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Chapter One

 


Edward Morris turned and swung his musket
behind him. The butt of the discharged weapon caught the Wyandot
Indian warrior in the neck and dropped him instantly. The warrior’s
only sound was an attempt at a cry which came out as a bark. Edward
frantically climbed to the crest of the small rise, his feet
slipping in the sand. He flung the musket barrel forward and caught
the stock in mid-air, wishing the blow he had just landed had been
eight inches higher. A cracked skull was better than a bruised
windpipe and would have assured one less pursuer.

Sarah was descending the far side of the
same rise, running toward the water’s edge. Edward had no plan
other than to put as much distance as was possible between
themselves and the hell of chaos and violence unfolding behind
them. The native shrieks were now rising both in intensity and
frequency above the sporadic shots being offered in reply. He must
at least see Sarah to some degree of safety before he returned to
the fight.

Edward called, “Run, Sarah! To the water,
don’t stop!” He sensed she needed no urging and called more to
assure her of his presence still behind her. He thought she nodded,
then realized she was indicating a new danger rushing toward them
from their left, just at the edge of his peripheral vision. Sarah
ran faster yet. Edward, now just over the crest of the dune, felt
the sand give way beneath him, breaking his stride, nonetheless his
speed increased but as more of a lunge than a sprint. He struggled
to stay in control, his feet sinking in the sand. A loss of footing
would in these next few moments surely prove fatal.

A Potawatomi warrior was almost upon Sarah.
Edward noted that instead of running faster, she contrarily slowed,
her erratic strides showing fear… or confusion. The native
focused his attention on Edward, and Edward recognized him, and the
cause of Sarah’s hesitation. It was Black Partridge, a young
warrior of some status within his nation. Edward realized Sarah was
in that instant weighing her trust for an individual childhood
friend against her instinct to run. He imagined her thinking,
Surely, would this be my end; at the hand of a former playmate?

Edward reached for a pistol tucked in his
sash. Black Partridge veered straight toward him, leaving him no
time to cock the hammer. Edward aimed the pistol with his left
hand, dropped his musket from his right in preparation to fanning
the hammer back. Black Partridge caught the pistol barrel with the
shaft of his tomahawk and knocked the gun from Edward’s hand. The
heavier, larger framed native slammed into his chest and Edward
went sprawling into the sand. He heard Sarah scream and felt shame
for losing her to a savage even as he landed hard on his back.

He raised his head and saw that he was too
late. Black Partridge had hold of Sarah. She was flailing about in
panic, but Edward saw instantly that there was no aggression in his
enemy’s eyes or his handling of her. If Black Partridge had wanted
to do her harm, she would have by now been in far worse shape.
Edward called, “Sarah, no! Do not resist! Trust him, he is trying
to help!” She grasped the situation and was quickly half led,
half-dragged by Black Partridge toward a stand of young cottonwood
trees.

Edward realized he was now on his own and
Black Partridge had no such obligation or inclination to assist
anyone else in the column. He quickly gathered his pistol and
musket and raised his head to assess the mayhem behind him to the
west. The warrior whom he had dropped less than a minute before
crested the low dune and quite literally ran over him. Even in his
surprise, the warrior was upon him instantly, knife drawn and
slashing. Although now more distant, Edward heard Sarah screaming
for his sake, among other more horrid shrieks.

This time, Edward was both more focused and
more balanced. Sarah was no longer under his charge and he had no
care for his own fate. He rose to his feet, turned and waited as
the warrior rolled to his feet beyond him and spun around in the
sand, crouching, knife held low, ready to lunge. Edward drew back
the hammer, aimed carefully and watched the expression in his
opponent’s eyes change from bloodlust to dread, although as Edward
squeezed the trigger, he registered a sickening doubt as to whether
enough powder remained in the pan.

There was a mechanical click of the trigger,
the scrape of flint against steel and the thud of the hammer coming
to rest. The verdict of whose life was about to be lost, the
Wyandot’s or Edward Morris’, seemed an eternity in that pregnant
pause, the brief inaction, until at last the spark assured
ignition. He held the pistol steady, the weapon discharged, and the
Wyandot warrior fell back, a ball in his chest. Blood soaked into
the sand as he rolled to his side in a fetal position.

Edward thought, My God! I have never before
killed a man. His father had killed an interloper who had stolen
their winters’ furs a few years before and Edward witnessed the
body, after the fray, float slowly down the St. Clair River toward
the delta and the marsh. His grandfather was said to have killed
many in the Seven Year’s War, but never spoke of it. Edward was
only certain of the fact by the look in his grandfather’s eyes when
he ignored such questions put to him over a campfire. Even as a lad
of seventeen, Edward had been able to tell the look of one who had
nothing to prove and was no longer proud from the look of a
braggart striving to shed his own insecurity. Edward knew now he
would never boast again. He had nothing to prove and no desire to
recall.

A sudden crash brought his reflections back
to the present. A wagon tipped on its side, its contents spilling
forth amid the sound of clanging metal pots, broken furniture,
panicked horses and cries for mercy. Two more musket shots amid far
more war cries told the tale well before it was over. Resistance
continued, as hope was eternal. Resistance was futile, as mercy was
denied.

Edward had fought well. He was no longer
panicked, although he most certainly had been when the attack began
no more than ten minutes before. He had saved Sarah, of sorts, the
only person for whom he felt responsible, the only person amid the
soldiers, settlers, trappers, ranchers, wives, sons and daughters
who looked to him for protection. No, it was simply time to take
stock. A glance, cast objectively, told him this fight was lost and
there was now no dishonor in survival. The natives kneeling on one
knee, knives slashing across handfuls of hair, spoke of their
confidence as meaningful opposition melted amid the terror.

The lines had collapsed. Only pockets of
resistance, such as he offered, remained, uncoordinated and
ineffective and each moment only highlighted the futility against
those warriors still laden with bloodlust.

Two sights caused him to flee: Sarah, still
with Black Partridge in the stand of trees, calmed somewhat now and
watching him, seemed to urge him to let go, to move on, to live;
the other sight was of William Wells, wounded by gunshots,
apprehended and being led off undoubtedly to a death more horrible
than Edward could imagine. That sight portended his own fate if he
did not now take full advantage of his distance from the main body
of battle.

Edward reacted as he always had. He relied
upon what he knew best, an element in which he was calm and
capable. He headed for the inland sea. He shed his persona as
frontier fighter, territorial militiaman and defender of his young
love. He ran down to and along the water’s edge amid the dune
grasses and headed into and among the stands of young trees, even
as warriors detected him and ran toward him, intent on yet one more
kill.

But Edward was swift and confident. His feet
were wet again at the edge of the surf, the sand now packed and
firm near the outlet of a small creek just ahead. As he ran,
weapons in hand, he heard Sarah’s faint cry of encouragement, “Run,
Edward!” As he ran, he considered how he, a merchant seaman and
topman, had found himself trapped behind wooden walls of a
different nature than a ship, walls incapable of buoyancy,
transport or escape: Fort Dearborn on the banks of the Chekagou
River at the edge of the inland seas upon the outbreak of war in
the Old Northwest. He had arrived just six weeks before.

Edward Morris came to Fort Dearborn in early
July, 1812. He stepped carefully from the waist of a merchant sloop
to a small boat, as his Captain had ordered. The Master, William
Lee, dropped anchor just offshore. Captain Lee prepared to offload
the cargo of arms, ammunition and soldiers from Fort Mackinaw to
reinforce Fort Dearborn, the United States garrison at the mouth of
the Chekagou River. Reinforcing the garrison was the very purpose
of the charter for the well found merchant sloop.

Edward could not row. He had injured his leg
just three days before and the resulting fever sapped his strength
and prevented him from putting pressure or strain upon his lower
body. But he could read the bottom and direct the course of the
sloop amid the twisting and turning sand bars of the river mouth.
More than an hour later, with James, the Captain’s son, at the oars
and those on board and on shore handling various lines, the sloop
was secure just in front of the main gate of the fort. All aboard
were anxious to step ashore after a voyage filled with anxiety and
drama. They would require some patience.

Finally, Captain Lee gave the nod to his
brother-in-law and good friend, also owner of the sloop, Oliver
Williams, that all sail was properly furled, lines coiled and the
ship was secure. It was time for the formal greeting and brief
ceremony marking their arrival. Captain Lee and Oliver Williams
boarded the ship’s boat, dressed in their best coats despite the
heat and humidity. The ship’s boat now allowed for little remaining
freeboard, in part due to Oliver’s considerable girth. James,
somewhat clumsily for the lack of room, managed the oars. With
Edward at the bow, manning the painter, the ship’s boat soon
fetched up upon the south shore of the river.

Captain Heald, commanding officer of the
United States Army garrison, formally welcomed them and propriety
dictated that he express his pleasure and enthusiasm during the
introductions. It appeared as the entire white community of nearly
one hundred souls, both soldiers and settlers, turned out to
witness the event. In addition, natives watched from both banks,
curious as to what news this sloop would bring and what goods she
would off-load.

Edward heard little of what he regarded as
rather dull. He fixed his eyes upon a lass of about his age
standing amid her family. He was encouraged by her glances and
subtle smile and she was seemingly interested in his bandages,
crutch and injured leg. She made to assist in finding him a seat
upon a nearby log, which she then shared. He hoped her compassion
was not entirely genuine and was rather, in part, an excuse to
prompt introductions.

He soon found that Sarah Kinzie was the
niece of the settlement’s most established merchant, John Kinzie,
and lived in his care. John Kinzie traded whatever goods presented
themselves at this frontier outpost, but did his biggest volume in
both furs and spirits. Indeed he traded the latter with the natives
rather liberally, contrary to the practices and prohibitions
governing other settlements along the Great Lakes. The owner of the
sloop, Oliver Williams, quickly sought out Mr. Kinzie and the two
began exchanging news of commerce and the testing of waters for
opportunity between them. Their mutual distraction allowed Sarah
and Edward some moments for polite conversation.

Neither of the youths could be considered by
the standards of any larger village or city well mannered or bred.
Neither of them had any formal education, finishing, nor proper
manners. Rather, any attempt at the latter was governed more by a
loose concept gathered from their experience in the culturally
diverse frontier; hardly the parlors and drawing rooms of back
east. It was not long, however, and with no offense or scandal,
before they became constant companions. Sarah took full advantage
of the facts, justifying her attentions lavished upon Edward as the
only Christian response given his apparent needs while his wound
healed.

Just one week later, Edward waved from the
ramparts and called out to James, in the ship’s boat, as James and
Oliver boarded the sloop. Her hold was full of furs and a couple of
new passengers desiring to return to Michilmackinaw or points
further east. The anchor was at short scope; her departure
immanent. Edward, however, elected and informed Captain Lee the
evening before of his intent to remain at Fort Dearborn and join
the small community which seemed to welcome his youthful energy and
talents acquired from living in the rough, on the very edge of
society.

Five weeks after the sailing of the ship
with all his friends aboard, his leg regaining strength, he was
again preparing to leave the settlement. Not by ship, but by wagon
train. Many of the settlers, including the Kinzie family were
heading for Detroit. The day before leaving, they were joined
unexpectedly by the famous frontiersman, William Wells.

He arrived at the gates of Fort Dearborn
along with thirty Miami warriors, all, ironically, singing their
death song. William Wells had been raised by natives, appointed
Indian agent by President Jefferson and had far more understanding
of the native peoples than anyone else within the walls.

Wells met with the young army captain,
Captain Heald, and urged him to cease all further negotiations with
the natives for safe passage. The Captain, having first indicated
his assent with a native proposal to surrender all weapons and
ammunition to them just four days before was now convinced of his
error. He instead destroyed many of the weapons and much of the
ammunition by dumping them down the parade ground well. The native
chiefs were furious and no longer considered Captain Heald
deserving of their trust or respect. Ironically, Wells confirmed
that the Wyandot had no intention of living up to their word in any
case and seemed most upset that their plan of treachery had been
frustrated by Heald’s new found sense of realism.

Wells opinion carried weight. His reputation
exceeded the authority of any of those in uniform and even Captain
Heald listened to his advice.

“Arm fully with what arms remain,” advised
Wells, “and depart at first light.” Heald did not press the
civilians so hard as Wells had instructed, however, and instead the
column of soldiers and civilians, indeed every European for some
miles surrounding, cautiously made their way from the gates of Fort
Dearborn well after noon. They set a course south, along the shore
of Lake Michigan and slowly made their way between the dunes,
before they would turn east for Detroit. Edward guessed they had
logged less than two miles before he saw signs the natives were
tracking their march and preparing an ambush.

Edward rode on horseback alongside the
wagons, his aim to warn Captain Heald of what he and Sarah had
observed lurking along the crest of the parallel dune. He arrived
at the head of the train just in time to see Mrs. Heald, niece to
William Wells and the primary reason for his futile efforts to
relieve the fort, be one of the first to be wounded.

Edward’s leg now ached mightily. The nearest
natives, a Potawatomi and a Wyandot were gaining upon him, seeming
to race each other in competition for a prize: his life. He reached
the dune grass on the banks of the small creek, desperately flung
aside the low branches and knew that he would within moments know
if these trees were to become the site of his last stand. He
considered whether he should pause and reload either his musket or
his pistol as he would not have time for both. His second pistol,
still in his sash and loaded and primed, might serve well for one
of the warriors approaching. He glanced down at the large knife in
his boot dreading the thought of that as his last instrument of
defense against the other.

But his instincts which had led him to the
trees proved to be true. The low branches flung aside revealed what
he expected and hoped for, what made perfect sense if one
understood people living by the bounty of the inland sea. A
birchbark canoe with a paddle was tucked away by the local natives
for ease of frequent use.

Edward hauled it from under the branches,
hoisted it overhead and with his musket already lying along its
bottom, he ran splashing into the waters of Lake Michigan. He
boarded hurriedly, hearing the warriors now crying in rage and
disappointment, and manned the paddle. Strangely, he thought, My
days as Edward Morris are now past.

Afloat once more with a parting shot from
his enemies passing over his left shoulder, he was once again
relying upon his skills as a waterman, honed since birth. He was
now as he had been throughout most of his life, to everyone save
Sarah, who insisted in calling him by his Christian name; one of
the few who had ever cared to ask. He paddled for his life, paddled
as well as he ever had and soon, in deep, though not so distant
waters from the mayhem now diminishing on shore, it was not Edward
Morris but simply a man called Trove who turned the canoe to the
beach to observe and reflect.

Trove witnessed the death of William Wells.
He was decapitated in celebration of such a notable kill, even
while his corpse was mutilated still. The famous frontiersman had
initially fought against European expansion until realizing the
bond of his roots. Switching sides, he served as a scout for
General ‘Mad Anthony’ Wayne. He was present at the negotiation of
the Treaty of Greenville. He had enthralled Trove just the night
before with stories of his services rendered to Governor and
General William Henry Harrison. Remarkably, amid all of that
bravado, he also offered advice to Trove on matters of love, noting
Trove’s obvious feelings for Sarah.

“Tell her how you feel.” Wells glanced at
Sarah as he stood to retire and nodded to Trove, who followed his
gaze.

Sarah’s graceful figure bent in her rough
gingham dress as she completed her preparations for the long march.
At that moment, Trove resolved to do as Wells suggested.

Now, as Trove watched the diminishing
conflict from the canoe, he deeply regretted he had not done so,
thinking of course there would be time enroute to Detroit.

At that moment, however, the rising level of
water within his canoe brought his thoughts back to the present
crisis. There would be ample time, he hoped, to somehow come to
grip with the events of the last few hours, if not days.

Some of the canoe seams were weeping, which
was to be expected given the season and the likelihood the canoe
had been kept dry for some time. Some would swell and close, over
time. One seam in particular, at the bow, however, was nearly
spurting water and was of immediate concern. He attempted to bail
with his fur hat, considered spilling the contents from his pack
and use it as a flexible bucket of sorts, but knew he could not
both bail and paddle. Drifting about with natives watching eagerly
from ashore, all while discharging a steady stream of water over
the side, would only encourage them to continue to harass him, or
find their own craft and give chase.

The answer, at least for the instant crisis,
came to him somewhat belatedly and he scolded himself and thought
of the truth of the adage, often repeated by Captain Lee, “Men and
ships rot in port.” He mused at the thought of his stolen canoe as
a ship, even as he implemented his instinctive solution.

He simply moved from his position about
two-thirds back from the bow, to the aft thwart, against which he
leaned with his buttocks and lower back. He kneeled on the bottom,
leaving his pack in the center for the moment to see if adjusting
the trim would have the desired effect and having the added benefit
of allowing his gear to remain dry. Instantly, the new trim raised
the bow from the water, largely lifting the troublesome seam to a
new elevation above the waterline, while the water inside the canoe
flowed aft, beyond his pack and gear and was at that moment not so
deep as to cover the floor ‘amidships’. While this solution left
him kneeling in water, his hat could now collect the water more
effectively. Soon, between paddle strokes, Trove had the canoe
bailed reasonably dry without the natives who were yet still
studying him from ashore with some frustration noticing his
vulnerability.

Trove studied the captives, what few there
were, as they were marched along the shore or deeper into the
woods. He recognized some, even at a distance, by their clothing,
but counted very few uniforms. He thought sadly of the friends he
had made among the soldiers with whom he sailed down Lake Michigan
and wondered if they had all simply sailed to a destination
offering nothing but their death. He could not see Sarah, or any of
her family, including her uncle, John Kinzie. Trove wondered if Mr.
Kinzie’s good trading relations with the natives would be of any
assistance to his family.

After some time, only those lying motionless
among the looted property and broken wagons remained to be seen.
The beaches were silent once again. Birds began to circle. It was
time to consider his future.

Trove took stock of the contents of his
pack, the condition of his canoe and the severity of his wound, now
throbbing. He recognized instantly that he had survived thus far
only in so far as the sea was near calm.

Soon enough, he knew well on these Lakes,
the wind could rise, the seas would soon follow and the open seam
in the bow would be his undoing. His life hung entirely upon the
necessity of the continuation of fair weather. He studied the sky,
as he had since a lad when his father and clan had taught him and
Captain Lee had explained. Again, his experience and instincts were
valuable even if his scientific understanding was lacking. The heat
would dissipate and with some luck he would enjoy a calm night
afloat.

He paddled southeast, only because that had
been the direction of the column and he knew their plan was to
largely follow the Old Saulk Trail all the way to Detroit. But of
course he could not do that by water. If he were to proceed alone
by land, discarding his command such as it was, he also knew that
he stood little chance of making many miles along a native trail as
a single white youth in a time of conflict.

Just about dusk, his anxieties overcame his
usual optimism and confidence. He suddenly realized he knew little
of his whereabouts and was entirely cut off from everyone he had
ever known or come to care about. His family and clan, if such
could be considered caring of his fate, were at least the length of
two inland seas distant. Captain Lee and his son, James, were
leagues from him, safe, he was certain, upon a well found and fast
merchant sloop. Her owner, Mr. Williams, who had shown Trove every
kindness as they grew familiar as occasional shipmates, was likely
at that moment caring for his wife and family in his fine home in
Detroit. None of these persons had any reason to worry for Trove.
Sarah and her family were unable to assist him and had far more
problems this evening than did he. Trove acknowledged the fact,
even as he sweated and breathed quickly, that he may well never see
any of those persons again.

Trove was near panic as the sun set, But he
resolved he would not allow himself to fall into that state twice
in one year, let alone twice in one day. Instead, he focused
forcibly upon the positives. He was alive, relatively safe, and
surrounded by nature’s bounty. His skills were strong especially
while afloat, and he would not starve, he was certain. He began to
cheer, but then saw lightning to the Northwest. Realizing he had
little strength left, he determined as darkness fell to lay the
canoe closer to shore, before he drifted, literally, to sleep.

He slept for but a short time before thunder
woke him. He oriented himself on this dark night, clouds obscuring
the moon, and calculated the lightning, while closer, was to the
north and slightly to the east, over the open waters of Lake
Michigan. Something else puzzled his orientation at first. What was
that glow to the Northwest?

He studied the glow for some moments before
the realization swept over him with a chill on a warm summer’s
night. Fort Dearborn was ablaze. He was morbidly impressed with the
height and brightness of the flames. Even from this distance he
could make out the tower of sparks dulled by plumes of smoke. He
thought of the captives and tried not to think of Sarah. Gradually,
he realized the bonfire of what had been an American settlement at
the edge of the inland sea was a warning, portending the likely
fate of all such settlements.

Come dawn he would repair his canoe while
remaining as isolated as possible. He would employ all of his skill
and conjure every trick he had learned so to cross a vast,
unsettled wilderness; the Michigan Territory. There was no time to
sleep. Trove manned his paddle and settled into a rhythmic,
numbing, mechanical stroke along the shore revealed to him more by
the angle of the small waves against his craft and the sound of
those lapping on the beach than by what little light the cloud
cover allowed.

Trove awoke amid a stand of young trees and
dune grasses, not unlike the spot under which he discovered the
canoe. On this occasion, however, and for some weeks to come, Trove
lay underneath his vessel, for both cover and protection. He slept
furtively, no longer than for some few hours. His back and arms
ached but the pain in his leg, throbbing the day before, subsided.
The morning was heating quickly. It was time to get to work. This
day would determine if his vessel, the instrument that just the day
before had delivered him his life, would now deliver him, in large
part, to Detroit.

Trove splashed some water upon his face at
the Lake’s edge, armed himself fully with his weapons and walked
cautiously into the woods. He looked for pine, as his first choice
was tar or pitch, but lacking finding any, he soon found some young
birch saplings. He cut and peeled the bark from the trunk with his
knife and mixed its shavings with carefully selected plant roots.
He then searched the area and determined to take the largest risk
of the day. He built a small fire next to the canoe, which he took
care to feed with fuel that he knew would emit as little smoke as
was possible. He stewed the roots, bark and some berries in what
little cookware he owned and carefully mixed the ingredients until,
just more than an hour later, a thick, tarry substance achieved the
consistency that he adjudged would serve him well. He doused the
fire, detected no visitors approaching and spread the goo upon a
thin slice of bark, the circumference of which most closely matched
the curvature of the bow where the seam had opened. Lastly, he
stitched the patch to its adjacent pieces along its edges with
several long pieces of dune grasses, braided together for
strength.

The patch was completed and while it cured,
in accordance with a finely tuned sense of priorities, he instantly
set off so to attend to his next most urgent need. While he had
some food in his pack, bread and cheese, he knew these would keep
and he may need both when no other was available, perhaps while
afloat. He soon found berries and wild fruit. It would have to do.
He dared not discharge his weapon and did not want to take the time
to trap. He was still much closer than he desired to that small
plume of smoke rising lazily in the northwest along the shoreline;
the smoldering remains of Fort Dearborn.

Deliberately, he spoke aloud. He even
wondered why he had not done so the day before. Perhaps he had
remained silent because he was too frightened to be lonely. Today,
the gravity of his undertaking was settling in. He knew that to
steel himself to what lay ahead, good conversation, even if one
sided, would help immensely as it always had when he found himself
so completely alone. He had more experience with that than most his
age, even among those on the frontier.

Trove determined to christen his canoe.
Suspicion and luck could not be discounted when commencing a
voyage. “Alright, Sarah, serve me well and we will make this trip,
together, as we planned.” He welled up just a bit at the thought of
her, but hoisted his craft, walked into the waters, launched her
gently and began the sea trials. The patch held and after some
deliberate circles and punching her into the largest waves now
assaulting the shore, he was certain the ooze would remain dry
enough not to wash away, yet pliable so to stretch and move
slightly to account for the natural flex from the stress upon the
skin in a seaway. “Excellent work, my boy!” he declared as he
paddled from the shore.

His wake revealed a reciprocal course, not
along the shoreline, as like the day before, but rather some
degrees off, just north of east. Accounts overheard while at Fort
Dearborn of a large river on that heading suggested a possible
route, one that would allow this waterman of considerable skill an
efficient route inland.

Captain Trove of the Sarah, no longer a mere
survivor fleeing crisis and danger, was accepting all risks, well
known and deliberately regarded. As with seamen before him for
millennia, in leaving the shore astern, he declared by simple and
quiet deed his intent to persevere and overcome.

The following dawn revealed the river mouth
visible only from the crests of the rising sea and jostled about
constantly in the circular field comprising his inexpensive long
glass. The optics was clouded and the lens chipped, but it was a
gift from Sarah, found among her uncle’s inventory of trade goods.
Whoever its original owner and by what circumstance the item
arrived on the Northwest frontier, Trove would never know. But the
long glass, not nearly so elegant and powerful as that owned by
Captain Lee, was nonetheless treasured by Trove this day, allowing
him to scout the river mouth without being seen by the numerous
natives on shore.

The rough seas would keep the native fishing
canoes on the beach, of that he was certain. Still, there was too
much activity at the river mouth, which was to be expected, to
allow him entry—at least in daylight. This coming night, under a
waxing three quarter moon, he would attempt to slip upriver
undetected.

That night, standing well out from shore and
paddling quickly from such quadrant as the moonlight would not
reflect on his foray, Sarah slipped undetected into what Trove
believed was the St. Joseph River. Life was already old along its
banks. Under its third flag, the French presence dated back well
more than one hundred years. Trove understood from Mr. Williams,
while sailing south to Fort Dearborn, that the original fort some
distance upriver had long since been abandoned, but at least the
presence of a white man would not be regarded by the locals as
highly unusual.

Trove paddled much of the remaining night
upriver, passing numerous campfires and small native villages which
gradually grew less frequent. He made certain to be well hidden and
tucked away amid the ample brush by dawn. He slept hard, if not
well. Excepting short naps, sometimes inadvertently induced by the
rolling sea even while trying to paddle onward and maintain a
heading without compass or charts, it was his first real sleep in
three days. So far, his instincts and skill had served him well.
Thus, the most challenging part of his journey, the inland traverse
of the southern Michigan Territory, began with an essential deep
sleep.

The next several weeks were marked by quiet
but tense night paddles upriver, exhausting portages through thick
forest and brush and even more suspenseful hunting and trapping
expeditions. Trove never allowed himself to stray far from a river
bank which afforded the option of a speedy escape should he be
detected. Unquestionably, he was sighted by natives from time to
time, but slunk away at his first opportunity and maintained a
minimal presence.

More than ten days into his journey Trove
encountered two French trappers, trading at a ford across what they
informed him was the Kikalemazo River, which translated into the
‘place where the water boils’. The trappers confirmed for him that
he was as yet traversing lands inhabited by Potawatomi. They drew a
crude map and offered him rough suggestions as to how to portage
between the rivers that would most quickly begin flowing east. They
seemed exceedingly surprised to encounter a white youth, alone,
with few provisions and no real sense of direction and invited him
to linger. One word of the native tribe, however, and Trove quickly
begged his leave.

The fish and game were plentiful, but the
fires were few and relaxation non-existent. Trove caught bass and
trout, rabbit, muskrat and squirrel. He saw numerous deer, signs of
bear, but rarely fired his weapon so to minimize the risk of
detection or cause hostility from his mere presence. The fish were
large and healthy, the product of a pure and closed ecosystem. The
Great Lakes together with its connecting rivers had never been
exposed to species of salt water or their drainage basins. For
thousands of years the native people lived in such manner as would
have no or nominal impact upon the natural environment. Rather, the
native populations preferred to carefully study, adapt to and take
full advantage of nature’s bounty.

The forests were old, tall and the
undergrowth managed by a balance finely tuned by nature as only it
can when left alone by man. The wetlands and swamps were thick and
numerous, but filtered well and easily sheltered the natural world
and a great diversity of its species so that birds, mammals and
reptiles were abundant.

The insects, while equally in balance, were
not nearly so appreciated. The mosquitoes and flies were very thick
and Trove resorted to grease and oils mixed with muck to protect
his skin from both the sun and bites. He easily melded with and
certainly smelled like the natural world of which he was so much a
part. If Sarah could only see and smell him now, he often commented
to himself.

Just about the time when he felt he could
paddle against the current no longer, despite the rivers gradually
narrowing to creeks and streams, and at the end of a particularly
difficult portage, he launched Sarah yet again in waters that this
time, at least for a length that seemed promising, suggested to him
that he should proceed downstream. While he had been tricked just
two days before and cruelly disappointed by many twists and bends,
wasting time until realizing his error, this day the hint was true.
The rivers were now flowing, over time and twists and turns, east
instead of west. He took heart that his journey was at least half
over and in fact he was closer to Detroit than he realized.

Just a few days later, diminished and weary,
though more lean and tough than at anytime in his life, Trove made
out the familiar banks of the River Rouge and a short paddle later,
near its mouth, beheld the walls of Detroit. He wept with joy and
that surprised and embarrassed him. He was, for only that moment,
glad to be alone.

Trove recalled Captain Lee, his son James,
Mr. Williams and his wife and family. He smiled at the thought of
Samuel, the landlord of the Pontiac House who often assisted with
affairs of their merchant sloop. Together they formed the nucleus
of a close family, not bound by blood lines, but by lines of hemp,
sails of cotton flax and prodigious quantities of tar, paint, oils
and touches of varnish. This family formed by his sloop and of the
inland seas was the closest by far that Trove had ever known. He
was home.

As Trove approached the walls, he was
disappointed to see that the spars of those ships lying in the
river were not those of his merchant sloop. They lacked the grace
and rake that was so characteristic to its proud crew. Indeed, as
he drew close, he was shocked and nearly disbelieving that the flag
flying above the walls was the Union Jack of the British Empire and
not the Stars and Stripes of his United States. As he approached
more closely, now more cautiously, he noticed much less activity
than was normal this time of year and wondered where he might find
his friends, the memory of which had so powerfully motivated him
through his recent ordeal.

Trove could not have known and was in fact
the better not to have been told, upon embarking upon his trial, of
that which Samuel soon informed him. Alongside a warm fire and
braced with a mug of ale, the old sailor turned landlord, a veteran
of the Revolutionary War, brought Trove current as to how events
had changed his world, “Trove, lad, it is a joy to see you again.
If you will remain with us, we will rest and feed you well, despite
the shortages. But to answer your questions, Mr. Williams is now
imprisoned, likely in Kingston. And as for Captain Lee and James,
why they are now both fugitives making their way east.”

Trove’s heartache only increased at hearing
Samuel’s initial news, who soon thereafter confirmed that his
surrogate home, of which they were all most proud, the nearly new,
well found and swift merchant sloop Friends Good Will was now
“docked downriver in Amherstberg, undergoing numerous changes,
under a different flag, supervised by Lieutenant James Fleet, Royal
Navy.”

Trove came to realize as he finished his mug
of ale, which symbolized his acceptance in the community as an
adult, that not only had his world changed, but with the advent of
war on the inland seas, so too had the lives of his only true
family, those few so tightly drawn together by Friends Good
Will.

 


 



Chapter Two

 


The ritual of the service, the ceremony of
the procession, the sermons, eulogies and expressions of sympathy
were at last behind her. The peel of the bells faded from her
consciousness. The reality of the present descended upon her with
the imposing silence of a disbursed crowd. Sir Edgar Fleet, Knight
of the Bath, Admiral of the Blue, was interred.

The widow Fleet stared from the open bay
window of the second story office overlooking the commerce of
London below. The midsummer afternoon heat brought little relief
and well more stench from the horses and carriages clattering along
below than would otherwise be polite for her station. Her black
dress was warm and uncomfortable. Her mood was darker still.
“Surely, Mr. Wellstone, you do not expect my future to hang upon
the vagaries of the market!”

“Now, M’Lady, ‘tis not all that uncertain.
As Trustee, I will invest most conservatively. Nary a pound will be
at risk. The Admiral, Sir Edgar, would have insisted.” Mr.
Wellstone tugged at his collar and pretended sympathy. The widow
Fleet knew he felt none. “After all,” Mr. Wellstone observed while
wiping his brow, “the sheer volume of the principal will not
require much by way of return so to leave you in comfort.”

She strongly suspected what he really meant
but dared not speak was that she had been, after all, the second
wife and then only for ten years. Impertinent man, she thought.
What did he know of her desires, now free of the Admiral? She
certainly had not for the last decade suffered the isolation and
loneliness of the Fleet Manor in Touro, just north of Portsmouth,
Cornwall, now only to be tied by purse strings to some London
Solicitor by way of, what he referred to as, a ‘Life Estate’.

As for risk to the principal sum, or the
lack of it, did Mr. Wellstone think her a dolt? She knew well from
her late husband, Sir Edgar, that risk brought reward. Trustees
such as Mr. Wellstone knew not how to even so much as spell either,
much less entertain one so to achieve the other. Why would she so
much as care if the principal was preserved? The strategy Mr.
Wellstone described would deliver only fewer returns. There must be
a way to achieve the freedom she felt she deserved.

She turned and faced him, “Mr. Wellstone, I
am sorry; it has been a long day. I fear I am not comprehending all
that I should be.” She feigned weakness, fanned herself with a copy
of the Last Will and Testament of Sir Edgar Fleet, well thick
enough to stiffen nicely and create an artificial breeze.

Mr. Wellstone rose deftly and slid a chair
just behind her. She sat, sighed, and he rushed to pour her a glass
from the pitcher. “M’Lady, truly, we need not go over these details
today. I am certain the funeral this morning has left you
exhausted.”

“Indeed, but Sir Edgar was always pragmatic
and I can hear him speak to me now, admonishing me to face
reality.” They each nodded while both thought that Sir Edgar had
not been so much pragmatic, as opportunistic. Each looked to the
other and wondered if they were the only one in the room who knew
of the Admiral’s complicity in smuggling as the source for the
fortune, not so much in land, but in stocks, bonds and indentures.
As for the estates, the Fleet family ancestors had secured plenty.
“Pray, describe for me once again the arrangement with the lands,
personal property and accounts.”

“As is provided, M’Lady, in Article
Fourteenth through Article Eighteenth, you are entitled to live
upon and exclusively enjoy all lands in Cornwall, estates in
Scotland and the flat here in London, fully furnished and well
maintained, from both the returns upon investments from all
accounts, with opportunity to draw down the principal if deemed
necessary by the Trustee.”

“And that would be, you, Mr. Wellstone?” the
widow Fleet implied with a peculiar emphasis suggesting mildly his
utter lack of qualifications.

With an admirable hiding of any resentment
he may be feeling at her tone, perhaps by recalling his new role,
the likelihood of future fees, and the fact that he was in the
presence of a very wealthy beneficiary, he simply replied, “That is
correct. Of course.”

“Have you ever been to Scotland, Mr.
Wellstone?” she queried.

“Why no, M’Lady, however…”

“And Cornwall, Mr. Wellstone, certainly you
leave London on occasion, do you not?”

“Some years back I set out for…”

“How then can you possibly determine the
need with respect to estates you have never visited and know
nothing about?”

Mr. Wellstone gave a sigh, perhaps tired of
her rudeness. “Here now, M’Lady, of course you may make application
through your men in residence, and we will correspond regularly.”
He paused before adding, “And of course James will be kept
informed, although such capital improvements and needs will be
within my sole discretion.” Of which the widow Fleet suspected he
added entirely because he knew well it would cause her some
distress.

Mr. Wellstone’s suspicion was entirely
correct. The comment was as subtle as it was cruel; not even the
widow Fleet could disguise her angst. She surrendered an expression
of dread at the thought of an entirely cumbersome process.

Mr. Wellstone returned to the fifteenth page
of more than thirty-six reflecting his work of now more than a year
ago, “In addition, you are to be paid monthly amounts equaling, on
an annual basis, twenty thousand English pounds, or fifty percent
of all annual earnings, whichever is less.”

It was the last phrase that hurt. Not that
the entire arrangement was anything but a total shock. Her husband,
Sir Edgar, and his only son, James, by his first marriage, had been
estranged for years and she knew her husband’s disdain for his
natural issue was matched only by the contempt James held for his
father. Setting aside the causes for the instant, she ignored Mr.
Wellstone’s observation that the amounts provided were “prodigious
sums” and refrained from comment until after he had successfully
slapped at a horse fly.

How could the Admiral have made her subject
to his son? Further, how could he have determined that rather than
have her withdraw from the principal, she should rather be subject
to a percentage of earnings? In essence Sir Edgar affirmed that the
growth of the principal fortune for his heir, James, was more
important than her continued well being.

The widow Fleet conceded her sentiment might
be a bit of an overstatement. Even Mr. Wellstone could likely
employ the principal so to earn the twenty thousand pounds each
year. Even the least capable, under current economic circumstance,
could achieve such lackluster returns.

Still, the economic circumstances unfolding
throughout England in the summer of 1812 were not entirely
comforting. After a generation of war with France, each year the
population of England bore more of the burden with few allies upon
which to rely. A new war with the United States while at the same
time Napoleon marched on Moscow kept taxes as high as Sir Edgar
had, for the last dozen years, flown his private signal from the
mainmast truck. The cost of keeping the largest Navy in the world
on constant patrol was bankrupting the national treasury and
wreaking havoc throughout the imperial economy.

The limitation imposed upon the widow Fleet,
however, by her late husband hurt her deeply. She thought she had
loved the Admiral, well, not so much really, but at least
controlled him, more effectively. This Last Will and Testament
shattered her confidence more than it shattered her lifestyle. Was
she slipping in her ways with men?

The document did, undoubtedly, complicate
her life plan and she knew she must first understand what Mr.
Wellstone had so vainly declared, as the Fleet family attorney, as
his exclusive realm—the facts and the law. She asked, “Could not
the process for principal withdrawals as you describe, Mr.
Wellstone, take months with James overseas?”

Mr. Wellstone noted her tone had moderated.
As a concession, he explained, “In an emergency, the Trustee is
empowered to act without notice to the remainderman.”

She calmly took a drink, “That would be
James?”

“Correct, M’Lady. James is regarded at law
as holding the ‘remainder’ of the fee of all estates and will, upon
your passing, receive unencumbered title and take all personal
property held within the trust.” Mr. Wellstone placed the original
document back into his file and his action and tone suggested that
both his patience and the meeting would soon draw to a close.

The widow Fleet, however, would not be
rushed during those few minutes of the day which were of real
importance for her future, as opposed to the earlier hours of
theatre comprising the funeral were relevant only to her past. She
recalled that she and James were approximately the same age. James
would be mightily frustrated with such a long-lived step mother and
she smirked at the thought. “Do you even know how to reach
James?”

Mr. Wellstone delved back into his file for
a letter from the Admiral and assured, “Oh, yes, M’Lady. I received
confirmation from your husband last winter that James is serving on
the North American Station, in the, well, what the Navy refers to
as the ‘Great Lakes.’ A village serving as His Majesty’s Royal
Naval Establishment on Lake Erie, by the name of Amherstberg, which
I think is—”

“In Upper Canada, Mr. Wellstone; the delta
of the Detroit River.” She enjoyed shattering his predisposed
notion of women as children and did so at every opportunity.

Mr. Wellstone, surprised, suddenly recalled,
“Of course, but M’Lady is from those parts,” making her sound
entirely unworthy of her title by virtue of the geography of her
birth. “In fact, I recall you met the Admiral while he was serving
in that region?”

The widow Fleet used the truth by
implication so to confirm a lie. The circumstances of her
acquaintance to the Admiral were regarded as well known and
generally accepted as fact throughout English society. The story
quelled what would otherwise only fuel further scandal. “At the
turn of the century, the Admiral was stationed upon the Great
Lakes, establishing a dominant naval presence upon those waters. He
returned to England, leaving James, then a midshipman, to later
make Lieutenant.” That was true.

“And your home?” encouraged Mr. Wellstone,
making small talk as he stood, announcing his intention to turn to
other matters.

“Dover Mills,” she confirmed as she donned
her black gloves and made to stand.

As he hurried around the desk and stooped to
withdraw her chair, he glanced slightly longer than was polite at
the curves of her bodice, waist and hips. Still, he could not help
but attempt to humiliate her one last time, perhaps out of respect
for the Admiral’s first wife, “And where might ‘Dover Mills’ be
located amid that vast wilderness, M’Lady?”

Mr. Wellstone, having already throughout the
meeting admired her body, would now, she quite insisted, be forced
to regard her mind, “Along the north shore of Lake Erie, some forty
miles west of a Fort named for the same inland sea, east of Long
Point. Really, Mr. Well-stone, you must get out of this horrid
office and see the world!”

While still considering his retort and
reaching for the polished brass door handle, just then awash in a
shaft of sunlight contrasted by a former forest of dark oak, she
stopped him cold with one last question. “Does not the fifth line
of Article Twenty First provide that should James not survive me,
the Trust continues with me as sole beneficiary, with no limitation
on the withdrawal of principal and all corpus passing to my
designated beneficiaries?”

Mr. Wellstone did not so much as turn the
knob. The widow Fleet was uncertain as to whether his jaw dropped
from her unexpected command of “the facts and the law” or from the
chilling implication of her question. Mr. Wellstone could only at
first confirm, “Yes,” though added after a moment, “… although
James is as yet still a young man.”

She glanced down at the knob, his hand still
upon it, and she gestured so to suggest he attend the door. As he
opened it, she gave him a glance with a glint in her eye,
punctuating her goodbye, “Not so much really; or rather, if so,
then I am certainly as yet a young woman!”

With her errand completed, the widow Fleet
exited the inner office and took the arm of her companion, who had
awaited her in the small outer room. He stood to greet her with all
propriety for the sorrowful occasion, and together they proceeded
down the open, formal staircase, across the large lower lobby.

Mr. Wellstone called out, “Good day,
M’Lord,” hoping for an acknowledgement from the well-known and
noted companion of the widow while amongst his colleagues, so to
enhance his status among them, but was ignored and disappointed.
All eyes followed the two onto the street. It was difficult to
adjudge which among the attorneys, staff and clerks buzzed with
excitement over the widow Fleet, coming so quickly to attend her
affairs after the funeral, or at her companion, the late Sir
Edgar’s close friend and, some would gossip, the likely successor
as her husband, her second, thanks to her stunning beauty and
naturally golden hair.

The coachman stood ready with the door open,
having, while he waited, removed what little dust had lighted upon
the fine maroon carriage and brushed the team once again. Thomas,
Sir Edgar’s former coxswain and now coachman since retiring from
the sea, bowed slightly and mumbled, “M’lady, Lord
Castlereagh.”

Thomas closed the finely fitted coach door
and stepped high, whip in hand. He acknowledged the order from
Robert Stewart, the Viscount Castlereagh, Great Britain’s Foreign
Minister, “To my home.”

Before he could complete his nod, the widow
Fleet overrode the order, “No, thank you, M’ Lord. It would not be
proper. And besides, the Prime Minister awaits you for dinner.
Thomas, we shall first drop Lord Castlereagh and then take me back
to the flat.”

“Yes, M’Lady.” Thomas glanced deferentially
to the more powerful man in his presence, dominant in all company
save that of this particular woman, of which both of them, the
coachman and the Viscount, well understood.

Inside the close, almost intimate confines
of the coach, the clatter of hooves on cobblestone covering their
conversation, Abigail Fleet asked her trusted advisor, “Tell me of
this most recent conflict. Will it be long? Will it be
difficult?”

Surprised by her foray into politics and
world conflict at such time of personal crisis, he acceded, as
always, to a most unpredictable, intelligent and beautiful woman.
He knew he could trust her and revealed, “The United States has
through its Secretary of State’s man in London, Mr. Russel, just
informed me of a desire for an early reconciliation.”

Hiding her disappointment at what she had
hoped would be a long and bloody conflict for those on the front
lines of the Great Lakes, Abigail posed a question reflecting more
tact, “So you believe there will be an early peace?”

“Not at all, actually…,” the Viscount
Castlereagh shook his head, “… which is why I dine tonight with
the Prime Minister. It appears both nations will fight a war which
neither wants and which neither will end.”

Abigail looked at him quizzically and he
continued, “You see, Abigail, the United States makes only two
demands. It requires the repeal of the Orders in Council and the
cessation of the impressments of American merchantmen.”

The Viscount Castlereagh caught her
astonishment, “Yes, the first is already done, indeed, even before
the demand was delivered. The first demand is therefore as easy as
the second is forever impossible.”

Abigail’s years in North America allowed her
a rare and independent perspective from most British citizens. “By
what right do we as a nation have to continue such a practice as
the continued impressment of American sailors?”

“First of all, Abigail, before you go taking
up the enemy’s pennant,” he chuckled, “many of those recovered from
American decks are, in fact, British subjects. Irrespective of the
facts, England will never so much as imply our lack of authority in
that regard. It would signal our less than outright dominance of
the seas upon which the empire depends.”

She looked into his eyes. He would have been
disappointed had he known she was not thinking of him, but rather
of James. The Viscount Castlereagh explained, “Yes, it could well
be a long, bloody and senseless conflict with a people we should
easily consider our cousins.” Again, he mused at the irony,
“Indeed, many are our cousins!” At that moment, she was thinking
not so much of cousins, as a step-son.

They rode through the streets in silence for
a few minutes until he asked, “How was your meeting, Abigail?”

The widow Fleet pondered for a moment and
considered her options. She knew a proposal would be forthcoming
within months following the funeral, for the sake of propriety,
from the man sitting beside her. The Viscount Castlereagh was her
late husband’s close friend and one of Britain’s most powerful
men—younger than Sir Edgar, but likely more wealthy. She considered
her coachman, Thomas, useful as an escort, bodyguard, worldly
traveler and perhaps much more. She could always trust Thomas, as
had her late husband, for many years. And she considered James,
half a world away, deep within a continent once familiar to
her.

She made her decision. Her unfinished
business with James, made all the more pressing by her late
husband’s directions to his attorney, would for the near term
prevail over all other matters.

With an instinct honed since becoming a
woman, she saw opportunity and tested the waters. Responding to the
Viscount Castlereagh’s inquiry, she revealed, “Sadly, Sir Edgar
left matters in a most horrid state. I must visit with his son,
James, to set things right. He is serving near my home and this
business presents the opportunity, I suppose, to see my mother,
perhaps for the last time.”

Quelling his instant objection, she assured,
“Only some months, Robert; not long really and there appears no
other way. I shall find a fast packet and leave as soon as
possible. Thomas will attend. You know I could find no better
guard.”

The Viscount Castlereagh, assuming legal
affairs must, in light of such drastic action, have left the widow
Fleet near destitute, offered, “Abigail, take my note upon the
Bank, please, and think nothing of it; I insist!”

Surprised, she suppressed her interest in
his offer and politely made the appropriate objections just as her
coach reached his door. The Viscount Castlereagh pressed, to make
the point, “Consider my note a mere formality, in light of our
status upon your return.”

She cringed at the thought, took his hastily
drafted note, smiled, thanked him and upon his exit, directed
Thomas to proceed directly to her flat. Trunks would be filled by
morning.

The widow Fleet’s journey to Canada was
entirely paid, without withdrawal from her most generous, annual
beneficial interest in a trust it was her design to destroy.

 


 



Chapter Three

 


The first part of the passage was marked by
nausea and a small dark cabin.

Thomas attended the widow Fleet with a
tenderness she would never have expected. Had he known her thoughts
and purpose, tenderness she did not deserve. More than a week
outbound, she took the deck daily for fresh air when the weather
and sea permitted. She had little desire to socialize as she
preferred to travel, at least on this errand, as little known as
possible. She rarely spoke to anyone other than Thomas and given
the circumstances, they shared conversation of a more familiar
nature than would have ever been proper ashore. She had resolved
and hoped that he knew that such discourse must end promptly upon
her stepping from the gangway in Halifax.

On a gray summer’s day, just as the noon
sight would have been made had the sun been the least bit
discernable, a lookout from aloft cried, “Land! Two points off the
starboard bow.”

She thought the excitement premature. She
looked but could see nothing but that which she had witnessed now
for some weeks by the millions; large, undulating, inexorable
waves, rolling and cresting in what seemed a purposeless march to a
destination governed only by an arbitrary wind.

The lookout’s hail signaled to Abigail only
urgency for a conversation she had been considering since
detecting, if not attraction, certainly devotion, on the part of
Thomas toward his new Lady and Mistress of all Fleet holdings.

She approached as Thomas stood easily to
leeward, his legs either instinctively or with decades of training
compensating for the motion of the deck. She took hold first of the
fife rail post, steadied as she approached from behind, then
grasped some manila line leading skyward only to feel it sway as
she sought to gain some degree of stability. She recalled Thomas
told her to trust only in that which was well-tarred and in a leap
of faith, she used the natural motion of the deck to propel her
three steps outboard to the nearest black line, catching hold
before she continued and collided into the bulwark. Thomas detected
her approach from his periphery and rushed to assure her
safety.

“Thank you, Thomas,” she laughed. “But I
rather think I am getting the hang of it, don’t you?” Thomas just
sighed, smiled and placed his large, powerful frame between her and
that point along the bulwark to which Abigail would, in a large
sea, most likely slide and possibly go by the board. He grasped the
maintopmast backstay to steady himself. “Just you hold tight,
M’Lady. The sea is in a fine mood this day!”

“As am I, Thomas. I wish to thank you, as it
appears this ocean does have a western shore from the call I just
heard. You have been invaluable to me, really, ever since Sir
Edgar’s passing.”

Thomas was disarmed by the compliment. Such
had rarely been offered by the Admiral, even after Thomas saved his
life at the Battle of the Nile. But in all the years of service for
the Fleet family, whether at sea or for the last many on land, he
realized during this passage he had never known the widow Fleet.
This passage allowed him to see her as a woman of strength and
determination and not just the Mistress of the Manor in command of
a rather large staff spread throughout England. And of course, he
admitted to himself, a woman of beauty. He blushed, unsure as to
whether from her compliment or from his reflection.

Having ingratiated him to her, at least for
the moment by her comment, she dove into deeper waters. “Thomas,
you know that I am musts go to see James. Sadly, Sir Edgar did not
have the time to provide much for me or for my life in
England.”

His eyes grew wide as he realized the widow
Fleet was sharing with him personal details of her situation. His
expression grew into one of concern as he comprehended her message
and purpose. Abigail noticed and wondered for whom he donned the
look of concern. “I would like to keep you, Thomas, bound as you
have been to our family, serving so well over the years. In fact, I
was hoping to improve your situation and provide generously for
your later years. Tell, me, you do actually age, do you not?”

The flattery, gratitude and promise of
security were difficult to resist. Thomas had never liked James,
thinking him a weak and poor model of his father, the Admiral. The
widow Fleet certainly held his attention. Abigail thought, This is
too easy, but take it slowly. Say just enough to allow him arrive
at the desired conclusion on his own. In the manner in which they
handled and dealt with others, Abigail and the Admiral had made a
very good pair.

“Pray, walk with me Thomas as I take some
exercise.” She slipped her gloved hand into his arm, for stability
certainly, and with any other suggestion left entirely ambiguous.
They began with small steps to approach the foredeck. Upon arriving
forward of the hatch, Thomas stopped to admire the motion of the
packet, lunging and heaving as she smashed to windward. The
spritsail yard arm to leeward occasionally sliced the wave crests
as the ship leaned her shoulder into the oncoming seas. But he was
not thinking of the inherent beauty of a fast packet hard at
work.

A bit of spray caused him, finally, to
speak, just as she also started. He instantly deferred, but Abigail
insisted, “No, Thomas, what is on your mind?”

“Well, M’Lady, I know nothing of paperwork
or legal matters, so tell me simply, has James been left the family
holdings?”

Abigail turned, faced aft, feigning shame
and crisis but instinctively knowing that now she could look at him
as she answered, tufts of her golden hair blowing wildly across her
face. “That is most certainly what that wretched man, Mr.
Wellstone, informs me; save for a modest stipend.” She shook her
head slightly, combed back her windblown locks and purposefully let
her voice trail off in despair.

Thomas looked in her eyes, a bold act but
one appropriate to the moment, shook his head and as he set his
jaw, he promised, “That’s not right, M’Lady, and you just let me
know how I can help.” The words were no sooner cast a lee, than
Thomas thought of the Admiral’s first wife, of whom he thought the
world, and he was surprised his pledge of assistance came so easily
and without recall for past circumstances.

Abigail played the next card, one she had
planned and rehearsed in her mind while laying in the dank cabin
for some days, “Why, Thomas, that is very kind. I have no doubt I
can count on you; which is precisely why you deserve so much the
better of this last crisis. I am sure the Admiral would have well
provided for you, had he been given the chance. I will keep your
pledge in mind, though please do not fret. I am sure James will be
most generous.”

Abigail purposefully slipped her hand from
his arm, walked cautiously ahead as was her prerogative and design,
suggesting to Thomas a sense of isolation while approaching his
last years without the security of the Fleet fortune. She also left
him to ponder the ridiculous optimism of her last assurance.

Abigail and Thomas both knew James. Neither
had ever witnessed anything resembling generosity.

The widow Fleet and Thomas, her attendant,
arrived in Amherstberg, Upper Canada on 29 September 1812. The
nights were cool, the days frequently filled with a crisp wind and
the forests along the shore were adorned in full autumn splendor.
The season was changing rapidly, evidenced not just by the climate
and forests but also by the inland seas which reflected colors more
vivid and bright than she had seen in years, since leaving the
Great Lakes more than ten years before.

Thomas was surprised the widow Fleet did not
arrange a charter and set a course directly for Dover Mills, but
rather shipped aboard an English merchant schooner from Fort Erie
taking her well west of her home and bound for the opposite end of
Lake Erie, Amherstberg. She explained she preferred not to
misrepresent her situation to her family and first needed to
resolve and clarify family affairs with James. Thomas rather looked
forward to what he knew may well develop into a confrontation.
Having thought through the matter thoroughly as they made their way
slowly up the St. Lawrence River, he came to conclude he would
follow his heart. In that sense, his interests were entirely
consistent with his personal financial welfare and with his
loathing for James.

They made landfall in the village by mid
afternoon. The widow Fleet, now on land, donned the formality of
their respective stations and asked Thomas to remain within sight,
but allow her to proceed alone. She first made arrangements for her
personal luggage and secured a room for herself and one for Thomas
for up to the next couple of days. She then reported to Captain
McNair, Port Captain for the Royal Naval establishment. Utterly
unaware of what reception she would receive from James, she was
unsure of their needs and inquired while departing his office,
“Captain, can you be so good as to tell me, Sir, when I might book
passage east to Dover Mills?”

“Certainly, M’Lady.” He looked surprised and
took the liberty of asking, “You will be departing so soon?”

“I am not at all certain and wish to just
know what options are available.” Captain McNair did not request
more details, as the matter obviously involved a family affair.

“Of course, M’Lady. The Brig Caledonia,
together with the Snow President Adams, which we renamed Detroit,
sailed for Fort Erie now more than two weeks ago. But the little
Brig General Hunter is departing just tomorrow, to reconnoiter
Presque Isle. In light of your late husband’s service, and we
tending to regard officer’s wives as a part of our Naval family, I
could offer you transport to Dover Mills, entailing only a slight
diversion. Her mission entails little risk.” He further explained
his accommodation, “I met Sir Edgar years ago and would be happy to
arrange passage, should you desire.” Abigail thought it odd he made
no mention of her step-son, James.

“I am obliged, Captain; thank you.” She
determined to test the water, “I suspect James does not yet know of
his father’s death. I would prefer to tell him, if that can be
arranged.” The Captain thought it highly unusual for the news not
to be delivered by way of letter, given the journey of thousands of
miles in the midst of a war, but tried to conceal his surprise.
“Would you have any objection were I to seek out my step son,
James, yet this afternoon? Do you know where he might be
found?”

The Captain, now walking her out onto the
porch, gestured in the general direction of the slip way on the
other side from the rig shop which they faced, “I suggest you
report to Mr. Ashton of the rig shop. Lieutenant Fleet will be
nearby, I am almost certain.”

Abigail found James within minutes. He was
inspecting the fresh paint of a ship’s name across her transom and
preparing the frame for the winter cover over her deck. The square
topsail sloop had just the day before been hauled from the water
for the winter, somewhat earlier in the season than was customary.
Abigail noticed the sloop had already been nearly completely
downrigged. She took the work as an obvious sign that the Royal
Navy had ample resources and the Upper Lakes were secure.

Abigail approached from an angle somewhat
behind James. She was first impressed by his apparent good health
and vigor. He had aged little, it seemed, since she last saw him at
Christmas ’08 at the manor house in Touro. His face was more
weathered, perhaps, but the tan could well reflect the end of a
very active sailing season from a frontier establishment. Just
before her address, she glanced back and assured that Thomas was
some distance back, well out of earshot and standing near some
dockyard workers, purposefully indistinct.

When just five steps behind and to his right
side, James heard or sensed her approach just as she called softly,
“Hello, James.”

He wheeled, shocked by a woman within the
dockyard, confused by a voice known to him and taken fully aback
when, after a second or more passing, he comprehended the truth of
what his circumstances suggested as so unlikely—his stepmother,
Abigail Fleet, was standing before him, half a world from where he
expected her to remain for some decades.

His expression simultaneously confessed his
reaction, confounded almost to speechlessness, and demanded her
explanation. She began to speak just as James managed to utter,
“Whatever are you doing here?”

She processed his inflection carefully, his
emphasis on the word ‘you’, and searched his tone for hostility,
but had to proceed primarily upon instinct and continue with her
explanation with no time to adjust accordingly. “I came to inform
you, James, that your father, Sir Edgar, has passed.” His
expression suggested he could process only so many turns in so many
seconds. She gave him some time to absorb, then continued. “Early
July, very sudden and with no apparent pain.”

James stared off to the river and at the sun
growing low. Abigail noted there was no look of grief for the loss
of a loved one. Indeed, she rather doubted James felt any. Rather,
he adjusted to what in fact he, by virtue of his birth, had since a
young boy regarded as wholly inevitable. Someday he would inherit
his father’s lands and titles. The day, at least of his awareness,
was apparently this day.

James then regarded Abigail as the
messenger, not as the widow Fleet. Truly mystified, he asked, “Why
did you come here to tell me?”

Abigail hesitated deliberately and well, as
naturally as her expectation of that precise question could permit.
Searching his eyes, she offered, “I wanted to be here to console
you.” After a few seconds, she added, “Irrespective of your
reception of me, I will also spend some time with my mother.”

Again he stared at the river, then realizing
no woman would make such a journey unattended, James asked, “Who
accompanied you?”

Abigail motioned in the general direction
and explained, “Thomas, for safety, of course.”

She noted his strong frown as he picked
Thomas out among the crowd of workers, then turned the frown to
her. She parried, “You look well, James.”

Her comment had the desired effect. James
remained silent as his gaze shifted from her as a messenger of
news, to Abigail Wheems of Dover Mills, both of which he knew well
some ten years before, as a young midshipman. He beheld her at that
moment in such manner as he was not permitted to regard her for ten
of those past twelve years, as his step-mother. She noted the
change in his expression, but he did not return the compliment.

She continued, hoping to keep his mind
absorbing facts, rather than at that moment recalling memories, “I
assume from your expression I arrived before any letter from Mr.
Wellstone. I am certain such is forthcoming, with all the
details.”

James recalled his father’s attorney,
nodded. “What of the estate?”

Abigail shrugged nonchalantly, “I know
little of such matters but I assume you take all. I apparently have
been provided a modest stipend.” Her tone was matter of fact and
suggested no disappointment.

At that moment, two sailors descended down a
ladder from the ship’s starboard side. Evidently they had not
noticed her presence and called out while still descending, “All
secure, Sir. Will the name serve?”

The interruption brought a look of
frustration and outrage from James that surprised Abigail. He
rounded on the sailors, admonishing, “You presume to interrupt your
superior, obviously engaged with and in the company of a Lady?
Leave us, you ill-mannered knaves and turn to a bell earlier on the
‘morrow for your offense!”

Entirely surprised by Abigail’s presence but
obviously well used to sharp words from Lieutenant Fleet, the men
knuckled their foreheads, making their obedience, mumbled their
apologies and hurried off. In the awkward silence, Abigail made to
change the subject, “Your ship, James? And a new name?”

James turned to regard the sloop, smiled
with pride and explained, “Yes, my command since her capture at
Mackinaw in July. Ironically, I have been pursuing her merchant
master since the traitor deserted from Hope.”

Abigail, aware of the outcome of James’
command of the H. M. Schooner General Hope, leading to her loss and
his acquittal by a Courts Martial now six years before, steered the
conversation to a happier course, “Little Belt? Why, wasn’t that
the name of the British ship fired upon by an American ship just
last summer?”

James smiled and nodded in satisfaction,
“Aye, with this fully intended as vindication for the offense!”

Abigail could see he enjoyed speaking of his
ship and his command, “And her previous name, which I can see just
the faintest imprint through the new paint, ‘Friends…’’ I
cannot make out the last part…”

James assisted, “Friends Good Will. She was
built as an American merchant ship at the River Rouge and launched
in the spring of ’11. I could not wait to repaint her Naval black
and buff and change that horrid name!” Then reminding himself of
whom he was addressing, James turned again to the river, walked a
few steps from Abigail and grew silent. He seemed almost distracted
at one point and she was uncertain as to what drew his focus from
her.

A young man in a canoe paddled, it seemed,
too near to the dockyard, his craft laden with supplies for what
appeared a long journey. He was obviously preoccupied with Little
Belt and seemed only to notice James at the last instant. He veered
away, realizing his interest was drawing the attention of a Royal
Navy Lieutenant. He picked up the pace as he paddled downriver to
the opening of Lake Erie.

James turned suddenly to Abigail, and
pleaded with anger in his eyes, and a tone only betrayal can
foment, “What could ever have led you to have married my
father?”

Abigail knew the question must come and
hoped only for time so to assess the deep wound for which she knew
she was entirely responsible. “James, I came here because I cared.
If you would like to talk, of so much after so many years, I will
dine this evening at the public house Regent, where I have taken a
room.” She dropped her eyes, suggesting remorse and finished
softly, “Please join me.” She turned and walked gracefully from the
dockyard.

James called out loudly to Abigail, sounding
almost in pain, his voice revealing anguish, “You promised yourself
to me!”

He turned from Abigail, admitting her
beauty, even if he had denied her his admission. His emotions went
quickly from anger to frustration as he regarded, now from a
greater distance, what he accurately took for an impertinent young
waterman, an American, his enemy, plying British waters in a humble
birchbark canoe in defiance of his power and command.

James did not at that moment know whether he
would join Abigail that evening at the Regent, or take his other,
more frequent comfort; regular company for him this past decade. He
had brown jugs well hidden at various locations throughout the
dockyard.

Abigail walked toward Thomas, hoping he had
not heard James’ final outburst, and together they headed back to
the Regent. She instructed, “Pray, Thomas, inform Captain McNair
that we will not require passage upon General Hunter on the
‘morrow.”

