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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      




 


 


There is no privileged past … There is an infinitude of Pasts, all equally valid … At each and every instant of Time, however brief you suppose it, the line of events forks like the stem of a tree putting forth twin branches.


André Maurois




A Look At What Might Have Been


There, in the center of London, his statue sits in Imperial Roman splendor, toga-garbed and carved in finest marble. Prince Albert, consort to Queen Victoria, his memory enshrined in what is probably the ugliest monument in the world: the Albert Memorial.


He was a kind man and much loved by the Queen; he brought her true happiness. But did this Saxon prince, who never lost his thick German accent, ever do anything of any importance? Other than father the future king.


He certainly did. He averted war with the United States.


In 1861 the American Civil War was still in its first murderous year. Britain and France, to the dismay of the North, were planning to recognize the South as a separate nation. Now the British steam packet Trent was taking the two newly appointed Confederate commissioners, James M. Mason and John Slidell, to England to represent President Jefferson Davis.


On the 8th of November 1861 the Trent was stopped at sea by the USS San Jacinto. When her commanding officer, Captain Wilkes, found that there were two rebels aboard the Trent he had them arrested on the spot and removed from the British ship.


England was aroused, furious. The War of 1812, when Britain had been at war with the newly established United States of America, was still fresh in memory. With the Northern blockade of the Confederate ports biting deep, there was little cotton from the South and the weaving mills of the North were facing bankruptcy. The Prime Minister, Lord Palmerston, saw the boarding of a British ship and the seizing of the passengers as a deliberate insult to Britain’s sovereignty. The Foreign Minister, Lord John Russell, echoed the public sentiment when he sent a dispatch to President Lincoln ordering him to release the men immediately – or suffer the consequences. British troops and thousands of rifles were dispatched to Canada and troops massed on the United States border.


Enter the peaceful Prince Albert. Already terminally ill with lung congestion – that was in reality typhoid fever caught from the foul water supply and drains of Windsor Castle – he did a rewrite of the dispatch, ameliorating the language and giving Lincoln a face-saving way out. Queen Victoria approved of the changes and it was sent to Washington.


On December 26th President Lincoln ordered that the two Confederate commissioners be released.


Sadly, Prince Albert would never know that he had averted what very well could have been a tragic confrontation. He had died on the 14th of the same month.


But consider for a moment what would have happened if he had not changed the fatal dispatch.


What if Lincoln had been forced by the strong language to ignore the ultimatum?


What if the British invasion of the United States had gone forward?


What if there had been war?




November 8, 1861


The USS San Jacinto rocked gently in the calm seas of the South Atlantic; blue water below, blue sky above. The fire in her boiler was banked and only a trickle of smoke rose up from her high funnel. The Bahama Channel was only fifteen miles wide at this point, near the Parador del Grande lighthouse, a bottleneck through which all the island traffic funneled. Captain Charles D. Wilkes stood on the bridge of the American warship, hands clasped behind his back, staring grimly towards the west.


‘Smoke in sight,’ the lookout stationed in the crow’s nest called out. ‘East-south-east.’


The Captain did not move as Lieutenant Fairfax repeated the sighting. The ship that he was waiting for would be coming from the west – should be coming soon if his calculations were correct. If the reports from the Union spies in Cuba could be believed, the men he was seeking should be on board. The chase so far had been a frustrating one; all about the Caribbean. The wanted men had been one step ahead of him ever since he had sailed from Florida. This would be his last chance to apprehend them. If he were wrong, and the Trent did not take this passage between the islands, she would now be safely on her way back to England and the pair would have escaped.


The decision he had made to station his ship here in the Old Bahama Channel was based completely on speculation. If the two men had indeed boarded the Trent, and if the steam packet had left Havana as scheduled – and if she took this course to St Thomas, why then she should be here by noon in the latest. He started to reach for his watch, then stopped, not wanting to reveal eagerness or doubt before the crew. Instead he squinted up at the sun; surely it was close to the meridian. He clasped his hands even tighter behind his back and the scowl deepened on his face.


Five minutes went by – they could have been five hours – before the lookout called out again.


‘Steamer ahoy! Just off the port bow.’


‘Raise steam,’ the captain ordered. He slammed his fist on the rail. ‘That’s the Trent, I know that is the Trent. Have the drums beat to quarters.’


Lieutenant Fairfax repeated the commands. In the engine room the boiler doors clanged open and the stokers hurled shovel load after shovel load of coal onto the fire. The deck thudded with the sound of running feet. Fairfax relaxed a little when he saw the slightest of smiles on the captain’s lips. Wilkes was a hard man to serve under at any time, gruff and bad-tempered at being passed over so often for command. Sixty-two years old and seemingly doomed to remain forever behind his desk as chairman of the Lighthouse Board. Only the outbreak of war had saved him from that. Dispatched to Fernando Po to bring back this veteran wooden steamer to the Philadelphia Naval Yard, he had violated his orders as soon as they had reached Florida and heard about the search that was going on. He never for an instant considered going to the navy yard, not while two traitors were still at large! He needed no orders to apprehend them – just as he had needed no orders from his superiors in the long-gone days when he had explored and mapped the frozen Antarctic wilderness. He had little faith in the official chain of command and was always happier working alone.


The deck vibrated as the screw turned and a small wave foamed at the bow. Fairfax had his glass pointed at the approaching ship, hesitated to speak until he was absolutely sure.


‘That is the Trent, sir, I know her lines well. And it is just as you said, eleven-forty, just before noon.’ There was more than a little awe in his voice; Wilkes nodded.


‘Our English cousins are good at punctuality, Lieutenant. They are not good at much else.’ He had been a fourteen-year-old midshipman when the British Shannon had half-destroyed the first ship he had ever sailed in, the Chesapeake. Captain Lawrence, mortally wounded by musket fire, had died in his arms. He had never forgotten the dying man’s last words – ‘Don’t give up the ship.’ Yet despite the Captain’s order the colors had been struck and the ship had surrendered so that he, and the surviving crew members, ended up in a filthy British jail. He had never lost his hatred of the British since then.


‘Hoist the flag,’ he ordered. ‘As soon as they can see it signal her to stop engines and prepare for boarding.’


The helmsman brought the ship about in a smooth turn until they were sailing on a parallel course close to the steam packet.


