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Introduction 

Most nineteenth-century women left only faint traces in the historical record. 

Their names may appear in a census, a marriage record, or a gravestone inscription. A few are 

mentioned in local histories or family genealogies. Many passed through life leaving little evidence of 

who they were beyond the official documents that recorded their births, marriages, and deaths. 

Rebecca Johnson Prescott was different. 

More than two centuries after her birth, several remarkable pieces of her story survive. A sampler 

stitched by Rebecca as a young girl in Dresden, Maine, in 1808 still exists. A portrait preserves her 

likeness. Records document her marriage, the family she raised, the death of her husband, and the 

long years that followed. 

Most importantly, Rebecca's legacy can be traced through the lives of her daughters. 

Rebecca stitched her sampler as a child. Decades later, her daughters Beckie and Louisa Prescott 

created samplers of their own. Those pieces of needlework survived alongside Rebecca's, preserving 

a tangible record of education, family tradition, and maternal influence across generations. 

Today, Rebecca is often remembered as the mother of the Prescott girls. Yet her own story deserves 

attention. She lived nearly a century, witnessing extraordinary changes in American life. She endured 

the early death of her husband, raised a family through difficult circumstances, and left behind a 



legacy that can still be followed through surviving artifacts, family records, and the work of her 

daughters. 

Taken together, these fragments allow us to reconstruct more than a genealogy. They reveal the life 

of a woman whose influence extended far beyond the stitches she placed into linen as a young girl in 

1808. 

The Girl Who Stitched a Sampler 

The earliest surviving record of Rebecca Johnson is not a census entry, church record, or family 

history. It is a schoolgirl sampler. 

In 1808, nine-year-old Rebecca Johnson stitched her name into linen in Dresden, Maine. More than 

two centuries later, the sampler survives as one of the earliest known artifacts connected to the 

Prescott family story. 

For generations of young girls, samplers served as both exercises and achievements. They taught 

needlework, but they also reinforced literacy, discipline, and memory. Alphabets, numbers, decorative 

borders, and verses were carefully copied from examples provided by teachers, older sisters, or 

mothers. Every stitch reflected hours of practice and patience. 

Rebecca's sampler places her within that tradition. 

At the time she created it, Maine was still part of Massachusetts. Thomas Jefferson was serving his 

second term as president. The community surrounding the Pownalborough Court House was small, 

rural, and closely connected to the rivers and coastal trade routes that linked the region to the wider 

world. 



Like many girls of her generation, Rebecca could not have imagined that the piece she stitched as a 

child would survive into the twenty-first century. Yet the sampler endures, providing a direct 

connection to a young girl whose life would span nearly a century. 

The sampler is more than an artifact. It marks the beginning of a story that can be followed across 

generations. 

Years later, Rebecca would marry Warren Prescott and raise daughters of her own. Those 

daughters—Beckie, Louisa, and Sallie—would learn many of the same skills Rebecca had learned as 

a child. Two of their samplers survive alongside hers, a third with no name, may be that of her 

youngest, preserving a remarkable record of education and family tradition passed from one 

generation to the next. 

For historians, such continuity is rare. The surviving samplers allow us to see not only what Rebecca 

learned as a girl, but also what she chose to pass on as a mother. 

The Face Behind the Sampler 

Historical records often tell us what happened to a person. Far less often do they show us what that 

person looked like. 

In Rebecca Johnson Prescott's case, a portrait survives. 

For many nineteenth-century women, no likeness was ever preserved. If a portrait was created, it was 

often lost through the passage of generations. Yet Rebecca's image endured alongside family papers 

and artifacts, allowing modern descendants and researchers to look directly into the face of a woman 

whose life began in the eighteenth century. 



The portrait transforms Rebecca from a name in a record book into a recognizable individual. The girl 

who stitched a sampler in 1808 becomes a real person. We can no longer think of her only as a date, 

a marriage, or a line in a genealogy. We see a woman who lived through extraordinary changes in 

American history. 

When Rebecca was born in 1798, George Washington had only recently left the presidency. Maine 

was still part of Massachusetts. During her lifetime she would witness Maine's statehood, the 

expansion of transportation and industry, the Civil War, Reconstruction, and the beginnings of the 

modern age. She lived long enough to see a nation transformed. 

The portrait captures only a single moment in that long life, but it reminds us that the historical figures 

we study were once as real and complex as the people around us today. 

For researchers, the combination of a surviving portrait and a surviving sampler is especially 

meaningful. The sampler shows us Rebecca as a child, carefully learning the skills expected of a 

young girl in early nineteenth-century New England. The portrait shows the woman she became 

decades later. Together, the two artifacts create a bridge across time, connecting the young girl who 

stitched her name into linen with the wife, mother, widow, and family matriarch remembered by later 

generations. 

The portrait also invites a larger question. How did the girl who stitched that sampler in 1808 become 

the woman whose descendants would preserve her image, her sampler, and the memory of her life 

for more than two centuries? 

