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Introduction


One of the things that visitors to Mount Vernon often hear is the fact that Martha Washington spent every winter of the Revolution with her husband at his military headquarters.  It is unclear, however, how much they really understand the impact of the statement, “Mrs. Washington spent every winter of the Revolution with her husband at his military headquarters.”  Now, when a person can, in theory, given the traffic conditions, drive from Mount Vernon to Boston in eight hours or less—or even fly there in an hour—there is no way to understand the physical punishment of several weeks to a month of travel, one way, in order to go the same distance.  “Military headquarters” suggests parties and interactions with other officers and their wives, but seems relatively comfortable, without any hint of danger to her personal safety.  “Spending the winter” sounds as though Mrs. Washington was in camp for maybe three months at most each year.  In actuality, while she was with her husband for only two to three months in the second year of the war, there were some years when the Washingtons were together more than they were apart, for example, eight to nine months in the first year of the war, four months in the third year, six months in both the fourth and sixth years, seven months in the fifth, eight months in the seventh, and eleven months in the last year of the war.  In total, Mrs. Washington spent fifty-two to fifty-four of the roughly 103 months of the war [April 1775-December 1783], or almost half of the time, either with her husband in camp, or nearby, in the hope that they could spend more time together.

Simply knowing the amount of time she spent with the army helps us begin to understand how it was that the eight years of the American Revolution changed Martha Washington’s life almost completely.  When the war began in 1775, Martha Dandridge Custis Washington (1731-1802) was a forty-four year old wife and mother and the mistress of a large plantation.  She had been given the standard education for a woman of her class and time period, which emphasized the skills needed to make her a good mother, capable of caring for and educating her children; a prudent steward of the resources provided by her husband; a fair and efficient manager of her household staff; and a graceful and charming companion in society.  Unlike her husband, George Washington (1732-1799), who, by his early 20s, was a figure of national importance and international reputation, however, she had never traveled outside of Virginia.  She had always been rather sheltered and had very little experience with people from other parts of the country or other cultures.  All that began to change with the coming of the war, an event which unknowingly prepared her for the role she would later play as first lady of the United States.

Our knowledge about this period in Mrs. Washington’s life has been hampered by several factors, the most important being a dearth of direct information, resulting from the loss of two important sets of papers, which were destroyed in the 18th century, probably in the name of preserving the privacy of the correspondents involved.  In the first instance, letters from George Washington to his cousin, Lund Washington (1737-1796), who had managed Mount Vernon during the war, were burned by the latter’s widow sometime after his death.  Just a few years later, sometime between George Washington’s death and that of his wife Martha two and a half years later, Mrs. Washington consigned forty years of correspondence between herself and her husband to the flames.
  Thus, her movements during the war years and her role in American life at this point must be pieced together from information contained in letters to and from other family members and friends, contemporary newspapers, and a variety of other sources.  Additional obstacles to understanding her life during the war have been thrown up by earlier biographers of both herself and especially those of her husband.  Nineteenth century treatments of Mrs. Washington typically depicted a saintly woman, constantly knitting stockings for soldiers and caring for the sick, generally without citing the sources of that information.  At least in the 20th century, historians focused on George Washington have shown a tendency to dismiss any impact she may have had on his life, save for a financial one, which enabled his rapid ascent into the upper strata of the Virginia gentry.  As a result, very little is known about Mrs. Washington’s life as a whole, and especially about the period of the Revolution.  Privately, she and George Washington shared experiences during the war years—victory, adulation, defeat, hardship, separation, the loss of loved ones—which brought them immeasurable sadness and also great joy, the kinds of things which either break or strengthen the bond between couples.  During those eight long years, she came to know many of the most important figures of the day, traveled to other parts of the country, where life was very different from Virginia, and served as a bridge between her very busy husband and officials, foreign and domestic, who came to meet him.  In the process, she was quietly transformed into the new nation’s first lady, something she would not even realize until many years later. 

The War Begins


Several years of political conflict between Britain and her American colonies in the late 1760s and early 1770s led the Americans to call for a meeting in Philadelphia—the First Continental Congress—where representatives from each of the colonies could discuss the situation and determine the best way to respond to it.  As George Washington and the other members of the Virginia delegation to the Congress, Patrick Henry (1736-1799) and Colonel Edmund Pendleton (1721-1803), left Mount Vernon for Philadelphia in the summer of 1774, Mrs. Washington made clear her loyalty to the American cause.  Pendleton penned a verbal portrait of her at the beginning of the period when her world began to change:

…I was much pleased with Mrs. Washington and her spirit.  She seemed ready to make any sacrifice and was cheerful though I knew she felt anxious.  She talked like a Spartan mother to her son on going to battle.  “I hope you will stand firm – I know George will,” she said.  The dear little woman was busy from morning until night with domestic duties, but she gave us much time in conversation and affording us entertainment.  When we set off in the morning, she stood in the door and cheered us with the good words, “God be with you gentlemen.”

Because of the destruction of their correspondence, there is no way of knowing for sure, but Mrs. Washington’s resolute support of the cause might have been shaken a bit the next year.  In June of 1775, after George Washington returned to Philadelphia to represent Virginia at the 2nd Continental Congress, he was appointed Commander in Chief of the newly-organized Continental Army and needed to meet the army in New England.  It is clear from the letters he wrote at this period, both to his wife and to other members of the family, that he knew his absence and the uncertainty of the situation would be a tremendous strain on her.  He wrote on June 18th of 1775, to relate the news of his appointment and to let her know that he was filled with “inexpressible concern, and this concern is greatly aggravated and increased, when I reflect upon the uneasiness I know it will give you.”  He went on to assure her that he had tried to avoid the appointment, in part “from my unwillingness to part with you and the family,” and that he would “enjoy more real happiness in one month with you at home, than I have the most distant prospect of finding abroad, if my stay were to be seven times seven years.”  Washington was not afraid of the hazards of the battlefield, which he knew well from his experiences during the French and Indian War before their marriage, but wrote that, “my unhappiness will flow from the uneasiness I know you will feel from being left alone.”  He asked her to try to be strong:

…I therefore beg, that you will summon your whole fortitude, and pass your time as agreeably as possible.  Nothing will give me so much sincere satisfaction as to hear this, and to hear it from your own pen.  My earnest and ardent desire is, that you would pursue any plan that is most likely to produce content, and a tolerable degree of tranquility; as it must add greatly to my uneasy feelings to hear, that you are dissatisfied or complaining at what I really could not avoid.

Ever practical, he went on to say that he had had a will drawn up, which he was enclosing with the letter, and hoped that the “provision made for you in case of my death will…be agreeable.


George Washington’s worries about his wife come across even more clearly in letters he sent to other relatives at this time.  As he was telling his stepson, John (“Jack”) Parke Custis (1754-1781), about his appointment, Washington confided to the young man that:

My great concern upon this occasion is, the thought of leaving your mother under the uneasiness which I fear this affair will throw her into; I therefore hope, expect, and indeed have no doubt, of your using every means in your power to keep up her spirits, by doing everything in your power to promote her quiet.  I have, I must confess, very uneasy feelings on her account, but as it has been a kind of unavoidable necessity which has led me to this appointment, I shall more readily hope that success will attend it and crown our meetings with happiness.

He told Jack that he and his bride, Eleanor (“Nelly”) Calvert (1758-1811), were always welcome to stay at Mount Vernon, especially at this juncture, “when I think it absolutely necessary for the peace and satisfaction of your mother.”

It wasn’t just the immediate family who were asked to help Martha Washington get over the initial shock and later loneliness of her husband’s absence, but relatives and even friends from quite some distance away were also recruited for the task.  On the same day as the letter to Jack, Washington wrote to his brother-in-law, Burwell Bassett (1734-1793), asking that, “you and Mrs. Bassett [Martha Washington’s favorite sister, Anna Maria (1739-1777)] if possible…visit at Mt. Vernon, as also my Wife’s other friends.  I could wish you to take her down [to the Bassetts’ home], as I have no expectation of returning till Winter and feel great uneasiness at her lonesome situation.”
  He wrote in a similar vein to his own favorite brother:  

I shall hope that my Friends will visit and endeavor to keep up the spirits of my Wife as much as they can, as my departure will, I know, be a cutting stroke upon her; and on this account alone, I have many very disagreeable sensations.  I hope you and my sister [in-law] (although the distance is great) will find as much leisure this Summer, as to spend a little time at Mount Vernon.

Three days later, as he was literally within minutes of setting off from Philadelphia to meet the army near Boston, Washington wrote a quick note to his wife, telling her that he was confident that he would have “a happy meeting with you some time in the fall.”  He went on to assure the woman who had shared his life for the past sixteen years that, “I return an unalterable affection for you which neither time nor distance can change.”


The extended family tried to help as best they could.  Mrs. Washington seems to have made a visit to her son Jack’s in-laws, the Calverts, in Maryland in August.
  A bit later, the Bassetts came up to visit at Mount Vernon and then, with Jack and his wife Nelly, traveled with her to New Kent County, Virginia, where they visited relatives in the early fall of 1775.
  The motives for this trip were more than just social, however, because there was some concern that Mrs. Washington might be targeted for capture by the British.  Throughout the late summer and early fall of that year, Mrs. Washington’s safety was the subject of much of the surviving correspondence between George Washington and his cousin, Lund, who was managing Mount Vernon in his absence.  The General wrote in late August that he could “hardly think that Lord Dunmore [John Murray, Earl of Dunmore (1732-1809), the royal governor of Virginia] can act so low, so unmanly a part, as to think of seizing Mrs. Washington by way of revenge upon me.”  He was comforted by the thought that for the next couple of months she would be visiting away from home and so would “be out of his [Dunmore’s] reach for 2 or 3 months to come,” after which he hoped events would play out in such a way “as to render her removal either absolutely necessary, or quite useless.”  He thanked “the Gentlemen of Alexandria for their friendly attention to this point” and asked that, should Lund believe there was “any sort of reason to suspect” that she was in imminent danger, to “provide a Kitchen for her in Alexandria, or some other place of safety elsewhere for her and my Papers.”

Martha Washington does not appear to have been worried for herself until she received several letters from her husband, which mentioned the possibility that Dunmore might attempt to capture her and imprison her.
  It probably added to the couple’s anxiety that about this same time, George Washington’s younger brother, John Augustine (1736-1787) tried to persuade his sister-in-law to leave Mount Vernon for her own safety.
  Early in October, Lund sought to calm Washington’s fears about the safety of his wife:

Tis true many people have made a Stir about Mrs Washingtons Continuing at Mt Vernon but I cannot think her in any Sort of danger—the thought I believe first originated in Alexandria—from thence it got to Loudon [Loudoun County, Virginia], I am told the people of Loudon talkd of sendg a Guard to Conduct her up into Berkeley with some of their principle men to persuade her to leave this & accept their offer—Mr John Agst. Washington wrote to her pressg her to leave Mt Vernon—she does not believe herself in danger, nor do I. without [sic] they attempt to take her in the dead of Night they woud fail, for 10 minutes notice woud be Sufficient for her to get out of the way—Lord Dunmore will hardly Venture himself up this River, nor can I think he will send upon that errand surely her old acquaintance the attorney [John Randolph] (who with his family are aboard his Ship) woud put him off doing an Act of that kind—I have never Advise’d her to stay nor Indeed to go, Col. [Burwell] Bassett thinks her in no danger—you may depend I will be watchfull, & upon the least Alarm persuade her to move….

Before going south, Martha Washington put many of the family’s valuables, especially her husband’s papers, into trunks so that they could be easily moved, if that became necessary, and Lund made plans to send the trunk containing papers to a neighbor for safekeeping.
  Lund had asked, presumably upon the General’s orders, that Mrs. Washington carefully tie the papers in bundles, so that “they might not be in any great confusion hereafter when they come to be open’d.”  She insisted on packing the trunk herself, although, when she set off to visit her relatives in New Kent County, she left the key to Washington’s study with Lund, who assured his cousin that he would not “look into any part of it [the desk], or in any other part of the Studdy [sic], without her being present.”  He also stated quite strongly that the General had nothing to worry about, while the estate was in Lund’s hands, because “I will do every thing in my powr to, not only secure your papers, but every other Valuable thing that can be save’d even at the risque of my Life, if necessary.”
  Interestingly, in an episode treated later in this paper, Lund would, in a few years, find himself in a situation in which his cousin’s property was being threatened and, true to his word, did what he could to spare the plantation, taking actions which caused George Washington considerable embarrassment.

Cambridge, New York and Philadelphia, December 1775-August or September 1776

Sometime in the first half of October of 1775, Washington asked his wife to travel north, in order to stay with him for a few months while he and the army were in their winter quarters at Cambridge, Massachusetts, outside of Boston.  Figuring that she would be in New Kent when his invitation arrived, and so would not be able to leave for some weeks, he was concerned about how she would hold up under the rigors of such a long trip, so late in the fall, and left the decision up to her.  It says a great deal about Mrs. Washington’s loyalty to him to that, after having all the dangers and inconveniences spelled out for her, she still chose to go.
  She went, however, at her own speed, leaving her relatives on the sixth of November, perhaps extending her visit because of the dangers she faced and the likelihood that she would never see them again.  Back at Mount Vernon, Lund, who worried about everything, commented to his cousin that, “I think her stay in New Kent so long after she had your invitation to come to you, was rather ill judge’d—I suppose one way or other she will make it near the 20th before she will set off—I will do all I can to get her off sooner if Possible.”
  Upon her return, Mrs. Washington found Mount Vernon filled with company, so her journey to her husband’s headquarters was perhaps impeded even more.
  Sometime in mid-November, however, she was finally able to get started.  Sharing the adventure with her were three young members of the family:  her son Jack, daughter-in-law Nelly, and her husband’s nephew, George Lewis (1757-1821).
  In addition, at least two, and probably more, men from the Alexandria area escorted Mrs. Washington and her party from Virginia to Baltimore.

George Washington kept track of his wife’s northward progress through letters from friends.  Some of the worry he felt for her came through in a letter written on November 20th to his former military secretary, Joseph Reed (1741-1785), who had left to take up duties in the Continental Congress:

I thank you for your frequent mention of Mrs Washington I expect She will be in Philadelphia about the time this Letter may reach you, on her way hither.  as [sic] she and her Conductor (who I expect will be Mr Custis her Son) are perfect strangers to the Ro[ad], the Stages and the proper places to Cros[s] Hudson’s River (by all means avoiding New York) I shall be much obliged in your particular Instruction’s [sic] & advice to her—I do imagine, as th[e] Roads are bad, & the Weather Cold, her Sta[g]es must be short; especially as I expect her Horses will be prett[y] well fatiegued [sic]; as they will, by the time she gets to Philadelphia, have performd a journey of at least 450 Miles.  my [sic] Expres[s] finding of her among h[e]r friends near Williamsburg 150 Mile[s] below my own House.

Mrs. Washington arrived the following day, where she was given a military escort, both on entering and leaving Philadelphia.

During the few days Martha Washington spent in the city, there was a small dispute over one of the entertainments planned for her.  Contrary to a resolution of the Continental Congress, which encouraged Americans to forego “vain amusements,” such as dancing assemblies and the theatre, the city of Philadelphia wanted to honor Mrs. Washington with a ball on the evening of the 24th.  Several hours before the ball was to begin, a concerned citizen got word to leaders in Congress that threats had been “thrown out, that if the ball assembled this night, as it was proposed,…the New Tavern [the proposed site of the ball] would cut but a poor figure to morrow [sic] morning.”  A committee quickly assembled, “to wait upon Lady Washington, expressing this Committee’s great regard and affection to her, requesting her to accept of their grateful acknowledgment and respect, due to her on account of her near connection with our worthy and brave General, now exposed in the field of battle in defence of our rights and liberties, and request and desire her not to grace that company, to which, we are informed, she has an invitation this evening.”  Mrs. Washington met with the committee, receiving them “with great politeness,” and assuring them “that their sentiments on this occasions [sic], were perfectly agreeable unto her own.”

Five days after she arrived in the city, long-time friend Richard Henry Lee (1732-1794) wrote to Washington to let him know that Mrs. Washington would soon be setting off from Philadelphia.
  She seems to have been held up for at least another day or two, apparently because so many people wanted to meet her—Washington would write that he was grateful for the hospitality shown to her, even though “it did in some measure, impede the progress of her journey on the Road.”
  That same day, November 26th, George Washington sent a young Virginia captain, George Baylor (1752-1784), south from Cambridge, to meet the commander’s wife and her entourage at Norwalk, Connecticut, with fresh horses.  Baylor met the travelers from Virginia on December 4th and one week later, on December 11th, Martha Washington finally arrived at headquarters, where she was reunited with her husband.  Presumably Baylor had followed his instructions and given Washington a day’s notice of the little group’s impending arrival.
  Even before Mrs. Washington got there, her husband made arrangements to get some special foods, a rarity at camp, for her benefit.  One of his aides wrote on December 10th for limes and lemons, captured from a ship from Antigua, noting that, “The General will want some of each, as well as the sweetmeats and pickles that are on board, as his lady will be here today, or tomorrow….”

