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	In 1814 the British Empire blockaded the transport of American goods from many ports on the Atlantic coast. Armed American privateersconverted merchant shipswere instrumental in the war effort as the United States Navy only boasted a handful of Naval warships to Britain’s eight hundred. Privateers helped even the score; they were light, fast, and were granted legal protection by the U.S. government if they sailed carrying a “letter of marque” allowing them to attack, capture, or sink enemy ships. During “Mr. Madison’s War” of 1812, many Americans, including leading powerbrokers in the East became disillusioned about American ‘independence’ and were financially motivated to a return to British rule whereby trade was more profitable. The British, meanwhile, had their sights on the vast continent west of the Mississippi, and therefore encouraged American conspirators who might become their allies.

	The War of 1812 lasted two years and eight months. In 1813, after a year of hostilities between America and Britain, Napoleon’s massed armies continued to threaten Britain and her allies. While England fought for her life, the United States opportunistically declared war on Britain under the pretense of protecting fair and free trade at sea when the real objective was to commandeer lightly garrisoned Canada. With the miniscule U.S. Navy up against Britain’s massive Royal Navy, the United States was not only outgunned, but her mid-Atlantic coasts were blockaded tight, commerce stifled. Once Wellington dispatched French armies, America could do little to prevent his tens of thousands of hardened troops from landing on the Maryland shores. To disrupt Britain’s sea trade the island nation so desperately needed to survive, thousands of private American sailing ships therefore were transformed into privateers armed with canon and decks overflowing with men anxious for the spoils of war. A successful outcome for either combatant was anything but assured.
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	Chapter One

	 

	Newport, Rhode Island and Providence Plantation, 1813

	 

	T


	homas Hammond perched on the edge of his polished maple chair and described the most exciting day in his twelve years.

	“Every citizen of Newport would agree it was a momentous event, Father!”

	“Our ship was mauled, Thom,” declared his father, Colonel Samuel Hammond, having surveyed the damage to his valuable brig.

	“But our captain never flinched, sir!” Seated between his father and his sister in their grand dining room at Great Hill manor, the lad retold the action: when the twelve-gun privateer Rattlesnake attacked the more powerful British ship, Scepter, armed with twenty-four cannon. Even more astounding, Thomas had returned home safely to Great Hill, alive and able to recount his tale, despite a splinter wound to his cheek that three inches lower would have taken off the boy’s head. “When the enemy appeared, he went right at them!”

	“Bow-down?” Colonel Hammond asked.

	“Yes, Father. He dared them to hit us, which they did with no effect.”

	“‘No effect’, indeed,” Colonel Hammond ruminated. “The damage to Rattlesnake’s broken spars and split rigging will consume the better part of a fortnight to repair.” And the payments Hammond and Company owed to the men from Providence were far past due. The Colonel had counted on this latest cruise to fulfill his solemn obligations. Time was running short, and neither his captain nor his ship was ready for another cruise. “Tell me about injuries, son. I have just now read my absent captain’s cursory account of nine crewmen ‘out of Action’ and ‘five men buried over the side’.”

	“Father, yes, a few. One lad from Middletown lost a hand, but the cook saved his arm with a tight tourniquet—”

	“Thomas dear, please tell us about our Captain Jordan?” his sister interrupted. “Did he conduct himself with valor?” Emma Hammond, a charming young woman of nineteen years, had waited patiently to inquire about the Captain Jordan’s wellbeing. “Surely his daring action shall embellish his reputation as the most audacious privateering captain on the coast.”

	“Captain Jordan was marvelous, Em! He stared the enemy straight in the eye! He took us in close, despite their best attempt to stop us…” Thomas took another mouthful of steamed cod and boiled potatoes. “Our captain did not for a moment hesitate…” Despite a heated argument with the mate, Thomas mused to himself, having promised his captain to keep secret certain events on board Rattlesnake. “…and when the smoke from the enemy’s guns suddenly cleared, the captain cried out ‘No merchantman can reload in under five minutes, ladsand ‘Snake can do it in three! Bring us closer!’ he cried to the mate. Our sprit boom, Father, nearly snagged the enemy’s mizzen shroudsbut we had them dead to rights!”

	Together, the Hammond family relished a meal of fresh fish, venison, and early summer vegetables from nearby fields of the Great Hill estate. Despite the plentiful food and his relief that Thom had escaped serious injury, the Colonel’s mood ran foul. His head was racked with ongoing pain due to his many concerns. War, his errant wife, their children, and a growing debt due to an insubordinate captain were stressors that had reached an unsustainable level. His privateer, Rattlesnake, had returned to Newport with only the proceeds of a badly damaged prize-ship. The colonel poured himself another glass of sherry from one of his wife’s many travel mementos, an exquisite crystal decanter she had shipped back from Venice accompanied by a brief note mentioning she was staying on. 

	Colonel Samuel Hammond, Rattlesnake’s owner and one of the wealthiest ship owners on the North American coast, had many questions for his soneven more for his mysteriously absent captain. With Rattlesnake’s supporting shrouds severely ripped apart due to the enemy’s initial, unanswered broadside, his captain had risked crashing Rattlesnake’s entire rig of masts, spars, and sails to the deck when he ordered a reckless tack onto a new course. Without the web of secure stays, her masts risked collapse, the ship might have been lost altogether. The captain, one Captain Cornelius Jordan, had threatened the brig and the lives of fifty men on an unnecessary flashy maneuver that a more sanguine captain would have avoided. Why, Colonel Hammond would demand of Captain Jordan, did you place mayhem ahead of profit? And jeopardize my son’s life! 

	Colonel Hammond continued to listen carefully to his son’s enthused telling. He struggled to see a picture of a true account of the battle. Alongside other lads near his son’s age, youngsters like Thom Hammond helped the fighting sailors in battle by retrieving powder and shot from the ship’s magazine below deck. The zeal of youth, however, did not provide them with a protective shield from the pandemonium of flying hot iron and maelstrom of splinters. Imagining his son crouched as ordered behind the protection of the gun deck’s heavy bulwarks, the colonel tried to hide his apprehension. He had surprised even himself when he allowed Thom to ship with Captain Jordan on the Hammond brig the boy had named Rattlesnake. The fact that Thom had survived to tell his tale said more about good fortune than it did about Captain Jordan’s acumen or attention to the lad’s well-being. 

	The colonel looked across the table at his dear daughter Emma, named Mary Celeste at birth, after his mother. When Emma was a very young girl, she insisted that her own eponym, Mary Celeste, be abbreviated “M” for Mary; and as she grew, “M” morphed into “Em” that became a term of affection. These days, she answered only to “Emma”an unvarnished name well-matched to her sprightly spirit. Colonel Hammond noted with dismay, however, how his daughter listened with particular interest to her brother’s adventure. He was not sure which concerned him more—young Thom’s questionable account or his intelligent daughter’s keen attention to what surely had beenby the mauling the ship had suffereda murderous sea-action. Colonel Hammond tried to enjoy the dinner celebrating his boy’s safe return, yet his thoughts kept turning as well to his wife’s vacant seat at the dining table. Caroline Hammond was presently engaged in an extended European tourpurportedly to take in the ancient monumentsthough the colonel knew otherwise. Her abrupt departure stung like a hammer blow, given the reasons she had left. His wife did not understand the many pressures he faced nor the distasteful choices he had made to keep the family’s fortunes afloat.

