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AUTHOR’S NOTE


What you are about to read is a work of fiction. Not every character in the book is a real historical figure. But some are. Similarly, not every event transpired as depicted, or even happened at all. But some did.

As a student of history for more than fifty years, and a writer of historical fiction for twenty of them, I endeavor in all my novels to be true to history as far as plot and circumstances permit. The responsibility to “get it right” is daunting, especially for an author researching people and places with roots far removed from his native New England—places where history is often subject to speculation and interpretation. But having lived in New Zealand for six years now and having married a lovely Kiwi woman of British descent, I have taken on the challenge with gusto. My mission in this novel is twofold: to spin a good yarn and thereby entertain my readers, and to expand the Cutler Family Chronicles to far distant shores and introduce my characters and my readers to these fabled South Seas islands known as Aotearoa, the Land of the Long White Cloud.

I hope I have succeeded in fulfilling this mission. You be the judge.






PREFACE


The decades following the War of 1812, a conflict often referred to as America’s second war of independence, were years of introspection for the fledgling republic. Having twice prevailed against the military might of Great Britain, there was now no power on Earth ready, willing, and able to take on the United States. The peace treaty signed in Ghent, Belgium, in December 1814—a month prior to the bloodiest battle of the war in New Orleans and the greatest American victory—ushered in the “Era of Good Feelings,” a time when Americans put aside political and societal differences to bask in peace and prosperity.

President James Monroe, having taken the torch from fellow Virginian James Madison in 1816, intended to keep the good times rolling. In his annual address to Congress in 1823 he issued his famous Monroe Doctrine, which in essence declared that the United States would brook no further interference by European powers in the affairs of any country in either North or South America. The days of colonization and puppet governments were over, Monroe declared. Henceforth, the Western Hemisphere was an American sphere of influence off-limits to foreign meddling. Although European leaders may have grumbled over the tone and text of the address, they heeded its warning.

With the two Americas now secured, the first drumbeats of what would come to be known as Manifest Destiny were heard throughout the twenty-four states forming the Union in the 1820s. Manifest Destiny set forth the principle that the United States was destined—by God, its proponents believed—to expand American notions of democracy and capitalism beyond the Mississippi River to the west coast of the continent.

America had no need for colonies elsewhere in the world or for European-style mercantilism. Americans had all they needed in their own backyard. International commerce, the lifeblood of any prosperous nation, was still necessary, of course, but that was a foregone conclusion. The United States had been in the vanguard of global shipping and free trade among nations even before the Revolutionary War.

As America entered the 1840s and began expanding its dominion over North America and opening lucrative overseas markets in Asia and elsewhere, all that was needed to secure its place in the world was an alliance with a like-minded nation with the naval resources to guarantee the integrity of global trade routes and the financial rewards accruing to both parties of such an alliance.

President John Tyler, his cabinet, and every American of sense and sensibility understood there was but one nation to approach, and that nation was Great Britain. The rationale was simple. Although the two nations had squabbled from time to time, Great Britain was the mother country. It had been a critical ally in the war against Tripoli in the Mediterranean, and in the West Indies in the Quasi-War with France. Above all else, Britain and its Royal Navy possessed the wherewithal to forge a global empire that included New South Wales on the Australian continent. From Sydney, the colonial capital, Britain had extended its hegemony over other colonies on the continent and all the way to New Zealand—the two large islands to the east across the Tasman Sea. New Zealand was home to a people who had held sway there since the age of Alfred the Great in England. Its people, the Maori, were quite distinct from the Aborigines of Australia. They were of Polynesian descent, like the inhabitants of Tahiti, Fiji, and other South Sea islands, and they were a proud and clever people. Until the 1820s, when Britain moved to solidify its grip on the two islands, outsiders knew little about them—or even that they existed.

But as Britain and its allies would soon discover, there was much to learn about the Maori, and the lessons could at times be harsh.






CHAPTER 1


Washington, D.C.

August 1843

RICHARD CUTLER FELT A TWINGE OF EXCITEMENT AT THE UNUSUAL summons, and yet also an odd feeling of foreboding.

He read the dispatch a second time before folding it and tucking it inside a top drawer of his dark mahogany desk. For several moments he stood gazing out between the twin satin drapes to the three-story gray stone building across the Potomac River, where the dispatch had originated.

Secured to bollards in front of that building were four vessels where yesterday there had been three. The fourth vessel was the approximate length of her sister ships, and like them she was painted black with a white stripe along her gun-port strake. But this newly arrived vessel featured a different sail plan. She had three masts: a square-rigged foremast and a fore-and-aft rig on her mainmast and mizzen. Although her starboard side was largely hidden from his view, he noted what appeared to be the black iron casing of a substantial side-wheeler located amidships just beyond the tall, slightly raked smokestack mounted between the foremast and mainmast. He wondered if her arrival at the Navy Yard was in any way connected to his summons.

From North Street a few blocks away, the first deep, resonating peals of the bells of Christ Church called the faithful to worship. Moments later he saw Roger Offen, the young midshipman who had delivered the dispatch, sitting in the stern sheets of a small ship’s boat as two oarsmen rowed him away from the stone quays of the Alexandria waterfront and back across the Potomac.

He heard the door to his study creak open and the soft padding of footsteps and swish of a muslin gown. “Is everything all right, my dear?” she asked in the lilting voice that despite a year of marriage still inflamed him. “I overheard Emma talking to a man who I assume was a dispatch officer. Unfortunately, I was not yet dressed to receive him and could not greet him myself. He delivered the dispatch and took his leave rather quickly, I thought.”