‘She’s not slowing, sir,’ Fairfax said.


‘A solid shot across her bows should induce her master to take proper action.’


Moments later the gun boomed out; the Trent had to have seen it but they chose to ignore it.


‘Very well,’ Captain Wilkes said. ‘Fire the pivot gun.’


This gun was loaded with an explosive shell which burst close beside the British packet’s bow. As the white cloud of smoke dispersed the bow wave on the Trent died away as her engines stopped. Captain Wilkes nodded grim approval.


‘Lower the boat, Lieutenant Fairfax. You will take a squad of marines with you, muskets and bayonets. Use them if needs be. You know whom we are looking for.’


‘I do indeed, sir.’


Wilkes watched in silence as the oars dipped and the boat pulled smartly towards the other ship. He betrayed none of the doubts that racked him. The broken orders, the desperate pursuit, the guesses and decisions were part of the past. But everything he had done would be worth it if the wanted men were aboard. If they weren’t – he preferred not to think of the consequences.


As soon as the boarding ladder was dropped Fairfax climbed up to the Trent’s deck. Wilkes could clearly see him talking to an officer there. Then he turned about to face the American warship and took a white kerchief from his sleeve. Moved it in the agreed signal from chin to waist and back again.


They were aboard!


Eustin pushed through the cabin door and slammed it behind him.


‘What is happening?’ Madam Slidell asked. He just shook his head and ran across the cabin to the adjoining chamber, pushed into it.


‘It’s us – the Yankees are after us!’ He stammered as he spoke, face pale with fear.


‘Did they mention our names?’


‘They did, sir, said they were after John Slidell and William Murray Mason. Didn’t mention me nor Macfarland. But the officer, he did talk some about you gentlemen’s assistants so they know that we’re aboard.’


Slidell did not like this. He rubbed at his big, red nose angrily, stomped the length of the cabin and back. ‘They just can’t do this, stop a British ship at sea, board her – this sort of behavior – it cannot be done.’


‘Easy to say, John,’ Mason said. ‘But as I live and breathe it sure looks like it has been done. Now we must think of the papers we are carrying, our warrants – the letters from Jefferson Davis. All the letters to the English and Scotch shipyards about the privateers they are building for us. Remember that we also have personal letters to the Queen and Louis Napoleon. They must not be taken!’


‘Throw them overboard!’ Slidell said.


‘Too late for that – there is the good possibility that they would float, be seen. We need a better plan. And I have it.’ The first fear was gone and Mason was his old and arrogant self again, brushing the back of his hand across his gray, bushy brows in a gesture long familiar to his fellow senators in Washington.


‘John you will stay here with your family and buy us time – a holding action.’


‘Why?’


‘Because I know what to do with the papers. Give yours to Eustin immediately. Macfarland, get to my cabin and get the lot. We will meet in the mail room. Go!’


They went. Mason paused before he followed them, waiting as Slidell threw papers onto the bed in a flurry of activity. ‘You must think of something, stall them somehow – you are a politician so that pontification, obfuscation and filibustering should come naturally. And lock this door behind me. I am well acquainted with the Mail Officer, and am aware of the fact that he is a retired Royal Navy commander. A real old salt. We have talked long over whiskey and cigars and I have heard many a nautical tale. And he dislikes the Yankees as much as we do. I am sure that he will aid us.’


He followed Eustin, heavily laden with the documents, out of the door and heard the key turn in the lock behind him. Eustin stumbled and a sheaf of papers fell to the companion-way floor.


‘Steady, man,’ Mason said. ‘No, leave them, I’ll pick them up. Go ahead.’


Macfarland was waiting at the Mail Room door, his face drawn and white.


‘It’s locked!’


‘Bang on it, you idiot!’ He thrust the papers he was carrying into the other man’s arm and hammered on the door with his fist, stepped back when it opened.


‘Why, Mr Mason – what is it?’ The door was opened by an elderly man with white mutton-chop whiskers, his face tanned by a lifetime at sea.


‘Yankees, sir. They have fired at this ship, stopped her, sir.’


‘But – why?’


‘It is their expressed desire to make us their prisoners, to seize us against our will, clap us in irons and carry us off to some foul cell. And perhaps even worse. But you can help us.’


The officer’s face tightened in grim anger. ‘Of course – but what can I do? If you hide—’


‘That would be cowardly, and we would be found.’ Mason seized a handful of papers and held them out. ‘It is not our fate that can be altered. But here are our credentials, our documents, our secrets. It would be disaster if the Yankees seized them. Would you preserve them for us?’


‘Of course. Bring them inside.’


He led the way across the room to a massive safe, took a key from his pocket and unlocked it.


‘Put them in here, with the government post and specie.’


When this was done the safe door swung shut and was locked. The Mail Officer returned the key to his pocket and patted it.


‘Gentleman, though I am retired now I have never turned from my duty as a naval officer. I am now a bulldog in your defense. Threats of death will not sway me. I will keep this key in my pocket and it will not come out until we are in safe harbor in England. They must pass over my body before they enter this room. Your papers are as safe as the letters of the Royal Mail.’


‘I thank you, sir. You are an officer and a gentleman.’


‘I am but doing my duty …’ He looked up at the sound of muffled shouting from the deck above, and the march of heavy boots. ‘I must lock the door.’


‘Hurry,’ Mason said. ‘And we must get to the cabin before the bluebellies do.’


‘I must protest this action, protest it strongly,’ Captain James Moir said. ‘You have fired on a British ship, halted her at sea at gunpoint, piracy—’


‘This is not piracy, Captain,’ Fairfax broke in. ‘My country is at war and I am diligent in her service, sir. You have informed me that the two traitors, Mason and Slidell, are aboard this vessel. You will see that I am unarmed. I ask only to satisfy myself of their presence.’


‘And then?’


The American did not respond, knowing full well that anything he said would only add to the English captain’s seething anger. This situation was too delicate, too laden with the possibility of international complications, for him to make any mistakes. The captain would have to decide for himself.


‘Midshipman!’ Moir snapped, turning his back rudely on the Lieutenant. ‘Take this person below. Show him to the cabin of his countrymen.’