	The colonel wiped his chin and regarded their two children. His wife would have objected vociferously to Thom’s sea-going adventures. She had insisted the boy’s place was ashore with tutors learning a useful trade. And our blooming daughter, Caroline Hammond had chided him with a sigh as she had packed her many trunks, is overdue for a suitable husband. A pretty maid, his cross wife had told him, must not tag along with her father each morning, not to his office, nor near the pier where young sailors with tar under their nails and lust in their hearts watch our angel’s every swaying step. 

	As Thom’s account wore on and the venison dwindled, Colonel Hammond’s troubled mind churned. His thoughts turned to his most successful, young captain, the insubordinate Cornelius Jordan. Hammond’s instructions had been to capture enemy merchant ships without undue damage or injuries. Instead, Captain Jordan had towed a mast-less wreck into port under a jury rig, a hollow victory in this war of economic survival. And Colonel Hammond’s letters to five Newport families conveying their sons or husbands would not return, had to go out in the post before he might find the relief of his pillow that night.

	“And Captain Jordan?” Colonel Hammond asked Thom. “Tell me of his tactics under fire.” Emma sat straighter, eager to hear of her captain’s valor.

	Thomas, attuned to his father’s suspicions about the captain’s violent tendencies, held back. The boy sidestepped, focusing instead on the excitement of his first encounter with the hated British enemy. That splendid day weeks ago rang clear in the boy’s memory. He wished he were still clinging to a backstay, shouting with glee as brave crewmen reloaded their massive cannon. The more he recalled the fraught drama of that day, however, the more the open animosity between the first officer and their steadfast captain rang in his head. He decided not to burden his father with that part of the story; Thomas felt that he alone understood his captain’s stout heart, but the mate’s obvious terror in the face of battle had been an emotion he did not understand.

	“I’ve never seen such courage, Father! Emma, our captain defied the enemy! All our men cheered!” 

	Men still standing, that is.
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	North Atlantic Ocean. Two Weeks Prior

	 

	Though Rattlesnake’s first mate Ebenezer Briggs was lured to the privateer’s life with promises of riches unavailable to men ashore, privateering’s brutal reality mostly offered only privation, lonely cruises over empty oceans, and pain. At an early age, Ben Briggs had learned to navigate through dangerous New England shoals earning him an officer’s commission on a merchant ship. With war declared, his ventures as a merchant seaman abruptly ended when suffocating British patrols and blockades closed many American ports. New England harbors remained open in the early months of the war, but once Royal Navy line-of-battle ships and speedy frigates were freed from European duties, they arrived, choking harbors from Eastport to Charleston. Armed American vessels only slipped out of east coast ports under the cover of gales and strong offshore winds, the risks high, penalties severe. Nevertheless, like many ambitious seamen, Ben Briggs gratefully accepted a commission on Hammond and Company’s newest privateerRattlesnakea heavily armed converted coastal brig with a letter of marque license to capture British-flagged merchant vessels. 

	Though not a seasoned fighting man, young Ben Briggs knew enough about sea battles to recognize that the captain’s plan as they approached a menacing prize was reckless, or worse, a deadly mistake. Lured by the captain’s promises of gold, Ben Briggs was nonetheless overly protective of his own well-being, an anomaly among Rattlesnake’s fifty men who stood bare-chested against an ocean of harm; men ready to kill for a taste of fortune.

	Ben Briggs’ sandy sun-streaked hair shone against his ruddy skin. His eyes squinted uncomfortably in the morning sun as he stared across the two hundred yards of gentle ocean swells that separated Rattlesnake and the massive English vessel they had chanced upon minutes before through the lifting mist. From the quarterdeck where the captain stood alongside the owner’s son and the helmsman to the crowded gun-deck, Ben Briggs looked into the faces of Rattlesnake’s sweating crewmen. Each man hunched over his cannon thirsted for a quick action and the rewards to follow. Even so, each man appeared apprehensive about Captain Cornelius Jordan’s course of action. For the captain’s most recent orderattack head-onthe crew showed scant enthusiasm. Ben Briggs shared their trepidation. The crew hovered over their loaded cannon with slow-lit matches and waited impatiently for the captain’s order to steer away so Rattlesnake’s cannon would come to bear and fire a deadly first volley. Instead, Jordan ordered Rattlesnake to sail directly toward the larger enemy ship, exposing the Yankee brig’s unarmed bow. 

	“Prepare your larboard watch to board with axes, pikes, and pistols,” Captain Jordan calmly ordered, his eyes never looking at the field of battle nor at his men. Instead, he closed his eyes and basked in the sun’s increasing warmth. He opened them briefly to pat young Thom Hammond on the shoulder.

	“Watch this, son,” Jordan said to the lad who smiled broadly.

	After an awkward silence, the captain peeked out from under his broad-rim hat and gave his new first mate his full attention. “She’s a packet, Mr. Briggs. An unarmed packet of the Dempsey Line from Liverpool, if I’ve not mistaken her pennant. We shall take her with ease if she does not protest.”

	“But she’s not yet backed her sails, Captain,” Ben noted, the nearest men nodding. 

	“We shall take her,” Jordan insisted. 

	Briggs reluctantly looked along the deck. The men saw what he saw: their target was not lying hove-to, prepared to surrender to American privateersmen crawling up her side. Instead, she appeared ready to turn upwind and fight. Briggs noted the crew’s attention was fixed on their officersloyal eyes now questioning the captain’s high-risk plan to charge an enemy whose cannon might be hidden behind disguised gun ports. If Captain Jordan had guessed wrong, if their prey turned hunter and unleashed heavy cannon, the packet could blow the smaller, slightly-built Rattlesnake out of the water.

	From under his hat, Captain Jordan peeked and saw Briggs turn toward the crew. Yet he remained at the taffrail standing tall in a fine blue naval jacket nattily matched with white pants, silk stockings, and shoes polished as bright as the brass bell that hung by the wheel. His hair, long, clean, and lightly perfumed was pulled tight behind his lace neck-cloth. With his back to the men on deck he spoke to his first mate in a voice the entire crew could hear.

	“Mr. Briggs, note her sides! Do you see gun ports? She is unarmed as clear as she is poorly sailed, lollygagging over the waves instead of making her escape. She has not enough men to both sail proper and fight at the same time. My Newport lads will take her, eh boys?” Jordan turned to the men, though their response to his rallying was as tepid as a pot of hours-old tea.

