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PROLOGUE

	Before the Sound of Breakers

	

	

	There is a moment, just before catastrophe, when the world is still entirely itself, ordinary, unbroken, indifferent to what is coming. That moment is always the last of its kind. After it, everything is different. Before it, nothing is.

	— From a letter by Captain James Riley to his wife Phoebe, Hartford, Connecticut, 1816

	

	

	On the evening of August the twenty-eighth, 1815, Captain James Riley of Hartford, Connecticut, was doing what he had done on hundreds of evenings aboard dozens of vessels over the course of a twenty-year career at sea: he was managing his ship. The brig Commerce was moving through the Atlantic approaches to the African coast under a sky that offered nothing alarming, no storm building on the horizon, no unusual quality in the wind, no warning in the behaviour of the sea around him that differed in any interpretable way from the ordinary behaviour of the ocean on an ordinary August night. His position, as he understood it from his calculations, placed the vessel safely clear of the coast. His course was set for Gibraltar. His crew were at their stations or in their hammocks according to the watch schedule that was the heartbeat of the ship's daily life. Everything was as it should have been. Everything was proceeding as it had proceeded for the weeks of the crossing, in the unremarkable way of a voyage that is going well.

	He could not have known, in those evening hours, that he was standing in the last ordinary moment of a life that would never again be entirely ordinary. He could not have known that within hours the world he occupied, the world of the working captain, the Atlantic merchant, the Hartford husband and father with a cargo to deliver and a crew to bring home, would be replaced by a world so alien and so savage that nothing in his experience or his imagination had equipped him to anticipate it. He was going about his business. His business was about to end, and something else was about to begin, and between those two facts there was no warning and no interval and no mercy.

	This is a book about what happened next. But it is also, inevitably, a book about the man who was standing on that deck in the ordinary August evening, going about his business, not knowing. It is a book about what the desert revealed in him that the ordinary world had not needed to reveal, about what it cost him to cross it, and about what he brought back from the crossing that changed not only his own understanding of the world but, through the book he eventually wrote about it, and through the most famous of that book's readers, the understanding of a nation. The story begins in the Atlantic, in the last hours of the ordinary. It ends in a place where ordinary is, for the people who have been there, never quite the same again.

	The Largest Desert on Earth

	The Sahara does not announce itself. It does not advertise its intentions or provide any visible indication, from the deck of a vessel moving along its Atlantic edge, of what it contains and what it is capable of doing to the human beings who enter it without preparation. It looks, from the sea, like an absence, a long, low, featureless coastline of pale sand and bare rock that stretches for hundreds of miles in either direction without the harbours or the towns or the geographical features that would give it character and scale in the imagination of the observer. It is the absence of things rather than the presence of them: no trees, no rivers, no buildings, no sign of any activity that would suggest the coastline is inhabited in any sustained or organised way. It is simply there, flat and pale and immense and apparently empty, the edge of a continent that extends away from the shore in all directions for distances that the mind of a maritime navigator, trained on the manageable scales of the Atlantic crossing, on the known distances between the familiar ports of the trade, cannot easily compass.

	The Sahara is roughly the size of the continental United States. It covers more than three and a half million square miles of the African continent, from the Atlantic coast in the west to the Red Sea in the east, from the Atlas Mountains in the north to the Sahel in the south. It is not, as the imagination of the uninitiated tends to picture it, a single ocean of sand. It is a continent within a continent: gravel plains of almost lunar desolation, rock plateaux scoured by centuries of wind, sand seas of extraordinary scale and beauty where the dunes rise to three hundred feet and shift with the seasons in patterns that have been moving since before any human civilization existed to observe them. It is one of the driest places on earth and one of the hottest. In August, in the western reaches that the Commerce was approaching, temperatures on the exposed surface regularly exceed fifty degrees Celsius. The air holds moisture in quantities so small that a man walking in it loses, through sweat alone, more water per hour than he can carry in any practical quantity. The physics of survival in the Sahara are unforgiving and specific and they are not negotiated. They are simply the terms, and the choice is between meeting them and not surviving, or meeting them and surviving, and the margin between those two outcomes is much thinner than it appears from any distance outside the desert itself.

