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    For William Richard Donald Prowse “Don”, a mariner, a gentleman, and a friend.





“To you, sir, a fair wind and following seas, 


And long may your big jib draw." 
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Chapter 1—Beyond the Bay
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Richard elbowed his way through excited crew members and passengers to the bow of Agilis and shouted, “Behold! The strait of the Golden Gate.” Five white sails billowed overhead. “Good morning, California. How are we? When you know me, we’ll be friends for life.”

The tall young man with the curly chestnut hair erupted with joy to escape his indentureship as an orphan and just couldn’t help himself.

He turned aft toward the stern and passengers, “We made it. What day is this?”

A young woman shouted from the open door to the cabin, “It’s the Fourth of July 1849, and time to whoop it up.”

Porter added, “And there’s gold in the streets and hills.” He waved his arms,

“We’re here!”

The motley crowd of travelers and mariners roared back, “Yes! Thank God at last.”

Porter said, “Our hopes and dreams outweigh the cargo we have dragged from Boston around Cape Horn. At least mine do.”

A wave of agreement swept the deck from the excited but travel-weary passengers. “Our hopes and dreams do too.”

The sunrise silhouetted his shadow against the fore-mainsail like a proud eagle.

Porter was the second mate and responsible to guide Agilis among the winds and waves. He knew from the charts that the fog, tidal currents, and hidden shoals made the Golden Gate hazardous. Other mariners had warned him the safe channel was not a mile wide and treacherous in the gusty winds.

Porter hollered to his riggers aloft as they fought the sails, "Watch sharp mates, I can’t see everything from down here.

One of the riggers, Bjorn Amundson, shouted back, “Off to starboard.” He pointed to the right as he stood on a foot rope hung under a yardarm. His long golden hair blew in the wind like a weather vane and his mighty shoulders showed his Viking ancestry.

Porter turned to the jumbled pile of timbers littering the shore. The fractured debris looked like the bones of a fish picked clean on a platter, but much larger. He said to the travelers, “Shipwreck on the rocks to starboard. That’s the right side for you landlubbers.”

The passengers crowded to the gunwale to view the shattered hulk. Many of them felt a sense of dread at the carnage.

Porter continued in his rich baritone voice. “The charts name that Fort Point Rock where that ship is wrecked.” He shuddered as the waves crashed against the shoals and said aloud, “Look at that smashed lifeboat with the ditty box floating inside. I hope those fellows made it.”

He looked up to Amundson and said, “Look familiar? That’s like the wrecked brigantine off Cape Fear, North Carolina. I was sailing down to Charleston through the graveyard of the Atlantic. I pulled you out of the breakers hugging that plank for everything you were worth.”

Amundson picked up the story, “I still can’t swim. I signed on another ship out of Charleston headed to Honolulu. We lost ninety-eight sailors good men that day.”

In a voice that carried a hundred and fifteen feet to the sailors atop the rigging, Porter said, “Danger to starboard. Mind your duties and the rocks.” Amundson pointed for everyone to see.

A floating section of the wreckage bumped into Agilis and Porter read the name of the lost vessel, Stag Hound.

He saw his riggers were awkward in the vicious winds and burst into a sea chantey they’d sung for seventeen thousand miles.


And it’s blow, boys, blow,

For Californi-o!

For there’s plenty of gold,

So I’ve been told,

On the banks of the Sacramento





With satisfaction, he watched his hands heave the sails in unison and felt Agilis respond like the first-rate ship she was.

Porter had sailed as an ordinary sailor on previous voyages and understood his crew well. They idolized his leadership.

He squinted into the sunrise as the passengers strained to see the famous Golden Gate. He said, “You’ve talked about nothing else since leaving Boston a hundred and twenty-eight days ago, and here it is.”

The beauty of the channel awed everyone until Porter noticed an angry fog bank on his left. “To port, fog bank rolling in.”
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Chapter 2—Menace from the Fog
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Porter’s gut tensed as the dense fog bank rolled over Point Diablo on their left. “Fog off port side. Stay alert, boys.”

He was astonished to see a black two-masted brig flying eleven gray sails emerge from the mist. Gleaming gold filigree accented her elegant hull as she knifed through the water. She was heading in the same direction as Agilis.

Porter shouted a warning, “Sails ahoy! Port side.”

He yelled up to Amundson, a sailor high in the rigging on the mainmast, “You’re the damn lookout? Where’s your warning?”

Amundson cried, “Hell ship, Zebra, to port—,”

The Zebra sped through the waves as if she owned them and they were off-limits to lesser craft such as Agilis.

Amundson dropped to the deck with a thud and said, “The Zebra is commanded by Dirk Hornigold, that class A one bastard. He put me through hell until I deserted in Honolulu.”

Porter was surprised. “I didn’t know you shipped on the Zebra?”

“Once.”

“I know of her reputation as Hornigold’s hell ship, and where’s her fog warning bell​?”

The silence on the sea chilled Porter as the Zebra emerged from the fog like a black ghost. He said, “I’d hate to sail against her. That crew is reckless but good. Look at how her bow splits those swells.”