	Briggs felt burning shame at this public rebuke; he prided himself that the men took him seriously, that he would protect them. He shook his head in silent protest and gripped the larboard rail so hard he thought he might crack the oak with his heavily calloused fingers. Ben Briggs had proven himself these past months by leading armed sorties against small merchant vessels and isolated, unprotected villages on England’s West Coast. The young officernigh twenty-two with ten hard years at seahad demonstrated he could fill Rattlesnake’s hold with captured cargo while still protecting his men from unnecessary bloodshed. He knew from sad experience far out at sea, wounds from sharp swords and lead balls often led to gangrene, amputation, and too often, a feverous death. Captain Jordan, however, did not share his first mate’s consideration for the survival, never mind the good health, of his crew. The captain, bent on spoils, led his men straight into a potential slaughterhouse.

	“Briggs, we must not show temerity before the enemy!” Jordan’s words rankled in Ben’s head.

	Ben had no ready answer to thwart his captain’s accusation that effectively turned his measured caution into “temerity before the enemy”. Hell, he thought, we need a plan, not just boldness! At a crossroads, Briggs focused instead on escape. If the day turned against them, they must either trim the brig’s spanker and rake the enemy’s stern firing their six larboard eighteen-pound cannons into the enemy’s unprotected, gilded cabin, or ease all sails, fall off to larboard, and fire a concentrated broadside before the other ship could rake the privateer’s gun-deck packed tight with bare-back men and combustible charges. Either course was preferable to charging head-on, turning at the last moment in order to bring the ships alongside each other, and board fifty men with orders to kill.

	First Mate Briggs had to admit Cornelius Jordan cut a dashing image of a bold privateer captain during the recent spring soirees in Boston and New York. And here on the glassy Atlantic waters under a humid May sky, that image matched reality. The problem as Briggs saw it, however, was that the image presupposed a successful outcome; yet here today, their dashing captain had placed Rattlesnake in unnecessary danger. If Ben Briggs could have found another path to the wealth he desiredaccumulating enough capital to build ships of his own designhe would have gladly pursued it, leaving the fighting to men with stronger stomachs. Out here on open waters—with two heavily-armed ships ready to throw tons of hot metal at the other with the intent to tear sails, spars, and lines while ripping men apartwas not the life Ben sought. Before he could build ships, however, he had to survive the morning.

	Rattlesnake slowly approached the ship from Liverpool.

	The light wind wafted from SSE with occasional puffs that lifted both ships on the Atlantic’s gentle swells. Rattlesnake’s main course and topsails flapped, struggling for shape as the crewmen adjusted braces to find whatever pressure existed forty feet above deck. Briggs studied the other ship’s rigging. He watched her men controlling the braces on deck. Suddenly he heard a muffled sailing command from across the water. British sailors scurried to their larboard side facing Rattlesnake’s undefended bow. The enemy’s spars rotated to catch the wind, her flying jibs and staysails were trimmed in tight, and the ship beat closer to the wind. The enemy turned into attack position.

	“Captain, she’s gained the speed to cross us! We must fall off and bring our guns to bear!” Briggs shouted with an urgency no one could construe as a strategic alternative: it was a counter-command to the captain’s orders. It belied an ominous threat nearly as dangerous to Rattlesnake as the enemy; her officers disagreed, their vehemence no longer disguised.

	The captain glared at his first mate. Speaking slowly in a voice as steely as his unsheathed sword, he said, “Mr. Briggs, on only your second privateering voyage, how is it you know more about our business than your captain?”

	Briggs’ rejoinder was cut off by an urgent cry from forward. “Captain, they’re opening gun ports! She’s running out cannon! Ten, sir!”

	Detached, Jordan ignored the warning. His cold eyes stared down Ben Briggs. He looked over his shoulder, up at the sails, and casually toward the enemy ship. He turned to the bow and spoke loud so the entire deck could hear.

	“We shall continue on this course, Mr. Briggs!”

	“Captain, she’s backwinded her mains’l,” cried a crewman on the foredeck.

	To slow the larger ship and steady her rocking motion so her fire would erupt straight and true, her captain had allowed her sails to catch the wind from forward, squaring her so her guns bore directly down on Rattlesnake.

	“We shall have a more stable target then!” Jordan replied. 

	Briggs felt the weight of fifty men staring at him. He swallowed hard, his fist to his forehead. “Aye, sir. Boarding party’s ready. Our starboard broadside is aimed at her rig—”

	“Nay! Lower the guns,” Jordan commanded. “Spray their gun deck with grapeshot. We shall kill these people.”

	Briggs obeyed, aware the enemy might be planning the same murderous tactic. If an exploding canister of small metal balls and broken glass can tear through a ship’s solid oak topsides, what’ll it do to a man’s bare chest? Does he die painlessly unaware or stagger stupidly in searing agony, his hands unable to stanch an unrelenting flow of blood? Ben’s stomach loosened and he tasted his breakfast. He considered the rail but realized the stars in his eyes might cause him to fall overboard. His deep-set fear of drowning faded with the even greater terror of the impending enemy broadside. Ben Briggs regained his feet and his wits.

	Although Rattlesnake’s mission was to capture prizes while avoiding damage in material or injury to her crew, Cornelius Jordan was a man who not only welcomed, but thirsted for the smoke and thunder of cannon fire. The instant the enemy cannon appeared like a pack of wolves from a forest’s edge, the captain’s original plan to board would no longer do. By trimming her sails and increasing her speed the British ship had cut off Rattlesnake’s overtaking course or any possible flight. Her massive hull loomed like a fortress. Rattlesnake had nowhere to go but straight in. 

	Sucking deep breaths, Briggs wiped hair from his dripping brow. Rattlesnake must counter the enemy’s latest movenow! The crew’s eyesa mix of fear and urgencypleaded for such a counter. Rattlesnake could sail nimbler than the behemoth across the swells. If she could maintain the weather-side wind advantagewhich dictated each ship’s positionshe would gain considerable advantage. Yet the command to bear off waited for the captain, while he fitted his smooth leather gloves. Like the sun unmasked from a fast-moving cloud, Captain Jordan finally turned and looked at Briggs, his eyes glazed with a killer’s lust. Good men will die this morning, Briggs told himself, because of this man.

	“Captain,” Ben Briggs tried one last time, “her cannons are aimed at our gun deck! We must bear away and fire!” 

	Even if the captain had agreed, shouting “Turn and fire!” in a voice as loud as a thousand rushing beasts, his words would have been lost by the deafening crash of the British volley. Enemy cannon shot whistled close overhead, tearing Rattlesnake’s sails and splitting her lower rigging. A shroud, tightened as hard as iron, snapped like a broken cello string. More curious than angry, the captain looked up at the swaying mast. His eyes lit up like a prize fighter who had absorbed his opponent’s best punch. Jordan raised his sword.

	“Lads, they missed high!”

	High indeed, Briggs thought. Their next volley will not.

	“Thom, go below or take cover!” he cried to the owner’s son, standing in awe, oblivious to the dangling damage high above his head.

