THE LOCATION OF MOLLY PITCHER’S WELL

© Dr. David Martin

               If Molly Pitcher drew water for the men of her husband’s battery, then the source for this water must be near the position held by this command. There are three sources suggesting the location of Proctor’s guns during the battle.

               First, Dr. William Read’s narrative. Dr. Read had reached the battlefield at mid-day, just as Lee’s advance wing was withdrawing from Freehold. Later in the day he was near the main American position when he saw General Washington riding up and down the line encouraging the troops. At one point he saw Washington “standing to the right of the line” when a British cannon hit nearby and splattered dirt on him. His officers urged him to move to a safer position, but Washington refused to, because he was “admiring the manner in which Proctor was handling their right.” This narrative is significant because it places Proctor’s guns on the main American line drawn up by Stirling on Perrine Hill during the afternoon portion of the battle. More specifically, it places Proctor’s guns at a position from which they were able to shoot at the right wing of the British line, which was stationed during the afternoon in or behind the orchard to the northeast of the Sutphin house.

               Second, Joseph Plumb Martin’s narrative. Martin relates that he personally saw a woman attending a cannon “the whole time” with her husband “during the heat of the cannonade.” This cannonade took place from about 1:00 to 3:00 P.M., and was carried out by a force of about 16 guns that Lord Stirling had posted along Perrine Hill. At this time Martin was stationed with a large detachment of picked men who formed a covering force to the cannons on Perrine Hill. Martin relates: “When we had secured our retreat, the artillery formed a line of pieces upon a long piece if elevated ground [Perrine Hill]. Our detachment formed directly in front of the artillery, as a covering party, so far below on the declivity of the hill that the pieces could play over our heads…As soon as the troops had left this ground [the Hedgerow area] the British planted their cannon upon the place and began a violent attack upon the artillery and our detachment, but neither could be routed.”

               Third, Rebecca Clendenin in her pension application states that her husband, Sergeant John Clendenin, described a woman named Captain Molly who brought water to the thirsty men during the battle. Clendenin was a member of Colonel Thomas Craig’s 3rd Pennsylvania Continental Regiment of the 3rd Pennsylvania Brigade. The 3rd Pennsylvania Brigade was posted on the right wing of Stirling’s position on Perrine Hill during the afternoon’s artillery bombardment, and then around 4:00 was one of three regiments to move forward with Wayne to cross the West Morass and engage the 1st British Grenadiers. It is most likely that Clendenin saw or heard of “Captain Molly” bringing water to the troops while he was in position along Perrine Hill, rather than during his regiment’s sharp and fast moving fight on the other side of the West Morass at 4:00 P.M.

               It is most significant that all three of these sources relate to Stirling’s position on Perrine Hill: Dr. Read heard Washington say that Proctor’s guns were striking the British position from somewhere on the ridge; Joseph Plumb Martin was stationed at the base of the ridge when he witnessed a woman helping to fire a cannon on top of the hill; and John Clendenin saw or heard of a woman bringing water to the troops from his position on the southwestern end of the hill. These three sources collectively, then, place Proctor’s command somewhere on Perrine Hill during the afternoon’s fighting. More specifically, Read’s account would place Proctor at a position from which he could strike the right of the British line. Presumably this would have been from the left, or northeastern, end of Perrine Hill. This would be the location for Proctor’s position as best we can interpret from the sources. It follows that Molly Pitcher’s “well” would need to be near by.
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