The passengers lining the gunwales of Agilis stared at their counterparts on the Zebra and enjoyed the race unaware of the danger.

Porter faced the intruding ship and called out, “We have the right of way and you are cutting our path.” He shouted to his helmsman, “Hard to starboard. Prepare for possible contact.”

He fixed his eyes on the vessel that loomed so confident, so bold, so capable—hey, and so close. Woven into the front decorations, Porter could read her name. “She’s the Zebra, all right.”

Amundson said, “That Hornigold is one evil son of a bitch. I’d rather have the plague than serve under him again.”

The vessels jockeyed for position through the passage and tried to steal each other’s wind but they were too close to maneuver.

Porter knew a trick from the old pirates of the Caribbean. “Water the sails. Buckets aloft.”

Several sailors hoisted buckets of water up the masts to the riggers standing on foot ropes. They emptied the buckets over the mainsails to seal the canvas and enhance the pull of the wind. Agilis pulled ahead, but the men on the Zebra knew the same trick and regained their lead.

Bowsprit to bowsprit, Agilis and Zebra sped full speed toward North Point which was the turning point south to San Francisco.

Amundson knew the behavior of the Zebra’s hull and said, “Her helmsman can’t control her with that spread of sails. Damn, she’s twisting in the wind.”

Out of the excited passengers on Agilis’ deck, a squeaky, well-dressed little man raised an angry voice with wild gestures, “I demand you yield way,” showing off his new naval lingo.

Porter faced him, “So now you appear, Mr. Otis. Stay out of our way and take your lady friend too.”

Hornigold shouted back from the Zebra, “Ice from Sitka, Alaska, is melting in my hold. Get out of my way.”

He squinted for a better look. “And who are you?”

Otis was insulted because he assumed everyone could see his importance, even though he was traveling incognito. “Don’t you know who I am? My father owns the bank that built your boat, and he owns you.”

Hornigold came back, “It’s a ship you three-inch fool, not a boat.”

“Pig farker on the foam.”

“May your rats feast on your curdled fat.”

Porter saw things were getting ugly and raised his hand, “Uh. Just a—”

Otis, hopping up and down in fury, pulled a loaded revolver from his boot and fired point blank at the Zebra. Then he aimed. The bullet creased the engraving on the Zebra’s bell with a clang and passengers on both vessels dove under the nearest cover.

The sound of the pistol startled the lady emerging from the cabin. She waved the cloud of smoke away, coughed and screamed, “I cough, cough, huh, huh, huh, hate that noise. Bury that vile thing or you’ll never see me again.”

The little man kept flaunting his peashooter. “Back off, you polecat rustlers,” confusing his stolen cowboy and naval lingo.

Porter leaped over the jumbled luggage at the would-be big man. “Drop that weapon!” but before he got one step, a serious gunshot answered from the deck of the Zebra.

Porter pivoted to the sound and saw the shooter surrounded by a white cloud of gun smoke. The man held a smoking dragoon revolver in his hand. Porter heard splinters fly when the bullet split the figurehead under the bow of Agilis.

The shooter glared over the parallel gunwales, “I know you, Porter, and your Agilis trash. One of your crew deserted me in Honolulu.” He swung his gun back and forth to intimidate Otis’s peashooter.

The hiss of the waves was the only sound as the vessels raced each other to North Point.

––––––––
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Porter’s temper erupted as he plowed into the revolver-packing passenger. The momentum of Porter’s one hundred and eighty pounds carried them to the deck. Porter grabbed the pistol on the way down and body slammed the skinny little man into the deck. From three inches away, he blasted Otis with his foghorn baritone voice, “No guns on deck!”

Otis shook his head to regain his hearing.

The lady companion sprang to his defense, “You’re hurting my Holton.” She snapped Porter’s heavily muscled back with the first weapon at hand, her handkerchief. “Cough, cough. Stop that right now, you sweaty, filthy, stinking heathen. Phew, you smell.” With a wrinkled nose, she tossed the contaminated handkerchief overboard.

Porter tucked the revolver down the back of his trousers and released the sputtering little man. The passenger jumped to his feet, panted a moment to regain his breath, and shrieked, “I am a paying passenger and have my rights on this ship—which I happen to own.”He caught himself with a peculiar look on his face and hesitated for a moment.

He changed attitude, brushed his coat and grabbed for the pistol. “Give me that.”

Porter twisted and said, “I don’t care who you are, sir. You can hurt your fair lady or me.”

They were joined by the master of Agilis, Alex MacIntyre, who said, “I know Hornigold, Mr. Otis. He smuggles slaves and opium, or tea as a last resort. That man has no known scruples.”

Otis said, “I know him as well. His crew of Chinese pirates has robbed many of my ships. But what are you going to do about this attack on my person?” He pointed at Porter.

MacIntyre said in a deep commanding voice, “Mr. Porter, return this man’s property immediately. I do not abuse passengers on my ship.”

“But sir—”

“Now, if you please!”

Porter flashed his eyes back and forth between the two.

