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About the Book

A new instalment in the enthralling REVOLUTION AT SEA saga.

It is the summer of 1776 in the former Crown Colony of New York. A fleet of British transport ships are looming off Staten Island, while on Brooklyn Heights the remnants of General George Washington’s army are huddled behind hastily constructed fortifications. There, Captain Isaac Biddlecomb seeks Washington’s help – only to find that Washington is preparing for the final destruction of the Continental army.

Biddlecomb, commanding the brig-of-war Charlemagne, receives a monumental order. He is to transport to France the most dangerous secret weapon in the country’s arsenal: scientist and philosopher Benjamin Franklin. Leading a new crew through the wintry North Atlantic, braving the cordon of the Royal Navy, Biddlecomb’s seemingly simple mission to deliver Franklin to the court of Louis XVI is just the first volley in a grand scheme. While Biddlecomb is boldly raiding the English coast and Franklin is discussing strategy at Versailles, they both conspire to blow French neutrality out of the water – and turn the colonial uprising into a full-scale war.

A novel of epic scope and staggering adventure which is as commanding and as vivid as history itself.
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In Memoriam

Ronald E. Johnson

They that go down to the sea in ships

And do their work on great waters

These see the works of the Lord

And his wonders in the deep. 
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Our Cartel goes on, a second Cargo of American Prisoners 119 in Number being arrived and exchanged. Our Privateers have dismissed a great Number at Sea, taking their written Paroles to be given up in Exchange for so many of our People in the Gaols.

We continue to insult the Coasts of these Lords of the Ocean with our little Cruizers . . .

 

—BENJAMIN FRANKLIN
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CHAPTER 1

After three days men grow Weary,
Of a Wench, a Guest, & Weather Rainy.

—POOR RICHARD’S ALMANACK, 1733

CAPT. ISAAC BIDDLECOMB stood in the pouring rain, his shoes firmly fixed in the thick mud underfoot, the water running in three rivulets out of the corners of his cocked hat. His clothing was soaked through entirely, right down to his skin. He was more wet than he could recall ever having been while on land – it could not be called dry land – and had it been any later in the season, he might have been chilled as well, which would have made his discomfort complete.

Fortunately it was only the twenty-ninth of August, the end of the summer of 1776, and the evenings were still fairly warm in the former Crown colony of New York, which meant he was spared the misery of being both wet and cold.

He stood in the gathering dusk, confused and uncertain, while around him rushed dozens of men, hundreds of men, all of them even more confused and uncertain than he, an army apparently in full retreat. They were heavy laden with haversacks and cartridge boxes and soaked blankets tied in bundles, and they clutched muskets rendered useless by the rain.

‘13th Pennsylvania, form up here! Form up!’ a sergeant cried, waving his hat over his head to attract the attention of the men who streamed by, but no one paid any attention to him.

‘Pardon me . . .’ Biddlecomb took a step toward the sergeant, and as he did so, he was bumped hard from behind. He stumbled but his shoe stayed put, held fast in the mud, and his now stocking-clad foot came forward and sank inches deep in the muck. ‘Son of a bitch . . .’

‘Keep clear, you stupid whoreson,’ said the man who had bumped him. The man rushed on past, bearing the head of a litter on which lay a soldier, thrashing and moaning, his formerly white breeches soaked with dirt, rain, and blood.

Biddlecomb extracted his foot from the mud, pushed it back into the shoe, and made his way over to the sergeant, who had managed to round up three of the 13th Pennsylvania and was calling for more.

‘Pardon me, pardon me, where might I find General Washington’s staff?’

The sergeant did not look at him but jerked his thumb over his shoulder. ‘Tent, over yonder.’

Biddlecomb looked in the direction the sergeant was pointing. A cluster of tents stood one hundred yards away, a group of smaller ones surrounding one much larger. They looked gray and indistinct through the rain and the failing light. ‘Thank you.’

‘If you see anyone of any rank worth piss,’ the sergeant said, meeting Biddlecomb’s eyes, ‘tell him my men skirmished with some pickets that was thrown out in front of the sappers. Them saps are extending out northeasterly, about three hundred yards now, and they’re still digging like fucking badgers.’

‘Yes, indeed . . .’ Biddlecomb began to ask for an explanation of the sergeant’s words, less than half of which he understood, but the man had returned to calling for his troops, so Biddlecomb left him and made his way toward the distant tent.

He was on the Brooklyn Heights, the high, wooded ridge that stood between the little town of Brooklyn, which he could see in glimpses through the trees down and to his right, and the rest of Long Island to his left. From where he stood he could just see the East River, but Manhattan Island and the harbor of New York were both lost in the poor visibility.

Still, he knew what was there. He knew that on Manhattan Island, behind hastily constructed fortifications, were huddled the few reserves from Washington’s army, those who had not been thrown into the battle on Long Island. And he knew that in the harbor by Staten Island there were dozens of British transports, while just through the Narrows in Gowanus Bay were ten British ships of the line, twenty frigates, and hundreds more transports, the greatest expeditionary force ever mounted by the British military.

He had seen them both that morning, and had heard about the fleet beyond the Narrows, during a break in the weather, as he stood on the landing at the tip of Manhattan trying with great difficulty to find someone to ferry him across the river to Long Island.

It had taken him five days to get that far, five days from Philadelphia, which was not above ninety miles away.

The first part of the journey had been undertaken by coach, the coach that was supposed to go clear to Manhattan, crossing the Hudson at Jeffery’s Hook, well north of the known British positions. The driver, however, had gone as far as Harlem and refused to go farther, swearing that he would not risk getting killed or having his horses requisitioned by plunging into the middle of a fight between them damnable German murderers and them godforsaken Whig rascals.

