GEORGE WASHINGTON PARKE CUSTIS’ 

ACCOUNT OF MOLLY PITCHER, 

“Headquarters,” 1840
© Dr. David Martin

“Among the great variety of persons that were to be found from time to time at and about the headquarters, was the famed Captain Molly, already mentioned in the chapter on the Battle of Monmouth. After her heroic achievements at the battle of Monmouth, the heroine was always received with a cordial welcome at headquarters, where she was employed in the duties of the household. She always wore an artilleryman’s coat. with the cocked hat and feather, the distinguishing costume of Proctor’s artillery. One day the chief accosted this remarkable woman, while she  was engaged in washing some clothes, pleasantly observing: “Well, Captain Molly, are you not almost tired of this quiet way of life, and longing to be once more on the field of battle?” “Troth, your Excellency,” replied the heroine, “and ye may say that; for I care not how soon I have another clap at them red-coats, bad luck to them.” “But what is to become of your petticoats in such an event, Captain Molly” “Oh, long life to your excellency and never do ye mind them at all at all,” continued this intrepid female. “Sure and its is only in the artillery your excellency knows that I would sarve, and divil a fear that the smoke of the cannon will hide my petticoats.”

COMMENTARY


The text as given is from the 1859 New York edition of Custis’ Memoirs of Washington. A handwritten copy of the same text is at the Cumberland County Historical Society bearing the heading, “Custis’ Recollections of Washington. First Published in the National Intelligencer on the 23rd of February.” Unfortunately, the year is not given, but it is probably ca. 1840. As discussed above, Custis’ essays on Washington were most likely first written in 1826 and later for publication in the Washington D.C. United States Gazette. They were supposedly reprinted in 1840 in the Washington D.C. National Intelligencer. They were then gathered by Custis’ daughter, Mrs. Robert E. Lee, and published in book form in 1859 under the title Recollections and Private Memoirs of Washington and Memoirs of Washington.

Custis’ source for this story, if it is true, could only have been General Washington himself, or one of the General’s staff or guards. It appears, though, to be apocryphal, since it is not repeated elsewhere.

CONCLUSION


This story appears to be apocryphal, and is not mentioned elsewhere. It is significant for having Molly be Irish and a member of Proctor’s Artillery.

“Commentary” and “Conclusion” are from pages 13-14 of A Molly Pitcher Sourcebook by Dr. David G. Martin (Hightstown, NJ: Longstreet House, 2003).