A few days after she reached Cambridge, Martha Washington sat down to write to a young friend in Virginia, giving some priceless details about both her long journey to New England and her first exposure to a military camp.  Despite everyone’s fears on her behalf, that bad weather would cause problems along the way, she reported that, “the weather proved fine all the time we were on the road.”  Like her husband, she was quite touched by her reception in Philadelphia, commenting that “we were so attended and the gentlemen so kind, that I am lade [sic] under obligations to them that I shall not for get [sic] soon.  I don’t [sic] doubt but you have seen the Figuer [sic] our arrival made in the Philadelphia paper – and I left it in as great pomp as if I had been a very great somebody.”  The sight of the war-torn Massachusetts cities of Boston and Charlestown touched her sympathetic heart, and she was quite shaken at first by the sounds of artillery:

…some days we have a number of cannon and shells from Boston and Bunkers Hill, but it does not seem to surprise any one [sic] but me; I confess I shudder every time I hear the sound of a gun – I have been to dinner with two of the Generals, [Charles] Lee and [Israel] Putnam and I just took a look at pore [sic] Boston & Charlstown [sic] – from prospect Hill Charlestown has only a few chimneys standing in it, thare [sic] seems to be a number of very fine Buildings in Boston but god knows how long they will stand; they are pulling up all the warfs [sic] for firewood – to me that never see any thing [sic] of war, the preparations, are very terable [sic] indeed, but I endever [sic] to keep my fears to myself as well as I can.

She was not, however, the only family member at Cambridge to find the noise at the encampment upsetting.  Many years later, her eldest granddaughter would tell, undoubtedly quoting from her own mother, Nelly Calvert Custis, of how the young Custises had “passed a pleasant time, ‘tho often alarmed with fears of the British, whose bombs burst frequently over the place of their residence.”

Although she did not mention the fact in her letter, Martha Washington and her daughter-in-law were probably not the only women in camp, even at this very early stage of the war.  Throughout the Revolution, the wives of the common soldiers often followed their husbands during their campaigns, many times with small children in tow, taking on the important and necessary, but still largely unofficial, roles of cooks, laundresses, and nurses for the army.  The exact number of American women who lived this rugged life are unknown, however, at least one historian has noted that there were fewer women with the Continental Army than among their enemies.  British forces during the Revolution, for example, averaged about one woman for every one and a half soldiers, while the Hessians had one woman for every fifteen men, the same ratio allowed the Continental Army by Congress.  Although they slowed down an army on the march, the services provided by the women were invaluable.  For a number of reasons, not unique to the American army, disease was rampant in the camps.  Sick and wounded soldiers needed more care than doctors alone could provide, while those who had not yet taken ill might be kept healthier if their clothing was clean and in good repair.  There is evidence that people at the time ascribed the terrible condition of the American soldiers’ clothing during so much of the war to the fact that the percentage of women allowed with the army was too low.
  

Thankfully for the American army during this first winter of the war, food was not in short supply and the weather was surprisingly mild.  The General was quartered in a large and comfortable house on Brattle Street, which was built in 1759, the same year the Washingtons were married, and had been confiscated by the Massachusetts Provincial Congress as property abandoned by its loyalist original owner.
  Mrs. Washington wrote to a sister at the end of January to say that, “our navey [sic] has been very successful in taking thair [sic] [British] vessels two was taken last week loded [sic] with coles and potatoes wines & several other articles for the use of the troops…winter hear [sic] has been so remarkable mild the Rivers has never been frozen hard enough to walk upon the Ice since I came heer [sic].”

A gift sent to Mrs. Washington that winter by her husband’s former secretary, Joseph Reed, must have amused everyone at headquarters.  On the last day of January 1776, George Washington wrote to thank Reed for an engraved portrait of Washington, in which the subject was depicted wearing a military uniform and hat.  The legend at the bottom stated that the portrait had been “Done from an original Drawn from the Life by Alexr. Campbell of Williamsburgh [sic] in Virginia.”  The humorous aspect of the engraving was, however, that no artist named Alexander Campbell has ever been found and George Washington stated that he had never sat for such a portrait.  The face shown in the engraving is completely fictitious, but met a need for people throughout Europe and America, who wanted to know what the commander of the Continental Army looked like.  It would be the first of several fanciful portraits in Washington’s life.  In this instance, he jokingly thanked the donor with the words, “Mrs. Washington desires I will thank you for the picture sent her.  Mr. Campbell, whom I never saw to my knowledge has made a very formidable figure of the Commander-in-chief, giving him a sufficient portion of terror in his countenance.”
  

During this first winter of the conflict with Britain, some of Mrs. Washington’s time was occupied with meeting and/or getting reacquainted with her husband’s military staff.  At least three of his aides, the previously mentioned George Baylor, Robert Hanson Harrison (1745-1790), and a Mr. Henly, were men she knew from Alexandria.  In a letter to a young woman back in Virginia, Mrs. Washington took care to send an amusing description of their physical well-being and of the romantic possibilities available to the aides in Cambridge:

“Your friends Mr Harrison & Henly are boath [sic] very well and I think they are fatter than they were when they came to the Camp – and Capt Baylor is as lusty [a] man to what he was when you see him – the girls may rest satissfied [sic] on Mr Harrisons [sic] account for he seems two [sic] fond of his country to give his heart to any but one of his virginia [sic] Friends, thare [sic] are but two young Laides [sic] in Cambridge, and a very great number of Gentlemen so you may gess [sic] how much is made of them – but neither of them is pretty I think.”

With three of her own family members at the Cambridge headquarters, together with the unmarried aides, the atmosphere that winter was probably pretty lively and it would have been easy for Mrs. Washington, who was woman with strong maternal instincts, to fall into the roll of “surrogate mother” for all the young people.

Mrs. Washington’s social circle expanded that winter, as she met influential members of Massachusetts society and also found herself entertaining diplomats sent by other nations, and even, cultures.  On January 7th, 1776, George Washington invited John Adams (1735-1826), then a representative to the Continental Congress from that colony, to dine at his headquarters, or as he put it, “take Pott [sic] Luck with me to day [sic].”
  Several weeks later, as he was getting ready to go back to the Congress in Philadelphia, Adams recorded in his diary that he had dinner on the 24th at a home in Cambridge, “with G. Washington, and Gates [General Horatio Gates (circa 1728/9-1806)] and their Ladies.”  It would prove to be an interesting occasion, primarily because of the other guests that day, described by Adams as “half a Dozen Sachems and Warriours [sic] of the french Cocknowaga [Caughnawaga] Tribe, with their Wives and Children,” who had come to offer their services to the Americans during the war.  Adams found the little group quite interesting, though lacking in table manners:

“…Williams [presumably one of the Sachems] is one, who was captivated [captured] in his Infancy, and adopted.  There is a Mixture of White Blood French or English in most of them.  Louis, their Principal, speaks English and French as well as Indian.  It was a Savage feast, carnivorous Animals devouring their Pray [sic].  Yet they were wondrous polite.  The General introduced me to them as one of the Grand Council Fire at Philadelphia, upon which they made me many Bows, and a cordial Reception.”

Martha Washington’s reaction to this dinner was not recorded.  While George Washington had spent considerable time among Native Americans on the frontier, there is no way of knowing if this was the first social situation in which his wife found herself in company with Indians.  It would certainly, however, not be the last.  During the years of her husband’s presidency, Martha Washington played hostess to tribal delegations at both the executive mansion and at Mount Vernon.  

That same winter, Mrs. Washington got to know a woman, who, though better educated than herself, fell under the spell of the Commander-in-Chief’s wife.  Mercy Otis Warren (1728-1814) was the sister of “patriot-orator,” James Otis (1725-1783), and wife of Massachusetts politician James Warren (1726-1808).  Noted as a writer and historian, Mrs. Warren invited Martha Washington to stay at her home, should the situation in camp become too unsettled.
  Three months later, Mrs. Washington turned down an invitation to dinner at the Warrens,’ because of the bustle of activity at headquarters, as the army, and she, made preparations to leave Cambridge for New York.  She wrote regretfully that, it would “not be in any of our powers to accept your polite and friendly Invitation, nor will it be in my power I am perswaded [sic] to thank you personally for the polite attention, you have shewn [sic] me since I came into this province.”
  The two women were finally able to meet shortly before Mrs. Washington left Cambridge, when the more sophisticated woman from Massachusetts found herself completely charmed by this heretofore rather sheltered, middle-aged wife and mother from Virginia.  Mrs. Warren later confided to her friend, John Adams’ wife, Abigail (1744-1818):

…I took a Ride to Cambridge And waited on Mrs. Washington at 11 oclock, where I was Receiv’d with that politness [sic] and Respect shewn [sic] in a first interview among the well bred and with the Ease and Cordiallity [sic] of Friendship of a much Earlier date.  If you wish to hear more of this Ladys [sic] Character I will tell you I think the Complacency [sic] of her Manners speaks at once the Benevolence of her Heart, and her affability, Candor and Gentleness Quallify [sic] her to soften the hours of private Life or to sweeten the Cares of the Hero and smooth the Rugged scenes of War….I did not dine with her though much urge’d [sic], but Engaged to spend the Ensuing day at head quarters.  She desired me to Name an Early hour in the Morning when she would send her Chariot And Accompany me to see the Deserted Lines of the Enemy And the Ruins of Charleston [sic]:  A Malencholy [sic] sight the Last which Evinces the Barbaraty [sic] of the Foe, and Leaves a Deep impression of the sufferings of that unhappy town.”

Another woman Mrs. Washington may well have met during her months at Cambridge was the African-born poet, Phyllis Wheatley (circa 1753-1784).  Wheatley had been captured as a girl of seven or eight and brought to Boston, where she was purchased by a tailor, John Wheatley, as a servant for his wife.  Both Mrs. Wheatley and her daughter, Mary, are credited with instructing the young maid, using the Bible and the literature of classical Greece and Rome, as textbooks.  Treated very much as a member of the family and assigned only light duties, Phyllis was encouraged to expand her mind and had begun writing poetry by the time she was about thirteen.  Four years later, for the first time, one of her poems, written on the death of the international preacher and evangelist, George Whitefield (1714-1770), was published.  At twenty, in the hope that the sea air would improve her health, she was taken to London, where she was introduced to English society by one of her correspondents, Selina Hastings (1707-1791), the Countess of Huntingdon.  It was during this time in England that a book of her works was published under the title, Poems on Various Subjects, Religious and Moral.  Before she could be presented to King George III (1738-1820) at court, however, she learned that Mrs. Wheatley was very ill back in Boston and returned to America to care for the woman, who had given her the gift of an education, in the last months before her death in March of 1774.
  About a year and half later, in October of 1775, Phyllis Wheatley sent a letter to George Washington from Providence, Rhode Island.  Assuring him that she wished “your Excellency all possible success in the great cause you are so generously engaged in,” she enclosed a long, laudatory poem she had written in his honor.  Perhaps a bit formal and flowery for modern tastes, the poem includes numerous classical allusions and closes with the words, “Proceed, great chief, with virtue on thy side, Thy ev’ry action let the goddess guide.  A crown, a mansion, and a throne that shine, With gold unfading, Washington! be thine.”  Four months later, Washington sent both the letter and poem on to his friend, Joseph Reed, in Philadelphia, and they were later published in at least two newspapers in the colonies.
  Washington also wrote directly to Wheatley, thanking her for her work and inviting her to visit him at his headquarters.  He went on to say that, “I shall be happy to see a person so favourd [sic] by the Muses, and to whom nature has been so liberal and beneficent in her dispensations.”
  It is believed that Phyllis Wheatley met Washington in Cambridge sometime in March of 1776, when she is said to have been given a “very courteous reception.”
  Mrs. Washington, who was at camp at the time, would undoubtedly have wanted to meet this talented and unusual young supporter of her husband and the American cause.

Not all of Martha Washington’s time at camp was spent among the political and intellectual elite, for she also came to know her husband’s rank-and-file soldiers.  According to her grandson George Washington Parke Custis (1781-1857), his grandmother was very much “beloved” by the Continental Army, and later by its veterans, and her annual visits to camp were much anticipated:

“…Her many intercessions with the chief [General Washington] for the pardon of offenders, and her kindness to the sick and wounded, caused her annual arrival in camp to be hailed as an event that would serve to dissipate the gloom of the winter-quarters.”

Some years later, during George Washington’s presidency, it was said that old soldiers would often stop by the executive mansion to reminisce about the war with Mrs. Washington, who consistently gave them her time and some sort of refreshment.
  A little chess set now in the collection at Mount Vernon testifies to the army’s affection for the wife of its commander.  The knights are different from the rest of the set, said to have been carved for Martha Washington by a blind soldier in the Continental Army.

Shortly before the visit to camp by Mrs. Warren, the British had abandoned Boston, making their way to Nova Scotia, in preparation for a move on New York City, an action which led George Washington to leave Cambridge on April 4th, headed south to New York with the army.  He arrived there on April 13th.
  Mrs. Washington also made the trip, reaching New York four days after her husband, because she was detained along the way by the illness of her son.  By this time, her daughter-in-law was pregnant and the couple, who had shared Mrs. Washington’s introduction to military life, soon planned to continue their journey southward, to the Maryland home of Nelly’s parents, where the young woman hoped to be when she gave birth.
 

Once she was in New York, Mrs. Washington came to an important decision, which would have an impact on her health and future ability to come to headquarters.  George Washington wrote from New York at the end of April, 1776, to his younger brother, John Augustine, and related the news that his wife was thinking about being inoculated against smallpox, although he doubted “her resolution.”
  Smallpox was a deadly disease, which threatened the viability of the Continental Army in the early years of the Revolution.  Inoculation involved scratching a bit of pus from the sores of someone who had smallpox, into the arm of a person who had never had the disease, but would, because of the procedure, soon contract a very mild, and less dangerous case, and, consequently gain lifelong immunity from further infection.  For many years prior to the Revolution, the procedure had been considered highly controversial, and, without proper care—and isolation—during the patients’ recovery, could cause further spread of the disease.  George Washington, who was immune to smallpox himself, after having contracted it on a trip to Barbados as a teenager, had come to believe in the importance of inoculation, if it was correctly done.
  Several years before the war began, after her son’s schoolmaster insisted that the boy be inoculated before making a Grand Tour to Europe (the trip never materialized), Mrs. Washington had been so anxious about the possibility that young Custis might die as a result of the procedure, that she was not told until after he had successfully recovered from the inoculation.
  The fact that, five years later, she was willing to undergo inoculation, herself, probably says as much about her attachment to her husband as does her willingness to travel such great distances during the war to see him.

Despite George Washington’s doubts that she would actually go through with it, Martha Washington was inoculated in Philadelphia in mid-May of 1776.  John Hancock (1737-1793), the president of the Continental Congress, had offered his home as a comfortable location for her recovery, writing on May 16th, that his house was “large and very Commodious…and you may Depend Mrs Hancock will give the greatest Attention to your Lady should she incline to Take the Disorder.”  Five days later, Hancock reiterated enthusiastically that, “Mrs Washington may be retired as she pleases while under Inocculation [sic], & Mrs Hancock will esteem it an Honour to have Mrs Washington inoculated in her House; and as I am informed Mr Randolph has not any Lady about his House to take the necessary Care of Mrs Washington, I flatter myself she will be as well attended in my Family.”  In spite of Hancock’s generous offer, Mrs. Washington stayed at the home of cabinetmaker Benjamin Randolph, where she was inoculated on May 23rd.
  

As a result of the procedure, she had a very mild case of smallpox—George Washington noted in one letter that after 13 days, she had only a “very few Pustules” and in another mentioned that she had “got through the Fever and not more than about a dozen Pustules appearing.”
  During her recovery, her son and daughter-in-law, who had been her traveling companions throughout the trip, set out from Philadelphia for Maryland.
  When he was later informed of how successful the procedure had been, John Parke Custis responded with joy and a very telling statement about the Washingtons’ relationship, in a letter to his stepfather:

“…gave Me the sincerest pleasure:  to hear; that my dearest Mother had gone through the Smalpox [sic] so favorably, I do with the most filial Affection congratulate you both on this Happy Event, as She can now attend you to any Part of the Continent with pleasure, unsullied by the Apprehensions of that Disorder; and whose Presence will alleviate the Care and Anxiety which public Transactions may occasion.  this [sic] Consideration has added much to the pleasure I feel on this Occasion, as your Happiness when together will be much greater than when you are apart.”

Interestingly, during the same period that Mrs. Washington was undergoing inoculation, she and her husband were also having their portraits done, at the request of their would-be host, John Hancock.  On May 19th, artist Charles Willson Peale (1741-1827), who had first painted the couple in 1772, noted in his diary that, “Mr. Hancock bespoke the Portrait of Genl Washington & Lady.”  Six days later, Mrs. Washington sat for a half-length portrait, as she did again on May 30th.  George Washington went to Peale’s to have his started on the 29th.
  As one student of Washington portraiture has stated, these portraits for Hancock “launched George and Martha’s images into the public domain.”  Peale kept the paintings on view in his studio for the remainder of the year, where other potential customers could see them and order copies.  Mrs. Washington herself had copies of the Hancock portraits done in miniature; they were finished in August of 1776 and are now two of the gems in Mount Vernon’s collections.

