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He	was	an	excellent	example	of	the	“Amateur	
Historian”		.	.	.	a	really	remarkable	man
.	.	.	Those	of	us	who	knew	him	were	always	
impressed	by	his	diligence	and	industry,	
especially	in	pursing	data	on	the	“Two	Spies,”	
Nathan	Hale	and	Culper	Junior.		He	exemplified	
the		finest	tradition	of	the	non-professional	
historian.							-- one	of	Morton’s	contemporaries	

1932	meeting	of	the	NYSHA	[New	York	State	Historical	Society]	
.	.	.	in	the	July	[issue	of	the	journal]	New	York	History

BIOGRAPHY	FROM	THAT	JULY	1932	JOURNAL

by

Morton’s	most	well	known	
discovery	is	that	

"Samuel	Culper,	Junior,"	the	
head	spy	of	the	Culper	Ring,	

was	Robert	Townsend,	
a	member	of	the	renowned	
New	York	Townsend	family.	

He	did	so	by	identifying	an	
exact	match	in	penmanship	
between	the	Culper	letters	
attributed	to	Culper	Junior	
and	letters	written	by	Robert	

Townsend.	

His	findings	were	confirmed	
by	a	forensic	handwriting	

expert.		He	wrote	about	this	
in	his	book	--

George	Washington's	Spies.

Frank	Knox	Morton	Pennypacker (1872–1956)
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MORTON	REVOLUTIONIZES	AMERICAN	HISTORY



Page	2

WASHINGTON’S	SPIES	ON	LONG	ISLAND
THE	FIVE	WHO	SMUGGLED	NEWS	TO	HIM	FROM

NEW	YORK	HAVE	NOW	BEEN	IDENTIFIED

SARAH	TOWNSEND	AND	HER	BORTHER	ROBERT

THE	TASK	WAS	ACCOMPLISHED	BY	MORTON	PENNYPACKER
This	New	York	Times	feature,	published	February	1,	1931,	lays	out	the	history	finally	known	due	to	Morton.

Among	the	Culper	Ring’s	
espionage	successes	was	its	
foiling	of	a	British	
counterfeiting	operation	to	
weaken	the	young	republic	by	
devaluing	Continental	notes.

Ring	members	also	alerted	
Washington	about	British	
plans	in	the	summer	of	1780	
to	ambush	6,000	French	
soldiers	arriving	in	Rhode	
Island	to	aid	the	Americans.	

In	its	crowning	achievement,	
the	Ring	obtained	a	copy	of	
the	British	naval	codes	in	

1781,	providing	the	French	
Navy	with	a	profound	

advantage	against	the	British	
fleet	during	the	Battle	of	the	

Chesapeake	that	year.	

The	French	sea	victory	was	
instrumental	to	Washington’s	
siege	of	the	British	Army	at	

Yorktown.
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AMC’S	TURN:	
Washington's	Spies
TV	series	is	based	on	
Morton’s	work.	

NOTE:	The	original	New	York	Times	
on	line	archive	is	crooked!

*see	the	key	on	p	6
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The	identities	of	the	Culper	Ring	
were	such	a	closely	guarded	secret	
that	even	Washington	didn't	know	
who	they	really	were.		

Several	members	of	the	ring	
(Townsend	in	particular)	had	been	
insistent	that	Washington	never	
learn	their	names.	Even	after	the	
war	was	over,	the	members	of	the	
ring	kept	their	identities	a	secret

Some	of	whom	were	uncovered	
only	through	their	correspondence	
with	Washington,	who	kept	the	
letters	instead	of	burning	them

One	member	of	the	ring	
Washington	personally	wanted	to	
thank	was	Townsend,	who	had	
risked	his	life	almost	every	day	for	
his	country.	But Townsend	never	
stepped	out	of	the	shadows	to	
reveal	himself	to	his	commander-
in-chief.		It	was	a	great	honor	to	be	
sure,	but	not	one	that	Townsend	
sought.	He	did	not	want	praise	or	
celebration;	the	greatest	reward	
Washington	could	give	him	was	
simply	a	return	to	a	quiet	and	
unassuming	life	as	a	man	subject	to	
no	king	but	God.	

https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=mdp.39015002211301&view=2up&seq=10

The	entire	book	can	be	read	at	the	link	below.
As	so	often	happens	in	history	writing,	the	Notes	are	particularly	interesting.

From	Morton’s	preface:

Many	startling	revelations	will	be	discovered	by	the	careful	
reader	of	these	pages.	Some	of	them	will	be	observed	only	
after	referring	to	the	secret	code	printed	among	the	Notes.

***

***		We	still	do	not	know	who	she	is



Page	7This	article	is	as	compelling	in	what	it	tells	us	about	Morton,	
as	it	is	in	completing	the	Culper	story.
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