
        
            
                
                    
                        [image: cover.jpg]
                    

                

            


        
            
                CLASH  of   EAGLES

            


        
            
                



    
        [image: Lynchphoto-1.tif]
    



Lieutenant William Francis Lynch commanded America’s 1848 naval expedition to Palestine. Courtesy of the Library of Congress
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				Arrival
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				The USS Supply battled strong winds and stronger waves in the eastern Mediterranean as it sailed past the ports of Sidon, Tyre, and Acre. At midnight, the ship’s white canvases shivered in the faint moonlight as the crew shortened sails on the three masts. Then the helmsman turned the ship into the wind, and the crew dropped anchor below Mount Carmel at Haifa, a walled village in Ottoman Palestine. 

				The Supply, a square-rigged vessel of 556 metric tons, had been commissioned in 1846 for the Mexican-American War. Her name reveals her original mission: to replenish American warships wherever need arose around the world. Rather than an ungainly workhorse of a store ship, though, the Supply was sleek, capable of 11.5 knots—swift for a square-rigged vessel.1 She would have been a pleasure to maneuver. 
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					The USS Supply, which Lynch sailed from New York Harbor to Acre to deliver the men and supplies for the Palestine expedition. Painting by W. R. May, possibly in the 1870s. Courtesy of the Naval War College Museum.

				

				
				
				Under the command of Lieutenant William Francis Lynch, she had begun her journey four months before in the Brooklyn Navy Yard on Friday, November 20, 1847, dropping down near the Battery in New York Harbor to await a west-northwest wind favorable for an Atlantic crossing. For the Supply headed not to enemy waters off Mexico but east to the Mediterranean.2 She made landfall first at Gibraltar, then stopped at Port Mahon on Minorca in the Balearics to replenish America’s Mediterranean fleet. Lynch headed east again, stopping at Smyrna, Constantinople, and Beirut. By the time it reached Haifa, the Supply had sailed a quarter of the way around the world to bring Lynch, three other officers, two volunteers—including Lynch’s son, Francis—a physician-naturalist, and a complement of nine sailors on the official American naval expedition to map the Dead Sea. 

				At first light, the masthead lookout could see pale purple hills rising from the water in the east, then the curved shoreline of the bay, and finally the fishing boats swinging fitfully at anchor. After full daylight, irresistibly drawn by the prospect of setting foot on the sacred soil of Palestine, Lynch ignored his own weakened health from a case of smallpox he had contracted in Gibraltar only weeks before. He also disregarded the strong wind and heavy surf and attempted to land a small boat on the beach near Haifa. As he later wrote, he experienced great difficulty getting the ship’s boat to shore. It was a laughable understatement, for storm waves off the coast of Palestine can reach heights in excess of fifteen feet for as long as fifteen seconds, and even shorter waves herald longer-than-normal swells—hardly suitable conditions for landing a small boat.3

				Lynch, along with a US vice consul to the Ottoman Empire, who had accompanied him from Beirut, almost died before the expedition could begin. The boat taking them ashore capsized. Wearing his bulky wool uniform, boots, and sword, Lynch suffered baptism by salt water in the heavy surf. He would have wondered, floundering underwater—fighting the current and the waves, clawing for the light and the air above—if he was going to die so close to the Promised Land. Local Arab fishermen spotted the two men slip beneath the waves and dived into the water to pull them, dripping and gasping, to safety. Lynch gratefully described the fishermen as bold, lithe swimmers, as much at home in the water as Lynch had observed the natives of the Sandwich Islands to be.4 Which Lynch, like many Navy men oddly enough, was not. 

