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For my wife, Suzanne









In a word, I would not take any risk of being entangled upon the river, like an ox jumped half over a fence, and liable to be torn by dogs, front and rear, without a fair chance to gore one way or kick the other.


—Abraham Lincoln










PROLOGUE BILL COONS



Chicago, 1847


Later in life, Will Cushing would insist his name was “Bill Coons.” Though it was not the boy’s real name, his older brother Alonzo sometimes called him that with affection. And Lon was his hero.


The nickname originated long before the Cushings lived in Chicago. When Will was barely old enough to walk, his family lived near a narrow river crossing where the Cushing boys would go diving in the summer heat. Raccoons were plentiful there, stealing right up to the cabin, always snooping around where they didn’t belong. Like Will, nothing scared them off—not fire, not loud noises, nothing. Even the smallest cubs were unafraid of the water, swimming with playful ease as they searched for fish and crabs.


On one warm summer day, Will had watched his brothers leap bare-chested off the footbridge. Impulsively he copied them, thinking he would swim the way they swam, the way the raccoon cubs swam, as if born to it.


But the moment he hit the water, he felt himself going under. The harder he struggled to stay afloat, the deeper he sank. He flailed, kicked, and splashed. Water gushed into his nose and mouth, filling his throat so he couldn’t breathe. If not for Michael, the eldest of the three brothers, he would have drowned. But Michael swam over in a hurry, got hold of him, and brought him over to the riverbank. He gasped for air in the weeds that rose almost to his chin, Michael and Lon slapping him between the shoulder blades to clear his throat and lungs.


When their mother heard the commotion from the cabin and rushed out to find Will coughing up water, she was both relieved and upset.


Relieved because she could tell he would be okay. Upset because it was not the first time that he had acted without regard for his safety and almost been seriously hurt … or worse, she thought.


Bill Coons, like the raccoons where the Cushings once lived, had a habit of getting into things, sometimes way over his head.


Now the cabin and the river were far away. The coons, too. Here in the city of Chicago—the third place Will had called home in as many years of life—the dangers of following his impulses were different. He was always under adult supervision and had very few opportunities to indulge his boundless curiosity.


But today, unexpectedly, he had a chance. His half-sister Rowena was babysitting him when he noticed she had left his side, either to fix a meal or to tend to Mother in her sickbed. The rooms his family occupied were tiny and boxlike, and the other tenants were mostly sailors and shipyard workers, men whose rough, booming voices were heard through the walls at all hours. None were married or had children, and Will was without a single playmate. Bored and restless, he slipped out from under Rowena’s nose and wandered off.


A slight, blue-eyed tot, he could not have explained why he took his father’s stovepipe hat from the rack beside the door. Maybe he had a vision of him wearing it in his mind.


“Doctor Cushing.” That was how Father introduced himself to others. Tall, dignified, and handsome, he was a man of proper bearing and authority. Respected by everyone, he always wore the finest clothing, like the honored gentlemen who would assemble on the waterfront to christen new ships before they set sail or cut ribbons for the buildings going up one after another along the great lake’s muddy banks.


Will had noticed that those men also wore top hats.


He carried the hat downstairs with him, his short legs taking the steps awkwardly, one hand on the rail. Had he worn the hat on the stairs it would have slipped down over his eyes to blind him, and he might have tripped and fallen.


Walking out the front door, he shuffled onto the street and turned toward the bustling harbor, drawn to the piers and expansive water beyond. Around him husky dockworkers milled around horse-drawn carts loaded with timber, coal, grain, and other crated and barreled freight. Bare-chested and sunburned, the men shouted at each other in loud, barking tones as they hoisted the weighty containers from their shoulders onto the flatbed wagons. Their gruff voices sounded like those he heard through the walls of the rooming house, and some indeed may have been its tenants.


Undistracted by the commotion, the boy walked toward the busy quay. The harbor was crowded with barges, tugs, and full-rigged merchant ships, their steam whistles blowing and their paddles churning in the water. Some might have wondered what he was doing out there alone, but his calm determination may have led people to assume an adult was nearby. A child who strayed from his parents’ side usually panicked or showed some sign of distress.


Will did not appear lost or frightened. Instead he looked determined as he shuffled out onto the pier, his eyes fixed on a steamboat pulling away over the water. He did not know where the ship was going any more than he had consciously known his destination when sneaking out of the house. He only understood that the boat was on a voyage to some faraway place.


Its smokestack chuffing sootily into the breeze, the vessel moved toward the harbor entrance, tossing up a long white wake of foam that ran back to its vacated berth like a twisted rope. Will gazed after it, mesmerized, his father’s top hat wobbling on his head. He’d put it on as he stepped out onto the pier, holding its brim so it would not slip over his eyes.


He could see everything well in front of him.


The steamboat. The water. They went, and they went, and they went. And they also seemed to be calling for him to go with them.


On impulse, Will hurried to catch up to the ship, moving forward with a herky-jerky toddler’s trot. He wanted to reach the boat before it pulled out of sight. Reach it and climb onboard.


By then he was standing at the edge of the dock. Water splashing at the piles beneath his feet, he stared wistfully out at the departed steamboat. Someone began shouting behind him, but he paid no attention. In a minute, the boat would be gone, vanished, leaving him behind.


Will made up his mind. Without a flinch of hesitation, ignoring the alarmed shouts, he leaped past the end of the wharf into the emptiness above the water and plunged into the deep, cold currents of Lake Michigan. It would not be the last time he instinctively and impulsively risked his life answering adventure’s call.










PART I BOWLING ALONG UNDER A GOOD BREEZE











CHAPTER ONE A GOOD SHIP



On the quarterdeck of the USS Plymouth, William Barker Cushing looked up into the night with open astonishment. The sky above had split in two. Half was clear and calm, the moon and stars bathing the Atlantic’s mirrored surface with their radiance. The other half was a solid, pitch-black band of clouds. Driven by a furious wind, they were spooling out in the Plymouth’s direction.


She rose and fell on the building chop, a staunch old gunboat on her final practice cruise. Upon her return from Europe, she was to be replaced by the recently overhauled USS Constitution for the benefit of the Naval Academy’s next class of young gentlemen—assuming there was another class.


