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			To all of America’s history teachers, especially my eighth grade social studies instructor, Mr. Don Nobile. Mr. Nobile’s storytelling ignited my passion for our nation’s history, specifically that of our presidents, which still burns today.

			–BK

			To Will and Madeleine: May a passion for our nation’s history always inspire you to read, learn, and change the world. I love you both!

			—DY

		

	
		
			
			
			Washington did not really outfight the British, he simply outspied us!

			Major George Beckwith, 
British intelligence officer, 1782–83

			The great objects of information you are very well acquainted with: such as Arrivals, Embarkations, Preparations for Movements, alteration of Positions, situation of Posts, Fortifications, Garrisons, strength or weakness of each, distribution and strength of Corps, and in general every thing which can be interesting and important for us to know. Besides these, you are also sensible there are many things upon a smaller scale, which are necessary to be reported: and that whatever intelligence is communicated, ought to be, not in general terms, but in detail, and with the greatest precision.

			General George Washington, 
in a letter to Benjamin Tallmadge, April 1781
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			A Note from the Author

			Dear Reader,

			There are many reasons why I am flat-out thrilled to share this adaptation of George Washington’s Secret Six with you. First and foremost, it’s important to me that our latest generation of Americans understands how special our first generation was and how lucky we all are to be part of the American Miracle. I know I’m not alone in this hope. The most common refrain I get when I travel and speak about the original book is, “I wish my kids were old enough to read this story.” Now there’s an illustrated edition of it, just for you.

			When you are born in the United States, you don’t automatically know what makes America great. It’s so difficult to be thankful and grateful for something you didn’t do anything to earn. But understanding our past will help answer that question, and the story of the Culper Spy Ring is just the sort of history book I would have loved as a kid. It tells the fast-paced tale of true Patriots, showing a time of crisis when our sovereignty and security was threatened. And with so many seemingly impossible victories, you get the sense that perhaps divine intervention played a role in the founding of our nation.

			Though George Washington lends his name to the title, the true message of this book is not to be more like him or to hold yourself to his standard. Our first president and first general is in a lofty category all his own. Rather, this is the story of so-called average, everyday Americans doing extraordinary things, putting their lives at risk for the hope of finding freedom, liberty, and a new country. The five men and one woman who formed the Culper Spy Ring—farmer Abraham Woodhull, longshoreman Caleb Brewster, tavern owner Austin Roe, grocer Robert Townsend, printer James Rivington, and female socialite Agent 355—accomplished feats that have even today’s CIA in awe.

			I believe we all can see ourselves in this story, and maybe we won’t have to wait for another Marvel Comics movie to find our next superheroes. Real-life superheroes lived, and still live, right here in America. Maybe the next hero is your neighbor, your relative, your friend. Maybe it’s you. All combined, we make the United States of America the finest country this world has produced, but unless you study our journey and relive our struggles, you will never truly appreciate it.

			Enjoy!

			Brian

		

	
		
			Preface

			Spring 1775

			It could not have been a more exciting time for Patriots longing for liberty.

			On April 19, on the town green in Lexington, Massachusetts, during a skirmish between colonial militiamen and British soldiers, a shot rang out. It was followed shortly after by another confrontation in nearby Concord. That one day would mark an indelible change in the course of history. It serves as the date on which to pin the beginning of the War of Independence. In 1837, it got its slogan, “the shot heard round the world,” when Ralph Waldo Emerson published a poem called “Concord Hymn.” Part of it reads:

			By the rude bridge that arched the flood,

			Their flag to April’s breeze unfurled,

			Here once the embattled farmers stood

			And fired the shot heard round the world.
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						Titled The Death of General Warren at the Battle of Bunker’s Hill, June 17, 1775, this painting was published in 1840 in a military magazine. It depicts famous soldiers on both sides of the conflict.

					
				
			

			The colonists were soon to experience the true cost of war. On June 17, 1775, on a hill outside of Boston, the ragtag colonial forces battered the British. But the Battle of Bunker Hill cost them heavy losses in life and limb for only a modest gain in land. The delegates from the colonies to the Second Continental Congress in Philadelphia knew that their forces could not withstand this kind of loss for long. Eventually, they would run out of people ready to fight.

			The delegates urgently needed to prepare for a full-scale war. Among the representatives from Virginia was the tall, soft-spoken surveyor, farmer, and former spy widely regarded for his valor in battle and exemplary leadership in the militia during the previous war: George Washington.

			That he was highly thought of is clear in this section of a letter John Adams wrote to his wife, Abigail:

			I can now inform you that the Congress have made Choice of the modest and virtuous, the amiable, generous and brave George Washington Esqr., to be the General of the American Army, and that he is to repair as soon as possible to the Camp before Boston.

