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	Chapter One – The Reef

	 

	South China Sea, 1849

	 

	W


	ide-eyed, Huan Wu found neither comfort nor peace in the cramped berth. He shielded his face from seawater leaking from the deck above. Wedged beside him, his brother Yan slumbered in the narrow bed meant for one sailor that now held three prisoners. Incessant dripping worsened their miserable captivity. 

	Without a cry of warning from the fanqui who stood on deck with guns and threats, the ship struck rock or coral. The force hurled the brothers from their berth. They collapsed onto other men, wet, cold, hurt, and terrified. The prisoners destined to the guano islands felt the fatal collision, then water rushed along the ship’s hull, insidethe wrong side. 

	“Have we run aground?” cried Yan, hands holding his injured head.

	“So it seems,” Wu replied as they staggered to their feet.

	Wu traced the sound of gushing water. It emanated from the deepest part of the ship’s lower deck. Pushing past twenty dazed men, he forced his way to the ladder that led down. Peering into the darkness, he hesitated. Guttural screams and pandemonium arose from below. Wu steadied his nerves and scrambled down the steep steps backwards and landed in a pool of cold sea water. Squinting, he made out that several men were trying to force broken planks back against seawater flooding in. He quickly calculated the rate of the rising water, the ship’s deepening list, and lack of forward motion. We’re sinking, Huan Wu concluded. He beat past a maze of stinking arms and legs, climbed back to the higher deck, and grabbed his brother.

	“Yan, we must reach the top deckour only chance!” He spoke in the King’s clipped English. 

	Yan complied, wondering why his brother spoke to him in their father’s foreign tongue instead of their honored mother’s Mandarin. Along with a crazed throng of prisoners the brothers forced their way to the top of the ladder. The only path to the main deck and freedom from drowning was blocked by a locked grate. Barely visible through the grill, the fanqui deckhand hacked at their clinging fingers with the dull edge of his cutlass. Beside Wu, a captive screamed in pain. The crewman’s blow had its intended effect: the prisoners let go. 

	In that moment, the ship lurched. The hull tilted further onto its stricken side. Planks snapped in freakish symmetry. Cries from the dark cargo hold arose like a hoard of panicked beasts crashing through thickets. Desperate men crushed Wu and Yan from behind and aside. The brothers beat them away with angry cries, wild elbows, and backwards kicks. The laborers from China screamed at each other, a pitiful, roaring mass of terrified men groping for escape. Wu saw there was no hope for the ship or for the one-hundred-fifty men trapped below. With luck and ruthlessness, however, two brothers might survive. He looked upIf the deck-grate is not released, every man beneath shall die. As he contemplated the futile cries, he considered his cruel fate: that he and his precious brother, sons of privilege, might die amidst filthy hoards on a sinking ship. We don’t belong here. Breaking down the grate was their only chance for survival. Once above, they might bribe or fight their way onto a fleeing boat. Wretched bodies crushed the brothers, screaming, clawing, desperate men awakened to the reality of their hopelessness. Wu’s resolve hardened. 

	“Yan, stay close,” he whispered.

	On the deck of the Boston clipper ship, the captain of White Cap had stumbled from his slumber and stood by the abandoned wheel, disbelieving. He cursed himself for having taken an hour to rest his eyes for the first time in thirty-six. Transiting the Sumatra Strait was fraught with danger—shifting currents, foul winds, and suspect charts. Tragically mistaken, he believed they had made it past the worst of the squid-shaped coral reefs that thrust north and south beneath the waves. The razor-sharp barriers forced ships to climb east in a serpentine fashion, ease sails, trim, take soundings, and measure the leeway drift. As the old man peered into the haze, he saw that his clipper had run hard aground on an uncharted coral reef. The captain determined he needed more data before ordering his mate to back-wind the main course in an attempt to free the ship.

	“Mr. Barrett, go below with five men. Shoot the coolies if necessaryknees or legs. Push’em backwe’re hard aground. Don’t need a riot. Tell me what we got.” 

	Captain Quartus Gant had not noticed his mate’s drunkenness when he had retired. The inept officer, Jeramiah Barrett, gritted his teeth. For two weeks, Barrett’s had been the angry face behind the voice of command, cursing the captives from the safety of the deck through the tightly secured grates. He had instructed crewmen armed with pikes, cutlasses, pistols, and muskets to answer captives’ complaints with either a thrust through the grate’s slats or a threat of murder. To go into their angry midst now was suicide; his captain, however, offered no alternative. 

	“Aye, sir.” You murderous bastard, Barrett thought as he motioned to two armed men. He rallied three others who would fight to keep him alive. Ten other armed crewmen stood over the grate with muskets primed and pointed at the crushed mass below. He knew his words meant nothing to these ignorant coolies bound for the Chincha Islands off the coast of Peru. There, under guard, they would scrape bird dung off rocks for fertilizer until they collapsed from heat and privation. Since no civilized man would willingly agree to such a repugnant chore, cast-off or condemned Chinamen were corralled by force and transported for the work. These ignorant bastards only understand loud commands reinforced with cold iron, Barrett reminded himself. He yelled to his men, “Aim at the deck. When they fall off the ladder, open the hatch and yell bloody murder! Fire!” A volley of ten guns erupted. The deafening blasts scattered the captives in a shower of splinters and spent powder. Through the smoke, Barrett motioned to two of his men to leap down, screaming, “Back! Back!”

	With sharp blades and pistols pointing, they carved a writhing, narrow passage. Barrett followed, pushing his way through the angry prisoners. He chose not to regard the humanity in their eyes, and acknowledged only the reality of their sweating chests. Through clinging, scratching hands to the lower ladder, Barrett made his way, and descended into darkness to assess the damage. 

	“…not a bolt of sailcloth, lowered and wrapped tight? Or a plug?” asked Captain Gant as Barrett returned moments later to the captain’s domain on the quarterdeck, aft the helm; a deck that now leaned to port, its list increased like air escaping a hearth’s bellows.

	“Two ribs split, Captain. Ten planks or more busted through and through. We don’t got hours, we got minutes.” Barrett wiped his bleeding forehead where fingernails had raked him as he escaped from below decks. Death to the bastardsall of’em!

	Swiftly, the captain made a series of decisions that would either spare or condemn his crew. The voyage was ruined, he knew, his ship lost. How many crewmen could he bring home and save his reputation? He knew there were not enough boats for the human cargo. So be it. 

