West Point for Sale

By CPT Dan Grieser

You are a young officer serving your country in a foreign land.  You have worked hard and have received several quick promotions.  But now on September 29, 1780, you find yourself in a courtroom with fourteen general officers questioning your connection to Benedict Arnold.  A letter from General Washington is read to the panel of generals.  You are being tried for being a spy and could lose your life.  As you face the military tribunal, you ponder how your life has gone so terribly wrong over the past week.  

Just a few days ago, on September 18, you were dining at General Sir Henry Clinton’s head table in New York City.  You were his aid de camp and his most trusted officer.  General Clinton had put you in charge of British military intelligence in the colonies.  Over the past year and a half you had conducted secret correspondence with General Benedict Arnold.  General Arnold had grown tired of the criticism he faced as the commander of Philadelphia.  After undergoing an investigation for corruption and misappropriation, he resigned his command.  The investigation led to a December 1779 court martial where General Arnold was convicted and reprimanded.  In the summer of 1780, still very bitter about the way he was treated he wrote a letter to General Clinton explaining future military plans of General Washington.  A few days later he sent another letter offering West Point to the British for 20,000 pounds sterling.  Since controlling West Point could quickly win the war for the British, General Clinton desired a meeting with General Arnold.  You volunteered to complete this important military rendezvous. 

Just one night after the luxurious dinner with General Clinton, you board the British ship Vulture and travel north towards West Point.  After two days on the ship, a man named Joshua Hett Smith boards the Vulture in the dead of night.  Smith is a loyalist who is working as General Arnold’s agent.  He will deliver you to General Arnold.  You are surprised that General Arnold himself did not come.  Nevertheless, dressed in your British uniform you travel in Smith’s rowboat to the Haverstraw shore.  You travel quickly without a flag displayed.  Once on shore you meet General Benedict Arnold.  He dismisses Smith and you speak in private for several hours.  The two of you determine September 27 will be the day West Point surrenders to the British.  General Arnold agrees to scatter his troops and have many weapons unavailable on that day.  September 27 is also the day that General Washington will be present on West Point.  As dawn approaches you ask to travel back to the Vulture.  However, the oarsmen are tired from rowing and the three of you, Arnold, Smith, and you, decide to retreat to Smith’s nearby home.  You will have to be delivered back to the Vulture the following night.  Now as you sit in the courtroom, you wonder, “Why didn’t I demand to go back that morning instead of heading into town?”  

While at Smith’s house, you observe the Vulture being fired upon.  The ship moves downriver to get away from the cannon fire, and you wonder how you will reunite with British forces.  Smith offers to escort you back to New York on horseback.  General Arnold authors two passes to aid in your return to New York.  He also surprises you by handing you several documents that detail the number of men, ammunition, and general plans of West Point.  Before you leave Smith’s house that evening, you exchange your red officer’s coat for one that will not attract as much attention.  Why did I accept these West Point documents?  This was not part of the plan.  Surely I could have remembered all of the information listed on them.

After General Arnold departs for West Point, on horseback Smith leads you to the nearest ferry to get to the east side of the Hudson.  Smith then shows the ferryboat operator General Arnold’s pass and crosses the river without delay.  When you arrive on the east side of the Hudson, you begin to ride south.  Smith encounters some friendly militiamen who ask the two of you to spend the night at their camp.  Although you would like to keep riding, you are clearly behind enemy lines and Smith provides safety for you.  The next morning Smith directs you further south.  Soon you reach neutral territory.  Smith is confident you can reach New York from this point unscathed and he heads back north.

On the 23rd of September, you are riding alone near Tarrytown when three men not in uniform stop you.  Instead of presenting General Arnold’s pass, you attempt to make small talk with the three men.  You ask them which party they belong to.  They are surprised by your question.  When they question you, you explain you are John Anderson conducting official business for General Arnold.  Unhappy with your answers, the men have you dismount your horse and search you.  When they take off your boots they find the West Point papers you have hidden there.  Shocked by the documents, they take you to the nearest military commander.  You offer them money and property if they let you go, but they are steadfast.  As the generals read over the evidence in your case, you wonder, “If only I had shown them the pass initially, would they have let me go?”            

The men bring you to a nearby outpost, a fort that is within General Arnold’s command.  A letter is immediately sent to General Arnold explaining what has just been discovered. Another letter is sent to General Washington who is just across the river.  General Arnold receives the letter detailing your capture and panics.  He has a meeting scheduled with General Washington later that very day.  He explains to his wife that he must flee and orders his men take him by boat to the Vulture.  After Arnold departs, General Washington arrives at West Point and discovers Arnold’s wife in a frantic state.  She is hysterical and believes that Washington is there to kill her baby.  General Washington reassures her that she and her baby are safe and quickly begins an unsuccessful manhunt for Arnold.  

While under arrest, you write General Washington.  You give your true identity, Major John Andre, and clarify the circumstances of your arrest.  You explain you had no intent to travel undercover and did so only out of pure accident.  Washington receives your letter and considers it with the other evidence he has before him.  On September 28, General Washington orders a court martial to determine your fate.  You are then moved to Tappan where your trial will be held. 

Your reflection on past events is ceased with a volley of questions from the generals sitting on your court martial.  They want to know if you traveled ashore from the Vulture under a flag.  You tell them that it had no flag.  You confess that you arrived on shore as a British officer not a private citizen.  Other than stating it was not your intention to be a spy, you admit every circumstance of the past few weeks openly and honestly.  It does not take the panel long to determine your fate.  You are found to be an enemy spy and will suffer death.

This verdict does not surprise you.  It was common for spies to be sentenced to death and hanged.  However, you wish to die in an honorable manner and ask General Washington to subject you to a firing squad.  Generals Clinton and Arnold also plead on your behalf.  They ask for a prisoner exchange with some of the colonials in Charlestown who have been caught in similar circumstances by the British.  General Washington declines.  An Arnold exchange is the only deal he wishes to entertain but General Clinton refuses.  

Your day of death has come.  Several hundred people line the streets as you march to a lonely hill in Tappan.  You are disappointed as you turn to face the hill and observe the hanging gallows.  You proudly march up the hill in your red British officer uniform.  Before the noose is tightened around your neck, you exclaim in an unfaltering voice, “I have more nothing more to say, than this: I pray you to bear witness that I meet my fate like a brave man.”

Authors note:  Benedict Arnold’s treason and Major Andre’s capture marked a major turning point in the war.  Many of the colonial troops were extremely angry with Arnold and used this as motivation to defeat the British.  Major John Andre was hanged on October 2, 1780 in Tappan, New York located just 45 minutes south of West Point on the Palisades Parkway.  The place he was jailed, Washington’s headquarters during the trial, and the spot of his hanging are all open to the public to visit.      

