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It was shortly after the indecisive Battle of Monmouth, toward the end of 
June, in 1778, that Alexander Swift found himself once again in the company 
of General George Washington. The 46-year-old leader of the Continental 
Army showed few effects of his long winter at Valley Forge, though he 
regretted not having fared better during the recent New Jersey engagement. 

“It’s a pleasure to see you again, Swift,” he said, taking Alexander’s hand in 
his own. “You did a fine job defending our chain at West Point.” 

The Hudson chain, barring the river to British ships, was a favorite project 
of Washington’s. Its efficacy in just a few short months was shown by the 
British attempt to destroy it and open the river once again to the Royal Navy. 

“I only did what I had to,” Swift said. As a civilian who often undertook 
special assignments for the army, his relationship with General Washington 
was somewhat special. 

“At least it’s one small victory for us this year.” 
“What news of Monmouth?” 
“We should have won the battle. I made the error of shifting command from 

Lafayette to General Lee, and Lee let me down. I was forced to rebuke him 
publicly, on the battlefield. Lafayette and I slept together under a massive 
oak tree with our cloaks for covering, ready to attack at dawn, but by 
morning the British had slipped away.” 

“There will be other days, General.” 
“I feel the war is shifting to the south now. In my heart I wanted to retake 

New York by this summer. Ever since I allowed that city to fall to the British 
I have distrusted my own ability in the field.” 

“Things may not be as bleak as they seem,” Swift tried to reassure him. “I 
have news from a spy in New York.” 

The general perked up at once. “Your wife?” 
Alexander Swift felt a chill at the words. “No, she still lives with the British 

officer for whom she left me. I have had no word from her since our parting.” 
“Then what news have you?” 
“A British frigate sank recently in the East River, a few miles north of the 

main harbor. It was carrying a cargo of gold valued at about a million 
American dollars. They will surely try to recover this gold for the war effort.” 

General Washington pondered his words. “Is there anything we can do to 
stop them?” 

“One man alone might have a chance of slipping into the city.” 
Washington knew what he meant. “You’ll be shot as a spy if they catch 

you.” 
“I’ll take my chances. New York is my city and I’ve been away from it too 

long. Do I have your permission, General?” 
Washington turned away. “I tell you nothing, but if you go and if you 

happen to see Amanda, give her my fondest regards.” He had spoken the 
name of Alexander Swift’s estranged wife. 

 
Although early July marked the second anniversary of the colonies’ 
declaration of independence from England, there were no celebrations in the 



city of New York. The British army was firmly entrenched in the city that 
clustered around the southern tip of Manhattan Island. Crossing the Hudson 
by night in a small boat, Swift could see the old Dutch windmill still 
silhouetted against the campfires. 

No guards challenged him or even noticed him as he pulled the rowboat 
ashore. Wearing his ordinary civilian clothes, Swift walked east on Wall 
Street to the corner of Broadway where the ruins of Trinity Church still 
remained after a disastrous fire two years earlier. Here he had a decision to 
make, knowing he was only a few blocks from the place that had been home 
to him. But he knew that trying to see Amanda would be foolish. Her British 
soldier would no doubt be with her. He was a man Swift had sworn to kill, 
but not now, not this night. Not until he had completed his mission. 

Instead he headed north along Broadway, braving the night streets on foot 
rather than risk renting a horse at a posthouse. Even at this late hour he was 
fairly certain that the man he sought would be at the waterfront around 
South Street. He found him after an hour’s search, in the Blue Boar tavern 
near the East River. 

“Feeney,” he said, speaking the man’s last name softly so as not to be 
overheard. 

Michael Feeney turned with a grin, barely concealing the razor-sharp knife 
as he pulled it from his sleeve. “My God! Alexander! What brings you to New 
York?” The knife slipped back as quickly as it had appeared. 

