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"If you want to build a ship, don't drum up 

people to collect wood and don't assign them tasks and 

work, but rather teach them to long for the endless 

immensity of the sea." 

 

- Antoine de Saint Exupéry 

 

 

 

 

 

For Jeanette – may we have many more 

adventures like this…



 

PRELUDE - APRIL 2, 1863 
 

I propose to you a new arm of war, as formidable as it is economical. Submarine navigation 

which has been sometimes attempted, but as all know without results, owing to want of suitable 

opportunities, is now a problematical thing no more. 

 Brutus de Villeroi in a letter to President Lincoln, 1862 

 

Captain J.F. Winchester drew deeply on his pipe as he leaned on the aft rail with his back to 

the wind.  The stiff breeze was unusually warm for this early in the spring. The captain removed his 

hat and wedged it under his left arm as he looked beyond the stern of the vessel at the odd wake 

that snaked into infinity. The object dragging behind his ship might affect their mobility if the storm 

intensified. Captain Winchester turned and looked up at the smoke ripped from the stack as the 

U.S.S. Sumpter churned through the night. He contemplated putting up sailcloth, but would wait 

until morning. He knew the ship was close hauled to the wind, but quickly realized this as irrelevant 

because they were, at the moment, under power. Nonetheless, his years at sea ingrained a visceral 

knowledge of wind and tide that he felt with every fiber of his being. The destination of the Union 

steamship was Port Royal, South Carolina. Winchester knew that under good circumstances, 

navigating this area known as the “graveyard of the Atlantic” was dangerous under optimum 

meteorological circumstances. The large man, with his face turned toward the wind, took a sniff of 

the moist air. The weather had a tropical smell with a distinct ozone overtone. As if on cue, a shaft 

of lightning arced through the sky spreading a broad latticework of light in the black clouds. In that 

instant, the captain got a glimpse of the tempest that was looming overhead. The momentary light 

was followed by a low, rolling rumble that Winchester could feel more than hear. It resonated 

through the ship and bellowed as if God was clearing his throat. 

 First mate Charles C. Smith, a thin man who looked as though he constantly smelled 

something foul, wobbled with rookie sea legs toward the captain. Winchester had never liked the 

man, but knew that this journey would be over soon and he and Mr. Smith would part ways. He 

wondered how Mr. Smith got this appointment. As the wiry man walked toward the captain, he kept 

one hand on the rail, still not in full control of his sea legs.  The other hand was clutching an 

oversized leather-bound book. The captain only knew a few crewmen from previous voyages and 

his first mate was not among them. This man, brought up to operate in academic military fashion, 

had a school-room stuffiness that gushed from every pore and lacked the intuition for the chaos of 

the sea borne of years on the water. 

“Your report sir,” said the young man. He handed Winchester a piece of paper from the 

worn leather book. From an unseen part of the ship, the brass bell was struck indicating the 

changing of the watch.  The bell resonated in a muted tone and echoed with an eerie undulation of 

foreboding. Crewmen moved like monks to their position as the watch changed hands. The 

momentary traffic of personnel went nearly unnoticed as the captain drew a lantern closer to the 

page he held in his hand. He had trouble seeing in the daylight hours and the golden glow was 

barely enough illumination to make the report legible. He squinted at the details, trying to 



comprehend and assimilate information about his ship and the surrounding environment. The 

report was only an ancillary component to what his body told him about the change in weather. 

While certain details in the report added insight, in his knees he could feel the barometric pressure 

dropping rapidly.  

“Is this correct?” he asked, his brow furrowing at a detail half way down the page. He 

pointed a stubby finger at a lone number indicating the latest water temperature reading. 

“I checked everything myself, sir.” The lean man looked over the page, his nose high in the 

air exaggerating his already unusual facial features. 

“The water is too warm… too warm,” the captain muttered to himself. The ship rose over a 

large swell and a spray came over the bow as the boat entered an aquatic valley in the ever 

changing dark waters below.  

“Sir?” the first mate asked, inclining his ear to hear over the wind. 