By the first week in June, 1776, George Washington was sure enough of his wife’s recovery from the smallpox inoculation, that he left her to finish recuperating in Philadelphia on the 4th, and headed for New York, where he arrived two days later.  Martha Washington followed him there in mid-June and stayed until June 30th, when the British began to arrive in New York harbor.
  She then appears to have returned to Philadelphia until at least the end of August, when she wrote her sister to say that, “I am still in this town and Noe [sic] prospects of my leveing [sic] it.”
  While there, she was feeling well and sent a letter to her husband via South Carolinian Edward Rutledge (1749-1800), who, in turn, sent it along toward its destination in the care of Deputy Adjutant General Samuel Griffin (1746-1810).
  This extended period in the northern cities probably resulted from Mrs. Washington’s continued hopes of spending additional time with her husband, although he had written to his brother in mid-July to say that, “Mrs. Washington is now at Philadelphia and has thoughts of returning to Virginia as there is little or no prospect of her being with me any part of this summer.”

Martha Washington’s determination to be with her husband as much as possible during the Revolution meant that she missed some very important events in the life of her family, something which must have been very difficult for her.  While in Philadelphia that summer of 1776, she learned from her son of the birth of a new grandchild, a little girl named Elizabeth Parke Custis (1776-1832), who was born on August 21st and would later be known to the family variously as Beth, Betsy, and Eliza:

“…I make not the least Doubt but you will heartily join us in the Pleasure We feel on this Happy Event; I wish you were present.  You would be much more pleased, if you were to see the strapping Huzze.  The other little One [a first child, who was born in September of 1775 and died shortly after its birth] was a mere Dwarf to this, Her Cloths are already too smal [sic] for Her.  She is in short as fine a Healthy, fat Baby as ever was born….I cannot pretend to say who the child is like, It is as much like Doctor Rumney as any Body [sic] else.  She has a double Chinn something like His, in Point of Fatness with fine black Hair, & Eyes, upon the whole I think It is as pretty and fine a Baba as ever I saw.  This not my opinion alone, but the Opinion of all who have seen Her – I hope she will be preserv’d as a Comfort, and Happiness to us all.”

During the eight years of the war, Jack and Nelly presented Mrs. Washington with seven grandchildren.  While one little girl and a set of female twins died shortly after they were born, of the four babies who survived, their grandmother was away from home for the arrival of three:  Eliza in 1776; her third granddaughter, Eleanor Parke Custis (1779-1852), on March 31, 1779; and fourth grandchild and only grandson, George Washington Parke Custis on April 30, 1781.

While the children were primarily too young to remember much about the Revolution, Eliza, who was seven when the war ended, did have a few memories.  In a long, self-absorbed letter to a friend many years later, she recalled her relationship with her paternal grandmother at this period:

“I was the darling of my grandmother Washington—she had all that tendersness [sic] of manner which my father had, & when with her I was always in her arms—my heart was almost broke, when she was obliged to go to the Genrl., & I was always talking of her & wishing her return….”

Two of the grandchildren were instrumental in preserving a trunk, which they believed was used by their grandmother during the war.  Eliza recorded the provenance of the piece, leaving a charming picture of her grandmother’s departures and homecomings in the process:

“My dear Brother who I love much George Washington Parke Custis has made me a present of this trunk.  I write these lines to tell my dear grand children I prize it most dearly.  It was that in which the cloaths [sic] of my Sainted Grandmother Mrs. Washington were always pack’d by her own hands when she went to visit, & spend sometime with the General, whenever the Army were in quarters.  I have stood by it as she put in her cloaths [sic] sadly distress’d at her going away--& oh how joyfully when she returned did I look on to see her cloaths [sic] taken out, & the many gifts she always brought for her grandchildren!—no words can express how I loved her—she, & all else most fondly beloved are gone to their proper home among the Angels—my darling Grand children, three yet live, I leave this trunk to my Rosebud—it is fill’d with sacred Relics for my children—may God bless them!”

In one of her surviving wartime letters, Martha Washington made a reference to a present she was bringing for Eliza, who as a small child was also called “Beth,” writing of the “pritty [sic] new doll” she had found for her.
  Perhaps it was this toy that Eliza would remember seeing unpacked from the trunk.

Mrs. Washington, and other members of the family, tried to lessen their sense of isolation from one another by keeping in touch by mail throughout the war, but outside circumstances often interfered with their correspondence.  For instance, in one letter to his mother, John Parke Custis noted that, “Paper is very scarce.”
  To a brother in the fall of 1778, Martha Washington confided that, “Jack can tell you more news than I can.  I have had no letter since he came from the camp – by some [illegible] of the postmasters my letters doe [not] come regularly to hand.”
  Some of Mrs. Washington’s frustration at this lack of contact comes through in her letters.  In August of 1776, she complained to her favorite sister that, “I dont [sic] hear from you so often as I used to doe [sic] at Cambridge – I had the pleasure to hear by Colo Aylett that you and all Friends were well and should been glad to have had a line from you by him.”
  Three years later, she chided her son and daughter-in-law from the headquarters at Middle Brook, “I hear so very seldom from you, that I dont [sic] know where you are or weather [sic] you intend to come to Alexandria to live this spring or when – The last letter from Nelly she now says Boath [sic] the children have been very ill, they were she hoped getting better.”  She went on to make the ultimate maternal threat, “if you doe [sic] not write to me – I will not write to you again or till I get letters from you.”  Her frustration at this point was not just with the young couple, but with her friends in Virginia, as well:  “Let me know how all friends below are[.] they have for got [sic] to write me I believe.”

Morristown, March or April 1777-June 1777

Martha Washington returned to Virginia in the late summer or early fall of 1776, where settling in to the role of grandmother must have taken up much of her time.  For George Washington this was a difficult period, during which his army lost New York City to the British and almost dissolved as the soldiers’ periods of enlistment came to a close.  In a surprise move, just days before his men left for good, Washington led them across the Delaware River, into New Jersey, where they successfully attacked a Hessian position at Trenton on Christmas day and defeated the British at Princeton in early January of 1777.  These victories served to hearten the colonists, civilian and military alike, and resulted in the reenlistments needed to keep the army together.  Then, with the British in their winter quarters in New York and Rhode Island, Washington’s army made its way to Morristown, New Jersey, for the remainder of the season.  Martha Washington left Mount Vernon in March of 1777, spending a few days in Philadelphia, before traveling on to headquarters—that year located at a tavern kept by a man named Jacob Arnold—where the Washingtons were reunited in the late winter of 1777.
  It was probably not long after her arrival, that she met Elizabeth Thompson (born circa 1704), an elderly Irish woman, who had been hired in July of the previous year in New York to serve as housekeeper for the headquarters staff.  Mrs. Thompson would remain with Washington’s staff until the summer of 1781 and seems to have developed a close relationship with the commander and his wife during the years they spent in some rather trying conditions.

Mrs. Washington was not the only wife to make such a long journey that winter, but both she and the General were clearly delighted that she had.  One officer, Nathanael Greene (1742-1786), commented to his wife that, “…Mrs Washington and Mrs Bland from Virginia are at Camp, happy with their better halves.  Mrs Washington is excessive fond of the General and he of her.  They are very happy in each other.”
  The afore-mentioned Mrs. Bland sent her sister-in-law a long description of how the Washingtons spent their days in camp that winter:

“…now let me speak of our Noble and Agreable [sic] Commander (for he commands both Sexes)[,] one by his Excellent Skill in Military Matters[,] the other by his ability[,] politeness and attention[.]  we visit them [the Washingtons] twice or three times a week by particular invitation—Ev’ry day frequently from Inclination—he is generally busy in the forenoon—but from dinner till night he is free for all company[.]  his Worthy Lady seems to be in perfect felicity while she is by the side of her Old Man as she calls him, we often make partys [sic] on Horse back [sic][:]  the Genl[,] his lady[,] Miss Livingstone & his Aid de Camps…These are the Genls family all polite sociable gentlemen who make the day pass with a great deal of satisfaction to the Visitors—but I forgot my subject almost, this is our riding party Generly [sic]—at which time General Washington throws of[f] the Hero—and takes on the chatty agreable [sic] companion—he can be down right impudent sometimes—such impudence, Fanny, as you and I like…”

By June of 1777, the war was once again underway and Mrs. Washington traveled back to Virginia, via Philadelphia, accompanied by her son, Jack.
  Her presence in the city appears to have been sought after.  Although she stayed for several days at the home of Charles Pettit (1736-1806), a merchant, who would later serve as Assistant Quartermaster General of the Continental Army from 1778-1781, in order to do so, she had had to turn down an invitation from his brother-in-law, Joseph Reed.
  While she was in Philadelphia, the Pennsylvania legislature presented Mrs. Washington with a magnificent gift, a large coach formerly owned by Richard Penn, Jr. (1735-1811), the former lieutenant governor of the colony, who had returned to England in 1775.  Appraised at 457 pounds, 18 shillings, and 6 pence, sterling, the coach was described as “a very handsome round Bottom Crane Neck Coach made of the very best materials” and as “very elegant.”  Mrs. Washington “politely accepted” the gift, which was bestowed upon “the Honorable Mrs. Washington, the worthy lady of his Excellency General Washington, as a small testimonial of the sense the Assembly have of his great and important services to the American States.”

Mrs. Washington’s summer at Mount Vernon that year would hardly have been a respite.  Shortly before her return to the south, George Washington had contacted Doctor William Shippen (1712-1801) to ensure that the medical supplies he had promised her would be sent.  The receipt of the jallop and calomel was imperative, because Washington was taking steps to have all of the slaves on their plantation inoculated, and these drugs would be needed during the patients’ recovery.
  By this time, having seen the favorable results of the procedure on his stepson, his wife, and the soldiers in his army, Washington was pretty confident of its efficacy and gave his opinion on the matter in a letter to his younger brother, John Augustine:

“…the Small Pox by Inoculation appears to me to be nothing; my whole Family [the term he often used for his slaves], I understand, are likely to get well through the disorder with no other assistance than that of Doctr Lund [a reference to his farm manager and cousin, Lund Washington]…the whole Art lying in keeping the Patient rather low in diet, and cool, especially at the period of the eruptive fever…in general neither Physicians nor Physic is necessary except a few purgatives which the white Walnut bark, & many other things the natural product of the Country affords—that this is truely [sic] the case, I firmly believe, and my own People (not less I suppose than between two & three hundred) getting happily through it by following these directions is no inconsiderable proof of it—Surely that Impolitic Act, restraining Inoculation in Virginia, can never be continued—If I was a Member of that Assembly I would rather move for a Law to compell [sic] the Masters of Families to inoculate every Child born within a certain limitted [sic] time under Severe Penalties.”

Given the fact that it might take up to a month to recover from smallpox inoculation, while still maintaining a viable workforce on the plantation, it is probable that the inoculation at Mount Vernon would have been spaced out through the summer, with one group being done, quarantined, and allowed to recover, before doing the next.  It is entirely possible that much of Mrs. Washington’s time at home this year would have been taken up with helping to look after the slaves as they recuperated.

Later in the summer, Martha Washington took the opportunity to make a long visit to relatives and also received another valuable gift, this time from a city in Virginia, as she acted once again in the role of stand-in for her faraway and much preoccupied husband.   On August 5th, while at Eltham, the home of her sister and brother-in-law, Anna Maria and Burwell Bassett, Mrs. Washington made a side trip into Williamsburg to visit Bassett’s mother, Mrs. Elizabeth Churchill Bassett Dawson.  She was met upon her arrival in the city by a salute of “cannon and small arms,” before being escorted to the Dawson home.  Several days before, the Virginia general assembly had decided to let Mrs. Washington know “of the high sense this hall entertains of General Washington’s distinguished merit, as the illustrious defender and deliverer of his country,” and to present her with a specially designed gold medal.  Through her, George Washington was also given “the freedom of this city.”
  About a month later, Patrick Henry informed George Washington that Edmund Randolph had shared the General’s last letter with him, “in which you are pleased to take Notice of your Ladys [sic] Reception at this place.”  He then went on to say that he wholeheartedly agreed with the assembly’s actions, writing, “I beg you to be assured that every Expression of Regard, falls short of that which I feel, & shall retain thro’ Life, for such distinguished Merit.”
  Many years later, after both of the Washingtons had died, the gold medal came into the possession of Martha Washington’s grandson, who presented it in 1825, through the Marquis de Lafayette (1757-1834), to the Colombian ambassador, with the intention that the latter would see that it made its way to Simon Bolivar (1783-1830), who was actively involved in liberating Spain’s American colonies and was popularly viewed as a spiritual descendant of George Washington.

In addition to visiting her sister’s family, Mrs. Washington may also have spent time that summer with her brother, who wrote to George Washington in August to let him know that “my Sister Washington is in perfect Health, at Eltham.”  The presence of a large British fleet of about 200 ships in Chesapeake Bay had greatly troubled the Virginians that summer, leading him to note that, “These Alarms have prevented me from having the pleasure of much of her Company since she has been in this part of the Country.”
  Mrs. Washington was accompanied on this visit by her son, daughter-in-law, and little granddaughter, Eliza, who was suffering from “Whooping Cough & some other little Indisposition.”  Jack wrote a long letter concerning business matter to his stepfather from Eltham on September 11th, closing with the sentiment, “Nelly joins Me in Love and wishing You a glorious Victory over our Enemy.”  This letter is significant, because, penned on the back is a brief, unsigned note from Martha Washington to her husband, one of only two known to have survived.  It simply states, “My love the silver cup I mentioned to you in my letter by the last post—Wt 113 ouz.”

 When she returned to Mount Vernon, Mrs. Washington brought along two of her nephews, Burwell Bassett, Jr. (1764-1841), and John Bassett (1766-1826), and a friend, Mr. Claiborne, who came north, in order to undergo inoculation for smallpox at Mount Vernon, where, by this time, everyone had amassed a great deal of experience in caring for patients recovering from the procedure.  All three came through inoculation well and the episode gave Mrs. Washington the chance to get to know her nephews, who were then 13 and 11 years old, respectively, a bit better.  She informed their mother that “they have been exeeding [sic] good Boys indeed” and sent them home with new hats and money for their traveling expenses.  She also detailed the precautions she had taken to ensure that the boys would not carry smallpox back to the rest of the family:  

“…I have had all thare [sic] cloths [sic] washed and rinsed several days – and do veryly [sic] believe that they can bring no infection home with them – if you are afraide [sic] lett [sic] some one who has had the small pox [sic] put out thare [sic] cloths [sic] to air ofr a day or two in the sun – an[d] Thomas [presumably a servant or slave] has also been washed and his cloths [sic] changed – his cap & shoes he did not ware [sic], when he was sick.”

The entire episode went so well, that she refused to contest the doctor’s charges for inoculating and caring for the boys, commenting that “the Doctor’s charge is very high but I did not say a word – as he carr[I]ed the children so well through the small pox.”

Throughout the long years of the war, the illnesses and deaths of various family members pulled Martha Washington in several directions.  About a month after she so happily sent her little nephews back home, Mrs. Washington learned that the boys’ mother, her favorite sister, had died.  She wrote her newly-widowed brother-in-law from Mount Vernon to assure him that, “nothing in this world do I wish for more sincerly [sic] than to be with [you], but alass [sic] I am so situated at this time that I cannot leve [sic] home…the General has wrote to me that he cannot come home this winter but as soon as the army under his command goes into winter quarter[s] he will send for me, if he does I must go.”
  About a year later, she learned of the severe illness of her mother and wistfully confided to a relative: 

“I wish I was near enough to come to see you and her.  I am very uneasy at this time – I have some reason to expect that I shall take another trip to the northward.  The pore [sic] General is not likely to come to see us from what I can hear – I expect to hear seertainly [sic] by the next post – if I doe [sic] I shall write to you to inform you and my friends-if I am so happy to stay at home….”


Valley Forge, February 1778-June 1778


In the fall of 1777, British forces, under the command of Major General Lord Charles Cornwallis (1738-1805), captured the city of Philadelphia, where they intended to spend the winter.  Reluctant to add the burden of his army to the towns outside of Philadelphia, which were then dealing with refugees from the city, Washington led his men into the countryside northwest of Philadelphia, where they dug in for the season. Initially, for the first two months, supply problems made for devastating conditions in camp, with inadequate food and clothing causing great hardship, but by February of 1778, many of the difficulties had been alleviated, so that the last four months of the army’s time there became more bearable.
  

A French officer who was at Valley Forge later described conditions at the American camp:

“The situation of our Army, during the dismal winter that we spent at Valley-Forge, has been so often described…that I shall forbear to expatiate upon the subject.  Suffice it to say that we were in want of provisions, of clothes, of fodder for our horses, in short of everything.  I remember seeing the soldiers, popping their heads out of their miserable huts, and calling out in an under tone, “No bread, no soldier.”  Their condition was truly pitiful; and their courage and perseverance is beyond all praise.  We, who lived in good quarters, did not feel the misery of the times, so much as the common soldiers, and the subaltern officers; yet we had more than once to share our rations with the sentry at our door.  We put the best face we could upon the matter….”

