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For Petra, with love

 
 
I will keep my mouth with a bridle, while 
the wicked is before me.
Psalm 39
In passing him they did not even see him, or hear him, rather they
saw through him as through a pane of glass at 
their familiars beyond.
Thomas Hardy, JUDE THE OBSCURE
Worse than having no human sources is being seduced 
by a human source who is telling lies.
Report of the Commission on the
Intelligence Capabilities of the United States 
Regarding Weapons of Mass Destruction, 2005
Lord, now lettest thou thy servant depart in peace.
Luke 2:29
Intelligence is the life of every thing in war.
Le ter, General Nathanael Greene 
to Major John Clark, 
 November 5, 1777
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CHAPTER ONE 
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“As Subtil & Deep as Hell Itself ”:  Nathan Hale and the Spying Game
The Yankee soldier, flinty once but now wizened and gnarled, flashed in and out of lucidity. Sometimes his memories of a war fought sixty years before gushed liberally from his lips, but more often, for half hours at a time, he would slouch in vacant-eyed silence. His visiting relative, R. N. Wright, recorded despondently that Asher Wright “is now in the eighty-second year of his life, and besides the infirmities of advanced age, has been affected in his mind, ever since the melancholy death of his young master, Captain Nathan Hale. What is gathered of him, can be learnt only at intervals and when he is in the humor of conversation.”1
One evening in 1836, though, Asher was particularly loquacious, and spoke so excitedly his companion taxed himself hard to scribble down the old man’s words. Wright the Younger used whatever came to hand—a blank leaf in the book he had been reading (Hume’s History of England, as it happened)—for he knew that he was listening to one of a diminishing band of brothers of the Revolutionary War. Indeed, Asher was a particularly venerated member of that generation: Not only one of the few remaining men who had known the legendary Captain Hale, Asher Wright was also the last surviving Patriot to have seen Hale alive. He had shaved and dressed him on the very morning of his departure.2
“When he left us, he told me he had got to be absent a while, and wanted I should take care of his things & if the army moved before he returned, have them moved too. . . . He was too good-looking to go so. He could not deceive. Some scrubby fellows ought to have gone. He had marks [scars] on his forehead, so that anybody would know him who had ever seen him—having had [gun]powder flashed in his face. He had a large hair mole on his neck just where the knot come. In his boyhood, his playmates sometimes twitted him about it, telling him he would be hanged.”
One of those playmates might well have been Asher Wright. A local boy, he had grown up with Hale, but they had parted ways after Nathan went off to Yale, a place far beyond the modest means of Wright’s family. They met again during the war, when Hale’s first “waiter,” his servant, had fallen sick, and though the man eventually recovered (Wright ascribed it to Hale’s practice of praying for him), he could not continue in the post. “Capt. Hale was [of] a mind I should take his place,” recalled Wright. “And I did & remained with him till he went on to Long Island.”
Tired of his exertions, Wright could add little more to his recollections—apart from one nugget. Nathan Hale, today immortalized as the “Martyr-Spy of the Revolution,” wasn’t even supposed to have become a spy in the first place. “James Sprague, my aunt’s cousin... he was desired by Col[onel] Knowlton, to go on to Long Island. He refused, saying, I am willing to go & fight them, but as for going among them & being taken & hung up like a dog, I will not do it.” No soldiers, let alone officers, in Knowlton’s Rangers—Hale’s regiment—wanted to take the ignoble job of secret agent, an occupation considered inappropriate for gentlemen, and one best suited for blackguards, cheats, and cowards. And it was then, remembered Asher, that “Hale stood by and said, I will undertake the business.”3
Born on June 6, 1755, the sixth child in a large family, Nathan Hale was of good and middling, and most respectable, Connecticut stock. The first Hale—one Robert, reputedly descended from a knightly family in Kent—arrived in Massachusetts from England in the early 1630s, and turned his hand to blacksmithing. He was evidently an assiduous one, for he managed to acquire several fields along the Mystic River. His son John attended the newly founded Harvard College, graduating in 1657 and becoming a Calvinist pastor of robust persuasion near Salem, where he participated in the witch trials but later recanted his temporary insanity. One of John’s sons, Richard—Nathan’s father— left for Connecticut in about 1744 and settled in Coventry, twenty miles east of Hartford, where fertile farming land was still to be had. On his mother’s side, Nathan was descended from Elder John Strong, an immigrant who sailed aboard the Mary and John in 1630 from Ply-mouth. It was his great-great-granddaughter, Elizabeth, who married Richard and begat Nathan.
As was only to be expected of strict New England Congregationalists, Nathan was taught to revere magistrates and ministers as God’s chosen servants, and to observe each Sabbath as if it were his final one on this earth. He pronounced grace thrice daily, attended church twice on Sundays, and declaimed prayers once before bed.
When Nathan was twelve, his mother died, and the Strongs took his education in hand. As there were several men of the cloth on the Strong side, Nathan was marked down for a clerical career, for which a college education was essential. In preparation for his entry to Yale— where the Strongs had connections—Nathan had Cicero, Cato, and Horace beaten into him by the Reverend Dr. Huntingdon, a man of pronounced liberal tendency, who, in between his classes on Latin declensions and conjugations, subjected Nathan to a series of jeremiads on the iniquity of the Stamp Act.
By the summer of 1769, young Hale, all of fourteen, was at last ready to go up to Yale. Along with thirty-five other promising teenagers, he entered that September as a member of the Class of ’73 (there were about one hundred students at the college). For freshmen, Yale could be a most forbidding and mystifying place, a Bedlam of confusing rituals and hierarchies where no rule could be bent, no corners cut, no blind eye turned. A fearsome regime of fines, ranging from a penny (for missing mandatory chapel services) to twelve shillings for graver misdemeanors (missing them twice), ruthlessly controlled the pupils’ behavior. Every student doffed his hat when the president approached, and bowed as he passed, or faced his wrath. Freshmen, meanwhile, acted as flunkies for the upperclassmen, who exacted a very painful form of punishment on those unwise enough to tell them where to go.
The first priority, apart from striving to avoid attracting an upperclassman’s attention, was work. Hale imbibed a curriculum of Hebrew, Latin, Greek, logic, rhetoric, disputes, geometry, classics, natural philosophy, divinity, astronomy, mathematics, metaphysics, and ethics. Roger Alden, a good friend of his, told Hale that he dreaded the curriculum as much as he did “the morning prayer bell or Saturday noon recitations.” That prayer bell rang at 4.30 a.m. in the summer, and at 5 a.m. in the winter; as for the Saturday recitations, terrified pupils were interrogated by their tutors in the three classical languages.4
Still, college days were not all drudgery. Hale evidently managed to have a good time. His father, confronted with mounting bills for Nathan’s living expenses, instructed him in December 1769—just three months after his once-studious boy arrived in New Haven—to “carefully mind your studies that your time be not lost.” He also asked his errant son to remember to attend chapel to avoid more fines. A year later, Hale Senior heard that Hale minor was not minding his studies as carefully as he ought, and anxiously urged him to “shun all vice, especially card-playing.” (Yale students, if caught three times gambling, were expelled from the college.)
