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In June, 1861, Raphael Semmes’ Confederate cruiser Sumter makes a daring escape through the Federal Blockade of the Mississippi …

So began the commader’s career as the Southern Seahawk. With a hand-picked crew of Southern officers and mercenary seamen, Semmes seized eight enemy ships in four days—a record never surpassed by any other captain of a warship. By the time the cruises of the Sumter and her successor the Alabama ended, Semmes had taken and burned more than eighty prizes. The most successful maritime predator in history, Semmes eluded a pack of pursuers for two and a half years, and almost single-handedly droves marine insurance rates so high in the North that many Yankee ships refused to sail until he was caught.

Back in Washington, Semmes’ predations fueled feuds within the Lincoln cabinet and incited the spy games of historical figures like courtesans Rose Greenhow and Betty Duval, detective Allan Pinkerton and the commander’s lovely mistress.

Southern Seahawk, the first novel in the Seahawk Trilogy, grows from the true story of Commander Raphael Semmes’ rise to infamy, becoming the Union’s “Public Enemy Number One.” Using intriguing historical fact melded with his unique and insightful literary style, Randall Peffer has breathed life into a legend of the seas, the Southern Seahawk, Raphael Semmes.
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His sun, his moon, the star he steered by.
The angel on his shoulder. Fair winds.
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USS Brig Somers
DECEMBER 8, 1846, MEXICAN WAR



An instant before the norther strikes. The sultry air seems to freeze. The brig’s young captain senses what’s coming. And he sees how his life will be if he loses his ship today: Court-martial, humiliation, years of puny postings. Perhaps assignment to the reserve list. Or a mustering out of the service. The word “cursed” branding his name in the wardrooms of ships and the salons of Washington. Forever, really.

He has harbored such delicate dreams of glory. He thinks he’s made to rise to flag rank. Can hardly believe that thirty-six years of living, decades in the navy, has led him to this moment. Blockade duty off Veracruz. A fight to the death with a faceless devil on a malignant sea. His first real command and already grappling with wind and water like few mariners ever face. He wants to howl at the face of his god, “Why?!” But he bites his tongue and seizes the main shrouds to larboard. Spreads his legs, tries to brace his body with bent knees. It’s all that a man can do. Bring it on!

The ship stalls in a swell. The sails fall limp from the yards. Foredeck boys and officers gape to weather. A flock of seabirds screech, wheel across the surface of the water, vanish off to leeward. Then the storm shows its claws. It comes charging toward the ship out of blue sky, tearing over the Gulf of Mexico, a roiling wall of wind and water from the north. Thundering down on the Somers.

“White squall!” screams the lookout from the main truck. He leaps for a backstay, with hopes of a fast slide down to the relative safety of the deck. But the norther catches him. Flings him off into the blue.

“Bear off!” shouts Raphael Semmes to his quartermaster on the helm. “Run for it!”

The screech of the wind carries his words away. A torrent of salt air lays the brig down on her side. The starboard rail awash. The tips of the lower yards already snagging in the waves. The mainsail dragging in the water. Filling like a pool. Jesus. Men tumbling into the sea, scrambling from below decks in their long johns. They hug the rigging, and anything else to anchor them, with both arms. A cannon breaks loose from its breaching ropes to windward, skates across the deck. Crashes through the lee rail. Is gone.

“Bear off!”

Semmes dives from his post at the shrouds to help at the helm. Tells himself that God is testing him for greatness. Buck up, man. If he could just help the quartermaster crank the wheel over, get the rudder to bite, the ship might yet turn her stern to the norther and right herself. Run off safely before the squall. But a sea sweeps over the Somers and slams the captain into the fife rail at the base of the mainmast. He feels something crack in his chest as the air goes out of his lungs.

The wind is howling, cutting his face with blasts, sharp little nails of spray, as he comes up into the air again.

“She’s not answering the helm, sir!” The sailing master has joined the quartermaster at the great cherry wheel.

Shouts and cries for help rise from men trapped below decks.

“Beat to quarters. All hands on deck!”

“She’s down flooding by the head. Sailing herself under!” A voice from midships.

The foretop mast splits right down the middle with a crack that muffles the shrieking of the wind. A second later a topsail carries away to leeward, a winged thing on the loose. Sails shred to rags in the blink of an eye.

“Cast off sheets and braces!” He grabs the ax from its sling by the companionway, scrambles back to the main sheet and hacks it in two. “She will rise. She must rise!”

But she does not. Even cut loose from the wind and sails that have pinned her down, the Somers wallows on her side, larboard beam to the wind and seas. Hills of foam raking her. The starboard side of the ship feet below the surface. The deck a wall for scaling. One of the ship’s boats hangs high from her davits on the windward side. Unusable. A cruel joke. Another drifts off to leeward, ripped from its slings by boarding seas. Smashed and awash. Only the gig, dangling from the stern davits, might yet serve.

He claws his way forward along the windward rail, hoping for a miracle, willing the bows buried in the black water to rise and shake off the seas. Yells to his men to heave the leeward guns overboard. Move aft, move to windward. Redistribute the weight.

“To the axes, boys! Cut away her rig!”

They are the best of crews. And so they bend to the order. Swinging their axes in a fury. Parting the windward shrouds. The luff and his gang are hacking away great chips from the foremast when a sea comes crashing down on them. When it passes nothing remains but a sailor’s blue kerchief dangling from a foot rope to leeward. The air stinks of fish.

The fat cook named Seymour is swimming over the spot where the cook shack has recently been.

“Here, man.” He throws the cook a line and pulls him back to the windward deck. “Hang on, I’ve got …”

An explosion like the roar of a cannon drowns his words. A geyser shoots into the air from midships, spewing broken hogs heads of salted beef, sacks of corn, sweet potatoes. Rats.

