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Sampson, Deborah  (1760–1827)

The men in the Fourth Massachusetts Regiment of the Continental army 
called Robert Shurtleff “Molly.” Robert, they said, had such smooth skin that 
he looked like a girl. 
 
“Robert” was, after all, a young woman. Her real name was  
Deborah Sampson. 
 
When Sampson was 18, she began hearing stories about the battles of  
the American Revolution. In 1782, at age 21, she joined the army as  
Robert Shurtleff. 
 
The British army had surrendered at Yorktown, Virginia, but British soldiers 
were still fighting in New York. Sampson’s regiment marched to West Point, New 
York to defeat them. Sampson got a uniform and equipment. 
 
Sampson was skilled at handling weapons. And years of farm work had made her strong. She fought in several small battles in 
New York. She received a forehead wound from a sword. A musket ball injured her leg. 
 
Different stories tell about how Sampson’s secret was discovered in 1783. After her true identity was revealed, Sampson was 
honorably discharged from the army. Two years later, she married Benjamin Gannett. 
 
The Gannetts had a farm in Sharon, Massachusetts. They had little money. To help fix their money problems, Sampson 
became one of the first women in America to give public talks. She was paid to make speeches in Massachusetts and nearby 
states. In uniform, she told the story of her experiences as a soldier in the American Revolution. She ended her talks by 
performing a rifle drill, often to cheering audiences. 
 
But the Gannetts still struggled. One of their neighbors from nearby Canton was Paul Revere. He knew about Sampson’s war 
experience and how poor the Gannetts were. He wanted to help. 
 
Revere persuaded the state of Massachusetts to give Sampson a pension for her military service in the regiment. A pension  
is a regular payment to retired people. The pension did not solve all of the Gannetts’ money problems, but it helped.  
Revere continued to help Sampson’s family, lending them money when they needed it. 
 
When Deborah Sampson died in 1827, Congress stopped sending her pension. Her husband, Benjamin, fought for  
many years to have Congress continue sending money to his family. In 1838, Congress finally awarded a pension to  
Sampson’s children. 
 
About 150 years later, Governor Michael Dukakis of Massachusetts honored Deborah Sampson by naming her the state’s 
“Official Heroine.” 
 
Reflect:

1. What challenges did Sampson face?

2. What did Sampson do to become Massachusetts’ “Official Heroine”?

3. Paul Revere helped Sampson and her family when they needed it. Is there someone in your community who helps people?
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