
Sallie Prescott Goodwin - A Life Beyond the 

Court House 

Diaries, Travels, and the Remarkable Journey of a Prescott Girl 

Introduction 

On September 22, 1852, Sarah Augusta Prescott opened a new diary and recorded a life-changing 

event. 

"My good husband, that now is, did not reach home until yesterday," she wrote, "and being obliged to 

return immediately to New York to attend to his business I had no time to prepare for a wedding." 

The ceremony had taken place quietly at the old Court House in Dresden, Maine. There had been no 

elaborate celebration and few guests. Within hours, Sallie and her new husband, Captain Samuel 

Randolph Goodwin, were on their way to New York. The following day she found herself in a room at 

the Astor House while her husband attended to business aboard his ship. 

The diary entry is brief and practical. Yet it marked the beginning of a life that would carry Sallie far 

beyond the familiar banks of the Kennebec River. 

Today, visitors to the Pownalborough Court House often encounter the Prescott family through a 

remarkable collection of surviving schoolgirl samplers. Among them is an unattributed sampler 

believed to have been stitched by Sarah ‘Sallie’ Augusta Prescott during her childhood. Although the 

sampler bears neither a name nor a date, its provenance and relationship to the other Prescott family 

samplers strongly suggest a connection to Sallie. Like the surviving samplers completed by her 



mother and sisters, it preserves a glimpse into the educational traditions of nineteenth-century New 

England. 

Had these needlework pieces alone survived, we would know relatively little about the lives of the 

Prescott girls. Samplers can tell us about education, family connections, and artistic skill, but they 

rarely reveal personality or experience. 

Fortunately, in Sallie's case, another record survives. 

In addition to letters, photographs, and family records, she preserved a diary that chronicles years of 

travel aboard sailing ships, visits to foreign ports, and observations of a rapidly changing 

nineteenth-century world. Through her own words we follow her from the old Court House to 

Philadelphia, New York, Ireland, England, and New Orleans. We witness storms at sea, encounters 

with strangers, long separations from family, and the everyday realities of life in an age when travel 

depended upon wind, weather, and patience. 

Like many personal diaries, Sallie's was never intended for publication. She did not write for 

historians. She wrote for herself and for the family she expected would someday read her words. Yet 

that private purpose is precisely what makes the diary valuable today. It preserves details that formal 

histories often overlook: the anxieties of a young bride, the excitement of seeing Europe for the first 

time, the loneliness of extended voyages, and the enduring importance of home. 

This paper explores the life of Sarah Augusta Prescott Goodwin through the records she left behind. 

In doing so, it seeks not only to tell Sallie's story, but also to illuminate the wider world in which she 

lived—a world connected by ships, letters, family networks, and the restless movement of people and 

ideas across the Atlantic. 

 



Growing Up at the Old Court House 

Sarah Augusta Prescott was born on June 18, 1830, the youngest daughter of Warren Prescott and 

Rebecca Johnson Prescott. Her early childhood coincided with a difficult period in the family's history. 

In 1833, when Sallie was only three years old, her father drowned in the upper Kennebec River after 

being swept beneath the ice. 

Rebecca Prescott returned to Dresden with her three daughters—Rebecca, Caroline Louisa, and 

Sarah Augusta—to the large eighteenth-century building known today as the Pownalborough Court 

House. 

For modern visitors, the Court House is a museum and historic landmark. For Sallie, it was simply 

home. 

The building had already witnessed nearly a century of Maine history. Built in 1761 as the seat of 

Lincoln County government, it had served as a courthouse, tavern, post office, and community 

gathering place. Judges, lawyers, merchants, travelers, and politicians had passed through its rooms. 

By the time Sallie arrived, however, the building had become something equally important: a family 

home. 

The household was rarely quiet. Uncles Thomas and William Johnson lived there. Cousins arrived for 

extended visits. Neighbors stopped by. Family friends appeared with little warning and often remained 

for days or weeks. During the summer months, the broad river and surrounding countryside attracted 

a steady stream of guests. 

Sallie's diary and the recollections of family members reveal a household filled with conversation, 

reading, music, games, and storytelling. The Court House served not merely as a residence but as 



the center of an extended family network stretching from Maine to Boston, Charlestown, Philadelphia, 

and beyond. 

It was within this environment that Sallie developed the habits of observation that would later make 

her diary such a valuable historical record. Long before she crossed the Atlantic, she had already 

become an attentive witness to the people and events around her. 

