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THE DIE GAME 




“For Christ is on our side!” a preacher said,

“And to that end the righteous will prevail.

For by the bread of faith our Cause is fed,

Thus sanctified by God we shall not fail.”



Charged by his words two brothers did adhere.

One Union blue, his brother Rebel gray.

Their zest to fight all foes seemed most sincere.

With zealous cries and oaths they rode away.



Two mighty armies ‘cross a field lay strewn.

Because of Pickett’s charge six thousand fell

All dead in ragged rows amongst the ruin,

Hard stricken down by ball and bursting shell.



Thereon two brothers sat ‘gainst shattered oak.

Around them boys in blue and gray lay slain.

As brothers bled held hands but neither spoke.

And so the ‘Die Game’ triumphed once again,



The ‘Die Game’ split a nation north and south.

And to this day remains the great divide.

The truth cannot be found by word of mouth,

But lays inscribed on graves of those who died.



The author















AUTHOR’S NOTE

AS YOU READ THIS BOOK, please keep in mind that this is historical fiction. The author has gone to great lengths to ensure period accuracy in detail such as weaponry, dress and language. While the language and terminology may seem inappropriate by today’s standards, it is, nonetheless historically accurate and correct. The author decided early on to illustrate the series extensively knowing that a picture as they say is ‘worth a thousand words’. With that in mind the author has made every effort to make sure the illustrations, photos, maps etc. presented are not copyrighted and or instead have been given permission by the originators to include them in the book where deemed appropriate. The depictions of the participants, their emotions, heart-felt feelings of triumph and despair and their outpourings of love and hatred have been portrayed as plausible. For some of the historical figures mentioned, their real names have been altered to prevent any aspersions on their true character.

DEDICATION

THIS BOOK IS DEDICATED to those brave and stalwart black Americans who fought, suffered or died for the Confederacy or the Union during the U.S Civil war. May their supreme sacrifice not be forgotten.

“Once let the black man get upon his person the brass letter, U.S., let him get an eagle on this button, and a musket on his shoulder and bullets in his pocket, there is no power on earth that can deny that he has earned the right to citizenship.”

Frederick Douglass, 1862

––––––––
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“WHEN YOU ELIMINATE the black Confederate soldier, you eliminate the history of the South.”

General Robert E. Lee, 1864
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What others are saying about The Die Game
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The Die Game is masterfully compounded with descriptive vocabulary that zeroes in on American historical events with conciseness and precision, adding fiction to fact with a professionalism among historical-fiction authors that in itself is very rare. With grammatical skill the storyline in every chapter propels the reader forward at a breathless pace. In fact the reader after a while becomes convinced that they are watching a very real action adventure video.

The Die Game recounts a blow-by-blow account of the early stages of the US Civil War. The key protagonists; escaped slave Marcus Brown (MATARI) and his wealthy cohort John Saxton (Sax) lead a group of 30 African American men (the Maasai Rangers) with the blessing of President Lincoln. Once behind Confederate lines aboard a submersible ship christened The Nimsi, they wreak havoc but not without dire consequences. 

The eccentric use or absence of the all important definite and reader’s indefinite articles creates tension, suspense and a galloping plot that holds the attention of the reader in a vise-like grip. Though Book One BATTLEGROUNDS offers a more challenging vocabulary, the first two books dovetail into a four book illustrated collection. 

B.K. Carson (B.Th,B.A, M.Th.)
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Ambush
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The steamship Anaona slipped into Boston’s inner harbor, its arrival unnoticed. Around it, black and broken waters lay beaten into submission by the incessant power of the elements. No cheering crowds greeted the returning heroes. No white linen waved about from one end of the Saxton Wharf to the other. Muriel Saxton, her Parson’s Terrier Jack and whistles of salutation were absent. Instead, sullen gray gulls quarantined by rain, slept heads tucked under wing atop tarred pilings. Moored in a sea of tears, the stubby coastal freighter remained stillborn until the break of dawn four hours later. 

[image: Image result for  1850 scene of Boston's inner harbor]

Boston’s inner harbor 1860

FOR THREE WEEKS PRIOR, its occupants had relished an uneventful voyage home from the siege of Fort Sumter. In Annapolis, Allan Pinkerton had feted the Honeymoon Heroes with discreet circumspection. President Lincoln wired his congratulations. In the interim however, the war proceeded badly for the Union. At each fuelling station along the way, Saxton bought every newspaper he could lay his hands on. Fort Sumter had fallen and the Confederates were victorious everywhere else. Even Washington DC, poorly defended and under imminent threat of invasion, created desperate times for Lincoln. With a standing army of only twelve thousand, he issued a proclamation on April 15, 1861 calling for seventy-five thousand volunteer militiamen.
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THE SS ANAONA WITH opposing cranes on either end of the main deck. The  6’ tall iron supports and clamps would be on either side of the middle hatch. 

[image: http://www.modelarstwookretowe.pl/MO/2012/2.jpg]

THE SAXTONS WERE APPALLED that despite the protestations of the blacks in Boston who wanted to nullify the Militia Act of 1792, Lincoln remained adamant that no blacks could serve because such a move would cause states bordering on succession to do so. Despite his reticence, eleven slave states and two territories rallied to the Confederacy leaving a Nation split asunder. 

On April 19, Lincoln issued a Proclamation of Blockade, permitting the Union navy to blockade over thirty-six hundred miles of coastline from North Carolina to Mexico. From then on the South in trying to supply itself with vital war supplies lay prostrate and handicapped. The industrialized North by increasing the size of its navy from 100 ships to over 600 would over the next four years have no such problem. 

In a heart6felt response, General Robert E. Lee resigned his commission from the Union army on April 20th. At the time, he told Lincoln, “I cannot raise my hand against my birthplace, my home, or my children.” He left the next day for Virginia to command all Confederate military forces.

* * *
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ABOARD THE Anaona, despite civil war and rampaging political waters swirling about them, Virginia and Saxton lay fast asleep in their stateroom. In weathering shot and shell, their weary ship had by dint of a miracle survived a holocaust. Although the Saxtons were unharmed, it seemed as though a black depression persisted in welcoming the newly-weds home. 

In the wheelhouse a brass bell rang twice, signaling the morning watch. Awakened, Captain Wainwright a native of Portsmouth, England sat up in his rack, his mind a small confusion.

[image: Image result for Old Sea Captain]

Captain Wainwright

FOR OVER FORTY YEARS his inner ear, acutely alert, was honed to detect any disruptions marking the boundaries in the atmosphere around him. Changes in the constant muted rhythm of engine cadence, quartering waves slapping the hull or unusual noises emanating from within the wheelhouse were in themselves enough to disturb a sailor’s sleep. Long bare legs swung over the side of his bunk. With bare feet firmly planted, he stroked a shock of white hair with a mottled hand. An anachronism of a long forgotten seafaring past, Captain Wainwright stood militarily erect in a white cotton night gown. He yawned and then stretched, for his left thigh contained an echo of pain, injured in his encounter with Blackstone at Fort Sumter. Upon donning leather slippers and a black cotton robe belted over a a fulsome waist, he followed an aqueous wavering light out of his cabin. Mounted above the ship’s helm in the wheelhouse, a brass bound Seth Thomas indicated 4:10 a.m.
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The bridge of the SS Anaona

THE PORT SIDE BRIDGE door opened. Over a low transom stepped First Mate Axel Morgan, a local lad from Boston’s Jeffries Point enclave of landed Irish. His entrance was followed by a deluge of rain drops. With one bushy eyebrow upraised, Wainwright brusquely chided, 

“Close the bloody door lad afore we’re broached!”