One baleful influence on Hale was his classmate Benjamin Tallmadge, the son of a churchman who had diligently taught him his Virgil and Plato. He had more time for mischief making than his peers, for, as Tallmadge self-mockingly wrote in his memoirs, “being so well versed in the Latin and Greek languages, I had not much occasion to study during the first two years of my collegiate life.”5 In March 1771, Tallmadge, Nathan, and Nathan’s older brother Enoch (also attending Yale) were fined heavily (a shilling and five pence) for breaking windows following a prolonged visit to a local tavern. Tallmadge, who had drunk deeper of the amber nectar than the Hales, was amerced another seven pence for additional damage to college property.6
Students entertained themselves. Debating societies were always popular: In 1773, for example, Hale and Tallmadge debated the motion “Whether the Education of Daughters be not, without any just reason, more neglected than that of sons.” (They argued for the pro-daughter side, and won, an event that James Hillhouse, a Yale contemporary, said “received the plaudits of the ladies present.”)7
He was a member of the Linonia, the most “social” of the debating clubs, and it was noted in the minutes that the meeting of December 23, 1771, “was opened with a very entertaining narration by Hale.” Hale also took part, with relish, in amateur theatrical productions; contemporaries thought him excellent in Robert Dodsley’s frothy farce The Toy Shop (a hit on the London stage in 1735). When they weren’t arguing or acting, the students joined such literary societies as the Brothers in Unity, whose members adopted nicknames derived from classical myth (Hale chose Damon, while Tallmadge went with Pythias). Ostensibly, they intended to improve their rhetorical writing style, but all too often, being bored with the starchy formality of Latin, they fell into the kind of flowery purplishness popular at the time in artistic circles in England and America.8
A letter from Tallmadge to Hale gives an indication of the predominant style: “Friendly Sir, In my delightsome retirement from the fruitless bustle of the noisy, with my usual delight, &, perhaps, with more than common attention, I perused your epistle—replete as it was with sentiments worthy to be contemplated, let me assure you with the strongest confidence of an affectionate friend, that with nothing was my pleasure so greatly heightened, as with your curious remarks upon my preceding performance, which, so far from carrying the appearance of a censuring critick’s empty amusement, seemed to me to be wholly the result of unspoted regard & (as I may say) fraternal esteem.”9
Tiresome to read today, but the letter, and the several others like it between the two men, signals how immensely fond Tallmadge and Hale were of one another. Leafing through their correspondence, it’s still touching to read the encomiums “I remain your constant friend” and “a heart ever devoted to your welfare.”10 If anything malign ever happened to one, the other would be merciless toward his assailants.
Thus, Yale of the 1770s, despite its addiction to protocol and pomposity, was a place where comradeship and camaraderie flourished. Paradoxically, too, the college inspired a rebellious, insubordinate ethos, not least when its inmates frequently (and loudly) complained about the dire food served in hall and the usurious cost of books for sale. On no other issue, however, were the students more agitated than that of relations with the Mother Country. In the years before the Revolution, Yale was notorious for its politics. Afterwards, one fierce Loyalist, Thomas Jones, recalled bitterly of his alma mater that it was nothing but “a nursery of sedition, of faction, and republicanism,” while General Thomas Gage, commander of the British forces in North America, branded the place “a seminary of democracy” full of “pretended patriots.”11 For all Gage’s disparagement, Yale students were the first American students to organize a boycott against British-made goods, and when Hale was entering, the graduating class voted almost unanimously to appear “wholly dressed in the manufactures of our own country” at their commencement ceremony.
Upon graduation, Hale was obliged to find a job, the clerical life having lost whatever attractions it may once have had. He became a schoolmaster in East Haddam (Tallmadge taught in Wethersfield), a town sixteen miles from the mouth of the Connecticut River, in the fall of 1773. The school was rather small, and worse, isolated, and still worse, paid poorly. Even had the wages been sufficient, there was nothing in East Haddam to spend it on. He boarded with James Green: His descendants were reported some time ago to possess the only chair that Hale is known to have sat upon. Unsurprisingly, considering that East Haddam’s nightlife consisted of sitting on chairs, Hale was bored numb, mentally as well as physically. By March 1774, he couldn’t bear it any longer and applied to New London, to the Union School, a wealthy private academy.12
In the meantime, he fell in love. Or rather, re-fell in love, with the same woman. In his last year at college, Hale had been introduced to Alice Adams, a pretty, vivacious thing, but one, alas, about to be married off to a wealthy man, Elijah Ripley, considerably older than herself. Fortunately for Hale, Mr. Ripley’s talents did not include longevity, and he died on December 26, 1774. Hale waited, decently, until her period of mourning was over before launching his suit. In early 1775, Alice was overjoyed to receive a Hale-penned poem:
Alicia, born with every striking charm, The eye to ravish or the heart to warm Fair in thy form, still fairer in thy mind, With beauty wisdom, sense with sweetness joined Great without pride, and lovely without art. . . .
The two began to court, but Hale put duty before pleasure. 13 Just a few months into his wooing, the Revolution came to Connecticut. The battles of Lexington and Concord on April 19, 1775, galvanized young men into joining the colors—including two of Hale’s brothers, who signed up for the Connecticut militia marching to Massachusetts. Of the thirty-five members of Yale’s 1775 class, for instance, thirteen continued into the ministry, but no fewer than thirteen others joined the Continental army.14
Inescapably shaped by his background, his milieu, and his education, Hale was by temperament and inclination a pronounced Patriot. Tallmadge, who wrote to him on July 4, 1775, allows us a penetrating glimpse into what two young American idealists felt at the time: “I consider our country, a land flowing as it were with milk & honey, holding open her arms, & demanding assistance from all who can assist her in her sore distress. . . . [W]e all should be ready to step forth in the common cause.”15
While Tallmadge would join the Continentals the following year, Hale went to the recruiting station just two days after that inspirational letter was written. It was the same day—July 6—that the governor of Connecticut commissioned officers in the newly raised Seventh Regiment. Hale’s name is on the list as first lieutenant of the third company. The Seventh was commanded by Colonel Charles Webb, whose own first lieutenant was William Hull, one of Hale’s friends from Yale. On September 8, Washington requested Governor Jonathan Trumbull to send his new Connecticut regiments, and within two weeks, Hale was on the march. From his diary—albeit abbreviated, and hurriedly jotted down—we know that the Seventh marched to Providence, then through Massachusetts to Cambridge, headquarters of the American forces surrounding Boston, where they had Gage and his forces bottled up. Once there, the regiment was assigned to General John Sullivan’s brigade at Winter Hill; Hale was promoted to captain-lieutenant, and signed up for another contract of service for 1776 at a time when many refused to reenlist when their terms were up. His regiment was then renamed the “Nineteenth Foot in the service of the United Colonies,” as part of Washington’s effort to mold his gaggle of ragtag militias into a professional volunteer force.
Hale had missed a great battle on June 17, when the newly arrived General William Howe put to flight the American militia from their fortified positions atop Bunker and Breed’s hills. Howe’s multiple assaults, though eventually achieving their objective, proved abnormally costly in his own men’s lives; of Howe’s field staff, only he remained unshot. One Tory, Peter Oliver, who witnessed the battle, ascribed “the sacrifice of a greater disproportion of heroick officers than perhaps ever fell in one battle” to the Americans’ “savage way of fighting, not in open field, but by aiming at their objects from houses & behind walls and hedges.” 16 Two decades earlier, during the Seven Years’ War, Howe had made his name with his dashing attacks; Bunker Hill turned him into an overly cautious commander reluctant to administer the coup de grace to his downed, albeit still dangerous, enemies for fear of having victory snatched from him at the last moment. Though he remained a master tactician—Washington would repeatedly find himself at a disadvantage on the battlefield whenever he was present—Howe’s experience at Bunker Hill convinced him that the Americans, even when seemingly vanquished, were far more potent than his superiors in London realized. Howe’s preferred strategy became one of attrition: Secure one’s base, muster overwhelming numbers, outmaneuver the enemy, defeat him in open battle when necessary, and wait until his army collapsed. To this end, as it became evident to Howe over the subsequent months that Boston was ultimately untenable, he began planning an evacuation to Canada.