Fairfax contained his own anger at this ungentlemanly behavior and followed the lad below deck. The steam packet was spacious and comfortable. Dark wood paneling lined the companionway and there were brass fittings on the cabin doors. The midshipman pointed to the nearest one.


‘This will be it, sir. American gentleman name of Slidell, him and his family.’


‘Family?’


‘Wife, sir, and son. Three daughters.’


Fairfax hesitated only for an instant. The presence of Slidell’s family made no difference; there could be no going back. He knocked loudly.


‘John Slidell – are you there?’


He could hear whispered voices through the door, people moving about. He tried the handle. It was locked.


‘I call to you again, sir. I am Lieutenant Fairfax of the United States Navy. I call upon you to open this door at once.’


Silence was his only answer. He hammered again on the door so that it shook in its frame. It did not open and there was still no response.


‘The responsibility lies with you, Slidell. I am a military officer doing his duty. I have orders to follow and follow them I will.’


When there was still no response Fairfax turned and stamped angrily away, the midshipman scurrying ahead as he went back on deck. A group of passengers had come on deck as well and stared at him as he crossed to the rail and leaned over to shout his orders down to the boat.


‘Sergeant – I want your men up here at once. All of them.’


‘I protest!’ Captain Moir called out.


‘Noted,’ Fairfax said, turning his back on the man, treating the captain just as he had been treated.


Heavy boots slammed on the decking as the blue-clad marines scrambled aboard.


‘Right shoulder … shift!’ the sergeant bellowed and the muskets slammed into position.


‘Sergeant, have your men fix their bayonets,’ was Fairfax’s next command. He needed as strong a show of force as possible, hoping to avoid any untoward incidents this way. The sergeant shouted the commands and sharp steel glittered in the sunlight. The watching sailors shuffled back at the sight of it: even the captain was silent now. Only the Southern passengers who had now come on deck displayed their feelings.


‘Pirates!’ one of the men shouted as he shook his fist. ‘Murderous Yankee bastards.’ Others joined the shouting and started forward.


‘Stop there!’ Lieutenant Fairfax ordered. ‘Sergeant – have your men prepare to fire if these people get any closer.’


This threat damped down the Southern enthusiasm. There were muttered complaints as they moved slowly backwards from the leveled bayonets. Fairfax nodded.


‘See you stay that way. I’ll take the Corporal and two men below, Sergeant.’


Marine boots thundered on the steps, stamped down the passageway. Fairfax led them forward, pointed to the cabin door.


‘Use your musket butt, Corporal. Don’t break it down yet – but I damn well want them to know that we are here.’


Once, twice, thrice, the butt slammed thunderously on the thin wood before Fairfax waved him aside, called out loudly.


‘I have armed marines here and they will do their duty if this door is not unlocked at once. I understand there are women in there so I do not wish to use violence. But I will use force to enter this cabin – if the door is not unsealed instantly. The choice is yours.’


The heavy breathing of the waiting men was the only sound to break the silence. Fairfax felt his patience was at an end and had just opened his mouth to give the order when there a rattling at the door. It opened a scant inch – then stopped.


‘Ready your weapons,’ Fairfax ordered. ‘Use them only if we meet resistance. Follow me.’ He threw the door wide and went in. Halted abruptly at the sound of the shrill screaming.


‘Stop right there!’ the angry woman called out, holding the three girls to her ample bosom. A boy was at her side, shivering with fear.


‘I mean you no harm,’ Fairfax said. The screaming died away to mournful sobbing. ‘Are you Mrs Slidell?’ Her answer was only a quick, angry nod. He looked about the luxurious cabin, saw the other door and pointed towards it. ‘It is your husband I wish to address. Is he there?’


John Slidell had his ear pressed hard against the panel in the door. He turned as there was a soft knock on the door across the cabin from him that led to the companionway. He hurried to it, whispered hoarsely.


‘Yes?’


‘It’s us, John – unlock this thing at once.’


Mason pushed his way in, Eustin and Macfarland hurrying after him. ‘What is happening?’ Mason asked.


‘They are inside with my family. A naval officer, armed marines, we delayed them as long as we could. The papers … ?’


‘Are in safe hands. Your delaying action was vital for our one small victory in this battle at sea. The Mail Officer, a retired Royal Navy commander as I told you, has taken the papers under his personal control. Locked them away and says he will not take out the key to his safe until he sees England’s shores. He even said that threat of death itself would not sway him. Our papers are as safe as the letters in the Royal Mail.’


‘Good. Let us go in there now. My family has suffered enough indignity as it is.’


The sobbing died away when the connecting door opened. A marine pointed his bayonet and stepped forward; Lieutenant Fairfax waved him back.


‘There is no need for violence – as long as the traitors obey orders.’


Fairfax watched coldly as the four men entered the room. The first man through called out to the huddle of women.


‘Est-ce que tout va bien?’


‘Oui, ça va.’


‘Are you John Slidell?’ Lieutenant Fairfax said. His only answer was a curt nod. ‘Mr Slidell it is my understanding that you have been appointed as the special Rebel commissioner to France …’


‘Your language is insulting, young man. I am indeed a member of the government of the Confederacy.’


The lieutenant ignored his protestations, turned to the other politician. ‘And you will be James Murray Mason sent to the United Kingdom on the same mission. You will both accompany me, your assistants as well …’


‘You have no right to do this!’ Mason boomed out.


‘Every right, sir. You as a former member of the American government know that very well. You have all rebelled against your flag and country. You are all traitors and are all under arrest. You will come with me.’


It was not an easy thing to do. Slidell had an endless and emotional conversation in French with his Louisiana Creole wife, filled with tearful interruptions by his daughters. Their son fell back against the wall, pale and trembling, looking ready to faint. Mason made a thundering protest that no one listened to. The matter continued this way until almost an hour had passed and there was still no end in sight. Fairfax’s anger grew until he shouted aloud for silence.


‘This most grave matter is descending into a carnival and I will not allow it. You will all follow my orders. Corporal – have your marines accompany these two men, Eustin and Macfarland, to their cabins. There they will each pack one bag of their clothing and possessions and will be taken on deck at once. Have them ferried across to the San Jacinto. When the boat returns the other prisoners will be waiting on deck.’


