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Praise for E.V. Thompson

‘This is fiction of rare quality: tension and intrigue, pathos and character’ 

Cornish Guardian

 


‘With settings that stretch from China to Cornwall, these sagas delight’

Independent

 


‘A vigorous and fascinating piece of storytelling from the pen of a first-class professional’

Sunday Times

 


‘E.V. Thompson is, as always, an extremely good storyteller’

Historical Novels Review



E.V. THOMPSON

No Less Than
the Journey






I believe a leaf of grass is no less than the
journey-work of the stars.

 


Walt Whitman (1819–1891), ‘Song of Myself’.
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BOOK 1






CHAPTER 1




‘God Almighty, Mister, if you aimed a cow’s teat the way you did that gun, you’d have a clean bucket come the end of milking time!’

Ignoring the raucous laughter from the men crowding about himself and the woefully inadequate sharpshooter, United States Marshal Aaron Berryman added, ‘Tell me, lad, is that why you gave up farming and decided to try your hand at something else?’

The object of his derision, a raw-boned countryman of Scandinavian extraction, looked sheepish. ‘No, Marshal. I gave up farming because unless you’re finding gold there’s no money to be made digging in the ground.’

‘Not if you farm the way you shoot,’ agreed Aaron, scornfully, ‘All right, check the rifle’s empty and leave it on the deck.’

Switching his attention to the amused spectators, he said, ‘Now you’ve had your fun, which of you is going to show me how it should be done?’

All but one of the men about him managed to be looking elsewhere when Aaron’s glance touched on them. The man who met his gaze was aged about twenty-five. Dark-eyed and
black-haired, he was deceptively slim.

‘You … what’s your name?’

‘Wesley – Wes Curnow.’

The young man’s accent brought a momentary frown to the face of the US Marshal and he asked, ‘Where you from, son?’

‘From Cornwall – that’s in England.’

Aaron nodded, ‘I have heard of it. What are you doing on board?’

‘I’m a miner. I’m leaving the ship at New Orleans to travel up the Mississippi. I’ve got the offer of work in Missouri.’

‘Then you and me are going to be travelling together for a while. Can you shoot?’

Wes nodded, ‘My pa was gamekeeper on a large estate and was as good a shot as anyone I’ve met. He taught me.’

Aaron gave Wes an enigmatic look, ‘I know nothing about gamekeepers – but I know a hell of a lot about shooting. Pick up that gun and we’ll see what you can do….’

 


It had been no more than thirty-six hours since Aaron Berryman had limped slowly up the gangway of the steamship
Northern Star
moored alongside a wharf in New York’s dockland area, a small, leather trunk balanced upon one shoulder. Few of the passengers lining the guard rails gave him more than a cursory glance.

Had they done so, it was doubtful whether they would have been even mildly impressed. Slightly-built and of below average height, he looked even smaller because of a tendency to walk with bowed shoulders, apparently more interested in the placement of his feet than in anything, or anyone, ahead of him.

If a glance from his pale grey eyes had been intercepted, they would have noticed he had a slight squint.

But there had been many new arrivals on the ship that day
and there was nothing about this man to provoke particular interest.

The ship had left Plymouth, England, thirteen days before, bringing immigrants to America to commence a new life in this vast and exciting country.

A number of the immigrants were Cornish miners, seeking an escape from the grinding poverty that had been their lot since a collapse in the price of tin and copper had put thousands of men out of work.

Most of the Cornishmen who crossed the Atlantic on the
Northern Star
left the ship at New York, heading for copper mines on the shores of Lake Michigan. Here they would join relatives and friends already settled in the New World.

Those who remained on board were making their way to other mining areas: Arizona, Missouri, the goldfields of California – and a few to the silver mines of Mexico.

When it left New York, the
Northern Star
would plough a slow and insignificant furrow through the waters off the east coast of America, disembarking immigrants and other passengers at ports along the way until it reached Tampico, in Mexico. Here, the last of the immigrant miners would go ashore and make their way to silver mines in the mountains. The cheap wooden bunks in which they had slept, puked and occasionally succeeded in uncomfortable copulation, would be ripped from the holds in order that Mexican cattle might be taken on board and accommodated in far less crowded conditions for their journey eastwards across the Atlantic Ocean to the markets of Europe.