	Broken spars, loose lines, and flapping sails caused Rattlesnake to slow, losing maneuverability and her previous tactical edge. Briggs squinted through the smoke wafting from the expired enemy guns: Only a few had fired in unison, navy-fashion. Might Captain Jordan be correct? Has the enemy an insufficient complement of sailors to trim sails, fire weapons, and reload, all the while fending off a boarding from a determined hoard of privateersmen? 

	Another chest-pounding blast erupted. Briggs’ hopeful illusion and the captain’s ill-founded premise quickly dissipated in the suffocating cloud. A hot wind scorched inches above Briggs’ head as he crouched. British cannon balls, now aimed lower to kill exposed privateersmen, slashed through Rattlesnake’s forward deck rails and bulwarks propelling splintered shards of Newburyport pine into the soft skin of unfortunate crewmen who had ill-timed their duck. On cannon number two, three men dropped with fearsome lower injuries: one poor man’s leg ripped off at his thigh, another’s scream showed a kneecap turned into a pulp of shattered red bones and mangled tissue. The deck near the injured ran slippery with blood despite sawdust strewn for traction. Dying and stricken men screamed in pain, pleading for help or God or Mother. As the wounded were carried below, Rattlesnake silently sliced through the water. Bow-down, she closed. Her cannon ready, her captain though, not.

	“Their rudder, sir?” Briggs yelled out above the din, trying to sound like a reasoned, loyal officer, unclear of his captain’s intention, offering sober alternates in the fast-changing chaos. We could sail past her stern, cripple her steering, and regroup, Ben thought. Boarding her now is impossible! Briggs blocked the stench of burnt powder wafting from the enemy’s guns, and coughed violently. Spitting downwind, he locked eyes with the captain.

	“No, Mr. Briggs,” his captain countered. “Aim your starboard guns at her deck. Prepare the elevation of your larboard guns and be ready to fire at her mizzen mast. After our first broadside, we shall wear ship and you may fire once the smoke clears.”

	Briggs looked for a man to help him guide the captain down a safer path. Staring back at Briggs was fellow crewman, Quartus Gant, the ship’s gunner, a tall, burly local Newport lad of few words about Briggs’ age albeit with fifty pounds more muscle and a somber expression. 

	“Quartus!” shouted Briggs.

	Gant’s rich blue eyes resonated with a language Briggs understood; steady, the gunner’s expression said, this is not the time. Encouraged, Briggs tore his sight away from the gunner who returned to aiming his weapons. Suddenly a third loud explosion ripped the lulla single shot passed so close to Briggs’ head he felt the concussion of displaced air. They’re aiming at the captain and methe murderous buggers! Ears ringing, he grabbed the rail, his arms numb from wrist to elbow, his sight blurred. After a long moment of confusion, his vision cleared. He recalled his foolish promise to mind Colonel Hammond’s twelve-year-old son who sailed on this voyage, Thom’s first. Briggs looked around the crowded deck of injured men and debris. Was the owner’s son crouched safe as instructed? No, damn it! The boy was standing, mirroring the captain’s defiance, head unprotected by bulwarks, flouting all logic! Thomas Hammond, an intelligent, imaginative lad, stood grinning, soaked in the glory of his first sea battle.

	“Thomas Hammond, down, I said!” Briggs screamed as another shot missed his head by inches sending the boy’s mop of brown hair flying. The iron ball smashed a longboat stowed on deck through and through and split a main shroud before it crashed into a gun crew of five men and boys whose bodies flung to the deck and bulwarks in an unrecognizable mass of broken, ripped parts. Thomas, dazed but still standing, touched a three-inch splinter embedded in his cheekhigher by two inches and he’d be dead, Briggs reprimanded himself. The boy acted on instinct and yanked out the bloody trophy and held it with a weak smile. There is no honor Thomas, Briggs thought, in merely surviving. “Down, Thomas!” he ordered once more. Thomas retreated hesitantly to beneath the chest-high bulwarks and crept aft, away from the gun deck. Briggs returned to his duty directing the cannon. The one-sided battle would soon be over if Rattlesnake did not return fire. Only sixteen yards from the enemy, they had time and sea room for only one final move. “Starboard guns are ready, sir! Shall we steer down and fire?” He waited. “Captain?” 

	Rattlesnake’s bowsprit was seconds from snagging the enemy’s spars and rigging. If they rammed the other ship’s massive hull, the smaller, lighter Rattlesnake would sink. Captain Jordan turned to Briggs with a toothy smile.

	“Aye, Mr. Briggs.”

	“Hard over, Mr. Wickham!” Ben roared the command for which every man on deck was praying. “Let loose our windward sheets and braces!”

	The brig turned like a wild horse trapped in a paddock. She came abeam of the British ship, her six starboard guns in level firing position. At last! thought every privateersman as one.

	“Mr. Briggs, sir, lookthe gunner!” screamed Thomas Hammond.

	He grabbed Ben’s arm and pointed: the ship’s gunner, Quartus Gant, carried packed bags of black gunpowder, stepping over injured men and debris. He appeared oblivious to the mayhem. Thom had noticed that the enemy’s last volley had severed the recoil line on cannon number two. Without its heavy restraining line, the massive cannon, once fired, would fly backwards on its carriage wheels unhindered, and crush anyone in its path. Briggs reacted instantly. He mounted the first cannon and launched off its oak carriage the instant before it fired. He crashed into the gunner chest-high and the two sprawled to the deck in a knot of arms and legs doused with spilled black gunpowder. 

	The captain dropped his sword and screamed, “Fire!” 
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	“…and after that broadside, Father,” the boy continued, unconsciously fingering his raw, splinter battle scar, “Captain Jordan ordered the lads to wear shipa smart move! It brought our loaded larboard guns to bear as well. He went right at’em!” Thomas looked for reinforcement from his father, though only Emma nodded appreciation. His squeaky voice raced on, breathless with excitement. “Captain Jordan positioned Rattlesnake close alongside the Indiaman, waving his cutlass and threatening to sink them if they did not strike—”

	“Are you saying, Thom, Captain Jordan positioned Rattlesnake aside a larger ship that had not yet surrendered?” asked Colonel Hammond. What if they changed their mind and shot the damned fool’s head off, thought the colonel. He would speak to the captain… once he located the scoundrel. Rattlesnake, Hammond’s most valuable ship and the key to restoring his dwindling fortune, had returned to Newport harbor battered yet again. The full force of the Hammond shipyard must work, day and night, to ready her for sea before November gales shut down the English shipping lanes. She required new sails, starboard-side shrouds, stays, and ratlines. His ship’s paltry returnsuffering expensive damage with only a single damaged prize sent to auctionimproved neither his financial situation nor peace of mind. 

