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  CHAPTER ONE


  41°42'N 55°33'W


  August 19, 1812


  “DECK THERE!”


  Midn. Richard Curtis, stationed at the base of the mainmast, looked up into great clouds of white canvas where the leeches of topsails shivered in the stiffening breeze. Perched 150 feet up on the topgallant yard, a quartermaster’s mate on lookout duty was pointing off to starboard. The voice Curtis had heard, however, had come not from the lookout but from an able-rated sailor stationed halfway down the mast on the fighting top.


  “Deck, aye!” Curtis called up through cupped hands. “What is it, Brace?”


  “Ayres has spotted a ship ahead, sir,” Brace called down. “She’s hull down on a starboard tack.”


  “Bearing?”


  “West-southwesterly, sir. She’s ship-rigged and flying all plain sail to royals!”


  “Is she keeping company?” Curtis asked significantly.


  The question was relayed up to Ayres. Several moments later the reply was shouted down to Brace and on to Curtis. “Apparently not, sir.”


  “Very well, Brace. I shall inform Mr. Cutler.”


  The young midshipman quickstepped aft on the flush deck to where Jamie Cutler, the ship’s current senior officer of the deck, stood afore the mizzenmast in front of two fellow commissioned officers, the sailing master, and three midshipmen. Behind them, two quartermaster’s mates worked the great double wheel at the helm.


  Curtis snapped the duty officer a crisp salute and made his report.


  “Thank you, Mr. Curtis,” Jamie said upon its conclusion. “You may return to station. Keep me informed.”


  “Aye, aye, sir.”


  For several moments Jamie stood in silent contemplation, mentally digesting what Curtis had told him. He chewed on his lower lip as he glanced up to the mizzen truck where a broad pennant flapped furiously in the northerly breeze under a pewter-gray sky. Constitution was on a southerly course on a larboard tack. Courses, topsails, topgallants, jibs, and spanker—a good number of the ship’s three dozen sails—were propelling her along at twelve knots, close to her maximum hull speed. And out of sight to him and the others on deck sailed another ship following a more westerly course. That she was flying all plain sail to royals suggested that she was not a merchantman. That she was following such a course further suggested that she was making for Halifax, Nova Scotia, home port for the North American Station of the Royal Navy.


  “Mr. Shippen!” Jamie suddenly cried out.


  A midshipman stepped forward. “Sir!”


  “Pass word for Mr. Adams,” referring to the boatswain. “Mr. Stewart!”


  A second midshipman stepped forward.


  “Please give the captain my respects and inform him that his presence is requested on deck.”


  “Aye, aye, sir!” Stewart saluted and disappeared down the aft companionway ladder.


  In short order a man of impressive build with wavy black hair and long sideburns on an otherwise clean-shaven face emerged from below onto the weather deck. He was clad in buff trousers, a loose-fitting white linen shirt, and a sea-blue undress uniform coat adorned with gold buttons, gold edging, and twin gold epaulets. In 1799, during the war with France in the Caribbean, he had served as first lieutenant under Capt. Silas Talbot in Constitution. Later, during the Barbary War, he had commanded the schooner USS Enterprise and, later still, the brig USS Argus, in which he played a pivotal role in the naval bombardment and subsequent seizure of the Tripolitan seaport of Derne. For services becoming a naval officer, two years earlier at age thirty-three, Isaac Hull had been appointed captain of Constitution, one of the four superfrigates that projected the latent power and prestige of the fledgling U.S. Navy onto the world stage.


  “What do we have, Mr. Cutler?” Hull inquired as he adjusted the fit of his fore-and-aft cocked hat.


  Jamie touched the front end of his hat. “Good afternoon, Captain. Seaman Ayres has sighted sails of consequence heading on a southwest-erly course. According to Ayres she is sailing solo. On the assumption she is British and you wish to give chase, I have summoned the bosun.”


  “I see. I assume we remain on course?


  “We do, sir. South by west.”


  “Very well.” Hull swung his gaze to his first lieutenant, who up to this point had stood by in silence. “Any thoughts to share about this mystery ship, Mr. Morris?”


  Charles Morris locked his blue-gray eyes on his captain. “I agree with Mr. Cutler that she’s not likely one of Commodore Rodgers’s squadron,” he said, and Hull nodded. The twenty-eight-year-old officer from Connecticut was a man of few words, but when he did choose to speak, he normally had good cause. He, too, had served with distinction in the Caribbean against France and in the Mediterranean against the Barbary pirates. In the daring midnight raid in Tripoli harbor that had recaptured and then set fire to USS Philadelphia—thus preventing the 36-gun U.S. Navy frigate from being added to the Tripolitan naval fleet—Morris not only had volunteered to join Capt. Stephen Decatur in what had every trapping of a suicide mission, he was the first American to jump aboard the doomed warship and have at it with Arab sailors and Marines on guard duty. “If what Ayres says is true—and I have every confidence it is, given the measure of the man—we need not be concerned that we have again stumbled upon a British squadron.”