She knew well that James would be engaged
with her that evening over dinner. In fact, she suspected there
would be many dinners. Abigail knew there would be dinners because
she heard his anger. Had Abigail heard only that which she, as a
woman feared most, she would have returned to England, having let
Thomas proceed with his plan, as he preferred.

But where there was anger, there was hope.
Only ambivalence held none. There was no ambivalence in his voice,
no disinterest in his eyes. Anger was a strong emotion, very close
to that which at one point, years before, James freely professed
only for her.

 


 



Chapter Four

 


Trove paddled until well past dark, the near
full moon waning at the very end of September, 1812. He enjoyed the
clear night, the helpful Detroit River current and as he made the
delta, he turned east along the north shore of Lake Erie and soon
looked for a suitable, isolated area to camp. The process, one with
which Trove had grown well accustomed, entailed little more than
seeking cover, spreading a blanket, arranging his pack as a pillow
and sprawling, once again, underneath his birch bark canoe, Sarah.
His voyage had begun, tracking along the edge of an inland sea with
which he was well familiar.

Days of company among good friends in
Detroit, even under strict occupation and facing shortages, allowed
him to repair and maintain his vessel. He gained weight, strength
and rested. Samuel scrounged provisions and provided him powder,
ammunition, fresh socks and a third shirt. Mary, Mr. William’s
wife, baked bread and some pie and Be-mo-se, Captain Lee’s common
law wife, repaired the stitching of his leather shoes, pants, and
fortified his hunting jacket for both strength and durability. They
all knew that winter would likely pass before he would have any
chance of seeing each other again. Still, all were in agreement
that Trove’s stated goal of searching out James and with him, join
the United States Navy, made sense and they prepared him well.

The first day of his voyage went well, after
a belated start awaiting correspondence from Mary and Be-mo-se, in
the instance he should be successful in finding James or have
opportunity to locate Captain Lee or Mr. Williams. The most
disturbing moments were late in the afternoon, when he could not
resist seeing for himself his sloop, their ship, Friends Good Will,
in the firm control of the Royal Navy, having been hauled at the
yard at Amherstberg. He did not know how he would ever break the
news to his captain and shipmate, or her owner, that she had been
painted black and buff and her name had been changed. He was so
shocked to see her with hammock nettings, gun ports, and made a
man-of-war that he nearly lingered too long and invoked the wrath
of a nearby Royal Navy Lieutenant.

Trove was outbound from Detroit for slightly
more than one week.

He had an uneventful passage around those
peninsulas stretching along Lake Erie’s northern shore and he
reached the eastern end of the inland sea. He noted that with the
advent of war nearly all commercial traffic upon the Lake was
absent, either suspended for reasons of politics, inherent risk, or
with a fair season fast closing.

Trove crossed over to the eastern shore as
he felt a current assisting him in entering the mighty Niagara
River, flowing northward. He hoped it was as yet still American
territory. He instinctively drew near to shore so to put as much
distance between himself and Fort Erie on the western bank, with
the Union Jack flying above it, and great guns within. He recalled
that just earlier in the season he had studied Fort Erie from the
deck of Friends Good Will upon her maiden run to Black Rock. Now,
however, Trove noted the ominous addition of a Royal Navy brig,
with which he was unfamiliar, and a snow, which he recognized as
the former President Adams, lying to anchor adjacent to the fort,
well within range and protected by her guns.

Trove made a mental note to inquire of his
comrades at Black Rock. Both Captain Lee and James were known to
various marine agents and chandlerers; Captain Lee among most
public houses. Late that afternoon, a landlord of just such an
establishment, having provided Trove his first cooked meal in more
than a week, came to trust him sufficiently to offer what he knew,
“I know of a Mr. Williams, young man, although his first name is
John, not Oliver, as you seek. You say he is the brother-in-law of
Captain Lee and owned Friends Good Will?” At Trove’s nod, he
continued. “Yes, I recall the ship. She last called on Black Rock
in the spring of this year. Although I doubt I have met your Mr.
Williams, Mr. Colt, a regular customer of mine, misses him
mightily. Merchantmen such as he fueled our growth and we fear the
winter with so little trade this past summer.”

Trove finished his stew and determined to
share what he had heard from others. “I am sorry to tell you what
folks in Detroit believe to be true. Apparently, Mr. Williams,
Oliver Williams,” he clarified, “was taken prisoner, thought to
have in some fashion helped the cause. Friends and family in
Detroit fear he has been sent to Kingston and awaits exchange.”
Trove’s voice trailed off, “He is a fine man and was very kind to
me.”

Trove’s sincerity elicited a response, not
of mere rumor or speculation, but rather with which the landlord
was certain: “Captain Lee was here just today, about noon, seeking
his son, this shipmate of yours. I told him to look for the lad,
whom I do not know, at our naval yard.”

Trove’s eyes widened. “And where is this
yard?” he inquired as he reached into his pocket for coin and
leaving his drink half finished.

“Just downriver about a mile. It is the
former shipyard of Mr. Porter. It’s now federal, of course, since
the outbreak of hostilities.”

Trove nodded, “Yes, I knocked about the
place last season, waiting for a wind. Thank you, sir.” Trove
offered in appreciation, grabbed his pack and musket and stood from
the bench as the landlord, whose name he never knew, offered luck
in his search.

Trove pulled his canoe up on shore just
inside the picket, having convinced the sentry of his citizenship,
errand and good intent. The sun had just set, the days now quite
short. Campfires were burning outside the tents, the work for the
day was now largely abandoned. He inquired of strangers and
followed uncertain tips until he heard a familiar voice; no, two,
on the other side of an open tent flap.

The words stopped him short, however,
shocked him into not revealing his position around the corner of
the tent stake. “Father, I know what I saw. I wish I had not.
Ship’s Captains do not dive below decks, shrink through stern
windows and hide beneath docks!” Trove heard James’ voice rise in
what sounded a combination of anger and shame.

“James,” Captain Lee replied more calmly and
so softly that Trove later considered the dishonor in his act of
straining to hear, “there is more to the story than what you saw.
It was a difficult decision for me, I assure you—”

“Aye, father, Uncle Oliver told me the same
but offered few details. Still, for months now I have been haunted
by what was obviously your brazen attempt to save your own skin,
while abandoning not only your command but your son!”

The words hurt even Trove, a mere bystander,
as they were exchanged between two he so admired. The words must
also, he knew, grievously hurt both James and Captain Lee. Trove
reflected on the circumstances of Friends Good Will’s capture at
Mackinaw earlier that summer.

Captain Lee’s version, now offered to James,
was entirely consistent with that which Trove heard from Samuel,
Mary and Be-mo-se while recovering in Detroit. For some reason
James, perhaps unaware of the facts, apparently viewed it very
differently. William continued, “James, what you witnessed was what
Oliver and I agreed upon we should accomplish. Besides, I hardly
abandoned you; rather you were left in the capable care of your
uncle, who appears to have handled matters most satisfactorily,
including arranging for your later escape!” Trove had been witness
to none of it, however, and felt guilty that when his ship, Captain
and shipmate needed him most, he had been flirting and taking his
ease with Sarah Kinzie at the opposite end of Lake Michigan.

There followed some moments of silence and
Captain Lee began again. “Friends Good Will could not have escaped,
James. As we were mere citizens, I was certain the British would
not hold any of you captive for long. Events proved me entirely
correct. You were in no danger, whereas, Oliver and I were
committed to another purpose, one which I could at that time still
effect. What you witnessed was our joint decision put into
action.”

Trove could make out James’ silhouette
through the canvas as that young man waved his arm dismissively.
“All very convenient, father, but I overheard others describe you
as a deserter and a traitor from the Provincial Marine! As for
leaving me in the care of others, indeed, you are well
practiced.”

William did not deny the charge. Trove knew
William had spent little time with his son prior to the spring of
’11 when James was discharged from the United States Navy and made
his way to the Great Lakes to serve as Mate upon Friends Good Will.
With his mother’s passing shortly after his birth, James was raised
in Philadelphia by his aunt.

There was a long pause in which Trove waited
uncomfortably, wondering if he should now move forward and reveal
his presence or simply retreat. Then William said, “Which would you
have me address, James? Your shame of me as a described deserter
and traitor, or my absence as a father to you when you were being
raised?” He waited but a brief moment before continuing. “I can
assure you that I’m neither a traitor nor a deserter, but I can not
do it here or now, James. Not without putting the very mission I
managed to accomplish into unnecessary jeopardy. This is hardly the
time or the place to discuss such matters. There are far too many
ears much too close.”

Which with his saying caused Trove an
unexpected moment’s wondering if Captain Lee was indeed somehow
aware of his presence.

He had no time to ponder as Lee continued,
“I find myself now on a multiple mission. One aspect of which is
assuring your safety and wellbeing. Another aspect of which is
seeking the release of your uncle Oliver. The third aspect… is
one in which we will speak of another time… if you are willing
to trust me with that delay?” His voice was one of quiet entreaty,
and Trove understood that James’ answer was of utmost important to
the Captain, despite the calm measure in which he had delivered his
words.

James did not speak, but Trove saw his
silhouette give a thoughtful, deep nod, and he knew that the storm
he had happened upon with finding his friends was now passed.
“Pray, what are your plans, James?” William Lee continued, “I have
come to assist you. With your skills and training acquired aboard
Chesapeake, I assume you are making your way east?”

James silhouette relaxed and he seemed to
welcome the new course, “Aye, that was my plan. But I have been
made to feel welcome here in the last couple of weeks. I know the
commanding officer, Lieutenant Elliott. We served together on
Chesapeake. He was a midshipman and he and I were on deck when
Leopard boarded us. I am impressed with Elliott. He has invited me
to stay here and join his command. I hope to see much action on the
Lakes with him.”

William appeared to consider his son’s words
with less than enthusiasm. “Lieutenant Jesse Duncan Elliott?” he
inquired.

“Yes. He is in command of the US Naval
forces at Black Rock, under the larger command of Captain Isaac
Chauncy, at Sacket’s Harbor on Lake Ontario.”

“I just this afternoon met with Elliott.”
William’s tone of voice seemed to convey that he had formed the
entirely opposite view of the man as had James. Indeed, William
could not hide his dismay as he added, “He is unwilling to listen
and gave every indication of recklessness. I went to him for help,
and ended with keeping my own council, for I was deeply hesitant to
trust him. I hope to have further opportunity by seeking out
Chauncy at Sacket’s Harbor as I make my way eastward to
Kingston.”

Now he directed his words to his son in an
almost urgent whisper, “James, Lieutenant Elliott discussed with me
this afternoon his plan to cut out the ships lying to anchor off
Fort Erie. He offered me a role in it and disclosed to me the
details. I beg you, travel with me east before joining the Navy.
His plan is folly.”

James’ silhouette had been steadily
stiffening again as his father spoke. With his father’s final
entreaty, he appeared as frustrated as he had moments before. He
went to the door of the tent, shot over his shoulder before
leaving, “At least he takes action!” Then he was gone into the
night.

Trove considered for some moments, composed
himself, attempted to sound hopeful and moved round the corner of
the tent. He inquired, “Captain Lee? Tell me, is Captain Lee
about?”

William stepped out from the lantern light
of the tent to the shadow cast by a nearby campfire. His expression
of dismay and despair changed instantly to joy and relief, “Trove!
What a sight you are, lad! Welcome and, pray, whatever are you
doing at Black Rock?” They talked for some time, sitting by the
fire, and Trove brought him current as to the events at Fort
Dearborn, his journey across the interior, voyage along Lake Erie
and delivered him greetings from Samuel and correspondence from his
sister Mary and Be-mo-se. Eventually Trove inquired of James.
William did not offer to accompany him, but rather suggested where
he thought James would be found. Trove tried to regard as natural
William’s rather strained explanation, “Trove, I would not make to
ruin such a grand surprise for James. No, lad, seek him out on your
own. Let us talk on the ‘morrow of your plans; will that
serve?”

“Aye, Captain,” Trove assured. He headed off
into the night feeling more secure in the last hour than he had in
the last several months, even if his ‘family’ was fractured and
embroiled in crisis.

Captain Lee stared into the camp fire, his
dinner disregarded, the wafting smoke from the fire occasionally
encircling him. The conversation of others was background noise. He
considered with intensity what impact he as a mere merchant master
without a command could possibly have upon a naval officer of
superior rank. James was impatient to prove his abilities and
overanxious to demonstrate his courage. Wisdom, it seemed, must
find opportunity somewhere in the mix.

As the coals grew dim he drew on his pipe
and came to realize, yet again, how he missed and sorely needed the
aid of Oliver’s persuasiveness, Mary’s faith and Be-mo-se’s love.
Sometimes with James, he found himself at a loss for words and
doubtful of his abilities. It was not love he lacked, but
experience.

As he drifted off to a fitful sleep, wrapped
now in his blanket in front of a rejuvenated fire, he was still
working on that which rarely failed him, his acknowledged strength
among those who knew him well – his ability to produce a thorough,
specific, coordinated and realistic plan.

The following morning, as James made to
clean his plate and utensils from breakfast and while Trove was
helping himself to still another portion of sausage from the
skillet, William offered, “I will clean for all. I fashion it is my
turn.” James nodded his thanks and he walked off. William said to
Trove, “Do you have any interest in helping us in the cause?”

“Aye, Captain. I was going to enlist this
morning,” Trove answered, wiping his greasy mouth with his leather
sleeve.

William hinted, “You would help not only
your nation, but also your mates, if you would wait just a bit,”
and he offered Trove a look of mischief.

Knowing well the suggestion was
irresistible, Trove handed over his plate and fork and inquired,
“What would have me do, Captain?”

“Stick with me today. I will keep you plenty
busy, fashioning a surprise for ‘yon British tars.” He gestured
upriver to the ships off Fort Erie. “You can always sign on for a
stint with the Navy in a couple of days.”

Troves eyes gleamed, “Sounds like great fun!
Will James be joining us?”

“James will be working to prepare some
boats, with the navy lads. We shall need your canoe, however. Don’t
you fret, we shall be in the thick of it!”

Trove nodded in complete contentment.
William stood and returned the wiped plates and forks. “We shall
begin presently, Trove. Take your ease and I will be back as soon
as I have a word with Lieutenant Elliott. I will meet you at the
canoe.”

“Aye, Captain,” Trove replied. “We’re
fortunate to have such a leader as Lieutenant Elliott.”

William turned and walked away. He knew
Trove’s new-found opinion could have come from none other than
James.

William checked with the clerk seated at a
small desk on the wooden porch, guarding the door to what served as
Naval Headquarters.

“Captain Lee to see Lieutenant Elliott.”

A moment later, he was shown in. The
interior was rough but comfort-table, with a large fireplace that
served for cooking and separate sleeping quarters. Lieutenant
Elliott was seated at his desk, the stars and stripes hanging on
the wall behind him. A chair and a rough bench were available for
conferences. William took the chair.

Elliott greeted, “Good Morning, Captain. I
take heart in your seeking me out so early. I trust you have
considered our discussion of yesterday and I pray you are here to
offer your assistance to the cause.”

“Indeed, Sir, I am committed to the cause. I
have thought about your plan and I see some real merit…”
William had decided on flattery as his first tact.

Elliott beamed. “Excellent, I would like you
to lead one of—”

William continued, undeterred, “… and
with a couple of added details, you, Sir, cannot but succeed!”

Elliott was instantly suspicious of William,
newly arrived in Black Rock and so calm and confident, “What
details?”

William could well imagine him thinking he
would not have some merchant master telling him how to take men
into action. On the other hand, William mused, he needed this
merchant master’s experience with ships and boats and in leading
men to implement his plan. It was his hope that Elliott would
realize this. To his relief, the Lieutenant, after a moments
further thought, appeared to come to this conclusion. The younger
man nodded and the negotiation began.

Captain Lee made to presume that which he
was quite certain had not even been considered, “I am sure you have
already made arrangements for a diversion, Sir, but of course,
yesterday, discussing broad strokes, we did not go over
details.”

“Diversion?” Elliott raised a brow and
leaned over his desk. “What do you suggest, specifically?”

“Use the current to bring down a raft of
burning brush.”

“Here now, Lee, I intend to capture the
vessels, not burn them.”

“Of course, Sir, but the perceived threat
will take all eyes away from the men, approaching from the opposite
direction in the boats.”

Elliott looked at the chart on his desk,
back to William’s eyes.” Continue.”

They talked for some time about the likely
direction of the wind, some forty hours hence. Still, Elliott was
intractable on what seemed an obvious and critical point. “But
Sir,” William persisted, “with all eyes to the south, the boats
should approach from the north. Rowing along the east river bank
and then directly across from Buffalo is all too obvious, easily
detectable and I fear will not take advantage of the
diversion.”

Elliott countered, “Rowing upriver against
the western bank will expose the boats to early discovery by
sentries.”

William conceded, “Aye, there is some minor
risk, but if discovered, they cross to the east with likely no
casualties.”

Elliott waved his hand dismissively,
“Captain, our direct approach is more than adequate. If you want to
provide a diversion, fine, but I doubt we will need even that.”

William could sway him no further. He raised
a final topic, “My son James is under your command presently. I
wonder, Sir, if you could, after our success here on the river,
recommend to him that he return to the east and obtain a berth in
his old ship, Chesapeake?”

“I know the lad, Captain; a fine young man
with excellent skills. We served together on Chesapeake.”
Lieutenant Elliott began to stroll across the room and finished, “I
am afraid, however, we need him badly on the Great Lakes.” Elliott
was just showing him the door when Captain Lee deftly turned the
tide.

“Sir, tell me, would you have any use for
some navigational documents? Detailed renderings of the safe
passages on the lakes, the navigable rivers, and the known ports
and their surrounding areas, along with a good deal of other
information.” William did not elaborate that such documents were
not hypothetical, but in fact already existed, compiled by William
using his years of experience over the course of much of the prior
summer. Nor did he reveal how close the British had come to
securing these same documents when they boarded and confiscated
Friends Good Will.

Elliot would have to be a fool to not
understand the significance of such information in a time of
war.

Elliott was not a fool. He stopped short of
the porch, grasped William’s arm and asked intently, “Do you have
such knowledge? Could you provide this information?”

William assured, cooperatively, “I can and I
will, certainly.” As Elliott beamed, considering the praise he
would earn upon securing such valuable information, William then
added, in a very serious tone, “Whether here at Black Rock or to
Chauncy in Sacket’s Harbor, we shall see.”

Elliott understood instantly. His expression
grew grim. He walked to the window, stared across the river and
considered for some moments. He then turned, nodded, and with no
affection or gratitude in his voice, confirmed, “You go about your
diversion, Mr. Lee, and we will proceed down from the west bank of
the River.” After walking back to his desk, considering the chart
and calculating in his head some time and distance and factoring
the current, “Situate the diversion a cable length south of the
ships at 0400. Assemble with my men at your boat at 0100 and we
shall set off together.”

William sought to confirm, “And the course,
Sir?”

Elliott turned and with some resentment in
his eyes answered, “West, to the opposite bank, then south.”

“And the transfer of my son?”

Elliott’s voice grew cold, “Here now, Lee,
you push too hard, by half. Let us first see how he performs in
action and what fate has in store for us all this night. Indeed,
let us see how you perform when the work grows warm!”

William considered, nodded and began to
depart when Elliott called to him, “And the documents, Lee? How do
I know you even possess such information?”

William stopped on the porch, considered the
insult to his honor and abilities and then turned to assure, “I
will begin today and have a portion completed by tonight’s
departure. If you find the detail insufficient, Sir, you can row
those boats any direction you so please!” Then as he walked off the
porch, he added softly, under his breath, “Although without me and
mine.”

The two men understood each other perfectly.
With that understanding came a profound mutual dislike. Both took
some minutes to cool and focus upon a very busy day ahead.

William found Trove, waiting by his canoe.
He tossed a pair of gloves over to him and placed two axes, a saw,
a coil of line, a shuttered lantern, well oiled rags and a full
pack gently into the bottom of their small craft. Trove asked with
some enthusiasm, if not excitement, “Our course, Captain?”

They paddled upriver along the eastern shore
to about a mile south of the small village of Buffalo. They spoke
little, but as William scouted the woods adjacent to the beach and
selected a stretch containing ample dry wood and brush, he began to
explain to Trove how to make a proper fire raft. They worked the
balance of the morning and as they broke for lunch, Trove commented
upon the ample food William had thought to bring along. William
revealed, “You will remain here Trove and take your dinner from
these stores. I will also leave you a watch.”

Trove’s eyes grew wide, “And you,
Captain?”

“Well, I shall walk back to Buffalo and
return to Black Rock by horse. It seems I am to lead a boat of men,
one of whom will be my son, to capture yonder ships,” he gestured
to the outline of hulls and spars about two miles distant.

Trove was not shy at expressing his
disappointment, “I would rather see action with you and James, Sir!
You said I would be in the thick of it.”

William smiled at his excitement then
assured, “You, Trove, are entrusted with this critical diversion.
If you fail, we will be easily discovered.” William then grew
serious, “Our lives are in your hands. Why you? Because your
judgment of current, wind, course and timing are the finest I’ve
encountered. Only you could accomplish what I am about to
describe.”

Trove swallowed, understood his role was
important, well suited to his skills as a waterman and entirely
essential in serving to protect his Captain and James. Captain Lee
pointed seaward to the ships. “You will need to position this raft
such that wind and current will take her just a cable length from
the ships at precisely 0400.”

Initially, Trove was silent; his jaw slack,
his expression doubtful. But within seconds, William saw in Trove
that which he had often encountered in him whilst sailing the
inland seas. Trove first glanced at the sky, then the treetops
behind him, then carefully studied the water. He was already
calculating the likely wind for later that evening, both direction
and velocity and together with the set and drift of the current. He
was working the problem, like the finest mathematician, all without
a day’s schooling. He was drawing upon his instincts, experience
and judgment.

And while Trove studied and thought, Captain
Lee finished the rough frame of a raft, piled it with dry, easily
ignitable brush, and controlled by a single line to a simple canoe.
While he worked he considered what was most obvious to him as a
Captain and as a father; he was most of all, with Trove, relying
upon something else in addition to that learned from the sea,
something taught Trove not from nature, but from his comrades.
William trusted his life and that of his son to Trove’s sense of
duty and devotion to the cause and to his shipmates.

William asked for the final count and was
assured of thirty men; sailors and some volunteers who had boarded
his Durham boat. Most of the more confident, the ones with boat
experience, manned the oars. Grapnel hooks, line, cutlasses and
pistols were properly stowed. Elliott set out first from the bank
with little fanfare just after 0100 hours and William, following
close behind, made only to assure Elliott’s course was due west.
Elliott must have found the first two pages from his documents
enticing enough. William then turned his attention to his command.
He did not know any of the men in his boat, although one of the
lads had crewed for a merchant master well known to him on the
Lakes. Some of them seemed to know of him.

As they settled into the stroke, with no
need for quiet among them for some time, William stood next to the
tiller and addressed the men. “Now, lads, this conflict is new and
you have not served with me but for the last few lengths. Let me
tell you what you can expect of me, what you should expect of each
other and what I will expect of you.

“I will tell you the entire plan and then
warn that all plans rarely match the reality as will unfold. You
will need to understand our objective, what we need to accomplish
and if the plan falls by the board, work together to accomplish
what we must. That is correct; I am telling you to understand,
observe and when no longer needing to remain quiet, speak and
cooperate, one with the other.”

William continued to explain all the
details, right down to which of them would cast the grapnals, who
among them would board with the ax and cut the cable, which were to
fight the anchor watch expected aboard and which were to get the
ship underway. He assigned topmen, helmsmen and stations along the
pinrails.

Meanwhile, Trove napped late into the day
and awoke just after dark. In the hours remaining, he improved upon
the manner in which the line was tied to the raft, making certain
it would remain underwater and thus not burn through and part
unexpectedly. He also contrived a series of large stones, which
could be hitched to the line and serve as an anchor of sorts so to
keep the raft from drawing too near the vessels. Mostly, he studied
the wind and weather, waited and worried.

Coincidentally, in accordance to his own
design and calculations, he also set off in Sarah, towing the raft
at short scope, at about the same time as did the boats downriver.
The wind was just east of south and he would have to paddle hard to
the west, perhaps even south of west to negate the southerly
current so to place the raft precisely where he determined wind and
current would send her down near to the ships.

There was no moon and, although clear, the
starlight did little to reveal the Durham boats as they drew so
close to enemy soil. As the boats reached just several lengths from
the western shore, the men took turns unshipping an oar and
wrapping them in cloth so to muffle the stroke. The boats drew
alongside. Captain Lee exchanged some hushed observations with
Lieutenant Elliott and together they checked their watches and
directed the men to remain stationary in the river for about 15
minutes. At 0230 hours they began to row upriver, easily and slowly
as the current was diminished so close to shore, just as William
had hoped, thus saving the men for the warm work ahead.

At that same time, Trove was paddling
furiously, keeping his ungainly tow from sweeping to the northeast
instead of remaining largely south of the ships. At one point he
feared he was nearing his objective much too soon and actually
paddled directly south for some time, forestalling current. While
making little headway, his effort caused time to pass with little
or no further drifting northward. He was young and strong, but
still extended and nearly exhausted. He paused, opened the shutter
on his lamp and determined he had but another ten minutes of hard
work, before he allowed nature to work for him instead of him
working against it.

Captain Lee guessed that within twenty
minutes his boat would be alongside the snow Adams, or rather, now
flying the Union Jack, Detroit. He thought of his son James, who at
the last minute had boarded Lieutenant Elliott’s boat, which would
board the brig Caledonia. He then worried for Trove, and he stood
and strained to see well upriver and anticipated that he should be
seeing the flame from the raft any moment now.

One of the men in the bow drew his attention
with a loud whisper.

There was the flame, yet low, but distinct
and growing in both height and intensity. Trove had set his lamp
upon the oiled rags. From what William could gauge from the wind
and current, Trove had positioned the raft perfectly. Now he only
hoped it would be spied by the lookouts on the fort ramparts and
the anchor watches upon the ships before the approaching boats were
detected.

Soon there were calls and shouts from both
the shore and the ships. It appeared both anchor watches had
huddled at the bows attempting, William guessed, to rig spring
lines to give themselves some maneuverability to dodge the fearsome
raft, as not enough crew were aboard either ship to get underway.
Meanwhile he signaled his men and they rowed at a feverish pace.
Just five more minutes and they would be alongside.

Trove played the painter and the paddle,
timing the drift so that it would not come so near as to torch the
ships, but would steadily progress toward the ships so to cause
concern and attention. As the flames grew, the light that it shed
illuminated the nearby waters. He let out more line, not wanting to
be revealed as a target, but worried that with more line he could
affect less control. Suddenly he saw a boat approaching the raft.
He was momentarily confused. Captain Lee had mentioned nothing of
his boats coming to meet him. He soon realized this was a British
Durham boat put out from the fort to intercept and tow the raft
away from being a danger to the ships. Men were calling out to each
other, waving long pikes, working with coiled line and their
general activity and focus upon the raft kept them from spying his
canoe for just long enough for him to deploy the crude anchor of
several fair sized rocks. He expected the anchor might well drag,
but it would slow the advance of the raft. It was time for him to
go.

Captain Lee’s boat pulled alongside Adams
first, just seconds before Lieutenant Elliott’s boat struck the
larboard counter of Caledonia. His landing was so gentle at the
chains the grapnals were not needed and the men scrambled silently
over the side. The crew was yet gathered forward. When they finally
heard motion behind them, it was too late. They were night blinded
from staring at the fire, were at point blank pistol range and
cutlass point and, with nearly thirty well armed enemy on deck,
they offered little resistance.

Captain Lee ordered the British sailors into
the ship’s boat tied alongside to starboard and cast them away with
no oars. The current sent them astern, forevermore irrelevant to
the action now unfolding. Meanwhile, topmen were aloft, deck crew
were at their stations and he ordered, “Haul on the starboard
spring line!”

As the bow began to fall away to larboard, a
couple of shots rang out from aboard Caledonia, although Captain
Lee generally assessed she was nearly underway as well. He called,
“Let fall fore and main topsail and t’gallants, cast off brails and
haul away clewline, cast off headsail downhauls and haul away
headsail and topsail halyards.” On the heels of his words a loud
thump was heard under the starboard bow, immediately followed by
many shouts, shots and the clattering of metal. The British Durham
boat, no longer concerned for the raft and no longer fooled by the
diversion, was attempting to board and retake Captain Lee’s first
prize, Detroit.

Captain Lee strode confidently to the
foredeck and gathered men along the way as he shouted, “Alright
now, lads, aim for their eyes, if not with your pistols, than with
the points of you cutlasses.”

The hesitation on the other side of the
bulwarks was noticeable, as few wanted a cutlass tip in their eye.
A crowd gathered ‘round Captain Lee in support, a few shots were
fired, but he witnessed no casualties and the attack melted away,
back, he assumed, into the British boat, which made haste toward
Caledonia, hoping perhaps for a less prepared target.

Caledonia, however, was the finer lined and
faster of the two by far, and was well on her way in a diminishing
wind, sailing for the middle of the river where the current would,
combined with the great guns of the fort, become the real
enemy.

Soon William heard the familiar voice of
Trove calling from a distance, “Friend approaching, permission to
board!” The men on deck were so surprised to see a lone man in a
single canoe, they looked to Captain Lee, who smiled and assured,
“Help him aboard, lads, and full honors for the Master of our fire
raft!”

Trove tied the canoe to the channels and
clamored aboard amid congratulations from Captain Lee and fellow
shipmates. Trove took his place in the waist with the rest of the
crew just as the great guns in the fort roared thunder and belched
flame and spark, announcing the prospect of death across a
beautiful starlit sky.

With Caledonia well ahead, both ships
struggled to make the open lake. The light wind, with enough
easting in it earlier in the evening to give some hope, had
gradually since midnight veered almost due south and with the
current and great guns conspiring, the aged Detroit, never the best
in terms of handling, slid northward in the current and made little
headway. Balls splashed nearby. William knew it would only be a
matter of time before the full force of the current would cause
them to abandon their attempt.

A ball smashed into their transom. Another
struck the starboard spritsail yard. Lieutenant Elliott, ahead and
well to windward, to his credit noted the difficulty in which
Detroit found herself and dispatched himself in Caledonia’s ship’s
boat with four crew and made to assist Captain Lee. Elliott
boarded, took command and although he ordered minor, cosmetic
adjustments to sail trim, his efforts added little or no favorable
performance from an ungainly ship in a light wind entrapped in a
strong current. To make matters worse, other batteries along the
western shore were now awakened and as Detroit slid sluggishly
north, with little steerage, they were exposed to harassing fire
from shore.

Just as Detroit gained the middle of the
river, the wind died completely with a last, dying puff. Captain
Lee could make out Caledonia, now alongside the shore of Black Rock
and thanked the Almighty for what he presumed was James’s safe
deliverance. He then turned to Trove and noted wryly, “It appears,
Trove, you made for the wrong ship!”

Trove replied, without regret, “Now Sir, I
merely kept your promise that I’d be in the thick of it!”

Lieutenant Elliott was looking about,
considering options and, like Captain Lee, was likely aware that
soon British boats would set off from shore with more boarders than
their few could repel. Captain Lee approached and with deference
and respect, suggested, “Shall we put her on Squaw Island, lest
soon we ground in less favorable circumstances, or go over the
falls altogether?”

Elliott replied, “I did not take her to
ground her, nor lose her under enemy guns!”

Irrespective of good intent, thought
William, the river had a will of its own and they would be there
soon enough. “We may as well plan for that which we cannot
avoid.”

They would strike within seconds. Elliott
nodded in concession of the inevitable and was surprised when
William, rather than proceeding into the waist to prepare the men,
instead strode to the tiller, took it himself and called “All hands
to sheets and halyards, prepare to ground.”

As he felt the first scrapings of the bottom
sliding along the keel but with momentum yet in her hull, William
then cried, “Loose sheets, cast off halyards, haul away clewlines,
and downhauls!” He turned the tiller to larboard and Detroit struck
lying just east of south with her broadside to the western shore
and Fort Erie in the distance. They next brailed the spanker. With
all sail struck and the risk of fire minimized, Elliott requested
Captain Lee to accompany him below. As they proceeded from the
companionway into the wardroom, Elliott seemed shaken and
mentioned, “Of course, it may go better for you, being a
civilian.”

Captain Lee was confused. Elliott reached
for the cupboards above the captain’s desk, traditionally where
flags were kept for various purposes, such as signaling, and in the
cabin of Detroit he saw a white flag for surrendering. He reached
above the desk and placed his hand upon the white cloth, then
turned to William and began, “Mr. Lee, if you please—”

Captain Lee interrupted instantly, “Aye,
sir, I would be proud!” He reached over Elliott, seized the Stars
and Stripes which remained aboard what had until just recently been
the President Adams and now kept by the British for the sole
purpose of confusing their enemies. “I will have her run up on the
instant and will prepare to fight the ship.” He looked at Elliott
with such conviction and reproach as to evoke a brief look of shame
followed by embarrassment. Captain Lee rushed up the companionway
ladder before Elliott could reply or respond.

Even while charging up the ladder, Captain
Lee ordered “All hands, shift the larboard guns, bring them to bear
to starboard on the instant and prepare for action!” He delegated
to the gunners all the autonomy they would need to fight the ship
and within a bell, as dawn approached, they were as well fortified
as possible for what they expected to unfold at first light. The
Stars and Stripes, the national ensign, was hoisted; albeit hanging
limp from the peak of the gaff.

Lieutenant Elliott soon took the deck and
watched as boats set out from the western shore. As they
approached, the barrage from shore batteries opened up yet again.
With the assistance of a bright eastern sky, the profile of the
stricken ship made for an excellent target.

The roar was ominous, the scream of the
passing balls and the occasional splash of round shot in the river
was even more unnerving than was the crash of the same against
planking, splinters flying and men crying in agony. As the British
boats drew close, the great guns on shore cooled so as not to
strike their British comrades.

Now it was the turn of the American gunners.
Some assorted musket volleys together with two sporadic broadsides,
the recoil of all six great guns smashing across the deck,
straining their tackles, energized the crew and drove off the first
wave of boats. The work was neither fast nor pretty, with the
gunners and mates quite new at their work, but the roar of their
own wrath caused all to cheer their small success.

As the British boats reassembled, however,
the great guns on shore began again, with improved aim. This time
both Captain Lee and Lieutenant Elliott looked to each other and
agreed. It was time to go. It was time to save the men.

The crew assisted each other in swimming and
wading the few yards to shore. The officers carried documents, the
log and signal books into Trove’s canoe and kept them dry in the
landing. Captain Lee led the men as they crossed around to the east
shore of Squaw Island in full view of their comrades at Black Rock.
The Durham boat launched against Caledonia was already underway to
their rescue, with a skeleton crew steering downriver and taking
off all survivors, the wounded and several dead comrades.

As they landed at the yard at Black Rock
with Captain Lee assisting Trove in paddling the canoe, William
directed that a shore battery at the yard open fire on Detroit, yet
aground but with a British crew now setting sails in an attempt to
wrest her from the hard. After several telling shots, flames leapt
from the main course, spread quickly to the topsail and rigging and
soon the brig was ablaze as well as abandoned and still aground. As
all were content that she was a total loss and at least forever
deprived to the British, James approached his father. After
assuring their mutual safety and congratulating themselves on a
fair degree of success, James reminded, “You see, father,
Lieutenant Elliott fights with a will, does he not?”

Captain Lee made no response, but the
mention of the commanding officer reminded him not of Elliott’s
heroism, but rather, his absence.

Captain Lee walked to the cabin serving as
headquarters and was only mildly surprised to find Lieutenant
Elliott already answering questions posed him by a newspaper
reporter from The Buffalonian, who upon hearing the great guns in
the early morn had traveled to the naval yard to obtain the full
account.

Standing on the porch, holding forth with
respect to the overall strategy and preparation, including the fire
raft, the capture of Caledonia, the retaking of President Adams,
the dawn hoist of the Stars and Stripes, the spirited defense of
the grounded prize, even if later destroyed, Lieutenant Elliott
would have had a grand time but for his catching, out of the corner
of his eye, the expression upon a well informed and entirely
independent Captain Lee, standing arms folded, holding many
documents. The two men looked each to the other. Elliott’s
narration paused and the reporter glanced over to discern who had
caused this war’s first American hero to suspend his enthralling
account of impressive achievement.

Lieutenant Elliott requested politely of the
reporter, “Excuse me, Sir. You understand I must have a brief word
with a comrade, as matters are still requiring my attention.”

Captain Lee was motioned into the cabin
where he surrendered the remaining documents. Lieutenant Elliott
beamed with joy, until Captain Lee reminded him of James and his
request for a direct order, now that James had enlisted, that he be
transferred east. Elliott paused and considered the options
available to this particular father if disappointed with the state
of affairs as impacted his son. Captain Lee, a merchant master not
under his direct command and in the presence of a reporter waiting
just outside, may recall a differing version of the events of the
previous night and early morning.

Lieutenant Elliott reached for some
parchment, a quill and quickly dashed off a note:

9 October 1812

To Captain William Bainbridge, United States
Navy:

Sir, I recommend to you James Lee and his
party as experienced seamen enthused to advance the cause. They
have seen action on these Great Lakes, served with distinction and
have experience beyond their years.

Your most sincere servant,

Lieutenant Jesse Duncan Elliott

Handing the note to Captain Lee, he
cautioned, “I know not his present situation, but Captain
Bainbridge could last be found in Boston. He is a fine officer with
whom I enjoy a fond relationship.”

Captain Lee thanked Elliott even as the
Lieutenant dashed an order for James, officially a member of his
command, Proceed with all dispatch to deliver this document to
Captain William Bainbridge, United States Navy. In a great hurry to
rejoin the reporter before he began to interview others, Elliott
attempted to hand both papers to Captain Lee. William declined and
harassed him with just one more request, and an additional demand.
William requested the order to James and accompanying note be
delivered instead by the clerk of the yard.

Happy at the prospect of Captain Lee well on
his way, Elliott agreed and with respect to William’s new demand,
penned for him one more quick note, shook his hand, thanked him,
wished him luck and rejoined the reporter, picking up his tale
without any loss of enthusiasm.

Captain Lee folded the last note, slipped it
into his pack and strolled out onto the porch, first having made
certain the clerk had run off on his errand.

Later that morning, after breakfast and
while Captain Lee napped under the shade of a tree, both James and
Trove approached with news of new orders. James was disconsolate,
but he knew well, orders were orders.

 


 



Chapter Five

 


Sleet melted as it struck horse and rider,
the cobbled street and slate shingles. A light steam rose from
those quarters of the city which first warmed by the morning sun
were now protected from the cold northeast wind. Boston had enjoyed
a mild late October, which suddenly within hours seemed to turn
into an early winter.

The sleet stung his ears, face and hands as
the rider dismounted his horse and dashed for cover. The wind
caught the tavern door as he opened it, slamming it back against
the iron rail adorning the stoop, and he struggled to close it with
such vigor the tavern patrons looked up in surprise. He shuddered
to emphasize to them, warm and comfortable within, what he had
suffered to earn what he hoped was a vacant chair by the fire. A
familiar voice chuckled from deep within the shadow of a high
backed chair, making light of his ordeal.

“I say, Perry,” the voice said, “I may have
seen you look worse, but never upon the hard.”

Perry smiled at the observation, recognized
the voice and retorted, “I only hope, Lawrence, this Nor’easter
veers through the midnight watch. You well deserve a brutal
sendoff. And don’t think I won’t have my glass upon you, watching
for a hint of luff in the topsails.” Perry approached and as
Lawrence stood, Perry shook his hand and both grasped the shoulder
of the other in a warm greeting.

Lawrence caught the attention of the
landlord, “A tall brandy, good man, for my friend, Lieutenant, no,
Master Commandant Perry.”

Perry slipped off his soaking boat cloak and
hung it upon a hook near the fire. He reminded, “On the account, of
course, of Master Commandant Lawrence!”

The men smiled, looked each other over and
Perry offered, “You look trimmed, rigged and ready! And of course,
congratulations on your command; I was overjoyed!”

Lawrence nodded, dismissively and gestured
for his friend to take a chair as he took up his own drink, “Thank
you, Perry. Aye, good fortune, indeed!”

Combing back his thick, dark hair with his
fingers, Perry insisted with graciousness, “Perhaps, but well
earned, certainly.”

Lawrence looked to his friend and offered
with quiet appreciation, “Thank you for coming; sorry for the
weather.”

Perry warmed his hands by the fire and
assured, “Now really, Lawrence, do you think I would have missed
the squadron’s departure? While it is a joy seeing you, I would
have made the trip from Newport even without having received your
note.”

Lawrence smiled and asked, “And how is
Elizabeth?”

“Very well…” and after hesitating
slightly and looking at his friend directly, Perry added, “…
indeed, I am happy to inform you we are expecting!”

Lawrence beamed and confirmed, “Well, there
is never much point to wasting time! The honeymoon must have gone
very well!”

Perry took the hard chair next to Lawrence.
“We had a wonderful time and plenty of it. Why not?” And he added
ruefully, “The navy seems not to require my services.”

Trying to make the best of the obvious,
Lawrence observed, “Now, Perry, how many gunboats are actually
under your command on the Narragansett? Five? Six? I set off
tomorrow with a single brig and you have an entire fleet!”

Perry nodded, but recognized the comment as
little more than consolation. After some moments, he sighed, unable
to contain his frustration, and added, “They are numerous, but
pitifully small. There is less chance of me making any difference
with them than there is in the Royal Navy even noticing our
presence!”

Perry continued in attempt to break the grim
mood he had not wished to set, “But the Hornet!” he referred to
Lawrence’s single brig. “Now there’s a proper command. And sailing
in company with Constitution and Essex, why, the prospects for
action and prize money are inestimable!”

“This conflict has just begun, Perry. No
doubt you will see blue water and soon.” Lawrence stoked the fire,
stirred some coals and Perry enjoyed the increase in heat and
intensity.

Perry confessed to a good friend that which
he could not as yet come to share with his bride, “I fear the
demise of Revenge may have also served as the demise of my
career.”

Lawrence disagreed vehemently, “No, Perry,
you are wrong. You were acquitted and complimented at the inquiry
and I suspect the reason for your present command is your earlier
experience with gunboats.”

Perry recalled the events of late that
Lawrence referred to as the two men settled into momentary silence,
watching the fire and enjoying their brandy. In January, 1811,
Perry was in command of the schooner Revenge, ordered to complete
survey work along the New England Coast. The pilot, assuring Perry
of his experience with Rhode Island Sound, put her on a reef
opposite Block Island in a thick fog. The schooner was lost but
Perry was complimented for his conduct in saving the crew and his
impressive attempts to salvage all government property. It was a
low point in his career, which had otherwise been progressing
well.

Born in South Kingston, Rhode Island, the
son of a naval captain, Perry was off to sea at age thirteen. He
had sailed from the Mediterranean to the Caribbean, accumulating
experience and favorable reports as he advanced from Midshipman to
Lieutenant, and now recently confirmed as Master Commandant.

Lawrence broke the silence, “If the gunboats
were intended to signal a backwater, the navy would have never
confirmed your rank, same as mine. That gesture, I am sure, was
intended to assure you they see promise in your future.”

“Yes, well, nonetheless, the navy must have
a much better view of it than do I.” Perry attempted to change the
subject yet again from that duty he recently found so empty of any
significance, “Who is your First? How do you rate him?”

As Lawrence made to answer, Perry abruptly
stood, acknowledging a superior approaching, “Captain Bainbridge,
Sir.”

The tall, broad shouldered man in full dress
uniform was making his way from his table within the dining room
and had detoured to the fire. “Captain Lawrence, Lieutenant Perry,
good afternoon,” he acknowledgeed.

Both Perry and Lawrence glanced at each
other as each registered the Bainbridge’s unintended slight. Perry,
confirmed as Master Commandant, a Lieutenant entrusted with a
command, was deserving of being addressed as ‘Captain’ as well as
Lawrence. The fact that such was not generally recalled or
acknowledged by officers in command of men-ofwar in regards to
their brethren shepherding tiny gunboats on a well protected bay
underscored Perry’s concerns only too clearly.

Lawrence said, “Sir, would you care to join
us?”

“Thank you, no. I came over to extend my
congratulations to you, Perry, upon your wedding. Where are you
serving, just now?”

Perry replied, “Thank you, Sir.” Then as he
began to answer the second question, Lawrence interjected, hoping,
Perry was certain, of bringing favor upon his good friend, “Perry
has been charged with the defense of Narragansett Bay and entrusted
with several vessels.”

Perry looked over to Lawrence, hoping he
would not oversell to an officer such as Bainbridge, whose
experience would all too easily smoke such a ruse. Bainbridge was
polite, nodded and then asked Lawrence, “All is ready,
Captain?”

“Indeed, sir! I will be aboard tonight and
await your signals in the early morn,” Lawrence assured. Perry
noted Bainbridge had no comment with respect to Narragansett
Bay.

“Very well,” replied Bainbridge, “Good to
see you, Perry.” “Good luck to you, Sir!” Perry offered and
Bainbridge headed for the door where several other officers had
gathered to meet him. Perry looked to Lawrence and asked, “What
time do you weigh?” “Dawn, or upon Constitution’s signal. We shall
rig the nipper to the cable yet this evening.”

Perry’s heart ached for the adventure.
“Lawrence, look, a table has opened. Let us take our dinner,
exchange old tales and share all rumors we have heard! I shall take
a room here tonight and see you stand out to sea at dawn.”

As Perry and Lawrence dined, so too did
Captain William Lee with Lieutenant Maynard Holmes, dispatched by
Captain Isaac Chauncey, of Sackets Harbor, to accompany him on his
mission.

Captain Lee more than two weeks before had
dashed off an urgent letter to his sister Mary and Be-Mo-Se, his
native companion, in Detroit. It was just prior to his leaving
Black Rock with his son, James, and Trove. The three men determined
to travel east together to a point where the Oswego River split
northward from the Mohawk in central New York. They paddled hard,
traveled light and moved fast, hunting occasionally and fishing
more often from Trove’s birchbark canoe, Sarah. Trove mused the
night before Captain Lee headed north, “I never would have wagered
that when I helped myself to an abandoned native canoe in the
Illinois Territory, I would yet be in command in central New
York!”

Captain Lee smiled as James drifted off to
sleep near the fire, “Trove, surely that has be a record. I suspect
Sarah is just the first for you of many commands!”

The next morning, Sarah was less crowded and
Trove and James continued eastward in all haste with the orders
delivered them by Lieutenant Elliott at Black Rock and a document
for Captain William Bainbridge. Neither lad knew him or the
letter’s contents. William continued on northward alone, bearing as
river, stream and trail permitted, paying local watermen to assist
in transporting him in his quest to seek out Captain Isaac Chauncy
at Sackets Harbor.

At Oswego, Captain Lee prevailed upon a
government sloop bound for Sackets Harbor to save him days of
overland trouble and toil. Upon landfall, late the following day at
the eastern end of Lake Ontario, he was frustrated to learn he
would have to wait until the following day to speak with
Chauncey.

William toured the shipyard that evening and
was impressed with the activity and preparations underway. He then
reminded himself he was just forty miles from Kingston, a major
maritime center for the Royal Navy, Provincial Marine and a
strategic linchpin for the defense of Canada. William’s
observations confirmed Chauncey’s reputation: he was an excellent
administrator and organizer, mobilizing supplies and talent to an
impressive degree rare on the Great Lakes.

William slept little that night and in the
morning made his greeting as a supplicant before one whose deeds,
as evidenced by the shipyard, commanded William’s sincere respect,
“Good morning, Captain. Thank you for your time.”

“Of course, Captain,” Chauncey was as yet
completing his signature and waited another moment for his quill to
flow again before continuing. “You have come far and fast. Tell,
me, how are things at Black Rock?”

“Very well, Sir. Have you heard, as yet, of
Elliott’s cutting out?”

Captain Lee had Chauncey’s full attention,
“My word, not as yet!”

The quill would remain inert on the desk for
some time as Captain Lee offered the official line and a truncated
account. Still, William made certain Chauncey knew he was in
command of one of the Durham boats and briefly, the venerable
President Adams for her last of many voyages. Chauncey was
delighted and impressed. William hoped his ability to come bearing
good news would soon serve him well. “Sir, I bring you a

note from Lieutenant Elliott. I have been
appointed by him to serve as agent for our government, should you
approve.” Chauncey unrolled the parchment, hurriedly penned by
Elliott while newspaper reporters were waiting.

9 October 1812

at Black Rock Naval Yard

To Captain Isaac Chauncey, Commander, United
States Naval forces on the Great Lakes at Sackets Harbor

Sir,

I have the pleasure to inform you of a
favorable action this day in cutting out and capturing the Brig
Caledonia and Snow President Adams, from under the guns of Fort
Erie.

Caledonia is well found and ready to serve.
Adams, regrettably, after a prolonged fight during which we
accounted well for ourselves, was burned by our forces after
running aground so to deprive her to the enemy.

Casualties were light. Eleven prisoners were
taken. I recommend to you Merchant Master William Lee, as our agent
in negotiating any possible exchange for our soldiers and sailors
who may be held at Kingston.

Your Servant,

Lieutenant Jesse Duncan Elliott, U.S.N.”

Captain Chauncey was giddy with glee. The
summer campaigns on land had been a disaster and the war had opened
with nothing but bad news from the Northwest. For the time being,
Elliott had balanced the naval assets on Lake Erie such that
England could not, with the United States in possession of
Caledonia, totally dominate those waters. Charged with taking the
Upper Lakes, he knew that Lake Erie was critical and as the season
drew to a close, the heroics at Black Rock would make his difficult
job somewhat easier come spring.

“I must say, Captain Lee, you are a most
welcome interruption,” Chauncey beamed.

“Sir, I would be pleased to leave for
Kingston immediately,” and presuming the best, William stood to
make his exit.

“My heavens, please be seated, Sir.”
Chauncey shifted his focus from good news to an unusual request
involving delicate matters, “Elliott’s request is most
unconventional; appointing a civilian as our agent. Tell me, what
is he about?”

William made to reassure as he reluctantly
took his seat and prepared for the worst, “Sir, while it is true I
am a civilian, I am experienced upon these waters and know well of
our needs in terms of assessing which prisoners will be most useful
to the cause. Lieutenant Elliott knows that I intend to return with
ten badly needed hands and join our inland Navy. My status, at
present, or lack thereof, in no manner reflects my intent.”

Chauncey considered once again the note
before him on his desk and William’s verbal report. He looked up
and asked, “So you say, Captain Lee, that Elliott placed you in
command of Adams?”

“Aye, Sir, and a Durham boat of more than
thirty men landing at her chains.” William’s kept his voice calm
and soft and his gaze intent, as only one confident in his ability
to meet challenges could ever summon.

Chauncey then challenged with one more
question, “You mentioned you had planned to bring back ten. Yet you
hold eleven prisoners?”

William thought instantly of his good friend
and brother-in-law, Oliver, in two distinct contexts. First, Oliver
would never have so slipped. He was by far the coolest under the
pressure of presenting a proposal or handling a negotiation. How
merchantmen kept their cool, chose their words so carefully and
worked their words, gestures, expressions and inflection so to
bring about a desired result William deemed both beauty and art,
when not directed at him. He missed Oliver’s capable handling of
such matters of business in securing and confirming such
arrangements. William felt, suddenly, very out of his element and
in obvious need to return to sea and resume his station on deck, if
only he had a command. Second, he thought of Oliver as the obvious
reason for his referring to the return to service of only ten
seamen. Oliver was not a seaman.

“Sir,” William assured, dismissing his
indiscretion, “it was a manner of expression. Why, whatever the
number, certainly nearly a full crew for a sloop or schooner upon
these Lakes; why just think of the advantage!”

William hoped the mere thought of such a
favorable prospect might just shift Chauncey’s focus.

Chauncey stared out the window to the
activity in the yard and the brisk northeast wind now whipping up
whitecaps even in the harbor despite its lee shore advantage in
such weather. He closed his eyes and considered the projects
additional men could accomplish before snow accompanied those
northeast winds.

“Very well, Captain Lee.” Chauncey startled
William with his decisive tone as he wheeled around so to take his
seat as though boarding the enemy, “I will ask that you travel to
Kingston, however, with and subordinate to my adjunct. You may
depart tomorrow, as Lieutenant Bray has duties to attend this
day.”

Captain Chauncey picked up his quill and
made it so.

More than one week later, after only two
days of travel, Captain Lee and Lieutenant Bray dined after another
weary day of examining lists, far more lengthy and with little
detail, than what small counterpart they as Americans offered in
exchange to their British cousins. Having some days before crossed
the border and approached British sentries under a flag of truce,
they had been treated most generously since.

William determined that matters of diplomacy
were far too dull and fraught with far more process than any
practical man could easily endure. Bray was holding up rather
better, for he had some experience with such discussions in the
naval war with France at the turn of the century. He actually went
so far as to be encouraging, hoping to bolster William’s sagging
confidence.

“Now hear me, Lee,” he said, shaking a fork
full of mutton. “This list of soldiers they will present us
tomorrow is touted by our enemy as the solution to these
negotiations precisely because they know that seamen will best
serve our cause. Certainly they will entice us with a greater
number of landsmen in exchange precisely because they fear our
fitting out our ships far more than they fear us filling out our
ranks.”

As Bray wiped his fingers upon his napkin
tucked into his stock, William considered that Bray did not
entirely understand his purpose. “But Lieutenant, the British are
willing to exchange as many as thirty, with a full third of those
innocent civilians. How do we not take advantage of those
numbers?”

Bray took a drink of wine, “Aye, it is
tempting, but Chauncey was clear. He needs seamen and will not have
the time to train civilians at the pinrail.” Bray’s point was
telling and William knew, having given it his best now for more
than a day, that he must change tacks or soon run aground.

They broke more bread, looked over their
meager list once again and William decided upon a different
approach, “What say ye to sticking to seamen, but allowing them to
offhand a civilian or two?”

Bray looked confused and could not fathom
the rationale behind such an odd combination. William continued as
he backed his chair from the table at the only public house they
were allowed to frequent under the terms of their visit, “The
British will never agree to eleven seamen. Yet, if seamen we need,
then we take less than our maximum. We balance that which they fear
most with that which they fear least—civilians. Further, the
British know the civilians deliver them little leverage in future
discussions. They likely regret taking them and they constitute
nothing but an expense to them, at this point.”

Bray looked around the tavern where nearly
every third person wore the King’s coat. Making certain William’s
strategy was not overheard, he leaned inward and raised his brow,
“I say, Lee, I had never considered that approach. How many
civilians do you think they may require we take?”

William tested the water and braced him for
the worst, “Perhaps half.”

William waited until Bray’s protests passed,
like a squall rolling up from the quarter. William then added to
calm the waters, “But of course that will be much too many. I think
we would do well for Chauncey by taking only three.”

Bray played with his wine, swirling it in
his glass as he etched ovals in the tablecloth with the base of the
glass. “Well, that might do if we got some competent fellows who
knew their way around deck.”

William tried to hide his sigh of relief.
“Have another glass, Bray. I sense we may wrap this up tomorrow.”
Now it was Captain Lee cheering the adjunct. He stayed long enough
to refill Bray’s glass at least twice more.

Captain Lee needed Bray to sleep well while
he himself would sleep little. He could feel his excitement
building, as often occurred as conditions warranted his presence on
deck through successive night watches. He needed Bray to need him
on the morrow and more wine would cause Bray to appreciate his well
prepared merchant master companion – with unusual familiarity with
one civilian in particular.

William rose early, dressed in the best of
what little he carried and slipped his papers from both Chauncey
and the Royal Navy Port Captain of Kingston into his coat pocket.
As Bray snored in the adjacent room, William quietly slipped out
the door and proceeded down the tree lined lane, now thinning of
leaves and with most underfoot. He reported to the British garrison
his purpose that morning.

As cook stoves began to send smoke trails
from chimneys all over town and through the encampments, William,
now with an armed guard, was led to a small wood framed house on a
back lane from one of the major streets. Old but well maintained,
the house boasted two framed windows with glass, showed signs of
recently being whitewashed, and firewood was carefully stacked
outside a small door to the side of the stone fireplace. There was
no sign of activity, no smoke portending of breakfast. William
frowned. He was hungry, having poured over lists through much of
the night.

With a nod from the guard, anxious, no
doubt, to return and take his own breakfast, William knocked. There
was no response. Again, he knocked, with a will. After some
seconds, floorboards creaked and he could discern the sound of the
latch lifting on the inside of the door. The door opened and before
any greeting, William admonished, “I travel the length and breadth
of these inland seas and there is not so much as even breakfast
waiting?”

Oliver cried out, “William, what joy!” He
embraced his visitor and laughed aloud. Oliver’s face revealed the
love and familiarity of best friends as well as brothers-in-law,
parted much too long. Oliver’s surprise concealed, for the moment,
the loneliness of the past months. His joy was mixed with
confusion, a confusion that did not as yet justify hope. Did this
welcome surprise signal his deliverance and return to some
semblance of his former life, or had William himself in some manner
become prisoner?

William looked to the guard, who nodded
approvingly, and William entered. The guard took up his station
outside the door. Oliver stood in his nightshirt and demanded news
of Mary, his children and Be-Mo-Se. William assured him of the well
being of all but then cautioned, “I have less than an hour,
perhaps, so let me begin with what you need to know and
understand.”

Oliver nodded and as he shifted into more
suitable clothing, William built a fire, informed him of the status
of matters along Lake Erie, Black Rock and at Sackets Harbor.
Oliver was surprised at Trove’s return, delighted with James and
Trove making their way to Boston. William then turned the
discussion to his negotiations with the British as might soon
unfold. As the hearth heated, William placed some bacon and eggs in
a pan yet too cold. He cautioned and rehearsed Oliver in regards to
an interview he may face later that day.

With no more than a few minutes remaining,
William realized he had asked little about how his friend was
getting along and holding up as a prisoner of war. Oliver was
somber, but strong, “I am treated well. They afford me the honor of
a gentleman, pay the stipend to the owner of this home in a timely
fashion, I am informed, and of course I am permitted some limited
freedom and the ability to walk about; always watched from some
distance. I fear our soldiers and sailors may not have it so
comfortable, but there are so many, I suspect it is difficult to
extend to all such courtesies.”

William noticed Oliver had lost weight yet
appeared fit. Oliver confirmed, “Yes, both you and Mary would
approve, I am sure. I suspect I have lost some pounds. To stay fit,
I offer to garden, repair fences and assist with odd jobs.” Oliver
quickly added, “Nothing to assist with their war efforts, of
course.”

William nodded and assured softly, “Oliver,
what you did to assist my son James in escaping from the Schooner
Salina will forever place you among the ranks of patriots.”

Oliver was touched. “I would of course do it
yet again and once more if needed.” While sailing down bound from
Mackinaw upon Salina, with Friends Good Will already captured,
Oliver caused a diversion among the small squadron that allowed
James to swim to the shore of the St. Clair River. Those that were
Royal Navy amid the squadron did not take it with any sense of
humor; within a minute from confusion erupting on deck, Oliver
found himself under arrest. The offense was minor and he would have
likely been exchanged as a civilian some time before but for the
lack of British prisoners available to the Americans so to fuel
such discussions. That lack of prisoners told Oliver all he needed
to know about how the first full summer of conflict had unfolded
for the United States.

William looked into Oliver’s eyes and told
him, “I shall be back, I suspect, by the end of the day, but if you
are summoned by others, remember my caution.”

William rushed back to his quarters. He
gathered Bray, a bit duller than on most mornings, and called upon
the British Lieutenant at Navy Hall as had been their routine for
some days. William assured Bray as they entered the building,
“Lieutenant, I prepared a list last evening after searching for the
best seaman and most valuable citizens. Trust me.”

Just before dinner, Oliver was informed by
armed guards to gather his belongings. Within minutes he was in
Navy Hall. Ushered quickly into the Port Captain’s office, he
joined another whom he regarded as a civilian, like himself, also
with a small bundle of clothes. The Port Captain addressed Oliver
from behind a large, unkempt desk, “Sir, your name?”

“Oliver Williams.” The gravity of the
conversation caused him to settle his voice and expression as his
business instincts dictated.

The Port Captain read from a list compiled,
Oliver noted, in William’s hand, “You are from Detroit?

“Yes, Sir. My wife and family reside there
with me.” The more harmless he appeared, the better.

“And your occupation?” The Port Captain’s
initial impression was that Oliver was a bit on the older side to
be a serious combatant.

Oliver replied, “I own a dry goods store,
Sir. Or rather, I did, before the war.” Oliver’s concern was
evident from his tone. With the capture of Friends Good Will, he
lost a tremendous investment and he assumed his creditors would not
be pleased, nor patient.

The Port Captain looked into his eyes and
asked the question of which Oliver had been forewarned, “But, Sir,
is it not true you built a ship and sailed upon her
frequently?”

A man of honor, Oliver was bound to the
truth. In fact, the British were well aware of the essential facts
in any case. Well prepared, however, Oliver offered the truth with
an emphasis favorable to that which his best friend had informed
him was his captor’s chief concern, “Sir, I certainly did not build
a ship. I paid another to build it for me. I have no such skills. I
have sailed upon what was my vessel, before it was taken from me,
but always with a professional captain and paid crew. Business is
my business. My ship, at times, served as convenient
transport.”

The Port Captain considered. Oliver’s
answers made sense. But what led the Port Captain to his decision
was not Oliver’s explanation, but rather, his diction. True sailors
would never refer to a ship, especially their ship, as ‘it’.

“Mr. Williams,” the Port Captain announced,
“you are exchanged. Your parole, as concerns your neutrality,
extends to our border, you understand. Good luck to you and your
family.”

“Thank you, Sir.” Oliver and the other
citizen standing beside him gathered their bundles and exited Navy
Hall to find Lieutenant Bray, Captain William Lee and nine other
seamen, former prisoners, anxious to depart.

William approached, took his bundle and
assisted Oliver into a wagon, procured by Lieutenant Bray from a
local farmer in exchange for hard currency of the United States.
Oliver joked as he took his humble seat, using his bundle for a
cushion, “What, William, no dinner?”

William observed wryly, “I serve up one
breakfast and listen to you. My good man, you may soon come to miss
this soft life to which I fear you’ve grown accustomed!”