He smiled at her, admiring the understated elegance and calm self-assurance befitting an upper-class Englishwoman. Her shining auburn tresses, artfully coiled upon her head, reflected the sunlight streaming in between the curtains to play on her smooth skin, unmarked save for a small dimple on her well-defined chin. The ankle-length sprigged-muslin dress defined her slender body, and the V-shaped bodice accentuated her fine bosom. Despite their year of marriage, he still found her as fresh and beguiling as the first time he met her at the British embassy.

“Well then, my dear,” Richard said gallantly, “that was his loss and his error. When a lady is indisposed, for whatever reason, a gentleman, be he indeed a gentleman, should stand by patiently and await her pleasure.”

“Thank you for that enlightenment, my love,” she chided with a playful touch of irony. “I do appreciate the insights of a true gentleman, and I am always grateful whenever you put my pleasure before your own. However, I very much doubt that the lad gave much thought to paying his respects to me. He had a job to do, and he did it.” Her tone changed. “What news did he bring from across the way?”

“Secretary Henshaw has requested the dubious honor of my presence.”

“Indeed. When?”

“Tomorrow morning at six bells. That would be eleven o’clock,” he added straight-faced.

“Do tell,” she parried. “May I remind you that I am married to an American naval officer, and further, that I hail from a Royal Navy family of some consequence. I believe I am well versed in naval time. Why does that pudgy sparrow want with you?”

“I don’t know. Dispatches do not normally divulge that sort of information.”

“I can’t help wondering. It’s most irregular, is it not, to send a dispatch on a Sunday morning to request an audience first thing on Monday morning? The matter must be of some importance.”

Richard lifted his shoulders. “Perhaps. But I see no point in idle speculation. We’ll know the answer soon enough. Besides, although Reverend Davies would doubtless disapprove, Sunday is just another day to Henshaw. I’ve been told that he often sleeps in his office to be at his desk before sunrise.”

She laughed and rested one hand on his arm. “He sounds depressingly like you at times, my love. No doubt his poor wife suffers from the same curse I do.”

“What curse is that, pray?”

“Lack of a husband when a husband is most needed.”

“Is that so? Be that as it may, I’ve never heard tell of his having a wife.”

“I shouldn’t wonder if he sleeps in his office! Whatever business you have with him, please don’t forget that we are hosting George and Cassandra tomorrow evening. They were in England for an age, and I am most anxious to see them now they’re back.”

“As am I.” He kissed her cheek. “Don’t fret, my sweet, I shall be present and accounted for long before they arrive. It would be most imprudent and undiplomatic of me to gainsay the British ambassador and his wife.”

He withdrew a small gold-plated pocket watch from his waistcoat. “Alas, I see we are once again in Dutch with the good reverend. We must leave or prepare ourselves to face his righteous wrath.”

She laughed softly. “Despite our sins—or perhaps because of them—Reverend Davies may be inclined to offer a prayer for our safe passage. We may have need of that prayer in the morrow.”

At the appointed hour, Richard Cutler approached the Federalist-style façade of smooth red brick and gray stone. He was dressed in the formal blue woolen uniform with gold buttons and facings that identified him as an American naval officer of high rank. At the front entrance to the building, he returned the crisp salutes of two Marine sentries. After stating his name, rank, and the nature of his business at the Washington Navy Yard, he was bidden by the taller of the sentries to follow him.

Although Richard knew the way very well, he followed the Marine down a long, cavernous corridor on the building’s ground floor. Their footsteps echoed through the vast chamber, empty but for them so early. The high ceiling had preserved the cool air blown in by the previous night’s thunderstorms, which had brought welcome relief from the oppressive heat and humidity of the past several weeks. As he always did, Richard took special notice of the majestic oils that graced the walls, each depicting a single-ship action during the naval history of the young republic. They were all there: Bonhomme Richard versus Serapis in the North Sea; Constellation having it out with La Vengeance in the French West Indies; the burning of Philadelphia in Tripoli Harbor; the infamous Chesapeake affair; Constitution hull-to-hull with Guerrière off the southern coast of Nova Scotia. His grandfather and namesake, the original Richard Cutler of Boston, had fought in many of these battles—as, in later years, had his father, James Cutler, and his uncle, Will Cutler. And as had his first cousin Seth Cutler, albeit on the British side. The young nation’s seafaring history displayed on these walls also reflected Cutler family history dating back a century earlier to when Thomas Cutler sailed with his bride from Portsmouth, England, to the colony of Massachusetts and the seaside town of Hingham.

At the far end of the corridor the Marine stopped before a solid oak door bearing a brass panel emblazoned with the words “Secretary of the Navy.” He knocked firmly twice.

“What is it?” inquired a gruff voice from inside.

The Marine cracked the door open. “Captain Cutler to see you, sir.”

“Show him in.”

The sentry swung the door open, saluted Richard Cutler, executed a sharp about-face, and walked back down the corridor.

Secretary Henshaw rose as Richard entered the room. He resembled a Quaker in his black trousers, black coat, and white shirt with a stiff, upturned collar. His stern expression relaxed into a brief smile. “Captain Cutler!” he exclaimed. “It does me well to see you again, and looking so hale and hearty!”

