badly needed time. Where did you
begin? Niagara?”

“Colonel, you look most uncomfortable.”
Grant said. “Atticus, please, if you will, bring some cool wine for
Colonel Pye. And your party?” he gestured to the others in the
room.

Although finding the Commador’s extended
hospitality unusual, the Colonel assented, “Yes, that would be most
kind. And could we open some windows?”

“My, yes, of course, I was thinking the same
just as you arrived. In answer, however, no, I have not resided at
Niagara since after the Seven Years War. I began this trip just
south of Detroit, where I have a farm on Grosse Isle. But I trust
your journey went as well as mine?” Grant inquired.

The Colonel nodded, recalling that Grant was
a naval superintendent for Upper Canada since the early war,
headquartered at Navy Island on the Niagara River. A midshipman
before the war, Grant’s naval experience had proved helpful after
the war when given command of the Lakes during the Colonial
Revolution. At that time, he controlled, by either having built,
purchased, leased or licensed, near all merchant shipping on the
Canadian side and grown immensely wealthy. He also incurred serious
loss upon the outbreak of peace. He lost his substantial land
holdings in New York and ended his involvement in private
shipping.

Colonel Pye smiled and observed, “Here we
are, two army officers drawn together by our unusual knowledge of
ships.”

The Commodore smiled in return, but
reminded, “From what I read, our ships off the east coast have been
embroiled in more controversy than those of ours on these Lakes.”
The reference was of course immediately understood by Pye as the
fall out from the Little Belt affair.

“Indeed, our ships are having some
difficulty resupplying along the United States eastern
seaboard.”

“Well, it is nice to know we are not the
only part of the empire experiencing shortages of supply. I truly
worry about our stores should hostilities spread.”

Having nearly forgotten his manners, but not
the others in the room, Colonel Pye awkwardly interjected a
question he had meant with which to lead, “Sir, how is your wife
and family?” He blushed just a shade, though it was difficult to
tell in the heat.

Atticus brought and served refreshments, the
windows were opened. Despite the fact that the two men had
traveled, taken together, nearly 1000 miles to talk solely about
ships, the Commodore assured, “Lady Theresa is well, although
slowing a bit. She is enjoying many grandchildren.”

The Colonel had heard of the Commodore’s
French wife and their twelve children; only one of which was a son.
“I look forward to those days myself,” he responded. There was an
awkward pause. He glanced to his Lieutenant who took it, rightly,
as a sign and announced to the party, “Let us leave these two to
confer while we tend to our mounts and later, enjoy some dinner.”
The others removed themselves from the Library and as they
departed, closed the double doors.

 


At Navy Hall, between the door of the
secretary’s office and the entrance hall, just outside that of the
Port Captain, Fleet sat awaiting his interview. The door opened
suddenly and a tall, fair haired navy lieutenant called back to a
person within and unseen, “Thank you, Sir. I shall proceed there
forthwith.”

The voice had not changed. He seemed taller
and leaner, but indeed, it was Fleet’s former First Officer, Owen
Dunlap. Lieutenant Fleet was so taken aback he shrunk from view,
turned, lowered his head and tried to regain his composure. It had
simply never occurred to him he would, some six years later, meet a
former Hope. Certainly not here, at Navy Hall. Certainly not
Dunlap, who, at the time last seen, was mere Provincial Marine, not
Royal Navy. Yet there he was, in the uniform only navy was entitled
to don, observing proper courtesies among other officers. Dunlap
turned the opposite way, to Fleet’s relief, and strode quickly out
of the foyer.

Dunlap, excited by the prospect of that
ordered of him by the Port Captain, was intensely distracted,
seeing little but the course and distance to his immediate and near
destination. His career had just taken still another remarkable
twist.

Called to England in the Spring of 1806,
ostensibly for his testimony before a Court’s Martial for the loss
of Hope, he was inexplicably never called as a witness, but instead
was offered a commission as Lieutenant in the Royal Navy. Later
that summer he was ordered back to the North American Station and,
to his satisfaction, within a year found himself in the northern
reaches of Lakes Huron, Michigan and Superior. He assisted in
protecting the Northwest Company’s assets and operations at St.
Joseph’s Island and gradually came to learn a great deal about the
native tribes in the Upper Lakes.

Now, with the prospect of further progress,
he was much too distracted to note the figure of Fleet in the
hallway before passing beyond.

The Port Captain, however, stepped into the
hall in time to observe Fleet still gawking at Dunlap as he quickly
strode away. “So, Lieutenant. My secretary seems to have abandoned
his station for the moment, but please come in.” He turned, walked
back through the outer office and dropped a note on the secretary’s
desk, which he had intended for Dunlap, but which he had forgotten
to deliver before Dunlap set off.

Fleet followed and as yet had not uttered a
word. Finally, gaining his composure, he offered “Sir, Lieutenant
James Fleet, reporting as ordered.”

It was a clumsy beginning. He was still
trailing the Captain into his office and thus the orders he
referenced and held out could not even be seen. The Captain sighed,
kept walking. Finally, as he wheeled around a large, disorganized
desk and sank into his chair, he looked up at Fleet before him and
offered, “There now, why don’t we begin again, Mr. Fleet. Present
me your orders.” The Captain seemed in an affable mood, almost
amused, much to Fleet’s embarrassment.

The Captain read Fleet’s orders and
commented dryly, “Well, you certainly are in Kingston. Now
what?”

Fleet appeared momentarily confused, then
startled, as he recalled the envelope. He produced it instantly,
informing the Captain that he had been instructed to deliver the
envelope upon his arrival. The Captain nodded and his smirk seemed
to say he was just told that which he already well knew. The
Captain tore open the seal, read the contents while Fleet stood
before the desk. The contents read like a resume, a referral of
qualifications for Fleet:

To the Captain of His
Majesty’s Naval Establishment on Lake Ontario at Kingston:
Greetings. I am pleased to present and offer Lieutenant James
Fleet, Royal Navy, possessing both experience on the Lakes and with
the storehouses and chandleries of Plymouth, most recently having
served as second Lieutenant aboard H.M. Brig
Triton.

It appeared Fleet was a gift to the Naval
Establishment of Kingston.

The Captain was confounded. He even
murmured, “Very odd, indeed.” He suspected Fleet was deliberately
sent on a fool’s errand and could only wonder as to the cause and
his deficiencies. Needing some time to determine where to best use
one in whom no trust could as yet be invested, the Captain feigned
deep thought and suggested, “Lieutenant, if you please, have a seat
in the hall and I will consider your orders and deliver them to you
shortly.”

Again, as usual, Fleet could only respond,
“Yes Sir.”

As Fleet resumed his watch over the foyer, a
Lieutenant approached from down the hall, entered the same office
Fleet had just departed and returned moments later. He introduced
himself as Secretary to the Captain, Port of Kingston and handed
Fleet a piece of parchment signed by the Port Captain he had just
that moment found on his desk. “The Captain apparently left his
orders on my desk for me to deliver you.”

Fleet thanked him and left the hall,
relieved at the fresh air, although it was still hot, and read the
orders while still on the steps of Navy Hall. “Proceed to
Government House and introduce yourself to Colonel A. H. Pye,
offering your services as he shall require.” As usual, thought
Fleet; more runaround without so much as a meal. He headed for the
mess. Government House could wait.

 


Within Government House, Colonel Pye began,
“Commodore, I have had the good fortune last week to attend Major
General Brock in Montreal. He shared with me some thoughts on our
strategy for defense should hostilities spread.” Pye was nearly
whispering, not so much from a sense of insecurity but from
urgency, and it was clear the meeting with General Brock had
impressed him mightily.

The Commodore nodded, leaned forward in
encouragement for Pye to continue. He knew General Brock was in
command of all His Majesty’s forces on the Lakes and there were few
men on the continent held in as high esteem by the Commodore as
Brock.

“He has as yet committed nothing to writing
and is gathering the opinions of those he thinks matters,” Pye
continued. “He has instructed me to consult with you, Commodore. As
your being the former Naval Superintendent, member of the Executive
Council and Legislative Council, temporary Governor and
administrator of Upper Canada and former Deputy Superintendent of
Indian Affairs, General Brock specifically instructed me to extend
his compliments, remind you of your service to the Crown as regards
the Northwest Territory and respectfully requests your thoughts on
such topics.”

“You flatter me, certainly. But of course I
will offer my thoughts and wish it could be more.”

“General Brock must assume hostilities will
spread. He regrets the reality that many in the United States
Congress look longingly north, and that English subjects in Canada
number little more than a tenth those living in the Colonies and
Territories.”

The Commodore asked, as a
reproach, “You mean, Colonel, do you not, the States and their
Territories?”

“Well, yes, of course…”

“Still, I am aware of those hawks who would
like to see us absorbed into a ‘democratic union’, the Commadore
conceded. “But please understand, England plays into their hands
with these policies of impressment and interference with free
trade. Why must we so antagonize the situation?”

The Colonel looked surprised and
disappointed. The Commodore continued, “You see, I am just old
enough to appreciate, objectively, the grievances and ill intent on
both sides of any given border. I realize, of course, General Brock
does not solicit my thoughts on how to defuse, but rather defend,
am I right?”

The Colonel brightened a bit. “That is
correct.”

“Then let us be about it. As I stated
before, I am concerned and have given much thought to supply
routes. I also have suggestions as to how to ally with certain
native tribes. First though, tell me, as it will impact my advice,
how does General Brock see the defense?”

“Well, Commodore, picture a tree, if you
will…” The Colonel conveyed what General Brock had explained in
Montreal: that the lifeblood of any tree was its trunk. Sever the
trunk and the branches would wither and the entire tree would die.
Save and protect the trunk and the loss of some branches would not,
certainly, have the same direct effect. “So you see, Commodore,” he
concluded now, “the trunk is the St. Lawrence River; the branches
the Northwest Territory.”

The Commodore nodded, even while standing at
the open window considering a massive oak. “As you have so well
explained, our forces will concentrate upon holding the St.
Lawrence River, not only the trunk, but also a formidable natural
boundary and obstacle in its own right.” The Colonel nodded. The
Commodore asked, “So what defense, if any, for the branches?”

“That is precisely where we welcome your
input.”

Both men heard the knock on the front door
and a moment later the servant explaining that Commodore Grant was
engaged and asking that a certain Lieutenant wait. Then Atticus
interrupted thereafter and explained that Lieutenant Dunlap was
recommended to the Commodore by the Port Captain. The Commodore
asked, “From where has this Dunlap come?”

Atticus replied, “He mentioned Green Bay and
Sault St. Marie, assisting the Northwest Company.”

The Commodore smiled. “Tell him it will not
be long.”

Colonel Pye looked curiously at the
Commodore, wondering what business could interrupt their
discussions.

The Commodore explained, “I dined last
evening with some Naval Officers, including our Port Captain, and
held forth on my views on the importance of our relations with the
native tribes. He must have actually been listening.” The Commodore
poured another glass of wine before continuing.

“You see, Colonel, one of my two chief
concerns is really an opportunity, provided we recognize it.
Outnumbered as we are, out here among ‘the branches,’ judicious
alliances between His Majesty’s forces and the natives will go far,
I think, in forestalling our premature harvest. This Lieutenant may
bring us more current information.”

The Colonel nodded, “By all means, let us
hear of what news in the North.”

Dunlap was received warmly, interviewed at
length of his impressions of the Northwest Company, their relations
with the Natives, their vulnerability on the Upper Lakes, the
growing number of American vessels, and of a particularly difficult
Scotch loyalist in Green Bay whose hostility to American interests
may prove opportune.

Noting the growing number of vessels flying
the stars and stripes, the Commodore concurred, “I myself took
passage from Detroit to Niagara aboard an American merchant
schooner, Salina, with a Daniel Dobbins both owner and Master. A
thoroughly capable chap. They are finding many cargoes and he
reported development is brisk.”

“Aye, Sir, I have heard of Salina. She makes
it as far north as Mackinaw, so I am told,” Dunlap returned.

“Tell me, Dunlap,” inquired the Colonel,
“How did you make it around the rapids at the Sault?”

Dunlap smiled, “Perhaps with all possible
difficulty imagined!” He shook his head as he recalled and
continued. “I had negotiated the purchase of a merchant schooner
from the Northwest Company to the Crown. The Caledonia. Eighty-six
tonnes. Well found and serviceable. We unshipped ballast, rigging
and all spars, sent them down ahead by bateaux. We then floated her
largely stripped hull down the rapids, reducing her draft while
controlling her and adding to her stability from barges, bateaux
and canoes alongside. It was a wild ride for a few anxious moments,
but we made calm water, much to our relief, and rigged her as a
snow from St. Joseph’s Island. I sailed her as Master and Commander
to Green Bay then back to Ft. St. Joseph where she is now trimmed,
rigged and ready.” For what purpose, exactly, the enthused
Lieutenant was unsure.

The Commodore looked to the Colonel, who,
equally impressed, joined with him in congratulations. Dunlap
blushed, but continued, “It was in Green Bay that I encountered
Robert Dickson, a Scot, with considerable connections among the
natives. I am certain we can align our strategic interests with his
economic ones. He seems most anxious to further a long standing
dispute with the Customs House at Mackinaw involving their tariffs
and taxes upon his fur trading.”

The Commodore, drawing from his knowledge
from years ago while Deputy Superintendent of Indian Affairs,
inquired, “Tell me, Lieutenant Dunlap, do you believe we could
presently form close relations, if not alliances, with tribes such
as the Potawatomi, Miami, Kickapoo and Wyandot?”

Before Dunlap could answer, Colonel Pye
asked, intrigued with the specificity of the Commodore’s question,
“Why those particular tribes?”

The Commodore seized upon the question to
further test Dunlap, “Why, indeed. Lieutenant?”

Dunlap walked to the window, observed an
approaching Naval Officer, thought for a few seconds and wheeled
about. “Because, Sir, the first two could easily mobilize against
Ft. Dearborn, the latter two against Ft. Detroit.”

“Mr. Dunlap is correct, Colonel,” smiled the
Commodore. “Those tribes reside and control territory ‘among the
branches’ very close to some critical ‘limbs’.”

Dunlap added, “Those in particular could be,
or are, I understand, influenced by Tecumseth, brother of the
Prophet, who is rumored to be planning to winter outside Fort
Malden at Amherstberg.”

Both the Commodore and Colonel Pye
recognized opportunity and nodded to each other. The Commodore
added, “His Majesty’s representatives, however, must above all,
move slowly, carefully, and with uncharacteristic subtlety in these
next weeks and months. We need to move through those who are
already familiar to and with good reputations among the natives
without appearing we are intent upon fomenting trouble for our
southern neighbor.” The statement was a veiled suggestion, made
while looking at Colonel Pye.

“Mr. Dunlap,” the Colonel dropped his voice
an octave, obviously intending to speak with some formality and
official capacity, “I have the authority from—” A loud knock on the
front door interrupted their deep discussion.

Atticus interrupted moments later, “Excuse
me again, Commodore, but I have a note from the Port Captain,
delivered by another Navy Lieutenant.”

The Commodore read the note, looked
bewildered at Colonel Pye. “The Port Captain sends us, it seems,
another Lieutenant.” He then asked Dunlap, “How many has he like
you? Show him in, Atticus.”

Lieutenant Fleet entered the room and while
he cursed his bad luck at seeing Dunlap, his reaction was minor
compared to Dunlap’s shock at seeing the former Captain of the
ill-fated H.M. Schooner Hope. Dunlap, with considerable discipline,
remained composed, though his concentration was destroyed.

After a brief interview, it was not apparent
to the Commodore nor Colonel Pye why the Port Captain would want
them to devote any of their attention to Lieutenant Fleet. Still,
they allowed him to remain.

The Commodore addressed Colonel Pye,
reminding, “Colonel, as I mentioned some time ago, my other chief
concerns are supply routes; ours and those used by the Americans.
For instance, we need to improve and expand ours, while learning
about and developing a capability of interfering with theirs. The
balance of power in the Northwest Territory could be determined by
something so mundane as logistics. We need more intelligence. I am
afraid that those persons who know best what we need to know
currently shy from all authority and certainly would from
ourselves.”

“What do you mean, Commodore?” asked the
Colonel.

“As you know, over the past several years
Acts of our Parliament, and Executive Orders issued by the former
United States President, did little but teach those on the Lakes
how to smuggle. Clandestine routes and practices were prevalent.
These skills still reside among most of our mariners and those who
transport along public highways. These are clever practices,
intricate networks, names more often whispered than advertised. I
do not know much about it first hand, but we need to learn much
more. The first to secure these routes while causing havoc among
the enemy’s may well win the day.”

The Colonel had never given the matter a
thought. Nor, did he suspect, had his superior, General Brock. It
occurred to him that this was precisely why he had been sent
hundreds of miles to meet with a very senior Alexander Grant;
strategic vision, perception and the ability to see essentials far
from the field of battle. The Colonel looked at the Commodore,
nodded, thought for some moments and then wondered if perhaps that
was the purpose for Fleet having been ordered to Government House.
He asked the Commodore, “Did you speak of this concern at dinner
last evening?”

“Yes, and I was encouraged to receive much
support.”

The Colonel directed the next question to
Fleet, suspecting he had gleaned the purpose of the Port Captain in
sending to Government House a person otherwise appearing to offer
so little merit. He had no way of knowing that the appearance of
Fleet was in fact an accident. “Mr. Fleet, do you know anything of
supply routes on these Lakes and of smuggling in particular?”

“Sir, I sailed these Lakes from 1799 through
1805, having been entrusted with the responsibilities of command.”
While true, the statement was a subtle dodge. Fleet knew nothing of
trade routes and cared even less. More important to Fleet at the
moment was to impress, intimidate and outshine Dunlap. He
continued, “Further, I am well acquainted with smuggler’s
practices, tricks and, in general, their ways from my time spent
along the Cornish Coast from Plymouth to Penzance.” That of course,
was true. Fleet simply omitted the details revealing he most often
aided the night men against own His Majesty.

Colonel Pye asked a few more questions,
formulating a plan in his mind while the Commodore’s thoughts
uncharacteristically wandered. Lieutenant Fleet. The name seemed
familiar and he wracked his memory. Upon Governor Hunter’s death in
1805, Grant had become administrator of Upper Canada. It had been a
busy time, but still, something nagged. He tried to remain detached
from the discussion for just a few moments to allow himself to
concentrate, but alas, could not recall.

“Do you agree, Commodore?” asked the
Colonel.

“I am sorry, Sir. I was lost in thought.”
The Commodore did notice, however, whatever he had missed had
caused Fleet to go very pale.

“Well, then, let me read to
you the orders I have just penned, with all appropriate
introductions, qualifications and authorization, etc., etc.”
Colonel Pye skipped to the operative language, “… in company, one with the other; throughout the
remaining months of this year, through the winter and reporting by
regular letters back to myself, firstly, by all means and
ingenuity, to affect positive relations with…,” looking up from the text to the
Commodore, “those native tribes you mentioned,” then back to the
text, “… for the purpose of allying
His Majesty’s forces with them should hostilities ensue and,
secondly, learn all that is possible of the American network of
mariners and overland haulers, both legal and not, both obvious and
clandestine, so to enable the utmost confusion and interference
should conditions later warrant.”

Again Colonel Pye looked up
from the text to Lieutenant Dunlap, for he knew the last sentence
by heart. “Hereof nor you nor any of you
may fail as you will answer the contrary at your peril. 
Signed and sealed this day, at Kingston, 14 August,
1811.”

The Colonel looked now at both Lieutenants,
“Any questions?”

Fleet coughed, then ventured, “Sir, as my
appointment is senior, I assume I will command?”

The Commodore suddenly recalled. Lieutenant
Fleet. The loss of a ship; perhaps Hope, amid allegations of
inebriation. Later, was there not a return to England for inquiry
and a Court’s Martial?

He was just about to intervene when the
Colonel responded in his most authoritative voice. “While you make
a point as to general seniority, Mr. Fleet…,” having been far
more impressed and comfortable with the intelligence and
resourcefulness of Dunlap, the Colonel continued, “… Mr. Dunlap
is senior on this station and has more recent experience in these
waters and with the natives. He will command until the both of you
report to the Commanding Officer, Ft. St. Joseph. Should you ever
part company, I expect regular reports from each of you and from
you to each other. Is that clear?”

The Colonel expected some objection from
Fleet. He heard none. That fact alone, in his mind, reinforced his
decision and caused the Commodore to sigh in relief. Fleet went
from pale to scarlet red, but offered only a choked, “Aye,
Sir.”

Colonel Pye made a few more notations to the
written orders and soon Lieutenants Dunlap and Fleet were
dismissed. The Commodore and Colonel Pye continued their
discussions well into the afternoon, inventorying and budgeting the
few assets of the present Provincial Marine and wrestled with the
question of whether the trouble on the horizon was near enough to
warrant increasing their altogether thin ranks. Lastly, they listed
vessels that could be made serviceable—most significantly, without
thought or regard to whether at that time such vessels were
privately owned.

Unbeknownst to either, not far from Kingston
across the United States border in a naval establishment located at
Sackett’s Harbor, Captain Woolsey, U.S.N. was at the same moment
drawing for his own purposes a similar list, which also disregarded
the fact that most ships available were not launched as the result
of his government’s preparation or foresight. The chief difference
between the two lists was the flag under which they were drawn.

 


Lieutenants Dunlap and Fleet walked from
Government House to Navy Hall and exchanged words that would
characterize their next several months and their relationship
throughout their mission.

“Hear me Dunlap,” threatened Fleet. “No army
Colonel can change the order of nature. Cut me a wide swath and
stay well clear if you want no trouble. I am not about to take
orders from a Provincial Marine, logcabin Canadian. I don’t give a
damn for your heathen native politics, so just leave me to the
trade routes and smugglers; that’s the action for real naval
officers.”

Dunlap had waited years for his retort, “As
we all know, Fleet, if you are setting the course, we better damn
well stay clear. Only God knows which shore you will run up on
next!”

The looks of hatred and anger were mutual.
As they walked on in a near explosive silence, Dunlap had to admit
that the division of duties as Fleet had suggested made some sense.
Fleet only thought, given precious few drinks these past weeks
since his departure from Halifax, that having now been ordered to
answer to Dunlap was cause enough for the saints to find the
nearest public house. He lost all appetite for dinner and his
primary complaint was suddenly only of thirst.

 


 



Chapter 7

 


Oliver leaned his considerable weight back
against the windlass bar forward of the barrel and, together with
James who was to larboard pushing against another, took two more
clicks on the pawl. The stiff wind dried the perspiration upon his
forehead near instantly and cut along every limb of his body. His
cotton shirt rippled and snapped even as a stronger gust blew his
coat off the knighthead where he had placed it and onto the
deck.

The anchor rode gave way a few inches
further through the hawsehole to larboard, the chain now well above
the surface in the shoal water. William called, “That’s well!” as
he adjudged the alignment from the dock. James carefully unwrapped
the rode from around his bar acting as a tail for their effort,
slipped the turns off the end of the windlass and made it off to
the sampson post. Trove in the ships boat turned a near circle just
off the larboard beam and called, “She looks in line from here!”
Oliver un-shipped the windlass bar, caught his breath, combed his
fingers back through his reddish brown windswept hair and studied
the sky.

The clouds were low on the western horizon,
a combination of low slung sheets of gun metal blue with billowing
tops trimmed in brilliant gold cording. A pink and purple backdrop
well above their tops grew gradually darker until the planet Venus
stood out in the southwestern quadrant. Bright yellow shone between
the low clouds and the dark green tree line below. A winter sky,
Oliver thought, in only late October. An occasional snowflake,
though more often leaves, swept the deck. Oliver cooled quickly,
slipped on his coat and sighted between the slipway, bowsprit and
mast. Trove was correct. The alignment was perfect.

 


Oliver had not been aboard for some weeks
but that morning boarded from the dock outside the stockade walls
in Detroit. With a reefed main and staysail, Friends Good Will had
slid down the short distance from the dock to the mouth of the
River Rouge, the stiff breeze easily overcoming the moderate
current and she made her way upriver. In just minutes, James put
the helm hard to larboard and judged the cross current carefully so
to lay up gently to starboard against Eckert’s dock, from where she
was launched just six months before. Then all through the morning
Trove and James were aloft, taking the brunt of the gusts,
unreeving braces, halyards, clew and bunt-lines, slicing parrals
and hanks, and later, from the deck, removing lacings and hauling
sail temporarily stowed in the hold; downrigging for the impending
onslaught of winter. In the next couple of days, with all but the
lower mast removed and ballast unshipped, Eckert would have his
crew haul the stripped hull up the slipway, braced and supported,
to remain until spring. Soon a wood frame, what cladding William
thought necessary, and tarpulins across the remainder would cover
the deck and keep the ship dry through the winter.

The topmast and yards were sent down and
swayed across to the dock just two hours earlier, and the sun was
now in those moments when late afternoon and early evening were
difficult to distinguish, losing what little heat it generated.
Oliver’s muscles ached but his spirits were high. His first season
as a ship owner was coming to a close. He had learned much and
turned a fair profit given the risk of his long term business plan.
Besides, he thought as the sky played out its drama and he stared
across the river over the transom, autumn was his favorite season.
There may well be a few fair days ahead and he would savor every
one of them.

The ship’s boat had been lowered from the
davits extending outward from the transom and Trove had earlier
rowed it on an angle from the larboard bow and stern quarter and
set the ship’s anchors. As the docklines to starboard were eased,
the windlass took up on the anchor rodes set to larboard. Friends
Good Will was slowly kedged off of the dock about fifteen feet but
in line with the slip way running from the shore. The sand and soil
were dug from around the slick wooden track, reducing the angle and
minimizing the resistance and effort needed to haul a stripped
hull.

Oliver considered an ale at the Pontiac
House but was interrupted when William stepped from the dock to the
ship’s boat and then slung his lean frame up from the channels,
Trove following close behind. William said with more enthusiasm
than energy, “Alright, now let’s get the gaff off and over. James,
slice that mousing on the throat halyard hook; Trove, the same for
the peak halyard.” Oliver manned the throat halyard. They intended
to bring it a few feet higher so to assist in dipping the spar over
the side as the peak halyard was moved to the mid point, from which
the gaff would balance momentarily, before swinging it
outboard.

“Haul away, throat halyard! Just a few feet
now,” William cautioned. “Trove, slip the peak halyard blocks down
to the midpoint.”

Oliver was tired. With the mousing off the
hook, he should have checked to make certain the hook was securely
enveloping the line tied around at the jaws of the gaff. But as he
faced outboard, checking would have required him glancing backward
over his shoulder before hauling on the throat halyard. He didn’t
expend the energy. The gaff began its climb at the jaws. Trove
began to slip the peak halyard to the mid point and William began
to haul on the peak as well.

The block and hook were slightly askew of
the line around the boom. For the first pulls, the line balanced
precariously on the very tip of the hook. The stiff wind blew the
halyard at just the wrong moment. The gaff let go with a large
crack together with the block and hook. The throat halyard went
slack in Oliver’s hands. Within a split second, before Oliver had
comprehended the sequence, the jaws of the gaff fell, first banging
against the cargo hold hatch coaming. James had earlier removed the
hatch cover and grates so to easily stow the sails and the hold was
entirely open and accessible from the forward hatch. Trove had not,
as yet, moved the peak halyard entirely forward to the midpoint and
it tore from his hands with a downward and forward trajectory. It
seemed  controlled only by the peak halyard now propelling the
gaff toward the mast even as it descended down into the cargo hold
with the force of a battering ram.

Oliver turned from the larboard pin rail
just in time to witness the gaff glance off the hatch coaming. He
heard the second, much louder, crash as it came to rest, Oliver
assumed, against the floorboards in the hold. There was a moment
when all on deck only looked at each other, assuring no injuries.
Then together they approached the cargo hatch and peered over.

Initially, Oliver was relieved there seemed
only minor damage. Rather then landing on the floorboards, as he
would have guessed, the gaff appeared to have glanced off the side
of the mast leaving only a scratch before proceeding forward and
smashing through a bulkhead dividing the cargo hold from the
galley. Even Oliver recognized this location was not of structural
importance.

James began down the companionway hatch
first and Oliver was surprised it was not William. Trove was next
to leave the deck and as Oliver peered more intently, he felt
William looking first in the hold, and then at him. Oliver returned
William’s gaze and was puzzled and confused at the expression on
his friend’s face. He looked into the hold once again. William
glanced away, and when his eyes returned to Oliver they held only
profound regret.

Oliver walked to the companionway, descended
the stairs and proceeded forward through the hold with slow,
deliberate steps, his boots upon wide plank pine amplified by the
near empty hold and vacant bilge. Within a few steps, Oliver was
under the hatch.

William stood motionless on deck in the
fading light, observing from above, waiting for that which he
dreaded, like the inevitable result of an error too late to
retract.

Oliver took one knee, motioned for Trove and
James to haul back and up on the gaff, and inspected not so much
the damage, which by now was irrelevant, but rather what the damage
revealed.

Oliver knew well enough a false bulkhead.
The hidden space was not very large, perhaps just a few inches, but
given the lines of the hull just forward of the midsection, the
volume was considerable for whatever objects could be stowed in
such manner as would not require much bulk. In this instance it
appeared to serve nicely for a stand of muskets, stowed atop
numerous small bags of black powder resting upon lead for shot and
what Oliver guessed to be near 30 six pound round shot. Oliver’s
face was grim; not so much angry as deeply hurt. His breathing was
shallow, his face pale and his stomach turned. He felt foolish,
betrayed and physically wounded. He turned away, noted neither of
the boys met his eye, and he proceeded aft, his boots more
shuffling silently than pounding proudly.

William met him as he rose up from the
companionway. “My dear friend…,” he began, but Oliver waved him
away. Not with a gesture suggesting threat or aggression, but with
a despair indicating an irrelevance, as though nothing could
possibly matter any longer. William followed for a step or two,
reached out and touched his coat sleeve, but Oliver proceeded,
either unaware of it or refusing to acknowledge. William made to
explain, but could only utter a plea, “Please, Oliver, let me—”

Oliver grasped the backstay, to starboard,
swung his leg over the rail and stepped heavily from the channel to
the ship’s boat. Without bothering with the oars, painter in hand,
he shoved from the deadeyes and was in just seconds secure to and
upon the dock.

Without looking back at his sloop or his
friend—brother-in-law and trusted Captain, Oliver shuffled to the
shore, leaving behind three persons who cared for him deeply, sick
at the thought of having hurt him grievously.

 


 



Chapter 8

 


Mary and Bemose were growing
concerned.  Dinner was prepared and their men expected well
more than an hour before. Mary realized that she had heard nothing
from them since they departed, in the finest of spirits, early that
morning. Not knowing whether Friends Good Will had made Eckert’s
yard or had encountered some difficulty, Mary donned her coat and
hat and Bemose her heavier blanket and they set out across the
village.

They had spent the day also preparing for
winter. Not so much their homes, as Mary had already pulled the
remnants of the garden, pruned the few vines and fruit trees, and
put up much of the season’s yield in the cellar, but outside the
walls of the village. There they helped those natives who had
determined to winter at Detroit and recently arrived settlers who
determined to make Detroit their home.

It was apparent to Mary that Detroit had
outgrown its walled stockade. Although still lending some sense of
security, if needed, in times of defense, the walls were viewed by
her as an impediment. The walls frustrated convenient travel
throughout what was obviously a growing community. Socially, they
symbolized hierarchy, separating those with more seniority,
implying a higher status and importance, from those more recently
arrived without the means to purchase or occupy what few lots or
homes were vacant inside the walls.

Mary attempted on several occasions to
persuade the Village Council to plan and provide for those
residents of Detroit outside the walls. She lobbied informally at
social gatherings and implored Oliver do likewise at official
meetings. She was met with only limited success. It was complicated
by diversity among them in race, citizenship, language and culture.
At times, she was convinced, the village leaders seemed to care
little for growth and would take no measures to encourage or
provide for such if those outside the walls depicted accurately
what that future would hold.

Whereas Mary hated those walls, Bemose
merely resented them as a highly visible sign of the inherent
differences between those races representing the past and those
claiming their collective future. Each woman harbored these
feelings despite the undisputed, historic, common sense rationale
for the walls’ continued existence. They were all living within
just one lifetime of those walls having been essential in staving
off a prolonged siege during Pontiac’s rebellion. Detroit had been
one of his few targets Pontiac had been unable to destroy.

As they approached the southwest gate, Mary
looked over to some logs lying ready to erect as replacements along
the walls, stripped of bark and hewn to a point. She lamented, “The
time and material invested in maintaining these walls are simply
wasteful. Surely we have grown beyond a mindset of hunkering within
a compound through the winter months. Whoever are we hiding from
who would choose not to proceed against us were we to treat him
kindly?”

Bemose smiled, “You have never been regarded
as timid!”

“Why, think of how many proper houses could
be built for the same effort! I have come to believe the frontier
holds no placed for those who search for security in weapons and
walls,” Mary pronounced. “Granted, our history includes plenty of
both. Where has that led us?”

Bemose grew more serious. “I have always
believed the frontier is particularly unsuited to those who feel a
need to exclude and divide among those who look only to contribute.
These walls divide and offend far more than protect.” She shook her
head as she looked at the walls and Mary knew they were but a
symbol of the treatment she had endured since a child, viewed as a
native among increasing numbers of Europeans.

Mary nodded and offered, “You have suffered
those slights and it has made you strong. You  have taken your
strength and intelligence and earned respect among both
cultures.”

Bemose considered. “Perhaps, to some extent,
and thank you. I must admit I consider my heritage as affording me,
in many ways, more freedom than others of pure race will ever
enjoy.”

Mary smiled. The walls were for the fearful,
searching for security and the narrow minded, who in their attempts
to divide, instead achieved only self-imposed confinement. Mary and
Bemose were both unburdened and priviledged to require neither.

Still, Mary and Bemose spent a productive
day, helping the influx of those coming from the wilderness prepare
for winter. The newcomers had to first lay out the locations for
their winter dwellings, whether tent, wigwam, cabin or hovel. 
Some arrived with means and had questions more appropriate for the
land office. Many others had basic necessities but needed knowledge
of the system the outside occupants had worked out for themselves
for dwelling upon land few of them owned. Certainly such concepts
were foreign and sometimes offensive to the natives and such
decisions were made only after discussions requiring diplomacy,
patience and tolerance. Other residents within the walls noted the
efforts Mary and Bemose expended throughout the summer and joined
during these urgent days and weeks, not all of them women. Both
Mary and Bemose were pleased that all appeared to be conducting
themselves peacefully and a single glance confirmed that it was
indeed possible for people of deep diversity to live in close
proximity. As they walked from one side of the Village to the
southeast gate, they shared their impressions of the day.

“Mary, did you see the stock of tools Mr.
Kreuger had available for sale in his wagon?”

“He only let me glance at them and seemed
not to as yet want to display them to all. Do you think he is
fearful of theft?”

“I suspect he is more fearful of being asked
to loan them to his neighbors,” Bemose mused. “The Kickapoo might
simply demand them. The Wyandot will not react well were their
rivals to acquire such wealth and status. Besides, the Wyandot have
been most respectful of the notion of personal property. The
Kickapoo have no such concept. Imagine, though, for a moment, what
so many could have accomplished this day or could finish this week
with those tools.”

Yes, Mary thought, and acknowledged, “Of
course those are his prized inventory. Having brought them from
Germany, a great weight and, I am sure, as much inconvenience, I
suspect his hope is to sell them so to provide him the currency to
get through the winter. There were far more tools than food in that
wagon.”