	This was the world that was about to receive James Riley and eleven other men from a merchant brig out of New London, Connecticut, in the dark hours of August the twenty-ninth, 1815. They were not prepared for it. They had no means of preparing for it. Nothing in the world they came from, nothing in the maritime culture of the early American republic, nothing in the geography they had studied, nothing in the literature of travel and exploration that existed in 1815, had given them any usable knowledge of what awaited them on the other side of the reef. They were, in every relevant sense, going in blind. They would come out, those of them who came out, fundamentally changed. Some of them would not come out at all.
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	THE WORLD THAT WAS LEFT BEHIND
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CHAPTER ONE

	The Commerce and Her Captain

	

	

	A captain is the last law and the first mercy his men will ever know. All else, wind, tide, God, and the indifferent sea, must be negotiated.

	— Maritime proverb, early nineteenth century

	

	

	Long before James Riley could read the stars or calculate a ship's position from the angle of the sun above a restless horizon, he understood the sea. He had grown up in its shadow, in the port town of Middletown, Connecticut, where the Connecticut River opens itself to commerce and the smell of salt and tar was as ordinary as the smell of bread. The river was not the ocean, not the terrifying, grey Atlantic that Riley would one day learn to cross and recross with the confidence of a man walking a familiar road — but it was water, and water spoke. It spoke of elsewhere. It spoke of distances. And in the late eighteenth century, for a boy born into a family that had always lived at the water's edge, that language was the first one learned.

	He was born in 1777, the year after American independence was declared and while the revolution still raged, though in Middletown, a prosperous inland port with ambitions above its station, the war was felt more in commerce than in cannon. The Rileys were not a wealthy family, but they were not destitute either, occupying that broad and useful middle ground that the young republic was generating in its eastern coastal towns: people of industry, of practical intelligence, of modest means and substantial pride. The sea, for such families, was not a romantic notion. It was an economic one. It was where the money moved.

	James was the son of a man who knew ships, and the grandson of men who had known ships before that. The particular intimacy with the ocean that characterises great sea captains, the ability to read a change in the wind's direction from the way a wave lifts slightly differently on the larboard bow, the instinct to check the rigging at two in the morning for no reason the conscious mind can articulate, is not entirely learned. Some of it is absorbed. It passes through generations in the way that certain families pass down a facility with figures or a gift for rhetoric: not as a formal inheritance but as something deeper, carried in the blood and honed by proximity.

	He went to sea young, as boys did. The age at which a child of the sailing era first stepped aboard a working vessel as something more than a passenger would scandalise the modern observer: twelve, eleven, sometimes younger for the most ambitious families or the most desperate ones. Riley's first berths were as a cabin boy, the lowest rung on the long ladder of maritime hierarchy, a rank that involved the performance of every task that nobody else wished to perform, from scrubbing the cook's pots to hauling ropes that were too heavy for a boy's arms, which he hauled anyway, because the alternative was failure, and failure was a luxury that ambitious boys from middling Connecticut families could not afford.

	Those early years at sea were not merely an apprenticeship in seamanship. They were an education in human nature. A sailing vessel of the period was a closed world, a community of perhaps a dozen to twenty men confined in a space no larger than a generous cottage, subject to forces entirely beyond their control, dependent upon one another for survival in a way that land-based life rarely demanded. You learned quickly who could be trusted and who could not. You learned what men were made of when the weather changed and the work became urgent and the consequences of error were measured in lives. You learned patience, and endurance, and the particular virtue, not taught in any schoolroom, of knowing when to speak and when to remain silent.

	Riley was a quick student of all of it. By his mid-twenties he had risen through the ranks with a speed that spoke not only to his competence with navigation and seamanship but to his manner with men. He was not, by temperament, a martinet. The iron discipline of the Royal Navy, with its floggings, its rigid hierarchies, its culture of fear, was not his model. The American merchant marine, particularly in the decades following independence, had a somewhat different character: men were expected to work hard and to follow orders, certainly, but the relationship between a captain and his crew was more contractual, more human, more subject to the unwritten laws of mutual regard. Riley understood this instinctively. He was demanding without being cruel. He held standards without humiliating those who fell short. He had a captain's authority and a man's conscience, and those who sailed with him tended to follow willingly rather than merely obediently, which is a distinction that matters enormously when the sea turns against you.