	Only days before had he received disturbing news from his banker and longtime partner, Matthew Westerly: the Colonel’s promised payments were overdueto multiple obligations. For a merchant such as Colonel Samuel Hammond, rumors of peace between the United States and Britain (his former primary trading partner), should have been welcomed news. But Hammond and Company ran blockades with war material; food and supplies for American cities along the coast sold at extraordinarily high prices. And he also smuggled guns, powder, and contraband to whomever paid the most. The problem was, as the colonel saw it, for every three ships he sent to sea, only two returned. When long-brewing hostilities were formalized one year earlier in 1812, he had outfitted the largest and fastest of his schooners and brigs with heavy cannon and armed crews. Their charter, under government-issued letters of marque, authorized the designated shipformerly a merchant vessel, now a ‘privateer’to chase and capture British merchant ships. Ships laden with valuable cargo, most sailing from the British West Indies en route to London, taken under a privateer marque propelled owners like Colonel Hammond to extraordinary heightsif his privateers were lucky not to meet escorting British men-of-war and if they returned home. War was good for privileged privateer owners like Hammond; a long war potentially better. Peace would quickly restore normal trade, especially with Britain which, for Hammond, would be a mixed blessing, if not a curse, as it would abruptly end his privateering windfall. Until he settled burdensome debts to which he had regretfully over-committed during the heady days of the war’s first months of unmatched captures, he remained stuck in the mud. Privateering was one of only two remaining trades that could replenish his coffers fast enough to meet all his obligations; of the two, a ship with a letter of marque was the only way to avoid dishonor. Upholding his family’s sterling reputation was as important to Samuel Hammond as his children’s well-being. Unfortunately, he was running out of time. The colonel needed an accurate tally from Rattlesnake’s latest cruise, yet by the time he had arrived at the pier to greet his ship, Captain Jordan had already left the ship. 

	“No, Father, Scepter” Thomas turned to his sister. “That was the prize’s name, Em, from LiverpoolIt lay in tatters. They could neither clear the debris nor fire back. Rattlesnake’s six larboard guns were aimed down their throat! You should have seen our captain waving his cutlass, Father. He was magnificent!”

	“‘Tatters…’” the colonel muttered. This latest prize was therefore worth far less at auction. Damn that captain! Unlike Emma who tallied the ledgers and understood how a rate of return on investment relied heavily on the condition of the taken property, Thom looked up sharply as if to convey, We are at war. Hammond tacked. “And, Thomas, what’s this about the gunner and Mr. Briggs?” 

	The colonel needed men who understood the business principles underlying privateering’s legal thievery. He was considering first mate Ebenezer Briggs for a command, a promotion requiring prudence coupled with intelligence; traits he regretted Captain Jordan woefully lacked. 

	“Mr. Briggs recognized cannon number two had ripped loose. Well, I pointed it out, Father. But with no regard for his own skin, Mr. Briggs shoved the gunner to the deck just as the cannon fired and recoiled with great violence. It was Briggs who saved Quartus Gant’s life!”

	“Yes, yes, Thom, but tell us more about Captain Jordan,” Emma badgered her brother. “Did he conduct the battle with discretion?” 

	The colonel looked at his daughter. The damage to Rattlesnake proved beyond doubt the captain had fought with great violence. But with discretion? 

	Thomas gulped another mouthful of chowder. “Aye, Em. Captain Jordan was about to lead the boarding party, each man armed with pikes and swords. He would have been the first over the side—”

	“I thought you told us the captain did not board Scepter?” The colonel pried, beginning to see the picture.

	“No, Father… but he was ready to board! And cut off their heads!” 

	Thomas’ smile as wide as the polished table was long, his bright face shone in gleaming candlelight reflected off crystal goblets. The colonel pondered his son’s enthusiasm although he did not share the boy’s admiration for the captain’s tactics. He had instructed Jordan to operate with cunning not brutality; a privateer’s cannon were for warning shots and defense, not ship-to-ship action against a superior force! The Rattlesnake, a converted coastal packet, could sail extraordinarily fast, especially upwind in a moderate breeze, though she had been built extremely light—her hull, not double-planked like a warship, could not withstand even a six-pound shot. Any British warship—even a single-mast cutter with a handful of light cannoncould sink her. The colonel had instructed his captain to use the brig’s speed in a surprise approach, board an unarmed prize with overwhelming numbers then fly awayunder full sail if an enemy man-of-war appeared hull-down on the horizon. Instead, this captain thought he was Captain Isaac Hull aboard one of ‘98’s heavy American frigates.

	To Emma’s thinking, however, a fighting sea commander leaping from his ship in a mad rush to overpower a larger force was as heroic as anything Lord Nelson had done in his fabled career. And this most recent action! Two of the enemy’s three masts had been toppled by only six shots! No other ship-to-ship action in this war had been so deadly accurate, not even Constitution or Constellation, each of which carried fifty-two heavy guns into battle.

	“Did our captain escape injury?” the young woman asked her brother.

	“His eyes were awful red, Em. And his energy lagged terrible after the battle. He collapsed in his cabin for two days. The ship needed repairs. So, we sailed home.” Thomas turned and implored his father with renewed energy, “Father, the captain never backed down! No ship escaped us without a great chase. He commanded we set a full press of sails at all timeseven in a gale—”

	“Did we lose any men, Thom, during these ‘great chases’?”

	Thomas stared at his plate. Rattlesnake had gained a sordid reputation under Jordan: a ship sometimes as dangerous to her crew as to her enemies. Colonel Hammond recalled Jordan’s uneven scrawl in his captain’s log: The captain had not distinguished between crewmen who died in the thick of smoke or men who fell from aloft in a storm. He listed each man’s death the same: “Died PerForming His DuTy.” The boy had been encouraged by the fellowship aboard to keep mum about the reality of a privateersman’s life at sea. Yes, men died from disease without a surgeon on board. And yes, men washed over the rails in the night when a rogue wave broke, or lost their footing climbing to a yardarm to shorten sail in an icy gale. Thomas remembered Captain Jordan once made a courageous effort to locate a lad who had fallen over the sides during a chase off Newfoundland. With a furious scan of his brass spyglass across endless whitecaps, the captain had refused to abandon hopealthough he never slowed the chase. The captain had had no choice, Thomas reminded himself; no coming about was possible in seas the height of a gabled roof. The lad, George his name, from near the Taunton River, was never seen again by any but fishes.

	“One. A boy from Tiverton. He was careless aloft, Father.” Thomas would say no more; even this admission felt too close to betrayal of his captain.
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	After the taking of Scepter, ashore and resting for two days, Ben Briggs sat at the Scarecrow Tavern on a well-worn maple bench and nursed a robust local ale. The drink filled him though he fretted about the voyage he had, by God’s intercession, survived. That, he vowed, would be his last privateering cruise under Captain Cornelius Jordan. Though it was late in the season to find another officer’s berth, his dream of fortune could only happen with privateering cruises. But sailing under Cornelius Jordan would likely end his life before the Lord intended. His dream the previous night lingered and he had trouble filing it away: standing next to Jordan, the air filled with spindrift, then smoke masking waves of blood before the ship and everyone on it disappeared into a black cauldron of boiling oil. Call it a warning, perhaps, or recognition of his near-miss. Either way, Ben needed a way out.