Bemose nodded in agreement. Mary’s
observation made perfect sense and was a common strategy for a new
settler: command a valuable resource and leverage its scarcity so
to earn all else one would need to survive. Of course, that only
worked where a community was sufficiently growing and in need of
differing skills so to enable many to focus upon their talents and
strengths. It was a measure of economic diversity and
interdependence of which Oliver often spoke and which Bemose knew
he valued as much as she did diversity of races and cultures. She
noted to herself that she would have to share that thought with
Oliver when next they held one of their many fascinating
discussions. Detroit was showing increasing signs of having
achieved that critical mass necessary for it to now grow
quickly.

Bemose offered, “Perhaps Oliver could
purchase Mr. Krueger’s entire inventory.”

Mary turned, looked at her and smiled at the
prospect. “That is a very good idea.”

Bemose continued, “It would instantly
provide Kreuger the coins with which to obtain all else he needs,
rather than trading the tools slowly over the course of
months.”

Mary finished the equation, “Oliver often
brings tools from the east, but with the expense of transport.
Perhaps he could then loan them to some of the less prepared for
winter, while holding them in his inventory at the store.”

“Shall we speak with him?” Mary knew Bemose
was asking if Mary would approach the subject and make the
appeal.

“I will, perhaps this evening. It would be
such an act of Christian charity. Perhaps I will ask Father DePuis
to join me in the request.” Mary smiled at the thought, confident
if handled correctly, with St. Anne’s pastor joining her combined
with Oliver’s generosity and, what she had for years witnessed, his
inherent goodness and love for her, the proposition was all but
certain.

Bemose smiled softly as well, but for
another reason entirely. Mary asked what she was thinking. She
grinned more broadly and confessed, “Father DePuis sounds so formal
to me.  I still think of him as ‘Little Jacque’. He recognized
me this afternoon. I think it was quite a shock!”

They both laughed, then Mary suddenly took
her arm as they passed through the gate. “Oh, look,” she exclaimed
in relief. “Friends Good Will is at Eckert’s dock!”

Bemose observed, “Well, it looks as though
they were as busy as we were. The ship looks so much smaller with
her sticks lowered.”

Mary smiled at her use of terms, knowing her
brother would cringe had he heard. Then she added, “I see little
activity.  They had better not have gone to the Pontiac
House!”

Bemose noted that Mary was far more
concerned for the activities and whereabouts of her husband than
was she with William; an obvious cultural difference, one that she
was certain William favored immensely. She looked more closely at
William’s command, then offered, “Mary, look, James has just come
up from a hatch. They are on board.”

Returning to their previous topic as they
continued their way toward the ship, Mary asked, “So how did our
young pastor react? You did not address him as ‘Little Jacque’, did
you?”

Bemose smiled, “No, not yet! I will save
that for a special moment. Of course, it has been many years since
he had worked with my father at the Sault. He felt embarrassed, I
think, that he had not made the connection until now, given our
work together this past summer.”

“Perhaps he was embarrassed for what you
signify to the Church and with respect to his mentor.” Mary and
Bemose had grown very close over the summer and such candor was
common.

Bemose shrugged, “His Church and mentor; my
father.” She did not care. She did not trumpet the fact, and made
little or no use of it. William knew, of course. Oliver, to her
knowledge, did not. Often it helped in situations, just as often as
it hurt and complicated her life. She had years before come to
peace with the reality, largely through the Christian teachings of
her father. Men were not perfect. Her father was a man. He was also
a priest.

Father Armand LaPorte was ordained a Jesuit
in 1783. After serving three years in France, teaching Catholic
philosophy at a University near Brest, his restlessness was noticed
and he was sent to Quebec, fortunately before the terror of the
French Revolution had spread to destroy his family’s estate outside
Paris and execute nearly all his relations. His sense of adventure
soon led to his missionary work deep in the Northwest Territory,
spreading the Gospel to native tribes and supporting frontier
settlements, as had his Order for more than 100 years. He circled
‘Lac Superior’, founded a mission on the western outlet of Lake
Nippissing, and grew very familiar with those tribes found to
inhabit the rivers Thessalon, Mississaki and Mattawa.

Bemose explained to Mary, “I had not seen
‘Little Jacque’ since I was a very young girl. He was taking Latin
lessons from my father. I teased him for his errors in translation.
I was much younger but he took my teasing with fine humor. He had
always told my father he wanted to become a priest. I have not seen
him since my father’s death. Just imagine him making his way to
France and then returning to the Northwest!”

Mary stated what she thought was obvious,
but the compliment still touched Bemose, “Father DePuis was
obviously deeply inspired by your father.”

They reached the dock and called their
greetings as they strode down the planks. James was now on the
dock, Trove in the Ship’s boat and William in the waist closing the
companionway hatch. Their returns sounded a bit subdued and Mary
noticed, with the companionway hatch closing, Oliver was
missing.

“William,” Mary called, “where is that
husband of mine?”

Mary found Oliver near an hour later. She
left Eckert’s yard alone and checked the Pontiac House. Samuel
confirmed that Oliver stopped briefly but left some time before.
Samuel sounded as though he noticed something was troubling Oliver.
She proceeded to the house, where the servant told her that Oliver
had stopped home briefly, but finding her gone, announced soon
after that he was going for a walk. Mary guessed he may be at the
commercial dock, outside the southeast gate.

 


Oliver was sitting on a piling, staring at
the stars and the river. While the temperature was falling
steadily, it felt curiously warmer as the wind had diminished to
near calm. He heard footsteps coming up behind him, but Oliver did
not turn.  He knew her walk. It was Mary.

She wrapped her arms around his broad
shoulders, bending down slightly to couch her head near his neck.
“Oliver, I am so sorry,” she whispered. The comment among other
married couples could have been at best ambiguous and often
interpreted wrongly. Not so with Oliver and Mary. He knew what she
meant. She had nothing to apologize for and had done him no
injustice. She was sorry with him and for him. He trusted her
implicitly and determined at that moment she was one of the few he
knew to be deserving of that status.

“I just never would have thought…,” he
began but let his thought trail off so as not to hurt her. William
was her brother and Oliver knew Mary adored him. He would, even
now, seek to spare her what distress was inevitable from being
caught in the middle. Still, she was his wife and he had been
wronged. Oliver suspected that Mary might share William’s politics,
but in this instance, he doubted she would endorse his methods.

She seemed about to speak, perhaps in
confirmation of what he had just been thinking, but Oliver suddenly
blurted, “And James, why… how could he…?” He shook his head
in near disbelief. Finally, “Perhaps I could sell her, if not to
William, than a group of merchants,” but then he shrugged, knowing
that neither scenario was particularly likely at the beginning of
the off season and with six months of inactivity looming.

It was a telling moment revealing Oliver for
who he truly was. Most men, far the lesser, would have fired their
Captain, if not instantly than near immediately, brother-in-law or
no. Oliver, not wanting to play out that scene, given his affection
for William and love for Mary, simply desired to be done with the
entire experience.

Oliver fell into silence, having no more to
offer as the tangles and implications were as yet far too complex
and recent to expect careful planning.

 Mary offered, “My
dear, William was wrong to deceive you and wrong to use Friends
Good Will in that manner. Still, I admire your restraint, or
compassion… no, I love you for it, as I always have. Perhaps
there is no reason to sell. Do not do anything quickly and I am
certain William will speak to you about all of this tomorrow…”

Oliver gently advised, “There will be no
need. There will be no talk. There is simply nothing to say.”

He stood, grateful that Mary did not press
him further, and together they walked home, hand in hand. Oliver
was pleased there was no moon. Perhaps the darkness of the night
would hide his face enough that Mary could not be certain he had
wept.

 


 



Chapter 9

 


More than three weeks later, Oliver’s
prediction proved largely accurate.

William, to be sure, had arrived early the
day following Olivers unfortunate discovery. Everyone in the house,
it seemed, knew who knocked, rather timidly, upon the front door.
Oliver hoped Mary had said nothing and was not sure, in fact, if
she shared their predicament with anyone, but the drama and tension
he sensed around the breakfast table in response to the knock was
uncommon.

He determined before even reaching the door
that if his instincts, together with everyone else’s it seemed,
were true, he would converse on the porch.

Oliver swung open the door, making certain
not to do so with any force that could be interpreted as anger.
William, looking perhaps worse than he would coming off successive
night watches with a gale yet raging, began nervously, “Oliver,
indulge me, I pray. May we have a moment together?”

Oliver nodded, trying mightily to take no
attitude. He stepped out on to the porch and closed the door behind
him. Blast, it was cold, he thought. At least he knew he would not
be long.

“Oliver, my good man, I am heartily sorry
for what pain I may have caused you and offer, of course, my…
well, certainly… my resignation.” Oliver noticed William did
not even look up at him as he stammered all about and around that
last phrase. William avoided his glance, with not so much as a hint
of insincerity, but rather as genuine shame. Good God, but he
looked terrible, thought Oliver. He made to begin, but was halted
by William’s gesture. “Of course I will continue to derig, haul,
cover, and otherwise attend her as I would my own, at no charge or
expense.”

“That will not be necessary,” Oliver said.
Then, seeing the confusion on William’s face and realizing his own
nervousness and the inherent ambiguity of his opening, clarified,
“Your resignation, that is. Please, see to her as you would
otherwise. As for your compensation, that is not an issue.” He
looked William direct in the eye, “I would never think of taking
advantage.”

Oliver purposefully let the irony of his
last phrase sink in. It seemed to have the desired effect as
William dropped his gaze yet again. William could only respond, “Of
course.” He made to begin anew with still more, but Oliver
intervened, putting an end to William’s attempt.

“As for you treating her as your own, I have
no doubt. Indeed, it seems you already have.”

William looked run through, but Oliver was
just getting started. He was polite, took no tone and remained
almost cordial given the circumstances. It was the same tact he
took in business negotiations and which made him so formidable:
appearing under all difficult circumstances as entirely in
control.

“And if you please, let us keep her on the
hard.”

His implication that William would depart
with Friends Good Will without Oliver’s knowledge or permission was
devastating. William realized there was nothing more he could say.
He nodded and shuffled off, leaving a crooked and uncertain wake
behind him. He admitted to himself with all the objectivity he
could summon that few men had ever been able to so manage him in
that manner and with so much justification. He would rather anyone
on earth deliver such a lesson than Oliver.

The weeks passed. Bemose and Mary tried to
pretend it would work itself out and refused to allow the chill
between their men effect their close bond and good works. Oliver
took measures so to assure Bemose felt most welcome. Still, to have
gone that length of time in the off season without several dinners
together and conversations daily with William and among the four of
them was most awkward. Oliver wondered if the others missed the old
routine as he did.

It snowed hard one night in early November.
Mary noted that for Oliver to not even visit the yard to assure the
security of his investment was simply disturbing and most unlike
her active and curious husband. Oliver bought Mr. Krueger’s tools,
without so much as a word from Father Dupuis. He wondered if Mary
was impressed or if she had guessed that the last person he wanted
asking questions about what now seemed apparent through the village
was his priest.

One day while walking to the store, he
approached James, apparently flirting with Samuel’s granddaughter.
Oliver’s angle assured James would not see him until the last
instant and, fearing his embarrassment and awkwardness in the
presence of a fair lass, combined with his young years, Oliver
determined to take the lead. He called with early warning before
their paths intersected, “I say, James, you look well, and good day
to you too, miss!” Oliver had forgotten her name, but thought his
good cheer and casual greeting would get him off the hook.

It appeared to work. James looked stunned,
but recovered quickly. As Oliver passed not half a block beyond, he
heard James call out from behind, “Uncle Oliver, please, sir, if
you will…”

Oliver turned. James half-ran the last few
yards to catch up, encouraged by Oliver’s acknowledgement, and
instantly grew most grave. With his boyish charm yet apparent,
James made to be a man. “I am terribly sorry and most distressed
for having not shared with you our actions. As a merchant seaman, I
was wrong to discount your interests. As a nephew, I beg your
forgiveness.”

James looked down at the street, but what
Oliver had to say required his gaze be met. He grasped his
shoulder, their eyes met and Oliver half smiled, kindly and with
understanding. “You are, James, as a young man yet learning what it
means to be a mature man. I accept your apology, trust you shall
ne’er deceive me again and we shall put this youthful misjudgment
behind us, am I right?”

James nodded, beamed in relief and Oliver
motioned to the forlorn and increasingly impatient lass left
behind. Not recalling her name, he could only gesture for James to
attend to more serious business for one of sixteen. As James drew
away, awash, it seemed, in redemption, he felt a pang of
discomfort. His uncle’s forgiveness was clearly offered on the
basis of his youth. His father was no longer young.

 


William attended Friends Good Will daily. He
unshipped the ballast with James. Together they sweated with
Eckert’s crew as Friends Good Will was hauled to just where, in
their hopeful judgment, the ice would halt. The cover was as light,
strong and tight as they could make possible with the best
materials available. Trove strayed off to the wilderness wetlands
along Lake St. Clair for what could only best be considered some
vague winter activities.

At first William hoped Oliver would stop by
the yard, but as each week passed, he realized that was mere
fantasy. Bemose was preparing their belongings and securing their
small cabin just outside the walls for their routine trip to the
Ojibwa villages in the north, near Mackinaw and the Sault. William
and she often spent the winter months there visiting and assisting
her lifelong friends. He was reluctant to leave, not sure he could
bear the uncertainty, and fearing a long absence would only harden
Oliver’s heart.

After dinner one evening and with James, who
often joined them, having departed, William confessed his fears and
concerns about this season’s trek north.

Bemose could well, if necessary, stay in
Detroit. The work was plentiful, her friends numerous. So it was
not of urgency for her agenda, but rather her realization that
William simply had no idea, plan, device, or means with which to
resolve his distress that she proceeded up into the loft. Amid what
few personal items she held dear, she gathered from a well worn
leather pouch what appeared as a near new, powerful symbol. She
untangled the leather lacing and placed over her head and around
her neck the only gift she retained from her father; an intricately
carved crucifix.

Bemose wrapped a blanket around her and
ironically, while armed with the symbol of Christian truth, for the
very first time told William a lie. “I will visit Mary,” she
announced and quickly closed the door behind her.

 


 



Chapter 10

 


Oliver worked a bit later
than normal and was just closing and locking the door to
Oliver Williams & Company, Dry
Goods, when Bemose approached and called,
“Good evening, Oliver.”

Oliver turned, smiled and inquired, “Bemose,
what a surprise. What brings you at this hour? How can I help?”
thinking she required something from the store.

She shook her head, watched
his eyes fall to her crucifix and just at that moment as Oliver’s
expression reflected curiosity, said softly, “In Nomini Patri.”

Well beyond curious, on the borderline of
disbelief, he asked, “What was that? A Catholic phrase, certainly.
Are you interested in learning our faith?”

“You asked what brings me to you this
evening. I answered, in Latin. I come in the name of our Father.
And I am already of your Christian faith.”

Oliver was intrigued but still confused and
almost wary of this strange conversation. Bemose continued,
“Oliver, I am sent by our Christ, our Lord, to help you.”

Oliver half smiled, curious, of course, but
not quite sure of whether to take the exchange seriously, “Help me?
How? With what?”

“To forgive. His primary message, was it
not; the very purpose for His sacrifice, which by so doing will
redeem not only William but also yourself and wash you in His
grace?”

Oliver was no longer smiling. Bemose’s
message was accurate, impressive, and altogether on point in
addressing the personal crisis in his life which he as yet was
unable to resolve while kneeling in the pews of St. Anne’s these
past horrid weeks. The pain was acute, and the scars already
forming offered no hope or consolation.

Still, the pain caused him to refute her
attempt, the familiarity with Bemose such a discussion required was
well beyond his comfort level and he made to change the subject. “I
did not know, I am sorry. Tell me, how did you come to know God and
however did you learn some Latin?”

Bemose recognized the diversion and knew she
must approach gradually for a time, now that she held his interest.
“You and I have never talked of my earlier years. Now is a good
time.” She turned, began to slowly walk Oliver to his home as she
began, “My father raised me Catholic. And I did not merely learn
‘some’ Latin. Rather, I spoke it fluently for some years with him,
but I admit I am a bit out of practice.” She smiled at the memory
and her smile and the walking seemed to place Oliver at ease.

Oliver well recognized the start of an
interesting story, and took the bait. “I had no idea. Tell me,
where were you raised and is your father yet alive?”

“Father was French, tall and dark, and my
earliest recall is of the Sault, although my tribe is from a river
basin some days to the east. Did you know I am Matawan, but only
half, on my mother’s side?”

“William had mentioned to me your tribe, but
I have never heard of your people, I confess.”

“Matawans are not many. I have not spent a
good deal of time among them yet I am proud to be one of them. Did
you also know that I both speak and write my father’s language and
use it often, especially in the north and in Upper Canada? I also
know most of the native dialects of the Northwest. I think I am
very much like him in my ease with languages. He taught me well. In
answer to your question, he died when I was just a girl.” Again,
she set the bait.

Oliver was impressed and just a little
embarrassed he had been too distracted this summer to have not
taken time to come to know more about Bemose. He also felt a bit
uncomfortable with himself. Had he been truly distracted, or
dismissive? The difference would haunt him, he knew, if he remained
silent, so rather, he prompted, “Your father sounds like a most
educated and fascinating man.”

Bemose stopped, turned and looked at him,
touching her crucifix with one hand, his sleeve with her other,
said softly in a manner that assured him, “Oliver, my father was a
Jesuit Priest.” She allowed him a moment, then continued, “That is
how I know of Christ, His teachings that heal, His command to
forgive.” Her voice trailed off.

Some steps later, Oliver offered, “There is
so much to say. I am at the same time interested in your past,
while consumed with my loss of my dear William and trying to
grapple with the force of your message to me. You speak as truly as
Father DePuis at this moment, were he standing before me.”

“Perhaps he is not because you are yet
resisting what you know is inevitable and best for you, and all of
us as well.”

They arrived on Oliver’s porch. He nodded,
motioned her inside and they strode in. Mary looked at them, saw
their expressions, and she gathered Ephriam from his play and gave
Oliver and Bemose the front fire. They continued to talk for some
time, with Oliver confessing his sense of betrayal but also
admitting he just did not know how to approach William, how to
begin to build any trust once again. Bemose did not minimize the
task, but simply insisted, correctly, that there was no Christ-like
alternative. Oliver must begin with William so to heal his heart
and soul as well.

Finally Bemose disposed of his last
misgiving, his fear that William did not care to repair their
friendship after the harsh words Oliver had resorted to while the
wound was yet raw and his anger high. Bemose determined there had
been enough talk.

She grew stern, leaned forward and with some
urgency, exhorted him, “Go now.” Bemose nodded and with significant
authority gestured forcefully for Oliver to get out of his seat. He
was most surprised, given the late hour and the obvious discomfort
at having rarely been ordered about in his own home, to find
himself on the move with some urgency, a good deal of anxiety and a
profound sense of hope.

He walked quickly through the dark streets.
The light dusting of snow combined with the frozen dry leaves
provided the only sounds of various crunching and cracking amid his
heavy, visible breath in the deep November cold. Oliver began
thinking what he would say but then purposefully rejected the
exercise. If this were going to work, he could not approach it as a
business meeting or negotiation. This was no time for strategy or
subtle maneuvers. He would shed that comfortable habit and trust
that among close friends, even at awkward moments, his heart would
supply the words. He strode the one step up onto the porch, knocked
lightly on the door and William answered near instantly. Oliver
suspected William had long since grown concerned for Bemose.
William’s surprise was evident, his trepidation palpable, but his
greeting hopeful. “Oliver, goodness, please, enter.”

Both moved to the fire, which was on the
decline, the coals deep red, radiant and shimmering. William
awkwardly gestured for a chair, a wood rocker opposite his, high
backed, but upholstered. William took the hard rocker and Oliver
noted the gesture. Oliver threw off his coat, putting it on the
table carelessly and assuring William that Bemose was with Mary. He
stood for a moment collecting his thoughts, noticed the jug on the
mantle and raised an eyebrow to William. With a half smile and a
vague reference to it being a gift from Trove, William rose and
snatched two cups from a modest cupboard and poured each a
dram.

“William, I suspect I know how you feel, but
before we set that sail, I suppose it is time I was informed of the
facts. What is going on? What don’t I know? I ask that you make a
full disclosure.”

William nodded and began, “You know well
that cargo was contraband. What you don’t know is how, why, and for
what duration. Oliver, that was only the third time we carried any
goods in secret.”

Oliver interrupted, “William, really, you
can at least admit you were smuggling, please, call it what it
was!”

William was startled, considered the point,
but equivocated, “Well, I suppose it might be. I am no lawyer, but
I see this difference…”

Again, Oliver’s pent up anger was difficult
to restrain. He took a large swallow, winced, but forcefully
interjected, “Suppose it might be?” Oliver thought this was not
going well at all. “Honestly, the thought of you enriching yourself
with my sloop after the more than fair situation afforded you, I
must say—”

This time, William interrupted, “Enriching
ourselves? Never! Oliver, on my word, we have never taken a
penny!”

Oliver was confused. He paused as William
continued, “We likely were carrying illegal cargo. Not that the
transport or sale of arms are illegal, but these, well… I
strongly suspect they were stolen.”

“Stolen? By you?” Oliver asked,
disbelieving.

“No, of course not. By whomever we bought
them from. So is that smuggling? Hell, I do not know. I will leave
that for your lawyer, Mr. Walbridge. Truly, we did not think of
ourselves as smuggling.” He shrugged. “Not that I never have, mind
you, but not with Friends Good Will!”

There was silence for some seconds as Oliver
tried to comprehend what William was trying to convey. He reached
for the jug, refreshed both their cups and admitted, “Well, you
certainly have my attention. Let us start at the beginning.”

William nodded, lit a clay pipe he had
packed while waiting for Bemose in indication he believed it would
be a long night. When properly lit and drawing, he began.

“First, Oliver, I assure you, we accepted no
compensation. Neither I, James, nor Trove took any money; rather we
paid some fair sums. Not ours, but of certain persons: one in
Cleveland, several in Buffalo and some here in Detroit. Sensing
that war is inevitable, if not imminent, these what I will call
various patriots recognize our woeful state of preparedness and
engage us, gratis, to act as agent, if you will, in the purchase
and delivery of arms.”

Oliver’s jaw was slack. He was relieved that
his friends did not enrich themselves using his sloop, for the
dishonesty inherent in ‘selling out’ the owner’s legitimate
interest bothered him most of all. Still, at the same time, he was
shocked and troubled that William would run such risks and deceive
him in so doing.

“Continue,” was all he could manage and took
another swallow of his drink, which William matched.

“We sailed Friends Good Will to various
river mouths and creek outlets along the Canadian shore of Lake
Erie, not exactly out of our way, enroute from Detroit to Buffalo.
We met our contacts, paid the money entrusted to us and delivered
small arms; typically in small quantities.”

“What makes you think they are stolen?”

William shrugged. “Well, they are marked as
property of His Majesty and the price is but a fraction of market
value,” he admitted.

Oliver nearly choked on his drink. “Stolen
from Britain’s armed forces! Are you stark mad? I am no lawyer as
well, but does not a basic instinct at some level of your being cry
out these are likely not safe transactions?”

William conceded, “Is there risk? I strongly
suspect so.” He grew quiet and sincere, offering, “That is why,
Oliver, I want you to know that I am sorry. It was of course
utterly unfair to subject your sloop and your company to such risk
without your knowledge. I will never do so again.”

Oliver believed him. He was certain William
did understand. But then William continued, “The risk, in my view,
although unjustified in relation to your interests, was worth my
personal stake. I saw these transactions as being necessary to
prepare for what we all know is coming.” Oliver thought of the
lesson of Captain Barron, taught him by Captain Lee.

“No, William,” Oliver shook his head. “That
will not serve, I am sorry. You cannot justify what you, my
Captain, did as preparing and protecting my assets and interests
from some future contingency. Not if by so doing you subject both
to likely confiscation, and possibly me to prison, on the instant,
without my consent.”

Oliver watched as William considered. He
suspected there was something else that William debated putting on
the table, but at this moment, Oliver did not wish to hear a
further defense. It was time for honesty, as his relationship with
his best friend hung in the balance.

William seemed to realize this also, for he
left whatever consideration he had been mulling over unspoken and
instead said, “Oliver, your point wins the day, truly. I must
confess I took the risk not just to prepare ourselves but also so
to advance the cause.”

“What cause is that?” although Oliver was
quite certain of the answer.

William half held up his cup in toast as he
answered almost sheepishly, “Free trade and sailor’s rights!”

Oliver groaned. “Clever. Is that what they
rally ‘round these days?”

William nodded and added quietly, “While I
assure you I coined no phrase, I sincerely believe in its
rightiousness.”

“You may well, but by what right do you
claim to make your cause mine?” Again, Oliver’s point was strong
and William nodded in agreement.

Oliver asked, “From whom do you
purchase?”

William sat up, leaned forward and looked
him in the eye. “I truly do not know. I am sure the night men we
deal with on the shore are mere buffoons. One let slip the mention
of a Royal Navy Lieutenant. Most likely he is keeping the proceeds
to himself, as well as his identity.”

Oliver nodded. William added, “We did not
even begin, Oliver, honestly, until late August. We were likely
prodded to do something in the aftermath of the Little Belt
incident.”

Oliver asked, “To whom do you sell… er,
I mean, deliver?”

Again, William held his eye. The coals were
growing dim. Perhaps the cabin was growing cold, or it might have
been his reply that caused a shiver as William explained, “If you
please, Oliver, until you join the cause, it is much safer and
simpler for you if you not know of such details. Suffice it to say
the arms are finding their way, I am sure, to various of our
militia. You may well find, if I am correct, some employed in
defense of Detroit!”

“Where is… well… the most recent
‘contraband’ now?”

“Miles from here, near Frenchtown. We
removed it from the hold the night we arrived at Eckert’s yard as
was the plan in any case, but for the errant gaff.”

Oliver stood, perhaps too suddenly after a
few cups. “Do we have an understanding, William? No more purchases
or deliveries without my express knowledge and consent?”

William stood as well, offered his cup,
“Agreed.”

After the gesture was concluded and both
nodded, Oliver confessed, “I cannot tell you how light I feel
knowing you were not smuggling and enriching yourselves while
deceiving me. I wished we had talked some time ago.”

William shook his head, “No Oliver, no need
for any regret. While we would never so dishonor your position and
trust in us, still it is only by your grace that we are speaking
even now. I am truly sorry. No more arms sales unless you
consent.”

Oliver reached for his coat, but William
offered, “It is too late, take the spare bed in the loft. I suspect
Bemose has long since retired at your home.” Oliver nodded, let the
coat slip to the floor and began to make his way up the ladder to
the loft.

Near the top, he muttered, “A remarkable
woman. You know that, don’t you?” Then, without waiting for an
answer, he turned suddenly and asked, “William, is the false
bulkhead the only secret space built into my sloop?”

William’s face was hidden by the dark
shadows but while Oliver could hear him draw on his pipe he could
not discern William’s half-smile as he offered the truth, “No.”

Oliver was asleep within moments. William
had another drink while staring into the glowing coals of the fire
and finished still another bowl of his pipe.

 


 



Chapter 11

 


Lieutenant James Fleet dismounted and led
his horse a half mile to the southeast, just off the nearest road.
He progressed on foot along the narrow path tracing the west bank
of Portage Creek. A half moon on the wane and visible only
intermittently through the dense forest of evergreens guided him
through the night. The creek was slow and quiet near its outlet to
Lake Erie. He feared he was late for the meeting he had requested
with a man he had never met, but soon after resting on the trunk of
a fallen tree, which nature had conveniently stripped of its bark
and worn smooth and clean, he saw what appeared a blinking lantern
light.

With some study he realized the light was
constant; the blinking effect caused by what he hoped was his
mysterious partner as he made his way through the trees. Fleet had
cooled from his walk. He turned up the collars on his uniform coat
and cloak and bent down, scooping fresh snow and letting it melt in
his mouth and wet his parched throat. He fought back his rising
anxiety, a feeble attempt at denying his discomfort with a plan as
dangerous as it was imperative. He would need to speak within
minutes and could not afford anything but the assurance inherent
with authority. He calmed his mount, hoping perhaps the effort
would calm his own nerves.

Before revealing himself, he resolved to
assure they were alone, so he delayed in calling out. He soon heard
more noise than he would have expected, certainly more than a lone
traveler would justify. Straining to discern what might be
conversation from mere noise, he was stunned to recognize not words
nor music, but whistling. Soon broken twigs and branches and
shuffling feet along the trail of dead leaves and snow added to the
traveler’s homespun concert.

Incredible, he thought. What a fool. As his
subject slowed, he appeared to turn and look about, placing the
lantern in the snow. As Fleet was warmed in the comfort of their
isolation, the man called, without warning, “Fleet! Mr. Fleet, are
you about?” The tone, only slightly hushed and on the clear crisp
air of the windless winter night, was certain to travel halfway to
Fort Malden. Fleet, both startled and unnerved, could tolerate
nothing of the sort.

Utterly at a loss as to how to silence the
man from 30 yards, he called back in an urgent hushed tone, “Shut
up, you dolt!” Cursing under his breath he began to approach
realizing his careful plan designed to gather his composure was all
but left in his wake.

 


Earlier that evening, Alexander Grant lifted
the legs of Lieutenant Owen Dunlap, propped them on a stool near
the fire in his parlor in an attempt to divert the attention of the
young Lieutenant from his near frost bit fingers. Dunlap had just
removed his boots, and his new beard was still caked with ice.

Eventually, with more logs on the fire, a
tot of brandy and a thick wool blanket, Dunlap was able to speak
clearly, his lips and cheeks having thawed and now feeling quite
hot. His walk from Detroit to Grosse Isle, some miles down river
from Eckert’s yard near the mouth of River Rouge, would not have,
he guessed, taken anywhere near as long except in his haste to
leave the walled city, he neglected to ask for clear directions and
check his estimate with locals for any semblance of reason. He had
always been much better at estimating time and distance on the
water.

The last leg of his journey consisted of
crossing the early winter ice, exposed and alone, as he approached
the fine farmhouse near the northwestern shore of Grosse Isle. With
circulation now flowing through his extremities, Dunlap made his
explanation. “Commodore, my apologies, certainly,” he began. “I
would have thought I should have arrived two hours ago. I trust I
have not awakened m’lady.”

“Have no concern. She barely stirred, I
wager. She would not have my keen interest in your story, I am
sure.”

“I have much to report. I left you in
Kingston in the heat of summer and here I am, thawing in front of
your fire with no words between.”

“Fear not for this old man,” the Commodore
assured, yet his eyes betrayed his excitement and anticipation in
sharing Dunlap’s adventures. Dunlap suspected age required the
Commodore to live vicariously and he resolved to offer as much
detail as possible, confident all nuance would be treasured. The
Commodore inquired, “You have kept Colonel Pye apprised, I
trust?”

Dunlap assured, “Twice. Once late in
September, posted by native canoe from Green Bay to St. Joseph’s
Island. Then again about a month ago, overland, upon arriving well
to the southeast of Detroit, from a Kickapoo village and with
payment in advance. I have no idea if my letters reached even Fort
Malden, let alone Montreal.”

“Where is Fleet?” asked the Commodore,
concealing his decided lack of enthusiasm with this detail.

“We stayed together for but more than a
week. The supply routes of which Colonel Pye is concerned are on
both sides of Lake Erie. Fleet needed more time and had little
reason to log the miles as far west as I have.” While entirely
true, indeed even prudent, it was the perfect excuse for a mutually
desired parting.

The Commodore nodded, smiled and moved his
chair close to Dunlap’s by the fire. “Let’s take it one mile at a
time.”

 


Leaving his horse tied to a nearby tree
branch, Fleet moved swiftly and was alongside the man with the
lantern in but seconds. His shout had so startled the new arrival
he just stood and watched Fleet approach, evidently presuming his
identity, and fortunately remained for those few seconds silent and
still.

Just strides before reaching the man, Fleet
drew his dirk. Extending his arm fully pointing midway between the
man’s shoulders and jaw, he stopped with the sharp tip lightly
touching the man’s throat. “I am Lieutenant James Fleet, Royal
Navy. If you so much as move, the last sound you hear before
hitting the snow will be the gurgle of blood in your throat.”

The man’s eyes grew wide in the moonlight.
He remained still. Fleet, realizing his carefully planned first
move had the desired intimidating effect, relaxed just a bit. “Who
are you?” he asked.

The man was shorter than Fleet, much the
leaner and appearing somewhat younger, but not at all well groomed.
Certainly not a gentleman, Fleet decided. The man replied, “I am
LaRoux, whom you summoned.” His accent confirmed that which his
name suggested. The man was French Canadian, dressed very much like
a voyageur in skins with fur trimming and blankets.

“Did you come alone?”

“Oui, though I see no need for such tension,
Mr. Fleet. Our dealings this past summer demonstrate I am
trustworthy.”

Fleet grew alarmed, “This summer! Whatever
leads you to think we have had any dealings? We have certainly
never met.”

“Quite true, Lieutenant. But those
delivering notes this summer were not, perhaps, as discreet as you
wished. They spoke of a Naval Officer, of your name, selling His
Majesty’s arms.” Fleet felt near panic and LaRoux must have seen it
in his eyes, for he assured, “Do not be alarmed, Mr. Fleet. Those
few of which I am aware never met you and were merely repeating
rumor. I can personally vouch my fellows would never admit to the
authorities even so much as nightfall while bathed in
moonlight.”

Fleet was now more resolved then ever as to
the necessity of his plan. Originally conceived as a means for
revenge, it appeared its primary motive was now but a secondary
benefit. Fleet had not known until that moment of the need for his
own protection.

Fleet processed the new information and
determined his plan was yet sound. “Mr. LaRoux, you are quite
mistaken. I have sent you no correspondence but my summons of
yesterday.” LaRoux shrugged, seeming to accept the statement at
face value, perhaps sensing it was important to Fleet that LaRoux
believe what he suspected a lie. In truth, night men such as LaRoux
and their comrades did not much care. Whatever it took to arrange
for the next transaction was their sole purpose and objective.

Fleet continued, maintaining the dirk at
LaRoux’s throat and pressing it forward ever so gently, “I tell
you, LaRoux, I am under orders from Montreal to determine the
identity of the traitor selling arms and I will require your full
cooperation.”

Now it was LaRoux who revealed concern.
Yesterday’s note to him had been identical to the previous three,
so to arrange for a small shipment. He could never have anticipated
the summons and request for a meeting with Lieutenant Fleet as
anything remotely resulting in his entanglement in an
investigation. He had assumed that demonstrating his
trustworthiness the previous three occasions had led his partner to
now dealing directly with him, reducing the risk of intermediaries
no longer needed among trusted cohorts.

Could he have been so mistaken about his
true partner? Since late August he had been impressed with the
manner in which the transactions had been arranged, the organized
logistics, the ease and apparent security with which the transfers
of arms, and certainly coin, had transpired. Whoever was behind the
theft of the King’s arms, the fellow knew the risks and minimized
them to the greatest degree possible. His eyes betrayed his
confusion and doubt. Fleet was encouraged.

“Do not fear, LaRoux. The shipments were
small, mere bait arranged purposefully to flush out the traitor.
You will not be harassed or called to account for your
involvement—provided you tell me everything you know. We seek a
King’s man, after all, one of our own in uniform; not the network
of night men.”

Whether Fleet was telling the truth or had
in fact misrepresented his actual mission, orders, and complicity
in the prior shipments, LaRoux was in no position at that moment, a
dirk at his throat, to judge. He could only manage a hoarse
whisper, “Oui, Lieutenant. Of course.”

Fleet withdrew the dirk. LaRoux exhaled, and
the moonlight failed to reveal Lieutenant Fleet’s subtle smile.

 


Dunlap began with mid-August, describing his
sail from Kingston to Fort Niagara, his overland ride to Fort Erie,
and another short voyage down the length of Lake Erie to Fort
Malden. By the time he made Fort Malden, it was September. His
mission had begun exceedingly well. Fleet departed his company at
Fort Erie to make his way overland along the north shore of Lake
Erie, presumably concentrating upon supply routes. Dunlap had been
anxious to make acquaintance with influential native tribes in the
area, the local bands and chiefs of which were mostly new to him.
His previous experience was with bands well to the north from Green
Bay to the shores of ‘Gitchee Gumee’ and the Sault.