	The Man Behind the Command

	By 1815, James Riley was thirty-seven years old and had been captain of his own vessel for several years. He was not a large man physically, but he was solid, compact and well-made, with the particular toughness that sustained outdoor labour produces, the sort of fitness that is less about size than about density, the body trained not for show but for function. His face, by his own account and the accounts of those who knew him, was weathered beyond his years: the Atlantic sun and Atlantic wind had done their work, carving lines into his forehead and around his eyes that made him look older than he was, which in a profession where gravitas was an asset was not entirely a disadvantage.

	He was, by the standards of his era and station, a thoughtful man. He read. He kept journals. He was curious about the world beyond the sea lanes, interested in the peoples and customs of the ports he visited, willing to engage with unfamiliar ideas and foreign perspectives in a way that many of his contemporaries, men who crossed oceans and yet somehow remained entirely provincial, were not. This intellectual curiosity would serve him in ways he could not yet imagine.

	He was also, and this would prove crucial, a man of religious faith, not the performative piety of the churchgoer who honours God on Sunday and ignores him the rest of the week, but a genuine and personal conviction that the universe was ordered by a moral intelligence, that suffering had meaning, and that even in the worst extremity of human experience there was something worth holding onto. His faith was not naive. He had seen enough of the world's cruelty and caprice to have abandoned naive faith long ago, if he had ever possessed it. What remained was something harder and more useful: the belief that endurance was not futile, that the human spirit was capable of more than its circumstances suggested, that there was always, always, one more thing to try before surrendering.

	His domestic life was a source of both comfort and motivation. He had married Phoebe in the early years of the century, and by 1815 they had several children, a fact that would haunt him throughout the ordeal to come, his family's faces rising in his mind during the worst moments like a lighthouse beam glimpsed through fog. Phoebe was a woman of considerable emotional fortitude, as she would need to be: a sea captain's wife in the early nineteenth century was, in practical terms, a woman who spent large portions of her married life alone, managing a household, raising children, and worrying. She had been doing all of these things for years. She did not know, that summer, that she was about to begin worrying in earnest.

	Riley's home was in Hartford, Connecticut, not far from where he had grown up, and it was a respectable establishment, not grand, but comfortable, furnished with the modest prosperity of a man who had worked hard and managed his finances with the same careful attention he brought to navigating a brig through difficult waters. He was proud of what he had built. He intended to build more.

	The Brig Commerce: Portrait of a Working Ship

	The Commerce was not a famous ship. She was not a naval vessel, not a ship of the line, not a frigate carrying the flag of a nation or the glamour of battle. She was a merchant brig: a working boat, a creature of commerce and practicality, built not to inspire wonder but to carry goods across water reliably and, when possible, profitably. There were hundreds of vessels like her working the Atlantic trade routes in 1815, and in the annals of maritime history she would have passed entirely without notice had fate not intervened in the most catastrophic fashion imaginable.

	A brig, for those unfamiliar with the vocabulary of the age of sail, is a two-masted vessel with square sails on both masts, a design that made it fast in the open ocean with a following wind and manageable in the hands of a modest crew. The rig demanded skill and constant attention: the complex web of ropes and spars that drove a square-rigged vessel required experienced hands and sound judgement, and in adverse conditions, a headwind, a sudden squall, a shift in the weather, the difference between a well-handled brig and a poorly handled one was the difference between making port and not making it at all.

	The Commerce measured approximately ninety feet from stem to stern and perhaps twenty-five feet across her beam. By modern standards she was tiny, a vessel that today would seem barely adequate for coastal pleasure sailing, yet one that routinely carried men and cargo across the full width of the Atlantic. She displaced something in the region of two hundred tons, which placed her in the middle range of the merchant brigs working American ports in the early nineteenth century: not the smallest of her kind, not by any means the largest, but capable and sturdy, built for the work she was given and maintained, under Riley's command, with the conscientiousness that a working captain owed his vessel and his crew.

	Her hold, in the summer of 1815, carried a mixed cargo assembled for the Mediterranean trade: tobacco, flour, and various sundry goods intended for Gibraltar and, depending on markets, points further east. It was a perfectly ordinary cargo for a perfectly ordinary voyage of the kind that American merchant captains were making with increasing frequency in the years following the end of the Napoleonic Wars. The great European conflict had disrupted Atlantic commerce for more than a decade; its conclusion had released a pent-up energy into the trade routes, a kind of commercial spring after a long and brutal winter, and ambitious captains were moving quickly to stake their claims in the reopened markets.