The logjam was broken – but it was mid-afternoon before the transfers were completed. Mason and Slidell were escorted up to the deck, but would not leave the ship until all their personal effects were packed and brought to them. In addition to their clothes they insisted upon taking the thousands of cigars that they had purchased in Cuba. While these were being transferred Captain Moir insisted that they would need dozens of bottles of sherry, pitchers and basins and other conveniences of the toilet that would not be found aboard a man-of-war. There was even more delay as these items were found and brought on deck.


It was after four in the afternoon before the prisoners and their belongings had been transferred to the San Jacinto. The warship raised steam and turned west towards the American shore.


When Captain Moir on the Trent had seen his remaining passengers safely in their cabins he mounted to the bridge and ordered his ship under way again. The American warcraft was only a dot on the horizon now and he had to resist the urge to shake his fist in her direction.


‘This has been a bad day’s work,’ he said to his first officer. ‘England will not be humiliated by this rebellious colony. Something has begun here that will not be easily stopped.’


He did not realize how very prophetic his words would prove to be.




The Executive Mansion, Washington: 
November 15, 1861


Wind-driven rain splattered against the office window; a cold draft of air whistled in around its ancient frame. John Hay, Abraham Lincoln’s secretary, added more coal to the fire and stirred it until the flames blazed high. The President looked up from his paper-strewn desk and nodded approvingly.


‘A cold day, John – but not half as chill, I believe, as last evening at General McClellan’s home.’


‘That man, sir, something must be done—’ Hay was spluttering with rage.


‘There is very little to be done that I can think of. Even generals cannot be shot for impoliteness.’


‘This was more than impoliteness – it was a downright insult to his Commander-in-Chief. While we sat in that room waiting for his return he did come back and went directly upstairs. Refusing to see you, the President!’


‘I am indeed the President, yes, but not an absolute monarch, not quite yet. And not even an absolute President, since you will remember, as the Democratic politicians are so fond of reminding me, that I was elected with a minority of the popular vote. At times it appears that I have more opposition in Congress than I do in Richmond. Dealing with the quarrelsome Senate and House is very close to a full time job.’


Lincoln ran his fingers through his thick mane of hair, looked out gloomily at the driving rain. ‘You must remember that first things come first – and the firstest thing of all is this terrible conflict that we are so deeply engaged in. In order to win this unhappy war I must rely on the generals and soldiers. It is a time for a great deal of patience and an even greater amount of sagacity – particularly with this young McClellan, General-in-Chief who is also Commander of the Army of the Potomac, which stands between this city and the enemy forces.’


‘Stands is indeed the correct word. An army which drills and drills and gets more troops – and goes absolutely nowhere at a glacial speed.’


‘Perfectly true. This war seems to have ground to a halt. It has been six months since the Rebels captured Fort Sumter and hostilities began. Since then only the success of the blockading squadrons gives me cheer. This year began with feelings of enmity and apprehension. We are building our army – and the Secessionists are doing the same. Since the battles of Bull Run and Ball’s Bluff there have only been minor skirmishes. Yet the tension continues to build. This war will not end easily and I fear the dreadful battles that are sure to come.’ He looked up as the office door opened.


‘Mr President, I’m sorry to interrupt you,’ his other secretary John Nicolay said. ‘But the Secretary of the Navy is here.’


Abraham Lincoln was tired, very tired. The papers on his desk and filling its pigeonholes multiplied daily. For every problem that was resolved two more seemed to spring up in its place. He had rested his hand on his head and his long fingers were heedlessly rumpling his hair. He was glad of the distraction. ‘It’s no interruption, John. Send him through.’


‘And the reports are here that you asked for – as well as these letters for you to sign.’


Lincoln sighed and pointed at the cluttered pigeonholes in the tall desk. ‘In with the rest, Nico, and I promise that they shall have my attention.’


He stood and stretched wearily, shuffling past the stern portrait of Andrew Jackson and over to the marble fireplace. He had his coattails lifted and was warming himself before the fire when Hay left and Secretary Welles came in; the President pointed at the paper he was carrying.


‘I imagine that is a dispatch of some importance that you are holding in your hand,’ Lincoln said.


Gideon Welles, the Secretary of the Navy, hid a shrewd brain behind his abundant chin whiskers and exotic wig. ‘Some exciting and interesting news has just arrived by military telegraph from Hampton Roads.’ He started to pass over the sheet of paper but Lincoln held up a halting hand.


‘Please then, tell me about it and save my weary eyes.’


‘Simple enough to do, Mr President. The screw sloop San Jacinto stopped in the port at Hampton Roads to refuel and the captain sent this message. They have Mason and Slidell aboard.’


‘Now that is the kind of good news that is pretty rare around here.’ The battered maplewood armchair creaked as Lincoln settled into it and leaned back, tenting his long fingers together. I do believe that we will all sleep the better these nights with the knowledge that those two are not conspiring right across Europe, causing fierce kinds of mischief.’


‘I’m afraid that the situation is not all that simple. As you know, since they escaped from the South and ran the blockade in the Gordon, they have been one step ahead of us all of the way. First in the Bahamas, then in Cuba. We have had a small fleet of ships tracking them down.’


‘And now they have succeeded.’


‘Indeed they have. However there is a complication. The rebels were not arrested on land, or taken from a Confederate vessel. That would have been perfectly legal during the present state of war. It appears, however, that they were taken from a British mail packet, the Trent. Which was stopped at sea.’


Lincoln thought deeply about this, then sighed. Like dragon’s teeth his troubles did multiply. ‘We must send for Seward. The Secretary of State will want to know about this at once. But how could this happen? Weren’t there orders issued about halting neutral ships at sea?’


‘They were. But the captain of the San Jacinto never received them – and it appears that he had different orders altogether. He has been at sea some time and was supposed to return with his ship from Fernando Po, bring it to the navy yard. Nothing more. He must had heard of the chase when he returned and refueled. Since then he has proceeded on his own.’


‘It shows an independence of spirit – though perhaps a bit misplaced.’


‘Yes. I am given to understand that Captain Wilkes has a very independent spirit. In fact some in the Navy call it insubordination and bad temper.’


The door opened and Seward came in.


‘Read this, William,’ the President said. ‘Then we will decide what must be done.’


