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Foreword
While researching a book in the library of the New York Yacht Club in Manhattan in the fall of 1995, I spotted an old leather tome with an intriguing title. It said simply Sufferings in Africa. I pulled this volume down and soon found myself lost in its musty pages. Though written in language and sentiment not far removed from the Puritan roots of its author, Connecticut sea captain James Riley, this true story of survival—of shipwreck, captivity on the Sahara, and a long journey—was powerful, touching, and extreme.
The year was 1815. The War of 1812 had just come to an end, and the merchant brig Commerce set out with a crew of eleven, who held great hopes of restoring fortunes that had suffered during the war. The Commerce lost its way in fog and wrecked on the west coast of Africa, on the edge of the continent’s Great Desert, a vast uncharted place said to be inhabited by cannibals. Instead, it was camel-riding Arab nomads who captured the starving sailors and introduced them to the strange and rigorous world of the bedouin, traveling from well to well in sweltering heat and sandstorms and living on camel milk. Despised and working as slaves, the sailors faced unimaginable hardships while trying to figure out how to get themselves off the desert and back to their families.
Since at least Homer’s day, such accounts of distant voyages, especially voyages gone bad, have mesmerized their audiences, reawakening them from domestic slumber to the world’s wonders: its raging elements, its exotic and unyielding geography, its isolated peoples. The best of these accounts demonstrate anew man’s ingenuity in the face of adversity, his will to survive, and, in the end, his intense desire to go home again.
Riley’s story did this and more. Like Richard Henry Dana Jr., in his American classic Two Years Before the Mast, Riley recounted his voyage with the candor of a man who had nothing to prove. Riley and his men were not professional explorers, like Cook and Banks or Shackleton. They were not sent to the desert like T. E. Lawrence or drawn to explore it like Wilfred Thesiger or Michel Vieuchange. The men of the Commerce were just going about the business of being merchant seamen when they were suddenly thrust onto the Sahara. Many of the crew left wives and children at home, who expected them to be back soon with wages much needed to right overdue accounts.
Not burdened with the need to make history or fulfill the inflated expectations of a waiting public, Riley, like Dana, reflected a historical time and place with the greater clarity.
Riley’s story, published in New York in 1817, gained considerable notoriety, attracting such devotees as Henry David Thoreau, James Fenimore Cooper, and Abraham Lincoln. Lincoln held up Riley’s narrative as one of the half dozen most influential books of his youth. But Riley’s account had its detractors, skeptics who did not believe that what he wrote could possibly be true.
Likewise intrigued and curious, I tracked down the memoir of another survivor of the ordeal, able seaman Archibald Robbins, whose 1818 account, though briefer, covered an even longer period of captivity. My own quest had begun. In Skeletons on the Zahara these two firsthand accounts have finally come together for the first time to tell the story of the wreck of the Commerce and the fate of her captain and crew. But I also felt compelled to go to the Sahara myself to help bring life to their amazing story after so many decades. Due to political conditions, unfortunate timing—I arrived three weeks after 9/11—and the presence of land mines in Western Sahara, the former Spanish colony now controlled by Morocco, I was prevented from reaching many points of interest; however, what I found during my eight-hundred-mile trek on camels and in Land Rovers retracing Riley’s route as best as I could through remote coastal desert was that a great many of Riley’s and Robbins’s descriptions of the people and conditions hold true today.
In fact, the region remains so little explored and so little changed by modernity that scholars still cite Riley’s observations—accurate, with a few notable exceptions—regarding the lives of the nomadic Sahrawis, their customs and beliefs, and the grueling nature of the western Sahara. Riley’s is the rare case where disaster begat discovery, instead of the other way around.
In Lincoln’s day, Riley’s account also spoke to a burning issue: the troubling institution of slavery. Inverting the American paradigm, it provided a useful perspective and helped expose the brutality of that abysmal practice. In our time, when one of the great challenges we face is to find common ground for Muslims, Christians, and Jews, the plight of the crew of the Commerce achieves a new relevance. It is my hope that the poignant story of the wreck of the Commerce and the journey to redemption of part of her crew will open our eyes anew, at least in some small part, to possibilities.


The Officers and Crew of the Connecticut Merchant Brig Commerce, August 1815

Officers

James Riley, age 37, of Middletown, master

George Williams, age 48, of Wethersfield, first mate 

Aaron R. Savage, age 20, of Middletown, second mate

Able Seamen

Thomas Burns, age 41, of Hadlyme

James Clark, age 24, of Hartford

William Porter, age 31, of Windsor

Archibald Robbins, age 22, of Stepney 

Ordinary Seamen

James Barrett, of Portland, Massachusetts joined ship in New Orleans

John Hogan, of Portland, Massachusetts 

joined ship in New Orleans

 

Richard Deslisle, of Hartford, cook

Horace Savage, age 15, of Hartford, cabin boy

Antonio Michel, of New Orleans, working passenger; joined ship in Gibraltar


Places




	1815
	Today





	Connecticut




	Chatham
	Portland




	Middletown Upper Houses
	Cromwell




	Potapaug
	Essex




	Stepney
	Rocky Hill




	Northwestern Africa






	Agadir, Santa Cruz (Westerners’ name)
	Agadir 




	Cape Bajador, Cape Bojador
	Cape Bojador, Cap Boujdor




	Cape Mirik
	Cap Timris




	Cape Noun
	Cape Draa




	Morocco or Marocksh (city)
	Marrakech or Marrakesh




	Shtuka
	Echtouka or Aït Baha 



	Soudan
	Mali




	Swearah or Mogadore, Mogador (Westerners’ name)
	Essaouira (al-Suwaira)




	Tombuctoo
	Timbuktu or Tombouctou




	Wednoon, Wedinoon, Widnoon, Wadinoon
	Goulimine or Goulmime





	Zahara, Zahahrah, Sahara (from çahra, Arabic for   “desert”), or the Great Desert
	Sahara 






For Jessica


The crew of the Commerce seem to have been designed to suffer themselves, that the world, through them, might learn.

