
  

  “A rabble in arms, flushed with success and insolence”

  —General Burgoyne to Lord Rochfort describing American troops before Boston.

  I

  IT WAS Cap Huff who said that no business or profession, not even the managing of a distillery, can provide the profusion of delights to be encountered in a good war. I have not found it so; and for my part I want no more of such delights as the powder-blackened faces of the men who died beside us aboard the row-galleys on Lake Champlain, the painted masks of the greasy Indians that laid us by the heels, and the dreadful labors we endured before we stopped the British. Unfortunately I have others to consider; and it is for their sakes that I recall the burdens of those nightmare days.

  In the beginning I must say that this is no book for those who swear by old wives’ fables, holding all Americans brave, all Englishmen honorable and all Frenchmen gallant. It cannot please such innocents as are convinced that men in public office always set the nation’s welfare above their own, nor those who think all soldiers patriots. It will disappoint the credulous who cherish the delusion that patriotism burns high in every breast in the hour of a country’s peril. In it there is scant fare for romantics who wish to hear how courage and ability bring greater recognition than mediocrity and bluster, how virtue always triumphs, and how cowards meet a fitting retribution. Those who crave such poppycock must turn to fairy tales for undeveloped minds; for I am obliged to deal with facts and write what I conceive to be the truth.

  … My father’s letter was delivered to me in our London lodgings, early on a March evening in 1776. When the letter arrived, my brother Nathaniel and I were on the point of setting out for Ranelagh, the occasion being a special entertainment at that resort of fashion because of somebody’s birthday: the Queen’s, it may have been, or that of one of the King’s innumerable royal relatives in Germany.

  We had learned that upon such anniversaries it was usual for the King himself to visit Ranelagh, and that on this account dukes and generals and statesmen who wished to be seen in the train of royalty would be there, making a show that brought women off the street, shopkeepers hunting for new mistresses, shopkeepers’ wives looking for adventure, and young bucks out to make themselves disagreeable to as many people as possible.

  We had never been to Ranelagh, Nathaniel and I; and Nathaniel was eager to go, not only because he might see famous folk, but because he could write familiarly about the place to his college classmates in Boston.

  When, therefore, Nathaniel caught sight of the name “Capt. Asa Merrill” written above the red seal on the letter’s back, he said, “Put it by, Peter, until we get to Ranelagh. Well never be there if you wait to translate it now!”

  He was impetuous, my brother was: airy and a trifle English in his speech from attending Harvard College, where he had associated with Boylstons, Doanes and other codfish aristocrats. It was like him to speak of translating my father’s letter: a little disrespectful, certainly; yet not far from the truth; for my father was a bad speller, able to spell almost any word in several fashions, all of them wrong.

  I thrust the letter into my pocket, letting Nathaniel have his way, which I may have done too often for his own good.

  The truth was that a large part of my thoughts revolved around Nathaniel—not only because he was my mother s favorite and because he had always looked to me for help and guidance during his younger days, but because I saw in him the instrument by means of which our family might, through its shipping interests, become a power in the Province of Maine, just as had the Hancocks and the Derbys and the Bowditches in Massachusetts, and the Palmers in Connecticut.

  He was not cut out for a mariner, to my way of thinking, having an aversion to loneliness and a leaning toward the society of his equals. There is as much of one, on a long cruise, as there is little of the other; and I knew from observation that if he were forced to be a seaman against his will, he would not be the first in that situation to take to the bottle.

  This very sociability of his, however, fitted in with my purpose; for men as well as women took to him immediately; and what was more important, he wore well, which is not often the case with those who seem companionable at first sight. Consequently I could ask no better agent for the handling of our freights in some likely port—Canton, say, or Malaga, where fortunes may be made quickly by a shipowner working in conjunction with an agent who has no other interests to serve. It was for this reason that I had interceded with my father to send Nathaniel to Harvard; and now that he had received a proper education, topping it off with a course under me in carrying and disposing of cargoes, I had high hopes for him and the future. My father had a knack for getting stout brigs built, and I knew how to sail them: we had our own shipyard in Arundel—and so, if Nathaniel expressed a wish to do a thing, I humored him, after the fashion of an older brother who has built fond dreams around a younger.

  We walked over to the muddy Strand; then off up the river to the gardens and rotunda of Ranelagh.

  It was well we walked; for by the time we had covered two-thirds of the mile that separated those winter pleasure-grounds from the central portion of London, the coaches of the pleasure-seekers were so wedged together in the roadway that their occupants, we thought, would be hours in reaching their destination.

  … I might say here that people have spoken to me, often, as though it were astonishing for two Americans to be in London at a time when we were at war with England; but their wonderment is due only to their lack of understanding.

  England considered herself not at war, but almost at peace with her American colonies, and merely annoyed and disgusted by the rebellious hypocrites with which New England, according to the belief of most Englishmen, was entirely populated.

  Why it was that the English regarded us as hypocrites for refusing to submit to their tyranny, I have never exactly understood; but that was the fact of it. We were rebellious, praying hypocrites; and that belief, I fear, will never be allowed to die in stubborn Albion.

  At all events, England reasoned that hypocrites would succumb more readily to force than to justice; and while she stabbed at the rebels with one hand, she held out an olive branch with the other; and on all sides there was constant expectation that the olive branch would be gratefully accepted—either through poverty or timidity.

  London was sprinkled with Americans—a thousand of them, maybe: wealthy and influential persons who had come to England to escape lawless English-haters in America. I had avoided them, my feelings being what they were; for I wanted no arguments with any man until my fathers specie was safely home; but I’m bound to say they were fine people except as regards their admiration for England.

  There were even Englishmen who sympathized with our rebels, as I well knew from repeated readings of Dr. Price’s book on Civil Liberty—a book that had come to seem as valuable to me as the other small volumes I carried on all my voyages: the Bible, Tristram Shandy, Don Quixote, Roderick Random and Gulliver’s Travels: books which, if read with care and fully digested, will give a man more learning than he can get from a score of colleges put together.

  Dr. Price’s book had recently been published in London, and had been widely read by the English, though it maintained that England could commit no greater folly than to seek to keep our liberty from us. Consequently even a rebellious American could live peaceably in England, provided he was judicious in his speech, and kept his mouth shut when tempted to speak impulsively—which, after all, is a requisite of peace everywhere.

  … The English are easily satisfied with their own belongings, I have found, and still more easily amused by matters amusing to no one else; so I was prepared to be disappointed in the Ranelagh rotunda, which every Londoner considers more magnificent than anything in Egypt or Greece. But when I found myself under that great inverted bowl and looking up into it, I was amazed and full of admiration. Its airy space was so enormous that the throng of finely dressed folk who strolled slowly about its floor had the dwarfed look of ants moving aimlessly on the bottom of a vast round box. The roof was supported by a tremendous eight-sided column, hollow. Within the column a bright fire flamed and danced, so that the place had warmth.