The Secretary of State quickly scanned the dispatch, frowning as he did so. Always a cautious man, and one not given to precipitate decisions, he read it again, more slowly this time. Then tapped it with his index finger.


‘Two things strike me at once. Firstly these traitors must be secured safely under lock and key. We have them now and we do not want to lose them. I suggest, Gideon, that you telegraph the San Jacinto’s commander that as soon as his vessel has refueled he is to proceed at once to New York City. Further instructions will await him there.’


Lincoln nodded. ‘I agree. While he is making his passage we can give serious thought as to what we should do with these men now that we have them in our hands.’


‘I am in complete agreement as well,’ Welles said, then hurried to give the order.


There was a sudden loud barking from under the President’s desk and Welles started. Lincoln smiled at him.


‘Have no fear this dog does not bite,’ he said as the boy burst from his hiding place, grinning from ear to ear as he hugged his father’s long legs.


‘Our Willie is a great adventurer,’ Lincoln said as the boy ran happily from the room. ‘Some day he will be a great man – I feel that in my bones.’ His smile faded away. ‘But those same bones are feeling a certain disquiet over this Trent affair.’ The President’s first pleasure at hearing the news now gave way to a feeling of dark premonition. ‘I can well imagine what your second consideration is going to be. What repercussions must we look forward to when word reaches London? Our friends the British are already bothered about this war of rebellion, as they tell us quite often.’


‘That was indeed my very thought. Troubles will have to be faced as they arise. But at least we have the rebel troublemakers now.’


‘We do indeed. Two birds in the hand. I imagine that diplomatic complaints and discussions will proceed at their usual snail-like pace. Protests carried across the Atlantic by ship, responses sent back by even slower ones. Diplomacy always takes time. Perhaps if enough time passes with questions and answers and replies, why the matter might soon be forgotten.’


‘I pray that you are correct, Mr President. But as you are well aware there is already much agitation among the British about the present conflict. They side with the rebellious states and bitterly resent the disruption in cotton shipments caused by our blockade. There are reports that some Lancashire mills are closing. I am afraid that this country of ours is not very popular at this time, in Britain, or even elsewhere on the continent.’


‘There are a lot worse things on the earth than not being popular. Like the story about the rabbit who got angry at the old hounddog and he went and got all the other rabbits to get together with him and give the hounddog a good hiding. Not that the hounddog minded – he hadn’t ate that well in years.’


‘The English are not rabbits, Mr Lincoln.’


‘Indeed they are not. But this particular old hounddog is going to worry about trouble only when it comes. Meanwhile two very painful thorns have been removed from our hide. We must now find a secure container to put them in, lock them away out of sight and then, hopefully, forget all about them. Perhaps this entire matter might blow over and be forgotten as well.’


‘God blast and damn every one of those poxy Yankees!’


Lord Palmerston, the Prime Minister of Britain, stamped the length of his office, then back again. The dispatch from Southampton was lying on his desk. He seized it up and read it again; his large nostrils flared with rage, big as cannon muzzles. His lordship’s temper was not very good at the best of times; now it was fully on the boil. Lord John Russell just sat quietly and waited, preferring not to be noticed. Alas, this was not to be.


Lord Palmerston crumpled the sheet, hurled it from him, turned on Russell and stabbed out a finger that trembled with rage. ‘You are the Foreign Minister, which means that this matter is your responsibility. Now, sir – what do you intend to do about it?’


‘Protest, of course. My secretary is already preparing a draft. I will then consult with you—’


‘Not bloody good enough. Give those rebellious Yankees an inch and they’ll want an ell. What we must do is get them by the scruff and give them a sound shaking. Like a terrier with a rat. This has been an infamous deed that must be answered instantly – and with great firmness. I shall remove you of the responsibility and shall take care of this matter myself. It is my firm intention to get off a dispatch that will blow the Yankees right out of the water.’


‘I am sure that there are precedents, sir. And then we must consult with the Queen …’


‘Damn the precedents and – of course, yes, we surely must bring this matter to the attention of the Queen. Though I dread the thought of another meeting with her so soon. The last time I was at Buckingham Palace she was in the middle of one of those screaming fits, flying through the corridors. At least this nasty bit of news will draw her attention. But I am sure that she will be even more than outraged about this than we are, doesn’t like those Americans at all.’


‘There would be no need to meet with the Queen if we were more circumspect. Perhaps it would not be so wise as to fire all of our batteries at once at the Yankees? There is a case to be made that we first go through the correct channels. Begin with a protest, then a reply. Then if they don’t accede to our polite requests we forget all kindness and sweet reason. We stop asking them. We tell them what they must do.’


‘Perhaps, perhaps,’ Palmerston muttered. ‘I will take that under consideration when the Cabinet convenes. It has become imperative that we have a Cabinet meeting at once.’


The secretary knocked lightly, then came in.


‘Admiral Milne, sir. He would like to know if he could see you.’


‘Of course, show him in.’


Lord Palmerston stood and took the admiral’s hand when he entered. ‘I imagine that this is no courtesy call, Admiral?’


‘Hardly, sir. May I sit?’


‘Of course. The wound—?’


‘Well healed, but I’m still not as strong as I should be.’ He sat and came straight to the point. ‘I have been too long on the shore, gentlemen. This sudden development has forcefully reminded me of that fact.’


‘The Trent?’ Russell said.


‘The Trent indeed! A ship flying British colors – stopped at sea by an alien warship … words do fail me.’


‘Not I sir, not I!’ Palmerston’s anger surged again. ‘I see this action through your eyes and understand your passion. You have fought honorably for your country, have been wounded in her service in China. You are an Admiral of the Fleet in the most powerful navy the world has ever seen. And this matter, I know how you must feel …’


Milne had found his words now, shook with anger as they tumbled out. ‘Humiliation, your lordship. Humiliation and rage. Those raggle-taggle colonists must be taught a lesson. They cannot fire on a British ship, a Royal Mail packet by God, and not face the consequences of this despicable act.’


‘What do you think the consequences should be?’ Palmerston asked.


‘That is not for me to say. It is for you gentlemen to decide the proper course to take in these matters. But I want you to know that every manjack in the Royal Navy is behind you, every foot of the way.’


‘You feel they share your outrage?’