—Archibald Robbins, A Journal Comprising an Account of the Loss of the Brig Commerce


Prologue: 1812

In his five crossings of the Sahara, Sidi Hamet had never seen worse conditions. Forty days out of Wednoon, the sand had turned as fine as house dust and as hot as coals of fire. With their heavy loads, the camels labored up shifting dunes in spine-buckling bursts, then stumbled down the other side. With each step, the dromedaries thrust in to their knees, their wide, padded feet, designed by Allah to skim over sand, sinking like stones.

Despite his experience on the desert, Hamet had had no say in choosing this, the most direct route to Tombuctoo, about twelve-hundred miles in all, one that would take many months to travel. Having dropped south from Wednoon, then east around the Anti-Atlas Mountains in six days, the caravan of a thousand men had halted on the edge of the desert, collecting many tons of the date-size argan fruit. The men had extracted oil from the argan pits to fortify their food. They had roasted the meat of the pits, rolled it into balls, and packed these in tent-cloth sacks to serve as camel fodder and fuel for their fires.1 After ten days of preparations, the caravan headed southeast, navigating the trackless waste by moon, sun, and stars.

Hamet and his younger brother Seid, merchants from the north, near the city of Morocco, had only ten camels. Eight were their own and were richly loaded. The other two belonged to Hamet’s father-in-law, Sheik Ali, and they carried barley. There were four thousand other camels in the caravan, many of them milk camels to feed the men en route and four hundred to bear the provisions and water. About half belonged to a powerful warlord who was a friend of the caravan’s chief, Sidi Ishrel.

Like all successful caravan drivers, Ishrel was tough but just. Imposing and erect of bearing, the Arab leader had flashing eyes beneath an ample turban and a thick beard to his chest. He wore a long white haik of good cloth, befitting his status, drawn tight around his body and crisscrossed by red belts carrying his essentials: a large powder horn, flints, a leather pouch with musket balls, and his scabbard with a broad and burnished scimitar. He carried his musket night and day, always prepared for a sudden attack from the wild bedouins of the desert. His constant nemeses, however, were the terrain and the sun.

For six days, Ishrel’s caravan weltered in the deep drifts, the cameleers alternately singing to their camels and goading them with clubs, constantly dashing on foot here and there to square the loads. They gave violent shoves to bulges in woven sacks and tugged on ropes with the full weight of their bodies. For all their efforts, uneven loads were inevitable, causing strains to the camels’ joints and bones. It did not take long for an inattentive master to lame a camel, and a lame camel was a dead camel, a communal feast. In that way, Allah provided for them all. It was his will, and there was no compensation for the camel’s owner in this world. “We only feed you for Allah’s sake,” says the Quran. “We desire from you neither reward nor thanks.”

On the seventh day, the irifi roared in from the southeast, and the sand swirled. Sidi Ishrel ordered the camels to be unloaded and camp made. In a hurry, the Arabs stacked their goods—iron, lumber, amber, shotguns, knives, scimitars, bundles of haiks, white cloth and blue cloth, blocks of salt, sacks of tobacco and spices—in a great pile. They circled up the camels and made them lie down.

All around them the sand blew so hard that the men could not open their eyes, and if they did, they could not see their companions or their camels even if they were nearly touching them. It was all they could do to breathe. Lying on their stomachs, Hamet and Seid inhaled through the sheshes wrapped around their heads and across their faces, which they pressed into the sand.

They did not fear much for their camels, which have their own defenses: deep-set, hirsute ears and long eyelashes that protect against flying grit, collapsible nostrils that add moisture to the searing air they breathe, and eyes with lids so thin that they can close them during a sandstorm and still see. They did not worry about them overheating either, for camels have a unique ability to absorb heat in their bodies while their brains remain insulated and stable. They conserve their body water by not sweating or panting, instead retaining the heat during the day and releasing it later. On bitterly cold nights, their owners often took refuge in their warmth. As all good cameleers knew, these prized beasts were as impervious to the abuse of the desert as it was possible to be, and they were as long-lived as they were ornery, some reaching half a century in age. Many would outlive their masters.

During the long hours of howling wind, Hamet recalled his reluctance to join Ishrel’s caravan. After he had returned to Wednoon from a previous Tombuctoo caravan, which had lasted eighteen moons, his father-in-law had punished him severely for not bringing him a suitable return on the goods he had sent. The caravan, nearly as large as this one, had traveled south on a western route, near the sea, where the poor coastal tribes were too weak to attack them. They had fed, watered, and rested the camels before leaving the north. Only three hundred camels of the three thousand died of thirst and fatigue on the journey, but Hamet and Seid lost two of their four. They returned with two slaves, gold dust worth six camels, and jewelry for their wives. Hamet’s father-in-law, Sheik Ali, had demanded both slaves as part of his share. When Hamet refused, Ali destroyed his home and took back his wife  along with their children.

