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Author’s Note

This novel was a work of love, but it was also very difficult and time-consuming to research. The First Barbary War was not well-documented, and what was written about it was often at odds with other writings. Even what was an accepted truth at one time proved to be inaccurate later. One example is that of Able Seaman Reuben James. As a midshipman at the Naval Academy, I was taught that James saved the life of Stephen Decatur during the Gunboat Battle by interposing himself between the lieutenant and a descending Tripolitan blade, taking the blow to the head. The US Navy has even named three ships after him. However, further research shows that no one by the name of James received any medical treatment after the battle. A Daniel Frazier, on the other hand, was treated for a saber slash to the head, and he was a member of Decatur’s boarding party. There were a few mentions in various texts of Frazier as the one who saved Decatur, but it was James who received the credit until very recently.

Given the differing versions of written history on the war, I had to choose one version over the other in my own story. An example of this was when one member of the crew of the Philadelphia received a bastinado, a type of punishment, for beating another American while they were prisoners of the Tripolitans. Some accounts had it that the person beaten was John Wilson, a “turk,” that is, a crew member who turned to Islam in order to escape the condition of slavery. Other accounts have it that the person beaten was a warrant officer, and John Wilson used his position to settle an old score and have a Marine sergeant given the bastinado. I took the license in having the person given the punishment being one of my three fictional protagonists.

I chose to have three fictional characters as my literary points of view. None of the three have any basis in history. Almost every other character, on the other hand, was an actual historical figure. I was able to research the personalities and even actual dialogue of many of the major historical characters, but for others, only their names were recorded. Of the Marines who fought in the Battle of Derne, for example, the only thing known of the enlisted men, other than who was killed and who was wounded, was that sometimes Private John Whitten danced the jig while Lieutenant O’Bannon played the fiddle. Consequently, all characterizations of many of the actual historical figures in the book come entirely from my imagination.

One small happy coincidence is that accounts of the Battle of Derne relate that the Marines consisted of Lieutenant O’Bannon and an acting sergeant and either six or seven privates, but only the names of five privates were ever recorded. That left a spot for Private Jacob Brissey, one of my fictional protagonists.

I made liberal use of direct quotes and historical documents throughout the book.  Some of those documents used spelling and punctuation that was neither uniform nor in keeping with modern English usage.  Initially, I quoted those documents verbatim, but both my editor as well as my pre-publication readers recommended that I correct at least some of the more egregious permutations.  

Finally, I had to make a decision as to the dialogue of my characters. I could “modern up” the language used, to make it flow better for present-day readers. Instead, I chose to use the period language of the time. I read a number of period pieces, complete with dialogue, to create the voice of Jacob Brissey in particular. For Ichabod Cone and Seth Crocker, I relied more on period dictionaries of slang, or the “vulgar tongue,” as it was often termed. I have included a glossary at the end of the novel of many of the terms I used. I hope I was able to present an accurate voice for the book, yet still keep it easily digestible by readers.

Oct 11, 1784

100 Miles off the coast of Africa

––––––––
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Captain James Erwin took the spyglass from his first mate and focused in on the British corvette flying the Guinea Jack that identified it as a ship of the Royal African Company.  It was closing in from the port quarter, and even a year before, this would have been cause for alarm.  Until the signing of the Treaty of Paris almost 13 months earlier, Britain still considered the United States as part of its empire, and sailors were often taken from American merchantmen and impressed into the Royal Navy.  Captain Erwin felt a twinge of concern, but not enough to try and outrun the corvette.  The British captain probably wanted to give or receive information about sea conditions.

The Betsey was a 350-ton brigantine out of Baltimore with a load of salt from Cadiz, bound for Philadelphia.  She was a quick, nimble ship with a crew of 10, and her initial crossing had been uneventful.  The captain looked forward to returning to the United States, offloading, then taking in new cargo for another run.  

“Orders, captain?” his first mate asked.

“Keep her steady.  Let’s see what they want,” he replied.

John Harris, the first mate, merely shrugged.  He’d spent two years impressed into the Royal Navy, and it was all the same to him.  