	There was nothing about the Commerce, outwardly inspected, that suggested she would become the site of a historical catastrophe. She was well-rigged and seaworthy, her hull sound, her stores adequate for the crossing. She had made voyages before and would, all things being equal, make voyages again. All things were not equal. But in the early days of that fateful summer, nobody knew that yet.

	Twelve Men: The Crew of the Commerce

	A ship's company is not merely a collection of skilled workers performing assigned functions. It is a society, compressed, pressurised, and stripped of the ordinary buffers that land life provides between people who might not, in other circumstances, choose one another's company. The crew of the Commerce numbered twelve men, including Riley, and together they constituted a world that was complete in itself: self-sufficient in terms of the skills required to run the vessel, bound together by the exigencies of the voyage, and subject to the usual human tensions that arise whenever men are confined in close quarters and asked to trust one another with their lives.

	First Mate Archibald Robbins was the most educated man aboard after Riley himself. A New Englander of good family and solid schooling, Robbins possessed a writer's eye for detail and a journalist's instinct for the significant qualities that would in the aftermath of the ordeal make him the author of a parallel account that both complemented and occasionally contradicted Riley's own narrative. Where Riley tended toward the systematic and the analytical, Robbins was more observational, more attuned to the texture of experience, more interested in the strange and the particular. He was, by all accounts, a capable officer and a reliable presence, though his relationship with Riley would be tested, as all relationships were tested, by what lay ahead.

	The Portuguese sailor Antonio Michel occupied a unique position in the crew's social geography. He was the only man aboard who spoke any language other than English, and while his Portuguese was not Arabic or any of the Berber tongues they would eventually encounter, his linguistic facility and his experience of the wider Mediterranean world gave him a flexibility of mind that would prove valuable. Michel was compact and dark-complexioned, a man who had grown up around the sea and different cultures in a way that the New England sailors around him mostly had not. He adapted, where others struggled to adapt. That capacity for adaptation, when everything familiar had been stripped away, was worth more than any other attribute.

	William Porter was the steadiest man on the ship after the captain, steadiness not in the sense of plodding predictability but in the sense of reliability under pressure, the quality of a man who does what is required of him without drama, without complaint, and without the fluctuations of morale that afflict less disciplined natures. Porter was a physical man, broad and strong, the kind of sailor who could be counted upon in heavy weather when the work was brutal and the danger was real. He was not, by temperament, given to introspection, and perhaps this served him. The men who thought too deeply about their situation, during the ordeal to come, were sometimes the first to break.

	Cook Aaron Savage occupied the role that every ship's cook occupies: simultaneously peripheral and central, invisible when things were going well and painfully conspicuous when they were not. A ship's food was the primary daily measure of a crew's morale, and Savage understood this. He was a man of quiet competence and stoic temperament, qualities that were perhaps formed by the cook's particular relationship with the sea voyage, confined largely to his galley, responsible for sustaining bodies that were expending themselves in hard labour, feeding men who were often hungry and sometimes difficult. The capacity to perform one's work under pressure without requiring thanks or recognition is a form of character that does not always receive the recognition it deserves.

	The remaining crew, Thomas Burns, James Barrett, Horace Savage, and others, were men of varying experience and varying character, united by their willingness to sign aboard a merchant brig bound for the Mediterranean and their shared ignorance of what that signing would actually mean. Most were young. Several were making their first long ocean crossing. They were ordinary men in the deepest sense: not heroes, not adventurers, not men who had sought out danger or deliberately placed themselves in extreme situations. They were working sailors, doing what working sailors did. The horror that awaited them was entirely outside anything their experience had prepared them for.

	Atlantic Commerce and the Routes of Risk

	The world into which the Commerce sailed in the summer of 1815 was one in the process of rapid and slightly disorienting transformation. The Napoleonic Wars had ended, finally and conclusively, with Bonaparte's defeat at Waterloo in June of that year, just weeks before the Commerce departed New London for Gibraltar. Europe was reorganising itself with the nervous energy of a continent that has been fighting for twenty years and suddenly, startlingly, is not. The Congress of Vienna had redrawn the map. Old empires had been confirmed and new arrangements negotiated. The great question of the next several decades, what kind of peace would follow such a war, was just beginning to be asked.