A day-and-a-half out of New York, the Boatswain’s mate of the
Northern Star
toured the ship, attracting the attention of the passengers by blowing a whistle. When he was satisfied they were listening, he announced that passengers disembarking at New Orleans with the intention of travelling to destinations on
the Mississippi River should muster on the main deck.

Responding to the summons, Wes found himself in the company of some thirty fellow passengers, all of whom were wondering why they had been chosen from the two hundred or so others taking passage on the
Northern Star
.

He had not long to find out. The captain appeared on the deck – accompanied by the man with a limp who Wes had seen come on board at New York.

Wasting no time, the captain said, ‘I thank you for your time, gentlemen. You have been asked to assemble on a matter of considerable importance,’ then, indicating the insignificant man standing beside him, he continued, ‘but Marshal Berryman will be able to tell you about it with far more authority than I.’

Turning to his companion, he said, ‘They’re all yours, Marshal.’

‘Thank you, Captain Tyrell, I’m grateful to you for your cooperation.’

As the captain of the ship made his way back to the bridge, Marshal Berryman’s gaze passed from man to man standing on the deck before him, and no one in the group felt he had been overlooked.

‘Gentlemen, I’ve called you together because of something that’s likely to affect each and every one of us who’ll be travelling up the Mississippi from New Orleans. As I’m sure you all know, although the river is probably the cheapest way of travelling to wherever it is you’re going, it ain’t necessarily the easiest. The Mississippi is a fickle river – and, believe me, I’m a Missourian and I know what I’m talking about. My father was a river-boat pilot and I’d travel with him whenever he’d let me. With time a man gets to know the river – and the river seems to know the men who love it.’

Pausing, his glance went around the group on the deck
before he spoke again, ‘Unfortunately, just lately travellers have had more than the river itself to cope with. The North and the South stopped fighting each other some years ago – thank God! – but there’s a whole mess of men from both sides who enjoyed the violence and killing of war so much they’re not yet ready to give it up. Some have found their way to the Mississippi and formed themselves into a pirate gang, terrorising passengers on river-boats like the one we’ll be travelling on and stealing money and United States mail. My idea is that after a little bit of working out together, we’ll all go upriver on the same boat and teach these river pirates a lesson they won’t forget for as long as they live, which with any luck won’t be for very much longer.’

His words brought an upsurge of sound from the men listening to him. Some were excited at the prospect of a confrontation with river pirates. Others, in the main the older men, were more apprehensive.

It was one of the latter who addressed a question to Aaron Berryman, ‘This sounds like very serious business, Marshal. Am I right in assuming you intend taking command in any fight that takes place between us and these “river pirates”, as you call them?’

‘That’s what I have in mind, Mister. Do you have a better idea?’

‘Yes, Marshal. With all due respect, I think I might have more experience in commanding men in situations such as this. I fought in the war as a Confederate captain and saw my fair share of action. No doubt you fought too and, seeing as how you’re now a United States Marshal, I presume you fought for the army of the North. May I ask what rank you were, Sir?’

‘There’s no North or South now, Captain,’ Aaron replied, firmly. ‘The war is over. We’re all Americans, just as we were
before it began.’

‘I’m happy enough to go along with that, Marshal, but we’re talking of fighting and commanding men.’ Almost triumphantly, he repeated his question, ‘What rank did you hold, Sir – and how much actual action did you see at first hand?’

‘I saw enough to know what fighting is all about, Captain and, yes, I fought for the North. My first battle was at Bull Run, in July, ‘sixty one. The last in Alabama, in April, eighteen sixty-five – and I didn’t miss too many in between, despite this….’

He slapped the leg that was the cause of his limp, adding, ‘When I left the army I was a brevet Brigadier General. Is there anything else you’d like to know?’

Abashed, the ex-Confederate captain said, ‘No, Sir. You’ve more than proved your credentials as far as I’m concerned. I’ll be proud to serve under you against these river pirates.’

‘Thank you, Captain. I’ll be happy to have someone with your experience fighting with me but I don’t think I caught your name….’

‘It’s Harrison Schuster, General. Before the war my family had one of the greatest plantations in the whole of Kentucky. The land is still ours, but trouble’s the only crop that’s thrived there since the war.’

‘You reaped what was sown by your folk over very many years,’ Aaron retorted, ‘but we all belong to a great new nation now and lawlessness is a threat to us all.’

Turning away from Schuster, Aaron appealed to the other men, ‘Now, how many of you men have handled a gun before…?’
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