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It all started a few months ago with an email sent to me
by a woman named Moira Ruddick. Moira is in her
eighties and lives in Newcastle upon Tyne, England. She

was writing to me on behalf of herself and her dear friend
Nora Handcock. Nora, also in her eighties, had (years ago)
inherited an antique schoolgirl embroidery sampler from
her Aunt Maggie and, in
downsizing to a smaller
home, had given the
sampler to Moira. Moira,
with some experience in
genealogical research and
having honed her computer
skills by taking classes, had
taken a stab at finding the
young woman who had
embroidered the sampler
. . . in 1795. Her searching
on the web for leads had led
her to me and a 2013
magazine article I had
written about Irish
schoolgirl samplers and, in
particular, a 1792 Irish
sampler that I own—created
by a student named Anne
Walpole at the Suir Island
Quaker School in Clonmel,
County Tipperary, Ireland.

Moira’s email said that
when she discovered my
article, she felt she had
finally “hit gold,” her
excitement due to the fact
that the 1795 sampler
owned by her friend and
gifted to her had been
wrought by Martha Jellico,
another student at the
Clonmel Quaker School! The
school had been a boarding
and finishing school for girls established in 1787 by
prosperous Quaker missionaries and philanthropists Robert
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and Sarah Tuke Grubb. Studies included
foreign languages, science, literature, and
religion, along with the expected classes in
drawing and needlework with an overall
emphasis on the disciplines of the Quaker
lifestyle.

Moira’s email included an image of
the signature block of Martha’s sampler,
leaving no doubt about its origins. And, in a
gesture of extreme generosity, she offered
to gift Martha’s sampler to me to be a
companion to my own Clonmel sampler if I
would like to have it. She and Nora hoped
that I would put my research skills to work
in an attempt to reach back two centuries to
find Martha Jellico and resurrect the story
of her life. I’m not sure what intrigued me
more—a totally unexpected gift from two
strangers on the other side of the Atlantic or
the challenge of rediscovering Martha
Jellico’s story. No matter, I was hooked. The
sampler soon arrived from England and I
jumped into the search for Martha Jellico.

I contacted The Friends Historical
Library in Dublin and, based upon the
estimated birth date range I provided,
obtained a spreadsheet listing information
on a number of Martha Jellicos in their
records. Unfortunately, none of those

Marthas appeared to be a match with the sampler-maker. After
that dead-end, I changed direction and hit the web, looking for
signs of Martha in Ancestry.com, FamilySearch.org, and
FindMyPast.com. Several hours into the search, I had a
breakthrough on FindMyPast. I located a Quaker marriage
record for a Martha Jellico, daughter of James and Mary
Jellico, of the right age who had married in 1806 in Limerick,
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Martha Jellico’s 1795 sampler

The 1806 Quaker marriage record Martha Jellico to Thomas Harris (last line)
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Ireland. Her groom was an English Quaker, Thomas Harris, of
Maryport, Cumberland, England—a town in the very north of
England about eighty-five miles west of Newcastle upon Tyne,
the locale where Moira and Nora live. Could Martha’s marriage
have meant a relocation to England, and might she have taken
her schoolgirl embroidery sampler with her?

Further searching in English Quaker “Non-Comformist”
records confirmed that the newlyweds did travel from Ireland
to take up residence in Thomas’s hometown, Maryport. There,
between 1807 and 1811, three children were born to them: a

daughter and two sons.
In addition, that led to the
discovery of information
about Thomas Harris
himself, including his
1783 birth record
indicating that he was
born in Maryport and
was the son of Anthony
Harris and Isabella Bull.
Also unearthed was
Anthony Harris’s birth
record dating to 1755, he
being the son of one
William Harris. Thomas’s
mother, Isabella Bull was,
like Thomas’s wife
Martha, born in Ireland.
In fact, a Quaker
marriage record
confirms that Thomas’s

parents Anthony and Isabella were married in Dublin, Ireland in
1778.

The combination of excellent Quaker recordkeeping and the
digitization of early English vital records had even more to
reveal as I continued searching. Isabella Harris, Martha
Jellico’s Irish-born mother-in-law, was widowed in 1795 when
her husband, a mariner, was drowned in the Irish Sea. Isabella,
then in her thirties and the mother of more than a half-dozen
children, became a well-respected Quaker educator in England
in the early decades of the 1800s. An 1833 edition of the
Annual Monitor, a Quaker publication, recorded the 1832 death
of Isabella Harris and noted her more than twenty years’
service as the “principal mistress” of the Ackworth School
between 1803 and 1826.

The search for information on Martha and Thomas’s three
children resulted in no success with respect to their daughter’s
adult life, perhaps because she married although no marriage
record for her was found. Things went much better with their

The Master’s Certificate of James Harris



sons, Anthony and James. James became an apprentice
merchant seaman before the age of eighteen and ultimately
rose to the rank of “Master” in the British Merchant Service
during a career spanning twenty-four years. James married
but UK census records for 1841, 1851 and 1861 show no
children living with him and his wife Ellen. James’s brother
Anthony married Rachael Atkinson in 1836 in Stockton-on-
Tees, Durham, England. Census records for 1841 and 1851
recorded the couple living in Stockton and Middlesborough and
indicated that they had eight children. By 1851, Anthony Harris
was a successful businessman and gave his occupations as
both “coalfitter” and “ship owner.” In addition to the Harris
family, the household included four servants. Sadly, Anthony
Harris died six years later in 1857 at the age of forty-eight. His
widow Rachael was recorded four years later in the 1861 UK
census and gave her occupation as a “coal and coke
merchant.” She was the head of a household that included six
of her children, a governess, nursery maid, cook, laundress and
a general house maid. She was obviously holding her own
despite having lost her husband.

