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STEPHEN MOYLAN – Washington Aide, Continental Dragoon, 

and Pennsylvania Patriot 

 

By Andrew Stevenson 

Irish-born merchant, Catholic immigrant, Washington aide, Quartermaster General, cavalry 

colonel, and Pennsylvania public servant - Stephen Moylan carried a Revolutionary War legacy 

that is larger than his modern fame. He was not one of the handful of names that dominate 

popular memory of the Revolution. Yet he stood close to George Washington at critical 

moments, helped administer the early Continental Army, commanded one of its light dragoon 

regiments, and left one of the earliest known written uses of the phrase “United States of 

America.” His story runs through Cork, Lisbon, Philadelphia, Cambridge, the Philadelphia 

Campaign and its Valley Forge winter encampment, Monmouth, Yorktown, Chester County, and 

St. Mary’s churchyard in Philadelphia. 

Moylan is especially useful for telling a Pennsylvania-centered story of the Revolution. He did 

not merely pass through the state. Philadelphia was the place where he built his American life, 

entered the city’s Irish Catholic and mercantile world, became the first president of the Friendly 

Sons of St. Patrick, and joined the network of men who helped turn colonial resistance into 

military and political independence. Within the larger Philadelphia Campaign, Valley Forge adds 

another layer. Moylan’s 4th Continental Light Dragoons were part of the army’s mounted arm 

during the hard winter of 1777-1778, and Washington’s own letter from Valley Forge in March 

1778 placed Moylan in command of the cavalry after Pulaski’s departure. 

 

An Irish merchant in Revolutionary Philadelphia 

Stephen Moylan was born in County Cork, Ireland, around 1737, into a Roman Catholic 

mercantile family. Mount Vernon’s biography notes that his parents sent him and his siblings to 

Europe because British laws restricted Catholic education in Ireland. That background matters. 

Moylan’s later American patriotism was shaped not only by colonial grievances but also by a 

wider Atlantic Catholic and Irish experience of exclusion, commerce, and mobility. After 

schooling and work in the family shipping business on the continent, he settled in Philadelphia 

in 1768 and became known as a gentleman merchant. 

Philadelphia gave Moylan both a livelihood and a civic identity. In 1771 he helped found the 

Friendly Sons of St. Patrick and served as its first president. The society was fraternal and 

charitable, but in wartime Philadelphia such associations also mattered politically. They 

connected merchants, lawyers, financiers, Irish immigrants, Catholics, Protestants, and patriot 

sympathizers in a city that became the nerve center of the Revolution. Moylan’s friendships and 

reputation in that world helped move him into military service. 
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Washington’s staff and the name of a nation 

When the Continental Army was being organized in 1775, Pennsylvania statesman John 

Dickinson recommended Moylan to George Washington. Washington’s general orders of 

August 11, 1775 appointed “Stephen Moylan Esqr.” as Muster Master General to the Army of 

the United Colonies. The job was not glamorous. It involved the essential military problem of 

knowing who was in the army, how men were accounted for, and how service could be tracked 

and paid. Moylan’s commercial background, penmanship, and administrative experience made 

him useful at a time when Washington was trying to turn a collection of provincial forces into 

an army. 

Washington also put Moylan’s maritime knowledge to use. Mount Vernon notes that he was 

tasked with helping procure and outfit schooners to harass British supply shipping. This was 

part of the improvised naval war around the Siege of Boston, when Washington and his 

advisers understood that British logistics could be attacked even before Congress had fully 

developed a national navy. 

By early 1776 Moylan had moved closer to the center of Washington’s headquarters. General 

orders of March 6, 1776 appointed Stephen Moylan and William Palfrey as aides-de-camp to 

the Commander in Chief. That placed Moylan inside the paperwork, correspondence, and 

decision-making world of the army. It also places him in one of the most interesting linguistic 

moments of the Revolution. In a January 1776 letter to Joseph Reed, Moylan used the phrase 

“United States of America” months before the Declaration of Independence made the words 

familiar. The careful claim is not that he invented the phrase beyond all doubt, but that he is 

credited with one of the earliest known surviving written uses of it. That is a remarkable legacy 

for a man whose larger career was often practical, administrative, and military rather than 

rhetorical. 

 

Quartermaster General and the hard lessons of 1776 

Moylan’s Revolutionary service was not a simple rise from honor to honor. In June 1776 he 

became Quartermaster General of the Continental Army, succeeding Thomas Mifflin. The 

assignment was nearly impossible. The army had little money, weak administrative systems, 

short supplies, inadequate transport, and no settled national infrastructure behind it. Moylan 

took the post just as the war shifted to New York and the British brought overwhelming naval 

and land power against Washington’s forces. 

