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Women at the Forge: Wives, Nurses, and Sutlers in the Winter of 1777–78 

 

Valley Forge is often remembered as a masculine ordeal: Washington, von Steuben, barefoot 
soldiers, smoky huts, and an army that somehow endured the winter of 1777–78. But the 
encampment was never only a soldiers’ world. It was also a working community of women 
whose labor made survival possible. 

Roughly 250 to 400 women were present with Washington’s army at Valley Forge. Some were 
wives of enlisted men. Some were nurses, laundresses, cooks, seamstresses, servants, and 
sutlers. Some were free Black women. Some were enslaved. Some were elderly women working 
around the army, headquarters, and camp. Others were officers’ wives, including Martha 
Washington, Lucy Knox, and Catharine Greene, whose presence helped create a social and 
emotional order around the army’s senior leadership. Women at Valley Forge included nurses 
such as Jane Norton, laundresses such as Mary Geyer, and sutlers who sold provisions to the 
army. (National Park Service) 

Taken together, these women reveal a different Valley Forge: not only a camp of soldiers, but a 
fragile wartime society sustained by practical, domestic, medical, and commercial labor. They 
washed, mended, cooked, nursed, traded, managed households, and held together the 
domestic side of a military world. Their work was often ordinary, repetitive, and poorly 
recorded. Yet without it, the army could not function. 

 

The Army as a Household 

The Continental Army was a military force, but in winter quarters it also became a moving 
household. Men needed food cooked, clothes washed, shirts mended, wounds dressed, fires 
tended, and bedding cleaned. Officers needed domestic staffs and household management. Sick 
soldiers needed care. Children and wives needed rations. These needs did not disappear 
because the army was at war. 

The phrase “camp follower” can be misleading because it sounds passive, as if women simply 
trailed behind the army. In practice, many women worked. The army recognized some of that 
work through its ration system. Women who performed useful labor could receive rations, and 
in some cases pay, for service as nurses, laundresses, or cooks.  Camp followers included 
thousands of women who traveled with and worked for armies during the Revolution, many of 
them wives, daughters, or sisters of soldiers. (George Washington's Mount Vernon) 

This was not formal military equality. Women’s place in camp was governed by military 
authority and by the assumptions of the eighteenth century. But the ration system is important 
because it shows that the army understood women’s labor as necessary. A woman washing 
shirts or nursing the sick was not outside the war. She was inside its machinery. 

 

 

https://www.mountvernon.org/library/digitalhistory/digital-encyclopedia/article/camp-followers
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Washing, Mending, and the Labor of Survival 

Laundry sounds modest until one imagines Valley Forge without it. Soldiers lived in close 
quarters, often short of clothing, blankets, soap, and clean linen. Disease spread quickly. Shirts, 
stockings, and coats wore out. Buttons came loose. Bedding became filthy. In those conditions, 
washing and mending were forms of preservation. 

Mary Geyer, a laundress attached to the 13th Pennsylvania Regiment, represents this world of 
necessary work. She was one of the women present at Valley Forge who laundered and mended 
clothing. (National Park Service) Her labor was not symbolic. It was practical and bodily. Clean 
clothes could help preserve health. Mended garments extended the life of scarce supplies. 
Laundry helped maintain discipline, appearance, and dignity in an army that often lacked all 
three. 

Margaret Thomas, a free Black laundress in Washington’s household, brings this story even 
closer to the center of command. She worked at the Isaac Potts house, where Washington 
established his headquarters. She laundered and mended clothing, bedding, and table linens for 
Washington, and financial documents show that she earned $66 and a pound of indigo for that 
work. (American Battlefield Trust) 

Her presence mattered. Washington’s headquarters was not simply a command post. It was a 
household, office, reception space, and administrative center. It depended on the labor of 
people whose names are often less visible in the story. Margaret Thomas’s work connected the 
intimate world of linen, clothing, and domestic order to the larger military crisis outside the 
door. 

 

Nursing the Sick 

Disease was one of the army’s greatest enemies at Valley Forge. Typhoid, dysentery, respiratory 
illness, and other camp diseases moved through the encampment. Soldiers weakened by 
hunger, exposure, poor sanitation, and inadequate clothing were vulnerable. In that 
environment, women’s nursing became essential. 