  All around the room were arcades, a table set in each one; and above the arcades were boxes, similarly equipped with tables. At one side of the main entrance was an elevated platform, and over it a sounding board; and on the platform was an orchestra of fifty pieces, all playing away for dear life. The place was filled with the gay and stirring sound, though there was nothing happening save hundreds of people walking slowly around and around, ignoring each other.

  It had cost us a guinea to get into this pleasure resort, which seemed to me enough to pay for a night’s entertainment; but Nathaniel, who had little regard for money, never having had to earn much of it, was of a. different mind.

  As we stood at the entrance, staring about us, Nathaniel plucked at my sleeve and pointed to an arcade-box done out in red brocade.

  “The royal box!” he exclaimed.

  He dragged me across the circular floor, walked boldly to the box beside the royal enclosure and made as though to enter. A lackey jumped up in it, his nose in the air, and said, “Resarved for Lard Jarge Germain.”

  Nathaniel swung me into the adjoining box, and almost before I knew what had happened he had pushed me into a chair at its table and dropped into a seat across from me.

  A waiter came in and stared at us angrily. But Nathaniel, who was skilled at aping the English, turned to him and said haughtily, “What is it, my man?”

  On this the waiter became ill at ease, and mumbled that the box was reserved.

  Nathaniel seemed pained. “I won t be spoken to in such a way!” He appealed to me. “Do you suppose the clown doesn’t know who I am? Throw five shillings on the floor for him, Sir Peter! Not another farthing, mind! And have him bring us a bit of ham, eh, Sir Peter? And a quart of rack punch, by Ged!”

  The waiter, at once obsequious, took the five shillings I tossed liim and darted from the box with such alacrity that he tripped over the curtains.

  “Look here!” I told Nathaniel. “You’ll get us into trouble if you call me Sir Peter; and we can’t be spending like a couple of dukes.”

  Nathaniel smiled at me affectionately. “The ham’s a shilling a plate, and the punch seven shillings a quart. Only two dollars, Peter, for sitting in a box beside the box that’s next to the box where sat the King of England, and having an experience your grandchildren will be bragging about a hundred years from now!”

  What he said was probably true; for a king is a king, even though weak in the head. Therefore I made no further protest and we listened to the orchestra and watched the throngs parading slowly around and around, like a school of pollock following one another’s tails in and out of a cove in the Arundel River, each one goggle-eyed with brain-lessness.

  How the paraders could imagine they were taking pleasure was beyond me; for the entire gathering had the air of despising everything and everyone. Yet for Nathaniel and myself it was as exciting as a play at Drury Lane; and as the evening went on it became more so.

  Our platter of ham arrived, and the bowl of rack punch; and the thinness of the slices of ham was something remarkable—something that proved the carver a master craftsman, both with knife and niggardliness. As soon as Nathaniel saw the ham before him, he examined it with an air of incredulity; then said, “Peter, where’s Father’s letter?”

  As I felt in my pocket for it, I was conscious of a perfume so sweet and so arresting that I looked up suddenly, as if the scent of violets that filled the air had been a hand laid upon me to gain my attention. My eyes went beyond Nathaniel, and encountered, standing before the adjoining box, which we had been told was Germain’s, a lady in a dress of pink brocade, and a tall, languid gentleman in black.

  The lady was beautifully slender and rounded. A pink turban bound her head, and from under it two half moons of golden hair curved down, lying tight upon her cheeks and concealing her ears. Her eyes were blue, the blue of a summer sea in the morning; and beneath her eyes was a dust of freckles that made her look too young and innocent to be in such a place as this.

  Beautiful as she was, her companion was equally striking. He was all in black satin: black coat, black knee breeches, black vest and stockings and shoes; but he wore a white wig; and at his throat was a cascade of white lace. In this white frame was set a placid, olive-tinted face: a face that seemed to slumber, because of the way in which its eyelids drooped. There was no look of weariness to him, despite those drooping lids: merely a sort of quiet relaxation: a kind of suspended animation.

  Even as Nathaniel took the letter from me, I heard the girl in pink speaking to the lackey in the next box. I couldn’t hear the words; but her voice was soft; and when the answer came, she turned a little doubtfully in our direction.

  It was then that Nathaniel, having opened the letter, picked up a paper-thin slice of ham and held it before his face, so that he appeared to be reading the letter through it. Since the orchestra ceased playing at that moment, his words must have been clearly heard by the lady and her escort.

  “Dated from Arundel in the Province of Maine,” Nathaniel announced. “My dear sons:—I hope while you are in England you will go to Ranelagh and learn how to cut one ham into slices so thin there’ll be a slice for every man in the army.”

  I reached over and took the letter from him none too gently. He winked at me and whisked the slice of ham into his mouth. The lady’s escort raised a sleepy eyelid at my sudden movement; but the lady herself stared frankly, as if fascinated by what Nathaniel had said.

  I looked at the letter, and saw Nathaniel had been joking. The words that met my eyes were not about ham, but were ominous, and so not difficult to read, despite my father’s dreadful spelling:

  
    
      	
        The winter finds us well, and still something to eat and it is the hoap of your mother and me that these Fue lines find you the saim. I have a change of hart about your staing in England until the rebellion should be over, as it now appeers God knows when that will be. Thare is talk on all sides that America must be a sepperate country by itself. Those who are suspecktit of wishing to come to a peaceabil arranjement with England are in danger of losing thare property, thare hoams and thare verry lives. Thare are some who suspeckt us because you still remane in England. Tharefour if you can come saif home with the speshie, I would say come. I will leave it to Peter’s judgement. God knows we need the speshie. Thare is no money to be had anywhere, only paper money not worth mutch. Everyboddy is pore except those who become ritch out of our distress, and thare is no money to provide our army with powder or unaforms or pay. The British burnt Falmouth, leaving near 2000 women and children without rooves, cloathes or food for the winter whitch was a hard one. Steven Nason is hoam from Que-beck, where Nathaniel Lord was killt, and 18 men from Arundel capti-vatit by the British, among them Noah Cluff, who workt in our shipyard. Steven says the men not killt or captivatit will go on fiting, even if they fite with nothing but axes….

      
    

  



  II

  I STARED at my father’s small handwriting, straight and regular, but somewhat trembly. The orchestra was playing again, a rollicking air that the young bucks liked to sing—The World Turned Upside Down. I seemed to smell the lilacs that flank our front door in Arundel and to hear the babble of my sisters, as I so often heard it when they were young, playing with their dolls in the crotches of the gnarled apple tree beside the kitchen. Dimly I heard Nathaniel singing beneath his breath:

  
    
      	
        What happy golden days were those

        When I was in my prime!

        The lasses took delight in me,

        I was so neat and fine;

        I roved about from fair to fair,

        Likewise from town to town,

        Until I married me a wife

        And the world turned upside down.

      
    

  


  Phrases came out from the letter, striking into the back of my eyes, so that they ached a little. “… still something to eat… losing their property, their homes and their very lives… some who suspect us because you… the British burned Falmouth… the men not killed will go on fighting….”