William had given James and Trove money to
purchase horses before he left them and departed north for Oswego,
so that once the waterways would carry them east no longer, their
good progress would continue upon roads and through villages that
improved and became more frequent with each mile. For three days,
the lads continued eastward on the Mohawk, then turned south on the
mighty Hudson and soon made Albany. Finally, they abandoned Sarah
with some small ceremony by setting her adrift from the eastern
bank. Both wondered as they made their way across the Berkshires if
the humble birch bark canoe might eventually run the British
blockade off New York and slip free into the great waters of the
Atlantic.

Now on their newly acquired horses, they
rode hard given their limited horsemanship abilities through the
afternoon sleet. The Nor’easter took on a more violent character as
they approached the coast. The lads figured that if the sleet was
going to sting anyway, they may as well feel the pain of it while
moving fast. At dusk they stopped to rest their horses at the
Village Green, a public house along the same in Lexington,
Massachusetts

James mentioned to Trove as they walked into
the public house, “My Uncle Oliver’s father, Charles Williams, was
here that morning, now thirty seven years ago. I calculated that as
we rode through the storm,” James boasted.

Trove answered, “What morning?”

James was exasperated. Trove was a good
friend, but like all, constant company did not always equate to
constant fellowship. “The revolution, Trove; it began just there,
on yonder green!”

Trove was clearly out of his element. Until
just more than two weeks before, he had never been out of the Great
Lakes basin, still very much the northwest frontier. He knew little
of the east or much of the factual backdrop behind the creation of
his own nation. As they took a seat at a table and James pulled out
a cloth in which was wrapped the remaining coins held between them,
Trove inquired, “What was he doing hiding in here?”

James looked at Trove, dumbfounded, for some
seconds. Trove looked back, completely mystified. James finally
admonished, “Not in here, I meant on the green, facing redcoats and
blazing away with his fellow patriots!”

“Oh, I thought you meant he was in this
tavern,” Trove responded, innocently enough.

“No,” James replied, then explained, “the
Williams family is from Roxbury, just nearby.” And as he took a
drink of ale, he murmured, “It seems hiding comes natural only to
Lees; my family!”

Now Trove took an attitude, “Oh, you are not
going to start that whine again, are you? Certainly, your father
never was a coward and proved it upon Adams.”

James retorted, “I saw what I saw on
Mackinaw Island and the fight did not begin on Adams until
Lieutenant Elliott rowed over and took command, do you recall?
Besides, why did father not accompany us to join the Navy and offer
his services to Captain Bainbridge? No, instead he went to run some
errand; in a city held by the enemy, no less!”

Trove insisted, “Do not tell me what
happened on Adams! We have been over this on the Mohawk and—”

The Landlord interrupted as he set warm
bread before the lads, all they could afford, “Did you lads mention
Captain Bainbridge?”

James replied, cringing at the use of the
term ‘lads’, “Why, yes, I have orders to find him. Do you know
him?”

“Yes, certainly; a favorite son, of sorts,
as he married a local lass,” the Landlord offered. “He is departing
at dawn from Boston harbor. His wife was visiting her family in
town just yesterday.”

James’ eyes grew wide, his voice urgent,
“Trove, let us hurry! We may miss him if we do not press!” As the
Landlord turned, James queried, “What ship, Sir, for Captain
Bainbridge?”

The Landlord replied, rather surprised and
implying in a tone suggesting that James and Trove were obviously
strangers, or even worse, landsmen, “Why, the frigate,
Constitution! Certainly you have heard of Old Ironsides?”

James did not answer but challenged, “Of
course I have heard of her and seen her too. Her sides are not
iron.”

“While that may be, when she took Guerriere
in August, that British round shot bounced off her sides as though
they were! Captain Hull earned a leave, so the Navy gave her to
Captain Bainbridge.”

James just smiled with a hope for good luck
that was beyond reasonable expectations.

Within minutes, their stomachs half full,
their glasses completely empty and the remainder of the bread split
evenly between their pockets, the boys mounted their horses and
began a long night ride.

James and Trove rode through Boston,
buttoned up for the night. James made straight for Long Warf while
Trove marveled at such a large city. Just as they slowed to
dismount, they encountered two naval officers, one walking away
from the other, having just exchanged their goodbyes. Just as one
made to step into a waiting gig, James approached the other,
“Excuse me, Sir,” knuckling his forehead, making his obedience in
the naval way that was, after just eighteen months, coming back to
him so quickly, “I have orders from Lieutenant Elliott at Black
Rock to deliver a document to Captain Bainbridge. Might you be
he?”

The officer just smiled, amused at the
thought and envious of the notion, “No lad, I am Master Commandant
Perry. But if you run and catch Captain Lawrence, just setting off
in that gig, he can take you out to Captain Bainbridge on
Constitution.”

“Thank you, Sir!” replied James, his legs
moving before the officer could even reply, “Godspeed!”

The following morning, the wind having
veered, still strong from the south, Master Commandant Perry
steadied his glass and focused upon Constitution’s foretopsail
luff, well illuminated by the sun just breaking over the horizon.
Constitution, the last of the squadron, began to make way. Perry
was proud to have already witnessed a pretty operation aboard the
brig, Hornet, speaking well of his good friend, Lawrence. Perry
smiled as the image of two young lads, coiling and making off the
topsail grommets while balancing on the footropes, leaned casually
over the yard and appearing to enjoy the excitement and adventure
of a picture perfect departure. The scene brought to mind his
encounter with two lads the previous evening.

Perry swallowed hard and then frowned, even
as he gazed. He wondered whether he would ever again have the
opportunity to serve in such manner.

 


 



Chapter Six

 


Abigail reached over the desk with her right
hand, deposited the quill in the ink well and increased the height
of the wick in the oil lamp. The resulting brightness and heat
generated by the flame was both welcome and unusual for the time of
day.

The thick clouds of early evening left no
hint that the sun, absent from view now for several days, had
progressed through its arc over the past several hours. Soon it
would be dark. Abigail’s fingers were beginning to cramp and the
fire in her bedside hearth was beginning to dwindle. Thomas really
should have stopped by some time before to tend to it, she
thought.

As her dinner engagement was nearing, she
focused on completing her correspondence. The ink from her last
phrase still drying, she began to read her letter from the
beginning:

November 28, 1812

My Dear Robert,

Abigail considered yet again whether her
address was too familiar. While not entirely sincere, she feared
Lord Castlereagh would read and interpret her greeting as much too
encouraging. She genuinely missed his insight, company and, amid
the frustrations of the frontier, his influence. She also knew that
her prolonged stay, longer than she thought would have been
necessary, would likely cause him to doubt his assessment of their
relationship. It was therefore, she concluded, best to be
assuring.

I trust these words find you well and that
you received my letter from Halifax of our safe crossing. I arrived
in Amherstberg in late September and found James in good health but
ill spirits. Our discussions, or most often I would more accurately
describe as ‘negotiations,’ proceed slowly as he considers his
options and new found status in a very deliberative fashion. Worse,
as we progress on the one front, the fortunes of war, it seems,
serves

up for me only frustrations and uncertainty
on the other.

The ‘negotiations’ of late to which Abigail
referred were focused primarily upon forming a consensus as to
which bottle of wine they could come to settle upon amid the
limited cellar of the inn where she and James frequently dined.
Impasse, she noted, was never resolved with James sacrificing, but
rather with him, almost deliberately she came to observe, ordering
both bottles which reflected their respective preferences. While
she did not so much care about the wine, all of it inferior to that
which she had become accustomed, her instincts told her never to
back away from that which she declared to James as representing her
wishes and desires. James must understand she would need to be
served.

There had also been horse rides and picnics
on autumn afternoons, most often to the mouth of Portage Creek,
just southeast of Fort Malden as it flows into Lake Erie. James
kept to himself how it was that he was so familiar with secluded
locations. He did not trouble Abigail with his clandestine meetings
and capital crimes considered by him as necessary in orchestrating
the theft and illicit sale of His Majesty’s arms for profit.

Abigail, having come to know Sir Edgar in
many ways more deeply than she had ever known his son, James, would
not have been the least surprised had James, on any given evening,
well past drunk and while leaning heavily upon her strong but
slender shoulders, confessed to her his misdeeds of the previous
year. Had James told Abigail the entire truth, she would have begun
to calculate, even while pretending to listen to the details. She
would have come to conclude that James had, on more than one
occasion, risked his life and family’s reputation for profits
totaling little more than the cost of their evening.

Occasional dinner parties among other
officers, some with their wives, most clearly indicated to Abigail
the merit of her designs. She considered the past eight weeks
largely fruitful. James was progressing; not so much in terms of
dispelling his hurt and humiliation caused by her marriage to his
father, but rather, with the assistance of drink, he seemed to be
forgetting about her betrayal of him. She knew that well, for at no
such gathering of fellow officers was she introduced by James as
his father’s widow.

I confess some unease as to when it would be
safe to return to England. While my business in Upper Canada is not
yet completed, the reports with respect to the War seem mixed and
confusing. Certainly the news of Mackinaw and Detroit brought joy
and we celebrated General Brock’s valor. It seemed, as we made our
way to Amherstberg, the Americans would plea for peace before the
snow fell. But then appalling reports made their way through the
wilderness of a massacre at Fort Dearborn and we fear the unchecked
brutality will only stiffen the resolve of our ‘cousins’.

Abigail thought of Tecumseth, whom she had
both met and seen on a number of occasions these past couple of
months. He was intriguing, charismatic and, as a civilized woman
she would never write nor admit to Robert, she regarded him a fine
specimen of his gender. She agreed, however, with many of the
officers she had heard discussing events unfolding, that unless
Tecumseth could control his more distant warriors, the dishonor
heaped upon England’s armed forces would be difficult to bear or
later explain. She had elected not to relate any of her thoughts in
that regard. Robert, while a master of politics in England, would
never understand and likely not appreciate her emphasizing his
distance, both in terms of geography and understanding of the
frontier to which she had been born.

Certainly, Robert, the news of this American
frigate named for the Colonial’s Constitution and her inexplicable
good fortune over our Guerriere brought as much dismay throughout
England as it has Canada. I fear it may have emboldened some of the
Lake sailors serving at Black Rock near Niagara. In October, two of
our ships upon Lake Erie were taken from under the very guns of
Fort Erie. While the Americans have few vessels to assert
themselves on this lake, with many of ours laid up for the winter
here at Amherstberg, this cowardly, brash act left us with two
fewer of those still under sail. I am assured it will matter little
come spring, yet the incident caused our enemy to celebrate
mightily.

Abigail started at a knock upon her door.
“Yes?” she inquired.

“It is I, m’lady. And how is your fire?”
replied Thomas.

“Please, Thomas, it is on the wane.” She
stood to open the door and greet him. “Thomas, if you could be so
kind as to assure this letter is posted this evening, I would be
most grateful.” Knowing he would look at the address in any case,
she offered, “I am offering Lord Castlereagh my impressions of our
situation here in Amherstberg.”

“Certainly, m’lady,” Thomas replied as he
removed the screen, hunched over and poked at the fire, rearranged
the coals and added more wood.

The room brightened, the radiant heat warmed
Abigail’s hands and she turned to feel the warmth on her cheeks.
Standing next to her, Thomas ventured a liberty, “You may wish to
add that what I heard just today. Apparently the American’s at
Sacket’s Harbor are building at a terrific pace. Lieutenant Dunlap
was suggesting to Master Commandant Hall that one of their larger
ships may well be launched by this date.”

Abigail thought for a moment, not about
American ships, but about English men. “James does not think highly
of Lieutenant Dunlap,” she quietly observed. Abigail knew Thomas
had little use for James, but his opinion of others she often found
useful to consider, even when she did not agree with his
assessment.

Thomas took the invitation, “M’lady, mark
me. Lieutenant Dunlap is a capable naval officer. I have served
under many, of varying degree of skill and honor. He is young, but
has what it takes to do well and go far.”

Abigail did not disagree. She did not know
why James disliked Dunlap, but suspected that it was something
personal between them; perhaps jealousy, perhaps natural
competition, perhaps it held its origins in their service together
on Hope. But she had spent enough time observing James these few
weeks to not necessarily endorse his opinions, typically negative,
without question.

“And Master Commandant Hall?” she queried,
as she set out her evening’s dress upon the bed.

Thomas sighed, shook his head slowly and
admitted, reluctantly, “Hall seems steady ‘nough. And of course I
have no impression of his seamanship or good sense on deck, but… well, m’lady… he seems to me to be having more difficulty
commanding his subordinates than can be explained, to my mind.”

“What do you mean, Thomas?” she asked,
detecting unease.

“M’lady, it seems to me Mister Hall seeks
approval rather than demand obedience. Of those among him, both the
righteous and the wicked alike take advantage of the weak.”

Abigail nodded and stared into the fire.
Thomas took her silence as dismissal and retired from the room.
Again, she returned to her seat and took up the quill and began the
end her letter:

I confess we have lost a true hero in
General Brock. Queenstown Heights, to us here in Canada, seemed
like our own Trafalgar. We won the field and the day, but at such a
cost! General Brock was held in high esteem and our people both in
uniform and not took his death very hard. Send us another, will
you, Robert?

Please pray that our leaders may serve up
victories, Robert, so that as the roads freeze and travel quickens,
I might without too much hardship return to Halifax and to…

She read the last line, almost inserted the
word “England,” then thought of his wealth, the uncertainty of her
situation and quickly instead scripted in a replacement:

… you.

She did not make mention to Robert of her
mother. Her preoccupation with her interests as presented by James
had as yet left her no time to travel to Dover Mills. She wondered
if Robert would notice and question the omission. She wondered
whether those in Amherstberg wondered the same.

Still, she had no time to add more, her
evening engagement was pressing. She completed the address, the
seal and resolved to deliver it to Thomas after she dressed and
made ready for another dinner at the Inn with James. She considered
which wine she had as yet not suffered from that poor excuse for a
cellar in a game of wits and will with a troubled man.

Lieutenant James Fleet glowered at
Lieutenant Owen Dunlap. His look of intense hatred chilled Master
Commandant Hall as the three stood alongside the hulls of the
squadron, hauled up on the hard and wrapped for winter. Dunlap had
just corrected James. “Our brig, General Hunter, last changed her
water more than a month ago. It is so foul amid such bounty of
fresh water ‘tis a crime to serve it up to anyone but the dogs.”
Hall noted a snowflake pass amid the dry, blowing leaves.

“The men have been working upon converting
Little Belt to a proper man o’ war and adding gun ports,” offered
Fleet, defensively.

“Ports for what guns?’ chided Dunlap. Hall
raised his eyebrows and Dunlap continued. “This sloop, for all her
beauty is still, after all, one of our smaller ships. More time
should be spent caring for that which can throw some serious weight
in metal. I shall have my crew attend to the water in the
morning.”

“Pump her yourself, Dunlap. That’s all your
Provincial Mariner’s are good for,” retorted Fleet.

Fleet turned to Hall, implored, “Sir, while
you have been stationed at Amherstberg, granted for just some
weeks, we have yet to discuss reassignment of your officers among
the available vessels. Little Belt is our fastest, no doubt. But I
am senior and would spend much more time on General Hunter would
you confirm her as mine.”

H. M. Brig General Hunter, while not large,
was one of the more highly regarded in the squadron, armed with six
guns although pierced and capable of carrying more. She was built
and launched to replace H. M. Schooner General Hope, which had been
lost under Fleet’s command. The irony was not lost, even upon
Fleet, and he wondered if the Royal Navy would entrust to him the
replacement in light of his history with the original.

Dunlap was aghast at Fleet’s presumption.
Hall walked away from the sloop and toward his office. The two
officers followed Hall like opposing ships pursuing the prize,
exchanging broadsides throughout the chase. The three men were
trailed by a high wicked wind stripping the oaks of their most
stubborn leaves and casting them adrift in the river beyond.

Dunlap ignored Fleet’s previous personal
insult about his background in the Provincial Marine. Dunlap, since
commissioned in the Royal Navy, had thus far throughout his career
easily impressed his superiors to a far greater extent than Fleet
ever could. To make the rivalry even more explosive, Dunlap had
years before served as First Officer to Fleet in command of the
ill-fated Hope.

Dunlap began, “Sir, I am Senior on this
station, date of commission notwithstanding, and my previous
commands included schooners returned safely to their moorings,
together with brigs not much different from General Hunter.” Dunlap
stressed the phrase purposefully, just to send Fleet into a rage,
his reference obviously to the schooner Hope put on the rocks with
Fleet in command. Dunlap noticed Fleet place his hand around the
hilt of his dirk and did not take his eye from Fleet’s hand until
it relaxed a few steps later and returned to Fleet’s side,
assisting him in keeping a brisk stride.

Hall nodded and wished his destination was
not so near. He rather relished the strong winds and rustling
leaves which made for difficult conversation. It postponed the
necessity of that which was utterly unknown to him by way of an
adequate reply to his warring officers.

Finally, boots pounded across the wood plank
porch, the door slammed from the wind and boat cloaks were strewn
about on chairs as the men made their way straight to the fire.
Hall began, “Gentlemen, let us not quarrel over assets on the hard.
Our squadron will not swim again for some months.”

“Precisely, Sir,” interjected Fleet, “which
is why it is important to appoint those in command now, so to
render the vessels our own and allow us to improve each to suit our
needs.” Dunlap had to agree with Fleet on that point. A squadron of
ships, without assignments, would only serve to unnerve and divide
the officers amid a sea of uncertainty. Still, Dunlap was glad that
Fleet had spoken the point, as it obviously annoyed Hall to new
heights.

Dunlap took another tact. “Of course, Sir,
you are correct. My apologies. Still, as we discussed earlier this
afternoon, the magazine of General Hunter could stand many
improvements, for the safety of the men.”

Hall offered Dunlap his total attention.
Fleet was wary, not knowing what Dunlap had in mind. Dunlap
continued. “Sir, while laboring at a trade as a youth in York, I
worked daily with copper sheet and picked up additional skills
while residing with surrounding natives just this past summer. We
have access to copper sent to us from England; Plymouth yard
mistaking our waters for salt instead of sweet. Let me take some
men and line the entire magazine with copper. ‘T’would make for a
capital improvement for which I am uniquely qualified to direct.”
Copper lining was standard safety practice for larger ships as it
did not spark, which when in the vicinity of black powder, was
reassuring to all aboard.

Hall nodded in agreement and approved, “An
excellent idea, Dunlap. You have my permission,” causing Fleet to
slip into a state of near debilitating frustration.

“But, Sir—!” stammered Fleet, only to be cut
off at the knees.

“Gentlemen, leave me,” Hall commanded
wearily. “The hour grows late, I grow hungry and your bickering
grew old some time ago.”

“Aye, Sir,” Dunlap quickly confirmed. Fleet
recognized his rival had achieved his desire: the opportunity to
grow still more familiar with General Hunter. He hadjust finished
down rigging and covering her for the winter. Task by task, Dunlap
was acting as, if not yet appointed, in command of a larger and
more powerful ship than he was given the previous season with no
guarantee of a command come spring.

With Dunlap’s exiting the office, Hall
offered an expression of exasperation for Fleet’s failure to
follow. James Fleet wheeled about and recalled he was near to late
for his dinner engagement.

James was typically waiting at the bottom of
the stairs. Abigail knew James enjoyed watching her descend the
steps. Not this night. She instead found him seated in the front
room of the inn, drinking a brandy, scowling into the fire with
such intensity as to brighten the blaze. Abigail attempted to
distract him with her most coy smile. “James, I say, am I no longer
worth waiting on, even in your favorite sea green gown?”

James looked and considered her, his faint
smile hardly disguising his angry, dark brown eyes. She had seen
those eyes many times before over the past ten years and wondered
at how father and son, so different, could bring to bear near
identical expressions for such similar reasons. “Abigail, I tell
you now, lest true gentlemen maintain the integrity of our ranks
and our superiority as officers, I fear we are lost, both in
purpose and merit.”

Coyness having failed, sympathy yet stood a
chance. Abigail looked concerned and attended him. “Pray, James,
what has happened? You seem so vexed.”

Remembering his manners, James stood,
extended his arm toward their usual table and shook his head, “That
weakest of men, Hall, has once again put too much faith in
Dunlap.”

James seated her first, took his chair, and
Abigail reached out and placed her hand on his arm across the
candlelit table. “How is that?” she asked. At that moment, the door
swung open and Dunlap and another officer entered the inn and took
a table, one of only six in the parlor. James’ face reddened with
anger as he watched his rival’s procession and he took another
large swallow of brandy.

He turned back to Abigail. “We were
discussing project assignments,” he said curtly, withdrawing his
arm from Abigail’s hand, not quite ready to as yet admit to himself
the support he derived from her company. “As you might expect, a
mere provincial marine is far more interested in stealing a command
than in earning it from years of good breeding and grace.”

Abigail nodded and hid the fact that she had
no clue as to what was the problem. James continued, “Dunlap
appears to covet the Brig General Hunter, one of our finer vessels
and a proper command for true Royal Navy. Hall has such a dearth of
experience in command on these inland seas, I wonder but that he
may just be agreeable to turning her over to Dunlap.” James
shuddered as though he was unable to bear a certain degree of
injustice in the world.

Dunlap stood to welcome still another
officer to his table and in so doing, glanced round and noticed
Abigail. At that precise moment, Abigail allowed one of her gloves,
resting upon her lap, to slip to the floor.

Instantly Dunlap approached. As he bent to
retrieve the glove, he could not but hear Fleet continue, “If that
dandy, Hall, hands General Hunter over to that backwoodsman,” James
confessed, his voice low and his eyes narrow, “I shall demand that
my seniority and status dictate an even greater command.”

Dunlap straightened stiffly. Fleet caught
his presence and Abigail blushed, more out of embarrassment for
James to have been overheard than from attendance by a well
mannered officer. Dunlap waited some seconds for the chagrin felt
by Fleet to have its full effect, then said quietly, without so
much as acknowledging Fleet, “I feel a far greater privilege to
extend you a courtesy, widow Fleet, than obligation to dignify that
comment by way of reply. Your glove, ma’am.”

Fleet caught Abigail’s blush, mistook it as
caused by an advance from Dunlap and seized upon it as conduct with
which, for years, he had been much too patient. In that instant,
all of the admiring looks, the encouraging glances, the sly
comments and arranged excuses of men seeking to win Abigail’s favor
for years, even while still a girl and before she had even met his
father, came to the forefront of his clouded memory and emotion.
James stood and in a voice strong enough for others in the room to
hear clearly, challenged, “Lieutenant Dunlap, you will beg our
forgiveness this moment for your untoward behavior to my companion,
or answer for it, by God!”

Dunlap calmly looked to his fellow officer
and dinner companion and requested, “Pray, request of Lieutenant
Fleet whom he should wish to appoint as his second. Please call
upon whomever he should name and make all the necessary
arrangements for the ‘morrow.”

Lieutenant Dunlap turned and with a
confidence and calm that was slightly unnerving to all, left the
inn. His friend, instantly being thrust into the midst of the
conflict by implication, stammered a bit in the presence of Fleet,
having felt his sharp tongue before, but managed, “Sir, upon whom
should I call?”

At that moment, James came to realize how
truly alone he was in terms of peers he could count as friends.
Abigail, sensing his hesitation suggested, “My man, Thomas, if you
please.”

Dunlap’s companion nodded, shrugged off his
surprise at the lowly referral and left but a few seconds behind
Dunlap.

James felt just a pang of humiliation. He
did not like Thomas and was sorry he had shown Abigail even a
slight hint of the isolation he felt, throughout, it seemed, nearly
his entire life since he had introduced her to his father. He was
filled with sadness and rage, for her, his father, for his mother
divorced and deceased near penniless, and it took him some seconds
to even remember he would soon be taking aim at Dunlap, who seemed
suddenly rather irrelevant to all that was pulling upon him in
those moments of his brash challenge.

James took his seat and tried to absorb how
his world had changed in just the last few seconds. He had
practiced with pistol and ball some years back and had a rather
nice set at one time, which he gambled away in Plymouth, following
the courts martial convened for the loss of Hope. He doubted Dunlap
had ever handled such fine pieces, but they were of little use to
him now. He tried to bring his thoughts back to Abigail and dinner,
but Dunlap’s calm was unnerving. Damn that poise, that sense of
confidence and equality from a commoner by birth!

The landlord took their order. James mumbled
his usual. Abigail knew James was most upset. He had even neglected
to ask her of her preference for wine. She made the point by
waiting until the Landlord had turned away. Abigail purposefully,
as a reproach for his distraction, made a point of adding, “I shall
be most grateful for a glass of red with my dinner.”

The Landlord assured, “Of course, M’ lady”
and looked disapprovingly over to James as to suggest he had best
consider the widow Fleet, or certainly others would. As Abigail
sat, watching James stare it seemed at the wall behind her or the
tablecloth in front of her, it dawned upon her that sometimes fate
could be a friend. If this Dunlap fellow was a good shot, she and
Thomas would be making their way to England by week’s end, Article
Twenty First of the trust, drafted by Wellstone, having attended
her circumstance nicely and all of her plans rendered so ironically
unnecessary.

Late that evening, as Abigail informed
Thomas of his duties on the ‘morrow before sending him to meet his
counterpart, he assured her that he served in such capacity on
prior occasion for Sir Edgar, a fact with which she was unfamiliar.
After the arrangements had been made, pistols at dawn, Thomas
drifted off to sleep in the next room, disappointed that he may not
after all provide that service to the widow Fleet that he resolved,
while upbound on the St. Lawrence late the past summer, would fall
so easily within his scarce conscience.

“Absolutely not!” affirmed Hall. “No, no,
and never!” His head was shaking; his fist near to pounding upon
his desk. Hall was already ornery that his late dinner at the inn
had been interrupted upon reports of his officers’ misconduct.

Dunlap protested, yet tucking his shirt into
his pants. He had been hauled by a mere midshipman, at Hall’s
direction, from his bed, having retired less than an hour before.
Dunlap had retired somewhat later than usual. After the altercation
at the inn with Fleet, Dunlap had checked his nerves with various
tasks such as polishing boots, brushing his jacket, selecting a
shirt and taking most of his time cleaning and preparing a standard
issue Naval pistol. He was prepared to suffer a short night, an
early morn and perhaps much more for the sake of his honor. “Sir, I
had no choice. He accused me of advancing upon the widow Fleet and
demanded my apology.”

Hall dismissed the reason. “Dunlap, I am
surprised and disappointed. You know well that dueling has been
prohibited among officers for now some years. You will tarnish your
reputation, perhaps lose your life, deprive me of an officer no
matter what fate has in store and blemish my command. I will not
hear of it.”

Another midshipman burst through the door,
the cold wind fanning the waning fire. Hall raised his eyebrows and
without words, demanded an explanation, “Sir, Lieutenant Fleet will
not stir. He is…,” the lad hesitated, was about to say ‘sodden
with drink’, but rather phrased it, “well… in the deepest of
sleep.”

Hall and Dunlap looked at each other. Dunlap
smirked and considered the possible advantage he might hold, within
hours, on the field selected outside of town, along the banks of
the river, with his opponent dulled by drink. Hall, rather, rolled
his eyes and considered his ill fortune and challenges inherent in
commanding such children for officers. It was through Fleet’s own
weakness that Hall found inspiration.

Hall ordered a midshipman, “You will post a
guard outside Fleet’s hut and another at the inn. Keep that widow’s
man, that rogue … what is his name, Thomas, inside for the
entire morn and let no one approach and awaken Lieutenant Fleet.”
Hall smiled and began to enjoy the picture unfolding for the entire
naval establishment to witness and embellish by noon. “If Fleet
must sleep, let him and by all means, leave him to take every
advantage of our consideration.”

Dunlap looked perplexed. What was he to do?
How would such device serve his honor and reputation? Did not Hall
realize that such tricks would only cause the event to be
rescheduled, after chuckles and sneers amid all? Certainly, Dunlap
would not stoop to claim satisfaction by default. Never under such
circumstances.

Hall gathered Dunlap’s dismay and revealed
the next part of his plan, “Dunlap, you will dress this instant,
ride to Tecumseth’s camp and inform him that I request that you
visit with White Elk, south of the River Raisin on the Michigan
side.”

“But Sir—!” Dunlap’s protest was not yet
even articulated and Hall waved him off, insisting upon silence.
The expression on the part of the young gentlemen enforced Dunlap’s
worst nightmare. It would certainly look as though Dunlap had fled
in the night.

“Believe me, Dunlap, I know how it will
look. That is precisely why these young men standing before us this
night will bear witness and attest for the entire establishment
come morning that you were ordered to depart against your protests,
in part precisely because there will be no dueling within my
command and no dishonor from its avoidance.” Hall looked to the
midshipmen, “Do you hear me and understand?”

The young officers, barely teenagers, looked
simultaneously disappointed to miss their first duel while excited
by their role as witnesses for the entire naval community and
affirmed, in unison, “Aye, Sir!”

Still, Dunlap was chagrined, “Sir, it
appears a fool’s errand! I implore you—”

Hall remained stalwart, “Look here,
Lieutenant,” using Dunlap’s rank to purposefully remind him of
proper discipline, “I am informed we are to expect an attempt on
the part of the Americans to retake Detroit. They have successfully
defended Fort Wayne and may move northward. I need you to moderate
the natives and ensure that should we see action we have no more
senseless violence as was employed at Fort Dearborn. No one has a
better rapport or has achieved a level of trust with the allied
tribes as have you. The presence of White Elk will only reinforce
the importance of your mission.”

Dunlap considered. He too had heard the
rumors of an attempt to retake Detroit. General Harrison was in
Ohio, having relieved Fort Wayne, and was somewhere along the
southwest shores of Lake Erie. His movements were watched as
carefully as the season would allow. White Elk enjoyed status among
the tribes, lending gravity to the mission, and indeed, as Dunlap
well knew, no other naval officer at Amherstberg was more
experienced or better qualified to moderate the natives. The
massacre at Fort Dearborn had actually hurt the British cause. If
not for the timing, Dunlap would welcome the mission as both
important and honorable. Still, his expression revealed his
conflict and reluctance, even as he held his tongue.

Hall appreciated Dunlap’s restraint, was
actually sympathetic to his position and had no doubt but that
Fleet had provoked the incident with his wildfire temper. His voice
and expression moderating, he offered softly, “Owen, do this for
me, do it well and I assure you, I had you in mind for General
Hunter now for some weeks.”

Dunlap’s expression brightened and the
encouraging glances exchanged by the young gentlemen reinforced in
his mind the merit of his promised appointment. Hall caught the
glances and realized his indiscretion with his promise of quid pro
quo in the presence of other officers, however young. He cautioned,
“Not a word of this discussion, but for the direct orders and the
mission, you hear me well, now!”

Both the midshipmen nodded. Dunlap knew the
entire arrangement would be common knowledge within a week. He
considered Fleet’s dismay and consternation, smiled slightly and
affirmed, “Aye, Sir. However I may be of service.”

Hall smiled, exhaled with relief and sat to
write two copies of orders, one for Dunlap to take with him across
the Detroit River, the other so to protect Dunlap’s reputation on
the banks from which he would soon depart.

Within the hour, while Fleet snored and
guards were posted at his quarters and outside the inn, Dunlap led
a mount down to the landing for a crossing, by bateaux, with his
native companion.

Well after the sun rose and the frost on the
designated field melted, with the residual steam yet wafting up
from the river as it cooled still further from the advancing
season, Lieutenant Fleet bolted from his slumber. With his head
pounding, he ran outside in his nightshirt, panicked at the thought
he had defaulted and his honor was forever lost. Within seconds, he
noticed the guards, heard the laughter and was appalled at the
thought that his contest had been cancelled. The reality worsened
when he realized that Dunlap yet again appeared as the more trusted
between them in service rendered to the Crown.

Abigail considered, with the duel cancelled,
that Wellstone, for all his foresight, would not as yet be able to
apply the law as supplied by Article Twenty First to the facts.

Thomas merely smiled and took hope. His
services for his mistress might yet be needed.

 


 



Chapter Seven

 


Perry leaned into the hill, increased the
depth of his breathing and delighted in the cloud of steam, soon
turning to frost on his coat and hat. The snow parted with each
step, his boots furrowing water, though frozen, as would his ship
leaving a wake, had he a real command.

Perry noted that even such routine
observations of nature reminded him of his situation and
underscored his longing and professional malcontent. He resolved to
not allow his frustration to ruin his walk. The storm from the
night before had moved offshore leaving in its wake only flurries.
The flakes swirled around him but were not heavy enough to block
out a promising early morning sun.

Perry followed his routine, having years
before realized that sailors for the most part celebrate routine as
both safe practice and reassuring measures amid the risk and
uncertainty with which they lived. Here, on the hard, in Newport,
Rhode Island, despite the season leaving his gunboats little real
activity and none of it important, his wife had grown accustomed to
this particular routine; his early morning brisk walk up the hill
from the green, behind Trinity Church, proceeding still further up
the hill from the harbor to the ancient stone tower; to take his
view of Narragansett Bay.

He would scan the horizon and all inlets and
anchorages visible, both north and west, along the western shore of
Connanicut Island and the village of Jamestown, justifying his
mission as not only favorable to his health, good for his legs and
maintaining his wind, but also as consistent with his duties and
command, patrolling the all too vacant and inactive waters within
reach of his tiny gunboats.

Perry passed Trinity Church graveyard,
causing him to consider the near 200 years of spirited settlers and
seamen who came before him. The headstones served to memorialize
voyages, commands and notable ventures. Soon he earned the crest of
the hill, rested in the shadow and took refuge in the lee of the
abandoned stone tower.

Perry turned to study the sea. He was
instantly stunned and visibly started, as one starts upon realizing
one is not alone when thinking quite assuredly the opposite. There,
now entering the inner harbor, pinching her way upon a larboard
tack between Fort Walcott on Goat Island and Fort Adams on Brenton
Point, was a large ship, its subtle lines and rig unfamiliar to
him. He within a split second adjudged her a frigate. Causing his
heartbeat to pound more heavily, the outline of topmasts and the
headrig of a second frigate was standing up the Bay on the opposite
tack, having left Castle Hill on its starboard quarter and was,
like a sheep dog, preparing to tack in the wake of the lamb.

He raised his glass instantly, fumbled
excitedly with the extension of the barrel and focused as quickly
as his unsteady hands would allow. Whether caused by his heavy
breathing from his climb up the hill or his excitement at the
spectacle before him, he cursed his trembling and made to steady
himself, resolving to hold his breath.

Still, he gasped as he beheld the upper
leach of the spanker and the flags punching to leeward of the lead
frigate. He confirmed, yes, two flags. Again, he confirmed their
order. Yes, the Stars and Stripes, flying above the Union Jack.
Holy mother of God, he thought. He was not dreaming. This was real.
He was beholding a prize of the United States.

He turned his glass to the second frigate,
now making her way through her stays and within an instant, her
flag too punched out to leeward from the end of the gaff, the flag
halyard just then slipping off the leach of her spanker and making
itself free to the breeze. Again, the Stars and Stripes.

A thought darkened his joy. Was this a
trick? Were these British vessels flying false colours, standing
into the inner harbor so to bombard the town? But as he studied the
lines of the second frigate, he confirmed her familiarity to his
seasoned eyes, capable of picking up subtle differences; a
figurehead, the paint scheme employed along the badge of a great
cabin, the rake of a bowsprit and jibboom, the particulars of a
quarterdeck and wheel. There was no mistake; the second ship was
the

U.S.S. United States, frigate, 44 guns.

The last he knew, Perry recalled, Stephen
Decatur was in command of United States. And here was Decatur, and
here was he; Decatur a Post Captain, bringing in a prize from the
quarterdeck of his own frigate and Perry, a Master Commandant, with
no action, no victories, no prizes and standing not even upon a
deck, not even of his tiny gunboat, but at the crest of a hill,
watching it all from the hard through a glass that he would rather
be wet with spray.

The thought nearly clouded his joy, but with
a will, he fought it into the recesses of his profound self doubt.
But the thought also prompted his movement. He began to jog down
the hill, at a clip the snow covered path and then cobbles would
allow, a pace that was all too slow. He ran into his home, called
excitedly to Elizabeth and hurriedly shifted from his clothes into
his full dress uniform and boatcloak. There were compliments to
extend, tales to gather, favors to beg.

Perry hurried directly to the wharves. Two
guns reported with supreme authority, one from each of the visiting
goliaths and someone had begun to peel the Trinity Church bell as
the smoke from the salutes drifted quickly to the south. Perry’s
First, Mr. Goodman, had spent the night aboard one of the gunboats,
tied to Bannister’s Wharf and was walking briskly toward Perry.
Perry called out from several yards between them, “Quick as
thought, Mr. Goodman, reply to those salutes. Next, assign some
hands to my gig and get this gunboat and the number 4 and 5 boats
underway as soon as possible.”

Goodman nodded, called out to the gunners to
fire both bow swivels, each just four pounds, replying in good
faith but feebly to what had been a salute from 24 pounders. After
calling for some hands to man Perry’s gig, admonishing two sailors
for their all too slovenly, early morning appearance on deck,
Goodman began to direct a question to Perry, but was waived off,
“Then, Mr. Goodman, I want all three boats to stand out into the
bay such that you can sail up if necessary and close the gap into
the inner harbor. There may be enemy closing in chase.”

The frigates made anchor in the inner
harbor, paid off and were lying to their cables, to a dying
nor’easter. Topmen were aloft, furling sails, making all taught and
pretty while alow, boats were in process of being swayed out and
made ready. Perry stepped into his gig and called out to Goodman,
“I will visit Captain Decatur, attend to his needs and you will be
in command of the three boats as I have directed until further
notice. Watch for my signals should I get underway.”

“Aye, Sir. Understood.” If it was one thing
Goodman loved about this otherwise droll mission, it was the
enthusiasm and decisiveness of his superior.

Perry gathered his thoughts as he took to
the sternsheets of the gig. He doubted very much if any enemy were
nearby or certainly Decatur would never have anchored. But
impressions were important and he would, by God, have his command
ready to alert and assist. Perry was excited, both to witness the
event and to be the first officer over the side to offer his
congratulations. But he also was sober enough to realize there may
be opportunity with this prize. As he was rowed out to the United
States, lying to the south and further west than the prize, a more
northerly gust blew the transom of the prize to an angle from which
his quick and now steady focus with his glass made out her
identity. Macedonian.

The gig drew smartly alongside United States
and Perry hauled himself up and stood at the entry port,
acknowledged and welcomed politely by a second lieutenant. Perry
looked about, amazed at the order amid so much activity and
announced, “Master Commandant Perry, in command of the squadron of
gunboats, for Captain Decatur.”

The second lieutenant was about to reply,
when the First approached from the companionway and offered,
“Captain Decatur is engaged with the ship’s books and logs. I will
direct your boats in accordance with our needs, Lieutenant.”

At that moment, Perry would not be denied
nor disrespected. He turned his left shoulder to the First
Lieutenant, who had not even the courtesy to introduce himself—his
shoulder with the epaulette confirming his rank as a captain, even
if not Post. His voice lowered, his eyes flashed and he retorted,
“That would be Captain Perry, to you, Lieutenant. And I will
consult with Captain Decatur as to my command in my home waters.”
Neither of the United States’ lieutenants quite knew what to make
of this Master Commandant, certainly with the demeanor of command
well within his grasp, if not a sizeable ship.

“Very well”, the First smirked to his
subordinate, “Announce ‘Captain’ Perry, if you please,” directing
his subordinate to a task he suggested was beneath him.

“Perry! Welcome aboard!” sounded a voice
from behind them all.

Perry turned, smiled and exclaimed, “Captain
Decatur, congratulations, Sir!” Captain Decatur approached, handed
a ship’s book over to his First, grasped Perry’s shoulder and
recalled, “It has been some years. Please, come below.”

As Perry entered the great cabin, marveling
at the spaciousness and luxury as compared to his ‘flagship’
gunboat, he assured, “Captain, my six gunboats are at your
disposal. I have dispatched three of them just now to the outer
harbor to warn of any approaching enemy and the other three should
be making their way down from Kingston, expected by noon.”

“Very good, Perry, and I appreciate your
offer.” Captain Decatur sat at his table, motioned away his clerk
and continued, “I saw no sail on the horizon, however, when we
entered the harbor and I expect no trouble. Please, sit.”

Decatur, known to Perry as only an
acquaintance, was reputed to have an ego, and if anytime a captain
wished to recount his voyage, it was when shepherding a prize. He
was entitled, thought Perry. “Sir,” begged Perry, “may I trouble
you for your account?” Perry’s excitement was precisely what
Decatur craved after months at sea.

“As you may know, we had been cruising for
some months and were, in late October, west of Madeira. Do you know
of Macedonian?”

Perry shook his head. Decatur continued,
“She was just launched in 1810, built of stout English oak out of
Woolwich Dockyards and carries a dozen more guns then her rating of
38. Apparently she had just accompanied a rich East Indiamen and
was freed of her charge just days before we met her, on 25 October.
She was commanded by Captain Carden; do you know of him?”

Perry thought, then shook his head, “No,
Sir, I think not…”

“Ironically,” Decatur chuckled, “I was his
dinner host in Norfolk this past January when he was ordered to
exchange some notes for specie and had planned to make sail for
England before being found out. Well, he was none too discreet and
his very mission was compromised!”

Perry was amazed at the coincidence and
queried, “Did you know it was Carden when you spotted
Macedonian?”

Decatur leaned back, relaxing and seeming to
settle in for a chat. He motioned to the decanters and upon Perry’s
nod, called to his clerk for two glasses. “Well, I was not certain
he was still in command, you see, but he held the weather gauge and
protected it above all else, so I really had little time or reason
to contemplate personalities.”

Perry took a glass of wine, nodded
assuredly, recalling his days aboard the frigate General Greene
before the war. The weather gauge, meaning from the direction the
wind blew, was the preferred position from which to commence a
single ship action and Perry marveled at Decatur’s audacity to
ignore such advantage held by none other than a well found frigate
of the Royal Navy.

Decatur continued, raising his voice as crew
above the skylights made to brail the spanker, “While to leeward,
we made the most of our long guns and we fired with annoying
accuracy,” he smiled proudly. “We peppered Macedonian’s hull for
some hours before finally, while always running to the lee and
refusing to close, we so damaged her rig as to cause her the most
profound loss of maneuverability. Finally, almost as though he had
not noticed, Carden found himself still holding the weather gauge,
to be sure, but with few spars upon which to carry any sail. We
raked his stern, then stood off to make the point that he had few
options but to contemplate our return.”

“United States looks little damaged!”
flattered Perry.

Decatur looked about, gestured with his
hands the general order of his ship, “Indeed, we took little fire,
comparatively.” He sighed, “Still, we regret our losses; seven
dead, five wounded.”

Both men sobered and Perry asked, “And the
Macedonian?”

“A full one third of her crew of 380 in both
killed and wounded. Forty one dead. With her essentially dismasted
and unable to prevent our circling, Carden struck.” Decatur shook
his head and then added, almost softly, “I feel rather sorry for
the chap. Can you imagine? To be the first English Captain of this
conflict to have surrendered a ship yet in such condition to so
allow the enemy a prize? Indeed, in more than 20 years of near
continual naval warfare, Carden’s First Lieutenant confessed to me
afterward that only one English ship had ever struck to the
French!” Both Captains squirmed. It would not go easy on Carden,
they were certain.

Perry recalled that Decatur knew first hand
the proceedings of a Court Martial. He served for the Court Martial
of Captain James Barron, in 1807 after the Leopard, Chesapeake
incident that brought shame upon the United States Navy and both
nations closer to war. Perry also recalled and thought perhaps
Decatur would appreciate: “Captain, your feat does you proud,
following in the wake of John Paul Jones!”

Decatur looked surprised and Perry
continued, “Not since Jones took the Serapis with Bonhomme Richard
during the Revolution has the United States taken such a prize from
the Royal Navy. Decatur looked humbled and appreciated Perry’s
observation.

Perry hinted, “Do you expect the Navy will
buy Macedonian into service?” The money paid to Decatur and his
entire crew would amount to a fortune in comparison with regular
naval pay.

Decatur was rather insistent, “I cannot
imagine any other result, certainly, yes!” He banged his near empty
glass on his desk and emphasized, “We have no great surplus of well
built warships! Who can dispute we will likely need many more
before standing any real chance in this conflict?”

“I only hope the Navy remembers its surplus
Captains,” mused Perry softly.

The comment was not lost on Decatur, who
added, “Perry, you have the family name and experience and all I
can imagine is that it must happen soon.”

Perry nearly blushed and regretted his
suggestion, “Thank you, Captain, for your kind remarks but I feel
you struck home with your first shot—we simply have too few ships
among so many good men.” Perry thought it a good time to stand,
raise his glass and offer, “I offer you joy, Sir, and here’s a
health to you and to more of the same!”

Decatur stood, smiled and offered, “Here’s
to long guns,” and then emphasized, “and to men who lay them well!”
The lesson was not lost on Perry. Here indeed. They swallowed their
last and being assured that the frigates had no immediate need of
his gunboats, Perry made his exit and strolled into the waist of
the ship.

As Perry made his way to the port, he
overheard a young lad who along with several others was gathered on
deck awaiting a boat to be launched speaking to one of the crew of
his gig. The lad, who had a thick Cockney accent, was recalling, “I
tell you, grapeshot and canister were pouring through our portholes
like leaden hail; the large shot came against the ship’s side,
shaking her to the very keel, or I’m not Samuel Leech!”

Perry was acknowledged by the crew of his
gig, so the lad turned and knuckled his obedience. Perry asked,
“Are you, Mr. Leech, a Macedonian? “

“Aye, Sir, that is, or rather, was
correct.”

Perry nodded, then inquired somewhat
surprised, “Here, on deck of United States?”

The lad nodded and explained, “We’ll be
taken ashore any moment. Your Captain, Sir, split our crew so to
reduce any chance of us retaking Macedonian.” He shrugged and
observed, “A wise cove, that, he is!”

Perry boarded his gig and his crew found the
stroke. Although wrapped in his cloak, he suddenly shuddered as he
thought, and not from the cold. He may never be able to manage that
which Hull and Decatur had proved possible, but still, he would
rather fail than never try. He landed, walked home with few orders
or directions to pass on to Mr. Goodman other than to, “Carry on.”
After packing some food in a satchel, Perry took not to a deck, but
to saddle. He informed Elizabeth that he must make haste for
Boston.

Elizabeth assumed he had orders and assured
him of her love. Orders? Only from his heart and soul; a mandate
from his conscience to prove himself a man. He must have a command.
He must be tried under fire. He must resolve if these pangs of self
doubt were real or would evaporate when the iron began to fly, as
so much sea smoke on a winter’s row across Newport harbor. Perry
must come to know at least all of that about himself before he
could ever consider his worth among others.

 


 



Chapter Eight

 


Oliver Williams and William Lee stamped
their boots free of snow, removed their hats and allowed their eyes
to adjust to the tavern interior. It was thick with smoke from a
poorly drafted hearth fire and numerous patrons enjoying clay
pipes. There was the instant rush of noise: conversation, laughter,
mugs and tableware rattling, scuffing chairs upon wide plank oak,
and Oliver in particular found the high level of background noise
difficult and uncomfortable after his prior months of near solitude
and the morning’s quiet ride through fresh snow amid brilliant
sunshine.

William had coaxed Oliver away from his
family home in Roxbury for a day trip and a closer look at the
ships in Boston harbor. They had basked now for three weeks in the
flood of love and relief washed over them since the late one
evening when Oliver raised the latch of his boyhood home and
surprised both his immediate and extended family with his release
from imprisonment; the result of William’s good efforts. His
children leapt upon him, bringing him to his knees in what seemed
an extended hug lasting not nearly long enough. Both Oliver and
William were overjoyed that Mary and Be-Mo-se had received
William’s note, posted from Black Rock, encouraging them to make
the journey from Detroit to Roxbury.

Oliver would be forever indebted to William
for his precaution and good sense. Mary was with child and the
privations of occupied Detroit with the uncertainties of native
restraint had caused him many sleepless nights while respecting his
parole in Kingston. Mary and Be-Mo-se had arrived just four days
before them, well rested and in excellent health. William would, in
turn, be forever indebted to his more senior friend, Samuel, who
abandoned his inn, ‘The Pontiac House’, which had been essentially
confiscated by British officers in Detroit, insisting that he
accompany and assist the women and Mary’s children in traveling
east.

Finding no open table, Oliver and William
found two chairs at the corner of the bar. They ordered and as
their ale was poured and delivered, Oliver asked, “William, what
did you make of the ships in harbor?”

William shook his head, quenched his thirst
and offered sadly, “Nowhere near the number as last I was here
before moving to the Northwest. Certainly, the recent blockade is
having an effect.”

Oliver noted, “The war, of course; so many
of the merchants must be in some real distress.”

William agreed, “Just as on the Great
Lakes.”

Oliver suddenly recalled he was, in every
respect, describing his own situation. As a loaf of warm bread was
torn in half and his share handed him by William, he said, “I have
reported the loss of Friends Good Will to my creditors here in
Boston by letter last week. I have heard nothing in reply as yet,
but really should meet with them next week.”

“What will happen, Oliver?” William sounded
genuinely concerned for his best friend, and genuinely curious.
With respect to business and commercial matters with which his
familiarity with the sea held little relevance, he had no idea what
Oliver could expect.

Oliver shrugged, “I am not certain the
contract I negotiated with the underwriters would even cover the
cost of the hull, and certainly not the cargo of furs purchased in
Chicago. They are a total loss to me. Many have suggested insurance
would not cover the risk of being taken as a prize in war in any
event. With my store in Detroit essentially closed, I have little
left to lose; from my creditor’s view, little to offer. Who knows
in what state we will find our homes should Detroit ever be
retaken. Perhaps the creditors will wait until the war is over or I
can offer some repayment.”

Hot stew was placed before them, steaming
about their faces as they took in the aroma. William breathed deep,
thought for a while, but with little hope to offer, changed the
subject. “The letter we received yesterday from James certainly
lifted my spirits.”

Oliver noticed the gentleman sitting next to
William, on the other side of the corner, seemed to overhear, but
as he showed no ill intent and was alone, Oliver took no offense.
He agreed, “All of our spirits, to be sure. To think of James and
Trove on Constitution! Do you know where they were bound after
stopping at Norfolk?”

“Truly, I have no clue. He made no mention
and I simply noticed the mark from the post,” but then William
smiled a bit, more to himself as a father would when his measures,
taken sometime before in Black Rock, had unfolded far better than
he could have hoped.

The gentleman seated to his left, around the
corner of the bar, now interjected in a most friendly manner, “My
friends, this crowd keeps me from being able to distance myself
from your conversation. Let me add that if someone you know is
serving aboard Constitution, you and they are fortunate, indeed,
and have good reason for some pride.”

William startled, not having noticed the
patron had been listening for some time. He turned and asked, “Do
you know her well?”

The gentleman was perhaps forty years of
age, well dressed, and looked like a merchant. He spoke with a soft
confidence that assured and relaxed. “Let me introduce myself,
Sirs. I am Edmund Blunt. I am a cartographer and sell nautical
instruments; often to our Navy. I have sold both charts and
instruments to Constitution, ordered by both Captains Hull and
Bainbridge. She is a fine frigate.”

“See there,” interjected Oliver, “the boys
will be as well as any now serving the cause!”

William nodded and Mr. Blunt continued,
“Certainly better than having to follow those fools commanding our
Army. The Niagara campaign this past summer was some show of
incompetence, to be sure.”

Oliver, sensing he was speaking with a well
reputed expert in his field and a merchant at that, interjected,
“Mr. Blunt, I am Oliver Williams, a merchant from Detroit and,
well, until this past summer, a ship owner, until both fell to the
British last August. My friend here, William Lee, is a merchant
master of considerable skill and knowledge, lately of the Great
Lakes.”

Mr. Blunt, seeming to be in no hurry and
appreciating the company, summoned the attention of the landlord
and called, “My good man, three more ales, on my account!” He then
turned to Oliver and offered, “I am also a merchant, Sir, having
opened my first nautical bookshop in Newburyport, some years back.
Later, I moved to New York to be closer to major shipping
interests, but aside from my shops, I have always first loved my
years spent underway, charting for the benefit of our
mariners.”

William thought carefully back to the years
following 1805 when for three years he served as a merchant Master
of coastal vessels along the east coast, shipping from
Philadelphia, “Why, Mr. Blunt, I believe I am familiar with some of
your work. Indeed, I relied on your charts heavily some years back.
I say, you do fine work; most reliable.”

“Thank you, Sir,” Blunt beamed. “And tell
me, how are the charts of the Great Lakes? I have always wanted to
experience the inland seas but, alas, I can not fathom how to find
the time.” With a new round before them, all relaxed and settled in
for a pleasant afternoon.

“If ever you do find the time and
opportunity, Mr. Blunt, should this war conclude in such manner as
leaves us with a reason, please come to Detroit and I will make
myself available to you for your convenience,” William
encouraged.

Mr. Blunt grew more serious, “Tell me, am I
correct in assuming the fact that the both of you, frequenting a
tavern in Boston, speaks to the fact that the war goes poorly amid
your homes and communities?”

Oliver attempted an answer, but looked
around and lowered his voice, not wishing to invite any
controversy, “Truly, Mr. Blunt, it could not have begun any worse
for us or the nation. Why just last summer and before word even
reached us that hostilities had begun, we lost Mackinaw, which
serves as the choke point for three of the upper lakes. A short
time thereafter, Detroit fell without firing a shot, I am ashamed
to say, thus providing the British a choke point for a fourth upper
lake. William, here, informed me just weeks ago that at the same
time, although I was unaware, serving time as the guest of King
George, Fort Dearborn fell, located at the southern reaches of Lake
Michigan. It seems as things are going as badly on the Lakes as
they did on the Niagara peninsula.”

William nodded. Mr. Blunt looked
crestfallen, but then added, “Our navy boys have had their
successes, but…,” his voice trailed off as he stared in deep
thought.

William, ever the mariner, encouraged,
“Come, Mr. Blunt, what are you thinking?”

Mr. Blunt returned to his present company
and offered, “You see, we build fine ships and have available much
talent, learning as we did from the English and obviously with a
great many miles of coastline to encourage the best of practices.
But we are so young. We have few sizable ships and we lack
uniformity and training, not yet having formed that discipline that
is the hallmark of the Royal Navy… . It seems our tradition is
as thin as the ice on Back Bay. In short, we need to mature, which
is difficult to accomplish with anything but time; the one
requirement of which we are in short supply.”

With so many new, interesting and important
topics now before the trio, Oliver summoned the Landlord for what
would that afternoon become a predicable request.

Perry sat with William Jones, Secretary of
the United States Navy, in the latter’s hotel room. As he had
ridden from Newport to Boston just the day before he had rehearsed
for his most important interview thus far in this conflict. He
thought a great deal about the number of letters that preceded this
visit, all failing to produce an adequate appointment. In his
rowing back from Macedonian, he recalled Secretary Jones was in
Boston, mentioned to him in his last disappointing reply and he
reflected on his conversation with Captain Decatur in the great
cabin of United States. Perry appreciated the rare opportunity of
having to travel only to Boston instead of Washington, and upon his
arrival, pressed his superior for some small amount of time.

Having stated his business and made his
appeal, first leading with the wonderful news now just starting to
appear in the nation’s newspapers of United States capturing
Macedonian, Perry wondered whether he had wasted his time and how
many similar appeals Secretary Jones heard each week, if not each
day.

But finally, in his hotel room, Secretary
Jones simply lowered his eyes, thought for some minutes, went to
his desk and then scanned over some correspondence, all without
saying a word. Perry was becoming uncomfortable with the silence
and was not quite certain his reluctant host was even concentrating
upon anything Perry had uttered. But Perry remained cautious and
was careful not to annoy, for once exercising a trait for which he
was often ill equipped: patience. Some minutes passed. Secretary
Jones sat at his desk, then looked up and asked, “Perry, could you
persuade those in your command to follow you?”

Perry thought to ask where, but excitement
got the better of him. He admonished himself, Do not, for God’s
sake, quibble with such details. Where could he possibly send me
worse than my present station? and quickly assured, “Of course, Mr.
Secretary, all of my men are anxious for meaningful service.”

Secretary Jones asked, “And how many would
that be, Captain, following you, that is?”

Perry, of course, had in mind the Macedonian
and knew well of its manpower needs. “I am certain, Mr. Secretary,
once repaired and ready for service, all 50 I now have in my
command! That would certainly be a good start for a Ship’s Company
requiring near 400.”

Secretary Jones quickly replied, “I have no
idea to what you are referring, Captain.” Perry’s heart sank. Jones
continued, “But I have here letters from Captain Chauncey. Do you
know him or his mission?”

Perry shifted nervously in his chair, “I do
not, Sir.”

“All the better,” Secretary Jones affirmed.
“I do not need anyone with preconceived notions.”

Perry was now much confused. “Notions of
what Sir?” He was beginning to think, indeed, Newport’s gunboats
were perhaps not the worst place to while away the present
conflict.

Secretary Jones stood, walked to the window
and as he took the view of Boston’s streets and looked out to the
blockaded harbor, explained, “Captain Chauncey is appointed to
command two fleets. He requires a subordinate commander for one of
those two. His Lieutenant, whom I had hoped would serve, Samuel
Angus, has regrettably embroiled himself in some sort of feud with
Chauncey and, I am informed, is presently under arrest. Now, there
exists a fleet of gunboats on the Delaware that may serve as a
substitute command for Angus. I could transfer him and you would be
replacing Angus, serving under Chauncey. You would enjoy a good
deal of autonomy serving under Chauncey and even more
responsibility and challenges. I underscore, Perry, you would be
subordinate to Chauncey, but with your own fleet. What say you to
writing Chauncey and offering your services and your men? Your
friend in Washington, William Rogers, has already spoken to me on
your behalf.”

Perry could not believe his ears. He trusted
Rogers. He liked the sound of words that he clearly heard from
Secretary Jones and for a few seconds, he swam in their
intoxicating implications; ‘fleet’, ‘autonomy’ and
‘responsibility’. Challenges? Certainly, and he believed himself to
be ready. Perry responded, excitedly, but instinctively, “It sounds
perfect for me, Sir! Where does this fleet lie?”

Secretary Jones continued to stare out the
window and Perry could swear he saw a slight smile form on his
face, reflected back in the glass. “Oh, I neglected to mention. It
does not yet exist. And your command would be on Lake Erie, one of
the Great Lakes.”

Perry was stunned. It sounded perfect, but
for its fictional aspect and location, which to anyone raised on
the east coast having already sailed the world’s oceans sounded
like nothing remotely similar to serving at sea. Still, having
realized he had been played, somewhat, while being given exactly
what he asked for, he bit his tongue, hesitated but a second and
exercised his prerogative as an officer, “I will certainly consider
it, Mr. Secretary, and will let you know very soon.”

Secretary Jones played his only remaining
card, “I am departing tomorrow after breakfast for Washington,
where many fine young naval officers have asked to see me upon my
return.” The implication was clear enough.

“I understand, Mr. Secretary.” And he did.
Perry left, nearly staggering and somewhat dizzy from the
interview. He headed for the nearest tavern to collect himself and
slip into deep thought about that nagging self doubt, the course of
his career and his service to the nation.

Mr. Blunt had just finished informing Oliver
and William about the rumor he had heard over breakfast, “… one
of our frigates having taken a British frigate as a prize.” Just
ten minutes before, a young naval officer had slid into the chair
next to Oliver. He appeared troubled. The scowl on his face and
intense stare into his brandy was as dark as his wavy black hair.
With one epaulette, suggesting the responsibility of some command,
Oliver, William and Edmund Blunt had given him the wide berth his
expression and rank suggested was his privilege.

Suddenly, however, the young officer
confirmed, without even looking at them, “United States, 44, with
Captain Decatur in command, slipped into Newport harbor just
yesterday morning. I witnessed her anchor and with her a prize:
Macedonian, 38. Certainly, sirs, the event represents one of the
more glorious chapters for our navy yet this war.”

Oliver, William and Edmund had been at the
tavern long enough wherein they celebrated the news most
enthusiastically, perhaps out of proportion to its strategic
importance. This caused the young officer to smile, his first since
the interview with Secretary Jones earlier that afternoon.

Introductions followed. “Master Commandant
Perry, United States Navy,” Perry offered. Upon Oliver and William
indicating their permanent homes and experience upon the inland
seas, Perry inquired, with all possible intensity, “Pray, tell me,
Sirs, about Lake Erie and the present situation.”

Oliver and William described their
experiences, their impression of the present balance of power,
offering their knowledge of vessels, the story of the capture of
Friends Good Will and William even related his lowly opinion of
Lieutenant James Fleet. Edmund Blunt shared his views as to the
need for training, uniformity of practice, consistent seamanship
and discipline. Perry inquired about the building practices in such
a remote region and he and William discussed all details
surrounding supply routes, which information had been given
Lieutenant Elliott, of whom Perry had already read in regards to
the capture of Caledonia and Detroit.

As he talked, Perry became more intrigued
with the Great Lakes and instinctively seemed to understand their
strategic importance. William felt Perry’s opinion of the
likelihood and need “for a decisive encounter, determining the fate
of the entire Northwest,” was entirely well founded and inevitable.
Perry was as sober as his three companions were certainly not, but
upon all points having to do with the need, possibility and
importance of a fleet upon the Great Lakes, they were
unanimous.

Perry asked, “What then, Captain Lee, are
you doing on the hard along the wharves of a blockaded harbor?”

William had enjoyed just enough ale to
reveal that which he resolved to somehow impart to Oliver when they
set out on their ride that morning, “Indeed, Captain Perry, your
point is well taken. I leave tomorrow for Presque Isle, where my
friend Samuel tells me an acquaintance of mine, Daniel Dobbins, has
begun work on some vessels.”

Oliver was shocked, but supportive. Mr.
Blunt, having earlier that afternoon related some favorable reports
making their way east as to the defense of Fort Wayne by the
governor of Indiana, Oliver confirmed that which had occupied his
thoughts for some days, “With my wife and family secure, I have
little to keep me here in Boston but the upcoming birth of another
child. I will offer my commission to General Harrison immediately
thereafter.” The men offered each other a health, their last glass
of the day.

Perry paid his bill, bade his companions
“Good day,” and determined there was little need to keep Secretary
Jones waiting. He would stop by his hotel yet that evening and
assure Jones that he would pen a letter to Captain Chauncey that
night for posting to Oswego, offering his services, well before
Jones departed for Washington.

Perry would transfer his command and all
personnel, as soon as adequate arrangements could be made for
supplies, to the inland seas of which Oliver and William spoke with
so much devotion.