“Nothing… I am sure it is nothing. Thank you. You may be dismissed.” 

The first mate paused. He wanted more than the curt orders from his superior. He had made 

no connections to either the captain or the other crewmembers.  Fresh out of school, he felt his 

degree should afford him a modicum of respect. However, the rules of the sea overruled any of his 

academic knowledge. Realizing there would be no further comment from Captain Winchester; he 

tipped his hand to his forehead in salute, turned, and then returned to the pilot house. The captain 

ruminated on the water temperature. Given this time of year, it should be much cooler.  He hoped 

that the clouds would part enough for him to get another fix.  He had purposely strayed from the 

shoals, but wondered if he had gone out too far. 

Once Captain Winchester had made delivery of the war machine that trailed behind 

Sumpter, he would be on his way northward, earning some much needed time home with his family. 

He had been detained from completing his mission because of mechanical difficulties with the 

Sumpter, and his patience for this hybrid vessel was wearing thin. 

A rogue wave hit the ship broadside. It was significant. The craft groaned as the paddle 

wheel dug into the murky depths and objected to the outside force demonstrating its superior 

strength. The Sumpter listed for a moment and recovered. The captain turned back around and 

looked beyond the deck to the two lines which groaned at the cleats as the war machine, lagging 

behind on its twin leashes, pulled in the opposite direction. He briefly felt the Sumpter strain under 

the opposing forces with a strange twisting motion that, if conditions worsened, would rend the 

two vessels apart. The large metal submarine at the end of the two lines was far too close to his 

ship. Before the bad weather set in he would order the crew to play out the lines, increasing the 

distance between the submarine and his ship. He had kept it close, the submarine riding in the 

Sumpter’s wake, so they could try and make up time. But with the uncertain sea, the submarine 

could transform into a hungry leviathan. 

Captain Winchester longed to see the shore in placid seas. He had only napped for the last 

two days and was fatigued, but didn’t trust the rocky shoals of Pamlico Sound which lay in the 

darkness somewhere off to starboard. He’d spotted the Hatteras lighthouse in the wee hours of the 

morning and kept a good distance from it — more than usual. He was being very cautious. Only a 

few days earlier, the Sumpter had been forced to find a port for repairs because of engine trouble. If 

there was to be more of that, he wanted ample time to set the sails before he heard the crash of 

waves against the rocks. 



Another man approached, lit a cigar, and joined the captain. He was much smaller than 

Captain Winchester, and had jet black hair, thinning in front, which was tossed as the wind howled 

across the beam of the ship. The two leaned against the stern rail and remained silent. Each had the 

experience to know the worst weather was yet to come. The two scanned the sky. Winchester 

sniffed the air. Only after the two completed their momentary assessment did the smaller man turn 

toward the captain. 

“Evening Captain Winchester,” the smaller man said. 

“Evening Captain Eakins,” replied Winchester, nodding his head in a sign of mutual respect. 

Both said nothing for minutes, each enjoying their smoke and the warm moist air. Captain 

Samuel Eakins looked out at the black cylindrical ghost barely visible at the edge of the darkness.  

More lightning and the boom of distant thunder in rapid succession lit the dome of clouds in an 

orange and blue lightshow, heralding bad tidings. The cylindrical beast that seemed to stalk the 

Sumpter glowed as if animated by a plasma purple aura. For a moment, there was the illusion that 

the unmanned craft was gaining on them. 

“We’ll have to distance the Alligator, don’t ya think?” said Captain Eakins. He placed a hand 

on the starboard line that ran from the aft cleat, beyond the point where his fingers could get 

pinched. This was the best way to feel the play and tension of the almost invisible craft pitching to 

and fro in the distance. 

“Indeed, sir,” Winchester responded. “I was thinking the same thing.” 

The submarine Alligator had a metallic conical bow, developed to clear any sunken or 

partially submerged ships that might block passage along a Union canal or waterway. The same 

reinforced steel cone might also sink the U.S.S. Sumpter.  

