Patriot Spy Daniel Bissell: Following in John Champe’s Footsteps
By David A. Welker
We all know about Sergeant Major John Champe’s covert mission to seize and bring to justice traitorous Benedict Arnold, but did you know that General Washington sent another man to fulfill part of Champe’s unfinished mission?  This is his story.
Daniel Bissell enlisted into Capt. Abner Prior’s Company of the 5th Connecticut Regiment, commanded by Col. Philip B. Bradley in spring 1777, in Windsor, Connecticut.  Serving in this unit for four years, when the Connecticut Line was reorganized in 1781 Daniel became a sergeant in Colonel Heman Swift’s 2nd Connecticut Regiment.  After only a few months in Swift’s Regiment, however, the sergeant was selected for a quite different duty.
On August 14, 1781 Lieutenant Colonel Robert Harrison, one of Washington’s aides‑de‑camp, informed Sergeant Bissell that he had been selected for a covert mission.  He was to pose as a deserter from the Patriot ranks in order to cross into British lines and enter New York City, where he would gather intelligence on British military strength, positions, and movements.  
We don’t know Daniel’s reaction to this mission or why he was selected for it, but one day later Bissell arrived in New York City, as directed.  He quickly enlisted in British Brigadier General Benedict Arnold’s Loyalist American Legion.  Daniel explained in his postwar American pension application that he had done this to avoid being pressed—forced by roving “press gangs”—into the Royal Navy.  
Bissell in that same document claimed that he was “confined in the hospital or employed in the Quarter Master’s department the whole time,” meaning “that he never bore arms against America.”   Part of this claim is supported by the American Legion’s muster rolls for November, 1781, which record that he was confined in the hospital.  Proving this was, of course, important to advancing his pension claim after the war and suggests he did not take part in Arnold and the American Legion’s notorious September 6, 1781 Battle of Groton Heights, also known as “The Fort Griswold Massacre,” or in the related burning of New London, Connecticut.
Regardless, “living his cover” behind British lines placed Bissell in various military posts throughout New York City, including at Ireland Heights, Fresh Meadows, and Harlem Lane.  His final assignment in British service was at Staten Island, beginning on May 27, 1782, where Daniel served at the Flag Staff post—responsible for maintaining the fort’s flags—until September 26, 1782.  That night, after 13 months of living a covert existence as a deserter and Loyalist soldier, he slipped though British lines and returned to the Continental Army, along with four other men.  
Once back in American lies, Bissell provided a very detailed report of what he had observed of British units in New York, their numerical strengths, and the design and conditions of fortifications. It was exactly what he had been sent by Washington to collect.  
Nonetheless, because this information was no longer timely, a critical part of intelligence collection, his mission had largely failed.  By the time it was available Washington and his French ally General Rochambeau were already leading their armies south, to besiege General Cornwallis’s British army in Yorktown.  Although it had arrived too late to inform any attack Washington might have planned, Bissell’s intelligence at least revealed that the British had no intention of leaving New York City to pursue the allies. 
Daniel Bissell’s mission mirrors that of Virginia’s John Champe in several ways, suggesting that it may have been inspired by this earlier covert operation.  Like Champe, Bissell was directed to falsely desert from the Patriot army and make his way to British lines where he would gather intelligence, and sought a job in Arnold’s American Legion.  Perhaps also reflecting lessons learned from Champe’s experience, Bissell found a way to avoid the active field service that forced his predecessor into the front lines and which finally undid the Virginian’s covert operation.  
Unlike John Champe, Daniel Bissell’s mission was only to collect intelligence—he had no covert action mission—and was apparently not provided with a “contact on the outside” through whom to get his information back to Patriot leaders, which in the end undermined Bissell’s prospects for success. Another major difference between the two men is that Daniel Bissell was very openly rewarded and recognized for his efforts.  On June 8, 1783, General Washington awarded Daniel Bissell the “badge of military merit,” one of only three men to whom Washington presented the award and the only one given for intelligence work.  This award inspired today’s Purple Heart award, which was revived in 1932 to honor wounds sustained while in military service.    
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The Badge of Military Merit, inspiration for today’s Purple Heart award
The two men certainly never met each other behind British lines.  By the time Bissell arrived in New York City in August, John Champe had long ago deserted in Virginia and was then making his way to American lines in South Carolina.   [footnoteRef:1]   [1:  Bissell arrived in New York City on August 15 1781 while Champe had departed eight months earlier, with Arnold and the American Legion aboard a ship bound for Virginia on December 30, 1780.  Although Arnold returned to New York City in March 1780, pleading illness, most sources suggest he traveled alone.  It remains unclear if after that date the American Legion returned to New York, remained in Virginia, if it was divided and so was in both locations, or if a new Loyalist organization was formed for Arnold to command upon his return to New York.  Bissell’s September 1782 report notes that “Arnold’s Corps—not specifically listed as the “American legion” consisted of 125 men and it must have been this force that Arnold commanded during his September 1781 raid on Connecticut.    ] 

Nonetheless, these two patriots’ missions reflect the importance of intelligence operations to General Washington, who was engaged in both efforts, and for the cause of freedom they both served.   
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