“I received your message about the sunken frigate.” 
Feeney nodded, his ruddy Irish complexion reflecting the glow of the oil 

lamps. “I knew that would interest you.” He was a man in his mid thirties, 
perhaps a few years older than Alexander, who’d had the misfortune of 
starting a new life in the colonies just at the time that they revolted and 
declared their independence. Never a friend of the English, he continued to 
live and work among the loyalists while supplying his friend with 
information. He’d told Swift once that he considered himself more of a gossip 
than a spy, but they both knew the English would hang him in a minute if his 
activities were ever discovered. 

Alexander Swift glanced around at the others in the dimly lit tavern. Most 
were obviously British seamen, part of the supply route from the mother 
country. He was sure none could overhear him as he asked, “Are they going 
to try raising it?” 

“Believe me, they want that gold. The troops need food and supplies, more 
than can be shipped from England. The gold bullion on board the Freetown 
could keep the war going for years. My information is that the ship is resting 
on a ledge of rock just below the water’s surface. If they can keep it from 
sinking any deeper, the gold can be removed with relative ease.” 

“What caused the Freetown to go down?” Swift asked, pouring himself a 
drink from the bottle the bartender had set down before him. 

“A northeaster hit just as she was coming into the river. Before they could 
get the sails furled it capsized her. My own opinion is that she must have 
been overloaded, though Captain Shay denies it.” 

“Not Randolph Shay?” 
“None other! You know him, don’t you?” 
“We’ve met. He’s the one who introduced Amanda to Major Jordan.” 



“Oh!” 
Swift smiled ruefully. “I know. It was the beginning of bad times for my 

marriage.” 
“Will you try to see her while you’re here?” Feeney asked. 
“It would be a big mistake. If Major Jordan caught me I could be hanged as 

a spy — just like you. I have a feeling he’d like nothing better. It would save 
all the trouble of a divorce.” 

“What are you going to do about the Freetown?” 
“Go look at it in the morning. Do you have an extra bed I could use?” 
“Certainly. But be careful, Alexander.” 
 

At the first light of dawn, not long after five, Swift borrowed a horse from 
Feeney and rode north. He followed the familiar trail that hugged the shore 
of the East River, passing cultivated farmland and wooded areas before at 
last sighting the top of a mast protruding from the water. Almost at once he 
reined in his horse and took cover in the shelter of some pine trees. A pair of 
longboats moved out from shore toward the mast of the submerged frigate. 
There appeared to be six or eight men in each. 

Swift cursed silently for arriving on the scene just a moment too late. He 
dismounted and dropped to the ground, crawling through the pine needles for 
a better view of the salvage operation. Behind him the horse whinnied a 
warning but he was too absorbed to understand. Suddenly a harsh voice 
spoke. “On your feet, laddie, before I poke you with me bayonet!” 

“I was just — ” 
The British soldier jabbed him in the right buttock and Swift scrambled 

quickly to his feet. “That’s better. You want to see what’s going on, I’ll give 
you a good view.” 

The first thing he saw as he was marched to the water’s edge was a group of 
half a dozen British officers standing in a semi-circle as they watched the 
progress of the longboats. The vessels were now tethered to the mast and two 
men from each boat dove into the water. They could stay under for a couple of 
minutes at most, and as each team surfaced a new team of divers replaced 
them. 

Alexander Swift suddenly realized that one of the six officers standing on 
the shore wore the uniform of a captain in the King’s Navy. Swift had never 
seen him with a beard before, but it took him only a moment to recognize 
Captain Randolph Shay, commander of the sunken frigate Freetown. 

Shay, for his part, stepped forward at once. “Alexander! Can that be you?” 
“It is, Captain. I was out for an early morning canter when I noticed the 

unusual activity up here.” 
“I’d heard you had deserted the city when the rebels were forced to retreat 

two years ago.” 
To admit to that was to admit he was a spy. “No, no. I’ve been here all 

along. What are you doing here?” 
Captain Shay gestured toward the river. “My ship went down in that 

northeaster last week. We’re trying to recover the cargo. I never knew a 
storm like that to hit this area in early July. It caught us with our sails fully 
rigged.” 