By the time Hale arrived, the excitement was over, and the two armies were in stalemate. Hale spent his time doing virtually nothing during his stay outside Boston. Apart from a few brief bursts of action around him (“Considerable firing upon Roxbury side in the forenoon, and some P.M. No damage done as we hear,” he wrote in his army diary), life was pretty uneventful, even dull—with all the attendant ill effects on discipline that breeds. Indeed, in September the Virginian regiment of riflemen mutinied out of boredom, and when a British doctor visited the New England camp, he described the soldiers there as nothing but “a drunken, lying, praying, hypocritical rabble, without order, subjection, discipline, or cleanliness.” 17 In his free time, which was plentiful, Hale played checkers, watched the men wrestle (even placing a few bets on the burlier ones), drank wine at Brown’s Tavern, read whatever books came his way, and listened to chaplains give sermons. He also composed poetry for his Yale friends about army life, and provided an admiring portrait of Washington:
When coming here from Watertown,
Soon after ent’ring Cambridge ground,
You spy the grand & pleasant seat,
 Possess’d by Washin[g]ton the great.
 
Though his sense of rhyme failed to scale the Himalayan heights he intended, Hale occupied his hours on duty drilling, sorting out pay disputes, organizing supplies, setting pickets, listing guard rosters—all the humdrum minutiae of army life. “Studied the method of forming a regiment for review, of arraying the companies, also of marching round the reviewing officer,” he noted of one day’s activities.
In mid-March 1776, short of supplies and awed by Washington’s artillery newly emplaced atop Dorchester Heights, the British finally evacuated Boston and departed for Halifax, Nova Scotia, to recuperate under their new supreme commander, General Howe. Though Washington could not predict when and where Howe would return, he was confident that New York—wealthy, easily supplied, situated between the South and New England, and possessing a magnificent harbor—would be the target. In this, he was right. In their Canadian fastness, Howe and his generals planned to use New York as their base of operations. Ownership would permit him to march north up the Hudson River, thereby severing the fiery New Englanders from their less hostile brethren in the Middle States and the South, and British control over the region would gradually tighten until the rebellion asphyxiated.
In mid-March, Washington began transferring his forces south to New York. On the nineteenth of that month, accordingly, Hale’s regiment was ordered to leave Roxbury. On the thirtieth, they sailed across Long Island Sound and disembarked at Turtle Bay in Manhattan, at the foot of what is now East Forty-fifth Street.18 Then into the city itself, at the southern end of the island, where they fortified their positions against a possible, and increasingly probable, British onslaught. Throughout May, Hale and his men were stationed on the west side of the Bowery. Shortly after, his unit was rotated out to post guard at the western end of Long Island, a region rife with anti-Patriot sentiment and where the inhabitants eagerly awaited “liberation” from these rebels by His Majesty’s troops, rumored to begin landing on Staten Island in late June.
Writing to his brother Enoch on May 30, Hale was dismissive of the Long Island Tories, observing that “it would grieve every good man to consider what unnatural monsters we have as it were in our bowels.” He wanted robust measures taken against them. Until that happened, there was more cheerful news to consider: On July 9, when the regiments were summoned to their customary evening roll call, “the declaration of the Congress, declaring the United Colonies FREE, SOVEREIGN, AND INDEPENDENT STATES, was published at the head of the respective brigades, in camp, and received with loud huzzas.”19
How long that independence would last depended on the resilience of the Continentals stockaded in New York City (i.e., what is now lower Manhattan), with a fortified bulwark in Brooklyn. These few were expected to dissipate the fury of an empire. On August 20, we have the last, hasty dispatch Hale wrote (to his brother): “For about six or eight days the enemy have been expected hourly whenever the wind and tide in the least favored. We keep a particular look out for them this morning. The place and manner of attack time must determine. The event we leave to Heaven.” 20
Two days later, General and Admiral Howe—“Black Dick,” the latter, was the commander’s brother—began ferrying their army to Long Island, their intention being to storm the Brooklyn fortifications, cross the East River, conquer Manhattan, and crush the rebellion before Christmas. Hale’s Nineteenth Regiment was sent to Brooklyn, but did not assume front-line positions. His eighty-man company was kept in reserve behind the breastworks, and he witnessed from afar the disaster that befell Washington’s soldiers at the hands of the best army in the world on August 27 and 28, when General Howe felt confident enough in numbers to assault the American positions. Washington’s front collapsed, and on August 30, he evacuated Brooklyn and withdrew to Manhattan. He had lost one island only to be trapped on another. Across the East River, the thin blue ribbon separating Washington and oblivion, an observer could see the tens of thousands of scarlet-clad soldiers and hundreds of troop-transports awaiting a decent tide and a fair wind so they could invade Manhattan. There was nothing else for it but to leave, while they still had the chance. Sooner or later, the British would come and Washington could ill afford to have his army besieged in the city. The decision was quickly made: The Americans would retreat north to Manhattan’s Harlem Heights, whose rocky slopes afforded useful cover for a last-ditch defense of the Revolution.
Washington and his commanders furiously debated what to do with the abandoned city. The New Englanders wanted to burn it, so as to leave the British with nothing but a blackened husk in which to spend the approaching winter; the New Yorkers, sensibly enough, were reluctant to raze their own property.21
General Nathanael Greene, a Rhode Islander, favored burning. In a lengthy letter to Washington, he laid out the purely military justifications for doing so: “The city and island of New York are no objects for us.... Part of the army already has met with a defeat; the country is struck with a panic; any capital loss at this time may ruin the cause.... Two-thirds of the property of the city of New York and the suburbs belongs to the Tories. We have no very great reason to run considerable risk for its defence.... I would burn the city and suburbs, and that for the following reasons. If the enemy gets possession of the city, we never can recover the possession without a superior naval force to theirs. It will deprive the enemy of an opportunity of barracking their whole army together. . . . It would deprive them of a general market; the price of things would prove a temptation to our people to supply them for the sake of gain, in direct violation of the laws of their country. All these advantages would result from the destruction of the city.”22 He would be proved right in every respect.
But New Yorkers pressured Washington not to listen to the likes of Greene, and the Convention of the State of New York asked him to ensure that if it came to “the fatal necessity” of destroying the city, then its “twenty thousand inhabitants may not be reduced to misery by the wanton act of an individual.”23 The Convention was referring to a rumor running round the army “that any man is authorized to set [New York] on fire” if the order to retreat was given. Not yet having made up his own mind about what to do, but wanting to soothe their fears of an overzealous arsonist, Washington hedged whether he would give an order to burn-and-retreat. “Nothing but the last necessity and that such as should justify me to the whole world,” he wrote, “would induce me to give orders for that purpose.” 24
For political cover, Washington passed the buck to Congress; if there were to be fallout in later years, the general needed to be able to claim he was following the directions of the nation’s elected representatives. On September 2, in his report to the body, Washington spoke frankly, and despondently: “Our situation is truly distressing.... Till of late I had no doubt in my own mind of defending this place, nor should I have yet, if the men would do their duty, but this I despair of. . . . If we should be obliged to abandon the town, ought it to stand as winter quarters for the enemy?” Congress replied from Philadelphia the very next day: “Resolved . . . that no damage be done to the said city by his troops, on their leaving it; the Congress have no doubt of being able to recover [New York] tho the enemy should for a time obtain possession of it.”25
Washington was off the hook, and the Americans made their preparations to vacate. The issue that now vexed him was, having departed New York, how would he fend off the British once his troops were stretched across middle and upper Manhattan, and living off the land, especially as winter drew on? At least when they were tightly boxed into the city, apart from being billeted in warm quarters, the Americans could leverage their numbers and benefit from their short supply lines. Better still, the enemy’s choice of possible attack strategies was severely limited. At some point, the Howes would have to undertake an amphibious landing, followed by an infantry assault on tenaciously held fortifications—maneuvers fraught with danger and almost certain to result in heavy losses. Still, eventually the Howes would do it, and Washington would be finished. Better, perhaps, to run now and live to fight another day. Accordingly, on September 11, Washington informed Congress that he was “ordering our stores away [so] that if an evacuation of the city becomes inevitable, and which certainly must be the case, there may be as little to remove as possible.”26
Between September 7 and 15, apart from a few thousand who would depart a few days hence, American troops left the city of New York and marched north. Washington now at least enjoyed a line of retreat into Connecticut or New Jersey should the fortunes of war continue to tell against him, but his first priority was to divine the probable British line of attack. They could come from almost any direction. Across the water, Washington could see with his own eyes the British busying themselves, but would they land in the city and advance up the island, or would they land to his north and drive south, or would they do both and entrap him within their pincers? Perhaps they would do neither and attempt an invasion midway up the island, then divide their forces and take New York at the same time as marching to Harlem. Washington knew Howe was ploddingly slow, but he was methodical, and it was a dead certainty he had something up his sleeve.
