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As many of you already know, genealogy is not my
only past-times passion. I am a life-long antiques
addict, especially drawn to one-of-a-kind survivors

like schoolgirl samplers, hand-made miniature furniture,
and naïve folk art. Our early American culture and identity
evolved in the 19th century, formed from elements of
regional life, immigration, industrialization, and Victorian
influences. Those decades of evolution left behind an
amazing array of items now routinely found on flea market
tables and in booths in antiques malls—including the unique
things I like so much.

Victorian ornamental calligraphy is a perfect example.
Whether decorating a calling card, a certificate of merit, or
in the form of a flourished drawing of an eagle, these
romantic expressions in pen and ink on paper continue to
please the eye over a century later. Instead of lobbying to
ban cursive writing instruction from our schools, perhaps
we would do better to recommit to it, promoting it as an
element of teaching our children to indulge in artistic
pursuits.

“Penmanship” was part of classroom education for over
a century, the most noted instructional standard being “The
Palmer Method,” developed in the 1880s by Austin Palmer.
Palmer himself learned about what was then known as
“ornamental penmanship” after meeting George Gaskell, the
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ancestors emigrated to New England in the
first half of the 17th century and reportedly
held positions of political and civic
importance as well as being successful
businessmen.
Addison Armstrong was the son of

Laurens Armstrong and Fanny Ladd
Armstrong who married in Connecticut in
1816. Mary’s great-grandfather Bela
Armstrong, born in about 1754, served in
the Revolutionary War and participated in
the Battle of Bunker Hill. He re-enlisted
multiple times after the expiration of his
service terms during that war and



reportedly also served during the War of 1812. In the early
19th century Bela and his family relocated to New York State.

Mary Ladd Armstrong married Orrin Morehouse Taylor.
Like her, he had been born and raised in Genesee County,
New York. Orrin was a horticulturist who worked for thirty
years in the management of the New York State Agricultural
Experiment Station at Geneva, New York, a facility
established by legislative act in the early 1880s. Newspaper
articles of the day described Mr. Taylor as “an expert on
small fruits . . . active in the compiling of seven books.” He
died in 1932 at the age of sixty-seven. The Geneva
agricultural station, merged into Cornell University in 1923,
remains in operation today.

Mary Ladd Armstrong lived for over two decades after
the death of her husband, passing away in 1954 at the age of
eighty-eight. A newspaper obituary spoke of her involvement
with her church’s missionary society and long-time love of
making hooked rugs. It seems that Mary’s gift for artistic
expression, evidenced by her youthful calligraphic drawing,
remained a part of her adult life. Perhaps, one of these days,
I will be cruising a flea market or antique mall and happen
upon one of Mary’s hooked rugs. You never know!
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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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