 





Chapter Nine

 


Lieutenant Owen Dunlap, Royal Navy, stooped
to exit his tent, braced against the bitter winter wind and was
instantly reminded instead of the refuge from gales found within
thick forests. As a parallel paradox, he considered his rank, his
very uniform, and the obvious irony found with respect to his most
uncomfortable, present situation.

Dunlap had years before mastered halyards,
cables, footropes and brails and other such gear essential to ship
handling. At the same time he had been humbled by the power of the
inland seas far to the north above the Sault, standing off the
granite cliffs and ancient forests lining Lake Superior. He was,
therefore, well familiar with cold, even if less severe and long
lasting than that typically encountered along the Michigan
Territory’s low lying, marshy and wholly unimpressive shoreline
adjacent to Lake Erie. But he had most often nearly always been
within sight, if not sound, of the inland seas. One would think he
ought much prefer a ship’s wardroom, or Navy Barracks, such as that
offered by his former command, Caledonia, or that at the Naval
Establishment in Amherstberg, than a tent on the River Raisin. Yet
Dunlap, R.N., was not only content, but rather enjoyed his presence
that night as a solitary white Canadian in a tent staked in the
wilderness far from whitecaps and in the midst of over one hundred
rather disappointed, if not surly, native warriors.

As the early winter gloom slid inevitably
into dusk, he threw more logs on a fire over which he and four
natives of some status among the war parties had just cooked their
dinner. The fuel would suffice until he returned later that
night.

He noted that his camp enjoyed not even so
much as a glimpse of great waters. He had not seen the inland seas
nor been within their influence for some four weeks. He further
considered, as he watched the sparks fly and the smoke waft up
through the intricate branching from the surrounding pines, how it
was he had come to regard himself and be recognized by others as an
uncommon naval officer. The simple truth was that his last four
weeks bore little relationship to the sea—at least to the casual
observer.

Dunlap’s December, since having been ordered
from Amherstberg so as to render impossible his ‘affair of honor’
scheduled with Fleet for the following dawn, had with the exception
of his crossing the Detroit River been spent nearly entirely upon
either a horse or a cot. He traveled many miles southwest on a
futile march. British troops, accompanied by far more Shawnee and
Miami and with very little fighting to show for their effort, made
their way slowly back to very nearly where they began. Dunlap fully
expected the following day to close with him within sight of, if
not back within, Amherstberg, reporting to Captain Hall and having
to contend, sadly, with Fleet. Why, then, would a frustrating month
in rather miserable conditions, having accomplished nothing of
significance for the cause of King and Country, find him in high
spirits?

Dunlap accompanied his native allies and
discussed with them in their native Miami speech which was also
understood by the sole Shawnee among them the time of their
departure and intended march the following day. The Shawnee was a
representative of Tecumseth; one of the Miami a chosen favorite of
Little Turtle. Both chiefs would be disappointed that the string of
victories spilling freely from very little blood since the past
August had recently evaporated as their combined force approached
Fort Wayne in the Indiana Territory. Dunlap would also have to
fashion a report to Major Proctor who had, to the extent possible,
replaced the late Sir Isaac Brock since his fall at Queenstown
Heights some two months before.

As the party entered the shelter of the
Shawnee, the conversation soon made its way to their summarizing,
respectively, their thoughts as to their collective failure. All of
them knew the march was coming to an end. Reports and explanations
would soon follow, and while none of them controlled the other, all
were intrigued, as human nature often encouraged, with whether
their view was shared and their solutions, if any, found any
support among others.

The small band produced their pipes, smoke
soon swirled among them and the Shawnee began in his native tongue,
“Tecumseth was correct in wanting to leave for the Fort at the
Miami headwaters earlier in the season.”

One of the Miami who understood both
dialects translated for his companion, who responded in Miami,
knowing the Shawnee and Dunlap could follow, “Proctor wanted more
warriors and after Fort Dearborn it took time to relocate our war
parties to what the Americans call Fort Wayne.”

Dunlap thought the comment only partially
true. The Miami did not fight alongside the Potawatomi last August
at what was now reported throughout the Northwest as a massacre. It
may well have taken the Miami some weeks thereafter to determine
whether to join the native alliance alongside Tecumseth’s
confederation after the disaster at Tippacanoe. Ultimately, Little
Turtle had to determine if his people would stand with the British
and resist American expansion westward, or instead revenge the
deaths of the Miami warriors whose blood soaked the dunes south of
Chekagou as Sarah and Trove ran for their lives.

The Shawnee warrior also knew as much and
Dunlap was impressed he let the comment pass without further
argument. Rather, the Shawnee warrior moved on, testing the waters
among his guests, “This American General… Harrison, who
relieved the garrison at Fort Wayne and broke the siege, showed
courage in carrying the fight outside and well beyond the walls. He
knows how to fight.”

The Miami warrior nodded in agreement. The
following moments of silence suggested Dunlap interject. He took a
puff from his pipe and with his language skills, combined with his
appreciation for the inland seas, demonstrated to his companions
why he was, as a Royal Navy officer, trusted by his superiors,
challenged by his mission and fascinated by what must, he believed,
soon unfold.

Lieutenant James Fleet, R.N. was that
evening arriving in Dover Mills along the north shore of Lake Erie
and well east of Amherstberg. He accompanied Abigail and Thomas,
the latter’s surly attitude, well obvious since their departure a
few days before, signaling his disdain for James and outrage at the
implications that he, as Abigail’s bodyguard, required assistance
from a King’s man, least of all Fleet. Captain Hall had ordered
James, however, to continue on to Fort Erie with dispatches and
return to the shipyard with a wagon lent to the widow Fleet.

James, of course, would much rather have not
had to contend with Thomas, who as a civilian took every
opportunity to spurn his rank and authority; worst of all, in front
of Abigail. The wagon was heavy and slow. James’ mount chafed at
the pace, but the roads were frozen and travel generally faster
than would have been possible through the previous autumn, which
would have forced them to contend with deep mud and narrow trails
yet constricted by foliage. James spent a great deal of his time
thinking as the party approached Dover Mills. He was familiar with
the hamlet from his time spent there in 1802 with Abigail, her
mother and father, who was now deceased, and he was troubled. Those
memories of happier times were the last of what few James ever
knew.

Abigail tried her best to be cheerful and
keep their discourse light as the miles slowly passed. She was well
accustomed to jealous men in her midst, even among those who had no
chance for her genuine affection; a rare commodity. She favored
both James and Thomas with compliments, chided them to be polite to
each other and spoke of the joy she would feel in seeing her
mother, albeit somewhat feigned.

At dusk upon what had been a sunny Christmas
day, 1812, James, Abigail and Thomas halted before the front door
to the Wheems family home. Abigail looked objectively at the
sizable, dark green clapboard saltbox, with two barns, established
in 1794, searching, as any beautiful woman had learned, for ravages
of time. James felt strange, recalling the prolonged walks he had
taken with Abigail ten years before across the 200 acres awarded
Abigail’s father.

The land had been a grant to compensate the
Wheems family for the loss of their lands in what had become the
United States as a consequence of the Revolutionary War. The Wheems
family arrived as Loyalists in the early 1790’s to settle
permanently in Upper Canada. The family was one of a movement, a
wave of immigration into Canada, calling themselves the “United
Empire Loyalists.” They were proud of their loyalty to their King
and conferred upon themselves a fair degree of social status as a
result of their sacrifice and hardship. A small group of similarly
minded grantees founded the hamlet of Dover Mills in that year and
like so many of them, the Wheems family began to add the initials
“U.E.” after their surnames.

A dim light shone through crude glass pane
windows. Smoke poured from the kitchen chimney indicating that
Christmas dinner may yet be available. James dismounted, turned to
Thomas still on the wagon and, with little consideration and even
less respect, ordered, “Take my horse and the wagon to the shed
‘round back. Attend to their needs and we will save you a plate. I
will attend Abigail and her smaller trunk. You can bring in the
other three at your convenience.”

Even Abigail cringed at the tone. Thomas’s
eyes flashed outrage as he swung down from his seat. Abigail caught
his glance and she shook her head under her hood and her eyes
pleaded with him for restraint. As the wind blew aside Thomas’s
cloak, Abigail noticed that while his right hand still held the
reins resting atop the wagon seat, his left was drawing his knife
from its sheath. James, coming from around the back of the wagon to
assist Abigail in dismounting from the other side, did not notice
the danger. As she made to stand from the seat of the wagon, she
placed her hand upon Thomas’ hand resting on the side of the seat,
intending to reassure and calm him with her affection.

Thomas removed his hand from his knife but
replied loudly for Fleet to hear, even over the wind, “M’Lady, I am
at your disposal… only. How might I help you? If your
convenience should happen to distance me from the ‘Little Admiral’,
all the better!”

Fleet hated the nickname. Thomas had just
recently employed it, to his knowledge, since leaving Amherstberg.
The nickname inflicted twice the pain by simultaneously ridiculing
his lowly rank while suggesting he acted above it, and reminding
Abigail of her late husband, the man James had loathed. Abigail
asked that Thomas not use it, at least in front of James, but in
that request, Thomas was non compliant; further evidence of an all
together dysfunctional party enduring an unpleasant journey.

James allowed Thomas no satisfaction,
however, purposefully placing his hands on the small of Abigail’s
waist, pretending to assist in her dismounting the wagon while
signaling to Thomas that James was now well positioned to take
liberties which Thomas never could. Thomas could not rationally
explain the sharp pain he felt deep in the pit of his stomach.
Undeniably it was jealously from witnessing the gesture, and he
consciously wondered at the foolish emotion of an old man given his
age and relative station.

Abigail replied, “Thomas, just get the
horses out of the wind and come in to meet my mother. Everything
else can wait until after we enjoy this homecoming on Christmas
Day.” Thomas was mollified that his mistress had saved his respect
and Abigail made the few steps necessary with James to the door and
nodded for him to rap with the knocker.

Lieutenant Dunlap looked at each of his
companions purposefully letting the moments pass so to emphasize
what he hoped would be viewed as profound. In the dim light of the
fire he both advised and cautioned, slowly, as his capabilities
with the Shawnee dialect allowed. “My brothers, General Harrison is
one of the American’s best chiefs, one of a very small circle of
leaders who know how to fight.”

Dunlap caught the Shawnee and one of the
Miami nodding as his comments were translated to the other. It was
a good start, agreeing with Tecumseth’s representative and his
host, while affording their common enemy some degree of respect,
thus heaping status upon each of them and bringing honor to their
struggle. He continued, “But these inland seas are the key to
securing your homelands; not the forests.” Dunlap knew the natives
had been told this before yet were uncomfortable with that
strategy, not fully understanding the economic realities as applied
to settling the Northwest. The native tribes had no means to wage
war on the seas as did the British and Americans, and the natives
did not like the suggestion their valiant efforts were no longer
relevant.

As they sat uncomfortably, Dunlap explained,
“The Americans need freedom to sail the inland seas. They need to
trade and transport a large amount of goods; much more than your
large canoes could ever carry. The Americans can only do that in
large ships and with many of them. The narrow trails through your
forests are not as important to their plans and their future.”

The Shawnee warrior nodded and voiced his
agreement, encouraging Dunlap’s speech.

“While Harrison can harass us, but little
more, on land, my King’s ships are in control of the Lakes. The
British are the better warriors on the water.” The natives nodded
in obvious agreement, having been told tales of glorious English
victories involving hundreds of large ships and witnessing just
months ago the capture of many of the American merchant vessels.
Dunlap added, “Do not falter or doubt. When the ice melts, English
ships will deprive the Americans of the supply routes they require
so in order to invade your lands further west.”

Dunlap now saw the Miami take some hope, sit
a bit straighter and more attentively. It was time for his
conclusion; the single point that he hoped all of them would
include within their narratives to their respective chiefs. He
lowered his voice and his plea became impassioned, “My brothers,
the Americans are many and your fight against them brings you
honor. This summer, my King will defeat the Americans on the inland
seas which surround and lie along your homelands. Together our
efforts will leave the Americans no desire and no ships with which
to seize your forests and meadows.”

The natives were, it seemed, assured,
confident and prepared to report back to their Chief’s that while
the American defenses deep within the forests withstood recent
attacks, the Americans could not hold out so long as British ships
controlled the surrounding waters. The native peoples had merely to
keep up the pressure and victory would be theirs.

Dunlap puffed on his pipe, satisfied with
his allies’ commitment, and as the natives began to speak excitedly
of the coming campaign, he wondered only whether he should, that
night, add just one more important caution.

Fleet stood on the ramparts of Fort Erie
just four days after delivering Abigail and shedding Thomas in
Dover Mills. He had departed the following morning, leaving Abigail
to settle in with her mother for the balance of the winter. He
would return to retrieve the wagon in just a few days as he made
his way back to Amherstberg.

In the bright early morning sun, Fleet
strained to view the American efforts across the Niagara River at
the shipyard from which the cutting out expedition was launched,
using the diversion of a fire raft, just three months before. The
low angle of the sun shone in his eyes and the glare from the ice
and snow made seeing difficult. But despite the obstacles the sun
presented the gunners were practiced and the 18 pound long gun
roared and delivered a most unwelcome greeting upon what was an
otherwise beautiful, quiet, morning. The gun’s carriage recoiled
violently, indicating a prodigious charge required by the long
range. The ball struck in the midst of ongoing work, and Fleet saw
American tradesmen across the Niagara scattering, to the delight of
his fellow British observers.

Fleet was not so impressed by the damage
caused by the shot, but inwardly more excited by the sulfur smoke
in his nostrils, the belch of wadding spewing out over the wall,
the shower of sparks and roar of death.

Fleet was assured by the gunners and their
Captain, showing off somewhat for his Navy comrade, that this
routine was fairly typical and constituted great fun among the
entire garrison. While the Americans had captured and adequately
safeguarded Caledonia, their progress in completing other vessels
ordered by Master Commandant Elliott was slowed and frustrated for
all of the shipyard trades. While the British could not bombard
continually, the artillery was harassing and sometimes, in finding
its mark, a ball would prove either destructive or fatal.

Fleet snapped his glass shut, turned to the
gun captain, congratulated him and assured himself, as had many,
that the Royal Navy, despite its thin ranks throughout Upper
Canada, would easily rule the inland seas in the coming season and
throughout this conflict. The Americans could not easily rebuild
what had already been taken from them; ships capable of serving as
platforms from which to assert power and will under the threat of
airborne metal.

Abigail, in Dover Mills, handed yet another
letter to Thomas, requesting that he post the same to Lord
Castlereagh. While it may take months to reach its destination, she
wanted to assure Robert that she was well and enjoying a visit with
her mother, her business with James now concluded.

Exactly how matters with James were
concluded, she was not yet sure, or rather, had not yet decided.
James would likely do as she desired. Marrying James would
undoubtedly be easier than bringing about the ‘facts’ triggering
the ‘law’ as surrounded Article Twenty First of the trust document,
in turn requiring disagreeable dealings with Mr. Wellstone. But
Abigail detected in James serious flaws, some of which she
recognized she may well have created, if not encouraged. He was
insecure and volatile, small and immature, angry and dangerous to
all with whom he came into contact. His obsession with her was a
plus, along with his impressive new found wealth, to be sure. His
name, status, influence and rank were, viewed most objectively, of
some potential. But all of that was regarded by her, on balance, as
perhaps insufficient for her to suffer such dangerous
shortcomings.

Abigail knew not what she would finally
determine and was in no great hurry to decide. She only knew that
at some point, the outcome would reflect her will, irrespective of
the feelings and preferences of James. Thomas was as yet loyal to
her and his hatred of James was made fast as mortar from nothing
more than a few days spent together on a King’s highway in her
presence.

As Dunlap strode across the wood plank porch
of Captain Hall’s offices at the shipyard at Amherstberg, he
reflected upon still another sign that he was of two worlds—he had
utterly forgotten to observe Christmas. His company that day,
natives of the Northwest Territory, of course did not recognize the
Holy Day. But strangely, his own background seemed to fade when he
fell within their presence.

The marine guards acknowledged his approach,
ushered him inside and Captain Hall offered a warm welcome. After
offering a full chronology, details, and presenting a written
report for forwarding to Major Proctor, Dunlap summarized his
conclusion, “The inland seas hold the key to this conflict. The
Royal Navy’s position is secure, our squadron on Lake Erie will
sail amidst little opposition this coming season and the Americans
will face insurmountable difficulties in trying to build, outfit,
launch and employ new vessels sufficient to challenge our
dominance.”

Hall interjected, “I understand they will
try.”

Dunlap nodded, but Captain Hall detected
hesitation. Dunlap, when pressed, confessed, “Our supply lines are
thin, our position is remote and should the brutality of our native
allies not be held in check, needless bloodshed and lack of honor
will only rally our enemy and strengthen their resolve.”

Captain Hall nodded and asked, “Your
recommendation, Lieutenant, so to avoid such pitfalls?”

Dunlap was prepared and decisive, “Sir,
first acquire all that you can, as soon as you can, for the
construction, provisioning and arming of additional vessels.
Improve our supply lines and assure ample stores, everything from
nails to long guns. Second, keep a British presence among the
natives at the River Raisin. I fear should the natives I observed
ever engage the enemy, it could easily deteriorate into a massacre;
a repeat of Fort Dearborn.”

Captain Hall nodded thoughtfully, waved him
‘dismissed’ and sat and considered as he stared out the window.
Just seven days before the new year. Hall regarded Dunlap’s second
concern likely overstated or not particularly relevant. As to
stores and supply lines, procurement and improvement was easier
said than done. Indeed, his dispatches sent with Fleet just days
before made that very point to Major Proctor.

And after all, Captain Hall suspected the
Americans suffered from the very same deficiencies and weaknesses
as caused him to so frequently lie awake.

 


 



Chapter Ten

 


Captain Bainbridge collapsed the two barrel
long glass, richly appointed with black leather and lacquered
brass, with a distinct snap. He either did not hear or did not
notice that Trove, at that very moment descending from aloft, made
the small leap from the mizzen shear pole of the shrouds to the
quarterdeck very near to James Lee. As gun captain, James stood by
his station to leeward and whispered to his gun crew his best guess
of what only the Captain saw with the benefit of enhanced optics.
Trove strained to hear James and carefully motioned for him to
repeat his observation, so as not to disturb the ongoing conference
of officers standing nearby at the wheel.

Before James could repeat, Captain
Bainbridge observed to Mr. George Parker, First Lieutenant of
U.S.S. Constitution, Frigate, 44 guns: “One of the two ships
standing some ten leagues off to the west and between Constitution
and the Brazilian coast appears to be a frigate, Mr. Parker. French
built from her lines and the cut of her sails. A man-of-war, to be
sure; the question, of what nation?”

Trove looked to James, his expression
confessing some confusion. James whispered, by way of explanation,
“The French would not likely have a single ship in these waters,
not at this stage of the conflict and so long after Trafalgar.”
Trove nodded, feigning somewhat his understanding of the
international political situation.

Parker wisely asked, “And the second vessel,
Sir?”

Captain Bainbridge offered Parker his glass
and speculated, “Perhaps a merchantman, maybe a prize, but not so
fine a sailor. I could not make out if she was armed.”

Parker extended the barrel, steadied, slid
the barrel inward slightly to focus, hesitated but then offered,
“The frigate, Sir, seems to be standing out on an intercepting
course. The consort veering off, perhaps.”

Captain Bainbridge smiled, “As I hoped and
suspected.” He glanced to windward up to the set of the sails, and
confirmed, “We shall draw her out well away from shore and separate
them so that one cannot support t’other.” He then nearly whispered,
his voice cold, ordered, “Set the royals, Mr. Parker. Let’s show
her our heels.”

Mr. Parker called out to the Sailing Master,
“We shall have the Royals.”

The subsequent calls were made and Trove, a
topman, joined his division and scurried aloft once again. James,
while not yet being ordered to quarters, glanced round his gun and
went through his mental checklist.

Captain Bainbridge’s next words were nearly
lost in the Sailing Master’s calls for “Cast off clewlines and
buntlines,” “Let fall,” and “Sheet home.” The bosun’s distinct
whistle directed each task.

“Mr. Parker,” Bainbridge near whispered.
“Come up on the wind, ten degrees to starboard. Let’s see if she
can sail!”

The wheel spun, braces were hauled round and
sheets brought in. Constitution heeled, surged ahead and the log
was made. Midshipman Reynolds, all of thirteen years old, called
excitedly to the Sailing Master, “Eleven!”

The Second Lieutenant, who had the deck,
made one of the last entries in the log for 29 December 1812 as the
morning wore on, “Four bells in the forenoon watch, observed
possible enemy, changed course to NE, set royals, speed 11 knots.”
The Sailing Master went below to attend to the chart.

The strange sail was well handled and showed
a good turn of speed. Captain Bainbridge was impressed though not
particularly concerned. Indeed, this informal chase confirmed his
impression of her French pedigree. French ships were fast. French
ships were pretty. Years of British blockades, however, much like
that now suffered by American ports, simply rendered their handlers
rusty and often fatally inferior. This ship’s crew, however,
revealed no rust, no deficiency in set, trim or maneuver. The
question remained whether she was, in fact, sailed by the
French.

Captain Bainbridge shrugged as he
considered. If a contest ensued, it would be one ship against
t’other. A frigate captain could ask for no more.

The men at the wheel remained attentive to
their duty. The sand slipped through the glass, first one turn,
then another, and the bell, with each additional toll, piqued the
anticipation through the entire ship’s company. Theories among the
lower deck were as numerous as among the topmen and rumors at the
scuttlebutt became more outlandish with each gathering among the
hayseeds, purposefully stoked by the shellbacks.

At six bells, Captain Bainbridge came up
from below, met Mr. Parker in the waist and after just seconds of
observation and conference, the order was passed, the calls sung
out and Constitution tacked and stood now to just north of west, on
a converging course for the stranger.

James nodded to Trove. Although at his ease,
James was much too excited to go below; nor did he stray far from
his gun. Constitution had drawn its prey far from shore. The
consort was now irrelevant and the only thing tugging at his
stomach, causing a tinge of doubt, was the obvious impression that
their present situation appeared to suit the stranger as well,
skillfully maintaining the weather gauge.

While the stranger was as yet some miles
off, quiet, subtle preparations were already underway among the
more experienced of the crew. As Parker called “Clear for action,”
nearly all were close to their stations and rarely had the numerous
tasks proceed with such speed and efficiency. The men were rested,
in good health and were in recent days just beginning to shift
restlessly, feeling as their victory of October last, over
Guerriere, was now so distant as to require, as is often the case
with reputation, more recent validation. Morale was high.

Constitution tacked again and once around,
struck her royals and clewed up her main course. She slowed and
allowed the stranger to close. Captain Bainbridge wanted no
confusion or mistake. The national ensign would fly high and proud
and this stranger would have no excuse for not being able to
observe the private signal established for the day. At seven bells,
Captain Bainbridge took his eye from his glass, swung around to his
left and nodded to Midshipman Reynolds, standing at the taffrail,
halyard in hand, the private signal affixed and ready for the
anticipated hoist. Excitedly, while trying to hide his nervousness
caused by such a simple task, the young gentleman sent up the
private signal. It broke free from the leach of the spanker and
snapped full and fair, a solid, bold colored rectangle begging for
the only possible reply that would cause Constitution, a man-o-war,
to stand down.

The stranger ignored the signal. Some
minutes passed. It was not so much that Captain Bainbridge was
surprised. Nor did he believe the stranger needed more time to sort
out the only proper response. Rather, he did not so much mind, at
that moment, allowing the contestants to close, to get the scent of
each other. A full glass passed since the tack, a bit less since
the signal. The stranger stood on, fast and from the position of
strategic advantage. The crew stood near motionless, no preparatory
tasks remained undone, no doubt remained with even the least
experienced that this stranger was of a nation unfamiliar with the
established reply.

Finally, just as it seemed Captain
Bainbridge had no other plan or maneuver in mind, he wheeled and
ordered the helm up on to the wind yet again and quietly requested
of Mr. Parker, who with an excited call somewhat louder than proper
decorum required, repeated to the Sailing Master, “Set the royals
and main course!”

Captain Bainbridge brought up his watch from
his waist coat pocket, checked the time and commented to Mr.
Parker, “We shall draw him out still further from the coast.”

Mr. Parker nodded, swallowed and wondered
how long it would be until the stranger, holding the weather gauge
and apparently determined to fight, would wait before sending hot
iron hurling amidst them, against the hull, splitting planks and
rails, cutting rigging, creating mayhem, spilling blood and
bringing death. The sooner the better, he thought, for so to end
this cruel dance upon his nerves.

Mr. Parker called again to the Sailing
Master, not for a change in set or trim, but for a routine task,
calming in nature because it reminded all that perhaps this day was
no different or special in so many respects, “Mr. Barlow, prepare
to make noon.”

“Aye, Sir.” In just minutes, midshipmen and
junior officers congregated on the quarterdeck, where visibility of
the sun, this particular day, was greatest on this point of sail.
Fine instruments, dusted and polished, appeared from protective
boxes. The Sailing Master would most often instruct, while
sometimes admonish, with respect to how to shoot the sun. James
warmed to the ritual. Some weeks before, Captain Bainbridge noticed
James’ keen interest and asked, “Fascinated with navigation,
son?”

James started, his thoughts so deep and afar
that he stammered, “No Sir… well, I have some training, but I
also very much like the part where they always declare a new
day.”

Captain Bainbridge nodded and smiled, “Yes,
so do I. Just as in Genesis, on the first page of my Bible, we
gather each day in poor imitation of that which God accomplished;
separation of light from dark. ‘Thereupon, from the formless mass
of the earth, there was day’.”

James never forgot the exchange and rushed
to inform Trove of his profound respect for his Captain, who so
easily acknowledged a power greater than himself, while assuming
the role of God among them. In that sense, Captain Bainbridge
reminded James of another captain under whom he had sailed, who
with the highest skills, practiced profound humility grounded in
duty and responsibility; his father. The thought was welcome,
though now quite rare, ever since James called into question
Captain Lee’s courage in the face of an enemy.

Still, he was fascinated with the upcoming
ritual, because unlike Genesis as he recalled his lessons from his
Aunt Margaret, aboard Constitution and all ocean going ships, day
was not born from darkness, but rather from light, unto light, at
high noon. He asked Mr. Barlow why each day at sea began at noon
and the answer, typically as with matters involving ships and the
sea, was not in any manner theologically profound, but rather
grounded upon common sense and necessity.

“Why Lee, come now, how would we ever set
out to determine the zenith of the sun at midnight, or so easily as
with the sun at noon, than with any night body?” Mr. Barlow walked
off, shaking his head at what he considered a silly question. James
knew Barlow regarded him but a sweet water sailor, where navigation
so often depended much less upon the art and science of fine
instruments brought to bear upon celestial bodies, aided by man’s
discovery of the universal truth of mathematics, as crude piloting
requiring only reasonably good vision, simple arithmetic and a
stout anchor cable in case of doubt. Still, James was proud of his
abilities on the Lakes, where reefs and shoals and islands added
some risk not often encountered in the South Atlantic. He then
recalled, oddly, he thought, some minutes before going into battle,
that all of that was taught him by his father.

Still, there they were, enemy approaching,
gathering in high ritual for the declaration of a new day. Soon
enough, the high priests and devout came to nod, write a note or
two, retire their instruments, protecting them from the corrosive
salt air and Mr. Barlow strode to the binnacle to make the note in
the log as the third lieutenant, who now had the deck, struck eight
bells. It was noon, the beginning of a new day.

Barlow, taking no notice of James, wrote in
Constitution’s Log, “Wednesday, 30th December, 1812,
Commences with Clear weather and moderate breezes from E.N.E.
Hoisted our ensign and pendant.”

Suddenly, Captain Bainbridge called while
staring intently with his glass, “Mr. Barlow, remain and add in the
log, ‘At 15 minutes past meridian, The ship hoisted her colours—an
English Ensign—having a signal flying from her main Red Yellow
Red.’ Mr. Parker, if you please, take my glass and confirm.”

Captain Bainbridge walked to the taffrail
and soon Mr. Parker followed. They conferred in whispers, adjourned
and began to walk the deck in perfect calm as though enjoying a
fine day sail and without a care in the world. James knew this was
an important part of their responsibility, to calm, assure and give
confidence, all while instilling trust.

Trove inquired as to what was going on, with
an enemy so close and with so little apparent response. James tried
to explain but Trove only commented, “Such nonsense, let’s give
them a taste of metal, now and for as long as they are in sight.”
James just smiled, knowing well that while the oncoming ship
certainly did look to be very close, even closer somehow now with
her colours hoisted, he knew they were not as yet in range.

Captain Henry Lambert was as impatient as
Trove, but far more experienced. He had just ordered the hoisting
of the colours aboard

H.M.S. Java, formerly the French frigate,
Renommee. His consort was safe, far inshore. His frigate,
officially 38 guns but sporting this day 49, was nearly new, having
been recently launched and captured off Madagascar in 1811. Her
crew was as well trained as his ship was well found. On board were
notable persons within the English empire, all of whom looked to
him to avenge the outrage suffered upon their national reputation
with the surrender and sinking of Guerriere.

Lieutenant General Thomas Hislop, appointed
to command and enroute to the East Indies and Captain John
Marshall, Master and Commander, R.N., taking passage to his next
command and officially a passenger, stood to his left, just behind
his elbow as he stared at this curious American through his glass.
Mr. Chads, his First Lieutenant, was just behind him, to his right.
All quietly waited upon his word while he pondered just what to
say.

Java sailed well and was perhaps in these
conditions just slightly faster than her opponent, who, Captain
Lambert had to concede, was well handled. While at first his
unofficial ‘afterguard’ was convinced she was running, Lambert
recognized and respected what he regarded as an obvious prudent
move. The American frigate wanted a single ship action and was
purposefully drawing Java out from shore, so to assure his consort
would not in any manner interfere. The only question, Lambert
considered as he pressed the advantage of the weather gauge, was
for how long would the American insist upon still greater distance.
While it appeared they both wanted a fight, he saw little need to
sail halfway to Africa.

Captain Lambert shut his glass and inquired
of Lieutenant Chads, “Is everything ready?”

“Aye, we are cleared for action in near
record time our lads are so anxious. The marines are aloft. If only
this American will allow us to close,” offered Lieutenant
Chads.

Captain Lambert stepped back and observed so
that all around him could hear, “I perceive we are faster in this
wind, despite our somewhat lesser tonneage. Gentlemen, the day will
be won with British seamanship and discipline.” The others nodded.
Lt. General Hislop smiled and Captain Lambert knew that such a
hollow prediction was beneath him, ordinarily, but his esteemed
guests might appreciate a quote or two before the work grew
warm.

Captain Lambert offered a courtesy to
Captain Marshall, “Sir, while you have no official duties this day,
I thank you for your earlier offer to assist in any manner. Pray,
what are your thoughts?”

The gesture was appreciated and Captain
Marshall, a gentleman of less experience, replied, “You do us
proud, Sir. I perceive we are ready and with your skillful
protection of the weather gauge, this American has few
options.”

Captain Lambert appreciated the compliment
in front of the Lieutenant General Hislop and suggested, “Perhaps
Lieutenant Chads would appreciate your assistance with the gun
crews?”

“Certainly, Sir,” Lieutenant Chads
confirmed. “I shall take the foredeck guns if Captain Marshall
would be so good as to lend his attention to the quarterdeck.”

As Captain Marshall made his appreciation,
Captain Lambert interjected, “Let us reverse that, if you please. I
suspect we will be maneuvering this day and, Lieutenant Chads, with
your familiarity with our people, you will be more valuable to me
on the quarterdeck.”

Both officers quickly assented and Captain
Lambert advised, “General Hislop, Sir, you are too valuable a cargo
to lose to a musket ball. I would be pleased were you to take
precautions assuring your delivery in the Indies. I will not order
you below, merely encourage it for the sake of our nation and
intending no dishonor.”

The General understood, “Thank you, Captain,
for allowing me discretion. I will use caution, but will assist
your marines any way I can.”

Lieutenant Chads called out, interrupting,
and indicated by gesture, “Sir, our American is tacking!”

Captain Lambert wryly commented, appreciated
by his guests, “Gentlemen, it appears our American has come to
conclude we now have sufficient room to greet one another
appropriately.”

More than an hour after the stranger hoisted
the Union Jack, Captain Bainbridge tacked to stand for his opponent
and ordered the royals stuck and the courses clewed up; thus
shortening sail for the impending fight. The reduction in sail
slowed Constitution, but allowed for tighter maneuvering and raised
much of the lowest sail cloth from close to the deck and the fire
and sparks which would soon spew from her guns.

Convention suggested that Captain Lambert
would soon follow suit. Captain Bainbridge observed through his
glass his opponent assuming the same configuration in sail plan,
with the same skill and obvious seamanship displayed all through
the morning.

Trove was aloft, on the windward, or
larboard, mizzen topsail yard. The cross-trees were rather clumsily
manned by a marine with whom he had to contend but he managed to
climb over and around him without causing the marine to drop his
musket upon the officers below. Trove had a fine view but wished he
were at the arm of a longer yard. He was dismayed that his stomach
felt queer, his knees a bit weak. Should he vomit, he preferred to
be well out over the side of the ship.

James was at his gun, which he regretted was
to starboard and thus was not on the side of Constitution that
would first engage. Still, the sulfur waft of slow match reminded
him for the first time in some months of U.S.S. Chesapeake and the
horror of taking those broadsides from H.M.S. Leopard, now five
years ago. One of his gun crew, Jesse Williams, an African, asked,
“Mr. Lee, you alright?”

James was staring off at nothing in
particular. He felt clammy and he noted his tanned arms and hands
looked pale. He could only imagine his face. How he wished the
fighting would begin. The waiting was near torture. He wondered if
he had what it took to kill. He worried that he lacked what it took
to die, here among so many brave comrades, with no dishonor.

He replied to his steady African, “Make no
mistake, Jesse, we shall give it to them, fast and sure, you and
I.” James smiled and so did the rest of the crew, reassured by his
tone, if not his coloring.

Suddenly Mr. Parker was walking swiftly down
the larboard side authorizing gun captains, “Fire on the uproll,
lads.” Before he was at the main mast, as the stern rode up a
quartering wave, the guns on the quarterdeck were firing and the
broadside rolled down the deck from stern to bow, bringing the
thunder, the smoke, the crash of recoil and calls for reloading to
each of those, the many, whose stomachs and nerves needed
fortification. The smoke drifted back across the deck, which
together with the heel of the ship herself, obscured James’ attempt
to assess the damage. Before the last gun was fired, on the
foredeck, however, James observed the Captain’s scowl, as he stared
across the water with his glass. He felt his disappointment.

Captain Bainbridge walked to the forward
edge of the quarterdeck and met Mr. Parker. Parker was calling
above the din of the clattering blocks of gun tackles, worming,
sponging, calls for powder, shot, and admonishments from gun
captains to quicken the pace, all while trying to calm the
inexperienced. “Mr. Parker, that will not serve,” Bainbridge told
him. “We did little damage!”

Mr. Parker observed respectfully, “The range
was extreme, Captain.”

“After this next, switch to bar and chain to
larboard. Inform the starboard guns to double shot.”

James, overhearing, nodded and waited for
the word while carefully selecting another ball from the rack and
readying it to add to the round shot already rammed home. His guns
would be used at closer range and the Captain desired to send twice
the normal weight of metal into their opponent. His larboard
counterparts would switch to bars of iron connected with a length
of chain which would spin through the air and sever any rigging it
encountered.

Before James could set about with his crew
to double shot his gun, he heard, then felt, their enemy’s wrath:
the whooshing and scream of balls parting air just before striking
targets, the horrendous noise of a simultaneous broadside, a huge
shuddering of the ship at the smashing of spars and the crushing of
bones accompanied by the screams of men. Splinters flew, one coming
to pierce a gun crew in the adjacent station. James could not for
some seconds take his eyes off bright red blood, now on the deck
and darkening quickly in the heat.

Captain Bainbridge looked concerned as he
swept the glass forward in a gradual arc, which James knew could
only mean their opponent was preparing to rake them from the bow.
The Captain called for Mr. Parker, “Set courses and royals,” then
raising his tone, “quick as thought now. Helm hard over to
starboard, Mr. Barlow, prepare to wear; bear off, on the instant!”
The move was unusual, one that would lead to wearing the ship in
close proximity to the enemy. Constitution needed more speed
through the water and Captain Bainbridge was risking fire and
ruination to get it. James glanced at Trove, as busy as he had ever
seen him as he could not have been expecting to be setting sail in
the midst of battle.

But all hands were to stations and
Constitution turned smartly within seconds aided by the extra
canvas hurriedly set. Captain Bainbridge, with his unorthodox
maneuver, seemed to ward off disaster and forced a second exchange
of broadsides instead of suffering one without reply.

Mr. Parker, this time, did not wait for
orders but called for the starboard guns, “Aim for her spars, lads.
Fire as you bear!” Again, Constitution opted for a staggered
broadside, less impressive perhaps for its violence, but if well
aimed, more effective and damaging to the enemy. James sighted down
the barrel, took his time, waited until the relative angles of his
gun aligned with the enemy’s mainmast and called “Fire!” The
linstock and slow match lowered to the vent hole. The gun roared,
belched and jumped back, nearly crushing his cheekbone much too
close to the gun while attempting to follow the double shot
home.

James saw the shot fly through the air,
black upon blue in a predictable arc. He laughed, shouted, waved
his arm, hat in hand and slapped Jesse on his bare back, “Two balls
right in the foremast, boys! Two more and this fight is over!” He
heard more exclamations down along the larboard guns before he was
knocked from his feet.

James did not recall even hearing the
English fire a second broadside.

But the balls hit hard, slamming into the
bulwarks with splinters sent flying. The fact that James was
instantly knocked to the deck might have saved his life, but it
took him some seconds to realize where precisely the destruction
occurred to have leveled him from the concussion alone.

James raised his head and was amazed to see
the double wheel of Constitution shot clear away, recognizing
various pieces shattered and scattered over the quarterdeck. One of
the men at the wheel was severed and made a horrendous mess too
near to him to for him to remain lying in place. As the flowing
blood spread, James sat and saw Captain Bainbridge addressing him,
but could not at first hear his words. Time seemed to slow, then
his hearing returned and he understood he was being asked to
descend below and assist in steering the ship. “Take a good man
with you, lad, and report to Mr. Barlow. Not a moment to lose!”

Constitution, James could tell, was turning
slowly, caused solely by the force of the wind on the sails which
as yet had not have been set or trimmed to counteract the absence
of any pressure upon the rudder. Mr. Parker was shouting commands
to brace round the yards to straighten her course, but it would
take some time with some of the rigging damaged, some of the hands
injured, and soon the enemy would notice she was unmanageable. Like
a drunken man staggering about in a street fight, despite all
obvious strength, Constitution was vulnerable and all but
beaten.

James climbed to his knees, nodding his
understanding. Captain Bainbridge made to assist in reestablishing
order upon the quarterdeck. James recalled he was told to take
another good man. Even before taking his feet, while afraid his
balance would fail him, he called, “Jesse, I need you! Come help
me!”

The Bosun was at that moment sending men
aloft, not allowing them to descend, but just as he went to
admonish Jesse who had turned aside at James’ call, the Bosun
caught Captain Bainbridge’s eye, also noticing the impassioned plea
of James to a shipmate and nodded to the Bosun. The marine stepped
aside and Jesse joined James. Together they made their way amid
fire and smoke, splinters and cries, to the darkness below into
chaos, where one might expect to find hell.

Calls were coming down directly from a hole
in the deck where damage had enlarged that opening where the
steering ropes led to the mechanical advantage used to turn the
rudder. Hands were rigging triple blocks and reeving lines. Men,
aided by mechanical advantage, were stationed to haul steering
ropes wound between the wheels in the hopes of replacing what
strain had been previously taken by the drum on deck. After a few
clumsy attempts, the men got their bearings and essentially were
told when to haul, starboard or larboard and by how many feet they
must advance together. The action was reversed and for a moment
seemed counterintuitive for those used to steering with a wheel,
for below decks they were essentially now steering with a tiller.
To turn to starboard they quickly realized the men stationed to
larboard had to haul their line while the men to starboard
eased.

Constitution narrowly avoided being raked
yet a second time. Trove was aloft and when not trying to repair
sliced rigging, was constantly taking in and setting more sail to
adjust to the fact that their opponent was faster. He watched the
battle when he could, which was not as often as his vantage point
would suggest as possible. He did notice with considerable hope the
loss of several spars from their enemy’s sail plan, mostly forward,
thus effecting her maneuvering. First the jibboom, then the
foremast dragged over the side causing the English frigate to lose
way and maneuverability.

Constitution’s guns kept firing despite the
damage she suffered. Her wounds were significant but not
debilitating. Her main topmast snapped and broke away to larboard
and Trove hung on tight for whatever standing rigging he hoped
might survive the cascade of spars, yards, blocks, canvas and
rigging. He heard the cry of one of his shipmates as he fell from
the main topmast rigging collapsing underneath him and crashed to
the deck.

The accuracy of Constitution’s gunnery,
however, was beginning to tell. While the enemy still had the
weather gauge, she appeared to be losing her ability to maneuver
under sail. Trove descended from the mizzen shrouds, was ordered by
the bosun into the main top to help repair the damage and on his
way along the deck, was assured that his friend, James, was below.
Trove misunderstood and took it to mean James was wounded, but then
was told that James was steering the ship. Trove scrambled aloft in
the main shrouds, proud of his friend but disappointed James was
missing such a sight.

The work below, attended by James, was hot,
frantic, hard and frightening. As the wounded were sent below, the
screams rose from the surgeon’s table even over the noise of the
heavy guns. The lower decks filled with acrid smoke and barefoot
men began to slip on the scattered sand flung upon well worn deck
planks, with occasional wet pools. As a matter of grotesque irony,
the blood of the dying, mixed with the sand, assisted the footing
and balance of the living.

Trove was laying out to starboard to reeve a
sliced clewline in the topsail, A marine in the main top called out
that the enemy Captain was down, wounded, on the deck. While the
Marine did not claim credit, Trove noticed his musket barrel was
still smoking from a recent shot.

Captain Bainbridge walked the quarter deck,
Mr. Parker the waist. They supervised the larboard gunners,
alternating between grape shot and chain and bar. The grape kept
potential boarding parties at bay, the chain and bar wreaked havoc
amid the rigging, essentially keeping the English frigate from
maneuvering so close to Constitution so to board.

Trove could sense, even from aloft, that the
battle was reaching a new height. The enemy frigate was close and
the angle from which the marines were aiming at the enemy crew grew
ever lower. Broadsides were indistinct, but firing was still
fierce. Trove wondered if Constitution was actually firing faster
and more frequently, or was that an illusion given his fevered
hopes, if not inner fears? Trove slid out along the top of the main
t’gallant yard, reeving another footrope between the eyelets in the
stirrups, when suddenly the great guns stopped firing and even
small arms faded to a sputter.

Trove finished his task as he was in much
too precarious a position to break his concentration, then tested
his work with his own weight and beheld the situation below.
Constitution was sailing to windward, finally having won the
weather gauge. The English frigate was dismasted, a floating hulk
of wreckage; spars, canvas, rigging having cascaded over and off
the deck in a tangled mess that would have made even moving about,
let alone fighting effectively, a major effort.

James, below, also noticed the quiet, but
was now receiving regular reports from the quarterdeck in the
relative silence. The men were relieved, no, overjoyed and thankful
to the point of prayer, that Constitution could spare the luxury to
stand off, her opponent incapable of significant movement or
aggression.

Captain Bainbridge studied his enemy as a
wounded beast. At such a time, she may be the most desperate and,
hence, the most dangerous. At first, he spied no colours and
wondered if she had struck. Parker, blood dripping from a splinter
wound above his left ear, joined him on the quarterdeck and pointed
to the Union Jack now nailed, it appeared, from the stump of the
mizzen mast.

“Very well,” Captain Bainbridge, resolved.
“We shall take our time, make our repairs, aid the men and return
to our foe upon our terms.” For the next glass and more, all came
to the aid of their wounded ship and to each other. Water was
distributed, wounds were wrapped, line and rigging repaired, guns
cleaned, tended and systems made certain. Some of the men below
deck at the steering ropes were rotated with others, less
exhausted, and James and Jesse, having been there from the first,
were allowed to return to their gun crew.

Jesse teased his gun crew, “My, my, lookee
here! You manage a shot without us?”

A rammer from Baltimore replied, “Have no
fear, our English cousins may not have had enough of us, even
yet.”

“We did well,” boasted the youngest of the
crew, just fifteen, “to make our gun captain proud!”

The oldest of them, on the other hand,
conceded, “A little slower, granted, but we fired so true I am sure
our work warrants a dram or more!”

“No doubt,” allowed James, nodding his head
in affirmation. He was mightily relieved they were all as yet alive
and only two of them were sporting bandages with little blood
weeping through.

Captain Bainbridge called out loudly to the
entire Ship’s Company, a rare occasion, but effective in marking a
special moment, “Alright lads, let’s see if they have anything
left! You have fought well. We shall return to the fight, proud and
strong!”

A cheer went up from the waist, rolled to
the foredeck and then came up from the hatchways and open gunports
from below, where quite likely not one of the men even heard the
Captain’s praise. The helm was put down and Constitution closed the
short distance between the combatants, staying at such an angle as
to assure that she could rake the English frigate and keep away
from what English guns were yet serviceable.

Constitution made her slow turn, bringing
her starboard guns to bear across the stricken bow of the English
frigate. The enemy ship’s jibbom was shot away, stays sliced, spars
fallen and rigging all ahew. Captain Bainbridge hesitated, looked
to Mr. Parker. James saw in his eyes a plea for someone to tell him
that which he much preferred to hear than that which must surely
comprise his next predictable order.

Mr. Chads, now in command of H.M.S. Java in
her most desperate moment and with few options remaining, looked
over to Captain Marshall. It was an awkward moment. Both men knew
as Constitution made her turn they could well be just moments from
their deaths along with so many of the men over whom Mr. Chads, for
no longer than a single glass had assumed complete
responsibility.

The first Lieutenant looked for some
confirmation in the eyes of Captain Marshall, albeit he was a
Captain only by rank, lacking an appointment to command Java. If he
struck, Chads wondered, would Captain Marshall forever condemn him?
There was no time to confer. The expression worn by Captain
Marshall, in so much as Chads could tell through the smoke and the
blood and the grime of a hard fight, now some hours old, was one of
shock, not criticism. Suddenly Chads knew precisely what Captain
Lambert would do were he not lying below, perhaps at that very
moment growing gradually more cold.

Chads turned to those men nearest the stump
of the mizzen and ordered, “Cut it down. Get it down, now!” His
words were filled with dismay and disgust, but he said them
emphatically and with some urgency.

Mr. Parker half smiled, not with delight but
with the thanks one offered when relieved, having been most
assuredly delivered by grace. He cried to Captain Bainbridge, “Sir,
their colors are cut down!”

Captain Bainbridge felt the same relief to
be sure and would be forever grateful for the good sense and
humanity of whomever now commanded the wreck of her former
majesty’s ship. “Mr. Parker, go over in our boat and take command.
We shall stand by for your signal. Make a damage assessment and
bring over her senior officers.”

Mr. Parker nodded, blankly, like a man in a
dream. Others began to relax just a bit, stand more at ease, look
round to each other and Mr. Parker walked to Captain Bainbridge,
smiled broadly, and offered, “Sir, my congratulations and
gratitude! Well, done!”

A cheer rose among the Ship’s Company,
“Huzza! Huzza!” Captain Bainbridge allowed this small celebration
and smiled humbly. They deserve that and more, he thought, and
while some may not know, none would sleep for at least several
watches to come.

Trove found James and Jesse by their gun and
together they took the deck from exhaustion, breathed deep and
thanked God they were alive. Trove thought about how, as the year
came to a close, he had gone from a frontier waterman on the run to
a United States Navy topman, having vanquished the pride of the
most powerful navy on earth. Jesse pondered, from the stories told
him by James, the odd, but peaceful image of an inland sea filled
with ‘sweetwater’. James struggled with why, if he had that day
fought with honor, his father, just months before and facing far
fewer of the same foe, had fled.

All men, American and British, worked more
fervently through the evening, night and next day than perhaps at
any time during the five hour battle. Pumps were constantly
returning the invading sea water back to the South Atlantic, trying
to keep the American prize afloat. Captain Bainbridge knew his
nation could well use another frigate and he would have dearly
loved to divide the prize money among his officers and throughout
the crew. But it was not to be.

The following day, the eve of the new year,
after prayers for the dead, attention to the wounded and while
holes were plugged, rigging spliced, canvas rents patched and with
hundreds of tasks yet before them, hope for Java was lost. She was
fired and both American victors and British captives watched in
fascination the sinking of a surrendered English frigate. Less than
forty hours before Java had been well found and well armed, with a
seasoned captain, a well trained crew, and represented the best the
Royal Navy had to offer.

Before she was fired, however, Java’s
perfectly intact ship’s wheel was removed, installed and made
entirely serviceable on the quarterdeck of

U.S.S. Constitution.

Lieutenant Chads, having been extended every
courtesy, wrote to the Admiralty, hardly knowing how to form the
words from the quill.

Decr 31st 1812

To John W. Croker, Esquire

Secretary

Admiralty

Sir, It is with deep regret that I write you
for the information of the Lords Commissioners of the Admiralty
that His Majesty’s ship Java is no more, after sustaining an action
of the 29th Inst for several hours with the American
frigate Constitution which resulted in the capture and ultimate
destruction of His Majesty’s ship. Captain Lambert being
dangerously wounded in the height of the Action, the melancholy
task of writing the detail devolves on me.

Mr. Chads continued his report for some time
but then put down his quill. He wondered, together with more than
300 ‘guests’ now aboard Constitution and, eventually, with many
others throughout the Royal Navy and across the English empire,
what could possibly have caused the world to upend?

 


 



Chapter Eleven

 


Lieutenant James Fleet was at last given an
assignment that signaled to all at the Amherstberg naval yard and
Fort Malden his true worth to the Crown. The fact that Dunlap was a
witness to the event, brought him great joy.

Master Commandant Hall acted on the advice
Lieutenant Dunlap offered late the previous year. Now, in March of
1813, with the navigable season drawing near, supplies were scarce
and American plans at Presque Isle to mount a challenge for the
dominance of Lake Erie were well known to all on the inland seas.
Soon ice yielding to open water would, like a stage curtain rising,
allow the drama to unfold.

Hall stood from his desk chair, walked round
the desk and sat on the front corner closest to Fleet. He paused.
The fire crackled. A log hissed with steam from recent moisture.
The room was otherwise absolutely silent, the yard outside still in
a state of semi-hibernation. Hall looked to Fleet and spoke with
emphasis, “This recent spell of warmer weather has provided us an
opportunity. The ice has receded and some water surrounds the
remaining floes. Mr. Fleet, we need ship building materials and
supplies badly. You have most recently been to Fort Erie and, from
what I understand, its commander merely awaits a means to transport
fastenings, ironwork, and all that is too heavy and bulky to have
sent by sled these past weeks. The critical items for building
ships must be brought by ship.”

Dunlap sat silently and looked out at the
snow flurries. Light squalls had blown through all day, but Hall
was correct. The temperature these past several days hinted at
spring, with a narrow range between highs and lows, all slightly
above freezing. He stared out the window and Fleet took Dunlap’s
disinterest as depression. He half smiled and assured Hall, “Salina
is perfect for the task; a merchantman with a large hold. I am not
unfamiliar with her, Sir, as Lieutenant Dunlap commanded her last
August as we sailed down from Mackinaw.”

Fleet purposefully worked that fact into the
conversation. It implied Fleet had been given Dunlap’s command and
by all accounts, Dunlap could do nothing about it. Had he been more
observant, Fleet should have thought it very odd that Dunlap was
not, apparently, so much as registering an objection.

But Fleet could not goad Dunlap; not this
day. Dunlap was much too busy making a mental list of how he would
best utilize this day and all of those in the next fortnight
organizing yard personnel, crew and scarce assets. Hall added, “Mr.
Fleet, Salina is yours and you shall depart tomorrow. You know the
commander at Fort Erie, you know Dover Mills as a port of refuge
along the way. Be careful of the floes and bring us those
materials. The Americans seem to have the advantage in terms of
supply routes and local knowledge.”

Fleet recalled the documents he searched for
in vain last summer, thought to have been drawn by an American
merchantman, Captain William Lee, but he said nothing in reply.
Rather, Fleet merely affirmed, “Aye, Sir,” as a prelude to changing
the subject. “Is Mr. Dunlap available to serve as my First?” Fleet
would relish being senior to his rival.

Hall was dismissive. “The Provincial Marine
will supply all of your crew. We expect no interaction with the
enemy who to our knowledge are not yet on the Lake.”

Dunlap just looked at Fleet with an
incredulous expression, as if to say the arrangement Fleet
suggested would never happen again; not after the loss of General
Hope in ’05.

Fleet caught Dunlap’s expression, was
uncomfortable with Hall’s quick rejection of his suggestion, and
suddenly a queasy feeling rose from the pit of his stomach.
“Captain Hall, will Mr. Dunlap be otherwise engaged?”

“Lieutenant, it is not my practice to
explain myself to you.” Dunlap looked out the window once again.
Hall seemed agitated, almost offended at Fleet’s impertinence. He
strode to the fire, grabbed a poker like a sword and rather than
wield it at his troublesome officer instead attacked the stack of
logs, stirring sparks to match his mood. “But as you insist on
provoking me, Mr. Dunlap will be engaged commissioning his new
command, General Hunter. We expect open water within three weeks
and we will be asserting our authority and advantage from the first
days possible.”

Fleet was crushed. He had hoped for the
General Hunter. His mission looked like an errand by contrast,
however important for future building. He gathered all of his
discipline to hide his disappointment, hoping to deprive Hall and
Dunlap of any satisfaction. But he involuntarily flushed and hoped
they did not notice in the early evening, quickly dimming
light.

Fleet managed to recover and ask, “And
Little Belt?”

Hall confirmed, “She is yours. The
Provincial Marine will provide crew for you this season and Mr.
Dunlap will supervise some initial tasks, such as removing her
cover so that you will soon be ready upon your return with
Salina.”

Fleet did not know which was worse; being
absent from commissioning or having Dunlap attend to such initial
tasks with respect to his sloop, Little Belt. He heard vaguely Hall
confirm, “That is all. Mr. Dunlap, another moment, if you
please.”

Fleet stood and consciously tried to cover
the fact that he was, at best, staggering out from Hall’s office,
struggling to minimize the impact of the news. He wandered into the
early evening, alone, across the naval yard. He was bitter,
resentful and missing Abigail, who his pride told him each day he
should spurn. Fleet gave no thought to the importance of his
mission on the eve of his departure. He was Royal Navy; his father,
whom he detested, had nonetheless achieved the rank of Admiral and
he was well above and beyond a mere errand for yard carpenters. He
turned, once again, to the comfort for which he had become known
among his peers.

Salina would not depart on the ‘morrow as
early as her crew was prepared.

The voyage itself was a bit tricky. The
winds shifted the floes and the ice islands gave little warning as
by shoaling of their approach or proximity. The lead line and chart
was of little use, as the chief danger was entirely mobile and
largely unpredictable. Sail had to be set with caution, not merely
for course and speed.

Salina crawled along the northern shore near
the same route Trove had taken in Sarah some months before.
Northerly winds kept the floes off shore, but the north winds were
laden with cold Canadian air which prompted a resurgence of ice.
The Provincial Marine Sailing Master, Mr. O’Connell, suffered
Lieutenant Fleet’s arrogance better than most, and with a moderate
north wind and partly cloudy skies, dusk of the first day brought
Salina just north of the western islands.

The moon was waxing though, but a quarter,
and Fleet had the good sense to listen to his Sailing Master, “Sir,
sailing through the night is very risky.”

“The moon offers sufficient light. We can
yet anchor when it sets.”

“Aye,” agreed O’Connell, “but some of the
smaller ice, splintered from larger floes, lie just inches below
the surface. We should navigate by hope?”

Lieutenant Fleet thought for some seconds,
then confirmed to O’Connell’s relief, “Mr. O’Connell, we shall
anchor in the lee of that island. Prepare tomorrow for an early
departure.” Fleet was not persuaded by O’Connell’s reasons, but
rather by his mention of ‘hope’. Fleet had already lost one ship,
H.M. Schooner Hope, and knew that his career could little afford
the loss of another.

The following day brought light wind from
the west and temperatures well above freezing. The morning sun made
sailing due east difficult, with the glare and reflection off of
the open water hindering the lookouts searching for ice, but by
noon, Salina set its outer jib and sailed Sou’east so to avoid and
eventually round Long Point.

O’Connell did well avoiding the floes and
steered so to keep way on Salina and the speed reasonably constant.
Salina was gradually sailing more distant from the northern shore,
perhaps as far as two leagues at one point, as Long Point peninsula
loomed as a fine haze off the larboard bow. Salina sailed until
after dark the second night, needing to reach the shallows so to
anchor, precariously, off of what was well recognized as could
become lee shore. But the wind remained light, the bottom offered
good holding and the night passed quietly, with rest for all but
the minimal anchor watch.

The third day brought a light wind from the
south and so anxious was O’Connell to sail from the lee shore, he
pressed Captain Fleet to allow a tack, following a course between
the floes, just north of east.

At noon, O’Connell approached Fleet with
caution, “Captain, look to the east. I see nothing but open water.
Permission, Sir, to change course.”

Fleet did not look, as suggested, but merely
replied, “Make it so.” Fleet went below, remaining in his cabin
until Dover Mills loomed off the larboard bow.

As Salina sailed past the harbor of Dover
Mills, Fleet grew silent and allowed O’Connell the deck. Fleet
stood for hours it seemed along the rail aft of the tiller and
stared back to shore. He stared through his long glass and
convinced himself that he caught sight of Abilgail on the town dock
at Dover Mills. He thought of his inheritance, recently inventoried
by correspondence from Mr. Wellstone. The allowance for Abigail was
also revealed and he wondered as to whether she had received her
own letter and her reaction. He last spoke to her briefly on his
return trip, overland, from Fort Erie, but her mother and Thomas
were close by and there appeared little extra room in the home for
another guest or much privacy between them.

At Fort Erie, Fleet paid his respects to the
Commander, made a point to visit the gun crews yet harassing the
American yard at Black Rock. He noted their progress, while slow,
was steady and he was of the opinion the Americans were likely to
try to make the open waters within the month. At dinner that
evening, Fleet offered as much, with a typical lack of tact,
sounding disappointed and somewhat critical.

The commander, Captain Alex Leonard, assured
Fleet, “Our shots scatter the yard workers often enough, but the
sheer amount of ammunition alone, were we to attempt to keep up the
fire round the clock, would exhaust every magazine in the
Northwest.” In an attempt to force Fleet on the defensive, Leonard
observed, “If I were in the Royal Navy, I would worry far more
about these American frigates! I trust you heard of the poor
showing of our H.M.S. Java?”

Fleet angered quickly, but could not
disagree. Rather, he repeated what was the common line heard at the
yard in Amherstberg, “Sir, the American ‘frigates’ are much larger,
heavier and better armed. Indeed, the term is misleading. Just wait
until our ships of the line find what few they have launched. Then
you will see a fair fight! Then you will see the superiority of the
Royal Navy.”

Unexpectedly, Leonard, an army officer,
replied with a far more intelligent point than those navy personnel
in Amherstberg, “Perhaps. But when our ships of the line manage to
find these American frigates, or however you prefer to classify
them, will ours be able to catch theirs?”

Fleet considered the point and, having no
answer, changed the subject. “Captain, ships of the line are not
our concern. Shall I assume the hold of my schooner will be filled
by morning?”

“Easily, Mr. Fleet.” Captain Leonard filled
their glasses yet again with a credible brandy and added, “I have
asked a few men to help your crew. I expect they are hard at work
even now. When will you depart?”

“Early in the morning, as the wind allows.”
The two soon came to the mutual conclusion, unstated, that they had
little in common and allowed their subordinates at the table to
carry most of the conversation well into the night. Fleet, as
usual, found entertainment enough from the private stock of his
host.

Fleet walked the perimeter of Fort Erie
until late into the night, pretended to check on the trim of
Salina, but the entire time he thought of Abigail. He resolved to
weigh on the ‘morrow, bound for Dover Mills. As Captain of Salina,
he could simply declare the need to take refuge. In reality, he
needed to put the ghost of his father by the board. He needed to
put what he viewed as both his father’s and Abigail’s betrayal of
him well astern as his life unfolded. It could wait no longer.

Lieutenant Fleet rapped on the door and
Abigail’s mother answered. She was surprised but polite enough,
explaining, “Abigail is out walking our fields with Thomas. I am so
grateful for his work about the farm.” Fleet held his tongue.

The late morning promised both sun and
unusual warmth. Ice floes and open water were far from his mind as
James walked up behind Abigail and Thomas, strolling leisurely and
seeming to enjoy the view of the harbor, having noticed the
anchored schooner. Abigail was all in white, a cotton blouse, vest
and full skirt, with her golden hair tucked loosely behind and
above her neck. A white shawl provided some warmth for the early
spring day and her golden hair, braided loosely behind her,
contrasted perfectly with her white clothing and patches of snow
spotting the light brown of the fields.

James called out, surprising Abigail and
Thomas, just as she had surprised him the previous fall. James
relied upon his station instantly and requested that Thomas return
to the farm and leave he and “Miss Wheems” to talk.

Thomas found his tone offensive, his address
to the widow Fleet disrespectful, but he reluctantly complied at
the touch of Abigail’s hand upon his sleeve, “It is alright,
Thomas. Please?”

Recovering, Abigail turned her undivided
attention to this surprise visit, also somewhat unnerved by James’s
reference to her by her maiden name. “James, it is wonderful to see
you. Is that your ship in the harbor?”

“Yes. I am returning to Amherstberg from
Fort Erie with critical materials for the war effort. But
navigation is dangerous with ice yet on the Lakes and we took
refuge this morning.” Abigail witnessed only clear skies and light
winds, but asked no questions. She knew little of sailing, but her
instincts as a woman were often quite enough when dealing with
sailors.

“Well, it is nice of you to visit. I have
been concerned for this past week since hearing from Lord
Castlereagh by letter. He informs me of two additional defeats for
the Royal Navy. Three frigates lost! And privateers, he cautions,
stopping English packets and merchantmen over the entire North
Atlantic; however will I get home? Indeed, he informs me that the
Admiralty has issued strict instructions to our frigates to decline
any engagement with these American vessels. Imagine! Sir Edgar
would be mortified.”