A small man of infinite quality, Morgan’s spade beard juxtaposed a full crop of short curly black hair and a broad-bladed knife of a nose. The effect portrayed a top-heavy drunkard about to fall face forward. At twenty-seven, and at sea less than five years, he oozed energy. Although he rarely showed it, Captain Wainwright had, ever since their escape from Fort Sumter developed an endearing soft spot for the ‘youngster’.
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Axel Morgan

SEEMINGLY IMMUNE TO the captain’s gruff demeanor, shut. With blue eyes bright with innocent mischief, he chirped, “Top o’ the mornin’ to you capt’n. Looks like youse dog slept sorr. But, I delivered the message you gave me for Mr. Larsen. I couldn’t believe it sorr. There he was in his office lyin’ asleep on a cot. I tole him Mr. Saxton wanted to see him at 0900. Stuffy ol’ bugger hain’t he, sorr?” 

As Morgan blathered on, Captain Wainwright lit a prized Meerschaum pipe adorned with an ivory stem portraying a long-haired nude woman in recline. In an attempt to gauge his superior’s mood, Axel leaned against the helm. Satisfied that no repercussions were pending, the irrepressible Morgan reflected.

“In a manner of speakin’, it eems very strange indeed sorr, that no one died durin’ our escape from Sumter. A miracle I’d say. My God, with all the bees buzzin’ o’er us, and zigzaggin’ our way outta hell itself, I thought we were scuppered for shore...right skipper?” 

In a perceptive upheaval, Wainwright swept aside an annoying lock of white hair and dropped his dignity. He bit into the stem of his Meerschaum. 

“Don’t ever call me skipper again, son. ‘Tis bad luck” 

“By gosh capt’n sorr, I plum forgot. But really, it musta been hell for you too? As for myself, I didn’t have much time to worry ‘cause those mortars fore an aft Packard an Pinky kept me right busy.” Once again Morgan paused to gauge the captain’s mood. 

“Would you have gone down with the ship, sorr?” he asked. With a scowl of impatience, Wainwright pointed his pipe in reprimand. 

“Of course; now get along  and rouse the crew for mess and then wake up the newlyweds at the forenoon watch. Be gone lad!”

“Aye, aye skipper.”

* * *
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SHORTLY AFTER 9 A.M., John Saxton, the recent heir to a vast shipping company scampered across a rain-swept wharf to warehouse #3. Holding his hat in a stiff wind, he stopped to reconnoiter. Nothing had changed. Although everything appeared normal, to Saxton an internal struggle dictated otherwise. To know that good and honest men were dying by the thousands a few hundred miles south of him was intolerable. How could America possibly be at war with itself? It makes no sense at all!
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Hans Larsen     John  Saxton






IN DESPAIR HE MOUNTED rickety wooden steps rising ever upwards. At the crest Saxton strode into the office like a flushed grouse, closing the door with as thump behind him. A tweed baker’s cap sailed through the air to deftly snag on a brass wall hook. Beside it on another, Saxton hung up a sodden cape-coat. Looking remarkably similar to an elderly church deacon wearing his clothes awkwardly, Hans Larsen rose to meet him. Putting aside a bottle of Merchant’s Gargling Oil Liniment, he extended a bony hand. 

A hollow voice tinged with a slight Cajun accent intoned, “'Tis mighty good to see you again Sax. What an ordeal you’ve been through. Some honeymoon I’d say.” 

Larsen stood back appraising the young man. Enlivened by the burst of adrenaline brought about by the liniment’s generous alcohol content, the supercargo continued saying,

“Your father would have been proud. Too bad Sumter fell. But, I have good news though. According to the papers, Captain Seymour survived. Miraculously so did everyone else except an unfortunate mule. Despite his capture Truman’s been promoted to brevet major...well deserved I’d say.” An enameled pot percolated upon a box wood stove squatting in a corner. Saxton poured hot black coffee into a tin mug. While savoring the bitter brew, he sat down and reflected, his clipped North Boston accent fortified by a caffeine rush.

“Good for Truman. I’ll miss him.” Larsen hovered, blue eyes owlish from lack of sleep. He yawned, gnarled right hand hovering over a puckered face. He groused aloud,

“I was rudely awakened this morning by that first mate of yours... Morgan. The irreverent blabbermouth said that you wanted to see me about a certain matter.” A master of plays and pretenses, Hans continued, playing the role of a subservient. 

“How can I be of service, sir?” 

Hans, his breath hot and medicinal looked askance, thinking, the jig is up and soon I’ll be thrown in jail as a spy. However, Larsen’s momentary fear and sense of guilt passed, for Saxton had decided to keep Pinkerton’s most recent coded cable to himself. Another event of sorts emerged over the horizon of his mind as Saxton declared with youthful vigor. 

“I have good news that you might find interesting, Hans.”

“What’s that, sir?” 

“Apparently, a medal’s in the works for those in the navy who have shown uncommon bravery in battle. It seems that Senator James Grimes of Iowa will be presenting a draft paper to Congress next year. Lincoln’s involved in some way I’m sure. T’will be the highest honor for the navy and will probably include the army if the generals have their way. A newspaper article in The Globe says it might be called the Congressional Medal of Honor.” In response Larson peered out a window at the rain. His gorge rose as he spun about. 

“Damned those bloody politicians!” he shouted. “It seems to me that they always have to have their name foisted on anything worthy of the poor working sods who risked life and limb to earn it. I guess the simpering nonsense has been taken from the Victoria Cross...you know, that...that Crimean limey award!” 

In order to relieve a persistent malaise, Hans sat down, opened a drawer to reach for a bottle of Ayers Cherry Pectorals. A knot of bile had fermented in his gut and he needed relief. While he opened the bottle, a telegraph key began chattering across from him. Startled, Saxton couldn’t believe his ears. An uneasy feeling, visceral and unending, swept over him. The message was indeed startling.


M. Brown arrives Fitchburg station STOP

May 02, 2 p.m. STOP A. Pinkerton STOP



His angst increased even more so when Pinkerton arrived in town two days later to confer with Saxton at the mansion. As to the detective’s purpose, he remained tight lipped and tactfully evasive....an evasion wrapped up in an enigma. Thereafter, security about Saxton House rose to an unprecedented level of high alert.

* * *
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A WEEK LATER AT PRECISELY 2 p.m. a passenger train with brass bell clanging arrived at its downtown Boston terminal located on Causeway Street. From a distance, two discreet Pinkerton agents observed Pinkerton, Saxton, his mother Muriel, Virginia and her parents standing on a long plank platform. Behind them, a black mud coach and four matched grays waited. High on a padded bench, drover Rodney Matisse, their muscular black drover held four broad leather reins. 

Earlier, Virginia and Saxton had spent a happy morning reuniting with their parents. Their excitement increased three fold when Muriel Stamford Saxton declared, “Tonight we’re off to see Dion Boucicault’s anti-slavery potboiler The Octoroon in which he stars. The critics say this is the first stage play about the plight of Black Americans. I’ve purchased tickets for all of us.” 

After a light lunch, the rain, which had tormented the city over night stopped. A Catholic sun spread out over Boston...a benediction of sorts. The welcome party left Saxton House for the Fitchburg train station arriving with not a minute to spare. 

White whispies hissed from every conceivable orifice as a ponderous Baldwin 4-4-0 locomotive lumbered to a stop. With its bell clanging, the creature tooted twice. Issuing from a slim stack, black smoke dissipated, drifting away on a slight breeze. 