Jane Norton, wife of drum major William Norton, later referred to her nursing service at Valley 
Forge in her pension application. American Battlefield Trust notes that Washington ordered 
regimental commanders to recruit women to serve as nurses as sickness spread through the 
camp. Eighteenth-century nursing was not modern professional medicine. Nurses cleaned, fed, 
comforted, washed, carried, and watched over the sick. They changed bedding. They helped 
maintain order in hospitals and huts. They did the work that made medical care possible, even 
when medicine itself could do little. 

This kind of labor was physically and emotionally demanding. It placed women near infection, 
suffering, and death. It also placed them in one of the most important parts of the Valley Forge 
story. The army did not survive only because men learned drill. It survived because sick bodies 
were tended to long enough for some of them to recover. 

https://www.nps.gov/vafo/learn/historyculture/valleyforgewomen.htm
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Sutlers and the Camp Economy 

Some women also worked as sutlers, selling goods to soldiers and officers. Sutlers occupied an 
ambiguous place in the army. They could be useful, even indispensable, when official supplies 
failed. But they could also be viewed with suspicion, especially if they sold alcohol, violated 
regulations, or profited from scarcity. At Valley Forge, where the supply crisis was severe, this 
informal economy mattered. The army needed food, drink, small goods, cloth, thread, soap, and 
other necessities. Sutlers could help fill gaps left by the commissary and quartermaster systems. 
But their work also exposed tension between military discipline and human need. The same 
woman who supplied a soldier might be accused of disorder if she traded outside approved 
lines. 

The National Park Service notes that women at Valley Forge included sutlers who sold 
provisions to the army, and that women could also be arrested or punished if they violated 
military regulations. This dual status—necessary but suspect—defined much of women’s 
presence in camp. 

 

Washington’s Household: Service, Servitude, and Freedom 

The women at Valley Forge were not a single social group. Their experiences differed sharply by 
race, age, legal status, social position, family connection, and type of work. The contrast is 
especially clear in Washington’s own household. 

Hannah Till was an enslaved cook leased to General Washington during the Valley Forge 
encampment. She joined her husband Isaac Till, also an enslaved cook leased into Washington’s 
wartime household, at the Isaac Potts house. Her story should be told fully: the Tills’ wartime 
service began under enslavement, but sources indicate that Hannah and Isaac secured an 
agreement with their enslavers and with Washington that allowed them to earn money toward 
buying their freedom. They achieved that freedom on October 30, 1778, after the Valley Forge 
winter, and Hannah continued to work for Washington as a paid cook; she later also cooked for 
the Marquis de Lafayette. (National Park Service; Valley Forge Muster Roll Project; American 
Battlefield Trust) That does not change the fact that Hannah entered the household as an 
enslaved woman, but it gives the episode a fuller shape: within the limits of an eighteenth-
century slaveholding society, the Tills used their wartime employment to secure a path to legal 
freedom. 

Elizabeth Thompson occupied another position within Washington’s household. She was an Irish 
immigrant and housekeeper, already elderly when she entered Washington’s service.  
Thompson was born in 1704 and was 72 when hired by Washington in July 1776. 
(valleyforgemusterroll.org) American Battlefield Trust also describes her as overseeing 
Washington’s domestic staff, both free and enslaved, and managing the Potts household during 
the Valley Forge winter.  

 

https://valleyforgemusterroll.org/valley-forge-stories/
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Margaret Thomas, Hannah Till, and Elizabeth Thompson worked close to the center of 
command, but in different stations and under different circumstances. They helped make 
Washington’s headquarters function as a residence, office, reception space, and administrative 
center. Their stories also show that women’s labor at Valley Forge cannot be described in one 
way. It included paid work, enslaved labor, free Black labor, immigrant labor, elderly labor, and 
household service, all under the pressures and assumptions of an eighteenth-century army. 

 

Officers’ Wives and Social Order 

The officers’ wives occupied a different place in camp than the laundresses, nurses, sutlers, and 
household servants. Martha Washington, Lucy Knox, and Catharine Greene did not perform 
camp labor in the same way as Mary Geyer or Jane Norton. Their importance was social, 
emotional, and symbolic. 

Martha Washington’s arrival in camp helped transform headquarters into a more stable 
domestic space. She hosted visitors, supported her husband, joined the officers’ social world, 
and projected steadiness in a winter of uncertainty. Mount Vernon’s account of Martha 
Washington as a wartime wife emphasizes that she spent time with Washington at winter 
encampments and helped create a social presence around headquarters. 