Washington needed accurate and timely intelligence of Howe’s designs and motions. Previous efforts had proved a mixed bag. As early as July 14, General Hugh Mercer—Scotland born, he was a former apothecary from Virginia—regretfully informed Washington that he could find no one suitable to sneak into the British camp (though he did succeed two days later). Five weeks later, General William Livingston—soon to resign his commission to become the governor of New Jersey—said that “very providentially I sent a spy last night on Staten Island to obtain intelligence of the movements of the enemy. . . . He has this moment returned in safety.”27 The spy, whose name was almost certainly Lawrence Mascoll (Washington’s warrant-book records a payment on August 23 for him “going into the enemy’s line to obtain information”), had visited an “informant” employed by Howe to carry “baggage” who had “heard the orders read and heard the generals talk.”28
Mascoll brought back some useful intelligence, such as the British army figures, the revelation that provisions were running very low, and the news that the “Tories on the Island are very illy treated lately, so that the inhabitants who at first were all pleased would now be willing to poison them all. They take from them every thing they choose, and no one has any thing they can call their own.” But Mascoll’s assertion that the next attack would fall on New Jersey (at Bergen Point, Elizabeth Town Point, and Perth Amboy) didn’t impress a skeptical Washington. 29 He believed that an imminent strike on Long Island was being prepared, and in that he was right. A few hours after Washington told Congress of his suspicions on August 22, Admiral Howe fired his guns as a signal and his brother launched his invasion with some four hundred vessels.
On September 1, Washington ordered Generals William Heath, a former Massachusetts farmer (he had urged Washington not to abandon New York), and George Clinton (then serving as a militia commander but soon to become governor of the state) to establish “a channel of information” on the Long Island side. “Perhaps some might be got who are really Tories for a reasonable reward to undertake it. Those who are friends would be preferable, if they could manage it as well.” Then, four days later, Washington wrote again, a little anxiously, to Heath: “As everything in a manner depends on intelligence of the enemy’s motions, I do most earnestly entreat you and General Clinton to exert yourselves to accomplish this most desirable end. Leave no stone unturned, nor do not stick at expense to bring this to pass, as I was never more uneasy than on account of my want of knowledge on this score. . . . Much will depend on early intelligence, and meeting the enemy before they can intrench. I should much approve of small harassing parties, stealing, as it were, over in the night, as they might keep the enemy alarmed, and more than probably bring off a prisoner, from whom some valuable intelligence may be obtained.”30 Following orders, Clinton managed to get over William Treadwell and Benjamin Ludlum, who had pledged “to run every risk to gain the necessary intelligence.” For good measure, he had conceived a plan to kidnap two Tory neighbors of his, whom he thought might prove reluctant to talk. But never mind, Clinton jauntily assured Washington, “If I can catch them I’ll make them willing.” 31
The Tories escaped falling into Clinton’s clutches, but Treadwell and Ludlum managed to return from Long Island two days later. Clinton “examined them” and dispatched their intelligence to Washington. Despite Treadwell and Ludlum’s bravery, their intel was of little use and of low quality: Troop figures were exaggerated and their revelations were either vague or pointless, or both (i.e., “a party of the Light Horse... seized upon some bread flour and salt which was in a store, but can’t tell the exact place”).32 It was not a successful mission.
During these early days of the intelligence war, Washington focused nearly exclusively on obtaining military intelligence—that is, tactical information on the enemy’s positions and movements—an activity he had himself performed as a young officer during the French and Indian War, and which was regarded in Europe as a respectable pursuit for a gentleman. 33 He made no attempt to infiltrate and implant an agent permanently behind enemy lines to report back periodically. Consequently, Washington’s agents were required to operate at night and return before dawn, or at most, spend just a few days out in the cold. The Americans also commonly failed to provide any training or backup for their agents, which is partly why the success in getting Treadwell and Ludlum over was marred by their lack of expertise in knowing what to look for.
Even so, at least Treadwell and Ludlum were in the thick of things, unlike Hale. Soon after the defeat at Brooklyn, Hale—frustrated at having been present at a battle and at a siege and yet never firing his musket at a redcoat, let alone bayoneting one—transferred to another regiment, one guaranteed some action: Knowlton’s Rangers, a new outfit trained for special scouting service. It was commanded by thirty-seven-year-old Lieutenant Colonel Thomas Knowlton, a former farmer who had been a ranger in the French and Indian War and who had fought at Bunker Hill. Courageous to a fault, remembered one of his men, he never cried, “Go on, boys!” but always, “Come on, boys!”34
As early as September 1, Captain Hale was leading a company of Knowlton’s men reconnoitering potential American positions in the north, at Harlem and Hell Gate, though in the absence of the enemy he saw no fighting. It was clear, however, that Howe was planning to attack Manhattan in the very near future, thereby making imperative an accurate appraisal of his preparations on Long Island. To this end, a few days before September 15—when Howe launched an amphibious landing at Kip’s Bay—Washington asked Knowlton to recruit a few spies from amongst his men. This was not Knowlton’s first brush with intelligence: In July he had helped General Mercer dispatch an agent, Captain John Mersereau (“who undertook the service very cheerfully”), to Staten Island.35
Hale, hearing of Knowlton’s inquiries, sought his friend William Hull to discuss whether he should volunteer. When they met, Hale “remarked that he thought he owed to his country the accomplishment of an object so important and so much desired by the commander of her armies,” and asked Hull’s candid opinion. Hull replied that he thought the business of spying a murky and unwholesome one, adding that he thought Hale too open and frank to carry it off in any case. He warned that he would die an ignominious death. “I am fully sensible of the consequences of discovery and capture in such a situation,” mused Hale. “But for a year I have been attached to the army, and have not rendered any material service.” Spying, he agreed, was not an honorable undertaking, but “if the exigencies of my country demand a peculiar service its claims to perform that service are imperious.”36
Washington had his man. And now that man, according to the recollections of Hale’s sergeant, twice visited Washington to discuss his route, precautions, and cover story.37 (Washington vaguely knew Hale, having distributed General Orders on June 16 noting the court-martial of Hale’s second-in-command, a Lieutenant Chapman, for “Disobedience of orders, and refusing to do his duty.”)38 Washington’s previous attempts to gather intelligence by sending men through the “front door”—landing them directly in heavily fortified Brooklyn or on Staten Island—had all proved fruitless; Hale, this time, would sneak in through the back by making his way to Connecticut, crossing the Sound, and landing on Long Island behind (or to the east of ) the British encampments in Brooklyn. From his intended destination of Huntington, Long Island, it was about two days’ unrushed travel to Brooklyn, plenty of time for Hale to observe the massive baggage trains trundling west, count the regiments mustering for a final attack, and see when they embarked on the fleet of transports, tenders, and men-of-war congregating at Hell Gate. Importantly, Hale’s orders never stipulated that he was to travel to Manhattan, since at the time Howe had not yet attacked the island. He was only to spy out Long Island and come home.39
Hale’s brother Enoch later heard that Nathan left between the tenth and fourteenth of September. Accompanied by Sergeant Stephen Hempstead, Hale left the American camp and traveled first to Westchester and then, early on September 15, arrived in Norwalk, Connecticut—home ground for Hale and also a place where it was easy to pick up a ride across the Sound to Long Island. In his pocket Hale kept a letter from Washington directing captains of armed craft to take him anywhere he designated. Hale already knew whom he wanted for the task: Captain Charles Pond of Milford, Connecticut, a friend of his from their days in the Nineteenth Regiment.