 

The World Beyond the Kennebec 

Unlike many nineteenth-century women whose lives can be reconstructed only through census 

records, gravestones, and family recollections, Sallie left behind a diary and a substantial collection of 

correspondence. Preserved among the records associated with the old Court House, these writings 

allow us to follow her through some of the most important years of her life. 

The contrast between the sampler and the diary is striking. 

A sampler records accomplishment. It demonstrates skill, patience, and education. It tells us that a 

young girl once sat with needle and thread and carefully stitched letters, numbers, and decorative 

motifs into a piece of cloth. But it tells us little about her hopes, fears, opinions, or experiences. 

The diary is different. 

In its pages we encounter Sallie not as a name on a family tree but as a person. We hear her voice 

as she anticipates her marriage, worries about loved ones, describes storms at sea, marvels at 

unfamiliar landscapes, and reflects upon the world around her. The diary preserves not simply events, 

but observations. It reveals how one woman experienced the rapidly changing world of the 

mid-nineteenth century. 



That world was far larger than the one into which Sallie had been born. 

When she arrived at the old Court House as a small child following her father's death, the building 

stood at the center of her universe. The broad Kennebec River flowed past its windows. Family 

members occupied rooms that had once housed judges, lawyers, and tavern guests. Visitors arrived 

by carriage, sleigh, and boat. News from distant places came slowly, carried by travelers or contained 

in letters that sometimes required weeks to arrive. 

Yet even within this seemingly isolated setting, the Prescott family was connected to a surprisingly 

extensive network of relatives and friends. 

One of the most important of those connections was Philadelphia. 

During Sallie's childhood, her older sister Caroline Louisa Prescott spent winters with their Uncle 

Rowland Johnson and Aunt Nancy Johnson. Following the death of their only daughter, Rowland and 

Nancy had invited Louisa to live with them for part of each year. Family tradition recalled that when 

Rowland arrived to choose among the Prescott girls, he examined the three sisters sleeping together 

by candlelight and declared, "I'll take the red-headed one." 

Whether embellished by later retelling or not, the story reflects the close relationships that linked the 

Prescott household in Maine with relatives living hundreds of miles away. 

For Louisa, those Philadelphia winters would prove life-changing. Through family connections she 

would eventually meet William Jackson Canby, grandson of Betsy Ross, whom she later married. In 

time, the histories of the Prescott family and the Canby family would become intertwined. 

For Sallie, however, Philadelphia remained, at first, a place known largely through letters and stories. 

Like many young women of her generation, she understood distant places through the experiences of 

family members who had traveled there before her. 



Within a few years, Sallie would find herself crossing the Atlantic aboard sailing ships, visiting foreign 

ports, and recording experiences that few women from rural Maine would ever have the opportunity to 

witness. 

 

Captain Sam 

When Sallie Prescott married Samuel Randolph Goodwin in 1852, she entered a world governed by 

tides, weather, and distant horizons. 

The Goodwins were part of a maritime culture that shaped much of coastal New England during the 

nineteenth century. Ships connected Maine to New York, New Orleans, the Caribbean, and Europe. A 

successful captain might spend months away from home, carrying cargo between ports separated by 

thousands of miles. Communication was slow, schedules uncertain, and families often endured long 

periods of separation. 

For the wives of sea captains, marriage demanded patience and adaptability. Daily life was frequently 

organized around departures and arrivals rather than anniversaries and holidays. Letters might take 

weeks to arrive. News could be delayed by storms, contrary winds, or the simple absence of a ship in 

port. 

Sallie understood these realities before her wedding day. Members of the Prescott family had long 

been connected to the maritime economy of the Kennebec River. Ships passed the old Court House 

daily, linking Dresden to a wider Atlantic world. Yet knowing of that world and becoming part of it were 

very different experiences. 

Marriage to Captain Goodwin transformed Sallie from an observer into a participant. 



Within months she would leave behind the familiar surroundings of Dresden and begin a series of 

journeys that carried her far beyond Maine. The diary she kept during those years records not only 

the places she visited but also the challenges of adapting to a life defined by movement and 

uncertainty. 

For Sallie, the world beyond the Kennebec was no longer something encountered through letters and 

family stories. It was about to be experienced firsthand. 

 

A Prescott Girl Goes to Sea 

In the spring of 1853, Sallie Goodwin boarded the Rockaway and began a journey unlike any she had 

previously experienced. 

