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To
Walter and Eva Williams,
who put up with a lot...
CHAPTER 1.
Lieutenant Favian Markham, of Portsmouth, New Hampshire, was not yet asleep when he heard the knock on his cabin door. He had spent the morning watch, from four until eight, as officer of the deck, after which he’d sleepily eaten breakfast in the wardroom while trying to write a letter to Miss Emma Greenhow in Portsmouth before realizing he had grown too sleepy to see his own handwriting. He’d then had retired to his cabin, with the intention of sleeping through at least the next watch, and if possible, the entire Sabbath. But now a summons had come. Resignedly he rolled over and acknowledged the knock.
“Captain wants you on deck, sir. Ship in sight on the weather beam.”
“Thank you, Mr.— ah— Zantzinger,” Favian said, peering uncertainly through the slats of the wooden screen that served as his cabin door. “Tell the captain I shall be at his service momentarily.”
He heard the midshipman’s footsteps on the companion as he swung his long legs out of the cramped berth, and felt a warning stab of pain from his touchy stomach as he groped uncertainly for his shoes. A ship, he thought. He brushed his dark hair forward. Too much to hope she was an enemy warship; but it would not be unreasonable to trust she was a fat Indiaman crammed with specie, like the one John Rodgers had captured a few months before.
Favian reached into his locker for his neckcloth and cravat, then decided against wearing them in the tropical heat and brought out his undress coat instead. He let his collar float loose, like Lord Byron. Taking his undress round hat from its peg, he held it in the crook of his arm and stepped from the cabin, ducking his six feet four inches to avoid ramming the deckhead beams with his forehead, looking, he knew, the very picture of an ill-tempered executive officer— dyspeptic, approaching thirty, no longer hopeful of promotion, and awakened in the midst of a profoundly needed nap.
Scratching his long side-whiskers, he went up the companion. The berth deck was deserted, the gun deck above almost barren of humanity. The word of the sighting had passed swiftly among the crew, and except for a few shellbacks peering out the gun ports that had been opened for ventilation, all were on the open spar deck above, adding their weight to the weather rail and probably saving the ship a few inches of leeway as they stared out at the weather horizon. Favian felt the warm Atlantic sun on his shoulders as he buttoned his coat and donned his hat.
He blinked in the strong tropical sunlight. Captain Stephen Decatur stood on the little roundhouse aft, peering to windward with his long glass while Midshipman Zantzinger stood by, holding the captain’s straw hat. Decatur wore a black homespun coat, for he affected a carelessness of dress as well a genial attitude with the crew, just as Favian, to complement it, insisted on formality. It was a kind of working relationship that suited the two men well, and just as well suited the ship.
Favian went up the roundhouse ladder and saluted his captain with bared head. “You sent for me, sir?”
Decatur took his eye from the glass and looked up at his tall, gangling first lieutenant with an easy, familiar smile. “Sorry to get you up. Rub the sleep from your eyes and take a look at this singular apparition.”
“Aye aye, sir.” Singular apparition indeed, Favian thought. He put his hat back on his head, tipped it back, took the long glass from Decatur, and peered through the tube.
United States was on the edge of the Sargasso Sea, and the water was a sour yellow. The wind was fresh and warm from the south-southeast and blew into Favian’s face as he adjusted the glass to the movement of the rolling frigate.
Standing out on the bilious yellow horizon and into the blue, cloud-scudded sky were the three masts of a ship, traveling swiftly and easily under topsails and topgallants, sails that were etched against the blue sky in gently curved, classic lines, well cut and trimmed to perfection. Beneath the masts, barely visible above the wave tops, rode the black hull of a ship.
Favian lowered the telescope and faced his captain. Decatur’s black eyes were calmly leveled at his, expectant. This was one of the little dramas at which Decatur excelled, Favian thought: that of the captain receiving dramatic news from his first officer— news that, Favian had no doubt, Decatur knew full well already.
Favian had no intention of playing his own part badly. He knew that his words might go down in history, to be read by generations of boys who would promptly go out and make the same kind of mistake Favian had made at that age, and Favian had no intention of letting it be said that Decatur’s hand-picked first officer was not equal to the occasion.
“A warship, Captain. She’s got a new suit of white sails aloft, so she’s probably just been overhauled and has a clean bottom.” Before his words could be buzzed among the hands, he added, “May I recommend sending the men to quarters, sir?”
Decatur received the words with practiced self-assurance. “Not yet, Mr. Markham, if you please. Let’s haul our wind and go for a closer look.”
“Aye aye, Captain.” Nothing like keeping an audience in suspense, Favian thought.
“Hands to the braces!” he called. “Smartly, now! Mr. Sloat, starboard your helm!”
United States turned into the wind with her accustomed sluggishness, Favian seeing the sails trimmed and the yards properly fanned. The motion of the ship changed abruptly, and Favian felt his breakfast tumble in his stomach, tasting for a second rice pudding unpleasantly mixed with bile. He fought the sensation and it swiftly passed.
Decatur was using the long glass, so Favian picked another from the rack and peered at the mysterious ship. She, too, had altered course, studding sails blossoming from her fore-topmast and top-gallant yards as she bore down in chase. She’d seen United States, and wanted a closer look— confirmation, as if any was needed, that the mystery vessel was a warship and looking for trouble.
“Mr. Stansbury, make our number.” Decatur was speaking to the signal midshipman, who bustled to the flag locker and then to the halyards. The sliver of black that was the hull of the other warship rose slowly above the yellow horizon, and as Favian peered intently through the long glass he caught a glimpse, between tossing waves, of a yellow stripe on the black hull, broken by black gunports.
“She doesn’t answer the private signal, sir,” Stansbury reported.
“She’s British, Captain,” Favian said, returning the long glass to its rack. “She’s painted in the Nelson chequer. We don’t have any ships with yellow stripes.”
“I think you’re right, Mr. Markham,” Decatur said. As he lowered his glass, his lips twitched in a languorous, satisfied smile. “Clear the ship for action, if you please, Mr. Markham.”
Even as Favian bawled the order, heard the blare of the trumpet and the thunder of five hundred sets of feet in response, he appreciated the value of the moment as patriotic tableau: the calm, heroic Decatur, standing motionless on the little roundhouse in full view of everyone on deck, smiling and self-confident as the ship burst into frenzied activity around him. If they’d had a flag up over the quarterdeck to form a backdrop for the captain, the scene would have been perfect.
Favian fought a burst of impatience at these necessary preliminaries and wondered if Decatur, behind his casual, assured mask, felt the same. The whole of the naval officer’s life was geared to those brief moments when he might be in combat; both Decatur and Favian had spent seven years of peacetime duty, of paperwork and drill, beef and rice on Sundays followed by pork and peas on Mondays— all aimed simply at those rare and fleeting moments when an American ship might lie yard arm-to-yard arm with an enemy ship, amidst the smoke and flame of guns, and the officers would at last discover whether all those years of drill had been in vain. Favian felt both irritable and headstrong as he paced along the spar deck supervising the work of the crew, and wished he could fling himself against the enemy then and there, and somehow requite himself for those years of drill, bad food, scant pay, and no promotion.
But if time and tide wait for no man, Favian thought, neither do they speed. The wind would bring the ships together in due course. It was a pity, for fame’s and promotion’s sake, that Hull in Constitution had already beaten Dacres in Guerrière; for Favian’s future’s sake, it would have been best if United States had been the first American ship to meet and defeat an enemy. Charles Morris, Hull’s first officer, had been jumped two grades of rank to captain. Would the Navy Department hand out another such plum in so short a time?
But he was anticipating. The battle was yet to commence, and its outcome was by no means sure.
“Watch it there, Cassin!” Favian snapped out at a helpless midshipman. “I’ll not have your section’s lashings cast off in such a lubberly manner, strewn about the deck! Stow ’em away properly!”
His tension somewhat relieved by his little outburst of anger, Favian ducked down the companion to the gun deck, stooping beneath the deck-head beams, watching the gun crews at the business of making their guns ready to fire, casting the lashings off the long black twenty-four-pound guns, clearing away the side tackles, preventer tackles, and breechings, while the gun captains returned from the gunner’s storeroom with their cartouche boxes, priming irons stuck in their belts, while the ship’s boys scattered sand on the deck to prevent seamen’s feet from slipping on the blood that might soon anoint the planking. It was the familiar bustle, enacted at least once each day on the well-drilled frigate. But this time the air seemed taut, as with an electric charge; the glances of the hands were feverish, their speech terse.
“What d’ye think, Markham?” asked John Funck, the fifth lieutenant. He commanded the larboard twenty-four-pounders— the guns that would soon, if the other warship proved hostile, greet the enemy with a deadly hail of roundshot.
“It’s a warship, and it’s not one of ours,” Favian said. “She could be French, but a Frenchman would probably have run. There’s a small chance she might be Portuguese in these waters.”
Funck nodded. He was twenty-two, six years younger than Favian, too young to have fought off Tripoli. He seemed calm as he faced the prospect of his first action, but there was a muscle jumping in his cheek, and Favian knew how well looks could deceive. He remembered his own barely controlled terror as he faced his first man in a duel, at the age of seventeen, in that quiet orchard in Spain, and how afterward his friends had, to his immense surprise, praised him for his courage; he remembered also the strange, sudden paralysis of his arm on the morning before he stepped with Decatur into the ketch Intrepid to sail into Tripoli harbor to burn the Philadelphia. He flexed the fingers of his right hand at the memory.
It would be easier for Funck. A frigate action was less personal than a duel or a cutting-out party. He’d never see an enemy until it was over. A good first battle.
“She’s British, all right,” he concluded. “She’s got to be. I’ll be down when the time comes to open fire.”
“Aye.” Funck nodded tersely, and Favian passed by him, stepping carefully over the twenty-four-pounders’ training tackles, which stretched back from the gun carriages almost to the deck’s center line. The gun deck was as it should be, the screens between the captain’s great cabin broken down to reveal the long black guns that shared Decatur’s living space— the reminder, amid the captain’s comparative luxury, of the single, deadly purpose of the ship’s existence.
Favian heard cheering above; probably flags were being raised. He ducked down to the berth deck to take his sword from his locker, then carefully took from his chest the two balanced dueling pistols, a gift from his father, and loaded them. They were exquisite, with octagonal barrels, so that he could take hurried aim along the top of the barrel if there was no time to aim properly. He stuffed the pistols into his waistband and strapped on his sword— this was another gift, from the town of Portsmouth, following the adventure in Tripoli harbor. Favian left his cabin and made his way to the spar deck, his head turning to windward involuntarily as he gained the deck, seeking the strange sails coming ever closer on the yellow horizon. They were larger, fore studding sails set, edging down the wind, the hull risen clearly from the waves.
“Mr. Markham, come look at this. It will amuse you.” Decatur’s voice floated over the spar deck. Favian, holding his scabbard carefully so as not to foul himself on the crowded, busy deck, joined his captain on the roundhouse and uncovered in salute.
“Ship cleared for action, Captain.”
“Very well. I’ll tour the decks in a moment. Take the glass and see if you recognize that ship.”
Favian handed his hat to Zantzinger, took the long glass, and put it to his eye. The other ship leaped into focus: the sleek lines, the well-tended rigging, the yellow stripe down its side. “A little large for a Britisher, sir,” Favian reported. “She’s— good God! It’s Macedonian!”
Decatur grinned delightedly from beneath his straw hat. “It is indeed,” he said. “Captain John Carden, unless they’ve given her a new man.”
Favian suppressed a grimace. Just a few months before the declaration of war Macedonian had visited Norfolk, and the officers of United States had played host to their British counterparts. Favian had not been impressed.
“Carden’s a brave man, by all accounts,” he said. It would not do to defame a fellow officer in front of the hands, even if the man was an enemy. “But you know him better than I. I spent my time with Lieutenant Hope, whose talk was all of flogging.”
“D’you doubt we’ll beat ’em now, Markham?”
“Never did, sir.” Another little dialogue for the benefit of Clio, the Muse of history. Favian might find himself quoted in some musty text as an example of the “spirit of the early Navy.”
“Carden told me that a twenty-four-pounder was too large a gun for a frigate— that his eighteens could be worked faster and more accurately in a fight,” Decatur said. “Besides, he said we had no practice in war.”
Favian lowered the glass and looked down the length of the spar deck, seeing the men standing ready at the rows of deadly forty-two-pound carronades. “They’ve had all the practice they need to handle the likes of Carden, sir,” he said. As you well know, he might have added. Decatur’s habit of speaking for the history books could grow irritating. United States was a bigger ship, constructed more stoutly, and with an armament that could overmatch Macedonian both at short ranges and long bowls. Constitution’s victory over Guerrière had removed from American hearts any lingering doubts about whether an American forty-four could beat a British thirty-eight in a fair fight. As far as Favian was concerned, the question was not whether the American frigate could beat the British, but by how much. And, though he didn’t quite admit it to himself, there was another question, of interest to at least one member of the crew: whether Favian Markham would survive the victory.
“I’ll take my tour of the ship now, Mr. Markham,” Decatur said. “I’d be obliged if you’d accompany.”
“Of course, sir.” The tour of the decks was as much a part of the ritual of battle as the raising of the flags, and it was the sort of thing at which Decatur excelled: going down amid his men, the sailors and marines, clapping backs, making jokes, giving little homilies and speeches, exuding self-confidence, bringing the ship’s company to the proper pitch of battle. There would be nothing out of place, Favian knew, nothing Decatur would have to reprimand the crew about, or awkwardly choose to ignore, for Favian had made his own tour of the ship to prevent just such an occurrence. He considered smoothing his captain’s path to be part of his job: Decatur, who so obviously felt the breath of history on his neck, had quite enough to think about as it was. Favian had known his captain for years, from Decatur’s days as a reckless, headstrong midshipman to these more sober, stalwart days of 1812; and Favian knew that somewhere in this more solid version of Decatur the reckless youth was waiting to blaze out. Favian prudently considered that he wanted his captain to keep his head, and so he gave Decatur no reason for upset.
The tour went well. Decatur could hardly avoid the realization that while he was liked and respected by his officers, he was loved by the people. Dressed in his homespun coat and straw hat, he looked as much a foredeck hand as any of them, and he mixed well, while Favian, uniformed, with his presentation sword, pistols stuffed into his waistband, and collar open in the fashion set by Lord Byron, followed him over the deck, smiled obediently at his jokes, and glared with eagle eye to make absolutely certain the captain was not disturbed by the sight of gear not properly stowed or lashed down, rust spots not scoured out of cannonballs, or side tackles not overhauled and clear for running.
Toward the end of his procession Decatur was approached by one of the ship’s boys, Jack Creamer, asking to be placed on the ship’s rolls. He was only ten years of age, and the legal limit was twelve; young Creamer, the orphaned son of a dead crewman, had been put aboard unofficially after artfully pleading his way on board.
“Why d’you want to be on the muster roll, my lad?” Decatur asked.
“So I can draw my share of the prize money when we take the enemy, sir.”
Cheeky little banker, Favian thought; but Creamer’s reasoning provoked a laugh, and any laugh in the tense moments before battle was a good sign, so Decatur airily acceded to the request. Favian, as he made a mental note to record the boy’s age as twelve on the muster roll, knew full well that it would not be Decatur who would have to answer the inevitable inquiry from the Secretary of the Navy as to why and how a small boy had suddenly appeared aboard the United States, in mid-Atlantic, in the moments before a battle. Such correspondence was entrusted to the executive officer as a matter of course, and Favian, anticipating the volumes of paperwork this little patriotic tableau would generate, ground his teeth and tried not to think of how much his life would be simplified if, in the ensuing action, little Creamer’s head were knocked off by a cannonball.
Decatur went up the companion to the spar deck, joked with the marines, the trimmers, and the crews of the spar deck carronades, and then returned to the roundhouse, peering at the Macedonian through his glass. The British frigate was still about three miles off, edging down slowly; she had raised three battle flags— spots of color against the white sails, the blue sky— visible to Favian without the use of a telescope.
“I don’t like her having the weather gage,” Decatur said, his eye fixed to the long glass. “I’d like to try our rates of speed.”
“We could go about and try to take the weather position, sir,” Favian offered.
“Ye-es,” Decatur said slowly. “Wear ship. We’ll see if Carden wants to keep the weather gage.”
“Aye aye, sir. Mr. Sloat, stand by to wear ship!”
Sloat, the sailing master, nodded and sent the trimmers running to the sheets, tacks, and braces. “Manned and ready, sir,” he reported.
“Rise tacks and sheets.” As Favian gave the order, he could see Decatur out of the corner of his eye, standing with the long glass tucked under one arm, staring pensively at the enemy ship, paying no attention to the efficient work of the sail trimmers as they clewed the big mainsail up to the yard. Favian wondered if Decatur was remembering the discussions in Constitution’s wardroom, years ago, off Tripoli, where Favian, the young Decatur, Favian’s friend William Burrows, Thomas MacDonough, and others of the youthful junior officers later known as “Preble’s boys” would hold forth endlessly about naval tactics and the best methods of matching ship against ship. Burrows, perhaps the best technical seaman among them, had always held that it was foolish to engage a single enemy without a trial of sailing first, in which an acute officer could discover his enemy’s strengths and weaknesses. Perhaps Decatur was remembering Burrows now, that awkward, eccentric, misanthropic young man from South Carolina, Favian’s only real friend in the service— perhaps Decatur was remembering Burrows’s advice as he commanded the sluggish United States against a weaker, but swifter and more maneuverable, enemy. It might become important to know just how much swifter, and how much more maneuverable.
“Wear-oh!” Favian shouted.
“Port yer helm!” Sloat roared. “Brace the yards square to the wind!”
United States rocked uncertainly as her bow fell from the wind, spray curling up over her stem. From a position with the wind coming over her larboard side. United States would swing through an arc of perhaps two hundred twenty degrees to come up close-hauled on the starboard tack, with the wind coming forward of the starboard beam. United States and Macedonian would then be heading in nearly opposite directions, and unless Macedonian wore as well, she would let the American frigate get upwind of her and take the weather gage, seizing the initiative for the upcoming battle.