	A rugged young man with a trim build that belied his strength, Ben Briggs struck strangers as taller than his six feet. A sailing master who could climb masts with the most agile top men, Ben was known to share the burden of fighting an icy gale alongside his able-body crew. In his most recent two month-long cruise aboard Rattlesnake, he had displayed special skills handling the ship’s wheel despite the North Atlantic’s changing conditions. In that voyage, he had earned the respect of the ships’ crew—a mishmash of former Navy men and port-side thugs—all hoping, like Bento score a bounty that might set them square for life once ashore. Ben Briggs kept his dreams to himself; he trusted few with his ambition to build the fastest sailing ships seen on any ocean. 

	Ben Briggs looked at other men as a utility: a trusted crewman or a necessary supplier; a friend or an enemy; an enabler or an impediment. And though a night ashore in a distant port after a cold, lonely voyage might find him in the company of a comely girl whom his coins attracted, he avoided most social engagements when home in Newport. Nor did he pursue with long-term intent or any particular enthusiasm the young women he met in town or at county fairs. His spirit was too much taken by salt air to be captured by a girl’s enticing smile and a confining dalliance sure to follow. His few attempts at casual courtships had ended awkwardlyone, a local minister’s daughter who presumed his benign interest was of a more permanent nature. Shunned by her family when he backed away, he avoided Sunday services for the next year.

	Scarecrow Tavern’s battered door suddenly swung wide. A burley young man strode in. His bulky shadow immediately darkened the small room as if he had brought a cloud inside with him. Briggs smiled for the first time in days. 

	“Q!” Briggs waved over his new friend, Rattlesnake’s gunner, Quartus Gant.

	This was a fellow with whom he could enjoy thick ale and re-live that calamitous morning when against the odds, they had taken Scepter. Quartus Gant felt genuinely indebted to the first mate who had saved his life and, unusual for a loner, enjoyed Ben Brigg’s salty company. Together the gunner and first mate could make plans. And although neither realized their hopes were as varied as mountain and wave, they both correctly sensed their destinies were intrinsically tied. Taller and more muscular than Ben Briggs, Quartus Gant wore a face darkened by the sun, rough even by seaman’s standards though shaved clean of whiskers. The gunner seldom smiled, but when he did it might follow with a sharp witticism or incisive observation. If he had other friends or family, he never said; Brigg never asked. Perhaps today by the open tavern window with flowers scenting the approaching path, and given their shared memories of a recent escape from death, Quartus Gant might reveal his inner thoughts. Briggs pushed a full tankard across the table. Gant took it gratefully and gulped half. The two kept their voices low. Though prize money weighted their pockets, they wanted no notice from port-side whores or former shipmates. For the first time since they had disembarked from Rattlesnake, the two men had the opportunity to converse in private.

	“Did Jordan share his plan with you?” Gant asked right off, then took another deep draught, dragged his sleeve across his lips, and hailed the waiter for more.

	Briggs glanced up, recalling the carnage on Rattlesnake’s deck. He shook his head.

	“No, I had no notion—”

	“Cause he had no plan,” said Gant. “He acts on the first thought that enters his perfumed little head.”

	Briggs nodded. “We’d be dead if we weren’t lucky.” 

	“Aye,” Gant answered. “Jordan assumed the Indiaman was unarmed. Then he assumed they’d miss.” After a few quiet moments Gant added, “They never miss when you expect’em to.”

	The gunner stared absently at the dark earthy foam in the mug that looked to him like whipped whitecaps where below the deep ocean surface lies still waters, a calm, eerie place where sometimes answers are revealed.

	“Did you see him stow two of Scepter’s chests in his cabin? For ‘inspection’ he said. What do you make of it?” asked Briggs, although he had a fair notion. 

	“He can inspect the devil for all I care. What if he tickles a few bracelets for his women?”

	Briggs let it lie, then added, “A shot nearly took the boy’s head off. That would’ve cost me my commission. I promised the colonel I’d watch the lad. Either way, it’s probably my last cruise on Rattlesnake. The captain—”

	“—is a damned fool! Oldest trick for a square rigger in light air sailing with only a mains’l… Backwind it and even an ugly lugger like Scepter would lose her headway. Jordan made no provision for her move. He left us exposed.”

	Briggs realized Gant understood the finer points of ship-action: Perhaps he had once fought aboard a man-of-war? Quartus Gant, more warrior than merchant, seemed immune to guilt as he overpowered an enemy with his fist or knife. Once during a fight on a rolling deck, Briggs had witnessed him take a life without remorse while sparing another in the same minute. Gant objected to firing the ship’s cannon into the hull of a defenseless prize where blood would spill without purpose or glory. Yet Gant had no patience for strategy when his blood was up and a boarding loomed. Briggs, by contrast, enjoyed a more deliberate outlook when action threatened. Ben carefully weighed crew commands for their intended or causal effect. His plans for battle factored not only wind and swells, but the atmosphere he sensed aboard a ship and the energy or fear he saw in his men’s faces. He prepared for every violent confrontation like a politician, ready always for the unexpected. Over the course of many weeks fighting alongside each other or during quiet legs returning to port, the two young men had earned each other’s confidence. They agreed they might advance their careers faster as a team and so formed a pact. For Gant the loner, dependency was a new and uncomfortable condition. For Briggs the dreamer, his ambition for the first time was tied to another man. 

	One night at sea, the two had stood on deck in the early evening dog watch, Gant taking his turn at the ship’s wheel, while Briggs shared his innermost musings. He spoke slowly and with passion about how a few more privateering voyages would make him rich enough to buy a schooner to trade along the coast. Eventually he might build ships of his own design. Gant had listened patiently as he looked to the trim of his sails. Lighting a pipe with his hands, his knees guided the spokes on the wheel in the gentle breeze. 

	“Aye,” Gant had said. “And you’ll need sturdy men.”

	Quartus Gant, without any apparent joy in his heart, understood Ben Briggs’ dream. Yet years before, when Briggs spoke of his ambition with his parents and sister, they had looked at him with blank eyes, his father warning of unknown offshore dangers, his mother of mysterious foreign diseases. His sister, however, had nodded her support, smiling at him as she knitted. As miles turned to leagues, leagues to cruises, and cruises to campaigns, Ebenezer Briggs had warmed to the possibility his dreams might come trueto sail a ship of his own build to distant harbors, the fastest, most beautiful sailing vessel the world had ever seen. Investors would queue at his door to secure cargo space for their precious spices and teas. He would replace slow and uncomfortable packets with sailing chariots of speed and luxury fit for the most discerning passengers. To awake with his dream a reality, he needed first to make his fortune like men from Boston were doing in the exploding China trade. To accomplish that, he must overcome the deathly downside of privateering: either learn to survive the violence or escape from ruthless sailing masters like Captain Cornelius Jordan. Perhaps his new friend Q could show him how. 

	“Jordan only needs direction.” Gant leaned across the table. “The ‘Snake’s a smart ship. Jordan attracts the right sort… the best top men and able-bodies. They go privateering with Cornelius Jordan because he takes more prizes than any privateersmaneven the Newburyport sloops. Think on it.” Gant took another long swig. His eyes never left Briggs. 