“At Fort Malden, I determined to stay and
visit among those natives in the villages near to the settlement.
As an aside, Commodore, I was quite impressed with His Majesty’s
establishment and yard on the Detroit River. It appeared most
suitable, for peacetime, and I admired two vessels moored in the
river. In September, the villages are not as quiet and empty as
would have been the case in the height of summer and I managed to
call upon some local chiefs who were preparing for the influx of
their people for the oncoming winter.”

The Commodore could not contain himself,
“Did you meet him? Will he winter at Malden?” His eyes sparkled
with excitement.

“I assume you mean Tecumseth, or his
brother, the Prophet?”

The Commodore nodded and clarified,
“Certainly, either, yes…”

Dunlap interrupted his careful chronology so
to ease any suspense. “No, although one of the Shawnee smoked the
intent of my visit and saw, I think, great opportunity in our
meeting. He lent me a guide for so long as I was in need and
encouraged me to seek out Tecumseth. But first, I needed to proceed
to St. Joseph’s Island and call upon Mr. Dickson of Green Bay.”

The Commodore placed another log on the
fire, signaling, Dunlap assumed, that his report would require most
of the night. “What of the Prophet? Do you read anything into your
referral to Tecumseth?”

“Excellent question. It may be, Commodore,
simple geography. I do not know the exact whereabouts of either,
although the Kickapoo I rendezvoused with southwest of Detroit
reported the Prophet is somewhere near, in Canada, under the
protection of our forces. Still, I read more into the suggestions.
I am of the impression that the Prophet, while still looked upon
for spiritual guidance, has ceded all real power to Tecumseth since
Tippacanoe. ‘Affairs of state’, shall I say, including political
allegiances and matters of war or peace. The Kickapoo firmly
believe the Confederation is still very much intact.”

Their eyes met upon the word. The Commodore,
more serious than excited, repeated, “A Confederation. Do you think
it still possible?”

Dunlap nodded, “Indeed, I think it yet a
reality, despite Tippacanoe.”

For several years, the Prophet, a Shawnee
and brother of Tecumseth, had preached a religion calling for
unity, abstinence from alcohol and the cessation of all sales of
land to Europeans. As the seasons passed, both England and the
United States presumed that such teachings were intended to support
Tecumseth’s political views. In addition to warning all tribes that
none of them had the inherent power to sell native land unless and
until all tribes approved and that local chiefs would pay for such
sales with their lives, Tecumseth also clearly opposed further
westward expansion of all Europeans. Uniting the native peoples had
long been recognized by the whites as the only long term serious
threat the native peoples could likely employ; Pontiac had come
close within the Northwest, 50 years before. Tecumseth, it
appeared, may have succeeded well beyond and yet including the
Northwest.

The native alliance was known as the
Confederation. It was formed at a critical time in the balance of
power for the entire continent. The United States quite rightly
recognized the threat, while England, France and Spain had far much
less to lose.

England’s relations with the natives were
more cordial and its settlements and westward expansion in the
north much less aggressive than in the more temperate climates of
the United States. France, as the result of the Seven Years’ War,
ceded Canada to England and Napoleon had sold its coastline on the
Gulf of Mexico and the vast interior of the continent to President
Jefferson less than 10 years before. Spain held territory well to
the south in Florida and to the west of much of the land France had
recently sold. Spain was thus unconcerned with any Confederation in
the Northwest Territory being far more intrigued with whether
United States citizens would begin to occupy that which their
government had only recently purchased. In the vast areas north and
east of Texas, Spain saw an opportunity to advance its contested
claim to that which France sold so cheaply.

As a result of newspaper accounts of the
Lewis and Clark expedition, enthralling Americans since 1805 with
wanderlust, the settlement of those lands by United States citizens
was just beginning in earnest. The Confederation, if it held, could
seriously retard any westward expansion.

The Commodore replied, “I assume you have
then heard of Tippacanoe.”

Dunlap confirmed, “I suspect word traveled
among the native nations more swiftly even than our own European
press.”

“What is made of it among the tribes? It has
been reported by Americans and English alike as a serious blow to,
if not the death knell of, the Confederation.”

“Governor Harrison did well to discredit the
power of the Prophet and strike against Tecumseth’s vision, to be
sure. I understand Tecumseth was not even in the Indiana Territory,
but was south, perhaps as far as Georgia, encouraging the Cree. I
have heard rumors he is now nearby, having rushed home upon hearing
the news. He was angry with his brother for letting matters come to
violence in his absence. I suspect Tecumseth is too shrewd to have
ever allowed battle at any one site without employing the
coordinated power of all of his allies. Nonetheless, some tribes
have disavowed Tecumseth’s leadership and vow not to follow his
direction since the defeat.”

The Commodore pulled now weeks old newspaper
accounts from under some books and offered them to Dunlap. Dunlap
thanked the Commadore and scanned the papers, intending to peruse
all in depth in the morning. In the few moments of silence, Dunlap
noted some of the leads under bold headlines:

In early November, Governor Benjamin
Harrison of the Indiana Territory with the support of President
Madison and federal troops, combined with militia, proceeded to
camp near Prophetown and dislodged a large and growing force of
natives who for some months had been threatening war throughout the
Northwest.

Dunlap knew the rest. Harrison’s camp was
attacked before dawn, but Harrison had prepared well and had taken
precautions. The natives, though assured by the Prophet of
protection by the Great Spirit, in fact fell to Kentucky rifles,
dragoons and militia muskets as would any other men, however
brave.

Daybreak allowed the superior firepower and
organization of Harrison’s combined forces, including cavalry, to
nearly destroy the native town, scattering the natives and severely
damaging the reputations of their leaders. While some tribes
pledged loyalty, others abandoned the vision. As Dunlap thawed and
the Commodore stoked the fire, not one person throughout the
Northwest, native or European, knew if the Confederation was
destroyed or had merely been dealt a setback.

Dunlap admitted, “Our agents amid the
wilderness have for some time now worked behind the scenes with
various tribes to frustrate American expansion. While our relations
are very good, I fear the natives will now do little in a
coordinated fashion without His Majesty’s direct involvement.”

The Commodore nodded, “I suspect that is
true.” There followed an uncomfortable silence. While the Commodore
had last August in Kingston revealed his belief that the natives
were very important to the defense of the Crown, should war erupt,
both were aware it was Dunlap’s mission to foster that cooperation
with, and encouragement of, the native tribes. Tippacanoe made
Dunlap’s mission more difficult. British leadership was now near
essential, given the early blow dealt by Harrison to native
unity.

Dunlap offered somewhat hesitantly, “If
Tecumseth winters at Malden, he will seek from us more direct
assurances.” After still more silence, he asked, “Commodore,
knowing you are not my superior in these matters, pray tell, any
suggestions?”

The Commodore stared into the fire,
considered the fair question from a promising officer now in a
quandary between the limits of his orders and events unfolding more
quickly then either could well manage. Amid the crackle, smoke and
luminous coals, he imagined Tecumseth pressing Fort Malden’s
commanding officer. In the absence of Colonel Pye and General Brock
and not having issued Dunlap his orders, the Commodore staked his
experience in the military and government upon his counsel.

“Owen,” using Dunlap’s first name to
emphasize the unofficial nature of their conversation and of his
proffered advice, “while it would certainly be tempting to give
assurances our native allies need to hear, now more than ever, do
not, I implore you, exceed your orders. England must assure native
allies only of our friendship and support, not of our leadership in
planning and commencing any conflict.”

The Commodore looked at Dunlap, who appeared
on that frigid night more a wilderness scout than a naval officer.
The Commodore well understood Dunlap had formed relationships with
natives he truly respected and desired to assist. The Commodore
continued in an effort to ease the frustration apparent on Dunlap’s
face. “The Crown desires peace with the United States however so
certain she may have become of the inevitability of war. England is
stretched thin across the globe. While you may feel disingenuous,
promising support and encouraging action while able to take none
ourselves, do not go so far as to encourage violence.”

Dunlap observed rather coldly, “I have
rarely seen orders demanding a finer line; indeed a line so fine as
nearly impossible to distinguish while discussing friendship around
the fire in a wigwam.

The Commodore nodded, “Perhaps this will
help: encourage preparation in all respects. Make clear we shall
stand with them, together, should war come, but do not advocate
violence. England will not offer the same unless the United States
acts first.”

Dunlap nodded. “I will deliver that message
clearly and often, but truly, I do not know if such subtle rules
for engaging a common enemy mean anything at all to our native
allies. I fear they may not.”

The Commodore knew enough about native
tribes from his days as Commissioner of Indian Affairs years ago to
know Dunlap was right.

 


Fleet ordered LaRoux to proceed ahead of him
on the short trek back to his horse still tied at the outlet of
Portage Creek and Lake Erie. Along the way LaRoux asked why Fleet
had requested that he bring a lantern. Fleet responded, “How else,
LaRoux, are we to take your written statement?” Fleet failed to
mention the other reasons. The lantern had identified LaRoux to
Fleet, distinguishing him from anyone else who may be about. It had
also revealed him to Fleet from a distance, while at the same time
worsened LaRoux’s night vision. Fleet, at least this night, was
both sober and cautious.

Arriving at his mount, Fleet took a small,
capped well of ink, quill pens, one of several pieces of parchment,
and a flat, thin board from his saddlebags. He removed his gloves,
motioned for LaRoux to seat himself on the smooth, clean fallen
tree trunk and informed him to take his ease. He seated himself
near ten feet distant along the same tree trunk, straddling the
trunk and facing LaRoux. He removed a naval issue pistol from under
his boatcloak, placed it at halfcock and set it carefully on the
trunk between his legs, muzzle facing LaRoux.

LaRoux judged the distance between them,
considered the barrel in alignment with his torso, swallowed and
looked up at Fleet, backlit somewhat by the lantern hung on a
sapling branch just behind his left shoulder. Fleet suggested, “Let
us begin.”

Fleet dipped the quill in
the small well of ink and scratched across the top of the
parchment, 17 December, 1811, near Fort
Malden. “Your Christian name?”

“Jean,” replied LaRoux. He was most
uncomfortable, having never had his words in any manner preserved,
let alone those admitting what he suspected may be a capital
crime.

Fleet took a moment for the
preamble. Being first duly cautioned and
sworn, fully capable and under no compulsion, I, Jean LaRoux, do
offer the following as my testimony:

“All right, LaRoux, briefly explain these
arms sales. When did they occur, how were you contacted and whom
did you meet?”

“I do not know the individual dates, Mr.
Fleet, but I received the first note the third week of August, with
the exchange within a week.”

“And the other two?” prompted Fleet.

“The second was mid September, with the
third later in October. Each exchange was within a week of
receiving notes after meeting with an unknown person who provided
all direction as to the details.”

“What did the notes instruct?”

“The notes alluded to an opportunity to earn
a commission for attending to the disposal of goods. The notes did
not mention or list arms. The notes only assured a sufficient
opportunity for inspection of the goods upon the exchange.”

Fleet revealed, “I am already aware you did
not yourself acquire the arms which is why you are not the target
of this inquiry. Tell me, who did?”

LaRoux relaxed a bit, believing what Fleet
revealed as making perfect sense. “I do not know, but I arranged
for a ship, an American merchant sloop, to pick up the arms at
convenient locations near the shore. Those on board provided the
coin. I located the cache of arms hidden nearby, observed the
loading, removed my agreed commission from the coin I was given and
buried the balance where I had found the arms. I can only assume
the coin was recovered soon thereafter, well out of my view.”

LaRoux briefly described the arms in each
shipment to the extent he could recall. The interview was slowed as
a result of Fleet’s recording. The severe cold drove deep into
their joints, now more vulnerable as a result of their physical
inactivity. Gradually, the wind had increased and was now whistling
through the tree tops and stirring small waves on Portage Creek.
They lapped over the sand bar lying perpendicular to the creek’s
outlet to Lake Erie. Their mutual discomfort was increasing as they
sat exposed and inert on the polished tree trunk. Finally Fleet
seemed pleased with what he recorded. He read back the statement,
word for word, attempting to build LaRoux’s trust in his role as
scrivener.

LaRoux confirmed the facts were fairly
recorded. Fleet created a signature block for LaRoux, with his own
signature as a witness adjacent to LarRoux’s at the extreme bottom
of the single page. LaRoux was cold, stiff, apprehensive and
entirely eager for this altogether disappointing evening to come to
a close. He therefore made no issue of what Fleet had omitted, or
of the curious fact that the signature block was located well below
the last line of text.

LaRoux took the quill from Fleet, dipped it
into the ink with fingers well stiffened. While squinting in the
dim lantern light, he with great care and obvious unfamiliarity
with the written word signed his name, hoping to please the King’s
man with a pistol close at hand.

 


Dunlap enthralled the Commodore with the
details of his voyages. Utilizing the Great Lakes and navigable
rivers, Dunlap had logged more than 1200 miles in just four months
while spending significant time among four native tribes, a
Scottish fur trader in Green Bay, and his own comrades at St.
Joseph Island. He had formed impressions of the American
settlements and states of readiness at both Forts Dearborn and,
after trecking overland across the entire width of the southern
Michigan Territory, Detroit.

“So, what do you make of Fort Dearborn?” the
Commodore asked at one juncture.

The Pottawatami are yet with Tecumseth, I
would wager, while I am not sure the Miami ever were, really.
Still, the most prominent American merchant, Mr. Kinzie, may be
doing more for us than any of the King’s loyal subjects!”

“Whatever do you mean?”

“He sells liquor to the natives, most
liberally. While that makes him popular, it creates a dangerous mix
which I believe he will come to regret. Indeed, our own agents
foster bitter resentment for the Americans among the natives
precisely because most will not sell them liquor. This Kinzie is a
rare friend, indeed, even if he is utterly unaware.”

“And your Scot, how does he fit into the
mix?”

“Mr. Dickson, stubborn and volatile, has
been resentful of and carries a grudge against the Americans at
Mackinaw, something, I believe, to do with what frankly sounds as
legitimate taxes.” He chuckled. “I suspect he simply wishes the
world had not changed and the Union Jack still flew over the
straits! It galls him that the nearest major trading center has now
been turned over to the Americans. He may prove quite useful as an
agitator and seems to have some influence with the natives.”

The Commodore nodded and smiled, recalling
the same regret, to a lesser extent, which he himself felt when in
1796 Britain finally withdrew to the borders agreed upon in
resolving the Colonial rebellion.

“And at Detroit?”

“Well, Commodore, you may know far better
than I, here, just a few miles downriver.”

“Fortunately, this Isle isolates me to a
great extent. We are now nearly self-sufficient and most of our
outings are by boat to the east to Amherstberg. Indeed, tomorrow,
we shall send you across to Fort Malden by boat. That ice you
crossed in the western channel is not yet so thick. We will have
open water in the eastern channel for some weeks yet.”

“Thank you. I had hoped to impose upon you
in precisely that manner. I will draft my report, post it to
Montreal and winter at Malden, hopefully with Tecumseth. As for
Detroit, the Wyandotte and Kickapoo seem firmly under Tecumseth’s
influence. They view Tippacanoe as a setback and I believe will
follow his lead.”

Dunlap hesitated, but seeing the Commodore
noticed, offered before he could request, “As I had hoped, it
appears the Crown has yet some very good friends in Detroit.”

The Commodore raised an eyebrow, encouraging
Dunlap to continue.

“It appears some in Detroit recall our rule
favorably, if not in the Northwest, then elsewhere in the Colonies
or on the continent. Colonel Pye offered me names of those who may
be sympathizers, if not spies, before I left Kingston. I have been
having some fair success, even after all these years, of
establishing contact. Two are in Detroit, one at Mackinaw and the
last found his way to Fort Dearborn. One of the two in Detroit, the
more helpful despite his age, favored us with information as long
ago as the Colonial rebellion!”

“Really? The Rebellion?” The Commodore
exclaimed, “So many years ago!”

“Aye, proving only that some people never
change,” mused Dunlap.

The two sat in silence for a time, searching
their weary minds for topics yet considered urgent, despite the
late hour. Dunlap felt there was something more the Commadore
wished to address. Finally, apparently assuring himself he could
trust Dunlap to both tell the truth and keep his inquiry discreet,
the Commodore said, “Owen, I wish to discuss with you,
confidentially should you wish, Lieutenant Fleet.”

Dunlap was surprised but made no objection.
The Commodore continued, “I sensed in Kingston some tension between
you two, but cannot for the life of me fathom why. I was myself at
the moment trying to recollect what I knew of the man. Did my
instincts fail me?”

Dunlap smiled, once again amazed by the
Commodore’s perception, to say nothing of memory, addressing a
concern stemming from a conversation more than four months before.
“No sir. Your instincts are as good as gold. I served with
Lieutenant Fleet on Hope. He was Master Commandant and I was his
First. Hope was—”

“Wrecked in Northern Lake Huron,” the
Commodore interjected, “amid suspicions of inebriation.”

Dunlap stared off into the distance and
nodded.

The Commodore continued, “And a man was
lost?”

Dunlap clarified, “Sullivan drowned, most
certainly. Most do not recall that the Sailing Master is thought to
have run and a native female passenger went missing.”

“Do you trust Fleet?” the Commodore
asked.

Dunlap waited some seconds, knew he could be
candid with the Commodore and replied, “I did not then. I do not
now. I never will.”

The two sat, yet again, for some time, in
silence.

 


Fleet gestured with the pistol, now in his
right hand, and LaRoux stood. The parchment was rolled and held in
his left. “I have just one more question, LaRoux. Which ship did
you engage for transporting the arms?”

“The only ship that replied to my inquiries,
Mr. Fleet; an American merchant sloop, maybe 50 tonnes.”

“Her name?”

LaRoux was relaxed and cooperative. “Friends
Good Will.”

Thinking perhaps more specifics might prove
valuable in the future, as it had always proved in the past, Fleet
asked, “And her Master?”

“I do not know, Lieutenant. We… well… made no formal introductions, you understand.” LaRoux
shrugged.

Fleet nodded. “If you please, gather the
ink, quill, and writing board and stow it all in my saddlebag. The
quicker we depart, the quicker we warm.”

LaRoux nodded, turned away from Fleet,
raised the saddle bag flap, reached up and slid the board in from
the top of the pouch. The task required he raise both his arms.

Fleet lowered the lantern from the sapling
limb and placed it heavily into the snow just behind the fallen
tree trunk, largely blocking the light. He stood, slipped the
parchment into the interior pocket of his cloak with his left hand.
The pistol, released from half-cock, he slid inside his waist sash.
He was no more than three feet from LarRoux, facing his back, and
as he stowed his pistol he drew his dirk. He reached his left arm
around the front of LaRoux’s neck pulling him back away from the
horse and brought the dirk forward through the middle of LaRoux’s
back.

LaRoux could only gasp, half choked by
Fleet’s forearm wrapped around his neck. Fleet cringed as the blade
of the dirk scraped and cut against what he could only guess was
LaRoux’s spine. As he thrust it all the way in, encountering more
bone and resistance than he had imagined, LaRoux’s legs went limp
and his arms flailed. Fleet leveraged down on the dirk’s handle,
forcing the blade to rise, then jerked the handle of the dirk
upward. This violent motion brought the brief struggle, no more
than a couple of seconds, to a gruesome end. Fleet released his arm
around LaRoux’s neck, stepped back and pulled out his dirk as
LaRoux’s body slumped and fell.

The blood illuminated in the moonlight
looked gray against the white snow. LaRoux lay silent and still.
Fleet caught his breath, as though he had been running some
distance, and watched the blood soak into the snow. He was
convinced LaRoux was dead.

He wiped the blade against an evergreen
bough then through clean snow, gave some thought to whether his
cloak had been soiled by blood, but it was difficult to see. He
slid the dirk back into the scabbard and fought to regain his
composure and orientation. He was confused as to what was happening
to him and was surprised he felt faint. This was not the first time
he had killed, but the others were at least the result of a contest
or struggle with those trying to kill him as well. While perhaps
not the glory of conflict, one crimp and one whore, in particular,
in Plymouth, raised more of a struggle, certainly, than did the
unsuspecting LaRoux. Suddenly, his stomach turned and as he fell to
his knees in the direction of the river he vomited while thinking
this was but cold murder; perhaps accounting for his upset.

He took some moments to let his breathing
regulate and his blood pressure rise and he wiped the perspiration
from his forehead. While still weak, he managed to drag the corpse
to the river bank and half heaved, half rolled LaRoux into the
river. The current swung LaRoux’s torso around and pulled his feet
from the brush and mud of the bank, releasing him entirely to the
water. Fleet then retrieved the ink, quill and board, sat again on
the tree trunk, brought up the still lit lamp and placed it at his
side. He dipped the quill and began writing in that critical empty
part of the parchment between his last recorded recollection of
LaRoux and the unusually low signature block. He proceeded not as
mere scrivener, but author:

The Naval Officer with whom I corresponded
and met, while we were never introduced, was about 5 feet 9 inches,
fair hair and about 25 years of age. At one point he referenced his
experience and past service with the Northwest Company.

Fleet, or rather LaRoux, had just described
Lieutenant Owen Dunlap.

 


At that moment, far more near than Fleet
imagined, Dunlap was also thinking of Fleet and like him was
looking forward to the morrow when, unbeknown to either, both would
post documents at Fort Malden, intended for Montreal.

Dunlap was brought back from deep thought to
answer one more question at the end of a long, tiring evening, “The
Sailing Master? Yes, I recall his name. William Lee.”

 


 



Chapter 12

 


Captain Lee bounded up the steps of the
United States Customs House, District of Detroit. His thighs ached
and his back was stiff but his burden was light and his spirits
soared. He had just completed lifting and loading a full cargo.
With the heavy work now complete and Trove and James resting on
deck, he attended to an important legal errand always required of
the Master. He carried but a single page of parchment, rolled and
tied with a length of tarred marlin.

The doors and windows of the Customs House,
newly laid since the devastating fire of 1805, were entirely open.
It seemed the enormous expanse of the Michigan Territory was
enjoying the fine sunshine, fair breeze and warm temperatures
direly needed after days of near constant rain. Deep mud yet choked
the streets and saturated the grounds just outside the walls of the
bustling village of Detroit. Nearly 1000 residents occupied nearly
200 homes and Detroit seemed to have grown quickly since just the
spring thaw some weeks before. William, like most mariners by
nature, disliked the bustle and confusion of life on the hard and
simply yearned for the earliest possible departure.

William removed his straw hat, tucked the
document under his arm, adjusted to the shade of the interior and
proceeded into the entry foyer. There was no need to inspect the
signs protruding over doorways flanking the hall. He knew the
building well and sought out a specific, familiar official.
Purposefully electing to avoid the District Administrator, Mr.
Goler, he proceeded to his Deputy, Mr. Joseph Watson, in the small
office at the back of the building.

As he strode down the center hall, he was
hailed. “William!”  He turned and recognized Captain Daniel
Dobbins, of the Schooner Salina, a well regarded and long known
merchant master, having just exited the Administrator’s office.
Captain Dobbins smiled broadly and offered his greeting, “My
compliments. Friends Good Will looks trimmed, rigged and
ready!  Pray tell, how was your winter?”

“Captain Dobbins, what a pleasure. Long as
usual at the Sault. How are you, Sir?”

“Very well. Salina made port just this
morning from Erie, where I wintered.”

“I saw her, yes, just this morning,
dockside, but your mate confirmed you were not aboard. Did you have
a fair run?”

“Aye, although the thunderstorms last
evening caused us to drag anchor in the lee of Grosse Isle.”

“It certainly blew mightily! Friends Good
Will stretched her docklines, but the worst of the gusts were
through in just minutes.” Then, changing the subject, William
glanced over to the Administrator’s office, “Have you cleared?”

“Aye, our good Administrator was in a fine
mood. It must be the sunshine. Salina will offload, take on a fresh
cargo tomorrow and, if this Nor’wester holds, depart for Buffalo by
tomorrow afternoon.”

William nodded, “We shall see which of us
has more influence on high; my prayers are for a Sou’westerly,
bound as we are for Mackinaw.”

Captain Dobbins hesitated, looked away for a
moment, then cautioned, in a low voice, “Be careful, William.” His
voice revealed serious concern.

William understood instantly. “Have you any
news from Erie, or further east?”

Captain Dobbins offered, “President Madison
addressed Congress just a little more than two weeks ago.”

William raised his eyebrows, but at that
moment Oliver entered from the street, caught sight of the two
instantly and was alongside in a moment. Captain Dobbins made his
greeting, “Mr. Williams, good afternoon to you, Sir.”

“And to you, Captain Dobbins. I trust your
runs this season have been profitable?” Oliver returned.

“Aye. It seems we will not see you on Lake
Erie, though, for some weeks.”

“Very true. William, I expect, has us sworn
for Mackinaw. I have just concluded the arrangements with our
consignees and our charter is assured, I am pleased to report.”
Looking at William, “I thought we could walk back together, if I am
not interrupting?”

“Of course, Oliver; I will just be a few
minutes. Daniel, inform Oliver of all you have heard of our
situation, if you please, while I attend to the paperwork.”

Captain Dobbins nodded and as William
entered the Deputy’s office, he began his report for Oliver.
“Newspapers in Erie and Buffalo are reporting that President
Madison addressed Congress on June 1.”

“Please, Captain, all the details,” Oliver
implored.

“Accounts of which I am aware focus upon a
long litany of grievances registered against England; disrespecting
our sovereignty, the embargo, nearly 10,000 merchant seamen
impressed, fomenting discord among the natives. Nary a hopeful
word, from what I read.”

“Still, though, no declaration, I
trust?”

“Not that I am aware, although Congress
retired in closed session.”

Oliver nodded and added, hopefully, “If only
these violent incidents would subside. It is the natives that
concern me the most.”

Captain Dobbins emphasized, “Most
unpredictable, for certain. Mark me, Mr. Williams; be on your
utmost guard.”

 


Inside Mr. Watson’s small office, the slight
breeze from the tiny high window opening to the back alley caused
the aroma of musty parchment, some too aged, to circulate through
William’s nostrils and he instantly sneezed. Mr. Watson looked at
William curiously, as though wondering why that was such a common
reaction among those who visited his office. William closed the
door so to halt the possibility of further ventilation. Black ink,
spattered and stained on near all horizontal surfaces, spent
quills, most untrimmed, together with open wells, several dry,
reminded William of past voyages over his years as a Merchant
Master. It had never seemed at all appropriate that a mere
document, preserved for time and all history, often remained as the
only reminder of what had in fact occurred; voyages, uncertain
adventures of men and ships contending with, as even relying upon,
unbridled wind, unchecked seas, and manifestations of nature and
humanity as far removed from offices such as these as was possible.
Still, here he was, where by law, all voyages began.

William made his greeting, discussed briefly
his winter at the Sault and complimented the generally healthy look
of the Deputy Administrator, despite no evidence of his pale
complexion having seen the sun. As Mr. Watson’s eyes settled upon
the parchment roll, William took the hint and flattened the
parchment directly in line with the only small shaft of sunlight
descending from the window upon a very large table crowding the
room. Surrounding stacks and piles of documents caused William to
wonder, with reason, whether duties, if not records, were finding
their way to the appropriate coffers and receptacles. Although he
could not recall, despite the mess, a single documented error and
very few complaints, save for the duties themselves. Mr. Watson
looked down through his half spectacles and, as William offered
general small talk as regards the upcoming voyage, he perused the
legal document:

“Report and Manifest of
the whole Cargo on board the Sloop Friends Good Will, whereof
William Lee is Master, burthen, Forty Seven Tons bound from this
port to Michilmackinaw having on board the following
Articles—Detroit, 19th
June, 1812,” Mr. Watson
read half aloud, skimming across columns in the standard format,
specifying the identifying marks found thereon, the quantity and
contents of all cargo containers, whether crate or bale, by whom
such was shipped and its consignees.

William observed the only object of art in
the office; an etching of Mr. Washington, First President of the
United States, hanging somewhat askew but in the only place of
prominence possible. William’s voice wandered off while musing
about the native threat, hoping to encourage Mr. Watson to offer
some news or at a minimum, read somewhat faster. The effort was
futile. Mr. Watson proceeded to check William’s arithmetic,
confirming those items listed as having been loaded totaled
precisely 304 objects.

As always, Mr. Watson moved on methodically
to approve the description of the contents. For the most part, the
contents were typical; wine, spirits, tobacco and flour. William
purposefully withheld his comments pertaining to the etching until
Mr. Watson appeared to be reading from roughly half way down the
page. “Mr. Washington! My, Joseph, are you an admirer? I would have
guessed Mr. Jefferson was more to your liking…”

Mr. Watson looked up, began to make a point
with his quill, but stopped short, resisting the distraction and
restraining his retort and returned to the Manifest. Within
seconds, as William tensed, Mr. Watson looked up, lowered his
glasses, looked down his nose and with grave concern, offered,
“Captain Lee, you know full well you are not to describe the
container, rather the goods—the contents of the containers.” Mr.
Watson had focused upon one particular item, a ‘Chest’, listed as
shipped by Oliver Williams.

Captain Lee nodded, attempted nonchalance
and explained, “But of course, Mr. Watson, sometimes a container is
in fact the item itself, in this instance finished with fine
carving, a beautiful clasp and made for a variety of household
purposes, once it reaches its destination and sold to some pretty
lass. Perhaps a trousseau?”

“How large is the chest?”

William shrugged and assured, “A very small
chest, I assure you. Indeed, Mr. Williams is in the hall, if you
wish to inquire further.”

A half smile formed, William’s eyes met Mr.
Watson’s and time spent together at the Pontiac House over pints
and politics paid its dividend; just as William had for some weeks
hoped and planned.

Mr. Watson looked down and mumbled, “Well, I
suppose a chest could be empty…” He dipped his quill, spilled
still more ink and after assuring the signature of William Lee was
clearly affixed, began to pen upon a clean sheet of parchment:

 


District of Detroit

To All whom it may concern:

Port of Detroit

 


William Lee, master of the sloop
Friend’s-good-will having

Sworn as the law directs to the within
manifest consisting

Of Three hundred and four articles of entry,
have delivered

A duplicate thereof, permission is hereby
granted to the said

Sloop to proceed with the cargo on board to
the port of Michi

Mackinaw in the Territory of Michigan.

 


Given under my hand and the Seal of the

District aforesaid, this
19th June, 1812

 


Jos. Watson

 


Mr. Watson excused himself, stood and nearly
crawled over William while squeezing his rotund figure around the
oversized table so to reach the door. Mr. Watson returned within
moments, having witnessed, though not engaged, Oliver in the hall
as he made his errand. The Manifest was returned to William,
countersigned by the Administrator, D.L. Goler, who without reading
the legal document, affixed the pale ochre seal of finely trimmed
paper and stamped with an eagle.

William elected to make no issue of the fact
Mr. Watson had misspelled and mangled the name of his command.
Rather, his good sense dictated he quickly roll both pieces of
parchment, retie the tarred marlin and thank Mr. Watson for his
customary efficiency. William exited the office on the instant, so
to as quickly as possible depart an environment as dry, musty and
confining for that which always seemed as wet, fresh and free; the
boundless expanse of blue water that were his inland seas.

 


 



Chapter 13

 


 William nodded to
Oliver as he approached in the hall, indicated the roll of
parchment under his arm, and they strode together out into the
sunshine and turned left for the southeast gate and commercial
dock.

Amid the bustle of the street, the typical
noise muffled by the mud, Oliver inquired, “I presume we are
cleared and all but underway?”

William smiled at Oliver’s excitement and
efforts to sound the experienced mariner. He had some right. Oliver
had taken to the sailor’s life quite well last season, respecting
at all times, even while aboard his own sloop, the fact that he was
either passenger or crew. He had learned much and both William and
James were quite pleased that Oliver could now be trusted to
contribute significantly, whether in the waist or on the
quarterdeck. “Aye, all signed and sealed. The wind, at present, is
not half so cooperative as was Mr. Watson, but the high clouds
thickening in the southwest portend a wind shift, perhaps by
nightfall. We shall slip our lines when the wind backs to the
west.”

“Have I some time, then, to visit the
family?”

William nodded and encouraged, “I think some
hours, at least. I will do the same after filing the manifest with
the log. James and Trove need take on a bit more wood, water and
some of our favorite stores.” He smiled, “Rumor has it Mary is
baking!”

Oliver smiled and nodded, “Yes, intended as
a surprise, however.”

William confessed, “James can be most
persuasive with his cousins.”

The discourse was casual and intimate; their
trust in each other had returned and was apparent. William’s
disclosure and apology and Oliver’s forgiveness, thanks entirely to
Bemose’s wise intervention, occurred now more than six months
before. William’s absence for the winter gave both time to think,
appreciate the other and resolve to guard their friendship even as
they would care for their families and their sloop.

The winter separation also presented
opportunity. As William and Bemose made their way south in April as
a part of a native party of five large canoes, they  stopped
at Mackinaw Island and William made the acquaintance of Lieutenant
Porter Hanks, United States Army. While discussing William’s
position as Master, now with Friends Good Will, Lieutenant Hanks
revealed that he had just received correspondence directing he
reinforce Fort Dearborn with arms, ammunition and several soldiers.
He was empowered to charter a merchant vessel and inquired if
Friends Good Will was available, with delivery by early summer.
William encouraged Lieutenant Hanks, asked for time to discuss the
charter with Oliver and by May, once the ice retreated, Oliver
confirmed all arrangements by correspondence posted to other
merchant ships bound for Mackinaw, including William’s former
command, Contractor. Friends Good Will had already logged three
voyages to Buffalo by way of Presque Isle and appeared, in
conjunction with a government charter, as having begun an excellent
season.

Oliver and William discussed their support
for the charter. William had never sailed Lake Michigan and looked
forward to the adventure. Further, the voyage to Mackinaw would be
a welcome change in routine from those courses and distances so
well known to him on Lake Erie. Oliver was intrigued with the
prospect of trading with Fort Dearborn. He heard others speak of
the possibilities of a growing village deep in the Northwest with
high quality furs and of a merchant, Mr. Kinzie, who, much like
himself in Detroit, seemed to be filling the needs of a growing
village. New trading partners were always valued.

William was also honest about his desire to
assist and further the military needs of the American garrison at
Mackinaw. Oliver was not opposed, but concerned for his interests
upon the outbreak of war. William won the day when he observed if
war came there were worse positions in which to find oneself than
upon a near empty inland sea, on the deck of a fast sloop, in the
company of soldiers and arms.

“Mary is not looking forward to my absence,”
confessed Oliver. Indeed, this voyage would be Friends Good Will’s
most ambitious to date.

William acknowledged as they walked, “I
understand. This will be a longer voyage than is usual. As we have
discussed, I expect four weeks. I also know that Mary will miss
Bemose, but truly, Oliver, I think your decision of last evening
most prudent.”

“Certainly, her familiarity with languages,
indeed, her very background, both French and native may well prove
valuable. Mary will be lonesome, but also relieved, I think, to
know Bemose will be assisting us.”

“Are you packed?” William asked.

“Yes. I will bring my bag when Mary and the
children see us off at the dock. I will miss them mightily, for
certain, but beside the excitement of the adventure, I really
believe opening more regular trade between myself and Mr. Kinzie
could be good for both communities and important for the growth of
the company.”

William nodded and only half teased, “Who
knows, dear friend, maybe someday a small fleet of schooners?”

As they passed through the gate, Oliver
stopped, grabbed William’s arm and reminded, with some urgency,
“William, the charts! Have you located any?”