Biddlecomb had then been forced to walk the length of Manhattan Island, only to be stopped from his mission of seeing General Washington by the East River, which stood between him and the commander in chief.

‘You don’t want to go over there,’ said the soldier guarding the landing, turning and spitting into the East River in the general direction of Long Island. ‘Goddamned army’s on the run. Goddamned Cornwallis marched right around the left flank, sent the bastards running. I’m just thanking the Good Lord that I ain’t over there, and you should too.’

But in point of fact Biddlecomb did want to go over there. He had come all of that way to see General Washington and he would not be stopped just short of accomplishing that.

Of course, when he had left Philadelphia, it had not occurred to him that he would find the general in the midst of such a crisis. After all, the British and the Americans had done nothing but stare at one another across New York Harbor for almost two months now. Only during his trip had he begun to hear disquieting rumors about British activity and the possibility of actual fighting. But he had not been dissuaded then and he would not be now.

A few hours short of nightfall, he managed to find a boat to take him across the fast-moving river.

And now, at long last, General Washington was in sight. Or General Washington’s tent, at least.

He trudged on across the great expanse of mud that had once been a grassy field, pausing to let a column of men march past. They shuffled and muttered curses and their shoes made squishing sounds in the mud, but they possessed the closest thing to military order he had seen since reaching Long Island.

He could see the flare of a lantern being lit in the big tent, and then another, and soon the canvas glowed from within, an image of warmth and dryness. He looked at it longingly.

The column of men moved past and Biddlecomb continued on. He very much wanted to get in that tent and get some relief from the incessant rain, rain that he had endured with only brief respites for two solid days.

He entered the cluster of tents and crossed, it seemed, some invisible divide. On the battlefield it was all confusion and disorganization, with wounded and frightened men rushing in panic. But in the cluster of tents a calm if urgent efficiency seemed to prevail. Messengers hurried in and out, and majors issued orders to captains, who issued orders to lieutenants, who moved frenetically through the headquarters. But there was no sense of panic, no sense of pending disaster. There was only the need to see things done, and quickly.

Biddlecomb paused outside the big tent, unsure whether he should enter. He took a breath and pushed the flap aside and stepped in, out of the driving rain and into the lantern light and the musty air within.

The tent was crammed with small tables, ringing the edges of the space, and at each sat a clerk scratching out copies of orders. Another dozen men at least milled around, talking in low tones, water running off their long cloaks and mixing with the mud with which the floor of the tent was evenly coated. And sitting at a big desk in the middle of the tent, enunciating orders to a lieutenant who stood before him, sat Maj. Edward Fitzgerald.

Biddlecomb pushed through the crowd of men and stood to one side of the desk, waiting for Fitzgerald to finish with the young officer. It had been almost a year since he had last seen the major, an aide-de-camp to General Washington. Fitzgerald had been instrumental in dispatching Biddlecomb to Bermuda to capture a British store of gunpowder in what had turned out to be nothing more than a plot to capture him.

The major had won no small degree of glory in driving off a British regiment that was attempting to take back the British merchantman that Biddlecomb had captured and brought into Boston Harbor, and though the major would not say as much, Biddlecomb also believed that the major had personally killed the traitor who had engineered the trap.

Fitzgerald was intelligent and charming, the loftiness of the Southern aristocracy coupled with a handsome face and athletic bearing. But despite those irritating qualities, they had become friends during Biddlecomb’s time in Cambridge.

‘Yes, I am in no doubt that Fort Putnam is well manned,’ Fitzgerald was saying to the lieutenant, ‘but you go and tell General Putnam that General Washington wants him to personally make certain there are troops clear to Wallabout Bay. That left flank must be anchored down thus or Cornwallis shall steal a march on us again. Now go.’

The lieutenant swept off his hat in salute, then spun on his heel and was gone. Fitzgerald turned to Biddlecomb with an expression of a man ready to deal with yet another annoyance. Then he frowned and his eyebrows came together. ‘Isaac Biddlecomb? Capt. Isaac Biddlecomb, could it be? What in all hell . . .?’

He stood and extended his hand and Biddlecomb shook it with pleasure. ‘What in all the world are you doing here, sir?’ Fitzgerald asked, smiling, quite in contrast to his expression of a moment before. ‘Of all the people I would have thought would have enough sense to keep clear of this debacle!’

‘I’m . . . actually, I must have a word with General Washington.’

‘The general is out on the lines at the moment, left me here to deal with this nonsense.’

‘I understand things have not gone well these past days?’

Fitzgerald smiled. ‘You could say that. General Sullivan failed to hold the Jamaica Pass. Hell, he failed to even try to hold it. Cornwallis marched right around our left flank, and before we knew it, his whole damned army was in our rear. It was a rout. They drove us clear back to the Heights with the damned East River at our backs. We lost a great deal of men, good men.’

‘Sir? Sir?’ A drenched, muddy soldier stepped up to Fitzgerald’s desk and saluted. His cheek was smeared with blood that was diluted to a thin red wash by the rain. ‘Corporal Mulligan, sir, 13th Pennsylvania. Lieutenant says for me to report to you that we had a skirmish with some pickets protecting the sappers, sir. The saps is three hundred yards long now, extending northeast, and they’re still digging.’

‘Thank you, Corporal,’ Fitzgerald said, and the soldier saluted again and left.

‘Oh, yes,’ said Biddlecomb with a flush of guilt, ‘what does all that mean?’

‘General Howe is digging regular approaches to get at us. By that I mean saps . . . trenches . . . and breastworks, getting his troops closer.’

‘But it appeared to me as if the Continental Army was in full retreat. Are the British not in close pursuit?’