  Nathaniel stopped his humming and looked at me anxiously. “What’s the matter? It’s not bad news, is it?”

  Before I could answer, a figure loomed close beside us. It was the white-wigged man in black, and he bowed to us profoundly, as though we were personages.

  “You forgive this intrusion, I hope,” he said to me. His voice was almost a whisper, and he raised his eyelids with difficulty, as if they were weighted. “My niece, a countrywoman of yours—”

  He stopped, so that it was easy to see he was by nature a silent man. Behind him the girl in pink gazed indifferently at the throng of people who moved slowly before us, circling and circling the arcaded hall in time to the strumming of the orchestra.

  “So she’s American!” I exclaimed. Nathaniel craned around the edge of the box to see her better.

  The man in black bowed and gave us a sleepy smile. “We could not avoid hearing when you read your letter through the ham. My niece, Marie, she said you were Americans and might permit us to share your box.”

  Our reply made it plain we would feel privileged to have their company; whereupon he turned and beckoned to his niece. She came to us with a pretty air of being modestly confused by the lack of ceremony in such a meeting, and with her came a sharp, penetrating fragrance of violets that seemed, like a single glass of fine wine, to stimulate and sharpen all my senses.

  “You’re most obliging to permit this intrusion,” she said, taking the chair we offered her. “Your kindness—I said to my uncle you’d be kind, being Americans—we had asked for a box near the King; but they’re occupied, all of them.”

  “Well,” I said, “what’s your loss is our gain!” I thought guiltily of the manner in which Nathaniel had forced his way into the box, which might readily belong to these very people; and I attempted to atone by making a flowery speech. “Indeed, ma’am, there’s only one trouble with having you in this box. If the King sets eyes on you, he’ll want to steal you into his own: then we shall be bereft.”

  She had a way of lifting blue eyes and staring hard into a man’s face: then smiling suddenly, a sweet, tremulous smile. This she did to me when I had finished my blundering speech and sat there, feeling hot and foolish. Yet, oddly, at her smile there flashed into me a little doubt that she was as young and innocent as she appeared. From the first day I went to sea my father had told me again and again: “Be sure you see what you look at, whether it’s clouds or a lee shore or a man’s face: there’s nothing so useful to a sea captain.” So I looked at her carefully. It seemed to me there were hints about her mouth that might emphasize themselves into hard lines upon occasion; and that her blue eyes were amazingly cool in their scrutiny of Nathaniel and me.

  “What good fortune!” she said. “What pleasure to meet with Americans in such a nest of—such a nest of—” She looked helplessly at us, seemingly at a loss.

  Thinking to test her sympathies, I suggested “Lobster-backs,” an epithet New Englanders had applied to the English for many years.

  She seemed prettily shocked, and looked at me roguishly. “Such a word!” Then she accepted it. “In such a nest of lobster-backs: yes! I feared when we came here a few days since, that I would be the only American in the entire country. My uncle, you see, is Canadian: Mr. Leonard.”

  Mr. Leonard bowed to us and smiled. Already we had come to take his silence for granted, just as did his niece, who was quick to supply the words he seemed to find such difficulty in saying.

  She nodded brightly at him, explaining him to us as she might have explained a bit of jewelry, unable to speak for itself. “A true Canadian, disgusted with the actions of these terrible English.”

  Her own name, she added, was more formidable than her uncle’s. “It’s French, and you may find it troublesome. Marie de Sabrevois. You must say it, please.” I did so, and found nothing difficult about it.

  “But,” she told us, “I’m not at all French, in spite of my name. I’m entirely American—entirely. When you read a portion of your letter through the ham—and that was droll—I heard your home is in the Province of Maine.”

  “Arundel,” I said.

  “Yes: I do not know that place.” She mispronounced it prettily. “You know Albany, perhaps? Or Poughkeepsie and New York?”

  We shook our heads.

  “That’s where I have lived,” she told us. “In all those places. Also a very little in Quebec, with my father. He was a fur merchant, my father was. A great fur merchant.” She sighed. “He is dead: killed by the English. That’s why I am here in England—to settle his affairs.” She lowered her voice and leaned across the table to me, an appealing picture. “I’m sure it’s the same with you as with me. You’re eager to go home and be away from these terrible people—these terrible English!”

  “Yes,” I said.

  Nathaniel coughed delicately behind his hand, an affectation he had acquired at Harvard. “You’ll find worse places to be than here; worse people, too.” He made it plain he thought I had received enough of the lady’s attention, and wished some for himself. “We can’t go home, anyway. We sold our ship.”

  Marie de Sabrevois looked at him curiously. “Your ship? You own a ship?”

  “It was my father’s,” he told her. “Peter was captain and I was supercargo. We’d been to South America and the Spanish ports, and when we reached England we had a letter from my father saying that fighting had broken out; that we should sell the ship as well as the cargo, so his investment might be safe from seizure. Now we must stay until the war’s over, and that won’t be long.”

  “What makes you think so?” I asked, remembering my father’s letter.

  Nathaniel smiled. “What’s the use of going over that again? Our country’s got no money to fight England with, and no generals, and not many men.”

  “You don’t know what we’ve got,” I told him. “One thing we haven’t got is a lot of rake-hells and nincompoops to direct our affairs.”

  Nathaniel turned to Mademoiselle de Sabrevois. “You see how it is. Peter thinks all English aristocrats must be rake-hells or nincompoops.”

  “Don’t misquote me,” I said. “I don’t think they must be; but I think most of them are. I can prove it by Dr. Price’s book.”

  Nathaniel laughed. “Your book! You can prove almost anything out of your book!”

  “Yes,” I said, “I can. Almost anything. No matter what bad thing I say about England, it can be proved out of Roderick Random or Dr. Price.”

  I drew Dr. Price’s thin book from my side pocket, where I always carried it in case an Englishman took it into his head to force offensive misstatements on me. Since Price himself was English, I could quote from him without being condemned myself.

  “Listen,” I told Nathaniel. “Price says this: ‘An abandoned venality, the inseparable companion of dissipation and extravagance, has poisoned the springs of public virtue among us.’ That’s the opinion of one wise Englishman: that his country has been brought to the brink of ruin by dissipation and extravagance.”

  “The trouble with Price, probably,” Nathaniel said carelessly, “was that his dinner wasn’t resting well when he wrote his book.”

  I looked at Marie de Sabrevois. Her face was blank, as if she were unaware of our argument, but I knew she had missed none of it. I could see she had heard worse things than I could ever say to Nathaniel, so I spoke to him sharply. “Before you discredit a man like Price, just bear in mind that every great man in England has a mistress or two. They brag of it. The country’s sprinkled with illegitimate noblemen and generals, and they even brag of that. What’s more, if there’s a decent woman in polite society, you’d never suspect it after listening to the conversation of any of your London rakes.”

  I had it in mind to speak even more frankly; but then I saw Mademoiselle de Sabrevois staring over the top of her feather fan at a group of ladies and gentlemen who had detached themselves from the ever-circling crowd and were advancing to the box beside us.