The corvette slowly moved closer.  Only the helmsman, a few deck hands, and a ship’s officer, resplendent in his company uniform, were visible on deck.  The officer had moved to the starboard rail and looked to hail the Betsey.

“Where are you out of?” he shouted when the two ships were about 40 yards apart.

“This is the Betsey, out of Baltimore, bound for Philadelphia,” the captain shouted back.

“If that is so, then prepare to be boarded!” the officer yelled across the water.  

The captain’s heart fell as he turned to give the helmsman the order to come about in an attempt to put distance between the two ships.

The British corvette’s five starboard gun ports opened, and one gun fired a shot across the Betsey’s bow before the ship could move.  The Guinea Jack came down and was replaced by an ensign that the captain didn’t recognize.

The captain hesitated a moment, calculating his chances.  The Betsey had no guns, but like all ships she had small arms aboard.

“Mr. Harris, get all hands on deck, then break out the muskets, but don’t fire unless I give the order,” he told his first mate.

He moved over to the rail, wondering what he could do to give his ship more time.  He was about to issue new orders when from below the starboard rail of the corvette, at least 50 turbaned, shirtless men jumped up from where they had been hidden.  All were armed with pistols and swords and started to shout at the top of their lungs.

Captain Erwin was no fool.  He knew the Betsey had no chance.  When the first grappling hooks came flying over, he stopped one seaman from cutting the hook free.  These were either Tripolitans or Algerines, and now that American ships were no longer under the protection of the British Navy, it wasn’t surprising that they were considered fair game.

“Leave it be, Alfred,” he told the young seaman.  

The two ships were brought together, and despite his intention to go quietly, he still felt a rush of anger when the first of the pirates surged aboard.  How dare they do this to his ship, his first command?

The supposed British officer had shed his tunic and roundabout before boarding.  He spotted the captain and strode up to him, surrounded by his men.  Just then, however, Mr. Harris appeared from below decks, three muskets cradled in his arms.

With a bellow, one huge Mahomaten rushed the confused first mate, and with one swing of his curved sword, struck the poor man down, completely severing his arm and shoulder.  Mr. Harris fell without a cry, blood pouring out on the deck.

Two of his sailors cried out and started to move forward, but the captain stepped in front of them, stopping them from doing anything foolish.  He should have stopped the first mate from coming out armed, but what was done was done.

The pirate leader sneered at the dying first mate.  He nodded at the big pirate who had struck the blow, who then stepped back, glaring as if daring someone else to make a move.

The leader turned back to the captain, and in a voice loud enough for the entire crew to hear, shouted, “Christian dogs, you are now slaves of Mohammed Ben Abdellah al-Khath of the Sultanate of Morocco!” 
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Three months after the seizure of the Betsey, the ship and crew were released after Spain had interceded with promises that the new American government would negotiate treaties with the four Barbary States.  Thomas Jefferson, the minister to France, sent envoys to Morocco and Algeria in order to purchase treaties.  On June 21, 1786, the Sultan of Morocco signed a treaty guaranteeing the safety of all American ships and citizens. 

Algerian pirates had seized the Maria on July 25, 1785 and the Dauphin a week later.  The American envoys sent to Algeria had a budget of $40,000 to secure the release of the crews, but the Algerians demanded $660,000.  No treaty was signed until 10 years later when the United States paid more than $1,000,000 in ransom for the 115 citizens being held as slaves, an amount that represented 1/6 of the total U.S. budget at the time.

Efforts to resolve the hostage situation with Tripoli did not fare much better.  During March of 1785, Thomas Jefferson and John Adams traveled to London in an attempt to negotiate a treaty with Tripoli's envoy, Ambassador Sidi Haji Abdrahaman.  When they inquired, "concerning the ground of the pretensions to make war upon nations who had done them no injury," the ambassador replied, as later relayed by Jefferson to the Secretary of Foreign Affairs, John Jay:

It was written in their Koran, that all nations which had not acknowledged the Prophet were sinners, whom it was the right and duty of the faithful to plunder and enslave; and that every mussulman who was slain in this warfare was sure to go to paradise. He said, also, that the man who was the first to board a vessel had one slave over and above his share, and that when they sprang to the deck of an enemy's ship, every sailor held a dagger in each hand and a third in his mouth; which usually struck such terror into the foe that they cried out for quarter at once. 