“Shift the heads’l sheets! Set the spanker!”
The big American ship lumbered through her turn, the yards being progressively braced around as the wind shifted. “Careful there! You on the t’gallant braces!” Favian called, and Sloat barked out a reprimand. Because of the difference in the purchase of the braces, the topgallants tended to get a little ahead of the rest.
“Set the mains’l!” United States was on her new tack, plunging into the waves, the brisk, warm Atlantic wind blowing into Favian’s face as he cast his eyes over the braces, the buntlines and clewlines, making certain all was coiled down properly.
“D’you have your watch, Markham?” Decatur asked, his eye once again glued to the long glass.
“Aye, sir.”
“Let’s see how long it takes Carden to respond to our maneuver.”
Favian glanced at his watch, then followed carefully with his eyes the black sliver of British oak being driven along under its cloud of canvas; the black sliver seemed to hesitate, then swept slowly around in its turn until it looked like a mirror image of itself a few minutes before, edging down on the wind with studding sails set, yet still anxious to keep the weather gage.
“Twelve minutes, sir.”
Decatur’s smile affected laziness, but Favian saw triumph in his black eyes.
“Very well,” Decatur murmured, for once more to himself than to any hypothetical audience. “Very well, in truth.”
Favian saw a fore royal blossom on the enemy yards as the British frigate, eager to regain lost ground, added to her spread of canvas. She was still two miles off. Favian calculated relative positions, speeds, angles, and with a sudden shock realized why Decatur was so pleased.
“We’ll wear again presently,” Decatur said, his eyes bright with calculation. “Not yet. I’ll give the word.”
“Aye aye, sir. Mr. Sloat, keep the trimmers at their stations.”
Favian repeated his mental calculations, his mind filled with angles, surfaces, wind strengths. By God, he’d been right: United States’s maneuver had caught Carden by surprise, and it had taken him a long time to decide upon an adequate response. In another fifteen minutes or so, unless Macedonian changed her angle of approach, Decatur could wear again, and Macedonian would again be forced to follow suit, but this time the British frigate would put herself in an awkward position. Any attack made on Decatur would come slowly, allowing United States’s lower battery of twenty-four-pounders to hammer at the British frigate at long range before Macedonian’s eighteen-pounders could be expected to enter the fight successfully. Favian smiled. Burrows, discoursing long ago in Constitution’s wardroom, had been right. The trial of sail preceding the combat would be critical, unless Carden saw his danger— and when Favian had met Carden and his officers a few months before in Norfolk, none of them had struck him as an acute
The minutes crept by. Macedonian sailed her way into the trap, none the wiser.
“Wear her again, Mr. Markham,” Decatur said, his eyes glowing.
“Aye aye, Captain. Mr. Sloat, stand by to wear ship!”
“Manned and ready, sir.”
“Rise tacks and sheets!”
“What wouldn’t our fathers give to be here, eh?” Decatur asked, and then his eyes saddened. “And poor James, of course.”
“Aye, sir,” Favian said. “It’s what they’d all fought for.”
His words were diplomatic, but Favian knew his own father too well ever to think that old Jehu Markham would wish to stand here by his son. Both Jehu and Decatur’s father, Stephen the elder, had been privateers in the Revolution; Jehu, with his brothers, Josiah and the legendary Malachi, had made himself a tidy fortune in property and prize money with their squadron of privateers, and even now Favian’s cousin Gideon Markham, Josiah’s son, was continuing the family tradition, commanding a New Hampshire privateer schooner against the British. Favian had been the first to break the tradition of a nautical but independent family and join the young Navy, the first naval man in the family since Tom Markham had deserted from a Royal Navy man-of-war in Boston generations ago; Favian’s had been an uninformed choice made at the patriotic, impressionable age of sixteen, and since regretted at leisure.
But no, Jehu would not want to be here. He had turned his back on the sea, retired from his shipping interests about the same time young Favian had entered the service, and now lived the life of a squire some miles from his old home at Portsmouth. He had never shown signs of regretting his choice.
But from what Favian had heard of Stephen Decatur the elder, he was certain the old captain of the Fair American and the Royal Louis would wish to be here with his son. And of course Favian had known the James whom Decatur had mentioned: James Decatur, the brother who had been treacherously killed at Tripoli, and whose life had been so bloodily avenged by his infuriated brother, by a maddened Favian, and by a host of ragged, wounded, but enraged American tars. It had been one of those rare moments, Favian remembered, when he had actually seemed transported, losing all consciousness save that of fury; he had become a living embodiment of vengeance, storming aboard the Tripolitan gunboat at the head of a party already weary with wounds and fighting, to hack with a cutlass at its perfidious commander and drive its crew howling into the sea. Decatur had gone mad as well, Favian remembered, but he’d gone after the wrong boat in the milling confusion of battle, and had a wrestling match with a formidable Tripolitan captain before managing to draw a pistol and shoot the Moor through the heart. That incident— the lucky shot while he was sprawled on the deck with a maddened enemy crouched over him trying to cut his throat with a curved knife— showed the reckless, youthful, and charmed Decatur as well as any. And it showed something characteristic of his admirers as well: In the same fight a seaman, Daniel Frazier, with both arms wounded and hanging helpless, had interposed his head between an enemy scimitar and the grappling Decatur, saving Decatur’s life at the cost of a vicious, and potentially fatal, wound. A man who inspired that kind of devotion was a man worth watching, many had concluded, but then, Decatur had been so marked from the start— unlike Favian Markham, and so many others.
“Set the mains’l!”
Sloat’s final command shook Favian from his memories, and he forced himself to recall the fact that the enemies he now faced were far more dangerous than the Tripolitans had ever proved to be, and that the kind of fighting madness that had fallen over him off the coast of North Africa would never work successfully here, not in the careful, precise maneuverings of a frigate action. Favian turned his eyes to the enemy, then took out his watch and made note of the time in case Decatur wanted it.
Macedonian was not slow this time, evidence that she had expected United States to wear again, but even so she was late. Her approach would be long, and all of it in the deadly arc of the American frigate’s twenty-four-pound guns.
“Very good, Mr. Markham.” Decatur returned his glass to the rack; he had learned all he needed to know. “We’ll shorten down to fighting sail and wait for them. Mr. Sloat, steer her rap-full.”
“Aye aye, sir.”
That would lay the mizzen topsail aback, slowing the ship but increasing its stability as a gun platform.
“Captain,” Favian said, “unless you need me here, I’d like your permission to go below to the gun deck and supervise the firing.”
Decatur looked upon Favian with an indulgent eye. “Aye, go down. I’ll probably join you by and by. Fire on my signal.”
“Aye aye, sir.” He bared his head in salute and made his way to the gun deck.
The guns had been given affectionate nicknames by their crews, and Favian had allowed them to paint the names on the port sills above the guns: Glory, Lion, Brother Jonathan, Jumping Billy, Nelson, Happy Jack, Long Nose Nancy ... the guns Favian had drilled for two years, day in and day out, until he knew each as well as— better, really, than— he knew his own hand. One of his chief jobs as first lieutenant was to supervise gun drill, and Favian had always made gunnery the subject of regular study; Decatur, finding their ideas in general agreement, had let Favian have almost a free hand in training the crews, and had supported him in his long-running skirmishes with the Navy Department, who could never understand how so much powder and shot could be expended in peacetime. The guns were tested, the men trained to be able to load and fire in their sleep, and Favian was immodest enough to know that he had done superbly.
“All right, boys!” he bawled as soon as he’d made his way down the companion. “Larboard battery, out tampions, load, and run out! Round shot— the smoothest and roundest iron you can find!” There was a cheer of satisfaction and anticipated triumph as the gun crews bent to their work. The choice of shot had to he made with care, since not only did uncertain casting methods result in irregularities in the spherical shot, threatening to produce errant flight at long ranges, but American shot in particular tended to be short weight. Favian had discovered, and immediately had consigned to the hold as ballast, so-called twenty-four-pound shot that weighed less than eighteen pounds. As the battle would open at long range, it was especially critical that the best shot be used first.
The gun deck filled with a menacing rumble as the men leaned on the side tackles, the long black iron guns thrusting themselves from the ports and into the bright sun. United States’s corkscrew motion through the water altered slightly as forty-two tons of broadside guns were hauled by main strength out the gun ports. Favian parked his round hat on a cutlass rack forward of the captain’s pantry and walked along the row of guns, stooped to avoid the deckhead beams, and peered through the ports at the British frigate coming down the wind toward them. Macedonian had shortened to “fighting sail,” topsails, jib, and spanker, and Favian grinned: Even now Carden hadn’t realized the trap into which Decatur’s maneuvers had lured him.
The clatter of feet on the companionway announced the appearance of a midshipman. It was Archibald Hamilton, the young son of Paul Hamilton, current Secretary of the Navy. Hamilton hopped over the training tackles as he came forward, and doffed his hat in salute.
“Captain Decatur will wear two points in a few minutes,” Hamilton reported. “His compliments, and he hopes you are ready to open fire.”
“Tell Captain Decatur it’s too blasted early!” Favian almost roared, knowing the broadside was going to be wasted, but he bit his uncourteous reply back and simply nodded. The reckless Decatur had triumphed momentarily over the Decatur the Cunning; perhaps it was best that there be a whiff or two of powder to take the edge off the captain’s eagerness, even if the carefully chosen shot in the larboard guns were lost.
“Very well. Tell the captain that the range is only a little less than a mile, but we’re ready to try it if he wishes.”
“Aye aye, sir.” Hamilton uncovered again— his fair hair, bleached almost white in the Atlantic sun, gleamed briefly in the dark confines of the gun deck— then he put his hat back on and turned to return the way he had come.
The United States began to alter her motion even before Hamilton’s foot had touched the companionway. Favian frowned at Decatur’s impetuosity and called Hamilton back. “Take careful aim now, boys!” he told the gunners. He stationed himself behind the first gun in the third section, the one known as Nelson because its crew was composed of the crew of the famous admiral’s boat, all born Americans pressed into British service, and all deserted en masse sometime after Trafalgar to join the young American Navy. They were men who had served England unwillingly, but who still revered their former admiral and had named their gun after him.
“The range is a bit long, Mr. Markham,” said the captain of the gun, Nelson’s former coxswain.
“The captain wishes us to shoot, Timberlake,” Favian said simply, and the man nodded: What Decatur asked of his crew, they would try their best to perform.
“Sir? You wanted me?” Hamilton, head bared in salute, had returned at Favian’s call.
“In a moment,” Favian said impatiently. The frigate’s movement had settled to an easy roll as the waves came broadside; the gun captains knocked the quoins from their pieces to elevate them, trained them with the side tackles and handspikes, then each in turn raised a fist into the air to indicate he was ready.
“Ready now, lads, on my signal,” Favian shouted. “On the uproll, lads! Wait for the roll... Larboard battery, fire!”
The gun deck filled with smoke and flame and the roaring of giant beasts; there was a general impression of an iron stampede as the lunging guns recoiled to the limits of their tackles. The smoke poured back in the ports, carried by the wind, obscuring the results of the guns’ handiwork: the disadvantage of the leeward position.
“Now, Hamilton,” Favian said to the midshipman, his ears ringing, and trying not to cough in the lung-scorching smoke, “tell the captain, with my compliments, that as that broadside missed, I respectfully suggest we wait for the range to close before firing another.”
“Aye aye, sir,” Hamilton said. He hesitated a moment. “How d’you know it missed, sir?” he asked finally, coughing. “We can’t see a thing.”
“If it didn’t miss I’m a Turk,” Favian said. “Get along with your message now!” He turned to the gun crews. “Choose your shot carefully, boys! I’ll not ask you to waste them again!”
Hamilton made his way over the training tackles to the companionway. The thick smoke gradually cleared as it poured from the lee ports, revealing the British frigate sailing as before, apparently unharmed, her flags like bright dabs of paint against her matchless white sails. United State’s gun deck filled with growling as the guns began to run out, darkening the white square of each gun port.
Hamilton was back. “We’re going close-hauled again,” he said. “The captain wishes you to delay the next broadside.”
Favian bit back a scathing reply, and instead merely nodded. Hamilton returned to the deck above.
United States lumbered nearer the wind, resuming her former course. Favian paced along the gun deck and felt his impatience mount. The sound of the guns had set the blood roaring in his ears; and even though he knew it would be premature, he almost longed for the command to commence the action again. Though he realized that this impatience was the same reckless eagerness he had just deplored in Decatur, it fretted him all the same, and he was relieved when the closing of the range offered him the opportunity to vent his mounting eagerness with the roaring of guns. He called for Carr, one of the junior midshipmen.
“Cut along to Captain Decatur, give him my compliments, and tell him that if he will fall two points from the wind we will oblige him by chancing a broadside,” he said. The midshipman, his eyes gleaming with the same impatience Favian felt within his own heart, uncovered in salute, turned, and almost ran for the companionway.
Favian stationed himself by Sally Mathews, the aftermost gun on the larboard broadside, and peered out of the port. “Aim low, boys!” he roared. “Aim for the yellow stripe!” The motion of the ship began to change as the helm was put up, the enemy frigate— handsome, larger now, and an unmistakable target on the yellowish sea— swinging into the view of the men crouched behind the guns.
Now we’ll show Carden who has practice in war, Favian thought savagely, surprising himself with his own vehemence. “Ready, first division!” he called out. “Fire!” The roar of the guns was like a score of thunders in the low, confined deck. “‘A little low!” Favian called, seeing the shot sparkle on the waves twenty yards before the British frigate. “Second division, ready! Fire!” Flames lapped from United States’s gun ports, the bellowing guns leaping back to the limits of their tackles. “On target!” Favian roared delightedly. “Third division, ready! Fire! Fourth division... “
Again and again the five divisions, each of three guns, spat out their twenty-four-pound shot, then leaped back into the confined deck like snarling iron beasts. Gun-smoke poured in the windward ports and shrouded the deck in midnight blackness. Favian, Fifth Lieutenant Funck, and a pair of midshipmen walked along the line of thundering guns, keeping the men steady, reminding the gun captains to keep their pieces pointed low into the enemy hull, straining their vision peering through murky gun ports to catch a glimpse of the yellow Nelson hull-stripe that served as the aiming point. In the darkness Favian caught brief glimpses of the men he commanded, illuminated by gun flashes, instants frozen in time, unforgettable: a muscled pair of arms holding a handspike; a jagged profile of a seaman with his head wrapped in a handkerchief to lessen his chances of being deafened by the echoing guns; the skeletal grin of some old shellback, once pressed into the British navy and flogged within an inch of his life, baring his teeth at the enemy he had escaped.
A hand clapped down on Favian’s shoulder, and he jumped, knocking his head against a beam in his surprise; he saw through dazzled, smoke-blinkered eyes that the hand belonged to Decatur, come to inject the gunners with his brand of infectious optimism. Favian raised his hand to take off his hat in salute, then realized that he’d left his hat parked forward of the captain’s pantry; he continued the gesture self-consciously, raised his hand to his forehead, and dropped it.
Decatur had come at a particularly bad moment, with torrents of smoke from the guns reducing visibility to a few feet. Gun captains were firing almost blind, or at glimpses of the enemy when the cloud parted at a wind’s eddy, or firing at phantom frigates in the smoke, by mere guesswork.
“I believe we should cease our fire till we can properly see the enemy, sir!” Favian howled into Decatur’s ear. “Firing blind’ll get us nowhere!”
He couldn’t hear Decatur’s words, but he understood the nod. “Avast firing!” Favian shouted. “Pass the word! All guns, ’vast firing!”
The weary gunners gratefully ceased their labors, leaning on their rammers and cartridge ladles. Favian felt his ears ringing in the silence, and then over the ringing heard gunshots, randomly spaced percussions. The enemy must have been firing for some time, but Favian hadn’t noticed: None of the British shot had as yet struck United States’s gun deck.
“I’m proud of you, boys!” Decatur called out. “We’re cutting ’em to ribbons. A little breathing space, and a little wait for the smoke to clear, and then we’ll go at them again.”
Probably only Decatur could have raised a cheer with that speech, but raise a cheer he did. His progress across the deck was like that of a monarch amid his devoted subjects; the powder-streaked gunners reached out to touch his hand, strained their ringing ears to catch his words, worship plain in their eyes. Favian had long ago ceased to feel any jealousy of his captain’s success with his men; Decatur was clearly above most of the laws applying to officer and sailor, and Favian accepted the hands’ worship of Decatur as some sort of inexplicable natural phenomenon, like snow in July.
There was a rending crash above, signifying an enemy shot striking home on the spar deck. Through the clearing smoke Favian saw the sails of the enemy frigate and, below them, the black hull, obscured by Macedonian’s own gun-smoke. He saw occasional flashes that signified the British guns roaring their answer to the American challenge. He watched carefully as the smoke dissipated, as Decatur made his royal progress through the deck; he counted the enemy flashes, pleased that the British were firing their smaller, lighter guns much more slowly than United States’s crew were firing their heavier, more awkward weapons. Part of that was superior American equipment: the United States Navy had recently begun issuing sheet-lead powder cartridges, more efficient than the old flannel ones. A gun firing the old flannel cartridges would have to be wormed and sponged after each shot, to remove flaming fragments of flannel that might prematurely ignite the next cartridge— that danger did not exist with the sheet-lead cartridges, so the guns had to be wormed not at all, and sponged only every half-dozen shots or so, quickening the firing process by the elimination of two tedious steps. Yet the swiftness of United States’s gunnery was not entirely superior technology: Favian had drilled these men for two years, every day, and the drill showed in their smoothness, the ease with which they repeated their movements, and the quickness with which they fired by divisions— Favian’s particular innovation. United States’s guns were also sighted, and British guns usually were not: another advantage.
