
		
			[image: Rose_WashingtonsSpies.jpg]
		

	
[image: image]

Sign up for our newsletter to discover more ebooks worth reading.

    [image: image]


[image: bird]


    EARLY BIRD BOOKS

    FRESH EBOOK DEALS, DELIVERED DAILY

    
    LOVE  TO READ?

    
    LOVE GREAT SALES?

    
    GET FANTASTIC DEALS ON BESTSELLING EBOOKS DELIVERED TO YOUR INBOX EVERY DAY!


    [image: signup]




		
			Summary and Analysis of 

			Washington’s Spies

			The Story of America’s First Spy Ring

			Based on the Book by Alexander Rose

			[image: Logo2]

		

	
		
			The summary and analysis in this ebook are meant to complement your reading experience and bring you closer to a great work of nonfiction. This ebook is not intended as a substitute for the work that it summarizes and analyzes, and it is not authorized, approved, licensed, or endorsed by the work’s author or publisher. Worth Books makes no representations or warranties with respect to the accuracy or completeness of the contents of this ebook.

		

	
		
			Contents

			Context

			Overview

			Summary

			Timeline

			Cast of Characters

			Direct Quotes and Analysis

			Trivia

			What’s That Word?

			Critical Response

			About Alexander Rose

			For Your Information

			Bibliography

			Copyright

		

	
		
			Context

			In Washington’s Spies, first published in 2006, historian Alexander Rose provides a riveting depiction of the Culper Ring spy operation in more complete detail than any previous account. Rose combed through the participants’ letters, memoirs, diaries, and family papers, along with a wealth of historical texts covering everything from cryptography and invisible ink to Revolutionary War military strategy and George Washington’s allocation of expenses. This impeccable research allows for a vivid reconstruction of the spy ring’s process, as well as the individual spies’ lives and personalities, from timid Abraham Woodhull, to bold Benjamin Tallmadge, to the mysterious Robert Townsend. Rose demonstrates exactly how George Washington used the information from the Culper Ring to make educated decisions about where and when to do battle, and provides useful comparisons between the British and American intelligence operations.

			The television network AMC adapted Rose’s book into the show Turn: Washington’s Spies, which aired for four seasons, from 2014 to 2017. The critically acclaimed show stars Jamie Bell as Abraham Woodhull and Ian Kahn as George Washington. Though some events depicted on the show are fictionalized, Alexander Rose serves as a historical consultant and producer.

		

	
		
			Overview

			In late summer of 1776, George Washington asked his high-ranking officers to seek out men willing to travel behind enemy lines in New York and report back with information about the British troops, including their location, supply cache, and movements. One of these early spies, Nathan Hale, was caught by the British and subsequently hanged. Washington learned from this incident that more cautious and covert methods would be required in the future. He subsequently employed Benjamin Tallmadge, a friend of Hale’s, to establish a ring of operations whereby he and a few discreet contacts could exchange information from Manhattan to Long Island, and from there to wherever General Washington was stationed. The ring included Abraham Woodhull, a farmer; Caleb Brewster, a former whaleboatman; and Robert Townsend, a businessman, along with several low-level messengers. They came to be known as the “Culper Ring” because Woodhull was known by the code name “Culper Senior,” and Townsend “Culper Junior.” 

			The Culpers used codes, invisible ink, and advanced (for that time) techniques of espionage, including placing men behind enemy lines to act as moles. They advised Washington on imminent attacks and other British chicanery during the war, like the counterfeiting operation to tank the fledgling American economy. What the Culper Ring could not predict was that the British had their own spy in place, the traitorous Benedict Arnold, who planned to orchestrate the British “capture” of Washington’s fortress at West Point. Arnold’s plan came to naught when his contact man, Captain John André, was caught by the Patriots and executed. Arnold escaped West Point and made it to safety with the British army, but he knew of the Ring’s existence and something of its route, causing much alarm. 

			In the final days of the war, Abraham Woodhull was the first to inform Washington that the British had brought peace terms to Congress. 

		

	
		
			Summary

			Chapter One

			“As Subtil & Deep as Hell Itself”: Nathan Hale and the Spying Game

			Nathan Hale was a young man attending Yale with his best friend Benjamin Tallmadge in the years of escalating tension before the Revolutionary War. After graduation, the two men both became school teachers. Hale enlisted in Connecticut’s Seventh Regiment on July 6, 1775, about three weeks after the Battle of Bunker Hill. Shortly thereafter, the Seventh was sent to Long Island, where General George Washington was expecting the arrival of British troops, under the command of General William Howe, at any time. When the British arrived, the Americans retreated to Harlem Heights, and then further north. Washington began seeking someone to go behind enemy lines for information. By September 1776, Hale was leading a group of Rangers, and he volunteered to conduct a covert mission. Unfortunately, the arrival of his ship caught the notice of Robert Rogers, an American ranger in the British army. Rogers approached Hale in a tavern and pretended to be a fellow Patriot, whereupon Hale, believing himself in the presence of a comrade, confessed his espionage mission. Hale was promptly arrested, and his death warrant signed by General Howe. He was hanged September 22, 1776.