  The leader of the group was tall, with a white, contented face that had a sort of sheep-look to it. He was as tall, almost, as the silent Mr. Leonard; and he switched himself gently from side to side as he walked, which increased the self-satisfaction of his manner. He wore a white wig, and a suit of pale blue satin, and there was a showy ribbon of blue watered silk across his breast.

  Clinging to his arm was a short, plump lady, young and vivacious, who took quick, tripping steps. She stared adoringly into the sheep-face of her escort, gabbling all the while in a way that did nothing to alter his blandness. She hopped up into the box like a gorgeous little tropical bird, casting a quick glance in our direction, as did some of the others in the party.

  On that I looked at Marie de Sabrevois, and found her face hidden behind her fan—a singular thing, I thought, since I had never known a beautiful woman to shrink from the scrutiny of strange men.

  “Do you know who that is?” I asked.

  She seemed almost angry at my question. “How should I know who it is?” she retorted sharply. “We’ve been in England only a few days, my uncle and I!” Then she smiled and was sweet again, adding, “But I’d like to know.”

  It seems to me my dislike of Marie de Sabrevois crystallized at that moment. Her swift changes from coolness to caressing warmth made me uncomfortable inside: I found her gushes of sweetness almost as re-voltingly cloying as the pink-frosted cake I stole from our pantry as a boy and ate in the haymow, to the detriment of the hay. I trust my feelings sprang not wholly from vanity, though it is true that I perceived her to be a woman who never in this world could possess any interest whatever in so outspoken and plain a young man as myself.

  “Well,” I said, “the next box is Lord Germain’s, we were told. There’s no doubt the tall man in blue is Lord Germain. It’s he who has charge of sending troops to America, and I understand has something to say in planning what they shall do, once they’re there.”

  Above the music of the orchestra we could hear the gabbling of the new arrivals. “Stop your teasing, Peggy!” a man’s voice said. “I’ll wager you’ll be eaten by lions or chased by savages if you persist in going to that wilderness. Stay in London where you’ll be safe.”

  “Shafe!” a woman cried. Her speech was slurred, as if from liquor, and I knew it was the tropical bird. “Shafe! You know nothing about it, Mel! ’Tisn’t a wilderness: it’s like a regatta on the Thames! I shaw it all on the map. Jack showed it to me. After you leave Quebec, you come to lakes, beautiful lakes, and then to Hush’n River; and before you know it, you’re in New York. Ain’t you, my lord?”

  I looked at Nathaniel, to make sure he heard. “Listen to that!” I said. “Just a pleasure jaunt from Quebec to New York!”

  An arrogant voice cut in: that of the man who had been called “my lord,” and certainly, therefore, the voice of Germain. “She’s quite right, Mevil. If she wants to join Burgoyne, I’ll be the first to say yes. The rebels wont bother her! They’ll run like sheep when they see the regulars. You heard what Jack said about them: they’re beggars—rabble! Officered by shoemakers: butchers: barbers!”

  Incredulous laughter greeted his words.

  “’Pon my soul, it’s true!” Germain went on. “Not one of their officers, not even the best of ’em, but could be bought for a dollar a day! Peg’ll be as safe over there—safer—than she’d be strolling in Hyde Park. Don’t let me hear any further talk about its not being safe!”

  Nathaniel eyed me drolly. “I don’t believe it!” he declared. “Officers from our section, they wouldn’t sell out for less than a dollar and a half a day!”

  I looked at him. “That doesn’t strike me as funny. I can tell you something much more amusing.”

  “Indeed!” Nathaniel said in his most indulgent Harvard manner.

  “Yes, indeed! The gentleman you just heard—the gentleman who has charge of the war against our people—the gentleman who thinks we’ll run like sheep and can all be bought—fifteen years ago there wasn’t a man in England who didn’t consider him a coward and a traitor! He was court-martialed for disobeying orders at the Battle of Minden, and was adjudged unfit to serve the King in any military capacity whatever. So now they let him make war against America!”

  “Oh well,” Nathaniel said lightly, “it goes to prove the English know how to take a joke, after all.”

  We were silent, the four of us. Not only was I angry at Germain, but I was worried by Nathaniel, with his apparent liking for the English-worried by the thought that some day his careless words might be misinterpreted, and bring trouble on him and others.

  At the moment, however, what he said brought him no trouble at all, but something quite different. Marie de Sabrevois gave him a sidelong look: as her eyes caught his, she smiled entrancingly. The effect was immediate. Nathaniel’s air of carelessness disappeared: his glance returned hers warmly. Nay, he seemed to need to memorize every soft curve and faint freckle of her pretty face. Then, when she turned toward me, he watched her as though his very life depended on missing no syllable of what she said.

  “Did you hear them speak of Burgoyne—of the one they called Jack?” she asked me. “We’ve heard about him and his army, and it does not amuse us. Have you heard about it yet?”

  “No.”

  “I think it must be true, what Germain was saying,” she murmured, lifting sad eyes to mine. “The troops under Burgoyne are the best and bravest in the entire British army, and with them are going the most skillful officers. Our poor Americans will be able to do nothing against them. There’ll even be Hessian troops with Burgoyne: great fighters.”

  “Hessians! Do you mean Germans?”

  She nodded. “Under a general as fine as Frederick the Great, I’m told. And they say Indians will fight with him too: five thousand of them! It means the end of the war, you shall see! I mean, I’m afraid that’s what it means.”

  The thought of so powerful and deadly an army howling and roaring down on our small towns and our defenseless people gave me a shivery feeling along my spine. But I sought not to believe such a thing possible. “Five thousand Indians!” I cried. “Why, there aren’t that many anywhere in the east! They’d have to use western Indians! They wouldn’t dare! That means”—I hesitated, thinking of the black forests that rise up from the opposite bank of our river in Arundel, and of my mother and my three sisters in the very shadow of the pointed pines—“that means we’ve got to go home.”

  “Home?” Nathaniel asked. “But Father said we were to stay.”

  “Not in this last letter,” I said brusquely, and was sorry I had spoken; for Nathaniel was immediately indiscreet.

  “Ah! So he wants us to come home,” he said. “I suppose you’re planning to take the first ship we can get?”

  Marie de Sabrevois leaned over the table, enveloping us in a wave of violet perfume from her laces. “Splendid!” she whispered, and there seemed to be admiration in her eyes. “Splendid! If you and your brother can go safely, it’s your duty to do so.” Again she glanced up at Nathaniel; and his eyes clung to her. “Perhaps I haven’t told you, but my uncle is returning to America in a few days. He will return safely: safely. If I thought otherwise, I wouldn’t let him go. If you should wish to go by his ship, he could arrange it easily, I’m sure. It would be a privilege for him to have the company of such pleasant gentlemen.”

  Mr. Leonard bowed without speaking.

  “What ship is that?” I asked. “What makes it safe?”