  “Let us hope not,” Hull said with a wry smile.


  There was reason for this gentle stab at mirth, although it had taken the passage of time to find even a tinge of humor in what had transpired. A month earlier, Constitution had unwittingly sailed into a viper’s nest. With orders to join USS United States and the squadron of Commo. John Rodgers, Constitution had departed Boston for the prearranged rendezvous area north of Bermuda. Not finding the American squadron there, Captain Hull had, on his own accord, sailed north to the mouth of the St. Lawrence River to harry British shipping at that critical crossroads of Canadian commerce. Along the way there they had sighted five ships that Hull and his officers took to be the ships of Rodgers’s squadron. When upon closer inspection these ships turned out to be five British frigates, Constitution had quickly turned southward, only to become becalmed. It was only after a fifty-seven-hour chase featuring a judicious use of kedge anchors as proposed by Lieutenant Morris—coupled with the coming of darkness and what seemed to be a divinely inspired burst of wind—that “the pride of New England” had eluded disaster.


  “Mr. Cutler? Further thoughts?” Captain Hull inquired of his second officer.


  “I agree with Mr. Morris,” the young man replied. He also had served under Commodore Preble in the Mediterranean in Constitution and had played a meaningful role in the midnight raid. That service not only gained him a promotion from midshipman to lieutenant, it put him among Preble’s Boys, the American naval elite, and made him a man whose opinions deserved consideration. “If she’s not ours, she must be British,” he continued. “No other nation has men-of-war in these waters. The question I ask myself is why she is sailing solo. These days, that is not the norm for Royal Navy frigates.”


  “Your conclusion?”


  “Well, sir, if indeed she is British, she’s likely making for Halifax. Perhaps she is in distress or in need of repairs. If so, we can use that to our advantage.”


  “Just so, Mr. Cutler. My sentiments exactly.”


  Before them, having just arrived aft, the boatswain stood at attention. He was dressed in typical sailor’s garb of loose-fitting duck trousers, white cotton shirt, black neckerchief, and a low-crowned black hat. His sole symbol of authority was the silver bosun’s whistle hanging at his chest from a leather lanyard slung around his neck. He saluted the captain when Hull noticed him.


  “Mr. Adams,” Hull said to him, “we have sighted a ship that may be a British warship. Until we have confirmed her identity, we shall clap on all sail in pursuit. In the meantime, we must assume we are sailing into battle. Inform your mates and stand by to shorten sail. If I need that done, I shall need it done smartly. Understood?”


  “Aye, aye, sir.” The warrant officer saluted before turning on his heels.


  Hull spoke next to Samuel Eames, the wizened old sailing master. Of the entire ship’s complement, including the captain, he was the most seasoned and skilled sailor.


  “Mr. Eames, we shall bring her up and lay her on a course west by north. We’ll approach our quarry from the north. That will give us the weather gauge should we decide to come down on her.”


  “Aye, aye, sir.”


  Captain Hull turned to his second lieutenant. “You have the gun deck, Mr. Cutler. But first, if you please, light aloft and tell me what you see. I too have every confidence in Seaman Ayres. But another set of eyes up there won’t hurt. And ’tis your pair of eyes that I require at the moment.”


  James Cutler touched his hat. “Understood, sir.” As he began walking forward toward the mainmast, he heard Hull send a midshipman down two decks to the wardroom to summon Archibald Henderson, captain of Marines. Hull then ordered his first lieutenant to bring Constitution on a new course to bring the wind from her larboard quarter to her starboard beam, an evolution that demanded attention to braces, buntlines, sheets, and a host of other mechanisms dedicated to the ship’s mile upon mile of standing and running rigging. As Constitution’s bow swung to starboard—in tune with the harsh shriek of bosun’s whistles piping the captain’s orders throughout the ship—three staysails sprouted between the mizzenmast and mainmast, and another three between the mainmast and foremast. With this additional press of sail, much of the ship’s maximum 42,000 square feet of canvas was now pulling its weight.


  At the base of the mainmast, James Cutler handed Midshipman Curtis his hat and stepped out onto the thick horizontal plank that defined the starboard mainmast chain-wale. Grabbing hold of the tar-encrusted shrouds, he climbed with determined and uninterrupted steps up the ratlines, using the frigate’s slight heel to larboard to facilitate his climb. He kept his gaze up, never down, until he had pulled himself up through the lubber’s hole and onto the semicircular platform at the maintop. Only then did he chance a glance down at the clusters of tiny heads craned up, watching and waiting. Without a word to Billy Brace he continued crawling upward to the horizontal cross-timbers that spread the narrower shrouds leading to the juncture of the topmast and topgallant mast.