He knows instantly that the main hatch has blown. Driven down by wind and waves, the ship has finally yielded to the building air pressure in her hold and exploded. Now, her hold, the great source of her buoyancy, is flooding. He can already feel her sinking under his feet, knows that he has lost her.

He grabs midshipman Clark. Tells him to lower the gig. Fill her with his best oarsmen, row for the fleet anchored just a few miles away. Bring help. Then he gives the order to abandon ship.

“Over the side, men! Try to stick together … until the rescue boats get here.”

The order is unnecessary. The better part of the crew of seventy-five men is already in the water, trying to cling to anything in the wreckage that will keep them afloat.

The air fills with the shouting of swimmers, calling the names of their shipmates for comfort. Begging their god for mercy. Or cursing the navy and the captain as whoreson floggers. The ship a cold-hearted sea bitch. Goddamn the ship. Goddamn this blockade duty, this fool’s errand that has sent them off chasing after a strange sail on the horizon. Goddamn this ridiculous war with the Mexicans. Goddamn the Somers.

He feels the sting of prophecy come true. Knows that there are those who have quit the navy rather than take orders to sail in this ship. But he has rejected such superstition. Until now. His ears wither from the screams and curses of his crew. His mind racing back to 1842 when the Somers was the site of an ugly hanging. A young officer on board, Philip Spencer, along with two other conspirators, charged with plotting a mutiny and executed from the yard. An extraordinary punishment in a service where crews’ insubordination was commonplace. Especially rare since neither the ship nor the United States was at war at the time, the Somers merely on a sail-training cruise with cadets. Especially harsh since Philip Spencer was the son of the Secretary of War.

She is a doomed ship, said the scuttlebutt. A lightning rod for death, terror and injustice. It is just a matter of time until fate strikes her again.

And now it most surely has.

His stomach knots as he kicks off his shoes, flings away his coat, dives into the water. He’s a strong swimmer. Soon he finds an upper half-port on which to float. The water washing over him feels like ice. He presses his face to the wood, listens to the fading cries of his men. Wonders how many will die from the cold and sharks before Clark comes back with help from the fleet. If he comes back.
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District of Columbia
JANUARY 12, 1861


He leaps off the little sofa bed, shivering. Drags the sweat-stained sheet around his shoulders. He’s wet, freezing. In the sheet, his compact body seems to glide across the floor. Thick, shaggy graying hair falls over his ears. Here is a face made to play Shakespeare’s rakes—heavy brows, gray eyes almost always set on a distant horizon, sharp nose, broad mustache and a tuft of whiskers above a pointy chin. Commander Raphael Semmes, USN.

“Goddamn. Goddamn these wretched nightmares!” To think that after more than thirty years in the Federals’ navy, his career has come to this. Hallucinations of death, a sweaty toga, a dark, cold cell in Mudville on the Potomac and an obscure post as Secretary of the Lighthouse Bureau. He has not been to sea for eleven years, and now he thinks and dreams of little else. But when the salt spray washes through his sleep, it rarely sweeps him back to his pink-cheeked years as a middie aboard the Lexington, nor to his West Indies cruises as sailing master on the Constellation during her victories over French frigates. More often his night voyages land him on the Somers. He sees the sails ripped to rags, masts buried in the sea, men washed overboard or leaping into the foam. Gone. Many men. Good men. More than half his crew. Then, like tonight, he dreams of punishment and vengeance. Until he wakes awash in regrets and impossible hopes. His whole body shakes as he moves toward the moonlit window to check the time on the church tower. He’s glad that he sleeps in the study so that his wife cannot see him so reduced by terror. Anne, his nearly loyal spouse. She’s still his stately, handsome girl. After fourteen years he can forgive—but not forget—her betrayal, the bastard child named Anna who she conceived while he was away in the Mexican war. Anna, who has long been cloaked from his sight, ensconced at Eden Hall boarding school in Philadelphia. Anna, the cool, dark space between his wife and him. Anna, whose very existence has given him permission to hold back his heart at home, tender it elsewhere. It has been years since he nuzzled his wife’s breasts with the wings of a mustache that she used to call the “bird of paradise.”

Two thirty by the church clock. The moon freezes Capitol Hill in harsh, silver light. It is a light such as seamen sometimes see during a winter’s midwatch offshore. A night when the shadows of sails and masts vibrate and sway across the deck, looking like valkyries ready to come crashing down on your head with the next roll of the ship. So seems the distant shadow of the unfinished Washington Monument wrapped in scaffolding.

Suddenly, he drops to his knees before the window, crosses himself, clutches his hands to his forehead in prayer.

“Mea culpa. Gracious and merciful Father, I have become the miserable pawn of Pharaoh’s rule. Forgive me my trespasses. Let Satan lead me not into temptation. Grant me the strength to deliver myself, my family and my country from evil, greed, torpor and cowardice.”

He shivers, catches his breath with a sharp gasp, squeezes his hands together with tightening, interlaced fingers. The shape of prayer. Now, on his knees and draped in his sheet, he looks like one of those monks he saw during the Mexican War, the monks who slept in their coffins.

His mind turns to the poet Tennyson for words, and he mumbles aloud the lament of Ulysses, idle king, the landlocked gray man of the sea matched with an aged wife.

“Oh Lord my God, how dull it is … to rust unburnished, not to shine in use.” He spits into his hands. “Fifty-one is a pathetic age. I am become a name.”

Below in the street a hansom carriage clatters up the cobblestones. Beneath its hood a woman shrieks in delight at secret fondling. A man laughs.

“Maude.” The name rushes from his lips.