It was Tuesday, July 3, 1860. In one day, America would celebrate its eighty-fourth year of independence. But questions about the future were rampant among the midshipmen. As the Plymouth set out on a journey that would take them close to four thousand nautical miles from home, Will had been acutely aware of the political tempest threatening to divide his county like the ominous sky overhead. The slavery debate … Calls to rebellion … Fear of the inevitable rise of a Southern confederacy…


Will was no deep political thinker, but he hoped his countrymen would avoid the worst.


A lightning bolt seared the air. Another. Will blinked, dazzled, glancing around the deck. Then he turned his face to the wind. In the near distance, waves were rearing up over the water like humpbacked giants angrily stirred from the depths.


His heart filled with awe. He had been at sea before as a third-classman and stood on the deck of the rickety school ship Preble as a forceful squall came whirling across the Chesapeake Bay. Heavy weather was nothing new to Will. But the sight before him was more terrifying—and strangely majestic—than any he had ever imagined.


Again, lightning flashed, briefly casting the men on deck in silhouette. Minutes ago, Boatswain Miller had called his second alarm of the night. He’d sounded the first hours earlier, while the crew was in the mess abusing their stomachs with a typical supper of hard tack and salt horse. A galley fire had broken out, shooting flames into the funnels. Reacting at once, the veteran blew his whistle to summon the men up top. If the canvas sails caught fire, they would rapidly turn the ship into a floating pyre, the flames spreading from one mast to the next until all were ablaze.


He had another reason to be quick. The ship’s barometer readings had shown a high-pressure front coming on, a storm warning, and the middies had not wanted to find themselves simultaneously battling fire and the elements. As they scrambled toward the rigging, they activated the pumps and smothered the flames with seawater.


The fire was extinguished before it had done much damage, and the young sailors returned to their tasteless meals with a collective sigh of relief.


Afterward, Will wrote of the fire to his beloved cousin Mary Edwards, trying to lighten his account with humor. He quipped that he had no objection to fireworks “in their proper time and place.” A patriotic Fourth of July display, preferably on dry land, would have been appropriate, he wrote. But it had seemed somehow unpatriotic to set them off a day too soon in the middle of the ocean.


In truth, it was a narrow escape. With the emergency past, however, Will turned in for few hours’ sleep.


He got precious little of it. At midnight, the boatswain’s whistle sounded again, its shrill tone jolting him awake.


“All hands heave ship!” Miller ordered bluntly.


Will had sprung off his hammock and dressed. As one of almost thirty first-class midshipmen aboard, he took shifts in charge of the deck and fulfilled that duty with the poise of a seasoned officer, ordering the sails gathered and secured before the heavy weather blew in.


At his post near the ship’s stern now, Will heard the wind’s growing moan and saw the clouds roiling more thickly in the halved sky. The men had gone hard to their tasks, responding to his commands without hesitation. An upward glance revealed that the spars were bare as the “leafless trunks of tall, slender pines,” their lifted sails vanished “as if by magic.”


Will barely had time to notice this before the storm overtook the Plymouth, a menacing parade of swells at its forefront like Neptune’s troops charging to war.


Lashed by the rain, shouting above the roar of the wind, Will ordered the middies hurriedly to fashion lifelines from coils of rope. Soon a huge, white-crested wave crashed down on the ship, tossing her precariously to one side. The men held onto the ropes for all they were worth, the deck at a sudden tilt, their heels scuffing for purchase on its drenched, foam-slicked boards.


The aging sloop-of-war had seen her best days, and Will knew she might not outlast the gale, but he felt no fear in his breast, not the slightest tremor. Some men wish to become president of the United States, but his only desire was to lead the crew of a good ship.


Not that dying was his intention, ever. Will looked forward to graduating the Academy, serving as an officer aboard a warship, and visiting many foreign shores. A man could not be happier than when he was bowling along under a good breeze at fourteen knots. And should the ocean wash him from the Plymouth’s deck tonight, he would go down knowing he’d experienced one of the Lord’s true wonders.





On the second day of the gale, a seam opened in the ship’s wooden hull, and she began taking on seawater too rapidly for the bilge pumps to handle. Soon the hold was inundated, and the men could not locate the hole in the calf-deep water. The ship’s laboring pumps creaked, groaned, choked, and eventually failed.


Craven consulted with his officers. Many had endured worse leaks in their careers and lived to tell of it. But coupled with the rough, high seas, it was putting the ship in extreme distress. Unless the men found the source of the leak, they would have to make for the nearest harbor—a dicey proposition. They were a thousand miles from land and captives of a changeable but persistent wind.


Although the officers downplayed their concerns, the young men sloshing through the flooded hold understood their predicament. But luck was with them. After searching high and low for spare parts, the ship’s carpenter managed to repair the disabled main pump—or at least get it working well enough to keep the vessel afloat.


Independence Day was soggy and unsettled, but the storm’s grip on the sloop gradually weakened. By July 6, the remnants of the wind sighed off to leeward, leaving the Plymouth drifting in an eerie, dead calm. When a breeze at last swelled her sails, it elicited three cheers from the middies and a merry racket from the drum and fife boys.


Overall, the Plymouth upheld her stalwart reputation. The worst storm damage was a split topsail which Craven, ever the dedicated instructor, turned to beneficial use by having his midshipmen practice sending up a new sail. The Plymouth had come through the storm in creditable shape, and the same held for Commandant Thomas T. Craven, his officers, staff, and the 115 acting midshipmen of the Academy’s first, second, third, and fourth classes.


By Cushing’s personal log, it was 8:10 a.m. on July 17 when the ship’s lookout spotted land, calculating it to be three points off the starboard bow. Drawn by his excited shouts, Will and the rest came topside for a glimpse. Some forty miles away, an enormous mountain soared eight thousand feet into the air, its upper reaches blurred by a “strange looking” cloud column. As Will gazed over the rail, he watched the white fluff break away to reveal a wide crater at the summit.


The cloud was no true cloud, then. His ship was east of Mount Pico, the tallest mountain in the Azores archipelago—and a dormant volcano. What Will had seen was superheated vapor escaping its caldera.