  Unlike his father, Jamie Cutler had never suffered from a fear of heights. As boys growing up on the South Shore of Massachusetts, he and Will had enjoyed going to Hingham Harbor and skylarking in the standing rigging of vessels in their family’s merchant fleet, often vying against each other to be first to slap a hand on the mainmast truck. Will had usually won the contest; he was older, more skilled, and consumed by a bluster that many local residents found daunting. On one occasion, with their mother watching anxiously from the dock, Jamie’s foot had slipped off a ratline. Although he had caught himself in time—and Will had double-timed over to him to make certain he had—Katherine Cutler had never again ventured to the harbor to watch her sons at play.


  Jamie answered the salute of Seaman Ayres and then secured himself with hempen cords near the spreaders abaft the crosstrees. Up here, the breeze was stiffer and the effect of wind-whipped waves more pronounced. Still, the ship’s 2,200-ton displacement kept such undulations to a minimum.


  “Where away?” he asked when Ayres handed him a long glass. Coaxing back strands of chestnut-brown hair blown free from their queue, Jamie brought the glass to his eye and peered through it to where Ayres was pointing. And there she was, hull up, sailing slowly away from Constitution on a slant that revealed her stern and larboard side. As Jamie brought the ship into clearer focus, he immediately saw several distinguishing features that his father and other naval officers had impressed upon him from a tender age. What she was was obvious. Any lubber from Concord could identify the ship rig and sleek lines of a frigate. That she was British was equally obvious: A blue Royal Navy ensign fluttered defiantly from the truck of each of her three masts. Nonetheless, she was no ordinary British frigate. What was unique about her—and what gave away her provenance—was her low tumble home; her long, thin bowsprit; and the narrow cut of her yards and sails. This ship might be flying the British jack, he mused, but she was not British-built.


  “Sir?” Ayres inquired when Jamie returned the glass to him. “Can you make out her name?”


  “Not at this distance,” Jamie replied as he freed himself from the ropes. “But that’s hardly necessary. Has she added sail?”


  “None that I can see, sir,” Ayres shouted over the thrum of wind. “To the contrary, she’s taken in her royals.”


  “Very well. Keep a weather eye on her and report everything you see. And David,” he added, using a first-name familiarity aloft that he would never have used on deck, “be careful up here. We can’t afford to lose you. Got it?”


  Their eyes locked for a moment. “Aye, sir, I have it.” The look Ayres gave Jamie spoke volumes. All the crew knew Jamie Cutler as a man who looked after the welfare of his men. “And thank ye kindly for saying that, sir.”


  “Right, then.”


  Jamie seized hold of a taut hempen backstay leading down to the starboard side of the weather deck. Wrapping his legs around it, he descended hand under hand until he reached the chain-wale. From there he jumped down onto the deck and strode purposely aft past the inquisitive stares of sailors and idlers to the helm where he saluted Hull.


  “She’s Guerrière, Captain,” he said, referring to a French fifth-rate that HMS Blanche had captured off the Faroe Islands six years earlier and pressed into service in the Royal Navy.


  Hull narrowed his eyes. “You’re certain of that, Lieutenant?”


  “Quite certain, Captain. Her lines and sails give her away, and I had a glimpse of her last month. As you may recall, she took part in that chase.”


  “Yes, I do recall that, and I thank you for the reminder of it,” Hull snorted. “Well, it didn’t take long to establish her pedigree, did it? Is she showing us her heels?”


  “Doesn’t appear to be, sir. Surely she has seen us. But according to Ayres, she is not adding sail. In fact, she appears to be shortening it.”


  “Wants a fight, does she? Well, by God, she’s come to the right place for that!” Staring dead ahead, Hull invested several moments in considering his choices. Then: “We shall clear for action, Mr. Morris. I shall have the royal yards sent down and the remaining yards slung with chains.” The latter command was a precaution to prevent heavy spars from crashing onto the deck in battle should they be shattered by shot. “Mr. Cutler, you may advise the gun captains to loose the guns on both sides. Double-shot them with grape and ball. I aim to get in close, to within piston shot. Mr. Eames, steady as she goes.”


  “Steady as she goes,” Eames calmly repeated the order to the two seamen at the double wheel.


  “Shall we beat to quarters, sir?” Morris asked, seeking clarification.


  “Yes, Mr. Morris, we shall,” Hull replied.


  “We shall beat to quarters!” Morris shouted out a moment later through a speaking trumpet. “Clear for action!” Young Marine drummers on the two upper decks instantly launched into a rigorous staccato tattoo.