			Need to Know: The Patriots were informed immediately of Hale’s death, and were obviously angry and dismayed, but Washington used this as a learning experience to improve the methods and secrecy of his spies in the future.

			Chapter Two

			The Year of the Hangman

			With Washington’s troops having retreated to Harlem, some well-meaning Patriots thought it better to set fire to Manhattan rather than cede it to the British. A few of these Patriots were caught and executed in the streets by British soldiers. Afterward, New York City fell into a derelict state of shanty towns and black-market trading. Amid clashes at White Plains, Trenton, and Princeton, New Jersey, Washington conducted a search for reliable spies. One came to him from New York’s Committee for Detecting and Defeating Conspiracies—Nathaniel Sackett—who would work with Nathan Hale’s classmate Benjamin Tallmadge, and Major John Clark. Messages were carried to Setauket on Long Island, to Connecticut, and on to Washington (then, stationed in New Jersey). Sackett sent men into Long Island pretending to be Loyalists in order to get closer to British troops and report back. Washington fired him after only a few months of service, although it is unclear why. British and American troops alike were aware that there were spies among them, and executions over mere suspicions were frequent. 

			In the summer of 1777, British General John Burgoyne set out from Canada, hoping to unite with the troops of two other contingents, General Howe’s and Sir Henry Clinton’s, and separate New England from the rest of the colonies. Burgoyne was defeated in battle near Fort George, and when his expected reinforcements did not come, he was forced to surrender. In Pennsylvania, General Howe engaged with Washington’s troops near Brandywine, en route to capture Philadelphia. The Patriots were forced to retreat. Washington continued to run spies, some of whom were feeding the enemy false information. Upon Major Clark’s retirement, Benjamin Tallmadge, now a major with an impressive tour of duty under his belt, stepped into his place as spy recruiter. The British found their position in Philadelphia too precarious and abandoned the city. General Howe resigned as commander-in-chief, and Henry Clinton was promoted.

			Need to Know: Sackett virtually invented the espionage long game. Whereas before, spies were sent on brief missions to peek behind enemy lines and quickly report back, Sackett was the first to plant moles with invented identities to stay among the enemy for extended periods of time.

			Chapter Three

			Genesis of the Culper Ring

			In August 1778, French Admiral Charles-Hector, Comte d’Estaing, engaged with the forces of Admiral Howe (brother of General Howe) near Newport, Rhode Island, and was forced to retreat. Shortly thereafter, Washington began receiving reports from Lieutenant Caleb Brewster, a former whaleboatman, through Tallmadge, charting the movements of Howe’s fleet. Tallmadge also recommended a friend of his to join the spy ring, a farmer named Abraham Woodhull who had been passing freely through enemy lines as a smuggler, before he was caught and arrested by the Americans. Washington had him freed from jail to join his team of spies, which they would call the Culper Ring, a reference to Woodhull’s code name, Samuel Culper, later “Culper Senior.” Woodhull, Tallmadge, and Caleb Brewster were all from Setauket originally; Caleb’s father had been the town minister, and when he resigned, his congregation was taken over by Tallmadge’s father. Woodhull preferred life on the family farm, but he was motivated into action by the death of his cousin Nathaniel, a general who had been captured by the British army and suffered horribly from negligence in prison, dying of a gangrene infection. Woodhull officially joined the spy ring in October 1778, making reconnaissance trips to New York and reporting back to Tallmadge and Washington. In November, he filed a detailed report of the locations, numbers, and movements of the British troops stationed on Long Island. 

			Need to Know: It was paramount that Brewster, Woodhull, and Tallmadge grew up together in Setauket because of the level of trust required in executing their missions. These men had known each other their wholes lives. It is fitting, also, as Setauket was a largely Presbyterian community, and members of this faith were much more likely to be Patriots, as opposed to the Loyalist Anglicans.

			Chapter Four

			711 and the Sympathetic Stain

			Washington needed to receive his reports in a timely manner for the information to be useful, and Woodhull’s fifty-mile journey from New York City to Setauket, where he met Caleb Brewster, was difficult. The ring hired two messengers, Jonas Hawkins and Austin Roe, to work as go-betweens. Both men were also longtime Setauket residents whose discretion was assured. In February 1779, Brewster reported on a growing number of privateers stationed around the harbors. Privateers were tacitly permitted by both sides, as they were always good for attacking enemy ships, but they were predominately motivated by money, not loyalty. Freed from the time-consuming task of traveling to Setauket, Woodhull was able to observe an increase in British troops around King’s Bridge at the northern tip of Manhattan, which presaged a raid on Connecticut by New York governor William Tryon. 

