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By
Mikel B. Classen
I was sitting in Shutey’s bar in Calumet, Michigan when this old man comes up and starts talking to me. He said his name was Captain Jack Talbot and he had a story to tell. “I’ve never told anyone this, but I have to get it off my chest before I die. I’d be obliged if you’d let me bend an ear so that I might rest easier in my grave. It’ll be a restless slumber as it is.”
I told him “Alright.” and ordered another ale as I could tell that the tale might be long. There was also a sense of urgency in the old Captain’s voice that told me that this was of a grave importance to him.
CAPTAIN JACK’S TALE:
It was 1871. I captained a schooner named the Marie Jenny. We sailed out of the Keweenaw Peninsula hauling copper ore to Sault Sainte Marie. We had a reputation for being fast and efficient and I knew Lake Superior better’n anyone. We’d just arrived back in port for another load. I went to the shipping office to get the particulars on our next shipment where I was informed there’d be none this time around. I was to ship out immediately for Iron Bay with my holds empty. There I was to meet privately with a Mr. Peter White, a local speculator who apparently had interest in virtually everything in the area. I was to dock at Marquette where he would enlighten me as to the nature of our cargo and its destination. I was also informed that I was to tell no one of our destination and we should depart in the middle of the night.
Of course this struck me as odd but orders are orders and they are always for a reason. I rounded up my crew to get them back to the Marie Jenny before dusk which was no easy task. They had of course scattered among the saloons as soon as we had docked. Most grumbled disappointed, but they all returned being a crew of unwavering loyalty and depth of character.
We set sail well after midnight as it tends not to get dark until late during the fair months. By morning we had rounded the Keweenaw and were well on our way to the Huron Mountains. By the light of the next morning we navigated our way through the treacherous rock outcrops of Iron Bay into the docks of Marquette. Then it was a small town but growing quickly due to the discovery of iron to the west.
No sooner had we tied up at the dock when a messenger came telling me that Mr. White wanted to see me at his private residence. His home sat perched on a ridge overlooking Marquette harbor. The building itself was impressive, made out of large sandstone blocks, trimmed in wood from the area. Its size was overwhelming, but then I was used to a schooner cabin as a home.
The messenger led me into the varnished and polished house and guided me to Mr. White’s study where, the man himself waited impatiently. As I walked in he seemed to have been pacing. The messenger announced me and immediately retreated and closed the doors to the study. Mr. White invited me to take a seat and he wasted no time getting to matters at hand. He had a reputation as a no nonsense businessman.
“Captain Talbot,” He began, “I’m told you’re a man of integrity and unimpeachable character. A man that can be trusted to do a job and keep it to himself. I’m also told that you have one of the fastest and finest ships on Superior, is that correct?”
“Yes sir, it is.” I answered wondering where all of this was going.
“What I’m about to tell you can never leave this room, is that agreeable?”
I nodded.
He reached into his waistcoat pocket and rolled some stones out onto the top of his desk. They flashed in the light and I knew immediately what they were. Gold nuggets!
“I’m currently president of the bank here and one of our companies that we finance has, shall we say, come into a discovery. So far we’ve managed to keep it a secret, but I don’t know how long that will be possible. I want you and your ship to carry a shipment of this to the Soo. So far we’ve managed to secretly smelt around 2000 pounds. If you agree to this, it’ll be loaded up in crates marked iron. I’ve several dockhands hired and waiting. They’ve been informed that it is pig iron bars so they won’t look too closely. If word of this got out, I suspect your voyage might be short lived.”
“I’m certain that you’re right. A fortune like this might inspire some serious cutthroating. Mr. White, I have a fine crew, one that I stake my life on everytime I sail, but this puts them in a danger that the copper never did. A cargo like this could easily inspire piracy.”
“Captain, all I can say is that, I’ve made every possible precaution. The rest is up to you. I can assure you, that when you complete this voyage, you’ll never have to make another. You and your crew will be paid handsomely for your risks.”
I leaned back in the chair and thought about it for a minute. White’s reputation was impeccable and I believed him when he said that everything possible had been done to maintain the secrecy of the voyage. “Alright, I’ll take your cargo. Send word to get it aboard. I’d like to sail as quickly as possible.”
He smiled through his thick beard. “I was hoping you’d say that.” He leaned over the desk and stretched out his hand. I took it with pleasure and felt the iron grip. It was then I truly knew him to be a man of his word and honest. A lot can be told from the grip of a handshake.
I rose to head back to the Marie Jennie. I was nervous about this and I wasn’t afraid to admit it. The only problem was who could I admit it too? I was sworn to secrecy.
I arrived back at the dock and reboarded my ship. I went straight to my first mate, Angus Stewart, a Scot of unfailing nerve. I’d seen him singing into the teeth of the worst gales Lake Superior could muster. He smiled through his red beard, “Cap’n, what’re yer orders?”
“We load shortly and we set sail as soon as we’re stowed and secure. I want no time wasted, but make sure everything’s shipshape and tight.”
“Aye Cap’n.” Angus set to supervising the loading. It wasn’t long and the wagons arrived with crates marked “Iron.” Angus shouted to his men and the ropes began squeaking and squealing as the crates were raised off the carts and then lowered into the holds. The crew knew their positions and their duties and the loading went quickly. Then I saw it. I cursed under my breath. I hoped none of the dock-hands saw it too.
A board on the side of one of the crates had broken and was hanging loose. I knew if I shouted, it would only draw attention to it and to my horror, I could see the edges of the ingots, their color clearly visible. Then too, Angus saw. He looked up at me and quickly replaced the board. He made sure that was the next crate loaded. Again he looked back at me, though he didn’t say anything I knew he understood everything.
I studied the dock, but I couldn’t be sure if anyone had seen or not, but then, how long that board had been loose, was a mystery. Angus came up “They’re stowed Cap’n.”
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