  “A French ship,” she said quickly. “One of the French ships that carry French officers to America. They’re saying in Paris that Congress will commission any Frenchman who owns a sword and uniform—especially those with titles who can find nothing to do in France; so they’ve begun to hurry over, each one expecting to be placed in command of the entire American army. These gentlemen consider themselves too important to risk traveling by vessels that aren’t quite, quite safe.”

  Never once, while Marie de Sabrevois was speaking, did Nathaniel take his eyes from her. When she had finished, he cleared his throat and said huskily: “Shall you go with your uncle?”

  She looked up at him slowly, and as slowly looked away again—a glance that must, I was sure, have set the blood to pounding in his throat. “No,” she said. “No. I cannot go back yet. Not yet. I have property in France that must be settled. My poor father has died.” She sighed pathetically. “And so my uncle must return without me; for I have a ward—a little friend—a young girl, at school in—in Canada. It was this army of Burgoyne’s that changed all our plans. While I attend to my property here, my uncle must return to my little ward and take her to a safe place before soldiers lay waste the country.” She raised her eyes to Nathaniel’s again, a sweet and candid glance.

  I had a thought that schools in Canada, for the most part, were convent schools, and that the little ward of which the lady spoke was, in all likelihood, a Papist. That being so, the lady herself might even be a Papist; and to me the thought of Nathaniel entangled with a Papist was repellent.

  For one thing, we have suffered from French Papists in our Province of Maine, and a man who follows after one of them is thought to be lost to his family and friends, and as good as damned. For another thing, I had already seen Nathaniel and the lady exchange soft speeches beneath their breaths—speeches in which, I told myself, a meeting might have been arranged. Nathaniel had often proved himself quickwitted, and certainly the lady had found him pleasing; and I had come to know that two such people can, in a few whispered words, lay plans enough to wreck a dozen lives.

  I may say that I have prejudices; nevertheless I hope that I have always kept an open mind; and suddenly I saw that this chance meeting was a stroke of good fortune. If Mr. Leonard had a ship that was to sail soon, my brother and I were precisely in need of such a means of transportation. More, Mr. Leonard looked to be a man as resourceful and trustworthy as he was silent; and Marie de Sabrevois would not be upon his ship.

  Impulsively I pushed back my chair from the table, bowed, and held out my hand to Mr. Leonard. “We’re indebted,” I said. “Indebted for the chance to go with you. When is it you sail for America?”


  III

  WE WERE driven in state to our lodgings by these new acquaintances of ours; and it was settled, when they left us, that Mr. Leonard would come for us, four mornings hence, and that we would set off together on our homeward travels.

  As their coach clattered away toward the dim lights of the Strand, leaving behind it the heady perfume of violets, it seemed to me that Nathaniel’s sigh was almost ecstatic. He was silent, too, climbing the stairs to our rooms; and this was unlike Nathaniel, who had something gay to say, usually, of everyone we met.

  At length, knowing that the cleaner the break between Nathaniel and his enchantress, the sooner he would recover from his tender thoughts, I spoke my mind about her. “At Drury Lane the other night,” I reminded him, “you had no patience with the actresses who played the parts of Goneril and Regan. They were unreal, you said. No woman of position, you maintained, could be so hard.”

  “Did I?” Nathaniel said indifferently.

  I strove to speak mildly. “Nathaniel, you know I have your own good at heart, always; and I only say this for your own good. There was something about the lady we met tonight—”

  The glance he shot at me was scornful. I hesitated, fumbling for words.

  “So she put you in mind of Goneril and Regan?” he asked, with exaggerated politeness.

  “If I’m not mistaken,” I said, “she has much in common with them.”

  Nathaniel studied a picture on the wall, and laughed; and I thought best to ignore his manner of doing it.

  “There’s something behind that girl’s face,” I persisted. “For all her softness and sweetness, I’ll warrant she’s hard and bitter underneath.”

  Nathaniel softly whistled The World Turned Upside Down to show his lack of interest in my opinion. When I would have said more, he stopped me with an airy wave of his hand. “Never mind, Peter. Never mind. I liked her.”

  I saw, then, that he believed me to be jealous of him, and that whatever I might say would only nourish that belief. I felt myself burdened by a singular discomfort; for I longed to express myself more forcefully about Marie de Sabrevois; yet was unwilling to do so for fear the very expressing might cause a breach between Nathaniel and me.

  My discomfort became even greater on the following evening. During the afternoon Nathaniel had left me at my fathers agents and strolled off on private business of his own. I returned to our lodgings, expecting to find him there; but our rooms were empty. He might, I thought, have met a friend and dined with him. Later I told myself, though with some misgivings, that he must have gone on, after dinner, to a play. But as midnight passed, and then one o’clock, my misgivings became almost a panic. I visualized him beaten by footpads; run through by one of the young English bucks who were as free with their swords and their tempers as they were with their morals and other people’s money. I saw him, in my mind’s eye, trampled into the mud of the turbulent, roaring Strand, or floating in the filthy waters of the Thames.

  I must have fallen asleep around two. An hour later I wakened to see Nathaniel undoing his stock before the mirror, as unconcerned as though just back from an afternoon stroll in Hyde Park.

  I lay for a while and watched him. I seemed to see, about his face, a little heaviness that was new to me. From time to time, as he laid off his garments in the candlelight, he smiled the fixed and foolish smile with which one contemplates, when alone, a pleasure more agreeable than amusing. Even before I caught from him a faint, elusive perfume of violets, I knew he had been with Marie de Sabrevois.

  I coughed to let him know I was awake; but the only sign he gave of hearing me was to compose his face at once, as though his happy memories were sacred to himself alone. Seeing that he had no intention of saying anything, I asked him mildly whether he had enjoyed his evening. Nathaniel, rapt, at that moment, in examining in the mirror an imaginary something on his cheek, nodded and mumbled, and I took his mumble for assent.

  “I suppose,” I said, still good-naturedly, “I suppose you wouldn’t want to tell me about it.”

  Nathaniel looked at me briefly over his shoulder and as briefly answered, “No.”

  The next night I took him to a play; but two nights later, the night before we were to depart, Nathaniel again escaped me while I superintended the packing of our specie, and again he disappeared. This time I knew with whom he was engaged; and I was in a ferment, but not at all surprised, when he was absent on this private business until four in the morning. He was flushed when he came back: a little excited; but beyond what showed in his face, he kept his feelings to himself. Not a word would he say to me.

  My only feeling was one of thankfulness: thankfulness that we were leaving; for if ever I had seen a woman who seemed to me as dangerous as she was fascinating, it was Marie de Sabrevois.

  * * *

  … I was glad indeed when, a few hours later, our breakfast eaten and our belongings packed, there was a noisy whipcracking and clattering outside our lodgings. Here at last, I said to myself, was Mr. Leonard, bringing the means of escape from the blue-eyed girl who, in four short days, had made herself so ominous a part of our lives.