				But this was hardly his first brush with death. When he was a midshipman, a shortage of water forced his ship to anchor off cholera-infested Manila. Lynch and his shipmates felt helpless in the face of the disease, which people then believed was transmitted through the air. He wrote, “The pestilence [was] stealthily gliding on the water . . . born by sickly airs from the land, and enveloped us in its folds, one by one garnered its victims.” As soon as they could, they sailed, taking the disease with them, and the pestilence festered until no one was able to man the ship and the cries begging for water had no one healthy to respond. Lynch awoke in his shipboard hammock from a stupor to find that the six men around him had died during the night. The ship lost more than seventy men to the disease.5 

				Moreover, he suffered from a mysterious illness himself that may have been tuberculosis; earlier, it had forced him to take a two-year leave of absence from his duties for treatment and compelled him to avoid winter postings altogether.6 Lynch’s close acquaintance with death caused him, very much a man of his age, not to crave safety but to rush forward into danger. He sought command of the perilous Palestine expedition that might cause his death far from home, bringing him both everlasting peace and everlasting glory. The expedition might also save his eternal soul, a concern of deep significance in fire-and-brimstone antebellum America. Walking where Christ had walked would bring him closer to a blessed afterlife. If nothing else, it would help him understand the contrasts of the violent and vengeful Old Testament God of his childhood and the forgiving love of the New Testament Jesus that soon would become the prevailing belief in late nineteenth-century America. Likewise, the mission could leave a lasting legacy by fostering closer ties with the Holy Land. 

				Seawater soaked his officer’s uniform of blue wool with eagle-studded brass buttons, but, with the help of those bold and lithe fishermen, Lynch managed to get ashore with his sword still at his side. Until the surf calmed, he was cut off from the ship, so he took refuge with the monks of Mount Carmel, their monastery and church sprawled on the broad bluff overlooking the ocean. For two days, waiting for the sea to moderate, he shared the monks’ vegetarian fare and spartan quarters above a grotto where the prophet Elijah was believed to have lived.

				Though the Carmelite Order traces its history on Mount Carmel to the prophets Elijah and Elisha, historians date the origin to the middle of the twelfth century when a community of men lived there, dedicating their lives to God’s service. But Mount Carmel was considered sacred long before, even into prehistoric times, a high place visible, as it is, for great distances. By the third or fourth century, pilgrims traveled to Mount Carmel to worship at Elijah’s grotto. The Carmelite Order flourished, becoming a major order of the Catholic Church, but its home in Palestine did not fare as well. After the Mamluk Dynasty conquest of Palestine in 1291, the Carmelites were expelled, though a branch of the order returned in 1631. Under Islamic rule, the monastery became amosque. Napoleon used it as a hospital in 1799, and in 1821 Abdallah Pasha of Damascus ordered it destroyed. In 1838, the Carmelites began constructing a new monastery and basilica, which is where Lynch took refuge. 

				An ambitious, curly-haired, slender man of forty-six, with a high, intellectual forehead and a deceptively frail appearance, Lynch would have taken the weather-ordained respite to review the events that brought him to Haifa. As a midshipman, during the voyage of the USS Congress to South America and China, he had developed a taste for exploration. Then, while on leave after his return to the United States, he experienced a dramatic dream of Judgment Day, envisioning himself sitting at the feet of Jesus, watching the judging of individuals from the beginning of time to the present day. These two pivotal experiences may have set him on the trajectory that led him to the present moment in the Holy Land, about to explore the Dead Sea, the site of Sodom and the Cities of the Plain, the recipients of God’s wrath at their citizens’ refusal to repent of their sins.7

				He acquired command of the Palestine expedition by asking astutely at perhaps the one moment the request would be granted. In 1847, the United States was embroiled in the Mexican-American War, but the navy played only a minor role in the hostilities, ferrying army troops into the Gulf of Mexico to capture the town and castle of Vera Cruz, marching inland from there toward Mexico City. In his proposal to John Mason, secretary of the navy, Lynch strategically devalued the navy’s role in the war, indicating that there was “nothing left for the Navy to perform.”8 He suggested the Dead Sea cartography mission as an opportunity for the navy to garner favorable publicity, knowing that Mason had a reputation for supporting scientific expeditions.9

				Secretary Mason agreed. The army had garnered laudatory headlines after its victories in the war, while the navy essentially went unnoticed in the press. He wrote to Lynch confidentially that the object of the expedition was “to promote the cause of Sciences, and advance the character of the Naval service; to accomplish which a more favorable opportunity will probably not occur.”10 In other words, though Secretary Mason might welcome the mission’s scientific accomplishments, the trip was primarily a publicity stunt.
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					Secretary of the Navy John Mason, who authorized the expedition, and after whose daughter the expedition named their copper boat the Fanny Mason. Courtesy of the Navy Historical Collection.