Hempstead observed, several decades later, that at Norwalk, “Captain Hale had changed his uniform for a plain suit of citizen’s brown clothes, with a round, broad brimmed hat; assuming the character of a Dutch [i.e., New York] schoolmaster, leaving all his other clothes, commission, public and private papers with me, and also his silver shoe buckles, saying they would not comport with his character of schoolmaster, and retaining nothing but his college diploma, as an introduction to his assumed calling.” 40
Traversing the Sound had turned dangerous. Ruthless smugglers and gunrunners, for both sides or just for themselves, now abounded, and British patrols scouted for rebel privateers. Pond, however, was an old hand at evading (and avoiding) trouble, having been given command of the fast four-gun sloop  Schuyler in May, while he was temporarily seconded from the army. Its big sister was the fourteen-gun Montgomery, under Captain William Rogers, and together, throughout the summer of 1776, they had patrolled the coast between Sandy Hook and Montauk. Pond plundered a valuable English merchantman off Fire Island on June 19, but once the British controlled Long Island, the Merlin, Cerberus, and Syren began stalking these Congress-approved privateers in earnest.41
Particularly feared among these British commanders was Captain William Quarme, an adept hunter-killer commanding the sixteen-gun brig  Halifax, which often carried a complement of Rangers for the dirty work. 42 Cruising off Huntington, on Long Island’s north shore, at 4 a.m. on September 17, Quarme heard word that two Continental vessels— Schuyler and its escort, Montgomery—had been spotted the day before, lurking suspiciously. According to the ship’s log, Quarme “sent the tenders and boats armd to serch the [Huntington] Bay for two rebel privateers haveing interlagence of them.” Quarme tarried at Huntington until the next day, when, at 6 p.m., “the tenders and boats returnd not being able to find any rebel privateers.”43
By dropping anchor at 4 a.m., Quarme had missed Schuyler and Montgomery by mere hours. Having left Norwalk on the sixteenth, the two privateers waited off Huntington until inky blackness fell, then Hale was rowed ashore, and they raced home before the dawn of the seventeenth revealed their presence. The vessels had only a few miles’ head start over the Halifax, but that was more than enough to discourage any pursuit.
As the Halifax weighed anchor, one man aboard—his senses sharpened by decades as a frontiersman, warrior, and ranger— suspected something murky afoot. Why had two Continental vessels appeared so close to an enemy-held shoreline and vanished before sunup? Could they have dropped off something—or someone? He resolved to keep a beady eye peeled for anything untoward. The man’s name was Robert Rogers, and he was a killing gentleman.
Rogers had once been described by a subordinate “as subtil & deep as Hell itself... a low cunning cheating back biting villain,” and by a superior (General Thomas Gage) as a man who would “stick at nothing.” He had been born of yeoman farmer stock on the New Hampshire frontier forty-five years before, and at the age of fourteen, saw his first action in 1744–45 after French-backed Indians raided settlements, stripping corpses, scalping them, and then jerking out the entrails before quartering the limbs and severing the genitals. Having imbibed some knowledge of the techniques of the local Pennacook Indians, Rogers volunteered to help track the killers. Over the next decade, Rogers associated with Indians, Indian fighters, and hunters, and learned to make his way through the immense, mostly unexplored wilderness of valleys and hills, gorges and forests, lakes and rivers.44
By the beginning of the French and Indian War, Rogers was a captain in a New Hampshire regiment, and honed his skills at reconnaissance by probing the French positions a hundred miles distant from his own lines. Already, Rogers was not averse to rough soldiering, recalling that during one of these missions he and a companion tried to capture a Frenchman for interrogation, “but he refused to take quarter so we kill’d him and took of his scalp in plain sight of the fort.” He scouted and raided in all weather, from the mosquito-tortured summer to the freezing winters—when even the hardiest of eighteenth-century armies put aside their muskets. He was notorious for aggressively pursuing his enemies, as well as for his equal-opportunities policy of recruiting Indians into his unit, to serve alongside the ruffians, Irish, and Spaniards he also thought fit to employ.
In 1756, William Shirley, commander-in-chief of the British army in North America, commissioned Rogers to command the “Independent Company of Rangers,” a newly formed unit whose mission was “to make discoveries of the proper routes for our own troops, procure intelligence of the enemy’s strength and motions, destroy their . . . magazines and settlements, pick up small parties... upon the lakes, and keep them under continual alarm.” There’s little doubt that “Rogers’s Rangers” were a tough bunch. Kitted in coarse, woolen green jackets and canvas trousers, they wore brown leggings up their thighs, buttoned, like spatterdashes, from the calf downwards, and were shod in moccasins (an idea borrowed from the Indians). Betokening the Scottish origins of many of the Rangers, they adopted the flat bonnets of their homeland, with caplike hats for the officers. Along with the usual musket, powder horns, bayonet, and canteen distributed to regulars, they wielded tomahawks and knives.
A day in the life of a Ranger could be a terrifying one. During one winter mission deep in the woods, Rogers and seventy-four of his men were ambushed by the French and their Indian allies. As they ran low on ammunition, the heavily outnumbered Rangers heard the French (in Rogers’s words) “calling to us, and desiring us to accept of quarters, promising that we should be... used kindly.” If they didn’t surrender soon, however, “they would cut us to pieces.” Rogers defiantly shouted back that he and his Rangers would be the ones doing the cutting, only to be shot “thro my wrist which disabled me from loading my gun.”
After a firefight lasting five and a half hours, it now being nighttime, Rogers and his officers decided to carry off their wounded and vanish into the hinterland. Unfortunately, they had overlooked some of the wounded, including Private Thomas Brown, who found two other casualties, Captain Speakman and a soldier, Baker, also left behind. Brown crawled into the underbrush to hide, whence he saw an Indian first scalp Speakman alive, and then kidnap Baker, who tried to commit suicide but was prevented.
Speakman, lying there with the back of his head peeled off, his brain exposed, and his blood soaking into the snow, saw Brown and “beg’d me for God’s sake! to give him a tomahawk, that he might put an end to his Life! I refus’d him, and exhorted him as well as I could to pray for mercy, as he could not live many minutes in that deplorable condition, being on the frozen ground, cover’d with snow. He desir’d me to let his wife know if I lived to get home the dreadful death he died.” Brown was soon captured anyway and later saw Speakman’s head stuck on a pole, staring glassily out at the wilderness. Baker was never heard from again. Brown, however, did witness another Ranger stripped and tied to a stake by the Indians, who thrust pine skewers into his flesh and set them alight. As for Rogers, he got the rest of his broken men back to the fort—with heavy losses, but that was not unusual in the Rangers. His friend, Captain Abercrombie, was sportingly sanguine about the affair, telling Rogers that “I am heartily sorry for Spikeman [sic]... as likewise for the men you have lost, but it is impossible to play at bowls without meeting with rubs.” 45
After the French and Indian War, Rogers married Elizabeth Browne, a minister’s daughter, and began an unillustrious career of being dunned constantly by creditors as a result of business ventures gone sour. No matter what Rogers did—land speculation, fur trading, trying to discover the Northwest Passage, or organizing a lottery to build a road in New Hampshire—it never quite panned out. In the mid-1760s, he moved to London, where his military exploits and rough frontiersman demeanor still made him a minor celebrity. By all accounts, he enjoyed the metropolitan lifestyle, perhaps a little too much, for he was committed in 1771 to the “Prince of Prisons,” the Fleet—a debtors’ jail—where he began drinking heavily.