  When I threw up the sash to look down into the street, my gladness was abruptly tempered; for two conveyances stood before our door. One was a dark green post chaise which must, of course, be Mr. Leonard’s; but behind it stood an empty sedan chair that had a fluffy and feminine look about it.

  It was no surprise, therefore, when Nathaniel, uttering a muffled exclamation, turned from the window and ran from the room, and when I saw, close beside the placid, olive-tinted visage of Mr. Leonard at the window of the chaise, the pretty face of Marie de Sabrevois.

  When the hustle and bustle of our departure was mostly over, and the driver and postilion had lashed our heavy boxes to the rack, she emerged from the chaise, a dainty perfumed figure in blue velvet and brown fur, and bade us farewell then and there, kissing her uncle affectionately and looking up at us pathetically from under the fur that fringed her blue velvet bonnet. Her good-byes to me were cordial enough; but there was more than cordiality in the way her little hand lingered in Nathaniel’s, and her eyes clung to his.

  “I wish you all good fortune,” she said, including both of us in her glance, though I knew she spoke for Nathaniel’s ears alone. “We shall meet again. I feel it. No doubt you’ll go bravely off to Canada to struggle against Burgoyne’s army, and it might be we’ll encounter each other on the road. I must make sure my little ward is taken to friends in Albany or New York if there should be need, and there are not many roads from Canada to Albany.” She smiled at both of us, as innocent and trustful as a kitten.

  “But won’t your uncle see to that?” I asked.

  She shrugged her shoulders. “I hope so, but Ellen is an innocent! You cannot imagine what an innocent she is! She was taken by the Indians when she was little, and so she is learning to live all over again. She is like a wild creature, and I fear she will not make the journey unless I’m there to make it with her. Her teachers, too, will be reluctant to let her go without me, for fear she might come to some harm.”

  “You’re as kind as you are beautiful!” Nathaniel said huskily.

  She touched his sleeve lightly. “No, no! There’s nothing kind about picking up a waif in the street and seeing she’s properly clothed and educated.”

  The glances that passed between them seemed to me revolting. “We must be going,” I told Nathaniel.

  “See,” she said, ignoring me and drawing an envelope from her velvet muff, “I’ve written a letter that perhaps you’ll carry with you, in case you go to Canada.” She handed it to Nathaniel, who took it fumblingly and stared at her like a fool. Then she added: “It’s a small world, and it might readily happen you could do a kindness for Ellen, somehow or somewhere. Some day I might even be in St. John’s myself—or across the river from it. I have—I have property there. And you must pass through St. John’s to reach Albany.”

  “You’ll be in St. John’s!” Nathaniel whispered.

  Her eyes caressed him. “I’m delaying your departure,” she said softly, “so you must see me to my chair.” Her blue eyes slid toward me, almost maliciously.

  On that I clambered, growling, into the chaise and settled myself beside Mr. Leonard, expecting to find him annoyed at the delay. Yet he was not. “A fine young man, your brother,” he whispered faintly, as if half asleep.

  “Yes,” I said; but what I thought was that Nathaniel needed a good rope-ending to rid his mind of foolish matters, like his admiration for the English and this parting softness for a Frenchified lady like Marie de Sabrevois.

  The sedan chair swayed past, a white handkerchief fluttering at the window. A moment later Nathaniel climbed in with us, somewhat too unconcerned and matter-of-fact; and with him came the heavy odor of violets. Mr. Leonard tapped his stick against the front of the chaise, the driver cracked his whip smartly, and we lurched toward Westminster Bridge and the Dover road.

  … Three days later, in the harbor of Boulogne, we boarded the privately owned ship-rigged sloop-of-war Beau Soleil—a fast vessel with a great cabin equipped to house six passengers in separate berths—though the word “great” could be applied to it only as a sort of French politeness.

  Already there were two Frenchmen aboard, Captain Gallette and Captain La Flamme, bound for America to obtain the highest possible rank under the gentleman they called Vasington. They had taken the best berths for themselves, so that we tucked ourselves in where we could.

  That evening a third Frenchman unexpectedly arrived—a colonel, a most courteous and highly bred gentleman. Distinction and affability seemed clearly stamped all over him; and we were nearly a week, such was his surface polish, in seeing the meannesses and arrogance and selfishness that lay beneath that cultured exterior. He had enough names and titles to equip the officers of an entire regiment, some of them being Chevalier Mathieu Alexis Roche-Fermoy. He had three swords and a whole trunkful of uniforms; and the best berth, of course, was conceded to be his, as by an act of God. Consequently there was no berth for Captain La Flamme save the poorest of all, which, we were at once made aware, was galling to the pride of a French gentleman. In fact, he said openly that Nathaniel and I, being Americans, were without birth or breeding or military ability, and so entitled to no precedence whatever. He wished, in short, to have one of our berths.

  When we did not see fit to accede to his demands, he took it for granted that we could not be so ill-bred as to take offense at the remarks he had made about us. He turned polite and amiable again, so that we found it impossible not to be friendly with him; and in no time at all we were joining him in a glass of wine and helping him write a letter to Congress—a letter in which he spoke highly of himself and demanded the rank of brigadier general in the American army.

  We found all these Frenchmen pleasant to be with, though it seemed to me they spent a large part of their time in speaking of their honor and breeding, and at the same time boasting of their amours and planning how to take advantage of somebody—preferably an American.

  Yet we became even intimate during our long voyage, nor could it have well been otherwise, considering the smallness of the great cabin, in which we ate our meals and played piquet, and tried to be deaf to the petulant outbursts of the Frenchmen when we caught them pressing their advantages too closely, which they were prone to do.

  There was a dreadful sameness to our food, and to our games as well; for though we played to help the Frenchmen pass the time, their object seemed to be to inconvenience us to the utmost, and to ruin us if possible, whether by fair means or foul. Thus there was a deal of talk in the cabin; more than a little bickering, and a vast amount of bragging from our companions, who were scornful of bragging not done by themselves. Indeed, they were scornful of all the faults of others, even when those same faults were also their own, and usually in a higher degree.

  But I should not imply that the entire ship’s company of passengers thus became intimate, bickered, bragged and played cards: Mr. Leonard seemed to stand outside, like a spectator at a play, looking on sleepily and with interest, but never taking the stage himself.

  A more reticent man I never met than Mr. Leonard appeared to be at this stage of my acquaintance with him. He was polite, monosyllabic, benevolent-looking and miraculously self-effacing—so much in the background that one actually forgot his presence.

  There are silent people about whom one puzzles and speculates, but the silent Mr. Leonard was not of that sort. He made his shadowiness so inconsequential that he was disregarded: when he did speak, we were mildly surprised to be reminded that he indeed possessed a voice; and as his infrequent use of it was always upon the most insignificant of occasions, nobody bothered, so far as I recall, to make the slightest response.

  In a word, we forgot him, even while he was in our company; he seemed to be a piece of luggage that one had somewhere about, through habit, and not because one had any use for it.