It’s not Maude below in the hansom, but he hears her youth and her joy in the woman’s voice. He pictures her round, lightly freckled face, sparkling candle light in her emerald eyes, her hive of copper hair. His nose sniffs at the air as if he might catch a scent from the lavender on her neck.

“Sweet child.”

The hands that have been praying against his lips suddenly draw back together from the kneeling figure, then swiftly reverse their course. He slams his clasped fists against his forehead as if driving a knife into his skull.

“Curse me, but love be damned. It’s now or never, sir. There may yet be time for some act of greatness. Rise up!”

The voice sounds guttural and raw. A thing from his nightmares.

Still dizzy from the blow, he staggers to his feet, lurches across the room, knocking over a globe stand before finding his desk. The officer who so many know these days as the gold-braided dandy of Washington cotillions seems a man of sticks and rags as he rummages through his desktop for a match.

When the candle’s lit, he settles into his chair. His left hand begins unconsciously to twirl the tip of his broad mustache, while his other puts pen to paper.


January 12, 1861

The Honorable Senator Clement C. Clay

Esteemed Delegate from the State of Alabama

Sir:

I have had news this passing night that the legislature of our great state has voted to join South Carolina, Mississippi, Florida and Georgia in secession from the Federal union of states. In this regard I request the honor and privilege of visiting with you to speak on the matter at your earliest convenience.

You know me as a naval officer of considerable experience, and you will now find me a man with fire in his very soul …



He pauses. Then nearly adds, A man who would sell that soul for a fighting ship. Give me a ship!
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District of Columbia
FEBRUARY 13-14, 1861


“I love to look at your body.”

Maude Galway lies in her bed beneath a crimson comforter, propping herself up on an elbow. Thick, copper hair covers all of her bare skin except milky-white forearms as she surveys her man’s back from across the room. Stepping into his small clothes, he stares out the window at the railway tracks leading to the station near Capital Hill, says nothing.

“Aye, but I mean it, Raffy. Your back is so broad, and the cords in your hips … You look like—” “Stop, lass!”

“A gladiator.” She says this word with the triumph of discovery. The image of her lover as a Roman warrior has just popped full-blown into her mind.

“Don’t flatter me. I’m old enough to know a lie when I hear one.” There’s rebuke in his voice. A hint of amusement, tenderness too.

She bunches the top sheet into the warm wetness between her legs and sighs.

She did not mean to patronize. Truly, as these shadows of late afternoon in mid-February bathe the boarding house room in a fuzzy, violet light, the man who spends his days shuffling paper for the navy appears to have the raw-boned body of a Bantry Bay waterman.

She suddenly sits up in bed, holding the comforter over her breasts.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing, lassie. Nothing’s wrong.”

He stops watching the smoke belching from a locomotive as it puffs its train south. Turns, stares at the green-eyed witch smiling up at him from her bed. His eyes soften with each second she holds his gaze. His mustache begins curling into a subtle grin.

I’m a selkie to him. He called me that once. His West Irish mermaid. She can still hear some of that delight in his voice every time he says “lassie.”

“I have to go back to the office.” A complaint. Not an excuse. He snatches his white shirt from the back of a wicker chair, is midway through jamming his right arm into a sleeve, when she speaks. “It’s Saturday. Come to me again.”

She reaches out her hand. He crosses the shadowy room to her as if on wires. When he stands almost directly above her, she takes his fingers, rises to him, kisses the light fur on his belly.

“Lord have mercy.”

Then he is on her like a mink, fumbling the nightstand for his lambskin sheath.

“Now who do you love?”

His breath burns her neck.
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It’s after seven thirty in the evening on St. Valentine’s Day when they finish their poached rockfish and oyster stew in a dark corner of the Ebbitt Grill on Fifteenth St. There is a long pause in their conversation. She can hear the piano player across the room shuffling through a slow and dissonant “Oh, Susanna.”

Finally he speaks.

“I’m leaving Washington. Perhaps as soon as tomorrow, lassie.” His voice sounds hollow.

Her ears prick beneath the coils of hair pinned to the sides of her head.

“Another lighthouse to see somewhere?”

He says nothing and stares at the glass of Bordeaux in his left hand. She sees a cloud forming over his face. His uniform seems to be pinching his shoulders, neck. His breath comes fast, shallow. A cat’s.

“Raffy?” She wipes her lips quickly with her napkin and stuffs it back in her lap to hide her fingers that have suddenly started to tear at each other.

“I’m on the first train I can get to Alabama.” He inhales deeply, pulls a yellow telegram from his inside breast pocket, passes it across the table for her to read.


Montgomery

Sir—On behalf of the Committee on Naval Affairs, I beg leave to request that you repair to this place at your earliest convenience.

Your obedient servant,

C.M. Conrad, Chairman



“I hope to get a ship and fight for Jefferson Davis and my new country. Even though the South has no navy whatsoever now, I have thought long about her naval defense. It is right clear to me that the best defense is a bold offense. So if Davis gives me my chance, I will raid the enemy like an avenging angel, a demon from their worst nightmares.”

He has a dreamy look, stares right over her shoulder and out the front window of the restaurant.

Her cheeks flush. She raises her hands to the corners of her jaw.

“Damn you. Damn you!” she says under her breath. But he must not hear her because he rambles on.

“Anne and the children will be leaving for her brother’s house in Cumberland.”

He takes a slow sip of wine.

Her gaze rises from the table to his face.

“My god, Raffy. Would you look at me? Just look at me?”

His gaze leaves whatever it is beyond the window of the restaurant, sees for the first time the lightning in her green eyes.

“Raffy, listen to yourself! Spewing on about your wife and children. Do you even know who you’re talking to? Can’t you see? You’re killing me. Killing us. Snuffing us out like a …”

Her voice chokes. She rubs her cheeks with the palms of her hands before continuing.