‘What? Oh, do you mean the men out there? No, they are just stragglers, wounded men or men separated from their companies or skulkers. The main part of the army is still well entenched. Please, Captain, have a seat.’ Fitzgerald gestured toward a chair in front of his desk. Biddlecomb sat and Fitzgerald did too.

‘And Cornwallis is digging approaches?’ Biddlecomb asked. ‘I should think he would prefer a headlong assault, with his greater numbers.’

‘Apparently he had a bellyful of frontal attacks at Bunker’s Hill and we can thank the Lord for that. Had he pressed his attack of the other day, he would have overrun us. He still could, especially in this rain, as we have precious few bayonets amongst us. Fortunately he does not seem inclined to try. But tell me, how has it been with you? I heard some of the captains were court-martialed for that affair with the Glasgow? I would wish you were not one of them.’

‘I was not,’ said Biddlecomb. The affair to which Fitzgerald alluded was a night battle, one that pitted the entire American fleet, two ships, three brigs, and a sloop, against the British frigate Glasgow. And despite the overwhelming odds the Glasgow had managed to inflict considerable damage and then escape.

‘Apparently my chasing the Glasgow nearly into Newport, as stupid and ill-considered as it was, was thought valiant enough to put me above suspicion. It was Whipple that was court-martialed, at his own request, to quash the bloody stupid talk of cowardice that had started. If ever there was a man who was not a coward, it is Abraham Whipple. He was acquitted of course. Hazard of the Providence was cashiered, as well he should have been. Hopkins was just censured by Congress a few weeks ago.’

Fitzgerald nodded. ‘So the fleet is still in Providence?’

‘For the most part. The first on Alfred, a Scotsman by the name of Jones, has command of Providence now in Hazard’s stead and he has been cruising, as has Andrew Doria and Cabot. I have mostly been tied up with business in Philadelphia.’

‘Not so tied up, I should hope, that you have been unable to see Virginia? Virginia Stanton?’

Biddlecomb smiled at that. Virginia was the daughter of his mentor, William Stanton. He had been courting her, to the extent that his time ashore and his courage would allow, for almost two years. Fitzgerald had met her, during the Bermuda affair, and Biddlecomb was not insensible to the effect that she had had on him. She had that effect on most men.

‘Yes, I have seen her,’ said Biddlecomb, ‘though I fear you mistake her name. She is no longer Virginia Stanton. She now goes by the name Virginia Biddlecomb.’

At that, Fitzgerald’s fine-tailored composure fell apart, to Biddlecomb’s delight. The major sat forward and his mouth hung open. ‘I . . . I . . .’ he stammered while Biddlecomb leaned back and folded his arms, savoring the moment.

And then he was back in Philadelphia, a hot, humid July day. And then he was back in her bed, their bed, her lithe body moving under him, and despite the heavy, soaked clothing he felt a warmth inside, the beginnings of arousal.

‘Well, man, congratulations!’ Fitzgerald said at last, his usual cool demeanor returning. ‘You are married? Why, you lucky dog! I am with child to hear the particulars, though I fear this is not the time or place.’

‘Indeed.’ Biddlecomb shook his head, like shaking off comforting sleep. He was again aware of the pelting of rain on the roof of General Washington’s tent as he stared at the flame in the lantern, flickering and dancing in the many and conflicting drafts. ‘Forgive my distraction, I beg. I find the memory more pleasing by far than the present circumstance.’

‘Of course you do. I do too, and I wasn’t even there. But pray, what is it you wish with the general?’

‘Oh.’ Biddlecomb hesitated. It seemed such a silly thing, given the predicament in which the United States Army found itself. But he had come all that way.

‘The fact is this. You recall Ezra Rumstick, my first officer during the Bermuda affair? Well, the Marine Committee has failed to recognize Rumstick’s seniority based on the commission that the general issued him last summer. I have been to every person I can think of, and none feels willing or able to








Glossary

Note: See diagram of brig (here) for names and illustrations of all sails and spars.

aback: said of a sail when the wind is striking it on the wrong side and, in the case of a square sail, pressing it back against the mast.

abaft: nearer the back of the ship, farther aft, behind.

abeam: at right angles to the ship’s centerline.

aft: toward the stern of the ship, as opposed to fore.

afterguard: men stationed aft to work the aftermost sails.

apron: a curved timber situated above the joint between the keel, which forms the bottom of a ship, and the stem, which forms the bow.

backstay: long ropes leading from the topmast and topgallant mastheads down to the channels. Backstays work with shrouds to support the masts from behind.

badge: small, ornamental windows on either side of the great cabin, much like small QUARTER GALLERIES.

beakhead: a small deck forward of the forecastle, which overhangs the bow. The crew’s latrine was located there, hence in current usage the term head for a marine toilet.

beam reach: sailing with the wind abeam.

belay: to make a rope fast to a belaying pin, cleat, or other such device. Also used as a general command to stop or cancel, e.g., ‘Belay that last order!’

belaying pin: a wooden pin, later made of metal, generally about twenty inches in length to which lines were made fast, or ‘belayed.’ They were arranged in pin rails along the inside of the bulwark and in fife rails around the masts.

bells: method by which time was marked on ship board. Each day was generally divided into five four-hour ‘watches’ and two two-hour ‘dogwatches.’ After the first half hour of a watch, one bell was rung, then another for each additional half hour until eight bells and the change of watch, when the process was begun again.

binnacle: a large wooden box, just forward of the helm, housing the compass, half-hour glass for timing the watches, and candles to light the compass at night.

bitts: heavy timber frame near the bow to which the end of the anchor cable is made fast, hence the term bitter end.

block: nautical term for a pulley.

boatswain (bosun): warrant officer in charge of boats, sails, and rigging. Also responsible for relaying orders and seeing them carried out, not unlike a sergeant in the military.

