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This book is for Muriel Glaser,
my mother





The bones of the mammoth which has been found in America are as large as those found in the old world. It may be asked why I insert the mammoth as if it still existed. I ask in return, why should I omit it as if it did not exist?

—Thomas Jefferson

Notes of the State of Virginia





Prologue

In the spring of 1803, I, Samuel Walker, and my Uncle William were sent by President Jefferson into the wilderness between the Ohio River and the Gulf of Mexico to find specimens of the animal called the giant sloth. This is the record of that misadventure, whose strange annals are otherwise lost to history.

I was born at Grandfather’s farm, Owl’s Crossing, outside Philadelphia on the River Schuylkill, in the year that the Articles of Peace certified our nation’s independence, 1783. The toils of farming did not suit my father, John Walker, and so four years later our portion of the family moved to the village of Oyster Bay, Long Island, where my father entered the mercantile trade and prospered.

I was an unremarkable boy, perhaps a little headstrong with my playmates after suffering the tyranny of two older brothers. I joined in all the youthful recreations of the day, fished for sea trout off Lloyd’s Neck, played at “Indians” in the cornfields above the Sound, or at “Hessians and Continentals,” adventured in the hardwood groves of our paradisical township in search of bear and panther, long exterminated, and shot whole thundering herds of bison—they looked suspiciously like cows—with my broomstick musket.

From age eight to sixteen I attended an academy in our village operated by the erudite but clownish Venetian, Constantine Lupino, beloved butt of a thousand pranks of the practical kind, florid-faced, round-bellied in his bursting, ink-spotted waistcoat, spouting the most gorgeously incomprehensible oaths at us boys as he found yet another frog or snake or stinking sea robin in the drawer where he kept his lesson book. I scraped by at Greek and Latin, enjoyed vastly Dante and Shakespeare, and daydreamed through the dreary Bunyon and his plodding pilgrim. Mathematics left me flummoxed. My passion above all was painting, and as the years advanced I happily forsook the company of my playmates to ramble the woods and shores with my sketchbook.

My father, a kind and liberal gentleman, did not press me to labor in his store, which flourished as New York City rose in influence. But when I wished to work behind Papa’s counters, it was always at a rate of pay equal to that of his clerks. I suppose it was his generous way of prompting my interest in the family business, for brother Charles already treaded the righteous path toward the ministry, while brother James’s love of ships and ballistics had already propelled him toward that fatal appointment with a salvo of grapeshot aboard the armed yawl Repulse on Lake Champlain, 1814.

At eighteen, I enrolled at Columbia College in the sylvan heights of upper Manhattan, there to study philosophy and the nascent sciences toward a useful career in God-knows-what. The first year, hoping not to disappoint my father, I applied myself in all fields of study with astounding success (even at the calculus!). But the next, following a disastrous love affair in the intervening summer, I neglected my lectures, forsook even my sketchpad, and wandered the gloomy cliffs above Spuyten Duyvil declaiming poetry after the style of Cowper. I soon adopted vices, squandered Papa’s stipends on shandygaffs in the city’s taverns, gambled at cards with classmates far richer and more experienced than I and lost, and, in short, educated myself not to the way of a gentleman but of an ass.

In January of that hapless year I was seen entering a theater by one of the Columbia masters. It was, at that time, against the rules to attend such corrupting entertainments. I was sternly warned to mend my ways. Three weeks later, I was espied buying a ticket to The Prince of Parthia and was expelled the next morning.

This disgrace quickly sobered my mind. I removed into the city proper and launched a career as a painter of miniature portraits. When I had exhausted distant relations as clients (mother’s great-aunt Mrs. Gribble, her niece the bovine Fanny Dawes) my commissions grew strangely scarce. Too short of coin now to attend the theaters, I haunted the coffeehouses where raged the political controversies of the day, and attached myself into the Hamiltonian fold—for like the great Bahamian bastard, I believed that a little democracy, like a little knowledge, is a dangerous thing. Had it gone on like this I might have abandoned my easel for the rough and tumble of politics, but a scheme for my rehabilitation had already been set into motion by Papa, and on a rainy March morning I received a letter from his brother, my uncle, summoning me to Owl’s Crossing, where “fruitful employment of a patriotic nature” was promised to “an ambitious and able-bodied young man eager to issue upon the world’s attention.”

Let me sketch for you a portrait of Uncle William as he stood in his garden under the white oak tree (Quercus alba) so many years ago.

He is dictating a letter intended for Professor Doctor Olaf Lagerlöf of Upsala, Sweden, heir to the university chair of the demigod Carolus Linnaeus, father of modern natural science. Why? Because this humble Quaker husbandman is himself the new nation’s preeminent botanist! A charter member of the American Philosophical Society, soldier in the War of Independence, friend of Dr. Rush, Charles Willson Peale, and Ben Franklin, correspondent to all the great scientific minds of his day, founder of the Philadelphia Society for the Recovery of the Recently Drowned, Uncle William is recognized by all the great European citadels of learning—Edinburgh, London, Paris, Leipzig, Upsala. He is the discoverer of no less than 1,488 species of New World plants. Before his death in ’78, the great Linnaeus himself christened three species after Uncle: a spike-leafed dogbane (Apocynum walkerania), a showy pogonia (Triphora walkera), and a downy bladderwort (Utricularia walkerania).

Where Papa is tall and trim, Uncle is five feet, five inches and as stout as a cask. Yet a zest for the labors of botany keeps him stronger than men half his age, which is sixty-one years. At home this first warm day of spring, he wears his linen shirt open at the throat, for he has been working among the plantings of his renowned garden since breakfast. His breeches are buff velvet, once part of a fine suit, now patched and threadbare. His old cocked hat shows the remnant of an egret plume. Now it merely serves to ward off the sun’s chastening rays. His boots are muddy and cracked. None of this should suggest that Uncle has fallen upon evil times, nor that he is any species of sloven. He owns, as a matter of fact, several good French suits. These are work clothes.

In coiffure, Uncle bears a striking resemblance to Dr. Franklin. He is bald—the family curse!—and wears what remains to his shoulder, sans queue. His prominent chin bears a deep cleft. As he smiles, two even rows of teeth are displayed. Uncle has never smoked tobacco (though he grows specimens of Nicotiana in his garden), and likewise avoids sugar, which he claims has a degenerative effect. He is thus better equipped for chewing at sixty-one than myself at nineteen—I having surrendered three inflamed molars already to the surgeon’s terrible tongs!

It was in Uncle’s garden that I learned of our forthcoming interview at Washington City with his friend President Jefferson, upon what business he would not say (for at that time he did not know the reason for his summons). Because I was a Hamilton man, such a prospect for me compared as a meeting with Beelzebub himself, and I said so.

“Thy Papa writes that thou art quite an ardent of the Federalist faction.”

“I read the Evening Post,” I replied coyly, alluding to the newspaper that published my idol’s writings—he owned it. “And you are a Republican, sir?”

Uncle smiled.

“I am as much an admirer of Mr. Jefferson, Sammy, as thee of Publius,” Uncle wryly bandied one of Hamilton’s noms de plume. “Two days hence thee shall meet thy devil in his own sulfurous chamber, ho ho…!”

And so we did.





1

In the year 1803, our nation’s capital was less a city than an idea for a city. Upon a hill at one end stood the one-story brick monstrosity built for the deliberations of Congress. It was dubbed “the Oven” by those condemned to sit in it through the hellish Potomac summer. At the other end of the Columbian District lay Georgetown, described by Abigail Adams as “a dirty little hole.” In between Congress’s hall and Georgetown ran a muddy wagon road, now called Pennsylvania Avenue.

Not far from the brackish tidal swamp that was the Potomac, abode of oysters, gulls, and raccoons, stood the President’s house. It was not only unfinished, but the work was going ahead so slowly that portions had already begun to collapse. The ceiling above the public audience chamber, for instance, had recently caved in. Living in this fashion was nothing new for the great renovator of Monticello. He was well used to life among the scaffolds and falling brickbats and might have felt uneasy in a dwelling that did not admit the seasons as well as the sunlight. But here I revert to the sarcasms of my youth; for though an eccentric, Massa Tom, as he was then disparaged by his Federalist foes, was anything but a fool.

We arrived at the President’s mansion shortly before eleven o’clock in the morning, April 10, after a pleasant walk of several miles from our lodgings at Rupert and MacSneed’s Hotel, near Congress’s chamber. Spring comes earlier to the Potomac Valley than to New York, or even Philadelphia, and was already well under way, botanically speaking. The dogwoods (Cornus) were abloom and the magnolia (Magnolia) buds as big as sugarplums. The air resounded sweetly with the melodies of songbirds. Uncle plucked two new species before we even reached our destination—a creeping pink wood poppy (Stylophorum) and a lance-leafed buttercup (Ranunculus)—and he was therefore in gay spirits when we arrived at the President’s gate.

We entered the mansion via a temporary wooden staircase at the unfinished north front. Inside was a gloomy jumble of furniture covered with plaster dust. Sawdust motes danced in a column of sunlight that came down through a hole in the roof. The thump of carpenters’ hammers echoed from a distant wing. Suddenly there was a rumble, and then a thundering crash, as of falling lumber.

“Listen, Uncle, to the Republican method of house-building, ha ha!”

“Mind thy tongue, nephew!” he rejoined in an amiable, jesting spirit. “Does thee know what the President does with agents of the opposing faction? Eh?”

“No, Uncle.”

“Why, he has a big strapping buck of a slave, fully seven feet and a half, and keeps the brute in an earthen pit back of the mansion, where the wretch is starved and made delirious with hunger. To this forsaken devil, Mr. Jefferson delivers all those who would oppose his schemes for selling the nation to the Spaniards, ho ho.”

“That is dry humor,” I observed. A howl of pain erupted from the distant wing and the hammering stopped.

“Why, there goes one now,” Uncle exclaimed with delight.

“Pshaw,” scoffed I. “’Tis only a carpenter.”

“Vengeful Tom is not choosy,” Uncle drew out the conceit. “A carpenter here, an editor there, every so often a young painting-fellow as thyself. ’Tis all the same to him.”