	For American merchants, the end of the European conflict was almost entirely good news, at least on the surface. The War of 1812 with Britain had concluded the previous year, removing the immediate military threat but also the commercial disruptions, the blockades, the impressment of American sailors, the seizure of American ships, that had plagued Atlantic trade for years. American merchant shipping was in a mood of determined optimism. The routes were open. The markets were hungry. The timing seemed propitious.

	The Mediterranean trade was one of the most attractive of the available options for ambitious American captains. Gibraltar was the great entrepôt of the western Mediterranean, a hub through which goods of every description moved between the Atlantic world and the ancient sea to the east. American tobacco, grain, and manufactured goods found ready markets there, and the return cargoes, wines, olive oil, textiles, dried fruits, commanded good prices in American ports. The route was long and the crossing exposed to Atlantic weather, but it was a known route, with established protocols, reliable winds, and ports of call that offered shelter, provisioning, and the consolations of civilisation.

	The African coast was the danger. Every captain who sailed the route from America to Gibraltar knew about the African coast, knew, at least, that it existed, that it was treacherous, and that the combination of fog, offshore winds, and the particularly vicious shoals off the western Sahara had claimed ships with disconcerting frequency. The charts of the era were imprecise, sometimes wildly so. The coastline between the Canary Islands and the Moroccan port of Agadir, a stretch that included the lethal shoals of the Saharan shore, was among the least accurately charted in the Atlantic world, which was itself a world of imprecisely charted coasts. The navigational challenge was real and acknowledged. Captains were warned to give the African shore a generous berth.

	What the charts and the warnings could not convey was what awaited those who failed to maintain that berth. The geography of the western Saharan coast was alien to everything that European and American maritime experience had prepared sailors for. In the North Atlantic, a shipwreck was a catastrophe, but it was a comprehensible one: if you survived the wreck itself, you were on a coast that was, at least in principle, inhabited by people who understood what you were, spoke languages cognate with your own, operated within legal and social frameworks you could navigate. Rescue, however difficult, was imaginable. The infrastructure of civilisation was within reach.

	The Saharan coast offered none of this. It was a shore that led not to safety but to one of the most hostile environments on earth: a desert of almost incomprehensible scale, inhabited by nomadic peoples whose customs, language, economy, and relationship to outsiders were utterly unlike anything in the experience of an American sailor from Connecticut. To be wrecked on the Saharan coast was not merely to be shipwrecked. It was to be translated, in an instant, into a world as foreign and as dangerous as the surface of another planet. There were no rescue protocols for it. There were no precedents that a man like James Riley could usefully draw upon.

	He knew the coast was dangerous. He did not know, could not have known, just how dangerous, or in precisely what manner. This ignorance was not culpable. It was simply the ignorance of a man navigating with the charts and knowledge available to him in 1815, in a world where the cartography of human suffering had not yet been completed.

	The Slave Coast No One Named

	It would be a cruel irony, one that Riley himself would later reflect upon with bitter eloquence, that the men of the Commerce were sailing, in the early summer of 1815, into a region that was, for its inhabitants, a functioning slave economy. The language of slavery was not foreign to American ears in 1815; the institution of chattel slavery was woven into the economic fabric of the young republic, concentrated in the southern states but connected to northern commerce in ways that even the most scrupulous New England merchant found difficult to entirely avoid. Riley was not a slaveholder. He had, by his own later account, views about slavery that were troubled even before the ordeal that would transform those views entirely. But like most Americans of his era and station, he moved through a world in which slavery existed and did not fundamentally question the framework within which it existed.

	The Saharan slave trade was a different system from the transatlantic trade, operating on different routes through different mechanisms, but it was a slave trade nonetheless. The nomadic peoples of the western Sahara had long practised the enslavement of outsiders, primarily sub-Saharan Africans taken in raids to the south, but also, intermittently, Europeans and Americans wrecked on the coast or taken from vessels at sea. These coastal castaways were a specialised category: their potential value lay not in their labour, which in the desert conditions was limited and often counterproductive, but in their ransomability. A Christian sailor, particularly one from a nation wealthy enough to pay for his redemption, was worth more alive and in reasonable condition than in any other state. This was a cold commercial calculation, and it was one that would, in the ordeal to come, constitute the slender thread on which the lives of the Commerce's crew would hang.