For most of her life, travel had been measured in miles. A trip to Augusta, Bath, Boston, or 

Philadelphia represented a significant undertaking. Ocean voyages belonged to another world—the 

world of merchants, sailors, captains, and immigrants. Although Sallie had grown up watching ships 

pass along the Kennebec River, she had never before experienced life aboard one. 

The transition required adjustment. 

Nineteenth-century sailing ships offered little of the comfort modern travelers take for granted. Cabins 

were small, privacy limited, and schedules determined by weather rather than convenience. 

Passengers surrendered control to winds, currents, and the judgment of a ship's captain. Days might 

pass in calm seas, only to be followed by sudden storms that transformed ordinary routines into 

exercises in endurance. 



Sallie's diary preserves the experience in remarkable detail. Rather than focusing exclusively on 

major events, she recorded the rhythms of daily life: changing weather, passing vessels, 

conversations with fellow travelers, and the small incidents that filled long days at sea. 

These observations reveal a traveler learning to see the world from an entirely new perspective. 

The Atlantic Ocean was not simply a barrier separating nations. It was a highway connecting them. 

Ships carried immigrants, merchants, letters, newspapers, and ideas between continents. Ports such 

as New York, Liverpool, and New Orleans served as crossroads where people from different 

countries and cultures encountered one another. 

As the Rockaway moved eastward, Sallie became part of that larger network. 

For a young woman raised at the old Court House in Dresden, the voyage represented more than 

travel. It marked the beginning of a transformation. The places she had previously known only 

through maps, books, and family stories were becoming real. 

The world beyond the Kennebec was now visible from the deck of a ship. 

Soon, after weeks at sea, land appeared on the horizon. 

Ireland awaited. 

 

Ireland Through Sallie's Eyes 

"Yesterday will be a day long to be remembered by me," Sallie wrote in June 1853, "for I first stepped 

my foot on European soil." 



The sentence captures a moment that would have been extraordinary for almost any American in the 

mid-nineteenth century. For a young woman raised along the Kennebec River in Maine, it marked the 

realization of a journey that few of her neighbors would ever experience. 

For weeks, the Atlantic had stretched unbroken to every horizon. Days at sea blended together in a 

routine governed by weather, wind, and the movement of the ship. Then, suddenly, the distant lands 

described in books and newspapers appeared before her eyes. 

Ireland was no longer an idea. It was a place. 

Like many travelers encountering a foreign country for the first time, Sallie viewed what she saw 

through the lens of her own experiences. Throughout her diary she compares unfamiliar scenes to 

places and customs she already knew, searching for points of reference that would help her 

understand a different world. 

What impressed her most was not grand architecture or famous landmarks. Instead, she paid close 

attention to ordinary people. 

Again and again, her diary records observations of homes, clothing, work, and daily life. She noticed 

the condition of cottages, the appearance of village streets, and the ways people earned their living. 

These details might seem mundane, yet they reveal much about the perspective she brought to her 

travels. Sallie was less interested in monuments than in people. 

Her observations were shaped by the era in which she lived. Ireland was still recovering from the 

Great Famine that had devastated the country during the late 1840s. Millions had emigrated, and 

many communities continued to struggle with poverty and economic hardship. Sallie could not have 

fully understood the political and social forces that had produced these conditions, but she could see 

their effects. 



Like many American travelers of the period, she was struck by the contrast between the beauty of the 

landscape and the poverty visible in many rural communities. 

The diary records her encounters with unfamiliar customs and modes of travel. Roads, vehicles, and 

buildings often differed from what she had known in Maine. Everyday activities that local residents 

took for granted appeared novel to an American visitor experiencing them for the first time. 

Yet her writings reveal curiosity more often than judgment. 

Rather than dismissing what she encountered as strange or foreign, she generally approached new 

experiences with a desire to understand them. The same careful observation that had characterized 

her descriptions of life at home now shaped her impressions abroad. 

In this respect, Sallie's diary offers something more valuable than a simple travel account. It provides 

a record of cultural encounter. Through her eyes we witness a nineteenth-century American 

attempting to make sense of another society while carrying with her the assumptions, values, and 

experiences of her own. 

The significance of the journey extended beyond Ireland itself. 

For Sallie, the voyage represented the first stage of a broader education. Every new port, every 

conversation, and every unfamiliar landscape expanded the world she had known as a child at the old 

Court House. The Atlantic was no longer a distant boundary separating continents. It had become a 

pathway connecting them. 