He would always remember the sight with perfect clarity. The great fuming peak was nothing like those near his hometown of Fredonia, in western New York. It stirred his fancy and sense of adventure.


As the Plymouth drew closer to the mountain, Will noticed tiers of cultivated vineyards on its slope, their leafy green grapevine trees nourished by the rich lava soil. Further off to starboard was the slender length of São Jorge, another island in the Azores cluster. But the Plymouth was headed the opposite direction, around the southern edge of Pico Island into the five-mile channel separating it from Faial.


At 5:00 p.m., after twenty-two days at sea, the training ship lowered anchor off the busy commercial village of Horta. The United States Naval Academy’s current crop of midshipmen had reached their first port of call.





An American consulate had existed in Horta since President George Washington ordered its official establishment in 1795. But its geographic importance to the States hearkened back to the Revolutionary War, when Portuguese-governed Faial became a waypoint for colonial envoys traveling to friendly European nations.


Shortly after the Plymouth entered port, Charles William Dabney, the second of three successive Dabneys to hold the American consulship in the Azores, came huffing and puffing over the side to extend his august welcome. A health officer followed the stout, grey-haired, walrus-mustached diplomat onboard and cleared the crew to go ashore, but as it was already late in the day, their leave was held up until morning.


The midshipmen waited impatiently. The summer practice cruise had been an intense, wearying, and stressful challenge. While at sea they had been schooled in all aspects of navigation and command. They had plotted the ship’s position and course by dead reckoning and celestial observation and were tasked with setting, furling, and maintaining the sails. They had manned the helm, practiced the use and upkeep of the guns and ordnance, done target practice and drilled in infantry swordsmanship, learned anchoring and rescue-at-sea techniques, and rehearsed countless other aspects of practical seamanship. Besides all this, they had performed the most menial of sailor’s chores from scrubbing the deck to washing and stowing their own hammocks.


As morning broke over the deck, Will pushed up to the gangway with the other blue-jacketed middies eager to explore. Straight off the quay, he and two shipmates used their meager spending money to hire guides and mules for a tour of the lushly beautiful countryside. Then they pooled more of their remaining funds—possibly even sold off their spare clothes and sextants—for the coinage to order dinner for six at a hotel, intending to double up on their portions when they returned from their trek into the hills. For the first time in weeks, they looked forward to a decent meal.


Will could have explored the islands all day. But Dabney was hosting the Plymouth’s officers and first-classmen at his summer home, and he was not about to snub the invitation. The Dabneys were a family of status and influence, and Charles was famous for his elegant soirees.


For Will, an afternoon at the consul’s lavish estate would be a pleasant change of scenery and atmosphere from the hardships of life at sea.





Charles Dabney’s remarkable fortune derived from a wide and diverse range of commercial ventures. These included the export of Pico wine from his family-owned vineyards and the transcontinental shipping of oranges, figs, whale oil, and other products native to the Azores. Charles had also opened a shipyard to service and repair the cargo vessels that stopped at Faial in the course of doing trade with the islands—a shrewd move, since it also kept his family trading enterprises literally afloat.


Arriving at Dabney’s estate Will was introduced to Mrs. Dabney and her two nieces, who took him on a pleasant stroll around the hillside grounds. Besides relishing feminine hospitality after weeks aboard a Navy ship with only men, Will found the sprawling citrus groves, shaded gardens, and twittering songbirds enchanting.


“Never were birds or men so favored before,” he enthused.


Of proud old New England stock, Charles Dabney was more than just a third-generation diplomat and enthusiastic raconteur. Above all, he was the custodian of his family businesses, his mansion, “the hub of American enterprises” in the Azores. The possibility of Southern secession and outright civil war between the States held worrisome implications for the Dabneys’ commercial interests. At his home with his guests from Annapolis, the consul would have engaged in at least passing conversation about the widening schism between North and South, a crisis brought to a head by the 1860 presidential campaign, with antislavery candidate Abraham Lincoln carrying the Republican Party banner.


It is not surprising that he found Will Cushing interesting. Despite his impoverished upbringing, Will had a respectable family pedigree. Zattu Cushing, his paternal grandfather, had established one of the first steamboat lines to ply Lake Erie and was one of the founders of his hometown in northern New York. Will’s maternal ancestry, like Dabney’s, could be traced back to the original Pilgrims and had produced many illustrious relatives. His cousin Commodore Joseph Smith was chief of the Bureau of Navy Yards and Docks and oversaw all government naval construction, making him one of the most powerful men in Washington. His uncle Francis Smith Edwards was a native of Dunkirk, New York, just up the road from Fredonia, and was elected to the House of Representatives in 1854. Only serving a single term (he was defeated in his reelection bid), he returned home to practice law, keeping many connections in government.


While Edwards and Smith were both strong influences on Will, it was Edwards who lived nearby and had kept a steady, watchful eye on him since childhood. Having lost his father, Milton Cushing, when he was five, Will came to view Edwards as a benevolent paternal figure, the only constant and reliable male presence he had known known since his father’s death.


Not that Milton had ever been a rock of stability. Chronically frail, he was a man who had never found his place in life and meandered through it without a true sense of direction or self. Hiding behind airs and graces, he would introduce himself to people as “Dr. Cushing,” though he never practiced medicine or earned a college diploma. After dropping out of Hamilton Literary and Theological Institute in 1820, Milton had traveled to Ohio from his hometown of Fredonia, worked in a relative’s dry goods shop, then borrowed the funds to open his own store. But he proved a poor manager of his earnings. When the shop did not earn a profit, he moved again, obtained a loan for another store, fell into serious debt, and once more closed his doors.


It would be his last stab at shopkeeping. With his second wife, Mary Barker Smith Cushing, Milton piled his family and belongings into a horse-drawn carriage and rode off across the prairie to Wisconsin Territory. His first wife, Abigail, had died of tuberculosis, and there were five children in the wagon—two from this first marriage, and three from his marriage to Mary.


The tiny wilderness settlement of Delafield near the winding Bark River had no post office and only a single tavern, where the trappers who came to hunt for raccoons stopped on their way to distant points. One of Milton’s brothers had bought him a cabin on two hundred acres of land, expecting repayment later. Beyond the easy reach of creditors and process servers, the Cushings hoped to lead a profitable and quiet existence on their farm.


