
Remember the Ladies

As a young girl, the Disney princess that I most admired was Mulan, the brave Chinese

girl who took her father's place in battle. To make that type of sacrifice for her country while

defying traditional women's roles was the quintessential example of a superhero to me.

However, little did I know that these types of superheroes existed in the United States since its

foundation in the American Revolution with the instance of Robert Shurtlefl or rather, Deborah

Sampson (Kneib 17).In a time period where women's contributions were overlooked by the

dominance of males in society, the contributions of the females were often underemphasized.

However, strong female patriots profoundly influenced the American Revolution and its

victorious outcome by fulfilling the positions of military personnel, public leaders in writing, and

everyday women.

Throughout history prior to modern times, men traditionally provided the human labor

for the war effort in the form of soldiers, but the American Revolution exhibits quite a few

exceptions to this status quo as women got in on the action, literally. For instance, one leading

lady appeared in the spirited young patriot of Deborah Sampson. To help her comrades in the

cause for independence, she first tried to enlist as a boy under the name of "Timothy Thayer,"

but to her dismay, her true identity was revealed by the recruiters (Kneib i4). Sampson,

determined to fight, successfully enlisted in 1782 under the pseudonym "Robert Shurtleff'

(Burgan 26). Just like that of the fictional character Mulan, she fought in the war as a dutiful

soldier but was discovered to be a woman by a physician due to an illness she contracted, brain

fever, and given discharge, pay, and pension by the grateful George Washington (Ellet). Another,

less controversial way for women to be active in the military was to follow their husband to war

and assist as a "Molly Pitcher," as did Margaret Cochran Corbin when she operated a cannon in
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her husband's place at Fort Washington on November 6, 1776 (Knelb 77).In addition to

conspicuous military service, other women served in the revolution in clandestine operations,

like Quaker Lydia Darragh. Because of their anti-violent stance on war, Quakers' homes,

including Darragh's house, were used by the British for military planning. Lydia,loyal to the

patriot cause, overheard the plans of a British attack on Valley Forge on December 4 one night in

her house and used this information to warn Washington of the impending attack (Ifueib 35-36).

This enabled the Continental Army to prepare to defend its post. Through the help of this

courageous, loyal woman, morale and military advantage remained unhurt in this key defense for

the patriots. Likewise, other women used their seemingly helpless state as a female to acquire

knowledge in espionage. Overall, the bravery and independent spirit of these female fighters

truly exemplifies the zealthat the revolutionary cause was truly about.

Along with acting on the battlefronts, women performed roles on the public platform

through writing. Though chiefly controlled by men in the 1700s, the printing industry provided

women a voice while most men were off fighting in the war. In 1775, Katherine Goddard took

charge of her family's newspaper business in Baltimore, and, "Two years later, Congress asked

her to publish the first complete copy of the Declaration of Independence" (Burgan 35). The

distribution of this document augmented patriot support, and Katherine continued to use the

newspaper throughout the war to garner support for the patriot cause, which kept morale high

and determination strong. Another woman who helped sustain morale was the famous poet,

Phillis Wheatley, who wrote "We for freedom fight" and other patriotic poems to shore up

support for the revolution (Burgan 36). What's more, her role was even more impressive in that

she contributed to the war effort in the subordinate status as an African-American. Additionally,

women began to assume a greater political role. This can be seen in the instance when "in 1774



fifty-one women in Edenton, North Carolina, risked arrest by sending a petition condemning tea

taxes to Parliament in London" (Kallen 69). By expressing their views in the political arena)

female patriots showed their male counterparts that they were in complete support behind the

man-initiated efforts.

Most importantly, the ordinary women played a crucial part in the success of the

American Revolution. One organization of ordinary women that stood firm in independence was

the Daughters of Liberty. Formed in 1776, their "boycotts of British goods that emerged as part

of the colonial strategy to produce a change of policy in Parliament hinged on women's

participation" (Kallen 69). Women around the colonies began to boycott tea, form sewing circles

to make homemade cloth, and find other substitutes for British goods (Arndt 134). Due to

women's support, the economic aspect of warfare was successful in weakening the British

economy and further demonstrating the colonists' demand and ability to attain more

independence. In addition to their everyday duties of raising children and managing the

household before the war started, women had to assume men's obligations of providing for the

family. This might entail running a skilled business, such as a blacksmith or fumiture shop, or a

family farm with the tasks of planting and harvesting the crops and repairing the property and

household. Having to take on these multiple burdens as well as being vulnerable to the needs of

both patriot and British armies demanded great strength from the women, which they handled

with grace in continuing to support independence. Overall, without women to hold down the fort

at home, so to speak, independence would have been more difficult, if not impossible, as would

the rearing of the new nation.

By and large, as soldiers and spies, public leaders, and everyday supporters, women

provided crucial assistance in the American Revolution to bolster the fighting that won
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independence. Because of their substantial efforts in the cause, many women justly believed they

should be conceded more rights and opportunities than the repressive British government gave

them. Abigail Adams stated in a letter to her husband, John Adams, that, ool desire you would

remember the ladies and be more generous and favorable to them than your ancestors" (Newman

87). Although her request was not grnnted until over a century later, Abigail Adams

acknowledged that the female patriots deserved to be rewarded for their efforts. Ultimately,

while images of brave young men come to mind with the use of the word 'patriot,' it is important

to, as Mrs. Adams so eloquently stated, remember the ladies.
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