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“Nor must we omit, among our incidents of the Battle of Monmouth to mention the achievement of the famous Captain Molly, a nom de guerre given to the wife of a matross in Proctor’s Artillery. At one of the guns of Proctor’s Battery, six men had been killed or wounded. It was deemed an unlucky gun, and murmurs arose that it should be drawn back and abandoned. At this juncture, while Captain Molly was serving some water for the refreshment of the men, her husband received a shot in the head, and fell lifeless under the wheels of the piece. The heroine threw down the pail of water and, crying to her dead consort, “Lie there my darling while I avenge ye,” grasped the ramrod the lifeless hand of the poor fellow had just relinquished, sent home the charge, and called to the matrosses to prime the gun and fire. It was done. Then entering the sponge into the smoking muzzle of the cannon, the heroine performed to admiration the duties of the most expert artilleryman while loud shouts from the soldiers rang along the line, the doomed gun was no longer deemed unlucky, and the fire of the Battery became more vivid than ever. The Amazonian fair one kept to her post till night closed the action, when she was introduced to General Greene, who, complimenting her upon her courage and conduct, the next morning presented her to the Commander-in-Chief. Washington received her graciously, gave her a piece of gold, and assured her that her services should not be forgotten.

“This remarkable and intrepid woman survived the Revolution, never for an instant laying aside the appellation she had so nobly won, and levying contributions upon both civil and military, whenever she recounted the tale of the doomed gun and the famed Captain Molly at the Battle of Monmouth.” 

COMMENTARY


George Washington Parke Custis was born in Mt. Airy, Maryland, on April 30, 1781, son of John Parke Custis, the stepson of General George Washington. When his father died, he grew up at Mount Vernon as Washington’s adopted son. After George Washington died in 1799 and Martha in 1802, he set up his own estate at Arlington, where he would live the life of a country gentleman. He was for a time a colonel in the army, and also dabbled in writing and painting (see 2E below). In 1804 he married Mary Lee Fitzhugh; his daughter Mary Anne married future Confederate General Robert E. Lee in 1831. Custis died at Arlington on October 10, 1857.   


Custis played an important role in helping to welcome the Marquis de Lafayette when the Frenchman returned to visit America in 1824. He wrote an account of the visit in a series of articles called “Conversations with Lafayette,” which were published in the Alexandria Gazette. These proved so popular that he began writing another series called 

(continued on back)

“Recollections of Washington,” which began appearing in the Washington, D.C. United States Gazette in 1826. These articles were reprinted in the Washington, D.C. National Intelligencer in 1840. After Custis died in 1857, his daughter, Mrs. Robert E. Lee, gathered the Washington articles together and published them in book form in 1859. The book went under a variety of titles including Recollections and Private Memoirs of Washington and Memoirs of Washington, by his Adopted Son, the latter being edited with notes by Benson J. Lossing.

The essay given here, “The Battle of Monmouth,” was published in the National Intelligencer (Washington, D.C.) on February 22, 1840, with the note, “From the Custis Recollections and Private Memoirs of the Life and Character of Washington.” It was reprinted word for word the same in pages 224-225 of his 1859 book of collected essays, Recollections and Private Memoirs of Washington, by G.W. Parke Custis (Washington, D.C.: William H. Moore, 1859). 

This account has “Captain Molly,” wife of a matross in Proctor’s artillery, bringing water to the men, and then taking the place of her husband after he was killed. Additional details add that six men had already been killed or wounded in the battery, and that her husband was felled by a wound in the head. After the fight, she was introduced to General Greene, who in turn introduced her to General Washington the next morning. Washington gave her a piece of gold and a promise “that her services would not be forgotten.”


Custis’ account is significant for being the earliest to include all the essential elements of the “Molly Pitcher Story” that developed in the 1800s: that Molly brought water to the troops; her husband was in the artillery; her husband was killed; Molly manned the cannon after he was killed; and she was afterwards introduced to General Washington, who gave her a reward (a piece of gold). 


Molly’s speech at the death of her husband is clearly contrived by Custis. His claim that six men had already been killed or wounded in the battery is unlikely, since the American artillery is only known to have lost a dozen or so men total in the entire battle. In addition, the claim that Molly’s husband was felled by a wound to the head may have been added by Custis to increase the drama of the incident.


We are not able today to tell where Custis got his information. It is possible that he heard the story from General Washington himself, or from the Marquis de Lafayette in 1824. We also do not know when this essay was written. Custis could have written it in 1826-1832 as one of the original essays for his series of articles in the United States Gazette, but an initial survey of this newspaper during this period has not located this article.
CONCLUSION


Custis’ essay is significant for being the first full account of the “Molly Pitcher Story;” he included all the major elements of the story except for calling her “Molly Pitcher.” It may have been written as early as 1826, but certainly no later than 1840. This account is also significant that this account places Molly with Proctor’s Artillery.

“Commentary” and “Conclusion” are from pages 10-13 of A Molly Pitcher Sourcebook by Dr. David G. Martin (Hightstown, NJ: Longstreet House, 2003).