‘Not feel – know! From the lowest matelot on the gundeck to the highest rank in the Admiralty there will be disgust and anger. And the keen desire to follow where you lead.’


Palmerston nodded slowly. ‘Thank you, Admiral, for your frankness. You have given new fiber to our determination. The Cabinet will meet at once. Be assured that action will be taken this very day. And I am sure that your return to active service will be appreciated and your offer accepted.’


‘There is an officer from the Trent here, sir,’ the secretary said as soon as the admiral had been ushered out. ‘He is seeking instruction as to the dispersal of certain documents he is holding.’


‘What documents?’


‘It seems that he took under his care all of the papers and documents that Messrs Mason and Slidell wished to conceal from the American government. They were safely concealed and now he wishes instruction as to their disposal.’


‘Capital! Have them in and we shall see just why the Yankees were in such a hurry to nobble these two men.’


As the San Jacinto steamed north towards New York City the weather deteriorated. Captain Wilkes stood on the weather deck, rain lashing against his oilskins. The sea was getting up and there was snow now mixed in with the rain. He turned as Lieutenant Fairfax came out on deck.


‘Engineer reports that we are taking in some water, sir. Seams working in this cross sea.’


‘Pumps holding?’


‘Very well, Captain. But he wants to reduce the revolutions to ease the strain on the hull. This ship has seen a lot of service.’


‘Indeed she has. All right, 80 revolutions – but no less than that. Our orders are quite explicit.’


At the slower speed the leaking abated so much so that the pumping could be stopped for a few minutes so that the water level could be sounded in the well. There proved to have been a great improvement. Nevertheless the wind was getting up and the San Jacinto rolled heavily. It was not a comfortable voyage. By the time she arrived in New York visibility was almost zero in the blinding snowstorm, now mixed with lashing hail. Her arrival had been expected and she was met by a tugboat in the Narrows.


His face buried in the collar of his greatcoat, Captain Wilkes watched from the bridge. Lines were thrown and the tug was secured to their side. Two uniformed men climbed the rope ladder with some difficulty, then waited on deck as their leather bags were passed up to them. Lieutenant Fairfax reported to the bridge.


‘They are federal marshals, Captain. With orders to report to you.’


‘Good. See that they are taken to my cabin. How are our prisoners?’


‘Protesting mightily about the weather and the conditions of their quarters.’


‘That is of no importance. Are they secure under lock and key?’


‘They are, sir. With guards outside their door right around the clock.’


‘See that it remains that way.’


The Captain went to his cabin where he awaited the federal marshals. They stamped in, big, burly men; snow melted on their heavy coats.


‘You have new orders for me?’


The marshal in charge passed over the leather wallet. Wilkes took out the document and scanned it briefly. ‘You know what these orders are?’


‘We do, Captain. We are to remain aboard and mount a close guard over your prisoners. Then this ship is to proceed directly to Fort Warren in Boston harbor. The only concern of the Navy department was that you might not have enough coal.’


‘My bunkers are nearly full. We sail at once.’


Once out of the shelter of the harbor the full strength of the storm hit them. Waves crashed over the decks and water foamed in the scuppers. The San Jacinto rolled and pitched so badly that, when the waves passed under her stern, the screw lifted briefly out of the water. It was a hard night even for the veteran sailors; disaster for the landsmen. The four prisoners were devastatingly ill with seasickness, as were the federal marshals. Slidell groaned aloud, praying that their vessel either arrive in safe harbor – or sink. Anything to end the torment.


It was not until the afternoon of the second day that the storm-battered San Jacinto sailed into the smoother waters of Boston Harbor and tied up at the wharf on Fort Warren. The exhausted prisoners were led away by an armed squad of soldiers, the federal marshals stumbling in their wake. Lieutenant Fairfax supervised the unloading of their luggage and their supplies from the Trent. Fort Warren was a secure prison, the fort’s high stone walls running right around the tiny island. When Fairfax returned to the ship he brought the day’s newspapers to the Captain’s cabin.


‘The entire country is jubilant, sir. They hail you as the savior of the nation.’


Wilkes did not reveal the pleasure he felt at this news. He had only done his duty as he saw it – though the naval authorities might not have seen it in quite the same way. But nothing succeeds like success. He almost smiled at the good news. His superior officers would find it hard, in the light of public jubilation, to find a way for him to be reproved for his actions. He read the headlines with grim satisfaction.


‘Apparently, Lieutenant Fairfax, there is no love lost in this country for our prisoners. Look here. Mason is called a knave, a coward and a bully … dear, dear. And even more – a pompous snob as well as being a conceited and shallow traitor.’


Fairfax was also reading the papers. ‘Slidell is treated the same way here in The Globe. They see him as cold, clever, selfish, rapacious and corrupt.’


‘And we thought we were just seizing a brace of traitorous politicians. I wonder if the English newspapers will see this matter in the same light?’


‘I very much doubt that, Captain.’


Lord Palmerston read the London newspapers as he waited for his Cabinet to assemble, nodding with grim agreement at the bombast and rage.


‘I concur with every word, gentlemen, every word,’ he said, waving a handful of the journals across the Cabinet table. ‘The country is with us, the public outraged. We must act with deliberate speed lest these rebellious colonials believe their cowardly act will go unremarked. Now – have you all had a chance to look at the documents from the Trent?’


‘I have gone through them quite carefully,’ William Gladstone said. ‘Except, of course, for the personal communications for the Queen and the French Emperor.’


Palmerston nodded. ‘These will be sent on.’


‘As for the instructions to the dockyards and other documents, they are full proof of the legitimacy of these ambassadors. I know not how the French will respond – but I for one am amazed at the Yankee gall in this seaborne capture.’


‘I share your feelings,’ Palmerston said.


‘Then your proposed action, my lord?’ Russell asked.


‘After due consideration, and in the light of public support, I feel that something drastic must be done, firm action taken. I have a draft of the dispatch here before me,’ Palmerston answered, tapping the letter on the desk in front of him. ‘Originally I thought that a protest through normal diplomatic channels would suffice, which is why I have called you together. But I have since come to believe that this universal outpouring of rage cannot be ignored. We must speak for the country – and speak with most righteous indignation. I have prepared a dispatch for the American government, and have couched it in the strongest terms. I have given instructions that the mail steamer is to be held in Southampton awaiting the arrival of this communication. The Queen will see it today and will undoubtedly agree with every word. When she approves – then off it will go.’