  As the screech of bosun’s whistles broke out anew, Jamie strode as quickly as naval decorum allowed to the large, rectangular hatchway located amidships. Broad wooden steps led down to the gun deck, where a healthy portion of the ship’s complement of 440 men was standing by twenty-six ten-foot, three-ton long guns, each gun painted a gleaming black and resting upon a truck painted blood red to match the paint on the deck. Within minutes, the inner-facing hard canvas walls of the captain’s day cabin at the far end aft and its furnishings were removed and stowed below, along with everything else movable that might explode into a torrent of deadly wooden missiles if struck by enemy shot. As the walls were removed, four additional 24-pounder guns came into view, two to a side.


  “Gun captains!” Jamie shouted from the base of the steps through a speaking trumpet, singling out the lieutenants commanding the gun batteries and the senior midshipmen and gunner’s mates responsible for the proper service of each individual long gun. But in truth he was also addressing the wormers, rammers, spongers, and others within the twelve-man gun crews attached to each gun. “As you can hear, Captain Hull is ordering us to clear for action.” After allowing a rollicking good cheer to erupt, he continued, “Loose the guns and remove tampions,” referring to the wooden stopper at each gun’s muzzle, “then double-shot each gun with ball and grape.”


  As the gun crews jumped to comply, other sailors pumped a thin film of water onto the deck and sprinkled sand across its forty-foot beam to afford better footing in spilt blood. Guns were released from their lashings and rolled inboard by their side-tackle. Powder monkeys, the eight- to ten-year-old boys assisting the gunners, appeared from the ship’s magazine on the lowest deck carrying twenty-four-pound round shot. Other boys toted canisters of grapeshot: small cast-iron balls bound together by a canvas bag that, when fired from a cannon, had the lethal effect of a mammoth shotgun blast.


  Above him, on the weather deck, Jamie heard the deep voice of Archibald Henderson, his commands echoed in tone and urgency by his Marine lieutenant, William Bush, and his sergeant, John Brady. Many in the fifty-four-man Marine guard contingent were ordered to duty at the twenty-four 32-pounder carronades: snub-nosed, smooth-bore anti-personnel weapons mounted on casters to permit better aim and maximum killing efficiency at close range. Twelve of these guns were positioned on the quarterdeck astern, six to a side. A similar array was posted at the bow, just behind two 24-pounder bow chasers. Henderson ordered his riflemen up the ratlines to the three fighting tops with rifles, grenades, and swivel guns. Still other Marines were being deployed behind the bedroll-stuffed netting that ran along the perimeter of the weather deck. The remaining few were placed on guard duty at the companionways on the weather and gun decks with orders to prevent anyone without proper authorization from going below to the relative safety of the berthing and orlop decks.


  After inspecting each gun on the gun deck and its crew—offering encouragement, instruction, or reprimand where warranted—Jamie Cutler walked back up the stairs into the cleansing breeze of a late summer afternoon on the North Atlantic. A quick survey of the weather deck confirmed that Constitution was well prepared for battle. Marines were manning their stations awaiting further orders, as were sailors in the rigging and on deck. A glance up confirmed, to his surprise, that the fore course and main course had already been brailed up and were hanging in their gear, the topsails had been double-reefed, the topgallants were hanging loosely folded on yards lowered to their caps, and all six staysails and the flying jib had been taken in. A quick glance ahead indicated why Constitution’s sail plan had been so quickly reduced. She had closed fast on Guerrière—so fast it all but confirmed that the British captain was far more inclined to fight than flee, and that despite a glaring disparity in both manpower and firepower between the two ships.


  Typical British disdain for American arms, Jamie thought. He was not surprised by such bravado and indeed was impressed by it. Never had he known a Royal Navy captain to shy away from an enemy, whatever the odds might be against him.


  Suddenly Midshipman Curtis cried out in a voice fraught with excitement, “She’s laying her main topsail to the mast!” Then, seconds later, “She’s turning into the wind and presenting her broadside!”


  His report was hardly necessary. The two ships were close enough for those on Constitution’s deck to clearly discern their adversary throwing down the gauntlet with her topsail and coming into the wind as close as she could lie to present her starboard battery to her enemy coming at her from behind, bow-on.


  Jamie clambered back down the steps and picked up the speaking trumpet. “Steady, men. Steady. Run out your guns, both sides. Wait for my command!”


  The deck instantly came alive with the grunts of men and the rumble of heavy guns being hauled out until the front of each truck bumped against the bulwark and the muzzle was fully extended out its port. Then dead silence pervaded the deck, broken only by the moan of wind high in the rigging and the faint gurgle of seawater running along the frigate’s sides. Jamie drew out his watch and noted the time: nearly one bell into the first dogwatch.