James shot her a glance that revealed his
intent. It was all she needed to know. “Abigail, are you leaving?
Are you returning to England?” She took heart from his tone. For
James not to comment upon Lord Castlereagh, the Admiralty orders,
or his father meant his visit was intensely personal in nature.

She turned, walked a few steps to the top of
a gradual ridge to take the view of Lake Erie. Just as she made to
respond, the wind suddenly increased; first just a puff, carrying
with it her answer. But in an instant, a gust followed with a
sustained breeze. All James caught was the sun on her hair being
blown back, the loose braids failing under the sudden strain of the
new breeze.

“I beg your pardon, Abigail, what was that?”
James implored. He also had to catch his hat and removed it
entirely to provide his nervous hands some purpose.

She turned and laughed at the wind, her hair
now blowing in front of her from each side and playfully shielding
her face. James was reminded of his graceful sloop with a beautiful
pennant running before a fine breeze, her canvas not unlike
Abigail’s white cotton skirts. Her hands made to comb back her
waves of golden hair and she raised her voice while smiling. “My
visit with my mother has been a joy and my time with you, precious,
but I appear to have little purpose, no home on this continent to
call my own and it is time, I suppose, I make my way, if I
must.”

She turned once again and looked out over
the Lake. James followed her gaze and thought he could have been
handed no better introduction to say what he had come to reveal.
But then he scowled from that which both had witnessed but only he
observed.

There were whitecaps on the harbor! A new,
fresh, strong wind, having arrived and built in seconds from the
south, would within a minute be upon them standing on the ridge.
James watched Salina swing three points to her anchor and while he
was not immediately concerned for his ship with Mr. O’Connell
aboard, as was so often the case on the inland seas the weather had
turned within minutes, and just over the horizon he caught the dark
edges of an ominous cloud bank moving quickly toward his command.
He gestured, demonstrating to Abigail the reason for his concern
and their prompt departure as he took her by the arm and began, now
with the increasing wind to their back, to lead her back to the
house.

On his way, however, he burst forth with
that which had troubled him since departing Amherstberg, “Abigail,
let us forget this past decade and begin again where we left off. I
have means, you will have property, and we can make our home
together as it always should have been. Certainly, if I can forget,
so, too, can you.”

Abigail was grateful for the wind. It kept
some urgency and purpose to their walk. Their destination
approached, imposing a finite limit, as with a wine glass filling,
from which no uncomfortable topic must be allowed to spill. The
analogy brought to mind for her that which she had witnessed on far
too many occasions with James. He would invariably continue his
pour as his control, discipline, wit and charm, his charity as a
Christian, his duty as an officer, and his strength as a man
emptied; as did so many a bottle in his hands.

Abigail supposed James had sought her
commitment. While the new wind was now upon them and the dead oak
leaves not yet fallen caused the branches along the windbreak to
the house to rustle with some urgency, she knew she could not
pretend to have not heard. It would, no doubt, require all of her
skills as a woman and her way with a man in order to form an
effective response. Her mother, she noticed, was standing on the
back porch, Thomas was closing the doors to the barn and both of
them looked relieved to see Abigail approach. They would be among
them within seconds.

Abigail stopped, turned to James, and she
ignored the expressions of bewilderment from her mother and
jealousy from Thomas. Over the rush of the wind, her mother and
Thomas, unintended witnesses, would hear nothing. By time they
approached, should they even try, it would be over. Abigail took
his hands and pleaded, “James, let us give this more time. It is a
serious matter, both of us forgetting a decade, if even possible,
that others will not. I will think about it, as should you. You
have not lived in London for some time, after all.”

James did not take it as a rejection,
although in her heart, Abigail was scared. Not of the public
reaction, for her wealth, upon her marriage, would eventually quiet
most tongues and render the remainder largely irrelevant. No, she
was scared of James. While the hardness and cruelty of his father,
Sir Edgar, was never directed at her and she had adapted well to
his absence and what she came to realize was his disinterest, she
knew that James would adhere to no such limitations and boundaries.
What good the wealth, without the freedom? What good the vows,
without the safety of benevolence?

James, for his part, took what moment the
rising gale would allow to clarify their future, “London? I’ve seen
enough. With your past, we shall make our home in Upper Canada.”
Thinking he had solved for her the only hesitation on her mind, he
turned and, taking her hand, led her onto the porch.

Abigail, with that single comment from
James, made her decision. If James thought she intended to live out
her life in Dover Mills, or some other such small community on the
Northwest frontier, he was sadly mistaken. Having just been
insulted by an arrogant, aging lieutenant with a reputation of
temper and drink, himself having lost a vessel amid rumors of
incompetence, hers was not the reputation, she knew, as between
them would cause any concerns for their future.

No, Abigail was certain. The problem now, as
James made his goodbye, promised to write and rushed off to face
the onslaught of a late winter gale, would be to arrange an
alternative.

Abigail looked over at Thomas, who having
finished closing the barn door in the rising wind, retrieved a
freshly sharpened ax, normally kept on the porch so to assist with
splitting wood. As he jogged to the house, one hand holding his
straw hat, she focused rather upon what Thomas carried in the other
and the glint from the blade, reflecting in the sun.

The gusts blew the canvas tarps from the
heavy timber frames spanning the unfinished hulls. The canvas had
held all winter, which served up some notable gales. With just a
couple of weeks remaining, however, the yard crews would now have
to make significant repairs so in order to keep the work dry and
themselves barely comfortable. Just another minor setback in
Presque Isle at the end of a winter where major challenges had been
overcome, thought Captain Daniel Dobbins. Indeed, as Daniel took
shelter in Captain William Lee’s modest cabin along the waterfront,
he also regarded the gale and any forthcoming damage as a
frustration well within their stride.

Both Captains, neither with a command, had
over the course of their careers at sea come to know the Great
Lakes and their ever changing, fast moving weather fronts as well
as any. Both felt the moisture in the strong south wind and knew
from the manner in which the wind had built that it had moved up
from the south very quickly. The storm would likely upon
encountering Lake Erie deflect sharply to the east. The strong
southerly would likely shift just as quickly to a violent and much
colder north wind as the storm front moved off and brought down
with it on its backside frigid Canadian air.

“This gale will likely last through
tomorrow. Can we keep the men busy inside?” asked William.

“Aye,” replied Daniel. “There are hatch
covers to assemble and paint, belaying pins to turn, and blocks to
oil. Samuel could use some help with some sails for the
schooner.”

Daniel, who was from Presque Isle and had
lobbied the Navy as it presenting the best location for a naval
base on Lake Erie, was leading an effort to build two new vessels.
He knew William, and his friend, Samuel, since his days as a
Merchant Master of a variety of ships on the Great Lakes. Daniel
welcomed William’s experience and leadership and Samuel could still
make a sharp fitting sail, recalling skills he learned during the
Revolution on Lake Champlain. Both Daniel and William spent many a
winter night after hard days over the last three months in the
crudest of shipyards, recounting how they had recently lost their
respective commands at the outbreak of the war the past summer.
William lost Friends Good Will in the same manner as had Daniel
lost Salina. Both knew Lake Erie would be contested this coming
summer and both looked forward to the opportunity to settle a
score.

William heard word of Constitution’s victory
over Java just the previous week from a dispatch Daniel received
from the Navy Department. William was generally optimistic and in
good spirits, but he worried, having heard no word from James since
December, that his son may have been one of the casualties.

William closed the ill fitting cabin door.
He thought of his son at sea. “I would offer my condolences to any
mariner out on the Lake tonight. The north shore will be pounded by
steep seas.”

Daniel nodded, knowing well that that both
of them had seen such conditions and Samuel as well, in his time,
now sleeping in his bunk along the south wall with the brick
hearth. “A bit early for a voyage,” Daniel observed, “but the
sections of open water earlier today, when spring seemed upon us,
were tempting, I admit.”

At that moment, a gust roared overhead
interrupting their casual conversation. The mariners recalled the
power of the wind, the rage of the inland seas, and sighed. William
reached for his clay pipe and settled into still another night of
near hibernation while searching for still more distractions from
Samuel’s snoring.

Daniel stayed a short while. In what seemed
a brief respite, he elected to brave the gale and walk to his more
comfortable, permanent home on the bluff overlooking Presque Isle
Bay, which within weeks would witness the launch of new American
naval vessels.

Mr. O’Connell was also contemplating the
track of the storm. Salina had weighed anchor as soon as Captain
Fleet stepped aboard. O’Connell had, on his own initiative, tightly
furled the outer jib and mainsail, doubled up on the quarter
tackles and assured that the main vangs assisted in securing the
now lowered main gaff. They would give her just the foresail and
jib.

With a rising south wind and short, choppy
whitecaps upon waves which at that moment were not really so large
as yet, Salina stood out on a starboard tack. O’Connell was
immediately concerned sailing southwest with the shoal water
surrounding Long Point, but the ice floes apparent from the cross
trees left for no other option. Captain Fleet suggested Salina sail
along the northern shore once around the point until O’Connell
pointed out the obvious—either the seas would build, and fast, with
tremendous breakers, or the ice floes, pushed by a south wind,
would trap Salina in precisely that position as no ship should be
purposefully exposed—upon a lee shore. Captain Fleet just nodded
and walked away, the memories of H.M Schooner Hope fresher in his
mind than anyone on board would have guessed.

O’Connell was determined to get Salina well
away from shoal water and off the lee shore, but ironically the
southwest tack paralleled Long Point, just as they had tracked
enroute to Fort Erie days before. O’Connell had a plan for that as
well. With some few hours of daylight remaining, the very moment
O’Connell was certain Salina would lay the point on a larboard
tack, he would recommend to Captain Fleet that Salina come about.
Within minutes, Salina would be in deep water and far from the
northern shore. For some reason, the Captain seemed blessedly
disengaged in this most recent challenge and O’Connell was hopeful
that his normally difficult captain would yield to his advice.
Unspoken was still another reason, but superstition among sailors
with respect to their own foundering required that O’Connell keep
that thought to himself.

It was grand sailing. Salina heeled well to
larboard, leaned her bow into each rising sea like a firm shoulder
sending spray flying as she battled with less than half her canvas,
clawing as close to the wind as her trim would allow, all while her
crew were kept looking for ice. Two hours from Dover Mills the crew
reefed the foresail and at dusk O’Connell took a reef in the jib as
well. The reduced sail, made amid the rising wind, barely reduced
the heel of the vessel and if anything, Salina only increased her
speed through the water.

Just after dark with a half moon rising and
as would be visible for no more than another glass, given the
approaching clouds, O’Connell hauled himself into the main
starboard ratlines and climbed aloft, taking his glass. The wind
was now well above the range that allowed for communication from
the deck, and the decision he contemplated would best be made with
personal knowledge. He climbed from the ratboards to the cross
trees, timing his movements to coincide with the movement of the
ship through the seas, using gravity and momentum to his
advantage.

“Good evening, Mr. O’Connell,” greeted the
lookout, now bundled tight, having withstood the unchecked winter
wind while aloft for some four bells. Still, his tone sounded
light.

“Aye, a beautiful night,” O’Connell offered,
taking the typical sailor’s understatement as the preferred
acknowledgement of their collective efforts and hardship. “At least
until that moon is lost to us.”

O’Connell stood, wrapped his hand around the
main topmast, regretted his standing upon the lookout’s hand in the
cramped space amid little light, made his apology and extended the
glass. As he gazed to the west, the wind eased, Salina straightened
just for some seconds, but then again within a minute thereafter.
While O’Connell was dejected, finding only a single, slim option
for a route between the ice, he was heartened as well.

The lookout suggested, “Seems to be getting
a bit fitful. Do you think this gale is blowing itself out?”

O’Connell considered the possibility as the
dim blue-white ice passed through his narrowed field of vision
through his glass amid very few ribbons of black with moonlight
shimmering from its surface. “Perhaps,” O’Connell allowed. “I have
seen it before. I shall report to the Captain,” he announced, and
crawled again over the lookout and lowered himself by the strength
of his upper body down to the ratboards, catching one and then the
other with his dangling, probing feet. Again on the way to the
deck, the wind dropped considerably and O’Connell checked himself
against unfounded hope.

O’Connell knocked and entered Captain
Fleet’s cabin, not really certain with the din of a working
schooner making her way through large seas powered by a diminishing
wind that he had heard a response. With the hull working, the
planks groaning, floorboards creaking and cargo occasionally
shifting, strains upon the hull and all of her rigging may well
have muffled Captain Fleet’s typical reply of, “Come.”

As he entered, O’Connell caught Captain
Fleet at his desk stowing a small bottle into the recesses of the
storage space allotted for letters. He shielded himself over some
paper upon which he seemed to be working with charcoal. O’Connell
was fearful he had interrupted without permission, but the
opportunity he brought to his commanding officer was too urgent to
stand upon formalities. “Captain, the wind may be diminishing and
there is a narrow opening to the southwest as will allow us to
reach deeper water.”

Fleet responded without so much as turning
to face him, “I will be up in a moment.” The tone suggested
O’Connell leave. He gladly complied.

On deck, O’Connell pointed out the proper
bearing for the narrow channel, all while steadying himself in the
awkward roll brought by a diminishing wind. Fleet checked with his
night glass, shrugged and muttered, “You have this schooner choked
with too little canvas. Good God, man, this gale is all but over.
Shake the reef from the jib, come about and head for Amherstberg.
And next time, call me when there is some need of a decision by an
officer.”

O’Connell choked back a retort and offered
only, “Aye, Sir.”

He waited until Captain Fleet descended down
the companionway ladder, retreating to his world as illuminated by
a single candle. O’Connell called out the orders for bringing
Salina about on the larboard tack amid his world of an angry inland
sea illuminated by a half moon and made the notations in the log.
Fleet would feel Salina go about, obvious even from his cabin. But
Fleet could never tell, huddled in his private world, whether the
inner jib was at full hoist. In all good conscience and amid the
ice, O’Connell thought that a reckless act and merely instructed
the Bosun, “Shake out the reef in the jib when the footropes off
the bowsprit are repaired.”

The Bosun, proud of Salina’s state of
readiness, made to object, but O’Connell took his arm and whispered
“… as for the offending foot-ropes, we will attend to them in
good time; no sooner than morning…” The Bosun understood.
O’Connell made a note in the log of the nonexistent problem and
consequential delay in raising the jib to full hoist.

Salina made her way cautiously through the
narrow ever evolving channel of open water, between slush, small
bergs and large chunks, with many of the crew ready along the rail
with boathooks, sweeps and with the ship’s boat lowered from the
davits almost to the sea should Salina suddenly strike. The wind
dropped to next to nothing and was variable in direction within an
hour of trimming sheets for the larboard tack. The surrounding ice
reduced the seas to a heavy swell and Salina labored to hold a
course for half a glass before the canvas snapped and shook. The
crew looked up. O’Connell quickly ducked his head as the boom
crossed the centerline. Suddenly, Salina was no longer hard on the
former wind, larboard tack, but rather, on a beam reach with a new
wind, starboard tack. The foresail and reefed jib suddenly filled
with a new wind having formed and traveled hundreds of miles from
the Canadian artic.

Within minutes, the temperature dropped
significantly. The new wind was much colder, drier and began to
build, just as it had earlier in what was proving to be a very long
day. The channel through the ice was as yet barely discernable, and
Salina made her way slowly through mostly heavy slush, pushing the
smaller chunks from her cutwater, hopefully with no damage. Soon,
with the wind from the north, the ice moved differently than
O’Connell had anticipated when the wind had been from the south and
he confirmed, personally, that no obvious open water was in sight,
even from the cross trees. The foresail was brailed and with the
single headsail on a broad reach, Salina should have still been
making three knots with such a strong wind propelling them from aft
of the beam. But O’Connell sensed it before most. Salina was
sailing not so much through water as heavy slush. Her speed was,
within another hour of the wind shift, no more than one knot.

Finally, O’Connell told the Bosun to wake
Captain Fleet. O’Connell figured ‘an officer’ should be involved in
all attempts to loose the entire ship, her cargo, and crew from
ice, which by morning, would be hard, thick and holding them
fast.

After the shouting, blame, recriminations
and useless suggestions, which constituted the only form of
leadership offered by Captain Fleet, the sky cleared. With the loss
of cloud cover as insulation, the temperature dropped further
still. Crew donned all they had and borrowed from those off watch
below, huddled ‘round the galley stove. All sail was taken in and
men chopped ice from around the hull with pikes, boathooks, shovels
and any other device as would allow them to reach the water line
from the deck; channels, davits and bowsprit footropes suddenly
deemed serviceable. The concern, of course, was to protect the hull
as ice floes move in various directions whereas Salina’s wood
planks, bent around frames, were designed to move in only one
direction, forward from the bow. Everyone knew that would likely
not happen anytime soon.

By the third day, all provisions were spent,
fuel for the fire was running short and while the winds were light
from the north, the cold deepened each day with no sign of retreat.
The ice was now thick enough to support the crew, walking entirely
around Salina even as she was drifting with the ice rather quickly
to the south. The bearings changed along Long Point serving as a
point of reference and Salina drifted well beyond the ability to
view the north shore, even from the cross trees.

On the fourth day, Fleet emerged from the
cabin just after dawn. After looking at O’Connell’s dead reckoning
bearings off the end of Long Point, now discernable only from the
cross trees off the starboard bow, he motioned for O’Connell to
confer at the starboard rail. The hull now lay to the Northwest and
Salina developed a pronounced list to larboard, adding a forlorn
appearance to her uncertain prospects. Captain Fleet spoke quietly
to O’Connell, “We shall abandon Salina. If we do not, this wind and
current will likely take us to within sight of the enemy’s shore
and I have no intention of falling into American hands. Have the
men ready to depart within the hour.”

O’Connell was stunned. Salina had suffered
no damage and was full of valuable supplies for the war effort. He
asked, “Walk where?”

“Long Point, certainly,” Fleet retorted.
“Twenty miles? We could be there tonight. Another twenty miles
drifting on this hulk and we will be walking along the southern
shore, under guard, wearing shackles! No, I will not risk these
men.”

O’Connell suspected Fleet meant he would not
want to be captured. Days before, O’Connell had considered the
convenience of Long Point remaining so close, should Salina come to
grief. But under his care, she had not. Again, he objected, “But,
Sir, how do you know there is solid ice to Long Point? Or that
Salina will not be freed from ice as she drifts?”

Fleet turned and his eyes flashed anger and
the threat of naval discipline. Lowering his voice, combined with
the tone of a threat, he replied, “Mr. O’Connell, the Royal Navy
does not debate command prerogatives with Provincial Marine non
commissioned personnel. Follow my orders or you will make the march
in shackles!”

O’Connell was both more stubborn and capable
than most. He shot back, “Shall we fire the ship? At least destroy
the cargo if we are not going to deliver it!”

Fleet had not considered the fate of the
ship and the supplies. He could not, however, admit that to the
Sailing Master. He explained, “Mr. O’Connell, this ice will destroy
the ship. She and all with her will be at the bottom within the
next day, two at the most. If we fire the ship, it will only draw
attention to our position and plight and make our homeward journey
all the more uncertain. No, I will not have you risk these men for
a ship and cargo nature has already condemned. Now, get to it!”

In the deep cold, the work crews at Presque
Isle continued with their building and outfitting. The cold slowed
their progress, granted, and the gale did some damage which
distracted from their more strategic goals, but under tarps and
among stoves, the work proceeded nonetheless.

Daniel Dobbins rushed to William’s door on a
bright, still and cold morning, 29 March, 1813. He was excited and
out of breath. He had hurried from his home on the bluff closer to
town and held his long glass in his hand. “William, quick, come
with me and bring your glass!” The Captains found a view clear from
trees and hulls in progress and trained their optics upon a lone
schooner, caught apparently in ice, perhaps seven miles Northwest
of the humble naval yard. Daniel said nothing, while William
studied her lines.

“Why Daniel, can you imagine that?” William
exclaimed, still focusing. After a few seconds, he asked, “Do you
think a crew is aboard? We should… wait, no… it cannot…
Daniel, my God… it is, indeed! Daniel, she is Salina!”

Daniel starting laughing. “That is exactly
what I thought, but not wanting to sound mad, waited for you to
confirm! Can you believe it?”

William heard shouting and activity and
looked to Daniel both for direction and explanation.

Noting William’s questioning glance about
all the activity, Daniel explained, “Oh, I was certain enough to
order her explored, even if not Salina. I have been studying her
now for more than an hour and I have not seen a soul move about. I
have ordered sleds and armed men. Quickly now, bring your boots and
warm coat!”

Later than morning, Daniel and William were
going over every item in the cabin of Daniel’s former command. The
surprise and glee shared by all had worn thin in the backbreaking
work of off loading a cargo that was thought to be near a miracle.
While the Americans were better supplied than their opponents,
thanks largely to William’s maps and documents listing supply
routes, this was still the frontier, in the midst of an arms race
and such a cargo, including cordage, caulking, iron, and fastenings
could speed the completion and launch of American ships by many
weeks.

William observed, “Whoever was in command,
he removed all papers, logs, signals and flags.”

Daniel joked, letting nothing ruin his day,
“Ah, so long as he left his cargo, I am most appreciative!”

William sat on the Captain’s bunk and heard
a scroll crumple near the edge against the planks. He removed the
paper and from what little light emerged from the stern window,
studied a charcoal drawing. More curious still, William leaned much
closer to the window and beheld a portrait sketch. The artist had
created a fine rendering of a beautiful woman, with long, loosely
braided hair, alluring eyes and small, but distinct lips which
William was quite certain concealed an engaging smile. He admired
the work, but then his expression changed from appreciation to cold
resolve of their mission and the work that lie before them. William
called, “Daniel, come, look at this.”

Daniel regarded the drawing and smiled,
given his jovial mood. But then William’s thumb moved down to the
corner, where the artist had claimed credit for his work. In the
lower left, both William and Daniel beheld the name and the return
into their lives of the very man who had stolen their ships, the
man that had until just days before been in command of Salina, the
man who, to their knowledge, was still in command of Friends Good
Will.

The portrait of the beautiful woman,
sketched by a man in love, was signed, Lieutenant James Fleet,
Royal Navy, 1813.

William observed, as cold as the cabin in
which they shivered, “Salina is fast in the ice, but will soon
break free.” His implication was clear.

Daniel nodded, yielded to the point and
sadly ordered, “As we cannot take her… I will not allow her to
sail under the Union Jack yet again. Burn her.”

 


 



Chapter Twelve

 


Master Commandant Oliver Perry slid down
from the horse. It was not his horse. He did not know its name. Its
blanket was old, its saddle hard and ill fitting. The day was late,
he was tired, and as he stepped into the mud of the ground he noted
that still more dirt and grime from a long, tedious journey held
little, if any, relevance.

He looked over at the old French fort and
blockhouse. Ever the military man, he briefly assessed its
deteriorating condition even while appreciating that at its
advanced age it was serving yet again, for a new nation, in
defending the mouth of the harbor.

The harbor was formed by a narrow peninsula,
like two thirds of a horseshoe, extending out from the shore and
opening to the northeast; a peninsula the French had named on their
charts, “Presque Isle,” or “almost an island.”

Perry took a moment and viewed the beautiful
late winter seascape comprised of the protective peninsula and the
ice in all of its varieties, smooth and black, large chunks of
blue, snow covered and golden, scattered thickly among open water
of shimmering reflected sunlight, yet a full glass before
sunset.

Perry drew his attention again to that which
had on this last day of his journey from Newport, Rhode Island,
garnered his attention. While in the forests, hauling wagons
through mud, hoping the wheels and axles would sustain the jarring
from yet frozen ruts half as deep as the spokes were long, he
suspected that someone had set fire to the town. Later, as they
crossed the fields, walking and resting their mounts, he could tell
the fire had not spread, but in fact diminished since early
afternoon. As he approached the town, now in early evening, he
could still detect a thin column of smoke from a fire obviously
spent, and the high haze from a smoke cloud backlit by the sunset
closing out a windless day, rising and gradually dissipating as
from the ice itself.

Perry was at Erie. There lay a ship burning
offshore.

His men, suspicious as the sailors they
were, would take it as a bad omen, he feared. As the party half
staggered through the streets, near spent, he knew he would have to
soon find quarters for his band of eighteen and prepare the town
for more arrivals, more than twice that number, he hoped, within
days. Two blocks after making his way down the length of what
appeared as the main street, running east and west along the
waterfront, a black man stepped from the buildings, one of the few
that had gathered, and addressed Perry with some curiosity but with
evident respect, “S’cuse me, Sir, can I be of help?”

Perry regarded the man, older than he but
fit with the brightest eyes and a wide grin. “My good man, can you
tell me where to find either Noah Brown or Daniel Dobbins?” Perry
asked. His party stopped with the hope that many more offers of
assistance would pour forth from the adjacent buildings, now just
showing some lamps as dusk fell.

“Don’t know about Mr. Brown, Sa’. Most
likely at the yard. Master Dobbins, now, everyone in Erie knows t’
Cap’n.”

Perry nodded and asked, “Where is this yard
and do you know where Captain Dobbins might be found just now?”

The wide grin grew broader, the wearer
obviously pleased that he could answer the questions of the Navy
man in a uniform as yet not seen in Erie, “I will take you to the
yard. Cap’n Dobbins is still there, I’s sure, sorting through all
the supplies. Why, what a wonderful day, ‘nough to launch a fleet
delivered from on high!”

Perry was unaware of any supplies that he
had arranged to arrive at Erie before him, but let the comment
pass. His men presented more urgent needs. The black man took the
reins and walked just ahead and along side the horse, leading the
rest of the party. Perry asked, “Do you know where some of these
men could retire?”

His guide turned, considered their number,
assessed their condition and, while continuing his trek, pointed
first to his left, upstairs, over a store, then next to a house
down a side street, then to a stable for their horses and wagons.
He offered suggestions for whom to ask and most importantly, upon
whose authority Perry’s men would be billeted for the night, “You
tell ‘em Ol’ Tiffany sent you, just for a night. Tell ‘em the
Navy’s come to town!”

As they walked westward, their numbers
gradually diminishing as quickly as the remaining daylight, Perry
spoke with his guide, “Are you Tiffany?”

“Aye, Sir!” Tiffany chuckled and
respectfully offered, “That’s what the Navy men say, is I
right?”

“Aye, Tiffany, quite correct”, Perry smiled.
He liked this man; happy and sincere, enterprising and helpful.
Perry continued, “Are you from Erie?”

“Yessir, but I’s a free man!” Tiffany
pointed out with emphasis. “I been working down at the yard,
building the big ships all winter and we’s been waiting for you
Navy men! And just think, you come to us the same day as the ghost
ship and all those supplies.”

Perry puzzled at the reference to ‘ghost
ship’ but then recalled the column of smoke and asked, “Tiffany,
what was that burning offshore today?”

“Why Sir, that be the ghost ship. We knew
her for years as Salina, used to be Cap’n Dobbin’s command. This
morning, there she lie, not a soul on board, like a ghost sailed
her and delivered her to us! Full of supplies, though. And we took
‘em all!” Tiffany chuckled, shaking his head as the yard
approached.

Perry dropped his voice and asked, thinking
he might learn something of his new command, “Why was she
burned?”

Tiffany grew serious and admitted, “Don’t
know, Sir. Cap’n Dobbins ordered it and we done it.”

Perry adjudged there was time enough for
still another question, “Tiffany, I am Master Commandant Oliver
Perry, United States Navy. I take command of this yard and these
ships tomorrow. If you are not otherwise bound, will you be my
man?”

As men came forth from the cluster of
buildings along Cascade Creek, noting an officer with four others
not otherwise placed for the night, Tiffany stared out over Lake
Erie, knowing full well the importance of the contest approaching
as the water cleared, “Sir, I be proud. You can count on
Tiffany.”

“Very good,” and as Perry slid off of his
horse, he asked, “Tiffany, can you take our dunnage, care for the
horses and find me after I speak with these gentleman?”

Tiffany replied, “Yessir, Cap’n Perry!” and
then, anticipating his next question, “Master Dobbins is the large
man, with the hat.”

Perry turned, impressed with Tiffany’s
intuition. Tiffany beamed, full of pride at the promise of his
contribution through what he knew would unfold as a summer as had
never been seen in the town of Erie; the port of Presque Isle.

The following morning, clear and warming
quickly, Perry read his orders, delivered to him by Commodore
Chauncey at their conference at Sackets Harbor, to Captain Dobbins
in the presence of Captain Lee and Noah Brown as they enjoyed a
hardy breakfast, “You will proceed immediately to Presqu’ Isle upon
Lake Erie and assume the command of that place.” Of the vessels in
progress, Chauncey was clear, “These vessels are to be completed… by Mr. Brown in the best manner and in the shortest time
possible.”

Noah Brown, a well respected builder from
New York who as a result of the British blockade of American
harbors along the eastern seaboard turned westward for commissions,
nodded, and while Perry had met him only hours before, Perry
detected some hesitation. Perry invited, “Mr. Brown?”

Mr. Brown put down his fork, “Ships I can
build; green wood, rough work, granted, but strong and dry. As for
sails…,” he sighed and offered no answer.

Perry acknowledged, “Aye, good point.” Just
as expressions took a turn toward glum, Perry revealed what plans
had been made over some months, “But I have sail makers coming from
Philadelphia which I expect to arrive next week. Rigging, shot and
anchors were purchased in Pittsburgh. We also have the vessels,
naval stores, armaments and additional crew, all at Black Rock,
entirely at our disposal. Together with this gift made to us by
this Lieutenant Fleet, delivered compliments of Captain Dobbins, I
would say we are off to a good start, with a credible plan. Would
you not agree, gentlemen?”

Captain Dobbins appreciated the compliment
and beamed, Noah Brown seemed on the verge of some optimism and
William was impressed. He interjected, “Captain Perry, please know
that a man here, Samuel, cut sails for the vessels on Lake
Champlain during the Revolution and is at our disposal as well. As
for the vessels at Black Rock, I am somewhat familiar with
Caledonia, but tell me, Sir, what of Captain Elliott?”

Perry nodded and replied, “Captain Lee, it
is good to see you again. Do you recall our visit in Boston early
last winter? What you neglected to mention was your exploits of
October last, told me just last week by the men at Black Rock. You
have my compliments, truly.” Perry raised his cup and William
nodded. Perry then continued, “I am grateful for your having joined
the Navy, just as you promised. As for Elliott, he is assisting
Chauncey, I suspect for not having been able to free those vessels
at Black Rock from the guns of Fort Erie.”

William smiled and asked hopefully, “And we
will?”

“Aye,” Perry replied, “we need those vessels
and they will make the Lake, you can be certain.” William was
satisfied. Perry sounded as though he had a plan. In fact, he had
none.

Perry also sounded as though he was up to
the task of dealing with Elliott. Recalling Elliott manipulating
the press and the facts after his successful cutting out of the
British vessels last fall, William perceived that Elliott would be
the tougher nut to crack, but saw in Perry both foresight and
enthusiasm and knew instantly this was someone with whom he looked
forward to working.

Perry stood and, returning to an earlier
topic, requested, “Mr. Brown, we shall construct a sail loft within
the next week, even if it should slow progress on the brigs. Let us
have this veteran, Samuel, advise as to the design and his needs.”
Indicating for all of them to follow, irrespective of food yet on
the plates, “Gentleman, please, a tour of the yard and vessels, if
you would be so kind.”

Captain Dobbins, being senior at Erie and
the yard itself having been his idea reflecting his personal
efforts in lobbying for its establishment with President Madison
while in Washington the previous fall, led the tour and supplied
much of the narration. Perry would interject an occasional question
while most of the others remained wholly silent as a matter of
deference.

Finally, Perry offered some comment,
“Captain Dobbins, the brigs look most suitable. My compliments to
you, as well as Mr. Brown.” Both nodded.

Perry continued, “The two gunboats, on the
other hand, will surely not serve as much too small.” Perry shook
his head disapprovingly while standing before one and the
expressions on the others grew grave. “I shall require that these
be lengthened by half again as many feet overall.”

Captain Dobbins, his pride at stake,
challenged, “But Sir, the draft and the sand bar! Should we not
also widen the craft, as we shall have to otherwise increase their
draft in order to maintain the necessary stability?”

Perry had heard about the sand bar at the
mouth of the harbor just the evening before. “Yes, Captain Dobbins,
I also hold in my command the rudiments of design and your point is
acknowledged.” Captain Dobbins flushed, not meaning to patronize.
Perry continued pleasantly but with an authority that all in his
presence felt intuitively from his voice, mannerisms, breeding and
experience, “Still, they are of no use to us now as they are too
small for great guns, and as for stability achieved through breadth
or draft, it seems we should have given that more thought before
building the brigs, as the pair of them will have more draft
still!”

Captain Dobbins was in irons. Of course
Captain Perry was correct. Even were the gunboats lengthened, which
William had thought to suggest some weeks before, the Brigs would
require more water still so in order to gain the open waters of
Lake Erie. William had kept the suggestion to himself but gained
confidence in hearing Captain Perry make the same point. While Noah
Brown was thinking, Why in the world would Dobbins promote Erie for
a yard, knowing full well its troubling limitations? Perry knew
what Dobbins had come to realize before traveling to Washington. As
for the ports in American possession on Lake Erie, there was simply
no other choice.

William was impressed with Perry’s
decisiveness, his apparent preparation and his ability to instill
confidence. William remained silent and was of the impression Perry
had a plan with respect to the sand bar, as well as the problem of
freeing the vessels in Black Rock. In actuality, Perry had no
specific plan for either.

Rather, Perry reminded himself while
relieved that none of his new inner guard questioned what was
little more than theatrics, of that which his father had taught him
and his study of most effective leaders had confirmed; instill
confidence, encourage ingenuity, be candid about necessity and
trust that good men will respond with full measures as necessary to
accomplish great deeds.

The tour completed, Perry arranged his
office and quarters and dashed off correspondence, all with
Tiffany’s assistance. William and Daniel assumed their regular
routines of supervising and joining in the building of a pair of
brigs and now beginning to rebuild a pair of gunboats under Noah
Brown’s far more experienced eye and hand.

At noon, William took his lunch of bread and
cheese with a dram of wine up the hill to its crest which offered a
fine view of the fall of Cascade Creek, now swollen with snow melt.
To his left, beyond the fall of the creek, the impressive brigs
rose from their ways. To his right was the harbor of Erie and its
entrance. Further to his right, a dirt road meandered down from the
crest of the rise upon which he took his ease and joined the main
street of the town, where the additional Navy men having billeted
in the town had reported for duty that morning.

As William enjoyed the view, he considered
the fine weather. Just as the day before, the sky was clear, the
temperatures warming and a light southerly wind promised open
waters within, perhaps, just a week or slightly more.

William looked down the road and considered
a uniformed traveler, walking up the rise wearily and laden with
gear, reins in hand, resting his mount. At first he assumed another
naval officer, one of Perry’s men.

He studied the traveler further; his
posture, his gait, his reddish hair, ringing of familiarity but
much leaner than the warm memories rising from the back of his
mind. He retrieved those memories from a deep recess, as from the
bottom of a sea chest rarely opened but containing instruments and
objects saved and yet prized in the hopes of still another voyage
in the offing. The memories were for William from a time of
optimism, friendship and accomplishment; memories buried since the
outbreak of war and inevitable loss, inherent risk, inconvenience
and loneliness borne from families parted with no assurance of
reunion.

The memories were now a flood, like a spring
tide not seen on the inland seas, his heart the only dike holding
against foolish hope. He turned away, checking his senses, assuring
that as with so many men, he was not simply perceiving that which
he so longed to see. He looked back. The traveler was closer. The
facts as presented were now undeniable.

William stood and called out, “Oliver!” He
waited for acknowledgment or confusion, his heart hoping for the
former, his mind prepared for the latter.

The traveler stopped, searched the crest of
the rise, located the voice as had split the spring afternoon and
called, “William, last I recall, I bought you dinner in Boston. I
arrive at Erie fully expecting you to repay!” Oliver closed the
distance still talking casually, as though no time nor miles had
passed, “May a Navy tar buy a meal for a weary Army officer? I am
famished!”

William attended like a brother instead of a
brother-in-law to Oliver’s every need. All the while, William was
filled with joy at the news that Bemo-se was expecting his child,
the result of their reunion over the past year’s holidays, and he
came current with respect to his sister Mary and his new niece,
born to she and Oliver in March. Oliver noted that William did not
ask about James. Oliver knew of William’s pain and trouble with
James, evident when last they were together in Black Rock. Finally,
on their way to dinner in William’s cabin, Oliver offered, “I have
heard from and seen James.”

William looked relieved, “How is he, pray
tell?”

“Very well. Healthy and strong.
Constitution, however, is blockaded in Boston.” Hanging his coat
upon a hook behind the door, Oliver continued, “He had a bit to say
about their victory over Java.” When William turned, Oliver looked
him straight in the eye and added, “He asked of you.”

William stoked the fire and prepared the pot
for a stew, “Thank God he is safe. It sounds as he might stay safe,
blockaded. It must be frustrating for him, though. As for his
asking about me, I suppose that is better than changing his name,
as he would have if offered not long ago.”

Oliver said, “I have written him a letter,
delivered to him, I understand, while Constitution swung to the
cable in Boston harbor, explaining the circumstances of what
unfolded on Mackinaw.”

William shot him a reproachful glance. Some
moments later, hanging the pot over the revived fire, William
admonished, “You should not have. My actions require no defense.
Rather, my son needs some faith in his father.”

Oliver observed, “No defense; perhaps just a
bit of background. Faith, you know, at least as among men, is most
often built upon history. The fact that James has little with you
is neither his fault nor yours.”

William nodded, starting his pipe with long
draws, but objected slightly, “I have had faith enough in my
shipmates, having logged far fewer miles than did James with me on
Friends Good Will.”

Oliver agreed, but offered quietly,
“Fathers, I suppose, are often held to a higher standard than
shipmates.”

William admitted, “And in that role, I have
precious little experience.” William broke out some wine, leaving
the beer for more common occasions. He asked, “Has James written
since your letter?”

Oliver admitted as William poured, “No.”

William caught his eye, the glass not yet
full and with the bottle still hovering over its edge, “And when
did you write him?”

Oliver protested the implication, “Not long
ago.”

William completed the pour. Oliver’s lack of
specifics told William all he cared to know. He doubted very much
if James put much stock in the explanations of his uncle.

A knock on the door put an end to a very
personal conversation, even among the best of friends and family.
Captain Dobbins and Perry joined in William’s cabin.

Oliver extended Daniel Dobbins his hand and
warm greeting, “Captain, I have not seen you since our sail
downbound on Lake Huron last August. I am sorry to hear of Salina’s
fate. I trust, however, you have been well?”

“Aye, Oliver, after the excitement you
caused aboard Salina and our making Detroit, I made my way east and
offered my assessment of our situation here in the Northwest to
President Madison himself.”

Oliver looked out the window, gesturing to
the ships and the yard. “And look what has came of your effort,
Daniel; my compliments!” He then greeted Perry, “Sir, I do not know
if you recall our conversations in Boston, but—”

“Indeed, I do. I am only surprised you
recall!” Perry joked, referring to the copious amount of drink
fueling an afternoon of talk of naval affairs in general and of the
inland seas.

Oliver chuckled, “Yes. Well, as you see,
William’s influence,” he teased, “is not always positive.”

Perry defended, “I suspect you find enough
adventure on your own,” and noting Oliver’s uniform, “and the army
certainly was not Captain Lee’s idea.”

Oliver admitted, “No, Sir. Very true. After
the birth of my daughter, I made good on my word, given to myself
that very day on Salina,” glancing over at Daniel, who acknowledged
with a nod, “and as repeated in our tavern in Boston,” looking to
Perry. “I have financed a company of Michigan lads, from Detroit,
who are now with Harrison and will meet me in the field.” Oliver
concluded, “I shall take command upon my joinder with him and serve
as Captain—only on the hard, not at sea!”

Daniel approved enthusiastically. Despite
William’s concern for his particular friend, he was proud of
Oliver’s commitment and willingness to sacrifice for a cause he
came to with more deliberation, if not hesitation, than did most.
William always knew that once committed, such thinking men as
Oliver often made the best leaders.

Perry offered, “Laudable, indeed.” Taking a
seat, he encouraged, “Please, gentlemen, take your ease.” Oliver
suspected Perry was a rather formal officer, not prone to casual
conversation, and he made to tread carefully at what he regarded an
exception to normal routine and preferred protocol. Perry attempted
to break his unease, “How long will you lay over?”

“A day at the most,” Oliver assured. “I am
enjoying good health and after a good night’s rest and with some
fresh supplies in the morning, I should be off and take advantage
of this mild weather.” William’s heart sank at the thought of such
an early departure, but his spirits soared from the good news
Oliver delivered of himself and their close knit family. It was, if
brief, an excellent visit and a boost to their collective
morale.

Oliver continued, addressing Perry and
Daniel, already packing a clay pipe and reaching for a light from
the hearth. “Harrison is building a fort, named Meigs, at the
Maumee rapids. As you likely know, Captain Perry, he has had to lie
below Detroit after the native massacre on the River Raisin of
Winchester’s men this past January. That outrage may have afforded
us a new rallying cry, further strengthening our resolve, however,
we are now on the defensive, nonetheless.” Looking to Perry,
wondering if he had spoken out too bluntly, Oliver added
plaintively, “Until we gain control of the Lake.”

Perry nodded soberly, his hands on his
knees. Oliver sensed Perry was deciding the extent to which these
men before him could be relied upon. He made his decision and
offered, “Pray, extend to General Harrison my compliments. Inform
him the work here proceeds at an impressive pace. As you know, we
are growing stronger and more numerous each day.”

Oliver assured, “Of course. He will be
encouraged to hear of it.”

Perry hesitated but continued, “Holding Fort
Meigs is critical. Chauncey expects an offensive against it
sometime this spring, with the British hoping to sweep further
east. Certainly Cleveland and all of Ohio… perhaps even
Erie.”

Everyone in the cabin understood the
implication. The thought settled among them like a fog shrouding a
windless dawn. Soon, they departed for their own quarters, with
Oliver grateful for the rest he needed, as come morning he would
continue his trek with, now, a newfound sense of urgency.

 


 



Chapter Thirteen

 


Captain Oliver Williams lay prostrate in the
wetland, with barely some reeds and marsh grass between he and the
great guns of an entire British squadron. England’s wooden walls,
he had come to realize, had a very long reach.

His corporal squirmed for a better view and,
at Oliver’s suggestion, was counting ships, guns and estimating men
as were gathered on deck and likely still below. Oliver’s company
had left Fort Meigs the day before to reconnoiter the area north of
the fort near the river mouth, and at nightfall had seen ships well
offshore. Not certain of their intended destination and despite the
likelihood that Colonel Proctor of the British Army had troops in
the area, Oliver remained with a few of his better men, a mere
scouting party, and sent the rest of his company back with word of
enemy activity.

Oliver and his few stalwarts spent an
uncomfortable night. The food was poor and the camp cold; hot drink
forestalled for fear fire would betray their position. But the wait
was worthwhile and come daybreak, no more than one half hour after
finding themselves at the water’s edge, they peered through reeds
at the British squadron cautiously approaching the shoal mouth of
the Maumee River.

Oliver turned to his corporal, “See, they
are coming up into the wind to run out their ground tackle. With
some moderate cable, they will drift back closer still, and the
ship’s boats will have but a short pull to shore.”

His corporal, from a farm near Frenchtown,
turned and stared at him as though he was hearing Greek. Both men
lay in the soft sand and silt. The corporal admitted, “Sir, while I
am aware of your experience on the inland seas, your shipmates are
nowhere in sight. I have no idea what you are trying to tell
me.”

Oliver half smiled. While Trove and James
might find fault with his observation or terminology, given the
arrogance of youth, he knew that William would be proud. Oliver was
at last but a mystery to a farmer. His corporal had unwittingly
paid him a high compliment, indeed. Oliver translated, in landsman,
“Sorry. Just this: The ships will offload within the hour. It is
time for us to go.”

His corporal nodded, seemingly relieved, but
then recalled and inquired, “What of Colonel Proctor and his
troops?”

Oliver rephrased his comrade’s real concern.
Their fate could well be decided upon weather British regulars had
marched in cooperation with the squadron around the western end of
Lake Erie from Frenchtown where, after the River Raisin massacre,
British advance troops had wintered comfortably and were at this
moment positioned between Oliver’s scouting party and Fort Meigs –
their intended destination.

Oliver, ever the realist, acknowledged the
point, “If Proctor’s timing is impeccable, we shall likely
encounter British regulars by noon.”

The young corporal’s eyes grew wide and
Oliver intended to comfort him with a thought that would most often
only heighten concern, “We are so few, what are the odds they will
detect us, of so little significance?”

The corporal nodded for a moment with
something like hope, until the point underscored sank in: that they
had no real option or credibility as a fighting force. Oliver next
said what the corporal had just thought, “We shall depend upon
quiet, speed and stealth. Leave all camping gear and provisions. We
must travel light.”

The party moved back into the cover of the
reeds just as the first boat was lowered from the davits of a smart
little brig.

Oliver, however, thought not about the
obvious fact that the attack, expected by all, was about to begin.
Instead, as he quickly made his way through the narrow trails of
bush and grass, heading for the edge of the forest, he regarded a
haunting sight that had presented itself in those first rays of
light as he felt the sun’s tentative warmth on his cheek. A fine
lined sloop with a raked mast and impressive jiboom, accentuated by
a spritsail yard, caught his eye as the most handsome of the
squadron, perhaps of all vessels now on the lakes.

Friends Good Will, his former ship and the
linchpin to his dreams of peace and prosperity in the Old Northwest
was among the British squadron, having dipped its gaff and rounded
up furthest to his right with what he would swear was Lieutenant
Fleet standing on the quarterdeck, like a cock on a wall. The sight
brought back a flood of memories, just as had the sight of a lone
traveler to William some weeks before in Erie.

Oliver had not seen his beloved sloop since
he was shipped off as a prisoner of war from Detroit, just after
the village fell. He recalled as he slipped from the marsh how last
August he looked back from the deck of Salina, employed as a
transport, his family gathered at the commercial dock outside the
walls. His wife, Mary, had a handkerchief to her eyes. Be-mo-se was
tending his children and trying mightily to comfort Ephrium, who
was even then old enough to feel cheated that his father had been
home after months for less than one day before setting off, and at
the same time unnerved that his mother was crying. That scene
haunted Oliver throughout his term of imprisonment in Kingston, an
image which had gratefully faded while he grew to know his family
again in Boston.

Now, back in those waters where Friends Good
Will swam so well through the summer of ’11, memories including her
smells and sounds, the way she moved in a seaway and what promise
she held for their future rushed forth as he recognized her
familiar rakish lines, undiminished by the altogether uninspired
fresh paint.

“Which way, Sir?” his corporal inquired,
interrupting his memories.

Oliver considered the trails, broken more by
wildlife than men and thus with no human logic, and considered the
likelihood that the trail to the right would track close to the
river’s north edge as Fort Meigs drew near, while the one to the
left appeared to fade into dense forest. The first shorter; the
second, while longer, provided more cover, but at the same time
would afford little warning of enemy nearby. Oliver did not
hesitate, despite his lack of certainty, “We must go left, through
the forest.”

Lieutenant Owen Dunlap watched from the
quarterdeck of the Brig General Hunter as his crew lowered a ship’s
boat and as Little Belt came up into the wind and attempted to
anchor.

Captain Hall, aboard Lady Prevost, had
issued strict orders just the night before to the commanders of all
vessels, including General Hunter, Chippawa, Mary, Nancy, Miami and
Little Belt, to maintain strict silence. Dunlap therefore shook his
head and cursed under his breath. From the larboard cathead Little
Belt’s anchor broke the surface with an uncontrolled splash,
announcing for several cable lengths inland the proximity of the
British squadron to American soil. While the splash broke the
morning calm and caused wildfowl amid the marshes to take wing, it
was likely little more than sloppy seamanship, perhaps on the part
of the inexperienced or ill trained. What then followed, however,
was in Dunlap’s mind, inexcusable. Lieutenant Fleet called out from
the quarterdeck of Little Belt in anger and frustration, “You
worthless lubbers! Canadian dogs! Quiet, or you shall swim back to
Amherstberg!”

Dunlap exchanged glances of disdain with his
First and among the crew of General Hunter for such a breach of
priorities as had just been witnessed by them all from one of their
squadron’s own. Dunlap stressed the utmost need for silence among
even the lowliest of seaman just two hours before. How was it that
no such restrictions seemed, to his men, to apply to Little Belt?
Fleet’s outburst was certainly not the example Dunlap or any other
commanding officer appreciated from his counterparts.

Dunlap looked over to Lady Prevost and spied
Hall throwing his arms up in utter disbelief. Quiet settled again
over the squadron. Fleet’s outburst, Dunlap knew, was merely his
feeble attempt to register his disapproval for his crew’s less than
artful lowering of the anchor. Having announced his displeasure to
the entire squadron, Fleet felt exonerated and standing orders
applied to him, once again, among all.

Fleet had returned to the squadron at
Amherstberg more than a week after Salina was abandoned in the ice
at his order some miles off Long Point. All of his crew survived,
although two suffered moderate frost bite from the long march home.
Now, less than three weeks after Fleet was greeted by his own with
doubt, criticism, questions and disbelief, the yard at Amherstberg
was still coming to grips with how it could ever finish and equip
the ships on its ways without the supplies from Fort Erie.

It was unclear until just the night before
the squadron set off for the mouth of the Maumee, whether Fleet
would retain command of Little Belt. Hall’s shock and anger was
both obvious and justified. If Hall, or any of them, had known
about the cargo falling into American hands, the decision might
well have been different.

But Hall’s concern, as Provincial Marine,
was that of replacing a commissioned officer of the Royal Navy with
one of its own. Hall’s inaction confirmed Thomas’ impression of him
as he had expressed to Abigail months before. Hall was uncertain of
his authority and overly concerned about what others would later
come to think and conclude.

Thus, as the British squadron set forth from
Amherstberg, the afternoon before its somewhat less than stealthy
approach to the mouth of the Maumee, Fleet was still in command of
Little Belt; the only vessel so far in his career that had not as
yet come to grief as the result of his judgment, or lack of it.

As Hall from Lady Prevost and Dunlap aboard
General Hunter independently considered the dilemma of leadership
and command among the squadron, they took soundings and determined
to sail cautiously upriver, offering their guns as cover for the
movement of substantial militia and even more native allies.

At the same time, Colonel Proctor and his
British regulars maneuvered so to converge on the north bank of the
Maumee, within sight and range of the log stockade and stout
blockhouses General Harrison and his army had only recently labored
to erect.

Oliver fully understood, as he led his small
scouting party back to Fort Meigs, his recent labor expended in
completing its defenses was with the hope of keeping the King’s men
and ships from sweeping east along the south shore of the inland
sea. A successful defense of Fort Meigs would leave William and the
yard personnel, Naval and civilian, at Erie free to complete their
Herculean tasks. Within mere weeks, the small band of men with whom
Oliver spent only one day three weeks before must launch a squadron
that would match if not best what the British already enjoyed, and
viewed by Oliver just hours before from the marsh grasses, and
already making its way upriver.

Late that night, risking the last half mile
only under the cover of darkness, Oliver led his party back to
within the walls of Fort Meigs. Reporting to General Harrison,
Oliver and his corporal offered details as would be valuable for
their success, if not survival. The number of ships, their rigs,
likely draft, armament, and troop movements revealed to Harrison
how far the ships might swim before shoal waters would halt their
progress. Hopefully, progress upriver would halt well before Fort
Meigs fell within range of so many naval guns.

That very night in a blockhouse overlooking
the northern bank in a dim lantern light, General Harrison and
Oliver took turns looking out the narrow ports and considering the
north bank of the Maumee River flooded with moonlight.

“There, Oliver, just to the left of those
trees on the small rise Proctor will place his guns,” Harrison
explained. “Fortunately, the range is long, almost extreme,” he
observed. “Mark me, however,” he warned soberly, “that will be the
center of the British main battery.”

Oliver observed and quietly considered. He
then asked, “How long do we have?”

General Harrison shrugged, “Maybe a few
days; a week at the most if we harass and slow their progress. By
the time they establish that battery, we shall be under siege.”

Oliver offered, “Sir, my company will harass
them daily, beginning tomorrow with your permission.”

Harrison thought for some seconds, then
announced, “Permission denied.”

Oliver’s eyes revealed surprise and hurt,
even in the dim light.

Harrison explained, “Your leadership these
past days has been obvious and valuable. The information you
brought back will form the basis for our defense until Proctor’s
grip closes.” He stepped to the porthole again and stared into the
bright night, continuing, “Your sense of what risks are worth
taking is rare.” Nodding in affirmation, Harrison confessed, “Much
too rare among my officers.”

Oliver interjected, “All the more reason my
company should be permitted outside the walls come dawn.”

Harrison nodded and looked at him. “Oh, they
will be. But you will no longer be their Captain. Sir, I am
extending you a field promotion to Major. You will lead three
companies, including one of Kentucky long rifles.”

Oliver was stunned and literally swallowed
hard, considering the implications. He whispered, “Sir, I have
little formal military training.”

Harrison turned and walked for the ladder,
“Major, neither do I. You have common sense and the ability to
recognize opportunity.” Facing Oliver as he began to descend, “What
was your occupation in Detroit, before the war?”

Oliver offered, “Sir, I was a storekeeper
and a merchant ship owner.”

Harrison considered for a moment, nodded and
said, “If only but all my officers were experienced in matters of
business. We may well have wintered in Detroit!”

A week later, Oliver, having had little
sleep and still struggling with directing men under circumstances
resulting in death and dismemberment, stubbornly withdrew all three
of his companies for the first time since he spoke to General
Harrison within the wall of Fort Meigs.

The gates were closed and would likely
remain so for a long time.

The British squadron was but a mile
downstream but could swim no closer for shoal water. Colonel
Proctor, however, had established his artillery on the north bank
of the Maumee River.

As dusk fell, Oliver assured that his men
had a hot meal on the parade ground, their first in three days.
Suddenly, a British cannon roared, as an ominous gesture, Oliver
guessed. He could not determine where the shot came to rest. Likely
short, he would wager, its barrel not yet warmed so to allow for
maximum range.

It was May 1, 1813. The siege of Fort Meigs,
Oliver’s personal battle to repay William for his delivery from
Kingston and for his very freedom as a man, had begun.

 


 



Chapter Fourteen

 


William and Daniel stood at the larboard
bulwarks, the hammock nettings extending well above their heads,
attempting with little success to feel comfortable aboard U.S.S.
Madison.

At 110 feet on the keel, Madison’s deck was
longer than the sparred length of Friends Good Will, even with the
sloop’s extreme headrig and main boom. At 580 tonnes, William
marveled at more than 10 times the volume of his former command.
Just a year ago, sailing on the peaceful inland seas, he never
would have imagined a man-of-war so large swimming the sweetwater
of the lower Great Lakes.

Despite the limitations of William’s
imagination and foresight as a merchant master, Madison nonetheless
slid down the ways at Sackets Harbor in late November of 1812, only
45 days after her keel was laid. She was thus, in late May of the
following spring, essentially new.

William recounted to Daniel his seeing
Madison on the ways, in the final stages of completion, when he
visited Commodore Chauncey, hoping his efforts would free Oliver
from captivity in Kingston. Daniel was equally impressed with
Madison and could not have imagined that his efforts in Washington
during those same weeks contributed to a race of arms as Madison
most certainly represented. At 24 guns, 32 pounders no less, flush
decked and ship rigged, she was the most formidable vessel of so
many vying for dominance of Lake Ontario.

William gazed aloft at the beautiful maze of
rigging, black and tan, tarred and seized, whipped and spliced,
rove through blocks, joined by lanyards, reflecting the best of
nautical arts. “Daniel, I recall Chauncey referred to her as his
‘beautiful corvette’.”

Daniel studied the pennant flowing lazily
from the mainmast truck in the gentle evening breeze. The sun was
setting over the Niagara peninsula just a few miles down river from
the falls. The water flowed past the entry port, a current which in
the light breeze dictated the manner in which Madison lay to her
anchor. Daniel’s hearing was now just returning to normal after a
day of near constant bombardment from the American vessels gathered
before Fort George near the village of Newark. Daniel regarded
William’s comment and Chauncey’s pride, “Aye, as well he would. She
is a sight to behold.”

William pulled his watch from his waistcoat
pocket, self conscious that he had not as yet in more than three
months managed to acquire much of a uniform, noted the time and
asked, “Do you think Captain Perry will be much longer?” He was
growing tired of pacing a deck aboard a ship on which he was so
universally regarded a stranger.

The wait was difficult for Daniel as well.
He shrugged, but then smiled, recalling, “Captain Perry certainly
presents us challenges, even as he serves up surprises!” Shaking
his head in appreciation of his commanding officer, Daniel
continued, “I was certainly happy to make land in that small boat.
Rowing all the way from Erie! Why thank goodness for Tiffany and
the cox’n sharing the long pull. My hands are raw and
blistered!”

William smiled, “And then without so much as
a wink of rest, to seize that sad looking pony with no gear, and
fashion a crude saddle using the boat painter as a girth. Why, I
never saw anyone in uniform looks so ridiculous!”

Daniel and William were now laughing aloud,
attracting the deck watch, with Daniel recalling, “Calling out to
me, no less, ‘Any port in a storm Mr. Dobbins; this is the best we
can do!’”

In Madison’s great cabin, commanding
officers of the squadron were uncomfortably warm and cramped, now
just seated after leaning over charts and maps with insufficient
headroom to stand erect. Patience was growing thin and they were
just finishing their questions. Chauncey was about to
summarize.

Laughter from on deck arose during a pause
and attracted some frowns. Captain Perry tried to take no notice,
certainly pretending not to recognize the familiar banter and good
nature of his junior officers at their leisure.

The conference began mid-afternoon upon the
arrival aboard Madison of Army officers, including a young Colonel
Winfield Scott. Daniel had observed Colonel Scott climbing through
the entry port. Daniel and William, having no more than a glass
before arrived with Perry, after a night of reconnaissance and
little sleep, were assisting in the service of the same gun just
aft of the larboard entry port, where both enjoyed a good look at
the officer ranking just below General ‘Granny’ Dearborn.

Daniel leaned over to William as another on
the gun team began to worm the debris of the last charge from the
barrel. William, upon the gun captain’s order, grabbed the wet
sponge and approached the massive piece yet smoking from the last
round, and noted to William, “There goes a near hero from
Queenstown Heights.”

William shot him a glance while dipping the
sponge in the bucket and began to align the rod, parallel to and
outboard of the muzzle, “Where Brock fell?”

Daniel offered in a low voice, “The Colonel
was taken prisoner.”

William ran the sponge back and forth inside
the length of the barrel, looked again at the subject of their
conversation and raised his eyebrows. He quickly withdrew the
sponge. The stopped vent, forming a vacuum, allowed the
characteristic ‘pung’. He tapped the barrel, signaling the piece
was ready to dry sponge then load, and asked, “Exchanged this soon;
that senior?”

Daniel shrugged and allowed, as others on
the gun team saw to their assigned tasks, “Perhaps we had in our
grasp a counterpart of equal rank, but I have heard rumors.”

As the rammer withdrew, the charge was
pricked through the vent and fuse inserted. William considered what
all recognized as possible; parole violations and the loss of
honor, despite the sentence of immediate death, if caught. Still,
perhaps Colonel Scott had been more fortunate than Oliver. In any
case, there he was, ascending the companionway of Madison for a
summit called to decide upon events as would unfold on the morrow
and determine their collective fate.

William was a novice with great guns, as was
Daniel. Perry suggested they use the afternoon, not otherwise
engaged, to obtain some experience. Unspoken among them was the
realization that they would need it. The rate of fire amid the
squadron bombarding the shore and Fort George was far more
leisurely than one would have encountered during a ship to ship
action at sea, so the training opportunity was excellent. Still,
William, distracted by Daniel’s comments, barely stood back in time
as the call “Give fire,” from the gun captain resulted in the gun’s
roaring, the carriage leaping, all thousands of its pounds of iron
and oak indifferently willing to crush those behind it as casually
as the thirty two pound ball preceding the sparks and smoke was
willing to kill those in front.

Chauncey called the meeting to order,
introducing and politely thanking Colonel Scott for attending
aboard Madison. Interservice cooperation was all but unheard of in
the young United States military and Colonel Scott was, by general
posture, defensive, peevish and somewhat suspicious. He was taken
off guard, therefore, when Perry, the only naval officer present
without a floating command, advocated passionately for a joint
operation between the Army and Navy with Scott taking a leading
role.

Perry explained, “So you see, gentlemen, as
I witnessed through last evening and this morn, the British
defenses are such that only a sudden, overwhelming show of force on
the opposite bank could ever command that bluff and break through
their lines.”

Quiet settled in among all. Scott agreed,
but could not walk, nor could his soldiers march, upon water while
crossing the Niagara River. He was concerned that if he endorsed
Perry’s plan, noting Perry was a junior officer to some of the
Captains and the Commodore in the room, he might make more enemies
than awaited him on the west bank. He had assumed his troops would
cross all too slowly upon the decks of the larger ships.

But Perry again surprised his colleagues.
“There are plenty of local fishing craft up and down the river. I
myself arrived in such as could handle a dozen men. With all of our
ship’s boats and those commandeered from locals, we could send
waves of Colonel Scott’s troops across the River while using our
ships as they were intended—powerful gun platforms, covering the
landing and punishing the first wave of defenders. We are most
certainly not the Captains of mere transports!”

Again silence. Then Chauncey ventured
quietly, “The current would keep our broadsides to the shore. We
could pivot on spring lines, so to bring our guns to bear.”

Scott exhaled, grateful for this youthful,
dark haired yankee Perry, an obvious transplant upon the inland
seas,

As a cautious optimism took hold, as like
that first gleaned from a taut cable, the anchor apparently well
set, Lieutenant MacPherson of the Schooner Hamilton offered, “We
could even still take some troops upon our decks and keep the small
boats shielded along our unexposed sides, thus reducing their pull
across the river.”

They unrolled the charts, studied maps,
discussed deployment and then turned to the timing, the staging,
the logistics of matters so mundane as breakfast and so hopeful as
the march southward should Fort George fall as planned.