	“Water! Five casks to each boat. Grab mutton, Cape Cod turkey, and hardtack. Split it even and stow. Fast now!” The captain feared if the ship slipped off the edge of the reef, she would sink faster than a spent cannon ball. He glanced at the wounded grate. Filthy hands and angry arms reached to the sky, shoving, tearing. His prisoners belowrogues trying to find a hold, an arm to wrestle and break, a weapon to pry awaysought anything to kill the white devil fanquis on deck. “Barrettcut loose the lower spars. Drop’em into the water. Anything that floats, throw it over!” 

	“Captain, you don’t intend to free them bastards?” asked Barrett, blood skidding down his cheeks.

	“If we survive, it will not be said I am a murderer.” Captain Gant turned his back on Barrett. “When the boats are away, two men stay behind and loosen the hatch. Fire on the first to come up if you must. Jump to a boat. Leave the last longboat for the coolies. It is the best we can do.” 

	White Cap carried over one hundred fifty Chinamen below her decks; a single ship’s boat, even loaded to the gunnels might hold twenty-five men. Captain Gant looked overboard yet refused to contemplate the tell-tale motions circling in the calm seas; they were not alone. 

	First Mate Barrett did not argue. Instead, he hastened to the grate of writhing hands and stepped on desperate fingers with violent intent. He heard bones crack, though the cries caused by his inflicted pain were indistinguishable from the screaming of men pressed below. Unaware, Barrett remained standing too close to the grate. One pale, strong arm tentacled his ankle and brought him down.

	Wu, a powerful youth, had lighter skin than his fellows and arms that could break walls. He cried out in Mandarin to the bodies nearest him, “Hold the fanqui! Pull harder, pull!” Perhaps he could reach a weapon. Instead, gunfire injured his ears, and he felt a whoosh of air. The musket’s muzzle was so near, sparks from the ignited powder hit the shirt of the man next to him. The man fell back with a bloody hole in his chest. His loose shirt, however, smoldered. In that instant, Wu formed a plan as he ripped the shirt off the dying man. “Yan—quickly, blow! Help me start a flame!”

	Yan recognized his elder brother’s intent. If the ship caught fire, holes in the deck or a burning grate might break them free. Men below, no doubt, would succumb to smoke and flames. By doing nothing, however, all prisoners were sure to die. The fate of the men trapped below, he reconciled, had been determined the day they believed the foreign devil’s false promises of good pay and fair treatment; the day they boarded the ship as free men for the last time.

	Another shot rang out. A second prisoner fell dead. Hands ripped smoldering shirts off the corpses. A man holding smoking fabric was also hit with a musket ball. His brains sprayed Wu. Uninjured men fed the smoldering shirt with anything they could find to spread feeble flames. From above, new shots fired to prevent fire from spreading; two more captives fell wounded. Blood spattered the men on the ladder, its rungs wet and sticky. Wu pushed Yan aside, conscious of the hot muzzles inches above their heads. He jigged and jagged. The dead man’s shirt smoked thicker by each moment. Suddenly flames burst forth. Captives grabbed the bloody, flaming rag and worked the small fire into a smoldering hearth. They added scraps of wood and it grew to a furnace. With clothing off their own backs and ripped planks from the wooden deck and bulkheads, they fed the blaze. Corpses cast aside sacrificed filthy shirts. Smoke spewed into the lower decks and prisoners coughed and gagged. 

	Soon, the smoke found its way topside.

	“Barrett! What the devil!” Captain Gant tabulated the cause and the intended threat. On wooden sailing ships with tarred shrouds, canvas sails, and dry hemp ropes, a captain’s greatest fear was a fire out of control. Even a hard grounding on a reef provided time for an organized escape. A raging fire, however, was a death knell. The captain looked at the five longboats in various stages of disembarkation. “Forget the provisionsget the damn boats into the water!” 

	Impenetrable smoke billowing from the hold, the crew understood their peril. Sailors hoisted thirty-foot longboats from the cabin tops on davits, swung them over the sides, and lowered them into the glassy ocean cut by dorsal fins. The sun sneaking over the horizon dispersed the fog inch by inch. The flames rising in White Cap’s hold climbed faster than the sun as well as the seawater flowing from the hatches and bulwarks where the fire embraced the ammunition of fresh air.

	Furiously Wu waved his hands at the flames as the pyre grew. The smoke proved deadly to the arsonists. Men he had encouraged to help build it fell around him gasping. Wu could not breathe either and gulped air only when his head found a hole near the grate. His lungs ached. His terrified brother clung to his hip choking. Men collapsed as Wu screamed for others to add more fuel.

	“Barrettif the coolies escape before we’re all in the boats, you know what they’ll do!” roared the captain. 

	Barrett nodded. He directed two men with muskets and pistols to approach the grate at a safe distance. Billowing smoke obscured the hands and arms streaking upwards yet did not muffle the screams of men suffocating to death below. He looked to his comrades and only needed a single maleficent eyebrow to relay his murderous intent. Five muskets fired point-blank into the crowded grate. All the hands fell back. New shrieking arose further away from the grate. Barrett took his two pistols from his belt as did the other men and fired at any movement. They shot in rapid succession, some balls hitting human skin and bone, others the wooden cross-beams of the grates. One crewman’s discharge blew apart hardwoods where the brass hinge secured the grate to the deck. 

	Barrett backed away, searching for the promised final boat.

	Wu felt the rain of shot that missed him by a thread.

	“Fall away!” Wu cried to the men around him fanning the flames. A limp body fell against him. “Yan!”

	Shot through the right eye, Yan’s face bore a bloody hole. His companion eye, however, stared awkwardly toward the deck, his skin turning grey. Imprisoned, and now murdered. Wu felt stabbing fault. He had sworn to protect the boy. He had failed. He held Yan in his scorched arms and rocked him slightly as he used to when they cried together, alone and forgotten. Tears would not come. He let Yan fall gently to the bloody deck where five other wounded men convulsed in agony. Ten more took their place to fan the fire. Within minutes neither coolie nor clipper ship crew could control the blaze. Their arms raw, faces blackened, the Chinese prisoners looked to Wu.

	“Devils!” Wu screamed and with two men crashed their shoulders against the heavy grate.

	One hinge, damaged by gunshots gave way. Barrett watched it splinter, and ran. To the nearest rail where boats had lowered moments before he leapt. One last boat was still swinging in the air. The panicked sailors manning it, however, had abandoned their job and had already clambered over the side into another floating longboat. Captain Gant and forty men in three other boats rowed away with great energy. Barrett remained the last officer on deck.

	Mad with rage and pain, Huan Wu made a furious rush up the ladder and crashed into the grate. He and two others rushed it again in unison with flames scorching their bare feet. After their third assault, the grate broke open. Gasping, Wu scrambled, fell onto the deck, and ducked from a futile pistol shot fired over Barrett’s retreating shoulder. Near dead, ten terribly burned men followed from the inferno. The blaze rapidly overcame the clipper ship’s forward cabins and foredeck and climbed the tar-streaked masts and limp-lying sails. White Cap became engulfed in flames. First Mate Barrett saw he had neither the time nor the necessary help to lower the last boat. Nor could he fight a swarm of mad coolies with only a sword. He jumped into the sea despite the circling motions. 

