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December 1776...
A sleet-filled, damp and bone-chilling cold settled on Central New Jersey. The
rebellion, as it is referred to in most circles, is officially just over five months old. The
united colonies declared their independence from Great Britain and King George III in
July. Their citizen army responded by losing Long Island and New York, and falling
apart as it was pushed through New Jersey. Washington’s rag-tag force of militia and
regulars barely escaped annihilation in mid month by scurrying across the Delaware
River into Pennsylvania.
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Any school child can recite the long and the short of Washington’s
singular victory at Trenton the day after Christmas, 1776. New Jersey’s
Washington Crossing State Park (with one in Pennsylvania across the
Delaware) commemorates this momentous endeavor. Most would agree that
it turned the mood and the tide of the revolution. Washington, himself, said
it was a gamble and would resign if it failed.

GW to Congress: December 24, 1776:
When I reflect upon these things, they fill me with much concern, knowing
that General Howe has a Number of Troops cantoned in the Towns
bordering on and near the Delaware, his intentions to pass as soon as the
ice is Sufficiently formed, to invade Pennsylvania, and to possess himself of
[the City of] Philadelphia, if Possible. To guard against his designs, and the
execution of them; shall employ my every exertion, but how is this to be
done? 1

The temerity of the attack on Trenton and the solid performance of the
colonial troops cannot be denied. But, there is a vacant spot in the textbooks;
a missing person who, knowingly or unknowingly, had a critical role in this
affair.

David Hackett Fisher’s momentous work, Washington’s Crossing, makes
mention of a young widow whose beauty and poise delayed the troops of
Colonel Von Donop eighteen miles from his support position in
Bordentown. This reference is from the diary of Captain Johannes Ewald,
where the Jäger officer gives a young widow as the principle reason Von
Donop and his troops dallied in Mount Holly over Christmas of 1776.

Early on the morning of the 26th Captain Lorey and I roamed over different
roads in the country to collect horses and slaughter cattle; for the colonel,
who was extremely devoted to the fair sex, had found in his quarters the
exceedingly beautiful young widow of a doctor. He wanted to set up his rest
quarters in Mount Holly, which, to the misfortune of Colonel Rall, he was
permitted to do.2

Margaret Morris, a resident of Burlington, also makes mention of activities
in the area in her diary.

December 17; More news! great news! very great news (J. V.’s). The British
troops actually at Mount Holly! Guards of [Patriot] militia placed at
London and York bridges, Gondola men in arms patrolling the streets, and
diligent search making for firearms, ammunition and Tories. 3

December 22, 1776. It is said that [American general Israel] Putnam with
1000 men are at Mount Holly. All the women [have] removed from the
town except one widow of our acquaintance. 4

The Widow Who Saved a Revolution • Dennis Rizzo & Alicia McShalkis • www.GardenStateLegacy.com December 2012



The Widow Who Saved a Revolution • Dennis Rizzo & Alicia McShalkis • www.GardenStateLegacy.com December 2012

It is from these two references (Morris and Ewald) that a “widow”
emerges. In their notes, Fisher and Tustin state Betsy Ross was the only
widow of a doctor known in the parts . . . but her husband was not a doctor
he was an upholsterer, John Ross.5 Though notably beautiful, a widow and
young, she is not our widow.

Then who was this beautiful young widow?
Family relations and actions serve as a basis for our ‘widow’ being in

Mount Holly at the appointed date and time. Though no direct statements
have been found so far, it is by noting the relationships between the many
members of the Fauconnier, Valleau, and Bard lines and comparing this to
first and second hand accounts of the persons involved, that it becomes
possible to piece together the actions of our ‘widow.’

Because of the proliferation of the the same or similar given names and
many related surnames it is important to list the people who form the basis
for our conjecture. We have not included the vast detail of family relations
and activity, which is posted on www.ironworkshill.org.

