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For Caroline McCagg Kelly, distinguished physician, amazing chef, and the world’s best stepsister






Have a care, then, have a care, lest you come to a sad end, even the end of a rope; lest, with a black-and-blue throat, you turn a dumb diver after pearl-shells; put to bed forever, and tucked in, in your own hammock, at the bottom of the sea. And there you will lie, White-Jacket, while hostile navies are playing cannon-ball billiards over your grave.

—Herman Melville








1 Boldness and Decision

ON THE EVENING of December 14, 1842, the United States brig-of-war Somers sailed through the Narrows of New York Harbor. A maritime onlooker familiar with the traffic in that busiest of waterways could have sensed something unusual, even furtive, about the ship’s maneuverings once she reached the Upper Bay. The brig nosed toward a fold of land far from the main anchorages and, once there, lowered a boat with a single cloaked passenger. The oarsmen rowed him to the Jersey shore, where he clambered out and disappeared into the underbrush. The boat returned to the brig, which stayed in its secluded haven for two days before setting sail to move eastward, passing more and more shipping before she dropped her hook at the Brooklyn Navy Yard.

Here the Somers would have attracted the attention she seemed to be avoiding, for she was a new ship, and an uncommonly handsome one—something of a thoroughbred, low and slim, with her two tall masts raked steeply aft and her bowsprit raised skyward like a poised rapier. Seeing the Somers among her fellow warships, a viewer from our time might have been reminded of a Ferrari parked near some Chevrolet Suburbans.

Now her captain finally came ashore to report on his newly completed cruise. Commander Alexander Slidell Mackenzie brought startling news. He had—barely—prevented a mutiny. Had it gone according to plan, he, much of his crew, and all but one of his officers would have been murdered. This would have been a bloody business: the Somers had aboard 120 men. Eleven of the thwarted mutineers were being held under guard as prisoners. Three had been hanged: Boatswain’s Mate Samuel Cromwell, Seaman Elisha Small, and the plot’s instigator, Acting Midshipman Philip Spencer. Only swift, strong, necessary action had prevented the Somers from becoming a pirate ship cruising the Spanish Main in the wake of the gaudy brutalities that had made its predecessors infamous two centuries earlier.

For that had been the mutineers’ goal. The New York Express told how nearly the ship escaped disaster:


The story we learn is, that young Spencer offered his paper or role of the conspirators to the master-at-arms to sign, who signed it, to quiet their suspicions, then immediately revealed the facts to the Commander. The moment the conspirators found out they were discovered, they met in a body, and went to the commander demanding possession of the ship, and young Spencer presented a pistol to his heart. All this was at night, and the chief part of the crew were below, when the officers on deck not knowing the extent of the conspiracy, immediately closed the hatches, and kept all confined who were below. The officers, after something of a struggle, as we understand, overpowered the conspirators, and regaining complete possession of the ship, instantly caused the ringleaders to be tried by Court Martial, and young Spencer, within ten minutes of the finding of the Court, was hung by the yard-arm, along with two of the men.



The news quickly percolated through the city. To the New York of the 1840s, a town whose life was maritime trade, pirates were far from the merry rascals one can visit today in a Disney park. Their great era had passed, but that the memory of their savagery had not faded is reflected in what the ever-excitable Horace Greeley wrote in his New-York Tribune:


By the prompt and fearless decision of Captain Mackenzie, one of the most bold and daring conspiracies ever formed was frustrated and crushed…. The Somers is the swiftest vessel in the service, was fully equipped and capable of the greatest efficacy in any belligerent cause.

Suppose this vessel had been converted into a Pirate Ship, sailing under the black flag which denounces [sic] war and death to the whole world, under the command of as desperate and determined a ruffian as Spencer and acting in conjunction with confederates of a similar character.

Who can tell how many of our packet ships [which offered regular service carrying passengers and what were then called “mail packets”], would have fallen victim to her prowess—how many hundreds of worthy men would have been murdered in cold blood—how many women would have been devoted to a fate infinitely more horrible than the most cruel death that the hellish ingenuity of devils could devise?



But the seaborne world had been spared this scourge by the bravery of Mackenzie, who, the New York Herald said, had acted with “a boldness and decision” that “can only be paralleled… in the early history of the Roman Republic.” The Herald’s rival Courier and Enquirer agreed: “Sufficient is known already to establish beyond a question the necessity, imperative and immediate, however dreadful, of the course pursued by commander Mackenzie, than whom, a more humane, conscientious and gallant officer does not hold a commission in the navy of the United States.”

Such was the tenor of all the accounts until, on December 20, the Washington, DC, Madisonian—the “official organ” of President John Tyler’s administration—published a letter, signed only “S,” from someone who seemed to have learned a surprising amount about the affair.

“The friends of young Spencer,” it begins, “who was executed, on the 1st inst. [an abbreviation of the Latin instante mense, “in the present month”] would have been content to abide the investigation which the laws of the country require in such cases….” But many of the statements attributed to the officers of the Somers had been “so perverted, so exaggerated, and interspersed with so much surmise, and so much downright falsehood… that it is deemed an act of simple and bare justice to the memory of the slain, to say that an examination of the papers transmitted by Com. Mackenzie shows these facts.”

How could this “S” have examined Mackenzie’s account, which would not be made public for many days yet? The writer doesn’t say; but here are the facts presented:


1st. That acting midshipman Spencer was put in double irons on the 26th of November, and the boatswain’s mate Samuel Cromwell, and seaman Elisha Small, on the day following, on a charge of intended mutiny.




2d. That no disorder of a mutinous character appeared among the crew for the four succeeding days; that the vessel was going with good breezes in good weather towards the island of St. Thomas, where she actually arrived and took in supplies on some day between the 1st and 5th of December.