‘Sir?’


‘Yes Mr Gladstone,’ Palmerston responded, smiling. William Gladstone, his Chancellor of the Exchequer, was a rock of support in trying times.


‘It is my pleasure to inform you that my wife and I are dining with the Queen and Prince Albert this evening. Perhaps I might then present her with the dispatch and impress upon her the unanimity of her government in this matter.’


‘Splendid!’ Palmerston was relieved, almost wanted to pat Gladstone on the back, pleased that he could avoid a meeting with the Queen. ‘We are all in your debt for this undertaking. The memorandum is yours.’


Though Gladstone left the cabinet meeting in the best of humors, eager to be of some aid in his party and his country’s service, he lost a good deal of his enthusiasm when he took the time to read the document he had so readily volunteered to endorse. Later that evening, as their carriage rattled across the cobblestones and through the entrance to Buckingham Palace, his wife noted with some concern the dour set to his features.


‘Is there something wrong, William? I have not seen you look so grim since we were in that dreadful Kingdom of Naples.’


‘I must apologize. I am most sorry to bring my troubles with me.’ He took and pressed her gloved hand. ‘As in Napoli it is affairs of state that disturb me so. But we shall not let it spoil this evening. I know how much you have been looking forward to this dinner with Her Majesty.’


‘As indeed I have.’ Her voice broke a bit as she spoke. Hesitantly she asked, ‘The Queen has, I sincerely hope, been very well of late? There has been talk, not that I believe it of course, about her, well … state of mind. After all she is the granddaughter of Mad King George.’


‘You must not concern yourself, my dear, with rumors worded about by idle riff-raff. She is, after all, the Queen.’


They were shown into the sitting room, where they bowed and curtsied to Queen Victoria.


‘Albert will be with us momentarily, Mr Gladstone. He is resting now. I am afraid that the dear man has been terribly fagged for some time.’


‘I am devastated to hear that, ma’am. But I am sure that he is getting the best of care.’


‘Of course! Sir James Clarke sees him daily. Today he prescribed ether and Hoffman’s drops. But do help yourself. There is sherry on the sideboard if you wish.’


‘Thank you, ma’am.’ Indeed he did wish for he was not at ease; he patted his chest where the document resided in the inner pocket. He was just pouring the sherry when Prince Albert came in.


‘Mr Gladstone, I wish a very good evening to you.’


‘And to you, sir. Health and happiness.’


Happiness the Prince certainly had, with his adoring wife and ample family. But he could certainly use every wish for good health – since he looked decidedly ill. The years had not been kind to him. The elegant and graceful youth was now paunchy, balding, prematurely middle-aged. His skin was pale and damp, and there were dark circles under his eyes. He held shakily to the arms of the chair as he dropped into it. The Queen looked at him worriedly but he waved away her concern.


‘It is the lung congestion you know, it comes and goes. It will be much better after a good dinner. Please, do not be concerned.’


With this reassurance the Queen turned to other matters. ‘Mr Gladstone, my secretary informs me that there are affairs of state that you wish to address to us.’


‘A dispatch that the Prime Minister intends to send to the Americans, ma’am, about the Trent affair. With your approval, of course. But I am sure that it can wait until after we dine.’


‘Perhaps. Nevertheless we shall see it now. I am most disturbed about this matter – more than disturbed: horrified I should say. We do not take lightly the fact that a British ship has not only been stopped, but boarded at sea.’


She pointed to the Prince Consort when Gladstone drew out the letter. ‘Albert will read it. I would not even consider writing a letter without consulting him. He is of the greatest support to me in this and many other matters.’


Lord Russell bowed in agreement, well aware of the common knowledge that the Queen would not even dress without consulting him. He passed the envelope to Prince Albert.


The Prince unfolded the sheet of paper and turned it to face the light, then read aloud.


‘As regards the matter of the forced removal of four passengers from a British vessel on the high seas. Her Majesty’s government are unwilling to imagine that the United States government will not of their own accord be anxious to afford ample reparation for this act of folly. The Queen’s ministers expect the following. One. The liberation of all four captured gentlemen and delivery to the Lord Lyons, the British ambassador in Washington. Two. An apology for the insult offered to the British flag. Three …’


He coughed deeply. ‘Excuse me. This is very strong language and there is more like this I am afraid. Most strongly worded.’


‘As it should be,’ the Queen said with marked indignation. ‘I do not admire the Americans – and I despise that Mr Seward who has made so many untruthful remarks about this country. But, still, if you feel there are changes needed, Liebchen.’


Albert’s drawn face was drawn into a quick smile at the German term of endearment. He believed that his wife was Vortrefflicheste, a matchless woman, mother, queen. Moody perhaps, one day screaming at him, the next most affectionate. And he felt the need to advise her at all times. Only his ill health had prevented him from being of greater aid to her in her unceasing labors as ruling monarch. Now this. Palmerston had made his demands in a most bellicose and threatening manner. Any head of state would be greatly offended by the manner as well as the message.


‘Not so much changes,’ he said, ‘for the Prime Minister is quite correct in his demands. An international crime has been committed, there is no doubt about that. But perhaps the captain of the American ship is to blame for the incident. We must determine exactly what has happened, and why, before threats are made. This matter must not be allowed to get out of hand. Therefore I believe that perhaps some alterations are in order. Not so much in the contents but in the tone. A sovereign country can not be ordered about like a willful child.’ He climbed to his feet shakily. ‘I think perhaps I should write a bit on it now. At the present I am not hungry. I will eat later if you will excuse me.’


‘Are you not well?’ the Queen asked, half-rising from her chair.


‘A slight malaise, nothing, please do not let me the dinner disturb.’


Prince Albert climbed shakily to his feet, trying to smile. He started forward – then appeared to stumble. Bending at the knees, collapsing. Striking his head sharply on the floor.


‘Albert!’ the Queen cried.


Gladstone was instantly at his side, turning the Prince, touching the pale skin.