The Players
Captain of Jägers, Johannes Ewald, Commander 2d Jäger Company
Johannes Ewald was born in March 1744 and would have been 31 at the time
of this event. He was noted by several British and German generals as an
officer of “distinguished conduct.” His diary and maps, from which most
direct knowledge of the events in and around Mount Holly in December of

Figure 1:
Map of the Area of Mount Holly,

Burlington and Bordentown
J. Ewald
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1776 are taken, was completed after the war [Figure 1]. Ewald spoke no
English but did speak French. The diary was translated from script in Old
German. Some mistakes, however slight, may have been made. 6

Count Carl Kurt Emile Von Donop, Commander, Second Brigade, 
Royal Forces
Colonel von Donop was nearly 45 years old when he commanded at Mount
Holly. He was an experienced soldier in European conflicts, and the senior
officer present in southern New Jersey in late 1776. His main encampment
was at Bordentown prior to the Battle of Trenton, with one battalion
occupying the town and the rest billeted along the country roads in
Slabtown [Jacksonville] Black Horse [Columbus] Burlington City and White
House (the Mary Field Plantation). 7 As Captain Ewald recalls, Colonel von
Donop was “ . . . extremely devoted to the fair sex . . .”8

[Figures 2 & 3]

Figure 2: Portion of Howe Map

Figure 3: Count Carl Kurt Emile
Von Donop



Margaret Morris
A widow, Margaret, lived with her sister and brother-in-law and their four
children in the former gubernatorial mansion at Green Bank, the seized
home of recently deposed Royal Governor William Franklin of New Jersey
(son of Ben). Margaret Morris was a Quaker who strove to remain neutral,
though she tended toward the plight of her neighbors, many of whom were
Loyalists.

Bard Family (in part)
(1) Peter Bard (1712) moved to Mount Holly from Burlington with his wife,
Marie de Normandie, and was the father of Samuel Bard (1740) and Mary
Bard (1746). Peter was a founder of the Mount Holly Relief Fire Company
and part owner of the Mount Holly iron works.9 After Marie died, her two
daughters by this first husband, Peter Bard, went to live with their uncle, Dr.
John Bard, at Hyde Park on the Hudson. 10

Samuel Bard (1740) of Mount Holly became a lawyer practicing in the area.
He married Mary Valleau in New York City in 1766 and returned to Mount
Holly to raise a family. He had purchased the iron works in town from his
father before Peter died. He died in 1769.

Mary Valeau was the cousin of Susanne Valleau Bard of Hyde Park. Mary
Valleau married Samuel Bard (1740) of Mount Holly. After a period of
widowhood, Mary married Thomas Hunloke, Sheriff of Burlington County
and moved with him to the large mansion on High Street in Mount Holly
known locally as Ridgway’s Lanthorn.

Mary Bard (1746), daughter of Peter and Marie, was sent to live with her
uncle in New York after her mother’s death. She later married their son, Dr.
Samuel Bard of Hyde Park, NY.

(2) Dr. John Bard (1716) became a noted physician practicing in New York.
In 1737 he married Susanne Valleau at Christ Church, Philadelphia. Susanne
was the granddaughter of Pierre Fauconnier and the niece of Mrs. Dr. John
Kearsley of Philadelphia (Anna Magdalene Valleau Kearsley), thereby, Dr.
John Bard was a nephew. 11 John Bard acquired an estate in Hyde Park, New
York as a result of marriage to Susanne, which they kept from 1764–1799,
with ownership followed by their son, Dr. Samuel Bard from 1799–1821.
Later, this became the Vanderbilt Estate.

Dr. Samuel Bard, (1742) son of Dr. John and Susanne (Valleau) Bard. Born in
Burlington, Samuel received the degree of A.B. at the University of
Edinburgh, an LL. D. at Princeton College, and founded the New York
Medical School and the New York City Hospital. In 1770, after a period of
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time devoted to developing his practice, he married his cousin, Mary Bard,
to whom he had long been attached, and who had been living with his
family since the death of her mother.

Valleau Family (in part) [with references to Bards, above]
Pierre Fauconnier owned extensive land in Bergen County, NJ and Duchess
County, NY. He had conveyed all his rights for several parcels of this to his
daughter, Magdalena Valleau. In 1745 she died and we find that “ . . . Dr. John
Bard [our same] was her executor and represented the interests of her
children and heirs. . . . 12

Madeleine Fauconnier Valleau (daughter of Pierre Fauconnier) had a son,
Peter (Petrus)Valleau and a daughter, Susanne Valleau. Madeleine had a
sister, Anna Magdalene who married Dr. John Kearsley of Philadelphia and
figures in our story.