As Favian peered out the port, he saw also that winking flashes of gunfire were issuing most often from the second and third gun ports on Macedonian’s side, and he heard after one such flash a rending above that meant a shot striking home.
“With your permission, I’d like to open fire, sir,” Favian called out. Decatur waved his assent. Favian turned to the crew.
“I want you to aim at the second and third ports on the enemy side,” he called. “You can see ’em plainly against the yellow stripe. Don’t raise your fists until you’re ready.” He gave them a professional, invigorating smile. “There isn’t another crew in the world who can fire so fast they blind themselves with their own smoke on such a brisk day!” he said, and heard them cheer, in answer.
He knew as well that there was probably no other ship on earth whose gun crews could find it possible to obey an order such as the one he’d just given. The battle had not been won on this day alone, but on every day throughout the preceding two years, every day that he’d drilled his men at firing by divisions and firing live guns at a mark— the tedious and daily exercises that had sharpened his crews to the point where they could spot a cask bobbing in a high sea at five hundred yards, and in ten shots be certain to smash it to splintered fragments.
“First section, ready!” he called, seeing the gun captains blow on their slow matches, the burning ends glowing cherry red. “Fire! Second section, ready! Fire! Third section, ready.”
Favian gave Macedonian’s second and third gun ports three rounds from each of his guns, until American accuracy was spoiled again by American smoke. And then the roaring guns were directed at random into the enemy hull, until a wind-torn gap in the smoke showed that the enemy mizzen topmast had been shot away near the caps; the mast had pitched forward into the enemy’s main rigging, and lay like a drunken sailor in a tangle of canvas, cordage, and torn battle flags. Favian led the men in a cheer at the sight and, standing behind the gun called Nelson, heard Timberlake, Nelson’s captain, turn to Torment’s captain just aft of him, his mouth set in a leering grin. “Bill, we’ve made a brig of her!” he laughed.
Favian turned to walk forward and saw Decatur standing there, and knew from his grin that he’d heard Timberlake’s comment. “Take good aim, my lads, and she’ll be a sloop,” Decatur shouted, loud enough for history to hear, and the gun deck rocked with laughter.
“She needs a little more hulling,” Favian corrected after his chief had passed, hoping Decatur’s joke hadn’t been taken as an authorization to fire high at enemy masts. The guns roared out, Nelson and Torment and Long Nose Nancy, aimed at the yellow stripe with which the enemy had so conveniently decorated their planking.
United States suddenly lurched to starboard, the gun deck echoing to a long, splintering crash from the spar deck above. Through the haze filling the deck Favian caught a glimpse of Decatur running hotfoot for the companion, hopping oddly over each training tackle. Favian glanced hastily about and saw Funck, the fifth lieutenant, directing the guns of his battery, all coolness now, as calm as if it were a Sunday service instead of a Sunday battle.
“Carry on, Mr. Funck!” Favian shouted. “I’m going topside for a spell. Keep hulling ’em!”
Funck nodded, and Favian ran for the companion. The air on the open spar deck, filled though it was with gun-smoke, seemed clear in comparison to the atmosphere a deck below. The mizzen topgallant had gone, lying across the starboard rail, rolling and pitching with each toss of the waves, the jagged stump thrusting like a shivered spear across the deck. Axemen were working to cut the mast free and get it overboard. Favian glanced up at the mizzen top and found himself staring into the awed eyes of the marines who had been in the top when the mast had been chewed away just over their heads and crashed over without doing them harm.
Decatur was directing the axemen, the damage was minor, and the situation obviously well in hand; so Favian climbed the larboard horse block, shaded his brow with his hand, and studied the enemy. Without having to peer through a small gunport and strain his eyes through a deck filled with smoke, Favian could see the Macedonian clearly, and he just as clearly saw a ship in trouble: the dangling mizzen topmast was gone, probably fallen and thrown overboard, and the stump of the mizzen as well, probably shot through below decks. The rest of the rigging seemed in good condition, but the hull had clearly been badly battered. Even without a glass Favian could see that the second and third gun ports had been pounded into one. Flame flickered along the enemy side, and Favian held his breath: There was a crash below, and a shriek above as a pair of shot streaked over the deck. A severed buntline coiled down onto the planking. Favian felt a smile of grim triumph spreading over his features. The British gunnery was slow, slower than it had been, and their aim simply poor. Favian must have made of their decks a charnel house.
As he watched, the enemy forecourse blossomed whitely and filled with the brisk Atlantic breeze. Macedonian’s course altered, her silhouette narrowing as she bore up. She was coming straight down toward United States, placing herself in a position where the American guns could pound her during her long approach without a hope of a British gun being able to bear in answer.
“Captain!” Favian called, jumping down from the horse block. “She’s bore up, and coming down on us!”
Decatur turned from his axemen, absorbed the information, then called the sailing master. “Mr. Sloat, lay the main tops’l aback. We’ll wait for Captain Carden, if he’s that anxious to bring us to close quarters.”
“I’ll go below for the present, sir, if I may,” Favian said. “Until we can use the carronades.”
“Aye, Mr. Markham,” Decatur said abstractly. The last shrouds parted and the mizzen topgallant slid overboard with a final wooden shriek, bobbing astern. “Do your duty.”
Favian ran for the companion. Putting the main topsail aback would drop United States’s speed to nearly nothing, making her a perfect aiming platform, while Macedonian was making of herself the perfect target: almost bows-on, unable to fire a gun in reply, and raked by Favian’s twenty-four-pounders from stem to stern.
The gun deck was brown with smoke and echoed with the roaring guns. The guns were so hot they leaped three feet or more into the air with each shot, then dropped to the deck with tormented, plank-buckling crashes. The guns, to Favian’s surprise, were firing at will, as fast as they could be loaded and run out, rather than by section. “Avast firing! ’Vast firing till I give the order,” Favian shouted, in his fury kicking an intruding water bucket, spilling it across the deck, angrily looking for the fifth lieutenant to give an explanation.
“Funck, where the hell are you?” he demanded. “Blast you, anyway!”
In the sudden silence of the gun deck he found his answer, as litter bearers loomed through the smoke, carefully negotiating their way across the row of training tackles. The white-faced casualty they carried was Funck splattered with his own blood. Lying on the litter was the oozing form of his left leg, separated at mid-thigh by a roundshot. His eyes were closed, and a midshipman held each of his hands.
Favian felt his blazing anger turn to shock as Funck was carried by, knowing the young officer had little chance of survival: The odds were badly against surviving any kind of traumatic amputation, but even the best surgeons hesitated to perform an amputation above the knee, knowing it meant almost certain death. And it was Funck who had been commanding the gun deck while Favian had run up to help deal with the fallen topgallant mast. If the mast had not fallen, Favian might have been standing where Funck had been standing, encouraging the men at the guns, when a British roundshot widened the number four gun port and passed through the deck. For the first time Favian felt a claw of fear touching his nerves.
“Funck’s been wounded, sir.” It was Nicholson, the fourth lieutenant, the man who commanded the starboard broadside that had not yet been fired during the course of the battle. “Shall I take command here, sir?”
Fear is a luxury, Favian told himself. It can be dispensed with. The odds were against Funck’s being hurt, against anyone’s being hurt. Silly to be afraid now, with the enemy beaten.
“The deck is yours, Mr. Nicholson. I’ll help you,” Favian said, hoping his face had not inadvertently betrayed his hesitation. He clasped his hands behind him and spoke quickly, turning to the task at hand, hoping simple mechanics would occupy his suddenly timorous mind.
“Is the third section ready? At the hull now... fire!”
Again the guns roared in their sections; again the decks filled with smoke and angry, leaping artillery. Favian, walking along the gun deck, felt the fear ebb, the moment of apprehension replaced by a moment of disengagement. He felt strangely detached, analytical; carefully he prodded his own consciousness, trying to discover the source of that unlikely, inconvenient trepidation. It seemed to have vanished; its source seemed undiscoverable. In the meantime he continued to function as an officer; he spoke encouragingly to the hands, pointed out targets, reminded the gun captains to allow for windage and relative motion. The reflexes of the serving officer had been built up for years, and had taken over now; he spoke the right words, made the right decisions, stood with the proper impassivity as Macedonian yawed to fire a broadside and enemy shot crashed into the American frigate’s timbers. The rest of Favian seemed quite detached, uninvolved, watching the mannequin of an officer do its job. Favian searched the pit of his soul for his own thoughts, his own reactions, triumph or vindication or pride in his work—even an outburst of temper or another hint of fear. But there was nothing: The mannequin was empty, filled with a soulless wind, as if his effort to suppress his fear had resulted in the suppression of all else, everything that was his own. The face of the proper officer, the talented subordinate, had eroded entirely whatever it was that lay within, and Favian felt a detached sorrow that there were no longer any real choices in his life, that his course had been charted at sixteen, when he’d made the mistake of joining the Navy and adhering to the granite, unforgiving code of the serving officer, and discovered within himself the ability to counterfeit so well the face of a member of the American elite.
Macedonian yawed every so often to deliver a broadside, showing that she had only about half her guns remaining in the fight. From the occasional motion of his own ship, recorded so well by that automaton which the outer Favian had become, he knew that Decatur had been alternately backing and filling the main topsail, sliding away from the British frigate. Both the British yawing and the American easing off prolonged Macedonian’s approach, keeping her in ideal pounding distance of the gun deck twenty-four-pounders, but eventually the range narrowed, and Favian left Nicholson in charge of the gun deck and came up the companion to supervise the spar deck carronades.
These short, light guns threw a forty-two-pound shot, perhaps the largest weight of shot ever fired from a frigate; but they threw it only over a short distance, and had been out of range tiull now. Favian, walking up the companion and blinking in the strong sunlight, saw the men and their officers standing by the short, squat carronades, waiting impatiently for their orders. Decatur, imperturbable and confident, stood on the roundhouse, watching with anticipation the British frigate descending on them.
“With your permission, Captain, I’d like to fire the smashers,” Favian called. Without waiting for Decatur’s assent, Favian turned to the forty-two-pounders’ crews. “We’ve swept their foredeck clean,” he said, “so we don’t need to pay any more attention to their fo’c’sle. It’s amidships I want you to aim, and at the mainmast.” The mannequin, the officer’s mask, had made these observations below and was now translating them into action. He felt as detached as if he were watching another man play himself at chess.
“First section... fire! Second section... fire! Third section... fire!”
The carronades spoke, flinging their howling projectiles at the enemy. The number five carronade, amidships, flung itself muzzle up as it recoiled on its slide, a constant problem with these short guns whose trunnions were lower than the guns’ center of gravity. With a seemingly cheerful, professionally feigned grin, Favian flung himself at the carronade to bring the barrel low again. Another two shots from each carronade section and the British frigate’s main topmast was shot away at the caps and came down in an avalanche of splintering spars and torn new canvas. The enemy topsail swathed the British gun ports, preventing them from firing their guns without certain danger of setting themselves ablaze. While they coped with this difficulty, Favian shifted his fire forward and brought the fore-topmast down as well. Macedonian was a helpless ruin now, virtually a hulk; her main yard was in its slings and unusable, her foresail so riddled as to be almost useless. Decatur filled the main and mizzen topsails and United States surged ahead.
“Shall we rake her, sir?” Favian asked, knowing it was perfectly possible for them to station themselves off Macedonian’s bows and tear her to bits without a hope of receiving a shot in return.
“No— cease your firing, Mr. Markham,” Decatur said with a slow smile. “We’ll put our ship in order and give them time to think.”
“Aye aye, sir. ’Vast firing, there! ’Vast firing, all! ...Mr. Stansbury,” calling to a midshipman, “Pass the word below to cease firing.”
“Give them time to think,” Decatur had said. Favian himself would have seized the advantage of the Macedonian’s dismasting and raked her mercilessly, but he saw at once how Decatur’s astonishing grasp of human nature had produced a plan that would work much better. Raking Macedonian might have produced a hopeless defiance in her officers, but Decatur would let them have time to realize, without the distraction of guns and screams and crashing masts, that they had lost. They were rolling their gun ports under with every wave. The wounded would be in agony from the motion. There was no hope of resistance— not with only one torn sail. They were probably taking on water as well, rolling all the shot holes under. No hope, he thought. She’ll sink like the Guerrière.
United States forged ahead and hove-to three cables from her enemy. The hands were called up to knot and splice the rigging, replace the torn mizzen topsail with fresh canvas, set another jib in the place of one weakened by shot holes. Then the American frigate tacked, showing herself fully capable of maneuvering and renewing the fight, and ranged up under Macedonian’s lee; and, without a word being spoken, the British battle flag raised on the stump of Macedonian’s mainmast was lowered in surrender.
“Mr. Markham!” Decatur called from the roundhouse. “You may congratulate yourself and your gunners on a job spectacularly done! Find a boat that can swim and go take possession. Take Mr. Nicholson with you.”
“Aye aye, sir.” Favian turned to the crew. “Three cheers, boys, for Captain Decatur!” he bawled, waving his arms like an orchestra conductor; and the men cheered their hearts out for their captain, while Decatur stood in his homespun black coat on the roundhouse, waving his straw hat in acknowledgment of their applause. The inner Favian watched his professional self lead the cheers, a little awed by the hands’ devotion. Devotion: It was a sentiment he did not understand; yet he knew that some of the men were devoted to him with almost the same fervor they felt for Decatur, and as a professional officer he knew how to use that devotion to contribute to the well-being of the ship— and, if necessary, to his own less scrupulous ends.
As the hands cheered, Favian became aware of a sickening ache in the pit of his stomach, an ache that swelled even as he stood on the deck and waved his arms. Dyspepsia. It had come, and it would stay, a reminder of his own imperfection, for days. By this time he knew it well. The profession of sailor ideally demanded a stomach of iron, and in this piece of necessary equipment Favian was sadly lacking.
Favian made arrangements for one of the whaleboats to be lowered and manned, then ducked below decks to arrange his appearance. “Mr. Nicholson,” he called. “Get yourself below and into a clean coat and hat. We’re going to take possession.” Nicholson looked up at Favian with eyes reddened by smoke, and perhaps by sorrow.
“Funck’s dead,” he said. “Funck and five others. Six wounded. I just heard the butcher’s bill.”
“He was a good man,” Favian said. He wondered how often he had confronted the death of a brother officer with the same stiff resolve he knew he was displaying now; he knew so well how to handle himself, how to approach the grief of others. He touched Nicholson’s shoulder. “At least he died in victory. His guns did well. The British dead will have no such consolation.” He could see Nicholson’s young face slowly absorbing the words.
“Now we’re going aboard the enemy frigate,” Favian said. “I want you with your good coat and hat, your face cleaned of gunpowder, your dress sword and while gloves. I don’t want them to guess about Funck. I don’t want them to know they even made us sweat.”
Nicholson looked at Favian in slow surprise, and then nodded. Unite and present an imperturbable front— that was the way of the service. Never let the enemy see grief, joy, anger. Be dispassionate at all times, even in killing. Favian intended to step aboard the beaten ship impeccably dressed, unruffled, superior, establishing his ascendancy over the beaten enemy, letting them know that there was no possibility of resistance, and that there had never been any other possible outcome.
Favian’s cabin on the berth deck, below the water line, had not been disturbed when the ship cleared for action. Favian stepped through the door, threw his powder-streaked uniform onto the bed along with his trousers and shirt. He washed his face thoroughly in a fire bucket and was careful to take off the least traces of dirt and sweat. His long side-whiskers were brushed, the elegant little spit curls on temple and cheek, demanded by current fashion, were moistened and combed into place. Over a clean shirt went his neckcloth and cravat, then the heavy full-dress coat with its bullion epaulet on the left shoulder. He strapped his sword into place over the coat, dropped his pistols into the pockets, then put his good cocked hat into the crook of his arm and stepped from the cabin, dressed as if he were sitting for a portrait. It was not for nothing he was the son of Jehu Markham, one of New England’s most prominent men of fashion, and one of the most imperturbable. He knew he looked good in full dress, the blue coat and gold epaulet that accentuated his slim figure and showed his broad shoulders to advantage. He started up the companion, then turned to go back for a pair of kid gloves.
Nicholson waited on the spar deck, less well accoutered, but still looking as if he were outfitted for a dinner at the home of one of the Navy’s commodores. Favian stepped up onto the spar deck, nodded at Nicholson and the boarding party that stood ready, and stepped up onto the roundhouse. Decatur was still there, seeing to the splicing of cordage, the fishing of wounded spars. “Don’t take Carden’s sword, Mr. Markham,” he said. “I’ll come along to do it myself.”
“Aye aye, sir.” Favian took an American ensign from the flag locker, uncovered to Decatur and the flag over the quarterdeck, and stepped to the entry port. His stomach ached with every step. The whaleboat was having difficulty in the high seas, trying to keep near the frigate’s side without smashing itself against the bilge. Favian timed his leap carefully, holding his scabbard in his hand so that it wouldn’t flail about and injure the boat’s crew, and jumped down to join Nicholson in the whaleboat’s stern sheets.
The whaleboat shipped a lot of water as it rowed, heavily laden, over the steep seas. Macedonian was a handsome ship even in defeat, even with her gun ports rocking under and bloody salt water sluicing from the scuppers. The whaleboat passed under the figurehead of Alexander the Great, then made its way to the entry port. Favian could hear a weird chorus, screams and moans and crashes, snatches of laughter and song. So this is what a beaten ship is like, he thought.
I have never been on a beaten ship, he thought. It sounds as if half the crew are deranged.
He donned his kid gloves. As the whaleboat slid to the entry port, Favian recognized one of the men in cocked hats who stood by the port to help him in.
“Hello, Hope,” he greeted.
“Hullo, Markham.”