Jefferson argued that paying such a ransom would only further encourage the Barbary States to seize American vessels, and President Adams agreed, but without a navy, Adams felt the payments had to be made, and the yearly tribute of $1 million was authorized.

In 1798, the US Navy and Marines were formed to provide protection for U.S. shipping.  In 1801, just prior to Jefferson’s inauguration, six frigates were authorized to “be officered and manned as the President of the United States may direct,” wording that has had long-term consequences in the history of the country with regards to war powers.  In the event of a declaration of war on the United States by the Barbary powers, these ships were to “protect our commerce & chastise their insolence — by sinking, burning or destroying their ships & Vessels wherever you shall find them.”

By the time of Jefferson’s inauguration, the United States was paying Tripoli $46,000 a year in protection money.  Yusuf Karamanli, the Pasha of Tripoli, sought to increase that to $250,000.  Jefferson, in keeping with his principles, refused.  The Pasha declared war on the United States by cutting down the flagpole at the U.S. consulate.

The United States was at war.
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Philadelphia

March, 1801

Jacob

––––––––
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I looked at the bill I had taken the night before.  This was the place, but it didn’t look like a recruiting station.  It was an alehouse.  Across the street, though, was the entrance to the Navy Yard, and the name of the place was correct, so I stepped in, eyes adjusting to the dark.  The sour-hoppy smell of ale was enticing, but I sure couldn’t afford a drink, so I ignored my thirst and stepped up to the bar to ask instead of ordering.

“Is this where I can enlist in the Marines?” I asked the barkeep as he looked up at me.

The fat man merely hooked his thumb towards a table to the right where two other men sat.  I walked over, not certain what to say, and the older of the two men kicked out a chair for me to take a seat.  

“Are you Marines?” I asked.  Neither man was in uniform.

“Nah, not yet.  Don’ really wanna be either, God’s truth,” the younger of the two offered up.  “We’re waiting for the sergeant to shows up and sign us up.”

I sat down, opening up my coat a bit.  It was pretty threadbare, not enough to keep me warm in the February morning, but inside the alehouse, a fire kept things pretty warm.

“What do you mean?  If you don’t want to be a Marine, why’re you here?”

“’Cause the Navy’s already hit their numbers,” he told me.  “So I comes here instead.”

Navy or Marines, I really didn’t care.  I thought they were the same, to be honest.  All I cared about was getting a job.  The bill promised a steady job, and my belly was rubbing against my backbone.  But his comments had me curious.

“Why’s the Navy any better?”

“Two dollars,” the older man answered while the younger fellow nodded.

Neither seemed inclined to extrapolate any further, so I asked, “Two dollars?  What do you mean?”

“Seamen get $12 a month.  Marines get $10 a month.  Just last year, privates got only $6 a month, so this is a jump ’im up,” the older man said.  “Seamen only enlist for one year, but Marines enlist for three, so you need to keep that in mind before you muster up.”

That took me aback.  Why was there a difference? I didn’t even know the difference between a seaman and a Marine.  Three years ago, I wouldn’t have cared.  But when yellow fever hit the flats of New York, taking Suva’s parents, I lost my future as a tradesman.  I was supposed to take over Suva’s father’s cooper shop after we married, but with no family of my own, and now with Suva an orphan as well, that rosy future fell by the wayside.  Now, three years later, I was willing to take whatever job came along. 

But maybe I should know just what I was getting myself into.

“So what is a Marine actually?” I asked, leaving the question broad.

Instead of answering, the older man held out his hand.

“Ichabod Cone,” he said in introduction.

“Jacob Brissey,” I answered.  “Pleased to make your acquaintance.”

“Seth Crocker,” the younger man said, his hand out as well. 

Ichabod motioned to the barkeep for a round, pointing at me, holding up a few coins.  I wanted to protest, but it had been awhile since I had had a drink.

“Thanks...” I started, but he waved me off.