  Returning the timepiece to his waistcoat pocket, he again reviewed the math in his head. Although he did not know the enemy ship’s exact armament, a fifth-rate in the Royal Navy traditionally carried thirty-eight guns but could, as did Constitution, carry additional ordnance at the discretion of her captain. Her long guns were likely 18-pounders, as opposed to Constitution’s 24-pounders, and she would have fewer of them given her shorter length. Her carronades would likely be of equal caliber but also fewer in number. So Constitution carried a considerably greater weight of broadside and a ship’s complement nearly twice that of a ship of Guerrière’s size. Comforting thoughts, perhaps, but Lt. James Cutler understood better than most men on that gun deck that such comparisons could be misleading. Guerrière held one critical advantage over her adversary: Her officers, gun crews, sailors, and Marines had been on a war footing for two decades, and as a result were far more seasoned than Constitution’s untested crew.


  Of a sudden, the angry thunder of cannon intruded upon the private thoughts of every man jack on Constitution. Instinctively, sailors, gunners, and powder monkeys braced for impact. But none was forthcoming.


  “Fell well short!” someone shouted.


  “She’s wearing ship!” someone else shouted in warning. “She means to present her larboard battery!” Jamie pictured the British gun crews removing quoins from their guns to lift the barrels to maximum elevation. Then, close by, a single blast of cannon fire sent a quiver down the length of Constitution.


  “Ours,” Jamie said to no one in particular. “A bow chaser. A ranging shot, no doubt. Steady, men. Wait for my order.”


  One angry report followed another and another and another. The men below heard the unnerving whine of an eighteen-pound ball ripping through rigging and tearing canvas overhead.


  Jamie felt Constitution swing off the wind to parallel Guerrière’s course just as Midn. Henry Bancroft’s head appeared in the open hatch-way above. “The captain’s compliments, Mr. Cutler,” he shouted down, “and you may fire the starboard battery as your guns bear!”


  Jamie waved a hand in acknowledgment and strode to a gun port hinged open by two chains running from the top of the lid and through the hull. Peering out, he saw Constitution still closing on Guerrière, the result of Captain Hull ordering the main topgallant sail to be raised. Constitution’s bowsprit had pulled even with Guerrière’s stern, with less than a cable’s length of somber-looking water separating the two. Now even with her larboard quarter. Now her beam. Constitution’s forward starboard guns and Guerrière’s aft larboard guns faced each other barrel to barrel.


  Jamie stepped back to amidships and took up the speaking trumpet. Struggling to keep his tone casual, he silently counted to ten to allow the two ships to lie side to side.


  “Steady, men. Steady,” he coaxed through the trumpet. “Remember: every other gun aimed at her masts. Steady... steady... Now, by God! Unleash hell, boys! Fire!”


  A great cheer went up as the gun captain at number 1 gun at the bow jerked hard on a bronze lanyard, sending a sizzle down to the main charge in the barrel and igniting the six-pound bag of powder. Grape and a twenty-four-pound ball streaked forward and the gun’s carriage lurched backward until checked by its breeching ropes. Down the line, one gun after another discharged its payload in an angry swirl of orange flame and white sparks, until number 29 gun, farthest aft on the starboard side, went silent, adding its aftermath to the eye-stinging, throat-parching acrid smoke consuming the gun deck.


  “Reload!” Jamie shouted, the order immediately taken up by every gun captain on the starboard battery. Fanning away clouds of reeking smoke with their hands, gun crews furiously sponged out lingering sparks from the barrels before reloading the guns and ramming home powder, ball, and grape. But with the reload came a sudden cacophonous explosion from Guerrière’s broadside. The impact of several hundred pounds of hot metal streaking fifty yards through the air and slamming against Constitution’s hull was... nothing. The eighteen-pound balls bounced off the dense southern oak and plunged harmlessly into the ocean.


  “Huzzah!” a sailor shouted. “Her hull is made of iron, boys! She’s untouched!”


  “Reload!” demanded 4th Lt. Henry Ballard, the battery’s commander, in a fit of anger at the outburst.


  Cheered on despite the reprimand, gun crews delivered another volley into the British ship’s starboard side. But in the time it took them to fire off one broadside, Guerrière’s gun crews responded with two, most of them now aimed at Constitution’s rigging. From above on the weather deck they heard a scream of agony and, seconds later, the dull thud of a body hitting the deck.


  For a quarter hour the two ships sailed abreast, slugging it out broadside to broadside. From above came the cries of officers exhorting sailors and Marines to stand to amid a barrage of flying wooden splinters, ricocheting pellets of grapeshot and rifle fire, and steel fists of cannon balls smashing across a deck made slick by the blood of the dead and dying. But the gun crews paid scant attention to all that. It was do or die where they were. The fear of imminent death from a ball crashing through an open port drove them inexorably forward to the call to arms and a duty drilled into them from their first day at sea.


