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General  Washington’s  buckle

By: ELIZABETH  W.  ABBOTT

Oral reading time: 10 to 12 minutes

Editor's note: While this story is fiction, the

background is historically accurate - the

Continental Congress did meet in Princeton from

late June until November in 1783, with General

Washington arriving in August.

Martha shook a long lock of blonde hair from

her eyes and looked down at her basket. She

had nearly enough strawberries for supper,

gathered from where they grew wild beside the

road on a warm late June day in the year 1783.

Looking up, she saw a great cloud of dust in the

distance. That would be the fast stagecoach

from New York. It came through Princeton every

other day about noon on its flying trip to

Philadelphia.

"My! What a dust they make," she said to

herself, "I don't know why these coaches have to

come so fast." She covered her basket with her

apron and turned her head to avoid the cloud of

choking dust.

After picking strawberries for a few more

moments, she climbed onto the road. Digging

her bare toes into the sand, she walked toward

the outskirts of the village, thinking about the city

from whence this stagecoach had come and

wondering about all the excitement that a big city

must hold.

For a long time she had made up her mind

that she would visit that city some day soon.

After all, she had an uncle, an aunt and some

cousins living there and she could stay with

them. She had heard of the great bustle of the
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seaport, the shops with fine brocades and silks,

the hostels, theaters and churches. Yes, she

would go there some day - and in just such a fast

carriage. The question was, how? Martha was

12 and although she lived in a neat, brick house

and her father had a prosperous printing

business, she was one of six children and not

much money came her way. However, she had a

feeling in her bones that "something would turn

up."

Approaching Nassau Street, she saw young

Jeremy Fletcher on a ladder working busily at

the sign on the Red Horse Tavern. It had needed

red paint for a long, long time.

She stopped and looked up. "Hello Jeremy, what

are you doing?" This sounded rather silly as she

could see what he was doing. "I mean, why are

you painting that today?"

"Well, I'll tell you, Martha Ann, this town is

going to be the capital and the Continental

Congress is going to meet here. Or maybe you

didn't know. You see, there has been trouble in

Philadelphia and some of the troops nearly took

over the Congress. And so, the President and

the Congress are to meet here on June 26th.

That doesn't give us much time. Even General

Washington might come!"  "It is exciting, Jeremy.

And think of the people who will come here. It

will be just like Philadelphia or New York."

Martha held her skirts high with one hand

and ran swiftly down the street, her basket in the

other. She arrived home to find her family in a

state of great excitement. They all had heard the

news. Mother and Father were talking about

finding lodging for the great numbers of people

who would soon invade their sleepy village.

"Elias Woodruff says he can take ten and

John will feed them at the Inn," said Father.

"What is more, he says he will have fish, crabs

and lobsters sent live from New York on the fast

stage, three times a week."  "Dear me," said

Mother, "imagine having such grand things to

eat right here in Princeton."

Those next weeks moved very fast for

Martha. The shops were soon fitted with luxuries

she had never seen before - satins, lace and

silver. One might meet a famous man like Baron

Von Steuben or John Paul Jones on the street.

They became used to the sight of French

noblemen in their elaborate clothes, and even

hawkers selling such things as oranges, lemons,

and pineapples. The Red Horse Tavern was

busy night and day and the noise and bustle was

fun to watch. One had to be careful on Nassau

Street because of the many carriages, carts, and

stages.  "This must be just like New York,"

thought Martha.

Then in August there was even more

excitement. The news that General and Mrs.

Washington would arrive the latter part of the

month became known. Martha heard many

discussions in her home as to where they might

go.

"I think." said Father, "that Rockingham is far

the best. It is large, has fine stables and a coach

house and a beautiful view. We will have to find

servants to staff it. It's a large place and I know

General Washington will do much entertaining."

"Perhaps I can help with that," said Mother.

"I can get some of our local girls as serving

maids and I am sure we can find boys for the

stables. Let me think about it a while."

Martha was reading quietly in a corner but she

pricked up her ears when she heard this. She

had an idea. She was large for her age and

strong. She had helped in the house since she

was seven. Wouldn't it be wonderful to be in the

same house as the great General Washington!

And she would earn some money, too. She

thought about this for several days and then

decided to talk to her mother.