3d. That on the 30th of November, the opinion of the officers was required by commander Mackenzie as to the disposition of the prisoners; that they appear to have examined thirteen seamen as witnesses to prove the alleged mutiny… which examination was had, so far as the papers show, in the absence of the prisoners, and without giving them any opportunity to cross-examine the witness or to make any explanation or defence, or to procure any testimony on their own behalf. These officers, without even the form of a court, without even the obligation of an oath and upon this ex parte [in the interests of one side only] secret information, united in the opinion that the safety of the vessel required that the prisoners should be put to death! How far this recommendation was influenced by the acts or fears of Mr. Mackenzie does not appear.




4th. That on the 1st of December, when every thing and person on board the vessel were perfectly quiet, after four days of entire security, the three persons were, by order of Mackenzie, hung at the yard arm at mid-day.




The allegation, in some of the papers, that it was proved to have been the intention of the mutineers to execute their project on arriving at St. Thomas, is wholly destitute of any evidence. And had it been their design, it was effectually frustrated so far as these prisoners were concerned, by their confinement. At St. Thomas, any of the crew might have been left, and the power of the officers of the vessel strengthened to any extent that was necessary….

The idea of the mutineers cruising off Sandy Hook to intercept the packets seems to have been thrown in for the special benefit of the merchants of New York.



The letter continued, a straightforward, rational argument by a concerned citizen—most likely a lawyer—with little in it to suggest that the correspondent had any personal connection with the ugly incident. Save for one sad hint: of Philip Spencer, the writer says, “His age is represented in the same paper to have been over twenty. Had he lived, he would have been nineteen the 28th of January next.”

And then that cryptic signature: “S.”



PHILIP HONE UNDERSTOOD at once who “S” was.

Hone knew—and the nation was still small enough in 1842 for the statement not to sound absurd—everyone in public life. He himself had been briefly in it. Born the son of a German immigrant who found work in Manhattan as a carpenter, he and his brother ran an auction business so successfully that he was able to retire at the age of forty and devote the rest of his life to touring Europe and collecting books. In 1826, he became the mayor of New York, but, being a conservative Whig in the restless dawn of Jacksonian democracy, was able to serve for only a single year. (Speaking of Jackson, Hone voiced a plaint that we have heard in many eras, including our own: “That such a man should have governed this great country… and that the people should not only have submitted to it, but upheld and supported him in his encroachments upon their rights, and his disregard of the Constitution and the laws, will equally occasion the surprise and indignation of future generations.”)

Hone’s abrupt retirement from public life turned out to enrich his city more than many New York mayors have. Continuing to move in political circles as he became a genial force in social ones, he began recording his full days in a diary that he kept up until his death in 1851. Lively, trenchant, and still enjoyable, it is the single richest individual chronicle of Manhattan life in the first half of the nineteenth century.

On December 17 he had reported of the hangings, “The imminent danger of the captain and lieutenant with so large a portion of the crew in a state of insubordination, no doubt rendered this dreadful and summary exercise of power unavoidable, as an example and measure of safety. If it should so appear (as there seems to be no doubt), public opinion will support, and the government will approve, the conduct of Captain McKenzie…. Young Spencer was a worthless fellow.”

Then, four days later, Hone read the letter signed “S” and immediately recognized its author. He was John Canfield Spencer, President Tyler’s secretary of war. Midshipman Philip Spencer was his dead son.

No chance now that what had happened aboard the Somers would remain a simple tale of anti-piratical valor. Spencer’s letter, said Hone, “will occasion some revulsion in the public mind in relation to the melancholy tragedy on board the brig ‘Somers,’ ” as it is “one of those strong, forcible documents for which he is celebrated; fierce in style, rigid in argument, and certainly presents the subject of his son’s execution in a light somewhat different from that in which it was received at first. If there exists any reasonable doubt of the absolute necessity for this exercise of power, Capt. Mackenzie may wish sincerely that he had not been born to meet such a responsibility.

“A more dangerous opponent than John C. Spencer could not be found in the United States; stern, uncompromising, obstinate in temper, determined and energetic in action, and with talents equal to any effort which his feelings may prompt, or his duty call him to execute.” Hone was quite right. Cold and rebarbative though Spencer might be—the secretary spent a desolate Christmas in the company only of his grief-prostrated wife and a single friend—he was formidably capable, and a ruthless adversary.

Once published in New York, his letter broke open a far more complex story than Mackenzie had first offered. Lacking an alternative narrative, the newspapers had had no choice but to follow Greeley’s lead and compete to dispense the most fulsome praise for Mackenzie’s gallantry. But now that their editors had a meaty controversy to quarrel about, the national press piled on what seagirt New Yorkers saw as a local matter; it became the biggest scandal to captivate the city since the murder of a prostitute named Helen Jewett six years earlier.

James Gordon Bennett, owner of Greeley’s chief competitor, the Herald, wrote, “Captain Mackenzie and his officers acted at the time under a species of insanity, produced by panic, lively imagination and the spirit of the age [Jacksonian ferment], all working together.”

This provoked a reaction from the Courier and Enquirer typical of the splenetic editorial tone of the day: the Herald, “which at first overloaded those [Somers] officers with praise… having been doucered [bribed] into a little natural depravity, or having come to the opinion that something may be made out of the excitement against Capt. Mackenzie… is too loathsome for a moment’s serious notice…. If rascality is ever appropriately punished… the scoundrel”—that’s Bennett—“will be whipped out of the country… by the indignant detestation… of every man, woman, and child.”

For his part, Greeley, who hours before had been comparing Mackenzie favorably to the heroes of antiquity, now found the Courier and Enquirer’s support for the captain and his officers “most wicked, most atrocious, and most illegal.” Even worse were the paper’s “inflammatory appeals to the passions of the multitude on the imaginary deeds of blood, rapine, piracy, rape, and murder, which seem to have had no other existence than in the efforts of a misguided fancy, or the struggles of a guilty conscience trying to tear itself away from its own illegal deeds.”