MacIntyre said to his ruffled passenger, “I am sorry for your inconvenience, my good sir. This hand will be severely disciplined.”

Porter said, “This lunatic was endangering—”

“Now!” as he pointed to the handle of the pistol.

Porter reluctantly pulled the firearm from his trousers. Before handing it over, he tipped the cylinder but the balls were well tamped and would not budge. Instead, he popped off the primer caps, rotated the cylinder to the empty chamber, and let down the hammer. The revolver was as inert as he could make it. He slowly held the grip out to Otis, careful to point the muzzle toward open water.

The man grabbed his pistol with a smirk and rotated the cylinder back to an active chamber. He inserted new primer caps from a little pouch and slipped it into his boot, loaded and dangerous.

The arrogant little man strutted around the deck with raised eyebrows, his nose in the air, and a supercilious smile. He pointed to Porter,

“Lock that scoundrel in the brig. We’ll keel haul him later.”

Porter said, “You don’t even know what keel haul is.”

“You’ll still get it, note that, MacIntyre? Make it a double haul keel.”

Porter said, “Ha,” as he flipped his head.

Otis said to MacIntyre, “You’ll lock him in irons post haste, I am certain.”

MacIntyre said, “I need all my hands at the moment. Punishment will come later.”

––––––––
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Erratic winds swirled around the brigs as they left the passage between Fort Point Rock and Point Diablo and headed to North Point.

Porter could hear the helmsman of the greedy Zebra complain, " Too much sail. I can’t hold her against this current."

Hornigold yelled, “Starboard to the wharf, you worthless bent shitcan.”

“I’m doing my best, sir.”

The Zebra careened to the near shore, out to the far shore, and straight at Agilis. Zebra’s bowsprit punched through the shroud lines and rat lines until her filigreed bow crunched against the hull of Agilis. The bowsprit crossed over the deck of Agilis athwartships, fully side to side.

Hornigold yelled to his helmsman, “Now see what you’ve done, you ripped ditty bag.”

Porter shouted, “Knives, mates.” He stabbed the ‘a’ in the filigreed name, Zebra, on the carved bow jammed against the port gunwale, “Got you.”

Agilis’' crew hacked through the lines on the Zebra’s bowsprit. With a whoosh and a zing the lines parted and whipped through the air. The Zebra’s foremast collapsed backward into the mainmast.

Hornigold stormed the bow where he shouted at the faces on Agilis that he could almost touch. “You’re destroying my ship.” He pounded the gunwale. “I’ll get you for this.”

Porter said, “You rammed us. Chop at will, men. We’ll never get closer to this damned hulk.”

He looked at the passengers and said, “You’re welcome to join us.” Four passengers pulled their knives.

One of them growled, “You beat me for no reason, you son of a bitch,” and he carved a skull and crossbones into the Zebra’s bowsprit.

“I’d cut your heart out if I could reach it,” said another as he cut two stretched lines and carved a heart with an X over it.

“Payback time,” said Amundson, as he attacked the Zebra’s bowsprit and carved a quick “BA” into the spar for a final insult.

The sails hanging from Zebra’s foremast dropped their wind, of course, and her hull lost it’s momentum. The bowsprit slipped out of Agilis and the incident was over. The Zebra ended up much the worse for the encounter.

Porter hollered, “Don’t think it wasn’t fun. It was.”

Agilis turned south around North Point, followed by the wobbling Zebra.

Even Porter’s crew was hard put to control the intact Agilis. The canvas sails fought every gust, and the chaotic waves challenged both helmsmen to prevent a second collision. The competing crews were too busy to look, but they could still hurl insults from the masts.

“Most notable coward.”

“Away, you dried bull’s-pizzle.”

“Your face curdles milk and sours beer.”

Otis added to the confusion by stumbling back and forth. He had been months at sea and was more irritated than ever. He molested MacIntyre while keeping a wary eye on Porter. “What is the name of that mountain?” pointing to starboard.

“That summit is two hundred and seventy-five feet high and known as Loma Alta,” said Porter before MacIntyre could answer.

“That is a stupid name.”

“So is Otis.”

Porter turned to the bow to help the crew belay some lines.

––––––––
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Someone had left a little guitar on the windlass at the bow. Porter picked it up and strummed a chord that soared high into the morning air. In his rich baritone voice, he sang some words of inspiration.


Red clouds and yellow bars

Soar halfway to the stars.

San Francisco,

Your sun will shine for me.





For the rest of the day, the people on deck hummed the tune and sang the words.

Porter called out, “Somebody forgot their guitar when they used the head. Come and get it.”

A sheepish passenger took his instrument and scurried out of sight.

Porter looked as the first mate, Alfonso Ferreri, stormed up to him. Porter mentally measured himself against the mate.

He is the same height as me, but a hell of a lot leaner. He never smiles like a real Italian does.

Ferreri shoved his way to Porter’s front. “Heed your duties, Mr. Porter. No time for singing.”

Porter said, “The boys like it, sir. You could afford to loosen up yourself, sometimes.”