Theodorus Valleau was a grandson of Pierre Fauconnier.13 He married
Elizabeth Anthony of New York and they had a son Andrew and a daughter,
Mary Valleau. Mary married Samuel Bard of Mount Holly.

Mary Valleau Bard and Samuel Bard had two daughters, Jenny and
Charlotte. Samuel died in 1769 14. Mary married Thomas Hunloke 15, High
Sheriff of Burlington County in 1771. Her two daughters by Samuel were
shipped to their uncle, Dr. John Bard, in Hyde Park, NY.16 With the
Burlington connection and the link to Loyalist Thomas Hunloke, who would
have been closely acquainted with Loyalists throughout the county, it is
possible Mary Valleau Bard [Hunloke] is the “widow of our acquaintance”
noted by M. Morris. But, she is not the widow of Mount Holly.

Peter (Petrus) Valleau married Elizabeth Cole of Bristol, PA in 1756. They
had a daughter, Mary Magdalene (1758), who was brought to live with the
Bards of Hyde Park at the age of eight “ . . . after her mother died and her
father became a wanderer.” 17

This lady [Elizabeth] had been on a visit to a sister, and on returning home, a
storm arose, and upset the packet on the Delaware. Instantly the cabin was
filled with water, and the gangway blockaded with floating furniture, so that
the prompt assistance to rescue the passengers proved of little avail. The
mother was brought home a lifeless corpse, and the father became a wanderer.
A[n aunt], married to Dr. Samuel [actually, John] Bard, an eminent physician
in New York, adopted the child and educated her with care.18

Mary Magdalene Valleau Bancroft, the daughter of Peter (Petrus) Valleau
and Elizabeth Cole, was born in East Whiteland, Chester, Pennsylvania.
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Mary married Daniel Bancroft on 8 Sep 1776 in Burlington, New Jersey. 19

Petrus was Susanne Valleau’s brother. Mary Magdelene was second cousin
to Mary Valleau Bard (Hunloke) of Bristol and Mount Holly.20 She died
October 1840 in Beech Park, Gallatin, Kentucky.21

Mary Magdalene Valleau Bancroft is our selection for the ‘widow’ of
Mount Holly.

The Background and Rationale
Mary Magdalene is raised in high society in New York. It was the same

John Bard and Susanna Valleau Bard who raised the children of Mary
Valleau [Bard Hunloke] and supported Mary Bard (daughter of Peter) who
married their son Samuel. They lived among well-to-do, well-educated and
well-connected families of the region. Mary Magdalene was exceedingly
beautiful and socially adept, and was eighteen at the time of the Hessian
occupation of the town. 

But why was she there?
We find that it was purely circumstance. She had been invited, earlier in

1776, to be a part of society in Philadelphia by her great-aunt, Anna
Magdalene Kearsley. This was the same point at which the Continental
Congress was debating and approving independence.

At this time, she had just entered her eighteenth year, and, with an elegant
figure and fascinating manner, she was esteemed a beauty, and endowed
with great conversational powers. She was the pride of her uncle, who had
long been solicited by this aunt, and reluctantly yielded his consent, to
make this visit.22

Here enters her future husband, and the reason she was in Mount Holly,
instead of Philadelphia.

Dr. Daniel Bancroft was the descendant of English parents. He was born
in Westfield, Mass, November 2, 1742, but went to England in his early years
to study medicine, and was thus called an Englishman. His only brother was

Edward Bancroft, a distinguished physician in the royal household.
Edward Bancroft worked as a spy for Benjamin Franklin in Britain before

the Revolution, and while serving as secretary to the American Commission
in Paris. Together the Bancrofts discovered and patented a yellow dye from
the black oak bark—now known in commerce as the quercitron bark—and
were quite well-off.23 In or shortly before 1776, as things were heating up in
the colonies, Daniel journeyed to Philadelphia, ostensibly as agent for the
quercitron enterprise. It is likely that the choice of Philadelphia was linked
to his brother’s intimate connection to, and correspondence with, Franklin.
Daniel Bancroft, an ardent Royalist, found himself within this hotbed of
rebellion.
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Dr. Bancroft leaned to royalty, though he resolved to remain neutral, and not
express his views. However, neutral ground was scarce, and he found no spot
whereon to rest his foot, but with a few families of similar views in Philadelphia
he cautiously formed an acquaintance. Among these was a wealthy widow, and
in her house he mingled with the Elite. Her only son, was an ardent, thoughtless
youth, openly espousing the rebel cause, which was a great annoyance to his
most loyal mother.24