“And here I sit trying to hold back bloody tears. For what? For a man who wants to make himself a demon or an angel? Jesus, Mary and Joseph, Raffy!”

He raises his chin as if to look cavalier, but his thick brows sag as he pulls a fresh kerchief from inside his dress-blue jacket with one hand. His other takes her right hand across the narrow table. The hand on which she wears the silver band set with emeralds. The band that he gave her for her twenty-sixth birthday almost a year ago, when he first told her he would love her unto death.

Tears begin rolling down her cheeks. He laces his fingers through hers. Then he leans toward her across the table and begins wiping the tears off her face with the kerchief. She thinks he suddenly looks older than her father did when he was laid out at his wake. How very, very pale.

“Maude … lassie. This is the hardest thing I have ever done. Forgive me. Leaving you …”

Her body shudders then slumps in the cane chair, the purple organdy dress folding up around her … before she gathers herself and pounces.

“I hope you die! Right here before God and the bloody Congress.”

Barely have her words begun to explode over the other diners at Ebbitt’s, when she hits him with a gale of wine from her glass. It turns his shirt a slick, dark red.

“Oh dear,” says a matron at another table.

“I’ve heard enough of your boyish fantasies of glory … you faithless coward!” She stands up, throws her napkin on the table. Storms off to the coat check for her fur.

“Bravo!” A woman cheers from across the room.
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He’s not drunk when he shows up at her door some time after midnight. But he’s wobbling like a loose jib. The north wind has been swirling snow along Pennsylvania Avenue since sunset. Now, he has a white paste covering him from head to foot as if he has been walking into the blizzard for hours.

“Go away!” She stands in the doorway wearing the blue satin robe she keeps for his use.

“Lassie, I’m on my knees.”

“Then crawl home to your wife.”

“I love you.”

A man of snow is crumpling at her feet in the hallway of her boarding house.

“You’re too late, Raffy. Damn you for coming here!”

“I’ve been a fool. I did not see what I was doing to you. Forgive me. I’ve been so bound up in the Southern cause, so moved by the idea of going to sea again … May the Holy Redeemer strike me down if I lie. You are the best thing …”

She bites her lower lip, stares at him with the curiosity of a woman who has discovered St. Jude, the patron of lost causes, on her doorstep. How different he is now from the officer and gentleman she met twenty-two months ago. Aglow in the blue and gold of his full-dress uniform, he had sliced a sprig of apple blossoms from a tree outside the Smithsonian castle with his saber, presented it to her with a courtly bow. Lady, may these blossoms bring you some small measure of the pleasure that gazing upon you has brought to me on this noontime in May. Later he bought her ice cream, made with the first strawberries of the season, before she returned to her pupils at the little school on Capitol Hill.

“Knock it off with the noise!” The shout comes from somewhere down the hall.

She throws her hands up in the air as if begging God for a sign as to what to do next.

“Let him in or throw him out. People are trying to sleep!” A woman’s voice echoes through the drafty boarding house on H St.

He catches her eye with his lost little boy face. She groans.

“Come on … before you catch your death of cold.”

She reaches out, brushes the slush off his brows, cheeks, the mustache drooping in surrender.

Later, after drying him before the coal stove, after filling him with onion broth, after the apologies and the love making—after it all—he holds her with a force that almost scares her.

“My heart breaks from what I must do. Believe me, lassie.”

She feels her chest heave.

“But my mind is right firm in its resolve. And my soul knows that to do anything else but serve the South at this moment would be to render myself so clearly an abject cretin and coward that I would not be fit for your arms. Let me go.”

He nuzzles the hollow between her neck and gleaming shoulder.

“Let me do what I must, and let me have your love and blessing. Pray for me that I can do what must be done to bring this secession conflict to a quick end. Then I swear with all the fire in my soul, I will make my peace with Anne and come to you as an obedient servant if you will still have me.”

She feels his tears running down the plane of her chest, sliding over a breast. Remembers how home and hearth kept her soldier father from a campaign and the regiment he loved. How the bottle took him early because he used it to mute the calls of duty and his own strange passion for the warrior’s life.

“Will you stand by me?” His voice is pleading.
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The Hudson River
 MID-MARCH, 1861


The waves look black even though it is morning. “Lord how I hate rivers.” He stands high up on the promenade deck of the packet Queen of the Mohawk as the steamer beats her way north against the current. She’s bound for West Point, then Albany, to the rhythm of laboring pistons, churning side wheels. A squadron of low clouds rush overhead trailing fits of sleet and showers, casting the rocks of the Hudson Palisades in an eerie, violet light.

“Confounded rivers!” He speaks as if there’s a shipmate standing next to him to listen. “No sea room. Nowhere to run. No place to set a sail. Wind and current always on your nose or tearing at your ass.”

A woman passenger who’s standing at the rail nearby when Semmes lapses into his soliloquy casts a sidelong glance at the figure in the black overcoat, listens to his rant for a while, then shrugs him off as a drunk, a looney. She slips away.

He takes a sip from a mug of coffee a steward offered him a few minutes earlier. It tastes like snake blood, and he walks to the larboard rail to spit the poison overboard. Then he stands there hugging the shoulders of his coat and watching the broad river ahead vanish in a haze of blue. He purchased the coat, made of a puny worsted, before leaving Montgomery on this mission to the North. It was good enough to keep the March chill off him in the South and even in Washington. But ever since he came north from purchasing gun powder from the Du Pont people in Delaware, he has suffered.

He shivered in New York. Then just plain froze his tail off in Hartford and Springfield. His warm, blue sea coat molders in a closet because he quit his post as Pharaoh’s pennyboy to be Jeff Davis’ special envoy. Meanwhile in places like Charleston, Savannah, and Biloxi, other men—less seasoned mariners—are outfitting privateers, preparing to put to sea, waiting for the first shots of a civil war to be fired.