[image: Image result for Ogle Coaling Dock]

Similar to the Fitchburg Station, Boston

Sketch by R. Theodore Davis

A TORRENT OF PASSENGERS began disembarking, their luggage carried hither and yon by colored porters wearing red hats trimmed in gold braid. An aging conductor with small, neat features muddled his way through the chaos to Tilson Porter the stationmaster. 

Stepping away from beneath an impressive brick and Barre granite Victorian train station, Pinkerton waved the Saxton party onward to the private coach of railway President Alvah Crocker. None the worse for wear despite grievous chest injuries, Marcus, a seven foot giant of a man stepped onto an observation platform. To one and all, the Maasai had lost weight but none of his charm. At the foot of three steps he took Saxton into his arms. Then, without hesitation, he doffed a topper and then hugged Muriel. As he did so his southern drawl acquired from many years spent in New Orleans came to the fore underlined by a deep basso profundo.
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Muriel Saxton  Marcus Brown (Matari)  Virginia Saxton

“I’S SO SORRY ‘BOUT Thomas ma’am. His death ended so many hopes an dreams. I loved an respected him as if he were ma own father.”   

Muriel reached up to caress a clean shaven face. To her amazement no facial scars were evident. She enquired, “I must say Marcus but it appears that your facial scars have vanished. I was wondering.” Marcus laughed and replied, “Tis true indeed. Seems Sweet Daphne who nursed me back to health concocted a salve that when applied hid the scars. Said I had to appear ‘civilized’ so that I would not scare the bejeezzis out of the church goin’ locals. However, although hidden, ma chest wounds acquired when I fell off a train raises the scars every time the pain becomes acute.” He looked around and said, “So the concoction comes in mighty handy especially in circumstances sich as this.”

With the touch of her gloved hand, a mind reeled at the knowledge that his beloved Belle and his son trapped in New Orleans were not there to greet him. In sensing this inner malaise, Muriel discreetly pulled herself away, saying,

“Marcus, I want you to meet my new daughter-in-law Virginia.” Because of his seven foot height, the former Maasai slave bent over as if bowing to royalty. Mischievous black eyes looked down; a scarred face cadaverous, a wide smile honest yet appealing. He gushed aloud,

“I say Sax! Is this the gal youse married? Why, as a Maasai Moran I kin have many wives, but after seein’ this young beauty, I wuddn’t trade her fer thirty cows. But, fer fifty I might!” 

“My dearest Sax” Virginia retorted, “At least I’m worth thirty cows, maybe even fifty.” With long teeth glinting, scars dancing, Marcus the Maasai exclaimed,

“I’s mighty sorry ‘bout missin’ yer weddin’ day Sax. Musta riled the white folks an might I say, some of the coloreds here ‘bouts somethin’ fierce.” If such a remark hit fertile ground, the Rowland’s outwardly did not respond. Virginia took advantage of their silent repose and said,. 

“Marcus, may I introduce you to my mother and father?” 

After a slight pause, her parents stepped forward to greet the transgressor. When Marcus shook their hands, Virginia could see the mind of her father trying to fathom how long a coffin would be needed for the giant standing before him. After being formerly introduced to one and all, Tyler Wicks, a black dwarf of a man and Pinkerton agent stood beside the Maasai looking like an afterthought. Behind them the mud coach rolled up alongside the platform. 
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The Rowlands    Rodney Matisse

ALLAN PINKERTON HAVING witnessed the exchanges took out a gold fob watch from a vest pocket. Dressed in black trousers overlain by a black woolen overcoat topped by his famous black bowler, the illusive detective remarked, 

“Sorry Mr. Saxton, but with your permission agent Wicks and I have to report to our local field office. Unfinished business you know. We’ll flag a hack.”  In the meantime two of my agents will escort you to your home ...just a precaution. Saxton nodded as he and Pinkerton had met secretly to discuss security concerns especially since the attempted arson at the First African Church, the mob attack at the mansion, a few hours after the Saxton’s wedding and the attack on the newlyweds while in New York City. Virginia and Muriel were consulted. Though not happy about the circumstances, they gave their consent. Marcus climbed up and onto the drover’s seat to sit beside Matisse. They shook hands. Between them lay a dark blue denim haversack. With everyone aboard, the irascible and muscular Rodney Matisse, the Saxton’s black drover and perpetual bodyguard snapped a braided horsewhip with a sonic POP!!

The coach lurched forward over a fall of land. Within it, occasional shafts of light pierced a gloomy interior. Ten miles further on Virginia’s parents were dropped off at their funeral parlor. From Thatcher Street, the coach trekked onward; its destination, Saxton House ten miles to the north-east.  With the departure of the Rowland’s’ the conversation inside the mud coach took on a life of its own.

“My dear Virginia,” Saxton chuckled, “I wondered why your father looked Marcus up and down. Perhaps his coffin will be ready and waiting soon enough.” 

In a jocose repartee Muriel replied, “I know for a fact, that he’s ordered mine with my name on it, bought and paid for.” Hoisted on his own petard, Saxton sat back to upbraid her.
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Allan Pinkerton  Tyler Wicks

“MY DEAR VIRGINIA,” Saxton chuckled, “I wondered why your father looked Marcus up and down. Perhaps his coffin will be ready and waiting soon enough.” 

“Really mother, that’s so depressing. Can’t we talk about something else?” 

“Of course my dear... as a matter of fact, a local photographer of note, John Adams Whipple, is arriving tomorrow morning. Methinks photos of Saxton House are in order especially since Virginia changed the décor. Perhaps another family album is in the offing. What do you have to say about that Sax?”

“Mother...please! Another debacle like the session we had with Brady last New Year’s eve will make us the laughing stock of Boston...again!” Louisburg Square situated atop a low hill loomed. Saxton pointed out the window. 

“My dear Virginia, do you know what the British called Louisburg Square back in 1775?” 

“Why no, I do not.” 

“They called it Mount Whoredom.” Muriel sputtered, “Why I never...!” 

The coach and four continued rattling through a scattered traffic followed at a discreet distance by the two armed agents. Then without warning, pistol shots were fired at close range. The mud coach lurched violently. To Virginia, it was New York City all over again. From within a beaded handbag she withdrew a Philly derringer. Outside the coach, more shots were fired. Above her Matisse cried out in alarm. 

~  ~
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Killers at Large
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From a black high-topped Jefferson boot, Saxton retrieved a .31 Colt baby dragoon. He looked at Virginia and then leaned over to kiss her. Taken aback, Muriel faced her son, a gray kid gloved hand to her mouth, blue eyes wide..

“Sax!” She cried. “What in God’s name are ye doing with a gun? And, might I say, what on earth is going on? Were those gunshots?” Despite the coach slewing about, Saxton lithe and agile opened a door. Muriel grabbed his sleeve, a sense of déjà vu overcoming her.

“Son, where do ye think you’re going?” Saxton released her hand, doffed his topper. In the act of giving it to Virginia he looked his mother in the eye and grimaced saying, “Marcus needs me.” 

Brave to the point of recklessness, Saxton gripped either side of the door jamb then tried to climb upward. A sudden lurch flung him under a roadside hedge. Muriel screamed. Above her, Marcus began flaying the team with renewed vigor. He withdrew a Colt .44 from the haversack. Ahead, a pie-faced man brandishing a sawed-off shotgun stepped out of an alley. In one fluid motion the Maasai fired twice.  Two Pinks galloped by him to disappear around a sharp bend. Gunshots echoed. A body fell across the road to be crushed by the coach where it lay. With a team in full flight and sparks flying, the heavy coach slid around a cobblestoned corner onto Margin Street.