A doctor writing in March of 1778, after conditions had improved, recorded that the camp was “dirty & stinking.”   With nothing to feed them for over a week, 1,500 horses had starved to death, while in that same time period, each soldier had received only three ounces of meat and three pounds of flour.  The men were “dirty & ragged.”

Mrs. Washington missed the most trying months for the army, remaining at Mount Vernon until the last week of January of 1778, when she again headed north.  When her husband learned, on January 31st, that she should be arriving shortly by way of Baltimore, he sent an aide-de-camp, Lieutenant Colonel Richard Kidder Meade (1746-1805), to intercept her along the route and escort her to camp.  On the evening of February 5th, she and Meade reached the American encampment at Valley Forge, a site understatedly described by her husband as “a dreary kind of place, and uncomfortably provided.”
  Upon her arrival, Mrs. Washington immediately shared some exciting, and heartening, news from Virginia—5,000 men from that colony, who had volunteered for periods of six months to a year, would be joining the army in the spring.

The Washingtons’ home at Valley Forge was a small stone house, with two rooms on each of its two floors, owned by a man named Isaac Potts, whose aunt, Deborah Pyewell Potts Hewes, was living there at the time.  On the ground floor were a sitting room and guard room/office; upstairs were the Washingtons’ bedroom and the General’s office.
  One of the first things Mrs. Washington did upon her arrival at Valley Forge was to ask her family back home to send supplies; George Washington’s cousin, Lund, replied that her son, John Parke Custis, would purchase the sugar she requested in Williamsburg and see that it was sent north to her.
  Several weeks later, she sat down to write her friend from Boston, Mercy Otis Warren, a long, chatty letter in which she mentioned that, “I came to this place about the first of February whare [sic] I found the General very well.”  She went on to give her impressions of the camp:

“The General is in camped [sic] in what is called the great Valley on the Banks of the Schuykill[.] officers and men are cheifly [sic] in Hutts [sic], which they say is tolarable [sic] comfortable; the army are as healthy as can well be expected in general – the Generals [sic] appartment [sic] is very small[.] he has had a log cabben [sic] built to dine in which has made our quarter[s] much more tolarable [sic] than they were at first.”

Her loyalty to the American cause shines through in one paragraph, in which she noted that, “It has given me unspeakable pleasure to hear that Genl Burgoyne and his army air [sic] in safe quarters in your state [British General John Burgoyne (1722-1792) and his army were being held prisoner by the Americans in western Massachusetts].”  She continued in the same joking manner:  “would bountifull [sic] providence aim a like stroke at Genl Howe [William Howe (1729-1814), commander-in-chief of British forces in America, 1776-1778], the measure of my happyness [sic] would be compleat [sic].”

As before, other officers brought their wives to brighten the dreary months in camp.  The Marquis de Lafayette alluded to that fact in a description of George and Martha Washington’s relationship, writing to his young wife, who was far away in France, “Several general officers have brought their wives to camp, and I am very envious, not of their wives [who are rather dull], but of the pleasure they have in being able to see them.  General Washington has also just decided to send for his wife, a modest and respectable person, who loves her husband madly….”

The relative calm, militarily, of the winter encampments meant that officers had more leisure time for visiting and the couples seem to have taken turns entertaining one another in the evenings.  Another Frenchman who was there that winter left a verbal picture of those little get-togethers and of the women who shared Mrs. Washington’s experiences:

“…We visited him [General Washington] also in the evening, when Mrs Washington was at Head-quarters.  We were in a manner domesticated in the family….In the midst of all our distress, there were some bright sides to the picture, which Valley-Forge exhibited at that time.  Mrs. Washington had the courage to follow her husband in that dismal abode; other ladies also graced the scene.  Among them, was the lady of General [Nathanael] Greene, a handsome, elegant, and accomplished woman.  Her dwelling was the resort of the foreign officers, because she understood, and spoke the French language, and was well versed in French literature.  There were also Lady Stirling, the wife of Major General Lord Stirling; her daughter, Lady Kitty Alexander, who afterwards married Mr William Duer of New York; and her companion Miss Nancy Brown, then a distinguished belle.  There was Mrs. Biddle, the wife of Colonel Clement Biddle, who was at the head of the forage department, and some other ladies whose names I do not at present recollect.  They often met at each others quarters, and sometimes at General Washington’s, where the evening was spent in conversation, over a dish of tea or coffee.  There were no levees or formal soirees; no dancing, card-playing, or amusement of any kind, except singing.  Every gentleman or lady who could sing, was called upon in turn for a song.  As I had a tolerable voice, and some knowledge of music, I found myself of consequence in these reunions.  I soon learned the favorite English songs, and contributed my share to the pleasures of the company….”

In addition to entertaining both the American and foreign officers, Martha Washington also found herself playing hostess to prominent civilians, who found their way to Valley Forge to request assistance.  In early April of 1778, Elizabeth Drinker and three other Quaker women from Philadelphia arrived at Washington’s headquarters about 1:30 one afternoon, carrying a petition, signed by eighteen of their fellow-believers.  Wives, parents, and friends of a group of Quaker men, who had been exiled to Virginia because of their refusal to take an oath of loyalty to the Americans, the signers, having failed to win Congress over to their request to let the men go back to their families, were trying their luck with George Washington.  Having requested to meet the General, Mrs. Drinker and her party sat and chatted with Mrs. Washington until he was available to join the conversation.  Washington invited these guests to stay for dinner, which they later described as “eligant [sic].”  Other than the guests, Mrs. Washington was the only woman present at the table with the 18 officers.  She later took the guests up to her room, so that they could visit a little longer, while her husband and his staff got back to work.
  The mission of the Quaker women to the camp was a partial success; George Washington gave them a pass through the American lines, so that they could take their petition to the Supreme Executive Council of Pennsylvania, the political body, which, by that time, controlled the fate of their men, who would be released at the end of the month.

At least briefly, there was theatre at Valley Forge.  Despite the young Frenchman’s aforementioned comment that there were no amusements but singing at the camp, some members of Washington’s staff put on at least one theatrical performance at that headquarters, which was attended by Mrs. Washington.  As the situation at Valley Forge eased with the coming of spring, an army colonel wrote to his sister about the performance:

“…The Camp could now afford you some entertainment.  The manoeuvering of the Army is in itself a sight that would charm you.  Besides these, the Theatre is opened—Last Monday Cato was performed before a very numerous & splendid audience.  His Excellency & Lady [George & Martha Washington], Lord Sterling, the Countess & Lady Kitty, & Mrs. Green were part of the Assembly.  The Scenery was in Taste--& the performance admirable.  Col. George did his part to admiration—he made an excellent die (as they say)—Pray heaven, he dont [sic] die in earnest—for yesterday he was seized with the pleurisy & lies extremely ill—If the Enemy does not retire from Philada [Philadelphia] soon, our Theatrical amusement will continue….”

As it did back at Mount Vernon, needlework was another, very practical, pastime used by Martha Washington to occupy her time in camp.  In the collection at Mount Vernon are a small needlecase and pincushion, delicately embroidered with a design featuring flowers and a bird, worked in silk threads on a white satin ground.  According to the tradition in the family in which they descended, these fragile and beautiful little pieces were made by Martha Washington at Valley Forge.  During her months there, she is said to have taught young Deborah Potts, the daughter of a local family, how to sew; supposedly, while Deborah worked on a sampler, Mrs. Washington created the needlecase and pincushion.
  According to at least one Washington biographer, Mrs. Washington’s needlework may have had a soothing influence on her husband during the war years, when the sight of her quietly working on a project could remind him of home and allow him to forget about the war, at least for a little while.
  


A gift sent to Mrs. Washington that winter appears to have met with mixed feelings on the part of those who saw it.  Major Nicholas Rogers of Maryland, a graduate of the University of Glasgow, who was serving as an aide-de-camp with the French forces, sent Mrs. Washington a miniature portrait of her husband, which arrived early in March of 1778.  The artist mentioned to a friend, Henry Laurens of South Carolina, that he had been particularly struck by what he called George Washington’s “remarkable dead Eye,” a feature Laurens confessed he had never noticed before.  Laurens’ son, John, replied from Valley Forge that the portrait had arrived safely, but that he felt there were two major problems with it:  first, that the face was too long, and secondly, that “old age is too strongly marked in it.”  The younger Laurens believed, however, that Rogers was “not altogether mistaken with respect to the Languor of the Generals [sic] Eye—for altho’ his Countenance when affected either by Joy or Anger is full of expression—yet when the Muscles are in a state of repose, his eye certainly wants animation.”  Unfortunately, other than noting that Mrs. Washington “wishes to know whether Major Rogers is still at York,” John Laurens gave no clues about her response to the gift.

Spring brought important news on both the diplomatic and military fronts, which must have gladdened the hearts of everyone at Valley Forge. About 11 o’clock on the evening of May 3, 1778, George Washington received word that France had officially recognized the independence of the American colonies from Britain, an action which carried with it a likelihood that the French would send some more tangible military support.  Although he knew “that the army are anxious to manifest their joy upon the occasion,”
 Washington waited a couple days, until the 5th, when he laid out the framework of the celebration, which would take place the next day:

“It having pleased the Almighty ruler of the Universe propitiously to defend the Cause of the United American-States and finally by raising us up a powerful Friend among the Princes of the Earth to establish our liberty and Independence up[on] lasting foundations, it becomes us to set apart a day for gratefully acknowledging the divine Goodness and celebrating the important Event which we owe to his benign Interposition.” 

After morning worship services, at which the chaplains would read the news of the alliance to their respective units, followed by prayers of thanks and suitable sermons, the army would take part in a parade, cannon salutes, a feu de joie [the soldiers would fire their guns into the air], and a series of huzzahs in honor of the King of France, “the friendly European Powers,” and “the American States.”  Perhaps most welcome to the troops were directions that, “There will be no Exercise in the morning,” and “Each man is to have a Gill of rum.”

Several weeks later, George Washington wrote an interesting letter to a friend, Landon Carter, back in Virginia, which sheds some additional light on his relationship with his wife.  Carter, who had known Washington in the House of Burgesses, had seemingly asked for a copy of a letter, alleged to have been written Washington, which was said to give evidence of his disloyalty to the American cause.  Washington responded that the letter in question was just one of several “written to show, that I was an enemy to independence, and with a view to create distrust and jealousy.”
  Washington was referring to a pamphlet entitled “Letters from George Washington to several of his Friends in the year 1776, in which is set forth a fairer and fuller View of American Politics than ever yet transpired,” which is thought to have been written by a group of American loyalists in London and published by John Bew in the same city in 1777.  Included among the letters was one, purporting to be from George Washington to his wife Martha.  Though recognized as spurious almost immediately on both sides of the Atlantic, Bew’s work found its way to New York, where it was republished within a month of its initial appearance in Britain.
  Washington had written to another friend, Richard Henry Lee about the letters from Valley Forge in February:

“The enemy are governed by no principles that ought to actuate honest men; no wonder then, that forgery should be amongst their other crimes.  I have seen a letter published in a handbill at New York, and extracts from it in a Philadelphia paper, said to be from me to Mrs. Washington not one word of which did I ever write.  Those contained in the pamphlet you speak of are, I presume, equally genuine [meaning they were nothing of the sort], and perhaps written by the same author.”

In his letter on this subject to Landon Carter, Washington confided his belief, based on internal evidence within the letters, that they were written by “a person, who had some knowledge or information of the component parts of my family, and yet so deficient in circumstances and facts, as to run into egregious misrepresentations of both.”  Washington agreed to send Mr. Carter a copy of one of the spurious letters, said to be from himself to his stepson, John Parke Custis, but it seems to have been the only one in his possession at the time.  He noted that earlier, “I never had but one of them [the letters], and that I sent to Mrs. Washington, to let her see what obliging folks there were in the world.”  Washington, who was so angry that he wrote that it was “no easy matter to decide, whether the villany [sic] or artifice of these letters is greatest,” obviously didn’t want his wife to be troubled when word of the letters reached her and wanted her to get the story from him. 
  Given the fact that she was now a public figure and many people would have been watching to see what her reaction was, he may also have felt it was important that she be told of the letters, so as not to be blindsided by inquiries.  

About a month after the joyous celebration of the French alliance, Martha Washington left Valley Forge, setting out for Mount Vernon on the 8th of June, 1778.
   A couple of months after she left, her husband heard an interesting rumor that a gift had been sent for Mrs. Washington from Marie Antoinette (1755-1793), the Queen of France.  In a letter to the Marquis de Lafayette, Washington mentioned that several ladies in Paramus, New Jersey, had gotten word to him that “your amiable Queen had honored Mrs. Washington with an elegant testimonial of her approbation of my conduct.”  The unnamed gift, however, was said to have been captured by the British and taken to New York, where it was “sold at public auction for the benefit of the Captors.”  Washington said he was most appreciative to the Queen for her generosity and support, if the story were true, but he was unsure and wanted Lafayette to ask his young wife back in France to do some discreet investigating.
  No definitive answer seems to have been received.  While any such gift could well be seen as a tangible symbol of the French alliance, it also indicates that, when Europeans thought of who the leader of the new country was, they already had Washington, and his wife, in mind.

Mrs. Washington spent the summer and early fall of 1778 in Virginia, making at least one trip south to visit relatives and take care of some business matters.  While there, she visited one of the plantations in which she had received a life interest, through the death of her first husband.  She apparently indicated that beef and corn from that plantation should be sold and gave her present husband a bad report of what she had found there, leading him to write to the overseer, “I have understood that till Mrs. Washington was at my Plantn. at Claibornes [sic] in Augt., and directed, or rather advised the Beeves and Corn to be Sold, that no steps were taken to do it; in short that you were very seldom at, or gave yourself much trouble about the Plantn.”
 George Washington was in the process of selling the operation to his step-son, Jack Custis, and indicated that the boy’s mother would have a use at Mount Vernon for the cotton produced at Claiborne’s, probably for making clothing.  While in the area, Mrs. Washington also approached her brother-in-law, Burwell Bassett, feeling out his willingness to act as the Washingtons’ on-site agent, in order to insure that the intra-familial business transaction went smoothly.
  


Philadelphia & Middle Brook, December 1778-June 1779

Things were looking up for the United States.  In a surprising move, the British army pulled out of Philadelphia completely in mid-June of 1778, heading once again for New York.  By the end of the summer, with Philadelphia back in American control, the arrival of a French fleet, which gave the Americans 4,000 marines and localized naval superiority, and the news that nine of the thirteen former colonies had ratified the Articles of Confederation, there was definitely a feeling of celebration in the air.

   Martha Washington set out from Mount Vernon to meet her husband in early November of 1778.
  The General was particularly worried that needed repairs to her coach, the deteriorating weather conditions, and bad roads would make it impossible for her to get to Philadelphia that year.  He contacted John Mitchell, the Deputy Quartermaster General in that city and made arrangements to have a set of coach springs sent south by special messenger, detailing the route the courier should take in order to meet up with Mrs. Washington somewhere along the road she would be taking between Bladensburg, Maryland, and Wilmington, Delaware.  Washington anticipated that the repairs could be made in Philadelphia, where he also sought to find temporary lodgings for her, while his own winter quarters were “fixed up.”  Although the Mitchells had very kindly offered to accommodate Martha Washington at their own home, her husband, citing the uncertain length of time she would need to be in them as too great a burden for “a private family,” thanked them for the invitation and asked that they find good commercial lodgings for her, as well as stalls in the “Public Stables” for her horses.
  By mid-December, George Washington’s quarters at Middle Brook, New Jersey, were finally ready and he learned that Mrs. Washington had arrived safely in Philadelphia.

This would be the first time in four years that the Washingtons were able to spend Christmas together.  George Washington joined his wife in Philadelphia on December 22nd and stayed there with her, at a house occupied by Henry Laurens (1724-1792), a South Carolina representative to the Continental Congress, who had recently stepped down as president of that body.  The first real respite he had had since the war began, George and Martha Washington would stay with Laurens until February 2nd, 1779.
  This seems to have been a very happy time for the Washingtons, who were entertained by a variety of individuals and groups during these weeks, including the Philadelphia city magistrates, the Supreme Executive Council, Congress, the minister of France, and a Spanish diplomat who was in America on an unofficial basis.  The Supreme Executive Council made arrangements for George Washington to have his portrait done during this period by Charles Willson Peale for their council chamber.  That portrait, in turn, became the basis for a miniature by the same artist, which George Washington commissioned about this same time for his younger sister, Betty Washington Lewis (1733-1797), back in Virginia.
  