  I cannot say as much for the Frenchmen, for all their acts seemed designed to prevent us from forgetting them, and at last this even became the case with the captain of the vessel, who had set his course for Newport, but was more in danger, according to my reckoning, of running us into the Bay of Fundy. Like the other Frenchmen, he was polite when we protested mildly; but he believed nothing we said until at length, on our twenty-ninth day at sea, we sighted land—a lone rock about the size of a whale’s back, and far, far beyond it the loom of the main.

  The captain hunted on his chart for a similar rock near Newport, but couldn’t find one, and for a good reason. The rock was Boon Island, which lies north-northeast of the Isles of Shoals, not far from Arundel. Since this showed the captain to be a hundred and thirty-six miles off his course, he was not only willing but eager to have me take the wheel and run the Beau Soleil for a port I knew well—that of Old York in Maine: a snug harbor with a narrow curving entrance, as if specially created for pirates and smugglers.

  It was off York that the war, which, for all we had seen of it, might have been on another planet, suddenly came close.

  We were running in fast on a southwest breeze when we sighted a longboat wallowing toward shore. An oar was upended in it for a mast; and on the mast was a sail made from two jackets, the oar being pushed through the sleeves. We ran past her, and saw she held nine men, five of them flat on the bottom and in no condition to take an interest in us. Of the other four, three were bailing weakly, using their shirts as sponges.

  The helmsman was a man with arms that were all over the boat, like the feelers of an octopus—clutching a steering-oar, trimming his makeshift sail, pulling the faces of his half-dead crew from the bilge-water. They were badly off from thirst, their lips black and the tongues of two so swollen that they protruded. The helmsman seemed hardly to notice us as I brought the Beau Soleil into the wind to leeward of him and backed her fore-topsail—though I found this to be his habit: to pay small attention, seemingly, to his immediate surroundings because of his interest in the sky, which he watched unceasingly.

  Since the men in the boat were unable to move, Nathaniel went down and fastened ropes to them, and we pulled them aboard.

  Their cheeks were cracked from exposure to the sun and the salt water, and their voices like the croaks of crows.

  We greased their faces and gave them wet cloths to suck. The helmsman was David Hawley, a Connecticut privateer captain from Bridgeport, who had been captured in March by the British frigate Bellona and carried to Halifax and imprisoned. He had escaped with eight members of his crew and had been a week at sea, in which time he estimated they had rowed and sailed five hundred miles.

  When we asked him whether he would go privateering again, he scanned the sky carefully and felt tenderly of the back of his neck-not because it pained him, but because this, too, was one of his habits. “No,” he said. “No. I’m done with privateering. I’m cured. ’Tisn’t enough to destroy their property. It’s them that matters.” He sucked at his wet cloth and smiled at us grimly. “It’ll take some little time,” he added, “to pay ’em back for the way they treated us at Halifax.”

  We arranged with the captain of the Beau Soleil to carry all nine of them to Newport in return for Hawley’s pilotage, and knew, somehow, that in one short hour we had made a better friend in Hawley than we had made among all our French companions in a month.

  Our one regret, as we prepared to go ashore in York, was that we had not become better acquainted with our silent companion, Mr. Leonard; but when we began to speak of this to him, he surprised us by saying in his unnoticeable way that he would like to accompany Nathaniel and me as far as Arundel. When we made sounds of acquiescence, he at once resumed his silent blandness—became again little more than the shadow of a man.

  We, thinking ourselves happy to have him with us, promptly forgot him in the bustle of departure, and were almost perplexed to find him beside us in the coach. In this forgetfulness he seemed to encourage us, so that we came to treat him as an unconsidered trifle—one which the winds of chance had blown across our paths.


  IV

  IT WAS early May when our heavily laden coach lumbered from the forest between York and Wells to skirt the long marshes and the tumbled sand dunes that showed us we were nearly home at last.

  Nowhere is spring so vivid and refreshing as on the coast of Maine in May. The dunes are brilliant green and gold against the smooth blue ribbon of the ocean; and up from the marshes drift the sweet odors of young grass and newly-turned earth. Maples, shamed by their long nakedness, blush a little; while willows, wakening from their winter’s sleep, clothe themselves in a fragrant gauze of green. Over everything there seems to hang a web of song woven by the blackbirds, robins, bobolinks and plovers that nest along the marshland.

  I am impatient for home, always, when I reach that strip of sea and marsh and ragged dunes; and on this occasion there was such activity along the road that I was doubly impatient; close, even, to leaping from our clumsy coach and running the remainder of the way.

  Carts, loaded with provisions and livestock, creaked southward along that dusty thoroughfare—carts bound, our driver said, for Boston to feed the army. Between the carts were knots of men with muskets, packs on their backs and kettles tied to their belts with string—shoeless, some of them; disreputably clad, and all moving south.

  In Wells, where the inland road branches off from the sea road, there was a sizeable gathering of men and women before Littlefield’s Tavern, listening to a behemoth of a man who stood on the steps bellowing at them. His face was round and red: his garb a loose smock of dirty brown cloth, with a high pointed hood that gave him a look of a person from another world. The smock was belted at his waist, and below it were Indian leggins ending in moccasins the size of a punt.

  From time to time he hesitated in his bellowing to rub his face with a hand like a bundle of sausages. Whenever this happened, a man who sat near by, dressed similarly, made a quiet remark, at which his hulking companion coughed portentously and resumed his bawling.

  I recognized the quiet one as Steven Nason, who owned all the land at the mouth of our river, and maintained a tavern and garrison house behind the dunes across from Cape Arundel—a tavern which for food and cleanliness was the equal of any I knew.

  Unable to pass because of the crowd, we sat and listened to the bellower. “Look here, now!” he roared. “We got eleven men agreed to go back to Canada, but that ain’t enough! We got to have twenty! What’s the matter with you, anyway? You’re rebels, all of you, just the same as me and Steven! If the British ain’t drove out of Canada, they’ll come down here and hang every damned rebel there is, and that means the whole kit and caboodle of you! Ain’t it better to go off on a nice long trip, that you’ll get paid for making, and have a pretty uniform to wear, and free rum, and learn to talk French? Ain’t it better than getting hung? I hope to die if it ain’t!”

  In the midst of his noisy discourse, his eye fastened on mine. He hesitated, rubbed his forehead with vast hands as if to clear his mind of cobwebs: then pushed toward us through his audience.

  He thrust his head and shoulders in at the open window of the coach, darting his eyes from our faces to the packages at our feet. “Where you from, brother? What’s your name? Where you live, and what’s your father do?” His breath was so redolent of rum that a whole distillery seemed to be crowding into the coach with us.

  Before I could answer, his head and shoulders were withdrawn from the window even more suddenly than they had been inserted. Beyond him I saw Steven Nason, his hand still clutching the bawler’s shoulder. “Cap,” Nason said, “you got to be more careful around here! I know these people. They’re from Arundel.”

  “Where they been?” Cap demanded belligerently.