“Good luck with the recovery,” Swift said, turning away. With a bit of luck 



he might be able to bluff his way out of this. 
But it was not a day for luck. 
“Seize that man!” one of the army officers ordered. “He is a spy.” 
Alexander Swift whirled to face his accuser as firm hands gripped his arms. 

Though he’d only seen him twice before, he now recognized the face of the 
handsome major who stood with the others, pointing an accusing finger at his 
chest. “Major Jordan, isn’t it? My regards to you, sir, and to Amanda, my 
wife. I trust she is in good health.” 

“He fled the city more than a year ago to be with Washington,” Jordan 
announced. “I will testify against him.” 

At that moment he was interrupted by a shout from one of the boats. An 
officer in command of the recovery team was calling out to shore. 

“What is it?” Captain Shay shouted in response. “Say again.” 
“There is no gold on board here. The ship’s hold is empty!” 
 

Alexander Swift was taken back to British Army headquarters in lower 
Manhattan. He was questioned by a captain he’d never seen before and then 
left alone for more than an hour. Finally, when the door opened again, it was 
not the captain but Major Jack Jordan who entered. Seeing him in this room 
lit only by the morning sun, Swift could view him as Amanda might. He was 
handsome, certainly, but Swift’s wife had never been one to be impressed 
merely by physical appearances. Perhaps there was something more, some 
sort of animal magnetism that Swift himself lacked. He’d been faithful during 
their time together, and even since their separation he’d found comfort only a 
few times in the arms of a barmaid named Molly who lived near the 
American garrison at West Point. 

Staring now at this handsome British major, he spoke the words that had 
hovered in his mind since their meeting by the sunken frigate. “I always 
thought I’d kill you if we met again, Major.” 

“Killing a British officer is a hanging offense. But then, so is spying.” 
He sat down across the table from Swift. “Amanda will be put through a 

great deal of torment as a result of your returning to New York, Swift.” 
“Release me and she need never know.” 
“Right now we have much larger problems than you. A valuable shipment of 

King George’s gold has disappeared from that wrecked frigate.” 
“Someone simply got there first. I understand that looting wrecked ships for 

their cargo is not unknown along the English coast.” 
Major Jordan shook his head. “We had guards there ever since the wreck, 

day and night. No one went near it.” 
“Perhaps the bullion was removed earlier, on the high seas, and transferred 

to another ship.” 
“Such a thing would involve a major conspiracy of Captain Shay and the 

entire crew. It’s out of the question.” 
Alexander Swift took a deep breath. “Release me and perhaps I can find the 

missing gold. I have a number of contacts on the waterfront.” 
Jordan snorted at the suggestion. “Find it for which side?” 
“If I find it, you have my word that the gold will not go to the Continental 

Army.” 
This promise brought a laugh from Major Jordan. “The word of a man who 



has sworn to kill me?” 
“What happened over my wife is another matter entirely. I will deal with 

that in due time. Right now you want your gold — ” 
“King George’s gold,” he corrected. 
“ — King George’s gold. And I want my freedom.” 
Major Jordan stood up. “Let me discuss this with my superiors. I will return 

shortly.” 
Alexander Swift had a suspicion no superiors would hear of their 

conversation. Jordan had already decided on a course of action beyond British 
law. He had seen the flash of excitement in the man’s eyes and could guess 
what it meant. He would be turned loose to find the missing gold, with 
Jordan’s men close behind him. If he failed to find it, he could be killed for 
trying to escape. If by some miracle he found it, Jordan would take the gold 
himself and still kill him. 

Major Jordan returned in thirty minutes and told him, “You will have 
twenty-four hours of freedom, carefully supervised. If you attempt to leave 
New York, you will be killed. If you attempt to contact any of Washington’s 
spies, you will be killed. Find the missing bullion, deliver it to me, and I will 
guarantee your freedom.” 

