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A C E N T U R Y O F M O R A V I A N SISTERS 

S P E E C H O F 

HON. FRED B. ROONEY 
O F P E N N S Y L V A N I A 

I N T H E H O U S E O P R E P R E S E N T A T I V E S 

Thursday, September 26, 1974 
M r . R O O N E Y of Pennsylvania. M r . 

Speaker, i n commemorat ion of the 250th 
anniversary o f the b i r t h of Col. Michae l 
Kovats, t he Hungar ian -Amer ican hero 
of the Revolut ionary War , I would l ike 
t o cal l t o the a t ten t ion of m y colleagues 
h is act ivi t ies among the Pennsylvania 
Moravians, on ly a smal l p a r t o f his t o t a l 
war effort on behalf of t he American 
Colonies: 

Elizabeth Lehman Myers writes i n her 
fine book, " A Century of Morav ian Sis­
ters" about the v is i t o f Count Casimir 
Pulaski and Col. Michae l de Kovats to 
Bethlehem, Pa., the center o f the M o r a ­
v i an C h u r c h : 

1 I t w a s these very dangers a n d troubles 
' (of the w a r r i n g t imes ) however, t h a t were 

responsible for one of t h e m o s t famous 
r o m a n t i c s tories of the Revo lu t ion , the story 
of the P u l a s k i banner . 

C o u n t C a s i m i r P u l a s k i was first i n B e t h ­
l e h e m o n M a u n d a y T h u r s d a y , to t h e Holy 
Week of 1778, accompanied by C o l o n e l K o -

b a t s c h (i.e. K o v a t s ) , a P r u s s i a n officer. T h e 
two foreigners a t tended t h e c h u r c h service 
a l w a y s h e l d on M a u n d a y T h u r s d a y , a n d at 
t h a t t ime i n t h e O l d C h a p e l o n C e d a r Square , 
a n d were very m u c h Impressed by t h e 
so l emni ty of the occas ion. 

Whi le Count Pulaski may have been 
i n Bethlehem fo r the f i rs t t ime, we 
know—again f r o m the various notes of 
the Morav ian chroniclers—that Colonel 
Kovats visi ted the Pennsylvania M o r a ­
vians as early as i n September 1777, 
when the d i a ry of the Nazareth M o r a ­
vians make the f i r s t men t ion o f the 
presence of Colonel Kovats, the "famous 
Prussian Hussar officer" who had a l ­
ready been i n the country for some t ime. 
Kovats ' fame thus preceded h i m every­
where among the Moravians, the f o l ­
lowers o f Count Zinzendorf, whose es­
tates and activit ies i n the German lands 
around the middle o f the 18th century 
were wel l k n o w n t o Kovats who, f rom 
1745 to 1761, served i n the a rmy of Fred­
erick, t he Great, K i n g of Prussia. 

I t has to be accepted also as a h i s to r i ­
cal fact t h a t the news about Kovats ' 
past was spread most eagerly by the 
deaconess of the Mo r av i an Sisters, 
Countess Susan von Gerflorf, who came 
f r o m a p rominen t German fami ly deeply 
grateful t o the Hungar ian-born Hussar 
officer. Kova t s ' last assignment as a 
commander i n the Prussian A r m y was 
w i t h a u n i t k n o w n as the "Gersdorf Free 
Hussars," the remnants o f a famous reg i ­
ment which , w i thou t i t s own faul t , was 
captured by the Aus t r i an A r m y and, as 
was the rule i n Frederick's a rmy, fe l l 
i n to disgrace. K n o w n fo r his excellent 
character t ra i t s and professional abilities 
as a cavalry commander, Michae l Kovats , 
t hen a capta in of the Hussars, was ap­
pointed as the commanding officer of this 
corps, whose soldiers a n d officers were 
burn ing w i t h desire to restore the i r h i g h 
reputa t ion i n the eyes of the Prussian 
K i n g . K o v á t s d i d an impeccable job and 
earned the gra t i tude of the V o n Gersdorf 
fan i i ly . 