“As do you, sir,” Richard replied. He doffed his bicorne hat, tucked it under his left armpit, and strode across the spartan office to where David Henshaw was waiting with outstretched hand. Richard took it in his own hand and pressed it firmly, looking down at the bald pate of the short, squat official. Henshaw’s dark, darting eyes shone with intelligence. The bottom three buttons of Henshaw’s embroidered red waistcoat were left undone, the natural consequence of overindulgence. Secretary Henshaw had a reputation as a capable, dedicated, and no-nonsense administrator. Though polite when propriety dictated, he was not a popular man, a judgment of which he was well aware, and which did not seem to bother him in the least.

“Please, Captain, have a seat,” Henshaw offered graciously, gesturing toward the two upholstered wingback chairs across from his desk. “Would you care for a cup of coffee? Or tea? We’ll enjoy something stronger over lunch, and that we’ll start off with a spot of your family’s rum. I have had several barrels shipped to the Yard. Official business, you understand.”

Richard grinned. “The Cutler family is most grateful, sir.”

“My colleagues and I are the ones who are grateful. Your family distills a fine rum down in Barbados, and I am looking forward to having another taste of it. For the moment, will coffee or tea suffice?”

“Coffee will do fine, sir. Thank you.”

Henshaw picked up a small bell from his desk and jingled it several times. When a neatly dressed young orderly of African descent appeared through a side door, Henshaw placed the order.

“Now then,” he said, turning back to his guest, “please do not think me rude if I forgo family news and other pleasantries. We will have occasion to chat about such things in due course, but for the moment, you and I have more important business to discuss.”

“As you wish, sir.”

“No doubt you are anxious to learn the nature of your summons here today.”

“Somewhat curious, sir,” Richard deadpanned.

“Quite.” Henshaw cleared his throat and then looked hard at Richard. “Then I shall waste no time satisfying your curiosity. You noticed the barkentine on your way here?”

“I did indeed, sir. I first noticed her from my home yesterday morning. As I had not seen her before, and few of her class, I studied her closely on the row across. Midshipman Offen offered what information he could, which wasn’t much beyond the fact that she is one of our newest steam frigates. And she appears to be a fine one.”

“Suwannee is indeed a fine frigate, Captain Cutler, as you will discover for yourself this very afternoon. She mounts—or will mount in a matter of weeks—ten 32-pounder guns on her gun deck, and five 12-pounder guns up on her weather deck. Her engine is a 1,500-horsepower steam engine that will push her along at a good eleven knots. She’s just off her stocks in Gosport and was towed here two days ago. As we speak, she is receiving the final touches in preparation of her shakedown cruise.”

To Richard’s expression of keen interest Henshaw added, somewhat cryptically, “Belowdecks she has every possible amenity. Her after cabin is worthy of a British admiral—or even, I daresay, a lady of noble birth. What is more, the captain’s steward, a chap named Torben Larsen, is one of our best. He’s a Dane, a meticulous man quite skilled in the culinary arts.”

When the secretary paused, Richard offered no comment. There was a reason he was being told these things, and he was beginning to suspect what it was.

“She’s yours,” Henshaw said abruptly.

Richard blinked. “Mine, sir?”

“Yes, Captain Cutler. Yours. You are to be Suwannee’s first commanding officer. Does that prospect please you? Ah, I see it does. Then perhaps you will also be pleased with your sailing orders.” His eyes shifted from Richard to the side entrance, where the young orderly reappeared bearing a silver tray with matching coffee pot and two bone china cups and saucers. “Our beverages have arrived. Well done, Thomas. Your timing is impeccable.”

“Thank you, sir.” The young man walked over to the desk, deposited the tray on top of it, and poured out two cups of coffee with the dexterity of an experienced waiter at Gadsby’s Tavern. “Will there be anything else, sir?”

“No, Thomas. That will be all.”

“Very good, sir.”

“Sugar or cream?” Henshaw asked Richard when the side door had clicked shut behind Thomas.

“A spoonful of sugar, if you please.”

“A man after my own heart. I will join you.”

Henshaw made a show of adding sugar to his cup and stirring it in before placing the small bowl of sugar before Richard. He took a tentative sip, placed the cup gingerly on its delicate saucer, and dabbed at the corners of his lips with a white cotton napkin.

“You mentioned my sailing orders, sir,” Richard prompted him.

Henshaw glanced up. To Richard’s surprise he was smiling. “So I did,” the secretary said. “So I did. Well, here they are, Captain. Your orders are to sail Suwannee around the southern coast of Africa to the island of Java. I believe you are acquainted with the Indies and Batavia?”

Richard was, and he knew that Henshaw knew he was. The archipelago encircling Java and its capital city of Batavia had been since 1602 the exclusive enclave of the Dutch East India Company—Vereenigde Oost-indische Compagnie, or VOC as it was more commonly known throughout the world. The quasi-military, fully autonomous, and self-governed VOC was revered in Holland and feared elsewhere. The spice islands of the East Indies were legendary both for their food-enhancing products and for their profit-generating capabilities, and the Netherlands had gone to extremes to defend its monopoly over the global supply of the prized delicacies. In recent years, as the iron grip of Dutch rule had finally yielded to the forces of competition, Richard’s family had established a commercial hub in Batavia in cooperation with another prominent Boston shipping family. The progeny of that family and its joint venture had carried on, and today the merchant fleets of Cutler & Sons continued to ply the waters of Asia in pursuit of ever greater profits generated in the exotic seaports of the Far East. A decade earlier, Richard had sailed on one such vessel to Singapore and had watched with fascination as his cousin Philip Seymour hammered out favorable trade agreements with seasoned representatives of the British East India Company.