The young woman who stepped ashore in Ireland was already beginning to see herself as part of a 

larger world. 

More discoveries awaited her. 



Among them was Liverpool, one of the busiest ports on earth and a city whose crowded docks 

revealed the immense scale of the commercial networks that linked Europe and America. 

 

Liverpool and the Atlantic World 

For many American travelers arriving from across the Atlantic, Liverpool served as a gateway to 

Europe. For Sallie, it also offered a glimpse into a world far larger and more complex than anything 

she had previously encountered. 

By the middle of the nineteenth century, Liverpool had become one of the busiest ports in the world. 

Ships crowded its docks. Cargo arrived from every corner of the globe. Merchants, sailors, 

immigrants, laborers, and travelers filled its streets. Goods produced in distant countries passed 

through warehouses and counting houses before continuing their journeys across oceans and 

continents. 

For a young woman raised along the Kennebec River, the scale of the city was difficult to 

comprehend. 

The ports Sallie had known in Maine and along the American coast were important regional centers, 

but Liverpool operated on an entirely different level. Here the Atlantic economy revealed itself in full. 

Cotton from the American South, manufactured goods from British factories, timber from North 

America, and products from the Caribbean all moved through the city in staggering quantities. 

Sallie's diary records her impressions as an observer rather than an economist. She was interested in 

people, streets, buildings, and daily life. Yet behind those observations stood the commercial system 

that had made her journey possible. 



The same maritime networks that carried Captain Goodwin's vessels across the Atlantic connected 

the old Court House in Dresden to Liverpool's crowded waterfront. Families in Maine purchased 

goods that had passed through British ports. Merchants relied upon information carried by ships and 

letters. News crossed the ocean aboard vessels much like the one that had brought Sallie to Europe. 

The nineteenth century was becoming increasingly interconnected. 

What makes Sallie's diary especially valuable is that it captures this transformation from the 

perspective of an ordinary traveler. Histories of commerce often focus on merchants, politicians, and 

industrialists. Sallie's writings remind us that these vast economic systems were experienced by 

individuals—people walking unfamiliar streets, meeting strangers, and trying to understand places 

they had never imagined visiting. 

Her observations reveal both excitement and uncertainty. Like many travelers encountering a major 

city for the first time, she found herself navigating a landscape filled with unfamiliar sights and 

customs. The experience required adaptation, curiosity, and confidence. 

Yet even as her world expanded, Sallie's thoughts frequently returned to home. 

Letters remained essential. Family news mattered. The names of sisters, cousins, and friends 

continued to appear throughout her writings. Distance had enlarged her perspective, but it had not 

diminished her attachment to the people waiting for her in Maine. 

This tension between travel and home, discovery and remembrance, appears again and again 

throughout the diary. It is one of the themes that gives Sallie's account its enduring appeal. 

She was not simply exploring new places. 

She was carrying the old Court House with her. 



In the years that followed, her travels would take her to additional ports and cities, each offering new 

opportunities to observe the rapidly changing world around her. Yet no matter how far she traveled, 

family remained the lens through which she understood much of what she encountered. 

 

Letters Home 

For all the miles she traveled and all the unfamiliar places she visited, Sallie's diary returns repeatedly 

to a single subject: home. 

Modern travelers can communicate instantly across great distances. A message sent from Liverpool 

reaches Maine in seconds. In Sallie's day, communication moved at the speed of wind and sail. Every 

letter represented an investment of time, patience, and trust. Once written, it disappeared into a vast 

network of ships, postal routes, and intermediaries. Weeks—or even months—might pass before a 

reply arrived. 

The uncertainty made every letter precious. 

Throughout her diary, Sallie records the arrival of correspondence with an excitement familiar to 

anyone who has spent time far from loved ones. Letters brought news of illnesses, births, deaths, 

marriages, visitors, and everyday events that transformed distant places into living communities. They 

reduced the isolation of travel and reassured her that the people she loved continued to think of her 

even when separated by an ocean. 

The importance of these exchanges is difficult to overstate. 

For nineteenth-century families, letters performed many of the functions now filled by telephones, 

email, photographs, and social media. They preserved relationships, transmitted news, maintained 



family bonds, and provided emotional support. Entire networks of kinship depended upon regular 

correspondence. 

The Prescott family was particularly adept at maintaining those connections. 