Hamet had then fled back to his tribal home near Morocco, a depressed city still feeling the devastation of the Great Plague of 1800. He had sworn off the risky life of a caravan merchant and had begun accumulating livestock. A year later, Ali returned his family to him, but Hamet stayed in the north. Then, after another two years, a friend who had been with them on the caravan persuaded the two brothers to try again. Time had washed away the memory of the cuffing sands and the sting of Ali’s unjust demand and swift reprisal. Drawn by an unnameable urge to return to the desert and counting on better luck this time, Seid and Hamet had sold their cattle and sheep, bought merchandise to trade, and joined this caravan.

And now this. For two days, sand filled their long-sleeved, hooded wool djellabas and formed piles on their backs until they shifted to ease the weight. Hamet and Seid and the rest of the traders and cameleers beseeched, “Great and merciful Allah, spare our lives!”

When the wind at last halted and the sand fell to the ground, three hundred men lay dead on the desert. Hamet and Seid, who were strong, rose and joined the rest of the survivors in prayers of thanksgiving to Allah for saving them. They spent two more days burying the dead men, always on their sides, facing east toward Mecca, and topping their graves with thorny brush to keep the jackals away. All but two hundred of the camels had been spared. As the men dug them out, the beasts rose, grunting and snapping madly, weak-kneed, snorting out the beetlelike parasites that grew in their nostrils. There were no plants for the camels to eat where they had stopped, so the men watered and fed them from the dwindling provisions.

For twenty-four more days they racked through deep, hot sand. To keep the camels from flagging under their loads, they gradually dumped tons of the salt they carried for trading. Although they encountered no more sandstorms, they found little forage for the suffering camels, whose humps grew flaccid and sagged. Before they had even reached Haherah, a celebrated watering place perhaps two-thirds of the way to Tombuctoo, they had lost three hundred more camels.

As they neared the oasis, those who had been there before described its verdure and big wells to those who had not. From the lush oasis they would, replenished, continue on to Tombuctoo and its great riches. They would return to the north with elephants’ tusks, gold dust and jewelry, gum senegal, ostrich feathers, and many slaves. A fine male slave could be bought for a two-dollar haik and sold back home for a hundred dollars. Yet now thirst coursed so deeply through their veins that greed for Tombuctoo’s treasures no longer motivated them. They dreamed not of gold dust but only of purging their cracked throats of dust. To encourage them, Sidi Ishrel let it be known that they would rest the caravan there for twenty days.

When they arrived in Haherah, the news spread like flying sand to the back of the caravan, reaching many of the men before they had even set foot in the much-anticipated valley: There had been no rain in over a year. Haherah’s famous wells were dry.

The cameleers panicked. For many, like Hamet and Seid, the camels and goods with them represented their whole fortune, all they possessed for the future support of their wives and children. The caravan disintegrated as men abandoned their stations and set out on their own, frantically scouring the brown valley for water.

After two fruitless days of searching, they realized that such an effort was hopeless. The despondent men made their way back to the caravan, where Sidi Ishrel marshaled them together in teams to remove sand and stones from the old dry wells and mine them deeper. For five days, the teams dug in unison but still found no water. Sidi Ishrel concluded that they had no hope of salvaging the caravan. They could only try to save themselves, so he ordered all but three hundred of the best camels to be slaughtered. They would drink their blood and the fluid stored in their rumens, and they would eat and dry as much of the meat as they needed.

Though aggrieved at what his losses would be, Hamet believed that this was, truthfully, their only choice. Thirty elders selected the camels to be spared, and the slaughter of the rest began. In the heat of the moment, with blood spilling from bellowing beasts and swirling dung dust burning the men’s eyes, coating their tongues, and inflaming their minds, they began to quarrel. At first they only brandished their scimitars threateningly, but it was as if death must beget death. Once the crescent-shaped blades clashed, friends joined friends. There was no escaping the feverish battle that resulted. It engulfed the men like a fire sucking in oxygen, leaping from one pocket to the next. Some maimed and killed to slake their helpless frustration; others fought back in self-defense. Seid was stabbed in the arm with a dagger and badly wounded. In their fury, some of the men murdered Sidi Ishrel. More than two hundred others died that day. The survivors drank their blood and butchered five hundred camels for their fluid.

Early that evening, in the exhaustion and despair after the bloodbath, Hamet decided to gather his friends and leave Haherah on his own. He had been made a captain in his previous caravan and knew how to navigate the desert. He and his wounded brother spread the word among their allies to quietly prepare to depart that night. Hamet and Seid killed four of their six remaining camels and fed their blood and water to the two strongest. Hamet packed as much of their barley and merchandise as they could reasonably carry, for they could not arrive at Tombuctoo empty-handed.

Around midnight, Hamet led thirty men and thirty-two camels silently out of the valley into the inky, cloud-dark night. The plain roared with Allah’s thunder as they went, but no rain fell.