William Seward, the governor of New York, wrote his wife, “You have read all that has transpired concerning the awful calamity that has befallen the Spencers. Was ever a blow more appalling? I, of course, knew Philip only as friends know our children. I should as soon have expected a deer to ravage a sheepfold…. I know that Nature has given no firmness to resist the immediate shock to the mother, but time may heal and obliterate the wound. The card which Mr. Spencer has published (or rather his communication) shows that his iron nerves were proof.”

Two days later, on Christmas, Seward reported on a letter he had just received from a close friend, the agile Whig politician Thurlow Weed, who “writes from Washington that Mrs. Spencer is heartbroken, and her husband scarcely less. That article in the Madisonian was his. Weed says that the papers sent to Washington do not show a necessity for the execution, and that the conduct of Mackenzie, as ascertained from these papers, appears to have been cowardly and murderous.”

As the story gathered momentum, the Herald called it “a most important affair and bids fair to produce a terrible explosion among various distinguished families and cliques in this state. The excitement already reminds us of the factious disputes of the noble families that flourished in Florence, Venice, Mantua, and Genoa.”

Nor did that excitement fade with the waning year. It fumed and sparked on for months into 1843, as Alexander Slidell Mackenzie saw his actions aboard the Somers grow into a national obsession. “During the nearly four months of inquiry and trial,” wrote the great naval historian Samuel Eliot Morison, “the Somers affair was discussed all over the country. No case of the century, prior to the assassination of President Lincoln, aroused as much interest and passion.”






2 The Pirate


THE ISLANDS OF the Indian Ocean, and the east and west coasts of Africa, as well as the West Indies, have been their haunts for centuries; and vessels navigating the Atlantic and Indian Oceans, are often captured by them, the passengers and crew murdered, the money and most valuable part of the cargo plundered, the vessel destroyed, thus obliterating all trace of their unhappy fate, and leaving friends and relatives to mourn their loss from the inclemencies of the elements, when they were butchered in cold blood by their fellow men, who by practically adopting the maxim that “dead men tell no tales,” enable them to pursue their diabolical career with impunity. The pirate is truly fond of women and wine, and when not engaged in robbing, keeps maddened with intoxicating liquors, and passes his time in debauchery, singing old songs with choruses like

“Drain, drain the bowl, each fearless soul,

Let the world wag as it will;

Let the heavens growl, let the devil howl,

Drain, drain the deep bowl and fill.”

Thus his hours of relaxation are passed in wild extravagant frolics amongst the lofty forests of palms and spicy groves of the Torrid Zone, and amidst the aromatic and beautiful flowering vegetable productions of that region. He has fruits delicious to taste, and as companions, the unsophisticated daughters of Africa and the Indies.



That passage is from the preface to The Pirates Own Book, or Authentic Narratives of the Lives, Exploits, and Executions of the Most Celebrated Sea Robbers, published in 1837 by Charles Ellms, a Boston merchant who abandoned his trade as a stationer first to compile almanacs, and then to write about maritime perils (Shipwrecks and Disasters at Sea, 1839; The Tragedy of the Seas, 1841). His piracy epic (it runs to 432 densely printed pages) was such a success that it went through eight editions over the next twenty years, acquiring lurid linecut illustrations along the way.

When the news of Philip Spencer’s part in the Somers conspiracy broke, the Herald’s Washington correspondent voiced a complaint as durable as Hone’s about Constitution-trampling presidents. A good half century before the “dime novel” began to celebrate the yet-to-be born Western gunslinger bringing his sanguinary excitements to the yet-to-be-born Deadwood, the Herald was fretting about the baleful effect that what we call the media was having on young readers with its tales of piracy—which, although they always ended with executions and admonitions, nevertheless offered those delicious fruits and the obliging daughters of the Indies to inflame the adolescent imagination.

“How much of the crime of this young man,” asked the Herald’s correspondent, “may be attributed to the miserable trash that the country is daily deluged with in the shape of romantic adventures of pirates, banditti, exploits of the celebrated highwaymen, freebooters, etc.”

The writer might have had a point, for Ellms’s treatise on piracy was one of Philip Spencer’s favorite books. He donated a copy to his college before leaving it. That seems to have been his most constructive act as an undergraduate, for he was an indifferent, easily distracted student who remained a freshman for three straight years.

He was born in 1824 in Canandaigua, New York, one of seven children of John Canfield and Elizabeth Spencer, and the youngest of three brothers. His was a prosperous family, but dominated by his ill-tempered father, a successful lawyer and politician—postmaster, assistant attorney general for western New York, New York State senator, member of the US House of Representatives, secretary of war and then secretary of the treasury under Tyler—but abrasive, combative, and vituperative; one contemporary recalled with no pleasure at all the “fierce, quick-rolling eyes” set in a face radiating “an unpleasant character of sternness.” His keen intelligence—he served as editor to Alexis de Tocqueville on the English edition of Democracy in America—was quick to dismiss those he found duller than himself, and there was an army of them. Although he usually emerged victorious from his political battles, he left few friends behind.

Spencer didn’t care. His fellow New York assemblyman Erastus Root remembered chatting with him on the steps of the Albany statehouse. “Everybody is afraid of you,” Root told him. “They think you are sour, proud, and crusty.” He went on to advise him to lose his “confounded haughtiness.” Root, being a personage of sufficient caliber to escape Spencer’s disdain, received a civil answer, if not a penitent one: “Nature never made a Chesterfield of me.”

The British diplomat and statesman Philip Stanhope, fourth Earl of Chesterfield, is best remembered today for his 1774 book Letters to His Son on the Art of Becoming a Man of the World and a Gentleman. In it, he advises making every human encounter smooth and emollient. A typical passage runs: “However frivolous a company may be, still, while you are among them, do not show them, by your inattention, that you think them so; but rather take their tone, and conform in some degree to their weakness, instead of manifesting your contempt for them.”