Lucy Knox and Catharine Greene also represented the more formal social world of the 
Continental Army’s senior officers. Their presence helped maintain personal bonds among the 
high command and gave the winter encampment some of the rituals of gentility: visits, 
conversation, hospitality, and household order. Catharine Greene followed Nathanael Greene to 
wartime encampments, including Valley Forge, and is remembered for offering comfort and 
sociability to officers and soldiers. 

This was not the same kind of work performed by laundresses or nurses, but it was still part of 
the army’s survival. Officers’ wives helped sustain morale, household order, and the social 
relationships that supported command. At the same time, that visible social presence depended 
on the less visible labor of cooks, laundresses, housekeepers, and servants. 

 

“Clogs” on the Army 

Washington’s own correspondence reveals the tension surrounding women in camp. He knew 
the army needed women’s labor, but he also worried that followers slowed movement, 
consumed supplies, and complicated discipline. In August 1777, he complained of the 
“multitude of women” with the army and described those not absolutely necessary as a “clog” 
on military movement. The concern was practical: armies had to move quickly, and women, 
children, baggage, and domestic arrangements could slow them down. 

But the problem could not be solved simply by expelling women. Many were soldiers’ wives. 
Some had nowhere else to go. Some performed labor the army needed. Some helped prevent 
desertion by keeping families near enlisted men. Others served officers directly. The army’s 
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dependence on them made Washington’s frustration more complicated. That tension is one of 
the most revealing parts of the story. Women were treated as burdens when the army needed 
mobility, but as indispensable when it needed nursing, washing, cooking, and domestic order. 
They were inside and outside the military system at the same time. 

 

A Working Community of Endurance 

Valley Forge was a place of endurance, but endurance was not expressed only on the parade 
ground or in the soldiers’ huts. It also depended on daily work. Women endured by working 
through cold, illness, hunger, uncertainty, and military discipline. Their labor held together 
bodies, households, uniforms, hospitals, and informal markets. 

The working women and officers’ wives of Valley Forge lived in the same encampment, but not 
in the same circumstances. Mary Geyer’s laundry, Jane Norton’s nursing, Margaret Thomas’s 
washing and mending, Hannah Till’s cooking and pursuit of freedom, Elizabeth Thompson’s 
household management, and Martha Washington’s social presence all belonged to the same 
winter. But they reveal different stations and responsibilities, and different forms of 
vulnerability. 

That is what makes the women of Valley Forge so important. They do not simply add a missing 
chapter to a familiar story. They help us see the encampment as a working community as well 
as a military post: a place where survival depended on labor that later memory often made 
invisible. 

 

Conclusion: The Winter in Women’s Hands 

The monuments at Valley Forge honor endurance, sacrifice, and national survival. But many of 
the acts that made survival possible were small and repetitive: washing a shirt, mending a 
sleeve, tending a fever, cooking a meal, selling provisions, managing linens, hosting officers, 
keeping a household functioning, or nursing a stranger through the night. 

Women at Valley Forge were not incidental to the army’s story. They were part of the army’s 
working life. Some were paid. Some were rationed. Some were enslaved. Some moved in the 
officers’ social circle. Some barely entered the record at all. Their experiences reveal the 
Revolution as it was lived: improvised, dependent, unequal, and human. 

To remember them is not to romanticize their service. It is to see Valley Forge more clearly. The 
winter of 1777–78 was endured not only in huts and drill fields, but in wash water, sickrooms, 
kitchens, market stalls, and crowded households. The army survived because women worked 
within it. At Valley Forge, endurance had many forms, and many of them were women’s. 
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Image: Washington and Wife Visiting the Troops at Valley Forge, Harry T. Peters “America on 
Stone” Lithography Collection, National Museum of American History, Smithsonian Institution. 
https://americanhistory.si.edu/collections/object/nmah_324908  

Caption: 
This nineteenth-century lithographic image presents Martha Washington beside George 
Washington in the winter encampment, reinforcing the later public memory of officers’ wives as 
sources of comfort, order, and morale. The image captures only one part of the women’s story 
at Valley Forge: the visible presence of officers’ wives around headquarters. 

Note: 
The caption on this photo is historically incorrect as Martha Washington did not arrive at 
Valley Forge until February 5, 1778.   
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