“Fair enough,” Swift replied, not believing him for a minute. 
Jordan took a gold watch from his pocket and opened the cover. “Report 

back to me at eleven o’clock tomorrow morning.” 
“I have just one request. I would like to speak with Captain Randolph Shay 

if he’s still in the building.” 
“That can be arranged. We are just completing our questioning of him. You 

may speak with him before he leaves.” 
There was more waiting until Swift was finally escorted to an upstairs 

office shortly after noon. Captain Shay sat at a desk looking tired and 
depressed. “Well, Swift! So even the enemy has an opportunity to question 
me now.” 

“We were friends at one time, Captain. I still don’t consider us enemies, 
even though our countries may be at war.” 

“The rebellious colonies are not a country.” 
Swift ignored the remark and said, “I’ve agreed to help Major Jordan 

investigate the disappearance of cargo from your frigate. Tell me, did you 
observe the gold being loaded yourself ?” 

“Damned right, I did!” He chose a sheet of paper from the desk and passed 
it across to Alexander. “This is the Freetown’s manifest. She carried a sealed 
cargo of His Majesty’s bullion in the hold. Gold ingots and bags of gold coins 
weighing the equivalent of three thousand pounds. A million in gold and we 
used it as ballast!” 

“There was no interception or boarding on the high seas?” 
Shay scoffed at the suggestion. “The Freetown was a heavily armed frigate, 

able to withstand any attack with a fusillade of cannonballs. Finest ship I 
ever commanded. Only the finest would be entrusted with the king’s gold.” 

“But she went down in the East River.” 
“An act of God, certainly,” the captain replied. “It was early morning and we 

had no warning of the storm. We’d sailed in through Long Island Sound and 
had turned into the East River at its northern end. There was a gust of wind 



when the storm hit and we went over like a straw man.” 
Swift glanced at the manifest. There was no doubt the gold had been loaded 

on board, just as there was no doubt the hold was now empty. Though the 
ship had gone over on its side as it took on water and sank, it was now 
resting almost upright — enough to show the top of its mainmast. 

“Were any of your crew lost?” 
“Eight able seamen drowned, good men all.” 
Alexander Swift nodded, getting to his feet and returning the manifest to 

Shay. “I may want to speak to some of your officers.” 
“They’re available.” 
Swift left him alone in the room, thinking that he would not want to be 

Randolph Shay, facing probable court-martial for the loss of his warship and 
a fortune in gold. 

He held his breath as he stepped outside and walked past the uniformed 
guards with their rifles held at port arms. No one challenged him. He was 
free for the moment. 

 
Swift spent most of the afternoon shaking off two men dressed as seamen 
who’d started following him as soon as he left British headquarters. Finally 
he’d been forced to grab onto the side of a passing carriage and ride away 
unseen, leaving them standing in the center of the muddy street. He pictured 
Jordan’s face when he learned that Alexander Swift had now disappeared 
along with King George’s gold. 

Once he was certain no one else was on his trail, he headed directly for 
South Street and the tavern where he knew Michael Feeney could be found in 
the late afternoon. The Irishman was off in his corner, and he raised a hand 
in greeting to Swift. “I had heard bad news about you, that you’d been taken 
by the British.” 

“All true, but I talked my way out of it. The next time I may not be so 
lucky.” 

“Some say the gold is gone.” 
“That it is. Their divers say the hold is empty.” 
“A curious turn of events.” 
“I’ve been set free until eleven tomorrow morning to find the gold.” 
Feeney merely grinned. “Like setting a fox to keep the geese.” 
“Look, I need your help.” 
“To get out of New York?” 
“No, I can always steal a boat for that. Do you know a man named David 

Bushnell?” 
His eyes narrowed to slits. “You’re talking about one of Washington’s secret 

weapons.” 
“I need him now, tonight if possible.” 
“He’s not in the city. I think he’s somewhere in New Jersey.” 
“Can you find him?” 
“Not Bushnell himself, but I know Ezra Lee, an army sergeant who works 

with him. Their first missions failed, but they’re anxious to try again.” 
“I might give them that chance.” 
“Can you be back here by ten o’clock?” 
“Yes, and do your best, Michael. If you cannot find him by then, we must 



give it up.” 
It was dangerous for Swift to prowl the streets during the early evening 

hours, and even more dangerous to spend the time in a tavern or grogshop. 
British troops were everywhere, as were loyalists ready to report him if he 
was recognized. Strangely enough, the safest place for him was probably his 
wife’s new home. Amanda may have cuckolded him, but she would never 
betray him to the British, not even to Jordan. 