	“Captaincome back for me!” Barrett screamed from the water at the fleeing boats. The captain of the wrecked clipper ship, however, never turned his head. Oddly, the first bite felt like a wasp’s sting; the creature took a leg below the knee. Not until his own blood surrounded him did Barrett realize he was a dead man. “Capt—!” A voracious force brought his head under.

	Wu and his fellow survivors stared at the remaining boat dangling from its davits.

	“We shall go after the crew! You with me? Find weapons!” cried Wu. He looked at his countrymen’s blackened faces and beheld hatred he would learn to command. 

	White Cap’s fore and mainmasts roared in the conflagration. The heat from below caused the searing deck to buckle. The prisoners made fast work of cutting the boat loose with knives they found abandoned on deck. As the clipper ship pitched precariously the men climbed overboard to the longboat. Only ten of one-hundred-fifty-three captive Chinese laborers escaped the flames before White Cap erupted into a roaring fireball of wind-fueled flame and dense smoke. Wu and the ten survivors rowed hard for a stretch before daring to look back. The graceful clipper White Cap crackled, a cauldron amidst a soaring fire. Hissing masses of steam burst forth as masts and spars fell into the sea. The stench from the horror below decks was unmistakable. The pitiful din of doomed men faded like the sharp pain of a wound dulled mercifully by the loss of consciousness. The incendiary surrendered no other survivors. Wu watched a feeding frenzy in the water near the burning hulk. Blood in the water, however, provided no comfort. By rights, Yan should have been safe in the boat beside him. Rowing away from the shipwreck, Wu looked over his shoulder at distant longboats carrying the fanqui murderers.

	“We shall follow them,” Wu instructed in Mandarin. Ten scorched faces nodded, gripping their oars like battle rams. Wu stared intently at the three escaping boats. “We shall kill them.” Angry eyes met his and nodded in a fellowship of retribution. “We shall kill them all.”
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	East Boston, Massachusetts. 1850

	 

	Eleanor McFay, a tall, striking woman nearing forty years, was alarmed. Her husband, the renowned Robert McFay who designed and oversaw the construction of the fastest, grandest clipper ships the world had ever seen, had steadily drained their resources. Robert McFay’s soaring ambition to build the world’s largest merchant sailing ships had turned an otherwise prosperous business into a sink-hole of debt. If the matter of their imminent financial demise was not enough to rattle Eleanor’s otherwise-cheerful outlook, she knew their illicit past had begun to catch up with them. In addition to larceny, the couple was guilty of murder. Only one day before, Eleanor had learned that their accuser had also returned to Boston. She awaited the right time to tell her husband.

	She stood behind Robert hunched over his desk staring at the numbers that she had tallied for him earlier. While he designed the hulls, oversaw construction, and occasionally took ships to sea as captain, she ran the business-end of McFay Shipyard. And of late, despite the new hulls sliding into Boston Harbor every sixty days, the cash coming in was far less than the costs to build the larger hulls Robert called ‘extreme’ clippers. And now came the fallout from his worst decision: he had built the largest hull ever constructed, a massive ship dwarfing all others in the harbor. Though instead of selling the new hull to one of the Boston shipping firms while on its cradle in the yard, Robert, in a moment of extraordinary hubris, had decided to keep the ship “on account” and sail her as a McFay and Company vessel, and incur all the costs associated with provisioning, buying cargo, and sailing her to California. The profits howevermore than covering the cost of the buildwould be theirs alone. However, if the great ship faltered or sank enroute, if the rush to California evaporated like dew on a leaf, the remainder of their diminished fortune would be scattered among a hundred suppliers whom they owed.

	“You can see for yourself, can you not?” Eleanor asked after allowing a reasonable time.

	“I do. We own the shipyard, the two new hulls, and the house. I enjoy more than a fair reputation with the men of trade in this town. There are funds available to us. We only need to get the new ships to sea.”

	“And return with gold,” she reminded.

	“We will survive, nay, prosper in this gold rush trade, Eleanor. You will see!” Robert McFay strained to smile. He sensed his wife’s angry mood, worsening these past months. He knew the reasons.

	“That is not the worst of it, Robert. I learned disturbing news just this morning.” Her bitter tone could not be confused with their usual arguments about Robert’s abysmal record of running a shipyard in an orderly manner.

	The two had been holding a secret for many years, and had returned home to Massachusetts with heavy hearts and fear of discovery. Their names were invented, their past a mirage. The source of their substantial financial resources, when they had first arrived in Boston three years earlier, remained unexplained.

	“A new writ was released, Robert. For the arrest and incarceration of one Alexander Briggs. Signed by my father. He has returned, husband. He’s after you,” whispered Eleanor.

	“Alexander Briggs is a name lost to time. I thought your father went down with his ship?”

	“He survived White Cap. Rowed over one thousand miles with a handful of men, it is rumored. He recently landed here in Boston, where Mr. Forbes has congratulated him on his survival. You watch, Forbes will give my father another ship.”

	“You and I are Mr. and Mrs. Robert McFay from Brisbane. Our past identities are safely buried,” Robert reassured, yet neither of them believed such words of comfort could stand the test of time.

	“Then why did my father issue a new writ? Why is he here in Boston?” challenged Eleanor. “The first thing he does after landing on Central Wharf? He issues a new writ for your arrest. He is looking for us, Robert. Someone has tipped him off to our whereabouts.” 

	Three years before, Eleanor felt she must return home to Massachusetts to forget her losses and lessen her pain, willing to risk discovery. It did not help, however. Her deep, suffocating grief never left. And now the predators were circling.

	“My brother Ezekiel loans money to smugglers and breaks fingers if they don’t pay,” remarked Robert. “His puny bank in New Bedford keeps him there… a full day’s ride away from us.” Despite his bravado, he remained deeply concerned about a confrontation with his elder brother whom he had outwitted twenty years before. 

	A newly issued arrest warrant, however, was quite unexpected. Ezekiel Briggs had never given up searching for the Briggs family fortune that Robert had seized. Ezekiel had assumed then, as he still believed now, that his long-missing brother, Alexander Briggs, possessed the answer to the mystery, and perhaps the family gold as well. Captain Quartus Gant, an ex-privateer and smugglerEleanor McFay’s fatherhad learned of the Briggs family fortune and decided to steal it; he tried, he failed. And ever since Gant’s first mate, Gregor Raca, of the brig Wasp had drowned many years ago, by action of one or perhaps both of the accused, Captain Gant had searched for the missing couple across the oceans in an attempt to lay claim to the treasure he had clandestinely agreed to split with Ezekiel Briggs. Robert’s worst fear, on this sweltering June morning, was that the two accusers would someday again join forces, and by his arrest and likely execution, take from him and Eleanor everything they owned. That day came closer.