William Barker Cushing was born at the cabin on November 4, 1842, but would be uprooted before reaching his second birthday. No more successful as a homesteader than as a seller of dry goods, Milton saw his family fall into poverty and near starvation during the harsh frontier winter. By the summer of 1843, he had secured a position as a justice of the peace in Milwaukee, probably on account of his claim that he practiced medicine. The city’s growing communities were receiving physicians with open arms, and his family name might have helped him avoid having to present the proper credentials to government officials.


But for unknown reasons the situation didn’t last. Within a year, the Cushings had left Milwaukee and found themselves crammed into a rundown boardinghouse near the Chicago waterfront. Will and his siblings lived next door to transient sailors, longshoremen, and poor widows, and the hallways reeked of stale tobacco and alcohol.


In Chicago, Milton’s health declined. He suffered from various ailments, including tuberculosis it was said. Around the fall of 1846, he traveled to Vicksburg, Mississippi, at the offer of a nephew, who had convinced him the warmer southern climate would improve his condition. Will was four years old when he saw Milton don his impressive stovepipe hat, straighten it carefully on his head, and walk out the door, forever.


Milton Cushing’s final migrations were as vague and disjointed as the rest of his life. On his way to his nephew’s home, he stopped in Ohio and Wisconsin, perhaps to settle some of his debts through the sale of the Wisconsin property. Then he took a riverboat to Vicksburg. But within a couple of weeks he returned to Ohio, where two of his brothers resided. Burning with fever, gripped by a violent cough he had been treating with a popular—and highly addictive—opiate-laced cold remedy, Milton checked into a riverside hostel and died there. He was forty-six. He had written Mary only once since leaving her and the children to fend for themselves.


Almost penniless, Mary followed her late husband’s body back to Fredonia, where his family lived. The town had grown large around Zattu’s stately old home, and his descendants were some of its most prominent citizens—doctors, attorneys, druggists, and storekeepers. What little financial help Mary received from them was more out of obligation than generosity, and the children lived on “pudding and molasses” for months. Relatives on both sides—Smiths and Cushings—suggested Mary put them up for adoption, but she managed to keep her household together, bringing in money as a seamstress. Eventually she opened a small elementary school for some of the town’s wealthier children, where she derived the calculated benefit of being able to educate hers among them.


Will never forgot his mother’s hardships, or, in his explosive temper, forgave the Cushing’s parsimony. He could be chivalrous and charming to female friends and relatives. He showed kindhearted loyalty to boys who were weaker and smaller than himself, once even defying an adult’s order not to visit a friend, Harpswell, who had fallen ill with tuberculosis. But his impoverished youth had left him with a volatile, savage temper, and he often fought older, bigger boys in town, beating them mercilessly at the slightest provocation. Later in life, older men in authority would continue to rouse his temper.


With Mary struggling to make ends meet, the Cushing children worked to help bring money into their home. Milton Jr. was a clerk at White’s grocery and drug store, Howard mixed inks as a printer’s devil at the local newspaper, and Alonzo and Will brought cattle out to pasture early mornings before school. Industrious, Will spoke often of buying Mary an expensive satin dress and other gifts as repayment for her sacrifices.


He was far from equally responsible in the classroom, where he gained the reputation of a troublemaker. At ten years old, while attending Miss Julia Moore’s Select School, Will formed a group of boys who called themselves the Muss Company and appointed himself their captain. Slipping out from under the nose of his teacher, he would convince them to climb over the school’s low board fence and join him in playing pranks around town—at times influencing the normally well-behaved Alonzo to tag along. Once when he and his friend David Parker were made to stay after school as punishment for a classroom stunt, Will convinced the other boy to make a break for it. As they dashed for the fence, the teacher ordered some of the older boys to chase them. Halfway over the fence, Will turned to throw a kick at one of the boys, fell backward, broke his arm, and wound up getting it set at the office of his uncle, Dr. Squire White.


Mary eventually grew concerned about Will’s future. When he was fourteen years old, she asked her brother Francis, then serving his term in the House, to help keep him out of trouble. He obliged, finding the boy a coveted spot as a congressional page.


But Washington, D.C., in those days was no quiet, taming environment. The Capitol building was still under construction, and the Mall was best described as “a chaotic jumble of shacks, industrial buildings, and unpaved roads.” The narrow, muddy streets spoking off it were crowded with saloons, brothels, and gambling houses.


Will lost no time getting acquainted with both sides of the city, running messages on the House floor by day, and leading his fellow pages into the seamy red-light districts after dark. He was, nevertheless, conscientious about his duties. Although political speeches and posturing bored him, he paid attention to the underlying issues. He heard many heated slavery debates and knew of the savage caning on the Senate floor of Massachusetts abolitionist Senator Charles Sumner by South Carolina Representative Preston Brooks.


Charles Dabney would have appreciated Will’s familiarity with Washington at his reception for the Plymouth’s first-classmen. A handsome, well-mannered officer in training with close ties to the city’s inner circle, he was conversant in a wide range of subjects.


As the function ended, Dabney presented Will with a basket of his choice native oranges, dispatching a servant to carry it back to the Plymouth for him. He was flattered by the gesture—and now ready for his first decent meal in weeks. After leaving the estate, he and his friends went straight over to the hotel where they had ordered dinner and devoured every last morsel the landlady set out on the table.


“She never took six dollars with a greater consciousness of having earned them,” Will recalled contentedly.


With the Plymouth setting sail for Cádiz that same evening, he “took a last look at the narrow streets, the houses with their red-tiled roofs, and the churches, and then went down to the boat.”


But there was one last stop to make. During the previous year’s Mediterranean cruise, when he sailed as an underclassman, he had begun to develop a fondness for curios, buying his brother Alonzo an authentic meerschaum pipe that became one of Lon’s prized possessions. In Faial’s harbor that evening, he followed suit with a hurried detour to an anchored whaling ship, buying a whale’s tooth for himself and an elegant hand-carved whalebone cane for his Uncle Francis.


As it turned out, Cushing never did give Edwards the cane. It dropped from his hand one day when the ship was at sea, splashing overboard into the warm equatorial currents. He could not, of course, know where the flowing Gulf Stream waters would bear it or whether it might finally sink to the ocean bottom or drift up onto the sands of some faraway beach.