			In April 1779, Tallmadge, seeking to improve security measures, began using an invisible ink invented by Sir James Jay, physician and brother of the prominent politician John Jay. The ink required the application of a second liquid, or “reagent,” in order to become visible; in this case the reagent was ferrous sulphate. They called the invisible ink “the sympathetic stain.” In July, Tallmadge and his troops were attacked in the night by British Legion troops, who had apparently been tipped off about his location from an intercepted Culper letter that had also mentioned the ink.

			Need to Know: As the invisible ink was not always readily available, Tallmadge also began working out the best possible encoding method for the Culpers’ correspondence. He settled on an alphanumeric code featuring transposed letters and numbers assigned to common names and places. 

			Chapter Five

			The Man of Parts and Halves

			All spring and into summer, Abraham Woodhull grew increasingly anxious about being detected, at one point overturning his desk in fright when his nieces entered the room while he was writing a letter. In June he was reported to British authorities for supposedly suspicious behavior by a privateer looking to endear himself to the British, but the accusations were dropped after Woodhull’s friend vouched for him. Nevertheless, he was frightened and was tempted to resign and go home to Setauket, although he did not. Instead, he employed a new point man so that he could function more as an overseer and be in less immediate danger.

			This recruit was a merchant named Robert Townsend. Townsend was from Oyster Bay, where his father Samuel Townsend had been a prominent Quaker with Patriot sympathies in a Loyalist community. In 1776, when it became clear that the British were en route to New York, Samuel Townsend was involved in a mission with General Nathaniel Woodhull (cousin of Abraham) to ferry valuable livestock out of Queens County so it would not fall into enemy hands. Robert Townsend got his start working for a discount retail outlet in a slum neighborhood known for its taverns and prostitutes before establishing his own dry goods business. 

			In September of 1776, the British occupied New York and Samuel Townsend was arrested for being part of the rebellion, though he was released after taking the oath of allegiance to Britain. Robert bought a share in a local coffee shop frequented by indiscreet British officers, where he was ultimately able to pick up useful information for the Culper Ring. It is believed that Townsend was radicalized by Thomas Paine’s Common Sense, which appealed to his modernized Quaker belief system, as well as the treatment of his Oyster Bay neighbors by the occupying British forces who looted personal property, overcharged for supplies, and even committed murder with impunity. The particularly callous Colonel John Graves Simcoe dismantled the local churches to provide his forces with firewood, and then billeted himself in the Townsends’ home.

			Need to Know: Robert Townsend’s business partner at the coffee shop was James Rivington, the owner of a local paper called the Royal Gazette that specialized in yellow journalism and pro-British propaganda, spreading specious rumors of Washington’s illegitimate children, or claiming he had promised the conversion to Catholicism of all Americans to secure the French alliance.

			Chapter Six

			The Adventures of the Culper Ring

			The Culper letters warning of the imminent attack on Connecticut by New York governor William Tryon did not reach Washington in time, having taken five days in transit. Tryon and his forces raided New Haven, East Haven, Fairfield, and Norwalk without impediment. However, other letters had served their purpose—one warned Washington that the British might attempt a diversionary attack to draw him out of his fortress in New Windsor, so when Tryon attacked Connecticut, Washington stayed back. In another letter, Townsend alerted his compatriots to a British spy in their midst.

			Meanwhile, Jonas Hawkins left the ring, leaving Austin Roe as the lone Culper messenger. Washington sent formal instructions to Woodhull and Townsend about where to station themselves and what information to report back, mainly descriptions of fortifications, weaponry, and the quantity of various supplies the British might have in reserve. This was in preparation for the return of French General Comte d’Estaing who, unfortunately, was spotted immediately by the British upon arrival. D’Estaing took his troops to Georgia, where he suffered a loss and promptly fled to the West Indies. 

			Townsend issued a letter warning of the British endeavor to ruin the young American economy with a massive counterfeiting operation, which was so successful Congress had to declare bankruptcy. Washington, frustrated by a lack of useful correspondence from Woodhull, planned to fire him from the ring. Townsend briefly hired his teenage cousin James, who proved himself a liability by drinking and talking too much. Townsend attempted to resign over this debacle, but was convinced to continue giving information verbally after he claimed he would write no more letters. 

			Nevertheless, Townsend sent a letter in mid-July warning that the British knew of another approaching French regiment’s arrival (this was the work of their own spy, Benedict Arnold) and were en route to Rhode Island to ambush them. Alexander Hamilton received this letter in Washington’s stead and sent along a warning to the French. Townsend declared his willingness to continue his service for the time being.

			Need to Know: The Culpers employed one woman in their espionage: Anna Strong, a neighbor of Abraham Woodhull. In the company of Strong, Woodhull could pass more easily behind enemy lines, as a man traveling with his “wife” would be viewed with less suspicion than a man traveling alone.