A servant in the President’s livery took our names and escorted us to a waiting room beside Mr. Jefferson’s office chamber. We were shown chairs. A score of gentlemen (and a few not so gentle) stood gravely or sat around the room. The smoke from their pipes reminded me of the political evenings in the taverns and coffee shops of New York. One whiffed in it the very odor of intrigue, schemes, hugger-mugger, playing for advantage. Footsteps sounded within the office chamber. The door swung open. Idle chat ceased instantly.

From where we sat, I could see only two officers speaking to a concealed third figure behind the doorjamb. Both officers were tall and youthful, in their twenties. The first was a dark-haired, olive-complexioned captain with a distinctly sad countenance. His companion was fair, with a face full of sunshine. Their arms pumped a concealed hand, then both turned to depart. The next moment, Diablo himself stepped into view.

“My dear William!” he cried and took Uncle in his embrace. The score of other waiting gentlemen (et al.) froze like statues at the Chief Magistrate’s presence. I stood behind Uncle, nervously fingering the brim of my hat. The devil was a big fellow, all right. He peered at me over Uncle’s shoulder and, to my horror, winked as if to a cohort. “And you, sir, are young Samuel,” the archfiend said to me, releasing Uncle.

“Samuel Walker, Excellency,” I affirmed and bowed.

“Excellency, ho!” Beelzebub declared delightedly.

“Thee must call him Mr. President, Sammy,” Uncle explained aside.

“While it is excellence we strive toward, you’ll find no Excellencies here, young man. This is a democratic republic now.”

“My nephew is a worshipper of Publius,” Uncle said to my chagrin.

“Ho, indeed!” Satan relished the thought and rubbed his hands together. My knees knocked. I was furious with Uncle for betraying me. “Well now, should we boil him in oil? Douse him with molasses and bind him to an anthill? How shall we correct his philosophy?”

“How about the pit?” Uncle suggested.

“The pit …? Ah, yes, the pit!” Mephisto played along. “But I cannot send off an erring calf on an empty stomach. If the two of you will join me at table, perhaps we can stay the … philosophy lesson.”

Uncle glanced at me, his eyes moist with merriment. Jefferson awaited our reply.

“Lead the way, Thomas,” Uncle said. “Why, I’m as hungry as Ursus americanus! I could eat an horse.”

With that, the three of us entered the President’s private chamber, myself tripping on the doorsill, to the mirth of those scheming politicos without.

What I recall most vividly about Jefferson after all these years was the placidity, the calmness, the near-beatitude of his manner, his voice in particular. In this respect I believe he was as skilled as any actor who ever trod the boards. His part: the Democrat Zeus.

In appearance he was a tall, raw-boned farmer. His brown coat, like Uncle’s gardening frock, was old and threadbare. He wore a soot-colored, hairy-textured waistcoat with a scarlet underwaistcoat lapped beneath it. His green velvet breeches with pearl buttons at the calf looked like a fairly recent acquisition, but his stockings were coarse, gray, and riddled with holes, while his slippers were decidedly down at the heels. It has become public knowledge since that time that Mr. Jefferson lived constantly under the Damoclean sword of debt. His wine bills alone, during the years of his presidency, were staggering. Yet it is characteristic of him that a man who could import fifty cases of the best claret on credit would not order a few suits of clothes to go with it. The threadbare raiment, of course, was the actor’s costume.

He led us from the door to a table set with implements of ringingly undemocratic silver. Servants appeared bearing silver trays.

“While in Europe, I often amused myself with contemplating the characters of the then-reigning sovereigns of the continent,” Jefferson spoke as we began a luncheon of venison chops, risotto, Virginia asparagus, and a bottle of his excellent Meursault. “Louis the Sixteenth was a fool of my own knowledge. The King of Naples was a fool, and the King of Spain. The King of Sardinia was an imbecile. All these were Bourbons. The Queen of Portugal, a Braganza, was an idiot by nature, and so was the King of Denmark. The King of Prussia, successor to the great Frederick, was a mere hog, in body as well as in mind. Joseph of Austria and Gustavus of Sweden were really crazy. And George of England, you know, was in a strait waistcoat.”

The President lifted a spear of asparagus to his mouth, displayed momentarily a mischievous smile, then ate the pale green shoot. Uncle guffawed and dabbed his chin with his napkin. I tried to show a smile of appreciation, but it was a timid, cracked, pitiful thing.

“Reports sometimes reach my desk alleging that the seventeenth Louis, the lost Dauphin of France, is at large here in America. I say he is welcome, but let us hope, gentlemen, for the sake of the national intellect, that he does not reproduce,” our host added in postscript.

All these calumnies by Jefferson on the monarchs of Europe were delivered in a tone of voice as soft as lambskin, in that Virginia dialect at once tuneful and lulling. His mouth, even in repose, had a slight upturn at the corners that conveyed perpetual delight in its own ingenuity. This was, in fact, the most appealing element of that pale, freckled face. For the hazel eyes, though sparkling with wit, never rested on an object or a person more than a moment. Like the eyes of a great wary bird of prey, they shifted continuously, ever alert to danger. What a contrast to his lulling voice. I admit, its seductive power had already begun to scale the redoubt of my obdurate Hamiltonianism.

“You see, Samuel,” he turned to me, eyes flitting everywhere about the room, “society simply divides itself between sheep and wolves. Officials of whatever stripe, monarchs or otherwise, tend to become the wolves, so that government, like the wolf pack, becomes an engine perfectly suited for the devouring of sheep. Is it not, therefore, our duty to make a government too weak to aid the wolves in their depredations, and yet strong enough to protect the sheep?”

“O, absolutely,” I agreed without hesitation. Picturing the soft-fleshed visage of my hero, Alexander Hamilton, sprouting fangs and coarse wolf’s hair, I shuddered.

“This is why we must keep the ship of state on the Republican tack,” Jefferson concluded the lesson with a flourish. He had finished his asparagus, sampled his risotto, and disdained his meat altogether. “Hector!” he called musically. A servant reappeared, swept all three of our plates into his grasp, like an osprey snatching herrings off the surface of the Sound, and vanished into the pantry. I had barely addressed my meal. Though he was renowned as a gourmet, the President suffered a poor digestion and his interest in cuisine was largely theoretical. “Now,” he resumed, leaning forward over the cleared napery, “what I am about to tell you must be held in the strictest confidence.” He glanced my way, that wry smile upon his lips, eyes darting everywhere. “Do you understand, my boy?”

I could only wince in reply.

“Good,” Jefferson said, that single word so drawn out and melodic. He rose from the table, seized a thick volume from his desk, and returned. “You are familiar with Buffon?” he said, more a statement than a question. His referent here was George Louis LeClerc, Comte de Buffon, esteemed philosophe and autocrat of the infant science of zoology. The President did not wait for us to affirm, but went straight to the point: “The opinion advanced by the Comte de Buffon is that (1) the animals common both to the Old and New Worlds are smaller in the latter, (2) that those peculiar to the New are on a smaller scale, (3) that those that have been domesticated in both the Old and New show signs of having degenerated in America, and (4) that on the whole we exhibit fewer species.”

“Rot!” Uncle said.

Jefferson opened the heavy volume to a dog-eared page.

“Listen to this,” he said and proceeded to read aloud. “‘In thinly inhabited regions’—America, he means—‘nature is always rude and sometimes deformed. The air and the earth are overloaded with humid and noxious vapors, unable to purify themselves or profit by the influence of the sun, who darts in vain his most enlivening rays upon this frigid mass.’”

The President glanced up at us.

Uncle crossed his arms and pursed his lips. “Twaddle!” he pronounced.

“A libel!” I affirmed loyally.

“Ah, there is more. Much more,” our host said with a gleeful smile. “‘All that America can produce are reptiles and insects. The place affords nourishment only for dwarfish men lacking in virility and carrying milk in their breasts. The animals, wild and domestic, are feeble and likewise dwarfed. All are tractable and timid, very few ferocious, and none formidable. There is no North American animal comparable to the elephant, no giraffes, or hippopotami. All animals are smaller in North America than in Europe. Everything shrinks under a niggardly sky in an unprolific land.’”

Jefferson slapped the volume neatly shut.

“Scandalous!” I observed.

“Horsemint!” Uncle muttered.

The President sighed.

“I have always admired the French,” he said, “but they are an obdurate race, especially in matters of scientific theory and particularly when they are wrong. When I was ambassador to the court at Versailles, I endeavored to dispute these falsehoods by presenting a specimen of moose to the Comte de Buffon, to show him that the largest European reindeer could easily walk ’neath the belly of our great native ruminant. I asked General Sullivan of New Hampshire to procure one for me. The bones and hide were shipped to Paris and mounted. Unfortunately, the moose in question was a cow of the species and, thinking to correct this deficiency, they had screwed the antlers of a common deer to the beast’s skull. The result was droll. Buffon pretended to be impressed and said he would mention the beast in his revised edition of Histoire Naturelle. He died shortly thereafter and his uncorrected slanders still stand, persisting across Europe to dangerous effect. How, gentlemen, are we to command the respect of other nations in the face of these scurrilities? Milk in our breasts! Feeble? Dwarfed? Tractable? Timid? These lies must be extinguished so that no one will dare mistake America for a land of stunted feeblings!”

“Hear, hear!” I applauded as though at a performance in the Park Theatre, so persuasive was Jefferson’s oratory. Uncle reproved me with a sharp glance. Jefferson stood staunchly at his place, whitened knuckles pressed against the tabletop, his face firm with determination, as though he were posing for a statue. A moment later that opaquely seductive smile returned to his lips, and he invited us to step across the room.

Beside his desk was a large box about the size of a sea chest. We gathered ’round it. The President lifted its creaking lid. Inside was a heap of huge bones, gray, dusty, cloaked with grit and sediment. Many were larger than the bones of cattle.

“Here,” he intoned, “is the colossus that will change the world’s opinion!”

Uncle bent to inspect the moldering artifacts. He sifted through the contents and withdrew what appeared to be a digit bone, but attached to which was a terrifying claw fully ten inches long.

“Good heavens above, Thomas!” Uncle gasped. “What monster is this?”

“Is it not a prodigious wonder, William?”

“I am stupefied.”

The President took the gigantic claw from Uncle and held it to the sunlight in the window, running his index finger up the burnished brown, scythelike weapon.