North of the Niger River in the land Seid and Hamet called Soudan (now Mali), the merchants of Tombuctoo searched the horizon anxiously for the season’s caravan. The famous walled city brimmed with fresh stores of gold and slaves to be exchanged for the goods they coveted from the far side of the great void. Once a seasonal camp of the central-Saharan Tuareg nomads, Tombuctoo had risen to prominence in the fourteenth century as the continent’s chief marketplace and a locus of African Islam, with learned men and fine books. But its riches also made it a target, and it was sacked by Moroccan invaders in 1591, precipitating a slow but steady decline. Nonetheless, two centuries later, the caravans still came and were sometimes even larger than the one Hamet and Seid had set out in. When the brothers’ small company finally limped into Tombuctoo, a total of twenty-one men and twelve camels had survived. They were weary, starving, broke, and alone. No one from their once mighty caravan had preceded them and no one followed.

It was a land of much hardship, and there was little remorse to spare for lost foreigners and even less sympathy for those who had had the fortune to be spared by Allah. The king of Tombuctoo conscripted Hamet, Seid, and ten of their companions and dispatched them in a caravan into the interior. They worked for nearly a year, each earning two haiks and some gold, and then joined a caravan of merchants from Algiers, Tunis, Tripoli, and Fez, returning to the north with turbans, ivory, gum, gold, and two thousand slaves.

On the deep desert, a large party of Tuareg, the Sahara’s most feared raiders, armed with muskets, spears, and scimitars, had lain waiting for them for months. They attacked quietly at night, holding their fire until the last minute and then pouring a furious storm of musket balls into the circled-up caravan. Hamet took one in the thigh. One of the Tuareg stabbed Seid in the chest with a dagger.  The caravaneers fought for their lives. The raiders killed 230 men and wounded many more before being repulsed, but both brothers survived. Seid assuaged his anger by helping himself to one dead raider’s fine musket.

Two years after they had set out in Sidi Ishrel’s grand caravan, Hamet and Seid returned to Wednoon with one camel and a trifling amount of merchandise. Sheik Ali had once again failed to profit. This time, he cast Hamet and his brother out onto the Sahara with bundles of haiks and blue cloth to trade with the fierce Kabyles, the desert tribes who raised and raided for camels, hunted ostrich, and on occasion salvaged shipwrecks. Ali had instructed the brothers to trade for ostrich feathers to sell in Swearah or Morocco.

Hamet and Seid wandered south some three hundred miles. One sweltering late-September afternoon in 1815, they spied a cluster of worn-out tents and decided to seek shelter from the sun. They rode into the camp, where to their surprise, they discovered among some Arab women two Christian sailors. One of them was the captain of a merchant ship that had wrecked on the shores of Cape Bojador.

Through his deference to them and his overriding concern for his men, the captain quickly demonstrated that he was a brave and worthy man, no matter how diminished by the Sahara. He approached them with a proposition: He would pay them many pieces of silver if they would render him and his crew, who were scattered nearby among the nomads, a service. But, the brothers knew, the service was as risky as a donkey’s trek through a lion’s den. It would require that they invest all their goods and then travel across hundreds of miles of hammada, dunes, and Atlas foothills. The sailors, frail from thirst, starved, and flayed by the sun, might all die or be stolen before they could be ransomed.

Most of all, Hamet and Seid worried about being cheated in the end. Could they trust a kelb en-Nasrani—a Christian dog? Did they dare risk disappointing Sheik Ali again?

Sidi Hamet prayed to Allah for guidance.

PART ONE
Acts of God
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chapter 1

A Good Yankee Crew

On a brisk early-May morning in 1815, when Captain James Riley gave the order to cast off from Savage’s wharf in the Upper Houses section of Middletown, Connecticut, he had ten men attuned to his every word. “Jemmy Madison’s War,” a war that New Englanders had bitterly opposed and that had ruined many merchants and left the majority of sailors stranded on shore, was over at last. It was time to get back to work.

Clad in the Connecticut seaman’s traditional garb—linsey-woolsey or canvas duck trousers and shirts and snug-fitting round-brimmed hats of tarred canvas or leather—the crew of the 220-ton brig Commerce set sail. As those aloft balanced on “horses,” the tarred ropes running beneath the yards, they unfastened buntlines, sending the canvas cascading into place. Those on deck hauled and coiled lines. Gruff voices and hammer taps from the now-busy shipyards followed them out on the chilly Connecticut River. The Commerce swung around into the channel, and the current, swollen by New Hampshire and Vermont snowmelt, swept them along at five knots back to sea. Now they could look wistfully at the banks they were so desperate to leave. The voyage would take them first to New Orleans and then, if the peace held, across the Atlantic to Gibraltar and partway down the west coast of Africa to the Cape Verde Islands for salt to bring back to Connecticut. If all went well, they would be home before the end of the fall harvest. The wages they earned would help settle overdue accounts.


[image: art]

Captain James Riley

(from An Authentic Narrative of the Loss of
the American Brig Commerce, 1817)


The Connecticut—“long tidal river” in the Algonquian tongue—stretches 410 miles from Canada to the Long Island Sound. The river’s final 64 miles, from the fall line at Windsor to its mouth at Saybrook, constitute the Lower Valley, a center of shipbuilding and commerce with the West Indies since the Puritans had settled there almost two centuries earlier. But throughout the recent war, it had been bottled up tight.