But in his solitary moments, he wondered about it.





On September 3, 1860, two months to the day after the Plymouth’s close encounters with fire and storm in the Atlantic—and four months after she made sail for Europe—the sloop-of-war dropped anchor off Hampton Roads in the Chesapeake Bay.


Her summer cruise had ended sooner than expected. When local health officials in Spanish Cádiz imposed a prolonged quarantine on the crew and students, an impatient Craven had gone underway without putting anyone ashore and then skipped a planned trip to Madagascar due to severe wind conditions. Brief port calls in Madeira and Tenerife had preceded his orders to sail home ahead of schedule.


Will made the most of the ship’s final two stopovers. On one, he plucked a bit of seaweed out of the water, pressed it flat to dry, and slipped it into an envelope with a letter to Mary. It was a small memento, but he wanted to share a physical piece of his voyage with his beloved cousin.


Overall, he rated the voyage a success. He had seen most of the foreign places he’d hoped to visit, savored his first taste of command, and come through perilous circumstances calmly and coolly.


Back in the States, Commodore Craven made the most of his ship’s early return by holding three weeks of extra seamanship drills on the Chesapeake—a decision met with quiet grumbling by the middies. Anchored just offshore from Hampton Roads, a fashionable vacation area, the young men gazed with longing at its busy hotels and restaurants, their mouths watering at the sight of outdoor tables piled high with fresh fruit, seafood, and other delectables.


But for all their mutterings of complaint, the first-classmen felt a collective sense of pride and accomplishment. The cruise behind them, they were set to begin their fourth and final year at the Academy on October 1. As one midshipman put it, their weeks at sea had taught them “sympathy with the life and endless work of the sailor” and “the camaraderie of the older officers and men … which bound them together with loyal attachment to country and to each other.”


As the Plymouth finally slipped from the wide-open Chesapeake into the Severn River, the late summer sky was an endless run of blue, the water sparkling like polished crystal in the sunlight. Swept with the joy of being home, Will Cushing and his classmates were optimistic that they would graduate with full honors come June of the next year.


They could not have known how far the shadow of impending civil war loomed over the Academy’s walls.










CHAPTER TWO THE BLOOD OF THOUSANDS



A borrowed pen in hand, using a sheet of his classmate’s paper, Will sat writing by the dormitory window as a grainy winter dusk settled over the Annapolis grounds. It was December 17, 1860, a Monday evening, and Christmas was barely a week off. He had planned to enjoy the holiday visiting relatives, as he’d done the previous two years while at the Academy—his first Christmas was spent with Uncle Francis and his wife at their old Washington residence, and his second, in 1859, with Commodore Smith’s family in nearby Arlington. But this year the Academy’s superintendent, George S. Blake, had ordered a blanket denial of leave to the midshipmen.


Blake was up-front about his reasons. Set to replace the Plymouth as the Academy’s practice ship, the USS Constitution was anchored on the Severn at the northeastern side of the campus. The forty-four-gun frigate was one of the Union’s oldest commissioned vessels, a floating symbol of its history and naval might. Captain Blake wanted the ship—and the arms, ammunition, and gunpowder stored in the yard—guarded against Maryland secessionists should their state break away from the Union. He would not chance letting the Constitution become the first ship of war to have the flag of a new Confederacy hoisted onto its mast.


Blake’s other major concern was the school’s proximity to Washington, D.C. The Academy’s grounds stood on the site of a fort built during the War of 1812 to protect Annapolis harbor from British invaders. If captured by a rebel militia, it would be a logical base of operations from which to launch raids against the capital city. Blake had warned the Navy Department of its vulnerability, but the troops he requested for its defense had not yet materialized. It left him with only his students—mere boys, as he expressed, and some of them citizens of secessionist states—on hand to repel an attack.


Mild-mannered and advanced in years, Blake showed an almost paternal concern for his inexperienced midshipmen and was loath to place them in harm’s way. But boys or not, they would be ready to hold their ground and keep the Constitution safe … or burn her to cinders to keep her out of rebel hands.


An oppressive mood hanging over the campus, Will felt drained of any holiday cheer as winter recess approached.


“Men are arming in every portion of the State; all the banks have suspended; the blue cockade may be seen in every nook and corner,” he had written Cousin Mary on December 12. The cockades, or secession badges, were ribbons worn on the uniforms of secessionist militiamen and, lately, Annapolis students from the South. “Midshipmen are every day resigning. Each Southerner has orders to resign as soon as his State secedes…. Matters cannot be improved except by a miracle, and unless that miracle happens, the ‘Ship of State’ which has been so long on a lee shore, must go down, carrying with it the Naval Academy….”


Will was not being overdramatic. Lincoln’s victory in the November election had sent divisive tremors through the Academy’s student body. Southern middies gathered secretly in their barracks after dark, huddled over muted lanterns to read newspaper reports of the national crisis and speak freely of their conflicted allegiances. Fistfights and shouting matches had erupted between Northern and Southern boys on campus, mirroring outbreaks of violence at rallies and town meetings throughout Maryland. In neighboring Virginia, tensions had flared out of control the year before when a group of slavery abolitionists, led by John Brown, seized the military arsenal at Harper’s Ferry. Although the raid was suppressed in a couple of days, it led to the proliferation of armed militias sworn to defend the state’s sovereignty against an imagined invasion of federal troops.


As Will’s classmates chose sides, he did the same, reluctantly. Although his Quaker family had opposed slavery, he did not have strong views on the issue, other than loyalty to the Union.


“If it comes to blows between North and South, I will shed my last drop of blood for the State of New York,” he declared to his cousin. “If this place does break up, I will get my graduation papers. If it does not, I will get them all the same.”


The normally verbose Will only penned a brief note to Mary that gray December afternoon. Running out of time, daylight, and labored optimism, he began to jot down his closing lines, sending his regards to her parents and other family members.


That was when a gaudily clad figure outside the window caught his eye. In his ostentatious red uniform, the young man strolling past the dorm was laughing and carrying on as if he did not have a care in the world.