“A few years ago,” he said, “two neighbors of mine in Albemarle discovered the skeleton of this colossus in a saltpeter cave. There were, in addition, etchings of a lionlike beast upon the walls of the cave—it had been the haunt of Indians some years previous. White men in the locality, hunters of the Blue Ridge, had long reported horrible roaring noises quite unlike the shriek of panthers or the howl of wolves. It seemed evident to me that these bones were the remains of a native cat of the lion family, but”—Jefferson’s voice grew hushed—“but as preeminent over the panther as the mastodon is over the wild pig!”

“We are astounded, Thomas,” Uncle said.

“These bones came to light in ’95,” Jefferson went on. “I took the liberty of dubbing the beast ‘megalonyx’—giant claw—but, before I could read my paper at the Philosophical Society, a young Frenchman named Georges Cuvier discovered an identical set of bones in the South American country of Paraguay. This Cuvier asserted that the creature was an herbivore, not a cat but a great lumbering ruminant ground sloth. I shall not bore you with the details, gentlemen, except to say that his arguments were sound. He called it … ‘megatherium.’ Giant beast.”

“This claw, then, is a digging apparatus and not a weapon of predation,” Uncle adduced out loud.

“I suppose so,” Jefferson replied wearily and tossed the fearsome-looking thing back into the chest as though it were a potsherd. He took his seat behind the presidential desk, tilted the chair on its rear legs, clasped his hands behind his head, and gazed dreamily into the ceiling. “If only we could somehow procure a specimen of this beast,” he mused. “What victorious evidence it would be.”

“It would compare to thy moose as a white-headed eagle to an housefly,” Uncle declared.

Suddenly, Jefferson tipped upright again, leaned forward across his desk, and looked directly at Uncle, his gaze unwavering for the first time.

“This is why I have summoned you here, William,” he said gravely. “For it must be accomplished. And you are the best-fitted man I know for the task.”

“What…! Me? An old herbalist?”

“You are not so old as you pretend. Why, was it not a year ago that you swam the Niagara River to procure a single specimen of giant purple hyssop (Agastache scrophulariifolia)? Don’t deny it, sir, for I read your account in the society’s minutes.”

“’Tis true, Thomas,” Uncle admitted with a sigh, secretly proud but never boastful. “But, sir, such an undertaking as thee proposes might take months, a year! And who is to mind my affairs at Owl’s Crossing whilst I am upon it?”

“And who minds Monticello whilst I drudge in this sinkhole of politics?” the President peevishly countered. But his point was unmistakable. A momentous pause ensued. I held my breath.

“I am thine obedient servant, Mr. President,” Uncle at last pronounced.

“Bravo, William!” Jefferson cried. “A grateful republic embraces you!” And so saying, the President hurried around his massive desk and clapped his long arms around Uncle’s casklike trunk, patting his back with affection. “Now, here is the plan.” He released Uncle. “You are to proceed directly to the Treasury headquarters. Secretary Gallatin is waiting with an hundred dollars currency to secure the necessaries of your expedition—”

“An hundred dollars! Thomas—”

“Do not protest. You must have the very best in equipments. Now, come here.”

Jefferson withdrew a large, crinkly parchment from behind his desk and brought it to the luncheon table, pushing aside the water glasses. It was a map of the wilderness between the Ohio River and the Gulf of Mexico, including those two barely settled states, Kentucky and Tennessee. Uncle bent over it making noises of cogitation.

“I believe this is where we are likely to find our megatherium.” The President pointed a slender finger at the terra incognita that today comprises the states of Mississippi and Alabama. On this map, of course, it was practically a blank, save for a few squiggly postulated tributaries of the Mississippi River. “Here is the habitat of our shy colossus.”

“A logical place to look, by heaven,” Uncle avouched unconvincingly.

“Take this, then, old friend,” the President said, rolling up the map. “Samuel—”

“Sir…?”

“I am told that you are a formidable artist of the brush and paintbox species.”

“A dabbler,” I answered modestly.

“Your reputation as a miniaturist has proceeded you here.”

(I, of course, was ignorant of the correspondence between Uncle and Jefferson that had preceded this interview.)

“I—”

“Here is what I want you to do, young man,” the President said, handing me a printed monograph. “Take the Cuvier back to your lodgings tonight. It contains a sketch of the skeleton as he found it in Paraguay. See if you might contrive a fleshed-out likeness of the creature based upon its bone structure. I should like to see it myself, and no doubt it will be a great aid upon your mission.”

“I do not think that we are liable to mistake such a beast for a chipmunk,” I remarked brashly, in an attempt to display my wit. For an instant the President glared at me. But a moment later his eyes were flitting about the room as always, and the smile had returned to his face. “I shall be honored to prepare a portrait of our quarry,” I corrected myself and bowed.

“And I shall be honored to receive it, and yourselves, tomorrow, for I shall like to see it.” He edged us toward the door. “Remember, William, years ago when I was conducting my experiments with the hessian fly?”

“Yes…?”

“O, how I long to be free for such pursuits instead of the detestable toils that keep me here! Politics is a grim duty. Natural philosophy—that is my soul’s passion. How I envy the two of you!”

Uncle and I exchanged an uncertain glance.

“A demain, dear friends,” Jefferson said and showed us out the door. His antechamber was now quite packed with waiting petitioners. Watching them watch us depart filled me with a feeling of importance for the first time in my life. The grandeur of the presidential office had temporarily altered my vision. Everything seemed to glow. And the unfinished mansion itself appeared no longer ignoble, but a monument to Diablo’s uncompromising genius.

It was after a supper of oyster flitters and boiled crabs in the public room of Rupert and MacSneed’s Hotel that we spied those selfsame officers we had seen earlier that day leaving the President’s office, viz., the fair, upright Lieutenant Clark and the broad-shouldered, gloomy Captain Lewis. Whether by chance or intention, they joined us at the fireside where Uncle and I were enjoying a rum punch in celebration of the day’s events.

“Ah, gentlemen,” Uncle greeted them heartily. “I trust your business with Mr. Jefferson was agreeable. Art lately dispatched to some solitary outpost beyond the setting sun?”

The two exchanged a guarded glance.

“And you, sir?” the fair one replied without answering Uncle’s question, “Have you just been named envoy to some glittering capital beyond the rising sun?”

“Why, hardly, sir,” Uncle scoffed at the notion. Then, he leaned forward and in a confidential whisper said, “We are about to undertake a presidential mission of … reconnaissance.” Uncle had consumed a bottle of Madeira (the Malmsy) with his supper, and he was, frankly, tipsy.

“Who? You and the boy?” the baleful Lewis asked.

Boy! thought I. I refilled my pipe and lit it with a splinter from the hearth. Uncle cleared his throat.

“How large is your party, sir?” the sunny Clark persisted pleasantly.

“O, quite substantial,” Uncle confided. “And thee, sir? Art bound for Ontario or some such?”

“Louisiana,” the dark Lewis said tersely.

“French Louisiana?” I exclaimed, alert to the scent of a military adventure.

“French no longer,” Lewis said dryly. “It is American Louisiana now. We have purchased it from Bonaparte.”

“O, la!” Uncle rejoined merrily, thinking it all a jest. “That is rich, my boys!”

“You haven’t heard the news?”

“I hear it now, ha ha….”

“Our government has bought the tract entire,” Clark declared sincerely. “It is a fait accompli.”

This time it was Uncle and I exchanged the wary glance.

“Yes, it shall be announced publicly any day now. The size of our republic has doubled overnight. Monroe has been bargaining at Paris for weeks. I suppose the little dictator decided to sell while the selling was good. Of course, they had no chance of sustaining their claim over time. Sooner or later it would have been overwhelmed by sheer force of numbers. Already the little outpost at St. Louis is three-quarters American. The wonder is that we paid anything at all.”

“The French are our staunchest friends amongst the bestiary of nations,” I remarked naively. “We could hardly steal their territory and remain so.”

“A noble sentiment, lad,” Clark responded, and I could not tell whether he was making a joke at my expense. “Where was it you said you were bound for?” he changed the subject without altering his jovial tone.

“We are oof—”

“We didn’t say,” Uncle cut me off, boring his elbow into my ribs.

“Ah,” Clark said. “And how large did you say your party was?”

“Fifty men,” Uncle told them without flinching. “And your party, sirs?”

“About the same,” Clark said. “Perhaps a few less. Yours sounds like quite the corps.”

“O, ’tis, ’tis.” Uncle agreed and sipped his punch. “Might I inquire how much in the way of supporting funds has the President requisitioned for thee?”

“Twenty-five hundred dollars,” Clark said.

I dropped my pipe.

“And you, sirs?” Lewis asked.

“In that range,” Uncle said.

“The President is not one for half-measures when it comes to matters of … reconnaissance, eh?” Lewis said. “A toast to our far-sighted chief!”

“Why, ho! Indeed!” Uncle said, trying to sustain his mask of merriment. We lifted our cups in salute. I could not fathom what demon of vanity had pushed Uncle to such a skein of fabrication. I suppose he simply did not want to be outdone.

“You are not, by any chance, bound also for Louisiana?” Lewis next inquired. Though I did not know it at the time, he had served for some years as personal secretary to Jefferson, and few were better acquainted with the master’s ever-devious mind than this melancholy fellow-Virginian.

“This much I may tell you,” Uncle addressed the pair. “In thy foot-tracks I shall not tread.”

“It is Mexico, then,” Lewis muttered to his partner.

“Poof! Not that land o’ rats and cockatrices!” said I.

“Nephew!” Uncle remonstrated, “thou art about to catch flies. Close thy mandible. Gentlemen, it has been a pleasure. Come, Sammy. Good luck to thee and may the Lord smile on your endeavor—er, has it a name, by any chance?”

“Why, yes,” the fair lieutenant said. “The Corps of Discovery.”

“And yours?” Lewis inquired.

“’Tis a secret,” Uncle said with a pained smile. Clark beamed brightly. Lewis scowled. “I trust thy discoveries will be happy ones. Goodnight to you. Come, Sammy….”