Lifelong sailors like the Commerce’s first mate, George Williams, who hailed from a steady line of sea captains, had chosen to cast about on shore for odd jobs while waiting out the war. The youthful able seaman Archie Robbins, on the other hand, had taken his chances against the Royal Navy, and as a result had turned twenty-one and twenty-two in a Halifax prison. Second mate Aaron Savage, twenty, was the son of a prominent merchant and part-owner of the Commerce. Like Williams, Savage had worked on shore, forfeiting crucial years of sea experience. By the time he was that age, Riley had already risen through the ranks in Lower Valley shipping and moved to New York to take command of a vessel in the trans-Atlantic trade.

Now a bearish man of thirty-seven, Riley had been a mariner for twenty-two years. When he was only eight years old, he had been hired out by his father, a poor and ailing farmer, to a neighbor to earn his keep helping with the crops and tending livestock, chores he found especially miserable on frigid winter mornings before the sun rose. At fifteen he escaped to sea. Determined never to return to the farm, he had quickly learned to reef, steer, and navigate. Riley had risen to captain in just five years.

He had most recently been captain not of a ship but of a volunteer company of artillerists, composed mostly of merchant sailors and officers, who had elected him their leader. Riley and his volunteers had grown tired of the British harassing American vessels and impressing her sailors, which had gone on sporadically for more than a decade. But President Jefferson’s ill-conceived retaliation in 1808, the Embargo Act, prohibiting exports from the United States and stopping U.S. ships from entering foreign ports, had backfired. American seamen had been cast ashore. Many merchants had failed.

Other missteps had followed, and President Madison had nearly finished off the Yankee merchantman when he declared war on Britain in 1812, bringing on the Royal Navy blockade of the U.S. coast. The value of American exports had plummeted from $60 million in 1811 to $7 million in 1814. Between 1808 and 1813, one Connecticut merchant, John Williams of Wethersfield, had lost five vessels, including his sloop Merino, which the British took off Saybrook in 1812 and burned at New London.

In 1814, after the British had torched twenty-eight vessels at Potapaug (now Essex), near the mouth of the Connecticut, and gone on to sack Washington, burning the Capitol, the White House, and many other public buildings, and then, as Riley put it, “loudly threatened to destroy every assailable place on the seaboard,” Riley had felt the call to defend his country. He helped form the artillery company, which had forty-four members and, if needed, could muster half that number again within two days if needed.

However, in January 1815, before his company could be deployed, news of the Treaty of Ghent had arrived, putting an end to the conflict if not exactly achieving America’s goals of “sailors’ rights and free trade.” For himself, Riley hoped, it had also put an end to a run of bitter luck.

At eighty-six feet long and twenty-six feet in the beam, the Commerce was designed not for river traffic but for the sea. Her two masts of resilient Valley pine towered over the brig’s single-decked oak hull. She was square-rigged on both masts but instead of carrying a course on the mainyard had a large fore-and-aft sail rigged out on a boom, making her a more versatile sailor than pure square-riggers. Her dark-painted hull was a bit more than eleven feet deep and roomy enough to hold sixteen hundred barrels. In addition to a crew of eleven, she currently carried what Archibald Robbins called “a small cargo”—twenty tons of hay—though she was also ballasted with 25,000 bricks, which would be sold in New Orleans.

In the early morning light, as a wake formed behind the brig on the surface of the ten-foot-deep pool, the men took a last look at Upper Houses, a prosperous mariner’s village of eight hundred, which was technically a section of Middletown but was separated from it by marshland and the Sebethe River. The illustrious Savage family, among others, had built and dispatched merchant ships here for decades. Two new vessels, a brig and a sloop, sat on the stocks nearly ready for launching.

The crew bade farewells to no one but a few hands from the stores and wharves of Josiah Savage, one of the brig’s owners. Savage also owned or had interests in a smithy, a ropewalk, and a slaughterhouse. His men butchered and salted hogs and cattle, packed them in barrels made at his cooperage, and rolled them onto his merchant vessels. The Commerce slid past the row of sea captains’ silent clapboard houses, many built for various Savage brothers, a testament to the village’s seafaring success.

In the Commerce and other endeavors, Josiah Savage and his brother Luther were partners with Captain Riley’s uncle Justus Riley, of Wethersfield, at seventy-five still an active merchant. Josiah and Justus had prospered together ever since Josiah, now fifty-five, had commanded several of Justus’s West Indies vessels and then bought shares in others. The two were cut from the same steel. Shrewd and resourceful, they had been tempered in the Revolutionary War. Justus had captained a privateer and fought alongside half a dozen other Rileys, all adept at that opportunistic, nettlesome mode of warfare. For his part, Josiah had enlisted in the Continental Army as a teen and, alongside his brothers and father, seen plenty of action. After one fight that killed most of his company, Josiah had been stripped of his clothes and forced to run a Mohawk gauntlet, where he had been kicked, clubbed, and beaten in a ritual meant to punish strong men and kill the weak. Josiah was not weak.

Neither was James Riley. Both Justus and Josiah knew a trustworthy man when they saw—or hired—one. They had great faith in Justus’s nephew. They liked his intelligence, his industry, his no-nonsense attitude, and—not least—his massive frame. At six foot one and 240 pounds, James Riley was a good man to have on your side. He was athletically built and powerful by nature, augmented by years of hauling hay and hoeing fields as a youth. Having worked his way up through the ranks, he understood not only his vessel but also the hearts and minds of sailors.