				

				
				
				That said, the mission’s objectives were not entirely unreasonable, given the recent worldwide expansion of American commerce. In 1830, President Andrew Jackson and Sultan Mahmud II signed an American-Ottoman friendship treaty that allowed for trading privileges and the right of American ships to call at Ottoman ports. However, America still lagged behind Britain and various European nations in establishing a trading presence in the Middle East, partially because its primary interests were in the Americas, but also because the United States would have to develop its own exclusive trade route to compete for the commerce of the Ottoman Empire and the Far East.11 

				From the fall of the Crusader Kingdom in 1291 until the end of the eighteenth century, none of the world’s major powers cared much about the region. What Christian groups remained turned into insignificant and “tiny islands in a hostile sea” while European powers busily colonized other continents or fought each other.12 In 1516, though, France made a treaty with the Ottoman Empire, which granted it the right to “protect” the holy sites, a privilege immediately contested by other Catholic countries. However, the growth of Protestantism delayed interest in pilgrimages to the Holy Land, as doctrine emphasized journeys of the spirit rather than physical pilgrimages. 

				Even Ottoman sultans showed little interest in the region, for only meager revenue flowed from the poverty-level, ethnically mixed population into their coffers in Istanbul. They regarded the holy places as nuisances because of the religious fanatics that they attracted, the most troubling from Orthodox Russia. The few Western European or American foreigners who traveled to the region most often described Palestine at the time as a “backwater” of a dying empire.13

				But in 1799, Napoleon refocused the attention of Europe to this part of the world by taking a page from the book of Alexander the Great and invading it. Though his Middle East campaign ultimately failed, he made Britain and other major European countries reexamine the security of their trade routes through the Middle East, causing them slowly to realize that unrest in Palestine left them vulnerable. Britain, especially, after the loss of the American colonies, had become dependent upon trade with India and the Far East, which flowed through the Middle East. 

				In 1831, Muhammad14 Ali Pasha of Egypt and his adopted son, Ibrahim Pasha, further destabilized the situation in the Middle East, at least from the European powers’ perspective, when they fought with their Ottoman overlords and, in the process, occupied Palestine for nine years. Understandably fearing the collapse of the Ottoman Empire and the vacuum of power it would create, Britain and other European nations intervened and returned Palestine to Ottoman control. However, this benevolence toward the Ottomans came with a price, and the European nations began to take control of the holy places such as the Church of the Holy Sepulcher. The British in particular began to consider alternative overland trade routes to India and the Far East.

				One such alternative was a canal. Napoleon’s archaeologists and other scientists had searched for evidence of an ancient Suez canal, and they published their findings in the Description de l’Egypte, documenting an ancient canal from the Red Sea to the Nile. But his surveyors discounted the possibility of constructing a canal from the Red Sea to the Mediterranean, claiming that the levels of the two bodies of water differed by ten meters. British explorer and artillery officer Francis Rawdon Chesney, though, discovered the French error and wrote a report in 1830 detailing the feasibility of a canal at Suez, though decades passed before anyone attempted its construction.15 Chesney went on to explore and advocate a new overland trade route to the east that used steamships on the Euphrates River, which he tested in an expedition in 1836. He proved the Euphrates to be navigable, which earned him a gold medal from the Royal Geographical Society, though the route never became popular. 

				At the time of the American Palestine expedition in 1848, the perception of the strategic importance of Palestine’s location at the crossroads between the West and the East, on the part of the European powers and the United States, or at least any implementation of a change in perception, was slowly increasing. But then an increased appreciation for the Holy Land, as crucial to Protestantism, added momentum. 

				In 1841, the celebrated American professor of theology Edward Robinson, sometimes called the father of biblical geography, published Biblical Researches in Palestine, Mount Sinai, and Arabia Petraea. The book influenced many, including Lynch, with its vivid descriptions of the Palestinian landscape, including the Jordan River and the Dead Sea. 