“I am, sir,” Richard said. “If I may, what are my orders in Batavia?”

“You are to join three ships of the East India Squadron,” Henshaw replied. “From Batavia the squadron will sail to Sydney in New South Wales on the east coast of Australia. Between now and then you will learn all you can about New South Wales. What began as a penal colony where Britain shipped its most hardened criminals has flourished and is today on the cusp of destiny. Much as our own country was fifty years ago. Governor Burke is doing a damned fine job making New South Wales a profitable British possession. Nonetheless, the colony is in serious need of the goods and services that other nations can provide. Including, of course, our own nation.”

“This is to be a commercial venture, then? To craft trade agreements between the British in New South Wales and the United States?”

“In part. Mind you, these trade agreements—which, by the bye, will eventually include all the British colonies in Australia—will benefit many American enterprises, not the least of which will be your own. In benefiting them, these agreements will also benefit our global commerce and our Treasury.”

Richard took a final sip of coffee to buy time to reflect on the implication of what he was hearing. It seemed simple enough, and yet . . . “Sir,” he said, “with respect, while I am of course honored to be considered for this mission, I fail to understand my role in it. What do I bring to the table? Yes, my family has strong ties to the region, and I am conversant with the intricacies of trade negotiations. But why me, sir? And why a naval squadron? To my mind, an armed merchant vessel or two would suffice.”

Henshaw’s brow furrowed as he stared straight into Richard’s hazel eyes. “You have a reputation for being a perspicacious man, Captain, and I warrant that your reputation is well deserved. That is certainly one reason why you were selected for this mission. That, and a more compelling one.”

“Which is, sir, if I may inquire?”

“Of course you may inquire, Captain,” Henshaw said expansively. “You may ask me anything you wish. But don’t worry,” he quickly continued. “You are not being called upon to conduct negotiations. That work will be the responsibility of a special envoy named David Livermore, a fellow you will meet in Batavia. He has been appointed by Secretary of State Upshur with the full knowledge and support of the president.”

“I see,” Richard volunteered, although in truth he still did not. When he offered no further comment, Henshaw continued.

“Make no mistake—these trade agreements are vital to our country’s long-term interests. But for the purposes of the mission we are discussing, they will serve as a diversion to the main event.”

Richard’s eyes narrowed slightly in anticipation. Henshaw was finally coming to the point. “A diversion, sir?”

“Of a sort, yes. Trade negotiations are a means of getting our foot in the front door of British foreign policy. These agreements, you see, are as important to the British as they are to us—perhaps more so. But while we are certainly eager to engage in the dance, to the United States government the real mission of this expedition to Sydney—and you will hold what I am about to tell you in the strictest of confidence—is to secure the use of Royal Navy bases throughout the western and southern Pacific.” He paused a moment to allow that last statement to find its mark. Then: “As you know, it would not be the first time that our navy has been granted access to British naval bases. The past conflicts in the West Indies and the Mediterranean provide excellent precedents. Today, as our country seeks to expand its sphere of influence in the Far East, Britain’s cooperation in our initiatives—for the short term only, mind you—would be most appreciated by President Tyler and every member of his cabinet.”

Richard thought for a moment. “That’s all well and good, sir. But what’s in it for the British? What do they get in exchange for our use of their bases?”

Henshaw nodded as though he had expected that question. “I could say the undying gratitude of the United States, but I doubt that would suffice. To answer your question more precisely, the British will get more favorable terms in the agreements than might otherwise be the case. Of greater consequence, they will secure our pledge to become the enemy of their enemies in the South Pacific. That is the real reason we are sending a squadron to Sydney. A show of American sea power will significantly bolster our bargaining position.”

“Have you a specific enemy in mind?”

“I do. France.”

“France?”

“Yes, France. Britain’s ancient enemy. The Frogs are well established in many of the islands of Polynesia. Back in ’72, a Frenchman named Du Fresne sailed two frigates into a major whaling center on the northeast coast of New Zealand, a cannon shot from the British colonial capital of Russell. And just last year French Marines landed in Tahiti, marched to the royal palace, threw out the queen, and hoisted the Tricolor over the palace, claiming not only Tahiti for France but the Society Islands as well. British intelligence is now warning that the French have similar designs on islands to the south of Tahiti, including New Zealand.”

“New Zealand?” Richard said uncertainly.

“Have you not heard of New Zealand? Well, it’s hardly surprising. New Zealand lies on far distant shores. It comprises two fair-sized islands and a host of smaller ones several hundred miles east of Australia. Until recently the islands were administered by New South Wales. Now New Zealand is on its own, more or less. The islands have little strategic value to the United States—only our whalers have cause to lay in there—but they most certainly do have value to Great Britain. The natives there, a Polynesian people known as Maori, recently appealed to British authorities to protect them from French incursions. It seems a Frenchman by the name of Thierry has set up his own little kingdom in the north island. As a result, the Maori chiefs signed a treaty with the British at some place called Waitangi that ceded sovereignty of the islands to Great Britain and elevated the status of the islands to a Crown colony. But that’s all background. You needn’t concern yourself with it. Just remember: The real threat to Britain in that part of the world is ongoing French meddling in the far bigger prize on the Australian continent.”

“Using New Zealand as a stepping-stone.”