			Chapter Seven

			On His Majesty’s Secret Service

			In May 1779, Henry Clinton hired Captain John André to run British intelligence, and André recruited the American general Benedict Arnold as a spy. Arnold had been turned as a result of his bitterness over perceived career slights and his romance with the daughter of a Loyalist. In summer 1780, Clinton set his sights on Washington’s fortress at West Point, where Arnold was stationed. On September 21, André and Arnold met to hash out a plan for turning West Point over to the British, but two days later André was captured by Patriots while trying to return to his base. They robbed him and turned him in at the nearest American fort, which was at North Castle. André was discovered to have West Point blueprints and letters from Arnold in his possession. Tallmadge heard about this and, concerned because Arnold knew details about the Culper Ring, made for North Castle. André confessed in a letter addressed to Washington. Coincidentally, Washington was at West Point when he received the letter, but Arnold was able to make an escape. 

			André was tried and sentenced to death for espionage, and executed on October 2, 1779. As a fellow intelligence agent, Benjamin Tallmadge respected André and was disheartened by his fate, but it was inevitable due to the magnitude of the crime.

			Need to Know: Up until this point, the British and the Americans were running very different spy games. Washington preferred keeping his men in place undercover, writing reports, which he would study to meticulously piece together the enemy’s plans. Clinton, on the other hand, relied largely on quick reconnaissance missions. This changed with the recruitment of Benedict Arnold.

			Chapter Eight

			Spyhunters and Whaleboatmen

			All of the spies were on high alert, as Arnold, who had specific knowledge of the Culper Ring, escaped to join the British in New York. Townsend, in particular, had ceased communication with the ring. On October 20, Washington employed a sergeant named John Champe as a mole with the mission to infiltrate the enemy’s camp, gain their trust, and ultimately kidnap Arnold. The operation began perilously, as Champe was pursued by a party from his clueless regiment who believed he was deserting. Champe made it to the Hudson and the “safety” of a British ship just in time and was taken to see Henry Clinton, who put him in touch with Arnold. After weeks of careful preparation, Champe conceived of a plan in which he would jump Arnold on his nightly walk, knock him unconscious, and carry him, with the help of another New York spy, to a prearranged boat waiting for them, and on to New Jersey. Unfortunately, the night he was to be kidnapped, Arnold was moved to another location to prepare his troops (including Champe) for an excursion in Virginia. Champe was finally able to escape months later, whereupon Washington paid him handsomely for his service and discharged him. 

			The spies (minus Townsend) turned their attention to the British privateers that were still swarming around New York. Privateers on both sides were engaging in increasingly reckless and destructive raids and kidnappings, referred to by locals as the “Whaleboat War.” They would frequently get their wires crossed and attack citizens on their own side, and the people of Long Island were hit particularly hard. The Culper messengers had also been harassed by privateers, adding another layer of danger to their missions. Tallmadge conducted a raid of his own on the British privateers’ base of operations at Long Island’s Lloyd’s Neck, where he destroyed ships and took prisoners. With that accomplished, Tallmadge set his sights on Fort St. George in southern Long Island where the British were stockpiling supplies. On November 22, Tallmadge and his troops took the fort easily, though perhaps overzealously, as Tallmadge had to issue an order to end the “slaughter” taking place. The victory was without loss of life on the American side and the fort was burned to the ground. Inexplicably, shortly thereafter, Tallmadge received a letter from Benedict Arnold inviting him to join the British side, promising him a high-ranking position.

			Need to Know: One possible reason for Townsend’s silence was the arrest of Hercules Mulligan, a friend of Alexander Hamilton and a member of the Sons of Liberty. Mulligan ran a clothing store near Townsend’s and regularly passed him information intended for Washington. He was ultimately released, but it was enough to make Townsend wary of his own possible fate.

			Chapter Nine

			The Wilderness of Mirrors

			After the death of Captain John André, Major Oliver De Lancey took over the British intelligence operation, and employed a disloyal double agent named William “Hiram” Heron. Heron was a businessman who worked both sides depending on what was most profitable to him. Seeing how Arnold was rewarded by the British for his defection, Heron managed to convince De Lancey that an associate of his, General Samuel Holden Parsons, was also interested in switching sides. In April 1781, De Lancey paid Heron £200 to use to secure Parson’s defection, which, of course, never came about, as Heron had fabricated the entire situation. In July, he received £400 more. Meanwhile, Heron was also reporting information to Parsons about British troop movements in Connecticut. Heron retired in 1782, having suffered no consequences for his actions, but he had provided information on the Culper Ring to De Lancey, and this was a cause for concern. Some temporary help was brought in while the major players laid low—it is believed that these were whaleboatmen associates of Caleb Brewster. Largely, however, the ring had served its purpose, and the war was nearing an end. Woodhull wrote to Washington in May 1782 informing him that the British had delivered peace terms to Congress, which would not become general knowledge for months, and that British troops were beginning to vacate New York. Though spy work was finished, Tallmadge and Brewster continued to engage in skirmishes with the British whaleboats, earning them further respect and gratitude from Washington.

			In the aftermath of the war, the British, who did not want a massive influx of refugees in their own country, established settlements for American Loyalists in Canada. Black slaves freed by the British throughout the course of the war were permitted to flee there as well, with the understanding that the British government would reimburse the “masters” for their “property.” Rid of the British threat, America turned a wary eye toward France and Spain, as the former was quickly embroiled in its own revolution, and the latter was knocking on the door seeking more land in America’s western territories. 

