JOSEPH PLUMB MARTIN’S ACTUAL NARRATIVE

ON “MOLLY PITCHER”

TEXT

One little incident happened during the heat of the cannonade, which I was eye-witness to, and which I think would be unpardonable not to mention. A woman whose husband belonged to the artillery and who was then attached to a piece in the engagement, attended with her husband at the piece the whole time. While in the act of reaching a cartridge and having one of her feet as far before the other as she could step, a cannon shot from the enemy passed directly between her legs without doing any other damage than carrying away all the lower part of her petticoat. Looking at it with apparent unconcern, she observed that it was lucky it did not pass a little higher, for in that case it might have carried away something else, and continued her occupation.

COMMENTARY


Martin was born in Becket, Massachusetts in 1760, and first enlisted in 1776 at the age of 15. At the battle of Monmouth he was a 17 year old private in the 8th Connecticut regiment of Varnum’s brigade. He wrote his recollection about his war experiences around 1828 and published it anonymously in a short run printed in Hallowell, Maine in 1830. We do not know if he used notes or a diary, or wrote his account entirely from memory.


Martin’s account is significant for describing a woman helping to fire a cannon at the battle. It states that the woman was with her husband and his unit “the whole time” and that she helped by bringing up cartridges (powder packed in bags) from the powder chest to the front of the cannon (this was the job of the assistant bombardier). There is no mention of the woman’s name, her husband’s name, or the name of his unit. Note that the woman’s husband is not described as being killed or wounded, and that there is no mention of the woman bringing up water for the men or the cannon. The story of the cannon ball passing between her legs may be a common camp story, perhaps sexual in intent.

CONCLUSION

Plumb Martin’s account is our only first hand account of someone who saw a woman working an artillery piece at the battle of Monmouth. The story of a cannon ball passing between her legs may be a variation of a common camp story, perhaps sexual in content.
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