He spent three miserable years there, and was released in August 1774. The next spring, he was given a belated break and allotted the retirement pay of a full major. Suddenly liquid again, Rogers sailed to America, not only to see his wife for the first time in half a decade, but also because he suspected that his very special talents, degraded through indolence and age though they were, might prove useful sooner than many thought.
When he arrived in September 1775, no one quite knew what to do with him, or what his intentions were. General Gage, the British commander, had loathed him—it was a personal thing—ever since the French and Indian War, so Rogers’s pickings looked a little slim in Boston. The Americans weren’t too hospitable, either. On September 22, the Philadelphia Committee of Safety, suspecting Rogers as a retired British army major (which indeed he was), locked him up for a day.46 He was released only after he promised not to take up arms against Americans.47
Still, Rogers remained deeply in debt, so his strategy was to play both sides to see who would bid highest for his services. Fortunately for him, Gage resigned in October, and was replaced by General Howe, who was far more solicitous of Rogers’s talents. In November 1775, Rogers offered him his services (and heightened his attractiveness by fibbing that the Americans had already “made considerable overtures to him”). Howe was enthusiastic, telling the prime minister that he had asked Rogers to name his terms. 48
Rogers, having hooked Howe, went to the Americans in December and sought out Washington, a fellow French and Indian War veteran well acquainted with Rogers’s fearsome reputation. Washington was surprised by Rogers’s approach, for all he wanted, apparently, was to pass through the American lines so he could “go unmolested where my private business may call me.” And then, a casual aside revealed the deeper harmony playing beneath the charming melody: “I have leave to retire on my half-pay, & never expect to be call’d into the [British] service again. I love North-America, it is my native country and that of my family’s, and I intend to spend the evening of my days in it.”49
Washington did not long mull Rogers’s proposal. He was already suspicious. Two weeks before, the Reverend Eleazar Wheelock, the Congregational minister who founded Dartmouth College in 1769, had written him a lengthy note relating the details of a visit from Rogers, who “was in but ordinary habit for one of his character” and “treated me with great respect.” Two of Wheelock’s recollections drew Washington’s attention. Rogers claimed he “had been offered and urged to take a commission in favor of the Colonies but as he was [still] in half pay from the Crown he thought proper not to accept it,” a statement that proved him a liar. If anyone knew whether Rogers had been offered a position in his army, it was Washington. While Rogers’s untruth could possibly be dismissed as bluster or a misunderstanding, the second nugget was more alarming. Wheelock said two soldiers, recently arrived from Montreal, had remarked that Rogers “had lately been seen in Indian habit” in Canada, which could imply that Rogers was planning to stir up the Indians and cause trouble for the Americans in the north. 50
It was all very fishy. After checking out the Canadian rumor, Washington told General Philip Schuyler (head of the Northern Department and charged with the invasion of Quebec) that while he suspected Wheelock’s information about the Indians to be inaccurate, Rogers was anyway “much suspected of unfriendly views to this country, [so] his conduct should be attended to with some degree of vigilance and circumspection.”51 He directed Generals Sullivan and Schuyler to surveil and to “strictly examine” Rogers.52 Unfortunately, like a good Ranger chieftain, the latter had disappeared since his visit to Wheelock.
Rogers reappeared in early February, in New York of all places, then under American control. His intent was blazingly obvious: General Henry Clinton was due to arrive any day to discuss “matters” with the royal governor, William Tryon, who had been obliged to rule New York (what parts weren’t already in rebel hands, that is) from aboard the Dutchess of Gordon, anchored in the harbor. Clinton, born in 1738 and the aristocratic son of a former New York governor, had just recently emerged from a long depression caused by the death of his wife. Ever since his recovery, Clinton—in his youth something of a charmer—had turned into a cantankerous and egotistical, yet paradoxically shy and self-doubting, character who brooked no dissent from his subordinates and had nothing but criticism for superiors. For his part, Howe intensely disliked working with his second-in-command, foisted on him by London. Taken together, the two supreme commanders of the British forces in America—both adequate individually—were the worst possible combination with which to combat as audacious a general as Washington or to fight a new kind of people’s war in a vast military theater far removed from the familiarities of Europe.53
Rogers, for Clinton, was a welcome guest, he being one of the few soldiers who knew the terrain. Clinton recorded their conversation on February 8 in his diary: “[I told] Major Rogers that if he chose to join me, I did believe that his services would be such as would induce me to recommend him to gov’t & the commander in chief. [He] said that if he could get rid of the oath [of parole forbidding him to fight against Americans] he would[;] I told him he was the best judge how it was tender’d to him & if he was reconciled to coming I should be glad to receive him.” 54
Hoping to extract more cash from the other side, Rogers applied— unaware that Washington wanted him “strictly examined”—to Congress for a commission. Snatched by troopers at South Amboy, he was taken to Philadelphia, where Washington, now certain that Rogers was two-timing, interrogated him. He remained in jail until Congress declared independence, and two days later, on July 6, 1776, he was ordered to be transported under armed guard to New Hampshire—“to be disposed of as the government of that state shall judge best.”55
Perhaps his guards wrote Rogers off as a drunken old soldier. Perhaps they were merely incompetent. In any event, Rogers escaped his captors on the night of July 8, and lay low, living off the land and covering his tracks, until the hue and cry died down. Ten days later, bearded and smelly, he stealthily clambered up the anchor chain of the British flagship in New York harbor, slipped past the guards, and magically appeared in the dining room. The surprised officers at the table welcomed the famous frontiersman gladly—a pleasant change from his treatment at the hands of Washington and the rebels. On August 6, General Howe reported to Lord Germain in London that “Major Rogers, having escaped to us from Philadelphia, is empowered to raise a battalion of Rangers, which, I hope, may be useful in the course of the campaign.” 56
Officially, they were called the Queen’s American Rangers, but were instantly dubbed Rogers’s Rangers. As part of his terms of service, Rogers—now luxuriating in the official rank of Lieutenant-Colonel-Commandant, but invariably known as “Major Rogers” (his rank during his French and Indian heyday)—insisted on appointing his own officers and choosing his own men. He’d always detested the British practice of buying and selling commissions (he could never afford to do it), and preferred the New Hampshire way of giving officerships to the men, no matter their background or circumstances, who recruited the most soldiers. Inevitably, his captains and lieutenants could sometimes be of a distinctly ungentlemanly hue and demeanor.57
As one disgusted British report noted of the Rangers: “Many of those officers were men of mean extraction without any degree of education sufficient to qualify them to bear His Majesty’s commission. . . . [M]any... had been bred mechanecks others had kept publick houses, and one or two had even kept bawdy houses in the City of New York.” One of them, “Mr. Brandon... kept a tavern and eating house in New York” while “Captain Griffiths kept a dram Shop in the flea market [and] Captain Eagles was still more illeterate and low bred than Frazer [while] Welsh was the [least] exceptionable [since he was once] a petty constable in the City of New York.”58
Rough they certainly were, as that horrified British officer noticed, but Rogers’s subordinates were tough and seasoned (some had served under him in the French and Indian War), and bonded to their chieftain with clanlike loyalty. In the case of the ones just mentioned, Daniel Frazer had served twenty-three years in the British regulars and been wounded at Ticonderoga in 1758; John Brandon had fought in the French and Indian War, and in Boston under General Gage; Patrick Welsh was in the Thirty-fifth Foot for fifteen years, to which he added four years as an adjutant in a Connecticut unit, and another four at the same rank in a New York outfit. John Eagles and John Griffiths, though lacking hard military experience, had made their stripes recruiting Loyalist platoons in heavily, and sometimes violently, Patriot locales. They had seen their share of street fighting and pub brawls. 59