			Need to Know: A vital difference in methodology between the Americans and the British allowed for the latter to be duped by liars like William Heron. Whereas Benjamin Tallmadge had a personal relationship with his spies that encouraged loyalty, British intelligence was a series of business transactions.

			Epilogue

			“Lord, Now Lettest Thou Thy Servants Depart in Peace”

			The Culper spies remained reticent about their war experience for the rest of their lives. Tallmadge and Brewster both got married and settled down shortly after the war. Robert Townsend was displeased that Washington failed to secure him public office. He briefly went into business with his brother, before retiring in Oyster Bay, where he died in 1838. Austin Roe ran a tavern, served in the Suffolk County militia, and died in 1830. Brewster carried on with his swashbuckling lifestyle ridding the seas of smugglers, and died in 1827. Abraham Woodhull became a judge, and two of his three children married into the Brewster family, upholding Setauket’s renown as a tightknit community. Woodhull died in 1826. Benjamin Tallmadge became a congressman and outspoken abolitionist and operated a religious school for Native American and Asian missionaries. He died in 1835. 

			As for the villains, John Graves Simcoe was made lieutenant governor of Canada and abolished slavery there. Robert Rogers was asked to resign from the military due to the ignominious behavior of his Rangers. He moved to London and died in 1795, drunk and penniless. Benedict Arnold also relocated to London, where he did not receive the welcome he expected. John André was worshiped as a martyr, while Arnold was ignored or openly disdained for the rest of his life. He died in 1801.

			Need to Know: In 1817, when Tallmadge was serving as a congressman, one of the men who had captured (and robbed) John André applied for a raise in his pension. Tallmadge took the opportunity to upbraid the man, and those like him, who were motivated by money over the more honorable ideals of the revolution, paying his respect to his fellow spy André in the process.

		

	
		
			Timeline

			April 19, 1775: The first shots are fired in the Revolutionary War at the battles of Lexington and Concord. The British are forced to retreat.

			June 17, 1775: The Battle of Bunker Hill escalates the conflict, as the British are victorious but suffer substantial casualties.

			July 6, 1775: Nathan Hale enlists with Connecticut’s Seventh Regiment.

			July 4, 1776: Congress signs the Declaration of Independence.

			September 17, 1776: Nathan Hale conducts his espionage mission on Long Island.

			September 22, 1776: Nathan Hale is hanged after being captured behind enemy lines.

			January 1777: Washington recruits Nathaniel Sackett and Benjamin Tallmadge as spies.

			September 1777: General Howe engages with Washington at Brandywine and seizes Philadelphia.

			May 1778: General Howe resigns, Henry Clinton is promoted to commander-in-chief, and the British abandon Philadelphia.

			August 1778: D’Estaing is defeated by Admiral Howe near Newport; Caleb Brewster begins correspondence with Washingon.

			October 29, 1778: Abraham Woodhull sends his first Culper letter.

			April 1779: The Culper Ring begins using the invisible ink, a.k.a. “sympathetic stain,” invented by Sir James Jay.

			May 1779: Henry Clinton hires John André to manage intelligence and Benedict Arnold is recruited as a British spy.

			June 29, 1779: Robert Townsend sends his first Culper letter.

			July 2, 1779: Tallmadge and his men are attacked by British troops as a result of an intercepted Culper letter.

			September 23, 1779: John André is captured by American soldiers after a rendezvous with Benedict Arnold.

			October 2, 1779: John André is executed.

			October 20, 1779: John Champe is hired to kidnap Benedict Arnold.

			November 22, 1779: Benjamin Tallmadge and troops conduct a raid on Fort St. George on Long Island.

			February 1781: William “Hiram” Heron begins working for the British as a double agent, convincing Oliver De Lancey that General Parsons wishes to defect.

			May 5, 1782: Woodhull writes a letter to Washington informing him that the British have offered the colonies independence in exchange for peace. 

			September 3, 1783: The Treaty of Paris is signed, officially ending the Revolutionary War.

		

	
		
			Cast of Characters

			John André: The Swiss-born head of the British intelligence department as it was during the Revoluntionary War, and he was responsible for recruiting Benedict Arnold. He was captured after a meeting with Arnold and executed by the Americans in October 1779. 

			Benedict Arnold: A British spy in May 1779 who planned to help the redcoats secure West Point. He was bitter about his lack of career progress and susceptible to the persuasions of his fiancée, who was a Loyalist, and Captain André. He escaped from West Point when his plans were discovered and officially joined the British Army as an officer.

			Caleb Brewster: A whaleboatman before enlisting in December 1775, Brewster served in the Suffolk County militia, conducting raids on Long Island. Brewster regularly traveled between Setauket and New York City carrying the messages of Tallmadge, Woodhull, and Townsend.