Perry was just days before invited by
Chauncey to leave Erie and join him at the mouth of the Niagara
River. Chauncey saw an opportunity to get acquainted with Perry;
little more. Perry, however, gleaned an opportunity for his first
real action. With little experience with amphibious assault and no
reputation for such among his new fellow officers, Perry had in the
first conference since his arrival on the scene solved the most
difficult logistical problem. He persuaded more senior offices to
cooperate with each other in a complex ballet of men, ships and
boats, only some of which were familiar with the latter, crossing a
river running at a swift current so to charge uphill in an effort
to dislodge a well encamped enemy, with friendly fire from ships
screaming overhead and withering enemy fire trained amid their
ranks.

As the officers climbed the companionway
into the cool, clear air of an early evening, there were many
smiles, extended courtesies and well wishes, reflecting a
confidence which the task before them did not naturally encourage.
As the others departed, Chauncey observed to Perry within earshot
of William and Daniel, “Well, Captain, you have a full night ahead
locating all the boats you promised.”

Perry looked to William and Daniel, who in
turn looked to each other, taking the sizable task in stride. Perry
nodded to Chauncey and offered his superior, “I am fortunate to
have most capable men at my disposal, upon whom I have the utmost
confidence.”

Perry then surprised Chauncey by inviting,
“For my part, I will be on the river, marking the precise spots
with buoys where each ship shall take station. Care to join?”

Chauncey was taken aback, felt guilty to
think that he would instead actually sleep, and found himself
promising instead, “Certainly, Captain, let us attend that detail
together.”

William looked over the side from the entry
port and awakened Tiffany, the only one it seemed having benefitted
from a nap in the small boat. Tiffany, at least, would be refreshed
come morning as the invasion of Canada commenced.

Well after dark as William and Daniel
gathered small craft from the river bank so to augment all
available ship’s boats and while Chauncey and Perry spotted and
marked with small buoys the favorable positions each ship in the
squadron would assume within hours, a lone rider delivered to
Tiffany a dispatch from General Harrison. Perry returned to shore
in the early hours of 27 May, as United States ships prepared to
make way at the mouth of the Niagara River at the western end of
Lake Ontario in full support of troops intent upon landing upon a
foreign shore.

Tiffany immediately delivered the dispatch
to Perry. His eyes were sore from a lack of sleep, but Perry read
Harrison’s account of British ships, who at the time of the
writing, were preparing to make way at the western end of Lake
Erie. The British ships of which Harrison wrote were apparently
dispatched to land British troops upon a foreign shore, even as
Perry prepared to do the same. Perry took some deep breaths,
brought the dispatch down to his side and rubbed his eyes. He would
carry the dispatch to Chauncey. The news could not wait.

For many days, the artillery duel between
the cannon in Fort Meigs and those surrounding it continued
unabated, with its pitch and intensity varying for no particular
strategic reason. Colonel Proctor recognized that a siege was very
much about psychology. He observed to Dunlap, having taken the
shore and made to assist the Royal field artillery, “We must
destroy the American’s hope. There is no need to rush. Let them
know the inevitability of their fate. Sometimes, the wait we
subject them to and the prospect of their future is a more
effective weapon than our guns themselves.”

Dunlap nodded, his hearing gradually
returning from the most recent rounds, but cautioned, perhaps more
loudly than he intended as the volume of his own voice was as yet
still difficult for him to judge, “Sir, I understand. But I grow
increasingly concerned that from the range of our guns on the
northern shore we simply cannot significantly damage the walls.
Should not a proper siege be moving gradually closer?”

Proctor considered the point. He set aside
the distracting reference to ‘guns’. Why did the Royal Navy insist
upon referring to cannon as nothing more than one might a mere
pistol? Still, Proctor had to admit, his cannon had, after days,
done little more damage than would a pistol. He offered,
“Lieutenant, the open ground between our artillery and the walls
will not permit us to get much closer without sacrificing the
batteries themselves. They would be much too exposed to return
fire.

What do your natives say?”

Dunlap was candid. The morale among the
natives was not particularly high. They did not much like sitting
and watching long range artillery duels. “Many of the lesser chiefs
are impatient for a frontal attack,” he conceded. “Tecumseth is
willing to wait. Native scouts, however, report an American relief
column advancing.”

Proctor lowered his long glass from his most
recent assessment of the minimal damage done from the last half
hour of powder and shot expended; nearly wasted. He knew he did not
have the provisions, nor his native allies the patience, for the
construction of elaborate trenches gradually bringing his artillery
closer to the walls. He asked, “How far out and from where?”

Dunlap replied, “From the south. Maybe a
day’s march.”

Proctor nodded as the brilliant glint of
glass reflected from atop the walls of Fort Meigs. Oliver was also
peering through his long glass, at the Royal artillery on the
northern bank.

Morale among the besieged was quite high.
General Harrison allowed the American artillery every opportunity
to search out and attempt to destroy the batteries, arrayed
sometime out of sight, firing upon the fort. Even limited success
boosted spirits. Oliver observed to one of his company commander’s,
“We have not had to reinforce or repair the walls to anywhere near
the extent as I had feared.”

“Aye,” replied the Captain. “My men are
getting all too used to this leisure. Rather bored, even, I would
venture.”

Oliver half smiled. He knew the British
could not stay forever. It was much too early in the season to
significantly augment any provisions from the surrounding
countryside.

A cannon fired from the northern bank. The
shot approached, the ball slammed into the wall some 100 feet to
the west of their position, near the base of the wood stockade
poles. Well supported by earth between and behind, the ball caused
little damage, the few splinters flying outward, injuring no one.
The same spot, Oliver guessed, would be able to sustain many such
direct hits before any breach was even so much as threatened.

The following day, cheers erupted from the
men on the walls, the officers called for the gates to open and a
relief column of Kentucky militia, commanded by Brigadier General
Clay, entered triumphantly. The men had heard small arms fire
through much of the morning and were unsure if any relief could
fight their way through the siege. The occupants of Fort Meigs were
elated and wondered if the relief and reinforcements signaled
victory.

General Harrison met with Clay on the
ramparts with his other officers, including Oliver.
“Congratulations, General Clay,” Harrison began, extending full
courtesies to the militia general although only a brigadier. He
continued while shaking his hand, “You have my thanks and personal
appreciation for taking an interest in our situation.”

Clay was both kind and effacing in light of
his achievement, “Truly, Sir, we from Kentucky would have done this
and more. Indeed, the resistance was not particularly impressive.
Our casualties were as light as our enemies’ resolve was weak.”

A tinge of suspicion rose in Oliver’s mind,
but Harrison expressed the same doubt with his next question, “Did
you enter the fort with the entirety of your force? I estimate only
some hundreds and am surprised you did not suffer a much tougher
time in reaching our gate.”

“No, Sir. We entered with only a portion of
our full strength,” Clay offered proudly. “I have many others off
to the north so to thoroughly rout the last band of Canadian
militia marching up from the south who attempted to halt our
progress.” Clay looked about, somewhat nervously. Oliver strode
over to the gun porthole and looked out over the river to where the
British artillery had been positioned. Clay continued, “I expect
they will soon have them swimming back to Canada upon reaching the
shore of Lake Erie!”

Oliver confirmed with his long glass the
cannon that had been peppering the walls for many days had been
withdrawn. No other evidence of enemy besieging the fort could be
seen. Oliver inquired, “General Clay, how many of your men are yet
outside the walls?”

Clay did not appreciate the apprehension and
urgency in Oliver’s voice. Oliver was, although regular army, after
all a mere Major, suggesting some concern for Clay’s handling of
the relief. Clay was about to offer a reproach, until Harrison,
walking rather quickly to the gun port, added to the question, “And
what were their orders and general direction, last seen?”

Oliver handed Harrison his long glass,
gesturing for him to confirm his observation.

Clay offered, with just a hint of new
anxiety, “Why, just more than 800; more than enough I
adjudged—”

General Harrison cut him off even while
studying the north bank and surrounding countryside as could be
viewed from other blockhouse portholes with Oliver’s long glass,
“Gentlemen, the siege of Fort Meigs is broken. I fear, so too, will
be General Clay’s command.”

Oliver offered to Harrison, “General,
permission to take my three companies to join with these Kentucky
lads and offer immediate support!”

Before Harrison could respond, Clay joined
and offered, “Certainly, if there is any concern, my remaining
troops will be the first on the scene!” At that moment, the distant
thunder of great guns from a mile or more to the north, together
with the scattered report of small arms, assisted Harrison in
reaching a most difficult decision. “Permission denied.”

Both Oliver and General Clay objected
strenuously, but the background noise reaching Fort Meigs of the
ongoing battle told the story and assisted General Harrison in
defending his decision, refusing Oliver’s offer of assistance.

Lieutenant Owen Dunlap swung General Hunter
to her spring lines and trained his guns upon the open field
hundreds of yards to the south on the west bank of the Maumee
River. Just moments before, as was expected and predicted by an
adjunct sent from Colonel Proctor, two columns of American militia
rushed into the open in pursuit of Canadian militia seeming to flee
toward the shore of Lake Erie.

Master and Commander Hall fired first from
Lady Prevost. The other vessels joined in, but by prior order of
Colonel Proctor were limited to just two rounds each. Dunlap noted
that even Lieutenant Fleet upon Little Belt discharged his duty
proficiently. The limitation to two rounds by the Naval forces had
been given in the interest of not harming their native allies,
which swept in among the American columns within minutes. The two
rounds caused just enough confusion and mayhem among the American
columns to break their ranks and organization, creating among them
doubt, if not panic, at the thought of a well laid ambush. Before
the doubt could be assessed as real, the Canadian militia which had
been the bait suddenly wheeled about, formed ranks and fired a
volley from the northern edge of the field. The Natives, within
seconds thereafter, were upon the once confident pursuers from
three sides, with the Maumee river leaving no hope of escape from
the fourth.

Colonel Proctor and other of his officers
stood behind the Canadian militia in the cover of the woods. He
looked out with his long glass and saw the panic take hold. He
witnessed the butchery. He saw the American officers quickly ask
for quarter, one even had time to wave a white cloth from his
raised long rifle, before being shot or tomahawked; he could not
tell which had befallen the soldier first. He did nothing but
watch.

Lieutenant Dunlap witnessed the same, having
climbed several ratlines up the larboard shrouds from the rail of
General Hunter. The initial relief he felt at assuring the attack
was proceeding as planned and that his great guns had the desired
effect soon turned to horror and shame at the scene as was
unfolding before him.

In no more than ten minutes, few victims
remained to those Natives still swarming the field of butchery.
Some Americans, it appeared, could swim and were making their way
across the Maumee River. Some could not swim as well as perhaps
they hoped and within minutes, their bodies were floating with the
current down upon and among the anchored squadron.

Tecumseth was next to Colonel Proctor on
horseback. He looked to the Colonel for some sign of intervention.
Colonel Proctor did not so much as glance to either side,
purposefully avoiding the inquiring and increasingly uncomfortable
looks from the party of officers gathered around him. He was
thinking of how, after his failure before Fort Meigs, his native
allies would require some reason to remain aligned with the Crown.
Finally, Tecumseth, thinking yet again that Colonel Proctor was no
General Brock, his slain friend, who had with his assistance just
last fall captured Detroit, muttered loud enough for Proctor to
hear a final protest of what he regarded as a mismanaged campaign,
“Enough! It is over!”

Tecumseth started his horse and rode out
onto the field, crying in native dialects for the senseless
bloodshed to cease. Those that heard him complied instantly. There
was little more to do by then in any case but celebrate a victory
as would constitute the final footnote of a campaign marked by
frustration and failure. Fort Meigs stood intact; fully effective
and occupied by a strong and capable United States Army.

Later that day, after the British had
withdrawn and the squadron weighed anchor, Oliver’s companies
reconnoitered the countryside, including the scene of the carnage.
General Clay was in shock; Oliver appalled. General Harrison was
outraged but thankful that he had heeded his instincts, otherwise
the carnage would have been much worse. There would have been no
time for the relief of the misguided Kentucky militia. The attack,
they fathomed from the gunshot reports reaching the fort, was over
in just a few minutes.

Oliver thought of Trove and his tales of the
slaughter at Fort Dearborn the previous August. Harrison thought of
Winchester and the butchery on the River Raison the previous
January. Everyone within the fort sobered to the realization that
their victory in breaking the siege was now but a challenge to
their honor; a cause to avenge still another massacre. There was no
celebration for what had been a well executed, victorious
defense.

General Clay calculated that nearly 650
Kentucky militia were slain; many little more than murdered. Some
that reached the safety of Fort Meigs told of the British officers
standing on the edge of the woods watching the massacre. A few
witnessed a native chief calling for mercy, but their accounts were
quickly forgotten among the horrified and outraged survivors of the
siege of Fort Meigs.

As men were loading boats and bateaux at
Perry’s overall direction and as assisted by Captains Lee and
Dobbins, William was having difficulty concentrating upon the task
at hand. Perry told him of the account from Harrison, mentioning a
successful defense of Fort Meigs, marred by a native massacre
allowed by the British of hundreds of American defenders. Perry did
not know or did not offer details. William was of course worried
that Oliver was among the fallen.

Just before dawn, more than a hundred boats
were loaded and the squadron readied to take up the positions
indicated by buoys visible at first light. Scott lead the first
wave of marines and soldiers to the beach, while Perry, William and
Daniel handled groupings of small boats.

The first element of defense soon became
apparent. Just as the marines and soldiers made the beach, Perry
observed British soldiers emerging from a well concealed ravine at
the base of the bluff. They moved forward to meet the Americans on
the beach.

“Captain Lee! Captain Dobbins!” Perry called
out. “Send off the boats as planned, I must be off!” Perry took a
small boat with Tiffany and others rowing. As he made his way amid
the squadron and the great guns spat sparks, flame and smoke, he
called out, “Mr. Smith, if you please…” He shouted to Asp, “Mr.
Osgood, closer to shore, cover our troops!” He offered the same
exhortation to the commander of Scourge as his small boat rowed
amid so many others comprising the invasion. Drawing and gesturing
with his dirk, he gained the attention of still another commander,
“Lieutenant Pettigrew of Conquest, Sir, anchor Sou’east of that
battery!” Perry directed and advised according to his observation
of British tactics, all while rowing toward Hamilton. He boarded
quickly and suggested to Lieutenant MacPherson where precisely to
direct his fire, requesting and being granted permission to take
personal charge of the guns, immediately switching to grape and
canister.

Perry reached Hamilton not a moment too
soon. Scott had made the beach with a first wave of 400 men. He was
met with well formed lines and the cold steel of bayonets. Quite
vulnerable before the second wave landed to assist, Perry could not
let Scott stand alone. Hamilton’s guns swept the defenders with a
withering fire and allowed the marines and soldiers that critical
initial foothold.

As Scott was climbing the bluff, he stumbled
and General Dearborn, observing through a long glass aboard
Madison, along with Chauncey, thought he had lost his best field
commander. But Scott was afoot within moments and the British lines
began to bend, suggesting a break was inevitable, if only those
naval guns continued to cover and the balance of the men in small
boats landed very soon.

Chauncey’s squadron, as directed by Perry
from a small boat, did not disappoint. Nor did Colonel Scott.
Hearing that the British had lit a fuse in the powder magazine, he
with some others from the 2nd Artillery rode into the fort
abandoned by its defenders just moments before and was met with the
concussion of a blast, knocking him from his horse and breaking his
collarbone. Realizing this was not the main magazine, he continued
on and was able to extinguish the fuse, allowing Fort George to
fall into American hands largely intact.

As the British fell back to the west, the
several hundred troops strung out to the south along the Niagara
River all the way to Fort Erie had no choice but to evaporate as
the American invasion force swelled and expanded. Just before noon,
with the fighting nearly over, Perry rowed amid the few boats
remaining in the river, searching for his junior officers. Locating
William and Daniel amid the smoke from the last of the broadsides,
Perry called out, “Captains Lee and Dobbins, quickly, follow me
back to the eastern shore!”

Daniel called out to William, not quite
certain he had heard correctly, nor that he would ever hear well
again, “Did Captain Perry just direct us back to shore?”

William confirmed, “Indeed,” his tone
revealed his surprise. “With not a moment to lose!”

Perry could be heard in the distance over
the diminishing din of a battle already won, while quickly rowing
from whence that morning they came, “Our work this day is just
beginning!”

More than two weeks later, Captain Daniel
Dobbins rowed from Ohio with Captain William Lee setting out in a
similar ship’s boat, with muffled oars, from, ironically, his
former command, Contractor, now renamed Trippe. Their destination
was the same. They had been summoned by Perry to meet aboard
Caledonia.

They moved slowly, quietly. Whispering and
gesturing, they risked no sound. The weather was thick, visibility
poor. Thick fog was unusual in mid-June. This weather reminded
William far more of late August. He wished it would hold; at least
another day.

Some noise was inevitable as they clambered
aboard Captain Perry’s flag ship. William recalled Caledonia from
the previous autumn, when he and Captain Elliot had cut her out
from under the guns of Fort Erie. Those efforts were easier, he
recalled, when compared with the work they had invested since the
fall of Fort George.

Henry Breevort, the former Captain of
President Adams, had joined just prior to William and Daniel’s
entry into the aft cabin of Caledonia. Breevort and Perry were
enjoying some wine. Perry was questioning Breevort on his local
knowledge of the coastline and weather, some twenty miles east of
Presque Isle, even as Breevort questioned Perry for every detail of
the very active ten days prior.

“Mr. Breevort, what would you advise with
respect to this thick weather? Will it hold and if so, what of the
wind?” asked Perry.

“Aye, until noon at least,” responded
Breevort. “Pray, Captain, how did you ever get out from the guns of
Fort Erie?”

Daniel interjected, addressing Captain
Perry, “Sir, we shall have this weather through tomorrow noon, mark
me. Really, Henry,” he addressed Breevort with familiarity after
their years together, serving as Captains on the lakes, “this fog,
with the cold waters and warm air, makes perfect sense, don’t you
recall? And have you not heard? Fort Erie was abandoned in the
aftermath of the fall of Fort George. There were no guns trained
upon us, after all!”

William made to join the gam, rare for Perry
to allow, let alone suffer, “With little or foul wind, towing five
vessels into the open waters from Black Rock was tedious, for
certain!” Then, offering his opinion on the weather, “While this
fog will hold for at least a day, the question, Sir, is how thick
and will the sun reveal our topmasts?”

Perry nodded, looked out the stern window
and was distracted from their future by Breevort’s seeming
obsession with the recent past, “But however did you get these
ships fully manned?”

Perry replied, as a matter of obvious fact,
“Commodore Chauncey spared fifty sailors and General Dearborn
offered still another two hundred.”

Breevort’s jaw went slack. William smiled
and added, with Daniel nodding, “Let us just say, Mr. Breevort,
that the Army and Navy both were appreciative of Captain Perry’s
contribution as regards our recent victory!”

Perry, embarrassed by the boast, even if
true, insisted, “Gentlemen, we must focus and consider our options.
With a British squadron of many guns within a few miles reportedly,
perhaps within sight if the weather clears, we have no time to
lose.”

His three captains nodded soberly in
agreement. Perry continued, “So let us be about it.

Breevort offered, “I know these shoal waters
well, I suspect much better than the British. Let us stick to the
coastline and slide into Erie sailing or towing through the
night.”

Daniel interjected, somewhat peeved that
Breevort would so much as hint that he knew these waters best with
Daniel no more than twenty miles from his home port, “And what if
the weather clears before dark, or they sail within sight of us,
despite the fog, in the next twelve hours? We just sit here and
wait to be discovered?”

Breevort pouted. Perry shook his head in the
negative and William interjected, “Waiting will not serve, nor
slinking along our own shore as thieves. That is exactly what the
British would expect!”

William held everyone’s attention, so
continued, “No. We must use this fog and wind and sail out into the
Lake…”

Within minutes, the five ships, the brig
Caledonia, schooners Ohio, Amelia and Somers, together with the
sloop Trippe (formerly Contractor) were underway in a light east
wind, sailing northwest away from Erie.

Late that afternoon, the tension was almost
unbearable. As the sun tried to burn through the fog and the wind
repeatedly eased, threatening to die altogether only to return
fitfully, then with a will, the American squadron, hopelessly
outgunned and under strict orders for silence, ensigns and pennants
struck so to blend more effectively with the fog, slipped seaward
and beyond the British squadron, sailing east close into the shore.
Small conversation among the men returned and was allowed, as the
enemy diminished ever more gradually off the larboard quarter.

Just before dusk, which fell early in the
gloom of the fog, the opening of Presque Isle harbor swallowed the
small, grateful American squadron. William, standing at the
binnacle of Trippe, a square topsail sloop, recalled how just a
year before he made entry to Erie in command of a similar vessel,
Friends Good Will, with Oliver, James and Trove as crew. On this
occasion, all he could manage was a nod to Samuel, standing upon
the shore near the French blockhouse, a familiar witness to their
triumphant return after some three weeks of near constant
action.

William struggled to fully organize his
thoughts and prepared to explain to Samuel the recent exploits of
their leader, Captain Perry, whom he beheld with admiration now
standing upon the quarterdeck of a schooner just to larboard of
William’s sloop. Perry had, in William’s mind, been the unsung hero
of the Battle of Fort George, which led directly to freeing the
ships upon which they now sailed, until then trapped at Black Rock.
Recent events had unfolded with what could be spun as a good yarn.
He could present it as resembling calculated genius, but William
wondered whether their outcome was nothing more than the reflection
of good fortune.

William then wondered, however, as whether
good fortune was nothing more than talent recognizing
opportunity.

Captain Perry returned to Erie leading a
small squadron. It was a far cry from arriving at Black Rock upon
the back of a pony. As Perry passed over the bar at the entrance to
the harbor, however, nodding an acknowledgement to Captain Lee,
just to starboard and in command of Trippe, he considered whether
when next he would attempt to take to the inland sea with guns,
provisions and men settling his ships much deeper in what was often
the more scarce water of late summer, he would be so fortunate as
to pass over the bar without going hopelessly aground.

As William had regarded Perry’s strengths,
Perry worried about his weaknesses. He worried that history may
well record that he, as commander of all United States naval forces
on Lake Erie, voluntarily sailed his squadron by virtue of the bar
and low water into a state of utter irrelevance.

 


 



Chapter Fifteen

 


Abigail sat in her bedroom in the home in
which she was raised, her furniture from her childhood surrounding
her. While her surroundings brought forth only memories of her
youth, both her mind and body were now clearly those of a woman.
Abigail was well aware of the desire she ignited in most men, a
trait she first noticed in her last year or more living in this
home. But the content of the letter from Lord Castlereagh, posted
three months before, caused not its author, but rather, her, its
recipient, to breath more quickly.

Thomas had delivered the letter just moments
before upon his return from the center of the small village of
Dover Mills. He reported two coaches had arrived in the village
with some Royal Navy officers carrying mail westward from Kingston,
stopping as convenient enroute to Amherstberg. Thomas offered the
hospitality of the Wheems household to the commanding officer for
dinner and the night. Abigail’s mother was delighted. Thomas was
intrigued, both by the arrival of the Royal Navy officers and by
the letter. There had been no word from Lord Castlereagh since
Abigail had left Amherstberg for Dover Mills just before Christmas
six months before. Abigail, seeking privacy, retired to her bedroom
but knew she would soon be required to make an appearance at
dinner. Her mother would ask about the letter. Thomas would either
hear, or come to know of her answer.

Abigail had to admit Sir Robert’s news was
unexpected. At the same time, she felt foolish. She should not have
been the least bit surprised. Any woman, even without her intuition
and instincts, would have found Sir Robert’s sentiments, expressed
with the utmost courtesy and kindness, entirely predicable.

Her hand trembled as it seemed another
option was lost. She calculated that at the time of James’ last
visit to Dover Mills, in late March, finally proposing marriage and
offering his fortune, no, rather his father’s fortune, which should
have been hers, Sir Robert apparently had determined it best to
inform her of the effect of her long absence from London. English
society was indeed social. Lord Castlereagh had met another.

While reading his letter, Abigail understood
instantly that her absence and infrequent letters, not particularly
personal or encouraging, caused Sir Robert doubt and impatience.
She regretted she had not been more flirtatious. The irony was not
lost on her. No sooner had she, upon receiving a proposal from
James, determined she could never carry through upon her plan to
marry the Fleet family fortune for yet a second time, then she lost
her alternate plan of returning to England and settling for an even
larger fortune.

But Abigail was nothing if not realistic.
She recalled she had considered this very risk last summer, just
about a year before, in Sir Robert’s coach after visiting Mr.
Wellstone. She deliberated on her chances at repairing a
relationship with James, the small scandal of his now qualifying as
her step-son and the hurt she caused him in marrying Sir Edgar. She
balanced it all, including Lord Castlereagh’s fortune, position,
power and the requirements of English politics and society. She had
carefully considered ‘Paragraph Twenty First’ of her late husband’s
trust. She came to realize, as she folded the letter and slipped it
back into the packet, she simply wanted more freedom than Sir Edgar
afforded her; more freedom than Sir Robert’s expectations and
position would ever have permitted. She placed the packet in her
desk and gently closed the drawer. As she stood to rejoin for
dinner, the thought struck her that indeed, the same priority and
sentiment governed her rejection, yet again, of James. He was not
likely to afford her much freedom either.

She stood at the top of the stairs and took
a moment. She was a bit shaken; somewhat weak. She was beautiful,
but aging. She was surrounded in Dover Mills by few, if any,
alternatives. She had no plan. The absence of such was
extraordinarily rare for the Widow Fleet.

As she began to descend the stairs, she
heard horses and a carriage pull up to the house. She retreated to
her bedroom window, pulled back the curtain and confirmed the Royal
Navy Officers that Thomas had mentioned were now arrived. She was
relieved. The distraction of guests would most certainly take the
spotlight off of her and her news. She counted two officers and a
driver. She would wait a moment and make her entry after
theirs.

Thomas answered the knock on the door. Her
mother seemed quite excited and a bit nervous at the thought of
entertaining. Abigail overheard introductions, the exchange of
pleasant compliments, the expressions of gratitude, but was unable
to make out any names.

As she began down the stairs, she noted the
officers’ hats had been removed and she formed her first impression
which had been impossible from her bedroom window. The officer on
her left had a single epaulette; a ’‘leftenant’ with a command and
was about her age. The officer on her right, obviously younger,
bore no such critical distinction. The Commander looked up at her
as she descended the stairs. His eyes grew wide and he formed a
smile. Rather charming, she thought. He asked her mother, “Mrs.
Wheems, pray tell, what allows us such good fortune as to dine with
such beauty?”

Abigail noted her mother, before answering
the question, searched his eyes, then gave a quick glance to her as
she stepped from the last stair. The Commander tucked his hat under
his arm, extended his right hand and Abigail offered hers
willingly. His lips upon her hand were warm, with just the
slightest suggestion of lingering beyond polite. Abigail blushed.
She had not blushed in years.

Her mother replied, “Master and Commander
Barclay, let me present my daughter, the Widow Fleet.”

Barclay asked, “Your husband, m’lady, was
Sir Edgar Fleet?”

“Yes, Commander; he passed just a year ago,”
Abigail answered, subtly suggesting the time for mourning was
past.

Barclay informed her, “I never met Sir
Edgar. I believe he was stationed here in North America even before
I was serving Nelson, at Trafalgar.”

The very mention of Nelson, Trafalgar and
Barclay’s presence among the fleet at such an event caused everyone
to consider the gravity of such a guest in Dover Mills, Upper
Canada. Abigail could not recall just how or what comment caused
them to walk into the parlor. She later realized her mother caused
her to be seated next to him. Finally, she gathered her composure
and fell back upon years of training for persons with whom she was
impressed, “Tell me Sir, what brings one of our heroes to the Great
Lakes?”

Barclay smiled, shook his head and began to
offer, but was interrupted by his companion. “Captain Barclay,
M’lady, was commended for his actions as acting Lieutenant upon
Swiftsure. His efforts led to the rescue of 170 of our enemy;
French sailors.”

Barclay admonished, “Official accounts often
make that which nothing but our common Christian duty requires
sound much too extraordinary.

Who in this room would not have offered such
compassion to the vanquished?”

Abigail’s mother spoke, “Truly, Sir. This
war it seems could well use your honor. We hear accounts of
unnecessary brutality all too often.”

Barclay nodded. Abigail remained quiet,
assessing whether or why her first impressions had caused her heart
to beat somewhat faster. Was it the shape of his hand resting on
his thigh, his dark eyes piercing those with whom he spoke, or his
finely brushed uniform coat, remarkable after his long summer day
spent amid the dust of the road. Initially, she had not even noted
that he was missing his left arm, he carried himself with such
grace without it. Upon realizing it, she found it a mere curiosity.
But at the mention of Nelson, England’s most beloved hero, also
missing an arm, both having lost theirs in the service of their
nation, she found the thought of coming to know Captain Barclay
better and being seen in his company rather exciting in the midst
of war.

Barclay offered to Abigail, again trying to
make a connection, “After Sir Edgar’s return to England, I served
as Second upon the frigate Diana assigned to the channel fleet and
rarely made London, despite our close proximity.”

She recognized his attempt to learn more
about her, so offered, “Yes it must be frustrating sailing for so
long off our own coast. I was during those years living in Touro,
not far from Falmouth, with Sir Edgar, when he was not called away.
Thomas is, in fact, Sir Edgar’s former cox’n and has been in our
service for years. I would guess your family is from Scotland,
though, not Cornwall.”

He smiled, “Aye, Edinbrough, though it has
been many years. What brings you back to North America,
M’Lady?”

She sipped her tea, served by Thomas, “A
visit with my mother. I arrived just after the war began and have
been uncertain as to whether it is safe to return.”

Barclay made to assist, without sounding
boastful, “I hope, M’lady, to render this Lake safe for any English
ship, particularly that which would be transporting you. Give me
this summer,” he suggested. His reference was purposefully
ambiguous. They exchanged smiles, hers as quizzical as his was
mischievous.

Again his companion offered, “Captain
Barclay is assuming overall command of naval forces on Lake Erie.”
Abigail glanced again over to Barclay. She realized he must be held
in some esteem among the Royal Navy in Upper Canada. Though
impressed, she could not resist a tease, “The Royal Navy Commander
arrives in a carriage?”

Barclay laughed. Abigail took that as an
indication that he was very different from the men in the Fleet
family. He offered, “Our journey resembles that of Odyssius
himself, with one adventure after another. We were nearly captured
in a small coasting schooner by the American squadron on Lake
Ontario. With the fall of Fort George, we made our way overland.
Candidly, I will walk to Amherstberg if I have to.”

Again, Abigail was impressed. Barclay had
both a sense of humor and dogged determination. She turned and
asked, so to offer assistance, “Thomas, do we not have in our
harbor this very day, a ship from Amherstberg?”

As Thomas made to set the dining table, he
affirmed, “Aye. The Lady Prevost put in just yesterday to stand in
the lee of the cold front bringing strong north winds. I assumed
our guests knew as much.”

Barclay and his junior officer were both
surprised and delighted. Barclay instantly ordered his adjunct,
“Make all haste, there is not a moment to lose. Arrange for our
passage to Amherstberg tomorrow on that schooner.” He wrote a brief
note, signed his name and assured his adjunct, “Do not fear, I
suspect Mrs. Wheems will hold dinner for at least a glass,
what?”

With his adjunct on an errand, there was
ample time for conversation. Abigail’s mother offered, from that
told her by Thomas over the course of weeks, “I understand, Sir,
the Americans are building ships across the lake at Erie.”

Barclay acknowledged calmly and with a self
assuredness stemming from experience under fire in the best navy in
the world, “Aye, and it is my duty to sweep the Americans from this
inland seas, or make certain their ships never swim in open
water!”

Barclay’s adjunct soon returned; their
passage to Amherstberg secured. Dinner proceeded amid the best of
conversation, with much news and generous laughter, all encouraged
with fine wines. Abigail, before the night was out, noted several
hints reflecting Captain Barclay’s good breeding, secure holdings,
promising career and something with which she had thus far little
experienced in men – good character.

For his part, Commander Barclay had rarely
been so taken with a woman in so little time. He regretted his
goodbye the next morning as he set off aboard Lady Prevost for
Amherstberg, a departure at the dock made even more cruel by
Abigail’s encouraging glance and smile as he kissed her willing
hand once again.

Tiffany entered quietly. Perry stood at the
window of the home at which he had been staying in town, still
staring out at the harbor. Tiffany knew Perry saw none of it. A
letter lay on his desk; his thoughts hundreds of miles away and
several years past. Perry was recalling his friend, Captain James
Lawrence.

“Sir, just as you requested…” Tiffany
offered softly. He laid the material on the desk atop the letter.
He did not know what more to say at his completion of Perry’s most
recent errand.

Perry took some steps to the desk and looked
for a moment at the strips of black cloth strewn upon a letter
announcing the loss of his best friend. He picked one up, wrapped
it around his arm and gestured for Tiffany to help tie it off. He
explained, “Tiffany, deliver the others to my officers. Ask them to
wear it as do I in honor, respect and mourning for one of our
best.” Perry sighed and returned to the window.

Tiffany replied, “I’s sure sorry, Cap’n.
Didn’t know Cap’n Lawrence, but I’s sure he was a fine man. I will
tell the others. If you need anything, you just call for
Tiffany.”

Perry nodded, his back to Tiffany, and
softly mumbled, “Yes, of course. Thank you.”

Tiffany left Perry, noting his silhouette
framed by the bright back light of a sunset through the window; a
dark man, in a dark uniform, in the blackest of moods with an
armband to match.

Perry had no need to read the letter again.
Indeed he never wanted to see it again. Five or six times was
plenty and assured him it was no dream. The personal note at the
bottom of the naval dispatch informed him of the unthinkable.

James Lawrence, having made full Captain
after his successful cruise with Hornet, besting the brig H.M.S.
Peacock in just 14 minutes, was assigned one of America’s original
six frigates, U.S.S. Chesapeake. She was not a 44, as was
Constitution, but Lawrence, Perry knew, in time would get the most
out of her.

The problem was, there was no time. Perry
thought about the conversation in the public house in Boston, when
he met and shared a drink with Captains Lee and Dobbins, Oliver
Williams and Edmund Blunt. They discussed the fact that so vastly
outnumbered, there was insufficient time to effectively train crews
in handling and fighting square rigged men-of-war, one of the most
complex machines designed by man.

With so many more ships, the British simply
blockaded every principle harbor and bottled up their American
counterparts, just as Britain had done with France. With the cork
fixed in place, the crews rotted in harbor and came to grief faster
than the ships they served, though never sailed. Perry had no doubt
that Captain Lawrence would have realized the inevitability of an
effective blockade. Perry shook his head while still staring out
the window. Captain Lawrence would have insisted on making a break
for open sea.

Perry noted grimly he faced the same
problem. He had an entire squadron, but could not bring his larger
ships out to open sea. Even as his men prepared, the bar at the
harbor mouth imposed its own blockade. Should he solve that
problem, it was entirely possible that the British squadron which
he managed to avoid in the fog would by that time be swimming off
shore in full force, tacking back and forth, all the while gaining
experience at sea while his squadron swung to their anchor cables.
Indeed, Perry turned his head and was surprised, but only a little
encouraged, that the British squadron was not yet in place.

Perry walked out of the house and down the
street. His black arm band said as much as he wanted to scream.
Lawrence was dead. He was killed by lack of training, lack of sea
time, lack of experience in combat in facing the best navy in the
world. As Perry walked slowly, reflecting though he had a purpose
and destination in mind, William joined him, seeking him out from
the yard. He wore his black arm band and offered, “Sir, you have my
condolences. I have heard wonderful reports from you of Captain
Lawrence. I feel as I have some small connection to the tragedy. My
son, James, served on Chesapeake in ’07.”

Perry looked up rather surprised and asked,
“With Baron and Elliott, when facing Leopard?”

“Aye, although it was not much of a
contest,” William offered quietly.

“Nor was Chesapeake much match for Shannon,
it seems,” admitted Perry. It hurt to acknowledge his friend,
Lawrence, had died in what was reported as a futile gesture.

“Do you know many details, Sir?” William
asked.

As they slowly walked, Perry opened up, just
a bit, “Lawrence had just taken command of Chesapeake anchored in
Boston harbor. Shannon was blockading the entrance; a real crack
English frigate commanded by Captain Philip Broke, one of England’s
best,” Perry made to add, almost defensively, on behalf of his
friend’s reputation.

William nodded and Perry continued, “Early
in the engagement, Lawrence fell. With few well trained officers,
the British gunners made short work of his green crew. Few had ever
served together. The duffles of some new arrivals were still on
deck as she got underway. As the British boarded her, I understand
there was much confusion and an ineffective resistance with too few
senior officers left standing to lead.”

Perry walked on, not yet finished, but
visibly trying to find the strength to continue, meaning no
dishonor to his fallen friend, “Chesapeake struck in just minutes
after being boarded.” After a painful pause, “Good God, an entire
frigate lost in not much more time than it took to get her
underway! Nearly all her officers killed. With none remaining to
strike, a British officer actually hauled down our flag and
replaced it with the Union Jack!” Perry shook his head in shock and
disbelief.

Perry then turned and confessed to William,
“His dying words were, ‘Don’t give up the ship! Fight her till she
sinks!’”

As they walked, William remained silent. It
was the most respectful gesture he could summon and meant only to
listen and offer support by his presence. Perry walked and thought.
Not about Lawrence, as William assumed. Perry thought about what
the defeat of Chesapeake portended. Perry was blockaded, assuredly
by the bar; soon enough by British ships, each with more time and
experience on the Lakes. Perry had insufficient men to crew his
vessels and few if any of them had served with one another before.
Few had seen combat and few were trained in sailing large ships
maneuvering in close quarters while fighting the great guns. His
breathing was quick and shallow.

Within a few minutes, William noted that
Perry calmed. Perry turned to William and requested, “Captain Lee,
will you undertake immediately and for the balance of this summer,
using the time we have left before engaging the enemy even while
here in the harbor, to train and teach our men how to handle a
ship?”

William was stunned, but instantly saw the
need and replied, “Aye, Sir, I will do my best. I have no
experience in teaching so many, but they are willing and well, yes,
we have some time and we best begin…”

Perry added, “I mean sail handling, Captain
Lee, in close quarters, setting sail, clewing up, tacking, wearing,
while fighting the guns.”

William nodded, assuring, while at the same
time disclaiming, “Why yes, of course, Sir, I understand. We may
have to make do and, I imagine, here in the harbor. But as the
brigs are completed, we can certainly drill and attempt to make it
as real as possible.”

Perry listened intensely for sincerity and
commitment and seemed satisfied. “Very good, William. Thank
you.”

Captain Lee was taken aback by Perry’s
familiarity, calling him, for the first time, by his given name.
Perry strode off quickly, and William called, “Captain Perry, where
are you bound?”

“Return to the yard, Captain Lee. I shall
see a woman about making a flag.”

Master Commandant Robert Barclay, R.N.,
found himself in the Caribbean at the beginning of the war and soon
after its outbreak began his journey to Halifax, with a stay of
some months both there and later at Kingston. This morning he felt
somewhat as though he had come nearly as deep within North America
as would any man interested in naval affairs while still retaining
credibility, all while striving for a command. After thousands of
miles and a two hour tour of His Majesty’s Naval Establishment on
Lake Erie, at Amherstberg, he undoubtedly had found one.

Barclay arrived late the preceding night
from Dover Mills and was greeted by Hall with respect though hardly
warmth. Hall, Provincial Marine, was taken aback when Barclay
ordered him to assemble the men at dawn. Hall had never had to take
an order while in Amherstberg, he being allowed to retain command
over the less experienced Royal Navy lieutenants such as Dunlap and
Fleet. It was instantly clear to Hall he would have to do so in the
future.

Barclay began the day by addressing his
officers in Hall’s former office, then the men assembled in loose
ranks gathered around the rough hewn flag pole. The Union Jack
fluttered in the early morning breeze, wafting off the Detroit
River.

“Men,” he began softly, but then immediately
increased his volume,

finding his command voice, “I am Master and
Commander, Robert Heroit Barclay.” He then produced a letter from a
packet, unfolded it and began to read:

“By the order of Commodore Sir James Lucas
Yeo, Commander in Chief of His Majesty’s ships and vessels employed
on the Great Lakes,

You are hereby required and directed to
proceed to His Majesty’s Naval Establishment on Lake Erie at
Amherstberg and take upon you the command of all available vessels,
willing and requiring all officers and company to behave themselves
with all due respect and obedience, complete all such vessels under
construction and engage the enemy upon your first prudent
opportunity such that Lake Erie will be thereafter secured for
British citizens and commerce.

Hereof nor you nor any of you may fail as
you will answer the contrary at your peril. And for so doing this
shall be your Order.”

It was done. Every man on station knew it.
They had witnessed the ceremony, oft employed, by a commander
introducing himself and at that moment, by declaration in the
absence of anyone more senior, elevating himself as the King’s
representative, all history notwithstanding. Barclay had read
himself in. Hall winced at hearing the words.

Barclay looked over to Hall standing before
and facing him among the other officers, “Captain Hall, have the
men stand down, attend to breakfast and commence with their regular
duties. I shall want all officers to join us as you conduct a tour
of facilities and vessels.”

“Aye, Sir.” Hall repeated the orders for all
to hear, thinking that this serious man, younger than himself and
with a resume beyond question, was all business.

Returning to Hall’s, or rather now his,
office, Barclay offered his first comments after many questions
already posed during the tour. He gestured for them to sit and the
less junior, for whom no chairs were readily available, stood
behind those sitting before the desk. Fleet flushed with anger as
Dunlap took the last chair. He had the good sense, however, to
remain standing quietly in the presence of Barclay.

“Gentlemen,” Barclay began, “I must
congratulate you at your good work and progress. This yard, with
its blacksmith shop and ropewalk, is a credit to all England here,
deep in the frontier. One has only to look across the river and
wonder as to how British skill and organization from a village so
small as Amherstberg can dominate the far larger village of
Detroit. The reason is not Fort Malden. The reason is because of
this yard and the vessels it supports, maintains and keeps in
fighting trim.”

Hall was somewhat mollified. Barclay was
large enough, it seemed, to extend credit where due. Dunlap was
impressed. Barclay was in the midst of making a good beginning.
Fleet was impatient, thinking that this new commander should get on
with it, cut the fluff and inform everyone as to whether the
current assignments with respect to command of the vessels would be
allowed to stand in light of the background and breeding of the men
assembled before him. Barclay mentioned on the tour that he was
aware of Fleet’s relationship to the late Sir Edgar. Barclay did
not, however, elaborate on how he had learned of the
connection.

Barclay continued, standing and pacing
behind the desk, “Just as this facility is the reason why we occupy
Detroit, our ships must become the instruments with which we
dominate Lake Erie.”

The men nodded at the apt analogy. Fleet was
thinking as how that was already accomplished. Barclay then
revealed in what manner he disagreed with what Fleet had already
come to conclude. “Our squadron is not now strong or numerous
enough to withstand the challenge from Presque Isle. Now that the
ships from Black Rock have joined the Americans, their completion
of a pair of brigs at Erie should leave our squadron out-manned and
out-gunned.”

Hall frowned at the suggestion that Perry,
making Presque Isle with the vessels from Black Rock, had bested
the squadron while under his command. Dunlap recognized the reality
of the challenge before them. Fleet was growing ever more impatient
with such impersonal strategic observations.

Then Barclay revealed his concerns, “We have
not nearly enough supplies, of every sort and variety.” Fleet
scowled and thought about Salina, as did every man in the room it
seemed as all glanced at him.

Barclay explained, “The Americans appear to
be obtaining supplies far more regularly and in greater volume.
They seem to have better routes and sources. I have no doubt but
they will finish their ships in the near future.”

Barclay then turned and strode to the
window, gesturing to a large ship yet on the ways, “We, by
contrast, have made slow progress, despite Mr. Bell’s expertise and
best efforts.” Barclay turned and gestured to Bell, the only
civilian in the room, but as master shipbuilder perhaps the most
important in relation to their near future.

Barclay concluded, “Our priorities in the
coming days and weeks, and we have no more time than that, will be
these: First, the dedication of all supplies and armament to
finishing the ship on the ways, which I hereby declare shall be
christened ‘Detroit’, in celebration of Brock’s tremendous
victory.”

“Here, Here!” resounded that officers in
small celebration for a monumental task nowhere near complete.

“Second,” Barclay announced, “our common
sailors appear a sad, lackluster and undisciplined lot.” Hall
scowled at the implication he had not trained the men. “Mr. Fleet,
you are in command of Little Belt, the sloop, am I correct?”

Fleet straightened and awoke from his state
of boredom, “Aye, Sir, and let me suggest—”

Everyone smirked as Barclay cut Fleet off in
mid sentence, “You will undertake the responsibility of training
the men upon the deck of your sloop, just offshore the yard here on
the Detroit River.” Fleet was incredulous. The other officers
looked concerned.

Barclay noted the initial reaction, knew not
the reasons, but offered this, “Little Belt, as a sloop, is perfect
for training. It is small, agile, reacts instantly and quickly
demonstrates the effect of crew coordination upon ship handling.
The men will learn more easily aboard your sloop.”

Barclay did not articulate his second
reason. During the tour, he was least impressed with and detected
among others a general lack of respect for Fleet among his other
officers. So in order to improve Fleet and his standing among
others, Barclay offered him this opportunity. To the extent Fleet’s
low standing was justified, Barclay had often found that teaching
was the best means for learning.

Barclay concluded, “Lastly, Amherstberg is
too distant from Presque Isle to keep close enough watch upon our
foe. The squadron will prepare to move its operations to Long
Point. I shall issue orders addressing the details tomorrow, with
an anticipated departure for our new, temporary base, within the
week.”

The men were surprised; not so much at the
logic of the move, but rather surprised they had not thought of it
themselves. Hall was a bit low as the move reflected upon his lack
of strategic vision.

Two men in the room, in the moments of
silence as the meeting adjourned, shared the same thoughts.

Fleet thought about Abigail, her possible
view of his new assignment, which while he despised the thought of
training common seamen, could be made to sound impressive, if not
critical. Fleet wholly missed the fact that indeed, the assignment
was just that: critical for their collective futures.

Barclay also thought of Abigail, the
mischievous beauty he had dined with just days before. Long Point
was much closer to Dover Mills than Amherstberg.

Fleet admonished O’Connell yet again. It
seemed to Fleet as Little Belt had just tacked more slowly than it
had just ten minutes before. “Mr. O’Connell,” Fleet yelled from the
quarterdeck, “we stand here as the sun sets and I see little
improvement throughout this day.”

O’Connell suffered the admonishment amid
still another random crew as had been assigned Little Belt for just
one day. “Sir,” he protested, “of course this tack took longer as
the wind is diminishing and the last did not require we bring round
the topsail. Some men were confused with the manner in which the
braces are led forward as opposed to those found on Lady Prevost
leading aft. The men from General Hunter apparently back the
headsails for longer than we do on Little Belt.”

“Do not offer excuses, Mr. O’Connell,” Fleet
threatened. “I am interested only in improvement at the end of each
day.”

O’Connell remained silent but regarded the
absurdity of the exercises he was delegated the responsibility of
orchestrating. He doubted very much whether drills upon Little Belt
would count for anything when many of these same men would soon be
deposited upon the deck of Detroit, still on her ways back in
Amherstberg.

O’Connell directed the helm be put down,
swinging Little Belt to the Nor’west and making a course for their
return to anchor in the harbor and makeshift establishment in the
lee of Long Point. He then made to change the subject with his
peevish Captain standing beside him on the quarterdeck, “Any word
from the squadron, Sir?”

“Not this day,” Fleet grudgingly allowed.
“They should be arriving off Erie just about now.” Having made his
obligatory appearance on deck for at least a couple of minutes each
hour, Fleet predictably announced, “I shall complete my
correspondence below.”

O’Connell was relieved. Anything which
removed Fleet from the deck was most welcome. He knew not what
Fleet was composing, though it appeared to take nearly all day. He
did not care why Fleet insisted the correspondence be posted for
Dover Mills upon the return of the squadron from Erie. Fleet seemed
disinterested in the training, distracted as usual, and O’Connell
yet wondered what was in Dover Mills as had caused Fleet to anchor
there, seemingly without justification, last March with Salina.

All O’Connell knew is that Commodore Barclay
had announced that upon his return from Erie, he would depart on an
errand for Dover Mills. Fleet mentioned to O’Connell that he
intended to ask Barclay to deliver the correspondence over which he
had been toiling.

As June 1813 drew to a close, the naval
forces of the United States on Lake Erie were in mourning for the
death of one of their own but which only one of them had ever
met.

As the twin brigs were launched and
christened Lawrence and Niagara and rigging commenced, the work
proceeded largely without the assistance of Captain William Lee. He
spent his days on the harbor aboard the largest and most
complicated of the squadron’s schooners training men with naval
experience and merchant marine backgrounds amid men who could well
handle a plowshare, but who regarded a tiller as a man who furrowed
the soil of the farms upon which they were born and raised.

William confessed as much to his friend
Daniel at the end of long days for both. This particular night,
Daniel was already in his bed when William offered, “I believe we
are making progress, but ship handling while at anchor and using
spring lines to pivot takes time.”

Daniel offered, “Why not use Trippe? She is
smaller, more handy and you could even sail on short tacks within
the harbor?”

William frowned and, dropping one of his
boots to the floor, explained, “I have thought of that. Presently,
the men have merit individually, but not collectively as a team.
No, I prefer to use our larger vessels. Indeed, I very much look
forward to the brigs being rigged to the state where we can brace
round the yards, even without sails.”

Daniel was not so bold as to disagree. But
William noted the look of doubt on his face, questioning William’s
strategy, as he doused the only remaining light in the cabin.

“You see, Daniel,” William offered in
defense while climbing into bed, “many of the men know or
understand how to sail small craft. That sort of instruction helps
us little when faced with more than a hundred men being ordered to
tack the brigs. No, they don’t need to be taught to sail so much as
they need to become familiar with our largest ships, come to trust
that each of them can be counted on to react in unison, one with
the others…”

William hesitated. Daniel heard the doubt in
his voice and despite his fervent hope and desperate need for
sleep, asked his good friend, “What is it, William?”

William thought and concluded, “What we
desperately need is uniformity. You and I know how to handle ships,
but even we have never been instructed as to how to perform tasks
in the same manner, amid all options know to us from our
experience. We need to be made interchangeable. When orders are
shouted amidst the roar of great guns, we need to know that
everyone on board, not only the ship we serve but others in the
squadron, will perform their tasks in the same manner, thus likely
bringing about the expected result within a predictable window of
time throughout the entire squadron.”

As both men drifted to sleep, Daniel’s
muscles and back ached from a hard day’s labor on the brigs. Daniel
regarded himself the more fortunate of the two. He would not want
the problems, complexities or responsibilities facing William.
Daniel’s last thought of the day, however, was a sense of relief
that William had been assigned such tasks.

Perry was not even close to sleep. From the
rise above Cascade creek, while giving deep thought to the problems
of an insufficient supply of sailors and how to get the larger
ships over the bar at the harbor’s mouth, he thought he had
detected sail on the northern horizon. He peered through his glass,
but dusk had slid into night before he could be certain. Perry
worried that just as he and Noah Brown were beginning to fashion a
plan to deal with the natural obstacles presented by the Presque
Isle bar and just as he had dashed still another letter to
Commodore Chauncey pleading for more men, he would wake to find the
British squadron tacking back and forth offshore.

 


 



Chapter Sixteen

 


The roar of a broadside echoed from the
brick walls, stone wharves and cobble streets. The hard surfaces of
the town sent the sound back to the gunners, just as the breeze
sent the acrid smoke and sparks, now extinguished, back across the
deck. James Lee waited some seconds before approaching the muzzle,
forever fascinated by the softly curling smoke still meandering
from deep within the barrel well after the firing. The lingering
smoke seemed a last testament to the power of the United States
Navy.

The powder monkeys treated the exercise with
the same degree of care as any other broadside. The black powder
was, after all, just as explosive, and their path up from behind
the felt blanket veil shrouding the copper lined magazine deep
within the bowels of the frigate was fraught with as much risk as
ever. But those of the gun team that normally inspected, selected
and loaded the 32 pound iron balls, chain or bar shot, canister or
grape, essentially stood at ease. There had been far too much ease
of late. The rammers tamped, but with less fervor, and there seemed
just a bit less excitement to the Second Lieutenant’s call, “Give
Fire!” Nobody searched for shots landing upon the sea, or assessed
damage to a foe. The shots were blank.

Still, a single cheer erupted from the deck.
A pair of “Huzza’s!” quickly followed from those aloft and below,
the sound descending down the rigging and rising through the open
hatchways and gun ports of the lower deck. More cheers could be
heard from the shore from citizens intent on celebrating and
enjoying the early evenings festivities.

The U.S.S. Constitution, for all of her
well-earned reputation, lay to her anchor in the River Charles,
north by nor’east of Boston. Just a cable length from where she had
been launched more than a generation before, Old Ironsides had just
fired a broadside to celebrate the birth of the nation she was
built to defend.

James wormed the piece. Jesse prepared to
wet sponge. The consecutive commands for a second of three
broadsides were in process. The crew ran through their routine.
James turned as the Second Lietenant approached, having just
emerged from a conference below in the Captain’s great cabin. “Mr.
Lee…,” he began, looking aloft.

“Aye, Sir?” responded James, handing the
worm to Jesse.

“Where is Mr. Morris?”

“Just overhead, Sir…,” James indicated,
turning his head and raising his eyes, “… laying on the mizzen
topsail yard, to starboard.”

The Second Lieutenant simply passed along
that which he had been told, “Captain Bainbridge desires to see the
both of you in his cabin on the instant. Pass the word to
Morris.”

James and Trove were ushered past the
marines, the last of which opened the door, even as Trove ran his
fingers as a comb through his hair. James took off his hat. Both,
although having been in the cabin before, were uncertain how far to
advance in light of the guest as was instantly obvious by his fine
civilian clothes.

Captain Bainbridge assured, “Come in, lads.
Closer, now, let me make introductions. Mr. Lee, Mr. Morris, let me
present Mr. Edmund Blunt.”

The lads were hesitant. They could not
fathom why the Captain would introduce them to such a fine
gentleman. Mr. Blunt remained seated, assessed them alow and aloft
and came to settle upon James, looking him right in the eye. As Mr.
Blunt set his glass of wine upon the Captain’s desk, the boys,
understandably rather intimidated, knuckled their forehead out of
habit despite Mr. Blunt’s obvious status as a citizen.

Captain Bainbridge smiled and explained,
“Mr. Blunt is the Proprietor of “Sign of the Quadrant” of New York
and creates fine charts and deals in other navigational aids and
instruments.

Both lads nodded, obviously interested but
as yet still mystified as to why they had been summoned and why the
Sailing Master was not included in this meeting. Again, their eyes
called out for some direction.

Mr. Blunt came to their assistance,
somewhat, “I began my career in Boston and since the blockade
travel far more now despite my age and, regrettably, overland so to
sell my charts and instruments. Far fewer ships are calling into
New York these days, as is true of Boston, as well, I am sure.”

The boys nodded, smiled politely. Captain
Bainbridge began, James thought, to sail closer to the mark, “Both
of you lads are from the Great Lakes, if I am not mistaken; the
Northwest?”

Finally, thought James, some remote
connection. He responded, “Aye, Sir, the Michigan Territory. Trove
and me, we’s sailed the length and breadth of the upper lakes, save
north of the Sault.” James saw the vacant look in his Captain’s
expression and switched to bodies of water, “Lakes Michigan, Huron
and Erie are well known to us from our voyages.” James saw no harm
in exaggerating slightly. Trove cast a quick glance assuring he
was, if not taking the lead, in full support and smelling some
adventure.

Captain Bainbridge returned to Mr. Blunt,
who seemed distracted, as he began, “Mr. Blunt also writes books
and one in particular is about to be published…”

Mr. Blunt stood, gazed out the stern windows
to a brilliant sunset in the making and gestured politely with his
hand, indicating the need for a pause, “Captain Bainbridge, Sir, I
beg of you…” Then turning to James, asked, “Do you, lad, by
chance know a Captain Lee, William, if my memory serves?”

Trove’s jaw dropped and James was taken
aback, but only slightly. He recalled his father used to sail
merchant ships off the east coast for a few years some years back.
He replied, “Aye, Sir. He is my father.”

Trove looked to James for some explanation,
but Mr. Blunt continued, “This past winter, I took my dinner with a
Captain Lee, here in Boston, telling me proudly of his son sailing
aboard Constitution. He was accompanied by a relation, perhaps a
brother?” Mr. Blunt conveniently left unspoken the fact that they
had shared many rounds in the tavern that afternoon.

Trove burst forth in excitement, “That was
likely Mr. Williams, Sir. Captain Lee’s brother-in-law and James’
uncle.” Trove was proud to have contributed and James nodded in
confirmation.

Captain Bainbridge was patient as the
connection was made and allowed Mr. Blunt to continue, “Well, Mr.
Lee and Mr. Morris, if you are relation and friends of those
gentleman, I will trust you implicitly!”

James and Trove smiled, but James caught the
implication, which he did not as yet understand. Why ever would Mr.
Blunt have to trust them at all? Trove continued to expound, “Me
and James, we crewed upon Captain Lee’s sloop, Friends Good Will,
‘til she was taken by the British, the result of a shameful display
of false colours!”

Mr. Blunt smiled at the characterization,
but nodded, “Yes, I seem to recall now, having heard the
story.”

James was uncomfortable with all of this
ancient history before his days in the Navy and, perhaps to remind
Captain Bainbridge, perhaps to impress Mr. Blunt, offered proudly
in transition, “I later made my way to the Navy yard at Black Rock
and served under Captain Elliott in cutting out Caledonia.”

Trove, not wanting to be left out, but
disapproving of James’ recall of events, added, “I was there as
well, serving Captain Lee!” Trove deliberately reminded James of
that which Trove witnessed, though their versions of that action
still differed mightily.

Mr. Blunt nodded approvingly. Captain
Bainbridge took control once again of his great cabin, “Very good,
lads, but as I was saying, Mr. Blunt here has written a manuscript.
The proof is off the press and there are but three copies on
earth.” He picked up a pile of papers on his desk and for dramatic
effect let them drop with a thud. “He has brought us two and I will
keep one.”

Both lads were silent. The connection was
made. The plan, however, was still a mystery. Captain Bainbridge
held their attention and would, they knew, reveal the mission on
his own terms. He began, “There will soon be a naval action on
these inland seas of yours. I have word we are not too late. As we
are blockaded in this damnable harbor, we serve the republic to a
very small extent, firing nothing but salutes.” He looked out the
great cabin and wryly noted, “The next celebration is not for some
time!”

Captain Bainbridge then announced, regarding
a letter on his desk, “Commodore Chauncey, fully engaged on Lake
Ontario,” hesitating at the pronunciation, “requests men for
manning the Lake Erie fleet under Captain Perry.” He then thought
for moment and digressed, turning to Blunt, “I know Perry and
believe him to have merit.”

Captain Bainbridge then took his seat behind
his desk and prepared to write orders that would change lives,
including those of James and Trove. “Lads,” he began, cheerily, “I
am affording you the chance to get back into this war, sailing on
your home waters!”

As he wrote, he explained as the quill
scratched across the parchment, “You will, with as many more as I
can spare, depart for Erie, Pennsylvania. Do you know the
place?”

Both lads confirmed to Mr. Blunt’s
satisfaction, “Aye, Sir! The port of Presque Isle. We have sailed
in and out of there many times.”

Trove then mused softly with a hint of
concern, meeting with a jab in the ribs from James, “I doubt as
we’ve ever put in from the land…”

Captain Bainbridge assured, “Your acting
Lieutenant, Midshipman Bowen, will have a map, so have no worries.”
As he signed the order and handed it to Mr. Blunt for his review,
he looked gravely at both lads and directed, “This manuscript must
find its way to Captain Perry as soon as possible.” Still grave, he
asked, “Do you both understand?”

“Aye, Sir.” The lads responded in unison,
equally sober. Captain Bainbridge knew he had made an impression.
He looked to Edmund Blunt, who handed back the order, the ink now
dry, and he nodded. Captain Bainbridge sensed that Mr. Blunt was
comfortable in giving up that which represented a lifetime of
knowledge, study, research and talent with words and with pen,
making the complex sound simple, imparting to those with
understanding of the sea what they so lacked in terms of common
training, coordination and uniformity.

Captain Bainbridge looked to the lads, “Now,
if you please, summon Mr. Bowen to my cabin so that I may deliver
to him this order and a list of your fellow crew. Any
questions?”

James ventured forth with two. “Sir, is our
assignment, detached from Constitution, permanent?”

“No lads,” Captain Bainbridge chuckled.
“Captains may loan some of their men, one to the other. I have
never seen as yet a Captain make a gift of any but the
useless!”

Next, James asked, fearing he pressed his
status beyond propriety, but with his curiosity over-riding his
caution, ventured, “What is this manuscript, Sir, if I may
ask?”

Suspecting documents of a secret type or
nature, James was shocked as Captain Bainbridge handed the packet
to its author, “Mr. Blunt, share with Mr. Lee and Mr. Morris what
great service you do this nation!”

Edmund Blunt began to explain, “You see,
lads, it has been my humble observation as I have sailed on so many
vessels in furtherance of cartography, that the service, our Navy,
would do well so to learn from one another best practices and make
such standard, or uniform, throughout all of our ships. Certainly
such practices represent the best tradition of the Royal Navy. With
so little time, in the midst of conflict, to train, well, I set
about to writing that which I thought would be of some benefit, in
fact,” looking to James, “beginning the project after meeting and
talking with your father and uncle.”

Edmund Blunt looked down, put on his
spectacles and began to read

from the cover page, in the diminishing
light before lamps were lit, before slipping the manuscript into
its leather satchel: SEAMANSHIP Both in THEORY AND PRACTICE To
which is annexed, an essay on NAVAL TACTICS AND SIGNALS Also
REGULATIONS For the Government of the NAVY OF THE UNITED STATES OF
AMERICA WITH

OBSERVATIONS AND INSTRUCTIONS

For the Use of the Commissioned, the Junior, and Other

Naval Officers

James and Trove looked to each other, somber
and yet surprised. Captain Bainbridge offered by way of
explanation, “The both of you are a part of a well oiled machine.
Think of what you have learned since shipping aboard: techniques
and procedures that could be of great use to those mariners on the
inland seas, deep within a remote frontier. Think of how such
uniformity, training and familiarity would have assisted our
brothers aboard Chesapeake, just last month.”