Spencer would have scorned this suggestion. He always, said a contemporary, “expressed himself in words of burning sarcasm.” Although “a man of distinguished intellectual powers—powers which placed him in the front rank of our intellectual men… as a class, such men are seldom popular. Their passions, even that of ambition, are tinged with severity, and lean—for this is the vice of noble minds—to a love of power. And power, in the hands of an individual, always grows irksome.”

It would be difficult to imagine a parent less likely to tolerate a son’s daydreaming about piracy.

Philip was sent to Canandaigua Academy—a private boys’ school that had been in operation since 1791—to prepare for Geneva College (renamed Hobart in 1852). One of his classmates recalled him in the sort of terms that would often be applied to the student in later years: some kind words, and then a hint of something shadowy. He saw Philip as “a sprightly, delicate, lad who was quite a favorite with many of his schoolmates, though his queer stories and sharp tricks made him unpopular with others.”

He entered Geneva College in 1838, and was not popular there. A classmate named McCullum wrote: “My class—of ’42—dwindled from about twenty freshmen to seven seniors at commencement. Spencer was one of those who dropped out by the way. He was a talented young man, very quick to learn, pleasant and companionable, and to those whose kindness justified it, confiding. He seldom mingled with the students in their sports and games on the campus…. The ease with which he mastered the Greek and Latin was remarkable…. This remarkable talent proved a source of weakness to him, for it led him to neglect the proper preparations of his lessons…. I do not remember Spencer as a vicious or reckless or mischief-making young man. Whilst his habits were inclined to indolence, he had great self-will and firmness when the occasion called it out. While at Geneva he was operated on for strabismus and refused to be bound or held during the operation.”

That is, he was walleyed. Others in his class remarked on the courage with which he submitted to an operation for it in those pre-anesthetic days, refusing the customary restraints and holding himself immobile against serious pain. But despite Philip’s fortitude, the procedure was only a partial success. It improved his vision, but not his looks, and his crooked gaze must have contributed to the isolation that his schoolmates remarked on.

One of them, Paul Cooper, wrote, “My recollection is that he had a decided cast in his eyes and that otherwise he would have been thought good-looking.” (The deformity is probably the reason that the only known portrait of Philip Spencer shows him in profile.) “He seemed to live very much by himself and to mingle little with the other students. If he had any intimates I do not know who they were, and my belief is that he had none.” He was a poor student, recalled Cooper, but an intelligent one who squandered his potential: “Though this is often said of young fellows in college merely because they neglect their studies, I am inclined to think it was true in his case.” He did have an ability—a surprising one for such a loner—that Cooper never forgot. “In one thing he excelled the whole college.” Spencer was an accomplished public speaker—“he was, indeed, the best declaimer I have ever heard with the exception of one or two men whose reputation is national.” His “manner must have been really remarkable or it would not have made the lasting impression that it has upon my memory. I recall it as more like that of a high bred man of the world than a boy’s just growing into manhood.”

But boy he remained, a boy tormented by the steady disapproval of his formidable father. One of his few friends, stopping by his room, “found him in bed, greatly depressed, yet feeling indignant toward his father on account of his severe reproof which latter, Philip told me, was that unless he turned over a new leaf and did better in the future than he had in the past, he would disown him.

“Brooding over this he had planned to leave college, go West, change his name, turn land pirate, freebooter or buccaneer on the Mississippi River. These plans were the outgrowth of the kind of reading he had indulged in.”



SPENCER’S DEATH LEFT such a residue of unwelcome fame that four decades later a Hobart professor named Charles Vail was asked by the college to look into his undergraduate performance, and came up with a few sparse facts. In February of 1840 Spencer was convicted of going into Canandaigua without permission, an enormity that led to his being “formally” sent away “to remain for a time under the care of the Rev. I.V. Van Iryen.”

The cleric evidently failed to tame his charge, for the following November “Philip Spencer was a participant in the cider disturbance so-called, but does not appear to have been regarded as a leading spirit.” That disturbance, says Vail, erupted when “some fourteen or fifteen students, among them Spencer, had a barrel of cider in one of the rooms and were holding a Whig merrymaking with shouting and singing. Subsequently, by a resolution, some of the participants were pronounced guilty of misconduct.”

These peccadilloes seem vanishingly mild in comparison with what appears to have been the tenor of student life at Geneva in those days, at least as experienced by Andrew Dickson White when he matriculated there less than a decade later. White, who was a most serious student—he went on to cofound Cornell University—so despised the school that his autobiography does not deign to mention its name, referring merely to “a small Protestant Episcopal college in western New York.”

Arriving at Geneva, White “was assigned a very unprepossessing room in a very ugly barrack. Entering my new quarters I soon discovered about me various cabalistic signs, some of them evidently made by heating large iron keys, and pressing them against the woodwork. On inquiring I found that the room had been occupied some years before by Philip Spencer…. The most curious relic of him at the college was preserved in the library of the [school’s] Hermean Society. It was a copy of ‘The Pirates Own Book’: a glorification of the exploits of ‘Blackbeard’ and other great freebooters, profusely adorned with illustrations of their joys and triumphs. This volume bore on the fly-leaf the words, ‘Presented to the Hermean Society by Philip Spencer,’ and was in those days shown as a great curiosity.”

