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Seventy-eight civilians were killed. Injured over seventy. 

Terrible disaster.

Seventy-eight names, seventy two were women and girls. 

The cause for the disaster was determined to be caused by a horse stamping its iron-shoed hoof 
against the pavement, causing a spark that ignited loose powder on the ground. 

Oliver read again the official report of the jury.: 

 . . . the said explosion was caused by the neglect of Col. John Symington, the officer in  
command at the Allegheny Arsenal, and by his Lieutenants J.R. Edie and Jasper Myers, and the gross  
neglect of Alexander McBride, Superintendent of said laboratory building and his assistant, James  
Thorp.

Symington was fighting the ruling and had requested a military Court of Inquiry conduct its 
own investigation. That group was to be here any day now.

Railroad went through Pittsburg and from there he was able to catch a stage coach to the 
Allegheny Arsenal at the nearby town of Lawrenceville.

The whole town seemed to be wearing the black of morning. Windows were draped in black. It 
was all very strangely quiet.

A child reclining on a bed was being loaded into the back of a wagon. She turned to face him, 
the left side of her face  was a terrible mash of red and black.

Fresh graves at the cemetery. There must have been near forty of them.

Entered through the medieval-like archway and into the arsenal. 

Town of Lawrenceville that surrounded the arsenal. 

An orderly appeared a moment later. Oliver told him his business and invited him into the foyer. 
A few moments later he showed Oliver into a sitting room.

An elderly officer entered the room. Adjusted his coat over his slender form. Hollow cheeks. 
Could tell by just looking at him that he was not well.  Straight as an arrow. Balding. Large nose. Tight 
lips, as if he had bitten into something sour. Sad eyes.

Oliver saluted. “Colonel Symington.”

Symington returned the salute.

“I am Lieutenant Lawrence Oliver.”



“You are from the Court of Inquiry?”

“No sir, I am conducting my own investigation. I am with the War Department.”

Symington's tight lips turned into a frown. “What is the subject of your investigation?”

“I am here to determine if rebel saboteurs destroyed the laboratory.”

He reached into his pocket to show his papers.

The colonel waved his hand, dismissing him from the room. “That possibility has already been 
ruled out. You are wasting your time and mine. Good day to you, Lieutenant.”

Oliver understood Symington's reluctance to cooperate and he had anticipated it. After all, if 
Rebel saboteurs were involved, the first person implicated in their operation would be Symington. 

Colonel John Symington. He had been in the service of his country for near fifty years. A 
Marylander, there were those who had been suspicious of his loyalties. His daughter had openly worn 
Confederate symbols in church. When South Carolina had seceded from the Union, he had shipped 
weapons to Texas. Though he was cleared of any wrong doings, many suspected him of being a traitor.

Could he have gotten Gideon's men inside?

“I am sorry sir, but I have orders from Washington,” Oliver said. “I promise my visit will be 
brief and I will not be a bother. I've read the testimonies you and your officers gave to the coroner's 
jury. So, I have no questions for you. Perhaps it would best if one of your junior officers showed me 
around.”

He pointed his chin at the orderly. “Sergeant, bring him to Lieutenant Myers. Tell him I said to 
show him around.”

“Thank you, sir.”

Oliver saluted.

Symington's gaze seemed to bore into Oliver's back as he walked out of the room.

The orderly introduced him to a young second lieutenant. Oliver recognized the name named 
Jasper Myers from the reports. Myers was one of those incriminated for negligence. He was the general 
superintendent when the explosion occurred. 

Oliver stated the nature of his business. The Lieutenant put his hands behind his back and 
walked casually towards the heart of the arsenal. “I am not sure how much you plan to find here, 
Oliver. There isn't much left.”

“Most of the people in town work here at the arsenal or at least make their living off of it.”



Most of the things, Oliver already knew, but saw no harm in the small talk.

“I just graduated from the Point in June. This is my first assignment.”

What an assignment to have, Oliver thought. 

Thought it was a pretty place until  . . .

Smell of sulphur lingering in the air.

Walking through the rubble. Much of it had already been piled over the last month. There was 
still the smell of sulphur lingering in the air from the explosion.

Blackened ground that crunched under his boots.

Remains of the destroyed workshop-laboratory.

Walked into the lower park of the arsenal. 

Chill in the air, buttoned his jacket.

Others wore bandages around their hands and arms.

“The arsenal employs twelve hundred work here, all hired by the War Department when the war 
began.”

“The town folk are pretty vigilant. They're always looking for suspicious characters. Its a close-
knit community. Everyone knows everyone. And they are all armed. Certainly helps with security.”

“Did anyone see anybody who looked suspicious any time before the explosion?”

“We've been asked that before from the investigation committee. The answer is no. 

In truth, he wasn't really sure what he was looking for.

Large explosions just seemed to be something this group of men seemed to be good at creating.



It was different than the other times. This explosion had happened in broad daylight.

A blacked crater.

Bent down and touched the ground as if it were able to tell him something.

Lord, this had been a large explosion. Seventy-two women and girls, he thought shaking his 
head.