“As to what is a Marine?  Well, the dogs of a ship, second class-citizens.  We man the tops in a fight, we repel borders, we lead landing parties.  But we are second-class citizens, make no doubt about it.  What we aren’t are tars.  We’re not seamen, and we don’t sail ships.”

“I suppose I’m still confused.  Why doesn’t the Army do that?”

Ichabod laughed, then added, “No soldier worth his salt’ll get on a ship.  We like mother earth, thankee much.”

“We?” Seth and I asked in unison.

“I served with Washington himself in the Continental Army.”  He rolled up one sleeve to show a huge gouge that scarred his arm.  “Got this at Brandywine.  Got another, even bigger, at Monmouth, thanks to the British cannonade.  Can’t show you that, though.”

“Why not?” I asked, fascinated by the tortured flesh of his arm.  

“’Cause it’s on my bumfiddle​[1] there, lad.  Can’t very well strip down naked here, right?”

“So why not join the Army?” I asked him.

“I was at Valley Forge, too, and never was I so hungry in my life.  At least ships carry food, so I thought I’d give this a try.”  He paused for a moment , then with a shrug and a smile, continued. “Well, that and the fact that I can’t get in the Army now no neverhow, what with them disbanding.”

Ichabod was rail thin.  His hair, what there was of it, was turning gray.  It looked like he had missed more than a meal or two in his life, so if he had been at Valley Forge, he must have looked like a scarecrow.

I looked over at Seth.  What Ichabod might have lacked in bulk, Seth more than made up for.  He was short, but his shoulders were broad, hinting at a life of hard labor.  His hair was blonde, but it might have been a long time since it had seen soap or water.  His eyes were a pale blue, looking soft and feminine, which belied his brawler’s frame.

“So if you don’t know what a Marine is, why’re you here?” Ichabod asked.

I didn’t know how much I wanted to tell them.  I wasn’t proud of not being able to make a living.  No man was.  But I didn’t want to lie.

“I came here from New York after yellow fever took my fiancée’s family. She survived but came to Princeton to live with her aunt while I’m trying to earn enough to marry her and start a family.  I’ve been stevedoring, but there’s not much to be made, and with the French troubles, not enough work.  So when I saw the bill posted on a wall, I thought this might be an answer.”

“You came from New York because of yellow fever?  Here, to Philadelphia, the yellow fever center of the country?” Ichabod asked.  “You talk like an educated man, so didn’t you know about the fever the Santa Domingans brought?  I know there were Philadelphia refugees going to New York.  We read about your mayor rushing to protect your nanny houses​[2] from our erstwhile brothers.”

I had to laugh.  Our esteemed Mayor Varick couldn’t give a flick about the flats, but let the lower classes threaten the brothels, then he was there at the front lines of defense.  He’d been the talk of the town at the time, none of it complimentary.

“I knew your mayor when he was General Washington’s secretary, and he always pissed more than he drank back then, too.”

“Yeah, that’s one way to put it,” I said. “Pissed more than he drank” was an apt description of the vainglorious man.  

I looked over at Seth who was quietly sipping his mug of beer.  He looked like a brawler, but his face was smooth, nary a hair on his chin.

“What about you?” I asked him.  “Why’re you signing up?”

“Not much to say.  My pa’s farm failed, and my older brother’s got claim to it anyhoo.  Too many mouths to feed, so I has to go find my own way.  I came for the Navy, but they’s all full up, so the Marine Corps’ll do for me.”

I looked at him closer.  He had the bulk of a man, but his face was young.

“How old are you?” I had to ask.

“Sixteen, thereabouts,” he replied, taking another sip from his mug.

Ichabod perked up at that and took a closer look at our companion.

“You’re 16?” he asked.

“Like I said, thereabouts.”

“No, you’re 18,” Ichabod told him.

“I may not be educated no how, but I thinks I know how old I am.” 

“No, you’re 18 if you want to enlist today.  They don’t take privates under 18.”

I hadn’t known that.  I don’t think I ever even thought about it before.  I looked over at Seth, who merely shrugged.

“Did I says 16?  No, I means 18,” he said calmly, taking yet one more sip.

Ichabod laughed, motioning to the barkeep for another round. “You’re going to do well, young man.  You’re going to fit right in.”