Ferreri shifted to his native Italian accent that he had tried so hard to overcome and accentuated his words with hand gestures,

“Watcha close, thisa channel hides hazards in the water. Alcatraz Island is the shadow on port.”

He gestured with his left arm over the port gunwale at the following fog bank,

“Doesa hills behind be Point Diablo.”

He pointed with his right arm to starboard,

“Doesa ruins be Castillo de San Joaquin on Fort Point Rock. Wreck a ship on rocks. Watch and no song!”

Porter’s excitement flipped to irritation and he said, “Dammit Ferreri, talk English. Who the hell understands your Italian gibberish?”

Ferreri’s Latin temper erupted, “My English is better than your Italiano, fanciullo. You got no room to talk.”

Porter did not know what a fanciullo was but it sounded derogatory.

“Fanci-, huh?” and he swung his own arms into Ferreri’s waving arms.

Master MacIntyre pushed them apart, “Stop that infernal bickering, you two, and land my ship. I am weary of your arguments.”

He was splendid in his blue uniform with gold braid that he had brushed to meet the dignitaries on shore. MacIntyre was forty-eight years old and had been Master of Agilis, since the conversion from a slaver to merchantman in 1845.

Unlike Porter, MacIntyre knew the hazards of the Golden Gate first hand. He motioned to the rocky promontory behind them on the right,

“Just mentioned by Ferreri, Colonel Frémont captured those ruins on Fort Point Rock three years ago. ‘Twas a good thing since they guard the harbor well.”

Porter looked at the tumbled pile of adobe blocks that had been the fort. “Looks peaceful enough now.”

MacIntyre said, “Watch ahead Porter. See the buoy on that bastard Blossom Rock. It is only five feet down at low tide and will sink you.”

Porter’s eyes followed Macintyre’s arthritic finger over the bowsprit. He could vaguely see through the glare of the sunrise where the jagged teeth of Blossom Rock lurked as they glided by Alcatraz island.

Macintyre’s jubilant mood overcame his usual stoic manner, and he said to the mates, “Porter greets the sunrise as I, a wee lad o’twenty-four, did in 1809 when I sailed up the river Clyde to me Glasgow, Scotland. I have traversed many blue oceans since, and I ween Porter will as well.”
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Porter was admiring the view for a moment at the bow when he felt a little tug on his trousers. He thought it was the ship’s cat, Morgan, and pushed it away, but the tugs continued and he looked down. Two shining faces on little boys about eight or nine looked up at him. They were insistent to get his attention.

“Mr. sailorman,,” tug, tug.

“Mr. sailorman.”

Porter said, “Hello little men. How are you?”

The boy holding the right leg said, “Good.”

The left boy announced with great seriousness, “My brother is dumb.”

The right boy said, “Am not.”

“Am too.”

“Am not dumb.”

Porter said, “Nobody is dumb. What’s the problem?”

The first boy said, “My brother calls that thing in front a ram.”

“It is a ram. I saw a Roman ship with one.”

“It is not!”

Porter said, “Wait a moment. The Romans did have a battering ram on the front of their ships.”

“I told you.”

“But we call ours a bowsprit, not a ram. Can you say that, ‘bow and sprit’?”

Each boy said, “Bow . . . .sprit, bow . . . sprit.”

“Good. The bowsprit is the pointy pole at the front of a ship. Now see that rope, we sailors call it a line.” He pointed to the stayline at the front of the bowsprit.

“That line at the end of the bowsprit goes waaaaay up to the top of the foremast.” He pointed to the top of the foremast.

“Oooooooh,” as they looked up in wonder at the unimaginable height.

“Remember this, the bowsprit holds the line that holds the foremast.”

Both boys repeated as Porter waved in rhythm, "The bowsprit holds the line that holds the foremast.

“Got that?”

“Yes sir, Mr. sailorman. The bowsprit holds the line that holds the foremast.” They grinned at their new sea knowledge, and said to a nearby man, “The bowsprit holds the line that holds the foremast.”

––––––––
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“The bowsprit holds,”

Boom! uum, uumm into distant echos.

A blast from Fort Point Rock shook the ship and the boys broke off their slogan to scream in panic and run to their mother. The passengers ran for cover or scattered like rats.

Porter turned to starboard and saw a second cloud of white smoke at the summit. A spectacular flame the length of three men shot through the smoke and the cloud hid two cannons as the concussion shook Agilis.

“Only a little cannon fire,” Porter said with a grin. “They are welcoming us with an early Fourth-of-July celebration.”

“Welcome hell. It is like my bombardment with real firepower from thieving ladrones off Singapore,” said MacIntyre.

Porter said, “Sir, cannon fire is common around Boston during reenactments of the revolutionary war. I played the gunner since I didn’t have a handgun. Don’t you love the noise, the smoke, and the excitement?”

“Christ all mighty!” said MacIntyre.

Porter’s love was sharpened by the third spear of flame that was longer than the first two. The concussion shook the leaves on the bushes and the gun emplacement disappeared completely behind a growing smoke screen. Agilis trembled from stem to stern from the concussion.