He’s not what the politicians, neither Yanks nor Rebs, think of when they picture an officer of the line. To the politicos he’s a good old boy, born and bred on the Potomac in Charles County, Maryland. A fellow with talents for impeccable dress and small talk over tea or sour mash. An officer who knows the diplomatic and supply sides of the military trade. A gentleman and lawyer, who came of age at his uncle’s home in Washington’s Georgetown amid the balls, cotillions, society outings to the race course. He’s an agent who can carry a secret letter from Jeff Davis tucked in his small clothes, or talk to himself on a steamer, without raising much suspicion.

Present circumstances have conspired against his dreams of sea duty, and he’s more than disappointed. But he gave Jefferson Davis his pledge to serve the South “however needed,” right there in Jeff’s room at the Exchange Hotel.

“I will not recant!” He scowls at the river.

The crack of small explosions like gunshots sounds at his back. Old habits from his soldiering days ashore in Mexico after the wreck of the Somers take over. The Rebel envoy drops into a crouch alongside the cabin house on the promenade deck of the Queen.

“Die, you fuckers! Piss off and die!” Someone’s shouting from the stern.

More cracks.

He sees no one on deck. He reaches inside his coat and draws a new, husky .44 Colt revolver from its shoulder holster.

His knees ache as he moves toward the shooting in a low crouch. “Eat shit and die.”

A single crack, two more, then a man’s laughter. The voice is coming from the deck below at the very stern of the ship.

He stays low as he approaches the balcony railing overlooking the main deck and the fantail stern.

Another shot. He’s close enough now that it makes his ears ring.

“Ashes to ashes, hag!”

Almost overhead, one of the terns that some mariners call “hags,” the birds that follow river and coastal ships, explodes into a cloud of feathers as it swoops above the stern.

Bang. Another bird off to the left literally bursts into flames, cartwheels down into the Hudson.

“Hot damn! Wings of fire.”

He feels his stomach churn. Someone’s killing birds. He cocks his gun, creeps to the balcony rail, looks down.

Below on the fantail stands a lumpy-looking fellow in the powder blue uniform of the steamship company. Semmes recognizes him as the purser who took his ticket after boarding. He has a glowing slow match wedged in a joint on the stern rail, and he’s using it to light firecrackers that he throws up to the birds like pieces of toast.

Now as the purser fishes another firecracker out of his pocket and reaches toward the slow match for a light, Semmes takes aim with his pistol and fires. He surprises himself with his total lack of hesitation, his instant impulse to redress a wrong.

The slow match shatters in a hail of sparks. The purser’s jaw drops open.

“My next bullet’s for you, friend, if you ever try that jackass stunt on another bird.”

“Who … who in Hell are you?”

“Somebody who likes birds … You don’t want to cross swords with me.”

“Tough guy.”

“Don’t make me show you. I got a cannon, and I’m in a right mean mood, son.”

He cocks the .44, steadies it with both hands at arms’ length and points it at the purser’s head.

The man raises his arms in surrender, retreats indoors. “Lard-ass lubber.”

He pulls a cap and ball from the ammo pouch tucked in an inside coat pocket. Then he reloads, holsters his gun, strolls toward the steamer’s bows where the wind, spitting sleet and rain, braces his face. When the hot blood in his forehead and ears cools, he turns his back on the weather and takes a letter from inside his coat. The letter is almost three months old, and the author his son Oliver, a third-year cadet at the United States Military Academy at West Point.


Father,

I am feeling most wretchedly torn asunder, sir. Even though there is not yet war between the states, we Southern boys, like Custis Lee (I think you may know his father Robert of Virginia who was once superintendent here) and yours truly, roam this academy like restless shadows, cut off from our own souls. Is war to come now that Lincoln has been elected as the next president? Or will the Union let the South go its own way? If the split is amicable, and the North and South should become American allies in the future, could I finish my schooling and accept my commission in the Federal army? Will you stay with the navy?



He had finally written back last month.


What do I know, Son? I have no crystal ball to help me read the future. After much soul searching, I have resigned my commission. But my circumstances of age, career, family, and loyalty to the South are so different from yours, I can hardly hold my choice to leave the Federal service as a model for you.



His letter was balderdash. Cowardly horse manure. A half-truth at best.

“You must give the boy an honest answer,” Anne said. “Go to him, Raphael, when you are in the North. Please. The boy needs you.”

So now he’s coming to his son. To talk. For better or for worse. He promised Anne that he would make this visit, and he will not renege on a promise to her. So what if he and Anne ceased to kindle flames on a promise to her. So what if he and Anne ceased to kindle flames in each other’s loins years ago? They have a shared history. A man has to respect that. And family. His own baser needs be damned.
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West Point smells like war. The acrid scents of fear, brass polish, and gun oil ooze from everything, even the leafless oaks around the parade ground. But the rain and the sleet have passed off to the east, leaving a sunny afternoon that warms with a southerly wind and the promise of spring.

On the muddy parade ground the regiment stands its afternoon muster. Hundreds of cadets box themselves into platoons and companies to the calls of unit leaders. The superintendent and his officers sit upon chestnut mares, prance around the perimeter. When the fife and drum boys march past playing a popular march from the Mexican War, “The Rose of Alabama,” he almost raises his right arm in salute. Then he remembers he’s not in uniform … and this is the enemy army’s camp, a Yankee nursery for young vipers soon be at the throat of the South. Yet, right now, the whole confounded gaggle look like toy soldiers with gray tunics, gold chest buttons, shiny black campaign hats painted over the bodies of boys, framing the faces of cherubs.