The Americans had heard no word of Rogers from the moment he scarpered into the July night. It was only in late August that Washington discovered what he had been getting up to. In Westchester County, after his unit had ambushed a detachment of Rangers, a Continental officer named Flood searched the pockets of their commander, William Lounsbury, who had been killed in the melee. Aged about fifty, Lounsbury had retreated to a cave and heroically held off his assailants with a club before succumbing to seven bayonet wounds. 60 Flood discovered “a commission signed by Genl Howe to Major Rogers, empowering him to raise a battalion of Rangers.” The officer passed the intelligence to the New York Committee of Safety, which, startled that the infamous Rogers was back in business, immediately alerted Washington. 61
The return of Rogers, and the threat that once he’d finished recruiting his Ranger units Americans would be faced with a succession of Indian-style guerrilla attacks on their vulnerable supply lines, worried Washington enough to warn Congress that it needed to sweeten the pot for new recruits. Even then, he added, “Nothing less in my opinion, than a suit of cloaths annually... in addition to the pay and bounty, will avail, and I question whether that will do, as the enemy . . . are giving ten pounds bounty for Recruits; and have got a battalion under Majr. Rogers nearly compleated upon Long Island.”62 He was right. By the beginning of October 1776, the Rangers had formed into ten companies, making about five hundred men, all snappily uniformed in short, double-breasted green coats with blue facings and cuffs, white waistcoats and breeches, and dark brown leggings. 63 To help him, Admiral Howe donated a sloop that Rogers used for trawling the shoreline of Long Island Sound for volunteers and to launch lightning raids on the enemy from his headquarters in Huntington (he kept a sort of regional office at Flushing, as well).64
Rogers wanted information, and was willing to pay lavishly for it. He had dozens of informers on Long Island and along the Connecticut coast willing to provide tip-offs about troop movements and naval activities. Connecticut’s governor, Jonathan Trumbull, informed Washington in mid-October that Rogers knew what was happening in “every inlet and avenue into the towns of Greenwich, Stamford and Norwalk.” “The design of Rogers,” he continued, “is from Huntington to make a sudden descent in the night more especially on the town of Norwalk, not only to take the stores there, but to burn, and destroy all before them.”65
So, when Nathan Hale slipped across the Sound in the company of Captain Pond late on the night of September 16, he was entering Rogers’s den. One of Rogers’s numerous informers in Norwalk had noticed the presence of Pond’s Schuyler in port, as well as the arrival of two men, both army types, only one of whom departed quietly in the night with the sloop while the other, Sergeant Hempstead, headed westwards back toward American lines. Having also been alerted by a lookout on the Long Island side that two rebel vessels—one named Schuyler, last seen berthed in Norwalk—were in the vicinity of Huntington, Rogers had shrewdly suspected that a man was being transported across the Sound. But he received the intelligence a little too late, which explains why he and his Rangers were aboard the warship Halifax when it nosed around Huntington a few hours after the Schuyler and Montgomery had hightailed it. Rebuffed in his attempt to capture the spy in flagrante delicto, an annoyed Rogers was forced to cool his heels aboard the Halifaxall day on Tuesday, September 17.
Hale, a Connecticut Yankee in the midst of King George’s army, must soon have heard that Howe had begun the invasion of Manhattan and that Washington was abandoning New York. Instantly, the raison d’être of his mission had vaporized. Should Howe succeed in storming the island and taking the city, he would drain Brooklyn of men and materiel and funnel them into Manhattan, thereby leaving Hale to spy on only the newly deserted fortifications and emptied barracks of Long Island. There was nothing for it but for Hale to hasten westwards the fifty miles to Brooklyn, gather whatever information he could along the way, and then try to reach the American lines. In his hurry, Hale got careless. He spent too much time in the open and asked too many impertinent questions of the locals. Worse still, he was an easy mark for the thousands of Tory refugees who had flooded into Long Island from Connecticut after being purged from their houses by vengeful Patriots. Someone, perhaps someone sitting outside a tavern or riding to Hempstead, may have noticed Hale ambling by, and recalled, with a start, that young Nathan of the Connecticut Hales had, it was rumored, joined the rebels after leaving Yale. It would not have been too much trouble to tell a passing Ranger of what one had seen. And it would not have taken too long for Rogers to elicit from his Ranger that some excited Connecticut refugee had recently spotted a known or suspected rebel-traitor wearing a brown summer suit and impersonating a New York schoolmaster.
Though Hale had a head start on him, Rogers not only knew the ground but also did not have to worry about enemy patrols slowing him down. Then again, since Hale was alone, he could blend into the crowd if he suspected he was being tailed. Instead of disembarking at Huntington, then, Rogers, guessing that Hale would head west along the coastal road toward the city, planned to lie in wait to intercept him. At 10 p.m. on Wednesday the eighteenth, according to the Halifax’s log, “the party of Rangers” disembarked at Sands Point—a spot midway between Huntington and Flushing—and set off to hunt their prey.66
The next day, just as Rogers had supposed, Hale was scoped traveling along the coastal road. Rogers spent the next several hours watching the innocent from afar. Was he an agent or not? He almost certainly was, but spring the trap too early, and Hale could claim a case of mistaken identity, especially if no incriminating maps or notes were found on him. Rogers needed Hale to condemn himself. All the next day, Rogers watched his quarry, and saw Hale scribbling notes whenever he saw a British detachment or passed a barracks. He now probably had enough to hang him, but he wanted to make the kill certain.
That night, a Friday, Hale took a room at a roadside tavern and was sitting alone at a table eating supper when Rogers “happened” to sit across from him. Hale looked nervous, so Rogers made some small talk, remarking by the by on the recent battles. Soon, the two men began chatting about the war and Rogers—playing the part of an American militiaman caught behind enemy lines—complained of being “detained on an island where the inhabitants sided with the British against the American Colonies.” Hale’s interest, of course, was piqued, and Rogers took the opportunity of intimating “that he himself was upon the business of spying out the inclination of the people and motion of the British troops.” Rogers’s stratagem persuaded Hale that he had found a friend, and one who could be trusted with his secret. Amid the tavern’s unsuspecting customers, they discreetly raised their glasses and toasted Congress, whereupon Hale confided everything about himself and his mission. Rogers had hooked Hale, but hadn’t yet reeled him in; for that, he needed witnesses to his confession. As they bade each other good night, Rogers smiled and asked Hale to come dine with him the next day at his quarters. Hale enthusiastically accepted: Traveling with such an amiable companion as Rogers to New York would be pleasanter than wending his own way there.
On Saturday afternoon, Hale arrived at Rogers’s tavern. Waiting with him were three or four men—Rangers disguised as civilians— whom Rogers introduced as friends to the cause. Rogers ordered ales for them all and together they talked of the revolution, Hale’s undertaking, and his excitement at being reunited with his beloved Alice. In the meantime, the rest of Rogers’s men had silently surrounded the inn. At last, Rogers gave the signal and Hale, openmouthed and panicked, was seized and manacled. Accused by Rogers of being a spy, Hale pointlessly denied it, but as Rogers dragged him out of the tavern, several passersby pointed him out and said they knew him as being a Hale of Connecticut and a known rebel. 67
Hale was taken to Flushing—where the Rogers maintained a recruitment office—and bundled aboard Rogers’s private sloop for the hour-long voyage to Howe’s Manhattan headquarters. Rogers said little, if anything, to his captive. For a bloodied warhorse like him, bagging this Hale, straight out of Yale with a year’s drill duty on his card, had been too easy.