	“If your accounts are accurate, Eleanor, there won’t be much left to steal,” quipped Robert.

	She wasn’t having it. “What do I care for money if they hang you for murder? Plus, I cannot build ships without you.”

	“Yet you come up with wonderful names for our ships, Eleanor, exciting names! Let us forget all this talk of bankers and writs. We have two new ships, and we need two names.”

	“We shall select names later, once we settle our finances.”

	“Smile my dear, it will end well,” said Robert without confidence.

	They both knew he was a bad liar.
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	New Bedford, Massachusetts

	 

	The two men approached the tenement house built high on wooden piers that clutched close to the shore of the Agawam River. The owner of a local ropewalk, Mr. Joseph Burgess, lived here in the bottom two floors while his two sons and their growing families resided above. Of late, business had been prosperous. So he had made plans to expand his ropewalk—a series of coupled, low buildings along the harbor front that stretched nearly one hundred yards. In his sheds he wound ropes from thin strands of cotton or flax, over and around, back and forth, from end to end until their length equaled or exceeded the ropes necessary to turn into halyards, shrouds, or braces for a sailing ship’s many sails and supporting yardarms. He often told friends his was a rare, manufactured product, one whose name changed by its utilization. 

	“When we wrap the strings and cords, it becomes a rope. And when that rope is attached to a sail, a yardarm, or a mast, however, it becomes a line. And every line has a name, hundreds of names on hundreds of lines on a square-rigged vessel,” Burgess would explain.

	“Why does each line have its own name, Grampa Joe?” asked his grandson, not yet ten years old, serving as apprentice.

	Burgess smiled at the youngster. “So that in a gale, when hearing is fraught with screaming winds and croaking hulls, a shouted command to ‘tighten the mizzen top-gallant starboard brace!’ leads a sailor to one specific location on deck, to only one possible line,” explained Burgess. “It is how a tight ship is run. And every ship in every nation has the same names for the same lines. A modern sailing shipwhalers, packets, clippers, and men-o’-warsare the most highly evolved technology known in the civilized world. And sailors from all nations, speaking all different languages, can go from ship to ship and know what lines to pull, what yards to turn, what sails to hoist or douse. And it all starts here, lad, here in our ropewalk.” 

	To finance this company’s growth, Mr. Burgess had borrowed heavily from local bankers he believed to be reputable. This allowed for the employment of his immediate familytwo sons, one brother, and assorted cousins and friends. The 1850 spring season, however, had been short of ready buyers for rope. The whaler fleet had had their worst year in decades, and many were still out to sea, scouring for their depleted prey. Once whalers returned, a near complete overhaul was usually required, and orders for rope would descend on Burgess and Marlow like an osprey pair to their nest each April. For now, for this month of June, however, the ships were still at sea, the orders dry. Burgess had mouths to feed, ten at last count. His first loan payment was late. And then the second. In late June, after his third payment, too, was delayed, two men approached Joseph Burgess’ home. Large men with beards and rough-hewn clothes. His last memory that day was of their missing teeth as they swung heavy clubs against his head and gut. 

	“When we finish with you, we gonna paint some pretty faces red!”

	Days later, he awoke to the sound of his weeping wife changing his bandages. It was only now that the rumors began to make sense: “Ezekiel Briggs is always good for it, until he ain’t.” 

	Burgess reflected on his last conversation with his banker. “And how do you plan to repay me?” Ezekiel Briggs had asked in a manner between condescension and contempt as the ropewalk owner sat in the seedy offices that purportedly represented a legitimate lending institution. 

	“We got two Fairhaven ships arriving mid-month, Mr. Briggs. Followed by two more six weeks later. I have agreements with their owners, we’re to supply them with cordage and fittings.” Burgess’ mouth ran dry under the glare of this spiteful man whose clothes looked about to disintegrate from rot off his boney frame, his whiskers drooping like cow dung.

	“And you know these ships are soon arriving, how? You have a messenger in the air, flying up from Tenerife telling you of a ship’s progress at sea? You think I am a fool?” Ezekiel had spat at him. Burgess had attempted to explain the timetables; the ships were out past their supply of provisions, the crews sustained by only seal meat by now. They had to come home, soon. “I’m not in business to support dreamers and those who rely on hope rather than reality. You have one choice. You can take it, or be gone. I don’t care either way. Be mindful of what you ask, though. I am not a man to suffer defaults in either time or money. You have sons, I understand, and they have pretty wives, both of them. Is that not so? Such pretty faces. Remember those faces as you sign this promissory note.”

	Burgess had not forgotten either face of his darling daughters-by-marriage. Nor had he forgotten the dates for the cash repayment of the entirety of Ezekiel Briggs’ loan with a full fifteen percent weekly interest. Without new whalers arriving home, Joseph Burgess was beyond his ability to repay Ezekiel Briggs. The sun had set, his sons not returned, and he heard a loud knock on his door.

	“Go upstairs with our young women and little ones. Lock the attic doors,” Burgess had whispered to his wife as he picked up a chair and waited.
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	East Boston

	 

	A few days before the newest McFay ship was to slide down its railway tracks into Chelsea Creek to be towed across the harbor to the wharves to rig her masts and sails and load cargo and crew, Eleanor McFay confronted her husband.

	“How much new debt did you agree to, Robert?” 

	Nervously, he rustled papers. “A mortgage of one hundred thousand dollars at nine percent interest.”

	Nine percent? When money is lent at seven and half percent with far less collateral than our yard is worth! You are no businessman, Robert McFay! 

	“I see,” she murmured. “And another matter. Whom do we trust to command our new hull? The entirety of our remaining fortune is afloat on the ocean in these ships. For her first voyage, I cannot think of any of our captains whom I would trust.” Robert smiled meekly at his wife. “Robert!” His imploring gaze was too much. “Some days you can barely rise from your bed! What happens if you’re indisposed while the ship runs near a lee shore?”

	“Eleanor, please listen. I’ve been planning to sail her maiden voyage from the morning we laid her keel. Other officers can take her to China and back home. She is unique. No other man knows her quirks like I do. I’ve been living with her these past months thinking of how she might roll with a southerly blow on her aft quarter, how she might stand on a bowline in a Horn gale. I have all that in here…” Robert McFay pointed to his sandy-grey head. “I am the safest choice to protect our fortune, drive the ship as hard and as fast as she will allow. I will bring her home safe to you.”