“Corps of Discovery! Piffle!” Uncle fumed when we reached our room upstairs. “Fifty men! At twenty-five hundred dollars! Whilst we are a mere pair, at an hundred! O, shame, Thomas, that thee should use thy old friend at such a penury!” Uncle shook his fist at the wall in the direction of the President’s house.

“But Uncle, an hundred dollars for two persons works out the same as—”

“Don’t bother me with countinghouse blather, Sammy,” Uncle railed on. “’Tis a matter of honor. And to lack a name, some signature of our endeavor…. O, shame and shame again!”

“Why not invent our own?”

“Without an official commission? Pah!”

“Who is to say that those two officers did not think up the Corps of Discovery on their own? Why not call ourselves the Corps of Wonders and Marvels?”

“Corps of … hmmmm. It rings nicely upon the ear.”

“Go to sleep then, Uncle, whilst I spend an hour sketching a portrait of this handsome fellow, megatherium.”

Uncle undressed and climbed into bed.

“Hmmmph … Corps of Discovery, indeed….” Uncle fluffed his pillow and drew on his nightcap. “Perhaps,” he mused drowsily, “they have been sent out to hunt for mastodon …?”

“Could it be?” I replied vaguely, trying to address my drawing tablet.

“Yes,” Uncle mumbled. “Louisiana would be the place for it. All that prairie … high grass … Corps of … piffle…!”

Then he was snoring.

The fearsome skeleton glowered up at me from the page in Cuvier’s monograph. Soon, the great beast, scimitar claws clacking, began to lumber through my imagination. I turned up the wick of the lamp and dipped my nib into the inkwell.

“Why, this is a splendid portrait, Samuel!” the President declared. “It is just as I imagined megatherium. Magnificent!”

It was a few minutes past noon the next day. There was to be no luncheon, however, for Mr. Jefferson was dyspeptic. As for the portrait, I believe in truth it fell somewhat short of the President’s glowing testimonial. For the result of my night’s labor resembled not so much any noble beast apt to emblemize a nation’s honor but rather a gigantic furry garden slug; a fat and shapeless brute with a tail like a sausage, forefeet like unto canoe paddles tipped with daggers, and a fleshy snout that called to mind a bee-stung swine. Jefferson doted upon it at great length, however, holding the sketch to the light at different angles and admiring it with encomiums at which even Uncle winced.

“O proud and massive ruminant …! O modest giant …! O noble genus …!”

Nor did it stop there. For so inspired was he by the sketch that he launched into a visionary discourse of America transformed by megatherium: of a fabulous international trade in megatherium furs; of French ladies in ground sloth coats; of gentlemen in sloth hats; of vast industries, whole economies, based upon the enormous pelts; of wagons creaking northward under heaps of them; of great ranches established for the propagation of them, with selected Indian tribes trained as sloth herdsmen; of tanneries and factories….

Indeed, this performance was so strange and compelling that for the third time in as many days I was constrained to utterly revise my opinion of the President’s character. For where I first thought him a diabolical hypocrite, then a multitalented Machiavel, I now perceived him as a lunatic polymorph—and fretted both for my country and my own fate in the unknown adventure ahead. This impression was only reinforced when Uncle inquired of his “dear friend” Mr. Jefferson about the pending expedition of those two officers, Clark and Lewis, and the President tried to feign ignorance of them.

“But … but they were in this very office just yesterday, Thomas—”

“O, them,” Jefferson pretended to only now recall. “They are but a smokescreen to conceal the activities of the truly important mission, which is your own.”

“Yes, of course,” Uncle accepted the assertion, “but how is it they are commissioned at twenty-five hundred dollars for fifty men whilst we receive a mere hundred dollars?”

“Is that what they told you?” Jefferson said, his jaw dropping with incredulity. “Twenty-five hundred dollars?”

“’Pon my oath, they did, sir.”

“’Tis sheer posh and piddle, William. They are but a party of two at fifty dollars entire.”

“They are?” Uncle shook with glee. “O, Thomas, thou art as full of cunning as the red fox (Vulpes fulva)! Ho ho, a joke on those two! And they are not going to Louisiana?”

“Is that what they told you?”

“’Pon my honor, sir, they did.”

“They are dispatched to Maine,” Jefferson said. “To take an inventory of standing timber.”

“Ho ho!” Uncle was now nearly beside himself with delight. “And the government has not purchased French Louisiana?”

“Heavens no!” Jefferson said, his eyes darting wildly all over the room. “Bonaparte will sell that wasteland to Imperial Russia.”

The rest of that day’s interview was a brief rehash of our mission, salutes to it, to Uncle and myself, to our republic, et cetera, and a fond farewell. Then, with an hundred dollars of the taxpayers’ gold in our purse, Uncle and I departed Washington City for the transriverine wilderness.
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On April 13, 1803, Uncle and I set out across the budding Maryland countryside north to Pennsylvania; there struck the Lancaster Pike, traversed the Allegheny Mountains by coach and upon foot, and arrived in the booming town of Pittsburgh astride its three rivers on April 19.

There we set about procuring all the necessaries for our long trip, beginning with the most important item: a boat. The crafts typical of the great inland rivers of that day were quite different from the graceful sailing ships and boats of my coastal home. In general, these river craft comprised a class of clumsy arks. One type was the ubiquitous flatboat, a sort of floating box of great cargo capacity, built in a slapdash manner—for these were strictly one-way vessels, meant to drift downstream only and then be broken apart at the final destination. But they were cheap and much favored by settlers headed down the Ohio Valley. Larger flatboats, called broadhorns or Kentucky or New Orleans boats, carried commercial loads, and we saw some behemoths as long as 125 feet, with sweeps, or steering oars, cut from entire trees.

The boat we required, and engaged to be built, was another popular craft, called a keelboat. With a curving hull and pointed bow and stern, the keelboat could be poled upstream in a slow current or hauled from the bank by means of a rope or cordelle. It was more maneuverable than any kind of flatboat—though no match for the crudest Long Island fisherman’s dory—but its term of service was expected to exceed a mere one-way float.

Now there were many persons at Pittsburgh whose business was the accommodation of strangers descending the river. Uncle and I spent two full days haunting the boatyards. The prices, we learned, were uniform, being $1.25 per running foot for a flatboat and $3.00 PRF for a keelboat. The smallest keelboat any builder would undertake was a twenty-five-footer. While such a sized boat answered our needs, simple arithmetic shows that the cost would run to $75, or three quarters of our entire expeditionary budget. (It had already cost us $12 in coach fares to reach Pittsburgh, while our lodging and board ran 25 cents each per day). Uncle was not a rich man, but nor was he a poor one, and it became clear that he would have to underwrite himself the partial cost of this expedition. It galled him, but to dispose of the matter he made up his mind that it were the same as his previous botanical excursions, paid out of his own pocket, and that would be the end of it. In fact, he had brought another $100 in gold of his personal funds, whilst I had $7.12 of my own—or should I say of Papa’s.

This decision reached, we ordered just such a keelboat as I have described at the yard of Charles Axley & Sons; and in the five days required for its construction, we set about procuring all the other necessaries for our journey: biscuit, flour, meal, bacon, sugar, molasses, two Pennsylvania rifles, two muskets, a fowling gun, four pistols, a cask of Monongahela whiskey, blankets, boots, specimen jars (Uncle had a standing contract with Cheatham, the London apothecary, to supply them specimens of herbs, roots, berries, et cetera), and last we laid in an assortment of gewgaws to mollify the savages we expected to meet upon our unknown way.

The great day of our departure came. (For some reason, I was surprised that all the inhabitants of Pittsburgh did not drop their business, declare the occasion a holiday, and see us off from the quay with trumpets and waving handkerchiefs.) We shoved off into the current with no more audience than Charles Axley, Boatwright, and his two assistants. Even so, my heart, like the magnificent river, was full to o’erflowing.

With both Uncle and I at the sweeps, our solid little craft bobbed on the swollen Ohio past the small whitewashed towns downstream and a teeming of other river craft, including many small skiffs and gundalows. Collisions threatened at every turn, and learning to maneuver the bulky keelboat was an adventure in itself. Yet everyone we passed, even those we almost plowed over or banged into, was filled with the same bursting exuberance as we, and not a man failed to cry out, “where are ye bound for, friends?” to which we replied, with equal zest, “the Unknown!”

Our rate of speed averaged three miles to the hour. Toward afternoon, the river towns grew sparser, giving way to desultory farmsteads, some of them very handsome and prosperous. It was, we quickly learned, a task of infernal vigilance keeping to the channel and avoiding snags. For with the spring flood, dangerous debris littered the water like bones in a chowder. Monstrous tree trunks rolled up from the roiling depths like sea serpents of the vasty deep. Almost everywhere, smaller limbs stuck out of the water like the spars of a thousand sunken yawls. Often they denoted submerged islands that would rise above water in midsummer and bloom with wild flowers. Frequently we felt our hull scrape ominously against them. Uncle and I would glance anxiously across the cabin roof from our posts at the sweeps, expecting imminent calamity. Other times we heard a sinister musical creaking as a submerged snag bent and gave way under the force of our heavy keel.

By sunset that first day, we rounded the wan little hamlet of Monaca at the first big bend of the Ohio, and hove to shore off the northern bank in a quiet eddy below the outlet of the Beaver River. Here we anchored, waded to shore, and made fast our craft between two stout chestnut trees. Uncle remained ashore to botanize, whilst I set about securing us a supper. Not less than a minute after I had flung a salt-pork-baited hook over the side did my line tauten with such a jerk as almost fetched me headlong over the gunwale. I had caught many a sea bass in the waters off my home, and even sharks, but none fought like the monster here on my line. For half an hour the combat was joined, I running all around our little deck as the invisible brute sounded ’neath the hull. My palms, already a mass of blisters from a day at the sweeps, ran red with blood. At last my opponent gave up his struggle and I hauled him up from the muddy netherworld like a great sodden timber. So affrighted was I to see his gaping, bewhiskered jaws that I quick snatched a pistol and beat him about the head as we would club a shark back home to ensure his subjugation. I was another quarter hour hoisting him aboard. He proved to be not any ravening shark, of course, but a superlative catfish (Ictalurus furcatus) as big as a calf. I soon had him skinned and filleted—flinging the offals to a flotilla of honking grebes (Podilymbus podiceps). I fired the iron brazier on our foredeck, and by the time Uncle returned with his pouchful of specimens, our supper was aromatically roasting.