boatswain’s call: a small, unusually shaped whistle with a high, piercing sound with which the boatswain relayed orders by playing any of a number of recognizable tunes. Also played as a salute.

boatswain’s chair: a wooden seat with a rope sling attached. Used for hoisting men aloft or over the side for work.

boom: the spar to which the lower edge of a fore-and-aft sail is attached. Special studdingsail booms are used for those sails.

boomkin: a short spar projecting out at an angle from the bow at the end of which is attached a block through which the fore tack is led.

booms: spare spars, generally stowed amidships on raised gallows upon which the boats were often stored.

bow: the rounded, forwardmost part of a ship or boat.

bow chaser: a cannon situated near the bow to fire as directly forward as possible.

bower: one of two primary anchors stored near the bow, designated best bower and small bower.

bowline: line attached to a bridle that is in turn attached to the vertical edge of a square sail. The bowline is hauled taut when sailing close-hauled to keep the edge of the sail tight and prevent shivering. Also, a common knot used to put a loop in the end of a rope.

brace: line attached to the end of the yard that, when hauled upon, turns the yard horizontally to present the sail at the most favorable angle to the wind. Also, to perform the action of bracing the yards.

brake: the handle of a ship’s pump.

break: the edge of a raised deck closest to the center of the ship.

breast hook: Thick timbers mounted perpendicular to the stem to reinforce the bow.

breast line: a dock line running from the bow or stern to the dock at right angles to the centerline of the vessel.

breeching: rope used to secure a cannon to the side of a ship and prevent it from recoiling too far.

brig: a two-masted vessel, square-rigged on fore and main with a large fore-and-aft mainsail supported by boom and gaff and made fast to the after side of the mainmast.

brow: a substantial gangway used to board a ship when tied to a dock.

bulwark: wall-like structure, generally of waist height or higher, built around the outer edge of the weather decks.

bumboat: privately owned boat used to carry out to anchored vessels vegetables, liquor, and other items for sale.

buntlines: lines running from the lower edge of a square sail to the yard above and used to haul the bunt, or body of the sail, up to the yard, generally in preparation for furling.

cable: A large, strong rope. As a unit of measure, 120 fathoms or 240 yards, generally the length of a cable.

cable tier: a section of the lowest deck in a ship in which the cables are stored.

cant frame: frames at the bow and stern of a vessel that are not set at right angles to the keel.

cap: a heavy wooden block through which an upper mast passes, designed to hold the upper mast in place against the mast below it. Forms the upper part of the DOUBLING.

caprail: wooden rail that is fastened to the top edge of the bulwark.

capstan: a heavy wooden cylinder, pierced with holes to accept wooden bars. The capstan is turned by means of pushing on the bars and is thus used to raise the anchor or move other heavy objects.

cascabel: the knob at the end of a cannon opposite the muzzle to which the breeching is fastened.

case shot: a type of shot used in cannons consisting of a quantity of musket balls in a tin cylinder called a canister. When fired, the canister blows apart creating a shotgun effect.

cathead: short, strong wooden beam that projects out over the bow, one on either side of the ship, used to suspend the anchor clear of the ship when hauling it up or letting it go.

cat-o’-nine-tails (cat): a whip composed of a rope handle around an inch in diameter and two feet in length to which was attached nine tails, also around two feet in length. ‘Flogging’ with the cat was the most common punishment meted out in the Navy.

ceiling: the inside planking or ‘inner wall’ of a ship.

chains: strong links or iron plates used to fasten the dead-eyes to the hull. The lower parts of the chains are bolted to the hull, the upper ends are fastened to the chainwale, or CHANNEL. They are generally referred to as forechains, mainchains, and mizzenchains for those respective masts.

channel: corruption of chainwale. Broad, thick planks extending from both sides of the ship at the base of each mast to which the shrouds are attached.

chevaux-de-frise: underwater obstructions, generally consisting of iron-tipped poles, firmly secured and designed to tear the bottom out of a passing ship.

clear for action: the process by which a ship is prepared for an engagement. Also the order that is given to prepare the ship.

cleats: steps nailed onto a ship’s side from the waterline to the GANGWAY for the purpose of climbing aboard.

clew: either of the two lower corners of a square sail or the lower aft corner of a fore-and-aft sail. To clew up is to haul the corners of the sail up to the yard by means of the clewlines.

clewline: (pronounced clew-lin) lines running from the clews of a square sail to the yard above and used to haul the clews up, generally in preparation for furling. On lower, or course, sails the clewlines are called clew garnets.

close hauled: said of a vessel that is sailing as nearly into the wind as she is able, her sails hauled as close to her centerline as they can go.

cock-bill: said of a yard that is adjusted so as not to be horizontal. Said of an anchor when it is hanging from the cathead by the ring stopper only.

conn: to direct the helmsman in the steering of the ship.

course: the largest sails; in the case of square sails, those hung from the lowest, or course, yards and loosefooted. The foresail and mainsail are courses.

crosstrees: horizontal wooden bars, situated at right angles to the ship’s centerline and located at the junction of the lower and the upper masts. Between the lower mast and the topmast they support the TOP, between the topmast and the topgallant mast they stand alone to spread the SHROUDS and provide a perch for the lookout.

cutter: a small vessel rigged as a sloop and much favored by smugglers. Also a small boat used aboard men-of-war.

deadeye: a round, flattish wooden block pierced with three holes through which a LANYARD is rove. Deadeyes and lanyards are used to secure and adjust standing rigging, most commonly the SHROUDS.

dead reckoning: from deduced reckoning. Calculating a vessel’s position through an estimate of speed and drift.

dirk: a small sword, more like a large dagger, worn by junior officers.