A few yards further down the hill from where Saxton had landed, Matisse lay moaning in a water-filled ditch. Though well hidden, Saxton lay unmoving, his right leg sore. Nearby he heard voices, loud and excited. Saxton crawled over to Matisse and then reached for his gun...gone. Saxton sank deeper into the ditch. One voice in particular exhibited a distinctive, Brooklyn drawl. 

“I’m shore I seen two of ‘em jump,” the drawler exclaimed. Another shouted, “Keep lookin’ Hilliard ‘til ya find the cagey bastard, ‘cause there’ll be hell ta pay ef ye doan. Twice now we’s failed ta kill him an his niggaar bitch. Christ! We had 'em in New York City...had ‘em cold, but somehow the bastard an his niggar drover clocked us a goodun.” He pointed. 

“You thar, git back ta the ship an keep an eye on things. We’ll meet later at the Green Dragon fer supper. Now... git!” 

Saxton couldn’t believe his ears. Hilliard is bo’sun on the Anaona. Larsen had demanded Hilliard be first mate on the Saxton’s honeymoon voyage but Axel Morgan came aboard instead. Larsen was furious. Is Hilliard a rebel spy too? Faced with more questions than answers, Saxton became angry; very angry.

* * *
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A RUNAWAY MUD COACH clattered along barely under control. Close by it, another volley of shots were fired. A stray bullet entered the coach. Muriel screamed once then closed her eyes, slumping down against Virginia. Blood trickled down over a yellow satin dress. Muriel Stamford Saxton lay dying. Virginia looked upon a woman she’d known ever so briefly. Over the clatter Muriel opened her eyes and tried to speak. Virginia bent down knowing that Muriel was slipping away. 

“Tell Saxton I love him,” Muriel whispered. “Oh Virginia, I’m so happy for you both. Hold him close and never let him go. Remember he’s full of surprises just like his father afore him,” Muriel caressed Virginia’s face.  She gasped, “Oh Thomas, my Thomas, we’ll soon be one not two.” Blue eyes closed as within her Heaven’s light dawned. Virginia’s tears were the last rites of Muriel’s final moments. A fortress of granite and brick, Saxton House hove into view. 

Swinging about sharply the mud coach prattled on between two wrought-iron gates. Pea gravel pinged. Red polls in the hedges bordering the driveway scattered in alarm. Ahead up a long curving course, a Pink rode knees pressed to his mount’s withers. With another agent galloping close behind, the mud coach came to a shuddering halt beside a colonnaded foursquare portico. Marcus jumped down, landing like a cat. Inside the coach a wailing heart torn in two assaulted him.

An open carriage door revealed a scene of blood, tears and visceral grief. Therein holding Muriel Saxton in her arms, Virginia began rocking back and forth. In silent anguish lips parted. Muriel wasn’t breathing, or moving. The Maasai reached in to lift his mistress up in his arms. As  he backed out of the coach, behind him Packard ran down the front steps. Upon viewing the horrid spectacle, a haughty, bearded face slackened. 
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Similar to Saxton House
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STYLUS PACKARD         Millie McCord

“Oh Mother of God! No! No!” he wailed. “Please Lord not her, not her!” Marcus carried Muriel up the front steps, pushing aside the front door with a boot. Followed by Packard, he entered a nearby warming room wherein Muriel was laid upon a leather couch. Millie ran into the room, hands to her mouth. Packard told her to fetch some hot water and clean rags. She ran out. Pushing a red rubber ball with his nose, Jack wandered in. Sensing the familiar smell of death, the dog stopped and began to howl. Packard scooped up the stricken animal. Disciplined by routine and keenly aware of his role as house butler, the tall middle aged black man enquired with the right degree of subservience,

“Mistress Virginia, with your permission, I’ll put Jack in Mrs. Saxton’s bedroom and return shortly.” Virginia shed gray kid gloves, turned about and with an air of calm replied,

“Do go right ahead Stylus.” 

As the butler retreated upstairs Millie arrived with a metal jug of hot water and fresh cotton face cloths. Behind her a crowd of household staff stood curious, many crying. Before entering the room, Virginia shooed them away. With her silk yellow dress and red jacket spattered with droplets of blood, she apprised Marcus.

“Leave Millie and me alone with her. Sad to say I’ve done this many times afore, but it needs doing. We must clean her and get her to her room. I’m afraid that Sax is in great danger somewhere on Snow Hill. For the love of God, go find him and hurry!” After the Maasai ran out, Virginia commenced wiping blood off Muriel’s waxen face.

* * * 
[image: ]


SAXTON AND MATISSE remained hidden until the babbling of angry voices receded. A few minutes later a mounted column of Boston’s finest led by Chief Robert Taylor, galloped up the hill. Saxton emerged onto the road, hands raised.

“Hold up chief. I’ve been ambushed and my driver’s been shot.” Sour-faced without any apparent empathy, Chief Taylor wrinkled his nose. He looked at drover Matisse then Saxton.

“I’ll have one of my men take him to that half breed abolitionist doctor De Grasse at #40 Poplar Street,” he sneered. “You know the one. He’s been looking after your family since your father died. Besides, from the looks of it, the bullet only grazed your drover. I’m sure the nigger will be okay.” Saxton tried to ignore the Police Chief’s tone of voice but could not. 

[image: https://i.guim.co.uk/img/static/sys-images/Books/Pix/pictures/2010/1/6/1262780249342/Victorian-policeman-001.jpg?width=300&quality=85&auto=format&fit=max&s=92364cf8d320a86d3e985e17d4dffd0b][image: John Van Surly DeGrasse: Boston’s pioneering black surgeon]

Chief Taylor          Dr. John Van Surly DeGrasse

“ROBERT, HE’S NOT A nigger but a human being. Besides he’s a dear friend of mine and a trusted employee. As for John van De Grasse, he’s a fine doctor. In fact both white and blacks come to find succor, namely advice and medical treatment.”

Soundly rebuffed Chief Taylor, a squat peasant of a man grimaced, exposing a soft mouth with crooked teeth. Without a shred of decency, Taylor grinned as he remarked with vigor,

“Yes, of course Mr. Saxton. I do understand see’n how you married one.” 

Saxton lunged but Matisse restrained him. A reluctant constable once ordered, hoisted Matisse up behind him. Over the sound of retreating hoof beats, the Chief in realizing the ramifications of his actions became contrite. 

“We heard shooting Mr. Saxton, so we came right over. Who were your assailants and where have they gone?” Saxton remained silent and disquieting. Frustrated, Chief Taylor inquired,  

“What do you want us to do, sir?” 

“Arrest a bo’sun of mine by the name of Sam Hilliard. I’m positive he’s a Confederate spy.” Taylor was taken aback. He blustered.

“Confederate spy? Are you quite shore?”

“Yes indeed I’m damn shore.” Saxton had had enough. He shouted, 

“Now put the Harbor Patrol on the lookout for anyone acting suspiciously in a rowboat. Search every Saxton ship, as well as the warehouses and the offices .Hilliard and three others are wearing swallow-tail black riding slickers. Be careful, they’re armed and dangerous. Oh, by the way, they plan to meet later today for supper at the Green Dragon. Perhaps you can arrest Hilliard there. I want them alive so they can hang.” 