Porter’s sharp eyes saw it burst out of the cloud and cried, “Heads up! Incoming cannonball!”

Porter watched the black ball fly over the gunwale. It was too fast to see as it grazed his scalp, but he heard it crack the mainmast and roll over the deck to a stop against a satchel. Screams filled the deck as people fought for deeper cover, but no more explosions broke the tense silence.

Porter scooped up the warm twelve-pound ball with his callused hands and presented it to MacIntyre with a bow; “This may be of interest, sir.”

MacIntyre exploded with a cloud of nautical profanity bluer than the cloud hiding the hill. “The warning bell,” he said to Porter pointing at the foremast.

Porter stumbled over cluttered belongings to the bell and jerked the clapper like there was no tomorrow, which was almost true for him. He knew the artillerymen on the hill heard his warning because the ring carried a mile and the fort was only a quarter-mile away.

Porter screamed at Fort Point Rock, “Hold your fire. We are unarmed.” He shook his fist thinking the gunners were more likely infantry than naval.

There was a deadly silence from the hillside gun emplacement. Only the sounds of faint pops drifted over the hills, but a display of colored rockets that rivaled the sunrise crowned the hilltops. The woman at the door of the cabin said, “I love the Fourth of July celebrations. Don’t all of you?”

MacIntyre handed the cannonball back to Porter, “I do not want this.”

Porter stashed the ball in his ditty box and rejoined the chatter on deck. Calm returned as Porter directed the helmsman around North Point and toward the village of San Francisco.
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Porter took several deep breaths and gripped the gunwale to steady himself. His good friend, Bjorn Amundson, that he’d sailed to Gibraltar with stood alongside. Porter could sense the concern in his face.

Amundson said, “Did that ball knock some sense into your thick head?”

Porter felt of his scalp and pulled his hand away dripping blood. “Only a scratch,” as he shook his head and collected his thoughts. He wiped the blood off on the newly painted gunwale, since he was wearing his clean white duck trousers to go ashore. He stared at the passing ocean.

“Hey, Amundson,” said Porter.

“Yeah?”

“You know mining?”

“A little.”

“Just thinking.”

“You can think?”

“I think we’ve talked about nothing but gold since we left Boston.”

“Guess so.”

Porter said, “I want a gold mine.”

“You?”

“Yeah, me.”

" If you say so."

“I’ve heard rumors of gold up river.”

“That’s all over Boston.”

“Let’s get a gold mine, you and me.”

Speaking carefully Amundson said, “My father and I mined gemstones in the Otra river in Norway.”

“How’d that go?”

“I can find gems, but not much gold.”

Porter was emphatic, “I want a gold mine!”

He waved his fictitious air sword and said, “With my mine, I’ll be that man of distinction on a horse with a sword in the Boston victory parade.”

“OK. Put ‘er there,” said Amundson and he held out his hand.

They shook hands as Agilis rounded North Point and headed south to San Francisco.

Porter said, “I count about seventy-seven ships anchored in front of us. And look at that armada of boats, rafts, boards, and even a few swimmers surrounding them.” The fleet of craft trailed Agilis too as Porter looked for an open berth, but MacIntyre took charge from the mates and pointed to a spot of water near the bottom of Clay Street.

He said to the helmsman, “Over there.”

The helmsman aimed Agilis to a tolerably safe mooring in Yerba Buena Cove. Before they had even set anchor, they were besieged by floating odds and ends that filled the cove like a pub packed with drunks. Each one contained a shouting occupant offering goods, a service, news, or woman, and all had their hands out for money.

Porter spotted a sinister gang of ex-harpooners rowing their stolen whaleboat through the melange and matching the speed of Agilis. He suspected they wanted to steal his crew as they waved and yelled in a chorus, “Sailors! Join us! You’ve suffered enough.” They came alongside and climbed up the gunwales to steal any cargo they could seize.

Porter said, “Avast you thieves. Men of Agilis, stay with me.” He pushed the first harpooner backwards off the gunwale. A Hawaiian sailor named Kawai and his companion Kanakas took care of the rest and repelled the boarding attempt.

A whaler said as they rode away, “We’ll take the next one.”
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Chapter3—I’ll Bet
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Ferreri strode amidships and pushed Porter aside, “I will moor us properly. Stand down from the deck, Mr. Porter, and learn.”

He ordered the riggers to stop the ship.

“No! No!”

“Brace back the topgallant sails, fore and main.”

“Put those sails opposite.”

“A little more; brace back the mainsails.”

The tars aloft struggled to douse the sails in the force of the wind, and furl the loose canvases above their respective yardarms.

“You four—put your hands on the capstan and turn the damn thing.”

“Let go the anchor.”

Willing hands rotated the capstan to drop the howling anchor chain. The anchor set the hook in two fathoms of water and Agilis jolted to a stop against the taut chain. She faced the Clay Street wharf between a vacant schooner to port and an abandoned clipper to starboard.

Porter thought to himself, What a mess. Ferreri can’t command a slug, let alone my men.

Porter walked to the bow of Agilis like a master of the sea and said, “We’re here!”