Will abruptly stopped writing and gazed down at him. With Superintendent Blake’s permission, the Maryland Guard of the 53rd Militia had been conducting drills on campus for months. Going by the exotic-sounding name Zouaves—a French word for the ferocious Berber tribesmen who fought with the Foreign Legion—the volunteers wore red-trimmed jackets over scarlet-and-orange plaid shirts, baggy scarlet trousers, and flat-topped scarlet kepis.


Will knew the Zouave had arrived from the state’s eastern shore, where secessionist passions ran deep. He cared nothing for their ostentatious uniforms and supposed its color represented “the blood of thousands of Northerners to be slain in times to come.”


His preconceptions may have been rooted in mistrust; he disliked sharing the school grounds with any outsiders regardless of politics or fancy uniform. There were, he knew, Zouave companies that had pledged their support for the Union—including the Chicago Zouaves, who marched the streets in full regalia and touted themselves as the best-trained military outfit in the nation. But Will had years of naval officer’s training under his belt and took pride in being an Annapolis bluejacket. As he wrote at the conclusion of his letter:


“June is only six months off, and I am going to graduate.”





A courtly, fastidious French immigrant and much respected educator among his academic peers, Edward Roget—nicknamed “The Don” by the middies—had become the bane of Will’s existence over the course of the semester. He found Roget’s hairsplitting classroom manner pompous and superior, while the professor saw Will’s disinterest in his studies, cocky attitude, and affinity for practical jokes as hallmarks of a chronically poor, disruptive, and contemptuous student.


Their bad blood stemmed from an incident early in the school year, when, in Will’s eyes, the professor was excessively critical of one of his recitations. Will felt it was a deliberate attempt to embarrass him in front of his classmates and decided to retaliate. To him, you were either friend or enemy, and the line had been drawn.


Will got his first measure of revenge against the professor by mimicking Roget’s European accent and genteel mannerisms in class, producing snorts of laughter from his fellow students. There was also a rumor that he later victimized Roget with one of the Academy’s hoariest practical jokes, the so-called bucket trick, which involved balancing a pail of cold water atop the partly open door of the professor’s quarters. As Roget stepped through the door, the bucket tipped over and left him a dripping mess in an expensive Italian bespoke suit.


While drenching Roget did not make the official records, Will was certainly guilty of other repeated misbehaviors. The Academy’s conduct regulations were plain: a midshipman with two hundred demerits against him faced automatic expulsion. Will had already piled up 158, putting him at the top of his class for waywardness and horseplay. His cited offenses included fighting, disorderly conduct, disturbing class in quarters and recitation rooms, card playing—a breach of regulations that resulted in his temporary suspension—and “a highly improper communication” to the school’s chief disciplinarian, Commandant of Midshipmen Christopher Raymond Perry Rodgers.


None of these citations curbed Will’s shenanigans or deterred him from taking cruel shots at Roget. He enjoyed his humiliation.


In mid-October, Will pushed Roget’s tolerance to the limit. Partway through a lesson, Roget noticed Cushing drawing a picture in his textbook, occasionally glancing up at the professor like a sketch artist at his subject. Taking the bait, Roget strode over to Will’s desk, checked the book, and saw a cartoon of a jackass. Beneath it were the words: Drawn from life.


Roget realized he’d been duped. But with the rest of the class watching, it was too late to back off. Wanting to save face, he pointedly asked Will if he had intended to ridicule him.


Cushing denied it but said he might have been daydreaming when he drew the animal.


The professor wasn’t buying the excuse. “Oh? Then what was your object in looking at me so frequently?”


Will fixed his blue eyes on him.


“To observe if you were watching me,” he replied.


Once again, his cutting humor drew laughter from around the classroom, but this time he had pushed Roget too far.


Two days later, he reported Will to Commandant C. R. P. Rodgers for disruptive behavior. Rodgers passed his complaint on to Superintendent Blake in an official report, alluding to yet another, unspecified, episode of insubordination against an Assistant Professor Hopkins. His frustration clear, Rodgers wrote that he had “kindly and gravely” addressed the Hopkins incident with Cushing, who ignored him.


“It is desirable that this young man’s misconduct should be checked, for his talent for buffoonery renders him a source of trouble at recitations,” he concluded.


Meanwhile, Will kept flouting the Academy’s disciplinary rules. In this, he had plenty of company in Annapolis and might have escaped punishment, if he’d only known when to ease off. In those days enforcement of the rules was lax, with the mild-mannered Blake mostly ignoring his students’ antics, and the middies taking full advantage of his leniency. School policy allowed them to leave campus after study hours and return before 10:00 p.m., signing in and out of a liberty book that the watchman presented to Blake each morning. But even at that late hour, the action in the Prince George Street bars was barely starting. For the students, a long night out in Annapolis proper meant evading the designated watchman, his book, and the superintendent’s curfew.


The quickest and simplest way to leave the grounds undetected was to scramble over the Fort Severn wall on the harbor, across campus from the main gate and guardhouse. The middies would climb it alone or in small groups and then meet at Rosenthal’s Saloon or another watering hole, where they kept the wine and champagne flowing for local chorus girls until closing time. Eventually they would steal back onto campus and move the revelry over to their dormitories and barracks.


Just as he had been as a congressional page, Will was quick to learn the ropes and was not to be outdone when it came to finding ways to slip off campus without detection—or “Frenching it.”


The students’ furtive means of reentry was the exact reverse of their escape. With the first rays of sunrise, they would circle back to the fort wall, “going around the end of it, which was in an unfinished and ragged state, and protruded into the end of the bay.” Taking off their boots and rolling up their trousers, they negotiated the slippery stones along the shore with their arms outstretched for balance—no small feat after hours of heavy alcohol consumption. A spill on the rocks was much less likely to get anybody hurt than falling from atop the wall in a boozy stupor.


By the midshipmen’s accounts, these antics were all in good fun and the furthest thing from serious transgressions. But the campus watchmen must have differed. One of them owned a large black Newfoundland that he let roam the school grounds overnight. He had trained it to go after wall-jumpers with fangs bared. Upon returning from one escapade in town, Will had no sooner hopped the wall than the dog came after him, growling and snapping its massive jaws. Will managed to escape unhurt, but the dog got the seat of his pants.