Favian timed his leap and jumped for the entry port, soaring himself to the knee as Macedonian rolled water aboard. David Hope, the beaten frigate’s first officer, saluted hand to hat. One of his uniform sleeves was missing, the exposed arm red-stained and bandaged; there was another bandage beneath his hat, and blood on his collar. Favian doffed his hat in the American salute. The well deck was slippery with blood and spume, corpses and parts of corpses rolling from one bulwark to the other as the ship rocked, flesh tossed in a little lake of red. Favian put his hat back on.
Hope cleared his throat loudly. Favian looked down and saw that Hope was offering his sword in surrender, the sword of one first officer given in defeat to his victorious opposite. Macedonian shipped another sea, and the corpses rolled. Nicholson jumped aboard and stared in shock at the horrid scene as the red slowly climbed his white dress trousers.
Favian reached out a glove to the British sword, and took it.
Triumph, and vindication.
CHAPTER 2.
In his ill-spent year at Harvard, when Favian was fourteen, he had read a translation one of the professors was making of an Icelandic saga. It had afterwards struck him, when he had been in the Navy for some years, that the berserkers about whom he had read in the saga were a kind of primitive version of the naval officer. The lives of both revolved around those few hours in which they were actually in combat; and the rest of existence, in contrast to those whirlwind, bloody moments, was tinged slightly with the unreal. The Norse berserkers lived only for battle; in combat they would often foam at the mouth, throw off their armor, and charge like mad animals, like bears or ravening wolves, straight for the terrified enemy. In times of peace they were out of place, drank heavily, and were morose, quarrelsome, sullen, and most dangerous.
The naval officer was a more cultivated form of the same animal, Favian thought, but the resemblance was more than casual. Naval officers were as high-strung as the racing horses Jehu Markham raised on his land in New Hampshire, and as nervous. For seven years Stephen Decatur and Favian Markham had worked toward the ends accomplished in ninety minutes of battle with the Macedonian— the vindication not simply of their tactics and their place in the service, but of their very existence. For seven years they had endured the tedium of peacetime service, the humiliation of serving in useless, unseaworthy gunboats while fine American frigates were neglected; they had survived the purges of officers, where some of the best had been sacked to serve the Republicans’ political ends, or simply because the Navy was to be reduced and there were too many. The overall monotony of service had been broken by quarrels, by duels, and by the massive rupture over the court martial of James Barron for the peacetime capture of his Chesapeake by the British Leopard— for months the Navy had been divided into two camps, as ready to battle one another, like a collection of drunken Norse, as to avenge their humiliation by the British. Like tempered steel, they were in need of constant honing to keep them sharp. The constant battles for precedence, for advancement, the duels with one another or with officers from other navies, other nations, kept them on their toes, and served to remind them of the deadly purpose of their existence. It weeded out the dull or the cowardly or the simply unlucky, and kept the rest on the razor’s edge of danger, where a misstep could plunge them into peril or death.
Favian remembered well the infamous suggestion, after a duel had narrowly been averted between the twenty-year-old Midshipman Decatur and Richard Somers, that Somers was “too fond of the lee side of the mizzenmast,” whereupon Somers had no choice but to call out every other midshipman in the ship, with the chivalrous Decatur acting as his second. There were six opponents altogether, and Somers proposed to fight them all in one afternoon: The first wounded his right arm, the next his thigh; he fought the third sitting down, Decatur holding up his wounded arm so that he could fire his pistol. The other midshipmen apologized, and afterwards no one questioned Somers’s courage. But Favian wondered if that accusation had been in Somers’s mind later, on that dark night in Tripoli harbor, on a hopeless, foolish mission to demolish the harbor with a boat crammed with gunpowder, when Somers, refusing to surrender, had put a light to the powder train, blowing up himself and his crew and his enemies in one glorious, fiery spectacle, illuminating the pages with which Clio would inscribe the record of his once blotted, oft vindicated courage. It had been a Viking funeral worthy of the greatest berserker.
Favian knew that Decatur still carried part of a ring that Somers had broken into thirds on his departure: a third for Decatur, a third for Charles Stewart, a third for himself. Two thirds of the ring were still in the service: a piece of Somers’s carried by Decatur on the United States, another piece with Stewart in Washington, or wherever that talented, brilliant man was now. The other third had blown up gloriously, lighting the way by example. This rather than disgrace, Somers’s action had clearly stated; and the service was filled with men who would endorse the action, particularly after James Barron had been forced to surrender Chesapeake to Leopard in peacetime and had undergone such degradation since. No one knew where Barron was now; some said Europe. It didn’t matter. As far as anyone in the service was concerned— with the exception of what remained of the Barron-Elliott clique— he might as well have died aboard the Chesapeake.
The officers of the young Navy— mostly young, battle tested, high-strung, fiercely competitive— constituted, Favian knew, an elite, although they were an elite drawn from the egalitarian ranks of a republican society. They lived in monk-like isolation behind their wooden walls, conducting their lives by a code that few outside their brotherhood could ever hope to understand. None in the civilian world— not even any in the Army— had ever submitted themselves to the testing undergone by the young naval men. The presence of the naval elite was looked upon with unease and distrust by the American republic— Jefferson and his Democratic-Republicans had won office partly on a platform of restricting naval expansion, if not eradicating the junior service altogether. Jefferson, exponent of equality, hating any elite that wasn’t Virginian, had purged the Navy’s ranks, and Favian himself had almost been flung from the service on account of his civilian brothers’ uncompromising federalism; but somehow he had been allowed to remain, and he suspected that this was because of the intervention of Decatur and old Commodore Preble.
Favian hated the Navy. It was not the elitism he detested, for he was an elitist himself, and politically a Federalist, though not so fanatic a one as Alexander Hamilton, and not so public a one as the officers who had the misfortune to be cashiered because their opinions differed from those of Thomas Jefferson. He hated the Navy for what it had done to him. He had joined, at the age of sixteen, because he was without a profession, and by the age of seventeen or so, young Americans were supposed to have settled into the avocation that they were to practice for the rest of their lives. He had tried a year at Harvard, and found the education there redundant after the brilliant tuition he’d had under his father and mother, and his studies had suffered because he’d had it all before. He’d tried reading law and found it dull; he’d entered the family business and found it worse. His parents had sought through consultation to discover the answer. The ministry? Jehu and his wife were freethinkers. The sea? It was the old family profession, before the Markhams had become more concerned with investing the old money than making the new. Favian’s cousin Gideon was already serving as an officer on one of the family flotilla.
But Favian had also been brought up within his family’s martial tradition. Jehu had been a Revolutionary privateer, as had his brothers, Josiah and Malachi, and their example had infected Favian with a youthful fantasy of himself on the quarterdeck of a man-of-war, a sword in his hands, and pistols stuffed into his belt. Malachi in particular provided an inspirational example—the hellion brother, mercurial and passionate, who had cut for himself a brilliant career amid the smoke and flame of battle. He was one of the few privateersmen to defeat Royal Navy ships, placing his name alongside the immortals, Joshua Barney and Silas Talbot; he had wrecked the enemy frigate Melampe; taken home the crack Indiaman Royal George, with her holds choked with spices, porcelain, and silver; and then, in command of Royal George, captured Bristol, a fifty-gun British man-of-war— a battleship with two tiers of menacing heavy guns, and larger than any ship the United States had yet built for her Navy. The vast memory of the Bristol, the new American flag floating over her shot-scarred decks, had inspired the young Favian to ask his father to send him to sea, not in a Markham ship, but as a midshipman in the new Navy.
His father had approved. Jehu Markham had been educated at two schools, Oxford and the sea. He had married the Honorable Anne Fairbank, daughter of a baronet, and possessed certain traditional ideas concerning the employment of younger sons. The Navy had just embarked on the war with Tripoli, and promotion might come fast for the bold and the talented.
Jehu had always been just a bit defensive about family history. He had transformed Tom Markham, the able seaman who had jumped ship in Boston to found the New England branch of the family, into “a naval gent in the Dutch Wars.” And privateering, in which the Markhams had made most of their fortune, was a profession tainted with self-interest. Privateers were often accused, with some justification, of piracy, and they were accused also— and this was far worse from Jehu’s point of view— of not being gentlemen. Pay in the new Navy could only be described as miserly: a captain in the American service earned only twelve hundred dollars per annum, less than one fourth that of his Royal Navy counterpart, and he also took a far smaller share of the prize money. Favian’s decision to volunteer was clearly made without pecuniary consideration and could be taken as the act of a person devoid of self-interest and high in patriotism— annexed to his name, the initials USN could scarcely refrain from reflecting honor upon the rest of the family. And the Navy was a genteel service as well; Truxtun and Preble both insisted on raising mannerly officers as well as fighters, in direct contrast to the rough-and-ready tradition handed down by the old Continental Navy.
And so Favian was sent to the war with Tripoli, on the corvette Boston under Captain Daniel McNeil. A year later, under another captain, he still had not seen Tripoli, but he had stood amid a fragrant orchard in Spain, a pistol in his hand, ready at the drop of a handkerchief to kill a Spanish midshipman as terrified as he was. The world of the naval officer had made him its own.
And for this he hated the Navy. For if the service encouraged some traits, it denied others. If it encouraged bravery, it denied the reality of fear. If it admitted war, it refused anger. If it upheld an ideal, it also refused to admit the existence of anything contrary to that ideal. Favian had believed in the myth, once— until those seven years of peace had given him a dose of another sort of reality. He could not believe in it again; but if he hid from others his moments of doubt, his secret self-loathing, perhaps he could become one of the gods of the new cult, one of the Prebles, Decaturs, Somerses, or Stewarts.
But now Favian was confronted by the British version of the serving officer, which had at first been imitated, then surpassed, by the American variety. The British had been beaten, and were plainly mortified; the stunned white faces of the officers looked out at him with the eyes of poleaxed oxen.
After Favian brought his prize crew aboard, he’d been conducted to the quarterdeck to meet Captain John Surnam Carden. Carden looked thoroughly defeated, shrunken in his powder- and blood-streaked coat, the antithesis of the confident, proud, somewhat boastful man Favian had met only months ago. Like the other officers, he wore a stunned look on his countenance; unlike them, he showed resentment and anger as well.
Carden blinked continuously. This wasn’t a reaction to the defeat, because he’d blinked as well on his visit to Norfolk, but apparently was a reaction to some earlier injury.
Favian saluted. “I think we should get a new foresail up, Captain Carden, don’t you think?” he asked. “If you will send an officer to conduct my men to the sail locker, we can get it set up and relieve this rocking.”
“Do as you like!” Carden snapped, and turned away blinking. Favian waited stiffly for an apology, then saw it was not coming.
“Mr. Hope,” he said. “If you’ll conduct us?”
The way to the sail locker passed through scenes of unimaginable horror. Dead men lay strewn along the path, rolling in their own gore and in the salt water that cascaded down the hatches; the survivors seemed demented, some lying weeping on the decks, others dancing hornpipes in perverse celebration of their own survival, their every footprint reddening the planks. At one point a group of tars armed with capstan bars tried to block their path, intent on exacting retribution for their dead comrades, but Hope burst into anger, shouting as furiously as if he, too, had gone mad. His roaring was difficult to understand— these British officers seemed to have developed some new, affected way of talking, as if there were a grapeshot in their mouths, and Favian supposed it was imitative of the prince regent, in the same way that the previous generation of officers, with all their hemming and hawing, had imitated George III. But Favian caught the words “... flogging ... lash ... grating ... backbone” and so supposed that Hope was threatening them with his favorite punishment. The British shellbacks, defiant, tried to answer back; but Hope left them no breathing space, and eventually they retreated. The old forecourse was roused on deck, and the American prize crew sent aloft to knot and splice the damaged foremast rigging and then get the sail aloft and spread.
The British seamen stood about and watched, impassive or hostile. Crews of another nation, more used to defeat, would perhaps have better accepted their downfall, but the British crew simply felt cheated out of a triumph that rightfully belonged to them. The officers seemed scarcely better; Carden was uncivil, and Hope’s cooperativeness barely concealed a rage that had already exploded once, and that took fire again when Favian sent the fifteen-striped American flag up the repaired foremast halyards.
“It’s British deserters that won you this triumph, I’ll warrant,” Hope said bitterly. “Traitors who will turn on their own kind.”
“There is not an Englishman aboard our ship,” Favian replied coldly, deliberately putting an edge to his voice, reminding Hope of where he was and with whom he was speaking— the man to whom he had surrendered his sword. “And if there are,” Favian continued, “it shows only that Englishmen under American officers fight better than they do under their own.”
Hope glared at him, then abruptly turned and walked away, as Carden had done. Favian realized that he’d spoken too harshly, and that Hope’s turning away had been self-control asserting itself. If Hope hadn’t done so, he might have struck Favian, and then there would have been no choice but pistols somewhere, in some dawn, and a blot on the whole business. He’d have to be more careful.
The foresail was bent and caught the wind and was trimmed as it turned the beaten frigate’s stern to the waves; the hellish roll turned to an easier pitch, and Macedonian’s well deck ceased to ship water. Now the well could be sounded and the pumps manned. With Yankee backs bending to work the pump handles, and seawater gushing from the pumps, Favian, Nicholson, and a party of their men began a tour of the ship, descending into the bloody chaos of the lower decks. The surgeon’s cockpit had entirely overflowed with wounded, and they were stacked up in rows on the berth deck, men rudely bandaged and awaiting treatment mixed with those who would now require no attention at all. Favian descended into the cockpit, seeing the surgeon, naked except for his bloody leather apron, working feverishly by candlelight. “We’ve got sail aloft, so it should be easier for you, sir,” Favian said, trying to picture how much worse this scene had been with the ship rolling uncontrolled at every wave.
The surgeon looked up, his face baleful in the light of the candles. “You fellows have made wretched work with us, Mr. Markham,” he said. Apparently he recognized Favian from Macedonian’s stay in Norfolk.
“Shall I try to send for our surgeon, sir?” Favian asked.
“I should think he’d have enough work, Mr. Markham. You there, bring the light closer, so I can stitch this artery.”
“Not at all, sir,” Favian said. “We had only six men wounded, and I’m sure they’ve been cared for long since.”
There was silence in the cockpit as the surgeon, his mates, and the wounded absorbed the shocking news. The only British consolation for their defeat had probably been the thought that the American frigate, too, had been badly punished. But only six men wounded? The scope of the victory was stunning.
“We’ve another table for your surgeon, if you will send him, sir,” the surgeon said.
“Yes, sir,” Favian said. “Mr. Nicholson, go on deck and try to hail United States to bring Mr. Trevitt aboard. Or use a signal hoist if you can remember the number. The rest of you, follow me.”
They walked along the orlop, examining the damage at the ship’s waterline. Macedonian’s carpenter had made a good job of plugging most of the holes, at least to the point where their leaking was under control; and now that the rest of the shot holes were no longer shipping water steadily, he and some of his mates, aided by Favian and his men, patched up those remaining. When Favian returned to the deck, he was informed that the pumps had begun to make headway against the water in the hold.
United States’s big thirty-six-foot pinnace was crawling over the water toward them, and Favian, recognizing Decatur’s straw hat, met his captain at the entry port. Decatur, incredibly, was still dressed as he had been during the battle, still in his black homespun coat and blue trousers; he would step aboard the beaten frigate looking more like a farmer than a successful captain.
Favian smiled at the irony. He had tried his best, white gloves and all, to show himself the proper officer, treating the occasion and himself with all the dignity he could muster. Decatur, in black homespun, would be undercutting Favian’s dignity; but more importantly, he would be showing himself, by contrast, as unique. It was a clever piece of psychology, demonstrating himself not only as rudely dressed in plain republican clothes, but in stark contrast to his officers; he would be showing himself off the more, adding another piece to his legend. Favian almost laughed. It was too perfect.
Decatur came up the entry port, followed by Archibald Hamilton. Favian saluted with bared head. “Captain Carden is on the quarterdeck, sir.”
Decatur’s black eyes gleamed with eagerness. “Aye, I’ll meet with him presently,” he said. “But what of the ship! Will she swim, Mr. Markham?”
“She’ll swim as long as we care to keep her afloat,” Favian said. “The pumps are undamaged, and gaining. We won’t have to evacuate her in a hurry, like Guerrière.”
“Will she swim as far as Rhode Island, d’you think?” Decatur asked.
Favian was stunned. Take the prize home? Across the Atlantic, in October, with the mizzen shot away below decks and the fore and main topmasts gone? He had assumed they would empty Macedonian of her crew and useful supplies, then burn her, as Hull had burned Guerrière.
“Th-the hull’s sound, sir,” he said, stammering with surprise. “I don’t think there’s enough in the way of spars.”
“Survey the spare spars. We have spares in the United States, in any case,” Decatur said. He looked over the decks, and for the first time absorbed their horror, the dead lying in pools of water, the living wandering aimlessly over the planks, or weeping over their fallen comrades. Decatur sobered instantly, his eyes reflecting the misery of the men on Macedonian’s decks.
“I’ve brought enough men with me to start cleaning this up, at any rate,” he said quietly. “You’ve done a good job, Mr. Markham, with what you had. I’ve brought the surgeon with me. Now where’s Captain Carden?”
Carden was still on his quarterdeck, still stewing in his own hellish misery. Yet, recognizing Decatur, he endeavored to do his duty; visibly steeling himself, and blinking furiously, he unclipped his sword from his belt and walked to Decatur to surrender it.
“Sir, I cannot receive the sword of a man who has so bravely defended his ship,” Decatur said, to Favian’s utter surprise. “But I will receive your hand.”
Such high style coming from a man in a homespun coat! In Favian’s professional judgment, Carden deserved to lose the sword if ever a captain did; his tactics had been abominable and his manners worse. Favian felt the weight of David Hope’s sword clipped to his own belt, and grimaced. There was no way to get out of this situation with credit. If he returned the sword, he would look foolish; if he kept it, he would seem churlish. But Hope seemed to have disappeared, allowing him to postpone his decision.