He looked over the bay to the Zebra and heard Hornigold also say, “Let go the anchor.” While his black brig matched Agilis in displacement, her anchor set in twelve fathoms of water as he said to his crew, “We’ll have no desertions on my command. None of you can swim.”

Only their grumbles reached the beach and he ignored them.

Porter scanned a row of hastily-constructed warehouses along the waterfront and noted a thousand colored tents blanketing the hills. His instinct told him the village of San Francisco would become a city someday. A few lonesome dockworkers groaned under heavy loads being moved from warehouses to customers.

He gazed up Clay Street for several blocks to the base of California Hill, A myriad of glass windows reflected the sunrise like drops of dew on a lawn. People filled the streets to celebrate the holiday, even at this early hour.

MacIntyre and Ferreri crowded next to Porter in the narrow deck at the bow. MacIntyre said to the mates, “Never have I seen such a gathering of vessels, but they appear to be abandoned. There is not a soul in sight.”

Ferreri said, “It’s disgraceful. I cannot see a single solitary lookout.”

MacIntyre continued, “The crews jump ship and traipse into the Sierra foothills. Rumormongers assert that gold litters the ground. Humph.”

Ferreri said in a knowing tone, “They’ll discover their folly soon enough. We’ll get them back penniless.”

Porter thought, My gold mine is somewhere in those hills. I’ll find it as soon as I can.

Now that the sails were tightly furled to the yardarms, MacIntyre announced to the crew, “We will stay on board until tomorrow morning. No one will unload a ship for a reasonable wage on the Fourth of July.”

In a low voice, he said to Porter and Ferreri, “I expect the crew to disappear when they hit the beach. We must get unloaded first.”

“What? I do not think so!” came a startled exclamation. Otis confronted MacIntyre in a rage. He recoiled at touching the wooden railing with its slash of fresh blood, and wrinkled Macintyre’s coat sleeve instead, as he gripped it for stability.

“I demand to go ashore this instant. Bring my luggage.”

Porter was ecstatic but Macintyre’s feelings were a mix of irritation at his demand and genuine relief to get him gone. MacIntyre knew he could not keep the other passengers confined either and motioned Porter and Amundson to lower the dinghy.

Porter and Amundson helped the banker and his lady down the ladder to the boat with their luggage. Before Amundson could climb back aboard, Otis stabbed his finger at the wharf. “Go!”

They reached the rickety wharf in a moment, but a man stopped them and said, “That will be one dollar, if you please.”

Otis looked at him in amazement and said, “What do you mean?”

“I mean its one dollar to step onto my wharf.”

“I won’t pay it.”

“Fine. The next wharf is a dollar and a half. You are welcome to walk in the mud instead.”

Otis turned to Porter, “Pay the man. It’s your boat.”

Porter said, “No money.”

Amundson said, “Me neither.”

Grumbling, Otis pulled a dollar from his pocket and handed it to the wharf attendant. “Highway robbery, I say.”

Porter and Amundson helped Otis and his lady friend out and tipped their luggage after them. As they turned back to the dinghy, Otis made a new demand. “Take us to the City Hotel.”

“Where’s the City Hotel?” said Porter.

“You ignorant tars,” Otis said, showing off his naval jargon again. “It’s that tall building up the hill.” He pointed seven blocks up the hill.

“Surely you know of its owner, William Leidesdorff, the most successful Negro in this region.”

“No, sir.”

“Just go.”

After tugging the heavy luggage up the steep hill and maneuvering around the mud, dirt, debris, and manure in the street, Porter and Amundson, panting, deposited the luggage in the lobby. Ready to explode from the complaints, they nudged each other and became instantly deaf.

The lady barely managed to slip a note into Amundson’s hand as they ran out the front door.

Porter and Amundson sprinted down the hill and rowed back to Agilis faster than a speeding bullet. They were so giddy with relief that desertion never entered their minds.

MacIntyre was packed when the rowers returned to Agilis. He said to Ferreri, “I have business on shore. Take command until I return. Keep the crew aboard for the night.”

Ferreri was crestfallen as he had expected to go ashore immediately. “Aye, sir.”

MacIntyre turned to Porter, “Drop me ashore with my luggage, and keep those white trousers clean.”

The three rowed to the same wharf they had just left, and MacIntyre paid another dollar.

“Come with me,” he said to Porter, “and return the dinghy,” to Amundson.

Amundson rowed back to Agilis, weighing whether to jump ship or not. Back on deck, he crouched in a private corner to read the note from the City Hotel. He could barely make out the name since he didn’t really read,

Maria Juana Castañeda Rojas, Hacienda of Tio (uncle) General Vallejo, Sonoma.

He hid the note in his ditty box with a big grin.

––––––––
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At the same moment Porter and MacIntyre paid their dollar under protest and stepped onto the Clay Street wharf, a dinghy bumped into the larger Central wharf. The tall Russian, Gurii Chernov and Master Dirk Hornigold from the Zebra raised their knees to step out.

“That will be a dollar and a half.”