	Eleanor crossed her arms and turned her back on her husband, thinking, You’ll not find me peering out over the Winthrop breakers from my third-floor window worried to death. “You will need a strong first mate, Robert. I recommend Michael Flaherty.” She hesitated to say the next, learning now what she had feared for weeksthat her frail husband would take the command, and that danger must outweigh her own dread of returning to sea. In her heart, the cold ocean was a place of terrors more real than imagined, a place she hoped to avoid forever. It was not to be. “And you must have another navigator as skilled as you, in the event you…” She saw him nodding. “So, I shall sail with you, as well.”

	“I do not need a nursemaid,” he stammered.

	“Nursemaid? I aim to make sure our shipthe last of our hard-won fortunearrives in San Francisco, in the event her captain remains collapsed in his cot for half the voyage! If you cannot rise to your duties, the first mate must sail the shipand there would be no other navigator. So, I shall go. I know the sextant and the stars. You cannot dissuade me, husband.”

	Robert McFay looked ten years older than his thirty-eight years. A lingering illness slowed his step and sapped his energy. As yet, it remained undiagnosed. He heard his wife’s sadness and felt her anger. Most often, she kept her emotions below the surface like a string of seaweed clutching a mooring line. Her words rang true, though they stung. He sensed he might have seen the last of her affection. Perhaps he had lost her years ago with his relentless schedule, a pace he claimed was necessary in order to build the world’s fastest sailing ships. Or perhaps he had merely outpaced his demons for a short time. And in hiding his own gloomy thoughts, he had ignored her; she had slipped away like a ship slowly disappearing into haze. If he had the skill of a poet or the lexicon of a bandstand orator, he might have bridged the gap between them. He could not bring himself to ask why she curled in the corner night after night, turned away from him. He felt a reluctance to touch or console her when she seemed to need it. And, perhaps cowardly, he reasoned his attempt at words of comfort and understanding could not change the distance of long nights coupled with the grind of daily life. She acted like their life’s trials were hers alone to suffer and it was not his prerogative to ask her why. He had tried; he had failed. 

	More than physically distant, Eleanor’s attention in his presence was at times distracted, out of focus. Then suddenly she would burst awake with penetrating green eyes and look at him as if she could discover the secrets of his soul if she stared hard enough. Her looks disquieted him. Where he once longed for her attention, he now shuddered at her silent inquisitions, as if she expected a miracle he could not deliver. 

	Yet she ably managed the shipyard business with a cool detachment and a vigorous attention to dollars and cents. It was an important role he needed and respected and had no interest doing himself. He presumed she was angry at him for their years in exile. Or angry because he insisted they return to Massachusetts, and remain hiding behind invented names. What was worse?he asked himself as he noted her crossed armsadmit to her that he suffered too, or simply accept her sour temperament? Could he rely on the faint hope that a new day might bring them back together? His only reconciliation was knowing her cold disposition was not because of him: rather like her father, she had become enraged at the entire world. Even so, Robert had hoped, by returning to Massachusetts, that she might regain the spark of their first years together; yet no gentle flame of passion had ever rekindled. She seldom laughed from her belly or smiled so wide her lips arched toward the sky. The couple had sailed home to follow his dreams to build a shipyard for fast sailing ships. Once accomplished, this dream brought them into the swirl of Boston’s elite who fawned over the illustrious ship-builder and his fetching wife. Of late though, his energy sapped, Robert McFay rarely ventured outside his shipyard. Finally, a long voyage was at hand, and he could be away; with new accusations about his past, the timing was fortuitous. 

	“Very well, Eleanor. Please brush up on your sextant readings. I bought a new one, brass, and extremely accurate as is my trusty chronometer to calculate ships’ longitude. You must come to know them as well as I. You have not navigated a ship in many years. That is my only stipulation.”

	“You are in no position to stipulate anything.” Her words strained through her teeth. “You put us in this position. We could have settled anyplace. We could have started over, in Europe perhaps. We could have had a life. But you were determined to build a new fortune from your own efforts, building ships from those models you carve every evening, when we could have been—” She stopped abruptly, determined not to show weakness. “That said, I agree. The noon reading is something more than one officer must be able to do. Multiple readings, with different instruments are best. I’ll secure my own sextant, thank you. Although I heartily accept your assistance, do not underestimate me, Mr. McFay. I was navigating the open ocean at an age as young as yourself and amidst much less congenial surroundings. Surely you do not forget how you found me?”

	He had not forgotten. “I didn’t mean to upset you, Eleanor. It’ll be as you say. We have other business we should discuss—”

	“Indeed. What of the newest hull, the smaller one?” Her tone softened. “Have we found a buyer yet?” 

	She pointed out the window to a graceful clipper that stood one railway sled over from their goliath of a ship. She loved this new design above all others her husband had brought to lifefar more than the larger ship that had sucked their fortune dry. Eleanor McFay motioned out the window as if the ship in question had mysteriously, only yesterday, appeared. Both hulls were, of course, Robert’s creations, formed into amazing proportions that grew in size by the day. He had crafted these masterpieces from miniature half-hull models he carved meticulously from solid blocks of oak and teak, drawing their masts and spars at a draftsman’s table. When presented to his master builders, these half-hulls illustrated the angles the master craftsmen must construct—the sheer of her sides, the dead-rise angle of her top deck, the sharp bow angle as it would enter into the water. His builders then sculpted each of his ship’s identity from a collection of hastily constructed wooden ribs and planks into a breathing manifestation of one man’s passion for speed and beauty. Robert McFay created the soul of a ship; the builders fine-cut the timbers and pounded the nails. Into each vessel, he imbued an identity with idiosyncrasies and desires that her crew would sense as they drove her over thousands of lonely miles of ocean and spray. Robert knew the lines of each hull intimately: each gracious sinew, each subtle curve reminded him of the young woman he once knew so intimately when they were two happy people... the woman who stood before him now, disapproving even as he approached his life’s greatest accomplishment. He knew, however, despite his great ability, even a McFay ship could founder in a distant gale, just as a once-happy couple could be defeated by life’s cruel twists and turns.

	“Even without a buyer, Eleanor, I believe we have enough funds to finish and launch both ships,” he reassured, though not believing it himself. “The larger hull will remain on our account and will earn us a pretty penny. I have faith that either Mr. Low or Mr. Forbes will buy the other after I show them both.” Eleanor’s remote gaze rejoined his as she turned from the window. Her arms still firmly crossed, Robert pressed on cautiously, “Mr. Low will meet me in the yard tomorrow and we’ll discuss terms. If he buys the smaller ship in addition to his investment in our larger hull, we can ably service our new mortgage. Mr. Low is terribly anxious to expand his California trade.” Robert now had her full attention. Still, he could not read her placid expression, so he ambled onward. “Howland Forbes, too. The newest hull will be a fine ship, and, with her beam and powerful rig, a record setter! On that you can place a bet… and I shall give you favorable odds.” His lackadaisical smile, intended to reassure his wife, did nothing of the sort.