I n the U n i t e d States, Count Pulaski, 
himself a Catholic, must have followed 
the suggestions of his Hungar ian f r iend, 
a Protestant, to establish close contacts 
w i t h the Protestant Moravians. Later 
events focused a l l a t t en t ion upon the 
colorful and impressive personality of the 
young Polish aristocrat, and, thus, we 
f i nd the fo l lowing story of the presenta­
t i o n of the "Pulaski Banner" i n the 
above-mentioned source: 

P u l a s k i m a d e severa l vis i ts , a n d was s h o w n 
a r o u n d the v i l lage by the gu ide appointed for 
s u c h purposes. T h e b r e t h r e n f o u n d i t neces ­
sary to h a v e a n official guide, as BO m a n y 
people came to v i s i t B e t h l e h e m , t h a t i t took 
u p ent ire ly too m u c h t i m e for the pastor 
or h i s ass i s tants , a n d so a spec ia l pos i t ion 
w a s created, a n d a brother appointed to fill 
i t 

C o u n t P u l a s k i was c h a r m e d w i t h a l l t h a t 
he saw a n d h e a r d i n B e t h l e h e m a n d w h e n 
a g a m u n r u l y troops threa tened the sec lus ion 
a n d peace of the poor sisters, he , too, detai led 
a guard for I t s doors, a n d one n i g h t stood 
g u a r d h imse l f . 

T h e s isters were so grateful to h i m t h a t 
they desired to express t h e i r apprec ia t ion to 
a s u b s t a n t i a l way . S i s ter v o n Gersdor f s u g ­
gested the m a k i n g of a b a n n e r for the G a l ­
l a n t Pole, a n d p l a c e d the m a t t e r i n t h e b a n d s 
of S i s ter R e b e c c a L a n g l y . 

Becky , as she w a s ca l l ed , w a s a n expert ek
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needle -woman, w h o h a d I n t r o d u c e d the m a k ­
i n g of fine embroideries i n t o the Sisters ' 
House, a n d she designed t h e banner . S ix 
y o u n g women, one of w h o m w a s her sister, 
E r d m u t h , ass i s ted her , a n d w h e n completed 
I t was a t h i n g of beauty . Not large, it was 
designed to be carr ied o n a lance . Made of 
scar le t s i lk , w i t h a green fr inge , i t h a d a 
very elaborate design upon I t embroidered i n 
yellow. 

I regret to say, there Is n o record of a pres­
e n t a t i o n s u c h as there was of t h e gift of 
G e n e r a l G a t e s , a n d so the b e a u t i f u l poem 
w r i t t e n by Longfel low, is only exquis i te fancy. 
B u t the l ines , 

" T h e warr ior took the b a n n e r p r o u d 
A n d I t was h i s m a r t i a l c loak a n d shroud" 

were p a r t l y t r u e , as P u l a s k i fe l l a t the battle 
of S a v a n n a h w h i l e carry ing it . 

W o u n d e d u n t o death, h e was carr i ed aboard 
a vessel I n t h e harbor . H i s first l i eu tenant 
c a u g h t the b a n n e r as i t fel l , a n d t h r o u g h h i m 
i t was sent to B a l t i m o r e , where i t was finally 
presented to t h e M a r y l a n d H i s t o r i c a l Society 
i n whose care i t n o w is. T h e b r i l l i a n t c r i m ­
s o n is d a r k e n e d by tune to a r e d d i s h brown, 
the yel lows are dul led , b u t t h e exquis i te 
s t i t chery is s t i l l there, p u t i n by t h e sk i l led 
fingers long s i n c e c r u m b l e d to d u s t . 

T h e b a n n e r was carr ied i n t h e procession 
w h i c h welcomed L a f a y e t t e to B a l t i m o r e i n 
1824. Perhaps t h e s ight of t h e b a n n e r recal led 
t h e sweet M o r a v i a n sisters to Lafaye t t e , for 
once more h e c a m e to B e t h l e h e m . H i s f a i t h ­
f u l l i t t le n u r s e ( w h o cared for h i m i n 1778 
whi l e , wounded , h e rested a t B e t h l e h e m ) lay 
i n t h e o ld graveyard, h e r m i n i s t r y over; b u t 
h e chat ted w i t h h i s s t ep-mother t h e n l iv ing 
i n t h e G e m e i n H o u s e . . . 