Dr. John Kearsley had been a prominent member of Christ Church,
which saw many members of Congress in its pews at this time.25 Among
those ‘Elite’ interacting with his widow would have been prominent
members of Congress as well as military and religious leaders.

In this milieu, Bancroft made an effort to recede.

Dr. Bancroft foresaw his own critical situation, and felt the propriety of
retiring to some sequestered spot, where he might remain unknown. She
[the aunt] manifested great regret at this conclusion, for an interesting
niece was daily expected from New York to visit her. 26

The niece from New York [Mary Magdalene Valleau] made her arrival
in the company of a noted colonial general.

Brigadier-General Robertdeau took charge of this young lady to
Philadelphia—then a journey of two days. Robertdeau was a wealthy
merchant and ardent patriot from Philadelphia.27

The young lady, introduced into society, fell under the influence of a
magician’s spell. The aunt prided herself on her appearance, and was so
caressing, her friends so devotedly attentive, that everything around her
was gilded with pleasure, and diffused a bright aspect over all she saw.
Hitherto she had been treated as a child; confined to her studies, or usefully
employed. Now she was the object of attraction.

The doctor’s [Bancroft] judicious plan [to avoid attention] was not so
easily imagined as he had thought. Society had more captivating charms,
while his intellectual powers and courteous manners were not overlooked by
the lady [niece]. Nothing was omitted by the aunt to make a favorable
impression on either, and she [the aunt] rejoiced at his attention, although
fully aware that her niece’s guardians would spurn a connection with a
Tory.

The doctor adhered to the royal side amid popular discontents. In the
gathering storm, the time came when her decision was to be made, and she
adopted his views.
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The niece (Mary Magdalene) and Dr. Bancroft were married. The
haste of the marriage is a bit puzzling except that these were troubling
times and there may be more purpose behind the aunt’s machinations
than we have been able to gather so far.

Under the auspices of this aunt, a private marriage was hastily concluded upon,
not to be consummated within her mansion, which would effect an insuperable
barrier between the friendship of two sisters [relations?] whose political views
were so opposite. This one thought her [grand]niece was forming an alliance so
splendid as to justify or excuse any intrigue on her part. At the little town of
Burlington, in New Jersey, the marriage ceremony was performed, and they
retired to a farm house.28

They retired to the farm house of Mrs. A.9 The ‘Mrs. A’ is believed to be
Mrs. John Antrim, from a family in the Mount Holly area well-known to
Margaret Morris and her Loyalist friends. The Antrim farm was located on
the road to Burlington, just outside the village of Mount Holly.

Here the doctor’s sentiments were known, and he was closely watched—but
an occasion soon offered which led him to prison; and he most indignantly
denounced such harsh treatment merely for opinions, not having
committed any condemnatory act. When released, he openly espoused the
royal cause, and entered on board the Roebuck30 ship of war as surgeon, to
be exchanged for a situation in the army.31

Dr. Bancroft was captured on 12/14/1776 in Mount Holly and transferred
to the Pennsylvania State Prison 12/22/1776. In his letter to Congress of
January 10, 1777, he states that he was captured first by the Hessians who
forced him to sign a protection declaration. A few days later he was going
home to Mount Holly from Black Horse when he was captured by Griffin
and sent to Philly. Dr. Bancroft again wrote to the Council of Safety in
February, 1777 asking for a hearing. 32

Daniel Bancroft appeared before the Council of Safety in New Jersey,
April 12, 1777, took the required oath, and was dismissed. He had been
confined as a suspected spy. 33