	“And if one ship sinks and the other discovers this gold rush has run dry and the miners gone off to Alaska, then what? After all we’ve been through—” Never one for tears, Eleanor’s exasperation revealed itself with the discrete placement of her hand over her mouth. 

	On unsteady legs, Robert stood and stepped toward her. In a time not so long ago, he would have wrapped his strong, slender arms around her. Of recent years though, he reminded himself, he needed an invitation. She held herself tight. Robert no longer knew how to comfort his wife. Defeated, he turned away. He forced his attention to one challenge he could masterhow to launch a massive clipper ship from the mud and sand along East Boston’s Chelsea Creek. After a successful maiden voyage, he could pay down the debt on his business and house. And perhaps his newfound success could rekindle Eleanor’s damaged heart. 

	“We should have stayed in Australia,” Eleanor said softly into her fist.

	“We agreed… coming home would—” His emotions stopped at the memory. “Eleanor, we couldn’t remain there.” 

	“It’s made no difference. We’re in danger of arrest at any time. And I can’t forget—”

	“I, as well. We knew the risks. But we have had great success in Boston.”

	“Yes, Robert, you are admired… by me as well. Always.” Her gentle words stunned him and lifted his confidence. “However, someoneyour brother Ezekiel, or my father, or some other crewman is sure to recognize us eventually. We are no longer hidden among the crowdsyou’ve become famous. Your brother and my father were in cahoots once to rob your father, and maroon you on a sand spit. Now it appears they are joined again, suspicious of our yard’s great success. Either one of them might identify us and my father will testify to the murder. They could hang you...” Eleanor rose and walked around the office.

	“Ezekiel dabbles in petty usury in New Bedford. Your father can’t hurt us if he can’t find us. So, we steer clear. You agree with that, do you not?”

	“Of course, although my father will come after us, Robert. He never gives up. You know that. You remember he came ashore in Brisbane and asked all over town about two Americans who might be spending freely? He wasn’t convinced then, and he won’t go away now if he picks up our scent. He used to call his mate a dog, yet it’s my father who follows his nose.”

	She spoke the truth. They had long heard stories along the waterfront about an old captain’s furious search for his long-missing daughter. Captain Quartus Gant had asked the same questions of everyone he met, in every port on five continents: Have you seen a handsome American woman with a healthy competence, accompanied by a man who looks like a birch tree and professes a love for sailing ships yet disrespects all forms of authority? He is a thief and a murderer. She is under his control, torn from the bosom of her family. This man, Alexander Briggs, stole his brother Ezekiel’s inheritance. Ezekiel and I will pay a healthy bounty to any man who leads us to this pair.

	In East Boston, in a grand house with the kind of privacy money can buy, and with new names, Mr. and Mrs. Robert McFay felt safe. Now, however, the tide was receding; they could feel it in their bones.

	“Eleanor, we cannot live forever in fear. Going back to sea will renew us. Our new ship is grand.”

	Eleanor sat down—her way of showing that she not only conceded, but agreed.

	“Did you look at the list of names I left on your desk last evening?” She was the creative force behind the revered names of McFay ships. She had christened new hulls with lovely, memorable names such as Tradewinds, Timahoe, and Iona, lyrical names that spoke of the romance of the sea, like Dancer, Flying Mist, and ships named after heroes of the day, like Davy Crocket and Ivanhoe. 

	“I did. You assembled another admirable list.” He selected a sheet from the loose piles around his desk. “Let us select two.” 

	“The larger hull will be a masterful ship,” Eleanor said with pride, perking up. “I like Sovereign of the Waves. It is serious and well-stated. Or perhaps Grand Union, a fitting name for these unsettled timesif our nation is able to remain grand or a union. What do you say to Grand Union, Mr. McFay?” Robert detected kindness in her tone.

	She appreciated the change in topictheir sudden want for money upset her as did even an oblique mention of their past life, and their loss—her loss. Not that the past was completely Robert’s fault. Had she never met him, as a young woman who suffered from an abusive father, she would have endured a different life. She might have suffered less. Then again, without Robert’s sacrifices, she would not be alive.

	“Grand Union is more to my thinking,” Robert agreed. “A name we give to the largest clipper ship ever built must inspire, should it not?” He perused her list once again with care.

	“I suppose Grand Union sounds more like a railway junction than a ship, though. What about this one?” She pointed over his shoulder, her proximity an excitement he used to savor.

	“Great Endeavor, eh? The name reflects the brave ambitions of the pioneers heading west.” He looked away suddenly feeling tired. “I like the name. It reflects how I used to feel—”

	“No Robert, it also reflects this…” She waved her hands around the messy office and the swarm of workers climbing on the hulls outside the window. “…our life amidst oak sawdust on our jackets and tar on our shoes. You are the great endeavor, Robert.” An endeavor that may not have a place for me any longer, she reflected honestly. 

	The two lonely people sat quietly near each other and silently remembered how they once teamed to solve imponderable puzzles. 

	“Yes, I believe you’ve hit it!” Robert said with finality, “We shall call her Great Endeavor and all who see her running hard before the wind will marvel at her majesty.”

	“Agreed!” Eleanor jumped ahead, “And I would like to select the name of the other ship. I feel a special bond with her.” 

	Robert smiled. “The ship is yours to name. And speaking of names, have you heard what Mr. Forbes named her sister-ship that we delivered last month? She is docked at his India Wharf, bending sails and provisioning.”

	“I have not, Robert.”

	“He named her Banshee. A ghost from the Eire moors, as I understand it. Your mother washed ashore from Cork Citywhat would she have said to that?” Robert asked his wife, admiring her more fondly than he had in ages. 

	Eleanor sat back in a carpenter’s chair in the office surrounded by shaved curls of musky oak accented with sweet, wet pine chips, half hulls, tools, and drafting desks with their blue paper and white lines of ships drawn and to be built—new designs that Robert hoped to construct as soon as Great Endeavor’s maiden voyage broke all records to California. 

	“My Mother would warn us not to tempt the banshee.” Eleanor mimicked her mother’s brogue. “‘Tis an evil spirit,’ she would say. ‘You call for the devil himself and profane his angel of death by putting that wicked name on a ship! You will forfeit your profit, and perhaps your soul.’ She would tell you, as she blessed herself three times in quick succession. ‘Banshee is an evil name. It tempts fate.’”

