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Dr. Edward Bancroft, a \'oung American scientist and writer who be­
longed to an American patriot group in London, was recruited into the 
British secret service in 1772. He had the code name "Edward Edwards" 
and was highly successful, particularh' when in Paris where he was a 
confidant of Franklin and others of the American mission who were 
seeking aid from France. All of them trusted his lo\alty and it was not 
until sixty years after his death that his traitorous activities were discovered. 

The hollow trunk of a box tree on the south terrace of the Tuileries 
Gardens was used as the means for transmitting messages. Each Tuesday 
Dr. Bancroft brought his report inserted in a bottle and lowered it by 
a string into the hollow. At the same time he picked up new instruc­
tions from Lord Stormont. 
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A Master Spy's Espionage Collection 

RICHARD B. IVIORRIS 

A F T E R World War II, the master spy, Alajor General 
/=^i William H. ("Wild Bill") Donovan, returned to his 

- 4 - J A . busy law practice, having organized and headed the 
OSS, that legendary "cloak-and-dagger" operation, whose feats 
behind enemy lines have provided countless themes for spy stories 
and T V series. Con\'inced of the importance not only of the 
espionage and sabotage sides of his complex and secret operation, 
but also of the research and analysis carried out by his agency, he 
strove to alert the nation to the need for systematic intelligence 
planning and organization. He was determined to show that intel­
ligence operations had played a meaningful role in military and 
diplfiniatic decision-making from the beginning of our national 
history and were by no means alien to the American tradition. 

Unfortunately General Donovan did not live to complete the 
huge task he had set himself or to give to the historical working-
papers that were gathered for liim the stamp of organizing genius 
and special st\de that \\'as his own. Very recently the Donovan 
Papers have been turned over to the Columbia Libraries' Special 
Collections Department by the General's widow, and already 
the\' have draw n a flock of researcliers, ranging from professional 
historians to fiction \\ titers. What is being turned up will indu­
bitably contribute to a deeper understanding of the role of intel­
ligence in the conduct of the War of the American Revolution 
as it was conducted on both sides of the Atlantic. 



4 Richard B, Morris 

The average person, although exposed on some four or five 
levels in the school system to courses in American liistory, has 
only the foggiest notion of undercover operations during the 
War for Independence. Of course, he knows of Nathan Hale's 
martyrdom and that iMajor Andre was executed as a spy, a role 
for which lie technically quahfied. A reading of James Fenimore 
Cooper's Spy sheds some light on the espionage operation that 
Patriot John Jay ran in New York before he left his home state 
for greater duties at Philadelphia and Adadrid. Those who are 
somewhat better informed may have known how a double agent, 
in tlie person of the American turncoat Dr. Edward Bancroft, had 
penetrated the secrets of tlie American mission to France and 
sent back to the British items about supplies and ship sailings that 
he had pickxd up at Benjamin Franklin's residence at Passy. The 
history texts will give him little more. 

There is a large and fascinating story still to l)e told, however, 
and so far we have had only little pieces of it. In my recent book, 
The Peacemakers, the first monograph to come out of the John 
Jay Papers project, I ha\'e had occasion to dwell upon the espio­
nage which accompanied the diplomatic negotiations that ended 
the American Revolution. Assisted in some cases by clues offered 
by the Donovan Collection, I ha\e traced the labored efforts of 
the French Foreign Ministry to obtain documentary evidence of 
Spain's double-crossing tactics in negotiating for peace with the 
Britisli behind Louis X VI's back. I have also revealed how France's 
Foreign Minister, the magisterial Comte de Vergennes, went to 
great lengths to secure through espionage agents incriminating 
documents that would prove that Jacques Necker, France's 
Director General of Finances, was making covert appeasement 
moves toward the British ministry. How a British double agent 
was used by some one high up in British government circles to 
frame the anti-administration leaders, Lord Shelburne and the 
Duke of Richmond, is revealed by a study of intelhgence 
correspondence, and how a counterintelligence agent sought to 
mislead the French and their Dutch ally regarding British naval 
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movements is also narrated therein. Some of the French intelli­
gence reports from London, as I point out, had curiously anti-
American overtones. Nevertheless the best efforts of professional 
espionage agents <m the Continent failed to thwart the attainment 
by America of its major objective, the winning of independence. 

If, then, espionage played a less consequential role in the later 
European pliases of war and peacemaking, it was of prime value 
in the early years of the Revolution, when France and Spain were 
covertly aiding the American insurgents, and Lord Stormont, 
Britain's tenacious ambassador at Versailles, was bent upon track­
ing down the evidence of France's complicity in supporting the 
insurgency of England's colonies. Many years ago Benjamin Frank­
lin Ste\'ens, bookman and antiquary, issued in twenty-four port­
folios a collection of manuscript facsimiles of documents drawn 
from the European archives relating to America, 1773-1783. A 
substantial part of this collection dealt with the intelligence opera­
tions conducted by Lord Stormont in Paris, as well as with the 
activities of Philip Ste\ens, the permanent undersecretary of the 
British Admiralty, and William Eden, an undersecretary of state, 
who between them conducted an operation on a scale of almost 
the magnitude of General Donovan's operation for the OSS. 

In many cases the reports of General Donovan's researchers 
provide more fare than is offered at B. F. Stevens' table. To take 
one example from a goodlv number, among the Donovan reports 
are some juicy morsels detailing the activities of the corps of 
Britisli spies who used Llolland as a center for their operations. 
From a little bookshop in Rotterdam Frouw Marguerite Wolters, 
an innocuous-looking burgher's widow, for years fed the British 
Admiralty \\ itli reports—political, diplomatic, military, naval, and 
financial—gleaned from her agents located in every European 
nerve center, including Paris and Madrid. When at the end of 
1780 England declared war against the Dutch, Frouw Wolters's 
espionage center was merely moved to Ostend in the Austrian 
Low Countries, where it was headed by her trusted chief clerk, 
L. C. Hake. In addition. Sir Joseph Yorke, Britain's formidable 