	Ben had thought on it. Truth was, he felt terrified to sail under Jordan again. Gant must not see his fear or learn he had lost many nights’ rest with visions of loose cannon atop dead men strewn along a red slick. He answered his friend honestly, “A smart ship will get us nothing if she’s lying on the bottom, Q.”

	Gant ignored Briggs reticence, having sailed on too many smugglers and slavers to let this rich opportunity pass. He could brave the ‘Snake without Briggs, though a growl down low in his gut hinted that his drinking mate was important to his future.

	“Then we’ll keep her atop the waves.” A belch resembling a chuckle escaped Gant’s throat. “When I’m leadin’ the fightin’ and you callin’ the shots in his ear, we can focus his attention… in a more purposeful manner.”

	“Tell him how to fight? I don’t see it, Q,” Briggs objected. 

	Gant sensed Briggs was losing heart. But he also saw a sober strength necessary to steer the easily distracted captain. Gant’s breathing slowed. He took a long slug that emptied his tankard. Where other men might pound a fist, raise a voice, guffaw, or roll an eye to sell their point, Gant sat patiently. After the empty space had set the table, he spoke at a deliberate pace.

	“Most men got no influence on him, Briggs. But you do. He knows you’re smart. You sometimes back off when he barks, but you’re usually right and he knows it. Me, he sees my skill at the wheel or with a bloody knife in my hand. If we work together, we can save him from his worst impulses. We can drive him to our advantage. Good for him, he don’t die. Good for the owner, we bring his ship home full of bounty. Good for us, we’ll get rich.” This was the longest speech Ben Briggs had ever heard from Quartus Gant. Each word sagged under great weight. The gunner wiped his chin after his long, final swig and leaned in. “I don’t see me sailing under him again without you, Briggs. And I don’t see you bending his will by yourself. But I’m telling you… he’s only one man.” Despite his premonition of violent death standing near Captain Cornelius Jordan, Ben Briggs heard a calm confidence in Gant’s voice that steeled his own resolve. “Jordan will lead us to our fortune,” Gant promised, his hand extended. “Or we’ll take his ship.”
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	Chapter Two

	 

	A


	 pot of steaming black tea wafted fragrant notes of the Far East. In silence, Emma Hammond added sugar to one of the porcelain teacups on her father’s office desk. Arranging the saucers artfully beneath the remaining cups, she slipped away without a sound. Distracted, Colonel Samuel Hammond gazed out the window watching the Rattlesnake’s first mate Ebenezer Briggs walk briskly toward the pier and the Hammond and Company offices. He suspected that behind the standard, orderly list of captured goods and an unemotional recap of damaged spars and crippled men, the mate could paint a more accurate portrait of the recent cruise than his own son’s wild depiction. Confident footsteps climbed the office stairs. 

	“Good morning, Colonel.” Ben Briggs smiled earnestly, his eyes steady. 

	“Where’s Captain Jordan?” 

	“He begs your forgiveness, sirhe hailed a schooner to pick him up off Brenton Reef. A Bristol packet we spoke off Point Judith relayed his mother had taken ill. He feared the worst this time. He expects to be down the bay by the end of the week. Our tally, Colonel.”

	“This is the second time this season that poor woman has faced eternity,” countered Colonel Hammond, his tone ironic, “She has remarkable recuperative abilities.”

	“Sir?”

	Glowering, Colonel Hammond did not ask what else Jordan had disembarked with. After a brief review of the captured cargo manifest, Hammond looked up. 

	“Master Briggs, our situation in this war has turned…” He affected a deliberate pause. “…delicate.” Briggs did not respond to the non-question. Good, thought the colonel, a young man who listens. “I require my ships return in good order. I expect a certain profit.”

	He swiveled his chair and reached for the teapot. Pouring, Hammond tilted his head toward Rattlesnake’s second in command indicating he might help himself to hot tea.

	“Aye, Capt—!” Briggs stopped, smiled, and corrected himself, “Thank you, Colonel Hammond. After being at sea, I find it hard to drop sea-talk, sir.” Ebenezer Briggs was determined to present himself as man of business not a deck hand.

	“Thomas spoke well of you, Mr. Briggs. Told us you were gallant… instrumental in directing the ship in battle. You saved a manQuartus Gant, our new gunner? Tell me.”

	“I was fortunate, sir.” Briggs scratched his cheek. The latest voyage was a confluence of lies. If his privateering career were to continue, he needed support from both his captain and the owner. Truth only slows down the day. “And your son helped us reposition a gunhe set the altitude and range.”

	“So he told me. I was asking about the gunner.”

	“Thomas noted the recoil lines on cannon number two were severed by the enemy’s first broadside. He alerted me to the danger just as the gunner crossed behind it.”

	“You shoved the man out of the cannon’s path?” Colonel Hammond asked casually; he sought insights from Briggs about his attention to details, any evidence of a quick wit and competent decision-making process, not a retelling of a story he already knew. 

	Briggs realized his brush with gallantry was not the impetus behind the owner’s questions, and expounded, “I had no time to warn him, nor could I disrupt the gun crewtheir cannon was aimed. When it fired, the gunner would have been crushed. A leap was the best among the bad choices I faced.”

	Hammond heard what he wanted. The mate’s priorities were ship, crew, selfin that order. Good man.

	“And Thomas stood his ground?”

	“Yes, sir. Everything happened in a flash. I believe it is important for men to overcome their fears and attend their duty despite the mayhem and the injured mates around them. Your son understands this. He learns fast. We often talk during our watches. He has a keen eye for tactics and action.”

	“As I feared,” the colonel responded. “The boy has a ‘keen eye’ for the bloodlust of fighting. And he has a stomach like minegirded for war. But he must develop a keen eye for profit as well, or our enterprise will suffer.” Imagining his young son standing on a deck amidst the bloody engagement, Hammond grew uncomfortable. And the mate sitting here, angling for a commandDoes he think I am oblivious to the obsequiousness of his agreeable tone? Nevertheless, he relaxed, recognizing the first mate appeared to have genuine affection for Thomas. Briggs will keep my lad safe. Hammond decided to trust this young officer, despite having once trusted Cornelius Jordan.

	“Keep a sharp eye on Thomas. Send him below deck during any future attacks.” 

	“Yes, sir.” Briggs nodded.

	“As I said, our business is at risk,” said Hammond regarding the able young man. Fond of my son. Brave in action. Intelligent enough to remain silent when a rejoinder does not improve the conversation. Yet an ambitious man like Ebenezer Briggs must not slide from one of life’s unplanned events to another while depending on serendipity to make his fortune. Hammond decided to open a door. The Providence syndicate needed new blood. “We have a duty, Mr. Briggs, to our investors. We return them profits only a privateering enterprise can deliver during war. I need crews, fighting ships… and loyal officers.” Hammond stood and paced to the open window. Shutting it, he turned to Briggs, and spoke softly, “Mr. Briggs, I need captains who display not just cunning but discretion as well.”