“Look, Sammy!” he exclaimed, producing in one hand a little yellow blossom, and in the other a pink. “A new species of Potentilla! And Corydalis too!”

“Hurrah!” I congratulated him. My zest for things botanical never was the equal of Uncle’s, but I was happy for his jubilation. To him, the most trifling weed took on heroic grandeur, particularly when he thought himself to be its discoverer.

“Barely one full day outbound, and already are we two species richer. Why, I feel like a man at large in El Dorado, gold everywhere underfoot! Does thee realize, nephew, that at this rate we might find virtually hundreds of new species? What—halloo! Why, hurrah for thee, boy! What succulent is this a’roasting?”

“’Tis a catfish, Uncle.”

“And where didst thee get him?”

“Not at market, I assure you, sir.”

“O, Sammy, ’tis a fine delicacy! And a mild evening, and a glorious end on our first day abroad. Let’s to the trenchers, eh? My backbone is a’touching my belly!”

And so did we pass our first night aboard the keelboat, by mutual consent named Megatherium (for its massive, lumbering beauty as much as its being the raison d’être of our expedition). Picking our teeth after the feast, we listened to the evening song of the Ohio: waterfowls quacking in the reeds, the millionfold chorus of peeping froglets, the horned owl hooting in the nearby forest, and the plangent cries of wolves ranging distantly in the hills beyond the river valley. Beyond the embers of our little brazier teemed a billion beings, proclaiming themselves in as many notes and tunes. In a little while, the moon rose above the eastering hills, lustrous, lucent with mystery. Nighthawks swerved against the glowing disc.

“Well,” said I to hear a human voice amid all these animal croakings, quacking, howlings, wingings, and hootings, “’tisn’t like home, is it, Uncle?”

“Thee will get used to it, Sammy,” Uncle said. “Hear that wolf pack yonder?”

“Yes.” I drew my blanket up beneath my chin. My head rested upon a sack of Pennsylvania cornmeal. “Do you think we shall find him, Uncle?”

“Him…?”

“Megatherium.”

He chortled and sighed. “Perhaps. ’Tis a big, empty continent, my boy.”

“It does not sound empty to me, Uncle,” I shuddered. He remained silent. “How long do you think our search shall require?”

“’Tis hard to say. When we reach Indian country we shall inquire of the savages thereabouts and perhaps employ a gang to get our specimen. Why, ’pon my ramble to the Niagara, I found the Tuscaroras very helpful at the price of a few trinkets.”

“Are you not afraid in a wild country, Uncle?”

“’Tis an acquired taste, I suppose—but O how savory when once acquired. Some of the happiest days of my life were those summer weeks in Labrador, alone amongst the puffins and the bears.”

“I would have gone mad with loneliness.”

“I was never idle for a moment; I never stopped to think about it.”

“It is a thing beyond my power to comprehend.”

“Perhaps thee will learn to comprehend it in the weeks ahead.”

My belly tightened. A shooting star etched a trail across the blue-black dome of sky.

“Look,” he said.

“Another angel, fallen from grace” said I. “How is it we never find them lying where they fall, Uncle? Broken-winged like sparrows in the road.”

“They fall through the earth, Sammy,” Uncle replied in all earnestness. “To the bad place.”

“Through the earth? Clear through to the other side?”

“Of course not.”

“To the center then? Is that where hell is located?”

“’Tis an ether of the spirit. Of mind.”

“And heaven?”

“Likewise.”

“And God?”

“Yes …?”

“Where does he dwell?”

“Why, everywhere.”

“I was taught that he dwelt in heaven.”

“Had thy father kept his Quaker faith, thee would have learned where God doth dwell and how.”

“Perhaps the earth is an ether of spirit. How do you know you are not dreaming right now?”

“Because I hear thy lips flapping.”

“How do you know you’re not dreaming it?”

“Enough, thou atheist clod. Goodnight.”

Soon he was snoring. I lay beneath my blanket long into that fiercely beautiful night, listening to the cries of beasts and the water gently laving our boat. At length I too succumbed to slumber and dreamed of home; but someone in the dream called it heaven, and I believed it was.

For the next week, we floated downstream in perfect weather, pausing where we pleased to make botanical forays on shore, as carefree as two runaway boys off on a lark. We soon “got the hang” of steering our boat with the sweeps, though practice did not improve its inherent clumsiness as a craft. My blisters became calluses. My face and hands turned brown in the sunshine. My back grew strong.

The settlements were sparse after Wheeling, but it was exciting to think that the far bank was the half-wild state of Ohio, and we landed on its shore so I could say I had been there. The individual farmsteads along the shore grew likewise fewer and farther between, while the houses took on a more rough-hewn character and their fields were still full of stumps. Many long stretches of the river now contained no signs of settlement at all, but pale columns of smoke rose here and there from the forest’s depth, and who could say whether they issued from a pioneer’s cabin or an Indian’s wigwam?

As the days wore on, the sun’s strong rays brought forth all the furled foliage of the hardwoods and many a bright spring blossom. Deer disported along the banks, heron and other great fisher-birds skimmed the silvery surface for glittering fish. Often we saw bears grubbing at the water’s edge. Sometimes the strange illusion struck me that our boat was still while all the world went by in slow and stately motion. Time itself no longer reigned as tyrant to a workaday world. It became water, light, wing, and fin, an ether of the spirit, of mind.

I awoke on deck one morning to the unpleasing sensation of raindrops pelting my face. A chill gripped the air, my breath issued in steamy huffs, while a dreary mist blanketed the river, obscuring the shore not twenty yards from our anchorage. Even the ever-teeming creatures of the riparian world lay silent and concealed in their holes, nests, or dens. I set about kindling a fire in our brazier, hoping to make a pot of cornmeal porridge. But as soon as I arranged my tinder and struck my flint, the main deluge commenced as though a million water buckets were overturned at once. We rushed down the companionway into the hold. It was less a cabin than a mere cargo bin. For the rest of the day, we stayed inside, I writing in my journal and reading from our copy of The Navigator, that indispensable guidebook of the Ohio River traveler, while Uncle made botanical notes and snoozed. Night turned mere gloom to oppression. We supped on soggy biscuits. I prayed for a return to sunshine and fell asleep.

In the morning it was still raining.

“That’s it. I’ll not spend another day in here,” quoth Uncle, at his rope’s end. We cut an extra blanket in half, poked holes in the center of each half, rubbed them with lard, and thus contrived two foul-weather capes. Then we went outside, cast off from the mooring, and hove out into the current. The rain persisted hour after hour. By noon I was numb. We were about to give up for the day and find another place to tie up when we were accosted from the gray distance by a family signaling distress off the tip of an island up ahead. As we closed on them, we descried three figures. A man in a dark coat stood waving a lantern that shone brightly in the gloom. A woman stood at his side in wind-blown skirts and bonnet. Clutched to her leg was a small figure, their child. Soon we could see that they were all clinging to the slanted poop deck of a wrecked flatboat lodge [O1]on a sand shoal far enough off the island’s head as to place in peril someone ignorant of the art of swimming. We made straight for these stranded unfortunates, their cries of “help!” ringing in our ears above the wind.

It was not until our own boat lodged upon that same shoal with a groan of creaking timbers that I noted the true condition of their craft: it was, in fact, an ancient derelict, its half-swamped hull bereft of paint, its gunwales moss-encrusted, and even a few saplings sprouting from its roofless cabin. It was as riddled with worm holes as a Switzer cheese. Thus, it had lain upon this shoal for several years at least.

“Heave out the anchor, Sammy!” Uncle cried through the rising gale.

“We are already aground,” I cried back.

Just then, Megatherium lurched forward and struck the hull of the derelict. Trembling with cold and terror, I heaved out the anchor. The three figures remained in view. Moments later they made for our abutting boat, and with an avidity strange in ones seeming to have suffered long exposure to the elements. The “father” seized Uncle by his greasy rain-cloak. The man was a colossus, looming two feet in height above Uncle. He wore an old cocked hat secured to his head with a filthy scarf tied under his great knob of a chin. The two others made for me, the “wife” seizing my throat and the “child” my ankles. I hurtled backward down the companionway into the hold and struck my head on something hard.

When I regained consciousness minutes later, Uncle and I were being bound by our attackers. It was then I saw, in the obscurity of the place, that the “child” was no such thing, but an odious black-eyed dwarf with a nose so flat and oft-broken that it resembled an ape’s. Upon his head was a battered tin hat of the sort worn by drummer boys in the War of Independence. The “wife” finished her knots and looked up ’neath her soiled bonnet. She was the proprietress of an harelip so frightful that she might have been described by a zoologist as being a species distinct from humankind. To make matters worse, she smiled and then attempted speech. But whatever she said it is lost to posterity, for I heard only a resonant honk punctuated by whistling, flapping noises—the sound a goose might make if it could play upon a pennywhistle. The dwarf laughed, howling like a fyce.

“Sammy,” Uncle said in a calm tone while the storm shrieked outside and the three horrible faces pressed in upon us like so many ghouls in a midnight churchyard, “I am afraid we have fallen into the company of villains.”

Goliath untied the filthy rag of a scarf and doffed his tricorn with a flourish.

“Captain Melancton Bilbo et famille at your service, gentlemen,” he said.

His breath was so foul, like unto the rectified essence of all the swine yards ever in creation, that I fell into a swoon.

When I returned once again to lucidity, Uncle was hurling objurgations at our captors whilst they rifled our supplies.

“Mongrels! Caitiffs! Execrable filth! Thou stools of Pluto …!”

“’Tis one of the blind bargains of our honorable profession, Neddy,” Captain Bilbo observed to the dwarf, “that we excite the poetical in those with whom, however briefly, we form an acquaintance.”

“… carrion beetles! Blowflies!”

“I like a man who ain’t afraid to hoist an opinion,” Bilbo went on. “We are become already a nation of suck-ups and sycophants.”

“Worthless dregs—!”

“Yes, even that, sir. But I have high hopes, as I know we all do, for the future of democracy and our national character. What have you found there, Neddy?”