				Robinson, like Lynch, had a restless spirit that hadn’t been content with the opportunities available near home, which in his case was a farm in Southington, Connecticut. He became a brilliant classics scholar, first at Hamilton College in upstate New York, then at Andover Theological Seminary in Massachusetts, followed by a stint in Europe, studying Hebrew scripture for four years with scholars such as Silvestre de Sacy and Wilhelm Gesenius. Robinson returned to America to teach at Andover and founded an academic journal, The American Bible Repository, which promoted a conservative agenda by defending the Bible’s literal accuracy. By 1837, many considered him one of the most outstanding biblical scholars in America, and he was named the first chair of biblical literature at the Union Theological Seminary in New York. He accepted the appointment but delayed taking up residence so that he could spend several years studying in Palestine. 

				With Eli Smith, an Arabic-speaking missionary based in Beirut, Robinson set off on his version of an Old Testament reenactment. Starting his tour in Egypt, he followed the route of the ancient Israelites across the Sinai, then into Palestine, past the Dead Sea, north to Jerusalem, and on to Beirut. During the trip, Robinson kept detailed notes, which he turned into a landmark book lauded on both sides of the Atlantic. In 1842, the Royal Geographical Society in London, that bastion of “scientific” exploration, awarded its gold medal to Robinson, the first American to receive the honor.16 

				As Lynch would do so later, Robinson connected the Palestine landscape with biblical events. In Bi res-Seba’, known in the Bible as Beersheba, he reflected in his journal, “Here is the place where the Patriarchs Abraham, Isaac and Jacob often dwelt!” In Jerusalem, Robinson applied his knowledge of the writings of Josephus Flavius, first-century Jewish historian, to identify odd-shaped stones projecting from the Harim wall, which others had supposed were caused by an earthquake, as the remains of an entrance arch to the temple built by Herod. In the countryside, assisted by Smith, Robinson compared the Arabic names for Palestinian villages to locations mentioned in the ancient Hebrew of the Old Testament and identified dozens of biblical locations.17 

				The part of Robinson’s book that most immediately interested Lynch, though, was the suggestion of a trade route through Palestine via the Jordan Valley, which bisected the region from Lake Hula, north of the Sea of Galilee, to the Gulf of Aqaba. After reading the book and talking with its author, Lynch became intrigued by the idea of finding a trade route across Palestine down the Jordan River and through the Dead Sea, to the Red Sea and the Indian Ocean. At the time, no one had shown that the Dead Sea was navigable, though an Irishman named Christopher Costigan, with a Maltese sailing companion, had tried to sail it in 1835. Unfortunately, it was midsummer. Adrift in a small boat under the scorching, relentless sun, Costigan lost consciousness, though his companion was able to get the boat to shore and summon help from Jericho. Costigan died two days later in Jerusalem from heatstroke complicated by the effects of drinking Dead Sea water after running out of fresh water in the unremitting heat. 

				In 1847, Lieutenant William Molyneux headed a British Navy expedition that tried floating down the Jordan River from the Sea of Galilee to the Dead Sea. Again, the weather went against them, and they also suffered from sunstroke, making them easy prey. Marauding Bedouin forced Molyneux to pay tribute to avoid attack. He became separated from his crew and feared they had been attacked by Bedouin—which they had. He died during an agonizing search for them in the intense August heat. Lynch took the deaths of the two previous expedition commanders not as a cautionary tale but as a challenge. He believed that Yankee ingenuity could succeed where men of other nations had failed. Americans could learn from others’ mistakes. They would sail the Dead Sea and determine if the Jordan River to the Dead Sea to the Red Sea was a viable trade route. 

				Though not totally far-fetched, the expedition plan looks curious when compared to other exploring expeditions. Perplexed by the anomaly of the expedition, historian David Finnie suggests that Lynch simply had a “bee in his bonnet” and managed to persuade Secretary Mason to authorize what Finnie called an “utterly unpolitical” expedition.18

				But another motivation may have inspired Lynch: to establish a symbolic American presence in the Holy Land by traversing the landscape, flying the American flag in the midst of the Dead Sea. This purpose aligned with America’s belief in Manifest Destiny—which many in the nineteenth century envisioned as expanding the American nation farther than merely the Atlantic to the Pacific—and Secretary Mason might have tacitly supported Lynch’s symbolic empirialism. The progress of the United States was preordained, many Americans believed, and it was America’s destiny to assume a preeminent place in the community of nations. America was God’s new chosen country, and Lynch hoped the expedition would firmly establish an American stake in Palestine, God’s original Promised Land.