Just then, a man in uniform came into the tavern, blinking as his eyes adjusted.  He looked over at the barkeep, who tilted his head in our direction.  The man was dressed in a dark blue uniform with red facings, a white roundabout and pants with white leggings.  His broad face was almost pink, and his red hair was tied behind his head.  This was a Marine, I presumed.

“Only three?” he asked no one in particular as he looked us over.  “Any of you got military experience?”

“I served with General Washington,” Ichabod responded.

The Marine’s eyebrows arched, and he nodded in what seemed to be grudging respect.  “That’ll do.  We’ve gotten Legion soldiers lately, but not many from the War.  After we sign the papers, you’re in charge.  I’m Sergeant Morris, and I’m going to be mustering you in.”

He pulled his haversack around in front of him and reached for some papers.  He didn’t ask if we had any questions but acted on the presumption that everything was already decided.  I guess I didn’t have much choice, but I think I would have liked at least the pretense that this was what I wanted, lack of a job be damned.

He took out three documents, a pen and ink, a ledger, and sat down.

“Name, age and place of birth?” he asked Ichabod, writing the name on the document, then the rest in a ledger.  He noted Ichabod’s height and weight, then wrote down a description of the scar on his arm.  He asked him to sign the muster papers, making them official.

He asked me next, then Seth.  He didn’t hesitate when Seth boldly told him he was 18 years old.  Seth surprised me when he told the sergeant that he couldn’t sign his name.  Unfazed, the sergeant wrote it in and asked Seth to mark the signature.  After blowing a bit on the documents to dry the ink, he stood up.  

“Private Cone, I want you to take these two and follow me.  The important part’s done, but first you need a physical examination, then the lieutenant’s going to give you your oath tomorrow.  You’ll get $2 each as an advance and $2 for expenses, and then you’ll be off to Washington for your uniforms, training, and assignment.  Until you arrive, Cone, you’re in command.”

I started for a moment.  Washington?  The new capital?

“Uh, sergeant, sir, I thought the Marines were based here in Philadelphia,” I said.

He looked at me and laughed.  “We moved to Washington last month, lad.  To our brand-new barracks.”

Washington?  That was a long way from Princeton.  How would I be able to see Suva?

“Sergeant, I joined because I thought I would be here in Philadelphia.”

His sense of humor seemed to vanish.  “Doesn’t matter much nohow, does it?  You’re going to be on a ship soon, and not here in Philadelphia or Washington.  ’Sides, I got your signature here, so you ain’t got much choice.  Now then, Private Cone, you’ve got your orders.  Get these two and follow me for your oath.”

I realized that even without my signature, I didn’t have much choice.  With a sigh, and wondering what I had gotten myself into, I stood up and followed Ichabod out of the alehouse.
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Chapter 2
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Washington DC

April

Ichabod

––––––––

[image: ]


“God’s mercy, Ichabod, I keeps forgetting which one’s the right and which one’s the left.  I thinks I gots them mixed up again,” Seth groaned, pulling off his ankle boot and wool sock and rubbing his foot.  

“I told you to mark one as the right so you don’t get them confused,” I told him for about the hundredth time.

“I knows, I knows, but I keeps forgetting.”

I had initially taken Seth to be nothing more than a country bumpkin, but he had shown me that he wasn’t a nick ninny.  But in this, his forgetfulness had a price to pay.  He had two huge open blisters on his foot.  Not that any of the rest of us had it much better.  My boots, though, were already starting to take shape as one for my right foot, one for my left.  But then again, I had marked the sole of one with an “X,” and that one always went onto my right foot.  With Seth, if he kept switching them around, they were never going to conform to each foot.

We had been issued our uniforms when we arrived at the new barracks.  The white roundabout shirt and vest were fairly standard, and the linen underclothes were actually quite nice.  The boots were somewhat low quality, but at least we were shod.  At Valley Forge, I had to bind my feet with blankets, so anything was better than that.

I wasn’t as happy with the pantaloons, though.  For me, they were too tight, and if I was going to be climbing like an African monkey in the tops at my age, I wanted freedom of movement.  I think breeches are more comfortable, but the sergeant quartermaster said something about going away from French styles due to the recent bad feelings between our two countries.  With the gaiters tight around my calves, I felt like my legs were too restricted.