  Nason ignored him, gave a glance to sleepy-looking Mr. Leonard, and shook hands with Nathaniel and me. “I’m glad you’re back,” he said. “We need people like you. These people around here, they won’t fight unless you guarantee ’em half a dozen cows bounty, and sometimes not even then.” He smiled at us apologetically. “It’s made Cap Huff kind of fretty. He’s peaceable enough when he’s marching or fighting.”

  He eyed Cap benevolently and added, “Or when he’s drunk. Once you get to know him better, these little ways of his won’t mean a thing to you! Not a thing!”

  He stepped back, motioned our driver onward, and said, “We’ll be over to see you later!”

  So the last five miles of our travels were thoughtful ones, and we were happy indeed when our coach rolled along the edge of the plateau that lies above the marshy, winding valley of the Arundel River, and we caught once more the smell of oak chips and marsh mud that rises from the shipyards at the river s edge.

  From the look on Mr. Leonard’s face, when we bumped to a stop before our front gate and the door flew open to reveal my sister Jane, saucer-eyed with amazement, I could see he had expected no such house as ours.

  That’s the way of it with Englishmen and Frenchmen, I’ve found, to say nothing of people from Virginia, New York and Boston. They think we’re savages in our Province of Maine, living in log huts with dirt floors, dipping our fingers into one iron pot at meal-time, and talking a strange and unrecognizable language; whereas the truth is that most of us learn our English out of the Bible through being made to read it aloud when young; and we live about as well as anyone anywhere—some poorly, and some in style, but for the most part sensibly and quietly.

  … It is for the sake of folk who know nothing of us that I tell here a few things about the howling wilderness in which Maine men live. Half the wars that are made would never be fought if those who have the directing of affairs, like George Germain, should know the truth about the people and the country where the fighting must be done.

  Our Province of Maine is larger than all of England; it has fine harbors, rivers and mountains; exhaustless rich forests, and a wealth of game. Our people are willing and enduring—friendly when treated properly, but the very devil when put upon and their rights disregarded: as much so as Virginians, though garrulous Virginians have talked the world into thinking bravery is almost exclusively restricted to Virginia—along with chivalry, honor, hospitality and other virtues that Virginians imply are non-existent elsewhere, especially in New England. But Maine men can fight, too, if properly led; for it was mostly men from Maine who sailed to Louisburg, in 1745, and took that granite fortress from the French—as handsome a piece of fighting as any soldiers ever did anywhere.

  Nor are our towns to be sneezed at. Falmouth was as beautiful as any seaport I know before the British Captain Mowat sailed up to its unprotected and undefended wharves and set the place ablaze. It’s true our towns are poor, because of the wars our people fought for England against the French and Indians for so many years; and there’s a deal of rum drinking in them, and over-much prying from behind curtains at the doings of others. We don’t have the palaces and churches and statues that dot the English countryside. But neither do we have the trulls and rakes, footpads, debtors’ prisons and diseases with which England is peppered; so all in all I think our towns are better than most.

  Our home in Arundel stands a mile and a half from the sea, at the double curve in the river, where my great-great-grandfather settled when he removed from Ipswich because of being deprived of his vote by that enlightened community as punishment for harboring a Quaker.

  It’s a square house of two stories, painted red, with three gables protruding from each side of the four-sided roof. Perched on the top is a cupola with windows on all four sides, from which my father can look down into the shipyard behind the house and shout at any shirking adze-man or carpenter. From this vantage-point, too, he can train his glass on the mouth of the river, and know what vessels are making port, and how they are progressing with their loading and unloading as they lie at anchor beyond the bar.

  Our river is small—so small that we build our vessels parallel to its channel and slide them in sideways. Yet it’s large enough to accommodate a brig of two hundred tons, which is as big as a man needs, no matter to what part of the world he wishes to sail. I can stand on one bank and shoot a duck as she rises from under the opposite bank; and in the spring of the year, after the salmon have stopped running, I can cast a line entirely across the stream, as the tide turns upward, and take sea-run trout from their feeding-places under the edge of the foam that comes slipping along the shore, fresh from the ocean; so, in more ways than one, the very smallness of our river is an advantage.

  Our house is large, as are the houses of most Maine shipbuilders. Upstairs and down the rooms are plastered; and painted on the plaster are imaginary scenes, done by one of the Germans who travel periodically through our section, coming from the German settlements on the Kennebec—scenes showing merchant brigs breaking bulk in the lee of ruined casdes, and scantily clad people performing on musical instruments in the front yards of Greek temples. Over the mantels in the dining-room and the front room is woodwork carved with jackknives by two of the best workers in our shipyard; while over the dining-room mantel is a painting of my mother, done the year after she and my father were married, by John Smybert—excellently done, too, although my mother thinks there is something wrong with the mouth.

  We have nothing so elegant as Benjamin Pickman’s Salem house, which has a codfish carved on every stair-rise in the front hall; but our silver is good, part of it made by Paul Revere, and our feather beds can’t be beat anywhere, unless there’s some place where goose feathers are softer than in Arundel.

  Under the house is a dry cellar, stored with crocks of mince meat made from properly cooked bear and venison haunches—which is to say scarcely cooked at all—mixed with French brandy and chopped apples from the tree that shades our kitchen windows: also smoked goose breasts, hams, smoked eels, dried apples, dried corn, salted codfish, pickled tinker mackerel, bags of onions and potatoes, racks of squashes, jars of brandied peaches, barrels of corned beef, cucumbers in brine, tubs of pigeon, plover and partridge breasts packed in melted fat, so they can be eaten when fresh meat is scarce in the winter.

  … It was my middle sister Jane who saw us first; and she screamed fit to wake the dead. It brought my mother from the kitchen, my father up from the shipyard, and Judith and Susanah down from the bedrooms. There was warmth in their welcome, and more; but there was a cautiousness about them that was strange to me.

  Instead of hurrying us into the front room, as they always did when I returned from a voyage, they stood in a row, looking at us, as though expecting an answer to a question they feared to ask.

  “They treated you well in England?” my father inquired, after all the family had shaken hands with Mr. Leonard and had our explanation of the convenience he had been to us.

  “It was wonderful!” Nathaniel exclaimed. “It was an education, the time we spent there.”

  My father continued to stare at me.

  “They treated us well enough,” I admitted, “but the only good thing I have to say of ’em is that they’re careful in money matters. The government’s a pack of blundering fools! If our ships and trade are going to be regulated by corrupt incompetents three thousand miles away, we might as well take to cobbling shoes.”

  My father smiled sourly. “We didn’t know,” he said. “We didn’t know! We had a letter from Nathaniel, speaking highly of the English. It got around. Somebody saw it—somebody opened it. It’s easy to be misunderstood these days. Some of the best folks are Loyalists: some of the finest: but mostly they keep their mouths shut. We didn’t know—we didn’t know—”

  Nathaniel laughed. “No great harm in seeing the good side of the English, I guess.”

  “Well,” my father said, studying him, “outside of having all your property seized and being driven up to Halifax to five, there
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“A fine murmurous forest of a book.”
— Alexander Woolcott, The New Yorker
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