Geneva, says White, “was at its lowest ebb; of discipline there was none; there were about forty students, the majority of them, sons of wealthy churchmen, showing no inclination to work and much tendency to dissipation.” No discipline, according to White, because the school was hanging by a financial thread and couldn’t afford to risk driving away even one of its unruly boys. “I have had to do since, as student, professor, or lecturer, with some half-dozen large universities at home and abroad, and in all of these together have not seen so much carousing and wild dissipation as I then saw in this little ‘Church college’ of which the especial boast was that, owing to the small number of its students, it was ‘able to exercise a direct Christian influence upon every young man committed to its care.’ ”

He sardonically lists the manifestations of Geneva’s Christian influence: “It was my privilege to behold a professor, an excellent clergyman, seeking to quell a hideous riot in a student’s room, buried under a heap of carpets, mattresses, counterpanes, and blankets; to see another clerical professor forced to retire through the panel of a door under a shower of lexicons, boots, and brushes, and to see even the president himself on one occasion, obliged to leave his lecture-room by a ladder from a window, and, on another, kept at bay by a shower of beer-bottles.”

Far more strenuous mischief than Philip Spencer seems to have made.

It was not the Canandaigua adventure or the cider bacchanal that caused him to leave the school in the spring of 1841; his father asked to withdraw him. “The request was made in consequence of his continued neglect of college exercises,” writes Vail, “and this neglect stated in the letter of dismission; but inasmuch as a change of associating might prove favorable, it was also stated that the faculty of this college would make no objection on account of his deficient standing here, to his immediate reception at any other college.” Professor Vail ends his brief account with: “I understand that Spencer was a great reader of sea stories, particularly those about pirates.”

Before leaving Geneva, Spencer showed a spark of both defiance and self-mockery at the commencement exercises during his third and final year as a freshman. The school had mustered what pomp it could to put on a meager parade, a column of students led by the president and the faculty. Spencer joined at the rear, wearing a tall conical dunce cap from which fluttered a pennant that read “Patriarch of the Freshman Class.”

Geneva College making no protest, Spencer was accepted by Union College in Schenectady where—again, surprisingly for one who seemed to prefer solitude—he was instrumental in founding a fraternity.

Or perhaps not so surprising: it allowed him to have a tight, exclusionary circle of chosen acquaintances, to exercise his fondness for Greek, and to devise secret rituals impenetrable to outsiders.

Spencer worked fast. Years later a fraternity brother wrote, “Leaving Hobart College on April 21, 1841, Spencer must have been directly admitted to Union College, for just one month later he banded together with our other founders to startle the college with a new secret society.”

Another founder of the fraternity, James Lafayette Witherspoon, remembered that “in the year 1841, Robert H. McFaddin of Greensboro, Ala., and myself went on to Schenectady, N.Y., and entered Union College, occupying a room together in West College. Soon after entering college, we became acquainted with Philip Spencer, Wm. F. Terhune, Samuel T. Taber and four or five other students whose names have become familiar to Chi Psi. Phil Spencer, who did not like the kind of men who composed the other secret societies then in college, conferred with us and the others above mentioned, about forming a new society composed of kindred spirits. We readily agreed to the proposition. After canvassing the matter, we decided to organize a new society, and call it Chi Psi.”

Naturally, the founders thought well of themselves: “The men who founded the Chi Psi Fraternity were high-minded, whole-souled, honorable men, kind and sociable; and in our intercourse we became very much attached to one another.” While Terhune—“our poet and writer,” Witherspoon says—worked up the initiation ceremony, Spencer “devised the signs, grips and pass words, and made arrangements for the badge of Chi Psi to be worn by its members.”

He remembered Philip Spencer as “a tall man of dark complexion, with black hair and eyes, and noble hearted and generous to a fault. He always took great delight in the initiations, grips, signs and pass words, and studied how to make them more impressive.”

Decades afterward, a Chi Psi brother named Max Zinkeisen would recognize the danger lying in this standard and usually innocuous hugger-mugger as Spencer practiced it. Zinkeisen believed Tobias Smollett’s 1748 picaresque The Adventures of Roderick Random “must have been one of Spencer’s favorite sea stories” because “this novel was the prototype of sea stories in English literature” and in it “Roderick used Greek letters for ciphers, but unlike Spencer he escaped with his life to tell the world his story.”

Chi Psi remains a sort of monument—the only one—to Spencer’s brief life. The fraternity, just the eighth to be founded in America, flourished (its members moved into the nation’s first frat house in 1846) and today is active on thirty-two campuses.

The considerable energy Spencer brought to organizing Chi Psi did not spill over into his studies at Union, where he may have felt the moral pressure of his father’s reputation: John Canfield Spencer had graduated from the school with highest honors thirty-five years earlier.

Philip scarcely had time to demonstrate his indolence at Union. He entered in May, founded his fraternity, and was gone before full summer came on.

Through with trying to get Philip a college education, his father considered having him attached to a regiment of dragoons out on the western frontier; the secretary of war would have no difficulty securing a commission for the boy. But the frontier! What place could be more risky for an adolescent nurturing dreams of becoming a renegade on the fringes of civilization?

The Navy, though—surely the confinement of shipboard life would offer him little chance to run off into a career of depravity.

So in November of 1841 Philip Spencer received a letter, sent in care of his father, from Abel Upshur, secretary of the navy: “You are hereby appointed an Acting Midn [midshipman], and if your Commanding Officer shall after six months of actual service at sea, report favorably on your character, talents and qualifications, a warrant will be given to you bearing the date of this letter….”

The newly minted officer was to report for duty aboard the North Carolina. One of the most powerful fighting ships in the world when she was launched in 1820, the three-decker was then at anchor in New York, and never going to leave. She had become a receiving ship, a floating barracks that housed sailors waiting to be assigned sea duty.

Although her oceangoing days were over, the old ship of the line was kept in taut naval trim; she was, after all, the first glimpse of the service that many future officers would get. Just before Spencer arrived, a fourteen-year-old recruit named William Harwar Parker (whose naval career would end with him in command of a Confederate ironclad) came aboard. Forty years later he wrote about his introduction to shipboard life: “I well recollect my extreme surprise at being addressed as Mr. by the commodore, and being recalled to my senses by the sharp William of my father, who accompanied me to the Navy Yard.”