He had heard some time back that they were living together in a house on 
John Street, just off Broadway. The July evening was still bright with 
sunlight when he reached it, and he stood for a time in a doorway across the 
street, watching for any sign of movement. He was debating whether to risk 
approaching the front door when Amanda herself appeared, walking quickly 
along the road with an open parasol shielding her from the sun. 

Even if it meant his capture, he had no choice but to approach her. 
“Amanda!” 

She turned quickly at the sound of her name and the color drained from her 
face. She was as lovely as he remembered, with great green eyes like 
windows to her soul. “Alex! Don’t you know they’re looking for you? Jack says 
you betrayed his trust.” 

“I haven’t yet. I’ll be in his office tomorrow morning as promised.” 
“Come in. If you’re seen on the street by his soldiers you might be shot.” 
“I hoped you’d let me stay until dark if Jordan isn’t here.” 
She unlocked the door and led him into a small house that was better than 

the one they’d shared. “It belonged to a lawyer who fled the city,” she 
explained. “Jack was able to get it for us.” 

“There was a time I said I’d kill him. And perhaps you too.” 
A smile played at her lips. She unbuttoned the neck of her blouse, baring 

her throat. “It’s yours for the cutting if that’s what you want.” 
Alexander sighed. “What happened to us, Amanda?” 
“A revolution changed our lives.” 
“Do you really love the British that much?” 
Her green eyes glistened. “I love Jack Jordan. That’s the important thing. 

Don’t tell me you haven’t found someone to love since we parted!” 
He ignored the question she wasn’t quite asking. Instead he asked one of 

his own. “What will you do when the British lose the war, when Jordan is 
forced to return to England?” 

“That’s not going to — ” 
She was interrupted by a pounding on the front door. For an instant Swift 

feared he’d been tracked down by Major Jordan’s men. “Don’t open it!” he 
begged her. 

“I must. It could be a message from Jack.” 
Swift ducked behind a drapery as she opened the door, revealing a middle-

aged man with a dark, weathered complexion. “Please let me in!” he gasped. 
“I’ve been hurt.” 

Then he fell at her feet and they both saw the blood on the back of his shirt. 
 

“He’s dead,” Swift told her after a moment’s examination. “Stabbed in the 
back.” 

“But who is he? I’ve never seen him before,” Amanda protested. “This isn’t 



the jungle. Men aren’t murdered on one’s doorstep!” 
“Apparently this one was.” He glanced out at the stoop. “There’s a trail of 

blood on the steps but virtually none in the street. He was stabbed just as he 
reached here and started up the steps.” 

“He may have been looking for Jack, thinking he’d be home by now.” She 
took a deep breath. “I must summon help. There are usually sentries on duty 
at Broadway.” 

“Do what you have to. I’ll be gone when you return.” 
She lingered only a moment, casting a sideways glance at him, perhaps 

forming words in her mind that were left unspoken. Then she was out the 
door, leaving it ajar as she ran down the street seeking help. 

Swift decided to exit through the back door, but he paused long enough to 
go through the dead man’s pockets. He came quickly upon papers identifying 
him as one Roscoe Newcastle, naval lieutenant and first mate aboard the 
H.M.S. Freetown. He returned the papers to Newcastle’s pocket and went 
quickly through the back door, crossing a small garden to Maiden Lane. 

He had no idea why Lieutenant Newcastle had been murdered, but he was 
pretty certain it was connected to the disappearance of the gold from the 
sunken frigate. It was still too soon to meet Feeney back at the Blue Boar, so 
he roamed the waterfront for a couple of hours, watching schooners unloading 
supplies for the troops, until finally the fading light brought a halt till 
morning. 