At forty-eight, first mate George Williams was the most experienced seaman on board, a man who could navigate and stand a watch, giving the captain time below in complete security. Williams, whose aunt had married a Riley, had a wife and family in nearby Wethersfield. He was the dependable grandpappy of the crew, linked to the men by family ties, loyalty to their captain, and a shared faith in the sea.

Josiah Savage figured that his third son, Aaron, could learn much by sailing with Riley and Williams, and he had a knack for putting his sons in a position to succeed. His eldest would go on to help found the Aetna insurance company. Another grew immensely wealthy financing the railroads, and his next-to-youngest, a Yale-educated priest and the first Episcopal missionary to Africa, was later credited with discovering the gorilla. Aaron would learn his father’s business from the water up.

Captain Riley had taken another Savage on board as well: Horace, the son of William Savage, Josiah’s youngest brother and a close friend of Riley’s. William had gone to sea in a coasting schooner in November 1799, the year Horace, his second son, was born, and never returned. Ever since, Riley had felt a responsibility to protect the boy and ensure his success. On this trip, the fifteen-year-old would be his cabin boy.

From the brig’s flush quarterdeck, Riley could see his former home on Prospect Hill at the top of Main Street. It looked down on Upper Houses and as far as Lamentation Mountain and Mount Higby to the west and southwest. On a tour of the Valley in 1771, John Adams had stood on what would become Riley’s property and taken in the view. “Middletown, I think, is the most beautiful town of all,” he later wrote in his diary. “When I first came into the town, which was upon the top of a hill, there opened before me the most beautiful prospect of the river, and the intervals and the improvements on each side of it, and the mountains, at about ten miles distant.” Adams admired the surrounding fields and small farms with loam “as rich as the soils of Egypt.”

In 1807, when everything was going his way, Riley had bought No. 33 Prospect Hill Road, built half a century earlier by Deacon Ranney. The large two-and-a-half-story clapboard house on a foundation of cut brownstone came with fifteen acres of land and gave his growing family plenty of elbow room.

But hard times had forced Riley out of that house and into humbler lodgings. He could picture his pregnant wife, Phoebe, still asleep in their warm bed there. He was disappointed that their fifth child had not arrived before he sailed, but unfortunate timing was often the lot of the sailor, and there could be no delay. Three long years had passed since he had last set sail, and more than twice as many since a run of profitable voyages had made him temporarily wealthy. There was no more time to lose, not even a day.

Phoebe, the daughter of Hosea Miller, a local Revolutionary War veteran, bore her fate well. She had watched her husband, a passionate man with wide-set eyes and thick dark eyebrows, struggle and brood ever since returning home at the beginning of this recent war. He had been unable to find a position in the Navy. He had no funds to outfit a privateer vessel, and he refused to engage in the lucrative illicit trade with the enemy in Canada or the West Indies, unlike many sailors in New England, a region that opposed the war. Nor would he conduct trade under false colors, trade that necessarily evaded the authorities on both sides of the conflict and was thus against the law.

While he was away, Phoebe would have her hands full with their children—ten-year-old James, Amelia, six, Phoebe, two, Horatio, thirteen months, and a newborn—but she would have help.1 Upper Houses was a tight-knit community, and James’s two spinster cousins, Ann and Eleanor, lived nearby. When their brother, Julius Riley, had sold the place on Main Street in 1784, the new owner agreed to allow the sisters to stay on the third floor until they married. In what was perhaps a case of extreme Yankee thrift, not only did neither ever marry, they both lived to be more than a hundred.

One of the Middletown newspapers, the Middlesex Gazette, recorded the Commerce’s departure from Middletown on May 2, under a clear sky, with winds blowing providentially from the northwest, and the temperature rising in the afternoon to sixty-two degrees. Two miles south of Savage’s wharf, the Commerce slipped past the shipbuilding center Chatham on the east bank, which along with Upper Houses was considered part of greater Middletown.

To the north, through fifteen miles of wide floodplains, the river was regularly dredged to Hartford for sloop navigation—vessels drawing eight feet of water or less. Larger vessels drawing up to ten feet of water could reach only as far inland as Middletown, where the federal government, in 1784, had established one of the state’s four customs houses to track the profitable sea trade. While Valley ships often ventured across the Atlantic, as the Commerce was about to do, trade with the West Indies prevailed.

The Valley’s merchants, shipbuilders, and farmers worked together in a lucrative partnership, the farmers raising livestock on fields of clover, timothy, and other grasses and shipping to the West Indies butter, cheese, beef, and pork, along with such crops as corn, rye, oats, and potatoes. They also sent horses, which were tethered on the decks of vessels nicknamed “horse jockeys,” and lumber, especially oak barrel staves, which were essential for transporting the islands’ sugar. Their ships returned from the islands carrying sugar, salt, coffee, indigo, and rum, as well as manufactured and luxury items from Europe. Until 1790, when it was outlawed, some Connecticut vessels also came home with slaves, who in this part of the country mostly worked as domestic servants.