	Riley had no knowledge of this trade or its mechanisms as he prepared his vessel for departure in the spring of 1815. The world's knowledge of the Saharan interior and its peoples was, from a Western perspective, largely mythological, composed of travellers' tales, ancient geographies, and the reports of the occasional explorer who had ventured into the desert and returned to tell the story. What Riley knew of Africa would fit comfortably on a single page, and most of it was wrong. This was not unusual. The western Sahara in 1815 was as effectively unknown to the European and American world as the surface of the moon. Its political structures, its social organisation, its languages, its economy, all of this lay beyond the horizon of his understanding, a blank space on the map of his knowledge into which fate was about to thrust him without preparation or warning.

	The Weight of Command

	In the weeks before the Commerce's departure from New London in May 1815, James Riley attended to the business of preparation with the methodical attention that characterised his approach to everything under his control. The cargo was loaded and checked. The rigging was inspected and where necessary replaced. Provisions were taken aboard: water in casks, salt meat, hardtack, dried peas, the austere and well-calibrated diet of the Atlantic crossing. Charts were consulted and courses plotted. The crew were assembled and their contracts signed.

	He would have been aware, in those weeks, of a particular quality of attention, the heightened awareness of the captain on the eve of departure, the state of mind in which every detail presents itself as potentially consequential, in which the ordinary preparations of a voyage take on a weight they do not quite carry at other times. There is always, for a captain preparing to put to sea, the knowledge that once the lines are cast off and the harbour falls away behind, he is responsible. Not responsible in the bureaucratic sense of being accountable to an authority above him, though that too, but responsible in the more fundamental sense of being the person upon whom all other lives depend. If he makes the wrong decision, men die. The harbour is the last place where this is merely abstract. Once at sea, it becomes real.

	Riley had made many departures. He had felt this weight before and had learned, as all experienced captains learn, to carry it without being crushed by it. The weight does not go away; it simply becomes familiar, a companion rather than a burden. But this departure was different from those that had preceded it in ways he could not know and would not discover until the weight had become something entirely unprecedented.

	He said goodbye to Phoebe and to his children. The details of those farewells are not recorded in his account, perhaps because some things are too private for a public narrative, or perhaps because they were too painful to revisit in the writing. He walked out of his Hartford home, down to the docks, and took command of a vessel and a crew whose fate rested in his hands. He was, by any reasonable assessment, a capable, experienced, conscientious man in the prime of his professional life. He had every reason to expect that the voyage would go as voyages went: with difficulty, with the ordinary challenges of weather and navigation and crew management, but without catastrophe.

	He was wrong. But the wrongness of his expectation was not a failure of judgement or a failure of preparation. It was simply the condition of being human in a world that does not warn us when we are standing on the edge of everything that is about to change. No captain, however skilled, however careful, however experienced, can navigate by charts that have not yet been drawn. Riley could not foresee what the sea had prepared for him off the coast of the Sahara. He could only sail toward it, as competent and as blind as any man who has ever set out in confident ignorance toward a horizon concealing catastrophe.

	The Commerce left New London in the late spring of 1815. The weather, by all accounts, was fair. The crew were in good spirits. The crossing, for its first weeks, was everything a merchant captain could hope for. And somewhere ahead, invisible and patient and absolute, the shoals of the Saharan coast waited in the dark.

	 

	 


CHAPTER TWO

	Setting Sail into Uncertainty

	
	

	The sea never changes and its works, for all the talk of men, are wrapped in mystery.

	— Joseph Conrad, Typhoon, 1902

	
	

	New London, Connecticut, in the late spring of 1815 was a town that smelled of ambition and salt water. It sat at the mouth of the Thames River where it opened into Long Island Sound, a natural harbour that had made it one of the busiest commercial ports on the New England coast, second in maritime significance only to Newport and New Haven among the smaller Connecticut towns, and already beginning to establish the reputation for enterprise and maritime daring that would mark it through the century. Its wharves were crowded with vessels of every description in those energetic post-war months: coasters carrying timber and corn up and down the sound, fishing smacks heading out for the rich grounds to the east, and, increasingly, the larger brigs and schooners fitted out for the deeper Atlantic trades that the reopened routes now made possible.