When he reached the tavern he found Feeney seated with a slender young 
man at his usual table. “This is Sergeant Ezra Lee of the Continental Army. 
Sergeant Lee, meet Alexander Swift, the personal representative of General 
Washington.” 

The young man smiled. “Pleased to meet you, sir.” 
“Feeney tells me you work with David Bushnell.” 
“That I do, sir. Took the Turtle into New York harbor all by myself and 

damned near sank a British warship.” 
“Not the Freetown?” 
“No, sir. I had nothing to do with that.” 
“But you and Bushnell do have a vessel that can travel under water?” Swift 

asked. 
“Yes, sir. Mr. Bushnell, he invented and built it. Calls it the Turtle. It’s an 

egg-shaped craft propelled by screw-like devices operated by hand. You open 
a valve to admit sea water into a ballast tank. That causes it to sink. When 
you want to raise it again you empty the tank with a hand pump. Of course 
there’s lead ballast in the bottom to keep it upright.” 

“Ballast,” Swift repeated, trying to capture a thought that had flashed 
through his mind. “How long can the Turtle remain under water?” 

“Only about thirty minutes because we have no underwater supply of 
oxygen. But we have a breathing tube we can use when the vessel is close to 
the water’s surface. That way I was able to sneak into New York harbor.” 

“Why you and not Bushnell?” 
“The man’s an engineer, plenty of brains but not much strength in his arms. 

Look at these!” He held up his own well-muscled arms to demonstrate. “I had 
to propel the Turtle forward turning those screws by hand. That’s hard work 
after the first few minutes. But I made it to the British warship Eagle, which 



was our target. I came in right next to the hull and started drilling a hole to 
attach a gunpowder bomb I carried with me. But a band of copper sheathing 
defeated me. The bomb bobbed to the surface and the time fuse exploded it 
harmlessly. The Turtle came up too, and I managed to escape with it. This 
was nearly two years ago and we’ve had two more failures since then. We 
could use a successful mission.” 

That was what Alexander Swift wanted to hear. “Can you take me to the 
wreck of the Freetown?” 

“No, sir.” 
“Why not?” 
“The Turtle is a one-man craft. There’s no room for the two of us.” 
Swift cursed silently. Somehow he had to examine that ship. “Could I 

operate it myself?” 
“With enough practice.” 
“We’ve got till dawn,” he told the sergeant. “Can you teach me?” 
“Let me see your arm.” He felt Alexander’s muscles. “Maybe,” he answered, 

a bit dubiously. 
“Where is it now?” 
“Hidden north of Manhattan Island. Not too far from your wreck. You can 

come down the East River if your arms hold out.” 
“Let’s do it.” 
 

Swift’s first sight of the Turtle was anything but promising. It looked like a 
large egg with a pod of some sort fixed to its back and rudder and screws 
projecting in various directions. Its hull of oak staves was reinforced with 
iron bands to help withstand the water pressure. “What’s the pod for?” he 
asked. 

“The explosives. It’s detachable once you fix it to the hull of a vessel.” 
“All right,” Alexander said with some distaste. “Let’s get it into the water 

and I’ll climb inside.” 
Michael Feeney had come up the river with them, helping to row past the 

sentries in the darkness. The site of the sunken frigate was still under guard, 
and it was those guards Swift hoped to outwit by approaching the vessel 
underwater. Now Feeney helped Swift and Lee get the craft into the water. 
The two of them helped Swift clamber into the cramped quarters and Lee set 
about teaching him the use of the controls. 

“You have lateral and vertical screw propellers that work by hand, and this 
rudder to steer with.” 

Feeney was holding a lantern to illuminate the scene and Swift had him 
shift it a bit so he had a better view of the controls as Sergeant Lee pointed 
them out. “What’s this?” 

“The hand pump to empty the ballast tank when you want to surface. This 
is a breathing tube, but you can only use it when the craft is partly above 
water. It closes automatically when the vessel is submerged.” 