The hard-drinking roughnecks who labored in the shipyards were no admirers of the Academy’s officer trainees either. They thought them arrogant and entitled and didn’t much like their showing up in dapper blue uniforms to compete for the attention of pretty young women. With middies wandering into some of the town’s seediest dives and alcohol fueling tensions and jealousies, some share of stool-hurling, window-crashing bar brawls was inevitable.


Overall, the midshipmen were fortunate to enjoy Blake’s generous, see-no-evil permissiveness. But Rodgers had none of his tolerance. A square-shouldered, blue-blooded, aristocratic veteran of the Mexican-American War, it was his job to strengthen and enforce the school’s disciplinary policies. When a dozen midshipmen stole across his backyard flower garden dressed as ghosts in white sheets, he did not find it amusing and grew determined to rein in their impertinent behavior.


Will’s long list of infractions and clashes with his language instructor caught Rodgers’s stern attention. Despite overall high marks in seamanship, his recklessness and insolence at a time when his country was coming apart at the seams exhausted Rodgers’s patience.


Reports of Will’s behavior found their way to Superintendent Blake, who sent him a cautionary letter on December 28, warning that he was in danger of expulsion. He had by then accumulated 168 demerits, of which, Blake reminded him, “forty-five have been removed in the hope that you may amend your conduct.” Blake was bending over backward for one of his middies by wiping out over a quarter of his demerits. He went on to specify several of Will’s more egregious offenses and concluded with an admonition that “if two-hundred demerits are accumulated against you, I shall report you to the department and recommend your dismissal from the service.”


Will could not have failed to understand the severity of the warning. Given his unfaltering determination to become a naval officer, he should have taken Blake’s admonition to heart.


Instead, he found reasons to ignore it.










CHAPTER THREE TEARS OF MEN AND ANGELS



Gilbert Elliott was only sixteen years old and working as a banker in his mother’s birthplace of Norfolk, Virginia, when opportunity struck. The town was a busy commercial center, the bank run by family connections, and his post as a cashier considered excellent preparation for a career in finance. But sometime in 1860 Gilbert received a job offer that would bring him back to Elizabeth City, North Carolina, where he had grown up, near the narrowing of the Pasquotank River.


He could hardly refuse. The man who had made the proposition, William F. Martin, Esq., was a longtime family friend and one of the community’s most prominent individuals. He had a thriving law practice in Elizabeth City, and he owned a shipyard in Deep Creek, Virginia, at the northern extreme of the Dismal Swamp Canal. A lieutenant in the volunteer Home Guards, the militia he had helped organize ten years earlier, Martin was a respected figure in Democratic political circles and a vocal champion of states’ rights.


The issue sharply divided the people of North Carolina. Politically, the state had pro-Union Democrats, pro-secession Democrats, and loyalist Whigs—all of whom would have been disappointed had they looked toward outgoing President James Buchanan for direction. As discord over the slavery question moved the country toward civil war, Buchanan toed the vague political line that a state’s withdrawal from the Union was illegal, but the Constitution did not empower the federal government to stop a state from choosing to secede.


Outspoken William Martin showed no such indecision: he was firmly behind Southern self-determination on slavery and owned slaves himself that worked as shipbuilders and carpenters in his Deep Creek yard. As he would insist in dozens of debates, speeches, and newspaper editorials, secession was not his preference for North Carolina. But he had concluded that any attempt by federal authorities to interfere with slavery or wage war against a secessionist state would amount to an act of treason.


With Abraham Lincoln’s March 4 swearing-in just a few months away, the nation was approaching a critical juncture. Long before Lincoln campaigned for president, he had strongly disapproved of the Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854 that gave individual states the power to decide whether to allow slavery within their borders. “No man is good enough to govern another without that other’s consent,” he asserted. “I say this is the leading principle—the sheer anchor of American republicanism.”


Believing open conflict inevitable, Martin committed to preparing for Elizabeth City’s defense before the president-elect took office in March. But the militia he’d co-founded—recently rechristened the State Guard—was far from ready. Of its original officers, only Martin was still alive; many of the others had been advanced in years and since died of illness or old age. Although Martin would lead the forty-nine current members through regular weekend drills—sometimes having to remind them participation was obligatory—the group most often donned their yellow-trimmed blue frock coats on celebratory occasions, when they paraded through town alongside the Musical Club’s brass band. They even had a spirited theme song for the festivities; at a volley from their rifles, the crowds of men and women outside the city courthouse would launch into a merry jig called the “Home Guards Quickstep.”


Martin knew he would have his hands full turning these cheerfully ornamented holiday paraders into a crack military company. And this was on top of spending his weekdays serving the legal needs of his clients and soliciting orders for the shipyard he had inherited from his father and grandfather.


Juggling so many commitments, Martin finally sought help with the pileup of administrative tasks and clerical work at his home office on East Church Street. He needed more than just a competent law clerk. The various tasks associated with his shipyard’s daily operations required his assistant to be highly intelligent and a quick learner, someone whose upbringing, education, and temperament had prepared him for a diverse and challenging set of responsibilities. He also had to be trustworthy enough to serve as a part-time custodian at the family residence. Martin shared a large Federal Greek Revival home with his aging mother, and his increasingly hectic schedule made the property’s upkeep difficult.


The attorney was convinced he’d found his assistant in George Elliott. Their families had ties going back decades, and he knew the youth to be of exceptional upbringing. Gilbert’s late father and namesake had been Martin’s friend and colleague, a fellow member of the North Carolina bar who had the brightest of legal minds. His maternal grandfather was Charles Grice of the renowned Camden County Grices, a merchant and shipbuilder whose fleet of canal boats had once ranged up and down the Pasquotank and led to the founding of Elizabeth City. Indeed, Martin and his brother James, an Army officer with a distinguished service record, had taken seven-and-a-half-year-old Gilbert under their wing after his father’s untimely death at thirty-eight and would eventually pull strings to secure his nomination to Annapolis without even mentioning it to him. Gilbert was grateful upon learning of their support—a recommendation to the Naval Academy was no small kindness—but he chose a different path. The construction of ships interested him, sailing aboard them not at all. He was resolved to follow in his father’s footsteps as a financial attorney, and his job as a cashier had been a way to learn the banking industry and gain valuable contacts.