“Just so. And that’s where the United States—and you—have a crucial role to play. Our naval presence in the area will help the British neutralize the French threat, and—perhaps even better—the United States will become an important ally of Great Britain.”

Important ally? The irony did not escape Richard Cutler. As a senior naval officer, he was well aware that the military brass in Washington were convinced that America’s next war would be fought against England, as in 1775 and again in 1812. The U.S. government was investing a king’s ransom in constructing defensive forts in seaports along the Eastern Seaboard—notably in Savannah, Charleston, and New York—as a deterrent to the Royal Navy and an anticipated invasion. Most of this construction was under the direct supervision of a West Point graduate of engineering named Captain Robert Lee. Richard had recently met Captain Lee at a briefing, and they had discussed this very topic. Richard had been impressed by the Southerner’s brilliance and courtly manners.

He saw no point in broaching that issue now, however. He ran his fingers through his thick chestnut hair, mentally weighing the pros and cons. “And you think I can help influence the outcome of negotiations with the Royal Navy?” he ventured.

“I do,” Henshaw returned, “though perhaps not in the way you might imagine. But you will be involved, I assure you. You and Vice Admiral Reginald Braithwaite.”

“Anne’s brother has a part in this?”

“Indeed. The admiral can render invaluable assistance to our mutual cause. As the ranking Royal Navy officer in the South Pacific, he chairs the Queen’s Council in Sydney. And that council sets policy for the entire region. With Anne’s help, I am confident we can make the good admiral and his advisers see things our way.”

Richard offered no comment.

“There’s more,” Henshaw went on. “Anne’s other brother, George, can also help. As the British ambassador to the United States, he is highly regarded in diplomatic circles in both Washington and London. Such is his influence in Parliament and the Privy Council that his recommendations are usually implemented without much debate. And of course he has a personal interest in you because of his sister. I’ve heard that he introduced you and Anne at one of his embassy functions. Clearly he has a high opinion of you and wants you to succeed. Your success in this negotiation will verify that high opinion.”

Richard allowed several moments to pass, then: “Sir, forgive me. Although I agree with what you are saying, I don’t see how this all connects. My wife and her brother can perhaps be persuaded to lend their support from afar. How much good that will do I dare not speculate. But they will not be the ones doing the negotiations. Nor will they be the ones in Sydney. They will not be coming on this cruise.”

Henshaw cleared his throat, as if being forced to acknowledge the simple logic of Richard’s words. “You are quite correct about the ambassador,” he conceded. “Duty and discretion prevent him from accompanying you in Suwannee.” Then he smiled broadly. “Fortunately, the same need not apply to your wife.”

“My word, Anne. Cape Town? Batavia? Sydney? If you agree to go you will be a diplomat in your own right. Not to mention one of the most widely traveled members of the Braithwaite family. Will you do it?”

George Clarence Smythe Braithwaite looked fondly at his beautiful sister. The third son of Viscount St. John, he, like his older brother Reginald, had left his home in Hampshire to seek his fortune when their oldest brother inherited the title and family estates upon the death of their father. Whereas Reginald had found purpose on the high seas, George had prospered in the diplomatic corps, rising rapidly through the ranks until Foreign Secretary Henry John Temple appointed him ambassador to the United States in 1838. Only thirty-two, he conducted himself with the dignity, wisdom, and aplomb of one considerably older and more seasoned in the art of diplomacy. Like his siblings, George Braithwaite possessed an air of polish and good breeding that, along with his natural charm and good looks, drew people of many different backgrounds to him.

“I’m not sure, George,” Anne answered him. “This has come upon us so suddenly. Richard and I have had no time to discuss it. I am certainly not averse to traveling long distances. After all, I have crossed the Atlantic Ocean three times. Nevertheless, I confess to finding the prospect somewhat daunting. I certainly have never gone . . . how far did you say it was to Batavia, Richard? Fifteen thousand miles?”

“About that. And another five thousand from Batavia to Sydney.”

“It is a very long way,” Anne sighed. “Yet I must admit that I find the prospect of a long sea voyage exhilarating. Rather than watching my darling husband sail away from me, I will be sailing away with him bound for exotic shores.” Her voice gained confidence as she continued. “Apparently the accommodations will be more than adequate, and the steward is one of the Navy’s best. And a steam-paddler, no less!

“Living in the confines of an after cabin is not every woman’s fancy, perhaps, but we Cutlers are an adventurous family. And of course I would get to see Reggie. In Sydney, on the other side of the world!” More seriously she added, “I would also find it difficult to decline a personal request from the president of the United States and his Secretary of the Navy. Among other factors, there is Richard’s career to consider. This expedition could advance it quite handsomely, and refusing it might do some harm.”

“Regardless of how long you have known about it, you seem to have given this matter a great deal of thought already,” her brother laughed. “And I do believe that you have made up your mind.”

“I believe I have.” She smiled at her husband. He smiled back.

“Bravo!” George exclaimed. “A toast, then!” He raised his glass, clinked it gently against the three other raised glasses, and said, “To my beloved sister and her husband. May they find the same happiness at sea together that they have so clearly found on land.”

“What about your mother, Richard,” George put in after the meal was resumed and another round of Bordeaux poured, “and the rest of your family in Boston? How do you think they will react?”