	Is he offering me a ship? Ben wondered, barely concealing his joy. Befriending Thomas was a smarter move than I anticipated! Strangeto be genuinely fond of the entitled son of a rich man. It was obvious to Briggs that Thomas had told his father about their recent voyage. Briggs wondered if the boy’s telling truly reflected a morning when terror and crippling fear had nearly overcome him. The colonel leaned in and stared. Ben waited, disappointed when Hammond offered nothing further. You must wait, the colonel’s silence advised him. Watch and remain loyal. You will be my eyes.

	Briggs answered the colonel simply, “Yes, sir.” The meeting appeared over and he remembered an earlier promise. “Ah, sir, forgive me, the gunner, Mr. Gant, has proved a valuable seaman. I ask that you give him an officer’s commission. He’s a good man, sir.”

	“Is he a sailing master?”

	“He can navigate around any shoal in New England.”

	“Would you trust him with your life during a storm hard against a lee shore? Would you trust him with your ship if she were everything you owned in this world?”

	“I would stand beside him in battle or in a hurricane,” Briggs answered straight.

	“I hear he is unfriendly.”

	“He has not had an easy life. But he knows the ship. He’s a skilled navigator, particularly through the narrows. He leads our fighting lads over the rail.”

	Colonel Hammond was surprised Ben Briggs had not seized upon the opportunity to advance his own career. Instead of blowing his own trumpet or offering a critique of Captain Jordan’s shifty behavior, Briggs’ oblique answers reflected deep intelligence rather than an unwillingness to be forthcoming. And the only thing he asked for benefited another man. Another honorable young officer to complement Briggs on a ship under the aggressive Captain Jordan might bring needed balance. And despite some barely concealed patronizing, Briggs had answered his owner’s questions forthrightly. He spoke the truth yet said nothing unnecessarya special skill for an even more dangerous commission Colonel Hammond had in mind.

	“I shall inform the captain I’ve rated Mr. Gant second mate. But he’ll retain his gunner duties, as well.”

	“He’ll be grateful, thank you, Colonel.”

	Colonel Hammond had many dire needs: capital and profits most of all; finding honest men for a dishonest business; securing larger ships swift enough to run into blockaded ports. Yesterday he had got word that not one but two of his older coastal ships, a small brig and a topsail schoonerdespite careful routing he himself had preparedhad been captured by British patrols, and were to be sold at auction. Since neither was an armed privateer, his men should find their way home eventually. But the ships and their cargoes were lost. For every three merchant ships sent out, two foundered in storms or were captured. A Hammond privateer must, therefore, return with a cargo of stolen enemy riches every six weeks in order to keep the enterprise solvent. The key was to regularly send ships to sea with sober captains and hearty seamen hunting in places where Samuel Hammond had been informed that enemy naval patrols did not venture. By what means Hammond learned about these unprotected zones, however, had a cost sure to harm him if discovered. The colonel sighed as his weary body begged for rest.

	Hammond looked to Ben Briggs. “Here.” He took a risk. Colonel Hammond handed a small canvas envelope with a wax seal imprinted “H”. It was not addressed. “As you’re second-in-command, Mr. Briggs, I’m giving you instructions in the event Rattlesnake is captured by the Royal Navy. Contained herein is…” Unconsciously, he hesitated, searching for a more precise word. “…information meant for our friends as well as for our purported enemies. This war cannot and must not continue. Trade is at a stand-still, imports down by nearly 80%, our feeble government’s coffers are near-empty without trading customs duties. Our great state of Rhode Island cannot even procure sufficient grain or corn for our mills. I rely on profits from trade with England yet today their fleet blockades most major harbors. My associates and I disapprove of Mr. Madison’s folly—” He cut himself short. Our profits are drying like salt on tarpaulin. “However, to secure an honorable peace with people who arm Indians in our western territories and encourage them to slaughter our farmers is… well, a challenging balance.” He paused to look directly at Ben, in rapt attention. “Our New England states have continued close ties with our former mother-country. Some, not I, would consider seceding from these United States in order to rejoin Britain. This possibility keeps the British administration more favorable to our needs than to the vile Federalists who have been at our throats for a dozen or more years!”

	“We have indeed encountered fewer patrols off Boston, Colonel,” Ben added to demonstrate awareness of the precarious conditions upon which trade must navigate.

	“All due to our New England sympathies for a great empire fighting that tyrant from France. Without the Royal Navy, Bona’s thirst might drive his fleets west, suffocating our coasts. Madison’s latest embargo may push us to bankruptcy, or worse, dissolvent of this brittle Union. Some call our country a group of united states, rather than the singular United States. Madison had not considered that in his ploy to favor western voters.”

	“I see,” Briggs answered feebly, wondering about the purpose of the colonel’s harangue. 
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Description automatically generated]Hammond cleared his throat. “Back to you, however. If Rattlesnake is captured, I need the ship returned to a neutral port. Once there, I need her officers offered parole and my crews treated humanely. This letter entreats any commander of an enemy ship you might encounter to show my men justice under British law and the rules of war. In return, this letter… offers certain arrangements that our enemies will value. It may save your life, Mr. Briggs. Guard it well.” Colonel Hammond paused considering how much more he could safely share with the young first mate. “Your responsibilities, however, end when you deliver this. You are only an emissary. Do not assume a more active role.” Colonel Hammond saw Ben Briggs not only understood the game but signaled with knowing eyes that he agreed to its rules. The colonel added one last instruction. “And Mr. Briggs,” The colonel reached to reopen the window. “There is no reason for Captain Jordan to know anything about this.”

	 

	 

	Not long after Briggs left with a noted bounce in his step, the colonel’s daughter slid into the office. 

	“Father, you appear washed-out today.” Emma observed his sagging posture as she took her desk beside his. “Your partners should meet the sailors they sponsor, no?” Colonel Hammond’s look of surprise did not deter her, and she pressed on. “Rather than confine yourself with your associates this month in your smoky library, why don’t we invite Rattlesnake’s captain and officers and a few other Newport friends to join them in an afternoon soiree on our lawn? I shall undertake the invitations and arrangementspeaches, your favorite, are readily in supply as are the season’s first strawberries. The alewives are running and we shall have fresh bass. What do you say, mix pleasure with business?”

	“Emma, a splendid idea,” replied the colonel but then added in a by-the-way voice, “We shall present my partners with an opportunity to grill my privateersmen directly. Perhaps they can explain how to steal a fortune,” he said, and then murmured under his breath, “…without getting killed.”

	“What was that you said, Father, at the end? Your voice escaped me—”

	“Nothing my dear.”

	“Father, what has you so agitated these past weeks? You do not enjoy the company of your so-called friends, and despite the war, we have the most successful letter of marque ships in Newport. Is it… Mother’s absence?

	“No.” The thought of Caroline drew his brows tightener. “It is our political situation. I need not bother you with its machinations.”

	“Bother
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