William nodded and calmed Oliver,
recognizing, as was common among landsmen, rising anxiety as
departure approached, “I copied charts of Lake St. Clair, St. Clair
River, and Lake Huron from Contractor when I departed. I added a
few details that I even recall from my voyage on Hope.”

“And Lake Michigan?”

William nodded, “Samuel has been keeping an
eye out for a former shipmate of mine who served as Sailing Master
aboard the Schooner Tracy, which called upon Ft. Dearborn some
years ago. Fortunately, he stopped in for a dram at the Pontiac
House just last week and Samuel had him stay some while and draw
for us a rather large chart from his memory.”

Oliver naively commented, “How kind of both
of them!”

William smiled. “Kind, perhaps, but his ale
was added to your account. I assure you, he took his time!”

Oliver, somewhat embarrassed, but
understanding, observed, “Wonderful. We are entirely dependent upon
and guided by a chart drawn from memory by a drinking man provided
every incentive to become still more drunk!”

William smiled but reminded, “I also
inquired of Lieutenant Hanks last April and expect to have
additional charts available to us at Mackinaw and—”

Oliver touched his arm and interrupted, “It
appears as Samuel is still assisting with our preparations!” As
they strode upon the planks of the commercial dock, Samuel was
standing next to the gangway, balancing something standing on end
and wrapped in canvas.

William also observed, half concerned and
half amused, “And it appears his granddaughter is favoring James
with some farewells!”

James was seated with Anne on the windless,
she admiring a carved comb and he wearing a scarf ne’er seen by
William before. Bemose told William in the spring they had
apparently kept company through the winter.

Samuel greeted with all good cheer, “Mr.
Williams, Sir, may I present you just a token of our best wishes
for your long voyage?” William smiled in a knowing manner. Bemose
came up from the companionway hatch. James and Anne joined at the
shrouds. Samuel let the canvas concealing the object fall to the
dock.

Oliver was instantly touched. “Samuel, it is
beautiful! Truly, most impressive. I did not know… why,
whenever did you begin?”

Samuel beamed as he pointed
to the fine details of a sternboard carving for the transom.
Friends Good Will was
carved into what had been a flawless plank of black walnut, the
words flying across a grand banner, seemingly streaming in a
breeze.  Just underneath the center of the banner and located
in the middle of the name was a raised half sphere, or orb, as
large as a grapefruit standing out from which were the
initials, O.W. & Co. atop that part of earth, albeit not to scale, portraying the
Michigan Territory. The intricacy was admirable and the paint
flawless. The colors were carefully selected to compliment the
topsides and transom: an oiled banner with gold edging and
lettering. The half sphere was cherry boasting a bright oiled
finish with the corporate initials remarkably contrasting with the
natural darker tones of walnut.

“Fine work, indeed, Samuel!”

“Well, sir, I never thought it proper that
Eckert let her launch last spring, well… not truly christened.
I know time was short and tasks were long, but I only hope my
carving is worthy of the best looking sloop I have seen on this
river, for certain!” Samuel’s admiration for Friends Good Will was
sincere and none had a better eye for a fine sheer.

“Never again will Friends Good Will sail in
anonymity, Samuel,” Oliver said. With a small sense of ceremony,
even among close friends, he added, “She will sail in all style
with which she is deserving!”

William interjected, “Oliver, let us mount
the nameboard. I implore you now return to your family, sleep in
your bed tonight and if this wind backs at its leisure, be assured
at the first opportunity and no matter the hour, I will wake you
and we will set off.”

Oliver thought of still one more night at
home with the children, one more night with Mary. He nodded and
offered, “Thank you, William, Samuel, and to those who will help
mount the nameboard,” glancing over at James and Trove. “I
appreciate this last night ashore, should the winds permit.”

As Oliver spoke, Samuel looked directly into
William’s eyes, gave a knowing glance of assurance, far more subtle
than a wink, followed by a nod in response to the question in
William’s eyes. That was all William needed to know.

Oliver departed. William
looked at the carving and thought that, indeed, the carving had
turned out more beautifully than he had expected, or had ever
described to Samuel upon his arrival from Mackinaw by canoe this
spring, after many hours to ponder not only its design, but its
true purpose. The nameboard, William mused, was as beautiful as any
he had seen since he approached from under the counter, many years
ago in still another canoe and looked up to admire that which
declared General Hope.

 


Four days later, just as with Hope seven
years before, all onboard breathed easier as the river passed
behind and the shoreline grew more distant to the south, from
whence they sailed, as well as the east and west.

Friends Good Will barely made way against
the St. Clair River current and log sufficient gains. When
gradually she was headed and running out of water on the starboard
tack as she approached the western shore, she was forced twice to
come about smartly and sail directly across the river, or east,
while the current cruelly pushed her, beam to, downriver to the
south yet again. William, at the helm, made the most of what could
be coaxed from her hull form and James took charge of trimming all
fore and aft sail with great care. All on board had engaged in the
effort to claw, if necessary, for open water.

But luck was theirs. The clouds moved off to
the southeast as the wind veered and began to freshen from that
quadrant. Trove let out a whoop and waved his hat mockingly at the
receding shore. William called the larboard watch to breakfast as
Trove relieved him at the helm. All on board seemed to expend a
collective exhale. While the passage began days before, those few
were filled with frustration and far more hope than confidence.
William more than twice cursed “the damnable river!”

Trove was at the helm, William had just
completed the plot and James, taking his turn, finished the dishes
of what had proved a somewhat later than normal breakfast. To the
north, the vast empty horizon revealed only the imposing expanse of
Lake Huron. With the sun yet rising on a long summer morning,
Friends Good Will broke free from the last grips of the St. Clair
River. The current diminished, it seemed, with each passing length
and their speed increased with a steady east wind. Morale was
high.

In late morning, however, standing in the
shade cast by the mainsail, to larboard, Bemose motioned with a
smile for both William and Oliver to join her at the pinrail. They
smiled at her joy, curious as to what was on her mind. She laughed
as a girl and William melted at the memories. She took his arm,
challenged him in front of Oliver, “It was just about here. Am I
correct?”

William sought to tease, feigning confusion,
“Whatever do you mean, woman?”

He played well and he could see the doubt
and disappointment begin to form in her eyes, so quickly relented.
He spun her around by her waist and pointed off the starboard
quarter, “I would wager no more than a quarter of a mile, sou’east
by east!”

Bemose cared less for William having
accurately recalled the position than his having fondly recalled
the moment. She smiled and looked to where he pointed, as though
something, somehow, would mark the spot and stared imagining, it
seemed, the scene played out years before. Oliver was entirely
bewildered, so together, they told the tale.

“I am sure you have heard the story from
Mary, Oliver, as to how Bemose found passage with me up Lake Huron,
last I sailed these waters.”

“Yes, Mary described how you plucked Bemose
from a canoe, but I had always thought it was much further
north.”

Bemose added, “No, we tried to stay close to
the shore, over loaded as we were, but after we overturned, the
wind took me far from the shore.” William made to offer his
recollection, but Trove called to ease the headsails and William
made his way forward to respond.

Bemose and Oliver continued to talk while
William gazed aloft, noted the angle of the pennant from the
masthead and turned to ask James, “If you please, go aloft and
loose the topsail gaskets.” As expected of a man-o’-war’s topman,
from a frigate no less, James responded with enthusiasm.

Oliver confessed to Bemose, “What I never
heard, though, is with William having broken his leg in the wreck
of Hope, you having then rescued him in return, however did you
both survive and William heal?”

Bemose grew more serious, nearly grim.
“William had the presence of mind to urge us off of the shore very
soon after crawling up from the surf. How he remained conscious, I
will never know. Within a loon’s call, in a thick pine forest, his
leg enlarged and the pain caused him to grow faint. His condition
required he lay down to keep his consciousness, despite the
agony.”

William took the helm. Trove joined Oliver
and Bemose in the waist and began dropping coiled lines from
various pins to the deck; clewlines, buntlines, reef tackle, and
topsail sheets. James called down from high aloft, “All loose!” He
layed off from the larboard topsail yard footrope and lowered
himself from the cross trees, settling his feet upon the inch or
more of hardwood ratboards extending outboard from the shrouds
where they converged to the point where one could not slip one’s
foot between so to benefit from the relative security of ratlines.
James hesitated, taking in the view, just once more, of the varying
shades of green and blue water as Friends Good Will sailed from the
shoal to the deep just beyond the lush green, forested shoreline.
Having adhered to his custom, he strengthened his grip, flexed his
legs inward, creating more tension on the shrouds, and slid his
feet down to the next rat-board. He adjusted his hands lower and
slid his feet down once again until he deftly slid his right foot
inboard of the shroud and lowered himself still more until his foot
caught up atop a rat-line.

“So you were really quite close to the
survivors?” Oliver asked Bemose.

“Much too close,” she confirmed. “The forest
was thick, but William could limp but a few steps at a time. We
were wet, tired and cold with night coming on. Of course, so were
the others and most did not seem to really look for William with
much will—except the Captain.”

“Why was that, do you think?”

“While I cannot be certain, I suspect the
crew hoped he would not be found. William, I am sure, has told you
why the Captain was of another mind… if any at all!”

Oliver nodded, “Yes, he told me all about
Lieutenant Fleet.”

Captain Lee, at the helm, waited for James
to step from the cap rail to the deck and called, “Hands to the
clewlines and buntlines!”

Trove took one of each to larboard, James
the same to starboard, both at the forward corner of the pinrail at
the mast. When in position, Captain Lee called, “Cast off
clewlines, reef tackle and buntlines. Hands to the topsail sheets!”
With the coils at the pins already dropped to the deck, both Trove
and James, like a well practiced team, took the topsail sheets down
to just one turn on the cleats above their respective sheaves.

Bemose continued, “After less than an hour
in hiding with the survivors still arguing, it seemed, among
themselves so near I could hear as they raised their voices,
several Ojibwa young men approached them cautiously, offering to
help. They must have been hunting, noticed Hope approaching and I
later heard they had witnessed the wreck.”

“How many?” asked Oliver. “And how old?”

“A handful at most; just two, maybe three
years past childhood.” Bemose looked bitterly into the quartering
waves and recalled, “The Captain lured them close with cries of
help, tricked them to show mercy, then grabbed all and with little
struggle held them against their will.”

“For what purpose? You say they were willing
to help?”

Bemose nodded, “With that Captain, there was
only one purpose—his own.”

Captain Lee, however, another man at another
time intent on another purpose, called from the helm with some
enthusiasm, “Haul away, topsail sheets!” Trove and James knew well
the drill and responded instantly. Oliver motioned for Bemose to
step back aft and look aloft. They smiled as the strapping young
men, fit and prime, hauled the sheets and the large near new sail
cascaded down from the yard, gasketed to its underside for too
long. Shoulders swayed to the rythym of hemp through blocks, first
slipping with fits and starts through the sheaves at the yardarms,
soon, more smoothly, inboard, just below the main yard through
oiled, rope stropped blocks, then down at last through sheaves at
the rail round the mast, near their firmly braced and bare feet.
Arms strained, thighs tightened and their full weight shifted as
their faces revealed smiles and glances to each other in
appreciation for their avocation, for their ship and for the inland
seas.

The topsail fell with the drama of a grand
announcement, causing, as always, excitement and wonder as the
clews drew tight, pulled apart by the sheer length of the main yard
slung and secure well above. The wind filled the canvas, puffing
and punching it forward until its stubbornness, stiffness and
weight caused its intermittent rolling collapse. And yet the
topsail still, seemingly, rebelled waking from its slumber,
objecting to the light, to the breeze and to the task at hand.
Captain Lee, undeterred and with a will less corporeal than the
canvas, hemp, and even the wind, though no less strong, directed
this symphony of motion and mechanics amid a backdrop of wondrous
beauty. He called yet again, his call well timed, considerate of
what commands required while yet demanding a synchronization and
precision from crew and close comrades, “Hands to the topsail
halyard!”

Bemose brought Oliver back to the former
Captain of Hope, explaining how she and William made it through the
fist night undetected and able to ward off exposure. Finding a
hollow in the ground and over a bed of thick pine needles, she tore
boughs from the younger evergreens, supple and soft and light,
piling them atop William, slipping in alongside as the voices
approached. She heard the threats, the abuse; the survivors forcing
the young native men to lead onward to Fort St. Joseph. “I recall
the look in the eye of one of our young warriors as he recognized
our lair and saw me, no doubt. If William had groaned, I am sure
the Captain would have killed the both of us. If the native boy had
called out for help or even so much as hesitated… I am haunted
this day of my choice to save William. I marvel at that boy’s
courage and poise; imagine to have been in his place and to make
such a decision, instantly, under such circumstances, allowing us
to go undetected not knowing his fate!”

Oliver was near sick at the thought of what
answer his next question would bring. He sat on the hatch cover for
some time with Bemose, but eventually saw little point in avoiding
the inevitable. “Were those boys killed?”

She answered quickly, “No. The boys cleverly
led them on a full day’s trek through the night and next day for
what should have been no more than a half day’s walk. In the
meantime, at dawn, I built a sled for William and dragged him
behind me with him helping with his good leg such as he could. We
made the Ojibwa village, alarmed them as to the plight of the
children. Warriors, far more numerous than the survivors,
surrounded the entire party just a mile from the British fort, bows
drawn. A tense standoff unfolded, with survivors threatening to
kill the children and the warriors threatening to kill the
survivors as all nervously made their way to the river’s edge, just
across from the walls and gate of the British post.”

Bemose and Oliver stood as Trove removed a
hatch cover to allow ventilation below as the deck warmed. Quietly,
Bemose continued. “Fortunately, the Commander of the garrison
recognized what was happening, called out from the ramparts for
restraint and demanded no violence or harm to the children. Canoes
were sent over for all and soon the boys were released; not out of
Captain Fleet’s compassion but because he was so ordered as he
approached the walls.”

“Thank God. But you and William?”

We stayed at the Ojibwa village through the
winter as guests for having brought word of the danger to their
youths. I think William was shown much respect when I related how
he rescued me. They cared for William. To this day, when we winter
in the north, we visit the village. Two of those now grown children
yet make it their home.”

“He has yet to speak of it to me.”

“It was a hard time for William. It took
time to grow accustomed to having deserted his shipmates and the
Provincial Marine. He had to learn to accept help, to somehow
contribute while near useless, to accept from strangers the most
simple of necessities. It was… humbling, while at the same
time, those months fostered within him feelings of compassion for
others struggling with what so many must bear.” Bemose looked into
Oliver’s eyes, offering what she regarded as essential and
profound, “William very much, it seems, assumes a sacred
responsibility for those entrusted to his care. I have seen such
devotion to duty in few men, most notably my father for his
congregation, those he regarded as ‘God’s children’.

Oliver thought the analogy intriguing and
considered it, abandoning conversation for some minutes. To his
knowledge, William was not a deeply religious man. Yet Bemose
correctly perceived in William, as one of the best Captains on
these Lakes, the same devotion to his owner, crew and passengers as
a priest to his people; a shepherd to his flock. He considered
William, noting the broad smile forming on his face as he looked
aft and Friends Good Will surged ahead, now pushed by a powerful
topsail, well set and drawing free.

But the analogy was more complex and apt
than perhaps even Bemose was aware. She made the comparison to her
father, a priest, the all-too-human ambassador of the Almighty,
rather than to God himself, as the worst of Captains sometimes
liked to believe and insist upon in their dealings, at least with
all those aboard while underway. Thinking more deeply about
Bemose’s father, her very existence forced the admission of
imperfection; evidence of flawed humanity, Oliver mused. Similarly,
recalling William’s apology and contrition of last autumn as an
ambassador discharging a sacred duty, so too William had failed. As
all do, Oliver freely admitted with respect to himself even as he
indicted all others without malice and invoking no shame.

Oliver resolved to give the matter more
thought as the hundreds of miles yet before them would allow,
divided, as was already established, into rythmic round-the-clock
watches. A regular watch during the height of summer encouraged the
best of conversation, the most profound reflection and a deep, if
not prayerful appreciation for respective roles amid all creation.
Such are the benefits of voyages at sea.

Oliver was brought back to Bemose by her
closing remark, “Further, not having known William for longer than
but a few days before his injury, I do not really know whether his
healing through those winter months formed in him what seems to now
motivate him so consistently in his dealings with others. He cannot
bear, it seems, to be unprepared. He somehow sees no excuse for it
and never wants to be dependant again, I fear.”

“Fear?” asked Oliver.

“I do fear. Who can possibly know what will
occur? Can one be prepared for all possible events? Of course not.
Such is a self-imposed burden no man can meet, yet my William…
he tries.” She looked at William, still at the helm calling out the
fine trim. Her eyes revealed such a look of love and devotion so
deep and sincere that if not for Mary, it would have made Oliver
quite jealous. Suddenly, Oliver felt uncommon joy for his friend
who for years struggled with difficulties and bitterness in near
all aspects of his personal life.

Time and again, the taffrail log trailed in
their wake, the knots slid through their hands, the count was made,
the contrivance retrieved, most often to their satisfaction. The
skies remained clear and only whisps of clouds painted colored
streaks across their dawns and dusks. The sloop slid along, near
always north, most often just within sight of the Michigan shore
though the land was but a smudge along the horizon to larboard. The
breezes were light to moderate, just strong enough so that with all
sail set the helm was easy, the mood grand and the log revealed, on
average, four miles for each hour.

For several hours, the land to the west sunk
from view and William and Oliver speculated at the truth of what
Bemose had been told by others: a great bay, large enough to sail
down its length with no land in sight, mostly to the southwest,
eventually narrowed to a river allowing access to the interior of
what was largely a virgin Territory. William yearned to explore but
knew that until a village was established and either people or
material offered a reason to change course, Friends Good Will would
in all likelihood for years to come sail ambivalently past its
great entrance.

The second night on the lake required
careful preparations and some navigational calculations. William
and Bemose were well aware and had been cautioned by those natives
with whom they had traveled by canoe that a reef and shallow water
extended well out into the deeper water along the western shore as
they approached the northern reaches of Lake Huron. The difficulty
was compounded by the fact that the reef extended southeast, with
few warning signs, and they were approaching from the south. A
ship, William worried, could be caught well within the clutches of
its danger before any sign presented itself of the need to bear
northeast early enough to remain in deep water. William had over
the years taken careful bearings from the canoes in which they had
traveled and estimated the distance from the St. Clair River.
Friends Good Will was that early evening approaching the point at
which a course change would be prudent.

Captain Lee came up from the companionway at
the change of the second dog watch. He began his watch with Trove,
relieving Oliver at the helm. Oliver greeted cheerfully, “Good
evening, William. Our course is North by Nor’west. I estimate we
are still logging four knots, as we were when the log was last
cast.”

Captain Lee responded, “Thank you, Oliver. I
have on that assumption made that plot and the watch is relieved.
You may send James below, if he wishes. If you please, stand with
me for some time, will you?”

“Of course.”

Captain Lee intercepted Trove as he was
about to assume the bow watch. “Trove, pray, take the glass aloft
and report as to if you detect any deep bay to the Nor’West.”

“Aye.” Trove approached the binnacle, slid
the glass from its resting place, slipped the leather strap over
his shoulder, the glass laying along his back and began to ascend
up the shrouds, to starboard.

Oliver, while off watch, appeared in no
hurry to quit the deck on such a fine evening. The sun was just
approaching the western horizon and the dusk promised to be long
and enjoyable. Oliver asked as William looked aloft to Trove now
extending the glass from his perch at the cross-trees, “Your
calculations took some time. When you have a moment, I would enjoy
learning more about our situation.”

William nodded, “Of course. Let’s take some
time in the morning. But actually, Oliver, I was also attending to
some writing I wish to discuss with you.”

“I am yours.”

“I have these past few hours reduced to
writing that which I should no longer retain in my head. I wish to
present documentation of what I have committed to memory to
Lieutenant Hanks when we reach Mackinaw.” Oliver’s expression
seemed favorable so William continued, now at nearly a whisper, “I
have considerable experience with and knowledge of supply routes
along the shores of these Lakes and have, since meeting with him
this Spring, been asking others and listening carefully to whatever
could be learned secondhand.” Oliver grew more serious but remained
silent. William continued, “If war comes, a thorough description of
these trails, navigable creeks and rivers, areas of consistent ice,
roads, and natural harbors, on both sides of the border, could be
of significant advantage.”

Oliver thought carefully for some moments,
appreciating the fact that William was telling him what he could
have obviously kept hidden without so much as a hint. “As you
know,” he began, “I would prefer to not become entangled in
politics and hope for, above all things, patience, cool heads and
peace. Still, am I to understand you are detailing in writing only
that which you have come to know over your years on these Lakes and
that which could also be used by all merchant masters for the
development of commerce?”

Trove called, “Deck there!” The call bought
William some moments.

Captain Lee replied loudly, “Report.”

“The shore appears to sink as it bends to
the nor’west.” Trove sounded surprised and untrusting, although
that is precisely as William had hoped and expected. He continued,
“I will confirm that from the masthead,” and slung the glass across
his back yet again.

William suspected Trove was actually
climbing more for fun than necessity, yet instructed nonetheless,
“While there, see if you can see any land to the North or
Northeast.”

Trove faintly called, “Aye,” as he began his
climb up the topmast shrouds.

Captain Lee smoked Oliver’s suggestion
instantly. His peace-loving friend was carefully rephrasing
William’s own summary in such manner as could permit no objection.
While unclear as to what prompted Oliver’s tolerance, his
involvement not yet fairly described as cooperation, William
instantly confirmed, “My friend, I assure that is the case; and
nothing more.” Then, to make the point still clearer, “While
Friends Good Will no longer carries arms, I cannot help but carry
knowledge.”

Oliver confirmed, “Of course.”

William had not as yet come to appreciate
that Oliver’s liberal attitude was the direct outcome of the trust
William demonstrated in raising the topic to begin with, together
with Bemose’s earlier observation that William, as did perhaps all
the better masters, strove for perfection in all preparations.

William added, “On the frontier, the
movement of supplies in war is critical; they are always in short
supply and options for transport severely limited.” Oliver nodded,
growing slightly less comfortable with the discussion of tactics.
William concluded, “All documentation, including maps and names of
persons who can be relied upon familiar with each trail, creek,
harbor and landing is kept in that small chest at the foot of my
bunk.”

“Really, Captain Lee, must you impart such
details?”

William recognized he had pushed too far,
offered too much, and the formality of Oliver’s reply, addressing
William’s rank and position, was fully intended by Oliver to remind
him that perhaps on such points, less familiarity between them as
compared to every other detail of their lives, their pasts or even
their intertwined future, was as yet much preferred.

Trove called down from the masthead, “The
western horizon fades to the Nor’west. Land appears, just a smudge,
also to the North’noreast.”

William called loudly so as to carry his
voice near eighty feet aloft from his station at the helm, “Return
to the deck.” Continuing in that volume and with that inherent
authority practiced by those in command, “James, up from below on
the instant. If you please, upon taking the deck and together with
Trove, brace up the topsail and trim all headsails.” Then, he
turned to Oliver and more softly suggested, “If you please, dear
friend, could you step aft and trim the mainsail? I then ask that
you steer for a moment.” Captain Lee slipped his watch from his
waistcoat pocket, checked the time and muttered, “I must note the
time on the chart.”

Oliver repositioned himself and began
trimming the mainsail as James and Trove went to work in the waist.
Captain Lee, with a half smile on his face and with all the
confidence borne from months of preparation for precisely this
moment, was pleased to announce, while pushing the massive tiller
to larboard with his hips, sweeping the quarterdeck, “For the next
four hours, we shall steer East by Nor’east.”

Friends Good Will changed course that
evening, recognized by all onboard as necessary to avoid a reef
well known to Captain Lee to lie just ahead and confirmed as
prudent by masthead sightings. Friends Good Will had also that
evening changed direction, unbeknownst to all, unrevealed by her
wake, as suggested only by the contents of a chest, at the foot of
a bunk. She sailed from the sun, it having just that moment dipped
the horizon.

 


 



Chapter 14

 


The morning watch changed quietly after a
near silent night. Friends Good Will sailed a point north of east
until 2400 hours, wore ship and turned a point west of north,
slipping along at near three knots through the star studded night.
Without a moon, the broad sheer scarf of the Milky Way wound across
all creation, punctuated by occasional falling stars. The breeze
filled in from the south by sou’west and increased slightly at
dawn. Friends Good Will would make Mackinaw, with ease, sometime in
the upcoming afternoon.

William and Trove relieved Oliver and James.
Oliver gave over the tiller to Trove, glanced back over the stern
and set his gaze on what he thought initially was the result of
fatigue. But there was no mistake. He called out as William made
his way up the companionway hatch, having made the plot, “Captain
Lee, there appears a sail, dead astern.”

Trove wheeled round at the helm, his bare
feet slipping easily on the deck wet with dew, nodded affirmatively
and handed the long glass to William as he strode aft to the
taffrail. William extended the glass, studied for some moments,
snapped it shut, shrugged and announced, “Indeed, we have
guests—late for breakfast; perhaps for the noon meal!”

Oliver was not near so nonchalant. “Do you
know her?”

William confessed, shaking his head, “I do
not.” While not yet hull up, he ventured, “I would guess she is
larger than we, a brig, perhaps 90 tonnes.”

“Is she wishing to catch us?”

William considered how in the world he was
supposed to know the answer, but recalling as Captain it was often
best to play as though he did, speculated, with unjustified
confidence, “I suspect not. She is overhauling us and has likely
done so through the night, especially in light of our jog to the
east for some hours. No, I would guess this just one of those
chance encounters. In two more hours, we shall know more about her
intended destination.”

Oliver, sounding less concerned though
certainly curious, asked “How is that?”

“Well, Oliver, at that time we will bear at
least 3 points further west. If our companion is bound for
Mackinaw, so, too, will she, in all likelihood.”

The morning progressed like all others, the
sun warmed the cool fir deck and dew evaporated near as fast as
Bemose could wipe it from near all horizontal surfaces. There was
little other work for the crew. Trove, James and Oliver wagered on
the time of landfall and whether the stranger was English or
American, naval or merchant. William worked on his report for
Lieutenant Hanks while Bemose repaired a cargo net frayed to the
point of some concern.

At four bells in the forenoon watch, with
Trove at the helm, Captain Lee ordered Friends Good Will brought
three points higher in the steady breeze. Her companion had gained
considerably since first observed, the result of her having set
stun’-sails, rectangular additional canvas raised from the deck to
fly outboard of the square sails from spars stowed and run out from
the yards, most often when the press for speed was urgent. The
mystery ship was by then no more than a mile astern. She held
course, however, sailing still further north and the ships
gradually parted company as Friends Good Will sailed near
westerly.

With the mystery ship’s beam soon broad to
Friends Good Will’s transom, William studied her closely. He
offered to Oliver, “A snow; not a brig, perhaps 85 tons. I would
guess Royal Navy, perhaps bound for Fort St. Joseph, though I have
ne’er seen her before.” He no sooner spoke and the Union Jack
snapped free from her foremast truck.

Trove inquired, “Shall we send up our
colours, Captain?”

William muttered softly, raising the glass
once again, checking for any sign of gunports, “I think not,
Trove.” Then, with his voice trailing off, “No need, really…”

Oliver was relieved; James disappointed.
Bemose, wrapping her blanket still more tightly round her
shoulders, was acutely aware of her own intense apprehension as she
looked at the flag with brightly colored sharp triangles, like
spear points, under which she last sailed on Hope.

 


Colonel Pye snapped his glass shut, turned
to the Sailing Master and with some disappointment, commented, “It
appears our sloop is bound for Mackinaw. Too bad; a pretty model
and a swift sailor!”

The Sailing Master grunted almost
defensively, “Caledonia was, of course, overhauling. We could have
backed a topsail by noon. Rather rude, no flag or ensign. Did you
catch her name?”

“Aye, Friends Good Will, carved on her
transom. Pretty work. Do you know her?”

The Sailing Master shook his head but added,
“We shall make Ft. St. Joseph this afternoon. I will inquire of
her.”

The Colonel returned to his quarters to
consider his orders and satchel of documents that caused him to
board at Amherstburg and depart hurriedly, just hours after he met
with Alexander Grant and Friends Good Will leaving Detroit.
Calendonia, the larger ship, was by far more frustrated by the
adverse current of the St. Clair River. She broke free of the
current on the same Southeast breeze as did Friends Good Will, only
much later that same day. Finally, Caledonia’s greater length and
sail area told in her greater speed and she nearly outpaced the
swift sloop when Captain Lee made the turn for Mackinaw.

Upon making Ft. St. Joseph and anchoring in
the lee of the island, shielded from the river current, Colonel Pye
took a ship’s boat to the dock where he was met by the Captain of
the Fort’s garrison of some fifty soldiers. After brief
introductions, Colonel Pye asked directly, “Are Lieutenants Dunlap
and Fleet available for interview?”

Somewhat surprised, the Captain replied,
“Yes, both are within the walls. Lieutenant Dunlap just returned
last evening from conversing with some native acquaintances.”

Colonel Pye nodded encouragingly, noted the
time on his waistcoat watch and directed, “Very well. Have both of
them report to me in one half hour, in… er… shall we say,
your offices?”

The Captain nodded, “Certainly.”

Colonel Pye, out-pacing the Captain easily
up the gradual slope to the gates of the fort, adding to the sense
of some as yet unexplained urgency, added “Muster the garrison, all
personnel to attend, no exceptions, for my review and address in
one hour.”

Colonel Pye had his trunk brought up,
washed, and shifted to his better uniform, thinking the entire time
of Alexander Grant. He had been as impressed with him during his
visit at his home on Grosse Isle, just prior to Caledonia’s
departure, as he had been in Kingston the summer before. It was not
easy to have informed him, after a remarkable career of more than
fifty years, of his retirement and replacement, but circumstances
required a more energetic presence among His Majesty’s far flung
forces in such difficult times. He was most impressed that the
Commodore agreeed entirely with Montreal’s assessment, took the
news with all grace and, Colonel Pye sensed or perhaps liked to
believe, relief. The most fascinating part of the interview,
however, was that which then followed, which Colonel Pye was once
again recalling in detail when he replied to the knock on the door,
“Come.”

Lieutenants Dunlap and Fleet entered the
rough hewn, single story log building. Colonel Pye took his seat
behind the Captain’s desk adjacent to the stone fireplace which
seemed to draw poorly. He ordered both to approach and stand before
him. They made their greeting and while still at attention, Colonel
Pye started in, “Mr. Dunlap, I hand you a statement that has fallen
to me to investigate and if appropriate, press before a Court’s
Martial, on the instant.” Lieutenant Dunlap took the parchment,
read the statement of Mr. LaRoux and flushed with anger. Colonel
Pye watched Fleet closely through some uncomfortable moments as the
realization came over Dunlap that he was accused of treason.
Fleet’s breathing quickened, his eyes darted about and it was clear
he was taken aback by this turn in the proceedings he, after all,
began.

“Mr. Dunlap, do you know one Mr.
LaRoux?”

“I assure you, Sir, I have never met the man
and I deny all that is implied as to my involvement with any sales
of arms. Who has taken this statement?”

Fleet’s eyes widened when Colonel Pye noted
calmly, “You are standing next to him.”

Dunlap looked at Fleet with intense hatred
that chilled even Colonel Pye. What he expected to see, but did
not, in Dunlap’s expression, was at least some degree of surprise.
Fleet, on the other hand, was having difficulty maintaining his
composure.

The Colonel demanded, “Mr. Fleet, do you
stand by your statement taken from Mr. LaRoux?”

Fleet stammered, “Of course, Sir.”

“Do you believe him credible?”

Fleet overplayed his hand, “An honest man,
Sir, I assure you, most upstanding and of solid reputation!”

“Why, then, Mr. Fleet, would LaRoux, if so
honest and upstanding, be involved in what his own statement admits
as secretive and illegal? Why then, Mr. Fleet, has this LaRoux
suddenly vanished? Many near Amherstberg claim to know him, while
none have seen him since apparently he gave you his statement?”

Fleet stammered, “I have no idea, Sir. I
have not seen him since, but perhaps those with an interest in
keeping him silent have done him in.”

Dunlap was outraged at the implication;
murder by innuendo, atop of treason by heresay. He began to
forcefully object, “Colonel, Sir, I must—”

Colonel Pye interrupted with an even more
authoritative voice, “The fact is, Mr. Fleet, Commodore Grant,
whose reputation in Upper Canada far exceeds that of anyone in this
room and most certainly that of the mysterious LaRoux, informs me
that Mr. Dunlap, as confirmed by his regular reports, would have
been nowhere near the Lake Erie shoreline in the months of
September, October, or November for that matter. Dunlap traveled
hundreds of miles north and west in furtherance of orders which I
delivered in your presence. Would that surprise you, Mr.
Fleet?”

“I could not say, Sir. I do not keep the
whereabouts of—”

The Colonel interrupted, “Do you challenge
the word of Commodore Grant?”

Fleet was silent. Dunlap determined, in
light of the direction of Colonel Pye’s questions, to remain
silent. Colonel Pye was frustrated. Someone had sold those arms. He
was charged with investigating the statement taken by Fleet, could
not find LaRoux, trusted Commodore Grant, who supported Dunlap, who
in turn appeared to have been nowhere nearby.

“Mr. Fleet, where were you in the months of
September, October and November last?”

“Sir, carrying out your orders with respect
to determining supply routes useful to His Majesty’s forces.” It
then dawned on Fleet, so he added, “Indeed, my discussions with Mr.
LaRoux were entirely consistent with those orders; to become more
familiar with clandestine trade on the Lakes.” While true, Fleet
had ducked the question, offering his supposed activity, not his
whereabouts.

Colonel Pye noticed the dodge and pressed,
“Supply routes along the shore of Lake Erie, is that correct?”

Fleet only mumbled, “Yes, Sir…” His
voice trailed off as he realized that his orders delivered in
Kingston placed him far closer to the illicit sale of arms than
Dunlap, who had, it appeared, without Fleet’s knowledge, made his
way far to the north and west.

Colonel Pye continued, “I have had no
reports from you. I look forward to receiving what must, I am sure,
entail substantial documentation, compiled over many months.
Dunlap, by contrast, posted a report to Montreal from Green Bay and
visited with the Commodore near Detroit as well.”

Dunlap interjected, “Did you not receive my
report from west of Detroit, posted in early December?”

“I did not. You will brief me later.” Pye
looked again at Fleet. “Well, Mr. Fleet, I shall have your report.
Correct?”

“Yes, Sir, of course. Although not made
aware of your arrival here today, let me polish the material, you
understand…”

Colonel Pye suspected Mr. Fleet had in fact
compiled little material, but played along. Extending him a few
days would matter little. “Take what little time you may need, Mr.
Fleet.” He then announced his decision, at least for the time
being: “I will continue to consider the veracity of this statement
and whether any additional corroborating evidence comes forth
against you, Mr. Dunlap. I will take no action at this time. Both
of you, leave me now. I assume you have heard that all King’s
forces in the area will muster in just a few minutes for my
address.”

Both answered, “Yes, Sir,” wheeled around
and retreated from the room and onto the porch, where if not for
the presence of near the entire garrison forming in ranks, they
would have resorted instantly to fisticuffs, if not an official
challenge for grass before breakfast on the morrow.

Mr. Dunlap walked away, attempting to cool
his anger. He was thankful for his visit to Commodore Grant and
Grant’s recollection of it on his behalf. Mr. Fleet walked away
cursing how his plans had been disrupted by Dunlap’s travels and
reports, but more concerned for how he was going to soon acquire
documentation of his having followed those orders delivered him in
Kingston near a year before; the documentation of supply routes
deemed important to the defense of Upper Canada.

Colonel Pye slipped one set of documents
into his satchel and removed another, which by gravity, though not
weight, constituted the main purpose for his hurried departure from
Fort Malden and journey to Fort St. Joseph. Lieutenants Fleet and
Dunlap could wait. The King’s men would be plenty busy in the next
few weeks.