  Amid the hue and cry of battle came an unholy crack from across the short expanse of sea. Jamie glanced out a port to confirm its source: Guerrière’s mizzenmast had gone by the boards. He could not see the broken mast, only its ragged stump, but he noted that the mizzen rigging remained attached to the ship and was hanging over her starboard quarter. Already British sailors were rushing to the raised quarterdeck, braving a hail of American rifle and swivel gun fire to attack the downed rigging with tomahawks and hatchets in a desperate effort to hack it free. In what seemed a suspended flicker of time, Jamie saw four British sailors fall, to be instantly replaced by four others.


  Returning amidships, Jamie picked up the speaking trumpet and raised a hand to the seven-foot deckhead to balance himself. “Well done, boys!” he cried out. “We’ve made a brig of her! Now let’s make her a sloop!”


  As men cheered, Constitution pulled ahead of the wing-clipped Guerrière, slowed by the debris hanging off her stern that was acting as a sea anchor. Jamie sensed what was coming even before Henry Bancroft’s head again appeared at the open hatchway. “The captain’s compliments, Mr. Cutler,” the perspiring midshipman shouted down, “and we shall rake the enemy from the bow!”


  The worst punishment a ship-of-war could endure was a rake from the stern. A ship might turn certain defeat into victory if her captain managed to turn his ship around and train her guns on the stern of his adversary to deliver a crash of multiple round shot through stern windows and down the full length of two decks, pulverizing everything in their path. The second-worst punishment was a rake from the bow.


  “Starboard guns!” Jamie cried. “Prepare to fire in sequence!”


  His order echoed down the line to battery commanders and from them to individual gun captains.


  Guerrière’s captain also sensed what was coming. He fought to mirror Constitution’s maneuver by turning his ship to starboard and keeping the two ships broadside to broadside, but the drag of her mizzen rigging prevented her helm from answering. For a reason Jamie could not fathom, Constitution, too, was having trouble making the turn.


  Suddenly, Guerrière slewed toward Constitution in a last-ditch stab to get under her stern and be the one doing the raking. As she did so, her bowsprit became entangled in Constitution’s larboard mizzen rigging, locking the two frigates in a macabre counterclockwise dance orchestrated by a combination of fresh breeze and frothing sea. Guns on the upper decks of both ships kept firing, but now Constitution held the upper hand. Her hull remained impervious to the onslaught of Guerrière’s shot, even at point-blank range, as her more powerful guns staved in enemy planking and blasted top-hamper into matchwood. At Guerrière’s bow, two gun ports were gored by twenty-four-pound shot, leaving two ugly gaping holes and guns upended and rendered useless.


  A barrage of small arms fire from high up in Constitution’s rigging and from behind netting on her weather deck kept would-be enemy boarders at bay, forcing them to crouch low behind whatever cover they could find amid the blood and mayhem on Guerrière’s deck.


  In the continuous roil of wind and sea, Guerrière managed to pull away from Constitution’s grasp. But the incessant pounding of Constitution’s massive ordnance was taking a toll; the British ship’s very fabric was coming undone. A second deafening crack signaled Guerrière’s mainmast toppling over, taking with it most of what remained of the ship’s rigging. Seconds later, a third crack resounded as her foremast fell forward into the sea.


  “Cease fire!” Isaac Hull shouted from above. Seconds later the great guns fell silent.


  Guerrière lay dead in the water, bobbing up and down, the three stumps of her downed masts silhouetted in the soft light and calming winds of late afternoon. For several minutes an eerie quiet reigned on the Atlantic as officers and crews of both ships took stock of the devastation they had wrought in less than an hour’s time. Then, slowly, Constitution sagged off the wind and sailed off to take station a hundred yards away.


  In the continuing silence, Jamie Cutler walked up the hatchway steps to the weather deck. A quick survey of the deck and rigging revealed torn canvas and sprung rigging, and the bodies of two sailors and three Marines lying face-up against the larboard bulwark. Two of them Jamie instantly recognized. One was William Bush, lieutenant of Marines, an officer of strong character and fierce loyalties. But it was at the sight of the second body that he paused to make the sign of the cross at his forehead and torso. It was that of Seaman David Ayres.


  Jamie walked slowly toward the hem amid the bang of hammers and rasp of sails as the ship’s carpenter and sailmaker and their mates set to work fashioning what repairs and jury-rig they could in the fading light of day. At the mizzen Jamie nodded to his captain and touched his hat.


  “Casualties on the gun deck, Lieutenant?” Hull inquired. The tone of his voice matched the look in his eyes: somber, distant, sorrowful.


  “No, sir,” Jamie replied forthrightly. “No casualties and no damage to speak of.”


  “That, at least, is a comfort,” Hull replied in the same tone. “By the grace of God our butcher’s bill is modest. Fewer than ten men, I believe. However, I regret to inform you that Mr. Morris has suffered a wound to his abdomen. He is below in the care of Dr. Carleton.”