Richard shrugged. “They’re quite used to my being away at sea, of course. We’ll have an opportunity to talk about it when I am in Boston next month for a family conference at Cutler & Sons. It’s imperative that I be at that conference in light of the trade agreements we are soon to negotiate in Sydney. Secretary Henshaw is right. Those agreements could be a godsend to the family business. In addition, the family needs to discuss the future of Cutler & Sons. Steam is beginning to supplement sail even in merchant ships, and if we are to keep up with the competition, a considerable investment will be required.

“All that aside, I do have concerns about my mother. She has not been in the best of health recently. She still misses my father, and she is lonely despite having many family members and friends nearby. Still, I infer from her last letter that circumstances may be changing for the better. Apparently, a certain gentleman in town has taken quite a fancy to her.”

“Do say! Who is this chap?”

“I don’t know much about him, George, other than he is a local merchant. But I intend to find out more when I’m in Hingham.” He lifted an eyebrow as he added, only half in jest, “I need to satisfy myself that his intentions toward my mother are entirely honorable.”

As George Braithwaite and Richard exchanged grins, Cassandra brought the subject back to the much longer voyage under discussion. “But is this cruise quite safe?” The daughter of a wealthy and privileged family, Cassandra Braithwaite filled the role of an ambassador’s wife with distinction. Her beauty and highborn ways combined with a rapier-like wit frequently fired the pens of correspondents at the National Intelligencer and other city newspapers reporting on the social scene.

“One hears stories of wretched prisoners starving and preying on one another in the towns and villages of New South Wales whilst hordes of naked savages lurk in the wild. The colony sounds more like a den of iniquity than a Garden of Eden. And before you can contemplate that, you first must get there. A lot can happen during such a lengthy voyage. Storms abound, and depraved pirates haunt the seaways.”

Silence closed around the group like a noose after Cassandra finished voicing her concerns. On a mantelpiece above the hearth, a gold-and-white enamel clock pinged eight times. Finally, George Braithwaite said, “You needn’t worry about pirates, my dear. They are scoundrels, to be sure, but they are not stupid scoundrels. They will not meddle with an American warship. Unarmed merchantmen are their prey. As for the prisoners you mentioned, it’s true that when the First Fleet sailed into Botany Bay a century ago, it carried a grand lot of British thieves and miscreants who were transported to Australia as punishment. But those days are over. Prisoners are no longer transported there. Today, New South Wales boasts a population of nearly three million people, and its capital, Sydney, is a thriving community of great enterprise and promise.”

He looked at Richard. “Is there precedence in your navy for the wife of a commanding officer to accompany her husband on such a voyage?”

Richard nodded. “There is, though rarely in a theater of war, and not always to the good. Captain James Barron, commodore of the Mediterranean Squadron, brought his wife along in President during the war with Tripoli. Unfortunately, she proved to be a costly distraction. He was more interested in showing her the sights along the Italian and French coasts than he was in fighting the Barbary pirates.”

“That sounds perfectly lovely,” Anne remarked. “Good on him for showing such consideration.”

“Actually, not good,” Richard countered. “Barron was recalled for what was delicately described as ‘a propensity for inaction’ and assigned to a desk job over there.” He pointed in the direction of the Navy Yard across the river. “There are other examples, though, most with happier endings.”

“Fair enough. But is Anne’s presence in Sydney truly necessary? While I am delighted at this prospect of an alliance between my country and the United States there, and I am proud as punch of my sister, I share Cassandra’s concerns for her safety. And I must say, I am not entirely sanguine about your government so blithely using my family to get what it wants.”

“I understand, George. As to Anne accompanying me on this cruise, the United States government believes it is advisable. Her presence will benefit all concerned—and myself most of all, of course.” He winked at his wife.

“Ah, but you did not answer my question. Do you believe her presence is advisable?”

Before Richard could respond, Anne said with a bit of steel beneath her sweet tone, “If you gentlemen do not mind, I would prefer that you not discuss my safety or the advisability of my presence on this cruise as if I were a helpless child. I am a grown woman. I am married to an esteemed naval commander. I have him and his crew to protect me, and should he not be available to do that, I can fend for myself. We all remember what happened on my third voyage across the Atlantic, do we not? In Dolphin? That should convince you that I am jolly well capable of taking care of myself in a pinch.”

“What you define as a ‘pinch,’ my dear, was a wee bit more than that,” George said lightly. “I believe the two men whose lives you helped to save during that wicked storm would agree with me.”

“Right, then,” Anne said, closing the subject. “Will someone please have another helping of poached salmon and vegetables? Abigail,” referring to a thirtyish woman of mixed heritage who had become a staple in the Cutler household, “went to some lengths to prepare this feast, along with there is a berry trifle waiting in the wings and a delicious port to finish off the meal in grand style. Does that sound good?”

Contented sighs and mock groans of those well aware of Abigail’s culinary talents answered her question. George said, “Before we allow our faces to fall into our puddings, may I offer one last toast?” He stood, cleared his throat, and elevated his glass toward Richard and Anne. “May the winds forever be fair and at your back. May your travels prove fruitful, and may you two continue to find, together, all that is good and meaningful in this earthly life of ours. God save the queen.”

“God save the queen!” the three others intoned.

“Just come home safely,” Cassandra added softly as the four glasses came together a final time.






Chapter 2


THERE WAS MUCH TO DO IN THE DAYS THAT FOLLOWED, AND LITTLE TIME to do it. As the captain of a newly minted frigate, Richard Cutler had to set the pace of a naval rhythm in tune with those on ship and ashore who had a stake in her mission.