Once he believed in all that West Point stood for—the honor of national service, the duty of protecting home and hearth, the comradeship of warriors. And so he supported his son Oliver when he sought senatorial appointment to the academy. He even envied Oliver the chance to come of age at this grand institution of learning in company with the brave and the strong. There was no academy when he joined the navy back in 1826. No classes in engineering, tactics, leadership. Just a dank midshipman’s berth on the Old Lex and officers looking to bust you out of their ranks and down into the fo’castle with the jacks.

“Father?” The word jolts him from his thoughts.

The superintendent had dismissed the regiment while he was brooding, and now Citizen Semmes looks into the rosy face of a stocky youth. The boy seems almost giddy with surprise.

“Mother wrote that you were in the North, but I did not expect …”

He gives his son his right hand. The boy takes it, hesitates long enough to find his father’s eyes, then embraces him for several seconds. A stiff hug. But a hug nonetheless.

“Ollie.”

“It is so good to see you, sir.”

“You have been much on my mind, Son.”

“And you on mine. It is so odd to see you out of uniform. Have you gone back to practicing law in Mobile?” “Let us walk somewhere less public.”

Semmes fixes his gaze on a forest of bare trees in the distance. “I have an hour before mess.”

The young man with the long arms and thick chest of a wrestling champion leads his father to a wooded path. It traverses a bluff that overlooks the river hundreds of feet below and Cold Springs on the opposite shore. There’s a cannon foundry over there, and the smell of coal smoke and smelting iron hangs above the river.

“They work day and night,” says the boy when he sees his father eyeing the cannon manufactory. “There is a rumor that the engineers have begun employing a thing called rifling in their cannons. It is like screw threads inside the barrel. The threads spin the shell as it leaves, increasing the velocity, range and accuracy of the projectile.”

His shoulders hunch up slightly. “The South cannot yet produce even smooth-bore weapons.”

The boy sees the scowl on his father’s face, changes the subject.

“You look good in civies, Father.”

“I look naked.”

The boy shrugs. He meant to reach out to his father, but he has offended. “Sorry, sir.”

“No. It is I who should be sorry, Son.” He grinds his back teeth, gives a tip of his mustache a sharp twist. “I owe you more than I have given, Ollie.”

“These are difficult times.”

“Aye.” He hears Maude in his own voice, and he hopes that she will stand by him now. Lord, he hopes he’s about to say the right thing.

“I am not reading law, Son. I serve the South. Mr. Davis has made me one of four commanders in his new navy.”

Oliver pauses on the trail, bends his head, puts his left hand to his mouth and squeezes his upper lip to stifle strong emotions.

“When?”

Semmes takes a step ahead. Stops. Then wheels to look at his son the cadet. “It has been some two months.”

“Why did you not write to me of this? Your decision would have made my own choice of service so much easier.”

He shifts his weight from the left foot to the right then tugs on his mustache again.

“I thought it best not to unduly influence you right much.”

Facing off with the father, the boy extends his arms, the wrestler testing his opposite.

“You’re my father. How can you not influence me? By denying me the whole truth, you influence me. Don’t you see that?”

He adjusts the maroon muffler at his neck and clears his throat. “It is not that simple, Ol.”

“Why not? You join the Confederates, and you don’t tell me?”

“Some things are better left private.”

He starts to walk again. The boy pursues.

“From your family?”

“From the world, Son.”

Semmes stops again, turns his back on his son, gazes off toward the gothic towers of the academy.

Oliver puts his hand to his upper lip once more, squeezes, stares into the purple haze gathering over the Hudson as the sun sets. At last his hand drops. He casts his father a sidelong glance.

“You’re a Reb agent, aren’t you? That’s why you’re here in the North.”

He swallows a mouthful of saliva.

“It is a right dirty piece of business, Ol. It might even be an evil business. I hate every second of it except this chance to see you. I have come north to buy cases of powder, service revolvers, muskets from the Du Ponts, Sam Colt and their competitors. Then I ship my purchases off to Beauregard in Charleston with the word “Bibles” stamped on the packing cases. Lots of packing cases. Now they want me to buy a fleet of steamers.”

Oliver’s eyes widen. The sun has set. A fog of coal smoke and smelting cannon iron rises over the river from Cold Spring. The hour of the cadets’ mess approaches.

“What next, Father?”
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District of Columbia
 MID-APRIL, 1861


Gideon Welles bolts the lock on Room 8 in the Willard Hotel, turns toward the dresser mirror, sighs at the sight of his own image as he peels the gray wig off his pale dome.

“I swear if I hear one more knock on this door tonight, I’m through with Washington.”

Thirty years ago when he lost his hair and started wearing wigs, he thought that his toupees, with a spit curl cocked over the left eye and thick curls roiling over his ears and neck, made him look stentorian or knightly. He pictured Seneca and Lancelot, and felt like one of the Chosen. But now with the wig off and the bushy white beard hiding his neck and collar, he thinks he looks like Father Christmas.

“Good Lord, how could Lincoln have chosen a man who looks like this to serve him?” He loosens the red tie at his throat. “I’m a clown. I’ll be the darling of the political cartoonists within weeks.” Why not just catch the next train back to Hartford, Mary Jane and the children, avoid the whole wretched catastrophe. Secretary of the Navy! What do I know about ships or Horatio Nelson types? I’m a newsman.

He whips the loosened tie from beneath his collar, flings it across the room onto the bed. Then he shambles in the same direction, his bunions aching with each step. The prospect of peeling out of his suspenders and all the rest seems entirely too daunting. He might just sleep in his clothes. It has been a long day trying to find competent and trustworthy officers to replace the more than one hundred and fifty senior men who resigned to join the South. And a longer night warding off the legions of opportunists and office seekers stalking the corridors of the Willard, currying favor. Total madmen, liars, scalawags. Someone even tried to sell him ships made of iron. Imagine. A navy of iron ships. They’d sink like stones.