The invitation to join Martin’s firm, then, perfectly aligned with his long-term goals. It offered him a chance to be mentored by one of North Carolina’s top attorneys, while giving him hands-on experience running a shipyard—a family trade for generations. As an added benefit, Elliott did not have to lose any time seeking room and board. He would move back to his mother’s Elizabeth City home at Main and Elliott Streets, only a stroll from the Martin House.


By the time fall arrived, Gilbert had enthusiastically thrown himself into his duties as a law clerk, freeing Martin to handle other vital business affairs and step up the training of his militia.


The end of the year brought the Secession Convention in South Carolina and a Christmas Eve manifesto out of Charleston laying out the reasons for the state’s decision to quit the Union. It concluded with this paragraph:




We, therefore, the People of South Carolina, by our delegates in Convention assembled, appealing to the Supreme Judge of the world for the rectitude of our intentions, have solemnly declared that the Union heretofore existing between this State and the other States of North America, is dissolved, and that the State of South Carolina has resumed her position among the nations of the world….





As a mild, wet November gave way to the icy winter of 1860 and chimney smoke puffed into the North Carolina nights, the people of the state were torn about their prospects. In homes and meeting halls, disunion was the subject of constant questioning and debate. Was South Carolina truly a sovereign country, as its leaders declared? If so, what were the implications for its neighbors? Would postal deliveries continue between loyalist states and those that seceded? Cross-border travel? Open trade? And the national currency … would it hold any value in the breakaway states? Or was each state now intending to issue its own legal tender and rate of exchange?


Gilbert Elliott’s views on such matters are unknown. Being of a diligent, conscientious nature, he focused on his duties as a law clerk and would have looked to lower the stacks of paperwork on his desk well before looking to take up arms against the North.


But his employer’s position was no secret. As an elector for his political district, Martin had in 1851—the same year he and others established Elizabeth City’s militia—helped draft a series of Democratic Party resolutions on the subject of slavery and the federal taxation of slaves:




If our northern brethren continue the aggressions of which we have heretofore had so much cause to complain, we claim it as a right, as it will be our duty, to meet such aggressions, even with force, should it be necessary, let the consequences be what they may.





Along with most of North Carolina’s elected officials, Martin had long ago drawn a line in the sand. With tensions now rising across America, it was only a matter of time before that line was crossed. And before Gilbert Elliott’s life changed forever.





As reported in the December 15, 1860, edition of the Baltimore Sun, the first midshipman to resign from Annapolis over secession was Francis W. Thomas. A member of the third class and a South Carolinian, Thomas was in the middle of the pack scholastically and owned a perfect conduct record with not a single black mark against him. He returned to South Carolina the day his name was struck from the register. Before the end of January 1861, seventeen more midshipmen from Southern states had dropped out of the Academy.


One of the most widely admired was Sardine Graham Stone Jr. of Mobile, Alabama. The son of a veteran steamboat captain, Stone ranked second in general order of merit behind his New Yorker friend, William T. Sampson. When Stone resigned on January 31, his path was already set. With the help of influential relatives, he was appointed a lieutenant in the Mobile customs office. He later became a navigating officer in the Confederate Navy.


His final night on campus was a melancholy affair. A young man of sixteen, the popular, mutton-chopped Stone was taking leave of friends with whom he had roomed, drilled, and sailed for the past three years.


William Cushing was among the thirty-six first-classmen to gather outside the barracks for his sendoff. There was none of the usual banter as they lined the walkway in the chilly evening darkness. They were saying goodbye to one of their fellows, knowing they might soon stand on opposite sides of a great conflict. It put the group in a somber mood.


Tall and straight-shouldered, his uniform trimmed with gold lace, Midshipman Sampson linked arms with Stone at the front of the procession. As cadet adjutant, Sampson was responsible for middies’ discipline and had been less tolerant with the Southern boys in recent days. Once, while walking past a small clique, he heard one loudly assert that if Washington were attacked, Northern troops would not be allowed to march through Baltimore to protect it.


“Well then, the North will March over Baltimore,” he said with proud confidence. “Or the place where it stood!”


A group of Northern middies within earshot took Sampson’s words as a rallying cry, realizing “for the first time what it would mean to us if war really came, and the safety of the Republic were at stake.”


Sampson and Stone’s parting took a different tone; they were close friends, their relationship built on mutual respect. The middies started toward the campus gate from their quarters, walking in a slow, decorous procession. Ahead were the superintendent’s home, the officers’ housing, and the residence of Commandant Rogers. At their rear, behind Fort Severn and the practice batteries, the grounds sloped down to the wharf and the dark band of the river.


As they crossed the parade grounds, the cadets raised their voices in chorus, mouthing the words to a popular sea shanty, with its theme of parting and separation across a wide gulf.




Farewell and adieu to you Spanish ladies,


Farewell and adieu to you ladies of Spain,


For we’ve received orders for to sail for old England,


But we hope very soon we shall see you again.


Now let every man toss off a full bumper,


And let every man toss off a full bowl,


And we’ll drink and be merry and drown melancholy,


Singing here’s a good health to all true-hearted souls.…





The group was nearing the Commandant’s house when the front door swung open.


“What is this rioting on a Sunday night?” Rogers demanded to know from his entryway. He was surely remembering the time the boys had cavorted through his garden in white sheets, making a shambles of it.


Sampson was respectful. “No riot sir,” he explained. “We are only bidding our classmate goodbye.”


The commandant’s severe features relaxed, and he stood quiet for a while.


“Go on, gentlemen,” he said at last, and withdrew into his home.


The midshipmen resumed their march to the gate, passed through with a few words of explanation to the guard, and then walked on to the single-track railroad spur at Academy Junction. Before Sardine boarded the train to Baltimore and its connecting lines, they all made pledges of brotherhood and enduring friendship, exchanged tearful embraces, and perhaps smoked a peace pipe in Indian fashion, as was the vogue on campus in that bleak period. With each puff of the pipe, as the resignations mounted, came solemn promises never to spill each other’s blood with the sword or gun.


Those pledges would prove more easily made than kept.
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