He immediately became a surgeon on board HM Frigate Roebuck, then
plying the waters of Delaware Bay. He is to be found next in 1780 among the
roster of the Second New Jersey Volunteers (Loyalist), in Savannah and
Charleston, as a surgeon.34 He served to the end of the war in this regiment,
alongside Thomas Hunloke (the former sheriff). Both moved for a time with
their families to New Brunswick (Canada) when land was given to Loyalists
by the Crown. Bancroft and then returned to Wilmington, Delaware to
practice medicine (as did many repatriated Loyalist physicians). 35

Mary Magdalene is with Daniel briefly in New York (Staten Island), then
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travels back to her cousin in Mount Holly. Prior to leaving to be at her
husband’s posting in Georgia (Savannah), she travels to reconcile with her
relatives in Hyde Park. She is with him thereafter, and ends up living to the
age of seventy-five, passing away in Gallatin county, KY. [See more of her
history at www.ironworkshill.org.]

In December of 1776 Mary Magdalene is noted in as being with her
cousin, Mary Hunloke as Daniel is scheduled for a trip to France and she is
to stay with her cousin during that time. It is noteworthy that Mary
Magdalene found her life with the farm family stifling and unrewarding36,
and so there is the liklihood she found the prospect of being in town much
more promising for social activity and entertainment. Instead, as noted,
Daniel was captured and imprisoned. 37

The Hessian Occupation
While Daniel was lingering in a Philadelphia jail cell, Mary Magdalene

was lingering in a small farming community about to become overrun by
Royal Forces. She was within walking distance of the residence of her
second cousin, Mary Valleau Bard Hunloke.

At this time, Mary Hunloke was living in one of the most ornate homes
in the town of Mount Holly (also called Bridgetown and Northampton),
known as Ridgway’s Lanthorn. She was the wife of the high sheriff of
Burlington County, Thomas Hunloke. This meant that the movers and
shakers of the area knew her and were known by her. It also meant that
anyone coming into town, whether Whig or Loyalist, would know the
politics of her husband. She was in the same situation as Mary Magdalene:
daughter of a patriotic family married to a staunch Loyalist.

As Margaret Morris notes:

Dec. 12–14: A message was delivered to our intimate friend informing him
a party of armed men were on the search for him. His horse was brought,
and he retire to a place of safety. Some of the gentlemen who entertained
the foreigners [Hessians] were pointed out to the gondola men. Two worthy
inhabitants were seized upon and dragged on board. 38

The authors suppose that Daniel Bancroft may have been one of these
“worthy inhabitants.” Though he was not living in Burlington at the time he
was certainly known in the town and may have been traveling there to meet
with Royal representatives. The distance from Mount Holly (Northampton)
to Burlington is eight miles; walkable in a few hours. Read’s history indicates
Bancroft was on his way home from Slabtown (Jacksonville) when he was
arrested by colonials. One road from Burlington runs through there and
Jägers from Captain Ewald’s unit were patrolling as far as Slabtown on the
14th of December.

At the same time, or shortly after, Bancroft was arrested, Thomas
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Hunloke took stock of the political situation and left town. Mary Magdalene
Valleau Bancroft is now alone and ensconced with her cousin, Mary Bard
Hunloke. The two women were now left to fend for the household, as were
many during that time. To leave one’s household opened it to pillage and
destruction. The general principles of war of the time were that empty
homes represented fair game to any soldier, whereas those which were
occupied required diplomatic handling by officers, particularly where
women and children were involved.

Mary Hunloke and Mary Bancroft were determined and resourceful
women; their personal histories show this. The authors posit that these two
stalwart women joined others (also in town, as noted by H. Shinn and Z.
Read) and defended their homes from the typical pillaging that occurred by
an occupying army.