The repulsive dwarf was emitting sharp cries of excitement, not unlike those of a barking spaniel. Bilbo reached for the wretch’s shirtcollar with his skillet-sized hands and spun him ’round.

“Why, you lucky little fellow! If it ain’t a box of chocolate filberts!”

“Villain, those are mine!” I exclaimed.

“You would begrudge the poor, misbegotten lad an instant of happiness in a life fraught with heartache and tribulation?” Bilbo rebuked me, then slapped the mongrel resoundingly beside the head, knocking his tin hat askew. “Share them with Bessie, now. Don’t be a little piggy.”

The harelip plunged both hands into the box and crammed the hideous aperture in the center of her face with the sweetmeats. Outside, the gale howled like a chorus of demons. Bilbo resumed his ransacking of the forward compartment.

“What are these?” he asked, shoving backward the crate of cork-stoppered glass jars.

“Specimen containers, thou plundering maggot. Careful!”

“Hmmmm. What a fine chest—hold! Why, split my windpipe! What’s this? A cask!”

Bilbo seized the oak barrel and dislodged it from its niche among the other stores. So prodigious was his physical strength that he lifted the thing—which must have weighed upward of an hundred pounds—as easily as a normal man might take up a firkin of butter. Then, using his dagger and pistol butt as the bungstarter, he pounded a hole in the barrel end.

“By the great horn spoon!” he cried. “Whiskey!”

At this juncture, the brigandage of these scum was at once suspended whilst all three attended to the providential cask, Bilbo sipping with great sighs of satisfaction from a specimen jar, held as a jigger, daintily, between thumb and forefinger. So intent were they upon their guzzling that in less than half an hour the trio was dead drunk and asleep at our bound ankles. Struggle as we might, though, we did not succeed in escaping our bonds, and night soon engulfed us like a very mantle of doom. The darkness, the wailing storm, the drunken snores and stink of our captors, the creaking and groaning of our stranded hull straining against the relentless current of the storm-swollen river, all combined to produce the direst anxiety.

“O, Uncle,” I sobbed. “They will murder us! We are dead men! O, God—”

“Stop thy blubbering, Sammy,” he replied firmly, and I tried to stop. “When they come to their senses, I shall explain to this miscreant Bilbo—who shows signs of being a Republican ardent—that we are agents of President Jefferson.”

“These are pirates, Uncle. They don’t give a damn about Mr. Jefferson.”

“I don’t know—he sounded patriotic to me. At worst, I think, we shall be robbed of our expeditionary necessaries.”

“How could we continue without rifles? Without powder, blankets, or food?”

“Sammy, in my sojourn to Labrador misfortune also deprived me of….” And Uncle began a long, harrowing tale of miraculous reprieve from the jaws of death. Meanwhile, one of the loose specimen jars rolled back and forth across the cabin floor as the hull rocked in the current. As the best ideas often do, one now flared in my imagination like a rocket in the dark night above a storm-tossed sea.

“Uncle … Uncle!” I interrupted him, growing more excited by the second. “I have a plan!”

I woke with a start. Sunlight blazed down the hatch like the yellow-hot tip of a torturer’s brand. I remembered at once where I was, and our predicament. Uncle’s eyes were bloodshot with sleeplessness. At our feet snored the contemptible scoundrel Bilbo and his odious accomplices.

“Pssst, Sammy,” Uncle whispered and presented his back to me. “Try if thee can gnaw through these bindings.”

No sooner had I leaned forward than our oppressor-in-chief stirred, issuing first a belch, then a fart, each in its own way so noxiously fetid that they called to mind the everlasting miasmas of hell. It also had the effect of rousing from his stupor the dwarf, Neddy. The harelip, Bessie, lay upon her back against a mealsack, her unique mouth parts issuing a not unmusical whistle with every exhalation.

“Don’t forget the plan!” I reminded Uncle of the scheme I had proposed before dawn. “From now on I shall address you as ‘brother.’ You shall answer only to ‘brother.’”

The villainous trio verged upon awakening.

“Sshhh. He rises….”

Bilbo’s left eyelid rolled up like a shade jerked open in the window of a ruined, vermin-infested house. The white of that organ was jaundiced and reticulated with angry red veins. The pupil within the mud-colored iris dilated and contracted as though it were utterly unable to adjust to the light. Bilbo lifted his massive, grizzled head. A terrible groan rumbled out of his powdery, cracked lips and resounded in the cramped cabin. Moments later he was crawling up the steps of the companionway out onto the deck, and we could hear a vertiable Niagara as he urinated over the gunwale. He returned soon after, staggered back into the cabin and poured himself a specimen jar of the Monongahela. This he consumed, tremblingly, with the reverence of a long-sick sufferer for a potent curative. He settled briefly upon his haunches while the medicine took effect, then looked up at us, smiled dreamily, and heaved a great sigh of relief.

“Gentlemen,” he growled. “I am my gay old self again.” And so saying, he fetched the dwarf a powerful slap on the hindquarters. “Up Neddy! Up my boy! A glorious new day beckons. There is work to be done, guests to entertain. Up, I say!”

The dwarf sat up and rubbed his eyes.

“That’s a good lad,” Bilbo trilled and shook the harelip’s leg. “Wake to the lark’s song, my darling daughter,” he roused her musically.

“Daughter…?” muttered I.

“Ain’t she a prize, though?” Bilbo declared, not facetiously but with the true, blind admiration of a parent for its offspring. “She shall make some lucky fellow very happy, my Bess will. Don’t be misled, young fellow. Though our manner of living has, perforce, fallen upon the impecunious, we were not always so, will not always be. The day will come when I shall see my Bessie dressed in Paris silks. Later I shall have her recite for us.”

“She recites?” said I in disbelief.

“Most winningly, I assure you, sir. But we fall a’prattling, my hearties. Up, up, I say,” Bilbo enjoined us, unsheathing his dagger and cutting, at last, our painful bonds. “For we must get the boat ’round the back of the island ’fore someone else chances along—”

“Thou abominable bandit,” Uncle spat.

“Must we have these maledictions?”

“Thou consummate, worthless scum!”

At this, Bilbo rapped Uncle smartly upon the crown with a heavy ring of Spanish silver.

“Ooooooch!” cried Uncle and kicked Bilbo soundly upon the shin.

“Aiyeee!” howled Bilbo, and the next thing I knew, Neddy was upon Uncle, all flashing teeth and slaver. Bilbo importuned the dwarf to stop while Bessie honked shrilly in the general melee. At last, all combatants ceased as Bilbo bellowed out the command to desist. Afterward, he held the two sides of his head as though they might split apart.

“A dram, my little apple,” he murmured. The harelip poured him a jar and he downed it, then groaned. “That’s better.” He squinched his eyes in obvious pain. “We get to [O2]little news of the day here in … the country. Please do not force me to take measures that you would (ahem) … not live to see me regret,” he concluded, and his meaning was inescapable.

For the next several hours we were kept busy transferring our vital supplies from the keelboat to shore. To obviate any question of escape, Bilbo had Uncle (“Brother,” I called him) and I bound to each other, my right wrist to his left and ditto our ankles, which permitted us to labor in an awkward manner.

When we had unloaded Megatherium, she was light enough to raise off her shoal. Bilbo ran lines off her bow and stern and secured them to a pair of sturdy oaks ashore. Then, working the trunk of a young beech tree into the plaint sand beneath her keel, Bilbo managed to lever her off the shoal. It was a procedure with which he clearly enjoyed prior experience.

Finally, all five of us manned the lines and hauled the boat through the silty shallows around the head of the Island and down the lee shore to a small cove. It was the dwarf’s misfortune to have to labor in water up to his neck. To my shame, I could not help noticing the full figure of the otherwise frightful Bessie. From the neck up she was a monster; but from the shoulders down she was an outstanding specimen of the young female of her species. My eyes were hopelessly riveted to the sight of those fleshy orbs clingingly revealed inside the wet fabric of her shabby calico dress.

Our craft was anchored in the little cove alongside a flatboat of recent vintage. We were forced to return to the head of the island and commence portaging our supplies and equipments, their booty, that is to say, down a quarter-mile-long path to the pirate’s lair, this lair being a most singular habitation.

The little cottage in its sunny glade of oak and walnut was constructed entirely from the timbers and planks of abducted river craft. Here, for instance, in place of a shutter, was the transom of a flatboat, its very name, Plain Jane, visible in faded yellow paint. In place of posts supporting the modest portico were the lateen masts of an half dozen scuttled gundalows, the cleats and running tackle brazenly in place as though they were objects of decoration. The motley clapboards, some red, some green, some white-washed, others varnished or weathered gray, were salvaged from the bulwarks of captured prizes and bore the appellations of their plundered namesakes: the Goforth, the Livonia, the Westering Star, and the pathetic Child of Destiny. The vision of a plank inscribed Megatherium nailed up amongst them filled me with gall.

But I was also struck by the undeniably charming aspect of this dwelling in the wilderness. Whatever their barbarity, swinishness, or habits of turpitude, one could not help but admire the domestic art evinced by the little cottage. In its dooryard grew a profusion of wild flowers—yellow trout lilies (Erythronium americanum), little white spring-beauties (Claytonia virginica), lovely wood sorrel (Oxalis montana), trailing arbutus (Epigaea repens), red lousewort (Pedicularis canadensis), scarlet columbine (Aquilegia canadensis), cranesbill (Geranium maculatum), while three kinds of phlox (glaberrima, pilosa, maculate) bloomed in the window boxes. Violet-green bank swallows (Riparia riparia) swerved in the afternoon sunlight. Deep in the island’s woods, the solitary thrush (Hylocichla guttata) lifted his flutelike song. The path to the door was cobbled with flat rocks. Altogether the habitation seemed hardly the den of murderous rascals it was, but the abode of any earnest and humble folk as might be found in the countryside of Suffolk County, New York.

“Look, brother,” said I to Uncle, “a new species of larkspur.”

“Hmmmph,” Uncle replied.

We followed Bilbo up the path. He approached the front door gingerly, then crept to the side, stooped down, and peeked around the paneless window casement.

“Indians,” he explained with a rueful grin. “One can never be too careful in this neck o’the woods. I always fasten a blade of grass twixt the door and jamb. If it’s broke, one had better be ready for jack-in-the-box.”