dogwatch: two-hour watches from 4 to 6 P.M. (first dogwatch) and 6 to 8 P.M. (second dogwatch).

doubling: the section where two masts overlap, such as the lower mast and the topmast just above the top.

driver: a temporary sail, much like a studdingsail, hoisted to the gaff on the aftermost fore-and-aft sail.

elm tree pump: an older-style pump, generally used as a bilge pump, consisting of a piston in a wooden cylinder that reached from the deck to the bilge.

fall: the loose end of a system of blocks and tackle, the part upon which one pulls.

fathom: six feet.

fife rail: wooden rails, found generally at the base of the masts and pierced with holes to accept belaying pins.

first rate: the largest class of naval ship, carrying one hundred or more guns. Ships were rated from first to sixth rates depending on the number of guns. Sloops, brigs, schooners, and other small vessels were not rated.

fish: long sections of wood bound around a weak or broken spar to reinforce it, much like a splint on a broken limb. Also, the process of affixing fishes to the spar.

flemish: to coil a rope neatly down in concentric circles with the end being in the middle of the coil.

fore and aft: parallel to the centerline of the ship. In reference to sails, those that are set parallel to the centerline and are not attached to yards. Also used to mean the entire deck encompassed, e.g., ‘Silence, fore and aft!’

forecastle: pronounced fo’c’sle. The forward part of the upper deck, forward of the foremast, in some vessels raised above the upper deck. Also, the space enclosed by this deck. In the merchant service the forecastle was the living quarters for the seamen.

forestay: standing rigging primarily responsible for preventing the foremast from falling back when the foresails are ABACK. Runs from under the foretop to the bowsprit.

forward: pronounced for’ed. Toward the bow, or front of the ship. To send an officer forward implied disrating: sending him from the officers’ quarters aft to the sailors’ quarters forward.

fother: to attempt to stop a leak in a vessel by means of placing a sail or other material on the outside of the ship over the leaking area. The sail is held in place by the pressure of the incoming water.

frigate: vessels of the fifth or sixth rate, generally fast and well armed for their size, carrying between twenty and thirty-six guns.

furl: the process of bundling a sail tightly against the yard, stay, or mast to which it is attached and lashing it in place with GASKETS.

futtock shrouds: short, heavy pieces of standing rigging connected on one end to the topmast shrouds at the outer edge of the TOP and on the other to the lower shrouds, designed to bear the pressure on the topmast shrouds. When fitted with RATLINES, they allow men going aloft to climb around the outside of the top, though doing so requires them to hang backward at as much as a forty-five-degree angle.

gammoning: heavy lines used to lash the bow sprit down and counteract the pull of the STAYS.

gangway: light deck planking laid over the WAIST between the QUARTERDECK and the FORECASTLE on either side of a ship, over the guns, to allow movement from one to the other without having to descend into the waist. Also, the part of the ship’s side from which people come aboard or leave, provided with an opening in the bulwark and steps on the vessel’s side.

gantline: pronounced gant-lin. A line run from the deck to a block aloft and back to the deck used for hauling aloft articles such as rigging. Thus, when the rig is ‘sent down to a gantline,’ it has been entirely disassembled save for the gantline, which will be used to haul it up again.

garboard: the first set of planks, next to the keel, on a ship or boat’s bottom.

gasket: a short, braided piece of rope attached to the yard and used to secure the furled sail.

gig: small boat generally rowed with six or fewer oars.

glim: a small candle.

grapeshot: a cluster of round, iron shot, generally nine in all, and wrapped in canvas. Upon firing the grapeshot would spread out for a shotgun effect. Used against men and light hulls.

grating: hatch cover composed of perpendicular, interlocking wood pieces, much like a heavy wood screen. It allowed light and air below while still providing cover for the hatch. Gratings were covered with tarpaulins in rough or wet weather.

gripe: to securely lash a boat in the place in which it is stowed by the use of heavy ropes called gripes.

gudgeon: one-half of the hinge mechanism for a rudder. The gudgeon is fixed to the sternpost and has a rounded opening that accepts the PINTLE on the rudder.

gunwale: pronounced gun-el. The upper edge of a ship’s side.

halyard: any line used to raise a sail or a yard or gaff to which a sail is attached.

headsails: those sails set forward of the fore mast.

heaver: a device like a wooden mallet used as a lever for tightening small lines.

heave to: to adjust the sails in such a way that some are full and some aback with the result being that the vessel is stopped in the water.

hoay, holloa: the hail to gain someone’s attention and the answer acknowledging that hail.

hogshead: a large cask, twice the size of a standard barrel. Capacity varied but was generally around one hundred gallons.

holystone: a flat stone used for cleaning a ship’s decks.

hood-end: The end of a plank on a ship’s hull that fits into a rabbet, or notch, in the STEM or sternpost.

hoy: a small vessel, chiefly used near the coast to transport passengers or supplies to another vessel.

hull down: said of a ship when her hull is still hidden below the horizon and only her masts or superstructure are visible.

jolly boat: a small workboat.

lanyard: line run through the holes in the DEADEYES to secure and adjust the SHROUDS. Also, any short line used to secure or adjust an item on shipboard.

larboard: Until the nineteenth century the term designating the left side of a vessel when facing forward. The term port is now used.

leech: the side edges of a square sail or the after edge of a fore-and-aft sail.

leeward: pronounced loo-ard. Downwind.

letters of marque: a commission given to private citizens in times of war to take and make prizes of enemy vessels. Also, any vessel that holds such a commission.

lifelines: ropes run the length of the deck, or along booms or yards, for the seamen to hold on to in rough weather.

lifts: ropes running from the ends of the yards to the mast, used to support the yard when lowered or when men are employed thereon.