				On October 2, 1847, Lynch received orders to report to the Brooklyn Navy Yard to take command of the Supply. He was to choose a crew for the expedition and assemble the necessary equipment. Lynch ordered two custom metal boats to be built, more durable than wooden boats, to traverse the rapids of the Jordan River, and they were constructed so that they could, if necessary, be taken apart in eight pieces, with each piece strapped to the back of a camel or mule, though Lynch hoped to transport the boats intact. Both boats would fly the American flag, then featuring twenty-nine white stars as well as the usual thirteen red and white stripes. Extra flags stood at the ready to mark Palestine territory with the American presence. 

				The stores included an impressive array of armaments in anticipation of violence in the lawless wilds. The expedition was armed to the teeth. Lynch and the other officers wore special swords with built-in rifle barrels, and the enlisted men carried pistols that also featured foot-long bowie knife blades. Both weapons allowed for ship-to-ship boarding, in which the rifle or pistol could be fired once at a distance before the blades were used in close, hand-to-hand battle. The expedition also had Colt revolvers and carbines. A buckshot-firing blunderbuss, an early version of a shotgun, with a large and impressively flared muzzle, could be mounted on a base for stability. The boats had even been modified to include a support for it, to discourage any attack as they were going downriver. 

				Lynch selected as officers Lieutenant John B. Dale, who prepared the expedition’s maps with Passed Midshipman Richmond Aulick; and Joseph C. Thomas, master’s mate and armorer. Francis Edward Lynch, Lynch’s son, had charge of the herbarium. Henry J. Anderson, M.D., also a geologist, came aboard at Beirut and Henry Bedlow, Esq., also a volunteer, joined at Istanbul. Nine enlisted seamen completed the American crew.

				Despite Secretary Mason’s positive reaction to Lynch’s proposal of a Palestine expedition, the idea did not immediately captivate the American press. The New York Herald’s headline just before the Supply sailed, read: “Interesting Naval Intelligence: A Curious Expedition,” and devoted just thirteen lines of type to explain that the Supply would sail “for the purpose of making an exploration and survey of the Dead Sea. . . . What object is intended, other than scientific research, we cannot at present say.”19 
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					After Iowa’s admission to the Union, the twenty-nine-star version of the flag became official on July 4, 1847, and lasted for one year. From 1845 to 1867, Union forces often flew flags with this star arrangement, known as the Diamond Pattern. Created by Gunter Küchler, courtesy Wikimedia Commons.

				

				
				Lynch, feeling defensive, sent a lengthy letter to the editor of the Herald that argued that the mission would serve the interests of science and religion both. The expedition would reveal by scientific means “the visitation of God’s wrath.” He also pointed out that Britain had sent two expeditions that had “failed in a like attempt,” implying that the Americans might succeed where the British had failed, besting their former colonial overlords. Lynch’s letter appeared in the Herald on November 23, the day that prevailing winds changed and the Supply was able to sail east on its voyage. 
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					The expedition’s blunderbuss, a mounted rifle-like weapon with a wide muzzle to scatter shot at close range.

				

				
				
				Anyone reading the exchange who understood geography, though, would have realized that the expedition was more audacious than curious. For the past ten years, British and European explorers had been racing to prove what was suspected but not yet conclusively established: that the Dead Sea lay below sea level. No less than five groups of gentlemen geographers, some considered top scientists in Europe, had visited the sea for periods varying from several hours to several weeks. Though equipped with an array of scientific instruments ranging from basic thermometers to the era’s most sophisticated barometers, they experienced equipment failures or human error in computations. In all cases, these eminent men had failed to prove the level of the Dead Sea to the satisfaction of the Royal Geographical Society and similar scientific organizations in Europe.20 