After his large and weighty frame crumples on top of the lilac bedspread, he reaches to douse the flame in the oil lamp on the bed stand. He catches sight of the small tintype of the president, the man he worked so hard to elect, propped against the lamp. Photographs amuse and scare him; they seem to have the power to stop time and steal souls.

But that’s not what the newly frocked Secretary of the Navy is thinking just now. He closes his eyes and begins to laugh aloud. A long explosion of sad and giddy mirth rises out of his belly as an odd discovery strikes him. He pictures the key players in the Lincoln cabinet. Treasury Secretary Salmon Chase, a free-soiler from Ohio and one of Lincoln’s rivals for the nomination, looks like a bull-necked prize fighter. Si Cameron at War, a Pennsylvanian with the hooked nose of a hunting hawk and his own chip on the shoulder about having lost the nomination to Lincoln. Ed Bates, yet another of Lincoln’s rivals, has already started presiding over the Attorney General’s office with the handsome looks you see in drawings of Caesar. Worst of all, Bill Seward. The man who had been chief among Lincoln’s rivals for the Republican presidential nomination is now Secretary of State. The former governor of New York and senator has the sharp looks of a fox or Iago. He and Welles have clashed at smoky political caucuses for well over a decade.

What a snake pit! None of us are here because of our talents. Lincoln has appointed us to consolidate the party and pay off political debts. And I am the president’s only friend. His older, uglier shadow. We must be jokes to these boys.

He’s still laughing at the sheer madness of it all when two sharp raps sting his door.

“What the hell is going on in there, Welles? Are you thumping a tart?”

Seward. Jesus Christ!

“It’s eleven o’clock. I’ll see you in the morning.”

More knocks. Harder now.

“Open up. I need to talk to you! This can’t wait.”

He rolls out of bed, wobbles to the dresser to fetch his wig.

“Come on, Gideon. Where in Jesus’ name are you?”

“Present.” He swings open the door, then presses the wig to his temples with both hands.

Seward, followed by his son Frederick, a slick-haired rat in a suit, backs him into his own room.

“What the hell is this?”

Seward waves a telegram. “You’ve countermanded the president’s orders. Nothing’s happening in Brooklyn. The navy yard will not let David Porter take the Powhatan because the yard’s got an order from you for some Captain Mercer to take Powhatan as flagship on this ridiculous expedition to rescue Fort Sumter.”

Frederick slams the door.

“What? Porter? Who’s Porter?” A chasm opens beneath his heart. “He’s a lieutenant. On a secret mission. That’s all you need to know.” He bites his lower lip.

“A mere lieutenant has been sent without my knowledge to take command from a seasoned captain of one of the few first-rate ships I have that is not off gallivanting around the globe somewhere? The one ship that can assure the success of our expedition to resupply the troops at Sumter? The navy’s ship? My ship? How in God’s name? What secret mission? Tell me. What right do you have to order my navy …?”

He begins gathering himself, rising erect like a waking giant to tower over Seward.

The Secretary of State takes an unconscious step backward, bumps into his son. It makes him jump.

“Stop. Stop acting like a fool, Gideon. It’s not your navy. It’s the president’s navy.”

“How can this happen? The president approved sending Mercer and the Powhatan to Sumter!”

Seward smiles a tight-lipped grin. “And then he signed a secret order to have Porter take the Powhatan. He overruled you!”

He feels a knife sink between his shoulders and a great rushing of blood in his veins. His bunions seem to swell to bursting within his shoes.

“Everything would have worked out just fine. But you had to go and send a second set of orders to the Brooklyn Navy Yard underscoring your earlier orders for the Powhatan to go to Sumter. Now Brooklyn’s doing nothing because they have three sets of contradictory orders. Great show, Gideon.”

“You shat on your president, Mr. Secretary,” says Frederick.

The little weasel. His fists tighten. “We’ll see about that!”
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The president squeezes his chin with his hand, paces the length of the parlor in the East Wing and waits for the butler to finish stoking the fire and quit the room. He’s still in his black suit trousers, but his white shirttail sticks out around his pants hangers. His shoes are off. The sound of his silk socks on the oak floor makes a strange squeak.

Welles, Seward, the rodent son and a naval officer named Stringham, who Welles has brought along as a witness, stand just inside the doorway to the parlor handing their coats and hats to a small platoon of uniformed guards.

“Sit, gentlemen,” says the president when the guards close the door and leave them alone. Lincoln motions to the divan and cushioned parlor chairs arching around an oriental carpet in the center of the room. The president’s own chair is the huge leather wing-back affair facing the fire.

The case clock chimes twelve thirty.

“Excuse my appearance. Mrs. Lincoln says that I have a peculiar tendency to revert to my wood-splitting roots behind closed doors. She may be righter than right. You can take the boy out of Kentuck, but you can’t take Kentuck out of the boy …”

The president pauses in his pacing in front of the fire, seems to think about sitting in his chair, then changes his mind, grabs a poker, reshuffles the logs in the fire.

“Now that’s better, isn’t it?” He smiles to himself, perhaps amused that he has not lost the knack for fire building. “I confess to a certain fondness to those first eight years of life I spent in Kentuck. We didn’t have two coppers to rub together … but still those woods and hills and creeks were all a boy … But I’m rambling, gentlemen. It has been something of a long day, and by the looks on your faces it is not quite over. Or … are we about to greet the morn with some new and wondrous tale of hard times in our little frontier town on the backwaters of Chesapeake Bay?”

Settled on the divan, Seward and the rodent cross their arms over their chests and cast each other pained looks in judgment of the president’s homey monologue.