“My God,” Carden was saying. “I’m the first British naval officer ever to strike his flag to an American. What will they do to me?”
Knight you, probably. Favian thought. That’s what they did to Pearson when he struck to John Paul Jones. The ranks of the service would close over one of their own; Carden would be court-martialed, but extenuating circumstances would be found, and he would be complimented for his bravery, and probably given another ship to lose. So much the better for us, Favian thought.
“You aren’t the first, sir,” Decatur was saying. “Dacres surrendered Guerrière to the Constitution in August. You hadn’t heard, sir?”
For once Carden stopped blinking. He scarcely seemed to credit the news, chilly comfort though it was. “No,” he said. “I had not.”
But Decatur had already turned to Favian. “I’ll take the ship’s officers off,” he said. “Have Nicholson survey the spars lashed down on the well deck. You can make some effort to clean up here, and perhaps get a maincourse up.”
“Aye aye, sir.”
“Pass the word for the British officers to gather their belongings and assemble at the entry port in five minutes.”
“Aye aye, sir.” Favian uncovered to Decatur and Carden and went down to the waist, where he set the men Decatur had brought to securing and fishing the mainmast, and sent messengers to find Macedonian’s scattered officers. Hope returned in a few minutes, red faced, as he argued with the messenger Favian had sent after him.
“Admit it, man!” Hope almost shouted. “It’s no secret, not once you open your mouth.”
“I was born in Harrisburg,” the man replied. “How many times do I have to say it?”
“Blast it, man, you’re lying!” Hope replied.
“What’s the difficulty, Mr. Hope?” Favian asked, conscious of the two swords rattling at his waist; he’d have to make his decision soon. “What’s Ewald here supposed to be lying about?”
“I’ve never heard a clearer Northumberland accent in my life!” Hope said. “But this man won’t admit he’s a traitor.”
“I’ve never been a traitor to nothing in my life!” Ewald roared. “I was born in Harrisburg! That’s in Pennsylvania, you blasted lunatic!”
“I know that dialect—” Hope began.
“Heinz Ewald an Englishman?” Favian asked, amazed beyond all measure that any British officer could mistake the Pennsylvania Dutch ship’s corporal for any man of his own island.
“Proof, Markham,” Hope said triumphantly. “I knew there were Britons behind those guns.”
“I ain’t never even seen England!” Ewald said. “Let alone North Bumberton, or wherever it is you say I come from.”
“He comes from Pennsylvania, Mr. Hope,” Favian said, “He’s been on board for at least two years.”
“Five!” Ewald snapped.
“And he’s clearly speaking with a Dutch accent. His parents were immigrants, and Harrisburg is an area with many Dutch and Germans.”
“Protect him if you like, Markham, but it is futile,” Hope said placidly. “I know what I know.”
“Fuck what you know,” said Ewald.
“Ewald, that is enough,” Favian interposed. “Mr. Hope is a British officer, and he may believe what he pleases.” Even if it is contrary to fact, he thought, but did not say it.
British officers, many with their gear, were bundled together in the battered waist of the frigate, looking like schoolboys on holiday who had somehow involved themselves in combat.
“My dunnage is being used as an operating table by your Mr. Trevitt,” Hope said. “I hope you will not send me away without my baggage.”
“I hope you don’t take us for pirates,” Favian said. Hope would get his blasted chest back later.
“I am sure,” Hope said, his anger breaking out at last, “that I don’t know by whom I have been taken.”
You’ve just lost your damned sword, my boy, Favian thought with savage satisfaction, and he felt a roar bursting from his throat. “Into the boat with you, Hope!” he shouted. “There are no conditions to your surrender, and if I want your balls I’ll have ’em!” There was a shocked silence at this enormous breach of courtesy. Then Hope and his fellow officers, without regard for precedence, were bundled into the boat; Decatur followed, with an apologetic, yet secretly amused, smile; and the pinnace returned to United States, leaving Macedonian to Decatur’s fuming first officer.
Later, hours later, Favian became grateful for the chilled feeling of detachment that had come over him during the battle and had continued, despite his single outburst, throughout the night; he was thankful for the reflexes of the trained officer, which seemed to function automatically, in the place of his own percipient mind. He set Decatur’s men to assembling corpses, laying them out on the deck preparatory to burial at sea, the men trying to find the bits of arm or leg or gut that belonged to each body. Most of those who had died in the fight had been flung overboard so as not to hamper the working of the ship, but nearly all of them had been killed by roundshot, which meant mutilation, and pieces of them inhabited the deck, along with the bodies of other men who had died since the fighting ended. Favian recruited some of the Macedonians to sew up each body in sailcloth, with a roundshot at its feet, preparing them for burial. The Americans were set to work securing the mainmast rigging, and then the main-yard, which had been shot away in its slings. After the yard was secured and fished, a new mainsail was got aloft, and the running rigging rewove. A piece of twelve-inch cable was run from the bowsprit to the foretop, and a staysail run up. Macedonian could now sail downwind, albeit slowly, and maneuver if it had to, though within a narrow range of limits.
And then it was discovered that the Macedonians had broken into the spirit locker and become reeling drunk, both on rum and on the eight hundred dollars’ worth of Madeira that had been brought aboard just a few days before. Favian was forced to lead a party of men below, armed with belaying pins to brain a few of the more belligerent Britons, and secure the locker, under the guard of two teetotaling Yankees— preparatory to heaving overboard, the next day, every bit of spirit that could be found, in case the thought of those waiting casks tempt not only the vanquished, but their conquerors.
In the meantime the Macedonian’s surgeon, aided by Dr. Trevitt of the United States, continued to operate on the lines of wounded filling the cockpit. Their drunken comrades danced above the wounded, singing old melodies, conspiring to get the injured drunk as well. Their cacophony— old songs mixed with the shrieking, moaning wounded— and the babbling of those driven mad by defeat or horror, continued through the next morning, when Favian, stomach burning with dyspepsia, trying and failing to snatch a few hours’ rest in Carden’s shattered cabin, finally gave it up and returned to the deck. Drawing on his gloves, he found them stiff with dried blood— when had that happened?— and threw them into the sea.
The morning also brought a cessation of the anarchy aboard the Macedonian: The crewmen, weary with wounds or debauch, had fallen asleep in the ship’s comers, few managing to make it to their hammocks. Nicholson brought the results of his survey on the state of the spare spars, which had been stowed, as was the custom, on the well deck: Almost all smashed, Nicholson reported.
“Why does the captain need a report on the spare spars?” Nicholson asked, bemused. “Does he want to make sure we all get our proper share of whatever Congress gives us in lieu of prize money?”
“Captain Decatur intends to rerig Macedonian and take her home,” Favian said, “We’re going to run the British blockade to New England.”
Nicholson’s eyes widened. “Good lord,” he said.
“Aye, it’s almost beyond belief. But I think it can be done. We’re going to make a bark out of her.”
Favian had been considering the matter since Decatur had first made his intentions known the day before, and had lain awake, with the howls of the wounded in his ears, calculating stresses and purchases, running through his mind the inventory of United States’s own spare spars. Getting topmasts up and down was not an unusual procedure in itself; but doing so on a totally dismasted ship— with the chain plates, the pin rails and fife rails smashed by roundshot, as well as the bumpkins and chesstrees and other fixtures to which the standing and running rigging, which supported the masts, were fixed— and doing so without the aid of a well-equipped dockyard— was, to say the least, uncommon. Favian, who considered himself a scientific sailor, who operated a vessel through the power of reason and not with what seemed to be the mystical, instinctive approach of the old shellback, felt that the job could be done, if the weather stayed mild.
“We can do it,” Favian said, allowing his face to assume an expression of manly confidence.
“I’m certain we can, sir,” Nicholson answered; there was a certain abstract withdrawal in his eyes, and Favian knew that he, too, was totaling United States’s inventory of spare spars and masts.
“Mr. Nicholson, I’ve discovered something that may be of interest,” Favian said, turning to a small locker set abaft the barricade, the rail between the quarterdeck and well deck. “A mechanical log, Nicholson,” he said, opening the locker and removing a case covered in fine leather and brass. “Have you seen one before?” He opened the case to reveal a long, arrow-headed machine of gleaming brass and copper, and heard Nicholson’s gasp of appreciation.
“‘Massey’s Recording Log, a.d. 1810,’” Nicholson breathed, reading the label.
“We should search the master’s cabin and the wardroom to see if instructions for its use can be discovered,” Favian said. “Its principles are clear enough, but I’m not certain how the dials are supposed to be read.”
The United States’s logs were the traditional sort, of wood, trailed astern at the end of a knotted line. One operator would invert a sandglass, usually of twenty-eight seconds, while the other would count off the number of knots as the log line ran off its spool, stopping when the sand ran out of the glass, giving the speed of the ship, in “knots.” Massey’s Recording Log was obviously designed to simply record the speed at which it was trailed astern, dispensing with the calculations needed by the traditional logs. There was a wedge-shaped head equipped with three dials protected by a sliding cover; behind the head, attached by a half-inch brass wire, was a projectile-shaped length of copper, with three fan blades made of brass, clearly designed to be turned by the water as the machine passed through its element. As the rotating part spun, it would turn the brass wire connecting it to the head of the machine, which would in turn record the number of revolutions and translate the information into knots per hour. Favian found himself enchanted by the beauty and usefulness of the thing; it was the sort of invention he had long maintained would be standard equipment in any rational, more scientific American Navy— it was a pity the British had invented it first. But Massey’s Recording Log had been made a lawful prize, and Favian had a suspicion that this particular recording log was going to have a long life aboard the United States— after, of course, Favian had studied it thoroughly, and made it the subject of a monograph addressed to the Secretary of the Navy, expressing its usefulness and perhaps recommending improvements.
Favian, standing on the quarterdeck explaining the log’s usefulness to Nicholson, heard a burst of French from the deck below, and saw a group of men carrying instruments, drums and fifes and trumpets, appear on the well deck. “What in blazes is that?” he asked, amazed.
“Oh. I forgot to tell you, sir,” Nicholson said. “It’s the French band. Carden captured them from a Frenchie some time back and wouldn’t let them go. He let them hide in the cable tier during the fight. He let the Frenchmen hide below,” he said, indignant, “but he made the Americans in his crew fight us. Three were killed.”
“D’you have the names of the survivors? We can invite them to replace our casualties.”
“I have their names, aye, sir. But what I forgot to tell you was that the band wishes to play us a concert.”
“Now?”
“Aye, sir. To celebrate their freedom.”
“Send them to the United States. We don’t have time for concerts here.”
But the Frenchmen had already struck up the “Marseillaise,” and Favian had no choice but to respect the anthem of a co-belligerent, or whatever France was. France and the United States were fighting the same England, but were not allied; Madison was being careful not to involve his country in wars against France’s other European adversaries, Spain, Portugal, and Russia, with whom the United States had no quarrel. But American privateers sheltered in French ports, and the Revolutionary anthem deserved respect on that count at least; Favian doffed his hat and called his crewmen to attention. The French anthem was followed by a brave, if unpracticed, rendition of “Yankee Doodle.” The American prize crew seemed stunned by the sight of the French band rendering patriotic songs on the scarred, bloodstained deck; those few British crewmen present scowled, no doubt feeling another betrayal— if Macedonian had been the victor, the same eight-piece band would be playing “Heart of Oak” and “Britons, Strike Home.”
As “Yankee Doodle” wound to a well-deserved halt, Favian quickly interrupted before another tune was begun and thanked the musicians in French for their playing, asking them to hold themselves ready to be sent aboard United States to play for its brave and victorious captain, Stephen Decatur; he then told them to dismiss. There was a great deal of work to be done, and although music might have made it go faster, or at any rate more pleasantly, there was so much to do that there was no place for the band to stand in peace and play.
For instance, the Macedonian had to be very thoroughly cleaned, from the orlop upward; the action of the tropical sun on the bloody decks, the bits of flesh and bone still scattered about from the action, would soon have the frigate smelling like a charnel house, and there would be risk of contagion. The channel pumps were manned and the decks rinsed with seawater. Swabs and holystones were brought out, and the decks cleaned, then scoured thoroughly with vinegar and gunpowder.
Then the Macedonian’s guns were properly secured. A number had been shot from their tackles during the fight, but had been tripped up by their British crews to lie on their sides, preventing them rolling about the ship with each wave like mad, brazen-bulls, perhaps roiling into the main hatch and crashing through the ship’s bottom. New tackles were rove, and the guns carefully righted and lashed into place. Favian tried to shift as many as he could to larboard, to keep the damaged bilges as far out of the water as possible, for the next item on the agenda of repairs was to replug, more permanently, the shot holes that had been temporarily plugged the day before.
The business of the shot holes took two days, with one crew working from inside the battered ship, another hanging down Macedonian’s tumblehome in rope chairs, and yet others working the pumps in shifts. In the end Macedonian still leaked, but in a normal sea a half hour’s pumping out of every twelve sufficed to keep the bilges reasonably dry. The task Favian dreaded came next. Macedonian still lacked a mizzenmast, and had no spar remaining long enough to serve as one. Masts were usually lowered into ships by a sheer hulk, a mastless ship with a crane that was warped alongside, able to drop a mast into a ship gingerly and without trouble. Favian would have to do without one, and he would also have to improvise a mizzenmast out of a spar originally designed for other work. For this Favian had himself rowed to United States to consult with Decatur, while Nicholson supervised further repairs. It would be some days yet before any masts could be put in; until Favian could be certain that the chain plates and other fixtures supporting the masts were thoroughly surveyed and repaired. Before he knew that new masts wouldn’t rock out at the first wave, he did not intend to add so much as a royal mast to what Macedonian currently carried.
“It won’t be an easy job,” Favian reported to Decatur, “but we can do it. We’ll bark-rig her and take her to Rhode Island for the antiwar Federalists to gawk at!”
Decatur’s black eyes twinkled merrily. “Imagine what those who claimed the Navy could never hope for victory against the British will say when a genuine Royal Navy thirty-eight comes sailing to New England! Now which of our spare spars will you need?”
Favian explained his needs while Decatur made notes, then concluded.
Decatur smiled. “Thank you, by the by, for the band. They provided a luncheon concert today for the hands and for our guests, although I suspect the medley of patriotic tunes was not to the liking of Captain Carden and company. That band is surprisingly good. I’m tempted to keep ’em aboard, like Carden, when we reach port.”
“I’m glad you enjoy them, sir,” Favian said smoothly. “I’m certain they would look impressive leading a victory parade in New York.”
“Aye, they would,” Decatur said, absorbing an idea that, though it had not occurred to him first, still pleased him greatly.
“And how are our guests overcoming the boredom of the passage, sir?” Favian asked.
“Ah, they wander over the ship, making notes which it pleases them to hide,” Decatur said offhandedly. “Lieutenant Hope has claimed to have recognized sixty British subjects aboard, either from listening to their speech or some such reason, or because they serve the guns we named Nelson and Victory. He turned white when he heard Nelson’s crew were deserters, and refused to believe they were born Americans; he talked of flogging and hanging till nightfall.”
“He claimed Heinz Ewald was British,” Favian said. “You should have seen the Dutchman glare!”
“We should probably encourage the British in their illusions,” Decatur said. “It will prevent them from discovering the true cause of our victory.” His amused eyes turned serious. “I mean to see you promoted for this, Favian,” he said quietly. “I won’t rest until you have your command. You’ve deserved it, these last seven years, and I won’t forget your loyalty.”
“Thank you, sir,” Favian said. “It has been a distinct privilege to serve under you.”
And strangely, Favian found that it was true. Though he saw through much of the Navy, he had still spent every year, since his sixteenth birthday, in the uniform; he had helped to make, and certainly lived by, its growing body of tradition and myth, and he was not entirely immune to it. He felt a clear, unalloyed pride at being the hand-picked subordinate to the most famous hero of the Navy, knowing it was perhaps the most singular honor that could have been bestowed on an officer of his rank. And as he felt Decatur’s level gaze and heard his words, spoken not for the benefit of Clio but as simple truth, he felt the same kind of boyish, glowing achievement he’d felt when the crew of the Constitution had run aloft to cheer them when the Intrepid, Decatur at the helm, had returned from Tripoli harbor.
It was the same way he’d felt when old Preble fed him one of his rare compliments, light-headed, a tad wobbly.
Strange, the return of this puppy conceit.
He doffed his headgear. “Sir, I think I should return to Macedonian to supervise the repairs.”
“Very well. You seem to be holding your hand over your stomach. Is it the old problem again?”
“Aye, sir.”
“Have you spoken to Mr. Trevitt?”
“No, sir.”
“Do so. We can’t afford to have you ill.”
*
Stephen Decatur watched his subordinate make his way out of the cabin, then turned to the stern windows, seeing Macedonian pitching on the sea, battered, scarred, the American gridiron flag flying bravely from its stump of a foremast. Favian Markham’s plan would put sail on her, topsails and topgallants, royals even, a regular pyramid of sail to drive her across the Atlantic and to New England, where she’d be taken into the United States Navy to fight against her builders. Perhaps, one day Favian would command her in battle with the British, once Favian achieved command rank.
Decatur had always found Favian correct to a fault: punctual, reliable, a scientific sailor, gifted, a good conversationalist at dinner, and a learned one. In action he had never seen Favian hesitate; it was as if Lieutenant Markham had plotted every move several turns in advance. Perhaps his mind was too facile, too intelligent; perhaps, with Favian’s ability to so clearly see all sides of an issue, he would have made a better judge than he made a naval officer. Or possibly Favian found that judicious pose convenient; perhaps he so glibly adopted the attitudes expected of him as a way of maintaining his own inner reserve, keeping his own self separate.