			John Champe: Employed by Washington in an elaborate operation to kidnap Benedict Arnold after the latter had defected to the British in New York. Through no fault of his own, Champe was unsuccessful and ended up stuck behind enemy lines for months before he was able to escape.

			John Clark: Originally a lawyer from Pennsylvania, was a spy for Washington in the very early days of the ring. His retirement allowed for Benjamin Tallmadge to step into a leadership role.

			Henry Clinton: Commander-in-chief of the British army after Howe’s resignation in 1778. He fought at Bunker Hill, orchestrated the siege of Charleston, South Carolina, and helped expel Washington’s troops from New York in July 1776. As the war began to turn in the Americans’ favor, however, he was replaced by Sir Guy Carleton.

			Oliver De Lancey: The British head of intelligence operations after the execution of John André. Before this esteemed appointment, he fought at the Battle of Long Island and the siege at Charleston.

			Charles-Hector, Comte d’Estaing: A French naval commander who attempted unsuccessful raids on Rhode Island and Savannah before fleeing to the West Indies and then returning to France. He was executed during the French Revolution.

			Nathan Hale: Attended Yale University in the years leading up to the war, among a student body full of Patriots. He enlisted in July 1775 and fought for the Connecticut Seventh Regiment. In September 1776, Hale was sent on a reconnoitering mission to Long Island where he was found out by Robert Rogers, a ranger working for the British, and subsequently hanged.

			William “Hiram” Heron: A double agent working for the British and the Americans, but loyal to neither, Heron fleeced Oliver De Lancey out of £600 intended to secure the defection of General Samuel Parsons. 

			General William Howe: Commander-in-chief of the British army in America until 1778. Howe led the troops at Bunker Hill and during the Philadelphia campaign and signed Nathan Hale’s death warrant. He resigned amid mounting failures in May 1778.

			Robert Rogers: The American leader of a group of Rangers working for the British, Rogers discovered and outed Nathan Hale as a spy, resulting in his execution. He was known as a brutal, callous, “back biting villain.”

			Nathaniel Sackett: While in the employ of New York’s Committee for Detecting and Defeating Conspiracies, Sackett was recruited to spy for Washington, a position he held only briefly before being let go for unknown reasons.

			Colonel John Graves Simcoe: A British officer billeted at the Townsend home while the British occupied New York during the war. After the war he became lieutenant governor of Canada.

			Benjamin Tallmadge: Considered the leader of the Culper Ring, he was a friend and classmate of Nathan Hale’s at Yale University. After enlisting in June of 1776, Tallmadge was deeply affected by the death of his brother at the hands of the British. He went on to a storied career as both a spy and a military commander, and served as a congressman after the war.

			Robert Townsend: A native of Oyster Bay on Long Island, Townsend was a Quaker radicalized by the abuses perpetrated by the British occupying forces and their mistreatment of his father, as well as Thomas Paine’s Common Sense. He ran a coffee shop that allowed him access to British military chatter, which he passed on to the Culper Ring. Townsend’s code name was “Culper Junior.”

			Samuel Townsend: Robert Townsend’s father; an outspoken Whig elected official in Oyster Bay before the British occupying forces arrived. Afterward, he was arrested and forced to pledge his allegiance to Britain and allow Colonel Simcoe to billet in his house.

			George Washington: A farmer and veteran of the French and Indian War when the Revolutionary War began. He was appointed commander-in-chief of the American forces at the Second Continental Congress in 1775. In addition to commanding his troops, he ran the Culper Ring, a sophisticated espionage operation for the time, and incorporated their intelligence into his battle plans. After the war and the ratification of the Constitution, Washington was elected president and served two terms (1789–97).

			Abraham Woodhull: Before the war, Woodhull was a farmer, and preferred the peacefulness of this existence; however, he was incited into action by the death of his cousin, Nathaniel Woodhull. He served briefly in the Suffolk County militia, but mostly limited his contributions to intelligence. Woodhull was (understandably) skittish and terrified of being discovered as a spy. He operated briefly out of New York before hiring Townsend to replace him, after which he returned to Setauket. His code name was “Culper Senior.”

		

	
		
			Direct Quotes and Analysis

			“‘I consider our country, a land flowing as it were with milk & honey, holding open her arms, & demanding assistance from all who can assist her in her sore distress.’”

			Benjamin Tallmadge and Nathan Hale were regularly in correspondence after their graduation from Yale, an institution that had helped radicalize them both in favor of the Patriots’ cause. In one letter, Tallmadge expressed his reverent love of country and his eagerness to defend it from oppression. Hale enlisted with the Connecticut Seventh Regiment around the time this letter was received, Tallmadge not until the next year. The phrase “milk and honey” is a Biblical allusion from the Book of Exodus used to describe Canaan, the promised land.

			“‘I only regret that I have but one life to lose for my country.’”