He went aboard the North Carolina “on the morning of the 28th of October. She was at anchor in the North river, off the Battery; had a full complement of officers and men, and was kept in fine order…. When I got upon her quarter-deck the marines were drawn up for drill, the band was playing, a large party of ladies were promenading the poop-deck, and these sights were taken in connection with unaccustomed smells (for this ship always had a curious odor of rum, tar, bean-soup and tobacco combined), tended to confuse me terribly.”

The blend of disorienting smells remained, but the band and the martial splendor of the marines were not there to welcome Philip Spencer when he first came aboard the ship a few days later. (Parker met him then: “I remember him as a tall, pale, delicate-looking young man.”)

A midshipman named William Craney had the deck when John Canfield Spencer’s brother William—a Navy captain—approached and introduced his nephew, Philip. The uncle explained who the boy was, and asked if Craney would look after him and guide him through his first days in his new surroundings.

Craney was delighted. He fully understood the advantages of being able to do a favor for a high-ranking naval officer, not to mention making friends with the son of the secretary of war.

Of course, he said; Philip was welcome to visit his stateroom whenever he felt like it, and to make use of any of his books.

As the two young officers got to know one another, Spencer told Craney that after leaving Union he had gone home for a while, but “being of a wandering turn of mind, and fond of anything bordering on the dangerous and marvelous,” he had made his way to Nantucket and there signed on to a whaler.

Craney was amazed: this was the hardest and most dangerous of all maritime duty, three-year voyages amid the stink and squalor of a seagoing slaughterhouse supplied by a seaman leaning out of a rowboat to spear a creature big as a church. Spencer “merely smiled at my astonishment” and said “he ‘should like to harpoon a whale and see the blood spilt,’ that he ‘was not afraid of danger and liked an adventurous life.’ ”

To be sure, he hadn’t liked his first taste of that life. He complained of being “compelled with many others to work from morning till late at night in getting them and her stores on board, being allowed thirty minutes for their meals, which were of the coarsest kind, and only five hours rest at night in a miserable forecastle in close communion with the dregs of New-York streets.”

But what the hell had he been expecting? And was it even true? “In confirmation of his assertions, he showed me his hands, and they, from their horny, hardened appearance, corroborated his statement of what he had undergone at Nantucket. Having disposed of his wardrobe and replaced them by the coarse and homely garb of the whaler, he was ready, as was also the ship, in two days to sail for their cruising grounds in the South Seas.”

But, Spencer went on, his father had discovered his plans; had sent word from Washington and persuaded the whaler’s owners to discharge Philip in return for a thirty-dollar payment to a substitute—and so here he was aboard the North Carolina.

Evidently Spencer didn’t think Midshipman Craney was Chi Psi material, for relations between the two quickly soured. Craney said that Philip soon began to spend his time aboard as did “some other young men in like circumstances, in occasional, and, I am sorry to say, frequent dissipation, principally at night, but not unfrequently in the face of day.”

One night Craney, awakened in his berth by a noise, found Spencer rooting around in the stateroom. He wasn’t looking for a book to borrow, but “trying to draw a bottle from under some place where it seems he had hidden it.”

Craney told him to go away. Spencer, “who appeared to be a little intoxicated, said he would go when he chose.”

When Craney again ordered him out, Spencer lunged at his berth and punched him. Craney jumped up and tried to wrestle his assailant from the cabin. “Spencer resisted and the noise brought the officers down. Spencer was ordered below.”

Striking a superior officer was a most serious offense, and the next morning the North Carolina’s first lieutenant asked Craney if he meant to report the incident. Craney said that of course he did.

The lieutenant became grave. Look, he told Craney, as a friend I’m advising you to let the matter drop. Remember who Spencer’s father is; remember that his uncle is a captain. Nobody’s going to thank you for getting the Navy Department involved in an ugly squabble like this. Best to be quiet and let it blow over.

Craney kept his mouth shut.

Then, that February, Craney, under the approving eye of the ship’s navigation instructor, was explaining to a group of midshipmen how a sextant worked, when Spencer burst through the knot of young officers to fetch him a clout on the side of the head so powerful, Craney said, that it knocked him backward out of his chair, tearing his coat and ripping off its epaulet.

Spencer could not have committed a more public affront. This outrage hadn’t taken place in Craney’s stateroom in the middle of the night, and the story spilled throughout the North Carolina in a matter of minutes.

Craney at once drafted a report to the Navy Department, but before it reached Washington—indeed, before it left the North Carolina—officialdom was trying to quash it. Now it was no mere lieutenant who was telling Craney not to make trouble, but Commodore Matthew Calbraith Perry himself, brother of the man who’d won the Battle of Lake Erie, and commandant of the New York Navy Yard.

Craney stood his ground. He could “not pass over it,” he said, for it was “an offense punishable even by death if a Court Martial so ordered,” and one that had been “committed in the presence of the midshipmen,” and “known to the whole ship’s company.” Craney’s “own honor” and his duty to the service demanded he press the matter.

Perry told him he was too late. Philip Spencer had already received orders transferring him to another ship, the John Adams, the commodore explained as he handed Craney back his report.

The infuriated Craney said he “instantly saw through this.”

Spencer’s uncle had written the boy’s father, who had secured the transfer and persuaded Perry to sit on the charges until Spencer had left the North Carolina.

Craney wrote directly to the secretary of the navy, only to receive “a reply slighting the whole matter” and treating him in “a very insolent & contemptuous manner.”

This account of the two midshipmen’s clashes and their aftermath comes from a listener deeply sympathetic to Craney. Richard Henry Dana left Harvard in 1834 to ship out as a foremast hand (that is, a common sailor as opposed to an officer, whose realm would have been aft, at the stern of the ship), and wrote about his time at sea in the durable classic Two Years Before the Mast. He came ashore to practice maritime law, and tells in his journal how, in the spring of 1843, “a gentleman by the name of Craney, late a Lieut. in the U.S. Navy was introduced to me as wishing to study law in my office. After some conversation, in order to explain to me the fact of his leaving the service, he gave me the history of his unfortunate difficulty with the Department. It is a most sad story.”