‘He is unconscious, ma’am, but breathing quite steadily. Perhaps the physician …’


The Queen needed no encouragement in ordering assistance to her dear Albert. Servants appeared in great numbers, rushed to find a rug, covered his legs, put a pillow beneath his head, searched for a stretcher, sent a footman running for Sir James. The Queen wrung her hands and was beyond speech now. Gladstone looked down at the unconscious Albert and noticed for the first time that the dispatch was still clutched in his tightened fist.


‘If I may, ma’am,’ he whispered, as he knelt and gently pulled it free. He hesitated. This was neither the time nor the place. Nevertheless he felt that he was forced to mention it.


‘This dispatch, tomorrow perhaps?’


‘No! Take it away. Look what it has contrived to do! The wretched thing has done this to my dear Albert. It disturbed him, you saw that. In his delicate state it was just too much for him. It is the Americans again, this is all their fault. Poor man, he was so concerned … take it from my sight. Do what you will with it. At last – the doctor!’


There was no further mention of dinner. The Queen exited with the Prince. When the door had closed behind her Gladstone called for their coats and asked for his carriage to be brought around.


It had not been a good evening.


The dispatch would go out just as it had been written.


The die had been cast.




Arms Of War


When the presidential train had stopped to fill the engine’s water tanks in Jersey City the latest messages and reports were put aboard: the President’s personal secretary brought them to him. Abraham Lincoln, away from the constant press and demands of the White House, stared out at the frosty winter beauty of the Hudson River. A radiant coal stove kept the cold at bay. Simon Cameron, the Secretary of War, dozed in the seat opposite. This was a peaceful refuge from the White House where favor seekers besieged him every moment of the day. He was relaxed and at ease for the first time in weeks. Even the sight of the thick bundle of paper did not disturb him.


‘I see that the war still follows me everywhere, Nicolay.’


‘The war with the Secesh and with the Congress. I sometimes think that the latter is worse. The congressmen in …’


‘Spare me the politicians for the moment. Shot and shell seem kindlier.’


John Nicolay nodded agreement and shuffled through the new reports that Hay passed over to him. ‘Now here is one that should please you. The landings on Tybee Island in the Savannah River were most successful. The commander says that Fort Pulaski will be attacked next. Once that is reduced Savannah will surely be taken. Next, our undercover agent in Norfolk reports that more armor plate for the Merrimack has arrived. Guns as well. They’ve renamed the ship CSS Virginia.’


‘We won’t worry about her for awhile yet. But see that a copy of the report gets to the Monitor people. That should keep them working around the clock.’


The President leafed through the newspapers. The press seemed to be uniformly against him and his administration these days. The abolitionists were in full bay after him again – anything short of killing every Southerner and freeing every slave was a worthless goal. An item caught his eye and he smiled as he read it, then smacked the paper with his hand.


‘Now this is real journalism, Nicolay. Our guardians of law and order have made a famous victory on a steamer at Baltimore. Listen … “their suspicions were aroused by a lady who appeared nervous and desirous of avoiding them. When her reticule was searched a quantity of gloves, stockings and letters were found, all intended to the South. As well a small boy was discovered to be carrying a quantity of quinine. Both were allowed to pass after their cargo had been confiscated.” Our protectors never sleep.’


By the time they had gone through the files the train was pulling into the West Point station, the locomotive’s steam whistle announcing their arrival. Lincoln pulled on coat and scarf, clapped his stovepipe hat onto his head before descending to meet the army officers and foundry officials. Cameron and his secretaries followed. They all walked together to the ferry that would take them across the river to Cold Spring. It was a chill but brief crossing and carriages were waiting for them at the dock when they disembarked. The horses were stamping their hooves, with their breath rising like smoke in the still, cold air. A serious, frockcoated man stood beside the first carriage as they approached.


‘Mr President,’ Cameron said, ‘may I introduce Mr Robert Parker Parrott, inventor and gunsmith, proprietor of the West Point Foundry.’


Lincoln nodded as Parrott shook his hand, then Cameron’s.


‘A great pleasure, Mr Lincoln, to have you visit my foundry and see for yourself what we are doing here.’


‘I could not refuse the opportunity, Mr Parrott. My commanders cry for guns and more guns and their wishes must be respected.’


‘We are doing our best here to grant those wishes. I’ve prepared a test of our newly completed 300-pounder. If you find it agreeable we will go to the test site first – then on to the cannon works. I can assure you that this gun is the most impressive and powerful that I have ever built.’


And indeed it was. Secured firmly to the massive cannon-testing platform, it was a black and ominous brute. Lincoln nodded in appreciation as he paced the length of the weapon and, despite his great height, he could barely see into the gun’s muzzle to make out the lands and grooves of the rifling inside.


‘Charged and loaded, Mr President,’ Parrott said. ‘If you will retire a short distance away you will see what this gun can do.’


When the party was safely out of range of any accident the command was given and the firing mechanism activated.


The ground shook with the strength of the explosion and, even with their hands clasped hard over their ears, the spectators found that the sound was deafening. An immense gout of flame seared from the muzzle and Lincoln, standing to the rear of the weapon, saw the pencil-like dark trace of the shell hurtle across the river. An instant later there was an explosion among the trees on the range on the other bank. Smoke billowed high among the splintered branches and some seconds later the sound of the blast reached their ears.


‘An impressive sight, Mr Parrott,’ Lincoln said, ‘and one that I shall never forget. Now you must tell me more about your work here – but in the warmth of the foundry if you please.’


It was a short drive from the test site and they hurried into the beckoning heat that emanated from the roaring furnaces. An army lieutenant was waiting there; he saluted when they approached.


‘General Ripley sent me ahead, Mr President. He regrets that duties at West Point prevented him from joining you earlier. However he is on his way now.’


Lincoln nodded. Brigadier General James W. Ripley was head of the Ordnance Department and was responsible not only for the production of weapons but also for the introduction of new designs. At the President’s insistence he had reluctantly agreed to leave his paperwork and join the party at the foundry.


With Parrott leading the way, the presidential inspection party toured the foundry. Work did not stop, the men laboring over the molten iron could not spare the time to even look up at their distinguished visitors. Cannon of all sizes filled the score of buildings, in all stages of production from rough castings to final assembly. All stamped with the initials WPF and RPP. West Point Foundry and Robert Parker Parrott. Lincoln slapped his hand against the cascobel of a 30 pounder.
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