The two captains stood motionless, yet totally aware of their surroundings. Both had been 

on the water since they were boys. Winchester admired the younger Eakins for embracing the 

currently unmanned new technology of maritime warfare. Eakins exuded natural leadership, self 

confidence, and intelligence. 

Captain Winchester was usually wary of people he didn’t know, but when he first shook the 

hand of Captain Samuel Eakins, he felt the calluses of a working seaman. He knew, in an instant, that 

this small man had hauled many a line in his years on the water. Though not a secret sailor 

handshake, this meeting of palms told Winchester that Captain Eakins was worthy of the 

responsibility for the first Union submarine ever built.  

Winchester also appreciated the keen intellect of Captain Eakins. The construction of the 

Alligator ran both over schedule and over budget. The original designer, who had no formal military 

training, was replaced by Samuel Eakins. In true military fashion, Eakins modified the design to get 

the craft done on time and on budget. He was then put in command of the vessel. Over meals, the 

two captains shared stories of the sea, stories of the Union Navy and their strategies of engagement 

with the Confederates. The Alligator was one of the Union’s “secret weapons” and had already 

proved itself by taking out a railroad bridge in Virginia. Its name, Alligator, came from the green 

camouflage paint which made it resemble the creature that stalks its prey with only its eyes and 

keeps its snout barely visible in the rivers and inlets of the South. Like its stealthy namesake, the 

Alligator was all but submerged save for the turret that rose like a single eye, spying the increasing 

violence of the elements. Though it was painted green, on this night the forty-seven foot craft 

looked black in the churning waters that ran behind the Sumpter. 



“There’s gonna be a blow,” said the submarine captain. Captain Eakins hadn’t often travelled 

this expanse of the coast line. He was more familiar with the territory between New York and the 

Washington Navy Yard. He knew stretches along that coastline where he could “hove to” in a storm.  

He felt the sticky warmth that made his outfit itch. He flicked the moist, well-chewed stub of his 

cigar into the ocean. “I’ll be in my quarters should you need me.” 

“Aye,” replied Winchester. “We may be calling on all hands if this weather comes to bear 

with all its fury. I can count on your men?” 

“Of course,” answered Eakins. “We would be happy to assist in any way.” 

Eakins was relieved that Winchester had thought to include his men in tending to Sumpter. 

Eakins knew his men to be both good soldiers and good sailors. However, they had been chastised 

by Sumpter’s crew. Eakins’ men were nothing more than passengers as their ship was towed 

behind.  Though all wore the same outfits and shared the same rank, the crew of the Alligator idled 

as Sumpter’s crew worked twenty-four hours a day. Eakins thought that if his men could exercise 

some of the tasks aboard this vessel, it may help stabilize and bring harmony to the whole vessel. 

With each passing hour the wind whipped into a gale. By morning, the sky swirled like a 

grey cauldron of evil stew. The sky was burnished steel and the ocean boiled like molten lead. The 

wind ripped off the crests of the waves into salty sea spray that mingled with the rain, stinging 

anyone who had the displeasure of having to make their way along the outside of the ship. The 

captain second guessed himself. He had opted to remain further out to sea than normal to keep a 

safe distance from shallow waters, but if anything went wrong, he would have a bear of a time 

getting the two crafts to safe harbor. The winds came from the southwest, which kept both ships 

from making headway, and the direction of the tempest kept driving the lumbering duo further out 

to sea. Navigation was inhibited because the tons of steel that labored behind the Sumpter acted as 

a sea anchor, dragging them always into the wind so the bow crashed mercilessly into the never 

abating waves. 

By noon, no one could venture on deck.  Captain Winchester was content to ride out this 

blow, but it was much larger than he had anticipated. The sky had turned black and the wind 

screamed across the length of the ship. Even with Captain Winchester’s experience, the Alligator 

was threatening to place Sumpter into imminent danger. Because Alligator’s hawser lines had been 

played out, the submarine would retard the acceleration of the Sumpter as it attempted to ride the 

waves that now crested over the bow. This “push and pull” action threw the nose of Sumpter into 

the oncoming wave. The waves now smashed the bow all the way to the foremast.  