Very sad, as Dana concludes it:


At all events, it ended with Mr. C.’s being suspended, & Mr. S. sent upon a cruise in the John Adams. Mr. C remained suspended for weeks on board the N. Carolina. He had been insulted & openly assaulted by an inferior officer; himself & the service in his person had been disgraced, & justice & satisfaction had been refused him; and all because of the influence of S.’s powerful friends. These reflections so wore upon Mr. C., that he became ill. His pent up indignation & his wounded feelings allowed him no rest. Under the influence of those feelings he sent in his resignation, which was accepted.

After 12 or 14 years of the prime of his life spent in the service, & almost unfitted for anything else, he was thrown out upon the world…. Such is the story of Mr. Craney. It has made my heart ache for him. It is too strongly flavored with injustice, the triumph of wrong & the suffering of innocence not to call out sympathy & interest….

Whether he has exaggerated the story, or not, I have no certain means of knowing; but I never heard a story told in a more precise, methodical & calm manner. Subsequent events as to Spencer show its probability, & Mr. C. impressed me very favorable for calmness, self respect & candor.



Not perfect candor. Never mind the extreme unlikelihood of a midshipman lecturing Matthew Perry about the duties the service demanded; the very first thing Craney told Dana was a lie: he was not a “Lieut.” but one rank below, a midshipman (and thus would have no epaulet to be defiled). Nor had he been in the Navy “12 or 14 years,” but fewer than 10. Those weeks of mounting anger and frustration culminating in his quitting the service were a fantasy; he resigned on February 10, 1842—the same day Spencer attacked him. And he had not told Dana that some years earlier he had been cashiered for a cornucopia of sins that included drunkenness, absence without leave, disorderly conduct, whatever “misrepresentation” was, and insulting a superior officer.

Craney, in fact, had been reinstated and reported aboard the North Carolina just a few weeks before Spencer’s arrival. So perhaps the assault on the senior officer had not been as wholly gratuitous as Dana makes it sound. Philip Spencer, though not specifying what the cause was, both defended himself and apologized for his actions in a letter sent to Commodore Perry the next day. In it, you can perhaps catch an echo of the rhetorical fluency that impressed his Geneva classmate:


You have informed me that Passed Midshipman Craney has made an official report of the transaction which occurred between us on Thursday the 10th inst. I would respectfully represent that the aggravation which induced the assault was of such a character that my feelings were highly excited, and laboring under the imputation of being a liar, I was led to an act of insubordination and breach of discipline which reflection has taught me was highly improper. May I respectfully request that this letter may accompany the report of… Midshipman Craney to the Hon. Secretary of the Navy.



Whatever the right of the matter, it went no further. As Perry had said, Spencer left the North Carolina for the 30-gun frigate John Adams, bound for duty in Brazilian waters. As for Midshipman Craney, he makes one brief, forlorn appearance in Dana’s journal before dissolving into the mists of history: “Saw Mr. Craney at the hotel. He is studying law, but, I fear, is not doing very well.”

Spencer’s fractious nature went with him to Rio de Janeiro, where a midshipman named Robert C. Rogers saw it at work. Rogers had arrived in Brazil aboard the Potomac, a far more heavily armed frigate than the John Adams, and was temporarily bivouacked in a Rio hotel when, “one more than ordinarily sultry mid-day… I heard hot words in the street, a clashing and outpour of English and Portuguese expletives by no means decent or peaceful.” Rogers looked down from the window of his room to see “passionate, menacing outreaches of fists, promising the catastrophe of blows.” The two men trading obscenities were an American naval officer and a “brawny boatman” who had evidently been cheated out of his fare. “The contest was unequal, in so far as he who wore the buttons was tipsy, and the other was being reinforced by some chuffs [louts] who approached from the Mole.” Rogers ran down into the lobby, collared his countryman, “and led the unsteady middy into the hotel. That was my introduction to Philip Spencer.”

Here we have the first impressions of Spencer from a fellow sailor, but it is worth keeping in mind that Rogers published them in United Service, a magazine for military personnel, in 1890, when he had known for a full half century what became of the boy he’d rescued from the fight; had he truly thought him “mutinous,” as he would later remark, or was that the working of years of hindsight?

They did not become friends, exactly, but “I held a certain intimacy with him.” Spencer “appeared to eschew an intimacy with officers of his own grade. Mine was an unaccustomed face and he found me unprejudiced by the generally unfavorable criticisms I had heard of him.” Some faint praise follows: “He was a person in his rare normal moods not without congruous and intelligent activity and observation. He had derived advantages from the generous educational opportunities a fond and accomplished father had offered him.” He had “a fair acquaintance with the humanities,” had kept “somewhat of his hold” on Greek and Latin, spoke fluent Spanish, and drew well. All this made him pretty good company when he chose—but it was not enough to restrain “a nature which appeared to be bereft of all conservative principle. He always impressed me as having an inbred, if not an inborn, inclination, I will not say to crime, but to the vicious at least.”

In the very next sentence, however, Rogers says that inclination was toward crime. It did not manifest itself as “an eccentricity in the sense of the whimsical, but a vagation [an obsolete word meaning to depart from an expected course of action] so listless, indifferent, as to lead one to plunder a hen-roost or a house.”

Sure, Spencer told Rogers, he’d had the usual religious upbringing of the time, but it was all just words he was supposed to memorize. They had made no real impression on him. Here Rogers makes a stinging assessment: “Indeed, it is only true when I say that a more unbalanced, vacillating, and easily-corrupted nature I have never encountered.” Spencer’s was a character that went beyond “mere moral infirmities” to display, “as Shakespeare has it, ‘a most inherent baseness.’ ”

One day Rogers said to him, “Spencer, it seems to me that you are a mutinous, insubordinate sort of a fellow, constantly kicking against discipline, always in hot water. What in the devil’s name induced you to enter the service?”