“When were you last molested by redskins?” I inquired, more to ingratiate ourselves with this ruffian than gain an answer.

“One invasion per week is the usual. We are dispatching the brutes like so many wasps in the pantry. Ain’t that right, Neddy?”

“Rowf, rowf,” the dwarf said.

“Gentlemen,” Bilbo said, removing his hat and holding open the door, “welcome to our snug harbor.”

We entered. The cottage was as pleasant inside as it was charming without. The furnishings were of surprising gentility, though all stolen, no doubt. The plank floor was covered by an handsome Baghdad rug. A cherrywood breakfront was well stocked with Delft and pewter wares. A stuffed lynx, mounted upon a birch log, snarled beside a ticking clock on the mantelpiece. On the walls were several paintings of the pastoral kind (cows, windmills, et cetera), and a portrait of a lady in dress fashionable before the revolution. There was even a library of an half dozen books on a sidetable; among them, Tristram Shandy, Robinson Crusoe, and The Annual Report of Litchfield County, Connecticut; these also, doubtless, the purloined effects of hapless settlers. At each end of the cottage’s interior was a sleeping loft, a bedstead of mahogany visible in one and of brass in the other.

Of our own pilfered valuables, Captain Bilbo brought in the whiskey cask first, set it in the log bin to the left of the hearth, and stood back admiringly.

“Looks just like the old Fraunces Tavern,” he observed, then filled three pewter cups with whiskey and placed them on the cherrywood dining table. “Have a drink, my hearties. It’ll drive the chill off.”

I was, indeed, shivering, and reached for a cup.

“Sammy!” Uncle remonstrated me.

“No point in catching pneumonia … brother,” I replied and downed the liquor.

“That’s the spirit, lad,” Bilbo toasted me and then stooped to charge the fireplace. “Go on, get out of those wet clothes. Bessie shall find you something warm and dry.”

I glanced over at Bilbo’s daughter. She smiled, and a smile on such a face as hers is a thing one does not soon forget.

“If thee intends to put a bullet ’twixt mine ears, then thee might as well deliver it now,” Uncle declared.

“There we go, my lambs,” Bilbo ignored Uncle’s remark and stood back from the hearth, where a cheerful fire now blazed. He excused himself momentarily and retired to his loft above to change his own wet clothes. Bessie rummaged through an old trunk across the parlor. Neddy sat upon his haunches by the fire and growled evilly.

“For Godsake, play along, Uncle!” I implored him. “Think of the plan!”

“Thy plan is a farrago,” Uncle whispered back.

The ladder creaked and Bilbo descended from above. He was caparisoned now in a tattered but elaborate red silk dressing robe complete with mink collar and cuffs. Upon the lapels were embroidered two snorting griffons. Bessie soon returned with a pair of kersey nightshirts and two robes, one of bearskin, the other of buffalo. Bilbo suddenly produced a bone-handled carving knife. Uncle and I both gasped, but the hulking pirate merely leaned forward and cut our bonds at the wrists and ankles.

“Go on,” the brute said. “Out of your wet things!”

We changed into the scratchy woolens without further protest. Bessie could be heard gurgling and whistling behind our backs.

“There now, isn’t that better?” Bilbo said when we were done, and held out the pewter cup to Uncle. “Take it,” he said genially. Uncle pursed his lips and refused. “Take it!” Bilbo roared. Uncle seized the cup and imbibed the whiskey.

“Satisfied?” he asked Bilbo.

“Never,” Bilbo replied with a wry grin. “But life is too short to be squandered in carping, right Neddy?”

“Yap yap,” the dwarf agreed.

“Why don’t you go out and procure us a supper worthy of this splendid company, my boy,” Bilbo swatted the little mongrel on the hindquarters and he scampered eagerly out the door. Our cups were refilled and we were adjured to join our host at the fireside, Uncle and I in a wooden settle and Bilbo in a scuffed, padded armchair. Twilight gathered at the windows. The fire was comforting, even in this untoward circumstance. Bilbo offered us some of the tobacco he had pilfered out of our effects. I took a pipe. Soon, even Uncle’s stony demeanor began to soften under the influence of the crackling hearth and the Monongahela.

“So,” Bilbo leaned forward avidly in his chair. “Tell me the news of the day.”

Soon you wouldn’t have known our little gathering from that of a public room in any country inn. I touched on some particulars of New York politics. Bilbo seemed especially interested in these, and starved, in general, for information about the civilized world. The rumor of our Louisiana purchase astounded him.

“That scoundrel Hamilton is behind it,” Bilbo commented. “Wants to become the American Bonaparte himself, if you ask me.”

“Bosh,” said I, emboldened by the whiskey. “Hamilton is completely shut out of national affairs. Jefferson is the mastermind behind Louisiana. And as for scoundrels, is this not a case of the pot calling the kettle black, eh, Captain?” I toasted him.

“He’s a spunky lad, ain’t he?” Bilbo quipped to Uncle, who shrugged his shoulders. Just then, Neddy returned from his twilight hunting foray. Around his neck was a small deer, while from his belt hung several partridges. “Well done, my boy!” Bilbo arose to greet the panting hobgoblin.

“That’s odd,” I said. “I didn’t hear a single gunshot.”

“Neddy doesn’t need a gun,” Bilbo informed us without elaborating, and a chill ran down my spine.

“I see,” was my reply.

In a little while we were enjoying the roasted wildfowls with fresh-baked biscuits while Bessie turned a haunch of venison on a spit in the hearth, its juices sizzling aromatically in the glowing embers. It had been so long since our last hot meal that I was as giddy from hunger as I was from the whiskey. Uncle too feasted with single-minded concentration. Bilbo, meanwhile, commenced to spin out the rueful account of those tribulations that had led him to such a low estate as piracy.

“How I miss my dear little city of New York,” Bilbo lamented with all the affectation of a Park Theatre Polonius. I sensed that he had told the story before. “You see before you the mere shadow of he who was Melancton Bilbo, Esquire, soldier in the Great Fight, up-and-coming broker, husband and father, caught between those twin scoundrels, the Castor and Pollux of infamy, General Hamilton and Colonel Aaron Burr. ’Twas my misfortune to marry a beautiful woman, Hester Broadbent, minx, and to be born with a trusting nature…”

A tear fell into his plate.

“How happy was my little family in the house on Cherry Street—or so I thought. The brokerage was a rising concern in the city, with a reputation for probity and an eye for the winning venture. In the spring of ’97, Hamilton approached me, on behalf of a certain Mr. Voorhees, with a scheme for erecting a magnificent silk manufactury at the falls of the Passaic River. Everything was arranged, Hamilton assured me. All that was needed now were backers. It was projected that once in operation, the factory could supply all domestic needs in America and that within five years its output should eclipse the great silk mills of the Manchoo princes! Shareholders would realize an incredible bonanza. I invested the bulk of my personal fortune: forty thousand dollars. Needless to say, the scheme fell awry.

“The silkworms procured by this Voorhees (supposedly imported out of Pekin itself) turned out to be no such things. The so-called silk they produced was nothing of the kind, but a luminescent spittle that, once dried, compared with the lowliest doghair as a textile.”

“Sounds like Trichobaris trinotata,” Uncle inserted, “the potato stalk borer.”

“Plucked from the very garden rows of Bergen County!” Bilbo avouched with a sob. “Naturally, the venture soon foundered. But not before I was, perforce, constrained to spend more and more of my time at the factory across the river in New Jersey. Unbeknownst to me, Colonel Burr, that notorious lecher, and also, by happenstance, our attorney in the silkworks matter, used my absences as an opportunity to seduce my wife. I became the laughingstock of Manhattan. Finally, Voorhees eloped to England with the entire funds of the Passaic Silkworks Company. Burr abandoned my wife when it became obvious that a planned divorce would leave her penniless. I was ruined and disgraced!”

Bilbo broke down again, but soon recollected himself.

“For a time,” he continued, “I wandered the wharves of South Street seeking a yardarm from which to hang myself. But what, I fretted, would become of little Bessie, the apple of her father’s eye. We slipped away westward. Ah, the West, gentlemen, that fabled wilderness of opportunity, mother of El Dorados and Hy-Brasils! Our flatboat got as far as the head of this island. Yes, friends, that derelict upon the shoal was our pretty craft, the Yet Hopeful. We ran aground in a raging storm, much as you might had we not (ahem) signaled you—”

“Accosted us,” I corrected him.

“I am not finished.”

“By all means.”

“Where was I?”

“You were stranded here, on this island.”

“Yes. And here we remained. Weeks, months went by. The game was plentiful. Soon it occurred to me: why leave? Why go anywhere? The fact is, gentlemen, I had found in this solitude that elusive peace of mind that all men seek. Fortune blows many a strange wind in this wide world. Here we remain in our happy snug harbor.”

Bilbo dandled a turkey leg and smiled ruefully.

“That story is the most preposterous balderdash I ever heard,” was my commentary.

Uncle coughed into the sleeve of his buffalo robe.

“Why, ’tis the sheerest twaddle,” I persisted.

“You didn’t find it moving?” Bilbo asked, dismayed.

“I do not believe a word of it,” I told him frankly.

He looked into his plate for a moment, visibly absorbing his disappointment.

“Very well,” he finally said. “Perhaps this will suit you better.” He cleared his throat so as to give it a fresh attack. “How well I recall those carefree days of boyhood under the tulip trees on the lawn of dear old Mount Vernon, playing with my little cousins under the watchful eye of my father, His Excellency George Washington—”

“Bilbo,” said I, “you are a most arrant and contemptible fraud.”

“Do you say I represent falsely?”

“I do sir; you are an humbug through and through.”

“I will meet you like a gentleman.”

“I am ready to get your pistols,” said I.

Bilbo glared at me across the succulent viands. His eyes flickered with malice. I did my best to return his gaze, as though my face were a mirror. The clock ticked loudly on the mantle. Neddy growled. Finally, Bilbo blinked. It was like seeing a pair of live coals extinguished under two wet rags. An ominous chortling rose from deep in his throat.

“By Gad, if you ain’t a saucy boy!” he said and erupted in laughter. A great gob of spittle ran down his chin and he farted with abandon, such was his merriment. The dwarf and Bessie also erupted, the one barking and the other honking with glee.