With a sardonic smile and then with a hint of comeuppance, Chief Taylor knowing that self-preservation was in his opinion the highest duty of a police chief; voice demeaning, replied,

“Unless we know exactly when, I cannot have my men off their beat waiting in a tavern with a Billy club in hand and a beer in the other for the culprits to show up. Besides, the place is well known as a haven for armed tipplers. Any copper foolish enough to enter would be thrown out on his ear or worse. No Mr. Saxton, I’m sorry to contradict you but the best place will be the Saxton yards.” 

“Perhaps you’re right,” Saxton replied. “Time’s a wasting. I need a mount.” But, there was none to be had. In jest he looked up at Taylor astride a nervous bay. 

“Ah! My kingdom for a horse and I’ll be on my way.” 

Behind him a clopping sound became louder. With a flourish, Chief Taylor pointed up Snow Hill. A saddled black gelding prancing from side to side came trotting towards them. Saxton reached for loose reins. 

* * *
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PART WAY UP SNOW HILL Street, a mare’s former owner lay sprawled in the middle of the road. Saxton dismounted. A waxen unshaven face glared back. My God! He’s one of the blackards who tried to knife me beside Washington Square Park. Saxton rolled up a sleeve. A tattooed “D” with a dagger through it appeared on the man’s left wrist. Saxton’s gorge rose. He thought of his mother and Virginia. In a fit of panic he remounted to gallop madly up Snow Hill Street. Rounding a curve, Marcus rode down towards him. Saxton reined in beside a gray stone tenement. Above them faces filled open windows. On the street, passersby stopped and pointed. Saxton ignored them. 

“Thank God Marcus you’re all right,” he cried. “Is everyone okay?” 

To Saxton’s surprise, Marcus wheeled about for he didn’t have the courage to tell Saxton about Muriel. Saxton sat in the saddle wondering. Further on, Saxton came across another body. 

This man also had a “D” with a dagger through it on his left wrist. Saxton did not dismount. Instead he leaned over and gazed upon a familiar pug-nosed face. Thus goaded, he remembered the attack in New York City. With this in mind he spurred his mount with renewed vigor.

* * *
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TWO DAYS LATER, AT Saxton’s bequest, a dour Minister Norland conducted an austere funeral service for a singular woman whose pride, confidence and social standing were based on wealth. In keeping with his mother’s wishes, her son gave an equally reserved eulogy. Outside the old North church as a precautionary measure, Pinkerton agents patrolled the grounds. Inside, black congregants from the First African Baptist Church including the Bensons were restricted to the upper balconies as a sop to white conscience.

Laid to rest inside the Saxton family crypt as she had wished, Muriel Saxton’s final resting place lay mere yards from the foot of Copps Cemetery and not in the middle of Boston’s inner harbor where her Thomas found peace. There, in Copps cemetery, untold African Americans had over centuries been buried in unmarked graves on the Snow Hill side of the old graveyard. A polished oak coffin with silver rails once carried into a grotto was lowered into a marble sepulcher. Within the grotto’s cramped confines, a dozen funeral wreaths lay scattered about. Saxton, with Jack in his arms, put his father’s treasured valentine’s card in his mother’s clasped hands then closed the lid. Two company sailors slid a heavy marble slab forward. Jack howled. 

To conclude Muriel’s internment, a funereal party arrived back at Saxton House without incident for Pinkerton had preceded them. However despite Packard’s best efforts, the reception lunch appeared wasted on the dismal group sitting before it. Within the hour, only the immediate family and Marcus remained in the grand salon united by grief. To one side Tyler Wicks stood in shadows by a front window. From his vantage point he watched a phalanx of Pinks patrol the grounds.

Head in hands, Saxton sat weeping on a settee. Virginia embraced him knowing full well that her husband needed a deep and abiding love to temper the cold steel of revenge lurking in a broken heart. With a measure of restraint she listened while Pinkerton explained what had happened. With his voice sibilant and restrained, he stood remarkably in one place.  

“My dear, Sax, as to Hilliard we raided the Green Dragon but the scoundrels were nowhere to be found.” He added: 

“Don’t worry, sir. I dare say we’ll get Hilliard and the lot of them .... that  I’m quite sure of. As to Muriel, I’m so sorry. I guess we didn’t do a proper job of protecting her. With that said, I take full responsibility. From what you’ve told me, the assassins were obviously gunning for you. The question is why?” As was his nature the detective became persistent.

“Now, Sax, you’re absolutely sure the dead men on the road were the same ones who attacked you in New York City?” 

“Yes.”

“And they all had a “D” with a dagger through it on their left wrist?”  

“Yes.” Anger welling, Marcus slapped the table. Silverware rattled. He roared, his southern patois more pronounced than ever.

“I seen that tattoo in N’Awlins. Those who hunted me an ma family are members of the Deacon gang. Their leader is Horatio Garrow. I tracked the brigand all the way ta Memphis afta he damned near kilt me. Having boarded his train, I got bumped off near Chattanooga. Wudda died too ef it hadn’t been fer Sweet Daphne an Big Willie. Wicks found me then brought me here.” With a brief nod, Pinkerton concurred. 

“Indeed he did Marcus, for I wired Wicks to find you. We need you badly. Garrow and his gang will have to wait. 'Tis the war now and as such we’ve bigger fish to fry. President Lincoln as of two days ago secretly authorized a guerilla operation code- named ‘Operation Maasai Ranger’ thought up by our dear Sax.” Somewhat piqued but curious, Marcus addressed Saxton.

“Sax, what is this so called secret operation? You never mentioned it. Why?” 

“All in good time Marcus, all in good time.” Saxton’s response did not sit well with the fractious Maasai. He addressed Pinkerton.

“With all due respect, suh, I hafta return immediately ta N’Awlins ‘cause I haven’t seen ma wife an son in over five months. As you tole me yesterday, Belle’s in extreme danger. Accordin’ ta youse, she’s bin a spy fer the Union. Jaysus, I never hadda clue. With the Union blockadin’ N’Awlins, there’ll be hell ta pay ‘specially ef there’s any panic. I need a ship...now!” Saxton put a hand on a broad shoulder. 

“You don’t have to ask, because the Anaona is yours...I mean literally.” 

“Mine? Whaddya mean mine, Sax?” 

“My father Thomas willed you the ship. It’s yours to do with as you please.” 

“Do as I please?” 

“Yes, it’s all yours my friend.” He beckoned to Packard waiting in the wings.

“Stylus, come with me please.” The two left the room then returned carrying a wooden strongbox between them. Marcus recognized it. 

“Why, that’s Wilkins’s chest hain’t it. How’d ya git it, Sax?”

“’Tis a long story,” Virginia cleared away some dishes. The chest landed on the table with a soft thump. Marcus stood up. 

“May I, Sax?” 

“Be my guest.” Marcus lifted the lid. Before him, a golden treasure lay lustrous. He gasped. Saxton said,  

“Marcus, I think you’d better sit down.” Marcus did so. With a measure of unbridled glee Saxton recalled a past New Year’s event. 

“Last New Year’s eve, whilst here at Saxton House, a company of esteemed citizens gathered to honor the heroes of the battle of Boston Harbor and to address the state of the Union. Myself, and a Captain Gibbon were so honored. Unfortunately at the time, you were not present. So, to be brief....in recognition of your heroism in New Orleans, and your exposure of False Prophet, former President Buchanan, has made you a citizen of these United States. You also have clear title to the Anaona. And now to top it all off my friend, I give you the golden spoils of battle. What do you have to say Maasai? Cat got your tongue?”