	“Well, we shall steer clear of Banshee then. What about our newest hull? Leprechaun, perhaps?” asked Robert with a restrained smile.

	“I take the naming of our ships seriously, husband. I do not appreciate your tone, sir.” She had softened. She had not called Robert “sir” in years. “Yet, a celestial spirit is an appropriate metaphor for a ship. A ship with new-cut wood is technically still alivea growing, living creation of God and man, and as such demands a watchful hand over her voyages. Your ships sail as fast as the wind and seem to flyflying through the wind-chopped spray, flying to meet their voyage’s end, flying to bring seamen safely home to their sweethearts. I choose one name above all othersFlying Spirit. It is a name boldly willful yet gently uplifting. The boys aboard will respect it. And her figurehead must be of a brave woman warriorno more of your half-naked sea nymphs! She will be an exciting ship, Robert, a fast ship… And she will make us proud.”

	“Flying Spirit it is. I love your names, Eleanor,” said Robert, realizing he had an opportunity to say more. But the opportunity was as fleeting as a spouting whale disappearing into a fogbank. 

	“Thank you, Robert. I’m sorry I am so cross at times. I shall retire. How does your chest feel this evening?”

	“Better, although my eyes hurt in the sunlight. I shall work by lamp tonight and sleep late. Please do not rouse me until Mr. Low calls?”

	“There will be men looking for you early. Bills are due from Morse’s lumber yard, the East Cambridge ropewalk, and Mr. Sperry’s sail loft. What shall I tell these gentlemen?”

	“Tell them we have built two of the world’s fastest clipper ships. Tell them we are accepting investors for their maiden voyage if they care to trade debt for equity and a share of the profits. We sail for California! Tell them that!” 

	It was apparent to both Robert and Eleanor he was ill. Nor was he improving noticeably though some days of late had been better than others. How much longer could she stand-in? His constitution had not been strong even before the recent severe chest aches began. He felt bits of life slipping away with each passing day. Until the two new hulls were offshore and he was flush with funds to build their successors, he felt his life remained unfulfilled. He wondered how much time he had left. 

	With a wistful smile Eleanor bid her husband a peaceful sleep. Despite what her heart and stomach warned, she was determined to go to sea again. After so many hard years of lonely voyages that punished her body and stripped her spirit of a thin layer of humanity with each wave, an unfamiliar shore called to her. This upcoming voyage would take her away from her home, this house and her dear garden, the only respite where she felt any peace. She had designed and nurtured a joyful garden full of blooms for every week and month of Boston’s fragile, fertile growing season. Her forsythia bloomed bright yellow early in April when the frosts allowed. It was followed by abundant red azalea bushes that Robert had brought back from Georgia. Splendid, tall roses by June stayed with her until the heat of July and August withered them despite her love and watering. Hydrangeas always, and by adding ground up limestone to the soil, neighbors begged for her magic technique. Only one plant native to the other side of the world was beyond her skills: the bougainvillea that she had loved in New South Wales resisted all her attempts at transplanting. Nor could she succeed at sprouting it from rare seeds purchased from inbound Indies’ merchants. Someday, she promised herself, she would find a land to grow these rainbow blessings, perhaps with palm trees to shade. She wondered about all she had heard of California. Only a voyage away, near yet so far from where she now slept. She would miss her garden in East Boston. On board ship, even one as grand as the two that stood tall in her shipyard, there was little extra room for plants or flowers. Only the hardiest of greens might survive in a small window box near the stern. Even in her cabin, no delicate leaf would rise to a wandering sun, no flower would bloom with the surety of the seasons, no bud would foretell a new arrival of life. Perhaps in the fabled California, she might find clean earth and a new start, when every waking moment was not filled with sadness. She hoped the promise of sun, warmth, and a new life would be enough to sustain her for fifteen thousand wet, turbulent miles. 

	Retired to her bedroom, she clung to hopeful thoughts of a golden coast. Yet as she climbed alone into her bed, she found herself regretting talk of the banshee. Until her mother’s untimely death, the beloved woman had suffered frightful dreams of that ghost. And again tonight, nightmares would disrupt Eleanor’s sleep until she was rescued by the dawn.

	[image: Chart

Description automatically generated]

	 

	India Wharf, Boston.

	 

	India Wharf, a deep-water structure built of massive gray and pink granite blocks carved from quarries in nearby Quincy, and Stonington on Deer Isle in Maine, jutted out from the imposing, domed custom house that commanded Boston’s crowded waterfront. A cacophony of cutters, sloops, barges as well as new and returning clipper ships filled the docks along India Street. Stevedores in heavy tarpaulin overalls hustled to provision the sailing ships destined for a hazardous journey to the far side of the continent. Clipper ships with three towering masts soaring two hundred feet into the morning sky sat aside the wharf. Their lower yardarms nearly kissed the handsome four-story merchant building with its expansive arch that anchored the wharf like a castle commanding a twist in the Danube. Designed by the celebrated Mr. Bullfinch, the massive red-brick structure showcased his great skill and mirrored Boston’s passion for great adventures and industrious challenges. At a time when the United States economy was exploding, its fuse, it could be said, was lit on India Wharf. Here on the wharf clipper ships built across the harbor at the Robert McFay’s and Augustus Porter’s shipbuilding yards rigged their masts with lines strung in ropewalks from nearby in East Cambridge. Sailors set down gang planks from the ship decks to the pier where men and animals dragged aboard carts laden with crates of food, water barrels, and stacked merchandise for the dangerous voyage around South America to the newest American outpost in the untapped west—San Francisco. 

	Once a quiet bay with only a Spanish mission, San Francisco had become a thriving boomtown of hungry men and their followers all intent to unearth their own share of what President Polk had decreed in the year ‘48 as a “great abundance” of gold easily found near the earth’s crust in the nearby hills and streams. Travel to San Francisco, however, across a vast continent was viable only to those able to endure six or more months of arduous land-crossing. Eager young men chose a faster route that, in the year 1849, suddenly became a reasonable alternative: a long, circuitous voyage by seadown the North Atlantic Ocean, across the South Atlantic, around the treacherous Cape Horn, and then northward, again past the coasts of two continents until finally arriving into the great Bay. Its fifteen thousand miles of deep-water sailing without landfall or respite meant four or more months stuck below the wet, cold decks of the fastest sailing ships ever built.

