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The Heroic Story of Nathan Hale,

the Famous Patriot

“I only regret that I have but one life to lose for
my country.” It was only a boy who is said to have
uttered these words one autumn morning to the men
who were about to put a rope around his neck and to
the knot of curious people who had come out to ses
his end, But the words have come down through all
the years since to keep his memory green.

That bey was Nathan Hale. A very lovable lad, he
had been born at Coventry, Connecticut, in 1756. He
had grown up into a handsome, lively youth, nearly
six feet tall, with brown &tair and blue eyes, loving
cvery sort of outdocr game, as kindly as he was brave
and as studicus as he was athletic. It is said that he
could place his hand on a fence as high as his head
end vault lightly over it, and that he could jump easily
out of one barrel into another. Fe¢ was the leader of
his classes in all their subjects and the idol of all his
schoolmates. |

His Puritan parents wanted him to be a preacher,
and sent him to Yale tc study for the minisiry. But
after graduating with high honors, he felt better fitied
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for a school than for a church, and for a time he was
a teacher in a school at East Haddam in his native
state. Soon he was offered a better place at New Lon-
don, and a fins career seemed to be opening bzfore
him.

Then the thirteen colonies went to war. When the
news of Lexington and Conccrd came to New London,
there was great excitement, and a town meeting was
called. One of the passionate speakers at the meeting
was Nathan Hale.

“Let us march immediately,” he cried, “and never
lay down our arms until we have gained our indepznd-
ence!”

A man who spoke those words had to make off for
the patriot army at once, or he would surely go to the
gallows. Hale started straight for Massachusetts, with
the New London troops, and before long he was the
captain of a company.

A daring soul, he was also a born leader of men
— the idol of his troops as he had been of his class-
mates. There are many stories of his bravery in the first
months of the war. He is said to have offered his own
salary tc some of his soldiers when their time of serv-
ice was over and they wanted to go home. He is also
said to have helped in capturing a British ship, full of
provisions, right under the nose of a man-of-war, and
to have brought the boat in with her precious food for

2




-

the hungry Continental soldiers. But we know very lit-
tle of his actual story up to the time when we find
him with the army in New York at the moment when
the British were overrunning Long Island.

Cne dav his commander called the trocps together
and asked for 2 man to go over into the enemy camps
and get all their plans. The fate of the army might
devend on this man, and he must be brave and aleit.
with plenty of quick wit. Of course he would be a spy,
and uo honorable man really likes to be a spy. But
Nathan Hale stepped out at once. He would go.

All of his friends, officers of his own army, tried
to keep him back. It might mean death, they said,
though that was little. It would mean disgrace — it
was not an honorable kind of service. But Hale had his
answer: “Every kind of service necessary to the public
gocd becomes honorable by being necessary.”

Crossing over Long Island Sound, he left behind
him an arrangement for a boat to meet him when he
should come back on a certain day — September 20,
1776, In the plain brown dress of a school-teacher of
his day he set out on his search. The British took him
for just what he seemed to be, and they all liked him.
So it was easy for him to find out all he wanted to
know, and to make his sketches of their plans and posi-
tions. Then he made his way back through their camps
to the point where the boat was to call for him.




e had put down all his information in Latin on
thin paper. and had hidden it in the soles of his shoes.
The whole venture had been pretty easy, and fully
successful; and now he was nearly safe ameng his friends
again. He strolled into a tavern and drcpped into
conversation with some of the British soldiers who were
idling in the place. At the last moment a man spied
him who knew him and slipped silently out of the
tavern to give the alarm. Before many moments had
passed Hale saw the guns of six British marines pointed
at his heart. : ~

They took him on a British ship and searched him.
When they found the papers in his shoes, they sent him
straight to General Howe in New York, and put him
under guard. Howe ordered him to be hanged the next
day.

As the rope was thrown over the tree, the officer
in charge asked Hale if he had any final confession to
make. And then came the words, “I only regret that I
have but one life to lose for my country.”
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Boy on a Raft

The raft-was six feet long and three feet wide, and
there were three of us on it.

There ,was the engineer, with his head badly cut,
and myself and Jack Keeley. Jack was a little boy
from a poor family in London.

The little life raft certainly wasn’t comfortable,
but it was better than the sinking ship we had to leave.
If a ship sinks in 30 minutes, as the Benares did, you
don’t wait to see if a life raft is comfortable.