~  ~
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Gathered together in the dining room of Saxton House were Saxton, his wife Virginia, Marcus, Allan Pinkerton, Captain Wainwright, John Ericsson, Head of ordnance Commander John Dahlgren on loan from the Washington Naval Yard, and Lieutenant Robert Gould Shaw. Their purpose; flesh out the details of an audacious idea apply called, Operation Maasai Ranger. Having assumed the role of chairperson, Pinkerton opened the proceedings by addressing Saxton.

“Afore we begin, I and everyone here today mourn the loss of your mother Muriel. May she rest in peace.” Saxton rose to reply.

“Thank you one and all. She will be missed.” With tongue in cheek, he addressed Pinkerton.

[image: Image result for john ericsson][image: Image result for Lt. Robert Shaw Gould][image: https://preview.redd.it/9ok5o8usln921.png?auto=webp&s=f2a893ad51fb9477e1d5bf2db93ba37504acc5cf]

Ericsson         Shaw      Dahlgren

“AS HEAD OF THE NEW Federal Secret Service, I understand that you enjoy a bit of sway in the corridors of power Allan.” Pinkerton flushed at the implication intended.

“Yes indeed, for the President Lincoln and his Secretary of War, Simon Cameron despite his initial opposition, have given me their unconditional support. As such, I speak for them and convey their best wishes to all present here today. In that you’ve all been briefed afore hand as to the purpose of Operation Maasai Ranger, I do hope all of you understand the security implications of that?” They nodded their heads. With a cigar firmly planted, Pinkerton began to pace about as was his habit.

“Splendid, let’s get started then shall we?” 

Upon appraising and bandying about the basic format of the clandestine operation, everyone agreed that West Point Academy fifty miles upriver from New York City would be an ideal training ground. With a measure of authority Pinkerton, rose and began pacing about, a fresh cigar firmly attached to his face.

“Recently, the federal government has improved the Point’s facilities albeit to train recruits in the use of new ordinance and field tactics unattached to any units per se. However, the Academy has no formal physical training program other than parade drills and forced trekking up and down Bull Hill. Therefore, the Maasai Rangers and their handpicked instructors would be the very first to use innovative and unheard of methods of guerilla combat instruction upon its hallowed grounds.”  

In the ensuing discussion, the group concluded that a specially outfitted ship would be the rangers’ base of operations. Pinkerton became effusive in his support. Once again he began pacing about, cigar and eyes ablaze.

“From it, they would infiltrate behind enemy lines wreaking destruction, disruption and distraction very much like Daniel Morgan’s Riflemen in the Revolutionary War. Thus the rebels will be forced to reassign valuable assets in order to curtail the Maasai Ranger’s depredations.”

The detective knew that since lives depended on secrecy therefore only after they had sailed would Marcus or Saxton reveal the ranger’s mission to their men. Marcus immediately volunteered his ship, the Anaona, but was politely turned down. Pinkerton appreciated the offer. 

“I’m sorry Marcus because this so-called sinking ship, a double ender, will be built from the keel up.... one hundred and fifty feet in length, a beam of thirty-two and a draft of three.” 

Captain Wainwright exclaimed, “Sinking ship? Perish the thought, sir. I must say that the idea leaves me wondering, how on earth doth it sink then raise itself up? It all sounds rather dangerous old chap.” Taken to task, Pinkerton deferred to Ericsson then sat down.

“Perhaps John should explain.” He bowed saying, “If you please, sir.”

Ericsson’s magnificent mutton-chop whiskers offset crag-like features and a crown of blonde wavy hair. Tall, svelte and a former officer in the Swedish army, the forthright Scandinavian didn’t waste time. In fact everything about him appeared economical, logical and  inevitably well reasoned. Upon retrieving a set of design drawings from a metal tube, Ericsson spread them out on the dining room table. Everyone crowded around for a better look. From time to time he referred to a two foot scale model resting on a sideboard. 

“Before I begin, invaluable intelligence was provided by Mary Touvestre, a freed slave who worked in Norfolk, Virginia as a housekeeper for an engineer involved in the refitting and transformation of the USS Merrimack into the Virginia, the first Confederate ironclad warship.
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THE NIMSI ALSO HAS two engines and propellers fore and after for maneuvering in With a draft of 8 feet, length of 150 feet and a beam of 32 feet, the Nimsi is very similar in design to the USS Monitor as you can see by comparing the two blueprints.

After overhearing the engineer talking about the importance of his project, she stole a set of plans for the ship that the engineer had brought home. Despite great danger, she fled to Washington whereupon she arranged a meeting with you Pinkerton and officials at the Department of the Navy. Since then we’ve used those plans to our advantage.” Cries of, “Hear, hear!” rang around the room. Ericsson bowed to Wainwright.

“Yes captain, a so called ‘sinking ship it may be, but in every other respect it will remain rather conventional. In order to sink the ship so that its deck is barely awash, water is piped into a water-tight double hull thus lowering the vessel. To raise the ship, water is ejected using a series of pumps. Two are located port side and two on the starboard side. This assures an even intake and outflow. If a pump fails, there are three hand pumps left to get the job done. Combined with alternating baffles, these innovations create a stabilizing effect especially in rough water.” 

Wainwright sat silent, stubby fingers tapping the table top. Pinkerton noticed and intervened as Wainwright rose.

“Thank you John. Is there more?” When Wainwright settled back, his face clouded by doubt, Ericsson continued.

“Centered amidships, a ten by twenty foot rectangular armored hatch once split in two can be raised vertically by deck winches set thirty feet back of them fore and aft. An eight foot spring loaded steel pillar topped by a closed pulley will be raised midway. A steel cable hooked onto the leading edge of each hatch and then over the pulley to each winch will be used to raise and lower the two hatches simultaneously after which chains will be used to secure them. This whole operation can be done automatically from within the wheelhouse in two minutes flat.” 

After a collective gasp of astonishment had run its course, Marcus grasped Saxton by the hand. However, before he uttered a word he resolved to discard his Southern drawl and speak in a fashion that matched the language of the learned men gathered around him. This act in itself took great effort and constant vigilance to sustain the effect. And thus he began, sure of purpose and resolve.

“Sax, could we christen it the Nimsi in honor of my little brother? The name means ‘Commander’ in Swahili.” Everyone agreed. 

Once everyone had quieted down, Captain Wainwright his curiosity piqued rose from his chair for a closer inspection of the model. He held it up.

“My God!” he cried, “You’d never get me aboard her...that’s for sure.” Laughter ensued. 

Previous reticence disappeared as the group began asking the naval architect question upon question. As they pored over the plans, Pinkerton waited patiently then rapped the table with a shot glass for silence.  “Perhaps a lunch break is in order.”

Thirty minutes passed before Ericsson presented more details about a so-called ‘sinking ship’.  Ever the seaman with forty years before the mast, Wainwright raised concerns about what type of steam engine that would fit inside the Nimsi. With a sense of pride Ericsson replied, 

“In recent years I’ve designed a vibrating lever, or half trunk steam engine. It will be installed in my new ironclad, the USS Monitor currently under construction in shed #92 at the Brooklyn Yards in tandem with my newly designed Petite screw propeller; will provide sufficient power and exceptional maneuverability.” 

“Why not use the standard trunk engine.” Captain Wainwright queried.

“The trunk engine,” Ericsson replied, “proved unsuitable for this purpose because the preponderance of its weight lies on the side of the engine containing the cylinder and trunk. However, I resolved this predicament in the Monitor by placing two horizontal cylinders back-to-back in the middle of the engine. Working in perfect symmetry, two vibrating levers, one on either side, by means of shafts and additional levers rotate a centrally located crankshaft. 
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A model of the USS Monitor’s engine

I DO BELIEVE SUCH AN engine will serve you well,” However, Wainwright in playing the devil’s advocate was not convinced. 