Every man below deck succumbed to the illness of the rolling sea. Those feeding the engine 

room had burns as airborne charcoal lit against them, landing on their sweaty skin and 

extinguishing with an infernal hiss. Downdrafts made the interior of the engine room a vision of 

Dante’s hell. Smoke, flame, and infernal heat surrounded the strong, but ill, men who were covered 

black with soot. 

As the Sumpter fought through a gust that stopped any progress, a massive rogue wave 

broke across its front quarter. The boat groaned in agony and appeared to twist amidships. The 

galley stove pipe was wrenched from its footing.  Timbers splintered as the pipe succumbed to the 

aquatic force. After the wave subsided, the large metallic pipe clanged against the bow and wedged 

between the foremast and pilot house until the ship recovered and rebounded in the opposite 

direction. The large metal tube bounced once, smashing the wood beneath it, rolled, bounced again 



and then hurled through the air, taking some of the secured running rigging with it. Water poured 

into the open wound as the ship dove into another oncoming wave.  The decks below flooded as the 

bow sunk again and again into the aquatic onslaught. 

Captain Winchester tried turning the ship to starboard, hoping that the storm was centered 

over the deep water with fairer seas closer to shore. This put strain on the port-side tow line of the 

Alligator.  The result of this navigational attempt turned Sumpter broadside to the wind and waves. 

The waves, which had crashed over the bow, now slammed across the beam of the struggling boat 

with the full ferocity of the Almighty’s backhand, furiously rocking the Sumpter and threatening to 

roll her into the violent water. The Alligator was reluctant to follow and now started a violent 

tarantella as it swayed first to port and then to starboard. If the submarine broke from either tow 

line, it would spell doom for both ships.  The swaying of the metal submarine, which was partially 

submerged, made holding a steady course nearly impossible. 

Captain Winchester cursed as the forces of God and nature prevented him from navigating 

to safer waters. At one point, the captain bellowed, “Infernal machine! Cigar borne from hell, that 

thing is… best laid upon the deep to save our souls!” 

The crew said nothing, both out of fear of the raging storm and the fury of the captain. 

Eakins, concerned for his vessel, donned an oil-slick jacket and tied a rope around his waist. 

He took his life into his hands by trying to walk along deck. He slipped and fell a number of times. 

He could barely keep his eyes open as he was pelted with rain that ran horizontally as the wind 

bellowed like a chorus of angry angels. At one point he had to stop because a particularly strong 

burst of air whipped the breath from his lungs. The short man finally made his way to the spot 

where hours before he enjoyed his tobacco.  

As he feared, the Alligator had taken on water and sat low in the water. Its hind third was 

completely submerged. This only added to the strain on the parent ship. Given the weather, the tide 

and the dead weight, there was no way the ships could find safe harbor in an inlet along the sound. 

Slowly, Captain Eakins, realizing the fate of his craft, returned to the pilot house. 

“She’s taken on water,” Eakins reported to Winchester. Eakins untied the line from his waist 

and was wrapping it around his hand, still dripping wet. 

“I could a told you that,” said Winchester as he manned the helm. “The goddamn thing is 

gonna carry us to our graves unless this storm lets up.” A wave broke over the bow and the ship 

temporarily went backward as the submarine kept the bow buried much longer than a normal craft. 

It pulled itself out like a knife withdrawn from a sheath. The Alligator was in control of this 

maneuver, and the only thing Captain Winchester could do was to straighten the rudder to prevent 

it from snapping. 

“Dammit!” exclaimed Captain Winchester. “A ship can’t sail backward. If you are a Christian 

man,” he raged, “now’s the time to be calling on your maker.” 

He compensated as both the submarine and the steam vessel glided down an extremely 

large wave. He turned to starboard. As he did so, he heard an unnatural groan and then felt the boat 

suddenly free itself of the lateral strain as a large snap echoed over the screaming wind. 

Suddenly, the Sumpter felt as though it had run aground.  The boat temporarily lifted. 

Captain had never felt anything like that in his years at sea. He knew he was far enough from shore, 

but it felt like a leviathan from the deep had scraped the boat like a shark testing its next meal 

before wholly consuming it. 