	The Commerce was among them on the morning she departed, riding at her berth in the familiar posture of a loaded vessel: settled low in the water, her hull dark with the weight of the cargo she carried, her rigging already alive with the work of departure. The lines would have been cast off in the early morning, while the harbour was still cool and the light still had that particular quality of the New England dawn, thin and clear and faintly melancholy, the kind of light that makes everything look simultaneously beautiful and provisional.

	Riley would have been on deck for all of it. A captain does not delegate departure. The choreography of leaving port, the sequence of orders, the management of sails as the vessel moved away from the dock and out into the stream, the navigation of the harbour's moored vessels and its shallows and its currents, demanded his presence and his judgement. He watched the wharves recede, the familiar buildings of New London growing smaller, the faces of those who had come to see the vessel off becoming too distant to read. There was always something in this moment that resisted simple description: the particular mixture of relief and apprehension that comes with the commitment to open water, the understanding that the land with all its complications and comforts was now behind, and the sea, with all its different complications and different comforts, lay ahead.

	He had made this passage out of harbour many times. He would make it again. Or so he believed, as the Commerce cleared the last of the Long Island Sound and turned her bow toward the open Atlantic and the distant coast of Europe.

	Life Aboard: The Rhythms of the Deep Water

	The life of a working sailor in the age of sail was governed by a discipline as absolute as any military regime and as intimate as any family arrangement. The watch system divided the crew's day and night into alternating periods of duty and rest, four hours on, four hours off, with the two dog watches in the late afternoon breaking the cycle to ensure that no man stood the same watch two nights running. It was a system that produced a peculiar kind of wakefulness: sailors learned to sleep in the deep, practised way of men who knew that sleep was limited and that the body's claims could not always be fully satisfied. They learned, too, to wake instantly, completely, at the sound of an order or the feel of the ship's motion changing beneath them.

	On deck, in the hours of duty, the work was constant. A square-rigged brig required continuous attention. The sails needed to be trimmed as the wind shifted, a fraction of a point here, a degree there, the endless small adjustments that kept a vessel moving efficiently through the water rather than merely stumbling through it. Lines needed tending: the complex network of running rigging that controlled the sails was perpetually working itself loose or tightening under load, and a conscientious crew was always moving along the deck, checking, hauling, belaying, maintaining the fine-tuned tension on which the whole system depended. There was the constant work of keeping the vessel clean and sound, the pumps checked, the hull inspected for weeping seams, the standing rigging examined for wear.

	Below decks, when off watch, men slept in the forecastle, the triangular space in the bow that served as the crew's quarters, in hammocks slung so close together that a man turning in his sleep could feel the warmth of the man on either side. It was a communal intimacy that most of them had been living with for years without giving it much thought, the way men who have always shared a world take that world for granted. The forecastle smelled of the sea and of bodies and of the particular blend of tar, bilge, and tallow that characterised the interior of every working vessel of the era. It was not a pleasant smell to the uninitiated, but to a sailor it was simply the smell of home.

	The cook's galley was a social centre of sorts, the one warm space on the ship in cold weather, the source of the two hot meals a day that were the crew's primary pleasure. Aaron Savage presided over his small kingdom with the quiet authority of a man who understood that feeding people well was a political act. Salt pork and dried peas, hardtack biscuit, the occasional treat of preserved vegetables or dried fruit, the repertoire was limited, but within its limits Savage worked with the conscientious professionalism that characterised his whole approach to his duties. A good sea cook was worth more to a captain than the most glamorous navigator. A crew that ate well endured hard things more readily than a crew that did not.

	Riley moved through all of this in the manner of an experienced master: present without hovering, observant without interfering in things that were properly the business of his officers and experienced hands. He had the captain's particular form of attention, not the anxious vigilance of the novice, who watches everything because he fears everything, but the seasoned awareness of the man who has learned to distinguish between what matters and what does not, who has calibrated his alertness to the actual contours of risk rather than to its imagined ones. He walked his deck with easy authority. He took his meals in the small privacy of his cabin. He worked his navigation with the methodical care of a professional, checking and rechecking his position as the Commerce made her southing across the Atlantic.