Decatur knew human nature well; he knew it instinctively, as some men knew the sea or the tangled affairs of politics, and he knew that Favian, for a long time now, had been keeping a part of himself back. There was nothing, of course, that Decatur could be expected to do about it; as long as whatever face Favian chose to present the world was competent and did its job, Decatur knew it would not be proper to intervene. Everyone, and perhaps most of all the men aboard a crowded man-of-war, needed a little piece of privacy apart from everyone else: a private journal, a secret treasure trove, filled with trinkets and souvenirs, bits of scrimshaw, a musical instrument that allowed a person to retreat into music...
But Decatur had seen Favian’s look before, and it had usually been on people who had given up the Navy, thrown it up to become something else. Favian had stayed with the Navy, though, even in those frustrating gunboat years, when his reserve had grown, and when any day Decatur had expected him to fling down his resignation. Perhaps one day the resignation would come, hut until then Decatur would compliment him, and work for his promotion, knowing he was giving his first officer only what the man deserved. Favian’s talents were undeniable. How he would handle a command of his own was anyone’s guess— there were other ways of leading men than Decatur’s, and Decatur knew it— but Decatur knew that Favian had the technical skill, and the experience, to make for a promising commander. In any navy not so continually purged, from within and without, and in a service that hadn’t had to tread so carefully in Washington, Favian would long since have been given a command, even if it was only a paper promotion to lieutenant commandant and the command of a schooner. But the Federalist connection had worked against him, and even after the thaw in political and naval policy that had come with Madison’s presidency, Decatur had been unable to secure Favian a promotion. But now, with Macedonian’s capture, Lieutenant Favian Markham could no longer be overlooked. And Decatur had a plan, one simmering in his political brain, to make that notice stick.
Still, it would be interesting to discover what kind of a commander Favian would make. Would he create another persona for himself, Decatur wondered, an artificial captain into which, like hand into glove, he inserted himself? Or would something of the real Favian Markham, whatever he was, come forth at last? It will be interesting to watch, Decatur thought.
Favian’s launch bobbed on the sea, curving toward Macedonian’s battered bulk. The sun gleamed from Favian’s single epaulet. Decatur sighed. He was having the British officers to tea in his cabin that afternoon, and he was already tired of them.
He would serve captured tea, of course.
CHAPTER 3.
“I wish I was a cabin boy aboard a man-o’-war.
Sam’s gone away, aboard a man-o’-war.
Pretty work, brave boys, pretty work, I say.
Sam’s gone away, aboard a man-o’-war.”
The chantyman’s baritone boomed over Macedonian’s deck, the men at the capstan singing along on the chorus. Favian’s strange engine rose over the pitching quarterdeck, lines dangling from its peak.
“I wish I was a purser aboard a man-o’-war.
Sam’s gone away, aboard a man-o’-war.
Pretty work, brave boys, pretty work, I say.
Sam’s gone away, aboard a man-o’-war.”
Favian had improvised sheers out of a pair of United States’s spare topmasts: Sixty-four feet long and lashed together near the masthead, they formed a triangle with their heels spread apart as far as the width of the poop would allow, and were secured by temporary shorings and tail tackles leading fore and aft. With the heels planted on the deck, the head of the triangle lay out over the stern, and was now being lifted by the power of men at the capstan until it lay directly over the hole where the new mizzenmast was to be placed. The head of the sheers rose slowly to the strains of the chanty, revealing the complicated lashing and the series of blocks and lines necessary for the work: a fourfold block to raise the mast; a girt-line block at the end of one of the masts, to hoist a man in case of an emergency; four guys, two leading forward, two aft, to support the sheers once raised, and to make slight adjustments to their position. It had taken two days to prepare Macedonian to receive its new mizzen, and another day to transfer the spare spars from United States to the captured frigate. Favian, his flesh pale and ill through his sun-brown tan, stood on the quarterdeck, giving fretful, nervous instruction to the men at the guys as the jury sheers rose.
“I wish I was an officer aboard a man-o’-war.
Sam’s gone away, aboard a man-o’-war!
Pretty work, brave boys, pretty work, I say.
Sam’s gone away, aboard a man-o’-war!”
That chantyman had chosen an unaccountably tedious melody, to be sure. The paired topmasts lurched skyward, helped on occasion by the surge of the sea beneath Macedonian’s counter. From above, Favian thought, the quarterdeck would look like a mass of gaping, upturned faces, as everyone watched the engine rise.
“’Vast heaving, there!” Favian barked, and the chanty cut off in mid-chorus. The sheers hung mute over the poop, the blocks swaying. Favian walked beneath them, peering upward. “Give the forrard guys a haul, there!” he said, perceiving a minute adjustment necessary, and the sheers edged forward. “Belay! Belay, all!”
That part done, anyway. The fall was unrove from the capstan, and the jury mizzen was tugged, cursed, and kicked into place; the lower purchase block was lashed on a little above the mizzen’s center of gravity, to cant it upwards. Once again the hands marched to the chantyman’s baritone, the capstan pawls clacking into place, and the jury mizzen rose from the deck, swaying dangerously with the scend of the sea.
The mizzen had started its existence as one of United States’s spare foreyards, eighty-two feet long; one end had been carved with the carpenter’s adze to prepare it to fit the step below, bolted to the keelson; the other end had been given trestletrees, for the men to stand on while they fixed the rigging in place. The spar rose, clearly looking the improvised piece of furniture that it was, and for a moment Favian felt a lurch of doubt: This will never work...
But of course it will, he assured himself. A spasm of pain shot through his stomach, just below his breastbone, and he pressed his hand to it.
“’Vast hauling! Tail on to the backrope! Haul away, smartly!” The head of the jury mast rose until the mast was nearly vertical. “Ease the purchase fall. Handsomely, boys!” Slowly the mast descended, sliding into place. The carpenter was sent below to help ease the mast’s heel into its step. The heel of the mast was guided carefully through the four decks until howls from below stopped the entire procedure. It seemed the mast would not fit. His stomach rumbling like Vesuvius, Favian ordered the mast raised a foot while the carpenter did some hasty adze work; the mast was lowered again, and this time it fit snugly into place.
Cheering hands went aloft; the standing rigging was set up, and the rake of the mast adjusted. While Favian saw to the lowering of the jury sheers, he would leave Nicholson to rig the running rigging and the driver— it would be a loose-footed driver, because there was no spare boom, but it would at least allow Macedonian’s rig to be balanced, so that the frigate could do other than sail downwind. For the topmasts of which the jury sheers had been composed, Favian had other plans.
The hands were given their midday dinner and whiskey and then cheerfully went back to work. A new lower cap— the massive piece of wood that actually bound lower mast and topmast together— was swayed up the mainmast, its forward, round, leather-padded hole widened to accommodate United States’s bigger topmasts, its rear, square hole carefully checked to make certain it would fit over the top of the lower mast when the time came.
The masts of a warship were built in three sections: the lower mast, towering seventy or more feet above the deck on a United States-class frigate; the topmast, rising perhaps another sixty-five feet from the lower mast and supported by the trestletrees and the cap; and the topgallant mast, an equally long though lighter mast fixed atop the topmast. Each mast in turn was supported by an intricate network of stays and shrouds, which kept it from whipping right out of the ship at each wave, and which supported the mast when sail was set aloft.
Getting up a new topmast meant, first, maneuvering its sixty-five-foot length to the right place on the deck. Hoisting it the length of the lower mast, pointing it so that it would rise through the lubber’s hole on the maintop, then lashing it to the lower mast while the proper lines were rigged to get it up farther, and the cap was placed above it. Then the mast would have to be threaded like a sixty-five-foot, straight, solid piece of yarn through the padded leather hole on the cap, the needle’s eye. Once it was threaded, it would be lifted almost its full length up the mast, where it would be fidded into place, and the shrouds and stays that normally kept it from rocking out would be rigged. And then the same procedure would have to be repeated for the fore-topmast.
Between the time it was hoisted into place and the time the first shrouds were rigged, there would be nothing whatever supporting the topmast should it decide to whip out of the ship. There would be no yards aloft, and certainly no sail, so wind pressure would be minimized; and the operation would be done in good weather, with a following sea, so that the mast shouldn’t be tempted to roll out; but still, the thought of that sixty-five-foot piece of wood standing unsupported, atop a ship floating nearly dismasted on the open sea, gave Favian a pronounced ache somewhere near the back of his skull.
A deep breath. “Let’s begin. Rig the hawser.” A stout twelve-inch hawser was led forward from the capstan, up to a block on the head of the lower mast, then down, lashed along the length of the topmast so that it would keep the mast’s head uppermost during its ascent, brought through the fid hole in the topmast’s heel, brought up, and hitched around the head of the mast. Members of United States’s complement were assigned to the capstan, the maintop, and the deck. The work began.
“Sway away!” the chantyman’s baritone rang over the ship, feet stamped, capstan pawls clattered. The hawser sprang taut; the topmast trembled, lurched, and began to rise. There was a faint cheer from the men on the deck. Scraping its heel across the planking, leaving a deep gouge that would require hours of holystoning to smooth, the topmast lurched skyward. Favian’s eyes narrowed as he looked into the bright sky.
“I wish I was a bosun aboard a man-o’-war.
Sam’s gone away, aboard a man-o’-war!
Pretty work, brave boys, pretty work, I say.
Sam’s gone away, aboard a man-o’-war!”
Good lord, that chanty was dull. The men at the capstan trudged in their endless circle, and the topmast rose. His neck craning back, Favian saw the head of the mast approaching the maintop.
“’Vast hauling!” he snapped. The chanty died, and the tramping. “Bear the head into the hatchway.” This was the easy part. The men in the top lashed lines to the head of the topmast and, timing their movements to the pitch of the ship, pointed the topmast by main strength to the lubber’s hole. “Sway away, handsomely.” Capstan pawls clacked slowly, the mast inching upward, until a shout from aloft told Favian the job was done. “Avast! Lash the topmast to the lower mast. Timber hitches, boys.” The lashings would support the weight of the topmast while the arrangement of the hawser was changed. “Fix the cap to the lower masthead.”
The heavy cap was wrestled up and dropped over the mast’s square head. Top mauls banged it into place, the hollow drumming echoing over the sea. Favian’s stomach was surely afire. “Rerig the hawser.” The hawser was cast off while the timber hitches supported the topmast’s weight; the hawser was rerove from the capstan forward through a snatch block, up to the maintop, through a block hanging from the larboard underside of the cap, down again to a sheave at the very base of the topmast, up again to where it was lashed near the top of the mast to keep it head uppermost, up still to another block beneath the starboard underside of the cap, then down to the deck. It looked like a giant, slightly irregular rope letter, Favian thought—the letter M.
Favian looked at his watch: almost four o’clock. Time to feed the prisoners, then his own men. This job was going to be finished after dark. Astern he heard a squealing of sheaves; Nicholson was experimentally hauling aloft the new driver gaff. “Mind the vangs there,” Nicholson was saying. “Very well. Belay.”
“Mr. Nicholson—it’s almost time for supper!” Favian called.
“Aye, sir. Shall we resume this after we eat?”
“Aye, may as well. Good work, all. You’re dismissed until we feed the prisoners.”
Favian went without supper: He had been fasting for two days, trying to starve his dyspepsia into submission, thus far without success. He had suspected the tactic would be futile, but it had worked once, some years ago. The only sure cure was the use of opiates, over a forty-eight-hour period, but the last thing Favian needed was to be lurching about the prize giving orders in an opium daze. Supper, feeding the Britons and then the prize crew, took two hours. Then Favian reassembled his gang in the fading light of the westering sun. The hardest part remained: threading the needle.
“Maintop detail aloft. Cast off the timber hitches. Man the capstan. Sway away! Handsomely, lads ... handsomely!”
“I wish I was a captain aboard a man-o’-war...” The chantyman sang out again, but at a reduced pace; the capstan pawls clicked over slowly. The sheave at the heel of the topmast uttered an attenuated squeal that made Favian shudder as if fingernails had been drawn over a blackboard. The topmast inched its way upward, the men at the top dragging, by main strength, its head through the leather-padded hole in the cap. Favian squinted upward against the bright sky. The blue he could see through the cap’s hole seemed to be narrowing. Was it done? Yes— no blue at all now.
“She’s threaded, sir!” a man at the maintop roared.
“Avast!” Favian shouted. “’Vast hauling!” Glorious. Favian, exhaling profoundly, discovered that he’d been holding his breath.
“Very well,” he said. “Cast off those lashings. And be careful casting off the lashing on that hawser— it’s going to snap out straight, with the weight of the topmast on it, and I don’t want anyone cut in half or flung from the ship.”
“Aye aye, Mr. Markham. We’ll be careful.” A man lowered himself cautiously into the lubber’s hole, one foot braced on a futtock shroud, and leaned toward the lashing. Favian felt a cramp beginning in his neck from the strain of looking skyward.
The lashing was cast off. The topmast dropped three feet, the hawser snapping straight with a bass thrumm that reverberated throughout the captured frigate, awesome in its power. Nothing was holding the mast upright but the fact of its being threaded through the cap.
“Masthead, there!” Favian called. “Is all well?”
The crewman rose through the lubber’s hole to stand on the maintop. “Deck there—aye, sir, all’s well.”
“Sway away, then!” Favian shouted. “Cheerily, lads!”
The dreary chanty rose again, and massively the topmast began to slide skyward, its sheave shrieking, threatening to drown the voice of the chantyman. As it rose, its tip pitched slightly from wave motion, and Favian gnawed his nether lip: If the damn thing pitched out now ...
It stood ninety feet above the deck, then a hundred, then a hundred ten. Favian massaged the aching muscles of his neck, blinking sweat from his eyes. He knew the British captives on United States would be watching, Carden and Hope and the rest, anticipating some Yankee clumsiness that would bring the whole jury rig down in ruins. The mast rose above the trestletrees.
“Avast!” The mast had been raised high enough. Its head whipped slightly in the breeze. The maintop hands wrestled with the heel of the mast, bringing it into place.
“Lower away!” The mast dropped a foot, then found its place. The hawser slacked. Top mauls echoed as they banged the fid into its place.
“We have a topmast, lads!” Favian roared, and the hands cheered. “Aloft with you, to rig the standing rigging!” Favian ran to the shrouds with the men, climbing the main shrouds slowly, a bit unpracticed, but steadily enough; he used the futtock shrouds, dangling inverted over the sea, disdaining the lubber’s hole, and swung himself into the tops to be met with grins by the swifter and more proficient seamen.
Favian was either in the maintop or hanging from a shroud until two hours past midnight. The hands worked by the light of the stars, the moon, and a few inadequate lanterns, and in the end the main-topmast was secured, shrouds and backstays and topmast stays supporting its great length against the attack of the elements. Even after the work was done, and he was below in Carden’s cabin, pressing his hand to the place below his breastbone where the pain had lived for days, Favian was unable to rest easily. The final piece of work was done at night, by tired men; perhaps he had allowed them to make a mistake. Were the larboard deadeyes turned too tight—or perhaps not tight enough? What if the new rigging went slack, as new rigging often did?
Favian was irritable the next day, snapping at the men, shouting at the chantyman when he commenced the same tedious song. The fore-topmast was got up in a similar fashion in the morning, and rigged in the afternoon. The next day, topsail yards and topgallant masts were swayed up, and more sail set; Macedonian began to speed through the waves, a growing bone in her teeth. Favian took the wheel to get the feel of her; she fought the helm, but eventually answered— in any case, she answered better than she had with only fore and main courses aloft. Favian sent up the fore-topgallant the next day and was delighted with the success of it; the main-topgallant followed. To set royals or not? Using United States’ big topmasts and spars, Macedonian was setting much more canvas than with her own, more modest original equipment, and the royals might put too much strain on her. Though the driver in him urged the experiment, Favian kept the royal yards down; he’d save them for an emergency.
The new rigging slackened, as Favian had expected; but it was noticed and the slack taken up. Nicholson and Archibald Hamilton kept tireless watch alongside Favian, going aloft to feel with their own hands the tension on the shrouds, keeping a sharp eye on the oversize spars and canvas. Some two weeks after United States captured Macedonian, and having lost some ten pounds from his normal weight, Favian finally allowed himself Dr. Trevitt’s prescription, and stayed abed for a full twenty-four hours with his head and guts swimming. The pain in his stomach abated, and he returned to duty, dosing himself carefully. It would be weeks yet before Macedonian would see land.
The frigates’ course took them with the trade winds on a long sweep through the tropics, outside the Bahamas and inside the Bermudas, careful to avoid both Hatteras and the squadrons of British warships blockading Sandy Hook and all the southern ports. Macedonian sailed well, despite a tendency, from the improvised sail rig, to gripe; she was a beautifully made ship, the pride of the Woolwich dockyards. The weather was kind, even after the tender northeast trades gave way to the brisk winter westerlies, which sent the prize crew scurrying for the deadeyes to slacken the contracting rigging. Not a single sail was sighted.
A few minutes north of latitude 41 degrees north, calculated by dead reckoning in a dense fog with the aid of Massey’s Recording Log, the leadsman brought up coarse sand at nineteen fathoms, then coarse gravel at eleven, and the two frigates hove to, knowing they were just south of Martha’s Vineyard. The fog clearing, they weathered Gay Head, passed The Sow and Pigs, The Hen and Chickens, and sailed for Providence Sound. It was the sixth of December, 1812, and New England was about to go mad with joy.
Chapter 4.
The United States entered Newport full dressed, flags flying from every stay and halyard, minute guns booming to call to the town’s attention the fact of Macedonian, scarred, bark-rigged, royals missing, sailing into harbor with the Stars and Stripes flying triumphantly over the White Ensign. Favian observed through his telescope that Decatur had not chosen this moment to wear homespun: The captain’s cocked hat was decked with a cockade, and gold flashed from his buttons and bullion epaulets. The faint sound of band music floated above the steady booming of the minute guns as the French orchestra earned its grog. By the time the two frigates dropped anchor, all of Rhode Island seemed to be lining the shore, and every house seemed to be flying a flag.