limber holes: holes cut through the lower timbers in a ship’s hull allowing otherwise trapped water to run through to the pumps.

line: term used for a rope that has been put to a specific use.

log: device used to measure a vessel’s speed.

longboat: the largest boat carried on shipboard.

lugsail: a small square sail used on a boat.

mainstay: standing rigging primarily responsible for preventing the mainmast from falling back when the main sails are aback. Runs from under the maintop to the bow.

make and mend: time allotted to the seamen to make new clothing or mend their existing ones.

marlinespike: an iron spike used in knotting and splicing rope.

mizzen: large fore-and-aft sail, hung from a gaff abaft the MIZZENMAST.

mizzenmast: the aftermost mast on a three-masted ship.

painter: a rope in the bow of a boat used to tie the boat in place. Also, one who paints, a never-ending task on shipboard.

parceling: strips of canvas wrapped around standing rigging prior to SERVING.

partners: heavy wooden frames surrounding the holes in the deck through which the masts and CAPSTAN pass.

pawls: wooden or iron bars that prevent a windlass or capstan from rotating backward.

pintles: pins attached to the rudder that fit in the GUDGEONS and form the hinge on which the rudder pivots.

plain sail: all regular working sails, excluding upper staysails, studdingsails, ringtails, etc.

port: the left side of the ship when facing forward. In the eighteenth century the word was used in helm directions only until it later supplanted LARBOARD in general use.

post: in the Royal Navy, to be given official rank of captain, often called a post captain, and thereby qualified to command a ship of twenty guns or larger.

privateer: vessel built or fitted out expressly to operate under a LETTERS OF MARQUE.

quadrant: instrument used to take the altitude of the sun or other celestial bodies in order to determine the latitude of a place. Forerunner to the modern sextant.

quarter: the area of the ship, larboard or starboard, that runs from the main shrouds aft. Also, the middle section of a YARD, between the SLINGS and the YARDARM.

quarterdeck: a raised deck running from the stern of the vessel as far forward, approximately, as the main mast. The primary duty station of the ship’s officers, comparable to the bridge on a modern ship.

quarter gallery: a small, enclosed balcony with windows located on either side of the great cabin aft and projecting out slightly from the side of the ship. Traditionally contained the head, or toilet, for use by those occupying the great cabin.

quoin: a wedge under the breech of a cannon used when aiming to elevate or depress the muzzle.

ratline: pronounced ratlin. Small lines tied between the shrouds, horizontal to the deck, forming a sort of rope ladder on which the men can climb aloft.

reef: to reduce the area of sail by pulling a section of the sail up to the YARD and tying it in place.

reef point: small lines threaded through eyes in the sail for the pupose of tying the REEF in the sail.

rigging: any of the many lines used aboard the ship. Standing rigging is employed to hold the masts in place and is only occasionally adjusted. Running rigging is used to manipulate the sails and is frequently adjusted, as needed.

ringbolt: an iron bolt through which is fitted an iron ring.

ring stopper: short line on the CATHEAD used to hold the anchor prior to letting it go.

ringtail: a type of studdingsail rigged from the mainsail gaff and down along the after edge of the mainsail.

round seizing: a type of lashing used to bind two larger lines together.

run: to sail with the wind coming over the stern, or nearly over the stern, of the vessel.

running rigging: see RIGGING.

sailing master: warrant officer responsible for charts and navigation, among other duties.

scantlings: the dimensions of any piece of timber used in shipbuilding with regard to its breadth and thickness.

schooner: (eighteenth-century usage) a small, two-masted vessel with fore-and-aft sails on foremast and mainmast and occasionally one or more square sails on the foremast.

scuppers: small holes pierced through the bulwark at the level of the deck to allow water to run overboard.

scuttle: any small, generally covered hatchway through a ship’s deck.

service: a tight wrapping of spun yarn put around standing rigging to protect it from the elements.

serving mallet: a tool shaped like a long-handled mallet used to apply SERVICE to rigging.

sheet: line attached to the CLEW of a square sail to pull the sail down and hold it in place when the sail is set. On a fore-and-aft sail the sheet is attached to the BOOM or the sail itself and is used to trim the sail closer or farther away from the ship’s centerline to achieve the best angle to the wind.

ship: a vessel of three masts, square-rigged on all masts. To ship is to put something in place; thus shipping capstan bars means to put them in their slots in the capstan.

short peak: indicates that the vessel is above the anchor and the anchor is ready to be pulled from the bottom.

shrouds: heavy ropes leading from a masthead aft and down to support the mast when the wind is from abeam or farther aft.

slack water: period at the turn of the tide when there is no tidal current.

slings: the middle section of a yard.

sloop: a small vessel with one mast.

sloop of war: small man-of-war, generally ship rigged and commanded by a lieutenant.

slop chest: purser’s stores, including clothing, tobacco, and other items, that the purser sold to the crew and deducted the price from their wages.

snatch block: a block with a hinged side that can be opened to admit a rope.

snow: a two-masted vessel, square-rigged on the foremast and the mainmast, like a brig, but generally larger than a brig and setting a square sail on the mainyard. Snows have a short mast just behind the mainmast, stepped on the deck and terminating under the maintop, on which is set a big gaff-headed fore-and-aft sail called a trysail.

soundings: water shallow enough to measure with a depth-gauge device, traditionally a lead line. Being ‘in soundings’ generally means a vessel is close to shore.

spar: general term for all masts, yards, booms, gaffs, etc.

spring: a line passed from the stern of a vessel and made fast to the anchor cable. When the spring is hauled upon the vessel turns.

spring stay: a smaller stay used as a backup to a larger one.