“What is your feeling, Lieutenant. Do you think Rebels could have done it?”

“The jury asked the same thing—could the explosion been caused by Rebs. Despite the 
Colonel's alleged connections to the south, there is little reason to believe this place ever would have 
been a target.”

“Why do you think that?”

“For one, we are so far behind the lines. Why not chose a target closer to the front lines. 
Besides, you would think the Rebs would do a better job. Despite the destruction, the arsenal still runs 
at near full capacity. As much as I would like to blame it on them, there never were any Rebs here.”

It did seem odd. The only connection he could think of was that the arsenal was destroyed on 
the exact same day as the Battle at Antitem. Was it some type of diversion perhaps? But that didn't 
seem likely. If it had been a diversion, it would have needed to have happened before the battle, not at 
the same time.

“Is there anything besides the arsenal that the Rebels would be interested in?”

Lieutenant Myers shrugged. “Not to my knowledge. Its just an arsenal. A large one, certainly, 
and I am certain the Rebs would be happy with it out of commission.”

Oliver dug into his satchel and produced his drawing of Charles Gideon. “Do you by chance 
recognize this man?”

Myers took the paper and looked it over for a few moments. “No. I do not. Who is he?”

“A suspected destructionist.” Oliver held the illustration to his chest. “Lieutenant, do you mind 
if I show this image to your men?”

The lieutenant shook his head.

A few said they thought the image was familiar, but they could not place it exactly.



It seemed to be a dead end. 

It had been a long shot all along.

In the distance was the commanding officer's quarters. Oliver could see Symington glowering at 
him through the window.

“One last question, Lieutenant. Please be frank. Colonel Symington--?”

“He's as loyal a Union man as there is,” Myers said quickly and with some irritation. 
Undoubtedly, it was not the first time he had been asked this question. “He never would have 
participated in anyway over this senseless loss of life. The man is only a specter of himself after this. It 
has shaken him to the core. He is blameless. All of this was just a terrible accident. If anything, I am to 
blame for negligence, not the Colonel.”

Oliver nodded. “Yes. Of course. I am sorry.”

Pouring through his mind, wondering if there was something he was missing. Not for the first 
time, he wished Detective Allan had put someone with more investigation experience in charge of this 
inquiry.

“Do you have a list of visitors to the arsenal? I'd like to look over the people that visited the 
week prior to the explosion if possible.”

“We have our visitor log.”

“May I see it?”

“Certainly,” Myers said. “Its in the guard house. I'm not quite sure what you expect to find. The 
jury looked it over and didn't see anything suspicious.”

“Corporal, let me see the visitors log.”

Lieutenant Myers thumbed back a few pages and handed it to Oliver. “Here—a week before the 
explosion would have been the 10th.”

Oliver ran his fingers down the list of names one at a time. There were plenty of visitors listed 
as wives, sisters, and uncles of those working inside. There were a few listed simply as supplies. 
Nothing there. He was about to hand it back when he thought perhaps he would check the week before. 
More sisters and wives, one listed as caterer. Oliver stopped when he saw one listed as “photo.” He ran 
his finger over to the name to whom it belonged to: A. Strickland. 

  Oliver's heart nearly jumped out of his chest. He showed Myers the log. “Lieutenant, what can 
you tell me about this one here-- A. Strickland. Its listed as 'Photo.' Photographer I assume? He was 
here on the 5th.”



“Yes,” Myers nodded. “He took some photos and a few carte de visites for a couple of days. 
Englishman. ” 

Englishman?

Oliver jabbed at the line. “A. Strickland? Was his name Archibald Strickland?”

“Yes, I believe that is right. Was that his name Corporal?”

“Yes, sir I believe it was.”

“The London Times? Dressed like a dandy? My age? Fine racing horse?”

“Yes,” Myers said with astonishment. “That is the one. You know him?”

Oliver could only nod.

There was something here that Gideon's men had found of interest, whatever it was.

“Does this man have something to do with the explosion?”

“Maybe it does,” Oliver licked his lips. He was feeling somewhat woozy from the discovery. He 
took out his notebook and wrote down the listing from the log, the name, the date, and the description.

“So it was Rebels?”

“I-I do not know, Lieutenant,” Oliver said. “This Englishman is suspected to be in cooperation 
with the rebels. That is all I can say at the moment.”

Myers grabbed Olver's arm, holding him in place. “Lieutenant Myers, you must give a 
testimony at the Court of Inquiry. The commander's reputation—all our reputations could be saved if 
there is any proof that this was rebel espionage.” 

Oliver nodded. “I must get back to Washington to continue my investigation, but I will certainly 
do what I can of course.”

These men's reputations would be forever ruined. He could not in good conscious just let them 
be handed over to wolves.

Wrote a letter to the Board of Inquiry to inform them that it was his opinion that the arsenal had 
been destroyed by a band of Confederate destructionists. He never heard back from them. 

The letter had been received by the Court of Inquiry, but it was little more than someone's 
opinion, even if it was an informed one. The Court found Symington guilty of negilgence and was 
removed from command and placed on sick leave. His subordinates, including Lieutenant Myers, had 



been transferred.