Very late on Saturday night, Rogers unceremoniously deposited Hale at the Beekman Mansion at what is now First Avenue and Fiftyfirst Street, but was then being used by General Howe. Hale’s execution for espionage was a formality. Howe was in the midst of orchestrating a major battle campaign and had no time to conduct a full court-martial for espionage, even if one had been required. The evidence was incontrovertible and entirely uncontroversial: Rogers had provided witnesses who attested to Hale’s declaration that he had been sent by Washington; Hale had admitted that he was an officer in the Continental army; Hale was captured in civilian clothes behind enemy lines; Hale was carrying a sheaf of incriminating documents. There was neither reason nor need for Howe to agonize over this spy.
After Howe, roused from his bed, had sleepily signed Hale’s death warrant, he was detained in the greenhouse under the guard of the provost marshal, sixty-year-old William Cunningham, a red-haired, red-faced drunk and notorious bully unlikely to look upon traitors like Hale with much regard for their welfare. (Some months later he showed a captured American officer, Captain John Palsgrave Wyllys, his souvenir: Hale’s Yale diploma. Cunningham would be hanged in London in 1791 for forgery. On the scaffold he confessed to having caused two thousand prisoners to die by starvation and general cruelty, such as slipping poison into the food of the bolshier ones. He sold their rations for his own profit.)68
After breakfast, it was time. Hale’s destination was the artillery park, about a mile away, next to the Dove Tavern, at what is now Third Avenue and Sixty-sixth Street.
Hale’s hands were pinioned behind his back, and he was outfitted with a coarse white gown trimmed with black—which would be used as a winding-sheet for his corpse—over his rumpled brown suit, plus a rough, woolen white cap, also black-trimmed. A couple of guards led the way, and behind him a squad of redcoats marched with loaded muskets and fixed bayonets—in case the prisoner made a last-minute break for freedom (it occasionally happened, the spectacle of embarrassed guards chasing and tackling a condemned man being considered quite comical). Accompanying the party was a cart loaded with rough pine boards for his coffin. At the site, the noose was swung over a rigid horizontal branch about fifteen feet up, and Hale shakily climbed the ladder that would soon be kicked away for the drop. Next to the tree there was a freshly dug grave awaiting.
At the apex of the ladder, Hale was permitted the traditional last words. His were certainly not “I only regret that I have but one life to lose for my country”; that phrase, lifted from Joseph Addison’s contemporary play Cato, was put into his mouth many years later by William Hull and other friends. Hull could not have known what Hale said in his final moments, though he did remember that Hale had been struck by  Cato when at Yale, and that he and Hull and Tallmadge had talked excitedly of its brilliance. Perhaps he had specifically cited the “I regret” line as representative of his patriotic views, and Hull, loyal as ever, allowed his friend the posthumous privilege of uttering it.69
What Hale really said was caught by Captain Frederick MacKenzie, who wrote in his diary for September 22: “He behaved with great composure and resolution, saying he thought it the duty of every good officer, to obey any orders given him by his commander in chief; and desired the spectators to be at all times prepared to meet death in whatever shape it might appear.”70 Later that day, a Howe aide wrote a terse, routine entry in the orderly book: “A spy from the enemy (by his own full confession) apprehended last night, was this day executed at 11 oClock in front of the Artillery Park.”
Lynching was a tricky business. If the knot was not properly placed at the side of a prisoner’s neck (under his jaw, actually) rather than at the nape, his head would be ripped off if he dropped too great a distance, which left an unsightly mess for the guards to clean up. Conversely, if the drop was not sudden or long enough, the condemned man would be left jerking in the air as the rope strangled him. In those instances, a merciful hangman would pull on the victim’s legs before the audience started booing him for being so clumsy. A perfect hanging would break the man’s neck instantly by severing his spinal cord, while leaving his head attached. In Hale’s case, his hangman was a former slave freed by the British who was unlikely to be familiar with the latest methods. As underestimating the appropriate drop was much more common than overestimating it, and being pushed off a ladder was far less sudden than falling through a gallows trapdoor, it probably took Hale several agonizing minutes to die.
Hale’s body was left swinging for a few days, to set an example. One British officer had a letter published in the Kentish Gazette on November 9 (but dated September 26) remarking, “We hanged up a rebel spy the other day, and some soldiers got, out of a rebel gentleman’s garden, a painted soldier on a board, and hung it along with the rebel; and wrote upon it, General Washington, and I saw it yesterday beyond headquarters by the roadside.” His corpse was thrown into the waiting grave soon after. 71
The first the Americans heard of Hale’s death was on the evening of the twenty-second, when Captain John Montressor, of the Engineer Corps and an aide-de-camp to General Howe, approached an outpost in northern Manhattan under a flag of truce. His main business, however, did not concern Hale, but was to transport to Washington a letter from Howe offering an exchange of high-ranking prisoners.
Joseph Reed, Washington’s adjutant general, accompanied by General Israel Putnam and Captain Alexander Hamilton, rode to meet him. After passing over the letter, he casually added that one Nathan Hale, a captain, had been executed that morning. The next day, without mentioning the Hale incident, Washington accepted the prisoner offer in a letter carried by Tench Tilghman, who was escorted by Colonel Samuel B. Webb and Captain William Hull, who had specifically requested permission to be part of the embassy after Hamilton had told him about Montressor’s information.72 Montressor again confirmed, at Hull’s insistence, that Hale was dead.
And that was that. Hull was shaken, but few others wished to talk about the humiliating debacle, and no announcement was made to the army, for fear of undermining morale. In any case, there were hundreds of other war dead to handle. Certainly Washington never spoke of the affair, while Colonel Tilghman wrote to his father on September 25 about the meeting under a flag of truce but conspicuously failed to mention Hale. As part of the cover-up, his official listing in the Nineteenth Regiment’s casualty list was simple and sparse: “Nathan Hale—Capt— killed—22d September.” 73
Privately, however, American commanders seethed, and wanted to exact revenge. On October 3, Tilghman told Egbert Benson not to be so soft on the British and any sympathizers who fell into their hands. “I am sorry that your convention do not think themselves legally authorized to make examples of those villains they have apprehended [for] the General [Washington] is determined, if he can bring some of them in his hands under the denomination of spies, to execute them. General Howe hanged a captain of ours belonging to Knowlton’s Rangers, who went into New-York to make discoveries. I don’t see why we should not make retaliation.”74
No one made the effort to tell Hale’s family what had happened. It wasn’t until September 30 that his brother Enoch, now a preacher, wrote in his diary that he “hear[d] a rumor that Capt. Hale belonging to the east side Connecticut River, near Colchester, who was educated at college, was sentenced to hang in the enemy’s lines at New York, being taken as a spy, or reconnoitering their camp. Hope it is without foundation. Something troubled at it. Sleep not very well.” Two weeks later, on October 15, a maudlin Enoch continues: “Accounts from my brother captain are indeed melancholy! That about the second week of September, he went to Stamford, crossed to Long Island... and had finished his plans, but, before he could get off, was betrayed, taken, and hanged without ceremony.... Some entertain hope that all this is not true; but it is a gloomy, dejected hope. Time may determine. Conclude to go to camp next week.” It wasn’t until October 26, when Enoch rode to White Plains to talk directly to officers of the Nineteenth Regiment, that his brother’s death was confirmed. 75
By every measure, the Hale mission was a fiasco. While the sacrifice of the obscure captain made no difference to Washington’s grand strategy, the bad decisions and poor planning that led to his death reflect Washington’s own confusion as to what his spy’s purpose was. Washington, however, would learn from his mistakes.
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