  “I am indeed sorry to hear that, Captain,” Jamie said, “but we can take heart that Dr. Carleton is one of the best surgeons in the Navy.”


  “He won’t be up and about any time soon, from what I am told, but Dr. Carleton believes he will recover.” Hull sighed. “I shall sorely miss his wise counsel in the meantime.” Then, with a slight smile he added, “But despite such bad tidings, I now find myself in a most fortunate position in that Mr. Morris’s current incapacity makes you my acting first.” He clapped Jamie on the shoulder. “And in that role I should like you to take the cutter over to Guerrière to see what assistance we might offer her captain. More to the point, we need to confirm that he has indeed struck his colors. I assume he has, but we can’t act on that assumption. Sergeant Brady and six of his Marines will accompany you, as will my coxswain.”


  “Aye, aye, sir.” Jamie said.


  As Coxswain Edward Henderson directed the cutter and its six oarsmen toward Guerrière, Lt. Jamie Cutler, seated in the stern sheets in front of the American ensign and a white flag, surveyed the damage Constitution had inflicted on the enemy frigate. Precious little of what he saw would bring either joy or pride to any Lord of the Admiralty. She appeared to be nothing more than a floating hulk, a navigational hazard. As they neared, Jamie heard the familiar mournful crank of pumps waging war against seawater gathering in the bilges. Seeing no damage at or below her waterline, he speculated that the pumps actually might be winning the battle to keep the frigate afloat.


  With the coxswain’s command of “Toss oars!” the cutter glided forward under its own momentum until it bumped gently against what had been Guerrière’s larboard fore-chains. There, two of the Marines, under the watchful eyes of the others, secured her in tight next to the nine steps cut into the hull. As the senior officer on board, Jamie was first to grab hold of the twin hand ropes leading up to the weather deck. After stepping through the entry port, he turned to salute the quarterdeck and saw an officer approaching him wearing the full regalia of a Royal Navy post captain. The expression on the man’s face reflected the state of his uniform: Both looked as grim and forlorn as the wreckage strewn about the deck. A splotch of dark blood soiled the exquisite fabric on the right arm of his gold-trimmed coat.


  Jamie removed his hat and offered a slight bow. “Good evening, Captain,” he said courteously. “I am James Cutler, acting first lieutenant of the United States ship Constitution, at your service.”


  “Good evening to you, Lieutenant,” the officer said in turn, the inflections in his voice suggesting a family lineage rich in England’s peerage. “I am Captain James Dacres of his Britannic Majesty’s ship Guerrière. I apologize for not assembling a side party to pipe you aboard properly. As I am sure you can appreciate, preparing such a courtesy is rather beyond our competence at the moment.”


  As Sergeant Brady and his six blue-coated Marines stood stoically by with the butts of their sea-service rifles resting on the deck, Jamie tucked his hat under his left armpit and bowed again. “Yes, of course, Captain. Please do not be concerned. Captain Isaac Hull of Constitution sends his compliments and desires me to inquire if you have struck your colors.”


  “Does he indeed?” Dacres responded tartly. Although his tone remained somber, a faint smile floated across his face. “Well, let me see if I can shed light on the matter. My first lieutenant is dead, as is my sailing master and more than seventy of my crew at last count. Many others are wounded. Half my guns are out of action, and as you can plainly discern, I have no mast on which to display my colors. So yes, you may safely conclude that I have struck them.”


  Jamie maintained his deadpan expression. “Very well, Captain. Captain Hull also desires me to inquire if he may be of any assistance to you or your crew. I see that you are wounded. May my ship’s surgeon attend to your needs? Dr. Carleton is an excellent physician.”


  “As is the physician aboard this ship. You have your own wounded to attend to, Lieutenant. Allow me to attend to mine. Night is soon upon us. Might I suggest that we reconvene in the morrow and assess our best course of action at that time?” Dacres swept the deck with his uninjured left arm. “Please assure your captain that I have no intention of making a dash for it during the night.” His laugh held no humor.


  “Yes, sir,” Jamie said evenly. “We shall stand off and on throughout the night. At first light I shall return. If in the meantime you require assistance, you need only signal us with lanterns. We shall come right over.”


  “That is most noble of you, Lieutenant. Please thank your captain for me.” Dacres made to withdraw his sword from its sheath buckled to a belt at his right hip. “And please accept my sword on his behalf.”


  “That will not be necessary, Captain.” Jamie motioned to Brady to return the Marines to the cutter and then bowed to the British captain a final time. “I shall convey your gratitude to my captain, sir. I wish you well this evening, and I shall see you in the morning.”