Having tracked our Irish sampler-maker Martha Jellico
from her schoolgirl days in County Tipperary, to her 1806
marriage in Limerick and her new life in England as the wife of
Thomas Harris, and having charted the lives of their children, it
was time to find out what became of Martha and Thomas
themselves. An 1834 death certificate told the story of Thomas
Harris’s death in Middlesborough in October of that year at the
age of fifty-one. The certificate listed his occupation as “coal
fitter” and indicated that his place of burial was in Stockton.
The search for information about Martha proved much more
difficult. One clue was revealed in the 1836 marriage record for
her son Anthony which listed his father Thomas as deceased
but did not indicate that his mother Martha was deceased at
the time of the wedding. That narrowed the search for evidence
of Martha’s life or death to 1836 and after. No sign of Martha
was found in the next UK census, taken in 1841. After locating
an 1845 death index record for a Quaker woman named
Martha Harris, I ordered a copy of the actual death certificate
from the General Register Office in England. When it arrived, it
raised more questions than it answered and left me unsure
that the deceased was, in fact, the Martha Harris I was chasing.
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The age, listed as “about 69,” was close but, by my estimate,
Martha would have been in her early-to-mid-sixties in 1845.
The death had occurred in Sunderland in the home of a woman
known to take in boarders. Why would a widowed Martha have
taken up residence as a boarder when, in 1845, both of her
sons were living and apparently doing well? As of now, no
definitive signs of Martha after 1836 have been absolutely
confirmed but what is known can be charted as follows:

While I was working on this side of the Atlantic, Moira was
digging on the other side of the pond, focusing on connecting
the local dots that might explain how Martha’s sampler came
to belong to her friend Nora’s aunt. Moira began further
tracking the lives of Martha’s children and grandchildren.
Having no luck finding any signs of Martha’s daughter and
since her son James had no children, she honed in on Martha’s
son Anthony’s children. She discovered that one of Anthony’s
sons became a doctor and another (Charles) became an
accountant, married, and later became a shipbroker and the
owner of a large house in the Elswick section of Newcastle
upon Tyne. Martha Jellico Harris’s grandson Charles Harris
was not the only one with ties to Elswick it would turn out.
Nora’s Aunt Maggie, the person who owned Martha’s sampler
for many years, was a school teacher who never married. Aunt
Maggie’s mother was also a school teacher and had lived in
Elswick herself. Moira used a street map to plot the two
locations where Charles Harris and Maggie’s mother each
resided and found they lived on adjoining streets, that raising
the very real possibility that they had known each other and
that Charles had given her the sampler, perhaps as a gift to a
favorite school teacher or family friend.

Moira turned up one other interesting connection to the
Harris family: a 1953 article on hereditary color-blindness
published in the British Journal of Ophthalmology, the subject
matter discussing the instances of color-blindness in the
Harris family of Maryport. Among the Harrises cited in the
article was none other than Anthony Harris (1755–1795), the
father of Martha Jellico’s husband Thomas Harris. And, in the
spirit of the genealogy maxim “one thing leads to another,” the
article revealed another fascinating fact: Thomas Harris’s
younger sister Isabella (born in 1792 in Maryport) had, in 1818,
married Joseph Jackson Lister who met her when he visited
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the Ackworth School while she was a teacher and her mother
was headmistress there. Their son grew up to become Lord
Joseph Lister, the well-known and respected British surgeon
and pioneer in the development of antiseptic medical
procedures. (Listerine was named for Lord Lister.)

The search for the identity and life of a young Irish
schoolgirl who embroidered a simple sampler two hundred
twenty-one years ago took Moira, Nora, and me on a merry
chase and, as is so often the case with genealogical research,
yielded so much more than the answers we set out to find.
During a recent presentation I gave, an attendee asked how I
determined what to pursue in looking for new topics for my
writing—in other words, how I figured out what looked like a
promising lead in the form of things like an old letter found at a
flea market, an antique like Martha’s sampler, or an enticing
article in an old newspaper archive. My answer? I have no
special gift for picking “winners” when it comes to writing or
speaking topics. The truth is that the most mundane-
appearing lead comes with the irresistible challenge of the
hunt and the prospect of unexpected discoveries . . . as when
the search for Martha Jellico led to Lord Joseph Lister for
instance. In that case, it wasn’t Lord Lister’s fame that made
the search worthwhile. The satisfaction came from a journey
inspired by a child’s needlework that took us across centuries
and countries and resurrected the lives of generations of an
Anglo-Irish Quaker family.

Thank you so very much Moira and Nora!

Sources for this article are as follows:
- Ancestry.com
- FamilySearch.org
- FindMyPast.com
- United Kingdom General Register Office
- The Friends Historical Library—Dublin, Ireland
- The Library of the Religious Society of Friends in Britain—London, England
- Crerar, J. W. and Ross, J. A. “John Dalton, F.R.S., D.C.L., LL.D., Captain Joseph 

Huddart, F.R.S., and the Harris Family—Historical Notes on Congenital Colour 
Blindness.” British Journal of Ophthalmology (1953) 37, 181.
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“Our ancestors dwell in the attics of our brains
as they do in the spiraling chains of knowledge 

hidden in every cell of our bodies." 
---  Shirley Abbott
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