				Coincidentally, just four days before the Supply weighed anchor in the Brooklyn Navy Yard, Edward Robinson—who had speculated about a trade route through Palestine—had delivered a stirring address to the Royal Geographical Society in London, urging members of that illustrious group “that they, who have it in their power, will speedily . . . venture once again to the Dead Sea to settle the issue” of its level.21

				But why was it so important to nineteenth-century researchers to prove that the Dead Sea lay below sea level? Many scientists of the era believed that the geography of Palestine was biblical testament that spoke to the accuracy of statements made by Moses and the prophets, indeed, to the inerrancy of Jewish and therefore Christian Scripture. In this, they were countering the growing numbers of revisionists who viewed the Bible as a flawed and inconsistent document. In no way did it compromise the rigor of their science, they argued, to search for biblical truths. Indeed, “proving” the Bible would unite their two essential beliefs—in science and in God. If the Dead Sea proved to lie below sea level, it would mean that Sodom and the other Cities of the Plain had suffered a monumental cataclysm, as the Bible describes, that had rendered the region unique on Earth. 
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				It didn’t bother Lynch that he wasn’t a gentleman in the sense of being born to moneyed aristocracy. In Britain and Europe, that status was practically a prerequisite for being recognized as an eminent scientist, though there were a few notable exceptions such as Michael Faraday, who conducted landmark experiments in electromagnetism. The majority of the members of the Royal Geographical Society had high social standing: Dukes, earls, and baronets were geographers, geologists, natural philosophers, astronomers, and military officers. If those scientists weren’t titled already, many lusted for knighthood as a reward for their efforts. 

				 But Lynch was American, one of God’s new chosen people, proud of the egalitarian heritage that allowed him to rise from the ranks based on his own ability and hard work. His training as a naval officer, as well as his own studies in geography, botany, geology, and history, qualified him to conduct scientific research in Palestine. If his expedition proved the Dead Sea did lie below sea level, it would demonstrate that Americans could compete on the world stage along with the best scientists the Old World could offer.

				Traumatic events in his personal life doubtless intensified the urgency of this quest for Lynch. The previous October, he had received compassionate leave because of the death of his daughter, Mary Virginia, at age eighteen, leaving him with sixteen-year-old son, Francis, as his only surviving child. To make matters worse, he was suing his wife for divorce, alleging “wanton” acts that a relative identified in court as adultery. A surviving letter from Lynch’s best friend, Matthew Fontaine Maury, to a cousin discloses knowledge not public at the time—that the infidelity was with one of Lynch’s brothers, Edward or Eugene. Both brothers died in 1843, perhaps from tuberculosis, an illness that also may have plagued Lynch. The painful divorce proceedings dragged on, however, and were not completed until after his return from Palestine. 
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				Feeling reborn after his near drowning in the surf, Lynch rejoiced in the fulfillment of a closely held dream of twenty years to visit the Promised Land. So often, he had fantasized about the Holy Land, imagining what it would be like to tread the same landscape as had Jesus Christ. What would it feel like to mingle with residents dressed in flowing robes and, he thought, living much the same as had the farmers, fishermen, and merchants in biblical times? 

				Waiting for the storm to pass, when he could unload his men and the expedition’s boats, as well as turn over temporary command of the Supply, he enjoyed the magnificent view of Palestine from the summit of Mount Carmel. The massive headland of a twenty-four-mile mountain range, Mount Carmel extends into the Mediterranean and, rising to a height of 1,700 feet, forms part of the huge crescent-shaped bay that extends from Haifa to Acre. Lynch recorded his impression of the view: “Beneath Mt. Carmel is a narrow but luxuriant plain. Sweeping inland, north and south with Acre in the near perspective, are the hills of Samaria and Galilee, enclosing the lovely vale of Sharon, while to the west lies the broad expanse of the Mediterranean.”22 

				The Palestine that Lynch observed from Mount Carmel was not a country, nor had it been one since Old Testament times. It was not even a province of the Ottoman Empire as it had been in the late Roman Empire. What Christians considered biblical Palestine—from the Mediterranean to the Jordan River and from Dan to Beersheba—composed parts of several Ottoman eyaltes or provinces. The Ottomans saw no advantages in creating a single administrative unit called “Palestine” out of what was, to them, an abstract concept in the first place. 
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