Captain Bainbridge delivered a deliberate
and grim reminder, to be sure, which cast a frightful resolve over
both lads. Mr. Blunt witnessed

their change in expression and noted the set
of their jaws. Trove asked his only question, “Sir, when do we
leave?”

Over the next couple of weeks, as the
seventeen sailors and three marines crewed wagons and horses
snaking westward and contended with rough roads rather than steep
seas, James and Trove would often, as they gathered round the camp
fire before dark, carefully remove the manuscript from the satchel
entrusted them by Mr. Bowen. Together with Jesse, though of less
use as he could not read, the lads attempted to digest the gravity
of its contents as would contribute to their fate.

James was most interested, Trove mightily
impressed. Jesse was fascinated with the detailed illustrations of
that which they had all learned, but never seen or heard explained.
The lads took lessons from stowing ballast to clearing a hawse,
lying to in the lee of another ship and how to club haul a ship off
an unexpected lee shore.

James offered to Trove one evening, “Imagine
if that technique were employed at the same time by an entire
squadron should the wind have turned foul through the night and all
must claw off come dawn.”

Trove, carving a model of Constitution’s
hull with his rigging knife by the firelight, admitted, “T’would be
pretty work, indeed. But even without a squadron, imagine the
technique of deploying the anchor and hauling round the sail at the
proper moment and the elimination of ground and way lost when
coming about. Why, it could save vessels from foundering; indeed it
would have saved your father from losing the schooner Hope, from
the way he tells it.”

James scowled and Trove caught the look,
“What, now, is with the evil eye? Alright, perhaps nothing could
have saved Hope, what with that rogue, Fleet, in command.” Trove
cut off a few more shavings, then pointed the tip of his knife to
James and affirmed, “Still, I would love to try club hauling
Friends Good Will!”

James shook his head, “You mean Little Belt,
a Royal Navy sloop which Fleet now commands, my father having
slipped away by some maneuver that you will not find in Blunt’s
manuscript!”

Trove was growing tired of James and as he
stood to take a walk, along the banks of the Mohawk River, Black
Rock just two days distant, he noted, “Proves without a doubt,
cartographers don’t know all the moves that allows one to fight
another day!”

Jesse, now alone with James, took the
opportunity to pull him from his dark mood. “Do I understand these
seas have no salt?”

“Yes, Jesse,” James confirmed for his
friend, “fresh, sweet water, pure and glistening, cool and
abundant, full of life and as much opportunity as a man can
imagine.”

“Why, the Lord be praised,” Jesse offered in
thanks, staring up into the sky at the brighter stars not masked by
firelight.

James could tell his friend was touched, and
not by the complexity of Mr. Blunt’s invaluable manuscript. “Pray
tell, my friend, what is it?”

Jesse looked down, shook his head and
recalled, “My mother used to tell me, while on the plantation on
the Chesapeake, of how her mother had come to Baltimore, stole away
from the banks of a vast river of fresh sparkling water, with no
salt and fish as we have never since seen.” Jesse smiled, “Oh, I
knows the Nor’west is not Africa, but just think if that sweet
water is stocked with the same fish my grandmother knew well when
she was last free!”

James nodded and confirmed for his dark
friend forever, it seemed, displaced and searching, “Just you wait,
Jesse. A man has as much opportunity in the Northwest as did your
ancestors, I am sure of it!”

Jesse noted, realistically, as life and
events had so well taught his people since arriving along the
western shore of that great ocean dividing the fresh waters, “If I
survive what we all know is before us, perhaps…” Jesse then
looked at James and down to the manual he could not read, “You and
Trove, you best read on and learn all you can. I think we will need
it.”

 


 



Chapter Seventeen

 


Noah Brown stood on the tip of the Presque
Isle peninsula at dawn and looked out over the horizon, first
seaward and then to the mainland shore. He turned to Perry and they
both smiled, but with caution, hesitation and even doubt. Brown
shrugged. Perry extended his arms and offered the question, not
really expecting an answer, “So where are they, Mr. Brown?”

The British squadron which had become over
the course of the past month of July an ever present fixture of the
seascape, a persistent blight on an otherwise clear and expansive
horizon, was nowhere in sight. From the ridge above Cascade Creek,
from the cross trees aboard his harbor-bound flagship Lawrence,
from the tip of the peninsula furthest seaward, both Perry and
Brown observed nothing but a benign, consistent, perfectly straight
line, demarcating the dark blue of the sea from the light blue of
the sky. It was a beautiful sight.

Perry observed, “It must be a trick. They
may lie just over the horizon.”

Both men sobered instantly. The implications
were clear. The British guns could well be no more than 20 miles
offshore, which with a fair wind, could bring them well within
range of where both men were standing within a mere four hours or
less.

Perry looked to the flag flying over the
blockhouse. It was mostly limp but occasionally drifted off from
the pole, indicating a slight northeast breeze. Brown thought out
loud, “The velocity favors us; the direction John Bull.”

Perry responded, “What would your call be
for noon through nightfall?” Both men studied the sky. Perry had
already checked his glass aboard Lawrence.

Brown offered his best, which was
considerable, “Veering south, building gradually.”

Perry nodded. He would have guessed the
same, but neither could be certain and the stakes could not have
been higher. A south wind, were it to fill in, would be a comfort,
delaying the return of the enemy and the devastation their ships
would most surely wrought were the Americans to accept their silent
invitation and render themselves vulnerable. He asked, “Are the
camels ready?”

“Aye,” Brown assured, “as they have been for
days, moored and ready for towing.”

Perry and Brown boarded a small boat and
Brown rowed, setting a course for the Lawrence. Half way across the
harbor, Perry, having uttered not a word for some time, directed,
“Mr. Brown, set a course for Trippe. I shall speak with Captain
Lee.”

As Brown changed course, a slight smile
formed as he guessed at Perry’s decision. Captains Perry and Lee
were men of action and if the two were conferring at dawn, the Erie
station had a very long day ahead.

Perry weighed the risks and gave an
appreciative glance over to Brown, one of his most valuable men on
Lake Erie. Perry recalled last spring, when considering the problem
of the bar, Brown offering, softly, “Such obstacles, Sir, are not
insurmountable.” Perry smiled as he recalled in June, as a workman
expressed frustration over the pace at which he was being pressed,
Brown replied, “We want no extras, plain work is all that is
required.” Dismissing all protests, Brown explained that the ships
“… will only be wanted for one battle. If we win, that is all
that is required; if the enemy are victorious, the work is good
enough to be captured.”

Through the spring and summer, Brown and
Perry conferred. As they drew near Trippe and Brown looked over his
shoulder to check the course and final approach, Perry admitted
only to himself that when Brown first mentioned camels as a
solution to crossing the bar, he thought for an instant Brown was
referring to the four-legged variety, of the vast eastern deserts.
But then he recalled that which Brown pointed out last May to
Daniel Dobbins. Large wooden boxes, built watertight and fashioned
to fit along the underside of the hull of a ship, when pumped dry,
increased buoyancy, decreased draft and literally raised a ship.
The trick was regularly used by the residents of Nantucket for some
time so to keep their harbor, plagued by a bar at its entrance,
from falling into obsolescence.

Perry recalled that Captain Lee had
witnessed the technique employed by the islanders while sailing
coastal merchant craft off the east coast some years before.
Captain Lee gave full credit to Brown for recalling the technique.
With Perry’s permission, Brown set the yard to building the
strange, large, empty boxes. At fifty feet long, ten feet wide and
eight feet deep, the work, together with completing and rigging the
twin brigs, kept them busy. By the end of July as the British
squadron tacked slowly back and forth testing their faith and
suggesting their efforts were in vain, the entire Erie station came
to suddenly realize the ships were constructed, launched, rigged
and armed.

Brown made the turn, bringing the small boat
alongside Trippe. The minimal night deck watch assisted at the
entry port while calling out, “Captain Lee! Captain Perry and Mr.
Brown are alongside to starboard.” Perry knew as the oars were
shipped and he began to haul himself unto the deck of the sloop
that the remaining challenges of this day and those that would
follow, together with the huge accompanying risks, were now,
clearly, the sole prerogative of command.

William rushed up from the companionway, his
hair unkempt, his nightshirt half tucked into a pair of trousers
hanging sloppily out from the top of boots and obviously pulled on
very quickly so to show at least some degree of respect. Trove,
serving as night anchor watch, smiled slightly. He was pleased to
be sailing again with Captain Lee aboard a sloop upon the inland
seas. Perry smiled broadly, “Good morning, Captain Lee. I offer my
apologies for the early visit.”

Captain Lee replied, “No need, sir.” He then
called out, “McManus, get the stove hot and put on some coffee.”
Lowering his voice, he casually asked as though he had been
expecting guests, “Captain Perry, Mr. Brown, could I offer you some
bacon? Please, join me in my cabin.”

“Thank you, no,” Perry replied. “We shall
not be staying and you may want to belay that hot stove for at
least the next glass.”

The men walked over to the starboard bow and
Perry handed Captain Lee his long glass. “Mr. Brown and I have been
searching for an hour now for the British squadron.”

Captain Lee’s expression did not disappoint.
Like a beard freshly shaven, some do not notice gone what all had
come to expect would forever remain. “Well, my goodness…,” and
before William finished, his expression grew doubtful and
suspicious.

Perry interjected, “Exactly. I am not
entirely trusting. Still, we will never feel secure from our view
here, within the harbor.

Captain Lee nodded, expecting the order he
was next given. “Captain Lee,” Perry dropped his voice, calling
upon a tone of authority and urgency, “your experience with your
former sloop affords you the ability to sail Trippe faster than any
of the other smaller vessels here in this wind. Get underway, stand
offshore some miles and warn us with signal flag, or gun if
necessary, the moment you see an enemy vessel. Do not forget they
may be hiding along the coast, either southwest or northeast.”

“Aye, Sir. At once. Mr. Connegher,” he
called to his young Sailing Master, “prepare to get underway!”

As calls were passed to and among the few
men on board, all scurrying in the presence of Captain Perry,
sensing the day would hold much drama, William asked, “Sir, will
the squadron be crossing the bar?

Perry nodded, “That is my fervent hope. We
will make all preparations before noon without leaving ourselves
exposed outside the harbor. We must unship the guns, the stores,
sink and pump the camels and only upon no word from you by way of
warning, will I begin with the brigs. I will at that time station
the smaller vessels outside the bar in a protective arc, but for
some hours, or days, we will be very exposed.” He looked to William
as he turned to board the small boat, “Much will depend, Captain
Lee, upon the early warning you afford us, should the need
present.”

As he began to descend, Perry asked, “The
men on all vessels are acquainted with signals and warnings?”

“Aye, Sir. Mr. Blunt’s manual was very
helpful in that regard. We communicate now between ships in such
manner as even my son, James, assures would make him proud were we
sailing in the company of Constitution!”

Perry nodded, “Very good. I have been very
pleased with your efforts, training and drilling and thankful for
the loan of those men from Captain Bainbridge. I compliment you on
your son, Captain. Altogether a solid seaman and his help with
exercising our great guns and improving our marksmanship will soon
prove valuable, I expect.”

Captain Lee replied, “Thank you, Sir. I
appreciate your comments.” Both men felt an awkward silence,
neither knowing what to make of the obvious distance between father
and son since James’ arrival more than a week before.

Perry changed the subject as Brown took up
the oars. “What would you say today as our maximum water over the
bar?”

William had carefully sounded the depth many
times that summer. He was sad to report, “With little rain of late,
maybe five to six feet. With a west wind, of course, more water
would flow into the harbor.”

Perry nodded, “I think you are correct.” He
then directed, “Mr. Brown, let us wake the rest of the station and
set about those camels!”

Perry and Brown shoved off and Captain Lee
heard and acknowledged the cry from the foredeck, “Anchor at short
scope,” followed shortly by, “Up and down!” Captain Lee confirmed
that which the crew fully expected, waiting at their respective
stations, “Cast off the quarter-tackles, slack the vangs, loose
brails and haul away the mainsail outhaul.”

Both Captains Lee and Perry were reminded as
Trippe slipped through the water toward the bar that her prompt
response to unexpected orders, professionally employed, reflected
favorably upon recent, intensive training. Their efforts were
assisted mightily by a manual donated to the cause by an east coast
cartographer, and well demonstrated by recent additions from the
U.S.S. Constitution to what was known in Erie as ‘Perry’s men’.

They were, in total, all too few, but
together making great strides.

“Haul in on the mainsheet, Mr. O’Connell,”
Fleet growled. “The outer jib is luffing as well. Is basic trim on
a simple sloop beyond you, man?” The last comment stung and
O’Connell abandoned all care for favor from his Captain.

“Sir,” he protested, “the outer jib is
luffing because the course given the helmsman is simply not
sustainable in this wind. The foot is already sheeted taught as a
halyard. As for the mainsail, in light air, give it some depth and
curve. If too flat, the driver will simply stall.”

Fleet reminded, “Dover Mills lies on this
course only, Mr. O’Connell, not a point to larboard!”

“Aye, Sir,” retorted O’Connell. As he
brought his glass around, sighting and focusing beyond Little
Belt’s transom, he said, “I know well where Dover Mills lies, as
well as Erie, which Captain Barclay ordered us to cover. Shall I
note in the log, Captain Fleet, Erie is now well out of site, with
the dawn offering such a glare that there is no way while sailing
more distant we can observe the enemy?”

Fleet turned from the binnacle, faced
O’Connell and threatened, “You make that note in the log or whisper
that to your mother and I will have you stripped and striped!” The
tone suggested he meant it and O’Connell knew Fleet would enjoy it
in the bargain.

Fleet calmed slightly and offered for the
helmsman to hear and bear witness, “My orders allow discretion. We
have been tacking back and forth for weeks. It was perfectly
obvious that the Americans are nowhere near rigged and ready. We
are low on provisions and will return back on station within a mere
30 hours.”

O’Connell was more worried, however, that he
would later be implicated in that which as the sun rose gave all
indications of another Fleet blunder. He protested loudly enough
for the helmsman to bear witness. In fact, O’Connell caught his eye
and was reassured with a subtle nod, “Captain, the squadron left
station to re-provision. I am certain, Sir, they will return with
enough for Little Belt. If we must sail to Dover Mills, should we
not be able to return within 24 hours? Even at that, I am allowing
for three hours for filling our cupboards and taking on wood and
water.”

Fleet shot back in a manner and with a
rationale as caused O’Connell to suspect his Captain’s sanity, all
doubts with respect to his competence long since resolved, “I have
a dinner to attend this evening, Mr. O’Connell; a dinner in honor
of Captain Barclay hosted by Abigail Wheems.” Fleet’s use of her
familiar, maiden name was telling. O’Connell noted the breach in
protocol. Ignoring Widow Fleet’s station and status was damning in
and of itself.

“Pardon me, Sir,” muttered O’Connell,
attempting one last time to literally reverse by 180 degrees the
course Captain Fleet had announced at eight bells in the midnight
watch. “I understood that Captain Barclay had been invited to a
dinner. None of the fellow offices are attending.” The British
squadron departed for Dover Mills at the set of the midnight watch,
as agreed by signal and conference held among the officers at dusk
the preceding night. O’Connell had attended that conference with
Fleet in the great cabin of Queen Charlotte.

Fleet reddened with anger. He could not, at
the moment, discern which of the three most generated his anger:
O’Connell, an insolent Canadian who thought he knew well the
complications of command, Abigail, who having rejected him once for
his father, he now suspected as infatuated yet again with his
commanding officer, or Barclay, who was so obviously more capable,
experienced and dashing as to justify hatred on those grounds
alone. No, Fleet told himself, he would not allow Barclay or,
rather, Abigail, his confused reasoning cried out, to make a fool
of him. He would attend the dinner precisely because Barclay had
deliberately ordered him to remain on station. He was certain that
were Abigail to behold he and Barclay, side by side, she would
recognize the benefits of good breeding and substantial wealth.

“I am certain you are mistaken, Mr.
O’Connell,” replied Fleet, with an icy tone. O’Connell dropped the
matter and stepped from the quarterdeck to the waist, continuing
forward and taking some enjoyment from the smell of breakfast
wafting up from the foredeck hatch over the galley stove. He tried
hard to ignore the ill trimmed sails and sluggish sailing from a
sloop that should have been unrestrained and allowed to slice
through the flat sea in a steady, light breeze.

Two hours later, with Little Belt another
seven miles off shore, Erie was but a memory astern.

Fleet, back on the quarterdeck, continued to
simmer. He had no letters from Abigail, who he suspected was
writing Barclay. She had not given him an answer to his proposal of
late last winter. Although the war had kept them from spending time
together, as Fleet had enjoyed through the off season at
Amherstberg, he could not believe that the feelings Abigail
expressed for him years before could not be, indeed, had not been,
rekindled upon her return to North America. Everything he had been
bred to become, everything he had been told to expect by virtue of
birth, status and rank could not allow him to believe a girl from a
modest family residing in a small village in Canada could refuse
his offer. Yet deep down, Fleet was physically sick at his instinct
that Abigail was on the verge of doing just that, all for a one
armed Scot who happened, like his father, to hold over him the
privilege and power of command.

The bells rang out as breakfast passed and
the watches changed. As the sun grew higher, O’Connell returned and
interrupted Fleet’s deep and dark thoughts, “Sir, I did not catch
your reply. Might you repeat?”

Fleet looked up from the deck plank at which
he was staring, caught the puzzled look on the face of the helmsman
and lashed out, “Well, speak up, man! Let me hear you over the
wind!”

O’Connell looked at the helmsman in
wonderment amid the gentle breeze and near quiet but for the
parting waves at the cutwater, and offered, “Chippewa is abeam,
Captain, two miles to the west. She is signaling, no doubt
wondering why we are off station and not relaying a report by way
of her.”

Fleet comprehended O’Connell’s point. That
was the agreed plan. Little Belt would relay to Chippewa, who in
turn with a few miles of sailing would hove to within signaling
range of either Long Point or Dover Mills, depending upon wind and
weather. In such manner, word of enemy activity could be quickly
conveyed across Lake Erie.

But with Little Belt off station and
Chippewa confused, no signals from the former to the latter, the
system was failing and the time and distances dangerously
extending. Fleet replied, “Stand on. I will not answer to a mere
Provincial Marine,” referring to John Campbell, the Chippewa’s
appointed commander. O’Connell merely stood by the larboard shrouds
and watched as Chippewa remained on station as ordered, gradually
slipping further off their quarter. Good man, Campbell, thought
O’Connell. Follow your orders!

Through the late morning and early
afternoon, the wind veered gradually from east to the south,
allowing sheets to ease and the topsail to draw nicely. Fleet was
marveling at his good fortune and excellent time, as confirmed by
the log, when the rest of the squadron appeared crossing from
Little Belt’s larboard bow. Flying along on a reach, making a
beautiful sight with the shore of Canada now well within sight as a
backdrop, General Hunter was dispatched from the flagship to harden
up, hold back and intercept Little Belt as she sailed down on a
converging course for Dover Mills. Dunlap was ordered by signal to
investigate why Little Belt was so far off station and appearing to
stand on into Dover Mills without orders.

As Dunlap aboard General Hunter intercepted
Fleet aboard Little Belt, he signaled by flag for Little Belt to
hove to. Fleet, reluctantly at O’Connell’s urging, triced up the
mainsail tack, backed the topsail and inner jib and allowed Dunlap
to close within range for hailing. Dunlap assumed the only possible
explanation; the enemy was active and something had befallen
Chippewa, requiring Little Belt to carry urgent news further than
had been planned.

Dunlap called over by speaking trumpet,
“What news of the enemy?”

Fleet replied, “Still in the harbor, no
indication of activity.”

Dunlap was puzzled. He quickly calculated
the distance Little Belt had made in essentially the same wind as
the squadron had sailed and came to conclude she must have left
station well before dawn. “How, then,” Dunlap asked his First
Officer, “could Fleet possibly have seen anything more than that of
which the entire squadron was last aware at nightfall before our
departure?” His question was met with a shrug and an expression of
complete confusion.

Fleet’s action made no sense. Dunlap changed
the subject and shouted over from rail to rail as the ships jogged
along much slowed under choked canvas, rolling in the seas that had
built along the north shore with a south wind, “What news of
Chippewa?”

Fleet reported, “On station, last seen three
hours hence.”

Dunlap’s heart quickened, realizing the
implications of Fleet having pulled Little Belt off station and for
no apparent good reason. “Where are you bound and for what
reason?”

Fleet chided, most rudely and with both
crews overhearing the slight, “You, sir, are not my commanding
officer. I will answer to Captain Barclay over dinner this
night.”

Dunlap’s jaw dropped. He and his first
officer looked to each other, shook their heads in shocked dismay
and then anger rushed over him. Dunlap went well beyond his
authority, employing the King’s resources for what was at that
moment little more than a longstanding feud between men who had
suffered each other for years.

Dunlap called to his First, “Mr. Bignell,
run out the starboard guns, load and prepare to fire and make sure
Fleet sees every move we make. Mr. Purlew, run up flags as though
signaling the squadron.”

“What do you wish to say, Sir?” asked the
young second, frightened at his Captain’s last order and its
implications.

“Run up nonsense,” Dunlap replied and then
explained, “It makes no difference.” Dunlap then muttered under his
breath, “Fleet doesn’t know the signals in any case. My preference
would be to ask for permission to fire at the enemy!” Mr. Purlew
smiled as random flags ran up the halyard to the tip of the
gaff.

Some moments later, Dunlap called over to
Fleet, “I have permission to fire from the squadron, lest you bear
off and return to station on the instant! Your actions this day are
mutinous and actionable. Bear off at once and report to Chippewa on
your way back to Erie. Should you fail to report, charges will be
brought upon our return for your general courts martial!”

Fleet made no response. The 12 pound
carronade and 4 pound long gun were run out. The range was point
blank and the carronade alone, a true smasher, could blast right
through Little Belt’s planking. Fleet thought Dunlap was bluffing
until he saw the smoke waft up from the slow match wrapped round
the gun captain’s linstock.”

Fleet only nodded, and O’Connell ordered,
“Cast off the tricing line, haul away, mainsail tack, helm to
midships, cross the inner jib and brace round the topsail for close
hauled, starboard tack.”

As Little Belt parted to windward, Fleet
called over in attempt to save face, “We shall later tally the full
price for threatening violence upon a King’s ship, Mr. Dunlap!”

Those that heard the retort knew full well
neither Captain would, in fact, ever record the incident in the
log, nor mention the matter again. Both however, would remember
forever.

 


 



Chapter Eighteen

 


The south wind gave little comfort to the
Erie station with all men working hard on and around the harbor.
The breeze skipped off of the treetops and was largely first felt
just beyond the scene of their efforts.

Perry swore under his breath for only Brown
to hear, “Damn! So close!” Lawrence was aground yet again for the
second time that day. The initial preparations had gone well; the
camels were carefully positioned and filled, the larboard side
connected to the starboard and then pumped. All backbreaking work,
to be certain, but the crews gave thanks for smooth water and took
hope as Lawrence began to rise well above her designed
waterline.

It had simply not been enough. Less than a
foot of draft, or just shy, was all that stood between Lawrence
swimming free in that theatre in which she was so desperately
needed, together with her sister ship, Niagara, so to assure the
future of the inland seas and affect the fortune of two
nations.

Brown sighed and wiped his brow. He was
again at the oars of a small boat with Perry, from which they were
inspecting the cutwater of Lawrence, assessing if whether kedging
the anchor could nudge her through the remaining sand. Both men
agreed success from the technique was unlikely. “Sir, having
removed the guns, which did not serve for the first attempt,
together with the ship’s stores and stripped her of all equipment,
not quite enough for the second attempt, the only way to lighten
her further is for us to remove spars or ballast.”

Perry nodded. The simple logic was
disappointing and inescapable. He replied, “Well, Mr. Brown, I
expect you agree, better one than t’ other. We don’t need a capsize
to complicate our day, now do we?”

“No Sir,” confirmed Brown and they rowed
back to the entry port, resolved to lower the spars and perhaps
pull the lower masts if necessary. Both were disheartened, but of
course knew better than to show it.

“Alright lads,” announced Perry upon hauling
himself aboard and taking the deck, “one more full measure and we
will have done the impossible. Bosun, lead parties in lowering all
yards and topmasts. Let’s get them afloat alongside.”

It sounded easier, Perry knew, than the
effort involved, made all the more difficult by virtue of the fact
that the men were reversing all the good progress they had made
over the course of several days and they needed, they knew, to do
it quickly, while already tired and under threat of attack. Still,
Perry was proud. The men seemed to expect the course chosen and
began numerous tasks before the Bosun could even take stock and
direct the work.

Those sailors on board the smaller ships
just outside the mouth of the harbor forming a protective arc of at
least a few guns felt fortunate. While they were most at risk
should Captain Lee send a signal warning of the approaching British
squadron, they were fresh, although frustrated watching the slow
progress and little reward of their friends on the deck of
Lawrence.

It seemed the hours rushed by as the yards
were lowered and, carefully and well attended, floated astern.
Others at the same time were already, from aloft and alow, lowering
topmasts while those not manning the capstan or specific lines,
coiled rigging and sent those ashore as well, all to save weight.
Lawrence presented a silhouette against the early evening sky of a
large creature being digested by swarms of smaller insects as her
rig gradually diminished her profile, suggesting her demise.

Finally near dusk, Brown nodded and Perry
announced, “Alright, lads, let us all take to the small boats, each
with a tow line. Let us not add to her draft by our own weight. We
shall leave on deck only the bosun and three others to handle
lines.” Within minutes, the tiny creatures had arranged themselves
alongside, surrounding the now carcass of their prey, and began to
row with some coordination, to that same, all too well known point
along the bar as was generally agreed to offer the deepest
water.

As Little Belt tacked to the southward, she
made much less progress than her lark of that morning and
afternoon. Zigzagging back and forth against a south wind served as
the punishment for her crew for the delusions of her Captain. Fleet
remained below, allowing O’Connell to trim for speed and make minor
adjustments as would save them significant time as they clawed some
forty miles to windward back to station off Erie.

O’Connell had one chief concern. Little Belt
had been ordered to report to Chippewa on her return to station,
which if she could simply have sailed a reciprocal course on the
compass, might have been easy enough. But with Little Belt tacking
back and forth and with Chippewa herself sailing along a ten mile
line just more than halfway across Lake Erie, combined with
darkness falling and Chippewa likely showing no lights, O’Connell
was not at all certain that he, employing his considerable skill,
would locate their consort. He actually debated with himself the
authority of Dunlap to issue the order and considered the largely
favorable consequences should he fail; Fleet facing a courts
martial. Still, he resolved to try. He knew he would be blamed by
either Dunlap or Fleet should he not. He noted course, speed and
distance with great care and double checked every line plotted on
the chart.

Dunlap reported the day’s incident to
Barclay just as he was leaving for dinner at the Wheems’ home. He
concluded his report with as positive a note as he could muster:
“Fleet reported no activity from the Americans and Chippewa is
still on station.”

“These events, however, are most troubling,
Mr. Dunlap,” Barclay replied. Then, through a scowl, “And you say
he was intending to make the dinner this evening?”

Dunlap shrugged. “He called over that he was
under the impression he was invited.”

“Invited?” Barclay sneered, “By whom?”

Dunlap just rolled his eyes.

Barclay was as surprised by Fleet’s bizarre
behavior as he was enthused about an evening in the company of a
beautiful woman. Still, he recognized clearly enough the
implications. “Mr. Dunlap, carry word back to the squadron that we
shall depart for Erie upon my return late this evening. Have all
ready; anchors at short scope.” Barclay entered his carriage as
Dunlap repeated the orders. Barclay was confident that the
Americans could not possibly extract themselves from Erie in just
24 hours. Still, he was most disappointed that his evening with
Abigail would be cut shorter than he had hoped.

Nearly 18 hours after the Erie station
awoke, Lawrence rested at anchor, just seaward of the bar. The
celebration was muted by exhaustion and the threat of attack. At no
time had Perry’s command been more vulnerable. The smaller ships,
positioned in a protective arc outside the harbor entrance, mounted
few serious guns as would offer the British a contest. Lawrence was
a mere floating hull and a very inviting target. But thanks to the
offer of Captain Dobbins, relying upon no cautionary signal offered
from his friend, Captain Lee, nearly all of the crew from the
smaller ships stood in through the night for Lawrence’s crew, who
after allowed some hours of rest, remounted all of Lawrence’s great
guns. Come dawn, even with no spars, Lawrence could at least swing
to spring lines; a dangerous, fully armed, floating gun
platform.

Meanwhile, Niagara’s crew positioned her
just before the bar, the camels were in place and filling with
water even as the tophamper was sent down. Perry ordered the guns
on Niagara to remain on deck to be removed last should they be
needed come dawn, even if firing from inside the bar. Noah Brown
was confident, based upon what they had all learned with Lawrence,
that floating Niagara over the bar would proceed much more quickly.
Perry was seen frequently scanning the horizon for any signal from
Captain Lee.

Through the day and night, marked by a hot
sun, fair wind and no moon, Trippe tacked back and forth across a
gradual arc. Not a sail had been sighted save for a small, open
decked merchant sloop, likely out of Cleveland bound for Erie and
racing the sun so to put in before dark.

Not long after midnight, Trove had the deck
and as he checked the compass and course, assisting Mr. McManus at
the helm in keeping awake, he noted bright stars on the northern
horizon flicker in sequence from west to east, a darker shadow as
though extinguishing each. He quietly whispered down the
companionway hatch, “Captain, Lee, Sir. A word, if you please.”

William watched for some moments from the
lee rail that which Trove had detected. He confirmed Trove’s
suspicions. “We have a ship to leeward, on a converging course as
she beats upwind. A fine observation, Trove.”

“The British squadron, Sir?” Trove asked
with unmasked excitement in his voice.

“Perhaps their vanguard,” William allowed
while considering his next move. Trove left him to think and
resumed his watch over the helmsman. Within a minute, Captain Lee
approached and ordered, “I shall take the helm for the moment. Go
below, Mr. McManus, and quietly wake the crew. Ask Mr. Connegher to
relieve me at the helm. Trove, as the crew takes the deck, load and
run out both deck guns and train our pivot gun to larboard. Both of
you, now, be quick, be quiet, and pass the word. No lights, for any
purpose!”

Preparations were made as the two ships
converged. There was no sign the mystery ship to leeward had yet
observed Trippe. Soon, as the ships drew in range, Trove left the
guns and approached Captain Lee, standing on the larboard
quarterdeck, “Sir—” he offered with some urgency.

Aye, Trove,” Lee nodded, his arms folded,
the perfect picture of calm, “I know what you are about to report.
I recognized that profile some minutes back.”

“So, she is Friends Good Will?” Trove asked,
hoping he was mistaken.

“Without a doubt, although now Little Belt.”
Captain Lee seemed unmoved.

“We must fire on your ship?” Trove was
aghast at the implications.

“She was never mine, Trove, although I will
admit, she was in a very real sense all of ours.” Captain Lee did
not take his eyes off of her, judging time and distance as did any
predator, ready to act and maximize the element of surprise. Trove
had overheard the same objective tone in Captain Bainbridge just
prior to decisive action. Captain Lee continued, reminding his
former merchant crewman, “However, I regard my actions this night
as firing upon my enemy so to assist my friends and advance our
cause.”

Trove nodded. Captain Lee then grasped him
by the shoulder, “In just a few more lengths, I shall have you,
upon my order, fire the deck gun, followed by the pivot. Aim for
her hull.” We shall then head up, tack smartly and bear dead down
wind, firing our starboard gun into her transom. Do you
understand?”

Trove swallowed, “Aye, ye shall have all of
that.”

Captain Lee squeezed his shoulder, “Return
to your guns and be prepared to handle the sail during maneuvers.
Do not reload.”

As Trove made to return to his station, he
heard Captain Lee advise the Sailing Master, Mr. Connegher, “After
firing our guns, all three, we shall harden up on a larboard tack
and make for Erie to give warning.”

The roar and flash of the gun caused those
crew not asleep aboard Little Belt to start. The ball slammed into
the starboard cathead before anyone could call out or take cover.
Within seconds, a larger report and the whoosh of a hard shot
overhead coincided with Mr. O’Connell’s shout, “All hands on deck.
To quarters!”

The pins for headsail sheets and braces to
starboard were smashed, some lines cut and tangled, but as these
were slack and to windward, Little Belt sailed on. Fleet came on
deck and instantly heard from O’Connell and another crew
conflicting opinions on the location of their stealthy foe. Just as
one crew called out, “There, off our stern!” a third roar and flash
caused many to duck, followed by a round shot crashing into the
transom to starboard, just outboard of the stern window.

O’Connell’s first thought was not of damage,
but rather regret that Fleet had not been in his bunk. A burial at
sea was not always a sad affair. Fleet was deeply indebted to the
night, which masked the fact he had gone completely pale. He
shouted to O’Connell not three feet away loudly enough to announce
to their enemy, “Bear off, starboard tack. Back to Dover Mills. We
must warn the squadron. The Americans are out!”

At dawn, Little Belt, somewhat scarred but
sailing smartly north’ard, found the squadron tacking south’ard,
back to Presque Isle. Fleet made his report to Barclay in the cabin
of Queen Charlotte. Barclay’s words were cold and short, but he
mentioned only once Fleet having disobeyed orders, suggesting a
full inquiry would follow. He dismissed Fleet and called in Dunlap,
signaled to join for a conference. Barclay summarized, “Fleet can
confirm only one ship, but of a size to have gotten off three shots
in quick succession. She could well have been a large schooner, but
I doubt it was one of the brigs.”

Dunlap observed, “The question is whether an
armed American schooner would be sailing alone. Why would she not
be in company with the rest of Perry’s squadron?”

Barclay nodded and rubbed his eyes. His head
ached slightly from the fine Bordeaux at last evening’s table. He
informed Dunlap, “This American schooner sailed off to the
westward. If you were Perry and your squadron was out, where would
you head?”

Dunlap and Barclay both nodded and
confirmed, “Amherstberg.”

“Mr. Dunlap, on your way up and back to
General Hunter, convey to my First to signal the squadron, ‘Change
course for Amherstberg’. We must guard the town, protect the yard,
commission our new ship and support Fort Malden.”

As Dunlap departed, Barclay wondered at how
reversals could unfold so quickly. The reality of war and the
struggle for the inland seas was so much more complicated than
losing oneself in the eyes of a beautiful, golden haired, and
apparently admiring, dinner companion.

 


 



Chapter Nineteen

 


As the British squadron changed course for
Amherstberg, Trippe slipped back into Presque Isle Harbor. William
was summoned immediately aboard Lawrence. Perry listened carefully,
said little and only offered, finally, “Captain Lee, I am impressed
with your seamanship, tactics, common sense and good judgment.
There will be permanent assignments within days, but I would like
you to assume command of Scorpion. She is the fastest schooner we
have and carries, of course, more numerous guns than Trippe. I
assume she will play a larger role in the coming weeks than will
any sloop.”

William was pleased, but entirely taken
aback when, upon coming up to the deck of Lawrence, Perry called
for quiet amid the frantic activity and announced, “Now lads, you
have worked hard and let me demonstrate to you the rewards for
weeks of training, sharpening your sail handling and gunnery.
Captain Lee here has just surprised a British ship at night and
drubbed her soundly. I applaud his courage and seamanship and that
of his entire crew!”

Three cheers erupted from the deck. Captain
Lee recognized it for what it was, a slight exaggeration intended
to boost morale; important and appropriate, but did not permit the
compliment to inflate his ego. James was on the foredeck. He did
not manage to catch his father’s eye, but as his shipmates
congratulated him on the success of his father, he wondered, for
perhaps the first time, whether his judgment of his father’s
actions last summer at Mackinaw was just. He made no outward
showing, however, and was silent as the crew erupted in “Huzza!
Huzza! Huzza!”

Barclay and Dunlap had been mistaken,
however. Perry was not enroute to Amherstberg, nor would he be.
That morning, as Captain Lee made his report, the Erie station
stepped the lower masts of the twin brigs and sent up the topmasts
and yards, tightening and tuning stays, shrouds and other standing
rigging and bending on sail. The next day the Erie squadron stood
down and took their ease. The brigs were at anchor just outside the
harbor; the smaller ships inside the bar. They were a considerable
squadron, holding the advantage in number of ships and guns serving
them. Having sent Lawrence over the bar on 3 August, Perry was
ready to sail just more than a week later.

“Captain Elliott,” Perry announced in
closing a conference of his officers in the aft cabin aboard
Lawrence, “has experience on these Lakes and in conflict with our
enemy. Commodore Chauncey has responded to my request to send us
personnel and we are fortunate to have received, just yesterday,
the hero of Black Rock, having cut out the Caledonia and President
Adams last autumn. Captain Elliott will take command of
Niagara.”

William expected as much. Elliott had
formally acknowledged him upon introductions the day before, but he
seemed uncomfortable, and William was certain Elliott would have
preferred not to have encountered him ever again, what with
William’s memory of Elliott’s near surrender of Adams.

Perry kept to himself his own misgivings.
Elliott had suggested that with his greater local and combat
experience, he should command Lawrence and the squadron. Elliott
merely implied, politely, what would have amounted to a
modification of Chauncey’s express orders, but Perry correctly
smoked his intent and was dismayed to observe more than
disappointment in his eyes, but quiet anger, upon Perry affirming
he was in command of not only construction and commissioning, but
also sailing and fighting the ships and all matters of tactics.

Perry studied the faces of each of his
Captains then offered, “Gentlemen, any questions?” The cabin was
silent. The men were anxious. Morale was high. “Excellent! Let us
get underway!”

The men took the deck and while waiting for
their small boats, offered each other the best of luck and other
well wishes. Captain Dobbins offered William, “Joy upon your new
command! Well earned!”

“Thank you, Daniel. I am not certain, as
yet, Scorpion is as fast as your Ohio, but we shall see.”

William then turned to Perry. Unaware of
what fate would deliver once underway, or if they found immediate
action, which among them would survive, he offered, “Sir, if you
could extend my greetings and affection for James, here aboard
Lawrence, I would be obligated to you still more. I have not seen
him yet this morning and have had little opportunity these past
days.”

“Indeed. I should be happy to do so,”
confirmed Perry. He offered, “Your son has worked very hard these
past days and his assistance with the guns and rigging was
invaluable.”

Despite the risks suggested by William’s
request, he was very much looking forward to the short cruise.
Perry was sailing the squadron to Sandusky for a joint conference
with General Harrison and all land forces under his command.
William was hopeful that he might see Oliver and they could spend
at least some minutes sharing news.

The sail from Erie to Sandusky was among the
best as any William had enjoyed on his beloved inland seas. The sun
was warm; the north wind stiff. The sight of the squadron upon
which he had toiled for so many months now heeling uniformly to
larboard, slicing along just off the south shore of Lake Erie, was
both beautiful and inspiring. The spirits of all onboard were
grand, making for a happy ship. As Captain Lee stood at the weather
rail of his new command under reefed topsail and mainsail, the
foresail driving them headlong, rolling over the five foot seas, he
enjoyed the spray cooling him as it blew over the starboard bow.
William looked back at Trove standing near the helmsman and
recognized the moment as one he would never forget and wished would
extend for all time.

His heart began to ache at the thought of
what may soon come to pass; violence shattering these fine vessels,
counted among the most complex and beautiful creations of man, even
as death splintered the hopes and dreams of so many strapping
youths.

 


 



Chapter Twenty

 


William waited for the signal. It seemed to
take much too long. The sun was sinking fast. He wondered what
could be taking so long. Perhaps Perry had forgotten. He asked
Trove if they should depart on that assumption. Trove, half his
age, knew enthusiasm and excitement when he saw its effects and
with wisdom beyond his years, counseled patience.

Finally, Lawrence ran up flags to the peak
of her gaff. But in the dead calm, the flags hanging limp, the
signal was yet a mystery. “Surely, Trove, that must be our
invitation!” William asserted.

“Perhaps, Sir. But I see no other boats
heading for the flag,” observed Trove.

“Well, by God, let us row over and ask!”
insisted Captain Lee, intoning his authority of command. They
stepped from the entry port of Scorpion to the ship’s boat made
fast alongside. The other rowers had long since been ready at their
oars. Before Trove took his seat at the stern sheets and grasped
the tiller, a small brass gun rang out from Lawrence, confirming
the desire of Captain Perry, given the lack of wind, that his other
officers join him immediately.

Trove was not at all surprised that Captain
Lee set a pace as would have them arrive first. With no basis upon
which to assume, William was certain nonetheless. As Captain Lee
stepped up to the deck, his eyes instantly befell his old friend,
Oliver. Trove beheld a look of joy as touched his heart. The
greeting between them was as warm as one had ever seen between
fellow officers and family relation, distilled and then aged
through years of past adventure. “Oliver, what joy!” cried Captain
Lee. Still beaming, he continued, “I was hoping you would be sent
out by Harrison, but I never expected you now a Major! Most
impressive!” he teased.

Oliver grasped his arm warmly, pointed over
to Scorpion and returned in kind, “What is this? A sloop will no
longer serve? Soon you will have a ship of the line, no doubt!” The
other officers smiled at the reunion as they made their greeting.
Trove simply waited before departing back to Scorpion and was
ultimately rewarded.

Even before official introductions were
completed among officers, no small breach of protocol for which
Trove would be forever proud and grateful, Oliver approached and
embraced him, a mere gun captain. He had not seen Trove since
Friends Good Will sailed from Fort Dearborn in July of 1812, more
than a year prior and before natives began to gather outside its
walls. Trove was greeted by a man of rank, privilege and reputation
in such manner as surprised all surrounding. “Trove, the sight of
you is an answer to prayers!”

Trove smiled and replied, “Thank’ee, Sir! It
is most comforting knowing that someone is taking care of that for
me!” Both men laughed and Oliver made to assure they would speak
more when Trove later returned to retrieve William.

Harrison was below with Perry. The two had
corresponded for months, but had never yet actually met. Their
letters shared intelligence, sometimes no more than rumor, but also
helped form a bond and level of trust and cooperation as was rare
between the services. After breaking for dinner in the aft cabin of
Lawrence, joined by many other officers in both the army and the
navy, Oliver and William took some minutes to stroll the deck.

“Pray, William, where are we? I do not
recognize this part of Lake Erie,” puzzled Oliver.

William pointed off the starboard bow,
“Cuningham’s island, off the mouth of Sandusky. There to the east
lies Marblehead point, from which you departed late this
afternoon.” Oliver nodded and William asked, “So, I gathered from
the conference Harrison is camped just up this river?”

Oliver confirmed, “Just a few miles.” Then,
changing subject and growing rather somber, “It also was apparent
from the conversation at dinner that you will soon be sailing into
harms way. Good luck to you, William, in the coming action. You
have my prayers.”

“Thank you Oliver. It sounds, however, as
though you have seen more action than have I. We did, however
ironically, encounter Friends Good Will less than two weeks ago on
the open water. She sails as Little Belt now.”

Oliver seemed astonished, so William
provided some detail, “Our courses converged on a moonless night
and I got off a couple of shots. No major damage, I suspect,”
William assured, “but it was rather fun to get the best of
Lieutenant Fleet!” Both men laughed.

Then William grew serious and observed,
“Promotion in the field usually indicates valor in action.” William
looked at Oliver’s stripes, “Take care, my friend.”

“Yes, a scrape at Fort Miegs in May. Then,
blast Proctor, he and his natives tried again in July. He had no
better luck. Finally, they turned to Fort Stephenson, where I saw
my third siege. I am anxious, William, for your ships to ferry us
across and let us stretch our legs on a long march!”

William assured, “I sense that Perry’s the
man as will have you marching soon enough!”

“I pray as much. The men who have spent the
last weeks building bateaux will otherwise be sorely aggrieved to
think they have wasted their backbreaking labor. At least they
deserve a small voyage in their crude craft!”

Both men smiled, continued to catch up,
extended greetings to mutual friends and shared hopes and fears.
With action so near, Oliver thought the better of inquiring as to
William’s relationship with James. Time was short and sadness had
no place at such times.

William acknowledged the immanence of that
to which Oliver alluded, “If it goes badly…”

“James and Be-Mo-Se will forever have a
place within our family,” Oliver assured softly. Both men nodded
and walked amid a bond of trust as was uncommon and entirely
comforting.

Meanwhile Captain Perry and General Harrison
resumed their serious discussions. Perry offered, “My apologies,
General, for our delayed introduction so late in the season. The
bar slowed us just a bit, but there is yet time this season, I am
certain!”

Harrison shared what was recently learned
from two prisoners. “Barclay is at Amherstberg with his entire
squadron. Detroit is afloat and rigged. He is arming her,
apparently with the guns from Fort Malden! I understand he is short
of men and supplies. Will you attack him in his home port?”

Perry grew concerned, “I think not, General.
With a narrow river, the enemy holding both banks, and a contrary
current, we would not have any options sailing up into a funnel of
sorts. No, I shall have to wait, draw him out and engage him on the
open waters.”

Harrison thoughtfully offered, respecting
Perry’s view of the situation, “I know just the place for your
base; Put-in-Bay at South Bass Island, some miles to the north of
here. You could easily keep close watch for the British squadron
should they try to take to the Lake.”

Perry nodded and suggested, “That may serve
very well. Let us sail out together tomorrow and reconnoiter.”
Perry then confessed, “We, just as the British, are frightfully
short of men and I can expect no more from Chauncey.”

Harrison thought for some moments,
considering the demands currently put upon his more than 2,500 man
army. “Captain, let me see if I can assist you with your needs in
that respect.”

The two leaders requested their after dinner
brandy and as the night air seemed so refreshingly cool, wafting in
the stern window on a mid-August evening, elected to walk the deck.
Oliver and William were careful to keep a respectful distance but
could not help but overhear and take heart at an interruption from
Mr. John Brooks, United States Marine Corp. Mr. Brooks approached
with enthusiasm and was excited to announce, “Captain Perry, Sir! I
am pleased to inform that some native chiefs of the Wyandot,
Shawnee and Delaware tribes who witnessed the salute from our great
guns this afternoon and have since toured our ships, wish an
audience with you and General Harrison.”

Perry asked, “For what purpose?”

Mr. Brooks smiled, “They wish to renounce
their allegiance to the crown and switch sides!”

“By all means,” exclaimed General Harrison
with unrestrained glee at the thought of the fits such news would
cause Tecumseth and Colonel Proctor.

Captain Perry hoped that may have been the
effect when he invited the native chiefs aboard. He welcomed the
news, but both he and Captain Lee recognized its relevance only in
so much as they would soon be able to get Harrison’s army across
the inland sea as stretched out before them.

Perry knew well, from the intelligence
Harrison shared, that a combat hardened veteran of the Napoleonic
Wars, having already seen such action as Perry could only imagine,
was like Nelson nearly ten years before, with one arm and many
guns, resolved to keep that crossing from occurring.

Abigail sat on the porch at her family home
in Dover Mills. She dropped the letter she was viewing to hang from
her hand as her arm rested at her side. She no longer needed to
read. She knew the last sentences by heart.

Captain Barclay had dashed off a quick but
sincere thank you for the dinner party hosted in his honor and
explained his change in plan as the British squadron reacted to the
news from Little Belt and changed course for Amherstberg. Queen
Charlotte had hove to just off Long Point, allowing the smaller
ships a full glass to bring up the rear. Barclay’s lead over his
other vessels was purposeful. It gave him time to launch and
retrieve a small boat, the oarsmen posting the letter that Abigail
had nearly memorized.

She was flattered. “My dear Abigail,” the
letter began, the familiarity suggesting a trust and closeness that
she felt as well. He compared her meal to those he remembered so
fondly taken on his estate in Scotland, writing specifically, yet
beautifully with incredible detail of color and aroma; the dinner
itself blending into the very landscape in such manner as it hinted
of an invitation. But the close of the letter haunted her, his
anticipation of the upcoming days in Amherstberg. Barclay suggested
loneliness and anxiety, with the urgency and inevitability of
action, all endured without her company. She had no doubt the
suggestion of need was as close to an invitation as propriety, at
this stage of their relationship, would allow. Again, she trusted
her instincts as a woman.

She studied Thomas, having just closed the
barn door, as he walked across the curtilage, gave but a moment of
thought for her mother. As the sun was setting, it was time to plan
for the ‘morrow and hopefully the rest of her life.

“Thomas, let us take a walk along the ridge,
observe the sea and sunset,” she suggested playfully.

“Aye, M’Lady. Dinner will wait until dark,”
he affirmed.

As they walked, she grew more serious and
asked, “I understand, Thomas, Captain Barclay is very short of good
men.”

“I ‘eard ‘im speak of it,” Thomas admitted,
“while serving the dinner. The Admiral and I, we’ve been there
before.” Gravely, Thomas added, “Could make all the
difference.”

Abigail played the comment for dramatic
effect, “Oh, Thomas,” she gasped. “Do you think it portends
danger?”

Thomas wondered, but did not ask, was the
Widow Fleet asking with respect to Captain Barclay or Lieutenant
Fleet?

Abigail read his eyes, guessed his question
and clarified, “For our cause?”

“Aye,” he confirmed and boldly continued,
sensing time was short before the deepening dusk would require
their return, “as well as for James and Captain Barclay.”

Abigail confessed that which she suspected
Thomas had already guessed, “Captain Barclay has expressed some
interest in me and my situation.”

Thomas knew full well the last statement was
but a hint. “Have matters been resolved with James and the
Admiral’s estate?”

Thomas’ question was precisely as she had
hoped. “Sadly, James has shown no generosity. I am quite certain
Captain Barclay will not pursue our relationship without a sizable
dowry, which he likely assumes from my title and situation.”

Both were quiet as they turned and started
back to the house. After a short time, Abigail added, “Do not fear,
Thomas, whatever the outcome for our nation on these Lakes, in the
upcoming contest, I will keep you with us as best as we are able.
Pride has no place against loyalty.”

Thomas thought of the prospect of the two of
them, poor and aging in Upper Canada. He was quite unaware of
Abigail’s considerable allowance.

Thomas hinted, “Perhaps I could sign on with
Captain Barclay, just for the conflict itself, and suggest I would
be grateful if I were assigned to ‘look after’ James; be watchful
of him when the work grows warm.”

Abigail considered the insincerity of the
suggestion, the opportunity only implied, and gently encouraged,
“That is most courageous of you, Thomas. I am certain Captain
Barclay would understand and be most appreciative, if I spoke to
him personally on our, or… er, your behalf.”

They met each other’s eyes briefly as the
light faded, he admiring her beauty, knowing full well that were he
much younger, he would be most jealous. She looked for a hint of
understanding of the opportunity as may be presented to Thomas, for
both, when the iron began to fly.

“Let us leave for Amherstberg first thing in
the morning and give comfort and assistance to our men,” she
concluded.

“Aye, M’lady,” replied Thomas, most willing,
at least with respect to one far more than t’ other.

 


 



Chapter Twenty One

 


“Make way for the King’s men!” sang out
several sailors as a caution, as they walked quickly with small
steps in tandem. The weight of the long six slung between the
capstan bars from which hung the black barrel as they crossed over
two parallel planks from the quay to the entry port was quite
intimidating. The scene caused Abigail to move immediately as far
from the risky operation as the frantic activity on the crowded
deck would allow.

H.M.S. Detroit was in the process of
receiving and arranging its armament. Fort Malden was in the
process of losing the same. Abigail knew she was in the way and
while Captain Barclay seemed distracted for some moments, she could
tell he also was making every effort to show his appreciation for
her journey to Amherstberg and the comfort she could offer.
“Abigail, my dear, please be careful,” he cautioned her, seeming to
enjoy the small opportunity of taking her arm. “Here, stand to the
side, near the water cask.”

In the last two days, the squadron made
their final preparations. In the last two hours, the men assigned
to all ships reached a level of excitement and energy which only a
nearing departure could foment. Barclay had hoped Perry would bring
his squadron up the river, but he acknowledged only increased
respect for his adversary upon realizing Perry was much too smart
to limit his maneuverability and compound his problems by allowing
Barclay to shield himself under the protective cover of Fort
Malden. The ramparts of the fort were now empty and Barclay’s
flagship, the largest upon Lake Erie, carried a bizarre array of
great guns. The circus, he noted, was just beginning.

Two natives, reputed to be excellent shots,
volunteered and promised to act as sharpshooters from the maintop.
“So be it,” he allowed. Abigail shrieked as the cook led a small
bear with a chain leash up the same plank as had just bore the
weight of a long gun, “Heroit…,” she began, using his Christian
name, “… what in the world…?”

“Now, Abigail, do not worry. We shall keep
him chained to the mainmast on a short length. Good for morale. We
shall feast on special fare after our victory!” His spirits seemed
high, she noted, as the men who heard the comment cheered, although
she hoped it was the result

of their private dinner the night
before.

In fact his hopes were low.

The British squadron had never been so
strong. With six ships carrying 63 guns, throwing a broadside
weight of 883 pounds, the force was both formidable and
experienced. The Union Jack had flown with unchallenged
superiority, if not near exclusivity, over Lake Erie for more than
a year and while, now, clearly on the defensive since the Americans
floated over the Presque Isle bar, the British squadron had
suffered no losses.

Barclay felt tremendous pressure even as he
smiled at Abigail and pretended to listen to her pleas of care and
comfort amid chaos and cries of bravado. Barclay wondered while
confessing to no one whether the Royal Navy with its proud record
and string of victories as posted through the Napoleonic wars,
having ruled the seas the world over for now some decades and
wholly unchallenged since Trafalgar, would even so much as
recognize the bell weathers of defeat. Thank God for the activity,
he reminded himself. Otherwise his thoughts, strained of pride and
tradition, would suggest he burn his flagship to the waterline for
reasons of her limitation of draft and withdraw to Lake Huron so to
protect Forts Mackinaw and St. Joseph.

“What was that Abigail?” Barclay asked,
bringing his focus to the foreground instead of searching for
American sails downriver. “Certainly, I shall assure Thomas is
assigned to Little Belt to assist James.” Actually, Captain Barclay
felt all the more comfortable with a shellback such as Thomas to
assist James in handling the speedy sloop. He altogether regarded
it as less likely James would do something foolish with a true navy
tar close at hand. Barclay could not at that moment, while
preparing his flagship to lead out the squadron within the forenoon
watch, already two bells later than he desired, appreciate the
state of dysfunction aboard Little Belt.

“Damn your eyes, O’Connell!” growled
Lieutenant Fleet. “Not that chart; western Lake Erie!”

O’Connell grimaced with disdain, having
already brought it up to the binnacle from below. “This is western
Lake Erie, Sir. It contains an overlap of the Detroit River.”

Fleet continued his tantrum, “Watch it with
the sweeps, Thomas. You damn near cleared the quarterdeck,
man!”

Thomas knew anxiety when he saw it, having
endured the same in lesser officers often enough. Fleet was nervous
and Thomas suspected likely rather intimidated by now having to
contend with his father’s coxswain aboard his diminutive command.
The two despised each other and Thomas chuckled at the thought of
James performing, with his nagging insecurities, before the very
man his father had trusted at sea above all others.

Little Belt’s boat approached, loaded with
the last of the supplies and provisions. Two French Canadians of
the twenty-five crew who crowded the decks of the small sloop
shipped their oars and called out in French to their shipmates.
Fleet shouted, “I will say again, use the King’s English or the
bosun shall stripe your backs!”

Little Belt, with a nine pound long gun on a
pivot and, as of late the previous night, a pair of sixes on the
deck, now boasted a gun captain. He acknowledged the offer from the
ship’s boat to offload a critical addition to their collective
defense. The gunner replied in English as he hauled upon the deck a
small wooden barrel recently emptied and dried, acknowledging,
“Aye, a fresh coil of slow match.”

Niether Lieutenant Fleet, Thomas, or Little
Belt’s gunner knew that Abigail had strolled through the yard at
dusk the prior evening and found herself by chance inside the shed
where the slow match was soaking. Small barrels were marked for
each ship. In each soaked an allocated length of cotton line cut to
length for specific armament and perceived need in the upcoming
conflict. The shed and barrels were unguarded. A liberal mix of
saltpeter, cured in compost and aged in stale cow urine filled each
barrel, including that marked ‘Little Belt’. Abigail had absorbed a
great deal of knowledge as the wife of an Admiral and the confidant
of Thomas. She well remembered Thomas explaining one day on the
deck of the packet as they made their passage to Halifax, the
mixture prepared for slow match. It was concocted so to cause
saltpeter, the active ingredient of gun powder, to soak well into
the cotton line and when dried, fashion a reliable low fire, a
continuous glow, for igniting the guns.

Determined to leave nothing to chance,
Abigail resolved to insure herself of the applicability of
‘Paragraph Twenty First’ of the Admiral’s Trust.

Well aware of the vagaries of war and the
unreliability of men, even Thomas, the golden haired beauty on the
verge of a new love glanced about to warrant no witnesses. She
turned the spigot of the small barrel and let drain the drink as
would later be needed to cause the great guns to roar. The mix
drained out onto the dirt floor, a bit of mud from the splash
soiling the hem of her most attractive dress purposefully selected
for a memorable night. She replaced the laced fluid in the barrel
marked ‘Little Belt’ with that of pure water from a nearby barrel
catching the runoff from the eaves.

She then walked to the Regent, the public
house where the previous September she first dined with James. This
night she would dine with Captain Barclay, who she was confident
would discover the means by which to break away from his duties on
the night before his departure, if for no other reason than to
stare into her eyes, as blue as the inland sea over which his
squadron would soon sail.

Perry lay awake in the furnace of a dark
cabin, hardly ‘great’ despite its traditional name. The anchor
watch paced overhead through his regular path, his steps seeming
deafening and distracting, although in fact they were soft and
perfectly routine. Lawrence lay inert, along with the other ships
in the American squadron off South Bass Island and Put-In-Bay. She
lay to her anchor in the calm: no tugging at her cable, no wind
whistling through braces and backstays, no breeze flowing through
the stern windows. Perry awaited the dawn for no other reason than
to serve as an excuse to arise and be active without the crew
concluding he could not sleep. Damn, but he could not sleep.

Questions were shouting for answers. What
had he forgotten? What more could he do? The dysentery sweeping
through the ranks was debilitating, laying low nearly a third of
his men just that day. He fought off its effects by sheer will
alone. Yes, he had ordered the water to be boiled, but should have
done so days before.

Perhaps Barclay would not come out. Perhaps
he would remain in Amherstberg or withdraw to Lake Huron. But
Perry, in his heart, knew better. The British squadron was
starving, choked off from food and supplies with the gales of
autumn just weeks away. Barclay was Royal Navy and would not
withdraw while facing a squadron with no greater number of guns,
most of them carronades, at that. Barclay would come out, because
Perry refused to stand in.

Perry thought of Decatur and his taking of
Macedonian; standing off and patiently pounding away from long
range. Perry knew Fort Malden supplied long guns to Barclay,
similar to those Decatur had used so effectively. Barclay need only
stand off in Detroit and employ Decatur’s strategy. Would Perry
ever gain the critical weather gauge? Would he ever get close
enough to employ his stout smashers at point blank range? Why would
Barclay ever permit it?

Perry thought of Lawrence, not his flagship,
but his friend who served as her namesake. Had Perry trained his
men? Were they a cohesive crew? Would so many, never having seen
action, stand fast at their guns when the shot whistled past their
ears?

The thought only brought into sharp focus
that which really haunted him. He had never seen action. He had
never been tested. He recalled his longing for this command, for
this very opportunity and now he felt foolish as he lay in the
dark, sweating and begging for the time to pass and the darkness to
fade.

Finally, just as he heard the birds begin to
sing out just before dawn, Perry fell into a blessed, though brief
sleep.

Captain Lee was awake just before dawn as
well, but only recently having slept much better. It was early,
perhaps, but he was nonetheless in the faint morning light
reviewing the log of the previous day and the night, now all but
past. Captain Lee recorded in the log for the new day, 10 September
1813.

The new day underscored for Captain Lee that
it had been days since he had seen his son James. Scorpion passed
close aboard Lawrence late the week before, returning from a
routine patrol of searching the empty horizon for the British
squadron. Captain Lee was at the helm, but it was father and son,
despite both being men, despite rank and station, despite
assignment and duty, who exchanged glances as they passed. Their
eyes met just briefly. James, aloft, had to look after his work
tarring some rigging on the starboard mainmast ratlines; Captain
Lee, his course, sailing so close to the flag. Still, was that a
slight nod, a faint smile, or the stiff resolve of a son shamed by
his father’s conduct? Captain Lee was not certain and it weighed on
him heavily as he looked up from the dew soaked binnacle and stared
at the sky.

Trove clambered up the companionway and gave
thanks for another spectacular day upon the sweet water seas. He
stood at the starboard shrouds as Scorpion lay to her cable,
responding to a faint southwest breeze having just then filled amid
the snug anchorage.

The dawn was breathtaking. The color was
brilliant, the air clear; the sky empty. But Captain Lee started
when Trove strode quickly back to the binnacle and without a word
grabbed the glass and quick as thought scampered halfway up the
ratlines. Trove called out for those then awake throughout the
squadron to hear, “Sail ho! To the Northwest!”

While the sky was empty, the horizon
revealed six ships sailing down upon them from the weather gauge of
the inland sea. The early eastern light reflected off what appeared
as all too numerous distant white sails.

 


 



Chapter Twenty Two

 


Perry’s squadron met the oncoming threat
with confidence and seamanship, reflecting well upon Captain Lee’s
training program augmented by Edmund Blunt’s Manual. Captain Lee
had for some weeks identified and rehearsed best practices and
standardized maneuvers. Upon the call from Sailing Masters from
several quarterdecks amid the anchorage, “Slip the cable, brace
around and haul,” numerous ships let their anchor line run through
the hawse, hastily buoyed to be retrieved later, leaving the
anchors behind rather than take the minutes to weigh. Perry ran up
signals understood instantly by all, encouraging a course to
windward as might leave Rattlesnake Island to starboard. Each ship
clawed desperately to seize the weather gauge from Barclay.

Very soon the frantic activity of getting
underway charged with the collective adrenaline of more than 400
men settled into a slowly unfolding, more cerebral contest except
for those manning sheets and braces. Like chess, slowly moving
pieces, each unique, struggled with the geometry of a horizontal
surface complicated by such forces as wind and current, hoping to
gain every small advantage. Fifteen ships, as players, would be
arrayed over the chess board of western Lake Erie.

Trove observed to Captain Lee, “Quite light,
from the sou’west. Friends Good Will is one of the fastest in these
conditions.”

Captain Lee lowered his glass and half
smiled as Scorpion was sailing closer and making more progress to
weather than most, “Well then, Trove, if she sails so well as you
recall, let’s just simply take her!”