“What do you mean a dollar and a half?” Hornigold said to the attendant.

That’s the cost to use my wharf."

“Pay the man,” he said to Chernov.

“Son of a bitch,” he mumbled.

Chernov paid with a grimace. They started up Commercial Street to the business district but were cut off by a gregarious man. “Welcome to San Francisco, my friends.”

He grabbed the arm of Hornigold and pulled him to the equally reluctant arm of MacIntyre.

“Glorious Fourth of July, wouldn’t you say gents?”

MacIntyre grunted, “Humph.”

Hornigold said, “Not bloody likely.”

“Now gentlemen, let’s be civil for the day. I am Thaddeus Leavenworth, the next mayor of San Francisco.”

“Who?” said Hornigold. “I’ve never heard of you.”

“Yes you have. I distribute your ice from Sitka to the restaurants.”

“I remember. What do you want?”

"The luminaries of this town are celebrating today and both of you are invited.

MacIntyre was skeptical, “What luminaries?”

Hornigold said, “I’m no damn luminary. What are you talking about?”

“It’s a rare day to find us all together. The civilian, military, and commercial leaders are joining hands for the future. Unfortunately, the Bishop is detained in Monterrey.”

“Future hell, I just arrived,” said Hornigold.

Leavenworth continued, “The good people of California are desperate for food. It’s a wide open market for ships like your Agilis and Zebra, and you will reap a good profit. You have an opportunity that is not to be missed, if I say so myself.”

MacIntyre thought, I do need a freight of cargo after I unload. Possibly Leavenworth can oblige.

Hornigold thought differently, but still to himself, They’re in trouble. This is my kind of juicy pigeon.

Leavenworth beamed, “Please join us for dinner in the new Niantic. A fine restaurant has just opened in the cabin on that converted whaling ship.”

He pointed to a bowsprit protruding over Montgomery Street between the Burr Gray General Store and the Eagle Saloon, "The abandoned  whaler Niantic is being converted into a hotel. You can see the workers dumping sand around the hull and hear the carpenters.

“I apologize for the short notice, but this afternoon is the only chance we have to all gather.”

MacIntyre said, “A meal on terra firma is a welcome change from eating at sea. The naval atmosphere of the Niantic’s cabin sounds comfortable.”

Leavenworth added, “The hotel completed five new sleeping rooms just this morning. You mariners of the world would be most comfortable there.” He neglected to say that he was an investor in the Niantic.

Hornigold said, “I won’t stay in a hotel with him,” pointing to MacIntyre. “I’ll sleep in the City hotel, if you please, but I will join you for dinner.”

Leavenworth said, “I’ll see you early this afternoon, ahead of the parade and fireworks.”

––––––––
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Porter followed his master in a blue uniform through a door on the Niantic’s hull as two workmen hung a sign over the door that read,

Niantic Dining Emporium

MacIntyre said, “Some of the best scallops in the world come from the village of Niantic back in Connecticut. I hope these measure up.” Crossing the deck to the dining room he said to Porter, “Do not touch anything and keep your mouth shut-especially your mouth.”

Porter said, “Aye aye, sir.” His trousers were still white, even after rowing the dinghy back and forth because he sat on a folded sail.

Intricate rosewood carvings on the walls of the restaurant told nautical stories and a deep carpet softened the floor. Wall sconces highlighted the damask linen tablecloth draped over the center table. A classical guitarist completed the elegant mood by strumming Spanish ballads in a corner.

Five other important guests seated themselves around the table next to the mariners from Agilis. MacIntyre and Hornigold glared at each other from opposite ends, while Porter and Chernov sat behind their masters in straight-back chairs. Each mate was as tense as a crouching tiger and poised to attack. The waiter served a before-dinner cordial to the guests around the table. He ignored the occupants of the straight chairs.

Leavenworth stood up, “Let’s introduce ourselves, shall we. I am Thad Leavenworth, the next mayor of our fair city.” On his left, the redheaded man said, “I am Lieutenant William T. Sherman, Adjutant to the military governor of the territory of California.” Next came a sullen, “Dirk Hornigold.” Across the table, a heavy man raised his glass and intoned, "Julian Skinner here. A merchant at your service." MacIntyre completed the introductions, "Alex MacIntyre of Agilis."

The men shook hands and settled into the luxurious leather chairs freshly polished with neat’s-foot oil. The aroma of the oil enhanced the luxurious atmosphere.

The maître d’hôtel said, “Welcome to my humble establishment, gentlemen. Might I point out our silver flatware? This set was engraved with our crest by Bernard and Sons Limited of London at great expense. I hope you enjoy your dinner.”

Porter was awestruck at the elegance and took it all in. Chernov was accustomed to fine living and only grunted.

Lieutenant Sherman addressed MacIntyre. “Before we get started, I wish to formally apologize for my gunner who fired on your ship. Please submit any damage reports to my office and I will reimburse them.”

MacIntyre said, “Apology accepted but unnecessary. There was no damage and accidents do happen. I doubt your difficulties with training on land are greater than mine on the water.”

