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Nathan Hale 
 

(1755–76). Captured by the British and condemned 
to hang as a spy, American Revolutionary War hero 
Nathan Hale said, “I only regret that I have but one life to 
lose for my country.” Hale’s words still stand as a lasting 
testimony to patriotism and courage. 
 

Nathan Hale was born in Coventry, Conn., on June 
6, 1755, the son of a prosperous farmer. He studied under a 
village minister and then entered Yale College in 1769. 
There he played sports, joined a literary fraternity, and 
talked about politics. One of the plays he probably read at 
Yale was Joseph Addison’s Cato. Hale’s last words 
paraphrased a speech made by a character in that tragedy. 
Hale graduated in 1773 and taught school in East Haddam, 
Conn., and then, a year later, in New London, Conn. 
People admired his learning and athletic prowess and the 
way he maintained discipline without severity. 
 

When news of the British-American clash in Lexington, Mass., arrived at 
New London, Hale enlisted in the patriots’ army. Commissioned a first lieutenant 
on July 1, 1775, he fought in Boston, Mass., and was promoted to captain on Jan. 
1, 1776. In March the British evacuated Boston, and George Washington moved 
his army to New York City. Washington was defeated in the battle of Long Island 
in August. He needed to know the British plans, and Hale undertook the dangerous 
spy mission. Dressed as a civilian, he crossed to Long Island from Norwalk, Conn., 
where he secured the information. 
 

On the night of September 21 Hale was captured by the British as he tried to 
return to the American lines. Taken before Gen. William Howe and faced with the 
notes and maps that had been found concealed on his person, he admitted his rank 
and purpose. Howe ordered his execution. At 11:00 am on Sept. 22, 1776, Hale 
mounted the gallows, uttered his famous words, and was hanged. 
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Figure 1: A bronze sculpture of 
Nathan Hale was made by 
Frederick William MacMonnies in 
1890.  