To answer that question, we must turn from the artifacts Rebecca left behind to the family she helped 

build. 

Rebecca Johnson Becomes Rebecca Prescott 



Sixteen years separated the sampler Rebecca Johnson stitched as a young girl from the marriage 

record that marked the beginning of a new chapter in her life. 

On December 4, 1824, Rebecca Johnson married Warren Prescott in Dresden, Maine. The marriage 

notice identified her as the daughter of the late Captain Johnson, a brief detail that hints at the family 

and community in which she had grown up. By the time of her marriage, Rebecca was twenty-six 

years old, no longer the child whose sampler survives from 1808, but a young woman preparing to 

establish a household of her own. 

The marriage joined two families already rooted in the region. Like many New England couples of the 

period, Rebecca and Warren would build their lives within a community shaped by agriculture, 

commerce, education, and family ties. The world around them was changing rapidly. Maine achieved 

statehood in 1820, only a few years before their marriage, and the communities along the Kennebec 

River were increasingly connected to wider markets and opportunities. 

Over the next several years, Rebecca and Warren began raising a family. Their children would grow 

up in a household where literacy, education, and needlework were valued accomplishments. While 

few records describe the family's daily routines, surviving documents provide glimpses of the world 

they created together. 

Probate records prepared following Warren Prescott's death in 1833 preserve an inventory of the 

family's property and business interests. The records document books used for education, sewing 

materials, household furnishings, farm equipment, merchandise, and other possessions that formed 

part of everyday life. Together they reveal a household connected to both learning and commerce, 

where practical skills and education were considered equally important. 

For Rebecca, however, the most important legacy of those years was not recorded in an inventory. It 

was found in the children she raised and the values she passed on to them. 



Among those children were Beckie, Louisa, and Sallie Prescott—the girls whose lives would later 

inspire The Prescott Girls. 

Mother of the Prescott Girls 

For Rebecca Johnson Prescott, the years following her marriage to Warren Prescott were devoted to 

raising a family. 

Among her children were three daughters whose lives would later become closely associated with the 

surviving Prescott samplers: Rebecca Goodwin Johnson Prescott, known as Beckie; Caroline ‘Louisa’ 

Prescott; and Sarah Augusta Prescott, known as Sallie. Although each would follow her own path, all 

three grew up within the world Rebecca helped create. 

The surviving samplers suggest that Rebecca passed on more than household responsibilities. She 

passed on an educational tradition. 

When Rebecca stitched her sampler in 1808, she participated in a form of education common among 

young girls in early nineteenth-century New England. Needlework was more than a practical skill. 

Samplers taught discipline, literacy, numeracy, and perseverance. Girls practiced alphabets, 

numbers, decorative motifs, and verses while developing the fine needlework that was expected of 

them as adults. 

Years later, Rebecca's daughters followed the same path. 

In 1835, Beckie completed her sampler. Three years later, Louisa stitched hers. Both works survive 

today. When viewed alongside Rebecca's sampler from 1808, they reveal a remarkable continuity 

across generations. The lessons Rebecca learned as a child became lessons she passed to her 

daughters. 



Such continuity is rarely preserved so clearly in the historical record. Many families undoubtedly 

shared similar traditions, but few left behind surviving artifacts that document them. In the Prescott 

family, three generations of women's education can be traced through needle and thread. 

The samplers also hint at Rebecca's priorities as a mother. The girls learned to read and write. They 

learned needlework. They acquired the skills expected of young women in their community while also 

participating in a broader culture that valued learning and accomplishment. The surviving records 

provide only glimpses of their daily lives, yet the samplers demonstrate that education remained an 

important part of the household. 

Rebecca's influence extended beyond childhood instruction. As her daughters grew, they carried the 

family's story into new places and new generations. Louisa would eventually marry William Jackson 

Canby, grandson of Betsy Ross, linking the Prescott family to one of America's most famous historical 

families. Sallie would leave behind diaries and letters that offer rare insights into her later life. Beckie's 

sampler would survive alongside those of her mother and sisters, preserving another chapter of the 

family's history. 

Through each of these stories runs a common thread. 

Before there was Beckie, Louisa, or Sallie, there was Rebecca. 

The surviving samplers remind us that the Prescott girls did not appear in isolation. They were 

shaped by the example, instruction, and values of a mother whose influence can still be traced more 

than two centuries later. 

Widowhood 

The life Rebecca Johnson Prescott built with Warren Prescott changed dramatically in the spring of 

1833. 



On March 22, Warren Prescott died at the age of forty. 

Rebecca was only thirty-four years old. 

The loss was personal, but it also carried immediate practical consequences. Warren's death left 

Rebecca responsible for a household and a family at a time when opportunities for women were 

limited and financial security could be fragile. 

The surviving probate records reveal the extent of the challenge. 