December 22, 1776—Mount Holly, NJ
Colonel Samuel Griffin leads a mixed force of regulars and militia to
attack the outposts of von Donop’s corps at Slabtown (Jacksonville). The
ensuing skirmish results in the colonials being forced back to Mount
Holly. Von Donop now brings his entire force of 2,000 Hessian and Scots
troops to bear on the colonials at Mount Holly. He presses the colonial
force across the Rancocas Creek into a hilly section upon which is an
important iron works and foundry.39

December 24, 1776—Mount Holly, NJ
According to Captain Ewald, von Donop orders an assault on the
colonial forces and finds them dispersed. They have left the position and
Mount Holly is occupied by Royal troops. As Ewald notes . . .
Since the majority had fled and the dwellings had been abandoned,
almost the whole town was plundered. . . . 40

December 25, 1776—Mount Holly, NJ
The colonials have departed. Hessian and Scots troops control the town
and the entire region from Burlington through to Trenton. There is no
more threat from the colonial forces. There is pillaging and plunder and
significant bouts of drinking. 41

December 26, 1776—Mount Holly, NJ
News reaches the von Donop brigade that Washington has attacked and
captured the garrison at Trenton and is expected in their rear at any
moment. Ewald, and others, were engaged in foraging patrols. As noted
by Ewald earlier . . .
. . . the colonel [von Donop], who was extremely devoted to the fair sex,
had found in his quarters the exceedingly beautiful young widow of a
doctor. He wanted to set up his rest quarters [winter quarters] in Mount
Holly, which, to the misfortune of Colonel Rall, he was permitted to do.42

Our widow, in purposeful or serendipitous collaboration with others in
town, had detained von Donop’s Brigade and completed the task assigned to
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the colonial troops which had been expected to cross at Burlington and
provide a diversion.

Was this intentional?
Was our heroine privy to information through one or another channels?

Pinpointing the Widow of Mount Holly
Of importance in determining the most likely candidate for the “widow

of Mount Holly” is the confluence of probabilities. Much like a court case,
we must look at motive, opportunity (or likelihood) and means. What has
become clear is that Margaret Morris’ position that “all the women of that
town have fled . . .” does not bear out under reports and notes. An example
is the wife of John Clothier who, according to local historian Henry Shinn,
was very afraid and baked bread for the Germans and served them whiskey,
becoming a great favorite.43

Henry Shinn’s earlier stories come primarily from the annals of
Zachariah Read, a physician in Mount Holly who compiled a history in 1859
from interviews.44 Many of the people gave stories passed down from
relatives who had been in town at the time. These mention no ‘widow.’

Our most promising primary source, Colonel Von Donop, died the
following year leading an assault at Red Bank, and left no diary. Johann
Ewald mentions no names. Elizabeth Montgomery’s Reminiscences makes no
reference to Mary Magdalene’s activity in Mount Holly while her husband
was detained.

As a result, there has been no clear indication of who this mysterious
widow was—and no opportunity to thank her for her role in the reverse of
colonial fortunes embodied in the victory at Trenton. So, those women who
were known, or can be shown, to have remained in the town and meet the
criteria have been looked at.

Our first indications from Ewald (age 31, remember) are clear and
straightforward: “exceedingly beautiful”; “young”

The third element, “widow of a doctor,” is less clear, since many have
looked at the doctor’s residing in town. None died within a reasonable time
of this event or left an unmarried widow who met the other two criteria.45

An incident, referenced by both Ewald and Morris, helps tie in civilian
activity at the time and begins to point to our ‘widow.’ Washington had
presented an exchange proposal for officers to von Donop by sending his
adjutant, Colonel Reed as a go-between. Ewald notes he believed this to be
a ruse.

Ewald:

Today [24th of December] a trumpeter [herald] arrived in Mount Holly
from General Washington, who presented a proposal to Colonel Donop
concerning the exchange of some of his officers who had been captured
at Mount Holly. The next two days would show that this was a ruse to
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find out whether the colonel was still in Mount Holly or was already
marching back to Bordentown, which every reasonable man desired,
since Trenton as well as Mount Holly were without any further
support.” 46

Margaret Morris:

December 25—“An Officer said to be gone to Bristol, from the Count de
Nope [Count von Donop] with a flag, & offers of letting our Town remain
a Neutral port, Gen: Read [Colonel Joseph Reed] at Philadelphia-an
express sent to him, & we hear he is to meet the Count to morrow at
John Antrims, & settle the preliminaries.“47

“John Antrim’s” is the key here. The Antrim family kept a farm at
Northampton (Mount Holly). The family had strong ties to Philadelphia
through the Anglican Church. Mount Holly (and the area) were common
summering places for the well-to-do of Philadelphia (Quaker and Anglican)
and many had extended family throughout the region.48