This season may have been especially important to the Washingtons, because it marked twentieth anniversary of their marriage. Early in January of 1779, George Washington wrote to his stepson, John Parke Custis, and closed his letter with the welcome news that, “Your mother…is with me here, and well.”
  A few days later, they attended a social gathering at the home of Samuel (1739-1793) and Eliza Willing Powel (1742-1830) on January 6th, which was the date of their wedding and the traditional end of the Christmas season, known as Twelfth Night.  That evening George Washington danced with Sarah Franklin Bache (1744-1808), the daughter of American statesman, Benjamin Franklin (1706-1790), who was then in France, one of three commissioners who successfully negotiated the French alliance.  Mrs. Bache wrote to her father several days later to tell of her experience that evening:

“I have lately been several times invited abroad with the General and Mrs. Washington.  He always inquires after you in the most affectionate manner, and speaks of you highly.  We danced at Mrs. Powell’s your birthday, or night I should say, in company together, and he told me it was the anniversary of his marriage; it was just twenty years that night.”
 

When the Washingtons left Philadelphia in early February of 1779, headed for the army’s winter quarters in New Jersey, one of the local papers carried a brief story about their departure, which gives further evidence that this period was an especially enjoyable one for them:

“Tuesday morning [February 2], His Excellency General Washington set off from Philadelphia to join the army in New Jersey.  During the course of his short stay (the only relief he has enjoyed from service since he first entered into it), he has been honored with every mark of esteem which his exalted qualities as a gentleman and a citizen entitle him to.  His Excellency’s stay was rendered the more agreeable by the company of his lady, and the domestic retirement which he enjoyed at the house of the Honorable Henry Laurens, Esquire, with whom he resided.”

When they arrived on February 5th, Martha Washington found the army living, much as they had at Valley Forge, in log huts, but, according to her husband, they were in a “more agreeable, and fertile country, than they were last Winter” and were in better physical condition, being “better clad and more healthy than they have ever been since the formation of the Army.”  It would be her home for the next four months.
  

The winter at Middle Brook would prove to be the mildest of the war, with little snow and “no severe weather.”  Adequate supplies for the army and an almost new house to serve as quarters for the Washingtons made for a much less taxing season for everyone concerned, even if, as tradition says, Mrs. Washington had to oversee the construction of cupboards and clothes presses to make the building more comfortable.
  The contrast with Valley Forge the previous year could be seen even in the entertainment enjoyed by the officers and their wives.  Shortly after the Washingtons arrived at Middle Brook, General Henry Knox (1750-1806) and his wife hosted a celebration of the one-year anniversary of the American alliance with France.  Beginning at 4 o’clock in the afternoon, somewhere between 400 and 500 guests were treated to an artillery salute, fireworks, and a ball, at which they “danced all night.”
  In March, General Nathanael Greene’s quarters were the setting for “a little dance” at which George Washington and his hostess, Kitty Greene (1753-circa 1814), “danced upwards of three hours without once siting [sic] down.”  That lady’s husband remarked several days later, in a gossipy letter to a friend, that, “Upon the whole we had a pretty little frisk.”

At Middle Brook, Mrs. Washington once more played hostess for important visitors, both civilian and military, who came out to conduct business or to satisfy their curiosity.  Catharine Livingston (1751-1813) had dinner with the Washingtons at headquarters on February 19th, later reporting that she was “quite delighted” with Mrs. Washington.”
  Another guest, James Thacher (1754-1844), recorded a dinner at which “two young ladies from Virginia,” were present, to keep Martha Washington from being the only woman at the gathering.  Like others who came to know her, Thatcher later wrote admiringly of his hostess:

“Mrs. Washington combines in an uncommon degree, great dignity of manner with the most pleasing affability, but possesses no striking marks of beauty.  I learn from the Virginia officers that Mrs. Washington has ever been honored as a lady of distinguished goodness, possessing all the virtues which adorn her sex, amiable in her temper and deportment, full of benignity, benevolence and charity, seeking for objects of affliction and poverty, that she may extend to the sufferers the hand of kindness and relief.  These surely are the attributes which reveal a heart replete with those virtues which are so appropriate and estimable in the female character….”

Thatcher’s description, although it provides too few details, does give tantalizing hints about the good works Mrs. Washington practiced in camp, providing contemporary evidence to support her grandson’s statements, mentioned earlier, from the 19th century.

Toward the end of their stay at Middle Brook, the Washingtons received several interesting gifts from their admirers.  George Washington was sent a very tiny miniature portrait of his wife, sized to fit in a ring.  The little portrait appears to have been the work of the donor, the same Nicholas Rogers, now a lieutenant colonel and retired in Baltimore, who had done the miniature of George Washington with the “remarkable dead Eye” the previous year.  This time Rogers chose to show his subject, Martha Washington, in an Elizabethan-style “Ruff and Hood.”  George Washington thanked Rogers for “the repeated instances” of his “polite attention to her and myself.  Such tribute as unfeigned thanks afford, is presented to you with much sincerity.”  He went on to say that he knew how difficult it was to capture a likeness on such a small scale, but that it was “the opinion of many that you have not failed in the present attempt.”  As far as the rather strange choice of dress was concerned, Washington commented that:  “The dress is not less pleasing for being a copy of antiquity, it would be happy for us, if in these days of depravity the imitation of our ancestors were extensively adopted; their virtues wd. not hurt us.”
  Perhaps even more welcome than the portrait was the gift of a set of crystal decanters and some luxurious foodstuffs—wine, chocolate, sugar, guava jelly, and sweetmeats—from Don Juan de Miralles, an agent of the Spanish government, in late May of 1779.

The arrival of the Spanish agent, and the French minister, Monsieur Gerard on May 1st, 1779, was announced in rather grand style, by the firing of thirteen cannons.  The following day, the army paraded before the two diplomats, who were seated on a stage with the American generals and their wives, including Martha Washington, Mrs. Green, and Mrs. Knox.  The day’s festivities began with another thirteen-gun salute, after which:

 “the great and splendid cavalcade approached in martial pomp and style.  A very beautiful troop of light-horse, commanded by Major Lee, a Virginian, marched in front, then followed his excellency the commander-in-chief [Washington] and his aids-de-camp, next the foreign ministers and their retinue, and the general officers of our army and their aids, closed the procession.  Having arrived on the field of parade, the commander-in-chief, with the foreign ministers and general officers, passed in front of the line of the army, from right to left, in review, and received the military honors due to their rank; after which, the gentlemen dismounted and retired to the stage, and took seats with Mrs. Washington, Mrs. Greene, Mrs. Knox, and a number of other ladies, who had arrived in their carriages.  The army then performed the field manoevres and evolutions, with firing of cannon and musketry.  The business of the day was closed by the troops deploying, and marching in front of the stage, and paying the marching salute to their excellencies.  The whole performance was conducted with such marked regularity and precision, as to reflect great honor on the character of our army, and afford the commander-in-chief and the spectators the highest degree of satisfaction….”

The soldier who wrote this description closed with the following complementary thoughts about Washington, which might well have been echoed by the commander-in-chief’s wife that day:  

“On this occasion we cannot but pride ourselves on the conspicuous figure exhibited by our commander-in-chief.  While mounted on his noble bay charger, his stature appears remarkable; and being a good horseman, he displays a lofty carriage, and benign dignity of demeanor, and I hope not to incur the charge of undue partiality, when I say, his appearance was incomparably more majestic and dignified than either of his illustrious visitors.”

Nearly two weeks later, the same army doctor left a description of another parade, held for a visiting delegation of Indians.  While he did not mention the presence of Mrs. Washington or the other ladies at this event, the details he provides give a sense of the vastly differing sorts of people she came to know, and would have entertained, during the war years:

“Our brigade was paraded for the purpose of being reviewed by General Washington and a number of Indian chiefs.  His excellency, with his usual dignity, followed by his mulatto servant Bill, riding a beautiful gray steed, passed in front of the line, and received the salute.  He was accompanied by a singular group of savages, whose appearance was beyond description ludicrous.  Their horses were of the meanest kind, some of them destitute of saddles, and old lines were used for bridles.  Their personal decorations were equally farcical, having their faces painted of various colors, jewels suspended from their ears and nose, their heads without covering, except tufts of hair on the crown, and some of them wore dirty blankets over their shoulders waving in the wind.  In short, they exhibited a novel and truly disgusting spectacle.  But his excellency deems it good policy to pay some attention to this tribe of the wilderness, and to convince them of the strength and discipline of our army, that they may be encouraged, if disposed to be friendly, or deterred from aggression, if they should become hostile to our country.”

Mrs. Washington left Middle Brook in early June of 1779, heading home to Mount Vernon on the same day her husband and the army left the camp.
  As before in her travels, she found herself something of a celebrity wherever she went.  She crossed over the Delaware River by ferry from New Jersey to Easton, Pennsylvania on June 14th.  The following morning, she was escorted into the nearby city of Bethlehem by about twenty officers, who were in Easton to plan an expedition against the Iroquois people in western New York.  In Bethlehem, Mrs. Washington took rooms for the night at the Sun Inn, and spent the afternoon touring the city with two prominent gentlemen.  That evening she attended services in a local church.  She set out for Virginia the next morning.
  Even after she got home to Mount Vernon, however, new friends she had met during the war continued to be on her mind.  When George Washington wrote in late September to the Marquis de Lafayette, who had returned to France in order to drum up support for the American cause, he informed the young nobleman that Mrs. Washington had “often…in, her letters to me, enquired if I had heard from you, and will be much pleased at hearing that you are well, and happy.”
  Much as they had in other years, members of the extended family came to Mount Vernon to keep Mrs. Washington from getting too lonely during that summer.  Sister-in-law Betty Washington Lewis (1733-1797) arrived for a visit in September, at which time she was presented with the miniature portrait by Peale, for which her brother sat many months before in Philadelphia.


Philadelphia & Morristown, November 1779-June 1780

By the fall of 1779, George Washington was once again making plans for his wife’s annual visit.  As he had the previous year, he contacted John Mitchell, the Deputy Quartermaster General in Philadelphia to see if he could rent rooms for her “in some genteel (but not a common boarding) house” in that city, where she would be comfortable until he knew where his winter quarters would be.  Mitchell wrote back at the end of October to say that he had found a house for rent, which was owned by a Mrs. Roche.  The accommodations were quite comfortable and included a parlor, bedroom, kitchen, and servants’ rooms.  He went on to say that he would “order wood to be laid in, and get some of the best Tea, Sugar, Coffee &ca. for her before she arrives in this City.”  Mitchell promised to meet Mrs. Washington on the road to help escort her into the city, and both he and his wife, who lived nearby, would look in on her to make sure that her quarters were “convenient and agreable [sic].”
  Martha Washington appears to have set out for Philadelphia in early to mid-November and to have stayed in her lodgings there until about Christmas of 1779, when she made her way to the General’s headquarters in Morristown, New Jersey.

The winter of 1779-80 was not a happy one—the countryside labored under four feet of snow, with drifts reaching to twelve feet—making this, meteorologically at least, the worst winter of the war.  Supplies were once again short and both men and animals suffered terribly.  The army was angry about the lack of support from Congress and the states and, at one point, the entire Connecticut line threatened to leave en masse.  Washington wrote that, if they had not been persuaded to stay, the rest of the army might well have gone with them.  The anger of the men was mirrored by their officers and the constant tension sometimes erupted in quarrels and violence during social gatherings in the officers’ quarters that winter.  Washington’s headquarters at Morristown were larger than at Valley Forge, comprising four rooms each on the first and second floors, with an attic and outbuildings.  The owner of the house, a widow named Theodocia Ford, who was raising five small children, gave up all but the two rooms she needed for herself and her family, to the American commander and his staff.
  Despite the fact that these quarters were twice as large as the ones at Valley Forge, space was at a premium, even with the addition of a log kitchen building. Adding to the difficulties was the fact that a great many people in the commander’s household were sick:

“…I have been at my prest. quarters since the 1st. day of Decr. and have not a Kitchen to Cook a Dinner in, altho’ the Logs have been put together some considerable time by my own Guard; nor is there a place at this moment in which a servant can lodge with the smallest degree of comfort.  Eighteen belonging to my family and all Mrs. Fords [sic] are crouded [sic] together in her Kitchen and scarce one of them able to speak for the colds they have caught.”

The sickness afflicting the servants would strike others that winter and spring at Morristown and some of the care of these individuals may well have fallen to Mrs. Washington.  Probably the most eminent sufferer was Don Juan de Miralles, the unofficial ambassador from Spain, who had sent her gifts of culinary delicacies the year before.  Miralles had come to Morristown with the new French minister, the Chevalier de la Luzerne.  The two diplomats were escorted into camp on April 19th by 200 soldiers, who had been sent to meet them, and two battalions were paraded out “to receive them with the usual military honors.”  Over the next few days, there were cannon salutes and inspections of enemy fortifications.  A grand review was held on the 24th and there was another parade the following day, but the Spanish agent was unable to attend, because he was “confined at headquarters…dangerously sick of a pulmonic fever” and was looked after in one of the upstairs rooms at the Washingtons’ quarters.  He died on the afternoon of April 28, 1780, and was laid to rest on the following day, with all the ceremony demanded by his station in life:

“…The deceased was a gentleman of high rank in Spain, and had been one year a resident with our Congress, from the Spanish court.  The corpse was dressed in rich state, and exposed to public view, as is customary in Europe.  The coffin was most splendid and stately, lined throughout with fine cambric, and covered on the outside with rich black velvet, and ornamented in a superb manner.  The top of the coffin was removed, to display the pomp and grandeur with which the body was decorated.  It was in a splendid full dress, consisting of a scarlet suit, embroidered with rich gold-lace, a three-cornered gold-laced hat, and a genteel cued wig, white silk stockings, large diamond shoe and knee-buckles, a profusion of diamond rings decorated the fingers, and from a superb gold watch set with diamonds, several rich seals were suspended.  His Excellency General Washington, with several other general officers and members of Congress, attended the funeral solemnities, and walked as chief mourners.  The other officers of the army, and numerous respectable citizens, formed a splendid procession, extending about one mile.  The pall-bearers were six field officers, and the coffin was borne on the shoulders of four officers of the artillery in full uniform.  Minute-guns were fired during the procession, which greatly increased the solemnity of the occasion.  A Spanish priest performed service at the grave, in the Roman Catholic form.  The coffin was inclosed [sic] in a box of plank, and all the profusion of pomp and grandeur were deposited in the silent grave, in the common burying-round, near the church at Morristown.  A guard is placed at the grave, lest our soldiers should be tempted to dig for hidden treasure.  It is understood that the corpse is to be removed to Philadelphia.  This gentleman is said to have been in possession of an immense fortune, and has left to his three daughters in Spain one hundred thousand pounds sterling each.”

The soldier who left this detailed description was particularly struck by the thought that the elegant Spaniard had met the same end as, and was buried beside, Americans of much lower status, and closed his account with the words, “Here we behold the end of all earthly riches, pomp, and dignity.  The ashes of Don Miralles mingle with the remains of those who are clothed in humble shrouds, and whose career in life was marked with sordid poverty and wretchedness.” 

Months later, in a letter to her brother-in-law, Martha Washington confided that both she and her husband had been disappointed that her late sister’s husband had not been able to come to headquarters during the winter to visit them.  Such a visit would have been welcome, perhaps erasing some of the cares from George Washington’s mind, at least for a little while.  She commented about the situation at Morristown that, “there was not much pleasure thar [sic] the distress of the army and other difficultys [sic] th’o I did not know the cause, the pore [sic] General was so unhappy that it distressed me exceedingly.

A present intended for Mrs. Washington in the spring of 1780 might have brought some happiness to her quarters at Morristown, but there is no indication that it was ever received.  Among the surviving papers of the Marquis de Lafayette is a letter, written as he was leaving France in early March to return to the war in America, in which he asked the Prince de Poix to “put together a tea service for me like Mme de Boufflers’s.”  Lafayette wanted the service to be very white, specifying that it should come from the Sevres factory, and that the accompanying spoons should be “gold plate.”
  At least one other admirer sent a gift to Mrs. Washington at Morristown, which did get through. A young female friend, Miss Elizabeth Schuyler, who was a romantic interest, and later the wife, of Alexander Hamilton (1757-1804), made some cuffs for Mrs. Washington, which the recipient pronounced “very pretty,” and she, in turn, presented “some nice powder, which she hopes will be acceptable” to Miss Schuyler.

It was at Morristown, that a little of Martha Washington’s sense of humor showed itself, at least if the story told about a pet she kept there is true.  According to several secondary sources, Mrs. Washington had a male cat at the New Jersey headquarters, which she named “Hamilton,” after her husband’s long-time aide.  This name was not bestowed as a way of honoring Alexander Hamilton, however, but was a way of teasing him, for his roving eye and romantic escapades, in other words, for acting the part of a tomcat.