As Warren's estate was examined, commissioners were appointed and inventories prepared. The 

records document land, buildings, livestock, household furnishings, merchandise, tools, books, 

sewing materials, and other possessions accumulated during the family's years together. Yet they 

also reveal a more troubling reality. Warren's estate was declared insolvent, meaning that the debts 

against the estate exceeded the assets available to satisfy them. 

For historians, such records provide an unusually detailed glimpse into a family's circumstances. For 

Rebecca, however, they represented something far more immediate. The inventories, valuations, and 

legal proceedings reflected the uncertain future facing a young widow and her children. 

The probate documents preserve the material details of the family's life, but they cannot fully capture 

the personal burdens Rebecca carried in the months and years that followed. What they do show is 

that the family endured. 

The strongest evidence of that endurance survives not in the court records, but in the lives of 

Rebecca's daughters. 

Only two years after Warren's death, Beckie Prescott completed the sampler that survives today. 

Three years later, Louisa completed hers. The educational traditions Rebecca had learned as a child 

and passed to her daughters continued despite the challenges the family faced. 



In that sense, the surviving samplers tell a story that the probate records cannot. They demonstrate 

continuity. 

The death of Warren Prescott altered the course of Rebecca's life, but it did not end the values she 

carried forward. Education, family, and tradition remained central to the household she maintained. 

The daughters she raised continued to learn, grow, and eventually build lives of their own. 

Rebecca's story did not end with Warren's death. 

In many ways, it was only entering its longest chapter. 

Ninety-Nine Years 

Rebecca Johnson Prescott was born on May 10, 1798. 

When she stitched her sampler in 1808, the United States was a young nation. Maine was still part of 

Massachusetts. News traveled slowly, most transportation relied on horses and sailing vessels, and 

daily life was shaped by rhythms that had changed little for generations. 

By the time Rebecca died on December 17, 1897, the world looked very different. 

She had witnessed Maine's transition to statehood in 1820. She lived through the era of canals, 

railroads, and steamships. She saw the nation expand westward, endure civil war, and enter the 

industrial age. Telegraph lines connected distant communities. Cities grew rapidly. New inventions 

transformed communication, transportation, and commerce. 

Few people experience such sweeping change within a single lifetime. 

Yet the historical record suggests that Rebecca's life remained anchored by the things that mattered 

most to her: family, community, and the traditions she carried forward from one generation to the next. 



One measure of her remarkable longevity appears in the dates themselves. Warren Prescott died in 

1833. Rebecca lived another sixty-four years. She spent nearly two-thirds of her life as a widow, 

watching children become adults and grandchildren become parents. The young woman who faced 

an uncertain future following Warren's death eventually became the elder of a growing family whose 

roots stretched across Maine and beyond. 

When Rebecca died at the age of ninety-nine years and seven months, she left behind far more than 

memories. She left descendants who remembered her, artifacts that preserved her story, and a 

legacy that continued through the generations that followed. 

Most people who knew Rebecca during her lifetime could never have imagined that more than a 

century later researchers would still be studying her sampler, examining her portrait, and tracing the 

lives of her daughters. Yet the survival of those objects speaks to something important. 

They were preserved because they mattered. 

And through their preservation, Rebecca's story survived as well. 

Legacy in Thread 

The story of Rebecca Johnson Prescott survives because a remarkable collection of artifacts survived 

with her. 

A sampler stitched in 1808 preserves the work of a nine-year-old girl learning the skills expected of 

her generation. A portrait allows us to look upon the face of the woman she became. Family records 

document her marriage, her children, and the challenges she faced following the death of her 

husband. Together, these fragments reveal a life that might otherwise have faded from memory. 

Yet Rebecca's greatest legacy was not any single artifact. 



It was the influence she carried forward through her family. 

The surviving samplers of Beckie and Louisa Prescott demonstrate that the lessons Rebecca learned 

as a child did not end with her own education. They were passed to the next generation. Through 

needlework, literacy, discipline, and perseverance, Rebecca helped shape the lives of the daughters 

she raised. More than two centuries later, those lessons remain visible in the stitches they left behind. 

Few families preserve such a clear record of women's education across multiple generations. Fewer 

still preserve the artifacts necessary to follow that story from childhood to adulthood and from mother 

to daughter. In the Prescott family, the survival of these objects allows us to witness a tradition carried 

forward across decades. 

Today, Rebecca is remembered as the mother of the Prescott girls. That description is accurate, but it 

is incomplete. 

Before there were the Prescott girls, there was Rebecca Johnson. 

She was a daughter, a student, a wife, a mother, a widow, and the matriarch of a family whose story 

would continue long after her death. The sampler she stitched as a child survives not simply as an 

example of early American needlework, but as the starting point of a family story that can still be 

traced through the generations that followed. 

More than two hundred years after she placed her first stitches into linen, Rebecca Johnson Prescott 

remains connected to us through the objects she left behind and the family she helped shape. 

The thread that begins with Rebecca continues still.  
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