“He is a rude puppy,” Uncle inserted.

“Puppy!” said I. “Mind how you talk, baby brother!”

“Baby brother…?” Bilbo said quizzically. “What is this nonsense? All day long you have been calling this old goat brother.”

“So? What of it?” I retorted, thanking God that he had finally taken the bait. “How could he possibly be your ‘baby brother?’” the villain asked.

“’Tis none of your business,” I said.

“Wait. I see. Madness descends on the poor lad as his hour draws nigh. I’ve seen it before, sad to say.” Then to Uncle: “They go to pieces.”

I kicked Uncle’s foot under the table. He seemed dazed.

“No, ’tis true,” he finally joined in the ruse, to my relief. “What appears to thee a mere saucy stripling of a boy is, in fact, my older brother.”

Bilbo recoiled. “Why, I may be a fraud, but do you take me for numskull as well?”

“Not at all,” Uncle rejoined. “For we bear a secret so strange and marvelous that logic herself trembles at its utterance.”

“A secret? What secret?”

“’Twouldn’t be a secret anymore if we told you, now would it?” I set the hook.

“Let’s have it, by the blistering Jesus!” Bilbo pounded the table with his fist and the entire house shook.

Uncle furrowed his brow, chewed upon his lip, coughed, cleared his throat, and finally gestured to me in deference.

“Well…?” Bilbo pressed me. He brandished his knife. “Speak if you wish to continue breathing!”

“Er … you have heard, I’m sure, the old Spanish legend of the enchanted spring whence—”

“I knew it!” Bilbo cried triumphantly. “The fountain! The fountain of youth!”

“Well, yes, actually—”

“Where? Where!” Bilbo lunged across the table, clutching desperately the folds of my bearskin robe.

“It is hard to describe—”

“You must have a map!”

“There is a map, but—”

“Hand it over this instant!”

“It is in here.” I pointed to my head. “The map is graven only upon my memory.”

“You have been there yourself, though?”

“Why, manifestly so, Bilbo,” I affirmed.

Uncle could not resist muttering, “Thou dunce….”

“You slaver on my supper, Captain.”

Bilbo let go of my robe and sat primly in his own chair. “I am all ears,” he declared.

“Where shall I start?”

“We have … all night.”

“Some years ago,” I began prevaricating, “whilst on a botanical ramble down Zane’s Trace in the Ohio country, I came upon an humble springhole amid a shady grove of ancient beeches—”

“Beeches, you say?”

“Fagus grandifolia,” Uncle inserted.

“I drank of it. Its water was pure, sweet, most of all refreshing to the weary, aged traveler—but no more so than that of a thousand other wilderness springholes tasted in a lifetime of sojourning—”

“Er, just how long in the tooth were you?” Bilbo asked.

“How old was I? Three score and twelve, sir. And this was back in ’96, mind you.”

Bilbo rolled his eyes in calculation.

I beat him to it. “I shall be eighty on the first of October next.”

“By Jehovah’s short hairs!” Bilbo exclaimed. “Ain’t it a marvel, though! Go on, lad.”

“Yes. Well, the effect was almost instantaneous. I experienced it as a fugue of bodily sensations, not altogether pleasant. Frankly, I thought myself at first in the grip of an apoplexy, a coupe de sang as it were. I seized a trunk of a young box elder”—

“Acer negundo,” Uncle said.

—“and the attack passed. I climbed back upon Old Tom, my horse, and went my way.”

“This was on Zane’s Trace?” Bilbo inquired avidly.

“This was off the Trace,” I replied.

“Hard by the Trace, perhaps?”

“Some distance from it. A day’s march, at least.”

“Dear me,” Bilbo shrank back into his seat. “Well, what happened next?”

“I became aware, in a very vivid degree, of the aroma of sassafras, of wild roses, of bear dung—all the scents of the woods—and realized it had been long since I had enjoyed such olfactory delights. Years. Decades! I was near besotted with it. That is no exaggeration, sir. Soon, I began to feel a tingling in every joint in my body. My eyes were assaulted by a clarity, a brightness of vision—”

“Like the effect of phrensyweed,” Uncle inserted. “Furor muscaetoxicus.”

“Thank you, brother. Ahem. It was then that I chanced to look down at my hands, gripping the pommel of my saddle, and damn me if all the gnarls of gout, all the deformities of arthritis, all the liver spots and blue veins of dotage had vanished! Suddenly, I gasped for my very breath, and realized that my cravat was like to choke the life out of me. I reached for my throat and ripped the collar open. But all my clothes were now tight beyond endurance. My frock coat bit into my shoulders as if it had suddenly shrunk two full sizes. My breeches went slack at the waist. Without that premeditation of movement that is a hallmark of old age, I leaped from Old Tom to the ground and landed on legs that had the spring of a young roebuck’s, then at once cast off my clothing. Had this occurred on any civilized highway or city street, I would have been trundled off to the nearest lunatics’ asylum, no doubt. But I looked down upon myself and, by heaven, I was a youth again! Gone were the sagging gut, the teatlike bosoms, the broomhandle arms and spindly legs. I reached for my face and ran my fingers across it like a blind man feeling the face of a long-gone loved one. The dewlaps and wattles had vanished! I was transfigured!”

“By Jupiter’s thundering bungchute!”

“Indeed, sir, my very sentiments—”

“Sammy!”

“I must be candid, brother, though it pollute your morals. But, there I was: a new man. Being of a lifelong skeptical bent, I puzzled my brains to discover what might be the cause of this momentous transformation. For breakfast I had consumed the ham of a bear and a cupful of mulberries—nothing more. It had to be something in that spring, thought I. I hastened to retrace my steps to it, and this time brought up Old Tom to sip from its modest pool. In a matter of moments he too began to submit to the most startling transformation. Where his coat had been dull and listless, it suddenly shone like waxed mahogany. Where his old spine had swayed under two decades of saddlery, it became as straight as an oak beam. Where mane and tail had hung in graying tatters was suddenly luxurious black hair, as stiff as that of a hussar’s charger—”

“By God’s flaming gorget!”

“My thoughts exactly, sir. But Old Tom’s throes did not end there, for he was seized by such a thirst that he would not stop guzzling of the spring, and in a matter of minutes he was reduced to a spindle-legged colt. He collapsed under the weight of the saddle and fell a’bawling and a’neighing beside the pool; and luckily so, Bilbo, for had he continued, no doubt he would have departed this world by retroactive birth, rather than merely gained a new lease on the life he already owned. Damn me, sir, if I didn’t have to carry all my own necessaries for weeks afterward—not to mention the trouble of milking a she-deer twice a day for the little brute’s sustenance.”

Uncle rolled his eyes at this outlandish embroidery. I confess I was carried away.

“Had I not the stamina of a youth, Bilbo, I would have had to abandon my dear companion to the wolves.”

“You’ve a heart o’gold, by the Lamb o’Nazareth,” our captor said.

“In conclusion, Bilbo, those jars you plundered from our boat were intended for that marvelous fountain of the wilderness. We were going to bottle the stuff, return with it to Philadelphia, and make a fortune, not to mention the dividend of enjoying eternal life—but since you plan instead to blow out our brains, then I suppose it is just another promising business scheme gone up in a vapor—”

“Just a moment there, friend,” Bilbo stopped me. “Has it ever occurred to you to take on a partner? Someone with a good business head?”

And so did Captain Melancton Bilbo et famille become our partners in a venture calculated only to gain us freedom from the clutches of said Bilbo and his brood of freaks.

“Gentlemen,” Bilbo stood up at his place, “or should I say partners? A toast to our consociation!” He hoisted his cup and grinned malefically, revealing a mouth full of green and black teeth as mossy as so many timeworn stumps in an old river bottom. We clanked cups. Bilbo belched. “Let’s to our slumbers, for tomorrow we embark on the trail to riches and life everlasting!”

Uncle was tethered by means of a length of rope to the vigilant Neddy, who lay curled upon a rug at the hearthside like one of Father’s water spaniels, one hooded eye glinting ever-watchfully. Of course, Uncle did not submit to this indignity without protest.

“If this is how thee treats a partner, then thee deserved all thy misfortunes in the silkworm debacle.”

“Sir,” Bilbo riposted in a pedantic tone, “is trust founded on such shifting sands as would tempt you, after only minutes of formal consociation, to speak in such spiteful and censorious terms to he who bears only your best interests in his bosom?”

“And is partnership founded on so mushy a soil that thee would treat thine associate as a mere captive?”

“You object to your bedding?” Bilbo laughed. “Let me remind you, sir, that this is the frontier and that you are lucky to have a roof over your head, let alone a hearth to warm your feet, not to mention the protection of this vigilant stalwart.”

“Grrrrr,” Neddy said.

“I am as familiar with the ways of the wild woodland as thou art acquainted with the habits of perfidy and crime,” Uncle countered. “It is the bonds I object to.”

“A most regrettable but necessary precaution,” Bilbo said with a sigh. “Had I only a strand of potato stalk borer thread securing me to that rascal Voorhees in the silkworks fiasco … well, gentlemen, why prate on about what might have been, for ’tis the vision of what will be that drives the venture at hand. Come now, old fellow,” Bilbo took me by the elbow and guided me up the ladder to the sleeping loft at the far end of the cottage. Once upstairs, he bid me lie down on the wooden bed.

“Am I to sleep in your daughter’s bed?”

“Nothing is too good for such a worthy gentleman as yourself,” Bilbo said, binding my wrists and ankles to the four posts. “Sweet dreams.”

He climbed downstairs, taking the candle with him. Soon the house was dark, save the flickering glow of the hearth. Despite my bindings, sleep quickly overwhelmed me. I don’t know how much later it was that I awoke to the sensation of hands creeping across my breast, opening my shirt buttons, then foraging in my breeches.

“O, no!” I cried before the monster stuffed a rag in my mouth. I next felt her soft, warm, feminine flesh bear its weight upon me, while her mouth issued the telltale whistling exhalations.

But her face was not visible to me in that near-total darkness, and I would be less than candid to aver that I was not seized by a most shameful and uncontrollable priapism, the climax of which was a taste of the life everlasting that makes us all links in the Great Chain of Being.
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