spritsail topsail: a light sail set outboard of the spritsail. spun yarn: small line used primarily for SERVICE or seizings.

standing rigging: see RIGGING.

starboard: the right side of the vessel when facing forward.

start: to open, in reference to a cask.

stay: standing rigging used to support the mast on the forward part and prevent it from falling back, especially when the sails are ABACK. Also, to stay a vessel means to tack; thus missing stays means failing to get the bow through the wind.

stay tackle: system of blocks generally rigged from the MAINSTAY and used for hoisting boats or items stored in the hold.

stem: the heavy timber in the bow of the ship into which the planking at the bow terminates.

step: the process of putting a mast in place. Also, a block of wood fixed to the bottom of a ship to accept the base or heel of the mast.

stern chasers: cannons directed aft to fire on a pursuing vessel.

stern sheets: the area of a boat between the stern and the aftermost of the rowers’ seats, generally fitted with benches to accommodate passengers.

sternway: the motion of a ship going backward through the water, the opposite of headway.

stow: as relates to sails, the same as FURL.

swifter: a rope tied to the ends of the capstan bars to hold them in place when shipped.

tack: to turn a vessel onto a new course in such a way that her bow passes through the wind. Also used to indicate the relation of a ship to wind; e.g., a ship on a ‘starboard tack’ has the wind coming over the starboard side.

taffrail: the upper part of a ship’s stern.

tampion: a plug put in the end of a cannon to prevent water from getting into the barrel.

tarpaulin hat: wide, flat-brimmed canvas hat, coated in tar for waterproofing, favored by sailors.

tender: small vessel that operates in conjunction with a larger man-of-war.

tholes: pins driven into the upper edge of a boat’s side to hold the oars in place when rowing.

thwart: seat or bench in a boat on which the rowers sit.

tiller: the bar attached to the rudder and used to turn the rudder in steering.

top: a platform at the junction of the lower mast and the topmast.

top-hamper: general term for all of the spars, rigging, and sails; all the equipment above the level of the deck.

train tackle: arrangement of BLOCKS and tackle attached to the back end of a gun carriage and used to haul the gun inboard.

truck: a round button of wood that serves as a cap on the highest point of a mast.

trunnions: short, round arms that project from either side of a cannon and upon which the cannon rests and tilts.

truss: heavy rope used to hold a yard against a mast or bowsprit.

’tween decks: (corruption of between decks) the deck between the uppermost and the lowermost decks.

waist: the area of the ship between the QUARTERDECK and the FORECASTLE.

waister: men stationed in the WAIST of the vessel for sail evolutions. Generally, inexperienced, old, or just plain dumb seamen were designated waisters.

warp: a small rope used to move a vessel by hauling it through the water. Also, to move a vessel by means of warps.

water sail: a light-air sail set under a BOOM.

waterways: long pieces of timber running fore and aft along where the deck meets the upper edge of the hull. The SCUPPERS are cut through the waterways.

wear: to turn the vessel from one TACK to another by turning the stern through the wind. Slower but safer than tacking.

weather: the same as windward, thus ‘a ship to weather’ is the same as ‘a ship to windward.’ Also describes the side of the ship over which the wind is blowing.

weather deck: upper deck, one that is exposed to the weather.

weft: used to mean a flag, generally the ensign, tied in a long roll and hoisted for the purpose of signaling.

whip: a tackle formed by a rope run through a single fixed block.

wooding: laying in stores of wood for cooking fuel.

woolding: a tight winding of rope around a mast or yard.

worming: small pieces of rope laid between the strands of a larger rope to strengthen it and allow it to better withstand chaffing. Also, putting worming in place.

yard: long, horizontal spars suspended from the masts and from which the sails are spread.

yardarm: the extreme ends of a YARD.


Historical Note

Historians relate, not so much what is done, but what they would have believed.

—POOR RICHARD’S ALMANACK, 1738

IT WAS SAID of Benjamin Franklin that he dearly loved the truth, which was why he used it so sparingly. And indeed the political entanglements of a lifetime’s work garnered him any number of enemies who would characterize him as disingenuous, or, as Britain’s ambassador to France Lord Stormont was to describe him, a ‘subtle, artful man, devoid of all truth . . . a dangerous engine.’

Likewise he had many friends who considered him a worldly, kind, and deeply intellectual man. Neither description was entirely wrong.

Franklin was in his seventies when he was sent as American commissioner to France. During his long life he had achieved significant fame both in America and in Europe for his electrical experiments, his scientific writing, his Poor Richard’s Almanack, and chiefly for his development of the lightning rod. He knew and corresponded with many of the great thinkers of the eighteenth century including Edmund Burke, David Hume, and Voltaire. At the outbreak of the American Revolution he was already a hero to the French, which made him the ideal choice for his post.

Franklin had a backwoods, folksy quality about him that the effete, decadent French court found absolutely charming. His dress was simple, he wore his thin, gray hair long and unpowdered. He did not wear a wig. He was the homespun philosopher, Poor Richard in the flesh. The overly civilized court of Louis XVI found this simple, rustic American a refreshing novelty.

In reality, of course, Franklin was anything but simple and rustic. He had spent a good part of his life living in London and France and traveling widely. While in London he had served as agent for several American colonies and became adept at the subtle art of politics. Nor was Philadelphia, the largest city in America at the time, quite the backwoods, frontier town that the French envisioned.

Part of the commissioner’s long-term goals was to involve France in the war with England. Nor were the French unwilling to join, eager as they were to do any harm they could to their old enemy. In 1777, Franklin wrote to the Continental Congress:


This [French] Court continues the same conduct that it has held ever since our arrival. It professes to England a resolution to observe all treaties, and proves it by restoring prizes too openly brought into their ports, imprisoning such persons as are found to be concerned in fitting out armed vessels against England from France, warning frequently those from America to depart . . . To us it privately professes a real friendship, wishes success to our cause, winks at the supplies we obtain here, as much as it can without giving open grounds for complaint to England, privately affords us every essential aid and goes on preparing for war.