All of this trade fueled the shipbuilding and maritime industries, and made the lower Connecticut a busy stream. Blessed not only with productive farms but with hardwoods that in colonial days had made Royal Navy shipbuilders drool, it was the most important commercial shipbuilding center between New York and Boston. Over the decades, thousands of small craft and large merchant vessels had rolled off the stocks here. Often painted dark with a single red, white, or blue stripe on the side, the sloops and square-riggers tended to be somewhat rounded in the bow and were admired more for their sturdiness than their speed. By 1815, the wooded banks and hillsides along the lower Connecticut had been largely clear-cut by farmers and shipbuilders. Loggers floated timber for shipbuilding downriver from ever-northerly stands. The demand for new vessels grew steadily, and builders tried to keep up.

Aspiring seamen rose just as quickly to fill the vessels. The Commerce had a choice crew, commensurate with its reputable owners and well-regarded captain. Bill Porter, a powerful and friendly man of thirty-one, hailed from Windsor, the inland-most port of the Lower Valley. James Clark of Hartford was a veteran of war-hero Daniel Ketchum’s company of the Twenty-fifth Regiment of U.S. Infantry, which had distinguished itself in the 1814 campaign on the Niagara Peninsula. The five-foot-ten-inch Clark, who had enlisted as a private and been appointed sergeant, had dark hair, pale eyes, and a cross tattooed on his arm. The Commerce’s cook, Dick Deslisle, a free black man, was Ketchum’s former servant.

Tommy Burns, who at forty-one was one of the elders of the crew, came from Hadlyme downriver. Burns had served as a fifer in the Sixth Company of the Thirty-third Regiment of Connecticut militia under Captain Calvin Comstock in New London in 1813. Afterward, he had returned to his work on his in-laws’ Mount Parnassus farm. In the spring of 1814, his wife, Lillis, had become ill and died suddenly. Grieving, Burns soon left the farm and moved to Hadlyme. He was called up again by the militia in August. At the war’s end, he had decided that rather than return to the farm and its painful memories, he would go to sea.

Ordinary seamen Francis Bliss and James Carrington rounded out the regulars, the men who stand a watch. Able seamen such as Porter, Clark, Robbins, and Burns could hand, reef, and steer and could scurry out on the yards in a pitching sea to set or shorten sail as easily as most people walk down a sidewalk. Ordinary seamen, still learning their trade or incapable of advancing, looked after the less technically demanding tasks, mostly on deck or below, heaving, hauling, and swabbing as needed.

They all knew every foot of this last pitch of New England’s longest river. Rock ledges, islands, eddies, sediment banks, submerged trees, and creek mouths, as well as wooden posts marking the channel, were the sailors’ road signs. The spring freshet always brought changes, sometimes subtle, sometimes dramatic. The officers and seamen kept a keen eye out for these as well as for the river’s complex traffic. Fishermen, loggers, brownstoners from the quarries, and merchantmen—mostly sloops and schooners smaller than the Commerce—plied the navigable channels. Ferrymen’s flat-bottomed scows, each powered by a sweeping oar, crossed from bank to bank carrying horses and wagons, as they had been doing for nearly two centuries.

That evening, spring showers arrived in the Lower Valley. Rain fell all the next day, May 3. One of the sailors, twenty-four-year-old James Clark, who had been released from the military and reunited with his wife, Ruth, and their two young children just six weeks earlier, celebrated his fourth wedding anniversary that day. Back in Upper Houses, Phoebe Riley gave birth to a boy, whom she and the captain had previously agreed to call Asher, after James’s father. Barring any unforeseen delays, the captain would meet his son before he was six months old.

From Middle Haddam, where they steered hard astarboard at the end of the Middletown Gorge, the river tugged them south and then steadily southeast. Salt water reached sixteen miles up the river, as far as East Haddam. Here the Salmon River joined in, broadening the Connecticut, at no place more magnificent than in its estuary, where the life of the river commingled with that of the sea. Hardly a Valley mariner could hit this stretch of the river without his heart quickening at the sound of seabirds squawking overhead and the smell of salt air filling his lungs. The Commerces, as the sailors of the Commerce would have been called—as if they were simply the living parts of their vessel—were no exception.

In rising high spirits, they chattered and hummed ditties. Yet departing the Lower Valley was always bittersweet. To them, no landscape was as green and salubrious, or as filled with friendly faces, as this one. Some were leaving behind young belles, others would return to a new child in the family. Or, like Horace’s father, they might not return at all. Few seafaring families in the Valley had not been touched in this way. Fever took many in the West Indies. All too often a vessel found an unmarked shoal or a sudden squall and was never heard from again. Hostile tribes, cutthroat “salvagers,” and pirates held sway in secluded pockets around the globe.

Still, right now departure was more sweet than bitter. Over the years, the sailors had grown used to making two or three round-trips a year to the West Indies. This voyage and the bracing damp chill of the North Atlantic—not to mention a turn of good luck—were long overdue. Activity, conversation, and fresh sights kept their minds in the present while the familiar blue tang of burning Connecticut hardwood still reached out from the riverbanks.

Though young, Archie Robbins, whose father, Jason, was a Wethersfield sea captain, had known almost nothing but hard times at sea and had plenty of stories to tell. In six years, Robbins had been detained or imprisoned by the British three times. In February 1813, the frigate Surprise had swooped down and captured the merchant craft in which he was bound for St. Bartholomew, a Swedish territory in the Leeward Islands of the West Indies. He returned on board a cartel ship to New York. In the fall of that year, again in a merchantman bound for St. Bartholomew, he was taken by the blockade off New London. This time he was sent to Halifax, where he was detained for two months. On a third attempt to reach St. Bartholomew, Robbins, who was charged with business from a New York merchant, wisely boarded a neutral Swedish vessel and succeeded, but returning north on board an American vessel, he was taken by the brig Borer.