  Toward noon the next morning, having deemed Guerrière beyond salvage, Isaac Hull ordered her remaining crew transferred to Constitution and the British frigate set ablaze. As Captain Dacres watched at the American frigate’s taffrail beside Captain Hull, the flames of the fires set at Guerrière’s bow and stern licked their way amidships and down to the orlop deck. When they broached her magazine, the ship exploded with such violence that her midsection lifted up out of the ocean in an inverted V before collapsing down onto the ocean and sinking rapidly. Within minutes, what the previous day had been the proud command of Captain James Richard Dacres, RN, was now open water.


  “Mr. Cutler,” Captain Hull said quietly into the ensuing silence. “I have invited Captain Dacres and his senior officers to dine with me in my cabin at two bells. My cabin should have been put back to rights by then. And if Providence continues to smile upon us, my steward will have drummed up something fit to serve distinguished company. You are most welcome to join us.”


  “Thank you, sir. I would be honored.”


  “Very well, Lieutenant. Now, if you please, shape a course for home. Our ship is in need of repairs, and the sooner we return to Boston, the sooner we may return to action. Plus, we have prisoners to deliver.”


  “A course for Boston, aye, Captain.”



  

  CHAPTER TWO


  Boston, Massachusetts


  September 1812


  CITIZENS OF HULL ABROAD EARLY ON SUNDAY, AUGUST 30, WERE greeted by a remarkable and unexpected sight. It was not the blaze of the late summer sun languishing above Nantasket Road and casting its golden hues over the approaches to Boston Harbor. That phenomenon, however glorious, was typical of this time of year. Nor was it the façade of Boston Light, the seventy-five-foot-high conical lighthouse on Little Brewster Island. That impressive edifice had originally been constructed in 1718 before being demolished by British forces evacuating Boston in 1776 and then rebuilt seven years later. No, what demanded the attention of these citizens and set their hearts and minds awhirl was what they saw sailing between the Brewster Islands and Allerton Point at the northern tip of the Nantasket Peninsula. Constitution was returning home, and judging by the blue British ensign fluttering listlessly beneath the Stars and Stripes high on her ensign halyard, she was returning victorious. Victorious, by God!


  In short order, those who had a horse handy were galloping down the seven-mile stretch of peninsula to spread the glad tidings to the neighboring villages of Duxbury, Scituate, Cohasset, Hingham, and Weymouth, and on to points northwest into the very heart of Boston. Church bells ringing in one steeple were echoed by bells in another steeple, and so on and so on, until within an impossibly short span of time the entire South Shore resounded with the joyous pealing—to an extent not heard in these parts since that unforgettable day fifteen years ago when the Cutler schooner Falcon returned to Boston from North Africa, carrying home a crew of American merchant sailors forced to languish for ten years in an Algerian prison. All of New England had rejoiced with the Cutler family that day, and with the families of other seamen whose kin had also been seized by Barbary pirates and ruthlessly punished for the sole crime of being American citizens.


  Richard Cutler heard the bells of First Parish and Second Parish, the two churches closest to his home on South Street in Hingham, as he was sitting in his comfortable parlor reading the latest issue of the Boston newspaper Columbian Centinel. The big news of the day once again centered on the ongoing effects of the various embargos enacted by the Madison administration since President Jefferson imposed the original Embargo Act of 1807. Since that year, the article reported, British menof-war had seized 389 American merchant ships with a cumulative value of ships and cargoes exceeding $30 million. At the same time, several thousand sailors—the vast majority of whom could offer proof of American citizenship—had been impressed from these vessels. Such proof notwithstanding, precious few of these sailors had been released.


  Of course, now that war had been declared against Great Britain, such statistics served only to justify the declaration—if one believed that Britain alone was responsible for this deplorable state of affairs. Richard Cutler did not believe that, nor did the editorial page of the Columbian Centinel and most other publications in New England. Such voices of Federalism placed primary blame on the incompetence of a government that overvalued the rantings of War Hawks in Congress and other Americans either unaffected by or unmindful of the vital trade routes that tied the United States economically to Great Britain. Such exponents of war with the Mother Country seemed to care little for the financial welfare of their own country, and not a fig for the financial future of the Cutlers and other New England shipping families.


  Richard folded the newspaper and placed it on a side table. The bells indicated that something was afoot, and it was obviously of great import. His first inclination was to walk to Caleb’s house on Main Street. As the proprietor of Cutler & Sons, Richard’s younger brother always seemed to have his finger on the pulse of current events, no matter how recent those events might be. But then he remembered that Caleb wasn’t home. He and his wife, Joan, had sailed to Boston the previous day.


  A knock on the front door brought him to his feet.


  “I’ll get it,” a reedy voice declared from the kitchen.


  “Don’t trouble yourself, Edna,” Richard called out to Edna Stowe, the woman who had unceremoniously served four generations of Cutlers with a hand that was at once both strict and solicitous. “I’m up.”


  “So am I.” Edna’s stooped form emerged from the kitchen, walking with slow, deliberate steps
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