 


 



Chapter 15

 


The Northwest wind held through much of the
day. It seemed to back a point, maybe two, to the west in early
afternoon just as the late June sun was as far to the north as is
ever seen in the latitude of the inland seas. As the sun began to
slide from its zenith, it dipped gradually lower to larboard in
relation to the topmast, ever nearer the jibboom. Soon the sun
would be directly in the eyes of Captain Lee and the crew of
Friends Good Will. The intensity of the reflection increased by the
hour, the color of the water revealing far less about depth and
bottom than had the sun remained overhead, or to even greater
advantage, shone from astern.

Tension was high. Captain Lee remained
professional, spoke softly and guardedly with discipline and calm.
He stayed on deck, having stared at the charts so intently he knew
all near to memory. James was quiet and watchful; Trove typically
at ease. Oliver, visibly concerned and nervous, paced the deck
trying to assist, and Bemose, trusting as always in William, sat
quietly for what seemed hours next to the companionway hatch. The
half dozen soldiers that had boarded at Mackinaw were oblivious to
the danger and were more intent on napping, amusing themselves with
hand carved wood dice or writing letters that Friends Good Will
would later post to various destinations than observing the drama
unfolding before them.

It was three bells in the dog watch, just
after dinner. Friends Good Will, close hauled if not pinching a
bit, struggled to make a westerly course, having departed Mackinaw
that morning. The chart showed a reef extending far to the west,
easily a third of the way across Lake Michigan, just to the south
and running parallel with the course. Some at Fort Mackinaw had
advised sailing far to the west, keeping a large island that would
appear ahead to larboard, and round it turning south to be assured
of deep water. Others, including William’s former shipmate who had
sailed to Fort Dearborn some years before, assured him the reef
would recede and, if timed correctly, a deep channel allowed for
the turn well before reaching the island and it was possible to
bear directly south through the channel keeping the island to
starboard and saving nearly a full day of sailing.

Captain Lee searched for the channel. He
thought he had found it more than two hours before, but it proved
premature and all too risky. Large underwater boulders were sighted
from the cross trees and Friends Good Will was able to claw off the
all too near reef. William spent too many moments through the
afternoon haunted by the lee shore grounding years before on
Hope.

Had the wind blown from on or abaft the
starboard beam, he would have felt more relaxed, but with sunlight
from ahead and for only some three hours longer, options were
running short. Debating whether to anchor for the night, despite
the exposed position, he called once again, “James, if you please,
swing the lead to larboard… this time from the jibboom.” Their
speed slowed, leeway was a concern and Captain Lee needed as much
lead time as was necessary if they were required to tack. “Oliver,
stand by the headsail sheets. Trove, go aloft and read the bottom,
if you can, from the cross trees.”

Captain Lee stared at the staysail and
frowned. It was not as easily trimmed for close hauled as he
preferred and Trove contrived for the sheet to be temporarily
hauled inboard, restrained by a short length of line round the fife
rail pins. It helped, but the sail delivered little power and the
arrangement might slow what would need to be a swift tack. Captain
Lee was just about to remind Oliver about the arrangement so he
would be prepared when the lead flew forward of the jibboom in a
graceful arc, splashed well ahead and, within moments, an
indication of shoal water, James called, “Two Fathoms.” Friends
Good Will required just more than one.

Captain Lee called to Trove, “Report from
aloft.”

“Deck there, no sign of—”

James called again, the result of a second
sounding, “A quarter less three.”

Captain Lee held his breath as Trove
finished, “—shoaling. Dark water ahead.”

Within two lengths, James, with near
exuberance in his tone, announced, “Now more than four!”

Captain Lee called, “James, continue now
from the larboard channels.” As the bottom was appearing to recede,
it required more time to retrieve the lead from each heave and
rather than have the line slip under the hull in such depths it was
better to retrieve from alongside.

The next heave confirmed ample water and
favorable trend. Within several more lengths, Captain Lee called,
“Hands, prepare to ease sheets.” Trove assisted Oliver on the
foredeck, James stood by the mainsheet, William pushed the tiller
to starboard and Friends Good Will swung south. Bemose stood,
stretched, turned to William and smiled.

With the wind now free on the starboard
quarter, James made off the mainsheet, and asked, “Shall we set the
topsail?”

After a stressful day sailing into
unfamiliar waters and with night approaching, William replied
instinctively, “I think not.” The topsail was more complicated than
fore and aft sails and once set, restricted maneuverability. “I
shall want all our options available this night.”

Near dawn the wind diminished suddenly,
thick fog descended like a shroud and for more than an hour the log
caused only two knots along the line to pass within the time
allotted from the small glass. Daylight revealed a very small, gray
world. Visibility was less than a length, the sails were wet and
slack, and a small roll from a left over wind and sea caused the
sails to slat, line to chafe, and blocks to act as weights on
pendulums. A wake was imperceptible. The watch remained silent,
breakfast was postponed, and William allowed those not on watch to
enjoy as much sleep as each required. Bells were suspended well
past daylight.

At the change of the watch, a sudden flurry
of diffused motion brought what seemed hundreds of objects from the
northern sky. Small birds descended down and around the deck,
landing on any and all horizontal surfaces as the unexpected guests
completed their downward spiral. It was as though the flock was as
surprised to find Friends Good Will as the Ship’s Company was
surprised to play host. The birds were utterly spent and, once
landed, preferred to lie inert or walk so to seek shelter than to
fly for any possible reason.

William observed to Bemose, “It seems we
make a most needed island.”

“These poor creatures are exhausted. I will
put out some water and food. Perhaps some bowls of grain.” The crew
was curious and sympathetic, wanting to help.

Oliver asked, “Do you think it the fog?”

William nodded, “Aye, they are disoriented,
likely unable to find a safe haven in what became a troubled sky.
If the fog rolled in from the west, they well might have been
flying since last evening.”

Oliver wondered, with obvious sympathy, “I
wonder how many did not find a haven?”

As Bemose scattered bits or grain from a
bowl near clusters of sparrows, most near or seeming asleep, she
thought aloud, barely such that Oliver overheard, “We are no
different, seeking a haven in troubled waters…”

Four bells in the forenoon watch, however,
seemed to ring up the sun, trying mightily to burn through the fog.
At first, a patch of sky, well up to starboard, appeared bright.
Within minutes, a luminous orb, easy on the eyes, confirmed
celestial order. Soon after, visibility improved and blue skies
were apparent overhead. The day was bright although shadows were
soft with the fog laying from the surface to the cross trees.

William was nervous as a cat. A deep fog
hides all; a ground fog, only that what lies at the surface.
Friends Good Will’s pennant, which flew from the topmast eighty
feet from the waterline, when there was wind, was a not so subtle
announcement of their presence. Exactly where, he was not quite
sure.  The pennant hung limp and symbolized for Captain Lee
not an opportunity for rest, but rather warned of their exposure
and vulnerability.

“Deck there!” called Trove.

Captain Lee looked aloft and responded,
“Report.”

“Two islands lie to the west: the larger,
two miles off the beam; the smaller, four miles off the starboard
bow.”

“To the east?”

“Dunes, lying from the nor’east to
sou’west.”

Captain Lee knew where they were from the
chart drawn by one friend over pints paid for by another. He
called, “Remain aloft. All further reports, in hushed tones. If
called to the deck, slide down the backstay.”

Captain Lee’s instructions revealed his
concern. Oliver approached and asked, “Are we in danger?”

“Oliver, if you please, assemble the
soldiers on deck. Retrieve our musket from alongside my bunk and
bring up all pistols among us. I will take two.”

James looked at his father and with all the
calm of a former Chesapeake, asked, “Clear for action?”

The phrase, uncommon upon a merchant sloop,
only underscored the urgency in William’s mind. He nodded to James
and added, “Send a pistol aloft to Trove with the messenger, loaded
and primed.” Then to Bemose as she ascended from the companionway
hatch behind the last of their guests from Mackinaw, “Select a
weapon from Oliver, my dear, if you will.”

The Corporal, uncertain as to the cause for
William’s concern, was asked to have all weapons loaded, primed and
his men distributed along the rail so that a close watch was
continuously maintained in all directions. Sensing from the tone
this was not a time for questions, he replied, “Yes, Sir,” and
began his preparations.

In just five minutes, the soldiers and arms
taken on at Mackinaw had been put to good use. The rail was manned,
an armed lookout aloft and Captain Lee silently prayed for
wind.  Five bells brought only impatience, six, frustration
and doubt among those who knew little of Captain Lee.

Oliver and William shared observations of
Mackinaw. Oliver observed, “In going over the books, I am pleased
to report our cargo to Mackinaw was most profitable. We sold,
delivered or earned a commission on our entire contents.”

“Save for the chest,” remarked William.

Reminded once again of that particular risk
among what now seemed so many, Oliver asked, “I noted yesterday it
was still aboard. Did you not intend to deliver it to Lieutenant
Hanks?”

“He was most encouraging and wanted me to
make a copy to deliver to Captain Heald at Fort Dearborn, add to it
what I can from completing this passage and deliver the original to
him on our return.”

Oliver observed, “He seemed a most capable
chap; serious minded and no fool.”

William nodded. “Yes, my impression as well.
Did you know he sent one of his men to reconnoiter St. Joseph
Island?”

“I did not.”

“Indeed. Unaware as we are of the political
situation, rather than wait he determined to learn what he can. I
respect that.” William, distracted, turned his head aloft while
completing his compliment and took heart in the pennant now
beginning to flutter, fitfully, but portending of wind in the
offing. He moved closer to the tiller to be within easy reach.

Oliver observed with some optimism, “I would
entertain additional government charters. I sensed Lieutenant Hanks
was impressed with Friends Good Will and perhaps—”

A soldier stationed at the starboard shrouds
called, “Native canoes approaching!”

An arrow shot across the deck at that very
moment landed harmlessly in the water. A second stuck fast in the
mast as a third pierced the mainsail, just two feet above the boom,
well aft.

William called, “Hold your fire!” He
observed at least four canoes approaching from the starboard beam,
estimated five warriors manning each, made a mental note of at
least two warriors paddling and instinctively concluded they were
well outnumbered, perhaps two to one.

Oliver, in the same second, noted the war
paint on all, streaks of black and red on the faces and chests of
those nearest. James took some heart in not seeing any firearms as
yet wielded by any of the natives. Bemose, moving behind William
stationed at the tiller, uttered but one word, “Winnebago.” William
knew well of their reputation as courageous and skillful
fighters.

Two of the canoes were less than two ship
lengths from Friends Good Will and the paddlers increased the
stroke as all warriors shrieked and cried out so to terrorize their
enemy.

Captain Lee recognized instantly an
ambiguous command structure. He had never clarified with the
Corporal which of them were in command of the soldiers should a
fight ensue on deck while underway. As this was no time for
negotiations and rivalries and sensing they would perform better if
comfortable with their own, he called, “Corporal, direct the
fight!”

He noted the Corporal looking at him, likely
thinking the same, caught his appreciative glance and ordered, “All
soldiers, fire!”

Six muskets fired in near unison. The acrid
smoke filled the air and only William, of those on board, noted the
smoke which blew back across the deck just as he felt some pressure
on the helm. The sparrows took flight with a start from all
directions, instantly causing confusion both on the ship and among
the canoes. The natives hesitated and looked to their leader for
assurance, wondering if the unexpected flight of birds from a large
‘winged canoe’ portended disaster or was a bad omen. Two splashes
were heard from the canoes together with at least one painful
shriek even before the smoke cleared so to enable those on board to
gauge the effect of their volley.

After the brief hesitation and with all four
canoes still coming on, just half a ship length from the entry
port, the Corporal called, “All Ship’s Crew, fire!”

Oliver and James fired first with pistols
and a warrior slumped and dropped his paddle. The canoe veered off
course, the stroke no longer coordinated. Trove fired while hanging
on to the backstay just below the cross trees, dropped his pistol
which he had cleverly tied around his neck on a lanyard. He eased
the pressure against the stay brought to bear from his thighs and
feet and, hand over hand, began to ease down the larboard backstay.
William, yet impressed with Trove’s display of athletics, took one
pistol from his leather belt across his shoulder, let go the tiller
for a moment, walked calmly to the starboard rail and fired at
point blank range into the chest of a warrior who at that moment
was determining how to climb aboard. William tossed his other
pistol to James standing at the entry port in the waist, who fired
at a warrior standing in a canoe just as he let an arrow fly from
his bow. The warrior fell back into the canoe, disrupted his
comrade paddling at the stern, and those aboard Friends Good Will,
amid what seemed heightened war cries and shrieking, first made to
admire what appeared as pretty work.

Oliver thought the arrow was shot well high,
but then he heard it strike with a dull thud, then a cry. He looked
up to see Trove with an arrow sticking from his thigh nearly lose
his grasp on the backstay and likely burning his hands as he slid
nearly uncontrolled down the last several feet to the deck. Trove
collapsed on the deck, blood gushing between his burned fingers as
he clutched his wound. The Corporal ordered the soldiers to fire at
will and stepped aft from the foredeck to care for Trove. Captain
Lee, now with steerageway, turned Friends Good Will to the east,
asking Oliver to ease the mainsheet. Turning the ship away from the
attack presented a much smaller and more difficult to board target
to the oncoming natives, a target which from the stern was easier
to defend. The maneuver caused some momentary confusion among the
natives and the Corporal instantly understood the benefits. While
still caring for Trove, he ordered his soldiers to the transom.
Five soldiers gathered at the taffrail, well protected by the
higher bulwark. Oliver retreated back from the mainsheet so to
allow room. Shrieks confirmed their adversaries were as yet too
close. Arrows sailed now down the length of the deck, though with a
necessary arc to clear the transom and were thus far less
effective. The remaining arrows were seemingly aimed at nothing in
particular, as the natives below the stern, even some lengths back,
could no longer see anyone in the waist. The soldiers at the
transom called out, “Present,” and “Fire!” William calmly removed
the pistol from behind Bemose’s blanket, which he had asked her to
conceal in case any natives had actually boarded, and asked her to
attend to Trove. He stepped back still grasping the tiller with his
left arm and discharged the pistol in his right hand from the
taffrail along with the soldiers for good measure.

The natives responded with excitement to the
ship’s unexpected turn to the east, falling in behind and narrowing
the gaps between them as though to begin chase. The last volley
seemed most effective as a result of their close proximity one from
the other.

Within just three lengths and before the
soldiers could reload William turned yet again, this time to
starboard, and ordered, “Oliver, take in the mainsheet, quick as
thought; James, the headsails, on the instant.” Oliver trimmed,
rushed to the foredeck to assist James and, with Friends Good Will
on a beam reach in seven knots of wind and increasing, she quickly
out-paced the sole native canoe that yet followed.

It was all over in less than five minutes.
The surface fog dissipated and all aboard watched as the canoes,
now diminutive in the distance, made their way back to the larger
of the two islands. The Corporal applied pressure to Trove’s wound,
Bemose cleaned, wrapped and bandaged it and he was laid below,
lowered on a makeshift stretcher through the cargo hatch and made
as comfortable as possible. With Trove resting and the weapons
cleaned and stowed, there appeared little immediate risk as
visibility improved. Within an hour, perhaps more, Friends Good
Will seemed to settle back into her typical routine, slipping
silently south and further from land than she had been since
dawn.

At the change of the noon watch with all
aboard having had some time for reflection, Captain Lee requested
the corporal to lay aft on the quarterdeck. “My compliments, young
man, on your leadership and reactions.” With the youth seeming to
blush, he continued, “Thank you for your efforts.”

The corporal remarked, “I was most impressed
by the crew’s handling of the ship, Sir, and your maneuvers at
critical moments seemed to, well, deliver our strategic
advantage.”

Oliver overheard the debriefing and
requested, “I would ask, Captain, when convenient, that the three
of us consider and discuss what the attack might mean, if anything?
Do any of us, for instance, have any indication it was anything
other than the random violence seeming to plague the
Northwest?”

William knew that which the Corporal only
suspected: Oliver’s real concern, just below the surface of his
question, was whether the native attack indicated the United States
was at war with England.

William responded, “Certainly. Let us devote
some time when you, Oliver, are not at the helm. We will soon be
past that headland off of our larboard bow. Let us confirm what
lies beyond, set a course and gather to discuss all aspects of the
incident.”

The Corporal nodded and returned to the
waist. Oliver looked to his course, made a minor adjustment.
William stood fast at the binnacle and asked himself whether what
he had noticed while watching the canoes retreat with the benefit
of his long glass was as significant as it was strange. If it
portended what he feared, what difference could it make in the
discharge of his duties and the near future of his command?

 


A full day later, Friends Good Will bobbed
about on a placid surface within sight of her plot marking the
headland. The air was hot as a furnace, the haze so thick that the
sky, fried white, seemed to meld into the metallic silver of the
near liquid horizon to the west. The land, not really so distant,
to the east was indistinct and the colors muted. The deck steamed
in the morning, dried and cracked in the afternoon, and barely
cooled at night. As uncomfortable as was the deck in the heat of
the day with too many souls searching for too little shade, the
heat below deck for Trove, fighting a fever and desperately in need
of ventilation and fresh air, was appalling. The galley stove was
extinguished and all on board subsisted on bread and dried fish.
The only consolation was the clear, cool water surrounding them all
and employed regularly for recreation and washing.

Bemose cared for Trove and attempted to cool
him often, but the fever was persistent. He became weak, near to
unconscious, and the wound would not close, dry or even begin to
heal in such conditions. She discussed with William her need for
natural mosses, soils and leaves found ashore along river banks,
certainly further south than their present latitude and feared she
no longer had the luxury of time. William was sympathetic, visiting
Trove frequently, asking about him often as he from the deck and
James from aloft searched for wind near every moment.

Oliver, when Trove was awake, sat and spoke
with him, hoping to keep his conversation cogent and focused so as
not to lose him to delirium. Unclear as to whether voluntarily or
fever induced, Trove offered a confession and shared his concern
for ‘Becky’—apparently a lass from the delta marshes of the St.
Clair River who was with child when he departed Detroit and very
near her time, and suggesting Trove was the father. She looked to
him to quit the sea, return to her and farm and fowl with her
family. Oliver was encouraging and related the merits of family
life, but between Trove’s meandering conversation Oliver completed
the math and doubted very much if Becky could have possibly
conceived as late as Trove had returned to his home from Friends
Good Will late last November.

That evening, as the deck was beginning to
cool and the hold still a comparative oven, Oliver rose from the
companionway, wiped the perspiration from his face, and witnessed
all others gathered on the quarterdeck looking out over the
starboard rail. “William, what is it?” he inquired in the fading
light. “The sunset is so hazy, certainly we have seen far
better.”

James responded as a soldier pointed. “Uncle
Oliver, this sight is more beautiful than any of God’s colored
creation—wind!”

Oliver looked closely and detected a line of
cat’s paws, revealing a wall of wind as distinct as one would have
expected if retained by an invisible curtain, slowly moving across
the water for the sole purpose of teasing and tempting. The wall
was moving slowly from the west, northwest, and they stood
mesmerized, near silent for fear of somehow causing it to
evaporate, change direction, or worse still, remain stationary,
cruelly enticing while torturing with its close proximity. Within
five minutes, the breeze reached the stranded ship enveloping all
with instant hope, refreshing each with cool, constant whisps of
welcome relief.

Captain Lee was prepared. The fore and aft
sails filled within seconds, were trimmed soon thereafter and while
he established the course from their aimless drifting, he called to
James and William the basic synchronized protocol for setting the
topsail. Oliver rigged the hatch covers and some spare canvas to
deflect much of the cool air below to ventilate the hull and assist
Trove in fighting his fever. He also hoped the fresh air would help
dry his wound. James took the helm and after the hatches were
rigged the regular watch consisting of he and Oliver was once again
established at nightfall. A soldier with some experience with
sailing as a youth substituted for Trove and would later stand
watch with William.

Bemose soon approached William,
understanding that not until there was wind could anything at all
be done for Trove. “William, I fear for Trove. The fever is raging.
The swelling is serious. If we do not make shore, I cannot say if
he will make Fort Dearborn.”

William nodded, “If this breeze holds and
builds just a bit we shall fly down the shoreline and seek an
inlet, hopefully desolate, and you can collect what you need. We
shall maintain a lookout for a favorable river mouth.”

Some minutes later, after consulting his
chart which was becoming less detailed with every passing mile to
the south, William called for Oliver and the Corporal to meet him
in his quarters. With a lantern lit, the heat of the candle now
tolerable in the cool fresh air circulating aft from the hatches
through the aft cabin gallery windows, they began their discussion
planned among them thirty-six hours before.

Captain Lee began. “Oliver, I know that you
have the helm in less than a glass, but we have had ample time to
consider, near stationary as we have remained these past watches.
Pray, what are your thoughts?”

“I have heard the natives will largely ally
themselves with England and I wonder if our soldiers, so few and
isolated, made tempting targets.”

“I do not think so,” the Corporal added,
though hesitating. “How could they possibly have known our
position? Certainly, none of us detected them following.”

Oliver observed with some persuasion, “Yet
they donned war paint and plenty of it. That was no hunting party,
unless we were the hunted.”

They looked to Captain Lee, who offered, “I
suspect Friends Good Will was the target, not our soldiers. The war
party was Winnebago, known as most prevalent in the Green Bay
region. The question is why was a war party on that island? Perhaps
they were enroute elsewhere and stopped to wait out the fog. In any
case, I do not think they were aware of our soldiers, nor would
they have attacked had they known.”

“Well, if you are correct, perhaps that is
some relief,” allowed Oliver.

“Some,” conceded Captain Lee. “Except for
the fact a white man was in one of those canoes.”

Both Oliver and the Corporal were grave,
their silence inviting further explanation. “I saw him clearly
through my long glass as the canoes made back for the island. Long
red hair and a beard, dressed as a trapper or voyageur, although
most certainly not French.”

The Corporal thought for a moment, looking
out the stern gallery window at the pitch black of their wake. “I
am aware of only one white trader from Green Bay. A Scott, Robert
Dickson. He has influence with the natives and is no friend to the
Customs House on Mackinaw. I met him only once and witnessed him
quarreling with Mr. Day, our Port Administrator.” He paused,
hesitating, but grew more confident and continued, “Mr. Dickson has
red hair and a beard.”

Oliver looked at Captain Lee, who nodded and
said softly, “Most likely. What to make of it is another
matter.”

Throughout the night, the wind rose. Friends
Good Will reefed the topsail and main, struck the outer jib and
quite nearly flew south, pressed hard, heeling more than Oliver, at
least, had yet experienced. All aboard knew well that come daylight
Captain Lee was hoping to find an inlet to the south at the urging
of Bemose for the benefit of Trove. The main and topsail yards
buckled in the gusts. The martingale and arm of the spritsail yard
to larboard, even while braced closer to horizontal, plowed narrow
dual furrows through the ever growing quartering sea as she rode
down the face of wave crests and into the troughs. The ride was as
rough and wild as exhilarating for those having developed the
balance and stomach for the motion. Nearly all of the soldiers took
to their bunks.

William pressed hard but never with any
visible concern. Oliver wondered for the ship, but just for some
moments, through the long night. Oliver recalled when Eckert
framed, planked and drove treenails by the hundreds through the
winter of ’11 that he spoke of what his ship would take if handled
properly. There was no doubt in Oliver’s mind that William was
indeed capable of precisely what Eckert knew as was possible.

When Friends Good Will rose on the larger of
the waves, occasional flickers of shore side camp fires were
visible from the deck confirming natives residing near the beach
and warning against intrusion in troubled times, even for
humanitarian missions. All through the next day, the river mouths
and inlets revealed smoke and canoes on the shore. Some natives
even attempted a closer look at the fast flying sloop, descending
down the shoreline from the north with no warning or regard for
vessels not so tall, sleek, powerful or fast.

By early afternoon as the wind abated,
William observed the shore from the larboard chains and conceded to
Oliver their unlikely odds, “Of course, that which we seek is
precisely the most desirable of habitats for the natives. Rivers
and streams have always invited life.”

Oliver, not certain if the resignation in
William’s voice was a veiled suggestion, confirmed instantly, “So
it seems we take some risk. We have soldiers, arms and numbers
enough to make an impression. Though, it is my hope, only
briefly.”

William sighed as though in relief and
without taking his eye from the long glass, said only, “Thank you,
Oliver. I would not take such a risk without your endorsement.”

The shoreline had for some hours gradually
receded to the southeast from still another headland. Some miles
north from its extreme indent, a large river presented itself as a
potential landing. Upon their near approach and close inspection,
however, the local population was simply too numerous, curious and
active to expect their meager party to be at all intimidating once
ashore. Friends Good Will continued to follow the shore, now
gradually making back to the southwest. William suspected they had
passed the widest part of this largely unexplored great lake,
although his chart revealed no such indent or gradual
curvature.

By late afternoon, James detected a small
river, or large creek, with no signs of life nearby. Friends Good
Will approached, taking soundings. They launched and trailed the
ships boat astern as they crept cautiously under just the jib in a
gentle breeze and declining seas, ever closer to an obvious bar
near the river mouth.

Captain Lee snapped the glass shut and
nodded to the Corporal, “Very well, select three men and arm
yourselves well. Make certain one of the three can row. Send him
back for Bemose and the rest of your soldiers.” Then, looking him
in the eye and speaking more as a man than a Captain, William
implored, “If you please, hurry her along at every
opportunity.”

The Corporal understood instantly and
gravely answered, “Yes, Sir.” He saluted out of sheer nervous habit
and was instantly embarrassed at the breach of protocol.

William did not know how to respond.
Recognizing the sincerity of youth and the intended compliment, he
only stammered to the effect, “… er, yes, merchant Masters do
not salute.” The Corporal flushed, called out three names and the
four began to board. Oliver smiled as both men pretended the clumsy
exchange had not really happened.

Within half a glass, Bemose boarded the
ship’s boat with the two remaining soldiers while the advance
party, already on shore, proceeded to the crest of a low dune on
the north side of the slow moving river where tall grasses and
large oaks presented a most peaceful scene. The north side was
higher and steeper and the dunes beyond the river bank much taller.
Soon after Bemose made shore, all but the one soldier who rowed
walked on along the north river bank and out of sight. William was
relieved the one who rowed was left behind with the ship’s boat,
frustrated that he had not given that instruction to the Corporal
but impressed the young man showed such presence of mind and
careful precaution.

Soon, they all appeared again through the
oak wood and dune grasses and quickly launched the boat. All aboard
Friends Good Will breathed a sigh of relief and assisted in helping
the party back aboard through the larboard entry port. Bemose had a
basket of moss, lichen, soils, leaves and small twigs and seemed
almost embarrassed at the fuss made for her return. Within minutes,
the brails, only loosely gathered, were cast off, the clew drawn
tight, the headsails set and Friends Good Will stood out for deeper
water amid a brilliant evening and what promised a stunning sunset.
With Bemose already below attending to Trove, the Corporal
approached William, still looking at the river mouth through his
long glass while standing at the taffrail.

“Excuse me, Sir. I thought should you ever
pass this way again my observations may be of some interest.”

“Of course, Corporal, please. And my
compliments on a task well managed. Very professional.”

The young man seemed to blush once again,
but continued, “The river bends slightly to the left just a couple
of hundred of yards from the beach for perhaps just a fraction of a
mile where it then bends hard to the left and, I would guess,
proceeds to the north. We did not have much time, but the high
banks seen from here along the south bank continue until the river
turns north, then the land recedes once again to some wetlands on
what would then be the east bank. Wild fruit on vines was
plentiful. We saw no one. The only sign of life was the charred
remains of an old campfire.”

“Thank you, Corporal. An excellent report. A
beautiful haven, to be sure.” William smiled, “I will mark it on
the charts for my old age!”

With all back aboard, a fair wind, and Trove
attended in so far as any Captain could provide, Captain Lee seemed
more relaxed than Oliver had observed in days. As Oliver held to
the given course, “Full and by, for the moment,” Captain Lee
studied the chart and debated whether to continue to follow the
shoreline or strike out for open water in the hopes of finding Fort
Dearborn as was indicated on the charts. One problem was that the
charts did not agree. One located the settlement at the extreme
south end of the lake, the other more in the southwest corner, the
third predated 1803 and took no note of a settlement whatsoever in
the likely vicinity.

Captain Lee was not at all excited about
following the shore. If a north wind blew hard, the seas built from
hundreds of miles of fetch would, he feared, grow unholy and
portend their destruction in shoal water and a lee shore. As would
any mariner, he felt safer with deep water surrounding his command.
He took some estimated bearings of where he thought the river they
had just departed may be located in relation to the last natural
feature included by his cartographer friend and former shipmate on
the charts and directed Oliver, “If you please, Oliver, let’s steer
through this night two points south of west.”

The night was tranquil, the nor’west breeze
gradually veered to the nor’east and Friends Good Will sailed
almost lazily, without the topsail, at near four knots to the hour.
Oliver, James and their soldier sailor covered the watch in the
easy conditions, not keeping to a strict structure, and allowed
William some badly needed sleep.

At dawn Captain Lee was back on deck. He
sent James aloft and Oliver determined to await the first report
from the masthead, the shore just three miles off the jibboom,
before taking his bunk. Friends Good Will had crossed Lake Michigan
through the night.

All spirits rose when Trove popped his head
from out the companionway hatch. He offered his compliments to
Oliver while pretending no cause for surprise, but was touched at
the outbreak of joy and concern expressed by all. He was of course
weak and pale, his leg throbbing from no longer lying horizontal.
Bemose soon insisted he return to his bunk, bribing him with the
best breakfast she could manage. The fever had broke, the swelling
subsided and the wound was beginning to dry and heal.

James, after taking his time and great care,
called down at last, “Deck there. No sign of a settlement.”

Captain Lee did not seem at all disappointed
or particularly concerned. He must now, however, determine which
way to turn, north or south along the shore, with Fort Dearborn
nowhere in sight. “Return to the deck,” he called with all ease. He
asked the soldier to prepare to wear ship and shift the head-sails.
“Oliver, if you please, attend the main sheet.”

Oliver knew Captain Lee would wait until
James took the deck before initiating such a maneuver turning the
ship south-’ard and took the few seconds remaining to ask, “How is
it you know, William, that we should not be turning north?”

William smiled at his old friend and decided
to remove just a bit of mystery from his profession. “A common
trick, really. I purposefully set a course last evening for a point
of land further north than where the chart indicated we may find
Fort Dearborn. It is unlikely, really, that the chart is dead-on
accurate or that our steering through the night was any more so. I
fully expect that we are north of our destination. All odds are
with me that we need turn south.”

Oliver smiled, nodded and felt as though he
would learn this day as much as every other despite his exhaustion.
As soon as the ship wore and the mainsail was trimmed he asked
William as he descended the companionway hatch, “Call me when we
approach, will you?”

An hour later, well beyond the first
sighting of a low flat plain that sank from the sand beach as far
as the eye could see to both the south and east, suggesting
conditions favorable for a river, a log stockade with two towers, a
flag pole and a small crowd of people visible near its main gate,
appeared ever more distinct off the starboard bow. All came on deck
from below, Oliver assisting Trove and finding a comfortable lair
for him atop a cargo hatch. The soldiers seemed most happy and
William reminded himself that not all aboard were likely as
enamored with life aboard a ship on the inland seas as was he.

Ever the navigator, he checked his watch,
calculated the distance run south along the shore, placed a small
“x” where he thought Fort Dearborn should be located, all while
offering a silent thanks for his friend who had done a remarkable
job of recalling, years later, and after a few pints of ale at
that, the whereabouts of a forlorn settlement along hundreds of
miles of a wilderness shore.

Bemose stood next to William as he corrected
the chart and noted his curious look at the name given the river.
“Chekagou,” he mumbled, stumbling on the pronunciation.

Guessing William wondered at its meaning,
she took his arm and offered quietly and thankfully though their
journey was but half astern, “Wild Onion.”

 


 



Chapter 16

 


Eight days later the gray dawn seemed
unwilling to give way to the cheerful brightness so often seen
along the western shore of Lake Michigan. The sun appeared only
briefly just above the eastern horizon and within moments yielded
to low sheets of clouds. Despite the unusual warmth for early
morning, persistent mist and signs of dirty weather, the breeze
came from the southeast and Captain Lee recognized favorable
conditions for their departure.

Captain Lee and James enlisted the help of
some soldiers and worked the full two hours since daylight towing
Friends Good Will with the ship’s boat, nudging her with poles
fashioned ashore against the near sand bottom, coaxing her with the
occasional, intermittent use of one or more of the three head-sails
which they raised and lowered quickly as the close conditions
required, through the twists and turns of the river mouth. Soon she
was extracted from the calm protected waters in the shadow of the
fort to lie in the exposed waters just beyond the bar, the anchor
at short scope.

Oliver walked along the south shore of the
river away from Fort Dearborn, expecting the ship’s boat to ferry
him. He was the last remaining to board before setting off for
home. He turned and waved to those gathered on the ramparts, in the
tower and outside the gate. Natives watched. Some nodded and hailed
their good wishes, others stood as sullen witness to the rare
event—a large winged canoe, bringing arms, ammunitions and more of
the white man’s soldiers.

The calls grew faint and few and he boarded
the boat, helped James shove it from the sand and recognized,
finally, a good wish from a familiar voice, delivered with
extraordinary enthusiasm from the tower. James broke the rhythm of
his rowing, half stood, waved his arms and promised, “We shall ship
together next season, Trove!”

The shout caused James a wincing pain, his
head already throbbing, and he sat back down on the thwart and
attended to his course. James enjoyed but two hours of sleep the
past night aboard Friends Good Will, as Captain Lee insisted of
all. But the Captain had imposed no curfew so James extended his
goodbyes through the night among many new found friends. He partook
of Mr. Kinzie’s whiskey and in the company of one of his daughters,
Trove with the other, he for some hours with the assistance of
drink forgot about Anne biding time in Detroit.

Oliver reflected on the call and its sad
implications. Trove would remain at Fort Dearborn. It was not
Trove’s only option. Bemose would have cared for him well and he
was welcome to recover aboard the sloop. When he informed Oliver of
his decision, just after informing Captain Lee, he confessed,
Oliver believed, the true reason. Granted, Trove was obviously
smitten with Sarah, Mr. Kinzie’s daughter, and was enjoying her
attention as he grew accustomed to crutches and long talks
resulting from his decreased mobility. They had not spent near an
hour of daylight apart since he first laid eyes upon her on the
parade ground of Fort Dearborn, as Captain Lee introduced his crew
to all those gathered to extend greetings. No, something else was
driving Trove to start anew.

During those hours under the grip of the
fever, Trove spoke of Becky, his sweetheart from the marshes of the
St. Clair River and of her circumstance. When Oliver inquired as to
his intentions, most apparent from his decision not to return,
Trove confessed he had discussed Becky with the garrison surgeon at
Mackinaw. “Mr. Williams,” Trove revealed in a manner suggesting
that he was about to impart to Oliver that which was not common
knowledge among men, “the surgeon assured me that no baby can be
born where the parents had not lied together nine months before!”
Oliver nodded, of course well aware of the fact and having already,
indeed, done the arithmetic in his head. It appeared as Trove had
grappled with the problem as well. “Don’t you see, Sir, I was
sailing with Captain Lee and James far too late last season for me
to be the baby’s father.” Again, Oliver nodded and acknowledged the
truth of that fact.

Oliver was surprised he actually felt sorry
for the lad, so apparently alone in the world. Trove’s hurt was
genuine and he was struggling with the realization of betrayal as
proven by a fact of science now having a profound impact on his
young life. Oliver had come to regard Trove with some affection,
despite his family’s history and his own free spirit, too often
translating into lawless habits. Trove, while far from innocent in
deed was most often assuredly so in intent. He was, as Oliver came
to observe among merchant seamen, as intelligent, instinctive,
observant and disciplined at sea as he was as simple minded and
unruly ashore, regularly exhibiting as few cares as apparent
thoughts. Trove would be missed, both for his good nature and
impressive skills. Oliver hoped he would see him again.