When planning the schedule, Richard did what he normally did: He worked backward from the departure date. To avoid the worst of the cyclone season in the Pacific, Suwannee was scheduled to sail in late October, two months hence. Everything and everyone therefore needed to be ready to go a week earlier than the scheduled date to address the inevitable delays that plague any such enterprise. The shakedown cruise was a top priority. Richard’s father had taught him that if a ship has a flaw, a storm at sea will find it. But before Suwannee could battle a storm, Richard needed to muster a crew. And before he could do that, he required the services of an executive officer in whom he had unflinching trust and confidence, one to whom he could, without qualms, turn over command of the ship if need be, and on whom he could rely to anticipate his needs and ensure that his orders were efficiently executed.

That critical piece of the puzzle had quickly been put into place. During his luncheon with David Henshaw, Richard had been presented with a list of senior sea officers currently seeking a position. As he scanned the names on the list, Richard’s gaze settled on one name quite familiar to him. Fifteen years earlier, twelve-year-old Richard Cutler and Jack Brengle had entered the first form of Governor Dummer Academy together. The Massachusetts boarding school’s list of distinguished alumni included Commodore Edward Preble, a naval hero in the war with Tripoli. At Governor Dummer, in addition to receiving a superb education, Richard and Jack had forged a fast friendship that had carried them through preparatory school and Harvard College, and from there into the Navy.

As midshipmen and later as junior lieutenants, they had served on shallow-draft vessels of the Home Squadron in pursuit of pirates harassing southern shipping lanes. On one occasion, during fierce hand-to-hand fighting on the deck of a pirate brig, Richard Cutler had been stabbed in the back with a cutlass and had collapsed onto the foredeck. Just as the pirate was preparing to finish him off, a well-placed shot discharged from Brengle’s pistol shattered the pirate’s skull. Several months later Richard returned the favor while leading a raiding party against a pirate stronghold nestled within a complex of mangrove islets off the southwest coast of Florida. Having looked into the dark eyes of death, Jack Brengle later credited his deliverance to the man who, as he put it, “instantly and without question put his own life on the line to save mine.”

For exemplary service to the Home Squadron in expunging the curse of piracy in southern waters, First Lieutenant Richard Cutler was promoted to the rank of captain, and Acting Second Lieutenant Jack Brengle was promoted to first lieutenant.

“Is Mr. Brengle truly available?” Richard had pressed Henshaw over lunch. There was a hesitancy in his voice that Henshaw found curious.

“He is,” the secretary assured him. “His last appointment was a brief one, through no fault of his own. And as I strongly suspected that you would choose him to serve as your executive officer, I took the liberty of personally verifying that fact. I didn’t think you would object.”

“I certainly don’t object, sir,” Richard said. “I hold Mr. Brengle in the highest personal and professional regard. It’s just that . . . ”

“It’s just what, Mr. Cutler?”

Richard took a breath. “Sir, with respect to all concerned, Jack Brengle deserves the honor of commanding Suwannee as much as I do. Perhaps more.”

Henshaw nodded knowingly. “Your superiors would not necessarily disagree with that statement. But at the moment, you hold the rank of captain and Mr. Brengle does not. I can assure you, his many contributions to our country have not gone unnoticed. His time will come, have no doubts. In the meantime, his most ardent desire is to serve with you on Suwannee. I know that you two will make a fine team.”

Richard nodded as he cut slowly into a slab of roast beef. “That we will, sir.”

With Jack Brengle on board, matters moved forward swiftly. Ted Wheeler, a grizzled seadog with decades of blue-water experience under his belt, was signed on as sailing master. The junior commissioned officers followed, then the warrant officers and senior petty officers responsible for recruiting the junior petty officers and able seamen on whom the proper evolutions of sail and paddle blades would turn. By design, Richard Cutler left that level of decision-making to those who would provide day-to-day oversight to the recruits. He believed that such a laissez-faire approach by the captain ensured respect and loyalty going both up and down the chain of command. It was another lesson taught to him by his father, who had learned it from his own father, who had learned it from John Paul Jones, the legendary Scottish-born sea captain with whom Richard’s grandfather had served during the Revolutionary War.

On a morning in mid-September, when the first inklings of a changing season tinged the foliage of the nation’s capital, Richard met with his executive officer in Suwannee’s stern cabin. At the conclusion of their discussion, he shook Brengle’s hand. “She’s in your good care, Jack,” he said, as their eyes locked. “I’m due to return in two or three weeks’ time. She did well on the first leg of her shakedown cruise, and we have every reason to believe our good fortune will continue. We are assembling a fine crew, thanks to your good efforts—the best of the best. Secretary Henshaw has promised to do whatever is necessary to outfit Suwannee the way we want and to keep everything on schedule. He will give whatever you and Peter require.”

Peter Andrews, Suwannee’s recently appointed second lieutenant, was a seasoned sea officer from Stonington, Connecticut, who had a well-earned reputation for quick thinking and decisive action when such were required.

Jack Brengle smiled. Equal in height to his captain at six feet, he likewise possessed the physical characteristics that made many people consider him a handsome and refined man. There, however, the similarities ended. Brengle’s eyes were granite gray, not hazel, and his hair and short-clipped sideburns were not chestnut but as dark as the coal being shoveled into Suwannee’s hold. “Thank you, Richard,” he said. “Peter and I will see to every detail. You needn’t worry about anything. Enjoy your cruise. Please pass on my best wishes to your dear mother and the rest of your family.”