Gideon Welles cranes forward on the edge of his seat.

“Mr. President, I fear the relief mission to Fort Sumter is in grave danger.”

Lincoln pivots away from the fireplace, jerks his head to one side as if someone has just fired a shot over his shoulder. “Come again, Gideon?”

“No such thing, Mr. President. The relief convoy has already departed Brooklyn for Charleston. All is as it should be. The Secretary has just gotten himself into a snit about one ship that will not be making the journey.”

Welles’ eyes pop. “Who started the snit, Seward? Who came beating on my door at eleven o’clock at night to complain that I have balled up the orders for a secret mission with the Powhatan? I need that ship. Sumter needs that ship. The whole operation …”

The president crosses the room and puts his hand on Welles’ shoulder.

“Take a deep breath, Gideon. What is this Powhatan? Powhatan, Pocahantas, Pawnee? I’m afraid I can’t keep the names of these ships straight in my head.”

“She’s a side-wheel frigate, Saranac class,” says the rodent.

Lincoln either doesn’t hear or pretends not to.

“What is she, Gideon?”

Welles explains. Powhatan was one of his, er … the navy’s, fastest warships. A steam frigate carrying sixteen heavy guns. A floating fortress. Her presence covering the landing of men and supplies at Sumter would be intimidating enough to General Beauregard’s Rebels in Ft. Moultrie to make them think twice, and then twice more, before trying to interfere with the resupply of Sumter by firing off any of their peashooters at the operation. With Sumter resupplied and the Powhatan on station at the mouth of Charleston Harbor, the Federals could keep the port closed indefinitely.

Powhatan is just the ship to make South Carolina and the other seceeding states realize that picking a fight with the United States of America would be futile, suicidal. Without the Powhatan, the resupply of Sumter would look like a half-hearted joke, an armada of mostly tugs and troop barges. The president knows this. He approved sending the Powhatan to Sumter under Captain Mercer. Stringham witnessed the order.

“That’s ridiculous. A waste of a ship.” Seward’s on his feet. “The whole Sumter rescue is a shot in the dark, Mr. President. You know that. We’ve got bigger things to worry about than one puny fort in South Carolina. No matter what we do, it’s lost. The Rebs have it surrounded. We give up Sumter now, or we give up Sumter later. It doesn’t matter. Sumter has no strategic value if a war breaks out. Secretary Welles is focused on a short-term operation of little moment. As we have discussed, sir, the Powhatan is the lynch pin in a long-term, top-secret strategic plan known only to you, me and the operatives. You have signed her orders yourself. Look.”

“I did?” Lincoln’s face suddenly falls into a mosaic of ruts as he takes the paper Seward hands him, reads. Then, staring at the ceiling as if begging for some god to descend, he motions for Seward to sit.

Welles feels something pound in his chest. Good Lord, the man doesn’t remember his own orders.

A smug, thin-lipped smile begins to spread over Seward’s lips again.

“Lieutenant Porter and I were here with you not more than a week ago. We planned how Porter would take the Powhatan to Pensacola to reinforce Fort Pickens and give us a long-term strategic base on the Gulf Coast. You must remember.”

Lincoln’s mouth moves, but no words come out for several seconds. “I thought … I thought it was another ship that young man was taking. Surely not the Powhatan. You handed me the order, Bill, and … and I just signed off on it. I didn’t note the name of the ship and …”

Now the president pulls at his ears unconsciously, then hands the secret order to Welles.

“My god, Gideon. Can you forgive me? It seems I have given away your battle ship. Didn’t you say she’s still waiting in Brooklyn to resolve the confusion in her orders? We can send another order, send her as you planned with Mercer to Fort Sumter.”

“Don’t do it!” Seward’s on his feet, pointing his finger at Lincoln. “You’ll destroy the secret mission. We’ve got troops already committed. You’ll lose those men and the Gulf Coast for a stupid little fort in Charleston.”

Suddenly a massive tick begins to shudder above the president’s right cheek. His lip curls.

“Sit down, Mr. Seward. Sit down right now. If you ever point a finger at me again, I’ll break it off. Do you understand me, sir? We are not talking about some stupid little fort in South Carolina. We are talking about a symbol. And you know it. We give up Sumter, we are showing the nation’s weakness. We are as good as giving the Rebels an invitation to war. Do you want that, Mr. Seward? Do you want Virginia and Maryland to go over to the secesh states? Do you want secesh militia shooting it out with us here on Pennsylvania Avenue? You tricked me, Mr. Seward, into something for your own mercurial purposes. I’ve been a fool. But once burned, twice shy, sir. Never again, Mr. Secretary! Perhaps it’s still not too late to send Gideon’s ship to Sumter.”
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Welles casts a sidelong glance at his companion. Harry Burlow, the blond—almost girlishly handsome—naval lieutenant looks far too young to be the secretary’s aide. But Burlow is a Connecticut boy from New London seafaring stock, someone with deep Yankee roots, who he feels he can trust amid a department smothering in men of dubious loyalty.

He has never seen such a mess as the navy’s current officer corps. His most active officers are Southerners just waiting for Virginia to go out before tendering their resignations and joining the Rebels. The most senior men in the service are dozens of doddering captains and admirals, in their mid-sixties or older. They do not understand the basics of steamship technology or modern weapons. They find excuses to avoid distasteful duties, and they manipulate squadron orders to make extended pleasure cruises of places like Italy. Worst, the Navy has hundreds of middle-aged lieutenants frustrated by their lack of promotion and opportunities for command within a moribund scheme that fails to retire senior officers. More than a few of these men are bright, ambitious mavericks like David Dixon Porter from well-connected, powerful commercial and political families. Officers who have all the makings to be, what they called in the service, “loose cannons.”
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