That night there was a dizzying, improvised reception in the town hall, leading citizens vying with one another for the cherished place of honor next to Decatur, but Decatur insisted the place be given to Favian. “I want ’em to know you, Mr. Markham,” he smiled. “Know you for a sailor, and for a New England man. And it may be handy for you to know them.”
So, during the rounds of toasts, the speeches, music, and applause, Favian applied himself to cultivating the congressman he found at his elbow, a tobacco-chewing Federalist of the Peace faction, who, Favian knew, had (unlike most Federalists) consistently voted against naval appropriations and (hewing to the party line) also voted against any measure likely to antagonize Great Britain, and against the war itself. Favian found himself cynically amused at the man appearing at all, but supposed that the profession of politician required, first of all, the sacrifice of any sense of dignity; and his politically minded brothers and cousins had taught Favian the virtues of public exposure. So he supposed that by showing himself at a victory banquet the congressman was trying to put himself in a favorable light, associating himself with victory and courage, a hero by association.
Favian mentioned, offhandedly, his Federalist connections, the work his brother Lafayette and his cousins Obadiah and Jeremiah had done for the party in New Hampshire. The congressman’s eyes gleamed at the mention of Lafayette Markham, and Favian, finding the gleam a little unpleasant, wondered why. Was the congressman, perhaps, an enemy of the family? Or was he simply grateful to be able to fit Favian into some political pigeonhole?
But there was little time to wonder about the congressman’s thoughts and motivations; the banquet itself demanded attention. A certain amount of regard had to be given to the speeches, so that the correct replies could be framed. There were a lot of toasts, and even Favian, who was used to this kind of thing on shipboard, began to feel his head swimming. Newport was on the brink of relieved hysteria. New England had opposed the war, knowing it would be New England ships captured by the enemy, New England commerce wrecked, and New England that would, if all miscarried, be invaded through Canada. New Englanders knew that their chief hope of relief from these mischiefs— the Navy— had been gutted by the Jefferson administration, over all their objections. None of these facts led to sanguine expectations, and at first the worst had come to pass. Detroit had surrendered, along with an American army, through sheer cowardice on the part of its commander. Fort Dearborn had been taken, and every man of the garrison killed and scalped by Tecumseh’s Indians. One American force was cut to ribbons on the Niagara while another American force stood by and watched, refusing to aid the comrades who were dying in plain sight.
And then a trickle of good news had begun to appear. Constitution had beaten and sunk the Guerrière,and Wasp had captured the Frolic, though the American sloop had itself been taken by the British shortly thereafter. Now United States had captured Macedonian and actually sailed her into an American port, to be added to the American forces. New England could actually look out its windows and see victory swinging from its cable, to and fro with the tide, the gridiron flag floating over the White Ensign in mute proclamation of the triumph. Decatur’s grasp of human nature had once again proven sound; he had known that a captured British frigate the population could actually see would be worth three enemy warships destroyed after capture— and of course it would be of value to the Navy after it had been refitted and given an American crew.
It seemed as if all New England had crammed itself into the banquet hall. There was an additional local reason for the scope of the enthusiasm, it seemed: The two frigates had appeared, by sheer chance, on the anniversary of Newport’s capture by the British in 1776. The formal banquet ended, and unrestrained celebration began. Favian found himself thankful to be separated from the congressman, but discovered to his dismay that he had been made prize to an elderly merchantman with four marriageable daughters, all of whom appeared properly awed by his professional accomplishments, and who seemed to require a gunshot-by-gunshot description of his career from Tripoli to the present. Decatur at last rescued him from this reluctant exercise of egotism, and took him briefly aside.
“I’m going to take Macedonian down the coast to New York,” he said. “The British will be reading of our appearance in New England newspapers ere long, and I want to get the prize out before they blockade us.”
“Aye, sir.” Favian pictured what a sensation Macedonian would make, decked out and sailing past Hell Gate to the great city.
“We’ll stay here to put off the British crew and take on supplies. Perhaps give her a proper mizzenmast.”
“Aye, sir.”
“I’m sending you and Hamilton ahead by pilot boat to New York. You’ll be leaving on the afternoon tide tomorrow. I’ll need you to carry my official dispatches to Washington City, along with Macedonian’s flag.”
“But the Macedonian... !”
“Nicholson can do it. In New York you’ll see my prize agents, Wheeler and Tazewell, who will give you an advance for the trip.”
Favian was too stunned to stammer out an assent. Going with dispatches from New York to Washington would mean riding overland over miserable December roads, and the importance of the dispatches would mean haste. The normal passage by sea would be in danger of interdiction by British ships, which were blockading most American ports from Sandy Hook south.
“I’m going to make ’em notice you, Favian,” Decatur said. “Secretary Hamilton will wish to promote his son, and he won’t be able to do it without promoting you as well.”
“Th-thank you, sir,” Favian said.
“When you reach New York, I want you to send back two damn good Hell Gate pilots. Tell them to meet us in New London. We’ll be sailing there in a few days.”
The celebration reeled on. The next day, Favian could remember the city of Newport running out of wine and offering less expensive substitutes; someone pressed a cup of pure undiluted whiskey into his hand, and afterward Favian could remember little, his memories like drops of foam thrown up by a ship’s tossing stem, fine little jewels with nothing between them. There was the time Favian stepped outside for a breath of crisp winter air and discovered the congressman vomiting noisily in an alley. He remembered also receiving a note, delivered by a messenger who explained he was acting for a lady, a woman he pointed out— her face was swathed in a veil, but her form was inviting, though a little buxom for current fashion. Favian read the note to discover it contained an offer of marriage.
While recovering from his surprise at this unexpected proposal, he found his elbow tugged by an old white-haired shellback, who, it turned out, had once been a crewman on the Cossack privateer under Favian’s uncle Malachi; and Favian spent a fascinating half hour listening to the old man’s fund of anecdotes— pity now Favian could remember so few of them. But he recalled a firsthand account of the wreck of the British frigate Melampe, the capture of the Royal George, and an inexhaustible series of stories concerning Malachi’s incredible seamanship: how he would navigate Cossack off an invisible lee shore by the seat of his pants, or would pick his landfall, after a two-thousand-mile journey outside of sight of land, within minutes.
“’Tis a pity, young man, that ye ain’t a privateer yerself,” the shellback had said. “That’s real honor— and money, too. Not this button-polishin’, monarchist naval service, as likely to get us into a war with all Europe just to secure themselves a few promotions.”
It wasn’t until Favian caught a glimpse of a veiled woman stalking angrily out of the hall that he’d remembered the note in his hand. I have been very rude, he’d thought with a drunken clarity.
It had not been until dawn that the officers of the United States stumbled back to their bunks. Again there was time for only a few hours’ rest, for Decatur had arranged for Favian and Archibald Hamilton to be aboard the pilot schooner Seaconnet, under Captain Holland, at noon.
Favian was still slightly drunk as he approached the schooner in one of United States’s whaleboats, Nicholson and Hamilton accompanying him in the stern sheets; and Favian found himself lecturing Nicholson like an overpossessive parent on the need to take care of Macedonian’s masts and yards and to make sure that, at sea, the sails were reefed down at night in case of a sudden December gale appearing from the darkness, and on the need to take advantage of their stay in Newport, making certain of the repairs to the hull, some of which had worked loose on the long voyage. Conscious suddenly of his own absurdity, Favian abruptly broke off his lesson, wished Nicholson the best of luck and weather, and came aboard Seaconnet just as its crew was manning the windlass to heave her cable short.
Holland was a compact, muscular man in his mid-forties. His hair was tied in a short, slightly old-fashioned queue. Vigorous and knowledgeable, he was nevertheless very aware of having naval officers on board, and was determined that Seaconnet should prove as efficient a vessel as any in the Navy. The five days’ journey to New York— which would have been shortened to a single night had not westerly December gales forced the schooner to run for New London and New Haven on separate occasions— gave him plenty of opportunity to demonstrate his abilities. Favian found the trip a blissfully peaceful vacation. Despite the bad weather and the irritatingly close confines of the pilot boat’s accommodation, despite Holland’s aggressive insistence on pointing out how well things were done aboard his vessel, Favian was delighted that he had nothing to do. For weeks he’d been worrying over Macedonian like a mother hen over her brood, almost frantic that the jury rig might not hold up, or that a British squadron would appear and render their work pointless, or that Macedonian’s original crew might rise and try to retake the ship. Now his only worries were those of a passenger: whether or not dinner could be cooked and served hot during a gale, or the remote possibility that Seaconnet might not be able to outrun a British cruiser, or that they might find themselves aground somewhere, or dismasted, blinded by the gales.
But Holland was a good man; he knew when to fight the sea and when to seek shelter; Seaconnet passed Hell Gate without incident, and Favian found himself again in the world of naval routine.
Commanding the New York Navy Yard was Isaac Chauncey, one of Preble’s boys and a diehard New England man who had commanded the frigate New York off Tripoli and maneuvered Constitution during the bombardments, when Favian, the Decatur brothers, Somers, and the rest had been battling hand to hand with enemy gunboats.
“Favian Markham, by Jerusalem!” Chauncey exclaimed as Favian stepped into his office and uncovered in salute. “And young Hamilton! I thought ye were at sea! Come, sit by the fire; ye look soaked through, as if ye’d just stepped ashore— d’ye bring news from Captain Decatur?”
“We do, sir,” Favian said. “It’s good news. United States took the thirty-eight-gun frigate Macedonian in October, and brought her home to Newport. We’re carrying the report to Washington City.”
Chauncey’s portly frame was almost dancing with excitement. “That’s another blow for the flag, by thunder!” he barked out. “And perhaps soon there will be another— Bainbridge has taken Constitution out again, with the Hornet. Perhaps Old Ironsides will take another frigate.”
“I pray she will,” Favian said. “I pray we all may.”
“Amen to that,” Chauncey said. “Though my own chances are slim. I’ve just received word from Secretary Hamilton that I’m to ride to Sackett’s Harbor— a sleigh ride it’ll be, in this weather— to take command on the Great Lakes. No frigates there, I’m afraid.”
“You may have to build some.”
Isaac Chauncey’s eyes gleamed. “I may at that, Mr. Markham. But what is it I can do for ye?”
“Commodore Decatur,” Favian said, using the more prestigious, though entirely honorary, title, “hopes to be at New London with the prize in a week. Then he wants to take her to New York. His exact words were that he wants ‘two damn good Hell Gate pilots’ to meet him in New London.”
Chauncey nodded. “I’ll arrange for it.”
Isaac Chauncey saying “I’ll arrange for it” was the equivalent of most men swearing solemn oaths while standing atop a pyramid of bibles: Chauncey was universally conceded to be the Navy’s most reliable figure. Favian thanked him, knowing the business was as good as concluded, and that Chauncey might well throw in a few extra pilots by way of being thorough.
“And we’ll need horses for the ride to Washington,” Favian added. “Can you arrange that, or shall I—?”
“When d’ye need ’em for?” Chauncey asked sharply.
“As soon as is practicable. Tomorrow morning we must pay a visit, on behalf of the commodore, to Wheeler and Tazewell.”
“Prize money, eh?” Chauncey said. “That merchantman Captain Decatur sent in was brought before the prize court and returned to its owners. Sorry to tell ye.”
Favian hadn’t been surprised. Decatur had seized a Philadelphia-bound merchantman a few days before encountering the Macedonian, and on quite flimsy grounds made a prize of her.
“When I heard of it,” Chauncey went on, “I thought to myself, Aha, Decatur’s so eager for action he’ll be sending in fishing smacks next. Hope he finds himself a worthy frigate to sink. Never thought he’d actually bring it home. That’s always been Captain Decatur’s weakness—that eagerness.”
“Yes, sir,” Favian said tactfully, knowing Chauncey was substantially correct. Decatur had been itching for action and was willing to treat even a harmless merchantman as an enemy, at least until the real thing came along. Favian remembered that impetuous first broadside that had so completely missed: too eager. He had fought a cunning battle afterward, though, as if that one broadside had taken the edge off.
“Well, ye can’t wait here till Christmas,” Chauncey said. “I’ll have horses here at the yard by noon tomorrow,”
“Thank you, sir. I’m sure we’re most grateful.”
“And I’ll speak to the mayor about the celebrations we’ll arrange for Macedonian’s arrival,” Chauncey went on, his mind briskly assembling the consequences of the victory. “We’ll try to arrange for a parade, perhaps a theatrical performance. Illuminations, certainly; swords and medals for the officers— a pity I’ll be at Sackett’s Harbor by then. A great day for the Navy, Mr. Markham, when Macedonian was made prize. Mr. Hamilton, it will make your father’s job a good deal easier.”
“I hope it will, sir,” Hamilton said respectfully. When confronted by the awesome majesty of a full captain, midshipmen like Hamilton were supposed to speak only when spoken to.
“And now, gentlemen, if ye’ve warmed yerselves sufficiently, I’ll take the liberty of bringing ye home with me for supper. Let me send a message to Mrs. Chauncey.”
Favian and Archibald Hamilton watched in comfortable amazement as the Navy’s most conspicuous paragon of efficiency arranged the next twenty-four hours of their lives. Clerks were summoned to write orders that would send the pilots to New London, arrange for several horses to be waiting in the yard at noon the next day— Favian and Hamilton to have their choice— and a memorandum was sent to Mrs. Chauncey on the size of the supper party.
Chauncey maintained a superb cook in his household, as his stout figure demonstrated, and he had a good cellar as well. His servants proved to be better drilled than many a ship’s crew, virtually leaping back and forth from the kitchen, snatching empty plates from under surprised noses, refilling wine glasses without being bidden. Apparently Chauncey was as brisk about eating as he was about everything else.
The table talk was almost entirely service gossip— consisting chiefly, on Chauncey’s part, of battles with stupid contractors, crooked suppliers, and ignorant subordinates. Chauncey was diplomatic enough to avoid mentioning any wrangles with Hamilton’s father, the Secretary of the Navy. Archibald Hamilton, responding to Chauncey’s questions, related the history of the fight with Macedonian, sparing no praise for Decatur or Favian. Respectfully, Favian kept out of the conversation altogether, except when he was asked a direct question; he appreciated Chauncey’s interrogative skill in asking the junior member of the company about the action, receiving thereby the opinion least likely to be colored by loyalty or service prejudice.
But chiefly, throughout the meal, Favian wondered just what it was that Isaac Chauncey lacked. Perhaps if he hadn’t spent the last seven years as Decatur’s subordinate the question would never have arisen in his mind; he might not have been so thoroughly aware of some strange, half-spiritual difference between his plump host and the illustrious Decatur. Chauncey was, like Favian, a master of detail; he was sociable, friendly, and obviously intelligent. Unlike Chauncey, unlike anyone else Favian knew, Decatur possessed what the Greeks would have called charisma, the divine grace that made him a natural leader. Few commanders possessed such qualities as Decatur, but they were still good men. Yet, this obvious lack aside, there was still something missing in Chauncey.
Favian had never known Chauncey well, even when they served together off Tripoli, and their paths had not crossed since. Young Lieutenant Chauncey’s coolness, his competence, in quenching a magazine fire that had panicked his captain, had raised him well above Favian’s level before Favian had ever met him. When Favian was a midshipman, dreaming of glory in Constitution’s gun room, Isaac Chauncey already commanded the corvette John Adams, and later the frigate New York. It had been Favian who fought dirty melees from one gunboat to another, while Chauncey had taken over the sailing of the Constitution into the fight, with Commodore Preble directing its gunfire; Chauncey’s job had been clean by comparison, and much tidier.
Perhaps Isaac Chauncey might have been helped by a slower advancement, and by being in those gunboats that had been forced to fight such a messy war. Perhaps it would have given him a certain steel that Favian suspected he lacked. Chauncey was intelligent, and knew his job well; there was certainly no reason to doubt his courage. But Favian suspected he wasn’t a fighter. Criticizing Decatur for his eagerness, when most Navy men would have thought it admirable, was quite possibly the key here. Isaac Chauncey had not been through quite the same school as the rest.
Favian hoped the Navy Department hadn’t been wrong in sending Chauncey to Sackett’s Harbor, but he suspected they would have made a better choice in someone like Johnston Blakely, now wasting his talents in command of the Enterprise brig, or Thomas MacDonough, who, last Favian had heard, was rotting his time away commanding a gunboat flotilla in Maine.
It was not an easy job to which Chauncey had been assigned. His principal command was on Lake Ontario, where the United States had but a single boat to oppose a formidable Canadian squadron. Chauncey’s responsibilities would also extend to Lake Erie, where the British had another squadron, and the United States no vessels at all; the lack of American naval strength had already made its mark in the surrender of Detroit.
But it was hardly courteous for a guest, treated so royally, to have such doubts about his host, and Favian consciously suppressed his speculations. The conversation, continued over cigars and mulled wine in Chauncey’s study, went on long into the night, and then Favian and Hamilton were shown to their rooms.
“A splendid fellow, this Captain Chauncey,” Hamilton laughed the next day, as he and Favian stood on the ferry bringing them and their horses across the Hudson. Off beyond Sandy Hook, on this clear December day, they could see the topsails of two patrolling British frigates, probably the advance guard of Broke’s squadron, reminders of the royal might brought to Manhattan’s front door.
“He’s had food packed in our saddlebags, in case we can’t find decent meals at an inn,” Hamilton went on. “And a bottle of his best hock! That’s a measure of how long he’s been on shore,” he reflected. “To think that anyone living for months on hardtack and salt horse could think ill of the food at an inn!”
“Aye,” Favian agreed. “I hope his men on Lake Ontario eat as well as their commander.” His eyes slitted as he watched the British topsails. We’ve taken two of them, he thought. Eight hundred to go.
Overland from New York to Washington would be at least three hundred miles, all on horseback over the most miserable roads in the United States. Most of the good roads led into the interior, permitting immigration to the West and bringing western goods to the port cities for export; north-south traffic was usually by sea, at least until Admiral Warren’s blockade closed off all the ports south of New York. Favian was a good rider, but Hamilton, like most sailors, was not. Allowing for bad weather, Favian calculated, they would be lucky if they did not spend the rest of December on the road.