“How do I see where I’m going?” 
“There are small windows around the top, in this little dome. And the depth 

gauge and compass are marked with foxfire so they can be read in the dark.” 
Swift practiced in the dark, waiting for the first lightening of the eastern 

sky before setting forth. As he learned, the sergeant told him about David 



Bushnell. “He’s a frail man, poor fellow, but a genius at mechanics. He could 
not afford to enter Yale until he was thirty-one, so it was seventeen seventy-
five before he graduated. He and his brother built the American Turtle, as he 
first named it, during his final vacation and demonstrated it for Ben 
Franklin. In September of ’seventy-six, after the British drove Washington 
from the city, David decided to destroy Lord Howe’s flagship, the Eagle, at 
anchor off Staten Island. 

“He lacked the stamina to operate his submarine, as he calls it, himself. 
When his brother fell ill, I was enlisted for the mission. Sadly, I’d had too 
little training. This screw to attach the 150-pound powder charge to the ship 
hit a metal strap and failed to penetrate the wood. The submarine bobbed to 
the surface and as dawn broke a boatload of British sailors set off in pursuit. 
I set the bomb free and the timing mechanism blew it up, frightening the 
British. I escaped, but the mission was a failure.” 

“It was a good try,” Swift assured him. He could see the first traces of dawn 
in the sky. 

“I wish you better luck in your effort.” 
Swift asked a few more questions about screwing the bomb to its target and 

then set off shortly before dawn. It was hard work cranking the screws that 
propelled the vessel through the water. He kept the small portholes above the 
surface until finally the main mast of the sunken Freetown came into view. 
Then he let water into the ballast tank and submerged. 

By the dawn’s eerie light he found himself in a strange new world. The East 
River water was reasonably clear so he had a good view of the frigate itself, 
resting on a shelf of rock just beneath the water’s surface. The big sails were 
mainly furled, with only a few of the smaller ones spread. The hold was open 
and enough morning sunlight penetrated to show him it was empty. He 
steered the Turtle around with difficulty, using the rudder and screw, trying 
to see what lay beyond the ledge on which the frigate rested. All he knew was 
that it seemed deep.  

He steered in a little closer and used the drill mounted at the top of his 
craft. His first try was a failure, but within a half-hour he had attached the 
gunpowder bomb to the ship’s side and set the clockwork mechanism needed 
to explode it. 

Then it was a matter of getting away fast. He used both hands to operate 
the screw that drove the craft, and both were sore before he was far enough 
away to safely pump out the ballast and begin to rise. He looked back 
through a porthole just in time to see a fountain of water rise in the air and 
feel the shock waves from the blast. When the water settled, the main mast of 
the Freetown was no longer visible. On shore he could see guards scrambling 
for cover, not knowing what to expect next. 

Alexander Swift was grinning as he headed back to the Turtle’s hiding 
place. So far, it had been a successful morning. 

 
At exactly eleven A.M. Swift rode up to British Army headquarters in New 
York and allowed a sentry on duty to take his horse. He was escorted into 
Major Jordan’s office and sat waiting for some minutes before Amanda’s lover 
appeared. “Well, Swift, I didn’t expect to see you back here after your 
disappearance yesterday.” 



“I keep my word, sir.” 
“This whole business of the missing gold has taken a bad turn. Captain 

Shay’s first mate, a Lieutenant Newcastle, was stabbed to death last night at 
my front door. Amanda was terrified, as you can imagine. We have no idea 
what he was doing there, but it seems it must be connected to the gold. I’ve 
just been speaking with Captain Shay about it. He came in this morning as 
soon as he heard.” 

Alexander nodded. “The situation seems clear to me, Major. If you are 
prepared to release me without charges I may be of some help in bringing 
this matter to a conclusion.” 

“You know where King George’s gold is?” 
“I believe so.” 
“What about the killing of Lieutenant Newcastle?” 
“I believe one answer will explain both questions.” 
Suddenly the door of the room burst open. Captain Shay stood there, his 

face contorted in anger. “I have just been informed there has been an 
explosion aboard the Freetown! She has sunk further into the river!” 