“I hardly know,” said Spencer. “The fact is, I wasn’t a model boy by any means—pretty bad, lawless if you like that better; and my father, perhaps to get rid of me—perhaps to reform me—put me in the navy. I am disposed to think it has done me harm.”

“And you do not like it, then?”

“Like it! Like it! Hell, no; I hate it!”

Rogers pressed him. “What would you like, then?”

“That’s hard to say,” Spencer answered “lazily” and “drawlingly.” “But I think I would like to own a vessel outsailing anything afloat, with a crew who would go to hell for me; going where I pleased, doing what I pleased.”

“I would call that the life of a freebooter.”

“Well, I can’t say I’d dislike that. Would you, old fellow?”

Rogers replied huffily, “Decidedly, yes!”

Spencer’s highly critical fellow midshipman found proof “of the fact that he was obsessed by just such vicious motives” when he watched him spend “many leisure moments in sketching fanciful portraits of the notorious villains of buccaneering, from Drake [not everyone would put Sir Francis in such company] to Lafitte [who had helped Andrew Jackson win the Battle of New Orleans], or of sinister-looking crafts of the rover trim; and retreats lying in remote waters where plunder could be safely hoarded, and idle days spent in dalliance with captive beauties.”

And Spencer drank. “He was a dipsomaniac, brutalized by the love of liquor…. That vice, together with sometimes churlish and irritable ways… made him the most unpopular of the junior officers of the squadron, and he was generally shunned.”

Shut out by his peers, when he went ashore “he rarely sought persons of his own class” and “wandered into places where gathered the odds and ends of society, in and out of cabarets borgnes; the reeky bagnios of the Rue Saboa, and with people who would not have paused to cut his throat, except there was no need of it, for his maudlin and promiscuous hospitality impoverished him quicker than a sheath-knife could have done.”

Rogers was soon to be quit of his nettlesome acquaintance. “One day Spencer was on the Mole, the crowded point of embarcation… abusively, incoherently fuddled. He was unsteadily but resolutely questing an English officer, against whom he had a real or fancied grudge, and whom he vehemently threatened to shoot on sight. He was in uniform, and he was too obstreperous to escape observation.” Nor did he. “He was seen by the late Admiral Wyman, who sent him to his own ship, and the facts were duly reported. Commodore Morris was the very last person in the navy to condone so gross an indecorum. The ‘Potomac’ was on the eve of her departure for home, and Spencer was ordered to her in disgrace.”

The evening before the Potomac set sail, Rogers, who was to stay in Rio, went aboard to say goodbye to some friends. “When I was leaving Spencer followed me on deck, talking to me while the boat was being ‘called away.’ I remember well his valedictory, so passionately uttered under the glowing [Southern] Cross of that clime. He damned fleet and flag, the commodore and Wyman, rounding off with oaths and the threat to be ‘even with them.’ ”

Spencer did not carry on in that fashion with his superiors. Now he was all contrition. He wrote a letter to Commodore Charles Morris, who commanded the American ships on the Brazilian station: “I have taken the liberty of addressing you for the purpose of giving you an exact account of my conduct on the 21st inst…. I had been on shore in the market boat; when there I drank considerably. When I came off I also drank with several persons, and when I went on shore for the day, by permission of the first lieutenant, I was overcome by the liquors I had drank.” He begged the commodore to give him another chance, citing “my previous good conduct. This is my first offense, and I know my last.” Perhaps, he concluded, “I am asking too much; but if it could be that the offence could be overlooked, I would solemnly pledge myself that the offence should never be repeated.”

He also offered to resign, rather than be disgraced by a court-martial. Commodore Morris may have decided that the easiest way to deal with the son of so prominent a father was simply to duck the problem. Saying he did not have the authority to accept an officer’s resignation, he put Spencer aboard the Potomac “to return to the U. States in that ship, there to receive the decision of the Secretary of the Navy.”

Nine months after getting his commission, Spencer received a second letter from Abel Upshur. The secretary had “perused with pain the correspondence transmitted to me by Comdr. Morris” and been dismayed to learn “that one more young officer of the Navy, and one brought up as you must have been, has been guilty of the degrading and disqualifying vice of drunkenness.”

Still, Upshur and the Navy he oversaw were going to be magnanimous. The letter continued: “Your frank and manly acknowledgment of your offence, your penitence for it, the fact of its being the first known to your Commander, and his interposition on your behalf have upon the whole induced me to overlook the transgression reported to me, and to put you on trial by your future conduct. If that is such as the country has a right to expect from one who wears her uniform, what has passed will be forgotten.”

Whether Spencer read this with relief or with resentment that he must continue in the service he’d told Rogers he hated, we do not know. He did realize that, want the post or not, this was his final chance; if he got into trouble in the future his father would not again intervene.

Just days later, on August 13, 1842, he received his orders: “Report to Capt. M. C. Perry for duty on board the U.S. brig Somers.” Perry, of course, would not be sailing with the brig; he was to pass Spencer along to Commander Alexander Slidell Mackenzie.

A few days later, followed by a teetering porter pushing his dunnage in a wheelbarrow, Philip Spencer stepped aboard the Somers, saluted the flag, and reported to the officer of the deck. After more saluting, he was directed to an auburn-haired officer whom the Herald described: “Captain Mackenzie in full uniform… is a man of fine intelligent and amiable countenance, and is apparently about forty years of age. He is tall, and thin, and his whole appearance is decidedly prepossessing… his entire demeanor indicative of calm but decided resolution.”

Of the young man approaching him with his papers, Mackenzie wrote: “When he reported himself to me for duty at New York, about the 20th of August, I at once gave him my hand and welcomed him aboard the Somers.”
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