			It is a commonly held belief that these words (themselves a quotation from a play about the Roman Cato the Younger) were uttered by Nathan Hale just before his execution, but this seems to have been a later addition to the story. Those present for the event summarized his last words as perfunctorily devoted to his cause and prepared to accept his inevitable death as an enemy combatant.

			“‘I had gone through all those dangers.… and was beginning to carry it on.… [but] the Jersey [man fell] in love with his horse, the doctor narrowly escaped with his life, and the whole scheme was frustrated.’”

			This hilariously garbled account from a letter written by Nathaniel Sackett to George Washington is the only information we have regarding why he was let go from his position as a spy. Whatever happened here, Washington used the early experiences of Sackett, Hale, and Tallmadge to hammer out the kinks in his operations, allowing for the Culper Ring’s success.

			“‘This year [1778] I opened a private correspondence with some persons in New York [for General Washington] which lasted through the war.’”

			This is one of three sentences Benjamin Tallmadge devoted to his service as a spy during the Revolutionary War in his memoirs. The “persons,” of course, were Woodhull, Brewster, and Townsend. Tallmadge’s reticence is partially due to a natural discretion, and partially because being a spy was not considered a noble profession at the time as many, like William Heron, took part in it for purely mercenary reasons.

			“He was a man of parts and halves in a time of wholes and absolutes.”

			Rose points out that as a (half) Quaker and a businessman, Robert Townsend was a complicated individual and his motivations were more ambiguous than the other members of the Culper Ring. He had to put aside his Quaker belief in pacifism to participate in the war, which he was able to do after reading Thomas Paine’s Common Sense. He grew up in Oyster Bay on Long Island, a town of Loyalists, though his father assisted the Patriots. As he was a successful businessman, not a soldier like the other spies, he could have conceivably waited out the war quietly, but instead he used his position in the community to gain information from the occupying British troops that he then passed on to Washington. 

			“Not long since, there was not the breadth of your finger betwixt me and death. But so long as I reside here my faithful endeavor shall never be wanting.”

			This is a typical complaint from Abraham Woodhull, who was the most timorous of the spies. He worried incessantly about being caught by British troops in his movements between Setauket and New York City (the “here” referenced in the quote), and tendered his resignation multiple times. Woodhull found his own replacement in New York, Robert Townsend, so he would no longer have to make the frightening trip.

			“‘[Washington] intimates [that we] hath been of little service.… Sorry we have been at so much cost and trouble for little or no purpose.’”

			The Culper Ring was not without its petty disagreements, chief of which was money. The spies regularly spent their own funds on expenses for Washington and were not always paid back. When Woodhull sent a request for payment in 1780, Washington responded by petulantly telling Tallmadge he planned to fire both Woodhull and Townsend because they were not sending enough quality information. The quote above is Woodhull’s sarcastic rejoinder to Washington’s threat, which he followed up by once again asking for his money.

			“‘He was more unfortunate than criminal in the affair, and as there was much in his character to interest … we could not but lament it.’”

			In a letter to the French general Rochambeau, Washington expressed his unhappiness over the execution of John André. Washington and the Culper spies all held André in high esteem as a fellow military commander and intelligence man, and recognized that he was merely doing his job (exceptionally well) by exploiting Benedict Arnold’s willingness to defect. His execution was undesirable, but it was a necessary consequence of his capture.

			“‘[They] say they would sooner lose their lives than give up their arms; and that they would blow any man’s brains out that should attempt to take them.’”

			When Congress decreed that all Loyalists must turn over their weapons, the people of Queens County on Long Island were unwilling to comply, as reported by a militia commander in this quote. Judging by their vehemence, it is no surprise that the right to bear arms was subsequently enshrined in the US Constitution.

		

	
		
			Trivia

			
					Leading up to the war, the Yale student body was outspoken and politically active; it contained the first group of students to organize a boycott of British goods, stipulating that they would appear at graduation “dressed wholly in the manufactures of our own country.”

					One of the earlier encryption methods used by the British army was the “Cardano System,” invented by Giralamo Cardano, a 16th-century Italian cryptologist. The method requires the placement of a grille over the document to reveal a secret message not evident to the naked eye. 

					Washington named the Culper Ring after Culpeper County in Virginia, where he had worked as a surveyor at age 17.

					Washington and the Culper spies were occasionally at odds over how and how much the agents were paid. Understandably, the Congress-issued currency was inadequate, as it was so inflated that in 1780, a pound of tea cost $500.

					As if Colonel Simcoe’s billeting himself in the Townsend home wasn’t enough of an affront, he also attempted to woo Robert Townsend’s sister with what is believed to be the first Valentine’s Day card to be sent in America.

					John Champe, the sergeant hired by Washington to go behind enemy lines and kidnap Benedict Arnold, was a member of the regiment commanded by Major Henry Lee, the father of Confederate general Robert E. Lee.

					A quarter of Washington’s entire budget for the war was spent on maintaining the Culper Ring, amounting to £1,982, whereas the British spent upwards of £1,000 per month for, generally speaking, an inferior quality of work.