"Mother," she began, "I heard you tell Father that

you were looking for one more serving maid for

General Washington. Can't I go? You know I can

clean and tidy things up; I have churned, and

surely I could help the cook. Please, Mother,

can't I try?"

Mother said nothing for a few moments.

"Why I guess so, Martha. I had not thought of

you, but you are a big help. Besides, I have had

trouble finding someone else. You might do very

well, indeed. Of course we would miss you here,

but Priscilla can help more. She is nearly ten."

So it was arranged and soon Martha found

herself at Rockingham. She rode the three miles

from the village with several other girls in Tom

Morse's wagon. It was fun, and they all were



Appendix 24 20

excited to see the many chimneys of the great

house silhouetted against the sunset. The house

was on a hill surrounded by meadows.

Martha marveled at everything - from the

elegant mahogany furniture to the huge kitchen

fireplace and ovens. The apartment set aside for

General and Mrs. Washington contained a small

sitting room lined with books, with a Turkey red

carpet on the floor that Martha especially loved.

Both rooms contained fireplaces. And in the

bedroom Martha saw a handsome four-poster

bed and, over against the far wall, several large

chests.

The housekeeper assigned Martha the task

of keeping the Washington quarters clean and

orderly. This meant that the fireplaces had to be

cleaned, and a fire always laid because August

could be cool. She also helped the cook in the

kitchen where there always seemed to be pies

and bread in the great ovens. The smells of all

this food was sheer delight to Martha.

One morning, after she had worked at

Rockingham for several days, Martha was on her

way upstairs when she spied something shining

half under a rug. She picked it up. It was a silver

knee buckle - the sort that gentlemen wore for

dress. She slipped it into her pocket.

Several days later near the Washington's

apartment she overheard the General say to his

wife, "Martha, I seem to have lost one of my

silver knee buckles, the ones presented to me by

General LaFayette."  Young Martha jumped.

Then she realized that he was not speaking to

her, but Mrs. Washington.

She knew she should tell them that she had

found the missing buckle. But she wanted to

keep it - so that she could sometime tell her

grandchildren about General Washington and

show the buckle to them. So she said nothing...

The next week was an unhappy one for

Martha with her conscience bothering her more

and more each day that slipped by. She had

trouble keeping her mind on her work, and the

cook had to speak to her sharply more than

once.  Finally one morning she made up her

mind. When the General came down for his

breakfast she would stop him, telling him the

truth. She hoped he would accept her apology.

He might ask that she be dismissed, but this was

a chance she would have to take. The General,

she knew, liked the truth.

As she heard him coming down the stairs

she came forward, curtsied and said: "Sir, I have

a confession to make." The words tumbled out

one on top of the other. "I have your silver knee

buckle that General LaFayette gave you."  "You

have my buckle?" General Washington looked at

her in a puzzled way. "And where did you get it?"

"I found it, sir. I heard you say you had lost

it, and I though I would keep it to show to my

grandchildren. But I couldn't. I am sorry, sir.. . it

was wrong and wicked of me. Perhaps you

should have me dismissed for my dishonesty." 

General Washington's expression softened

somewhat. "How old are you, lass?" he asked.

"I will be thirteen in December, sir. I am old

enough to know better."  "I am sure of that," said

the General. "I thank you for the return of the

buckle and now we shall both forget it."

The weeks wore on. In early November the

household at Rockingham learned that the

Congress was to adjourn and that Washington

would return to his former quarters. There was a

strange quiet in the town. For Martha it was the

end of an exciting adventure - one which netted

her six Continental dollars, more than she had

ever dreamed of having.

On November 9 , the household staff wasth

assembled to say goodbye to the Washington's.

They graciously thanked them all for making

their stay in Princeton such a pleasant one. As

they were about to depart, the General pulled a

small packet from his pocket. Smiling at Martha,

he said gravely, "May I present this with my

compliments."

Martha blushed and curtsied and took the

packet. Stuffing it quickly into her apron, she

managed a few words of thanks. But she didn't

open her package until she was alone.  Then

she carefully unwrapped it. Inside was a small

note: "With best wishes to a young maid who

decided that 'Honesty is the best policy.' G.

Washington.  " Beneath the wrappings was a

pair of the handsomest silver shoe buckles she

had ever seen.
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