	Beyond Argentina, around Cape Hornwhere ferocious westerly gales and ice-storms rageda sailing ship might tack north and south week after week without making notable westward progress. On especially brutal ocean throughout Drake Passage, rounding Cape Horn was pitilessly cruel for crewmen whose duties required they climb tall swaying masts to wrestle ice-crusted sails and pull heavy, wet lines on command. Yet despite the hardships encountered by an unforgiving sea, in 1849 over seven hundred ships loaded in ports from the Kennebunk River, Maine to Norfolk, Virginia, were replete with hopeful men frenzied for gold. Some ships foundered in heavy seas without witnesses, sending dreamers and crews alike to silent, sodden deaths. Other adventurers sailed with great effort and often little effect for many months aboard small, unworthy hulls designed for coastal trade. Whatever ships could be procured for the bursting California run were sent to sea. Many carried cargoes that those digging for fortunes in California needed most: shovels, picks, heavy work clothes, boots, and whiskey. These westbound ships also carried what California miners wanted least: a hoard of Easterners and immigrants. Every one of them sought to earn more in one day’s score than tilling New England’s stony farmlands paid in a year. In California, however, the exhausted newcomers discovered a new set of boots cost sixty dollars a pair. And for shelter, new arrivals felt lucky to find discarded tarps for tents. Nevertheless, excited men by the thousands sailed west. When stories reached Boston about gold dust worth one thousand dollars a gram spread out on the counting tables like magic sand swept from the floor, the adventurers factored an uncertain ocean voyage was a better wager than to double down on New England’s hard-scrabble living. 

	Carts laden with provisions backed up on the streets headed for India Wharf. The throng rustled, filled with aromas of human sweat mixed with animal droppings that littered every street and alley. Locals watched passengers embark for the fortune-making voyages with a mix of excitement and envy for the trade that brought bread to their family’s table, yet leaving them wondering if they were somehow missing out. Boston had never seen such fever for money-making! The California rush bolstered the wealth of the entire New England region: merchants who owned the great shipping firms prospered like never before. Ship owners, ship designers and builders became famous and wealthy. Clipper ship captainsa class of hearty men more respected, and better paid, than any admiral or generalwere suddenly the toast of Boston. Above India Wharf on the second floor of the Bulfinch Building sat the counting houses of Russell and Company, America’s largest merchant firm famous for establishing America’s foothold in Canton twenty years before. For decades prior to Robert Russell’s arrival in China, British merchants had fiercely protected their monopoly plying opium transported from Turkey or India and sold to the Chinese population. When Robert Russell and other Yankees appeared in the Fowcho River, competition turned serious. Profits turned on which trader could transport to markets the incoming poppy and the outgoing tea on the fastest routes on the fastest ships. To meet this new standard, ship design evolved from lumbering British East India Company behemoths to graceful clipper ships modeled after elegant eighteenth-century French men-o’-wars and American coastal merchant vessels, most notably fast brigs and topsail schooners known as Baltimore clippers favored by privateers and smugglers in the 1812 war. 

	Ruthlessly ambitious men such as Robert Russellwho built his firm, retired to Beacon Hill, and appointed his friend Howland Forbes as director and partneras well as William Delano Low of Bryant and Sturgis, owned the fastest sailing ships for the China trade and quickly dominated the English. Then in 1848 gold was discovered in the hills outside San Francisco and a new, untapped market exploded overnight available only to American ships, most from Boston or New York. And as the China opium and tea trades were left in the hands of the British, a gold rush to American land took center stage. Boston talked of nothing except the boom, the opportunity for instant wealth, and how to get to California on the fastest ship. The entire eastern seaboard was in a furious dash to make their fortunes. Boston and New York City were epicenters for gold fever.

	“I hear more than five hundred ships have set out this season,” William Delano Low said to his friend of thirty years. As a young man, Low had made his first of two fortunes from the whale oil trade of his native Fairhaven, Massachusetts. Then he had sailed to China. An unimposing man of medium height, William Low betrayed a strength of physical stamina that did not fully extend to his mental acuity. Low was more a lucky fellow than a prescient man of business. His fortunes grew due to lucky timing and a fortuitous alignment with wily people such as Howland Forbes.

	“I heard as well,” Forbes replied, “California will prove more profitable than tea or poppy. Trading with our own peoplethough a continent awaythat, my dear sir, is the future.” 

	Howland Forbes, two years older than William Low, was blessed with height and hid his keen intelligence behind an unreadable, often jovial face. With a mischievous grin, Forbes looked to his former partner in the China trade, now a friendly competitor in the California route. Their weekly game of cards took place above their trading offices on India Wharf in a private merchantman’s social club, a quiet respite Forbes savored. Business of late, however, was fraught with new, increased risk. His clippers and packets plied longer voyages, most notably, the arduous ocean voyage to California, and his ships were crewed with less experienced seamen. Outweighing the risks of shipwreck, the profits had increased tenfold since only one year before. California was a trade wherein speed equaled moneyone could translate knots to dollars with a flick of the wrist. The ships sailed with full crews, massive spreads of sail, in all weather, all day and all night over thousands of ocean miles. The miners aboard and the owners on Beacon Hill were all frantically anxious for record passages; speed was everything. 

	In 1846 a typical voyage west to California from the United States’ east coast lasted one-hundred-fifty days or longer if the gales in the high latitudes pushed hard against west-bound sailing ships around the tip of South AmericaCape Horn. With the invention of Robert McFay’s larger, faster clipper shipsthe extreme clippera clipper voyage in 1849 had collapsed to one-hundred-twenty days. The saving of thirty days meant a twenty percent increase in profits from the sale of cargo. For the diggers, arriving a month sooner might lead them to an untapped stake. Soon, owners expected, their new extreme clippers, like the ones McFay was building, would round the Horn and anchor in San Francisco in three months or less—ninety days to cross a continent! 

	Howland Forbes had come to a new realization, however. He recognized that he filled his coffers with the rush-induced profits of a business solely dependent on an undependable source of transportation: leaky, wooden sailing ships powered only by the fickle hands of ocean trade winds. This presented a risk he and his investors could no longer countenance. In New York, Cornelius Vanderbilt had it right: the future was being built by great men with bold visionand these men were building railroads west. They were building great businesses and banks, mansions and summer retreats in Newport. These men were also building ocean-going steam ships. Forbes, a businessman with sailing in his blood, was beginning to think this way as well. His friend William Low, however, remained enthralled with the romance of life under a canvas sky. Forbes recognized that traveling overland by ox-led wagons was not a viable option for quickly transporting to a bustling, western metropolis large quantities of essential, heavy manufactured goods: liquor, tools, iron, glass, furniture, and clothing. Merchant sailing ships, however, could carry hundreds of tons of bulk cargo on a single voyage; although even innovative sailing ships such as the new, larger extreme clippers could not deliver on a pre-determined schedule. Nor could they guarantee to reach
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