Sherman continued, “Nonetheless, my procedures were insufficient. I can assure you that problem has been resolved.”

Porter felt the gash on the side of his head, which was still oozing a little blood and thought, No damage, my ass. Speak for yourself.

He sneaked a white napkin off a side buffet to wipe his scalp, and hid the red cloth under his chair hoping no one would notice. The waiter quietly removed it without comment.

He was a gun fighter and bouncer in his other job, and used to blood.

Courses followed delectable courses until the company was stuffed. The occupants of the straight chairs received plates of leftovers from the waiter.

The after-dinner brandy and Principe de Gales cigars from Havana loosened every tongue. Tales of bravery, joy, tragedy, and disaster spread camaraderie through clouds of fragrant cigar smoke, and mellowed the company, even the masters.

Porter had never experienced such an august setting and studied every gesture. He noted which piece of silverware was used for what food.

The Russian came from the House of Romanov, and was accustomed to a higher standard of etiquette; but a lower standard of manners.

Loud debate raged on every topic imaginable.

“I say, that horse Esclavo was clearly ahead of Goldfinder II—at least by a nose,” said Julian.

“There’s no better fishing spot than the confluence of the San Joaquin and Sacramento rivers,” asserted Lieutenant Sherman.

Leavenworth was clearly excited when he said, "You sporting men make your points well, but I personally favor the señoritas at the weekly fandangos. Our guitarist, who entertains us so delightfully for dinner, leads the musicians in the latest dances from Spain and Mexico.

“How about that four-way bare knuckle wrestling match in the square last night,” said Hornigold. “I didn’t expect anyone to walk away with all the blood on the ground.”

Serious arguments erupted on the merits of this ship over that. But the conversation soon hardened into boasts about personal vessels.

Hornigold said, “The Zebra has a guaranteed full crew while I predict Agilis will lose hers tomorrow by desertion.” He raised his chin to MacIntyre, and Chernov backed him up with a punch of his fist.

MacIntyre said, “Agilis mounts more sail than your Zebra. I daresay she can beat any black hull to Honolulu.” He blew a smoke ring toward the ceiling and made a small tent with his fingers on the table. Porter held his thumb up in triumph.

Hornigold grunted, “Harrumph. You misplace your confidence amongst the present company, my dear MacIntyre. The Zebra outclasses your Agilis three ways to Sunday. My crew is best at anchor, our hull the cleanest, and we are simply faster-”

MacIntyre interrupted, “That black tub with the houghmagandy (fornicating) gold trim skulking in the harbor will be lucky to limp to the Pacific.”

Hornigold came back with a vengeance, “That effete hulk with the jury-rigged mast and discombobulated (ass up) spar can’t find a rock to wreck on.”

The Masters stomped to their feet, capsized their chairs, and threw their brandy snifters at each other. The glasses collided in mid-air and spewed glass shards everywhere. It was fortunate that the sconces burning on the wall were too high to ignite the extravagant alcohol vapors flooding the carpet.

MacIntyre coughed and his face turned red.

Porter leaped to his feet and grabbed a knife from the table. Chernov did the same and charged around the table toward Porter, but stumbled over a side chair. The waiter put his hand on his gun under his white apron.

Hornigold choked and turned blue.

Leavenworth saw the melee brewing and held up his hands to quell it. "I say, calm down everyone. Both of your commands look dashing in the harbor. He stared down the two Masters and their mates, and motioned at the waiter to restore order.

The waiter thought to himself, I’d expect a fight in a bar, but not a fine restaurant. The dope I get from these men is not worth this shit. What’s wrong with these people?

The Masters righted their chairs and sat back down, glaring like wild animals. The waiter cleared away the broken glass and daubed up the brandy with a towel. He, as a gun fighter for hire, was familiar with bloody broken glass and was ready to assert his armed authority when called for.

Only after calm was restored did Porter and Chernov sit down. They were men of action, not diplomacy.

Leavenworth spoke in a silky soothing voice, “Allow me to propose a modest wager between these two beauties.”

“And what is that?” said Hornigold.

“I lay before you, for your consideration, a challenge between Agilis and Zebra. I suggest a trip to the Hawaiian Islands to bring food to the immigrants flooding California.”

MacIntyre said, “That sounds eminently sensible to me.”

Leavenworth said, “I saw two ravenous souls fighting over a scrap of garbage yesterday, not to mention those hungry soldiers in fisticuffs. Would you not agree, Lieutenant Sherman?”

“That’s right,” said the redheaded Sherman, who was aghast at the temper tantrums thrown by two grown men.

Porter was ashamed of MacIntyre. He had a temper but never directed it against others, usually. The second mate expected his superiors to always maintain their self-control. Gurii Chernov was proud of Hornigold.

Leavenworth described his proposal, “I suggest that each of us pledge five thousand dollars for a pot of twenty-five thousand. The winner takes all.” He looked each man in the eye with a raised eyebrow.

Sherman commented first. “I assure you the biggest thieves in San Francisco are the suppliers to the United States Army. You’ve heard that expression, ‘eat like a horse
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