“What’s that?” Jordan was on his feet. He whirled toward Swift. “Do you 
know anything about this?” 

Alexander shrugged. “How could I?” 
“Where is the gold?” the major challenged. “Tell me that!” 
“Will I go free if I tell you?” 
Jordan hesitated and then responded. “Yes.” 
“It is right where Captain Shay hid it.” 
Shay leaped at him with renewed fury. “I’ll kill you, you meddling Yankee!” 
Jordan shouted for the guards and the captain was quickly subdued. 
“Take him away,” the major ordered. “I’ll deal with him after I hear from 

Mr. Swift.” 
Alexander resumed his seat. “Thank you, sir.” 
“Are you telling me that Captain Shay stole that cargo?” 
“I am. He told us his ship was fully rigged when the storm hit, but why 

would it be so rigged sailing inland waters? I dived to examine it myself and 
discovered that he’d lied. The large sails were all furled as they should have 
been.” 

“Then what caused the ship to capsize?” 
“My question exactly,” Swift agreed. “Then I remembered he also said the 

three thousand pounds of weight in gold ingots and coins was used as ballast 
on the voyage. A heavy cargo is often used as ballast to save the additional 
weight of lead ballast. But if that gold ballast had been moved during the 
voyage, taken above the water line, even above the main deck, the stability of 
the frigate would have been seriously compromised. A strong wind could have 
capsized the Freetown with very little effort. I’m certain that is what 
happened.” 

“Where could it be above the main deck?” 
“I suspect in the captain’s own cabin, and the first mate’s. No crew members 

would dare venture in there.” 
“You’re telling me that Captain Shay and Newcastle moved that gold out of 

the ship’s hold and up to their own cabins? Three thousand pounds of it? 
Impossible!” 



“It seems impossible when you state it like that. But gold is a very heavy 
metal. Two officers’ cabins would easily hold it, though moving around in 
them might be difficult. As for carrying it up, they could do a little each day—
a bag or two of coins, an ingot on every trip. One or two crew members might 
have helped. Perhaps they conveniently drowned in the storm. That was no 
doubt what frightened Newcastle enough to bring him to your door last night. 
Captain Shay caught up with him on your steps and silenced him.” 

Major Jordan made some quick notes. “If it happened like that, some of the 
surviving crew must have noticed something suspicious. But what would 
Shay have done when the ship docked without its cargo of gold.” 

“He could claim it was never loaded. By the time word got back to England 
he’d have found a way to smuggle the gold out of his cabin and onto shore. 
He’d be in the New World with a million in gold, vanished before you knew 
what happened.” 

Jordan’s eyes narrowed. “You said you dived down to look at those sails. 
You could have placed a gunpowder charge at the same time.” 

“Don’t you think it’s more likely Captain Shay did that to cover up his 
crime? If the frigate was salvaged, the gold would surely have been found in 
his cabin. He’d rather have it at the bottom of the river.” 

Jordan took a deep breath. “Remain here,” he said quietly as he left the 
office. It was a full half-hour before he returned. 

“Well?” Alexander asked him. 
“You did very well. Captain Shay has made a full confession, admitting he 

stole the gold and killed Newcastle to keep him from talking. The gold was 
carried up piece by piece and hidden in a spare ammunition locker near his 
cabin. The locker usually held extra cannonballs, which they dumped 
overboard to make room for the gold.” 

“Then I was wrong about the cabin.” 
“Yes, and he denies causing this morning’s explosion on the sunken ship. 

We’re looking into that.” 
“May I leave now?” 
Jordan hesitated, then waved a hand in dismissal. “Be gone from here. I am 

a man of my word. The next time we meet, I may not be so generous.” 
“The next time we meet — ” Alexander left the sentence unfinished as he 

walked out the door. There would be other times to settle their personal 
business. For now, he only wanted to get back to General Washington and 
report on the success of his mission. 

 
 
(From Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine, March 1996. © 1996 by Edward D. 
Hoch.) 
 