As they reached the ship,
Oliver hauled his large frame from the entry port and his muscles
still ached from the hard labor of the preceding day helping Trove
and James load the hold near full, save for their passengers, with
skins and furs purchased from Mr. Kinzie. As merchants, they hit it
off well and Oliver looked forward to more trade with a growing
Chicago. While some years behind Detroit in terms of development,
those needs in the near future were pure opportunity for
Oliver Williams & Co.
The furs were excellent quality. Oliver paid a high price, but was
confident they would be in great demand and well received in
Detroit and Buffalo.

Oliver observed the crowded deck, no more so
than it had been with soldiers, but this day there were no uniforms
among them, no stand of arms or ammunition, and Captain Lee was
short one crew. He glanced about, wondering who would serve to
assist sailing the ship. As he made his way below to stow his gear
in the owner’s cabin, not more than a tiny area with a bunk and a
small table in which to sit and write at, or half stand while
hunched over, head banging upon the quarterdeck beams, Captain Lee
called down, “Oliver, if you please, could I have a word?”

“Certainly, Captain.” Back on deck in an
instant, he approached William on the quarterdeck at the
tiller.

“We shall get underway on the instant, and
once sail is set, I would appreciate your thoughts as to our
passengers.” Then, looking aloft at the masthead pendant fluttering
steadily, called to James, “We shall have the topsail. Could you
loose the gaskets?”

James skipped aloft, nimbly hauling his
frame up on to the crosstrees, then higher still onto the topmast
shrouds. He lay out on the topsail yard footrope first to starboard
and made his way outboard along the footrope.

Captain Lee inquired, “Have any as yet
indicated any experience or having any interest in lending a
hand?”

Oliver considered a moment while watching
James. “Actually, Mr. Kinzie mentioned that Mr. Adams had arrived
by ship last season. Perhaps he would be agreeable, although I did
not ask when the three inquired about passage back to Detroit.
Trove had not as yet made his announcement,” Oliver explained.

Captain Lee nodded, stepped back to the
taffrail out of earshot from those in the waist and acknowledged by
gesture the call from aloft of, “Gaskets loose.”

Captain Lee looked at Oliver and confirmed,
“I shall inquire of Mr. Adams.”

Oliver volunteered, “Offer him his passage
at no charge if you need him round the clock and he will be
standing watches with the rest.”

Captain Lee considered briefly, “We shall
see what the weather demands.” James jumped from the rail to the
deck and William requested, “Let us set some sail and then return,
if you will. I wish to talk further.”

Before Oliver could respond, Captain Lee
called in an authoritative voice Oliver knew was intended more to
signal to the passengers his authority on board the ship than for
any other purpose, “Hands to the windlass. Prepare to take up the
anchor. Advise when up and down.”

All of this was mysterious to the passengers
except for Mr. Adams. The procedure was all too familiar and well
understood by James and Oliver. Both proceeded to the foredeck,
inserted the windlass bars, took some pawls and hauled in on the
anchor rode, wound around the windlass drum until the rode was
entirely vertical, or ‘up and down’ from the hawsehole to the
anchor lying on the bottom.

Captain Lee observed and when advised from
the foredeck, “Up and down!”, he nodded to James, who was expecting
the command.

“Cast off brails, haul on the clewline.”

James attended to the former, Oliver, with
his greater strength, the latter. As the mainsail cascaded down and
out from the raised gaff and mast and as the clew approached the
end of the boom, Oliver stood to starboard, just a few feet aft of
the boom jaws and hauled with a will, forcing the reluctant clew to
meet the rising boom. Making it fast to a cleat, Oliver advised,
“Clew made off.”

Captain Lee studied the wind and the manner
in which Friends Good Will naturally swung to her anchor, its hold
now tenuous at best. He called, “Prepare to set the staysail.” As
the ship swung slightly, just seconds before the wind would blow
across the starboard foredeck, he directed, “Raise and back the
staysail!”

Expecting the call, Oliver hauled on the
halyard, James the starboard staysail sheet. With the staysail
backed, the bow began to pay off and Oliver and James took several
more pawls on the windlass, breaking the anchor free even as
Friends Good Will continued to turn. Captain Lee managed the tiller
and mainsheet and kept Friends Good Will jogging along slowly on a
beam reach until the anchor was secure.

With James and Oliver available for
additional tasks, Captain Lee turned the ship northward and eased
the mainsheet while directing, “Prepare to set the topsail. Cast
off clewlines and buntlines and let fall. Haul topsail sheets.”

While Oliver was well winded by successive
tasks involving heavy work and James was regretting his night of
revelry, both knew their ordeal was nearing its end. Captain Lee
took some seconds to confirm his course, the masthead pennant, and
the progress of a rain squall some miles to the northeast, although
seemingly moving off well beyond their intended track. With just
seconds to catch his breath, Oliver moved to the topsail halyard
upon the command and, together with James, sweated the yard ever
yet skyward as Friends Good Will accelerated steadily northward,
heeling slightly, her wake silent and streaming straight as a
course line behind them to the mouth of the Chicago River. Fort
Dearborn receded over the taffrail. After shifting the staysail,
the outer jib was raised and billowed to larboard on the broad
reach.

Oliver joined Captain Lee on the
quarterdeck. He caught his breath, William kindly postponed their
discussion for some moments. Oliver looked back and wondered which
of the now divided community was more at risk: the pioneers and
armed garrison taking refuge in a log stockade, hundreds of miles
from meaningful assistance, or the unarmed Ship’s Company of his
much smaller sloop, also trusting to wooden walls as she sailed
alone the length of a very large and mostly unknown inland sea.

“Do you know much about our other two
passengers?” asked Captain Lee.

His thoughts interrupted, Oliver was brought
back to the quarterdeck, “I am sorry. What was that?”

Captain Lee repeated, “Our passengers. Other
than young Mr. Adams, do you know much about the other two?”

Oliver nodded, “Jacob Graversa by all
accounts and indications is a surveyor. His equipment bears that
out well enough and he is certainly protective of his journals.
Apparently he has been to the south and west of the Chicago River.
While I do not know, I thought I would ask him if he is familiar
with St. Louis.”

Captain Lee asked, “And Urastus
Richards?”

“I really do not know. The night we arrived,
at dinner with Captain Heald, he remained rather quiet. I think he
said he was a trader.”

Captain Lee nodded, “He gives up little. He
does not seem to me to dress as any trader you might expect to find
in such a remote outpost.”

Oliver knew his good friend was suspicious
and considered for some moments before offering, “He seemed most
interested in Friends Good Will. He toured her with Mr. Kinzie and
Captain Heald late the following day. And no, he seems a bit
polished for a trader. Then again, I suppose I am a trader as well.
I hardly tread into the wilderness; that is for certain.”

Captain Lee considered and conceded the
point, complaining, “He seemed to lurk about most awkwardly when
after dinner I attempted to have a private conversation with
Captain Heald about the documentation I have compiled.”

“What was Mr. Richard’s reaction?” Oliver
asked, handing the starboard vang to James, who came aft so to
retrieve both and lead them forward for hanging near the boom
jaws.

“He does not know. I had just started to
hint at my purpose in hushed tones when he approached, seemingly
wanting to hear. I thought it rather rude.”

“Did you later reveal your purpose to
Captain Heald?”

“Oh, yes. The following morning I showed
Captain Heald my notes and we discussed details on the porch of his
office. He seemed very appreciative and his clerk made a copy. The
originals are again on board, which I will deliver to Lieutenant
Hanks.”

Oliver nodded as he considered. In an effort
to ease any concerns, he said, “I shall endeavor to engage Mr.
Richard these next few days and see what more I can offer.”

Captain Lee reminded, “Mr. Richards is bound
for Mackinaw, not Detroit. Mr. Graversa may be with us to Buffalo,
if we can arrange a cargo east when we arrive in Detroit.”

The passage had begun with pretty work
getting underway on a gray summer morning but with a fair breeze
and smooth seas. Oliver yearned more for his family with each mile
he sailed closer to Detroit. William treasured his time spent with
James, having missed him mightily through the winter and, given the
length of the voyage, was grateful for Bemose, whose knowledge of
the native tongues had been invaluable among the many tribes
encountered outside Fort Dearborn along the banks of the Chicago
River. Bemose was relieved to be underway, sensing more tension and
a deterioration of relations between the Potawatami and any person
or symbol representing the United States.

Captain Lee largely followed the western
shore near straight north from Fort Dearborn. The southeasterly
wind upon which they departed remained steady and the broad reach
it presented was effortless for a shorthanded crew. The wind
shifted the second afternoon with Friends Good Will more than half
way up the length of Lake Michigan. The new northeast breeze was
moderate, but the afternoon presented a hot, humid and hazy
mid-July summer’s day.

With the wind now coming from the precise
direction Friends Good Will desired to sail, Captain Lee, with the
resignation practiced frequently by mariner’s making the most of
whatever was given, struck the topsail, sheeted the fore and aft
sails close hauled and tried to make as much north’ing as was
possible, all while watching closely to the west for thunderheads.
The billowing clouds built ever higher as the sun descended and
their anvil tops were most impressive. While presenting a beautiful
sky, the sailors aboard recognized the potential for danger. As
evening wore into dusk the oppressive heat lingered and the wind
remained constant.

William consulted the chart, stepping around
Mr. Richards who seemed to be standing awkwardly by the wardroom
cabins with no apparent purpose. Friends Good Will was returning to
Detroit by way of a different route to Mackinaw than she took near
two weeks before. James confirmed from the masthead the large
island now some miles off the starboard bow was that which they had
been advised to round but for their discovery of the channel.
Rounding to starboard while sailing north would mean more miles
logged, yet the wind presented no other option and William
admitted, at least to himself, he was not so anxious to get as
close to shore as he had in sailing between and among the islands
when southbound. Another forty miles and Friends Good Will could
turn east for Mackinaw.

Just after dusk, the wind increased and
lightning began to appear with great frequency from the southwest.
With Friends Good Will sailing north’ard, the race was on. She
carried all fore and aft sail until well after dark, when until the
change of the evening watch, Captain Lee called Mr. Adams up from
his bunk to assist in reefing the mainsail. Throughout the half
hour of hard work, they all witnessed an incredible light show with
ever increasing and closer strikes, now to the south and west as
well. The reefed main did not slow the ship, however, so much as
did striking the outer jib, just a half hour later. The wind and
seas were building and despite the heat, Captain Lee ordered all
hatch covers battened down tight and lifelines led on deck so to
assist the crew during what would be a dangerous night. The orange,
yellow and bright white of the strikes illuminated the cloud
formations, revealing layers upon layers of violent peaks and
valleys with the only hint of stars far to the east.

Still, not a drop of rain fell. William,
sensing their luck would soon run out, asked Oliver, “If you
please, my friend, could you go below and bring up our tarred
boatcloaks. I fear it just a matter of time before the deck will be
choked in fresh water rushing for the scuppers.”

The deluge began even before Oliver
returned. A large gust announced the new heightened violence of
that night’s conflict and the ship heeled dramatically to larboard.
Oliver slipped at the base of the companionway stairs, hit his head
and drew blood and a large swollen bump. Delivering the garments
and donning his own, a flash of lightning illuminated his face and
James inquired, “Are you alright?”

The rain now washing the blood down the left
side of his face as he nodded, Oliver assured, “Truly, it must look
worse than it feels.”

James took his arm and led him forward to
brail the main. The large gust was well past and, in the lull,
Captain Lee eased the mainsheet until the sail was luffing. He
balanced the helm between his legs while making certain to keep the
staysail and jib full, and sufficient way on the ship, to render
her motion rhythmic and predictable for his crew. James and Oliver
took up the lifts, brought back the vangs, released the clew line,
took in on the brails and wrestled to stabilize the boom along the
centerline with quartertackles. While not pretty, it was effective
and with what the night promised to deliver, much safer.

As busy as they were on deck, only Captain
Lee noticed the lightning was now coming from the northwest as
well. He shouted to his crew to join on the quarterdeck and for
some time they cared for each other amid what seemed near solid
water falling from the heavens with near as frequent strikes. James
was certain the mast would be struck and William wished he had
lowered the gaff so to eliminate still one more target. Oliver
simply credited the grace of God each time there was a thunderous
crack and the massive bolts landed near, but as yet caused no
damage. Within the hour the heavens quieted even while the wind
increased. The staysail was doused and Friends Good Will headed due
north in what was now a gradually veering gale force wind.

All through the remaining night the three
remained on deck assisting with balance, assuring of their mutual
safety, sacrificing speed and grace in the unholy seas through a
second, then a third wave of lightning strikes. Half through the
midnight watch, Oliver noted some wedges used to secure the canvas
tarps over the hatch covers gradually loosening. He and James made
their way around the waist hand over hand on the lifelines, one
holding the wedges while the other pounding them tighter with a
heavy wooden mallet. The rain was so intense it was difficult to
breath, and the scuppers, though numerous, could not drain quickly
enough the flow of water accumulating on deck.

James and Oliver laughed aloud, slipping
along in a motion more akin to swimming than crawling. Captain Lee,
at the helm, heard the laughter, thought it odd, and regarded it as
just another sign of youthful exuberance on the part of one of his
crew, fatigue and surprise at the forces of nature on the part of
his other. For that matter, he thought, why not? They were both
likely joyous, with good cause, to as yet be alive.

Dawn broke late. Friends Good Will had made
her turn westward and was now north of the large island. The seas
were mountainous and confused by the new wind still cruelly serving
up powerful gusts. Yet somehow with daylight, all took heart and,
though exhausted, drew upon some inner reserves brought forth from
Bemose’s best effort at a cold breakfast. Few aboard had slept and
near all down below were sick and near useless. Those on
deck—Captain Lee, James and Oliver, appeared ever more catatonic as
they went through their motions with little expression or reaction.
Throughout the day, they would occasionally attempt to carry the
staysail, enjoying the added speed and exhilaration when combined
with the jib, but the gusts were maddening, rendering the crew
discontent in the search for an optimum trim and set.

By mid afternoon, with Mackinaw barely
looming on the horizon to larboard of the jibboom, the wind began
to abate and the seas diminished from the protection of the now
narrowing waters of the straits. The clouds cleared off to the
east. The sun, well on the decline, shone from astern and that
which seemed impossible just hours before began to gradually occur.
The ship began to dry. First, just vertical surfaces, then
horizontal patches appeared on hatch covers and the parts of the
deck exposed to the wind. The canvas sails changed color, clothing
became lightweight, and finally it seemed only ponding water
remained as a reminder of their ordeal; small pools trapped in the
loose furled sails letting spill occasionally at unexpected
moments.

Within several miles of Mackinaw Island,
Captain Lee mentally awoke from the routine and reminded all they
would be making landfall soon enough. “Come now, Friends,” as he
sometimes referred to the crew in a collective sense, “Let’s have
some pride!”

Oliver and James dug deep, half smiled,
looked to each other and about at their ship and admitted it
reflected poorly upon them all. Bemose began by wiping windblown
dirt from all exposed surfaces and Captain Lee roused them with
“Let’s have the mainsail. What’s a clewline and a few brails, after
last night!” he exhorted.

The exhausted crew set the mainsail,
prominently announcing their approach, lowered the ship’s boat from
the davits, towing it astern, and with excitement building at the
thought of a landfall and the promise of a good long sleep tied to
a dock, the staysail and outer jib ascended up the forestay. As the
wind seemed to be on the wane, James actually suggested, in all
good spirits, “What say we for the topsail? We shall never get
there, otherwise!”

The passengers, in large part recovered,
were on deck and cheerful at the thought of a landfall. The late
afternoon sunlight shone upon the lush green of the island,
revealing it as an emerald of the Great Lakes.

“One last task, my boy,” promised Captain
Lee. “James, aloft to the cross trees and while you loose the
gaskets, use my glass and offer us a report.” Though his voice was
light, in the back of his tired mind, ever thinking ahead and
always prepared, Captain Lee made to assure the world had not
changed since he had last sailed these waters.

Soon enough, James hailed, “Deck there!”

Captain Lee replied, “Report.”

“All appears well. From the stars and
stripes flying above the fort, our wind will hold right to the
dock.”

While apparent from the report James was
studying the set of the flag, Captain Lee was far more relieved to
hear those details describing the flag. He sighed and directed,
“Return to the deck. Hands to the clewlines, buntlines and topsail
sheets!”

Early that evening, with a light south wind
all but spent, Friends Good Will glided slowly under full sail into
Lake Huron, turning north toward the only dock in the gradual
indent that served as the Port of Mackinaw.

The dock was constructed of two large wooden
cribs, vertically planked, sunk and filled with large rocks. Long
planks, near the length of those majestic pines so prevalent on the
emerald isle, extended from the pebble beach to the first crib, the
top of which was planked with shorter lengths, with longer timber
once again spanning to the edge of the second crib. The decking
over the top of the second crib extended some six additional feet
beyond the crib to altogether serve as a credible commercial dock,
long and strong, for such a remote outpost.

A handsome schooner was anchored just to the
east. William recognized Salina and commented, “Oliver, what luck;
Captain Dobbins is in port. We shall have a gam!” Oliver was
studying the two native canoes, each with three young men engaged
in fishing just to the west of the dock hauling up a small
catch.

As Friends Good Will made her final
approach, lining up alongside the dock such that her track would
put her starboard side to, William was speaking casually with
Oliver in the waist. James was at the helm. Friends Good Will
carried little way, the sails were largely limp and William
indicated for James to remain at the helm and he would take in sail
with Oliver. Raising the lifts, casting off the clewline and
hauling brails together, the good friends felt deep satisfaction
with a very long and important voyage. With the mainsail brailed
loosely and no apparent breeze in the headsails, all were dropped
within seconds and with no more than two ship lengths from the end
of the dock, William and Oliver lowered the topsail halyard and
cast off the topsail sheets, while casually discussing their
departure for Detroit.

“I guessed in leaving Fort Dearborn we would
be in Lake Huron heading downbound for home by July 18,” revealed
Oliver.

Captain Lee responded,
“Well, here we are, on the 18th just as you predicted. Would
it ruin your estimate if we departed tomorrow? Come, let’s haul on
the clewlines and bunts.”

“No, of course not, my
friend. While we are not as yet downbound, with Mary’s birthday on
the 27th, I feel quite confident we will share it together.” With the
topsail now confined to the yard, the ship slid in slowly and
easily alongside the dock.

Captain Lee drew his attention to the shore
and then to a single soldier standing on the dock gesturing his
willingness to assist with docklines. Was something odd or was he
understandably tired? No one else was in sight. Mr. Adams threw his
coil from the bow lazily onto the dock. Oliver tossed the after
spring line to the soldier and James, the stern line. Captain Lee
asked himself what was troubling him, reminded himself he had never
before made such a deserted landfall at any inhabited port. He
strode aft in the waist to larboard, was just about to step up to
the quarterdeck when he heard James direct the soldier, “No, not
that piling, further aft.”

The admonition caused Captain Lee to look
carefully at the soldier’s shoes. The soldier bent down to retrieve
the dockline, not yet made fast but wound around the wrong piling.
Instantly a second glance at his clothes announced the danger. The
soldier was British! He was half disguised by dressing in a United
States Army coat but with little attention to detail. After a
moment of confusion, and another of dread, William turned and noted
a party of British soldiers striding quickly down the dock.

Oliver, standing between William and the
dock, noticed the party of soldiers dressed in red and was puzzled.
He looked at William, his expression posed a question to his close
friend; his Captain. William felt sick in the pit of his stomach,
looked again at the soldier who looked back with a smirk.

The party of British officers and regulars
were approaching just a half length from the tip of the bowsprit.
The senior among them began to announce in a loud voice, “My name
is Captain Charles Roberts, commanding his Britanic Majesty’s
forces on this island and—”

Captain Lee glanced up to see the British
flag rise above the fort. He was aware Oliver was close alongside
at the companionway hatch and Bemose stood on the second step of
the companionway ladder. He studied the approaching officers more
closely. As though not yet having enough to comprehend, he was
shocked to recognize the smug expression and arrogant walk of none
other than Lieutenant James Fleet.

Captain Lee said in a hushed, urgent tone
intended for Oliver alone to hear, although also overheard by
Bemose, “Good God, it’s Captain Fleet!”

Oliver, recalling the name William revealed
and the promise Oliver made to him at the Pontiac House the very
day he offered William the position as Captain of Friends Good Will
comprehended instantly. He assumed Fleet was the officer who had
not yet spoken and stepped directly so to block Fleet’s line of
sight of the companionway and said under his breath, “Go below,
now!”

Bemose moved to the side to permit William
to squeeze down the ladder. She ascended also to hide from view and
she grabbed and squeezed his arm. William caught her utterly
horrified look as she determined to face a ghost from her past.
William urged Oliver, “Buy me some time!”

William dashed below and instantly felt
trapped. His instinct to flee from certain prosecution as a
deserter and death by hanging left him as a very conspicuous
presence in the cramped interior of a very small ship.

Oliver stepped to the rail, took the spring
line in one hand, gave it some slack and told Mr. Adams to do the
same. James, yet on the quarterdeck, was quick enough to follow
suit and before those on the dock were aware, the ship had drifted
back from the dock a couple of additional feet making the step from
the dock to the ship dangerous, if not impossible.

Oliver gathered all of his skills and
addressed Captain Roberts, pretending great confusion, “Captain, it
is good to make your acquaintance. Visiting our garrison, I
assume?”

“Hardly, sir! This island is English
territory, it having surrendered to our forces just yesterday. You
may notice my soldiers have lowered their muskets. I assume, as you
are unarmed, you will surrender your ship?”

Oliver began to laugh, “What is that you
say? Why sir, do not joke about such matters. Just moments ago we
confirmed our colours flying proudly above the fort.”

Captain Roberts replied coldly, “Look
again.”

As Oliver did as suggested, feigning poor
eyesight and asking for confirmation from James, Captain Roberts
was losing patience, suspecting a trick and growing ever more
nervous. He ordered his soldiers to take up on the docklines. As
they did so, James and Mr. Adams slackened theirs from the ship.
Captain Roberts, infuriated at this silly game, threatened, “Sir, I
do not know who you are, but make fast those lines on the instant
or I will shoot you dead. You will be the first casualty of this
campaign.”

“Of course. Alright now, lads, make fast our
lines.”

The soldiers began to pull the ship
alongside and Oliver stood at the bulwark rail, just aft of the
chains. “Sir, are you saying England is at war with the United
States?”

Captain Roberts thought it a relevant
question and confirmed, “Indeed, although your nation, sir,
declared war upon England. Your ship is a prize of war. Now,
identify yourself at once and direct your crew to offer no
resistance.”

Oliver noted Urastus Richards had made his
way to larboard forward of the mast, crossed over to starboard,
leapt over to the dock and was speaking in hushed tones to Mr.
Fleet. While that struck him as odd, Oliver was as yet attempting
to forestall a British Army captain and what seemed to him a King’s
regiment. “Captain, we are a merchant ship. We are unarmed!
Certainly we are not a target of his Majesty!” Oliver
protested.

Captain Roberts was becoming angry, “Again,
I demand you identify yourself. Order the crew to the dock on the
instant and bring your ship’s papers.” Lieutenant Fleet distracted
Captain Roberts and whispered to him. Oliver glanced at Richards,
catching his smirk.

“I am Oliver Williams. I own this ship. Its
cargo is mine.”

Captain Roberts gestured to his soldiers to
board. Ignoring Oliver, he ordered all crew and passengers onto the
dock. They began to comply, save for James, who was ultimately
persuaded by Oliver’s nod and the muzzle of a musket poked in his
side. Bemose, Oliver noticed, walked unobtrusively with her head
down through the soldiers, down the dock and melted into a
gathering of locals streaming now from surrounding homes. She took
her place among other natives and Oliver saw her speaking with
them.

Captain Roberts, Fleet and Richards were now
on deck. Oliver purposefully backed toward, as though defending,
the companionway hatch. Captain Roberts threatened one last time,
“I need to see the ship’s papers, now! Where is the manifest? Allow
me below on the instant!”

Oliver, even while stepping aside, attempted
to delay the inevitable, “I am not the Master and I do not know
where such papers are kept.”

Captain Roberts, surprised he had not the
entire time been speaking with the Master, looked to Mr. Richards
who nodded. He turned to descend the companionway hatch with
Lieutenant Fleet, demanding, “Who is the Master of this ship? Where
is he?”

Oliver responded calmly, “The Master is
Captain William Lee.”

Oliver thought watching Fleet’s surprise
would have been great fun were it not for the feeling of dread at
their going below. They descended the companionway steps, Captain
Roberts, Lieutenant Fleet, Mr. Richards, Oliver and one armed
soldier, and congregated in the wardroom, far too many persons in
far too little space. Fleet hurried through the hold and the galley
with great intensity and Oliver answered, after some pause and
confusion, “I do not know the whereabouts of Captain Lee.”

Fleet was near frantic. William was
obviously hidden and Oliver was truly mystified. Again, Richards
and Fleet conferred. Oliver, angry that he had obviously
underestimated Richards and did not understand his role, challenged
him, intending an insult, “Sir, as a mere passenger, you have been
ordered to the dock. Or is your role here less than honorable?”

Captain Roberts came to his defense,
“Urastus Richards is a loyal British subject and is under our
protection.”

Oliver was doing what he could to distract
and be difficult, “Sir, you mean to say he is a spy?”

Fleet interjected, “Captain Roberts, Sir, I
have found the Manifest. Indeed, William Lee is Master. I know this
man to be a deserter and a traitor. He is wanted and will hang if
found.”

Captain Roberts ordered the soldier, “Gather
some assistance and search the entire ship!”

Richards motioned to the chest at the foot
of Captain Lee’s bunk. Fleet retrieved it, held it out as if to
question Richards, who confirmed with a nod and said, “That is the
chest.”

Lieutenant Fleet handed it to Captain
Roberts, while explaining, “This traitor, Mr. Lee, has compiled
documents for the purpose of revealing trade routes and was
intending to deliver this information to Lieutenant Hanks.”

Meanwhile, the soldiers were moving the
cargo and lifting the floorboards. Oliver well knew there was
simply nowhere for William to hide. The ship was simply too small;
the bilges too shallow.

Captain Roberts opened the chest. It was
empty.

Fleet was near mad with frustration. Oliver
looked aft, bewildered at all the questions at that moment
presenting themselves. He noticed the larboard gallery window was
open, hung in that position with a small chain to the
deckbeams.

There was simply no way, Oliver knew, that
the window had been open throughout the stormy day.

Captain Roberts looked up from the vacant
chest, reviewed the Manifest, considered the missing Master and
documents and informed Oliver, “Sir, your ship is a prize of War.
We are informed it was transporting arms and troops. It appears it
was carrying something far more objectionable. You are under
arrest.” He directed the soldiers, “Put all on board into custody
and isolate the owner and crew. We shall sort it out in the
morning.”

As Oliver strode from the dock to the beach,
dusk was approaching. He glanced back, only once, to witness
Lieutenant Fleet tear the stars and strips from the flag halyard
running to the peak of the gaff. From that moment, he resolved to
only look forward. He saw Bemose standing among some natives as he
walked past. They searched each other’s eyes. Both knew the other
had no idea what had happened to William.

 


William landed gracefully on the floor of
the wardroom. He had learned long before where to place his hands
and how to lower himself from the sliding hatch cover and, without
using the ladder, swing his legs aft and lighten his landing.

For a couple of seconds he thought to hide,
then realized before he even moved the futility of such an effort.
He was facing aft, looking at the daylight through the stern
gallery window and realized he had no chance within his wooden
walls. He reached to the foot of his bunk as above Oliver played
the fool, pulled out the chest, removed all documents and slipped
the folded packet in the front fall of his trousers. Two steps
further aft, voices rising on deck, he felt the ship move to
starboard. He raised and chained the window in the full open
position just as the ship touched the dock. Redcoats would be
swarming below any second.

He gave thanks for his small frame, cursed
his aging stiff joints and went head first out the window, his side
balancing for the moment against the bottom sill as he glanced
around and twisted his frame to the centerline. Salina appeared
abandoned. The natives fishing from the canoe saw him, appeared
curious, but remained silent. He hesitated, reached up to grab the
larboard davit and suddenly recalled the documents would be ruined
if immersed in water. He looked for a moment at the bright finished
transom of his command, or at least that which would be his for the
next couple of seconds and he recalled the possibilities presented
by Samuel’s sternboard carving. He hauled himself out, hung for a
moment from the davits and swung his foot over to stand on the top
of the rudder. His left hand grabbed the window sill while his
right hand reached up for Samuel’s beautiful carving.

While paddling down Lake
Huron in April, William considered where he would hide documents
that may be important. While false bulkheads and tanks, all of
which were already incorporated into Friends Good Will, were
suitable for larger contraband and illicit liquids, documents were
a unique problem. He dug his fingertips around the edge of the orb
carved with the initials, O.W.&
Co., pulled it from the nameboard by
sliding it out on the small pegs Samuel had used to hold it
cleverly in place with mere friction. He put the small packet of
folded documents into the hollow center of the orb and pushed it
back in place, all holes and pegs precisely in line.

He heard men descending down the
companionway ladder. Oliver was arguing. Fleet was mentioning the
Manifest and he distinctly heard the words, “traitor,” and,
“documents.” How did Fleet know of the documents and why, of all,
was Richards among the British? He lowered himself into the water,
slowly, silently, trusting somehow a plan would present itself,
here, just feet from the dock, while still daylight and before a
search for him began in earnest.

Not caring to risk if anyone standing upon
the dock would see him swim across to it, he noticed the overhang
of planks from the second crib and determined to try to conceal
himself underneath. He immersed himself as silently as possible,
well below the surface. The depth of the water was just three feet
more than the draft of the ship, with the waning daylight barely
sufficient to illuminate the surrounding underwater area. While
swimming under water he noted alongside the crib and beneath the
overhang several broken vertical planks and the spillage of large
rocks and boulders from the crib, lying now along the harbor
bottom. Perhaps, just maybe, he thought.

William came up for air, went back down,
made his way to and through the opening presented by the broken
planks and could just barely wedge himself in between the inside of
the planking and the rocks still contained in that area of the
crib. He scraped his side on a rock, bruised his back on the rough
planks, but with adrenaline enough to mask the pain, rose to the
surface on the inside of the crib, half climbing the few feet on
the incline of what stones remained after the spillage.

William was able to squeeze himself to near
the surface, breath, listen to all activity around him and was
totally hidden to anyone searching from the surface. In a near
fetal position, his head pressed against the underside of the dock
planking, only his legs remained in the water. He could see waning
daylight through the narrow slits between the planks, both above
him on the dock and through the vertical planking of the crib.

William knew he could not stay for long. He
would chill in these northern waters, even in the height of summer.
Perhaps an hour or two. Long enough, he hoped, for darkness to
fall.

He slept. For how long, he could not tell.
He recalled it being dark before he fell asleep and it was yet
dark. A half moon provided for some reflection off the water,
detected through the narrow slits. If he could see the moon, he
could guess the hour. He tried but the slits between the planks
were too narrow, his world too confined. He could hear the distant
sounds of boots on planks and guessed that a sentry was posted at
the shore end of the dock. There were no sounds coming from Friends
Good Will.

He heard dripping water, paddles perhaps.
The sounds, with some rythym, indicated whatever it was, it was
coming closer. Could it be from canoes? He waited and considered
the risk of making himself known. He could not stay for much
longer. He was shivering and cramped. His mobility, he suspected,
already had decreased to where swimming would be difficult.

Just as he was about to risk all, the sounds
very close, he heard the hushed call, not much above a whisper,
“William!” It was a voice that he knew better than any other, a
voice he had heard whisper to him for years. Bemose was somewhere
nearby. He called back in a hushed whisper to her. After a few
seconds of silence, she asked, confused but excited, “Where are
you?”

William instructed, “Paddle underneath the
end of the dock.” He took a deep breath as he wriggled down and out
from his sanctuary and was just seconds later breaking the surface,
half a canoe length from his rescuers. The natives with Bemose
hauled him aboard, removed his clothing, dried him with blankets,
wrapped him in others all while he lay on the floor of the canoe.
Both he and Bemose were overcome with joy, even as he shivered,
while expressing his gratitude for the others.

Bemose reminded him of the identities of the
others in the canoe, those, who like her, risked much. They were in
fact two of the same young men who were fishing in the canoe near
the dock when Friends Good Will was captured.

They had also been two of the youths William
and Bemose saved near seven years before, when held hostage and
pressed as guides by an altogether different captain, also wet,
cold, in need of rescue, having wrecked the schooner Hope in a near
drunken stupor. Fleet, the young men had learned from Bemose, was
now all too close and at that moment rendered unconscious by drink
in the hold, having searched Friends Good Will for documents to aid
his own career and so to ruin William’s life.

As Bemose, the two young men, and a grateful
and exhausted Captain Lee began their voyage by canoe, paddling
southeast and intent on crossing the Straits before day light,
William observed the moon reflect off of the transom of his now
former command. The orb of the sternboard held that which both he
and Lieutenant Fleet sought desperately, information that could aid
either side in a conflict now begun, a conflict William had for
some time seen as inevitable, a conflict that would once and for
all determine the fate of the Northwest and of his beloved inland
seas.

 


 



Chapter 17

 


Captain Charles Roberts of
the 10th Royal Veteran Battalion of Fort St. Joseph sat at the desk
which just four days ago had been that of Lieutenant Porter Hanks,
United States Army. It was uncomfortably hot even with the windows
opened, as they were largely shielded by the south wall of Fort
Mackinaw. The high walls allowed none of the southeast breeze to
cool the room. Four days before, the United States garrison
surrendered to His Majesty’s forces and Captain Roberts was still,
to his surprise and disappointment, attempting to sort through the
many confusing aspects to the mere change of a flag flying from
atop the pole in the center of the parade ground. His hand was
cramped, his fingers ached and he reflected with deep regret that
he had thus far this war held his quill more than his
sword.

Captain Roberts slept very little since the
euphoric realization of their accomplishment had made sleep nearly
impossible. With the initial excitement long since evaporated, the
demands of administration kept him awake. If occupation were this
tiring, he could only imagine the demands of battle. If occupation
was, however, this dull, no wonder young men preferred the narcotic
of conflict to mind numbing order. He was frustrated his noon meal
was apparently late. More matters than he cared to list still
awaited him, each requiring numerous persons to gather on the front
porch just outside his door, some under guard.

He was not in the best mood, though felt
badly he was not more cheerful. In large part, his command had
performed with honor and distinction. Although British soldiers
under his direct control numbered no more than fifty, the
approximate strength of the American garrison, he also had under
his nominal control Robert Dickson and natives over whom he held
influence, including Ojibwa, Ottawa and Winnebago, and John Askin,
Jr. with a large band of French trappers. These contingents were
not easy to manage and the difficulties with his allies, far more
taxing than those presented by the enemy, left him largely
exhausted. From the very moment he had heard Colonel Pye read the
declaration of war aloud from the parade ground at Fort St. Joseph,
the afternoon of 29 June, his efforts were near constant with a
singular purpose—surprise the Americans and set them on the
defensive.

The following day, by a stroke of good
fortune, a British sentry from Fort St. Joseph captured an American
agent, just across the St. Mary’s river from the fort, sent by
Lieutenant Hanks to reconnoiter British preparedness. The prisoner
knew nothing of a declared war and revealed far more, instead,
about American preparedness, or rather the lack of it. Colonel Pye
gambled that no ship had made her way upbound on Lake Huron since
Caledonia. Word of war would come to Mackinaw, Pye was determined,
in the dead of night, wearing red coats.