With all of the socializing and entertaining, it is easy to forget that there were still concerns that Mrs. Washington might be a target of the British.  The next campaign began with a British push into New Jersey.  George Washington and his staff had been gone from Morristown for several days in early June of 1780, when a young officer assigned to guard Mrs. Washington left an interesting description of both the commanding general’s wife, and of several visiting representatives from the Congress, whom he found to be somewhat trying.  In a letter to his brother, he wrote:

“I am at present enjoying myself incomparably well in the family of Mrs. Washington, whose guard I have had the honor to command since the absence of the General and the rest of the family [a reference to Washington’s military aides], which is now six or seven days.  I am happy in the importance of my charge, as well as the presence of the most amiable woman upon Earth, whose character should I attempt to describe I could not do justice to, but will only say that I think it unexceptionable; the first and second nights after I came it was expected that a body of the Enemy’s horse would pay us a visit, but I was well prepared to receive them for I had not only a good detachment of well disciplined troops under my command, but four members of Congress who were volunteers with their musquets, bayonets and ammunition.  I assure you they have disposed of a greater share of spirits than you have ever seen in that body or perhaps ever will see as long as they exist.  I leave you to judge whether there is not considerable merit due their commander.  I only wish I had a company of them to command for a campaign; and if you do not see an alteration in the constitution of our army against the next, I would suffer to lose my ears and never command a Congressman again.  The rations they have consumed considerably overbalance all their service done as volunteers, for they have dined with us every day almost and drank as much wine as they would earn in six months.”

It is hard not to think that the “amiable woman” he was charged with protecting also found her affability stretched to the limit with these Congressional “volunteers.”  She left the Morristown headquarters for Philadelphia shortly afterwards.

“To Render the Condition of the Soldier More Pleasant”

In June of 1780, following the terrible winter at Morristown, when she was once again making a brief visit to Philadelphia, Martha Washington tried to do something about the problems facing the army.  She, along with several other prominent ladies, including Benjamin Franklin’s daughter, became involved in a campaign to enlist the help of America’s women in providing aid to the soldiers in the Continental Army, primarily through collecting money and making clothing.  The project was spearheaded by Esther DeBerdt Reed (1746-1780), the young wife of Joseph Reed, the former military secretary to George Washington and then current president of the Supreme Executive Council of Pennsylvania.  Given her husband’s position, Mrs. Reed undoubtedly knew something about the problems, which had plagued the army at Morristown, however, it is impossible not to think that Mrs. Washington was the source, through personal conversation, for enough first-hand examples of suffering and need in camp to spur the other ladies into action.
  The basic idea, as outlined in The Pennsylvania Gazette, was for one lady to be chosen by the other women in each county, to act as a local treasurer, gather in funds, and keep a record of each donation in a little book.  When the money had been collected, each county treasurer would send both the contributions and the registers to the first lady of her state, who would, in turn, send it along to Martha Washington.  Because Mrs. Washington might not be at camp when the contributions were sent in, the ladies would ask that General Washington receive them on her behalf.  At that point:

“General Washington will dispose of this fund in the manner that he shall judge most advantageous to the Soldiery.  The American Women desire only that it may not be considered as to be employed, to procure to the army the objets [sic] of subsistence, arms or cloathing [sic], which are due to them by the continent.  It is an extraordinary bounty, intended to render the condition of the soldier more pleasant, and not to hold place of the things which they ought to receive from the Congress, or from the States.”

George Washington was quite touched, when he learned of the project, and wrote to Joseph Reed, to communicate his ideas about the best way to benefit the soldiers:

“I very much admire the patriotic spirit of the Ladies of Philada., and shall with great pleasure give them my advice, as to the application of their benevolent and generous donation to the soldiers of the Army.  Altho’ the terms of the association seem in some measure to preclude the purchase of any article, which the public is bound to find, I would, nevertheless, recommend a provision of shirts in preference to any thing else, in case the fund should amount to a sum equivalent to a supply of eight or ten thousand.  The Soldiery are exceedingly in want of them, and the public have never, for several years past, been able to procure a sufficient quantity to make them comfortable.  They are besides more capable of an equal and satisfactory distribution than almost any other Article.  Should the fund fall short of a supply of the number of shirts I have mentioned, perhaps there could be no better application of the Money, than laying it out in the purchase of refreshments for the Hospitals.  These are my Ideas at present.  When I have the pleasure of hearing more particularly from Mrs. Reed, I shall probably be able to form a more complete opinion.”

Within two weeks, Mrs. Reed wrote back to Washington with an update on the progress in Philadelphia, which, while less than she had hoped for, was still significant.  After expressing the wish that the funds raised would “be received as a proof of our Zeal for the great Cause of America, and of our Esteem and Gratitude for those who so bravely defend it,” Mrs. Reed noted that the ladies of Philadelphia had garnered pledges or “subscriptions” for $200,580, and had in hand an additional sum of over 625 pounds, for a total value, in paper money, of  $300,634, or $7,500 specie.  She noted that she had written to the other states “in hopes that the Ladies there will adopt a Similar plan to render it more General and beneficial.”
  Less than two weeks later, on behalf of the ladies of New Jersey, a Miss Mary Dagworthy sent in $15,488, which had been subscribed in the city of Trenton, alone, promising to send those from the rest of the state, “without delay,” as they came in.
  

Further south, Martha Washington had suggested the wife of Virginia governor Thomas Jefferson (1743-1826), as the logical head of the campaign in their state.  Perhaps with help from her husband, Martha Jefferson (died 1782) followed up with an announcement of the plan in the Virginia Gazette on August 9, 1780, and with at least one personal letter on the subject:

“Mrs. Washington has done me the honor of communicating the inclosed [sic] proposition of our sisters in Pennsylvania and of informing me that the same grateful sentiments are displaying themselves in Maryland.  Justified by the sanction of her letter in handing forward the scheme I undertake with chearfulness [sic] the duty of furnishing to my country women an opportunity of proving that they also participate of those virtuous feelings which gave birth to it.  I cannot do more for its promotion than by inclosing [sic] to you some of the papers to be disposed of as you think proper.”

According to the notice in the Virginia newspapers, the collections were to be made in the churches “at which sermons suited to the occasion will doubtless be preached by the several Ministers of the Gospel.”
  Records from Virginia are incomplete, but indicate that Alexandria contributed $75,800 “under the lead of ‘Lady Washington,’” while Fredericksburg, the home of George Washington’s mother and sister sent 1,600 pounds, and $7,506 came from the women of Prince William County, with another 1,560 pounds from Albemarle County.


Contributors to the campaign ranged from the small and unknown to prominent women from other countries.   Despite, or perhaps reflective of, complaints from loyalists in Philadelphia, that the ladies, who were quite literally knocking on every door, were “so extremely importunate that people were obliged to give them something to get rid of them,” more than 1,600 individuals in that city made donations to the cause, including a black woman named Phyllis, who gave seven shillings and six pence, the Countess de Luzerne provided $6,000 in paper money, and the wife of the Marquis de Lafayette, who sent one hundred guineas in specie.  The husband of the latter sent a very charming letter to Mrs. Reed on June 25th, on behalf of his wife, Adrienne (1759-1807), who was back home in France:

“In admiring the new resolution, in which the fair ones of Philadelphia have taken the lead, I am induced to feel for those American ladies, who being out of the Continent cannot participate in this patriotic measure.  I know of one who, heartily wishing for a personal acquaintance with the ladies of America, would feel particularly happy to be admitted among them on the present occasion.  Without presuming to break in upon the rules of your respected association, may I most humbly present myself as her ambassador to the confederate ladies, and solicit in her name that Mrs. President be pleased to accept of her offering.”
  

Correspondence between George Washington and Mrs. Reed continued through the summer concerning the best use for these contributions.  As he had in the earlier letter to her husband, Washington reiterated the need for shirts to clothe his soldiers:

“If I am happy in having the concurrence of the Ladies, I would propose the purchasing of course [sic] Linnen [sic], to be made into Shirts, with the whole amount of their subscription.  A Shirt extraordinary to the Soldier will be of more service, and do more to preserve his health than any other thing that could be procured him; while it is not intended, nor shall exclude him, from the usual supply which he draws from the public….”

A suggestion seems to have been made, perhaps by one of the ladies, that each soldier be given $2.00 in specie, to be spent on whatever each individual needed.  Washington had concerns, however, about the consequences of such a sudden windfall on his troops, commenting that, “a taste for hard money may be productive of much discontent as we have none but depreciated paper for their pay.”  He noted that, while a few “provident” individuals would handle the money well, it was just as likely to lead to punishment for “others whose inclination [propensity] to drink[ing] overcoming all other considerations too frequently leads them into irregularities and disorders which must be corrected.”  Washington then went on to suggest, once again, that a new shirt would “render the condition of the [Soldiery in general much] more comfortable than it is as pres[en]t.”

Sadly, the strain of the fund-raising effort on Esther Reed’s health, before she had recovered from giving birth in May of that year, proved too much for the young woman, and led to her death during a dysentery epidemic, on September 18, 1780, at the age of 34.  Her obituary noted that “she had sacrificed her ease, her health, and it may be her life, for her country.”
  Evidence from one of George Washington’s account books indicates that Mrs. Washington, herself, donated $20,000, which was equivalent to 6,000 pounds, to the campaign one month later.  It appears that she turned the money over to a Mrs. Ramsay, who was probably the Alexandria lady in charge of the collection.
  Ultimately, “the offering of the Ladies” was primarily used, as George Washington had suggested, to supply his soldiers with clothing.  After Mrs. Reed’s death, Sarah Franklin Bache headed the project in Pennsylvania, sending 2,200 shirts, each bearing “the name of the married or unmarried lady who made it,” in December, when she wrote that she hoped they would “be worn with as much pleasure as they were made.”  The contributions of the New Jersey women were used to purchase 380 pairs of stockings for soldiers from that state, while Maryland’s donation of over $16,000 provided both shirts and stockings for the men in the southern army.

The summer of 1780 would prove trying for both George and Martha Washington.  Lord Cornwallis and his forces were terrorizing South Carolina, after having captured Charleston.   The long-awaited French army, under the command of the Comte de Rochambeau (1725-1807), landed in Rhode Island in July, but appeared reluctant to leave that state and join forces with the Continental Army.  Washington met with Rochambeau in Hartford, Connecticut, in September, but their discussions were largely fruitless.  Most distressing of all, perhaps, was the discovery in late September that one of his most promising, but also frustrated, young generals, Benedict Arnold (1741-1801), had betrayed his countrymen and tried to hand over the important American post at West Point, along the Hudson River in New York, to the British.

That same summer, Martha Washington returned to Mount Vernon in mid-July.  Now almost fifty years old, she was finding it hard to recuperate from the rigors of travel.  She got word to relatives in the south that she was so worn out from the trip home that she would not be able to visit them, urging them to come to Mount Vernon, instead.
  There was also a recent addition to the household—Lund Washington’s new wife, Elizabeth Foote (died 1812), who would help her husband look after the plantation for the remainder of the war.
  During these months at home, Martha Washington received an “elegant piece of china” as a present from Arthur Lee (1740-1792), one of the American commissioners to the French court.  Unfortunately, that china has not been identified.

Even at Mount Vernon, Mrs. Washington found herself acting in a public role, entertaining visiting officers and foreign dignitaries.  In November of 1780, for example, a group comprised of officers of at least three nationalities stopped to visit her on their way to Richmond and were invited to stay to dinner, with Mrs. Washington and “a young lady, a relative, whose name, I think, was Miss Custis.”  Because the oldest of Mrs. Washington’s grandchildren was then only four years old, the young Custis relative was probably her daughter-in-law, Eleanor Calvert Custis.  One of the men recorded that the “table was abundantly served, but without profusion.”  After dinner:

“…while the Baron and Major Walker in company with the young lady were viewing the grounds I had the honour of sitting in the parlor tete-a-tete with Mrs. Washington.  I shall never forget the affability, and, at the same time, the dignity of her demeanour.  Our conversation was on general subjects.  I can only remember the impression it left upon my mind; she reminded me of the Roman matrons of whom I had read so much, and I thought that she well deserved to be the companion and friend of the greatest man of the age.”

The young American general, Nathanael Greene, who was at Mount Vernon with the foreign officers, wrote to George Washington about the visit and the “kind and hospitable reception” given to the group by Martha Washington, her son and daughter-in-law, and Lund Washington and his wife.  After having seen Mount Vernon, he said that he could understand the sacrifice his commander was making:

“…Nothing but the absolute necessity of my being with my command as soon as possible should induce me to make my stay so short at your Excellencys [sic] seat; where there is every thing [sic] that nature and art can afford to render my stay happy and agreeable.  Mount Vernon is one of the most pleasant places I ever saw; and I dont [sic] wonder that you languish so often to return to the pleasures of domestic life.  Nothing but the glory of being commander in Chief and the happiness of being universally admird [sic] could compensate a person for such a sacrafice [sic] as you make.  Baron Steuben is delighted with the place and charmed with the reception we met with….”

He also passed along the news that Mrs. Washington was planning to leave Mount Vernon, “about the middle of this week,” in order to spend the winter with her husband.  That probably welcome news was, however, undercut by the intelligence, obtained just the night before in a letter to Mrs. Washington from her brother near Williamsburg, “that the enemy are fortifying at Portsmouth [Virginia]; and that they have collected a great quantity of provision [sic] and distressed many of the Inhabitants.”
  In a letter to his wife several days later, General Greene noted that Martha Washington had asked after the younger woman, with whom she had spent considerable time over the years at headquarters, and had promised to write to her, leading to the husbandly admonition, “which I must beg you to answer.”

New Windsor, December 1780-June 1781

By the end of November, 1780, Martha Washington was once more back in Philadelphia.  A Frenchman who saw her there at that time described her as “about forty or forty-five [she was then 49], rather plump, but fresh and with an agreeable face.”
  After a brief stay, she arrived at her husband’s headquarters at New Windsor, near West Point, about ten days before Christmas of 1780.
  The quarters the Washingtons occupied that winter were among the worst of the war, described by George Washington as “very confined,” and located at “a dreary station.”  Some of the financial and supply problems of the previous year continued, forcing Washington to dig into his private accounts in order to feed the members of his military household.  The army was drifting away and the soldiers’ long-standing discontent would flare into violence.  Two days after the start of the new year, Pennsylvania troops at Morristown mutinied and marched toward Philadelphia, heading for a confrontation with Congress.  The Pennsylvanians were placated, having been allowed to leave the army, however, when a small group of soldiers in New Jersey tried a similar move, the insurrection was put swiftly put down, and many of those involved were executed.  While there would be no more mutinies that winter, the underlying problems, which had created the unrest, were still there. 


The day after Christmas, Mrs. Washington wrote to artist Charles Willson Peale, asking him to undertake an important, if somewhat sentimental, project for her.  In 1772, Peale had done a pair of miniature portraits of her two surviving children from her first marriage, John Parke Custis, and his younger sister, Martha (1756-1773), who was known in the family as Patsy.  Mrs. Washington’s daughter had suffered for years from a disorder, possibly epilepsy, which was characterized by seizures.  Grown into a lovely and graceful young woman, she had died at the age of 17, after one of those episodes.  Her mother now asked the artist to have these portraits framed for her, as a matching pair of bracelets.  She preferred that they be “set neat and plain – and will be much obliged to you to hurry the person that undertakes the doing of them as I am very anxious to get them soon.”  Peale wrote back in mid-January to say the “Jeweller [sic] promises me to have the bracelets done in a few days.  I have begged him to take the utmost pains to set them neatly.”  Peale had added a bit to his instructions, for the sake of versatility:  “…I…mean to go a little further than you are pleased to direct – That is to have spare loopholes for occasional use as a Locket, and the additional expense in [sic] inconsiderable.”

Mrs. Washington found herself that winter serving as a liaison between her very busy husband and prominent local officials.  When the Washingtons were invited to visit New York state senator Philip Schuyler (1733-1804) and his wife in Albany, George Washington replied that a visit would not be possible for him, because “the distresses of the Army are too great and complicated…to think of private gratifications.”
  Mrs. Washington, however, had a bit more freedom and was able to get to the home of the Schuylers, who were Alexander Hamilton’s in-laws, for awhile in March of 1781.


During the months she spent at headquarters Mrs. Washington sometimes assisted her husband’s secretaries by copying letters.  One surviving such letter was written at New Windsor on February 19, 1781, to a man named John Moylan and concerned the inspection and issuance of clothing and shoes to several units.
  She also continued to be concerned with matters at Mount Vernon and tried to keep up with progress on various activities there.  A surviving note, probably to Lund Washington, which was never delivered, because it was intercepted by the British, gives some idea of the kinds of projects under her supervision at home:

“Mrs Washington will be glad to know if the cotton for the counter pins [sic] was wove and whitend [sic], - how many yards was there of it, how many counter pins will it make – she desired Milly Posey to have the fine peice [sic] of linning [sic] made white[.]  how is Betty has she been spinning all winter – is Charlot done the worke [sic] I left for her to do[?]”

Illness struck Mrs. Washington hard toward the end of May in 1781.  George Washington returned to New Windsor from a meeting with the French allies at Wethersfield, Connecticut, to find her “very unwell,” which she had been for almost a week.  On the 31st of that month, he wrote to tell her son about her condition and to ask him to come up to New York to accompany her home to Mount Vernon:

“…Her complaint was in the Stomach, billious [sic], and now turned to a kind of Jaundice; but she is better than she has been. [sic] though still weak and low.  As she is very desirous of seeing you, and as it is abt. the period for her returning to Virginia, I should be glad, if it does not interfere with any important engagements, if you could make her a visit.  That you may not be alarmed, and on that acct. use unnecessary speed, I think it incumbent on me to add, that I do not conceive that she is in any kind of danger.”