“What about fuel? Coal or wood will take up too much space. The boilers will need a brace of firemen to feed them. Below decks the noise will be deafening. How will you solve these specific problems?” Ericsson being well prepared, once again intervened. 

“I’m glad you asked captain. An oil fired boiler designed and patented by a Mr. Donald of George Miller & Co.uses a jet of dry steam to spray oil into a furnace lined with fireproof bricks. George Miller & Co used oil to power their works in Glasgow for a “considerable time. A new fuel called oil recently discovered at Oil Creek on the Tarr Farm in upstate Pennsylvania will suffice. Distilled much like kerosene,  the fuel oil burns exceedingly hot. There’s no need for wood, coal or extra firemen. Five thousand gallons of oil could propel the Nimsi right into the heart of enemy territory. As I speak, a number of naval fuel oil depots such as here in Boston, Washington, and Gosport amongst others are being secretly set up now. They should be operational before the ship is launched next year. However, the oil tanks once installed could adversely affect the ship’s center of gravity.” Saxton too became curious. He queried, saying,

“Center of gravity?” 

“Yes, the center of gravity. You see in order to compensate, the fuel stored in two specially designed tanks lying on either side of the keelson must also act as ballast.  Another use of her oil will provide smoke, thick enough to screen the ship from attack. As such, we are currently looking into how Thomas Cochrane did so back in 1812. Mark my words; the rebel blockade runners are probably looking into naval smoke screens as well.”  Though somewhat mollified for the present, Wainwright spoke with a well honed sense of British humor. 

He sputtered,“Smoke screens, a a fuel oil tank a a flat engine? What’s next...?” Laughter ensued. Ericsson, ever the diplomat waited and then said, “As to noise suppression, compressed coconut fiber three feet thick or coir packed between the engine rooms and the rest of the ship will suffice....I hope. We’re testing other fibers, but so far coconut is the most promising. The next consideration is....where will the vessel be built? May I suggest the Charlestown Naval Yards in Boston where our generous Mr. Saxton can keep an eye on it.” Again Captain Wainwright questioned Ericsson’s ideas. 

“Sir, with all due respect, engine fumes inside a sealed vessel underway could prove lethal. What about the detection of methane gas, carbon dioxide, static electricity and so on? From what I’ve heard, a flock of singing canaries would drive me bonkers.” Ericsson, ever patient replied. His voice though heavily accented somehow proved comforting.

“You needn’t worry captain. A new device called the Elion Safety Lamp has been thoroughly tested and found adequate. There will be three aboard. A dozen rotating cowl vents topside will provide fresh air and exhaust the fumes as well. As for static electricity while submerged, rubber soled Plimsoll Slippers will do nicely I’m sure.” Satisfied, Wainwright sighed and nodded. Ericsson swung about to face Commander Dahlgren. 

“Commander Dahlgren you’ve perused these plans and have signed off on them as such...correct?” 

“Yes sir. You’ve been working closely with me for many months. And, although the project is civilian in nature and privately funded by our patriotic and very generous John Saxton, the war department, and the navy in particular has, shall we say, have given Operation Maasai Ranger top priority.” 

Visibly relieved and pleased as to the course of events, Pinkerton asked Dahlgren to continue. A splendid physical specimen, compact and broad shouldered, Dahlgren dressed in naval whites rose stiffly erect. Sporting a large head of dark wavy hair and close clipped moustache....he spoke with dazzling effect.

“My fellow patriots, we are at war and as such, our sole aim is to win that war at all costs. The unity of our great Nation is now at stake as never before. Therefore, I commend all of you for launching this unique and hopefully successful project. I know the navy will do its part. Captain Wainwright and I have served together before and will do so again. My subordinates already know of your intentions.” He paused to sip a glass of water.

“And as such, naval shipwrights and metal artificers from Washington will arrive in Boston shortly. Dry dock #3 should be cleared by next week. Materials, supplies and machinery for this project have been given top priority. In avoiding any major setbacks, the Nimsi as you call it, could be ready in twelve months from start to finish. Our mutual Canadian friend, shipwright Donald McKay has agreed to lend us his expertise as advisor. However, the Scot has worried about waves washing over the vessel’s low freeboard.” He looked across at Ericsson.

“Mr. Ericsson however, assured McKay that if log rafts in Sweden could move about safely while practically submerged, so could the Nimsi. At the moment, McKay’s sick in bed and couldn’t be here today. I’m quite sure Mr. Pinkerton has more on his plate. Are there any questions?” There were none.

“Thank you commander,” Pinkerton replied.” He paused to look around and then said, 

“If any of you have any suggestions for the war department, I’ll forward them along through proper channels. Meanwhile President Lincoln has been taking a personal interest in this unique project. I’m quite sure any reasonable suggestions on our part will meet with a favorable response. Please allow me to further enlighten you all as to the unique nature of this ship”. 

He set aside a cigar in a crystal ashtray and then rose to walk over to a scale model which he released from its cradle. With a short pointer in hand he directed everyone to gather around.
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“UNLIKE THE USS Monitor, there will be no revolving cannon turret. Instead the main hatch will be there.” He pointed to a pyramid like appendage. 

“This will be the top of a wheelhouse. Waterproofed, it will be encased by bullet resistance glass two inches thick. The flat top will act as an escape hatch or on occasion an observation platform. Another similar structure will be at the other end. Let us now inspect its innards.” After removing the upper deck, he set it aside on the table. A rustling of chairs ensued as the assembled did so. Once everyone was in place, Pinkerton continued his discourse.

“Below decks, she will accommodate thirty-five mules, thirty rangers, a crew of six, a doctor, medical supplies, military equipment, galley, larder, and two heads. As for lifeboats, I’m afraid to say none exist. However Goodyear is working on the design of an inflatable rubber Jon boat. Stored below decks, they could be fully operational within minutes.”

Virginia, who for the most part had remained incognito, listening intently then queried, 

“Inflatable rubber Jon boats?  Before they would be ready and topside, you’d still drown like rats in a barrel without any chance of survival. It’s unthinkable. Don’t you agree Allan?” Pinkerton smiled.

“Virginia, you needn’t worry. Raised escape hatches fore and aft will provide quick egress in an emergency even if the vessel is submerged. As you know congress has recently made cork or kapok life jackets mandatory, and as such both vessels will have them. Satisfied my dear?” 

“Yes Allan, but the whole idea still worries me.” Pinkerton cut to the chase.

“With your permission Mr. Ericsson, we’ll return to these plans later. Please sit everyone. There’s much, much more”. Above a steady murmur Pinkerton reached over to put the model ship back on its cradle then remained standing.  

Once everyone had settled down, with a dash, he pulled out a leather three-fer and a match from an inside coat pocket. Striking the match on the seat of his pants he lit a fresh cigar then put the match in a nearby ashtray. An expert on all kinds of weaponry, he said,

“This ship in question will be useless unless a devastating weapons system aboard can ward off any sustained opposition. There are to my knowledge, a veritable arsenal of machine guns available.”  Before he could continue further, a perplexed Captain Wainwright said with emphasis,

“Did you say machine guns? Why I must say that I’ve never heard of them.” 