The New York campaign exposed the fragility of the American army. Supplies, wagons, horses, 

baggage, and equipment were lost or left behind as the army retreated. Moylan took criticism 

and resigned the quartermaster post by late September 1776. Yet the more revealing part of 

the story is what happened next. He did not leave the cause. He remained with the army as a 

volunteer and then found a more suitable role in the mounted service. That resilience is central 
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to understanding him. Moylan failed in one of the Revolution’s most difficult administrative 

posts, but he stayed in the field and rebuilt his reputation. 

 

Moylan’s Horse and the mounted war 

In early 1777 Congress and Washington began building a more formal mounted arm for the 

Continental Army. Moylan was commissioned colonel of the 4th Continental Light Dragoons, 

remembered as “Moylan’s Horse.” The National Park Service lineage records the regiment as 

authorized on January 5, 1777 and organized in spring 1777 at Philadelphia and Baltimore, with 

six troops drawn from Pennsylvania, Maryland, Virginia, and New Jersey. This gives Moylan’s 

command an explicitly Mid-Atlantic character. It was not a purely local Pennsylvania unit, but it 

was organized through Pennsylvania and served in the very theater where the British campaign 

against Philadelphia unfolded. 

Light dragoons were not decorative cavalry. They scouted, screened, carried dispatches, 

guarded flanks, watched roads, protected supply lines, and helped determine where the enemy 

was moving. In a war of marches, outposts, foraging parties, and sudden alarms, they were part 

of the army’s nervous system. Moylan’s commercial and administrative experience translated 

imperfectly into cavalry command, but he proved capable of organizing detachments and 

keeping his regiment useful in a war where information and mobility mattered. 

Moylan’s regiment served in the Defense of Philadelphia and in later campaigns. Mount 

Vernon’s account notes his activity during Brandywine and Germantown in 1777, Monmouth in 

1778, and Yorktown in 1781. Those names map onto the arc of the Continental Army itself: 

defeat, adaptation, and winter reorganization during the Philadelphia Campaign; the test after 

Valley Forge at Monmouth; and final victory in Virginia. 

 

Valley Forge and the cavalry around Philadelphia 

Moylan’s Valley Forge connection should be stated carefully. The 4th Light Dragoons were not a 

typical infantry regiment building huts and remaining fixed inside the encampment all winter. 

Cavalry had different needs. Horses required forage; mounted parties were often detached; 

and the army needed dragoons on roads, outposts, and lines of communication. Still, the Valley 

Forge Muster Roll Project lists the 4th Light Dragoon Regiment at the encampment. It entered 

Valley Forge in December 1777 with 112 men assigned and 87 fit for duty, with Stephen Moylan 

as colonel, Anthony White as lieutenant colonel, and William A. Washington as major. The 

regiment left Valley Forge the same month. 

That brief stay is not a weakness in the story; it clarifies the kind of service Moylan’s men 

performed. Valley Forge was never only a static camp of suffering soldiers. It was also a military 

position in a contested Philadelphia Campaign landscape, only a day’s march from British-
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occupied Philadelphia. The army had to monitor the British, protect the countryside, secure 

forage and provisions, defend approaches to camp, and maintain communications with the 

wider region. Mounted troops mattered precisely because the encampment was connected to 

roads, farms, ferries, and enemy movements. 

Valley Forge should be understood as the winter encampment phase of the larger Philadelphia 

Campaign, not as a later episode after the campaign was over. On December 19, 1777, 

Washington’s campaign-weary army entered winter quarters after the battles and maneuvers 

around Philadelphia, exhausted and ill-supplied but still intact. During the encampment, the 

Continental Army became more cohesive and disciplined while remaining close enough to 

British-occupied Philadelphia to watch the enemy, protect the surrounding countryside, and 

prepare for renewed operations. It was also a large military community, with soldiers and camp 

followers from different colonies, ethnic backgrounds, religions, and statuses. Moylan’s Irish 

Catholic identity belongs naturally in that broader Valley Forge world. His presence reminds us 

that the encampment was not an ethnically narrow or socially simple army. It included New 

England farmers, Pennsylvania riflemen, Marylanders, Virginians, German-speaking troops, 

French and Polish officers, African American and Indigenous soldiers, and Irish-born patriots like 

Moylan. 