A modern physician, who has looked back two hundred years at this particular illness, has suggested that Mrs. Washington was “suffering from gall-bladder disease, complicated by a stone obstructing the common bile duct.”

By mid-June, Mrs. Washington was still “low and Weak,” but determined to “set out for the Southward as soon as she can bear the fatiegue [sic] of the journey.”
  Having heard of her illness, a Mrs. Martha Mortier [or Motier], the widow of a British army paymaster, sent her a very sweet little note:

“Mrs Mortier presents her Compliments to Mrs Washington has been Informed that some Intercepted Letters mention her being Indisposed and that she finds a difficulty in procuring some Necessary Articles for her recovery.  Mrs M: has taken the liberty to send her such as this place [New York City] affords, by means of a flag of truce, which she had procured for that purpose, & begs leave to offer Mrs W: any other Assistance her situation might require.”

Among the luxuries sent under the flag of truce were a number of foods, which were particularly hard to come by during the war, including one box each of oranges and lemons, four boxes of sweetmeats, a keg of tamarinds, 200 limes, two dozen bottles each of capillaire and orgeat (used for making medicinal syrups), two dozen pineapples, and two pounds of “fine Hyson tea.”  For the benefit of this particular donor, not wanting to take, or even appear to take, any kind of aid from the enemy, George Washington replied that his wife was “so perfectly recovered, as to be able to set out for Virgina [sic]. in a day or two.”  He went on to say that, “This being the case, General Washington hopes Mrs. Mortier will excuse his returning the several articles which she in so kind a manner sent up by a Flag, assuring her at the sametime [sic] that he shall ever entertain a grateful sense of this mark of her benevolence.”

As June came to a close, Washington informed a colleague that his wife was finally “in a fair Way of Recovery,” but told his brother-in-law that she was “in a very low and weak state having been sick for more than a Month with a kind of Jaundice,” when she left New Windsor on the 25th for the south.  At the time of her departure, her condition was tenuous enough that Washington was not sure “whether she would proceed further than Philadelphia till our [military] affairs in Virginia should take a more favourable turn.”
  Probably because of her health, long-time friend, Dr. James Craik (1730-1814), seems to have accompanied her between New Windsor and Philadelphia.
  Further increasing tensions as the time for Mrs. Washington’s departure grew near, was the discovery that one of her carriage horses was too lame to make the trip, and her husband hurriedly tried to find a replacement.
  Even two weeks after she had left, Washington still did not know if she was going to make it home to Virginia that summer, writing to another Virginia officer:

“Tho’ last in order, it was first in my mind, to thank you, (and I do it with every sentiment of gratitude) for your polite attention to Mrs. Washington, who will require, if circumstances should not permit her to return to Virginia your civilities….”

The difficulties of the year 1781 were not over.  When she arrived at home, Martha Washington would have been acutely aware of a problem she and her husband had learned about in late April of that year.  A British warship, the Savage, under the command of Captain Thomas Graves of the Royal Navy, had anchored in the Potomac off Mount Vernon.  Fearing that the Washingtons’ beloved home would be destroyed, Lund Washington sent provisions out to the ship.  George Washington was furious, telling Lund that it “would have been a less painful circumstance to me, to have heard, that in consequence of your non-compliance with their request, they had burnt my Houses, and laid the Plantation in ruins.”  While Mrs. Washington, as a result of Lund’s actions, had a house to which to return, seventeen slaves from the plantation had chosen to leave with the British ship back in April, including three young women, Lucy, Esther, and Deborah, with whom she may have worked closely.
  The British continued to cause havoc throughout Virginia during the spring and summer of 1781 and, at one point, even captured several members of the state legislature and forced the governor, Thomas Jefferson, to flee.
  

In the late summer of 1781, George Washington led his army south from New York, in order to confront the enemy in his home state.  Along the way, he penned a quick note to Henry Knox, asking him to “Present my Compliments to Mrs. Knox, and repeat to her my wishes that she would spend her time at Mount Vernon; if it is convenient and agreeable to her to go to Virginia.”
  Lucy Knox would take him up on his offer.  Washington stopped briefly at Mount Vernon—his first visit home since he left to attend the 2nd Continental Congress in the spring of 1775—before heading for Yorktown, where he hoped, with the help of French soldiers and a French fleet, to trap the British army under Lord Charles Cornwallis.  He arrived at Mount Vernon on the evening of September 9th, along with one of his aides, David Humphreys (1752-1818).  Mrs. Washington and the household staff would have spent much of the next day getting ready for Washington’s military aides, and two French generals, Rochambeau and Chastellux (1734-1788), with their respective staffs, all of whom would be there by that evening.  Another of Washington’s aides, Connecticut native Jonathan Trumbull (1740-1809), was quite impressed by his reception there, writing that he found at Mount Vernon an “elegant seat and situation, great appearance of opulence and real exhibitions of hospitality and princely entertainment,” a testimony to Mrs. Washington’s skills at household organization and entertaining.  Washington and his party would head south on the 12th of September, leaving his wife safely at home on the estate.  George Washington’s risky plan to trap the British proved successful and Cornwallis surrendered on October 19, 1781, effectively ending the active military phase of this very long war.

The joy of this victory would, however, be short-lived.  Until the Yorktown campaign, Martha Washington’s twenty-seven year old son, John Parke Custis, had had little direct involvement in the war.  While clearly interested in its progress and possibly eager to serve with his step-father, Custis remained close to home, because, in the words of his eldest daughter, “the Prayers of his Mother, the entreaties & caresses of his Wife, had power to alter his determination.”
  During these years, the young man was involved in raising his rapidly-expanding young family and had begun his political career, with his election in 1778 to the Virginia General Assembly, where he represented Fairfax County.
  Custis joined George Washington during the siege at Yorktown, acting in the capacity of a civilian aide.  A letter to General Henry Knox from his then-pregnant wife, Lucy, who was—along with their young son--staying at Mount Vernon with Martha Washington and Custis’ wife and children, shows that John Parke Custis probably left Mount Vernon for Yorktown on or about Monday, September 17th.
  He may have been ailing when he set off, but indicated on October 12th that he was feeling “much better since I left Mt Vernon, notwithstanding the change in my Lodging &c.”
  Sometime after that, his health took a rapid turn for the worse.  At least one doctor has suggested that the “camp fever” he then contracted was actually typhoid fever.  In any case, he was taken to Eltham, the nearby home of his uncle, Burwell Bassett.

Additional details of the story can be pieced together from correspondence between General Knox and his wife, who continued on at Mount Vernon until at least mid-November.  On the 18th of October, Mrs. Knox informed her husband that, “Mrs[.] Washington & Mrs[.] Custis have just been made happy by the receipt of long letters from their husbands” and “in consequence of these letters she with Mrs[.] Custis setts [sic] off tomorrow morning for Williamsburg in full expectation of being in camp very shortly.”
  The women had no suspicion that all was not well.  As Lucy Knox reported upon learning that Cornwallis’ surrender was imminent, “Mrs[.] Washington will be just in time to dance at your Ball – where I should like to be present.”
  Traveling with the Custises’ oldest daughter, Eliza, then about five years old, and a female slave, Mrs. Washington and her daughter-in-law arrived at Eltham to find John Parke Custis near death.  Many years later, as an adult, Eliza later wrote of the shock of seeing him in such a weakened condition, of how she was “grieved to see the late blooming face of my beloved father so changed that I should not have known him, but for his voice.”  According to his daughter, “all was done that medical skill & fond affection could perform to save him—my Mother never left him, seated on his Bed, his eyes were fastened on her.”
  George Washington rode up from Yorktown, arriving shortly before his stepson’s death about 8 o’clock on the evening of November 5, 1781.
  The family was devastated.  Martha Washington had now lost the last of the four children born to her during her first marriage.  Eliza, true to her fiery personality, threw a fit, writing many years later that:

 “…when told my father was no more, I insisted on seeing him, my nurse was going with me to the room—but we were stopt—I was full of indignation--& said they had no right to prevent my seeing him—I call’d upon him to return to me, & said I supposed my Mother would marry some one else, but no other man should ever be my father—I well recollect the grief of my Mother, & Grandmother--& travelling [sic] up the Country again all clad in Black….”

George Washington communicated the news to one of his military aides and mentioned the “deep and solemn distress of the Mother, and affliction of the Wife of this amiable young Man,” which required “every comfort in my power to afford them.”  Following Custis’ funeral and burial at Eltham, George Washington accompanied his grief-stricken little family back to Mount Vernon, where he asked that his aides meet up with him.


Henry Knox had been reunited with his beloved wife at Mount Vernon by November 11th, when he wrote a friend and included news of the recent blow to the Washingtons’ happiness:

“His excellency – the General & Mrs[.] Washington amidst flattering public prospects have Received the most fatal blow to their Domestic felicity – the amiable Mr[.] Custis, Mrs[.] Washington’s only child has just been obliged by the rigid hand of fate to pay his last Debt to nature – his patriotism led him to camp to participate above degree of [   ] of his amiable & illustrious father, where he contracted the [buds or seeds?] of his disease which in a night or two terminated his life, at Colonel Bassetts [sic] Mrs[.] Wahington’s Brother in law about 30 miles distant from Wmsburg.-  Mrs[.] Washington & Mrs[.] Custis and the General were present at his last Gasp – It is only for an affectionate parent to form a totally adequate idea of [this family’s most afflicted?] state.”
Knox noted that the grieving little family were expected back at Mount Vernon in four or five days.

Philadelphia & Newburgh, November 1781-July 1782


A surviving account, listing Martha Washington’s traveling expenses during the Revolution, includes the money spent on her trip home to Mount Vernon in the summer of 1781.  The next entry is from the summer of 1782 and documents the costs incurred between her husband’s headquarters at Newburgh and Virginia, suggesting that George Washington had taken her directly north with him, after the death of her son in October of 1781, a fact which can be documented from his correspondence, as well.
  He wrote to the President of Congress on November 6, 1781, from Eltham, noting that it was going to take longer to get to Philadelphia than he had hoped, because of “an event which I met with at this place (very distressing to Mrs. Washington)…which I hope Congress will have the goodness to excuse as I am not conscious that any important public duty will be neglected by it.”
    Headings on George Washington’s correspondence indicate that the Washingtons stayed at Eltham until at least the 9th of November, and were home at Mount Vernon between at least November 15th and November 20th, when they left for Annapolis and Philadelphia, arriving in the latter city by November 28, 1781.
  

George Washington would be in Philadelphia for some time, in order to discuss with Congress the status and future of the Continental Army.
  At least one of the other officer’s wives, whom she knew from previous winters, was in the city briefly, soon after Martha Washington’s arrival.  In a letter to Kitty Greene’s husband, George Washington let him know that the younger woman was on her way to meet him and left some clues as his own wife’s state of mind:

“Mrs. Greene is now in this place on her way to So. Carolina.  She is in perfect health, and in good spirits, and thinking no difficulties too great not to be surmounted in the performance of this visit, it shall be my endeavour to strew the way over with flowers.  Poor Mrs. Washington who has met with a most severe stroke in the loss of her amiable Son, and only Child Mr. Custis, is here with me, and joins me most cordially in every wish that tends to your happiness and glory….”

Despite her grief, Martha Washington continued to make friends and socialize with the prominent members of Philadelphia society.  On December 19th, the French ambassador “entertained his excellency general Washington, and his lady, the lady of general Greene, and a very polite circle of the gentlemen and ladies, with an elegant Concert, in which an Oratorio, composed & set to music by a gentleman whose taste in the polite arts is well known, was introduced, and afforded the most sensible pleasure.”  George Washington is known to have attended at least one theatrical performance that winter, described as “a most elegant entertainment at the playhouse,” but Mrs. Washington’s presence was not noted in the newspaper, so she may have been sick or otherwise unable to attend.
  

Political unrest in Philadelphia sometimes interfered with Mrs. Washington’s plans that winter.  When an unstable situation threatened to erupt on March 18th, George Washington ordered his soldiers to “prevent any kind of Riot or tumult.”  He also sent a note to Joseph Reed, stating that, while he thought that “no insult will be offered to you this day,” because of “the bare possibility of it,” he thought it best for Mrs. Washington to “deprive herself of the pleasure she proposed of drinking Tea with you this afternoon, and I beg the favor of you to excuse her to Miss Reed [presumably a sister, who was helping him with his children, after the death of his wife].”


That same month, on March 26th, 1782, a pair of companion portraits of George and Martha Washington were published in Boston by John Coles.  Among the earliest engraved portraits of the Washingtons, they were the work of John Norman (circa 1748-1817), an English-born engraver who was probably the first in America to do a portrait of George Washington in about 1779.  The Norman engravings were based on drawings done by Benjamin Blyth (1746-sometime after 1787), an engraver and portrait draughtsman, who worked in pastels.
  In almost full-face views of the couple, George Washington was depicted in his Continental Army uniform, surrounded by cannons, drums, and flags, while the portrait of his wife, who wears a ribbon around her neck, a be-ribboned cap and low-cut gown, was set among floral garlands.
  Less expensive than the paintings of the Washingtons ordered by John Hancock several years before, the engravings would have been intended for a wider audience, where they would not only provide income for their creators, but would also meet a need for Americans, with financial resources smaller than Hancock’s, who also wanted to have something tangible in their homes to express their affection for the Washingtons.


George and Martha Washington would remain in Philadelphia until late March of 1782, when they set off for Newburgh, New York, by way of Trenton and Morristown in New Jersey.  They reached their destination by the first of April.
  Washington’s headquarters for the next eighteen months would be a small two-story stone farmhouse, constructed in the Dutch style, with a high sloping roof covering the attic.  The original structure dated to 1725, but had been enlarged several times as the families living there grew.
  After spending three months at the little house, Mrs. Washington left the Newburgh headquarters on July 10,1782, headed for Mount Vernon.
  There she would have found one of George Washington’s favorite nephews, Lieutenant George Augustine Washington (1763-1793) of the Second Virginia Regiment, the eldest son of his younger brother, Charles Washington (1738-1799).  George Augustine had served as an aide to the Marquis de Lafayette, with whom he was very close.  He had been quite ill, since April of that year, with what was described as “an intermittant [sic] fever” and had gone back to Mount Vernon to recuperate.  By October, his condition was still described as “very low and weak.”
  A month later, his uncle wrote him to suggest that travel to a warmer climate might be beneficial over the coming winter.  Long-time family friend and physician, Dr. James Craik, thought the West Indies would be a good place, “if there is the least appearance of the disorder falling upon your Lungs.”  George Washington, however, was concerned that if his nephew was captured during the course of the voyage, “a disagreeable captivity, perhaps imprisonment, may add to your Complaints,” and gave the opinion that the young man might be better off making his way to one of the southern states.

In addition to having to care for a gravely ill young relative, at the same time she was mourning the loss of her son, Martha Washington once again found herself entertaining visitors from overseas.  Englishman George Grieve (1748-1809) recorded that he spent “a day or two” with her at Mount Vernon that summer and found that “she appeared to me to be one of the best women in the world, and beloved by all about her.”  He noted that she was “surrounded by her grandchildren, and Mrs. Custis, her son’s widow” and that the “family were then in mourning for Mr. [John Parke] Custis, her son by a former marriage, whose premature death…was the subject of public and private regret.”  Grieve went on to elaborate about this great loss to the family, suggesting the depth of the sorrow, which must have overwhelmed both of the Washingtons the previous winter at Newburgh: 

“…He [Custis] was brought up by the general [Washington] as his own son, and formed himself successfully on his model.  He succeeded him as representative for Fairfax County, and promised to be a very distinguished member of society, but having gone down to Yorktown, after the capture of Cornwallis, to view the works, he caught a malignant fever at one of the hospitals, and was rapidly carried off.  The general was uncommonly affected at his death, insomuch that many of his friends imagined they perceived some change in his equanimity of temper, subsequent to that event.  It is certain that they were upon terms of the most affectionate and manly friendship.”
  

Mrs. Washington invited a group of ten French officers from Rochambeau’s army to have dinner with her at Mount Vernon on July 20th, 1782.  One of the men, Claude Blanchard (born 1742), who was the commissary for the French forces, recorded in his journal the events of the “very agreeable and truly interesting” day spent with Mrs. Washington.  He described her as “a woman of about fifty years of age; she is small and fat, her appearance is respectable.  She was dressed very plainly and her manners were simple in all respects.”  As in other summer visits home, her relatives had also come to stay with her.  Blanchard noted that, “she had with her three other ladies, her relations.”  One of the Frenchmen, the Comte de Custine-Sarreck (died 1793), was also the proprietor of a porcelain and faience factory in the French city of Niderviller and took the opportunity of the Mount Vernon visit to present to Mrs. Washington a tea and coffee service, which was a product of that factory.  The china service had been sent on ahead of the little group, one of whom described it as “designed in the latest style, with General Washington’s arms and monogram under a crown of laurels.”  Known today as the Custine china, it is characterized by the use of floral garlands and a variety of border designs as decorative elements.
  Several weeks later, George Washington would write to the Comte to thank him for this extraordinary gift:

“Mrs. Washington, in a letter which I have just receivd [sic] from her, expresses her sensibility at your polite attention in calling upon her at Mount Vernon.  She informs me also of the obligation you have laid me under, in a present of elegant China, which, as the product of your own Estate, I shall consider as of inestimable value knowing, as I do, the favourable Sentiments which accompanied it.”