“Yes, captain, machine guns. They are quite deadly in fact. To the uninitiated, I’ve discovered three types of volley guns, namely the Vandenberg gun, the Mitrailleuse and the Williams gun. As to the latter, a Captain D.R. Williams from Covington, Kentucky, is attempting to perfect a one-pounder repeating cannon. I’ve also corresponded with a Doctor Richard Gatling from North Carolina, who’s presently residing in Indianapolis. As of late he’s been working on a patent for a rapid-fire volley gun called the Gatling. With a range of over one thousand yards, it fires one hundred rounds per minute.” 

“By Jove!” Wainwright gasped, “One hundred bloody rounds a minute!” Pinkerton smiled.

“Turned by hand crank the Gatling gun fires .58 caliber bullets from six rotating barrels. Any barrel can be easily replaced thus preventing overheating. Without further jeopardy, he thinks he’ll bring it to patent by the fall of next year. One must admit it’s a real improvement over Agar’s single barreled ‘Coffee Mill’ gun also known as the Union’s Repeating Gun.  But the Agar fires 120 rounds per minute, has a range of 800 yards and the barrel is interchangeable. Apparently Lincoln, upon a seeing it in action highly recommended the Agar gun invented by Wilson Agar. From what I’ve heard, the army has recently ordered 50 of them.  Pedestal mounted on the Nimsi and the Anaona fore and aft, I think it will be more effective than any other cannon especially for long range defense.” With a measure of trepidation Pinkerton confronted Saxton.   

“Perhaps like I said, it might be in our best interests to buy four of these guns afore the Confederates do. From what I’ve been told, Doctor Gatling a man with Southern sympathies and an unfortunate tongue, is rumored to be a staunch member of the Order of American Knights. Besides, the Union Army has shown very little interest in Gatling’s prototype whatsoever.” 
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Lincoln looks on as an Agar gun is fired. 
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SAXTON NODDED IN AGREEMENT. With the issue still undecided. Pinkerton said,

“Let’s move on shall we?  In order to develop esprit de corps, black volunteers from the Boston area will comprise ranger’s ranks as well as the Nimsi’s and the Anaona’s crew. Saxton considered a mixed bag but decided against it.” Commander Dahlgren took Saxton to account.  

“Why not a navy crew Mr. Saxton? I’m quite sure they could supply men already trained such as those on the Monitor? Why reinvent the wheel? And, if I may say so, why not have a mixed group of rangers? We’re all fighting to end slavery you know.” Marcus, bearing witness to the obvious stood up, his language once again was tailored to such an august occasion. 

“Please everyone; allow me to speak on this matter, because I know what it means to lose one’s freedom? I was nineteen years old when I escaped from a slave bazaar in Dars es Salaam. Today, for all intents and purposes, I’m still a slave whilst you are not.” 

Saxton began to protest. Marcus replied volcanic, eyes intent, voice commanding attention because of what he was about to say and how he said it in a language they would understand.

“You whites are fighting this war solely over the economic control of this country and not to preserve Southern rights as some would have us believe. Whoever wins will not matter to my black brethren because after the war is over, I, as a black man, will not be free like you are now, or have the same economic opportunities as you. To the South slaves are indispensable, whilst to the North soldiers are cannon fodder. Therefore, fighting for the North is the lesser of two evils.” 

He paused to sip a glass of Jim Beam bourbon. Setting the glass aside he continued with a passion Saxton had never seen before.

“By making Operation Maasai Ranger an all black unit, it serves two purposes. In order to gain respect in the field, black rangers must be better than any white unit. Secondly, the very fact we’re colored will send a message to the enemy. As blacks we are quite willing to fight for an imperfect democracy in order to liberate millions of our brothers and sisters living in a perfect dictatorship. Slavery is an abomination of the human spirit, its dignity and the right to one’s personal freedom. No man can master another’s soul or body without consent. I have spoken.” 

Marcus sat down to dead silence. Pinkerton reached across the table and shook his hand. 

“Well said Marcus; well said indeed. I, therefore firmly believe that the only possible leader of the Maasai Rangers is Marcus Brown, if he so wishes. Aye, Saxton told me you are a great warrior. After what I’ve heard about your exploits in New Orleans, I do believe him. What do ye say laddie?” The Maasai paused and then with a voice of resigned determination exclaimed,

“Thank you Mr. Pinkerton, but I’ll accept on one condition. I must get my family out of N’Awlins afore Operation Maasai Ranger begins.” Everyone readily agreed. Marcus, effusive as ever replied, “Thank you all...I accept the honor, for I know those who of us who have been denied the right to fight for country in the past will be vindicated by the future.” 

Hear! Hear! rang around the room. The Maasai sat as Captain Wainwright rose. In an act of unusual approbation Pinkerton rose as well, looked around and then remarked, 

“Afore ye begin captain, may I say on behalf of everyone here that your considerable seamanship meant the difference between life and death when you and your brave crew escaped Fort Sumter. I therefore heartily congratulate you, and I must say you are definitely my choice to command the Nimsi.” Once again cries of “hear, hear”, resounded. 

At well over six feet, the impeccable and suave English captain’s commanding presence complimented by a Hampshire dialect, had over many years stood him in good stead. With a jocular expression he began. 

“I dare say chaps that the only war wound I suffered was a nasty bump on the head given to me by a rather large lout armed with an equally large belaying pin.” Laughter erupted. He continued drolly.

“In regards to my vaunted navigational skills at Sumter, they were taxed to the limit. T’was a sticky wicket indeed my friends, for I screamed bloody hell whilst trying to avoid sunken hulks, reefs and hell fire. Yes, fear and fear alone drove me forth in a panic all over Maffitt’s Channel.” His audience remained amused, entranced. Wainwright thus inspired continued unabashed.

“It suffices to say then that I’m far too old for any more daring do. Crikey, I’m pushing seventy. In this man’s navy I’d rather be a Lord High Admiral sitting at a desk littered with paper boats and flagons of warm wallop. No, I’m sorry but I have to regretfully decline. May I suggest someone more dashing, daring and totally devoid of fear? John Saxton might not be black, but he who pays the piper plays the tune. ” Wainwright waited hopeful that the old dodge would succeed. It did. The captain having set a course continued to address Saxton directly.

“Marcus told me that after three years aboard the Silver Ghost a Captain Wilkins taught you all the seafaring skills necessary to take command of a small ship. I myself witnessed your uncommon bravery. Besides, you dreamed up this project, and are ready to finance it. I’m quite sure you would be very quick to learn how to effectively use the Nimsi to its fullest potential. My dear boy, as captain of the Nimsi and Marcus as captain of the Maasai Rangers, you both would make a formidable team indeed. Oh, and by the way from what Marcus has told me, Willis Baxter should be the Nimsi’s chief engineer.” Applause ensued.  Wainwright bowed then with a theatrical wave of his right hand declared,

“Oh and one more bit of news chaps. I am retiring as of now. A warm and willing widow awaits me in a rose covered stone cottage overlooking Portsmouth Harbor. I leave for old blighty in a fortnight. Morgan, my first mate, has agreed to come along. Why, I do not know. Perhaps he’ll make sure this old sea dog behaves himself.” 

Laughter erupted. Looking rather relieved, Wainwright retired to a chase lounge to light his prized Meerschaum. On an unspoken cue, Saxton then rose up his voice strong, determined to strike a blow for the oppressed.

“My friends, it would indeed be my humble honor to serve our nation. I fully agree with Marcus, for other than myself, every man aboard must be a black American volunteer, committed to defeating the Southerner’s racial practices. I hope my equally courageous wife will forgive me for not asking her permission. But in the course of events rapidly unfolding about us, I’m quite sure that she has something of value to say.” He grasped her hand and then released it, remembering the small pressure of it.

~  ~
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