Catharine “Caty” Greene — Wife, Entrepreneur, Financier

By: John Whiteside

On a cold Rhode Island winter day, February 17, 1755, Catharine “Caty” Littlefield was born on
Block Island, an area originally founded by her mother’s family. Her father served on the Rhode
Island legislature at the time. Sadly, when Caty was only ten years old, Phebe Ray Littlefield,
Caty’s mother, passed away. Her father subsequently sent her to live with his sister-in-law,
Catharine and William Greene in East Greenwich, RI. Her uncle was governor of Rhode Island,
and Caty would frequently get to meet such notables as Benjamin Franklin and a Quaker named
Nathanael Greene, a distant cousin of the governor. A courtship slowly began and eventually
resulted in the marriage of Nathanael Greene, fourteen years her elder, and Caty Littlefield on
July 20, 1774.

While the couple hoped to begin their lives in Rhode Island, those dreams were quickly shattered
at the outbreak of hostilities with the British in April, 1775, less than a year after their marriage.
Nathanael Greene was elected as a Brigadier General in Rhode Island and quickly went off to
war. Caty was not content to sit at home, and took every opportunity to visit with her husband
whenever she could reach one of his encampments. Her early visits to him in New York resulted
in leaving her two children with family members. Her first son and daughter were named in
honor of both George and Martha Washington.

One of her more notable visits with her husband occurred at Valley Forge, Pennsylvania.
Arriving in early January, 1778, Caty quickly befriended members of Washington’s staff. As
other wives slowly arrived at the encampment, Caty made some exceptional new friends. During
the next few months, her reputation as a real party person grew. In different accounts, Caty
Greene has been described as “a vivacious, incurable flirt” and a lady “filled with
effervescence.” Others noted, “She was a small brunette with high color, and a snapping pair of
brown eyes.” While at camp she flirted with General Anthony Wayne and conversed in French
with the Marquis de Lafayette. Caty would become pregnant with her third child while at Valley
Forge and living in a camp hut with her husband.

As the war continued, General Greene was eventually sent to South Carolina. Caty would soon
find the resources to travel there to meet with him, after the birth of their fourth child. Supplies
being limited, General Greene used his own personal credit to obtain supplies for his troops. By
wars end, the Greene’s were short of funds, and no money was available for his reimbursement.
They were forced to sell their property in Rhode Island to pay off their creditors. The Georgia
legislature gifted the Greene’s with a plantation called Mulberry Grove in Chatham County.



Despite Caty’s disappointment at not being able to return home to Rhode Island, she went to
Georgia with her family and fully engaged herself in seeing the rice plantation become a viable
business.

Just as the crops began to pay off, General Greene died of sunstroke in 1786, one year after the
birth of a fifth child. Caty continued to run the plantation with the aid of a manager, Phineas
Miller, whom she would eventually marry in 1796. Several years earlier, Caty Greene met Eli
Whitney, a tutor for her neighbor’s children. Aware of his efforts to invent the cotton gin, she
encouraged Whitney to do his work at her plantation, where he finally met with success in 1793.
Caty would sell Mulberry Grove plantation in 1798 and move to Cumberland Island, Georgia
with Phineas Miller. Miller died in 1803, followed by Caty Greene Miller on September 2, 1814
at the age of 59. They are buried on Cumberland Island.
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Catharine Littlefield Greene
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