Long before Sallie crossed the Atlantic, letters linked Dresden to Boston, Charlestown, Philadelphia, 

and other communities where relatives had settled. Through correspondence, family members 

remained involved in one another's lives despite the distances that separated them. News traveled 

slowly, but it traveled faithfully. 

The surviving records reveal a family that valued communication and preservation. Letters were 

saved rather than discarded. Diaries were retained rather than destroyed. Family Bibles recorded 

births, marriages, and deaths. Photographs, documents, and personal mementos were passed from 

one generation to the next. 

As a result, the voices of the Prescott family continue to be heard nearly two centuries later. 

Sallie's diary itself forms part of that larger tradition. It was not merely a personal record. It was a 

conversation carried forward through time. Like a letter addressed to future generations, it preserves 

moments that would otherwise have vanished. 

The same impulse can be seen throughout the broader history of the families connected to the old 

Court House. Louisa Prescott's correspondence, William Jackson Canby's preservation of Ross 

family records, the transcript of the Betsy Ross family Bible, and the survival of the Prescott schoolgirl 

samplers all reflect a common desire to remember and to be remembered. 

Distance threatened those connections. Letters overcame it. 

Time threatened them as well. Yet through careful preservation, many survived. 



Perhaps that is why Sallie's diary remains so compelling today. It allows us to participate in a 

conversation that began nearly two hundred years ago. Through its pages we witness not only the 

places she visited, but also the relationships that gave those journeys meaning. 

No matter how far she traveled, Sallie rarely journeyed alone. 

She carried with her the thoughts, concerns, and affections of an extended family whose presence 

remained constant, whether she stood on the banks of the Kennebec River or on the docks of 

Liverpool. 

In the end, the diary records more than travel. 

It records connection. 

 

Why Sallie's Diary Matters 

History often preserves the lives of prominent individuals. Politicians leave speeches. Military leaders 

leave reports. Businessmen leave contracts and financial records. The experiences of ordinary 

people are more easily lost. 

Women are particularly difficult to recover from the historical record. Census schedules record names 

and ages. Gravestones record dates. Family histories preserve relationships. Yet these sources rarely 

reveal personality, observation, or voice. 

Sallie Prescott Goodwin left all three. 

Through her diary we encounter a thoughtful observer whose life bridged two worlds. She belonged 

to the close-knit family community centered on the old Pownalborough Court House, yet she also 



participated in the expanding Atlantic world of the nineteenth century. She crossed oceans, visited 

foreign cities, and witnessed societies very different from the one in which she had been raised. 

What makes her account remarkable is not the distance she traveled, but the way she recorded those 

experiences. Again and again, her attention returns to people rather than events, relationships rather 

than monuments, and family rather than spectacle. Her writings remind us that history is lived one 

day at a time through conversations, letters, departures, reunions, and the countless small moments 

that seldom find their way into official records. 

The diary also reveals the importance of preservation. 

Had the diary been discarded, Sallie would survive only as a name in family records, a daughter of 

Warren and Rebecca Prescott, a sister to Beckie and Louisa, a wife of Captain Samuel Goodwin. We 

would know where she lived and when she died, but little of who she was. 

Instead, we know something more. 

We know the excitement she felt upon setting foot in Europe for the first time. We know her concern 

for family members separated by distance. We know her curiosity, her observations, and her 

determination to record the world around her. Across nearly two centuries, her voice remains 

surprisingly clear. 

The same is true of the Prescott family more broadly. Schoolgirl samplers, family letters, photographs, 

diaries, and other surviving records have transformed names on a family tree into individuals whose 

lives can still be studied and appreciated today. Together, these materials reveal a family connected 

not only by blood but by a shared commitment to remembering. 



Visitors to the Pownalborough Court House often begin with artifacts: a sampler, a photograph, a 

piece of furniture, or a family document. Such objects provide evidence of the past, but they do not 

speak for themselves. 

Sallie's diary does. 

Through its pages, a young woman from Dresden, Maine steps forward once again. She invites us 

aboard a sailing ship crossing the Atlantic, introduces us to the people she encountered, shares her 

thoughts of home, and allows us to see the nineteenth century through her eyes. 

That may be the diary's greatest gift. 

It reminds us that history is not only the story of famous people and public events. It is also the story 

of ordinary individuals whose lives, carefully recorded and faithfully preserved, continue to illuminate 

the past long after they are gone. 
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