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Besides obtaining information about the Americans
and reporting it to their superiors in Canada, these
spies had grandiose schemes involving sabotage and
political kidnappings. . . .

The British Secret Service
in the Champlain Valley During
the Haldimand Negotiations, 1780-1783

By IaNn C. PEMBERTON

BY THE LATE YEARS of the Revolutionary War, the northern frontiers
of New York and Vermont were ringed with a series of British posts
ranging from Fort Niagara in the west to Dutchman’s Point on North Hero
Island in Lake Champlain in the east. Scouting activities originated at
virtually all these posts, but their objectives were usually of a local nature,
providing information upon which their commanders could act. Increas-
ingly, however, the Lake Champlain route came to be regarded as the chief
highway for the passage of intelligence to the seat of British military and
civil authority in Canada, Quebec City. To a considerable degree, this
development was a result of the sensitive political and geophysical nature
of the Champlain Valley, the traditional and oft-travelled invasion route
between Canada and her southern neighbours.

General Frederick Haldimand, Governor of Quebec and Commander-
in-chief of British forces in Canada after June 1778, was especially ap-
prehensive that an American invasion might be launched in the wake of the
disastrous Saratoga campaign in order to expunge the defeat of the Cana-
dian venture of Montgomery and Arnold during the first heady year of the
War. For that reason he ordered the construction of Fort Haldimand on
Carleton Island at the eastern end of Lake Ontario to protect the Saint
Lawrence route!, but his chief concern was the Richelieu-Champlain

1. Major C. C. J. Bond, ‘‘The British Base at Carleton Island,”” QOntario History, L11, number 1,
March 1960, 1-16.
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area. Engineers began work to strengthen this frontier by improving the
defenses of Isle-aux-Noix and St. Johns as well as at Quebec City itself.?
The construction of the small advance post of Loyal Block House at
Dutchman’s Point on North Hero Island in the summer of 1781 further
augmented the efforts to protect Canada’s southern gateway by providing a
forward location from which vital intelligence could be gathered.? Hal-
dimand’s apprehension was additionally heightened by the relatively small
force at his disposal for the defense of the province. In the event of attack,
he estimated that at best he could muster 2500 men, a demonstration
sufficiently large to threaten the Mohawk or Onion River Valleys, but
scarcely adequate to deal with a major invasion.*

Other factors than fear of attack also worked to emphasise the impor-
tance and desirability of the Champlain Valley as a source and channel of
intelligence. British naval supremacy on the Lake had been established by
Guy Carleton’s victory over Benedict Arnold in the engagement of Valcour
Island in October 1776, and not even the debacle of the Burgoyne Cam-
paign had seen the British surrender this advantage. Thus scouting parties
could ply Lake Champlain in relative safety. Furthermore the southern end
of the Lake was heavily populated with *‘Friends of Government’> who
could be counted upon to supply information. Of considerable importance
also was the question of the Haldimand Negotiations themselves which
were carried on from October 1780 until the end of the Revolutionary War
in a climate which was marked by frustration and secrecy. The temper of
Vermont and its attitude toward a return to the rule of His Britannic
Majesty were of very great interest to the governor of Quebec and to his
superiors, Sir Henry Clinton in New York and Lord George Germain in
London.?

In June 1781, Governor Haldimand appointed Justus Sherwood, a Ver-
mont loyalist and a former Green Mountain Boy and who had served as a
scout for Burgoyne, as the officer in charge of secret service activities on
the northern froftier. Sherwood was thoroughly familiar with Vermont,
baving lived in Sunderland and in New Haven before the War.® By the time
of his secret service appointment, he was deeply involved with the Hal-
dimand Negotiations, having already held two lengthy discussions with
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