The first one on the raft was the engineer, who
was thrown up on it by a wave. I came later, after the
ship had sunk. Then we hkeard Jack’s voice. After a
short time, we
saw him perhaps
60 feet away
and brought him
aocard. He hLad
been holding on
to a little piece
of wood. He had
on two life jack-
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ets but very few clothes. He was so cold that his
teeth were chatiering, but he was very much alive.

On the night in 1940 when the Berares sank, a cold
wind blew from the north. The sea was rough. and the
rain turnced to ice as it fell. Once in a while the rain
would stop for a few minutes, and we could see the
moon.

Our ship was torpedoed at 10 o’clock at night. On
board the Benares were 405 people, and 100 of them
were children, all in bed. Twenty-four hours later 161
— including 19 children — had been saved. The rest
were dead.

If you ever have to get somgone onto a raft, and
try to do it from the raft itself, the raft will turn
over. To get Jack onto our raft, I had to drop into the
water and push him aboard. While I was wondering
how to get back myself without overturning the raft,
Yack said something I shall never forget. On his hands
and knees, his teeth chattering, he looked down at me
from the raft. “I say,” he said. “I say ...”

“Well?” 1 asked, thinking he might have a friend
somewhere who ought to be picked up.

“I say,” he said, “thank you very much.”

The raft couldn’t be called snug. One wave in 50
breke over the top. We knew that because we counted
the waves the next day when there was nothing else to
do. And the waves came up through the spaces be-
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tween the boards.

In a rough sea like that, one of wus was always
sliding off the raft. Jack was so little that he had great
difficulty in staying aboard. So, through the night, we
lay on top of him. That kept a little of the cold wind
from him, too. "

There were cans of food on board, in a tidy little
box fastened at one side. There was even a can opener.
But did vou ever try to open a can with one hand
while sitting on a raft in the middle of the Atlantic
with 20-foot waves hitting you? If we set anything
down on the raft, we risked its being swept away. That
is how we lost one of our four cans of milk.

The only time we talked very much was just after
one of these canned “meals.” There isn’t much to talk
about on a raft in the Atlantic. There is, in fact, only
one subject — and that is the subject you don’t talk
about.

Jack, however, did talk about it. After his break-
fast of milk and hard bread, he asked questions which
were difficult to answer. “I say,” he demanded,
“which way are we going?”’

“Well,” 1 said, pointing, “we’re probably going
that way. You see, the wind will blow us along.”

“Yes,” he said, patiently, “but which way? Are we

going to the United States or are we going back to
England?”
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No, there isn’t much to talk about — or much to
do. cither, in such a sea. Every half hour or so we
woiilld have to move ourselves about a little. because
one cf us was always about to slide into the water.

About noon, when it was warm. Jack and I tried
to keep busy by counting the number of gulls that
were flying overhead. Then Jack went to sleep and I
sat looking at the hotizon, thinking every little cloud
might be smoke from a ship. But there was no ship.
Nor any other raft. No longer were there any pieces
of the wrecked ship. That was a long, long day. But
Jack never once complained.

To keep warm, we moved our hands and arms and
fest and legs. We twisted and turned. We rubbed Jack.
The more we could find to do, the less time we had
for thinking about our troubles. But, as hope disappear-
ed. 2 coldness came over us that not even the sun
could drive away. We got careless about keeping close
together. We just lay there and thought and dreamed.

Sudden Danger

The engineer must have fainted. It was all over so

quickly that to this day I do not know how it hap-
pened.

Jack pulled at me. “Look at him,” he cried,
“look!”

I turned around to find the engineer sliding off the
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raft. If he had gone, I don’t think we could have
brought hima back again. Little by little, however, Jack
and I pulled him back on the raft.

Staying Together

We siapped him into wakefulness. And then we
thought of a new way of lying on the raft with our
arms and legs twisted together around one another.

This episode woke Jack up completely. He chatter-
ed away about this and that for a time. Then he
asked me another of his very difficult questions.

“I say,” he asked, “I say, how do you stop these
things when you want to get off?”

How, indeed? And when?

Heavy clouds were coming up to meet the setting
sun. No more gulls flew near us. The wind was strong-
er and the waves were even higher. There would be
more of the rain that turned to ice. I decided we could

have no more milk that day; we were down to our last
can.

A Ship?
When the warship hooted, I didn’t even look up. I
had been hearing too many ships hooting all day, espe-

cially as night began to fall. I knew by now that they

were 01ly the sound of the waves slapping against the
raft.
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