			It is also clear that Washington did not seek this task. The day after he was commissioned, he wrote to his wife, Martha, whom he called Patsy:

			It has been determined in Congress, that the whole army raised for the defense of the American Cause shall be put under my care, and that it is necessary for me to proceed immediately to Boston to take upon me the Command of it. You may believe me my dear Patsy, when I assure you in the most solemn manner, that, so far from seeking this appointment, I have used every endeavor in my power to avoid it.

			Washington was a wise choice. What he lacked in soldiers and supplies, he made up for in intelligence. And his experience as a spy was to come in very handy in a short time.
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						General George Washington by Elkanah Tisdale, an American engraver and painter. The scene below the portrait imagines the moment on July 3, 1775, when Washington took command of the American army in Cambridge, Massachusetts. It was published in a military magazine in 1796.

					
				
			

			George Washington’s Army

			George Washington had nerves of steel. He had led thousands of troops into battle, riding tall and calmly through even the heaviest fighting. Myths had grown up around the general; a few people said he was favored by God—that no arrows or bullets could harm him. Of course he was not actually untouchable, but he was regarded by his peers as a sober-minded man of vision, wisdom, humility, and experience. For these reasons Washington was asked to serve as the commander in chief of the Continental Army, also known as the Patriots, in their struggle to win independence from English rule.

			But Washington knew that even substantial numbers of troops meant little without proper training and equipment, and his men lacked both. Washington had the utmost confidence in his officers, but to say that the rest of the Continental Army was rough around the edges would be an understatement. City men who had never held a rifle stood with country folk who had never had a day of formal schooling. Hardy farmers struggled to cooperate with young men of landed wealth who had never known a moment of discomfort or hunger in their lives. Old men lined up with boys who had lied about their age to join up in pursuit of adventure. They came from all over the country, from as far north as the mountains of New England and as far south as the swamps of Georgia.
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						British ships fire on Bunker Hill in Charlestown, Massachusetts, as cannons in Boston join the attack. Charlestown is in flames. The image was published in a British history book around 1783.

					
				
			

			Many of Washington’s men had never been more than fifty miles from the place of their birth, let alone met anyone with such a strange accent as could be found in the hills of Virginia or the English settlements of Massachusetts. They were all on the side of liberty, but there the unity ended.

			Despite the makeup of the army, it had enjoyed an early moral victory at Bunker Hill. The end of the Siege of Boston in March 1776, after almost a year, was also a win for the Patriots, but their success was due more to the position and strength of the American fortifications than to any great offensive maneuvers to rout the enemy. The British gave up on the city, leaving voluntarily rather than fleeing in an all-out retreat. General William Howe, then commander in chief of the British army in North America, had his sights set on a much bigger and more agreeable prize than belligerent Boston: the great port city of New York.

			Although Washington knew he had the hearts of his men, and that most were brave, loyal, and passionate about their liberty, he did not know whether that passion could hold New York against the thousands of well-trained British forces decked out in their red-coated uniforms.

			The few American troops still holding New York’s Manhattan Island in 1776 were hanging on by a thread, and Washington was desperate to strengthen their position. To do so, he formulated a plan: he needed to recruit a spy to collect information on British plans. Espionage was not a new activity to Washington. He had served as a spy during the French and Indian War and knew how important it was to have advance information. At this stage in the war, with the troops he had, it was his only hope.

			Washington saw that the Patriots would need to outmaneuver the British; they could not overpower them. The British army and navy boasted superior numbers, training, supplies, and equipment, and there was little hope of defeating their forces in head-to-head combat—unless their battle plans and their weaknesses were already known. By learning the enemy’s secrets, spies would play a crucial role in undermining British attacks, allowing the Continental Army to anticipate the redcoats’ next moves.
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			CHAPTER 1

			[image: ]

			Why New York?
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						This ink-and-watercolor drawing depicts New York City as seen from Long Island with the East River in the foreground. Most of the buildings are along the waterfront, leaving the rest of the land for farming and grazing animals. It is thought that the drawing was made in 1778 by John Montresor, a British military engineer.

					
				
			

			Holding New York was the cornerstone in Washington’s strategy to win the war. The vast area included two islands (Staten Island and Manhattan Island), the western end of Long Island, and the territory north of Manhattan along the Hudson River. As the second-most populous city in the colonies, after Philadelphia, New York was an economic hub in the North. But even more significant were New York’s location and situation—right in the center of Britain’s North American settlements, with a large deepwater harbor and access to the Hudson River. The army that held New York City and its waterways had a strategic advantage not only in controlling the import and export of foodstuffs and dry goods but also in securing a key foothold for transporting troops up and down the coast.
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						A lithograph from a pictorial history of the Revolution.

					
				
			

			Maintaining control of New York City and New York Harbor would give the American soldiers and the Patriot populace a tremendous boost in confidence, and it would certainly be an embarrassment to the British army and navy and to the many Loyalist citizens of New York. However, the British could survive such a
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