Our coats, however, were leftovers from Mad Anthony Wayne’s legion, blue with red facings.  I had expected the Marines to have something in line with their Continental Marine forerunners, but these were just Legion hand-me-downs.

I was rather taken with our hats.  These were the new rounds, as they called them, each one with a bear crest ridge.  I thought they looked rather smart.

We were meant to receive two pair of woolen and two pair of linen overalls for our dirty work, but we received only one pair of the linen ones.  Likewise, we received only one pair of shoes.  Jacob asked when we would receive the rest, but the sergeant quartermaster had no answer.  He told us that recruits going directly to ships in New York and Boston had even less of their kit.

Even so, with the socks, the other three shirts, the blanket, and the stock and clasp, we were well clad.  Seth mentioned that he had never had so much to wear in his life.

“Hey, get those back on,” Jacob told Seth.  “Here comes the sergeant.”

We had just marched from the temporary barracks to the Navy Yard, and we were finally going to fire our muskets.  For the last week, we had been drilling back in the barracks with wooden sticks, like little boys playing soldier.  Over and over again, we went through the commands until they were ingrained in our heads.  Even the dimmest of us had it down.

Behind the approaching sergeant were two privates pulling a handcart.  On the handcart were ten muskets.  I was surprised, though, to see the same Charlevilles I had used in the war.  I knew our armory in Springfield had been making an improved version of the musket for over six years, but these were definitely old war stock.  I could tell by the shape of the flash pan.  I was disappointed, but at least I was familiar with the weapon.  It was only a .69 caliber, unlike the British Brown Bess at .75 caliber, but .69 was plenty big enough to do damage, and we could carry more balls in our tin.

Sergeant Lafarge had a deep, gravelly voice, and he went over the commands yet again before we were told to line up and take a musket.  I was in the first group, and when the Charleville was handed to me, I felt transported back to my first one in the war.  It felt familiar in my hands.

This one had seen some wear, but it looked to be in good condition.  It had a new flint, was well-oiled, and had no major signs of damage.  I wish I could say I had aged as well myself over the last 20 years or so.

We were told to line up at the small range at the river’s edge, and then one of the privates came down the line, handing us one ball each, while the other private handed us a cartridge of powder.  I guess they didn’t trust us yet with more than one shot apiece.

Downrange, at about 25 yards away, were several tree stumps set upright; a clay crock sat on one of them.  Accuracy didn’t seem to be an issue at this stage of training.  Procedures would be king today.

The sergeant ordered us to attention before beginning his commands.  He checked each Marine to make sure his musket was at half-cock.  Some Marines, like Jacob, had never fired a weapon before, and it was easy for the musket to fire before the shooter was ready.  Half-cock prevented accidental firing.

His loud order of “load arms” snapped me to, and hours of repetition took over.  On “open pans,” my hand went right to the frizzen, the lid over the pan, and opened it.  Some men liked to put the shot into the barrel first, but the military was the military, and we were expected to prepare the pan before loading the shot.

“Handle cartridge” and “tear cartridge” came next with teeth tearing open the paper so the powder could be poured out.  At “prime,” I poured a small amount into the pan, giving something for the flint to ignite.  At “close pans,” the frizzen was flipped, sealing in the powder.

The sergeant was taking it slow.  In battle a soldier had to fire three rounds in a minute.  Here, we had already passed a minute, and we still hadn’t begun to load the shot.

The sergeant walked up and down the line, inspecting each step. He had to assist several privates, Jacob included, in getting the right amount of powder into the pans, and now he was inspecting each musket before proceeding.  He barely glanced at mine, though, and I have to admit that gave me a surge of pride.

At “load,” the butt of the musket was placed on the ground.  “Cartridge into the barrel” came next, and the lead shot, which was wrapped in a piece of paper, was dropped into place.  “Draw ramrod” and “ram down cartridge” followed, and I took the iron ramrod and drove the shot home.  My first Charleville had a wooden ramrod, so this was an improvement.
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