“With pleasure, Jack.”

Of the two weeks Richard had allotted for this visit to his family’s home in Massachusetts, half of that time would be consumed at sea. When not in his cabin reviewing official dispatches or absorbed in the diaries and three ships’ logs of Captain James Cook written during his explorations of the Great South Sea, Richard sat up on deck, his back to the mainmast, enjoying the sea air and the warmth of the sun on his face.

All he had heard and read seemed to indicate that Australia was a land of contradictions—a place where the best and worst of the human condition vied for prominence, but where former convicts and prison guards today worked side by side as equals to build a better life for themselves and the settlers flooding into the new colony. Only the indigenous population seemed to be suffering at the hands of the English, not so much from strict colonial policies, Richard suspected, as from state-sponsored neglect and indifference.

Long Wharf in Boston Harbor was the brig’s destination, but it was not Richard’s destination this day, even though it housed the headquarters of Cutler & Sons, the family’s business and primary source of income since 1755. Just as it had in his youth, the half-mile length of Long Wharf comprised a commercial hub that rivaled any seaport in the world. However awe-inspiring and educational the workstations, warehouses, and counting houses of corporate America might be to Richard—and to his family, who were a key component of it—he did not linger there longer than necessary.

Following a brief meeting with Charles Hanley, director of the Boston office of Cutler & Sons, Richard boarded a company packet boat bound for Hingham. Before the little sloop raised sail on her single mast, he confirmed to Hanley that he would return to Long Wharf in four days to participate in the family conference planned for that date.

Arriving in Hingham was always a homecoming for Richard. Today, in 1843, it was little changed from the way he remembered it in the days of his grandparents. Snug and well-kept clapboard homes with gable roofs interspersed with white-steepled churches—most of them Congregational in the Puritan tradition—graced the streets and byways of the scenic seaside town first settled by the English two centuries earlier. Although Richard had been born and spent his early childhood in Virginia, he had come to Hingham for family gatherings many times over the years. Hingham was, after all, at the core of his heritage. It was here that he had received nourishment for body and soul following the death of his father. After a ten-year battle, James Cutler had finally succumbed to complications resulting from the loss of his left arm during the British burning of Washington in 1814. With the cooperation of the U.S. Navy, the remains of Captain James Cutler were transported from Virginia to Hingham and interred in the family plot near First Parish Church. The captain’s widow and her only child, young Richard, took up residence not far away.

The distance from Crow Point, where the sloop tied up, to the house that was his journey’s end was about a mile. Richard lost no time covering it. The day was quintessential New England in autumn: a pleasant sun shining in an endless blue sky, air deliciously cool in the shade of oaks and elms blazing with amber and scarlet leaves that seemed to give off a warmth of their own. He acknowledged the townspeople he recognized as he strode along North Street but did not stop to converse with any of them. Past the intersection with Main Street, he espied the familiar flagstone pathway leading to the two-story dwelling set back from the street.

As he approached the front stoop, he glimpsed the swish of a curtain on a front parlor window. Moments later the door was opened by an elegantly dressed middle-aged woman who hurried outside to enfold her son in her arms.

“My dear Richard! You’re home,” she cried with joy. “I can’t believe it. You are truly home. I have missed you so very much.”

“Yes, Mother,” Richard said, clasping Melinda Cutler to him. “I’m home. And I have missed you equally as much.” He held her away from him to get a good look at her. Her fair hair held a few more gray streaks, but she looked relaxed and happy.

Behind her Richard noted a figure stepping through the front door and onto the front porch. Richard blinked at this apparition: a tall, clean-shaven man elegantly dressed from the black silk kerchief at his neck to the silver-buckled shoes on his feet. His yellow waistcoat of the finest linen bespoke wealth—or the appearance of it. Seconds ticked by as Richard struggled to recall where he had seen the man before. The familiar stranger hung back by the door, his thumbs hooked into his trouser pockets, looking ill at ease despite his efforts to project an air of confidence. He gave Richard a crooked and, it seemed to Richard, insincere smile.

“Richard,” his mother said, slipping from her son’s embrace, “you remember Mr. Sturgis, don’t you? Mr. Harlan Sturgis? He was a dear friend of your father’s. And now he is a dear friend of mine. Will you come inside and join us for tea? We’ve been anxiously awaiting you.”

Richard kept his gaze steadily on Sturgis, still wondering. A sudden flash of remembrance brought a past conversation into clearer focus. “Of course, Mother,” he said without much enthusiasm. “Of course.”






Chapter 3


RICHARD WAS STILL CONCERNED ABOUT STURGIS WEEKS LATER, although commanding Suwannee required most of his attention. Lying in his cozy bed early one morning, with Anne sleeping soundly beside him, he mulled over his visit to Hingham yet again. Harlan Sturgis was not the man his mother thought he was. He had been an acquaintance of James Cutler, true, but certainly not a friend. His father had, in fact, warned him about men like Sturgis who made a living by preying on newly widowed and otherwise vulnerable women. But for the life of him Richard could not think what to say or do about it. Those few days with his mother in Hingham convinced him that she was finally working through her grief and was now open to the possibility of a new life without his father. Who was he to deny her that? Of greater relevance, Melinda Cutler was a woman of sound intellect and strong moral fiber. He had extracted a promise from her to do nothing rash and to give the relationship time, but other than that he could only trust her to handle the situation.
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