The first mate Smith, Winchester and Eakins looked at each other with grave concern.  They 

wordlessly agreed that the Alligator had smashed into the hull of the Sumpter. The combination of a 

hole aft, and the sheared off galley pipe would spell instant death for all aboard. 

Eakins was the first to react. He didn’t take time to secure himself to the ship as he half-

skidded, half-crawled, back to the stern of the ship. The port line to the submarine had severed at 

the cleat. The submarine had only the starboard line tethering it to the Sumpter. It thrashed wildly, 

threatening to come alongside and dash a hole along the starboard side of the Sumpter. 

Eakins gripped the rail and contemplated the alternatives. He could call all hands and try to 

retrieve the forty-seven foot long metal beast. This would require the submarine to be close enough 

that someone could “jump” to the Alligator with another tow line. Given the maelstrom, that 

scenario would spell instant death. 

If they did nothing, both ships would be lost. 

Eakins returned to speak with Winchester about the inevitable. 

“She didn’t break free, but she is dancing out there, ain’t she?” asked Captain Winchester, 

never taking his eye off the space just beyond the bow of the ship. 

“Port side hawser is gone,” Eakins reported. 

“You got any ideas?” asked Winchester. 

Smith remained in a silence born of fear and panic. 

Eakins spoke, “I’ve got a thousand ideas, but they are all bad. There seems to be only one 

that solves our dilemma.” 

The Sumpter was foundering and the sluggish response was now compounded by the 

independent lateral pull of tons of water and steel. 

“I am sorry Captain Eakins, but she has got to go. If we are to live another day, we cannot do 

so with the Alligator on our tail.” 

Eakins did not reply. He stepped to the rear of the pilot house, grabbed the axe which was 

secured to the wall with leather straps and headed out into the hell that raged around them. 

  



THE OFFICE 
 

Sometimes we are lucky enough to know that our lives have changed, to discard the old, 

embrace the new and run headlong down an immutable course.   

   Jacques Cousteau 

 

David Jessup sat in his father’s large leather chair and stroked his prematurely white hair. It 

was a habit he formed many years ago, combing his fingers through his hair when he was under 

stress. He tried to remember the last time he sat in this chair. David surmised he was nine years old, 

when his mother brought him to the Washington Office. From the window, high above Constitution 

Avenue, David could look out on the hub of the United States Government.  Samuel Jessup had been 

one of the major players in the political machine, not as a political official, but as a lawyer who was 

willing to take on the giants of the world. 

Now, David was collecting the final pieces of his dad’s life that hung on the wall or sat 

perched on his father’s desk. The large mahogany wood desk smelled rich from daily polishing. 

David ran his hand along the top of the oversized desk; its smooth surface knew the hours of toil 

spent there that separated David from his father. David was raised in opulence, but lacked the 

intimacy of an involved father. David was sent to sailing camp, raised in a private school, and 

languished during summer in the villa in the British Virgin Islands. But his father never took the 

time to pitch a baseball, take him to Boy Scouts, or simply be there like other fathers. 

David’s father became even more remote after the death of David’s mother. David resented 

his father for his militant attitude toward seeking justice and always putting work before those he 

loved. As a young boy of nine, David thought he might one day join the law firm and follow in his 

father’s footsteps. By the time he was fifteen, he denied himself that opportunity. David rebelled, 

drinking and doing drugs with a seemingly limitless bank account.  

By the age of twenty, David joined the ranks of the rich dilettantes, living in a haze of 

“having it all” and “never being satisfied.” The law firm kept David out of jail, but rarely out of 

trouble. At one point David woke, having crashed yet another car into someone’s home. He lay in a 

pool of his own blood and vomit. Only then did he realize that he needed to do something with his 

life. Church did nothing for him, but he thought he could do something good for the world, so he 

joined the Peace Corps. The work was rough, and he was ready to leave on more than one occasion, 

but he saw that the world was in need, and he could help in some small way. With a renewed 

purpose in life, he returned to the States and set up a financial assistance office, providing help and 

guidance for the poor and middle class. It was an ordinary life and his father left him alone. 