And so it almost proved. Hamilton, after a few days of agony, became an accomplished horseman; but storms brought them to a halt several times, and colic struck Hamilton’s horse in New Jersey, and it had to spend a day resting. At Philadelphia— where Favian had spent the dreariest, most disillusioning years of his life commanding Gunboat 182 on the Delaware— they stayed for one night courtesy of the Navy Yard, exchanged their horses for fresh mounts, and plodded onward through the December mud. The stagecoaches promised service from Philadelphia to Washington City in thirty-three hours, but on horseback it took four days, and they never saw a stage that wasn’t bogged in the mud. Christmas Eve and day were spent at a snowbound Maryland inn. Favian considered continuing the letter to Miss Emma Greenhow that had been interrupted by Macedonian’s appearance, but instead he spent the time polishing his monograph on Massey’s Recording Log, and trying to stay out of the way of the two other travelers who had been crowded into a room already small for the two naval officers.
“No doubt the horses have better stabling,” Hamilton commented, raising to his lips the jug of whiskey he had bought to sustain himself during his stay, and which was destined to be left empty in the room when they left. Hamilton’s company proved to be Favian’s only consolation on the journey, along with his irreverent stories of political figures, gathered no doubt from his father. Favian very much appreciated the story of John Merry, His Britannic Majesty’s minister to the United States, in full dress uniform, medals, ribbons, breeches, silk stockings, and buckled shoes, presenting his credentials to Thomas Jefferson, who wore in an old brown coat and heelless slippers, a silent republican reproach to imperial pretension ... Favian wondered if the story had inspired Decatur’s homespun appearance on the deck of the Macedonian.
Hamilton was an able young officer, eager, intelligent, ambitious, and altogether typical; he seemed to show no resentment at being honed into the Navy’s idea of a proper member of its elite. But then Favian had shown no resentment, either, at Hamilton’s age; that had come only later, in Philadelphia, when Favian was obliged to practice the blockading skills he’d learned at Tripoli on ships of his own nation, enforcing the Embargo Acts by keeping United States vessels bottled up in their own ports, leaving seamen to starve and the merchants bankrupt; it was then that Favian began to grudge the mold into which he’d been cast, the honed, pristine edge of America’s cutting blade.
Their horses stumbled into Washington three days after Christmas. They found rooms at Blodget’s Hotel, a ruined edifice once boasting the only Ionic pilasters on the Potomac and now housing, among other things, the Post Office Department and the Patents Bureau. Part of it was still operated as a hotel, chiefly for peripatetic civil servants and hopeful office seekers, but the collection of inventions belonging to the Patents Bureau was slowly encroaching on the guest quarters.
Favian demanded a bath and got one, then carefully unpacked the dress uniform he’d carried with him, attached the epaulet to its left shoulder, combed his hair and side-whiskers, collected Hamilton, also in dress, and marched to the Navy Department, just west of the Executive Mansion— or the President’s House, the White House, the Presidential Palace, or whatever else the great pale pile was called.
“Mr. Hamilton is out, sir,” said a withered clerk, as Favian stood in the foyer with mud dripping from his boots. “He is preparing for the Naval Ball tonight, where Captains Hull and Stewart will be honored. If you will leave a card, I shall give it to His Excellency on Monday.”
“Isaac Hull? He’s here?”
“Yes, sir,” the clerk said, looking disapprovingly at Favian’s footprints on the threadbare carpet of the foyer. “Now if you will just leave your card... “
“The Naval Ball— where is it?”
The clerk scowled at the ignorance of this young officer, who had probably come to beg for a job, but he loftily announced that the ball would be at the Navy Yard, and Favian fled the place before he was asked once more for his card.
The clerk’s mention of the Naval Ball had set Favian’s head spinning. President Madison would be there, of course, along with his fabled wife, Dolley; the foreign ministers would be there, the cream of Washington society, the secretaries of war and the navy, most of Congress... Favian’s head swam with names and titles. The guests of honor would be Captain Isaac Hull, late of the Constitution, victor over the Guerrière, and Charles Stewart, a man whom the professional side of Favian honored immensely. And of course the enormously influential Captain Thomas Tingey, superintendent of the Washington Navy Yard, would be present with his staff. Favian clapped Hamilton on the shoulder and brandished Decatur’s report in his other hand. Hamilton looked surprised at Favian’s sudden exuberance.
“So Stephen Decatur thinks he’s the only one who can make a grand gesture, eh?” Favian laughed. “We’re going to board the President and his lady tonight!”
Favian had not been apprenticed to a master of dramatics for nothing. No one in Washington knew of his muddy entrance, and word of United States’s victory had not yet penetrated by word of any blockade runner. The news, in the proper setting, could cause a sensation.
Favian suspected that Decatur would approve of his plan.
CHAPTER 5.
“Blasted Washington,” Archibald Hamilton muttered as he received the salute of the sentry at the gate of the Navy Yard. “Mud in winter, dust in summer. Dust and malaria.” He grinned. “Be thankful you’re here at the best time of year. You’ll probably only get a mild flux.”
“I’ll bear it in mind,” Favian said. He urged his horse along the path, its hooves drawing themselves from the mud with unpleasant sucking sounds. The Naval Ball demanded even more formality than had the visit to the Navy Department; instead of his blue trousers Favian was wearing white breeches and silk stockings, and he hoped he wouldn’t enter the ballroom to discover his legs were splattered with mud from the three-mile ride from Blodget’s Hotel.
“You’ve seen the public buildings— the President’s House, the Capitol?” Hamilton said. “They look like mud huts in this weather. Particularly the Capitol, with that plain board gallery between the two wings. Washington’s so unimpressive, the European powers scarcely keep as much as a single embassy here, just consular offices, and often as not they sell those duties to Americans. At least the French have their own minister here.”
“I expect we’ll change that, don’t you think?” Favian said, riding to the door of the rambling building holding the ball. The faint sounds of the Marine Band came from inside. Favian dismounted into the muck, handed the horse to a groom, and stepped up onto the sheltered porch. He examined the package containing Macedonian’s flag and Decatur’s dispatch, which he’d kept from the wet under his cloak; he brushed sleet off his hat and cloak, and scraped the mud from his shoes. Hamilton followed suit, took off his hat, shook his fair hair. They stepped inside.
The Marine Band was playing a jig, and the foyer leapt to the tread of the dancers inside. Soft candlelight glowed through a wide interior door. Marines took their cloaks, and Favian saw, in the candlelight, men and women dancing; many of the men wore blue coats and epaulets, both Army and Navy.
“Shall I take your sword, sir?” asked a corporal, a man with ginger hair tied in a queue.
“No, I’ll keep it for the present. Has Captain Thomas Tingey arrived?”
“Oh, yes. First of all.”
“Will you give him this message?” Favian drew it from his cuff; neither the elegant cut of his swallowtail uniform coat nor the lines of his tight white breeches allowed for such things as exterior pockets.
Thomas Tingey came off the dance floor at the end of the jig. He was a New Jersey man who had been sacked in the Jefferson purges, but somehow had talked his way back to his former rank; and now, as head of the Washington Navy Yard, was the only non-seagoing captain in the Navy. He was a popular figure, loquacious, persuasive, honey-tongued. He had the ear of the politicians, was always ready to give advice, and convincing enough so that his advice was often taken.
It was a pity, thought Favian, that Tingey’s advice was so often bad.
“Favian Markham! Young Hamilton! Your parents are here, you know, Hamilton— have you seen ’em? They’ll be delighted!” Tingey, large framed, jolly, held out a hand, and Favian clasped it. His voice was a remarkably melodious baritone; Favian remembered he had been famous for his parties, at which he’d sung duets with his late wife.
“Your note spoke of important news. Let’s hear it.”
“Captain Decatur has captured a British thirty-eight. It’s probably in New York by now.”
“By God, that’s news! Hull is here— have y’told him?”
Favian, in a low voice, explained his plan. Hamilton listened with surprise, then admiration. At the end Tingey whistled appreciatively.
“By Jerusalem, that’s an idea! Board the President and Dolley!” He laughed. “We’re all going to enjoy reading tomorrow’s newspapers, young man. Leave it all to me. Wait for a drumroll, then enter.”
“Aye, sir,” Favian said, then hesitated. “How will I know Mrs. Madison, sir? I’ve never met her.”
Tingey laughed. “She’s the one standing by the flags, young man! They set off her complexion so well. Y’can’t miss her.”
“Yes, sir.”
The band was playing a stately country dance which allowed the older members of the throng to recover their breath after the brisk jig. Favian waited impatiently, fidgeting while he unwrapped the package, and handed Decatur’s report to Hamilton.
“Are you sure you’d prefer to carry the flag?” Hamilton asked insinuatingly. “I can do it, if you like.”
“Seniority hath its privileges, Mr. Hamilton. You are to carry the dispatch.”
Hamilton sighed. Favian fidgeted. What if he was confused, he wondered, and picked the wrong lady? Madison he knew from engravings, but his famous wife had unaccountably been left out of the pictures. Perhaps the illustrators had given up hope of ever depicting her properly.
A sustained chord announced the end of the country dance. The crowd gave scattered applause. Favian took a deep breath and hoped that when the time came he wouldn’t stumble over a spittoon.
There was a single trumpet call, bringing the murmuring, applauding crowd to attention. A nice touch— the band leader must have improvised. A long drumroll began. Favian tugged at his uniform and advanced into the room.
The guests’ faces glowed gold in the light of hundreds of candles. Hamilton’s marching steps echoed behind him. Faces turned toward him in surprise, in anticipation, in merriment. In one corner were bearded faces, turbaned heads, and Turkish costumes, and Favian was puzzled until he remembered that a Tunisian envoy had recently taken up residence. Somewhere there was a shriek, and movement among the crowd to his left. Favian risked a glance, saw the familiar figure of the Secretary of the Navy supporting a limp bundle. It appeared that Hamilton’s mother had fainted at the sight of the son she had supposed to be at sea.
British banners draped the walls, the ensigns of the corvette Alert, which had surrendered to the Essex after firing a single musket shot pour l’honneur du pavilion, and the great shot-torn flag of the Guerrière. Beneath the flags, surrounded by an invisible aura of power and respect— what in a monarchy would have been called Presence— was a short, lean, white-haired man in a plain black coat who Favian recognized as James Madison, principal author of the Constitution and of an unpopular war, former Federalist turned Democratic-Republican, President of the United States. Beside him was a plump, lively-seeming woman, dressed rather extravagantly in a pink, ermine-trimmed satin robe with gold chains and clasps, topped by a white satin turban with a jeweled crescent and ostrich plumes. Favian assumed she was the famous Dolley Madison— she had better be Dolley Madison, and not a dependent of the Tunisian delegation, Favian thought, or his career was as good as over. Her mouth was parted, her eyebrows raised in an amused anticipation, wondering what little surprise had been arranged by the Navy Department. Probably the Secretary of the Navy was wondering the same thing, if he wasn’t too distracted by his limp wife in his arms.
Favian cleared his throat as he approached, hoping his voice would not crack. He swept Macedonian’s flag out with a snap of his arm, the flag sailing out to its full twelve-foot length, the riddled White Ensign billowing at the feet of the President’s lady. Dolley Madison stared at the flag in dawning comprehension. Favian knelt.
“I beg the honor, madam, to lay at your feet the surrendered flag of the British frigate Macedonian, captured in battle by Captain Decatur two months ago.” Favian’s voice rang in the candle-lit stillness.
Sensation. Bedlam. Favian had intended Act Two to be Archibald Hamilton’s presentation of Decatur’s official report to the President, but whatever Hamilton said was drowned out by the pandemonium of men calling for three cheers, wild applause, shrieks of enthusiasm, and the Marine Band’s sudden fortissimo booming of the new anthem, “Hail, Columbia.” Dolley Madison said something unheard in the sudden turmoil, but she was clearly asking Favian to rise, and he did so. She took the ensign from his numbed hands, and with a graceful gesture threw it over her own shoulders, draping herself in it.
The audience went mad. Favian, awed, realized with admiring surprise that he was in the presence of someone who knew at least as well as Decatur how to stir a crowd by a simple, eloquent gesture. She kissed Favian’s cheek— to more cheers— and then the President, as thin as Favian but a good deal shorter, began to pump his hand. “Congratulations, young man. We’ll speak later,” the President almost shouted, and Favian nodded respectfully.
He glanced over the President’s head and saw a milling, stampeding crowd, among them Dolley Madison parading with the ensign draping her shoulders, her ostrich plumes nodding, and Archibald Hamilton engulfed in the arms of his mother, who had, it appeared, recovered thoroughly from her fainting fit. Secretary Paul Hamilton shouldered his way through the crowd, shook Favian’s hand, and bent to shout into Madison’s ear: “Never forget that it’s to Captains Bainbridge and Stewart that we owe these victories!”
Damned if it was! Favian almost raged. It was Decatur’s seamanship and my gunnery! But he bit it back, savage temper still filling him at the cheapening of his spectacle. What was the secretary driveling about? But then there were more handshakes and claps on the back as Favian was surrounded by a crowd of blue-coated naval officers.
“Congratulations, sir!” It was Isaac Hull, conqueror of the Guerrière, a plump man with a genial expression and one of the best technical sailors in the world, a man who had outrun a British squadron in a dead calm by towing Constitution with boats, then splicing together all the cordage in the ship to kedge her to safety. He’d returned to Boston to discover that his uncle, the man who had raised him, had surrendered Detroit to an army one third the size of his own— a disgrace Hull’s battle with the Guerrière had done much to erase. Favian had also heard that Hull had split the seat of his tight trousers when he’d given the order to fire, and, looking at the cloth that was trying gamely to protect Hull’s portly frame, he could well believe it.
“Thank you, sir,” Favian said, still seething inwardly, and was then engulfed by the arms of another officer and hugged until he gasped for breath— and until he found his brief flash of anger gone. Not even the discipline of the service had kept the Irish from Charles Stewart.
“It’s a timely victory you’ve brought us, Favian!” the redheaded captain shouted. “I’ll explain later.”
“What’s this about owing our victory to you and Bainbridge?” Favian demanded.
“Later, my son, later.”
Dolley Madison returned from her procession and gave up Macedonian’s shot-torn ensign to the officers, who draped it from the wall between the flags of Guerrière and Alert. Favian and Archibald Hamilton were crowded into the place of honor next to Stewart and Hull, the President and his lady standing next to them. A procession of citizens, some of whom Favian recognized as congressmen, senators, Cabinet secretaries and their wives, judges of the Supreme Court, appeared to shake hands and offer congratulations. Thomas Tingey appeared with a girl he introduced as his fiancée; she was strikingly beautiful, and at least thirty years younger than her husband-to-be, and Favian revised upward his opinion of Tingey’s celebrated eloquence.
Between handshakes and salutes Favian heard from Stewart the meaning of Secretary Hamilton’s strange remark. At the beginning of the war William Bainbridge— the competent, aggressive, but totally unlucky captain who had, through no real fault of his own, lost his first command to the French, and later the Philadelphia frigate to the Tripolitans— had been in Washington, haunting the doors of the Navy Department for a command; and Stewart, following a furlough of some years, during which he had been earning his bread as a merchant skipper, arrived on much the same errand. The news Paul Hamilton brought them was stunning: The Cabinet had decided to keep the entire Navy in harbor for the duration of the war, striking their yards to save cost of upkeep and using the big frigates as floating batteries. It was not thought possible for American ships to meet the British in open combat. Bainbridge and Stewart protested to the Secretary; Hamilton was convinced and went to the President; and Madison, after long wrangling, had overruled the skinflint Gallatin of the Treasury Department and the rest of the Cabinet, and sent the ships, among them Decatur’s United States, in search of enemies to conquer. Isaac Hull, in the meantime, had simply ignored the order to stay in port, and on his own initiative, and at the peril of court-martial, commenced the voyage that had resulted in the capture of the Guerrière. Stewart and Bainbridge, since Hull’s victory, had spoken before Congress, and had almost convinced the legislature to vote the money for four new ships of the line, seventy-fours, and six new Constitution-class frigates. The vote was expected any day.
Favian was stunned. It was the Navy for which every serving officer, had been praying for twenty years. “Well, sir, I thank you and Captain Bainbridge, wherever he may be, for your persuasiveness,” Favian said.
“Bainbridge has already been thanked by the secretary,” Hull said. “He’s been given my old command, the Constitution. I had to leave her. My brother died, and I must settle his affairs.”
And your stepfather is about to be court-martialed for treason, Favian thought, and that’s reason enough to keep off a ship for the time being.
“I’m sorry to hear it, sir,” he said.
“And they’ve given me Constellation,” Stewart added. “She’s here in Washington.”
“A lucky ship, sir. Congratulations.”
“We’ll need all the luck we can find to get her past the British blockade. Captain Hull and I are staying at The Indian Queen. Come for a consultation tomorrow afternoon.”
“I’ll be happy to, sir.”
The Naval Ball, its festivity increased to a near hysterical pitch by the news of the victory, careened onward into the early hours of the morning. The Madisons left at a respectable hour, as did Thomas Tingey, his bride-to-be, and his prospective in-laws. But for the most part the men present, especially the young officers, seemed inclined to toast the victory until they dropped from exhaustion; and the departure of the President and many of the older, more respectable citizens was not calculated to suppress their celebrations. The floor surrounding the many spittoons began to grow slimy from near misses; collars and neckcloths began to collect sweat stains; waistcoats were streaked with tobacco. Favian, fixed like a mannequin in the place of honor, found his hand sore with congratulatory handclasps, and his voice tiring from responding to toasts and speeches. It was not until two in the morning, when the Navy Yard claimed to have run clean out of rum punch, and the Marine Band packed its instruments and made its way out, that the party began to disperse.
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