					Nathan Hale was the great grandson of Reverend John Hale, a minister called upon by officials in Salem to advise on their “witchcraft” outbreak in 1692. While it appears Rev. Hale was confident at first that something supernatural was occurring, he distanced himself as the hysteria built and accusations were leveled against his own wife.

					Benedict Arnold’s military service is honored by the “Boot Monument” located in Saratoga National Park. The monument, a boot etched in stone, is a reference to the leg injury Arnold suffered during the Battle of Saratoga, but due to his treasonous actions, he is not named, merely referenced as a “brilliant soldier.”

					In Canada, the first Monday of August is a national holiday that goes by different names in different provinces. In Toronto it is known as “Emancipation Day,” or “Simcoe Day,” in honor of John Graves Simcoe, who founded Toronto and abolished slavery in Canada while serving as its first lieutenant governor.

			

		

	
		
			What’s That Word?

			Billet: Lodging for a soldier, student, etc., as in a private home or nonmilitary public building. One of the many outrages for the American colonists was the requirement to provide billets for British soldiers. Colonel Simcoe was a grudgingly tolerated guest of the Townsends in Oyster Bay in 1778 when the British occupied Long Island.

			Cipher: A secret method of writing, as by transposition or substitution of letters, specially formed symbols, or the like. Both the British and American intelligence operations employed ciphers to encode their messages. They used many methods, but most commonly the “stream cipher” invented by Charles William Frederic Dumas, a system where letters are assigned various numbers that the recipient must decode.

			Contraband: Illegal or prohibited trade; smuggling. A great deal of smuggling occurred during the Revolutionary War, as all British imported products were banned. Abraham Woodhull was imprisoned for the illicit trading of products from his farm when he was recruited by Tallmadge to join the Culper Ring.

			Despotism: The rule of a despot; the exercise of absolute authority. The Revolutionary War spawned from the colonists’ belief that the British government was tyrannical and despotic, particularly after the passage of the Stamp and Townshend Acts which imposed taxation without allowing the colonies any say or representation in their own governing. In Common Sense, Thomas Paine encouraged his fellow colonists to revolt and help establish a new independent nation that could be “an asylum for mankind.”

			Musket: A heavy, large-caliber smoothbore gun for infantry soldiers, introduced in the 16th century: the predecessor to the modern rifle. The guns were single-shot weapons that required constant reloading, usually fitted with a bayonet on the end.

			Privateer: An armed ship that is privately owned and manned, commissioned by a government to fight or harass enemy ships. Both sides employed privateers and there were an abundance of them constantly circling New York, ready to engage with enemy ships, take prisoners, and abscond with any useful cargo they might find. They were motivated more by money than loyalty.

			Reagent: A substance that, because of the reaction it causes, is used in analysis and synthesis. The invisible ink invented by Sir James Jay required the use of a reagent to make the hidden message visible. In this case the reagent was ferrous sulphate.

			Reconnoiter: To inspect, observe, or survey (the enemy, the enemy’s strength or position, a region, etc.) in order to gain information for military purposes. Washington’s earliest attempts at espionage, performed by Nathan Hale and others, involved simple reconnaissance missions where the spy would sneak behind enemy lines and then quickly report back.

			Turncoat: A person who changes to the opposite party or faction, reverses principles, etc.; renegade. Benedict Arnold is perhaps the most notorious turncoat in history (his name continues to be synonymous with treachery), however, it was not a very unusual occurrence for those further down the military totem pole. This is how John Champe was able to orchestrate his kidnapping attempt, by posing as a defector to the British cause.

		

	
		
			Critical Response

			
					A New York Times bestseller

			

			“Offers fascinating new research on how Washington organized an intelligence-gathering network that helped turn the American revolution in his side’s favor.” —Chicago Tribune

			“Well illustrated, including maps, portraits, and original documents. An interesting section on the ciphering methods then in use is included. A fine addition to any Revolutionary War library.” —Historical Novels Review

			“The author quotes extensively from their correspondence … Rose also delves into technical aspects of the Culpers’ spycraft … compelling in its descriptions of occupied New York, where patriots and loyalists lived together in an uneasy balance.” —Publishers Weekly

			“This compelling account of America’s first espionage efforts … captures the human dimension of spying, war and leadership during the Revolutionary War.” —The Wall Street Journal

			“Fascinating and carefully crafted … portrait of a rogue’s gallery of barkeeps, misfits, hypochondriacs, part-time smugglers, and full-time neurotics that will remind every reader of the cast of a John le Carré novel.” —National Review

		

	
		
			About Alexander Rose

			Alexander Rose is an American journalist and historian, as well as a producer on AMC’s Turn, the television adaptation of his book Washington’s Spies. Rose has a doctorate in history from Cambridge University. He has been a historical consultant on other television programs, including Discovery Channel’s How We Invented the World, a Writer-in-Residence at New York Public Library’s Allen Room, and a member of the US Commission on Military History. He has been published in the New York Times, the Washington Post, and the Wall Street Journal, among others.
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