The colors of the banner, long faded, 
approximated those of the Hungar ian 
na t iona l flag, red-white-green, reflecting 
the same composit ion of colors i n the u n i ­
forms of the Pulaski Legion w h i c h were 
designed by t he i r "Colonel Comman­
dant ," Michae l de Kovats. As i t appears 
i n George Gray's m u r a l i n the Hote l 
Bethlehem, the uniforms of the Pulaski 
Hussars were s imi lar to those of the 
contemporary Hussar regiments which , 
fo l lowing the Hungar i an example i n the 
t r a i n i n g a n d organizat ion of the l i gh t 
cavalry, f u r t he r emphasized the i r " t rue 
Hunga r i an character" by the adoption of 
the Hungar ian Hussar u n i f o r m and a r m ­
ament . 

However, f a r beyond such impressive 
episodes of las t ing memory, i t was here, 

I i n Bethlehem and i t s environment , where 
I the smaller uni t s of the Pulaski Legion 

conducted the i r assigned duties and re-
I ceived the i r progressive t r a i n i n g i n the 
1 Hussar type tactics of l i g h t cavalry, tha t 

the thoughts of Pulaski and his H u n ­
gar ian senior officer crystall ized and led 

j t o improved concepts of a new Amer ican 
cavalry as an independent b ranch of the 

i A r m e d Forces of the Un i t ed States. 
I The everlasting memory of t he i r ch iv-

alr ic and gentlemanly behavior migh t 
ihave helped to cement the acceptance 

of the cause of l i be r ty and independence 
of the Uni t ed States on the p a r t of the 
Morav ian Bre th ren whose posi t ion on 
this impor t an t ma t t e r was fo rma l ly de­
fined by a conference o f 30 ministers i n 
Bethlehem i n 1781—as reported i n the 
splendid work, en t i t l ed "Bethlehem of 
Pennsylvania, the F i r s t One Hundred 
Years, 1741 to 1841," a publ ica t ion of 
the Bethlehem Chamber of Commerce 
issued I n 1968. T h e agreement took the 

, f o r m of a covenant, called the "Bro the r ly 
'Agreement," a n d carr ied the assurance 

E 6 2 1 4 

tha t the Bre thren who were, by the way 
of the i r worldwide contacts and affiliated 
organization I n England, very often ad­
versely influenced against the American 
cause, w i l l henceforth cordial ly subject 
themselves to the government t ha t is i n 
power over them, a n d " w i l l conform to 
a l l human ordinances of the l a n d " i n 
which they l ive. 

The soldiers of the Pulaski Legion were 
largely recrui ted f r o m th is same area, 
Col. Michae l de Kovats , pa r t ly by his 
fluency i n German, conduct ing the re -

, c ru i t i ng here t i l l the early months of 
1771. I t is noteworthy t h a t a "Recrui t ing 
Bal lad ," dated i n 1778, and exto l l ing the 
virtues of the new "Pulaski Chorus" was 
found among the relics o f this age, and 
published by John Joseph Stoudt i n his 
collection "Pennsylvania German Poetry, 
1685-1830," i n the 1955 volume of "Penn­
sylvania Folklore ." 

M a n y are the relics and memories 
which w i l l help us and dedicated scholars 
and public leaders to recal l the sp i r i tua l 
and po l i t i ca l heritage of the most impor ­
tant per iod of American history, the d ra ­
mat ic founding years o f this democracy. 

The service rendered b y Col. Michae l 
de Kovats of Hungary t o this country 
w i l l always be remembered and w i l l be 
regarded as the foundat ion of the f r i end ­
ship and m u t u a l dedication to the cause 
of freedom, l iberty, a n d democracy by 
Americans and Hungarians alike. ek
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