By any standard, Robbins had suffered an impressive run of bad luck, culminating in eighteen months spent in a British prison on Melville Island, Halifax. Now he felt sure that blue skies lay ahead. He called the Commerce “a fine stout-built new vessel” and the owners the most respectable merchants. He knew Captain Riley to be an experienced and well-liked commander, and Robbins, whose mother, Honor, was a Riley, also had family ties to the first mate, whose aunts had married Robbins’s uncles.

Captain Riley, too, was on the rebound. He had fallen afoul of the international political maneuvering that had oppressed merchant vessels of neutral nations during the Napoleonic Wars. On Christmas Day, he had sailed from New York in the merchantman the Two Marys bound for Nantes, at the mouth of the Loire River in France, a port from which he had recently returned. While Riley was at sea, Napoleon had issued the infamous Milan Decree, giving the French any number of pretenses for seizing neutral ships.

On the high seas, Riley had been stopped by two British cruisers. The first was the Agincourt, which chased and fired at the Two Marys on January 14, 1808. A condescending Royal Navy captain had boarded the merchant ship, admonished Riley not to enter any French or French-controlled port, and recorded the warning in the Two Marys’ register. Indignant, Riley had demanded to know by what right the captain had barged onto the quarterdeck of a vessel from a neutral nation and made such a rebuke, but he received no answer. Five days later, the schooner Pilchard played out a similar scene in the Bay of Biscay. When a third British warship opened fire, Riley sailed into the French port of Belle-Ile. There, officials examined his register, which showed that he had allowed a British officer to board his vessel. They used this excuse to seize the brig and her cargo as a prize of war while Riley watched in impotent fury. He spent the better part of two years traveling around the Continent trying to straighten out his affairs, but in the end the labyrinthine bureaucracy for which the French even then were famous defeated him. When he returned home to his wife and two children in 1809, he was broke.

As Riley later stated in a petition to Congress, he found his nation’s commerce “languishing and restricted; many of her mercantile establishments ruined; and individual capital, credit, and resources quite exhausted or paralyzed by the continual hostility of the powers at war, and by measures resorted to by the United States to counteract the English and French policy.”2 Legitimate trade was impossible.

As Riley’s debts piled up, Josiah Savage lent him $500 against his Prospect Hill property and house. Riley owed New York merchants N & D Talcott $2,200 and Middletown merchants Eells Child Co. and other creditors hundreds of dollars more. All took him to court and had judgments passed against him. He was under constant threat of having his house foreclosed on. The sheriff of Middlesex County delivered the judgments to his door and threatened to take him to debtors’ jail in Hartford.

Riley scrambled to find a way to make money and to keep his prized home. Having sent mineral water from a spring at the base of his property to the renowned Yale chemistry professor Benjamin Silliman to gauge its restorative qualities, he had laid out on paper his vision of a grand spa with a bathhouse. He had confidently planted forty-two poplar trees to adorn his future establishment, which he imagined would rival the famous Stafford Springs Hotel on the Willimantic. But it was not to be. He could not get ahead of his debts. He leveraged his home and his property until he lost them. Riley had since rebuilt some of his credibility, but he remained haunted by his earlier failure.

On Wednesday, May 4, the rain let up and the clouds lifted, but the wind came from the south, heading the Commerce’s square-rigged sails. They were near Potapaug, a shipbuilding center that was still reeling from the so-called Good Friday blaze set by the British in 1814. Two hundred thousand dollars’ worth of vessels had incinerated, by some estimates the worst financial loss of the war. The charred spine and ribs of the massive 344-ton Osage still jutted out of the mud at Williams Shipyard in North Cove, a grim reminder of the night.

As they passed the renowned Hayden Yard and a slew of smaller yards, it was obvious that the business of building ships from raw materials carried on. Fortified against the spring chill by the customary daily tot of shipyard rum, men worked crosscut pit saws, turning timbers into long planks. They hewed pins with broadaxes and hammered spikes that had been forged by smiths on site. Others stitched canvas in sail lofts and made cordage at ropewalks.

On May 5, the breeze shifted favorably to the northwest, and the next day, the Commerce reached the last stretch of the river with the wind gusting over her starboard beam.

At Lyme, the men watched out for the Tilleye’s Point ferry as they prepared to pass through the Connecticut’s shallow mile-wide mouth. Choked by sandbars, this was the trickiest passage on the river. The Commerce, like all deep-bottomed traffic, stuck to the navigable channel on the western side by Saybrook until she passed the wooden lighthouse at Lynde Point, which marked the beginning of the Sound. Once she was clear of the sandbars and in deep water, the brig jogged some forty miles east across the Long Island Sound and rounded Montauk Point into the Atlantic. 

Riley was at sea again. He was back in his element, where, like many Rileys before him, he had made his name, where he had garnered a small though temporary fortune, and where he would die.

Riley had made his maiden voyage in the role Horace Savage now filled, cabin boy, on board a West Indies-bound sloop. Since then, few things had been more meaningful to him than the fraternity of seamen and merchants on the Connecticut River. He was pleased that he could stand in for his old friend William Savage and looked forward to giving his son a start in the life his father had loved.
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