As strategic thinkers, Captain Roberts and
Colonel Pye worked closely in planning a strike at Mackinaw. Barely
three weeks later, on 16 July, Captain Roberts and Lieutenant
Dunlap orchestrated an amphibious landing from the Brig Caledonia
at night on the north end of the island. The British force of
regulars was augmented greatly by sympathetic native tribes brought
together by Lieutenant Dunlap. They marched swiftly and near
silently through the night across the interior of the island,
struggling with cannon and carriage up steep hills and rough
terrain. By dawn they mounted a battery of six pounders sighted
from the heights above the fort to the north. The artillery was
easily capable of lobbing deadly round shot at leisure rendering
stone walls, log stockades, and armed blockhouses utterly
irrelevant. The Americans within the fort awoke looking up at the
muzzles of British cannon.

There was no dishonor in the capitulation.
There was simply frustration. Lieutenant Hanks had no more prior
knowledge than he had subsequent choice.

Captain Roberts realized as the United
States flag fluttered down the pole and the Union Jack was tied to
the halyard amid the drums and ceremonial marching of a formal
surrender, he had given little thought to what would happen after
the island was his. His preference was to move on, perhaps to Fort
Dearborn or Detroit, with the hundreds of warriors now departing in
both directions from heavily laden war canoes. It was not to be,
and he feared his previous four days of administration might
portend his future for the duration of the war.

Captain Roberts was thankful for Lieutenant
Dunlap. He had not, before the surprise attack, considered the
implications of capturing the District Office of the United States
Custom Office. He understood little of shipping, routes, practices
and practicalities of anything afloat. Lieutenant Dunlap advised
him that American merchant ships were required to stop at Mackinaw.
Sylvester Day, having taken the oath of Deputy Administrator just
some sixty days before falling prisoner, conceded to Lieutenant
Dunlap the very day of the capitulation that, “… all passing
vessels were required to stop at Mackinaw. All must allow for cargo
inspection, obtain permission to depart, pay duties and swear
oaths.”

Lieutenant Dunlap conceived
of a grand ruse de guere;
lure in American shipping with false colors. The
first day brought them the schooner Salina, the second Friends Good
Will and, just this morning, Captain Roberts marched down the dock
yet a third time to deliver a by now well practiced announcement
informing the Master of the sloop Erie that his ship and cargo were
a prize. It was too easy, but likely to prove very
profitable.

The corporal brought the next matter before
him. Captain Roberts looked up wearily to face that impertinent
American ship owner whom he recalled had played that ridiculous
game with the docklines.

“Your name again, Sir?”

“Oliver Williams.”

Lieutenant Fleet entered the offices and sat
by the door. Captain Roberts wondered at the almost obsessive
interest Fleet seemed to exhibit with Friends Good Will and all
connected with her.

Lieutenant Dunlap, who Colonel Pye correctly
noted to Captain Roberts before departing Fort St. Joseph as
showing some promise, was seated off to the side of the room,
conferring with a native ally chief. Captain Roberts shot him a
disapproving glance to suggest he quiet the murmuring. Dunlap
offered an apologetic expression but could do nothing else. The
native seemed to care little for military courtesies or protocol
and was adamant in making some point about the need for British red
coats. Captain Roberts had requested Dunlap’s presence so to advise
as to particulars of taking merchant ships as prizes while he
interviewed the former Masters. The Chief rather took the occasion
to speak with one of the few white men on the island who understood
a little of his native tongue and advanced his demands for clothing
as trophies.

Oliver spoke over the background din,
“Captain, I am a civilian and my property has been seized. I wish
to be freed and allowed to proceed on my way.”

Captain Roberts considered Oliver no fool;
merely naïve. “Sir, I have summoned you, not to hear your
complaints, but to determine your fate.”

He let his words sink in, witnessed them
dampen Oliver’s powder and continued. “I have the captured
documents from…” Oliver’s heart sank as he thought Captain
Roberts would finish the sentence to the effect, from Captain Lee.
Instead, Captain Roberts finished, “…Lieutenant Hanks. Clearly,
your ship was under charter, carrying arms and soldiers. You cannot
deny it.”

Oliver, having watched his own attorney in
Detroit, Mr. Walbridge, earn a living at making fine distinctions,
offered this as his own, “I have no need to deny anything and have
nothing to hide. Captain, the charter was concluded at Fort
Dearborn. Once our anchor was up, we were homeward bound and once
again a private vessel. The cargo in the hold upon our arrival
confirms the private nature of our voyage.”

Captain Roberts thought this American
merchant had a strong point. The evidence captured from Lieutenant
Hanks made no mention of a government purpose to the return voyage.
Captain Roberts looked for some assistance to Lieutenant Dunlap,
who seemed uncertain, but then Dunlap, abandoning the native Chief
in the middle of a particularly strenuous demand, ventured from the
shadows, “Mr. Williams, I have reviewed the Manifest issued in
Detroit. There are serious irregularities.”

Oliver turned, peered at Lieutenant Dunlap
in the darkened corner and challenged, “Of what type or nature,
Sir?”

At that moment Fleet stood, parchment in
hand, and approached Captain Roberts with a determined stride, his
boots upon wide plank adding to the drama of the interruption.
“Sir, if I may.” Roberts was uncertain, but to have Fleet show even
the slightest hint of initiative, with respect to anything, was
itself of some interest. Despite Lieutenant Dunlap’s frustration,
Captain Roberts nodded for Fleet to continue.

“Mr. Williams, your sloop… this ‘Friends
Good Will’, listed on its Manifest posted from Detroit a ‘chest’
while failing to specify its contents. That is the equivalent of
‘failing to declare’ and under English law raises the presumption
of contraband, or smuggling.”

Oliver was about to protest the application
of English law but for two facts, dawning upon him instantly:
first, with the simple change of the flag on the halyard, the legal
system had instantly changed as well and, second, he reminded
himself that while the legal system had changed, the law really had
not. The law, in this instance, was the same even were the stars
and stripes still flying high above. All he could do was argue the
facts, “But you have the chest. It was empty! You have found no
contraband.”

Captain Roberts was less familiar with the
intricate rules applicable with respect to ships, smuggling and
prizes at sea. He let Fleet continue, “The crime of sailing under a
false manifest requires no such proof.”

Oliver protested, “Your reasoning is
entirely circular. The Manifest was not false unless the chest was
a container for something else, which as of yet you have failed to
show. The fact that it was empty, indeed, supports the truth, not
the falsity, of the Manifest!”

Fleet continued, undeterred by logic, “In
addition, your Master—this William Lee—has avoided his legal
obligation to declare the cargo, has disappeared, and is perhaps
wanted by the crown as having deserted the Provincial Marine under
the command of a Royal Navy Master and Commander.”

Oliver could not resist pretending not to
know the identity of to whom he referred, “From what I hear, the
Schooner Hope’s Captain was drunk, then kidnapped mere children to
effect his own rescue, too late for one of his crew!”

Fleet flushed with as much anger as
embarrassment, Dunlap smiled with great, though concealed,
satisfaction, and Captain Roberts wondered at Fleet’s near lunge
for what seemed a docile and nonthreatening prisoner.

Captain Roberts intervened, determining to
learn the details at a later time. “Take the prisoner outside” he
ordered, gesturing to the soldiers, “while I discuss and consider
this matter.”

Oliver walked with his guard at his side
down the length of the porch, across the front of the south gate
and up the steps to the gun platform overlooking the straits and
harbor. He had been kept indoors for more than two days and the
sight of his sloop, Friends Good Will, yet tied to the dock
alongside a somewhat smaller sloop brought a pang of yearning and
regret. He noted work going on upon her deck and he could not make
out nor understand the purpose for the activity.

At that moment a native brushed up alongside
him subtly gaining his attention. He appeared an athletic young
man, absent all paint and ornamentation of war, one of the few it
seemed yet left on the island assuming at least a neutral posture.
He spoke softly. “Bemose…,” he began with ease. Then with more
difficulty with words rehearsed though perhaps not understood, he
pronounced stiffly, “… safe with Captain.” He looked at Oliver
plaintively, questioning if he understood. Oliver smiled, nodded
and placed his hand to his heart in a gesture understood, it
seemed, among all who cared for others. The man turned and walked
calmly out from under the south gate.

After watching him depart, Oliver turned to
consider the parade ground and determine if he could catch a
glimpse of James. He last saw James just briefly the day before
from the window of his tiny room. The two were kept apart and had
not spoken since their hushed whispers as they trudged up the steep
path to the south gate just after their capture.

Oliver was worried about James; not so much
his health but state of mind. James was ashamed at what he
perceived had occurred. He whispered, bitter and angry, “How could
father have run?”

Oliver tried to convince James that was
hardly the case and that there was much more to what James
witnessed. Oliver assured, “Your father did nothing of the sort,
you do not know—” but James would have none of the defense. He
interrupted, raising his tone and earning a rebuke from the guards.
“Of course he did. He could not even face the British on the deck
of his own ship. He abandoned us and his command!”

Oliver was unclear which James thought was
the more grievous offense, but somehow he had to convince James he
was wrong and judging unfairly. It was important now for James to
know the truth. Unfortunately, the truth was a long story with but
moments at hand of relative freedom. Oliver did not know when he
would next be able to talk at length and most wished to merely
share the news that at least William and Bemose were safe.

Captain Roberts stepped out on to the porch
and gestured for the guard to bring Oliver to him. Flanked by the
two Royal Navy Lieutenants, he informed Oliver, “Federal charter or
no, the fact appears to make little difference. Yours was a
merchant ship flying the flag of a declared enemy. Your ship is a
prize.”

Thinking Captain Roberts was done, Oliver
grasped for some consolation that might yet save him from financial
ruin, “Surely, my cargo, Sir, has no value to you in  time of
war. May I keep my furs?”

Captain Roberts was sympathetic, considered
for a moment and began to answer, Oliver believed, favorably when
Fleet objected, “Good heavens, Captain, the value of the furs split
between us as a part of the prize is a windfall and cannot be
overlooked!”

Captain Roberts looked at Dunlap and asked,
“We are paid for the cargo as well?”

Lieutenant Dunlap confirmed, “That is the
nature, it seems, of taking merchant prizes. Senior officers grow
quite wealthy, although you may have to share the total sum with
many.”

Captain Roberts was incredulous. In the
army, such a practice seemed but crude plundering and would most
often result in execution; while with the Navy, such piratical
traditions were entirely legal. “I am afraid not, Sir,” he replied
to Oliver, suggesting almost guilt.

“This is quite a calamity,” Oliver observed.
“I do not know how I will face my creditors.”

Fleet laughed aloud, which both Dunlap and
Captain Roberts thought in poor taste. “Face creditors? Sir, you
are a prisoner. You will not have to worry about honoring your
instruments for some time!”

Oliver looked at Captain Roberts, hardly
believing fate could be so cruel. Roberts assured, “I have elected
not to press charges for espionage. However, for sailing under a
false manifest you will be taken to Amherstberg and my superiors at
Fort Malden will determine whether to exchange you at some future
time.” Then, rather detached, Roberts added, “Consider your good
fortune, for the moment. If the documents which Urastus Richards
and Lieutenant Fleet claim exist are later found, or your Master
should be captured and confess, you will likely be shot.”

Oliver thought of James and informed Captain
Roberts, “I am traveling with my nephew.” He then asked, “Could we
ship together? He is quite young.”

Captain Roberts looked out over the parade
ground for a moment, considered and offered, “I will send him down
with you and the other prisoners—aboard Salina, however, not your
ship. Yours will be taken into the Royal Navy.”

“When will we depart?” Oliver asked.

Captain Roberts turned, looked out the south
gate and down at the ships in the harbor, “I would guess a week,
perhaps more. There is much work yet to be done.” Then, turning to
Lieutenant Fleet, he ordered, “Take him back to his room and
discuss with him and his nephew their parole. Record it well and
make sure it is on board with the others.”

“Parole?” Oliver asked, unfamiliar with the
arrangement.

Lieutenant Dunlap explained, “You have the
option of giving your word in exchange for limited freedoms and
privileges, extended you as an honorable gentleman. Mr. Fleet will
take it all down in writing, should you desire.”

Oliver nodded, looked out the gate and down
to his sloop lying at the dock. In a quiet voice hinting of defeat,
he asked, “What are they doing with Friends Good Will?”

Lieutenant Fleet offered, almost with glee
and while looking Oliver directly in the eye, “The Royal Navy is
taking the ship of that traitor Lee and arming her with a nine
pound pivot gun and creating some proper gun ports which will be
filled with sixes from Malden, together with some stanchions and
hammock nettings to increase the height of the bulwarks. She’ll
soon be a proper man-o’-war. Come to think of it, I hope to God we
change that name!”

 


Near three weeks later Oliver grasped the
larboard bulwark of the flushed deck Schooner Salina just forward
of the entry port. He became suddenly conscious that he was
gripping with both hands with far more force and intensity than was
warranted by the short chop, unrythmic roll, and increasing current
setting with the north wind. The south end of Lake Huron was
drawing nigh and in just another mile would surrender to the St.
Clair River. Salina might well make Detroit the following
evening.

The passage was marked with fair weather and
foul spirits. The passengers, more than half of which were
prisoners and he one among them, struggled with the manner in which
their lives had taken a turn. He eased his grip, noticed the blood
flowing back into his fingers and tried to relax. Captain Daniel
Dobbins, a passenger aboard his former command although not a
prisoner, approached yet again in attempt to engage in polite
conversation. “Sorry to disturb, Oliver, but I hoped you may be
interested in taking a turn ‘round the deck with Salina’s former
Master.”

“I am sorry, Captain. I have been poor
company these past days, I know.” The suggestion could not have
come at a more opportune moment.

Captain Dobbins ignored the understatement
in a sincere effort to ease what he viewed as Oliver’s troubled
mind. Oliver in fact had rarely gone below day or night and most
often just stared at the horizon, most likely, Captain Dobbins
would wager, without ever really seeing it. “It is certainly a
terrible blow; to lose one’s ship and its cargo,” he offered.

Oliver looked at him, considered for a
moment that Captain Dobbins sounded most sincere, then nearly
laughed. “Of course, Captain, there is no one who knows better, as
indeed you have suffered the same!”

Captain Dobbins nodded and smiled as Oliver
explained, “Of course, you are right, but the shock wore off long
before we departed Mackinaw. No, that is not what distracts me so;
not his evening.”

“Oliver, you remained on deck throughout
yesterday’s squalls, drenched and sullen. I caution you are
stirring some rumor, if not fear, among our few female passengers.
They are beginning to suspect a serious malady; one for the priests
to cure, not the doctors.” Oliver chuckled as they began their turn
at the foredeck and as they reached the starboard cathead, Captain
Dobbins asked, “How is your nephew?”

Oliver was troubled, indeed. James was
foremost on his mind. While the exercise on deck was welcome, the
conversation, at least to the extent Oliver might be required to
reveal his thoughts, was not. Oliver ducked the question as he did
the inner jib sheet, and looked very closely at the crewmember
standing forward of the starboard shrouds at the rail in the lee of
the foresail. Oliver feigned interest and asked, “Captain, what are
your plans? Is Salina to be restored to you?”

Captain Dobbins sighed, considered and began
to explain he did not think so, although apparently Salina would
not be taken into the Royal Navy. The mention of such a fate caused
Oliver to look up out over transom to consider the two sloops
following close behind. Erie was off the starboard quarter less
than three lengths behind with Friends Good Will just a length or
two astern of Erie, although directly in line behind Salina.
Friends Good Will proved the fastest of all three and again, it
seemed, was slipping ever closer up under Salina’s transom.

As the sun neared the horizon, the two
sloops made a beautiful sight. All three ships were sailing dead
downwind on a larboard tack. The sloops had brailed their
mainsails, struck their headsails and were sailing with courses and
topsails. Oliver was still struggling with the fact that Lieutenant
Fleet was in command of Friends Good Will. Oliver knew that were
William to learn that distressing fact, the war would certainly
intensify on the instant. Lieutenant Dunlap was in command of
Salina, the largest of the three ships, and also in command of them
collectively as a small squadron. Salina was sailing wing and wing
with both jibs set, though blanketed and not actually drawing. With
the current pushing from behind and the wind slackening as it often
did on August evenings, it was difficult to tell just how much the
wind, as compared to the current, was actually driving the vessels
southward to the mouth of the river where the current would grow
even stronger.

Captain Dobbins finished his long
explanation, “… so, you see, I hope to make my way to
Washington and impress upon the Secretary of the Navy the
importance of the inland seas, perhaps even join and then make my
way back to the Northwest.”

At that moment, James emerged from the
companionway hatch and Oliver concluded their walk. “Thank you,
Captain, for your company. I enjoyed our talk. James, pray, do you
have a moment?”

Oliver and James proceeded to the larboard
foremast shrouds. They were just then entering the St. Clair River
and both felt the ship gain some speed with no increase in wind.
“Tell, me James, how well can you swim?” Oliver glanced at the
eastern shore. James’ eyes grew wide, his jaw dropped and Oliver
cautioned, “See here young man, you best compose yourself and just
whisper, if you will, the answer to my question.”

“Why, Uncle Oliver, … well enough, to be
sure, to make shore, but for the two ships coming up from behind.”
James sounded most willing.

“And the current, my boy? Can you contend
with that current?”

“It will sweep me down the river and take me
longer, for certain, but I could easily make shore—but for the
ships.” The cook called from the galley that dinner was ready. Two
of the crew and all passengers but for Oliver and James headed
below. Of His Majesty’s subjects, only the helmsman, one crew aft
and the fellow forward of the foresail remained on deck.

“Have no concerns for the ships,” assured
Oliver. “Now, I need you to do three things. First, move to the
larboard cat-head, where you will be unseen to the helmsman tucked
up in the lee of the mainsail and boom. Second, be prepared to dive
without hesitation and swim like you have never before. Try not to
let the current carry you downriver even if you make little
easting. Dive when you fist sense some confusion aboard. Third,”
looking intensely at James who met his eye, “trust that while I
have not the time to tell you all that I know, I have imparted to
you the basic truth of your father’s actions and motives. Do not
ever suspect his courage, commitment to the cause, or love for
you.”

James nodded as to the first two requests,
let his eyes fall to the third, whether for shame of his own doubt,
or his father’s actions, Oliver could not tell and no longer had
time to consider. Both knew they may never see one another again.
James began to ask a question or perhaps voice his goodbye, but
Oliver just squeezed his shoulder and insisted, “Go forward, now!’
in an urgent whisper.

Friends Good Will was now just a length
behind Salina and was beginning to take up her course so to slow
her speed in the narrow river. Oliver estimated no more than ten
steps: four across the centerline around to the starboard side of
the cargo hatch, then six steps forward to the starboard rail. He
would need to duck under the foresail, trimmed to starboard. Ten
steps, taken in mere seconds, during which he would once again
consider, carefully, that which had occupied his thoughts and
deprived him of sleep now for days. Ten steps represented his last
opportunity to attempt to preserve the life he had built.

First, as he made his way
across to starboard, Oliver hoped William, James and Trove taught
him well. He considered the action of a wind vane, such as on his
carriage house in Detroit, and the effect of sails carried aft on
any ship as contrasted to the effect of those carried forward. He
thought it through carefully and was … well,
nearly certain he
recalled the lesson correctly. His plan depended upon the lesson of
the wind vane. He also tried to judge whether the ships were now
more propelled by the current or the wind. He remembered this was
tricky as a ship sailing downwind rarely felt much wind at all.
Still, he perceived that the sails seemed really quite slack. It
could go very badly for James if his judgment was
faulty.

Next, as he made the turn at the corner of
the cargo hatch and began to walk forward, he considered his shame
for not coming to the conclusion sooner, for not recognizing the
importance of the time, place and the ideals surrounding him on
that stage upon which he played out his life. The pangs of doubt
for his company, his stores, the growth of his community were all
well beyond him at this critical moment. It was not that such
concerns were misguided. Indeed he would yet, for certain, prefer
those as priorities to the course now purposely chosen. Rather, he
realized these past weeks he was not in control over the times in
which he lived and must, if he were to retain any honor, simply
resolve to contribute to what he knew in his heart was best for his
family and the destiny of his nation.

Lastly, he glanced over his shoulder to Erie
just as he began to duck under the foresail. He hoped she was in an
ideal position and would react quickly so to redeem at least one
dangerous potential consequence of his reckless act.

The foot of the foresail slid over the top
of his straw hat, the boltrope caught on the back of his right
shoulder and slid down his back as he straightened. He made his
greeting to the young man near half his size in a relaxed and
friendly manner, “Good evening, lad.”

“Aye,” said the young sailor. For just a
brief moment he looked concerned over his solitary presence on deck
with a prisoner, out of the view of the helm or anyone else on deck
but for yet another young prisoner poised, it seemed, for some
action at the larboard cat-head. Before concern could translate to
thought, much less action, Salina rolled just a bit to starboard.
Oliver reached his right hand and drew the youth’s rigging knife
from its leather sheath worn on his left back hip. The young lad
corrected for the roll, leaned to larboard and Oliver, with all the
density and mass of a pile of ballast, shifted his weight precisely
to counteract the sailor’s correction for the roll. As Oliver
bumped him, he said calmly, “Free Trade and Sailor’s Rights!”

The force of the well-timed impact rolled
the lad right over the low bulwark, leaving behind only a half
exclamation of his utter surprise that could hardly be considered a
cry for help, a straw hat floating to mark his point of immersion,
and a very sharp knife held inconspicuously in Oliver’s capable
hand.

Oliver called loudly for all aboard Erie
sailing nearby to hear, “Man Overboard, Starboard Shrouds!”

As calls came from Erie, from the lad now
just breaking the surface, and from the helm of Salina and everyone
down below making their way to the deck, Oliver heard a splash from
the larboard bow and set about to assist James the only way he
could. He took one stride aft and sliced the foresail peak halyard.
The peak of the gaff collapsed, the trim and shape of the foresail
ruined until a new halyard could be rove. In the next two seconds
with mass confusion at the helm, though with no one as yet calling
out for him as the culprit, he strode calmly to the outer jib
halyard, sliced it, and as the sail, not drawing, slid down the
stay, he calmly crossed to larboard and sliced the inner jib
halyard as well with the same effect, even as crew now rushed
forward to subdue him. Someone from aft called out and pointed to
James, “Prisoner escaping!”

Oliver dropped the knife in the river from
behind his back, feigning surprise as crew rushed him and grabbed
him and found him unarmed. Erie quickly took up on its course and
topsail and managed to throw the unfortunate lad a line and haul
him aboard, no worse for the dunking though unable to locate his
knife. It would be some hours before his story could be relayed and
considered aboard Salina.

Lieutenant Dunlap was one of the first on
deck after Oliver’s call, having taken his dinner at the wardroom
table near the companionway hatch. Together with the bosun he was
directing all others as to how to keep Salina in control, now
sailing downwind on a narrow river with only the mainsail
effectively set and drawing. Dunlap, a good seaman, understood
instantly that Salina, with no forward sail set, could only
effectively continue with the current and light wind sailing on its
present course and he ordered for all who might be tempted to
pursue James, “Helm, Hold you course! Continue South’ard! Do not
round up!”

As Oliver was taken by a crewmember aft and
presented to Lieutenant Dunlap, he had James in his sights the
entire time. James, rather than swimming leisurely and allowing the
current to take him along with the ships well to the south of his
dive, was instead stroking with all power possible as directly for
the shore as his strength would permit. This tactic, suggested by
Oliver, put as much distance as possible between James, upwind, and
the ships, as each was particularly unable and poorly situated to
sail any point but directly south, keeping their transoms to the
current.

Apparently only Lieutenant Fleet misjudged
the situation. Oliver was presented to Lieutenant Dunlap, who was
at that moment distracted by the responsibilities of coordinating
his small squadron, made particularly challenging by the foolish
reaction of his incompetent cohort. “Damn his eyes,” cursed Dunlap.
“Whatever does that fool think he is doing?” he asked his First
Officer.

Lieutenant Fleet, jealous and resentful at
not having command of the squadron and of its largest ship,
determined to distinguish himself and demonstrate to Dunlap his
superiority. He saw James swimming, heard the cry that a prisoner
was escaping, and as James was less than a ship’s length to
larboard of Friends Good Will as she slid past abeam, James
presented altogether a too near target to let pass. Impulsively,
Fleet ordered, “Helm, turn to larboard; Hands to Braces, Haul the
topsail ‘round to starboard; Hands Cast off brails, set the
mainsail and headsails; on the instant!”

All of that might have been possible with
ten more crew aboard stationed at the appropriate lines and
expecting the maneuver. Indeed, it might have been pretty work and
a demonstration of superb seamanship, teamwork and a symphony of
motion. But, alas, there were only four then on deck.

With the commands unexpected, the crew
shorthanded and not in position, the risk of such a turn in a
narrow river with a swift current and slackening wind apparent to
all, barking such orders caused only chaos and demonstrated not the
inability of crew, but rather the incompetence of command. Friends
Good Will slid sideways, the sail handling poorly coordinated,
badly timed, and ineffective at controlling the vessel and she slid
out of control. It was some minutes before Fleet, in a rage and
blaming every one in sight, gave up on his self-imposed mission
and, after managing to embarrass himself before the squadron,
finally gained control of Friends Good Will once again.

Lieutenant Dunlap beheld Oliver as the
crisis with Friends Good Will abated. James, Oliver noted, was just
crawling ashore, well astern of all three ships. Dunlap, angry at
Fleet, transferred his anger and accused, “Sir, I figured you for a
man of honor! I regret my misjudgment but it will be my last!
Bosun, confine him—”

“Honor!” interrupted Oliver with a sincere
tone of astonishment. “Whatever do you mean, Sir?”

Dunlap, recognizing Oliver was a civilian,
took the time to explain, “Your parole, Sir! You gave us your
word!”

“Indeed,” confirmed Oliver, “I promised in
writing not to escape and I stand here before you, having let pass
every opportunity.”

Dunlap was incredulous. “That is all
Lieutenant Fleet exacted from you upon Captain Robert’s orders?
What about that of your nephew? Were you not required to remain a
neutral, to take up no arms until exchanged?”

Oliver shook his head and calmly recalled,
“Lieutenant Fleet spent nearly the entire time examining me as to
documents he believes Friends Good Will was transporting. I tell
you truthfully now as I swore to him—I do not know of their
whereabouts. At the end of the interview, I swore in writing, which
parchment, I trust, is on board, that I would not escape. He
considered James as just a boy and did not request a parole of him.
James made no promise and signed no document.”

Lieutenant Dunlap sighed, looked to the
First Officer and Bosun and all just shook their heads in shocked
disbelief. Dunlap looked over to Friends Good Will, now tracking
well astern and confessed inwardly he was relieved that his view of
both Oliver and Fleet was entirely correct. Oliver was an honorable
and capable man. Fleet was a fool, whose incompetence was more
dangerous to the Crown than had so far been its declared enemy.

Oliver remained standing next to Dunlap in
the gathering darkness while he considered the events of the last
glass and their implications. Dunlap looked at Oliver and observed
with no malice and some respect, “This incident will likely, you
are aware, extend your time as the King’s guest; your exchange now
more than a mere formality.”

Oliver nodded, feeling better than he had
the entire voyage, and asked, “So, pray tell, Lieutenant, have you
known Mr. Fleet for long?”

As Lieutenant Dunlap and Oliver talked into
the night, the wind diminished until its scarcity required the
small squadron drop anchor. James made his way through the forests
of Upper Canada, debating whether to cross over once again to the
Michigan Territory on the morrow or continue on to Niagara and
rejoin what he knew was but a small band of men with an already
proud, though young tradition—the United States Navy.

 


The small squadron comprised of the Schooner
Salina and the Sloops Friends Good Will and Erie favored the east
side of the Detroit River, trying to remain out of sight of the
walled city for as long as possible.

Lieutenant Dunlap would have preferred to
place Friends Good Will in the van, as she was the only of his
vessels armed with a great gun, but he simply could not trust that
Lieutenant Fleet would react with any good judgment after the
debacle played out in plain view on the upper St. Clair River just
two days before. So he led with Salina and signaled Friends Good
Will to follow closely behind with Erie some lengths back.

The tension was high. Dunlap was acutely
aware he was drawing very near to a major settlement fortified and
held by the enemy which he would have to slip past so to deliver
the squadron under his command to Amherstberg, just a few miles
further downriver from Detroit. The sun was quite low, the early
evening shadows no longer needed as a haven from the heat of the
day on deck. He planned, if all went well, to reach Ft. Malden just
after dark.

Dunlap was fully prepared to receive fire
for perhaps the next hour and had discussed with Fleet the previous
evening while at anchor the likelihood of having to return the
same. Despite all assurances, mixed with a high level of obvious
resentment, Dunlap was doubtful Fleet would take any action on
behalf of Salina. More to the point, he suspected Fleet wished he
were dead and would be more than grateful were the Americans to
oblige his desire.

Fortunately the wind was moderate and from
the Northeast, allowing the small squadron all possible options.
With the wind favoring the current, Dunlap was prepared to maneuver
if necessary, clap on all sail at the first hint of trouble and was
confident they could, with the assistance of the current, sail past
the effective range of the batteries placed near or within the
walls in just minutes. If the Americans placed shore batteries
along a much greater length of the west river bank, the sail to
Amherstberg could well become very warm work.

As Dunlap directed the helmsman, steering
most carefully, he watched for shoaling water to larboard while
playing all favorable angles with the island just upriver from the
settlement in order to keep his squadron out of sight. He glanced
back to Friends Good Will upon detecting the scent of slow match,
or lit fuse, kept ready in the sand tub to ignite grains of powder
in the vent hole of the nine pound pivot gun. All appeared well.
The pivot gun was trained to starboard, the crew crouched behind
the somewhat higher bulwarks provided by the iron stanchions,
netting, and canvas hammocks stowed between so to give some
protection from splinters. Oliver followed Dunlap’s gaze but
certainly did not admire the look of his sloop cleared for action.
Aboard Salina, all passengers and prisoners and most crew were
below. Only the few hands required to maneuver the ship were
exposed upon the decks until Dunlap could adjudge the nature “of
what they were about to receive.”

Oliver’s presence on deck was unusual.
First, he appealed to Dunlap’s sensibilities. He was, after all,
sailing past his home where his wife and children resided and were
likely taking refuge. Second, he was well known to the community
and if they saw him on deck, his sighting could, he argued,
forestall violence. While Oliver did not really believe his
reputation was anywhere near so high, Dunlap considered his feigned
vanity a real possibility.

More than any other reason, Oliver was
permitted to remain on deck because Dunlap had come to trust him
and genuinely enjoyed his company. Unless and until hostilities
began, Dunlap saw no grave breach in protocol in allowing Oliver
his wish and permit him to view Detroit from the deck of his
command. Dunlap resolved, without having informed Oliver, that upon
the first shot fired, he would be made to descend the companionway
as quickly as the armed crew would ascend and take the deck.

Dunlap ordered the helmsman to come up on
the wind about two points and sail nearly west closer to the
American shore. He did so to keep the island between his command
and the walled settlement. While he would be closer to the enemy
upon first being discovered, he would also be further downriver and
able to sail out of range much sooner. Further, to the extent his
stealth permitted the Americans less time to react, the surprise
would also be to his advantage. At first, Fleet seemed unwilling to
follow close behind. Dunlap purposefully trained his long glass on
the quarterdeck of Friends Good Will so to signal to Fleet he was
being closely watched. At last, somewhat belatedly, Fleet made the
course, with Erie following precisely in Salina’s wake. It would be
just moments before they knew what the day held in store.

They passed the island and it no longer
provided cover nor shielded their view of the armed ramparts now
appearing off the starboard bow. Dunlap trained his glass upon the
walled city and called, “Hands, prepare to wear ship.” He would
have much preferred to be already sailing south to the far and more
welcoming shore when the Americans first viewed his squadron.

Dunlap viewed the settlement through his
glass, not quite believing what he beheld. After making certain all
other signs of activity and persons in view confirmed his first
glance, a smile came over his face and he called, “Belay that, helm
proceed to the commercial dock.” He took the glass from his eye
while indicating with his arm the proper course and, handing the
glass to Oliver, offered “A welcome surprise, for certain. I
suspect you will be relieved as well.”

Oliver adjusted the focus. Dunlap called,
with some joy, “Raise the ensign. Signal the sloops to do the
same.” As the Union Jack broke out from the foremast truck of
Salina and from the peak of the gaffs on the sloops, his sloop,
Oliver beheld the same flag flying from within the walls of
Detroit. He lowered the glass even as he lowered his head and came
to grips with the reality. Dunlap took the glass from him. Not only
was Oliver and his sloop captured by the British, so, too, was his
family and community.

Dunlap attempted to ease the pain with
sincerity and kindness. “Better, Sir, than to lose both family and
community to violence. Many communities, I fear, to say nothing of
innocent families, will not come off near so well.”

Oliver nodded in agreement and tried to
recall that while his dreams for his, no, their future, were
broken, still it appeared as his family was safe and he offered a
silent prayer of thanks.

Dunlap was again training his glass upon the
flags breaking out from the ships anchored off of the commercial
dock. He read the coded symbols slowly, finding it rather difficult
from the angle of the wind upon the flags, but spoke aloud for the
benefit of his first officer, “Senior Officer … report to…
Commander… Fort.” Dunlap calmly directed his First Officer,
“Signal our acknowledgment and prepare to anchor as close to the
commercial dock as practicable. Then signal the Sloops to anchor
above Salina upriver of the commercial dock, in line, with moderate
scope for the depth.”

The activity was furious for some minutes as
crew left arms below and rushed to maneuver, round up, strike sail,
anchor, and lower the ship’s boat. Word of Detroit’s capture spread
causing excitement among them.

Near a full glass later the sun was just
above the tree line. Oliver asked permission to go ashore, “Recall,
Lieutenant, I have now given my word and signed a proper parole.
Would you be so kind as to allow me some moments with my
family?”

Dunlap was sympathetic and somewhat ashamed
his approval was largely based upon another reason entirely. He was
intrigued with presenting Oliver to whomever was in command for the
British forces. Oliver’s stature as a leading citizen of Detroit
had become apparent in their discussions as they sailed down the
length of Lake Huron, and Dunlap now thought Oliver may be of some
valuable assistance influencing the attitudes of the American
citizens within the walls. He instructed, “You may come along, but
remain nearby within my sight until I give express permission for
you to do otherwise.” His armed boat crew was present and he
glanced at them as he spoke to ensure they heard the limitation as
well. Oliver understood the implication.

They rowed the ship’s boat the short
distance to the commercial dock. Oliver recalled Dunlap’s
suggestion in their recent talks that some in Detroit were
apparently cooperating with His Majesty’s representatives, even
before the outbreak of war, and welcomed British rule. He wondered
if those British sympathizers played a significant role, for he was
shocked that Detroit had surrendered, at least to his untrained
eye, without much of a fight. He was at a total loss and had much
to learn since he last walked the planks of Detroit’s commercial
dock.

Oliver also thought of his departure from
the approaching dock two months before. He had left a free man. He
was returning as a prisoner, in the company of but not upon the
deck of his own ship, with every person with whom he departed just
two months before now scattered, it seemed, throughout the
Northwest. He felt very alone. Just before landing, as oars were
raised and the tiller put over bringing the boat smoothly alongside
the commercial dock, he spied Mary. She was on shore, off to the
side of the military and naval activity at the foot of the dock and
with her, to his surprise and relief, was Bemose.

Upon stepping on the dock, he was ordered to
wait among numerous soldiers making their greeting to the boat’s
crew and exchanging news. Lieutenant Dunlap was summoned off to the
side by an army Captain and appeared to be making his verbal report
to a Colonel. Oliver glanced downriver, noticed the same brig as
had been at Mackinaw for several days after his capture which had
departed a week before.