At the time of Mrs. Washington’s departure from Newburgh in July, it is quite likely that she and her husband believed he would be joining her there during the winter, but as that season approached it became obvious that coming home would not be possible.  Militarily, the summer had been quiet and George Washington expected the winter to be also, as all “eyes are turned towards the Negociators [sic] at the Court of Versailles; but we are not so sanguine to expect any thing conclusive ‘till the meeting of the British Parliament.”  These diplomatic efforts seemed interminable to officers and men in the Army who had been away from home for so many years.  The French allies were leaving, believing that their mission had been completed, and one of George Washington’s major tasks was to keep the Continental Army together until the peace had been finalized.
   He could not go home, hypocritically asking his soldiers to make one more sacrifice, which he himself would not, and so he wrote to several friends in October that, “despairing of seeing my home this Winter, I am now writing to her [Mrs. Washington] to make her annual visit.”
  Other members of Washington’s staff had come to the same conclusion and were asking their own wives to join them for the winter.  One of them, Horatio Gates (circa 1728/29-1806), explained to a friend:

“I am well, and as happy as an Old Soldier can be, in a Tent the latter End of October; we move in a day to Winter Quarters, where I hope to get warm for once, since I arrived in Camp—upon talking with The General [Washington], I have sent for Mrs. Gates to keep me from Freezing this Winter; at, or somewhere in the Neighbourhood of New Windsor; Mrs. Washington is, I understand, upon the road.”

Newburgh and Rocky Hill, November 1782-October (?) 1783

General Gates was mistaken, but within a month, by mid-November, Martha Washington was making what would be her last trip to her husband’s winter headquarters, this time in the company of a family friend, Doctor David Stuart (1753-circa 1814).
  While plans originally called for her to stop, as she had before, in Philadelphia, she decided to hurry north this time.  As her husband later explained to friends who had expected to see her in that city, the “advanced Season and prospect of bad weather induced her to take the most direct Road to this place; otherwise she would have had the pleasure of seeing…[them]…in Philadelphia.”

Martha Washington arrived at Newburgh on November 30, 1782.
  Either she or Lund could have been the source of the unwelcome information that nephew George Augustine was by then “in a very declining State of health; supposed to be in a consumption [tuberculosis].”
  A French officer, who came to Newburgh in December, left a good description of the cramped, but congenial, quarters of the commanding general and his wife in the old Dutch farmhouse:

“The 5th [of December 1782] we set out at nine…We passed the North-river as night came on, and arrived at six o’clock at Newburgh, where I found Mr. and Mrs. Washington, Colonel Tilghman, Colonel Humphreys, and Major Walker.  The headquarters of Newburgh consist of a single house, neither vast nor commodious, which is built in the Dutch fashion.  The largest room in it (which was the proprietor’s parlour for his family, and which General Washington has converted into his dining-room) is in truth tolerable spacious, but it has seven doors, and only one window.  The chimney, or rather the chimney-back is against the wall; so that there is in fact but one vent for the smoke, and the fire is in the room itself.  I found the company assembled in the small room which served by way of parlour.  At nine supper was served, and when the hour of bedtime came, I found that the chamber, to which the General conducted me, was the very parlour I speak of, wherein he had made them place a camp-bed.  We assembled at breakfast the next morning at ten, during which interval my bed was folded up, and my chamber became the sitting room for the whole afternoon; for American manners do not admit of a bed in the room in which company is received, especially when there are women….The day I spent at head quarters was passed either at table or in conversation….On the 7th I took leave of General Washington….”

During her time at headquarters, Mrs. Washington busied herself with the kinds of activities, which had largely filled her life before the war.  A month after her arrival, George Washington ordered a book of psalms and hymns for his deeply religious wife, written by the eminent British clergyman and songwriter, Isaac Watts (1674-1748), who gave the world the beloved and comforting hymns “When I Survey the Wondrous Cross,” “There is a Land of Pure Delight,” “Oh God, Our Help in Ages Past,” “Jesus Shall Reign Where’e’er the Sun,” and many others.
  She also found time for sewing.  In January of 1783, in an order for clothing fabric for himself, George Washington also ordered six yards of “very fine Jacanet Muslin,” one and a half yards wide, which she had requested.
  In June, she asked for “three yards of black silk like the enclosed,” for repairing some of her old gowns.
  Not all of the sewing was being done for herself—in March, she sent two “Hair netts,” to Major General Henry Knox (1750-1806), which would have been used to contain his queue, the hair pulled back and gathered at the back of his neck.  Supply problems had prevented her from finishing them as soon as she would have liked.  She commented that the nets “would have been sent long ago but for want of tape, which was necessary to finish them and which was not obtained till yesterday.”
  In addition to these private activities, Mrs. Washington also helped out a bit, as she had before, as a secretary in her husband’s busy office, making copies of letters for his records.

At the end of March, 1783, a letter arrived at Washington’s headquarters from a friend in France, bringing the welcome, but still unofficial news, that a peace treaty had finally been concluded.  Washington joyfully shared the message with his soldiers, but still ordered that “all military Arrangements shall continue the same as at present untill [sic] further Orders, that no relaxation in the Decipline [sic] or police of the Army shall be suffered, and that the greatest attention shall be paid to the good order and appearance of the troops.”
  Privately, however, he warmly credited the French for their part in the victory and said that another member of the family shared his strong emotions:  “Mrs. Washington begs your Excellency, to accept her sincerest Thanks for the Joy you have communicated to her, and to accept a Return of her Congratulations on this most happy of all Events.”
  George Washington set the army to making preparations for a grand illumination to celebrate the arrival of the definitive treaty.

Playing hostess to both George Washington’s military family and guests continued to occupy Mrs. Washington’s time during the final months at Newburgh.  A young man who visited the headquarters in April of 1783 took the time to describe a dinner there to his mother:

“…at table he [George Washington] placed me on the left hand of Mrs Washington—he was on her right…the company consisted of about 15 officers—The dinner was good, but everything was quite plain—we all sat on stools & there was nothing to be seen about his House, but what every officer in the army might likewise have in his—Mrs W. was as plain, easy, and affable as he was, & one would have thought from the familiarity which prevailed there, that he saw a respectable private gentleman dining at the Head of his own Family….he…never uses a Carriage, but when Mrs W. is with him, & that is only in winter….”

As things wound down at camp, Martha Washington was freed up to do some visiting with friends.  In June of 1783, she traveled with the governor of New York and his wife.
  Sometime in July, however, she was taken very ill, suffering from “Billious Fevers and Cholic’s [sic],” which “reduce her low,” complaints reminiscent of the probable gall bladder attacks, which had plagued her two summers before.
  As it had before, the sickness continued for months, plaguing her throughout the summer.  She was too frail to accompany her husband on a tour through the Mohawk Valley of New York in the latter half of July, but was able to help him out by making a detailed copy of his expenses on that trip, sometime after his return to Newburgh on August 5th.
  Several weeks later, Washington described her condition as “exceedingly unwell” and noted that she was still unable to travel.
  It would be another month before he could write that she was “now as well as usual.”
  Since others in the household were sick, too, it may be that Mrs. Washington was suffering from a combination of the old gall bladder problem, as well as some type of infectious disease.  George Washington commented to a friend on September 23rd, that two of his aides were sick and that, while one of them was then “getting about,” the other was still in bed, recuperating from a fever which lasted fourteen or fifteen days.  He thought that the danger to this young man was now over and that he would be regaining the weight he had lost, but noted that “most of my domesticks [sic] and Guard” had either been or were then unwell.

By the time that letter was written in late September of 1783, Mrs. Washington seems to have been with her husband at Rocky Hill, New Jersey for about a month, quartered in a twenty-room mansion with long verandas overlooking sweeping views of the neighboring countryside.  With its outbuildings and orchards, Rockingham must have reminded her of home, as she set about making preparations to return to Mount Vernon and some semblance of their old life there.
  It appears to have been sometime during their stay at Rocky Hill, that artist Joseph Wright (1756-1793) arrived with the following letter of introduction from Charles Thomson (1729-1824), the Secretary of Congress:

“I have the pleasure of enclosing an Act of Congress for erecting an equestrian Statue in honor of your Excellency—The Bearer, Mr. Wright, is recommended to me as an Artist skilled in taking Busts, --& As I am anxious to execute in the best manner the part assigned to me in this agreeable business, I take the liberty of introducing him to you and requesting the favour [sic] of your Excellency to admit him to try his talents.  I must also beg the favour [sic] of your assistance in giving the fittest description of the events which are to be the subject of the basso relievo.”

The young man painted a portrait of George Washington and made the first life mask of Washington’s face.  As he worked his way toward a full-scale bust of his subject, Wright produced two bas-reliefs of Washington, one in beeswax, the other in plaster, both of which are now in the collections at Mount Vernon.  There is some evidence that he painted Mrs. Washington at this time, as well, but if he did, that work no longer exists.
  

Plans called for Mrs. Washington to set out “for Virginia before the Weather and roads get bad.”  George Washington would follow “as soon as the Definitive Treaty arrives, or New York is Evacuated by our Newly acquired friends….The general opinion… is, that they [the British] will be gone [from New York] by the last of this Month.”
  Finally, after waiting for slightly more than seven months, Washington and the army received the news they had waited so long to hear on November 1, 1783.  That day, Washington wrote his French colleague, the Comte de Rochambeau, to let him know that, “We have this instant got the News of the Signing of the Definitive Treaty of Peace at Paris, on the 3d. of Septr.”
  Three days later, he joyously announced to his army that, in compliance with a directive from Congress dated October 29th, he, as commander-in-chief, “do hereby give this public Notice that from and after the fifteenth day of…November all Troops…shall be considered as discharged from the service of the United States….”

As she made her way south, Mrs. Washington stopped in Philadelphia, where she visited with old friend Robert Morris (1734-1806) and his wife and was given about $1,500 to spend on “some Articles of Furniture, and stores for my House in Virginia.”
  Some months before, George Washington had written to his nephew, Bushrod Washington (1762-1829), asking the young man, who was then studying law in Philadelphia, to look into the possibility of acquiring twenty-four chairs for the dining room at Mount Vernon.  Bushrod appears to have involved family friend, Samuel Powel, who paid 124 pounds and ten shillings for the chairs and some harness and was reimbursed by Mrs. Washington during her stay in the city.
  From a surviving account of her expenses in Philadelphia, she spent a little less than 650 pounds of the money advanced to her.  Besides the previously-mentioned chairs and harness, she bought some additional furnishings for her Virginia home, including china (for 45 pounds) and two carpets (37 pounds, 15 shillings).  She also had three gowns altered, had repairs made to the carriage, and bought additional clothing (shoes, caps, stays, and hats), as well as foodstuffs (fruits, nuts, and pickles) and medicines.
  By the end of October, Mrs. Washington had completed her mission in Philadelphia and was on her way to Mount Vernon.
  There she would have a few weeks to get ready before George Washington finally walked through the door of his own home on Christmas Eve, December 24, 1783.
  The long ordeal was over at last.

Conclusion


In many ways, the Martha Washington of 1783 was a very different woman from the sheltered and rather fearful lady who gave George Washington so much concern as he went off to the Revolution in the summer of 1775.  She had faced her fears—traveling to unfamiliar parts of the country; undergoing the risks of smallpox inoculation; living as one of the few women in a camp full of men; trying to seem unconcerned as enemy artillery shelled her quarters; taking on a very public role, both as a substitute for her husband and in a campaign to help the common soldiers of the Continental Army—and, in the process, won the heart of a nation.   

She was honored by great and small.  Children were named for her, even very early in the war.  In 1789, for example, the Washingtons were sent a portrait of a set of twins, who had been born in 1775, and had “the Honor of bearing the Names of your Excy & Lady.”
  When Nathanael Greene’s wife wrote in the spring of 1777 to let him know that she had given birth to a little girl, he replied that, “ I am happy to hear you have such a fine daughter.  As to her name I must beg to be excused from giveing [sic] her any name:  that falls more immediately under your province.  Mrs Washingtons [sic] Christian name is Martha.  I shall have no objection to that or any other name you think proper to give her.”
  Not just children, but at least one military unit and three ships were named for the American commander’s little wife, as well.  According to her grandson, a regiment headed by Lieutenant-Colonel George Baylor was popularly known as “Lady Washington’s Dragoons.”
  A schooner called Lady Washington was commissioned as a privateer by the Massachusetts Council in the spring of 1776.
  Operating in New York waters in the summer of that year was a galley of the same name, while a brig in Virginia that summer and fall was also called the Lady Washington.
  There were at least two pieces of music written in Martha Washington’s honor during the Revolution:  the first, known variously as “Lady Washington’s Reel” or “Lady Washington’s Quick Step,” in 1777; the second, “Saw You My Hero, George,” or “Lady Washington,” two years later.
  All of these instances, together with the gifts presented to her during the war, and the fact that artists were providing clients with portraits of her, along with those of her husband, suggest the love and respect, which she inspired in her countrymen, from very early in the war.


Some idea of the toughening effect the war had on Mrs. Washington’s character can be seen in a statement made by her grandson many years after her death.  George Washington Parke Custis recalled that his grandmother “often remarked, in after life, that it had been her fortune to hear the first cannon at the opening, and the last at the closing, of all the campaigns of the Revolutionary war.”
  Quite a change from the frightened little person, who tried so hard not to let on how afraid she was that first winter in Cambridge.  It wasn’t just to her family that Mrs. Washington talked about the war.  A visitor to Mount Vernon in 1785 remarked that,

“It’s astonishing with what raptures Mrs. Washington spoke about the discipline of the army, the excellent order they were in, superior to any troops she said upon the face of the earth towards the close of the war; even the English acknowledged it, she said.  What pleasure she took in the sound of the fifes and drums, preferring it to any music that was ever heard; and then to see them reviewed a week or two before the men disbanded, when they were all well clothed was she said a most heavenly sight; almost every soldier shed tears at parting with the General when the army was disbanded:  Mrs. Washington said it was a most melancholy sight….”

And yet, there were other aspects of her personality, which would never change.  The woman who wrote of her astonishment at the ceremonious greetings given to her as she traveled during the war, “as if I had been a very great somebody,” would never really lose her sense of who she was.  Not long before George Washington died, Thomas Jefferson, who was then estranged from the Washingtons because of political differences, told a young visitor to Monticello that Martha Washington was “a rather weak woman.”  He went on to note that it was “singular that she was incapable of being injured by flattery, for she received more of it from the ladies of Philadelphia than ever any woman had before, but it did not affect her.  I attribute this to the goodness of her heart, not to the strength of her mind.  No woman could be more idolized or have more incense paid her than she had, yet she had not the least degree of pride or affectation.”
  Others, less hostile, found her “extremely kind and unaffected,” with “no affectation of superiority in the slightest degree.”
  Her successor as first lady, Abigail Adams, would say of her that, “Her manners are modest and unassuming, dignified and femenine [sic], not the Tincture of ha’ture about her….”
  In another letter, Mrs. Adams said that, “Mrs. Washington is one of those unassuming characters which create Love & Esteem.  A most becoming pleasentness [sic] sits upon her countenance & an unaffected deportment which renders her the object of veneration and Respect.  With all these feelings and Sensations I found myself much more deeply impressed than I ever did before their Majesties of Britain.”
  Martha Washington herself wrote to her old friend, Mercy Otis Warren, in the first year of her husband’s presidency, that she had not initially wanted her husband to take on that great responsibility, and that her new life in the executive mansion was not one she would have chosen for herself.  In this long and unusually reflective letter, she went on to say that:

“…with respect to myself, I sometimes think the arrangement is not quite as it ought to have been, that I, who had much rather be at home should occupy a place with which a great many younger and gayer women would be prodigiously pleased. – As my grand children and domestic connections made a great portion of the felicity which I looked for in this world. – I shall hardly be able to find any substitute that would indemnify me for the Loss of a part of such endearing society.  I do not say this because I feel dissatisfied with my present station – no, God forbid: - for everybody and everything conspire to make me as contented as possable [sic] in it; yet I have too much of the vanity of human affairs to expect felicity from the splendid scenes of public life. – I am still determined to be cheerful and to be happy in whatever situation I may be, for I have also learnt from experianence [sic] that the greater part of our happiness or misary [sic] depends upon our dispositions, and not upon our circumstances; we carry the seeds of the one, or the other about with us, in our minds, wherever we go.”

It could well have been this very quality of knowing herself, together with the loyalty she showed to her husband, the Continental Army, and the American cause itself through eight years of war, and the strength she exhibited in overcoming her fears, that made the country open their hearts to her as their first lady, both during the war and six years later during the presidency.
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