The call came at noon when Sherry Wiles, his father’s secretary, gave him the news. David’s 

father suffered a heart attack and was found in his bed — alone and broken. Years ago, David would 

have raised a glass and sung a victory song. Today, however, he was silent and solemn. In his 

father’s office, the team had cleaned out most of his proceedings, active cases, and pending 

communication with clients. The little that was left — that which defined the rest of his life — could 

easily be put in two boxes. He always had a few suits in his closet should he need to change. The 

family photos were way out of date; put there to fool his new clientele into thinking that he was a 

family man.   



The funeral would be filled with the power elite, those desiring to step up, and those Samuel 

Jessup had saved from the political dogs. His father was ruthless. He was paid well to keep the 

international world in check. Whether it was discrepancies in law or providing the means to patent 

technologies that would revolutionize the world, Samuel Jessup held worldwide fame.  

Now he was gone. 

There would be no father/son reconciliation. There would be no meeting of minds. David 

would not see his father descend from the high platform of corporate law and take up some other 

lifestyle upon retirement that wasn’t a seventy-two hour work week.  

David stood up and looked out the window. The overcast sky melded with the monuments 

and seemed to weep over the loss of the dead powerhouse. David began to cry. He was crying, not 

over his own loss, but for the loss of his father’s life. The loss was born out of an overzealous work 

ethic which knew no rest. That pain filled in the reservoir of lifetime absence. 

At that moment the secretary, Sherry Wiles, stepped into the office carrying a plastic tub 

filled with some rolled up documents, books, and odd papers. 

Realizing David was crying, she apologized and began to back out of the room. “Oh — sorry 

David, I’ll give you a moment.” 

David stopped her. “No, its okay. Please come in. I’m okay.” 

Sherry placed the container on the table. She’d been with David’s father for years. Though 

her hair had turned gray, she still maintained an elegant beauty and professionalism. She wasn’t 

easily flustered, but today David could see the veil of grief just below the daily efficiency.  

Normally the desk would have stacks of documents and books. The plastic container 

seemed out of place; an island in a large wooden sea. “We’d gone through most of Mr. Jessup’s…” 

Sherry stuttered, “err… your father’s dockets, and came across these. They don’t seem to be related 

to anything he was working on. We figured they were some personal effects that got mixed up with 

legal papers. Please take them.” 

“Thanks. I’ll go through them. I appreciate it.” 

Sherry gave an awkward smile. She paused, not really knowing what to say next. After an 

uncomfortable pause, she said, “I’ll be getting back to my work, unless you need anything.” 

It was an automatic response she gave David’s father thousands of times over the course of 

their professional career. Routine was a balm for her as she backed out of the office and closed the 

door. 

David moved from the window, pulled the light blue top off the container and peered inside. 

He pulled out a few paperback novels — an oddity for this man who would never be caught dead 

without a signed first edition hardback. There were maps of the east coast, letters to the National 

Oceanic and Atmospheric Association (NOAA) and a few museums. 

Underneath the papers was a large cardboard cylinder. He pulled it out, unscrewed the cap, 

and peered inside. Carefully he extracted the contents. He unrolled the document and stared 

dumbfounded. This couldn’t possibly be among his father’s artifacts. It made no sense. He 

wondered if Sherry made some kind of mistake. His father had no hobbies. His father expressed no 

interest in anything other than the law.  The diagram splayed out on the yellowing paper lay in 

direct contradiction to the man David knew.  Perhaps in those last moments there was senility 

creeping in. 



The enigma of the document which now stretched out on the mahogany desk presented a 

puzzle to David. A puzzle about his father he now wanted to solve. The pages tried to roll back into 

the shape of the cylindrical container on their own, so David couldn’t turn the page without the 

whole thing trying to resume its preferred shape. He held the diagram down, pondering the 

anomaly that stared back. 

Drawn with a meticulous hand and notated in a neat script was the construction document 

for an early submarine, made by one – Brutus de Villeroi. 

 