Oliver overheard the enlisted men informing
the boat crew what he scarcely believed, “Hull surrendered to Brock
just two days ago.” After some questions, the soldiers confirmed,
“No, I swear, not a shot!” It appeared those among them were as
astounded as was he. “We maneuvered for days on all fronts, making
quite a scene. The natives were everywhere at once, it seemed.” The
entire group was near overjoyed at the impressive victory, all
without cost. “Hull lowered his flag yesterday… At first we
thought it was a trick.” After more questions, “Superior forces?
Certainly—for the Americans. Their numerical advantage was huge. We
took 2500 prisoners and 25 ordinance!”

Oliver noticed a native standing among the
British Officers. This particular man, obviously a chief, was
dressed in a fine combination of impressive native garments and
portions of what were usually reserved for high ranking British
officers. Indeed, he had wrapped around his waist a sash normally
worn only by General Officers. He recalled Dunlap mentioning one
native leader in particular whom he had met last winter and
impressed him greatly. The man portrayed a charisma and presence,
commanding respect from those British officers with him, and Oliver
would have wagered, had an opportunity presented, this man was
Tecumseth.

Mary and Bemose were waiting patiently off
to the side, purposefully trying to attract no attention. Oliver
gave Mary reassuring glances, attempting to show her that he was
alright and in good health. He was grateful they seemed to
understand he was a prisoner and could not stray from his
guards.

Dunlap returned to Oliver with news that all
civil order was quickly restored within the walls soon after the
British entered. “Colonel Pye was sent down to the dock to meet us
by General Brock, who I understand is within the walls. He assures
me that all property and the rights of the citizens will be
respected. While I thought perhaps you would be of some use in that
process, it appears as we arrived too late. I will send back the
boat with instructions to retrieve me at dawn when at such time we
will make our way to Amhertberg.”

Oliver asked, “And then, Lieutenant?”

Dunlap looked down and away, realizing the
implications. “There are, as you can imagine, far more prisoners
than we ever expected at this location and time. I have only heard
speculation that all will be making their way, on various ships, to
Kingston.”

Both of them realized what Dunlap was really
saying. With so many, the prisoners would be kept further from the
frontier. More importantly, with so many, the likelihood of a quick
exchange was not particularly likely. Oliver was wholly unaware as
to whether the Americans had as yet even taken a prisoner in this
young war and from what he had thus far seen, he doubted it very
much. He hoped with no foundation in fact perhaps the war was
proceeding more favorably in the East.

Dunlap, sensing his concern again attempted
to forestall his despair. “Of course, civilians would, I think, be
exchanged near first…,” but his voice fell away.

Oliver interrupted with some urgency,
“Lieutenant, pray, grant me this night on shore. My wife stands
yonder,” he gestured, “and I beg, allow me to have you make her
acquaintance.”

Dunlap made to answer, but Oliver continued
almost desperately. “Just one night with my children? Where, after
all, could I possibly go within an occupied, walled city? Truly, I
have demonstrated my honor and you know I will respect my
parole.”

Again, Dunlap appeared to form a response.
Oliver, like a plaintiff child, offered still just one last reason,
“My wife, Lieutenant, is with child… you know I have not seen
her since June.”

Their eyes met and Dunlap relented, “Meet me
here at—”

Oliver smiled and pushed his luck, “At ten
o’clock, after breakfast? You are most welcome to join us.”

Dunlap sternly objected, “Sir, you take
advantage, certainly. I was going to say dawn, but…,” studying
the sky, he conceded, “I would guess there will be no wind until
mid-morning, so I will, I swear, have you hunted down and shot if
you are not standing before me at nine.”

Both of them half smiled at the harsh
language, recognizing Dunlap’s attempt to retain some semblance of
dominion over his prisoner in front of the boat crew.

Dunlap turned to the coxswain, “Inform the
First Officer to make all secure within the squadron, retain a
minimal anchor watch through the night, be ready to weigh by mid
morning. All others can spend the night ashore. But I stress,”
raising his voice and pointing his finger, “within the walls!
Anyone caught outside the walls will be punished!”

The coxswain repeated the orders, made his
obedience and proceeded with his mates back down the commercial
dock to the ship’s boat.

Dunlap looked at Oliver, glanced at Mary and
gestured with both hands. “Go!” shooing him off, suggesting regret
and frustration with his soft heart.

Within seconds Oliver was holding Mary in
his arms. Oliver wiped away some of Mary’s tears, and Bemose let
them complete their embrace and assure each other of their mutal
well-being and that of the children before she approached. Mary
asked, “Oliver, however did you get them to release you?”

Oliver’s expression changed as he realized
Mary had misunderstood their reunion. “My dear, I am yet a prisoner
and will depart tomorrow morning. I convinced him to allow us this
night.” Mary’s look was a mixture of profound disappointment and
thanks for the precious moments they had.

“Still,” she persisted, “however did he
allow that, if you are still a prisoner?”

“Confess for me, will you my dear, to Father
DuPuis? I told him you were with child.” Oliver and Mary desired a
large family and with three children were already well on their
way. But with his recent voyage and the outbreak of war, he feared
it would interrupt their plans and it weighed on his mind heavily
down-bound from Mackinaw.

Mary looked up at him, searched deep in his
eyes, clenched the lapels of his coat and whispered, “We have one
night. Whatever would we, come morning, need to confess?”

Oliver nodded. She took his hand and began
to lead him home as Bemose drew along his other side. Oliver, aware
of the urgent need to convey as much information as possible,
offered, “Thank God you are safe, as I trust William is as well.
Please, get word to him. We effected James’ escape from the upper
St. Clair River and he swam to Canada. If I had to guess, he is
making his way to join the Navy.”

Both women were surprised, not so much as to
James’ plan but that Oliver participated in the escape. While Mary
indicated concern, Oliver sensed from Bemose the hint of new found
respect in her eyes.

Bemose offered, “William is closer than you
think, of course waiting to see if he can assist James, who we
assumed would be with you.”

They walked inside the gate and past some
British guards. Mary added before Oliver could ask, “I do not know
where, Oliver. I have not seen William but Bemose has him outside
the walls with those she trusts; mostly hidden, I gather.”

Oliver looked at Bemose, nodding his
appreciation. Bemose continued, “William has asked me to tell you
the documents they search for are hidden behind the orb of the
sternboard, which Samuel crafted as easily removable.”

Oliver stopped in the middle of the street,
smiling, then grew grim. “Bemose, you must tell William two things.
First, Fleet is in command of Friends Good Will.” Even before she
could digest this distressing news, he continued, “If the documents
are found, we have all been promised the full extent of the King’s
wrath.”

Bemose nodded and promised, “He will know
within minutes. He also asked me to tell you, as he saw Friends
Good Will well upriver this afternoon, he has a plan to recover the
documents tonight.”

Mary made her greeting to British soldiers
passing very close to them, crossing the street in front of the
Williams’ home, effectively cautioning her husband and best friend
to be discreet. Oliver understood the warning and as Mary conversed
for a moment with their occupiers, Oliver’s expression suggested
some explanation would be appreciated. Bemose whispered just loudly
enough for Oliver to comprehend the essential ingredient in that
evening’s scheduled event: “Samuel.”

They parted company, Bemose to seek out
William; Oliver to spend precious time with his children and his
wife.

 


Samuel sat on a tree trunk along the river
bank adjacent to Friends Good Will lying to her anchor. The moon
was high, the night was quiet.

The recently arrived sailors from the small
squadron had long since given up all hope of greeting the dawn at
the Pontiac House. After accounting for his granddaughters, Samuel
closed the doors and shutters just before midnight, his customers
well past drunk. By that hour, they had largely given over their
coin together with their wits and were adjudged incapable of
further celebrating British victories. Whether the sailors
celebrated the fall of Detroit, which they had missed, or the fall
of Mackinaw, which offered no pubs, became increasingly unclear as
the night unfolded.

As a friendly (and shrewd) landlord, Samuel
offered the First Officers of Salina and Erie and the Captain of
Friends Good Will transportation to their ships in his canoe,
pulled up on the shore at the commercial dock. Each could then
spend a quiet night aboard in their respective bunks earning the
pleasure of Lieutenant Dunlap come first light. All three
appreciated the gesture and seemed to revel in the small
distinction afforded them as between those jacks sailing ‘fore the
mast, who, as a whole, displayed no real concern over gathering in
blankets in the open air near the walls under the narrow overhang
of ramparts or near the gates of the walled city.

As he paddled the three officers, their
uniforms disheveled though their spirits high, Samuel thought of
Lieutenant Fleet, demanding to be addressed as “Captain”, and the
conversation they engaged in well into the evening as Samuel
delivered still another mug of ale. Fleet mentioned his desperate
need for documentation of supply routes used by mariners along the
Lakes and apparently heard that Samuel would “view his need
kindly.” Samuel did not understand what Fleet meant by that remark,
nor could he believe Lieutenant Dunlap had referred him such a
fool, but took him seriously enough when Fleet offered near a
year’s wage for any such material fully documented.

Halfway from the shore to Salina, her First
Officer and Captain Fleet quarreled about some point of seamanship
having to do with currents and maneuvers under sail in light wind.
Just as Fleet seemed on the verge of challenging on the ‘morrow,
nearly upsetting the canoe, he appeared to pass out. The First
Officer of Salina commented to his counterpart from Erie that while
Fleet was an arse, he could shoot, and owned fancy pistols. He was
relieved their argument had been forestalled and had not risen to
that level of acrimony and hoped all would be forgotten in the
morning. The other agreed, whether with Fleet as an arse, a deadly
shot, or both, was lost in his incoherent mumbling. Samuel would
deliver him to Erie last of the three.

Samuel considered his reunion earlier that
evening with Lieutenant Dunlap, who last graced the Pontiac House
briefly the previous December. He had discussed with Samuel his
experiences through the Colonial Rebellion and his views as to
British rule of the Northwest. Samuel was impressed while at the
same time concerned, however, as to what knowledge Dunlap may hold
of him, his past, and of what Dunlap was obviously implying.

That afternoon, Captain Lee requested Bemose
summon Samuel to his hideout, a wigwam well away from the walls,
deep into a thick, tall patch of prairie, but not far from the
river. The shelter was most humble, slabs of bark tied to sapling
frames. It was one of the older standing from prior seasons and not
regularly occupied though occasionally used by transient natives of
little status with the surrounding tribes. Samuel held William in
high regard and was overjoyed to learn of his safety even as he was
sad for his loss of Friends Good Will. Amid the dark shadows inside
the wigwam, hiding now as a mere fugitive, William requested that
Samuel recover the very documents which Fleet would later that
evening seek to purchase for a most generous sum.

“Listen, my friend,” Captain Lee implored.
“I need your help once again. Later this night after you close and
attend to an errand for me, could you return so that I might impart
the rest of my plan?”

Samuel nodded his head willingly, but
William saw doubt in his eyes, whether for his lack of ideas or
lack of vigor from age, William was unsure. William knew he would
have to think things through for Samuel and explain them well. “I
extend to you, Samuel, the high praise and deep gratitude of our
nation.” William assumed that between them that nation was the
United States. “Here is how the first part will all unfold…”

Samuel now sat on the trunk along the river
bank in the dark having returned from a second meeting with Captain
Lee. It had been more than an hour since he dumped the comatose
carcass of the First Officer of Erie onto the deck at the entry
port, fortunately helped by the lone sailor assigned the anchor
watch, and he watched the clouds form a checkerboard cloak over the
near full moon. As he sat, his heart beat fast with excitement
recalling his second conversation with Captain Lee.

“Samuel, your talents with your knives and
chisels are proving more valuable than our collective efforts with
stolen arms,” William allowed. “Your hollow orb and our beautiful
sternboard may provide for some defense of our Lakes, even yet,
thanks to you.”

“I am pleased to hear the arrangement served
you well, Captain. The orb was difficult to hollow, you see I had
to…,” but Samuel noticed William’s impatience and his voice
trailed off.

William continued with some urgency, “T’is
there you will find some documents. Could you bring them to me
before dawn? I have a plan as to how you can go about it, hopefully
undetected…”

Now, just as William predicted, the
northeast wind diminished as the clouds gathered from the
southwest. As though summoned for the sole purpose William had
described, the wind began to fill in from the southwest, entirely
the opposite direction as earlier in the day. The new wind was too
light, at first, to alter the manner in which the ships rode to
their anchors amid the current of the Detroit River, but soon, the
gentle breeze built and Samuel prepared to launch his canoe for the
second time that night. Before shoving off, he looked upriver to
the line he had earlier tied at William’s request, just below the
waterline around Erie’s rudder gudgeion, while making his way back
to shore in his canoe after dropping off his drink filled
passengers. It was still snug round a tree and well disguised to
all not knowing where to look.

 


Oliver held Mary close, closed his eyes and
made to think long and hard how he felt that precise moment,
knowing well that for some prolonged time comprising his near
future, he would never again feel so loved, so comfortable and so
secure. The children were asleep, the moon flooded their bedroom
bathing the floor and half of the quilt in what seemed a bright,
while blue, light. The quilt covered Mary and tucked round her neck
as she lay on her side next to him. The same quilt covered only
half his torso and he purposefully uncovered his left leg as he lay
on his back, allowing for some cooling in the middle of the August
night.

Mary giggled and whispered, “Josiah.”

Oliver considered and nodded, confirming, “I
like that, but a bit masculine, don’t you think, for a girl?”

Mary gave him a playful jab to his side and
assured—no, more warned, “Trust me, it will be a boy.”

“How is it you are so certain?”

“I was right as rain with the others, don’t
you recall?”

Oliver teased back, “Yes, but luck runs
out!” He flexed, preparing for another jab. It was a good sign.
Over the years, Mary would, when certain of the consequence of
their love, begin selecting names near as soon as their breathing
returned to normal; with Ephrium, even sooner.

Both of course were purposefully ignoring
the implications of the moonlight shadows slowly moving across the
room. Soon, Oliver would be bound by his parole, his signature on
parchment, his honor as a man, to leave everything he lived for and
endure his share of pain for those ten steps taken on the deck of
Salina; steps taken for his nephew James, for his nation, for his
self respect. Oliver prepared Mary for his absence of more than a
year, though hoped, while unspoken, his tenure as a prisoner would
not be near so long.

Oliver grew serious again, his thoughts
returning to the present and the next six hours of bliss with Mary,
the last of those including his children. “William continues to
amaze. How could he, while in hiding, arrange for Samuel to
accomplish our objectives? Truly impressive.”

Mary asked, “Whatever do you mean?”

Oliver explained, “Bemose informed me while
you distracted those British soldiers outside our home that William
was arranging for Samuel to recover the documents I mentioned. I
will feel much more secure, for both William’s sake and mine, once
those papers are once again in William’s possession.”

“Samuel—of the Pontiac House?” Mary seemed
surprised. “While perhaps willing, he seems, well, rather aged,
don’t you think?”

William observed, “Perhaps, but tough as
tree’nails and his bond to William through your father is
obvious.”

“Through my father? What do you mean?”

Oliver turned his head, looked over at Mary
and explained, “I thought William or Bemose would have mentioned.
Samuel was on board the Jersey with your father during the
Revolution and speaks very highly of him; considers himself to be,
in fact, in his debt.”

Mary thought for a moment, sat up with a
start, turned and looked down at Oliver, her hand pressing urgently
on his chest. “Oliver” she began with grave concern, “My father
used to speak to me about a Samuel aboard the Jersey. He described
him as an informant and a traitor!”

Neither of them, for some moments, knew what
to make of what was most likely a coincidence. But the stakes were
high, time was short, and Oliver recalled Lieutenant Dunlap
mentioning as they crossed Lake St. Clair early that morning, no,
the morning before, that the British were assisted by agents in
Detroit.

Oliver looked into Mary’s eyes, considered
her beauty, evident with her deep concern. He flung back the quilt
and reached for his clothing while standing in the moonlight.

“Oliver, where are you going?”

“To save William’s life and perhaps mine as
well.” He was out of the bedroom in an instant, only half dressed,
and slipped out the back entrance and through the fence gate in
just moments.

 


Oliver stood on the banks of the Detroit
River and observed the three ships lying to anchor. He was very
familiar with their profile, even in the decreasing moonlight as
clouds moved in from the southwest.

Friends Good Will was the furthest upriver
with Erie in the middle and Salina closest to the commercial dock.
At first, all seemed quiet and there was no hint of any activity,
whether generated by Samuel or anyone else near Friends Good Will.
Still concerned, as he was unable to see the transom and
stern-board from where he stood, Oliver walked further upriver. His
sloop had begun to swing on her anchor rode, self adjusting her
heading to the new wind building from exactly the opposite
direction from that to which she had swung since dusk.

Oliver then noticed something very odd.
Friends Good Will and Salina, the two ships on either end of the
line of three, were beginning to swing as could be expected: from
their old heading of northeast—the heading of both the old wind and
the river current—to southwest, the new wind having increased such
so to have overcome the contrary current. What he could not fathom
was why Erie, the ship in the middle, did not swing to a southwest
heading as well. In fact, with Salina swinging around and Erie not,
a collision between the two was imminent, he guessed within just a
couple of minutes. In addition, with Friends Good Will having swung
round to a heading of southwest with Erie still remaining strangely
lying to the northeast, Friends Good Will was now much more distant
from the other two ships.

It suddenly dawned on Oliver that the
geometry would render his sloop’s transom more distant and entirely
hidden from view.

Oliver knew William too well. He was
observing, he was convinced, what was in fact William’s plan set in
motion. Somehow, Samuel must have kept Erie from swinging to her
anchor with the new southwest wind. Soon, at the moment of
collision, watches would cry out, a great deal of confusion would
ensue and a good deal of attention would be brought to bear upon
the entire area across which he was now walking.

As he walked more quickly along the bank,
just abeam of Friends Good Will’s transom, he noted the ship’s boat
was lowered and lying next to the starboard entry port. Yet a dark
object floated just under the davits: Samuel.

Recognizing he had only minutes at the most,
he stripped to his shirt and quietly waded into the river. He swam
as silently as possible, all limbs immersed with just his head
above water, purposefully causing no break of the surface as he
stroked the short distance to the transom of his sloop. Samuel was
perched on the starboard davit, facing inboard toward Canada and
away from Oliver’s approach, his canoe lying below and between the
davits.

Oliver realized he had formulated no real
plan other than to keep the documents from being handed over to the
British.  Samuel was hunched over prying away at the orb as
Oliver reached up to the larboard boat fall with his left hand,
grasping the gunwale of the canoe with his right. Samuel heard the
splash and glanced over, thinking a fish had jumped. He could not
have been more surprised than to recognize Oliver’s voice as he
whispered, “Good evening, Samuel. I am sorry, my friend, I cannot
permit you to turn those papers over to the Crown.”

“I have no idea what you are doing here,”
Samuel rasped in a poor attempt at a whisper, “aside from risking a
well laid plan, but leave me be for but a few more seconds and the
Captain will have all that he needs.”

Oliver asked, “Captain, certainly, but
which? I understand you were all too familiar with the Royal Naval
Captains of New York aboard Jersey. Which captains are you
befriending tonight?”

The look in Samuel’s eyes, even with much of
the moonlight now lost, was all that Oliver needed to see. His
friend and favorite landlord was indeed the Samuel of whom William
and Mary’s father spoke. Samuel looked more hurt than angry, but
undoubtedly understood the implication. He spoke softly, “That was
a long time ago. I was but a lad, younger than James is now.” Then,
seeming nearly to despair, Samuel offered, “The conditions were
horrid and I was weak. Do not dare to judge, Sir. Still, I have
carried the shame ever since and I need not contend with you now.
Leave me. I will deliver these to Captain Lee providing you do not
cause us to be discovered.”

Samuel took the documents from the hollowed
orb, tucked them in his trousers and made ready to lower himself
into the canoe. Calls came from the watches on Erie and Salina,
alerting both men the ships had made contact: “Ahoy, fend off!”. .
. ”Quickly, the boathooks!”… ”Erie, swing to your anchor, blast
you!”… ”We must be aground!”… ”Push now, with a will!” The
blow was likely gentle, but fearing the rigging becoming entangled,
the watch made to fend off even as they created excuses as to why
their catnaps allowed contact in the first instance.

Crew were moving below on Friends Good Will
and would be on deck on the instant. While the stern gallery
windows were closed, both Oliver and Samuel were aware that Captain
Fleet snored on the other side of the transom, just a few feet from
their rather awkward and wholly vulnerable positions.

Oliver made to board the canoe, but his
large frame and the flexible boat falls hanging from the davits
resulted only in rather clumsy attempts. He swung at Samuel’s leg
in desperation, hoping to pull him into the river. While both would
be discovered, at least the documents would be destroyed.

Samuel admonished, “Sir, don’t be foolish.
You cannot board the canoe, cannot pull me from my seat and all you
will do is get both of us caught and questioned. If a traitor I be,
all I would have to do is say I saw the papers or hand Mr. Fleet a
soggy mass, all smeared and useless and both you and William will
hang. Now, swim back instantly and I will meet you on shore!”

Oliver was confident he could still destroy
the information contained within the documents, which William
assured him was valuable to both sides of the conflict. Oliver was
confident William would rather the documents be destroyed than
captured, even if it meant dire consequences for them both. But was
destruction of the documents necessary? Oliver had but a split
second to assess whether Samuel could be trusted and the United
States could yet benefit from what gamble Samuel encouraged him to
take.

Oliver looked Samuel in the eyes, went with
his instinct and refused to believe his good friend would betray
both he and William, his dark past notwithstanding. He let his hand
slip from the block on the boat falls, his other from the gunwale
of the canoe and he silently, below the surface of the river, swam
for shore even as crew from Friends Good Will emerged from the
companionway and made for the foredeck.

Samuel, strong and lean for his age, lowered
himself down the starboard davits, gently landed in his canoe and
paddled silently directly upriver so to gain distance as quickly as
possible from any forthcoming pistol or musket ball. With English
soil to starboard and United States soil, at least in so far as it
had been just days ago, to larboard, just as Oliver gambled, Samuel
turned the canoe to the west intending to join Oliver in just
moments along the shore.

Later that hour, just before dawn, Samuel
led Oliver to William’s hideout.  Oliver was as yet wet and
chilled in the night air. To their surprise, as Samuel held the
blanket back across the entrance and Oliver stooped, both Bemose
and Mary greeted them and offered their thanks for their safety.
They exchanged hugs, offered assurances, admonished each other for
taking such risks and in hushed tones and amid a dying fire and
thick smoke from a poor draft, Oliver beheld William for the first
time in near a month, having last seen him duck down the
companionway hatch of Friends Good Will.

They spoke simultaneously, such was their
strong emotion. Oliver offered, “Thank God, you are well, my
friend!”  William, still very much Captain Lee, “Oliver, I am
so sorry for the loss of your ship. I should have seen the danger…”

Breaking their embrace, Oliver assured by
looking him in the eye and saying in a most stern voice, “No, you
did everything any Captain could do!” Then, affirming William’s
priorities, “I am so very relieved you rescued the documents.”

Oliver turned to Samuel but said to William,
“Samuel deserves our thanks and admiration this night!”

With solemnity, William received the
documents Samuel turned over to him. “You both have my deep
gratitude and respect.  I shall deliver these personally to
our military, no matter how far east I must travel to do so.”

Oliver caught Mary’s questioning look. “Your
father, Mary, it seems, was speaking of another man entirely.”

Samuel looked to Oliver with both gratitude
and pride, and Oliver was assured his trust was well placed.
Samuel, it seemed, stood a bit straighter.

William knew, as did all, their gathering
was extremely dangerous and they had but moments yet together. He
grasped Oliver’s shoulder warmly and offered, “I want to thank you
for taking care of James, assuring his freedom and for joining the
cause.”

Oliver was confused as to how William had
heard the details, but Bemose explained, “I have heard several
versions, both inside and outside the walls. Of course I tend to
believe the most dramatic, casting you in a heroic light,” she
teased.

Oliver blushed somewhat and posed a question
that had been puzzling him for weeks, “At Mackinaw, I noted the
open stern gallery window and assumed that as the means of your
escape; pray, wherever did you hide?”

William smiled, “Amazingly, inside the crib
for the dock!”  Oliver understood, although the answer
prompted so many further questions. Given the circumstances, Oliver
elected to forestall William’s telling of what, he suspected, was a
very good story. He returned to more urgent topics, “I am certain
you will try to find James. He mentioned joining the Navy, if that
helps.”

William nodded, “Be assured, with only two
days head start and he overland, I will find him, no doubt.” With
some hesitation, but also with the best instinct for their
collective safety, William offered, reluctantly, “Let us separate
now, before we are snatched up and hang together!”

Oliver nodded, exited the wigwam, but
stopped just outside and considered for a moment while all others
joined around him. He held Mary to his side, as William did Bemose.
Oliver offered, with some considerable emotion that rendered him
just a bit embarrassed, “I cannot help but reflect on the joy in
having us together for these few moments and I only wish that James
and Trove could make their goodbyes among us. We will likely not
see much of each other for some time, but I know, without a doubt,
through this conflict and ordeal before us, we shall stay true to
each other.”

The sentiment was clumsy, perhaps, but
heartfelt and all five of them nodded, soberly affirming their
commitment.

Bemose, as always, articulated the broader
truth, placing all that had been Friends Good Will in perspective,
offering wisdom as guidance for their individual, uncertain
futures. She offered as in prayer, with eloquence and grace, “Let
William and James keep this young nation strong, Oliver and Samuel
cause it to grow, while Mary and I, with her help, nurture her as
she ages and contends with every challenge.”

 


 


Fact and Fiction

 


Historical fiction is an exercise in
restrained creativity. Fortunately, much of the enjoyment found in
a good tale is often grounded in truth. History rarely disappoints,
well supplying authors with ample irony, coincidence and facts,
some that strain credibility, all of which combine easily with a
fertile imagination.

H. M. Schooner General
Hope was launched in 1803 and was wrecked
as the result of the inebriation of her Captain, Lieutenant James
Fleet, Royal Navy. She met her end in the northern reaches of Lake
Huron, ironically on October 21, 1805, the same day Lord Admiral
Nelson defeated the combined fleets of France and Spain at
Trafalgar. Draughts of Hope
confirm she may have been fitted with a new
contrivance, a sliding keel and all details surrounding the
innovation are accurate but for the fact that no one can say for
certain if sliding keels were actually incorporated into the vessel
by her builder. All references to Lieutenant James Fleet thereafter
are fiction. Lieutenant Owen Dunlap is fictional.

Captain William Lee sailed
the Great Lakes as Master of merchant vessels well before taking
command of Friends Good
Will. He was, for instance, the Master
of Contractor and
his name frequently appears in the manifests found throughout
United States Customs records of the day. His presence
aboard Hope was
fiction, so far as the author is aware. Bemose is entirely
fictional, although natives of both pure and mixed race with
remarkable beauty and ability were not at all uncommon. The name,
Bemose, is taken from an actual native woman who traveled from
village to village to assist with languages. While the Ojibwa
language does not have a literal counterpart for ‘interpreter’, her
role was largely the equivalent and the name translates to ‘always
walking’. Given the extent of Bemose’s travels and role, the name
is most fitting.

Friends Good Will
was built on the banks of the River Rouge, near
Detroit, in the winter of 1810-‘11, though the yard was not located
quite so close to the wooden walls as the story suggests. A private
yard was laid down on the banks of the River Rouge adjacent to a
federal yard which years before launched the United States Army
Snow Adams. While
Eckert is fictional, salt was actually attempted as a preservative
against rot in some vessels, shoveled between planks and ceiling.
Oliver William’s son, Ephrium, later recalled his father’s sloop
and offered many details. Captain Daniel Dobbins, in his later
writings, recorded Friends Good
Will as having been built at Black Rock,
however, such writings date from many years after the events and
offer many incorrect details such as listing William Lee as the
owner of Friends Good
Will, together with incorrect
specifications and tonnage. As we know these details are inaccurate
from source documents, including the manifest detailed in Chapter
12, there are ample reasons to trust the recollections of Ephrium
Williams rather than the Dobbins papers.

Oliver Williams was one of
Detroit’s leading citizens of the time. He was born in Roxbury,
Massachusetts, near Boston, in 1774 and arrived in Detroit in 1807.
He owned a dry good store and formed Oliver Williams & Company. His
wife, Mary, was noted for her good works throughout the community
and both were reputed to enjoy liberal attitudes and regularly
practiced tolerance in a very diverse frontier society. Oliver
William’s attorney actually was Mr. Walbridge, Esq., and at that
time, Detroit boasted St. Anne’s parish, a United States Custom’s
House and a commercial dock.

Samuel is fictional,
although the gondola Lee
was captured at Valcour Bay, 13 October, 1776.
The Jersey was an
infamous prison ship berthed on the New Jersey shore of New York
during the American Revolution and was the scene of inhuman
suffering.

Captain James Dunn was a
historical figure. He was a prominent citizen, shipbuilder,
merchant, and a suspected smuggler of late
18th century Mevagissey on the Cornish coast. His nephew, Peter
Dunn, fell into the hands of the Royal Navy, reportedly during a
family feud, under the influence of drink and escaped before any
damage to the family reputation and its business empire was
rendered permanent. Captain Dunn owned a sloop christened
Venus and she was
captured by a revenue cutter named Fox. Captain James Dunn’s house and
the Ship Inn appear today, just as described, complete with the carved
initials ‘JD, 1791’. The techniques of the smugglers are accurate.
Some license was taken with the dates. Captain Dunn was most active
in the 1790’s, but the stories surrounding his exploits were simply
too good to allow a mere decade or so discrepancy to exclude him
from the plot.

In 1811, the citizens of the United States
were not at all united with respect to the need for war with
Britain. The prospect of war was unpopular in the Northeast where
merchants depended heavily upon trade for economic development. In
that sense, with Oliver Williams having been born and raised near
Boston and fully engaged in the merchant trade, even from the
Northwest, his fictional opposition to war and preferred remedy for
all foreign policy ills is, while speculative, entirely likely. The
debate at the Pontiac House represents firmly held opinions of the
day.

James Lee did sail as crew
aboard Friends Good
Will, although his relationship to William
Lee is unknown. Trove is fictional, although representative of the
earliest frontier watermen of the Great Lakes: totally free, living
with little care and even less structure, obligation, government,
or rules.

The Chesapeake/Leopard incident of 1807
and the U.S.S. President/Little
Belt affair of 1811, both described with a
fair degree of fact and detail, served to inflame tensions already
existing brought about by Britain’s impressment of United States
citizens and sailors on the high seas. The definition of a
‘citizen’ was not well established among those nations heading
toward conflict. Britain, pressed by Napoleon, had not yet quite
grown accustomed to an independent United States deserving of some
deference, and ‘War Hawks’ in Washington coveted Canada. The War
Hawks viewed Britain’s preoccupation on the Continent and nominal
presence in North America as an open invitation.

Such were the issues of the
day as Friends Good Will
plied the waters of Lake Erie during her first
season of service. Fortunately, documents of commerce left in her
wake, surviving to this day, include manifests documenting that
Oliver Williams was aboard for one such voyage and placed newspaper
advertisements featuring comfortable passenger cabins and
competitive cargo rates.

Alexander Grant, the ‘Commodore’, enjoyed a
long and prominent career and was highly respected for his
distinguished service. He lived, in his later years, on Grosse Isle
situated in the Detroit River, which ironically, is now American
soil. He was retired just as the war began and died in 1813.
Colonel Pye was unique in his understanding of the role ships and
the control of the Lakes would play in the coming conflict. While
the meeting and conversation between Alexander Grant and Colonel
Pye at Kingston is fictional, together with their later presence on
Grosse Isle, St. Joseph’s Island, and Detroit, it is likely they at
least were acquainted with one another. Kingston is correctly
depicted as a center for maritime interests, both merchant and
naval. The strategy for the defense of Upper Canada, discussed
between historical characters at a fictional meeting, is entirely
accurate and the strategy proved more effective in the early months
of the war than perhaps even Britain imagined as possible.

The trip up the St. Lawrence River by
bateaux manned by watermen depicts an important transportation
artery of the day. As suggested, supply routes would play
prominently in the outcome of the war, as would the role of native
tribes and alliances between them and the Crown. At war’s end,
those failed alliances hastened the displacement of tribes to the
west as the United States expanded. All significant efforts at
uniting the tribes in a ‘Confederation’, despite Tecumseth’s
considerable skills, largely evaporated after Tippacanoe.

The Manifest issued
to Friends Good Will 19 June, 1812, followed the Declaration of War by the United
States upon England by just one day. Had CNN been available to
Oliver Williams and Captain Lee, certainly they would have never
departed Detroit. The Manifest does include a reference to a
‘chest’ without supplying any detail as to its contents.

Lieutenant Porter Hanks, commander of Fort
Mackinaw, did send an agent to determine the state of preparations
on St. Joseph Island, although he was captured and unable to ever
report back to Mackinaw Island. Ephriam Williams later recalled his
father’s federal charter and specified that soldiers accompanied
the arms and ammunition to Fort Dearborn.

The attack made by natives
against Friends Good Will
is fiction, although Robert Dickson, from Green
Bay, with his militant attitudes and grudges against American
control of Mackinaw Island are factual. He did play a role in the
British attack on Mackinaw and brought with him natives, including
Winnebago. Hence, Dickson might well have been making his way
northeasterly on Lake Michigan as Friends
Good Will made her way to ‘Chekagou’. A map
predating the war by some decades, housed at the Chicago Historical
Society, denotes the settlement as such, well before Fort Dearborn
was built.

John Kinzie was one of Chicago’s earliest
citizens and was controversial for his sale of liquor to the
natives. Fort Dearborn is correctly described as lying along the
south bank of the river and, with just a few ranches along the
north bank, the European settlers were vastly outnumbered by the
natives. Captain Heald was the garrison commander of Fort Dearborn
during the summer of 1812.

Captain Roberts led an
amphibious assault from the old Northwest Company brig,
Caledonia, landing on the
north side of Mackinaw Island the night of July 16, 1812. He
directed and supervised the placement of cannon upon the heights
above the fort. The United States garrison, outnumbered and
surprised, surrendered the next morning without firing a shot.
The ruse de guerre of flying ‘false colours’ above the ramparts was spectacularly
successful, landing British forces Salina, Erie and Friends Good Will as
prizes.

The dock at Mackinaw Island
was described in a 1913 Detroit newspaper article. Many details
throughout the article are well wide of the mark, but perhaps the
description of the dock and the stone filled cribs was accurate.
The Capitulation Agreement listed the persons aboard
Friends Good Will at the
time of her capture, including Urastus Richards, James Lee, Jacob
Graversa and Mr. Adams. Oliver Williams was captured as well,
together with William Lee. William Lee’s escape and the presence of
important documents aboard Friends Good
Will is fiction.

Those aboard
Friends Good Will at the
time of her capture sailed to Detroit aboard Salina. Oliver Williams’ actions
aboard Salina and
James Lee’s escape are fiction.

Detroit fell to Sir Isaac Brock without a
fight on August 16, 1812. The British and native maneuvers around
the outlying country unnerved General Hull, United States Army,
causing him to believe he was vastly outnumbered when in fact the
opposite was the case. Tecumseth and the natives under his command
were most impressive.

Within sixty days of the United States
declaring war, its lack of preparedness and foresight cost it not
just Chicago, Mackinaw Island and Detroit, but with those strategic
centers fell also the upper Great Lakes and the Northwest
Territory.

How Michigan now flies the
stars and stripes, the former instrument of a ruse de guerre from the ramparts of
Fort Mackinaw is altogether the subject of another exciting
story.

 

~ James Spurr

 

 If you enjoyed this
title, be sure to continue the adventures of Oliver, Mary, William
and Bemose in Books 2 and 3 of James Spurr’s Great Lakes, Great
Guns Historical Series.

 


Book 2: 
One Sloop and Slow Match (ebook
edition)

Book 3: 
Reflections in the Wake (ebook
edition)
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