According to land surveys of the period (Burlington County, NJ archives)
his history, John Antrim is the only person of that name in the area at this
time. In Mount Holly, Shinn notes the Royal Forces had officers billeted in a
“tavern” which he notes is located where the old meeting House was (at the
end of present-day Woodpecker Lane). He does not give a “source” for this
though there is a reference in Zachariah Read’s history. 49

At this same location on the map drawn by him (Image 2), Captain Ewald
notes a mieten haus. This is German for rent house or boarding house. It is
quite possible that the Antrim’s were running a boarding house as well as a
farm, particularly in the winter months. Henry Shinn notes many situations
where the owner is not the operator of a tavern or boarding house.

Opportunity (Proximity) von Donop was at Antrim’s, or at least was ‘said’ to
be heading there by people known to Margaret Morris. One harbinger of
information for her was James Veree, who seemed to move with ease among
the troops. Another possible source was Jonathon Odell, minister at St.
Ann’s Church in Burlington and a hunted Loyalist who skipped out for New
York at the end of December, 1776.

Mary Magdalene Valleau Bancroft and her new husband were married
at Burlington (possibly by Odell) in September. Her husband, Doctor
Bancroft, was removed by militia and the local Committee of Safety from the
Mount Holly area on December 14. This indicates they were still there;
perhaps avoiding the clash of political beliefs to be found at her aunt’s in
Philadelphia.

In December of 1776 she is noted in Reminiscences as staying with her
cousin, Mary Valleau Bard Hunloke as her husband, Daniel, is scheduled for
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a trip to France and she is to stay with her cousin during that time.50 Mary
Hunloke and Mary M. Bancroft were “widows” of war.
Von Donop would have selected the most magnificent building in the
occupied town for his own quarters; he most likely placed officers and
others at the house near the end of town, as Ewald notes, but he would have
billeted in a private home; very likely he would have selected “Ridgway’s
Lanthorn,” the home of Thomas Hunloke, the sheriff.

Means
Von Donop was “extremely devoted to the fair sex”; Mary Magdalene
Bancroft was known to be extremely beautiful and skilled in the social
graces; she would have spoken French fluently, a legacy from her Huguenot
lineage and upbringing, allowing her to communicate freely with the
Colonel.

Motive
She COULD have sought the company of the Hessian commander for a)
personal security, b) in support of her cousin Hunloke’s family, c) in support
of her step-father’s politics, or d) because she knew of the colonial plans.
We can discount “d” because she would not have been favored with
information (at least not openly) if the colonials had arrested her husband as
a Loyalist.51

We can discount “a” since discussions of her are clear she was strong-
willed, self-reliant and defiant; in subsequent stories she is clearly strong-
willed and self-sufficient;

That leaves “b” and “c.”
Affording ‘pleasant company’ to Von Donop would help her cousin’s

home stay unsullied, as was done by others in town; she was able to do so
because of her looks, her social skills, and the count’s proclivities.

In addition, it would seem likely, given her subsequent years of devotion
to Dr. Bancroft, that she curried favor with Von Donop in the hopes that the
Colonel would arrange an exchange for her husband.

Conclusion
Mary Magdalene Valleau Bancroft meets the requirements of the Widow

of Mount Holly in every manner. By all accounts, she was intrepid and
beautiful and unafraid to state her purpose and her mind. She had a purpose
in protecting her cousin’s home and in getting her husband exchanged.
Serendipity placed the commander of the Hessian forces in her hands and
she applied all of her social and academic training to entertain the Colonel.
The colonel, required little encouragement (according to Captain Ewald).
Knowingly or unwittingly, Mary Magdalene Valleau Bancroft served to
complete the military task assigned to Joseph Reed and John Cadwalader by
George Washington. On that long-ago Christmas night, when the fate of a
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revolution hung in the balance, Mary Magdalene turned
the tide simply by being herself.

It is possible (perhaps probable) that there are other
pieces of evidence we have not been able to collect.
Anyone who has such information is welcome to bring

it forward, though none has been forthcoming from
better and more thorough scholars than ourselves. With
the research completed, and the legacy noted above, we
will state that Mary Magdalene Valleau Bancroft is the
Widow of Mount Holly.
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