	The Art of Finding Oneself at Sea

	Navigation in 1815 was simultaneously more sophisticated and more precarious than the modern observer might assume. The science of finding one's position on the open ocean had advanced considerably over the previous century: the development of the marine chronometer in the 1770s had solved the great problem of determining longitude at sea, which had previously been among the most vexing challenges in practical science. The sextant, perfected in the mid-eighteenth century, allowed accurate measurement of the angle between the sun and the horizon, the foundation of the celestial navigation that gave a skilled navigator his latitude. Together, chronometer and sextant gave a careful captain the tools to establish his position with a precision that his predecessors could only dream of.

	Riley was a skilled navigator. He had been working with these instruments for years and had developed the practised fluency of a craftsman with tools he knew intimately. The daily ritual of the noon sighting, bringing the sextant to bear on the sun at its highest point, reading the angle precisely, working the calculation that translated angle into latitude, was as natural to him as breathing. He kept a careful log: date, time, position, weather, course, distance made good. The log was the formal memory of the voyage, the record against which a captain checked his dead reckoning, the document that would constitute evidence, in the event of any inquiry, of how the vessel had been handled.

	But for all its sophistication, the navigation of the era had limits that the modern satellite age has made it difficult to fully appreciate. A chronometer, however fine, was subject to drift: the small accumulation of error over days and weeks that could, if uncorrected, produce significant discrepancies in the calculated longitude. Dead reckoning, the calculation of current position from last known position, course steered, and estimated speed, was vulnerable to the currents that ran invisibly beneath the surface of the ocean, pushing a vessel off her calculated track in ways that only became apparent when a landmark or a sounding revealed the true position. Charts, as noted, were often unreliable, particularly for the less-frequented coasts. And the simple, brutal fact was that a captain standing on his quarterdeck at night, in poor visibility, with uncertain charts and a coast that might or might not be where he calculated it to be, was working with imperfect information in a situation where imperfect information could be fatal.

	Riley knew all of this. Every experienced captain knew it. The appropriate response to the limitations of navigation was not to pretend they did not exist but to build in margins of safety, to give dangerous coasts extra clearance, to maintain vigilance in areas of uncertainty, to trust one's instruments without trusting them absolutely. This Riley intended to do. The coast of western Africa was known to be dangerous. He would give it a wide berth. He would be careful.

	The world, as it turned out, had other plans. But those plans were still weeks distant as the Commerce made her way south across the Atlantic, the days long and the weather cooperative, the vessel performing exactly as she was designed to perform, bearing her crew toward Gibraltar and, as they all believed, toward a successful completion of their commission.

	The Atlantic World in the Summer of 1815

	The ocean through which the Commerce sailed was not merely a physical space. It was a world, an interconnected system of routes, relationships, and dependencies that linked the continents touching it in ways that were invisible from the surface of the water but whose effects shaped everything. The Atlantic in 1815 was at the centre of a global economy, the highway along which the goods and people and ideas of three continents moved in patterns of extraordinary complexity. To sail the Atlantic in that summer was to participate, whether one was aware of it or not, in one of the most consequential chapters of human history.

	The slave trade, though increasingly contested and recently abolished by both Britain and the United States, had not in fact ended. It continued with considerable vigour, particularly between West Africa and the plantation economies of the Caribbean and South America, driven by economic incentives that the moral arguments of abolitionists had not yet succeeded in overcoming. The ocean through which the Commerce sailed was traversed by slave ships, among countless other vessels, carrying their human cargo westward in conditions of almost unimaginable suffering. Riley was aware of this, as any educated American of 1815 was aware of it, in the abstract way that one is aware of large and uncomfortable facts that do not immediately impinge on one's daily life. He had not, at this stage, experienced what it meant to have one's freedom stripped away by men who regarded one as property. That education lay ahead of him, on the Saharan shore. When it came, it would change everything about how he understood the trade routes of the ocean he was now crossing.

	The political landscape visible from the Atlantic in the summer of 1815 was one of uneasy transition. Napoleon had been defeated at Waterloo in June and was now in British custody, bound for Saint Helena and the island exile from which he would never return. Europe was in the hands of the Congress powers, attempting to reconstruct a stable order from

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	