Trove appreciated his Captain’s calm
lightheartedness, breaking the tension of what both suspected would
be a very long day. He looked in his Captain’s eyes and joked,
“Perhaps a diversion; a fire raft towed by canoe?”

They smiled, but then, as Captain Lee stared
once more through the glass, alternatively focusing first upon
their adversaries and then the islands in their path which just
hours before served as secure shelter and were now viewed only as
damnable obstacles, he quietly issued three orders which reminded
Trove they were both in a race for their lives: “Roll the pivot gun
to leeward, assemble the crew along the lee rail and ease the inner
jib slightly.”

“Aye, Sir!” Trove replied with all gravity.
He recognized such measures as subtle adjustments undertaken only
when full performance was required and justified by the highest
stakes. Trove dedicated himself to ‘tweaking’ the rig and the trim,
leaving nothing undone for the sake of speed and mere inches to
windward.

“Damn,” muttered Perry. Just as Perry
conceded in his own mind the need for another tack, the Sailing
Master aboard Lawrence, Mr. Taylor, called “Prepare to come about.”
Perry recognized that the shallow draft of the hull, more of a
floating gun platform than shaped for sailing to windward, simply
was not going to weather Rattlesnake Island anytime soon. He
wondered, should he ever gain open water, whether Barclay would
already have sailed down and positioned his squadron squarely
between Perry and the wind.

Unable to control the wind or reshape the
hull, Perry focused his attention upon that which he could control.
“Tiffany,” he called, “if you please.”

“Yes, Sir!” Tiffany responded with a
willingness and devotion which gave comfort.

“Keep fiddling for now, Tiffany. The men
enjoy it. But stand over here in front of the main hatch,” Perry
whispered. Tiffany’s eyes revealed his confusion. Perry explained,
“When the fighting begins, trade your fiddle for a pistol and
threaten to shoot any man who may attempt to go below unless with
good reason or my permission.”

“Aye, Sir!” Tiffany assured, proudly. He
had, he knew, just been assigned the position as would constitute
the domain of a United States Marine. Perry, however, had precious
few of them and he needed them in the tops with their muskets. All
of his men would recognize Tiffany as being invested with authority
from Captain Perry and none would doubt that he would do whatever
Perry asked.

As the quest to lay Rattlesnake Island
unfolded with great frustration, Perry signaled which of his ships
would sail in what order along the line of battle. Perry reserved
for Lawrence the H.M.S. Detroit. Perry intended Elliott in the
Niagara to close with and engage Queen Charlotte. Caledonia, he
expected, could handle General Hunter. Most of the smaller ships
would trail in the wake of the larger ships which bore most of the
guns.

But Perry called for Captain Lee in
Scorpion, and the schooner Ariel, to undertake an important role at
the front of the line. Their duty and objective would be to keep
the larger British ships, should they sail faster, from crossing
the bows of the American brigs and raking the squadron. In short,
Scorpion and Ariel were assigned a near suicide task, implying the
necessity of positioning and sacrificing both smaller schooners
against perhaps the largest of the British squadron. While Perry
would hate for such circumstances to unfold, he was certain he
could count on Captain Lee to do his duty.

The order of the line of battle required
Perry to assume Barclay’s plan of attack, as yet unrevealed. Perry
assumed Queen Charlotte would lead the British line, with Detroit
perhaps second or third, allowing for greater communication from
the flag to the rest of Barclay’s squadron. He turned to Midshipman
Allard on Lawrence, signal flags and halyard in hand, and after
announcing the order and requiring its repeat, ordered, “Direct
each ship to ‘remain on station’ astern of that ship called out in
the sequence.”

All hands remained at stations for more than
three hours when, finally, the futility of weathering Rattlesnake
Island became clear. Perry turned and ordered, “Mr. Taylor, we
shall proceed below Rattlesnake Island. We shall not, it seems,
weather it this watch or next and I’ll not be caught in such a
small bay as allows us no room to maneuver!”

Mr. Taylor dutifully noted the obvious,
“Sir, we will hand the advantage over to Barclay.”

Perry nodded, convinced Barclay had already
claimed it, and replied, “I do not care, to windward or to leeward,
we shall fight this day!”

Mr. Taylor turned to approach the binnacle,
consulted the compass and made to deliver the new course to the
helmsmen on the tiller. The wind wafted for a moment. The sails
slatted, the reef points slapped the canvas, the boom of the
spanker swung inward, temporarily loose in its jaws. In just
moments, the wind returned, perhaps a bit lighter, as sometimes
happens when the breeze is already light. But then, even this mere
whisper of a breeze absolutely quit.

For some moments, hundreds of men aboard
ships in both squadrons looked to their shipmates, then aloft to
the pennants. They scanned the horizon and wondered. Perry was as
in tune with the subtle manifestations of nature as any that day
and wondered, as did many, what the Almighty had in store. Just as
the thought crossed his mind of calling for the sweeps, so
determined was he to bring Barclay to action that day, the wind
returned.

Taylor began to laugh. The men murmured
their approval and enthusiasm. Perry smiled, nodded to Mr. Taylor
and confirmed quietly, “Belay that order, Mr. Taylor. Proceed to
adjust the trim as required.”

The new wind filled in from the Sou’east; a
shift of some 90 degrees— at the precise moment as was needed to
deliver Perry the coveted weather gauge. The wind was now blowing
from the larboard quarter allowing Perry to set the course,
establish his line and sail down upon Barclay as his pleasure
suggested.

Barclay, some seven miles to the Nor’west,
cast a glance aloft and attempted to mask his disappointment. He
did not want his officers and men to lose heart. The tables had
turned. One of his few options was now lost to him before a gun had
yet roared. Without the weather gauge, he no longer had any option
but to fight. He smiled slightly and philosophically abandoned his
faint hope of skirting east and taking shelter, men and supplies at
Long Point. If the Almighty set the wind against him, however,
Barclay silently prayed its velocity, at least, would remain
minimal. A light wind would allow him time to work his many long
guns before Perry could effectively close with his smashers.

Perry attended to his men. With the
continuous tacking now abated, men scattered to make the ships
ready for action. Powder monkeys scampered below to fill their
leather pouches with prepared charges. They filled buckets of water
as a precaution against the risk of fire and for spongers amid the
gun crew. The men sanded the decks for better traction and to soak
up blood as they all knew would soon run like rivulets for the
scuppers. Barrels of cutlasses, pikes, axes and other weapons were
brought up and positioned on deck so to assist in a boarding
operation, or to repel the same as fate would decree.

Amid such frantic activity, conducted with
discipline and quiet resolve, Perry stepped forward from the
weather rail and removed from the binnacle a folded flag. He let if
fall to the deck, revealing amid its blue background with gold
letters a call to arms, Don’t give up the Ship! Perry climbed up on
a carronade carriage, one foot on its barrel and called out for all
to hear, “My brave lads, this flag bears the dying words of the
brave Captain Lawrence. Shall I hoist it?”

“Aye! Aye! Let her fly!” and then followed
“Huzza!” thrice shouted as the main truck flag halyard brought the
banner aloft into the small breeze and it fluttered to leeward.
Captain Lee, as did others in the squadron, trained a glass on the
pennant, reported it to their men and a resolve spread amid the
decks of the American squadron as the sails of the British ships
grew larger and brighter in the late morning sun.

After boats were lowered and towed astern to
clear the decks and minimize targets for deadly splinters, gear was
stowed or secured and the midday meal was served early. The British
sails grew closer still, revealing details: a marine in the tops,
reef points now distinguishable, the shape of gun muzzles now
clear.

Perry whispered to the purser, Mr.
Hambleton, “Serve each man a ration of grog and have the drums and
fifes strike up. All hands, all hands to Quarters.” Tiffany took
the cue, stowed his fiddle in Captain Perry’s cabin and found a
pistol, resuming his station.

Hundreds of men, under different flags,
waited still, all attending to similar personal duties. The slight
wind and faint wake trailing from the sterns turned the ancient
ritual of awaiting battle into sheer torture for brave men with
nerves, nonetheless, like any other. Some made promises, some
preparations. There were families for which to provide. Perry
noticed these activities and dashed down to his quarters. He placed
his wife’s letters in a lead filled bag of other ship’s papers.
Their love would, he resolved, forever remain sacred and intimate,
no matter his fate.

Perry then took the deck and strolled, hands
behind him, greeting the men, joking and commenting upon their good
work and preparations. He approached James and Jesse and other crew
from Constitution and inquired for many to overhear, “Well, boys,
are you ready?”

James and Jesse answered in unison, “All
ready, Sir!”

“I need not say anything more to you,” he
allowed and then emphasized, “You know how to beat those fellows!”
Others laughed and cheered.

Then, coming up to his old crew from the
Newport gunboats, “Ah, here are the Newport boys.” Again,
confirming his confidence in all of them, Perry assured, “They will
do their duty, I warrant.”

Perry would have well understood, had he
known, that at that precise moment, not so distant from Lawrence,
his counterpart, Captain Barclay, did much the same by intoning
Nelson, the beloved hero for all Royal Navy tars. Barclay
encouraged the same sentiment as expressed by Nelson at Trafalgar,
assuring his men, “You will, without doubt, do your duty. And if
all we can manage is to close with and engage the enemy, you will
all account for yourselves, very well, in my eyes!”

After the wind shift, both squadrons
converged gradually; Perry sailing two points north of west toward
West Sister Island, Barclay sailing due west. All could see as the
distance between the lines closed that soon enough the ships at the
head of the line would be in range of each other. Perry learned,
however, to his surprise, Barclay had lined his vessels differently
than he expected. Detroit led the line, with General Hunter second
and Queen Charlotte third.

Perry ordered the signal to be made,
“Niagara, change positions with Lawrence.” Elliott was crestfallen.
He had gone from the van, the position of honor, as his prior
combat experience seemed, at least to him, to justify, to third in
line behind Caledonia. The new arrangement allowed Lawrence to line
up against Detroit, as was always Perry’s intent, but Caledonia and
Niagara were soon mismatched as Queen Charlotte traded places with
General Hunter.

The move in the British line was purposeful
and strategic. Detroit had long guns, Queen Charlotte, carronades.
Allowing each to support the other made perfect sense and allowed
Barclay to lead with his strength.

Dunlap thought the new arrangement in the
American line most curious, but was not overly alarmed. He
commented to his First Officer, “While the twin brig is much more
deadly then we, at this angle of approach, I am certain her
commander will move ahead in the line and square off against Queen
Charlotte long before his carronades are in range of us.”

Little did Dunlap know that as Elliott
skulked, he recalled Perry’s signal to remain in line behind the
ship as first ordered. Niagara remained astern of the slower
sailing Caledonia, who could not keep up with Lawrence, and Perry’s
line would soon begin to appear disorderly and confused.

Barclay noted the curious arrangement and
offered to his First Officer, “Very odd indeed. We could, I
suppose, attempt to break the line.” Rightly, his First Officer
counseled, “Much too close to the wind, Sir! Queen Charlotte would
only luff in the attempt and be raked. The Americans may be baiting
us!” Barclay nodded and maintained his more conservative tactic,
keeping Queen Charlotte close to Detroit. He understood, if the
Americans did not adjust, the present situation may well allow
something that he never would have thought possible – both of his
largest ships pouncing upon just one of the American brigs.

Still, Lawrence came on in the light wind
without regard for her consorts. Just past seven bells in the
forenoon watch, Barclay ordered his band to play “Rule Britannia”
and after a rousing cheer from British tars faded, a bugle blew and
a ranging shot erupted from a long 24 pounder aboard Detroit. The
shot fell short, but just minutes later, it was followed by a
broadside that found the mark. Perry took his first hit and blood
began to flow aboard Lawrence well before her carronades were in
range.

Perry responded with all he could at that
moment summon, knowing any response, however feeble, was better for
morale than silence. “Signal Scorpion to open fire!”

Captain Lee on Scoripion and forward of
Lawrence, guarding the front of the line from any attempt to cross,
read the signal and called to Trove, “Give her the pivot gun!” The
long 32 pounder roared, Trove having already carefully ranged the
shot. The concussion and recoil shook her timbers, the smoke
engulfed the waist and nearly clouded entirely the fact that the
shot struck the larboard bow of Detroit. Captain Lee noted that he
had just fired the first American shot to retake not only Lake
Erie, Detroit and the Old Northwest, but what he hoped by the end
of the day would also include at least one sloop: his Friends Good
Will.

At the opposite end of the line, Fleet
watched in horror as the broadsides began in earnest. The smoke was
thick, and the destruction from shot, splinters, rigging, blocks
and gear was apparent no more than minutes into the battle. Little
Belt had not fired a shot and he knew it may be some time before
such was possible, given her position in line and the angle of
approach. But Thomas noted, with some restrained glee, that the
‘Little Admiral’, while transfixed by the scene, had suddenly gone
an ashen shade of pale.

Within a glass, the gateway to hell opened
fully and the battle reached new heights. Lawrence was slugging it
out, now in range with both Detroit and Queen Charlotte. Perry was
able to close, it was true, but found himself outgunned and
unsupported. Aboard Lawrence, Perry swelled with pride at the
manner in which his men served the guns, stood to their duty,
ignored the mayhem and slipped almost into a trance of training and
discipline.

The 32 pound carronades began their grim
work of destroying all their iron shot could reach. Surgeon’s Mate
Parsons aboard Lawrence, even before the cabin was yet fully
occupied with wounded and before the first limb was removed,
commented sadly to one of his assistants, “God help us. The dogs of
war are let loose from their leash. It seems as heaven and earth
are at loggerheads.”

Through the carnage, Perry encouraged and
advised his men, “Take good aim my boys, don’t waste your shot!”
Captain Lee had for weeks conducted live fire drills with the men
and it began to show. James and the experienced gunners from
Constitution showed the way. While the broadsides grew more ragged,
the rate of fire was faster than their British foes, the gunnery
more accurate and the damage they caused, though outgunned, was
just as shocking. Perry sensed Lawrence was giving as good as she
got. The question, Perry knew, was how long could they keep at it.
Most naval engagements were but an hour or less. Certainly, from
the intensity, Perry thought, the battle could not last nearly so
long.

In a rare, random and all too brief
interlude, James looked about and was shocked. The deck of Lawrence
was in appalling condition. Blood and gore were smeared, it seemed,
on every surface. Guns began to upend, the wounded could barely be
evacuated as soon as they fell. There was no time to dispose of the
dead, not as yet. Jesse witnessed seaman Bunnel struggle to wipe
the brains of another from his face so to regain his own eyesight
and assess whether he had been hit before the next round then just
fired would require he sponge his piece. Another crewman down the
bulwark had both legs shot off, still another was crying out from
large splinters driven into his chest. Tiffany wept as Marine
Lieutenant Brooks pleaded with Perry “They have done for me, Sir.
Finish me, please!” after a round shot had carried away a part of
his hip. Perry insisted “No, we shall carry you below!” where the
real horror was unfolding.

Lawrence was a shallow draft vessel. Unlike
ocean going ships, the surgeon worked above the waterline. While
the dysentery had left several trained surgeons utterly disabled,
surgeon’s mate Parsons sawed off limbs and tried to stop bleeding
even as balls crashed through planking, sending more splinters and
death through the only area of the ship that could possibly, in the
best of conditions, offer only faint hope for a life of
dismemberment.

Falling blocks, rigging and spars swinging
wildly were very soon adding to the risks on the main deck. Purser
Hambleton worked a carronade and stood to his duty despite grievous
wounds. The smoke was blessed as it masked the horror. The
deafening roar of the guns were soon almost welcome, so to carry
over the shrieks and cries of the wounded and dying.

The chaos lent to bizarre scenes of
desperation. Even the animals fell victim to the politics of
nations. A pig aboard Lawrence escaped the paddock, a consequence
of damage below the deck. Scurrying about after spilled peas
intended for dinner, it seemed to care little at having lost both
its hind legs as it lapped up what it viewed as an unexpected
opportunity and gift.

Despite the horror, some men retained their
humor. An old tar, well versed in the rigging, attempted to repair
a main stay with a stopper while aloft. Even as the hasty repair
was nearing completion, another British shot parted the stay
beneath him, sending the old rigger crashing into the mainmast.
Brought to blaspheme, he called out to his enemy, for many to hear
over the din, “Damn you! If you must have it, take it!”

Gradually, the effects began to tell. Fewer
guns were available. Fewer men could be found to man those yet in
service. The fatigue set in, the work became numbing, both
physically and emotionally. Only then did both Perry and his men
aboard Lawrence, through the smoke, less thick then before, begin
to realize they had for well more than an hour fought without any
assistance from Niagara. Still, with little choice and yet some
capability among them, the able, supported by many near dead,
fought on.

Perry was consoled with that which his men
also suspected. Conditions aboard Detroit and Queen Charlotte did
not appear significantly better. Barclay himself took a splinter in
his thigh, went below but was able to return. The junior officer
now in command of Queen Charlotte had little experience and was
well beyond his abilities.

Still, conditions aboard Lawrence approached
desperate. Seaman Bunnell, fighting at a fever pitch, found his gun
had run out of shot. He looked over to James, seized a crowbar
lying on the deck, gave a wicked grin and sent it down the barrel.
Moments later, it flew over in a wild arc, spinning along, and
severed three shrouds aboard Detroit. Both he and James cheered.
Emboldened, Bunnel next tried a small swivel gun and jammed it in
the mouth of the carronade. It was also coughed up so to fly over
and land aboard their adversary. James reminded himself, this was
life aboard the inland seas—improvisation and initiative often
turning challenges into opportunities.

Soon after 2:30, Perry noted, more than two
hours after beginning the fight, only one carronade was in service
with Lawrence utterly unmanageable, a mere floating hulk. “Come,
James,” he called, “gather Jesse, some gunners and let us cross
over to Niagara. Bring my flag!”

James hauled down the field of blue and was
conscious of a British cheer. The tars mistakenly thought Perry was
surrendering. But Perry had his battle flag lowered, not his
nation’s ensign. He turned to Lieutenant Yarnell, wounded three
times, and conferred upon him command of the Lawrence. A small
cutter was brought up alongside and while waiting, James asked,
with disappointment in his voice, “Sir, must we flee?”

Perry looked at him curiously, “Why no, lad.
We do not flee. We are withdrawing to a stronger position so to
continue the fight and win the day. It is the smart move, upholding
our honor and underscoring our courage.” Perry then looked out over
the leeward bow to Scorpion, a mere schooner, coming in closer to
Detroit, guns blazing so to give cover and assistance, “There is
Captain Lee, stalwart as any! No fear has the Master of Scorpion of
any British full rigged ship!”

As James stepped into the cutter, others
expressed disdain for the absent Captain Elliott and their twin
brig, Niagara. James thought of his father’s departure from Friends
Good Will the summer before and his later attempt to explain to
James the merits of withdrawing to fight another day, just now as
had Captain Perry. James then thought about Elliott, whom he had
once admired. James then considered Perry, very much like his
father, having just praised his father, and heard Perry conclude,
“If a victory is to be gained, I will gain it!”

James took up the oars and leaned into the
work with a will. He must, he resolved, somehow survive this day.
He had to speak with his father and prayed God would deliver him
from the carnage he had never, until two hours before and despite
his service aboard Constitution, imagined as could unfold.

As the cutter sliced through the calm sea
scattered with debris, half hidden from its enemies from low
hanging smoke, Perry recalled he was now for a second time that
season setting off in a small boat in the midst of battle to better
direct the fight.

The British cheer was premature. Barclay,
through his glass, understood Perry’s purpose and directed that
Perry’s cutter was a new, primary target. But it was a small target
and Perry soon boarded Niagara unscathed and was met by Captain
Elliott. Perry suspected from the surprise showing on Elliott’s
face that he had assumed from the destruction aboard Lawrence, now
drifting to leeward from the line, its guns silent, that Perry was
dead or no longer able. Perry’s emergence from Niagara’s entry port
proved well the contrary.

Perry had studied the British line from the
small boat and knew instantly what must be done. “Captain Elliott,
make all fighting sail and steer,” pointing to indicate, “to break
the British line.”

“Aye, Sir! We can yet win the day!” Elliott
responded, immediately repeating and conveying the new orders to
his subordinates. Realizing, with Perry aboard, he no longer had
any real authority and served now as Perry’s flag captain, Elliott
offered, still searching for a lead role, “If I may, Sir, let me
cross and bring up the gun boats.”

Perry had considered the remaining vessels
lagging behind with little sail set and accepted Elliott’s offer,
“I wish to God you would.” Elliott set off in Perry’s cutter. Perry
set off for either triumph or oblivion, but in either case, he
knew, to make history. He planted himself adjacent to the helmsman
and turned downwind. Niagara’s jibboom swung round the compass to
bear directly abaft of the wounded Detroit. The gun crews, all too
fresh save for James and Jesse, double shotted the guns, both to
larboard and starboard and sensed it was now, at last, their
turn.

Barclay, while focusing upon the new threat
approaching, glanced off of the Detroit’s larboard bow and saw the
flash from Scorpion’s long pivot gun. He actually saw the grape
shot scatter, most of it land on the bulwarks and, almost as if
time slowed, the splinters erupt and together with some grape, fly
toward him. Next he knew, he was being raised from the deck,
feeling no immediate pain but his feet slipped on the blood as the
helmsman and others tried to keep him from falling on his mangled
and bloody right arm and shoulder. Barclay had taken his second
wound of the day, his eighth of his career in service for his King.
He lost consciousness amid frantic discussion, aware only that he
was being taken below.

Mr. Ingliss, the second lieutenant, felt
eyes upon him and resisted the strong temptation to disgrace
himself. He was, despite his lack of experience, in command of
Detroit, thanks to the American iron depleting their ranks. He
looked over his command, now a perfect wreck, in which he had so
proudly set off just the day before, she then the newest and
largest vessel on Lake Erie embarking upon her maiden voyage. He
looked up to see Niagara, fresh and undamaged, steering a course so
to rake his stern. Ingliss considered what few guns were still
serviceable along Detroit’s larboard bulwark and instantly called,
“All Hands, Wear Ship!” He then ordered the helmsman, still wet
from Barclay’s blood, “Bring up your helm, to larboard.”

It was all that could be done. Ingliss
sought to turn Detroit, so that her fresh starboard side could at
least present sufficient weight of metal to account well for
themselves and resist Niagara, despite their casualties and damage
to hull, spars and rigging. He could not luff into the wind; she
would be caught in irons and Niagara would simply wear and still
rake his bow. Turning downwind would allow him to spin about and
lend some hope of keeping his fresh, serviceable guns opposing his
enemy.

But the hands, so exhausted and few, were
not at stations. Those that sought out the lines found many cut,
sliced and no longer led to the pins as they expected. Still, with
the wind somewhat stronger, Detroit turned, the result of her
momentum if not synchronized seamanship. “There might just be
enough time,” Ingliss offered to the helmsmen. But just as the
spanker was about to cross over the deck, Ingliss witnessed a look
of horror on the helmsman’s face, who without any order, dragged
the helm to starboard as he managed to call, “Sir… !”
simultaneously with the collision.

Aboard Queen Charlotte, junior Lieutenant
Irvine, Provincial Marine, with little experience but understanding
Detroit’s purpose, also made to wear ship and likewise present his
fresh broadside to the oncoming threat. Irvine had never wore a
ship. His crew, under Fleet’s training program, had handled a small
sloop but were never allowed to train or rehearse maneuvers aboard
their own ship, at least since the blockade of Erie was lifted
weeks before. Since that time, new recruits, many of them soldiers,
filled their ranks and sail training while underway had been
nonexistent. Irvine misjudged the distance, and his crew,
exhausted, depleted and ill trained, did not respond well in
bracing round the yards. Cries were confused, coming from many to
others whose names were as yet unknown, some directives in French,
some in English, “I repeat, hands to the braces!” Hurry, bring
round the yards!” No, leave the spanker—quickly, to the waist! No,
that is the lift, not the brace!”

Queen Charlotte, instead of turning in the
arc expected by Irvine, struck Detroit, her jibboom tangling in
Detroit’s mizzen shrouds and running rigging.

Meanwhile, Elliott was bringing up the
smaller vessels by sails and sweeps and they gathered round the
stricken British ships like insects around wounded prey.
Positioning themselves at angles such that the British broadsides
could not bear, the American gunboats harassed and confused,
causing damage aboard General Hunter that frustrated Dunlap, now
seriously wounded, but wrapped and yet clutching the binnacle,
refusing to quit the deck as he witnessed the disaster
unfolding.

Fleet sailed to leeward of the British line
and attempted to come to some assistance, but he and Thomas openly
argued with one another in front of the twenty or more men crowding
Little Belt’s deck. The slow match would not stay lit or burn at
all. It was clearly defective. Thomas, unaware of Abigail’s
sabotage, blamed Fleet for incompetence. Finally, Thomas thought to
fire a pistol over the touch hole. The technique was only sometimes
effective and was certainly not efficient. Little Belt was thus
occasionally able to fire her guns, but from an ineffective range
as Fleet was too timid to draw closer to the line.

As Little Belt passed below General Hunter,
Fleet himself trained the nine pound pivot gun, hoping that no one
would notice that Dunlap, upon the quarterdeck of General Hunter,
was Fleet’s intended target. Thomas, appalled at Fleet lowering the
pistol to the touch hole with the gun so level and General Hunter
directly to windward, pulled the coin from under the breech of the
barrel at the last moment, sending the shot high, passing over
Dunlap’s head and through General Hunter’s mainsail. The action
brought Fleet and Thomas to fisticuffs and other crew intervened
before Thomas would have easily killed the representative of the
King himself aboard Little Belt.

As Queen Charlotte collided with Detroit,
the maneuver clearly mishandled, Thomas added derisively, “So,
Captain Fleet, it appears your sail training program reflects your
seamanship skills!”

Niagara broke the British line, firing
double shotted guns from both sides. Noah Brown built her well and
‘plain work’ was strong enough to withstand the concussion and
recoil of simultaneous rolling broadsides, wreaking havoc down the
decks of Detroit and Queen Charlotte. Remaining spars, rigging and
men were sliced, cut and fell. British tars fought desperately with
axes; not their American adversaries but frantically attempting to
cut away what little rigging the American broadsides had spared and
free their ships from the tangle of the collision.

Once again, then still a third time, the
gunners and mates aboard Niagara went through their paces, “Worm!
Sponge! Load! Give fire!” Eighteen fresh carronades were just then
beginning to warm to the work with gun crews fully manned and
enthusiasm high. Still, the British fought on, freeing their
vessels, but with Lady Prevost’s rudder shot clear away and her
drifting out of the line and so many of the commanding officers and
‘leftenants’ killed or wounded, few experienced leaders were
available to meet what was likely an insurmountable crisis.

The guns under the Union Jack fired when
able, killing several and wounding many aboard Niagara, but with
what Perry had witnessed as possible in terms of sacrifice aboard
Lawrence, he knew that Niagara, despite the losses and damage, had
just begun to fight.

Ingliss aboard Detroit looked over to Irvine
on Queen Charlotte and was not surprised to see at that moment the
Union Jack fluttering down from the foremast truck. He looked aloft
at the foremast of Detroit, or rather, what was left of it. Barclay
had just that morning nailed the Union Jack to the mast, to
symbolize his resolve not to strike. But there was no other way to
end the now senseless slaughter. Not able to strike the ensign, he
uttered the most regrettable order of his career, “Gunner!”

“Yes, Sir?” Did Ingliss detect some hope for
the order forming in his throat?

“Fire a gun…,” he then hesitated and
dropped his voice, “… to leeward.”

Perry, understanding Queen Charlotte had
struck, was looking intently for any signal from Detroit. He heard
and saw the leeward shot and looked for some confirmation before
giving the order to cease fire. Moments later, a white flag broke
forth from Detroit. He swallowed, hard, fighting back a choking
sensation of relief, but called out, loud enough for it to be
repeated down the deck, from aft to fore, in just seconds, “Cease
fire! Detroit has struck!”

With just a few more guns objecting,
primarily from the smaller vessels of both squadrons, Union Jacks
came fluttering down from Chippewa and General Hunter.

The smoke was thick with Niagara adding more
firepower in the previous several minutes than was even available
amid the larger vessels for some time before. Visibility was poor.
Still, Perry sensed from the strange quiet that the surrenders were
genuine and the cessation of hostilities were offered with all
honor and would hold.

But through thinly veiled smoke screens and
occasional glimpses of clearing, Perry noted and shouts brought to
his attention that a British vessel was making all sail. He noted
to Mr. Breevort, “Look, there, to leeward of Detroit, a sloop is
attempting her escape!”

Breevort extended his glass and confirmed,
“She appears to be making all haste for Amherstberg!”

Perry looked back over his shoulder, to
larboard and thought which of his vessels were the closest to the
rogue Briton. “Ah…,” Perry called, “Midshipman, there,” not
knowing his name, as he was on Niagara’s deck, “… signal
Scorpion, ‘Give Chase’.”

Perry observed Elliott coming up in the
cutter from one of the small vessels and directed him to board
Detroit. Stepping from the entry port to the deck, Elliott slipped
on the blood, soiling his uniform. He regained his feet, looked
about the deck, a sight so horrible as he never wanted to witness
again; a sight no worse than would have presented from the deck of
Lawrence, a sight his earlier conduct caused him to avoid with
respect to Niagara. Adding to the horror was a final irony. The
bear, still chained to the fife rail, intended for dinner, was now
dining upon the remains of its captors.

Ingliss showed Elliott below deck and
introduced him to Barclay, who in addition to despondency was
thought to be suffering from a mortal wound. “Sir, I offer you my
sword,” he managed to whisper.

Elliott, awed by the carnage and sacrifice
as was so evidently surrounding him, replied, “No Sir. I am not in
command. Of you, who have fought so gallantly, I will ask only that
you save your offer for Captain Perry.” Barclay nodded and his head
fell back on his bunk, his sword, which he could hardly raise, now
resting upon his bandaged and bloodied shoulder. Upon taking the
deck, Elliott informed Ingliss, “Captain Perry will be over to pay
his respects as soon as circumstances permit. Take care of your
people and let us know what you need that we might be able to
assist and provide.”

Elliott then motioned over to the mangled
spar that had been part of a topmast and, as Ingliss watched,
removed the Union Jack by extracting the nails. He would give the
ensign to Perry. He slipped the nails into his waistcoat pocket as
a personal souvenir.

As Elliott accomplished his errand, Perry
came to realize it was over. The enormity of the victory was
undeniable. The fortune of nations and the history of a continent
had been forever altered in as little time as had passed since dawn
of that single day.

Despite the gravity of that which had
unfolded upon the waters of the inland seas, worked for and planned
by so many over more than a year, culminating in just the past few
minutes, Perry forced aside his reflections.

Others were depending upon him for news. He
found an old letter and used its envelope. He wrote a note to
General Harrison, who had waited patiently all season and to whom,
for his confidence and cooperation, Perry felt indebted.

Turning to James, with whom he had shared a
small voyage in a cutter and feeling at the moment more of a bond
with him than with the officers of Niagara, Perry asked, “If you
please, Mr. Lee, see that this note is delivered to General
Harrison’s envoy as soon as we return to South Bass Island.”

 


 



Chapter Twenty Three

 


Well after the signal from Niagara was made
for Scorpion to ‘Give Chase’, Captain Lee kept his long glass
trained on Niagara. Trove went about the deck, directing the trim
aboard the schooner and evoking all possible speed from a downwind,
starboard tack. He could not understand what was distracting
Captain Lee.

Of all events, despite the exhausting,
traumatic day, pursuing Friends Good Will, or rather, Little Belt
back to Amherstberg, would have, Trove thought, justified his
Captain’s full attention.

Before going below and checking the wounded,
Trove offered his report with respect to speed and sail trim.
Captain Lee stood at the taffrail, looking intently, through his
glass off the stern. Trove used his report as an excuse to ask,
“Are you expecting another signal, Captain?” Trove offered, “I
could put Mathews to the task of watching. He has a fine pair of
eyes, as you know.”

Captain Lee gave a faint smile and
explained, “I am sorry, Trove, for my obvious distraction. I have
every confidence you have trimmed for speed and the chase is well
underway. No, I am expecting no signals. I was searching for
James.”

Trove felt guilty and ashamed. Of course
Captain Lee would be concerned for his son, as Trove should be
concerned for his friend. Trove had simply forgotten in the
intensity of the last few hours. The thought had never occurred to
him that James would not survive the day. Trove offered, with
sincere care, “Of course, Sir.” Then trying to assure, added,
“James could well be at so many stations. Why, perhaps even below
decks.” Damn, he thought. In trying to assure Captain Lee, he did
not mean to suggest James may have fallen under the surgeon’s
saw.

“No, Trove, have no cares. I saw James
transfer the flag to Niagara. He accompanied Perry in the cutter,
just more than an hour ago. I was very relieved he made if off
Lawrence alive. I suspect the destruction was horrific. Just now, I
saw Perry hand him something. So he is well and I am filled with
joy.” Captain Lee’s tone and expression reflected tremendous
relief; Trove supposed that relief known only to a parent. Trove
smiled and Captain Lee snapped the glass shut and wheeled about,
declaring, “Now, let us catch this sloop of mine!”

The wind had increased slightly from that
afternoon, still steady from the sou’east. Little Belt was making a
straight line course to the nor’west for the mouth of the Detroit
River. As fast as she was if handled properly, the simple fact was
that Scorpion, though heavier, was a schooner. With its main and
foresail spread wing and wing, together with topsail and stuns’,
Scorpion spread far more canvas to the available breeze. The
question was if her greater sail was sufficient to offset her
greater weight.

Small differences in speed are dramatic at
sea over time. A near empty horizon often offers little more to
focus upon than small changes in relative angles, headings, course
and bearings. There was yet some hours before sunset, but by mid
September, the nights were descending far sooner than the weeks
before and Captain Lee hoped to snatch up his prize by dark. If
not, he recalled, a waxing moon, nearly full, would yield plenty of
light, provided the wind held.

Aboard Little Belt, the realization set in
that those few on board were the remnants of a squadron numbering
several hundred men. Little Belt bore ill news should she be so
fortunate as to make Amherstberg.

Aboard the sloop, the survivors were as
diverse in emotion after the battle as in purpose. Thomas, serving
the Royal Navy for just the duration of the engagement, felt his
duty was officially discharged, though his full purpose was not yet
accomplished.

Entirely unnerved by what he had witnessed
and uncertain as to how to navigate his new responsibility as the
sole surviving Captain, Fleet suffered the advice of Thomas, so
desperate was he for direction. “Listen to me, now,” Thomas
imparted. “All eyes in Kingston, if not Halifax, will judge your
next moves. If Scorpion is still close astern as Amherstberg
presents itself on the starboard bow, you would do better to
continue into the shallows of the St. Clair River in the hopes that
Scorpion might run aground. Little Belt could at least continue
north’ard and serve the crown on Lake Huron upon making Mackinaw or
Ft. St. Joseph.” Thomas hoped he would have as much time as
possible so to achieve his objective in his service, not of the
Crown, but Abigail.

Fleet eyed Thomas with suspicion. Why would
Thomas ever offer him sound advice? Still, the coming morning was
as irrelevant as the following year. There was an American schooner
with a long gun close astern and Fleet was acutely aware that
something must be done, not so much as to deliver her crew, but
rather, her captain.

As Fleet turned his eyes from Thomas to
study his pursuer through his glass, a sick feeling welled up from
his stomach. He recognized Scorpion’s Captain. Fleet shared his
nightmare with Thomas at the taffrail, “It is William Lee! That
traitorous bastard from the schooner Hope! By God, I will not be
taken by Lee! Thomas, damn you, man, help O’Connell. I think
Scorpion is gaining!” Fleet shouted out to O’Connell, “Faster, I
say. Listen to Thomas. Between the both of you, certainly there is
some knowledge of trimming sail!” With that, he stormed below to
grapple with his demons and take comfort in a brown bottle, stashed
beside his bunk.

Abigail stood on the shore amid the grasses
and sand, staring through a long glass from time to time, searching
out over the horizon to the south. Several horses and a few
carriages, carrying mostly military personnel and leading citizens
of the town, had gradually gathered by concerned coincidence, it
seemed, through the afternoon. The great guns had been heard from
Cleveland to Detroit and some of those who waited for a sign of the
outcome knew well that the guns of Fort Malden that secured their
freedom from American domination had recently been removed. Those
same guns were now somewhere on the inland sea, serving upon
England’s wooden walls and leaving the stone ramparts so familiar
to them, as familiar as the English lion itself, entirely
toothless. The roar of the guns lasting far longer than anyone had
thought possible, was hard to bear. Those who gathered had friends,
husbands, sons and brothers aboard the vessels comprising the
British Squadron.

Still, the silence since the brief crescendo
heard a couple of hours ago was even worse. The small crowd came to
conclude the engagement had come to a close. They reasoned that had
it gone well and if it occurred not so very distant, they might
know something soon, perhaps by dark.

Abigail made small talk among the crowd.
Most shared concerns for loved ones. She wondered if her interest
in Captain Barclay would soon be such that her concern expressed
amid such a crowd would be genuine. She did not share her hopes for
James. Her concern for Thomas, she knew, was merely as a means to
an end and his safe return was welcomed only for that which it
might well portend.

The sun dipped still lower in the west and
suddenly, the horizon was no longer vacant.

While Fleet fretted in his cabin, Captain
Lee kept the deck, but remained content to let Trove call the trim.
As dusk neared, the distance between the vessels was but a mile,
just as the shore of Canada and entrance to the Detroit River
appeared ahead. It was time to bring Little Belt within range of
Scorpion’s long 32 pounder.

Captain Lee approached Trove from behind on
the starboard bow. The headsails were barely drawing and Trove
preferred to watch from the bow—closer to Friends Good Will.
Captain Lee observed, “She is slippery, that is for certain!”

Trove could only nod in frustration. Captain
Lee suggested, “Let the water. Offer the crew have a last drink,
keep a small quantity in reserve for the wounded, and pump the rest
over the side. I suspect we will last until morning, don’t you
think?”

Trove smiled and replied, “Aye, Captain. And
how about the wood for the galley stove?”

Captain Lee smiled, “Why not?”

Twenty minutes later, Scorpion had clearly
gained. Thomas argued with Fleet. “You would dispose of the guns
when we are within sight of shore? Let the damn ship’s boat go
adrift. Towing the boat is costing us dearly!”

Fleet was adamant, “Pump our water, cast
over out stores, lose the guns—for God’s sake, man, our slow match
does not even burn, but I order you, do not cast off the ship’s
boat!”

Still the flight of the Little Belt seemed
futile. As the sun touched the horizon, Captain Lee let loose with
a ranging shot from the long pivot gun trained just to starboard of
the mainstay. The ball fell short, but just barely, directly astern
of Fleet’s cabin window. While finishing his bottle in his cabin,
Fleet’s stomach turned as the splash of the ball reached well above
the taffrail after one skip on the surface of the inland sea.

While Fleet’s bottle was empty, his rage was
yet filling and about to spillover. He took the deck and ordered
the men to the sweeps. They wrestled with their ungainly length
creating much confusion. They had not practiced their deployment or
coordination. Fleet, no longer needing a long glass, observed
Captain Lee had already been employing no less than six sweeps even
as the wind created a nicely shaped billow in Scorpion’s
topsail.

Closing on their prey with all the instincts
of a predator, Captain Lee ordered, without so much as letting his
eyes glance from the transom just ahead, “Cast over one half of the
remaining shot. We shall, I wager, require just a few more
balls.”

Scorpion came on. Even before her crew could
dispose of all of the shot, committing it to the deep, Trove fired
a second round, this time splashing just off Friends Good Will’s
starboard chains. Fifteen feet more to the left and the shot would
have crashed through the mast at the deck.

Fleet went pale and ordered, “Pull up the
ship’s boat! Smartly, now!”

O’Connell was incredulous. Thomas demanded,
“What are you about?”

Fleet retorted, “Having given the both of
you time and opportunity to shake off this schooner, we shall tow
her, if we have to, from the ship’s boat.” While the technique was
appropriate even for larger ships stranded, with no wind whatsoever
the effect of one small boat upon a ship that was already making
way, even slowly, under sail, would be negligible and largely a
waste of effort. Still, O’Connell assigned four men to form a line
and prepare to board from the channels.

Suddenly, Fleet stepped atop the bulwark,
over the hammock nettings, onto the channel and lowered himself
into the boat, manning one of four oars. Fleet portrayed perfect
nonchalance. He called up to the deck, “Well, step lively. I have
no intention of rowing alone.” The ship’s company, however,
recognized full well that an officer, let alone a Captain, making
to tow his command from harm’s way while under attack was so
bizarre as to cast doubt on his sanity, or the established order of
the universe.

As Captain Lee ordered Scorpion’s long gun
reloaded, Thomas considered Fleet and recognized the cause of his
conduct was the combination of drink and cowardice, not insanity.
Thomas guessed Fleet’s plan and, sensing opportunity, formed his
own. Thomas grabbed a nearby pistol from a small barrel on deck,
slipped it into his belt and offered quietly in a threatening
voice, causing a shipmate to surrender the painter and all crew to
stand aside, “Don’t you worry now lads, back to stations. I will
gladly man an oar; just me and Captain Fleet.”

On shore, the crowd heard the guns and
watched as the two ships slowly approached. Abigail focused a long
glass and cried out in excitement, “It is Little Belt leading our
boys home yet flying the Union Jack!” As cheers arose from the
Canadian shore, Scorpion fired her third shot of a chase quickly
coming to a close. The third roar of a gun was mistook by the
spectators as a celebration and announcement of the squadron’s
triumphant homecoming.

The round shot whistled close over the heads
of the crew gathered at the channels just as Mr. Macomber turned
over the painter to Thomas. Standing on the channels and ducking
suddenly to keep his head, the crewman lost his balance and tumbled
upon Thomas, who was just then stepping, with no welcome
whatsoever, into the ship’s boat. Fleet was incensed that Thomas
was in the boat, who in turn was frustrated that he and Fleet would
not, apparently, be alone in the boat.

O’Connell, apparently left in command of
Little Belt, directed Thomas and the additional, accidental
oarsman, “Alright, take out the tow line, quick as thought, before
the Americans reload.” Now with three in the boat, Fleet assumed a
position at the tiller and pretended to call the stroke, while in
reality he added only more weight and no propulsion. The farce
played out before the entire crew just as the light began to fade
and before the moon began to rise.

The tow line tightened as the fourth shot
struck the larboard beam, but on such an angle as to leave only a
long, deep gouge in the planking. Nary a splinter reached the deck,
but the sound of a 32 pound round shot scraping along planking,
leaving a trail of damaged wood floating aside and slowly astern,
caused every one on deck to realize the scantlings, or size of the
timbers comprising Little Belt, were simply not intended to
withstand the wrath Scorpion would very soon deliver. The shore was
now just two cable lengths distant and the Detroit River just about
to assert her influence, thus slowing Little Belt well before the
current would have the same effect upon Scorpion. The Americans
would soon close to within range of an easy shot.

O’Connell nodded to the gunner.

Instantly obvious to Captain Lee, despite
the fading light, and in full view of Abigail, standing ashore
wondering as to her status in respect to the Fleet family fortune,
Little Belt’s Union Jack fluttered to the deck from the peak of her
gaff.

O’Connell ordered the helmsman to come up
into the wind, allowing Scorpion to close in preparation for taking
possession. As Little Belt’s bow began to turn, its mass and
momentum began to pull the ship’s boat from its intended
course.

Fleet looked astern, comprehended the reason
for O’Connell’s change in course, cursed under his breath and took
his only decisive action of an otherwise decisive day. Just as
Fleet had planned while taking refuge in his cabin, he cast off the
tow bridle and ordered both of his remaining crew from the third
ship over the course of his career suffering his command, to row
for shore as quickly as possible.

Thomas considered his situation. Little Belt
had surrendered. Her Captain’s dishonorable escape was as yet being
fully witnessed by an unexpected crowd on shore. An unintended crew
in the ship’s boat observed Thomas’ every move and he was armed
with only a single shot pistol slid inside his belt. Thomas elected
to forego his plan in the service of the Widow Fleet and leave her
to an allowance as he was certain was nowhere provided for him
within the trust drawn by Mr. Wellstone.

As the stem of the ship’s boat scraped up
against the sand and pebbles, Thomas was greeted insincerely by
Abigail, whom he could tell in the moonlight reflecting off her
fair complexion and golden hair was most disappointed. Thomas half
smiled as Fleet stumbled from the sternsheets, splashing to his
waist, his plan to kill Dunlap found out and foiled just hours
before. Abigail next studied Fleet, who despite his incompetence
and cowardice, had somehow survived her sabotaged slow match,
American iron, and her most formidable man servant. Fleet strode
past her, generally considering her, as soon would all in Upper
Canada, the former woman of a vanquished, wounded, one armed
Lieutenant, perhaps the only to surrender an entire British
squadron. If prestige she wanted, he would well wish her luck. She
saw in his eyes not love, nor hate, but ambivalence as she had
never seen in her presence. It was a look which she knew held no
hope of a relationship.

Together, with nary a word, the three with
murder in their hearts and utter failure on their minds began their
journey back to Amherstberg, a town, shipyard and fort no longer
under the protection of the Royal Navy.

Under a large autumn moon rising red and
gradually growing gold and then bleaching white, Scorpion tacked
her way southeast in a modest breeze. The occasional moderate gusts
filled her sails, heeled her hull gently to larboard and allowed
her crew to relax despite more than a dozen British prisoners among
them. O’Connell came to respect her acting Captain, a young,
knowledgeable man who introduced himself only as “Trove,” who with
little formality and no indication of rank, treated them with firm
discipline, sincere respect and genuine sympathy. O’Connell
wondered, for some time, why the Captain of Scorpion took command
of his small prize.

“But you see, Sir,” Trove explained, even
while recalling his last command was but a stolen canoe, “Captain
Lee was the Master of Friends Good Will before the war.” Trove,
checked the course and leaned a bit on the tiller to suggest the
helmsman stop pinching. He continued, “He and your Captain Fleet go
back some years, with, well, no fondness ‘tween them.”

O’Connell just nodded and said, “On my word,
I assure you, he is not ‘my’ Captain Fleet.” Trove understood the
implication perfectly.

Just ahead and slightly to windward, there
sliced along in the moonlight the silhouette of a square topsail
sloop. She boasted a bowsprit and jibboom as seemed to never end, a
raked main and topmast, with topsail drawing nicely from yards
braced hard ‘round and a powerful mainsail with a long, overhanging
boom. Captain Lee smiled as he knew Trove was trying mightily to
keep up, but to windward in a breeze all he could offer, muttering
under his breath, was “Good Luck!”

Captain Lee was filled once again with the
pure joy of sailing a fine lined ship on his inland sea. He gave no
thought to the war, despite the pivot gun on deck, to an enemy,
despite the prisoners below, but rather just felt the way of his
ship whisper to him through her tiller as she climbed high into the
wind, anxious, it seemed, so to make him proud yet again. Captain
Lee, despite the speed and angle with which he coaxed his sloop,
was in no particular hurry. The speed was simply fun, no longer a
mere means to defeat an empire, the flag of which yet flew from the
peak of the gaff.

But that night, the flag of an empire flew
beneath that of a republic; that of the Stars and Stripes.

As Friends Good Will luffed into the wind,
her anchor let loose from the cathead, her rode slipped out from
the hawsehole and a crew rang eight bells. Midnight. Captain Lee
would note in the log their arrival at South Bass Island. But
before he made his way to the binnacle and as his crew organized
the prisoners to go ashore, he spotted a small boat approach, it
having, he surmised, set off even while he made his final
approach.

William was overjoyed to see Oliver climb up
from the entry port, but could not, if he tried, express his
emotion to see James following behind his uncle. The three of them
embraced as family, as friends, as men and as shipmates, having
survived so many dangers as had left none of them any right to see
another dawn. Oliver explained, “Captain Dobbins brought me out to
South Bass Island about midday aboard Ohio as Harrison’s envoy to
receive and report the news. We depart within minutes. I don’t know
which brings me greater joy; that my favorite Captain has
recaptured my ship, or that our hero, Perry, has captured the
entire British squadron!”

William joked, “Well, certainly, my
priorities may not be in line with his!”

James looked at his father and informed him
of that which he had wanted to tell him, which he knew in his heart
all of his life, but which he came to understand just that
afternoon, “Father, I am proud of you. And I regret this distance
as I have wrongly, this last year, put between us.”

William grasped his son’s shoulder, hoping
the moonlight would disguise his eyes filling with tears of joy.
“And I am of you, to be certain. I saw Perry confide in you this
afternoon on the deck of Niagara. Just know that your worth as a
good man, in all respects, will forever warm my heart!”

James suddenly exclaimed, “The Niagara!
Uncle Oliver, I have a note from Perry to Harrison. I am directed
to give it to you, his envoy!” James excitedly pulled the envelope
from his vest pocket and handed it to Oliver, confessing, “I have
not given it a thought until now, given this day.”

Oliver held it to the moonlight, flattened
some wrinkles, squinted, nodded and smiled. William encouraged,
“Well, it can hardly carry state secrets, given our existing
knowledge!”

Oliver read:

“Dear General: We have met the enemy and
they are ours: Two Ships, two Brigs, one Schooner and one Sloop.
Yours, with greatest respect and esteem,

O. H. Perry”

 




Fact and Fiction

 


In “One Sloop and Slow Match,” the second
book of the Great Lakes, Great Guns Historical Series, history
provides a great deal of both the facts and the action. Perhaps the
largest challenge was to blend historical and fictional characters
into the plot such that important events, sometimes hundreds, if
not thousands, of miles distant from each other, fold seamlessly
into a compelling tale.

The Chicago massacre unfolded largely as
related, from what few accounts emerged. William Wells and his
small band of Miami warriors, intent on assisting his niece, the
recent bride of Captain Heald, entered Fort Dearborn, singing their
death songs. The negotiations between the army garrison and the
Potawatomi, the tactics employed for the ambush and the death of
William Wells is also factual. Friends Good Will is likely the last
ship to have called upon Fort Dearborn before the massacre.

Although Edward ‘Trove’ Morris is a
fictional character, ship owner Oliver Williams, Captain William
Lee and James Lee are historical characters. John Kinzie and his
niece Sarah are also historical characters. Amazingly, both Captain
Heald and his wife survived the massacre with numerous wounds and
later made it to Mackinaw Island.

Trove’s journey across the Michigan
Territory recounts the virgin forests before the area was logged
and illustrates the abundance nature provided for those skilled in
taking no more than was needed.

Admiral Sir Edgar Fleet, his widow Abigail
Wheems and their man, Thomas, are fictional characters, as is the
Solicitor Mr. Wellstone. Lieutenant James Fleet, R.N., was a
historical figure and served as Captain of the unfortunate H. M.
Schooner General Hope, wrecked in 1805 amid suspicions of his
inebriation. All of his activities beyond those few known facts are
fictional.

Lord Castlereigh was England’s foreign
minister. His reflections with respect to the issues which
prevented peace, forcing a conflict that neither nation wanted but
neither could manage to avoid, are accurate. Dover Mills, now known
as Port Dover, was founded by United Empire Loyalists, refugees of
the American Revolution. Amherstberg, just south of Windsor and
very near Detroit, is the site of Fort Malden and was the site of a
Royal Navy yard and the base for British ships during the War of
1812.

In October 1812, Lieutenant Jesse Duncan
Elliott launched a raid from the United States Navy yard at Black
Rock. Elliott “cut out” the Brig Caledonia and the Snow President
Adams from underneath the guns of Fort Erie. Adams was burned,
however, by her captors upon running aground on Squaw Island,
trying to fight the current in an all too faint wind. The raid made
headlines across the young nation, which had little other good news
to celebrate. Elliott was an instant hero. Captain Lee and James
Lee are not known to have been present and their role in this
episode is fictional. While fire rafts were sometimes used as
diversions, there is no evidence that Elliott employed the
technique in the actual raid.

Oliver Williams was taken prisoner by the
British and sent, it is believed, to Kingston. The circumstances of
his exchange are fictional, although representative of practices
prevalent at the time.

The background, exploits and early commands
of Oliver Hazard Perry are accurate. His close friendship with
James Lawrence is well known. Initially, Lawrence seemed to be on a
fast track for important commands as compared to Perry. For
instance, the U.S. Brig Hornet with Lawrence in command departed
Boston in company with U.S.S. Constitution with Captain Bainbridge
replacing Captain Hull in command of the latter in late October
1812. It is unknown if Perry witnessed U.S.S. United States
bringing in her prize, H.M.S. Macedonian into Newport Harbor, but
it is entirely likely as Perry was in command of the local
gunboats. Perry’s interview with Captain Stephen Decatur is
fictional, but, such a conversation is well within the realm of
possibility. The description of Macedonian’s capture is factual, as
are the details of the U.S.S. Constitution’s taking H.M.S. Java off
the coast of Brazil. Many details of the latter engagement were
taken from the logs and letters of Captain Bainbridge and First
Lieutenant Chads.

As news of these victories encouraged a
young nation, the events shook the confidence of the world’s only
superpower on the seas. England achieved many victories, to be
sure, such as the decisive thumping Captain Broke delivered the
ill-fated U.S.S. Chesapeake. Further, England had decades of
experience in throttling an enemy within their own harbors and had
by 1812 honed the tactics of a blockade, making such operations
appear as mere routine. Still, American victories in single ship
actions were a shocking reversal of fortune compared to what
England had come to expect after years of fighting the French. The
English Admiralty actually did, finally, issue an order prohibiting
its frigates to engage American frigates one on one.

Perry was desperate for a command and while
we know few details, Chauncey was having difficulty with his
subordinates and was glad for an experienced officer to undertake
operations on Lake Erie; especially an officer such as Perry who
could provide many men from his former command to augment his thin
ranks and meager supplies. The lessons learned from and as reported
in the newspapers regarding the Guerriere, Java, Macedonian and
ultimately, the death of Lawrence and surrender of Chesapeake, must
have influenced Perry heavily as he undertook a formidable
challenge on the inland seas.

The saga of Salina, however incredible, is
true. She was abandoned in a late winter cold snap upon her return
from Fort Erie, which in those months was randomly shelling the
Black Rock naval yard across the Niagara river, disrupting the
construction of gunboats that were, in any event, trapped below the
open waters. Salina, once abandoned, drifted in the ice full of
valuable supplies until she appeared just off Erie for her former
Captain Dobbins to discover. He recovered the supplies, a godsend
for the efforts of Noah Brown and, recognizing necessity, burned
the ship to deprive her from perhaps drifting back to the Canadian
shore.

Chauncey asked a great deal of Perry. He had
to accomplish more than merely building a squadron in the
wilderness and training its crews so to fight the Royal Navy which
had free reign over Lake Erie for more than a year. He also had to
first consolidate those ships still in American hands. Perry
traveled from Erie to assist Chauncey on Lake Ontario, making the
journey, in part, upon a “sad looking pony,” as later recalled by
Captain Daniel Dobbins. Perry’s exploits while attacking Fort
George are factual. He set the tone for cooperation between the
services and later directed that he be rowed in a small boat, in
the middle of the battle, directing critical fire for the initial
landing upon boarding the Schooner Hamilton. After the battle,
Perry hurried the American gunboats past the guns of Fort Erie,
temporarily abandoned in the chaos of the American incursion. He
then narrowly avoided the British squadron on Lake Erie in a fog,
delivering the initial makings of his squadron into the port of
Presque Isle.

The Schooner Hamilton now lies on the bottom
of Lake Ontario, having sunk in a violent squall in August 1813.
Hamilton has since been found and photographs were studied in
designing the replica vessel, Friends Good Will, so to assure
details of her hull and deck would be faithful to Great Lakes
vessels of that time.

Oliver Williams, in a later written
recollection, is referred to as “Major Williams.” There seemed no
better conflict in which he could earn a promotion then fighting
with General Harrison at the siege of Fort Meigs. The details of
the operations are largely factual, but there is no indication as
to how or where Oliver Williams served or how he achieved the rank
of Major.

Meanwhile, U.S.S. Constitution found herself
a frustrated victim to Britain’s blockade of Boston harbor. About
twenty of her sailors were sent west to Lake Erie to augment
Perry’s squadron.

Jesse Williams was one of those, an African
American, who had served aboard U.S.S. Constitution during her
contest with H.M.S. Java. Together he and Cyrus Tiffany, a resident
of Erie, and other African Americans contributed significantly to
Perry’s efforts upon the Great Lakes. In fact, Tiffany, reputed to
have played his fiddle in General George Washington’s tent,
remained with Perry throughout the remainder of his naval career
and was present at his death.

Edmund Blunt owned a store in New York,
“Sign of the Quadrant” and sold instruments, charts and offered his
substantial experience at sea in writing a treatise, which he
published in August of 1813. His work recommends the establishment
of uniform and best practices for a young United States Navy. Dave
Mullen, a professional rigger and consultant to the accurate
rigging of both the U.S.S. Constitution and the replica vessel
Friends Good Will, shared with the author a copy of the treatise,
reportedly only recently found in an old trunk at the Charleston
navy yard. There is no evidence that the treatise made its way to
the Great Lakes or played any part in the training of the American
squadron, but because training was an important issue for Perry, as
illustrated by the surrender of Chesapeake, the fictional
connection between the two seemed just too much fun to let
pass.

As Barclay, a veteran of Trafalgar, appeared
on the scene in Amherstberg, already wounded in his service for his
King on six separate occasions, including the loss of his right
arm, Perry learned of the death of his friend, James Lawrence.
Perry ordered that his officers don black armbands and enlisted a
local Erie woman to fashion his famous battle flag.

Perry did well in consolidating his
squadron, building and arming the twin brigs and begging, borrowing
or otherwise securing marginally fit persons to serve as crew. He
could not, however, move the sandbar at the mouth of Presque Isle
harbor. For that challenge, Barclay came to his assistance. The
circumstance presents the most fascinating question surrounding the
Battle of Lake Erie.

The Battle of Lake Erie should never have
been fought. Barclay had Perry “bottled up,” like the Royal Navy
had bottled up so many of its opponents, rotting in the harbor.
What caused Barclay to pull his squadron from Erie? A legend of
sorts has grown around a widow from Port Dover. Supposedly, the
story goes, Barclay attended a dinner, hosted by the widow, with
whom he may have been enamored, in his honor. Another reason often
cited is that he simply needed to re-supply his ships.

The former version is far more intriguing
then the latter. Still, neither explanation really addresses the
main question. While Barclay may well have taken a holiday from the
droll routine of tacking back and forth offshore, or sent vessels
back to take on supplies, there was no need, it seems, to remove
all of the vessels simultaneously. The practice of leaving a
portion of his squadron offshore Erie and/or staging ships to pass
information by signal, thus reducing the time needed for an
adequate reaction to changing circumstances, was a well known
technique of the day. Such well known practices conveniently
allowed the author to supply an answer, wholly unfounded by known
facts, as to why Barclay, an otherwise capable officer, would not
only leave station, but leave us with such a mystery.

Perry, Noah Brown and the entire American
squadron together managed the impossible, it seems, in floating the
twin brigs by way of camels over the bar with an incredible effort,
described with a fair degree of factual detail. While the
independent cruise of Trippe is fictional, sending a vessel
offshore to scout the British squadron’s whereabouts is certainly
plausible by way a precautionary measure.

After the American squadron was out, Perry
met Harrison aboard Lawrence at Sandusky to discuss the final weeks
of the campaign, by then well behind schedule. Still, the British
squadron was thought to be on the defensive with some native tribes
changing their allegiance in part as the result of Colonel
Proctor’s failed initiatives against American territorial
forts.

The Battle of Lake Erie is so dramatic, it
requires little by way of fiction. The names of actual
participants, aside from the fictional characters, are thought to
be accurate, together with many of the quotes and details with
respect to the wounds they may have received. The stories about the
bear, the pig, the crowbar and swivel gun, and severed mainstay,
bungled maneuvering, and means of surrendering are true. British
slow match was defective, although not just aboard Little Belt, and
sparks from the priming pans of pistols were used to fire off the
guns. Both the heroism and suffering certainly require no
embellishment. The native sharpshooters shipped aboard Detroit
witnessed such violence they descended down the rigging and
requested Barclay permit them to take shelter below deck. Barclay
quietly permitted them to retire. They were so frightened they did
not emerge from the bowels of Detroit until two days after the
battle.

Little Belt did take flight back to
Amherstberg, although accompanied by Chippewa. The Schooner
Scorpion gave chase, along with Ariel. Meanwhile, many of the dead
were wrapped in canvas hammocks and committed to the deep, slipping
over the side upon a plank and beneath a flag, a round shot
providing the weight as a few words were uttered from the Book of
Common Prayer. Scorpion, which earlier in the day fired the first
American shot, also fired the last and returned to South Bass
Island with two prizes, one of them Little Belt (Friends Good
Will), just about midnight. The British prisoners held on the
island outnumbered their American captors.

Perry’s note to Harrison is one of the
United States Navy’s most famous communications. Little known but
just as profound, is Perry’s note to the Secretary of the Navy,
made less than an hour after the great guns fell silent, “It has
pleased the Almighty to give to the arms of the United States a
signal victory over their enemies on this Lake – The British
squadron consisting of two Ships, two Brigs, one Schooner & one
Sloop have this moment surrendered to the force under my command,
after a Sharp conflict.”

The U.S.S. Constitution, when it heard the
news, fired a broadside in salute. The nation celebrated and the
event was immortalized by song:

“Our heroic Perry has turn’d fortunes’ tide
And in their own waters has humbled their pride A squadron
complete… Barclay, ships, arms and men Surrender to Yankees.
Britain’s flag doused again!

Then huzza for Yankees, their brave and
their free May our country long nourish the liberty tree!”

Perry’s battle flag, emblazoned, “Don’t give
up the Ship,” hangs above the entrance to Memorial Hall at the
United States Naval Academy in Annapolis, which also carries in its
archives the battle flags captured from the British ships,
including that of just “one sloop,” Little Belt.

President Theodore Roosevelt later wrote
that the Battle of Lake Erie was the most important naval
engagement of the War of 1812 – high praise for a time when the
young United States Navy recorded numerous dramatic exploits
involving ships such as Old Ironsides.

As of midnight, September 10, 1813, the
exploits of Perry, Harrison, Proctor, Elliott and Tecumseth, to say
nothing of Oliver Williams, William Lee, his son James and Trove,
are far from over.

Our favorite sloop, Friends Good Will,
merely began, on that day, another exciting chapter in her history;
all the subject of another story.

 


~ James Spurr
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