 

Washington’s letter from Valley Forge 

The most direct Valley Forge document connecting Moylan to high cavalry responsibility is 

Washington’s letter of March 20, 1778, written from Valley Forge. With Count Pulaski leaving 

command of the horse, Washington instructed Moylan to go to Trenton and take command of 

the corps until Congress decided otherwise. Washington pressed him to get the cavalry 

regiments in order, repair saddles and accoutrements, complete the troopers’ arms, and 

prepare the horse for the coming campaign. He also called for a relief party near the enemy 

lines in Philadelphia County, made up of attached men under active and vigilant officers. 

That letter is important because it shows Moylan’s Valley Forge role as practical rather than 

symbolic. Washington was not honoring him with a ceremonial title. He was giving him a 

difficult assignment at a critical moment: make the cavalry useful again before the spring 

campaign. The army at Valley Forge needed discipline, supply reform, training, and 

reorganization, but it also needed a functioning mounted arm. Moylan’s task was to help make 

that happen. 

 

Pennsylvania ties after the encampment 

Moylan’s Pennsylvania ties did not end when the army marched out of Valley Forge in June 

1778. He married Mary Ricketts Van Horne in 1778 and remained connected to the Philadelphia 

and New Jersey social world of the Revolution. After the war he settled in Chester County, 
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Pennsylvania, and held public offices there. He rose to chief clerk of the county court and, in 

1793, was nominated by Alexander Hamilton and appointed by President Washington as 

Commissioner of Loans for the District of Pennsylvania.1  

His burial at St. Mary’s in Philadelphia is a fitting final link. St. Mary’s was one of the major 

Catholic institutions in the city and is part of the same Philadelphia Catholic landscape that 

shaped Moylan’s American identity. He arrived as an Irish Catholic merchant, entered the 

Revolutionary movement through Philadelphia networks, served Washington and the 

Continental Army, returned to Pennsylvania after the war, and died in the city that had made 

him an American. 

 

Yorktown and the end of service 

Moylan’s military service extended beyond Valley Forge. His dragoons continued through later 

campaigns, and Moylan was listed as present at the conclusion of the Siege of Yorktown. On 

November 3, 1783, he was breveted brigadier general, the same date he left the army. The 

brevet came late, but it acknowledged a long and varied service: muster-master, Washington 

aide, quartermaster, volunteer, colonel of dragoons, cavalry commandant, and senior veteran 

of the war. 

 

Legacy 

Stephen Moylan’s legacy is best understood in layers. One layer is linguistic: the early written 

use of “United States of America,” a phrase that captured a political transformation still 

unfolding in January 1776. Another is administrative: the unromantic but necessary work of 

musters, staff correspondence, supplies, transport, and the difficult office of Quartermaster 

General. A third is military: the mounted service of the 4th Continental Light Dragoons in the 

Philadelphia Campaign, including the Valley Forge encampment, then at Monmouth and 

Yorktown. A fourth is Pennsylvania memory: Philadelphia merchant, Friendly Sons of St. Patrick 

leader, Continental officer, Chester County public servant, and Catholic Philadelphian buried at 

St. Mary’s. 

 

 
1 Moylan’s later Philadelphia life also placed him near one of the city’s great post-Revolution spectacles. On 
January 9, 1793, French aeronaut Jean-Pierre Blanchard made what is remembered as the first manned balloon 
flight in America, ascending from the yard of Philadelphia’s New Jail near Walnut Street. Moylan maintained a 
Philadelphia home at 618 Spruce Street, only a few blocks from the launch site. No documentary evidence has 
been found confirming that Moylan attended the event or watched it with Washington, but the proximity offers a 
vivid glimpse of the Philadelphia world he inhabited after the Revolution: a city of politics, science, public 
spectacle, and national firsts.  
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For Valley Forge and America 250, Moylan is especially valuable because he complicates the 

usual picture. He was not simply a starving soldier in a hut or a famous general in a painting. He 

was an immigrant patriot whose work moved between desks and saddles, between 

Philadelphia and headquarters, between the language of nationhood and the practical difficulty 

of keeping an army in motion. His Revolutionary life shows that independence depended not 

only on speeches and battles, but also on paperwork, logistics, scouting, discipline, immigrant 

networks, and men who continued serving after public failure. 

Moylan’s story belongs in Pennsylvania because Pennsylvania was the hinge of his American 

life. It was where he settled, where he became a patriot, where his dragoon regiment was 

organized in part, where Washington’s army wintered at Valley Forge during the Philadelphia 

Campaign, where he received the command responsibility that followed Pulaski’s departure, 

and where he returned after victory. To remember Stephen Moylan is therefore to remember a 

Revolution that was Atlantic, Irish, Catholic, military, administrative, and deeply Pennsylvanian. 
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