Before they would go to war, however, the French needed some assurances that the rebels could actually win. This was something that Franklin could not provide, nor was anything happening military-wise that might lead the French to believe that such was the case. In truth, until Washington’s brilliant offensive in Trenton, it did not seem at all likely that the Americans would win.

Understanding that the French would not be led into war, Franklin and the other commissioners tried to push them. Helping them in this effort was Capt. Lambert Wickes, a thirty-four-year-old Maryland man, captain in the Continental Navy and master of the ship Reprisal.

Wickes had already distinguished himself before the Continental Congress ordered him to carry Franklin to France aboard the Reprisal. Once there, Franklin set Wickes cruising against the British in the English Channel and the Irish Sea. Wickes was an energetic and effective commerce raider, scooping up British merchant ships under the noses of the British Navy, and literally within sight of the British Isles, and carrying them back to France as prizes.

The British were understandably furious at this practice, and their fury was directed primarily at the French, who were blatantly violating their neutrality by allowing that to happen.

The French, in turn, did not always appreciate the Americans’ efforts to involve them in the fight. On a number of occasions the commissioners’ actions brought about diplomatic crises between England and France that nearly led to declarations of war. On those occasions the French foreign minister, le Comte de Vergennes, was forced to bow to British wishes regarding restoration of prizes and the arrest or expulsion of offending American sailors from France, an embarrassment to him and his country. He made no attempt to hide his displeasure with the Americans’ activities.

When political pressure grew too great, Wickes was sent back to America. On the way, the much battered Reprisal foundered and all hands were lost, save the cook. Had he lived longer, Wickes might well have ranked with John Paul Jones in our national memory. As it stands, he is one of an unhappy number of sailors who fought for their country’s freedom and whose names are all but forgotten.

Until late 1777, France and England performed a delicate balancing act between peace and war. Then, in that year, General Burgoyne was forced to surrender at the Battle of Saratoga, and the French were finally willing to believe that the Americans could indeed win the war and were thus willing to join the fight. When they did, the little insurrection in the American colonies became a world war.

Joe Hynson, Sam Nicholson, John Vardell, Lieutenant Colonel Smith, Mrs Jump, and Isabella Cleghorn are not products of the author’s imagination but actual people, and the recruitment of Joe Hynson as a British spy happened much as described in this book. Hynson never did receive an American command, nor did he want one, so fruitful did he find his position with the American commissioners. His final act of treason was to steal the letters and dispatches from the American commissioners to the Continental Congress, with which he absconded to England, where he received a pension from the king for his efforts.

Hynson was far from being the only spy in the American camp. In fact, quite a bit of spying was going on, on both sides. This was facilitated by the fact that England and France were ostensibly at peace, so travel was easy and legal between the two countries. Likewise, England was at war only with the rebellious Americans; those still loyal to the Crown were considered English citizens and as such were free to come and go in England. And it was hard to tell at a glance if a colonist was loyal or not.

Biographer Ronald W. Clark has observed that ‘much of the espionage activity was conducted, on both sides, at a simple, somewhat Boy Scout level.’ Franklin was much to blame for the copious leaks, being very casual in his approach to security. A friend of his, William Alexander, wrote to him saying, ‘Forgive me, dear Doctor, for noticing that your papers seem to lye a little loosely around your house. You ought to consider yourself as surrounded by spies and amidst people who can make a cable from a thread. Would not a spare half-hour per day enable your grandson to arrange all of your papers, useless or not, so that you could come at them sooner, and not one be visible to a prying eye?’ Of course even such precautions as those would have been futile since Franklin’s personal secretary and confidant, Dr Edward Bancroft, was also in the British employ.

As to the other historically significant events that Isaac Biddlecomb had the good fortune to witness in this volume . . .

The Battle of Long Island was one of several situations during the American Revolution in which Washington’s leadership, skill, and pure luck saved him from falling into a hole that he himself had dug. By deploying his troops with their backs to the East River, Washington allowed himself to be trapped when Howe and his seasoned British regulars easily overran the American defenses.

The storm that came up the night after the first day of fighting left the Americans vulnerable to a bayonet charge. It was extremely difficult to load and fire a musket in the rain, but a bayonet works just as well wet or dry, and only the British had those weapons in great numbers. Fortunately for Washington, the memory of Bunker Hill was still fresh in Howe’s mind, and he did not care to ever again charge entrenched Americans.

John Adams recognized immediately the historic significance of the adoption of the Declaration of Independence. Writing to his wife, Abigail, he said that the date


will be the most memorable epocha in the history of America. I am apt to believe that it will be celebrated by succeeding generations as the great anniversary festival. It ought to be commemorated as the day of deliverance, by solemn acts of devotion to God Almighty. It ought to be solemnized with pomp and parade, with shows, games, sports, guns, bells, bonfires and illuminations, from one end of this continent to the other, from this time forward, forevermore.



His words were amazingly prescient, and had he mentioned barbecues (a term in use during the eighteenth century), he would have been 100 percent accurate in predicting future Independence Day celebrations.

It is interesting to note, however, that Adams thought that the day of celebration would be the second of July, the day that the Continental Congress voted in favor of independence, and not the fourth, when the Declaration of Independence was actually approved, following several revisions. The Declaration was read in public for the first time on July 8, 1776.

As to the birth of John William Biddlecomb, I will leave it to those readers who, like the author, have young children to appreciate what kind of trouble Isaac is in for now.
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