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Background on Sampler Art 
 

A sampler is a piece of embroidery produced as a demonstration or test of skill 
in needlework. It often includes the alphabet, figures, motifs, decorative borders and 
sometimes the name of the person who embroidered it and the date. The 
word sampler is derived from the Latin ‘exemplum’ - an example.  
 
Samplers were mainly school exercises during the 18th and 19th centuries, and were 
almost entirely worked in cross stitch. These samplers were stitched more to 
demonstrate knowledge than to preserve skill. The stitching of samplers was believed 
to be a sign of virtue, achievement and industry, and girls were taught the art from a 
young age1 (see example on the left). 

 
There was also a functional aspect of samplers.  Girls as young as five or six would first make a marking sampler.  
It would teach the child basic embroidery techniques as well as the alphabet and numbers.  This was especially 
useful since this skill could be used to keep track of linens and valuable household goods. 
 
Who was the author Polly Drake? 
 
Finding the true identity of Polly Drake requires looking at the chain of 
possession of the sampler back to a Drake family member in Hampton, 
New Hampshire, at the beginning of the nineteenth century.  I was given 
the sampler from my third cousin once removed, Diane Elizabeth (Hill) 
Faber.  Although we have never met and are twenty years apart, the 
connection was make through my genealogical research and reaching out 
to her over the Internet.  I had expressed fascination in this family 
heirloom and through her generosity the sampler was given to me in 2016 
after she sold her house and downsized.   
 
Diane always remembered the sampler hanging in her grandmother’s 
house, Clara Alpha (Frost) Smith, in Framingham, Massachusetts.  She was 
married to Dana Smith; an only child.  He received the sampler from either 
his father, Frank William Smith or his paternal grandmother in Hampton 
New Hampshire, Abigail (Drake) Smith.  Up to this point the title of 
ownership of the sampler is clear: 
 

1. Dianne Elizabeth Hill (1941- ) + Rockwell Page Faber (1940 - ) 
2. Elizabeth Norton Hill (1914-2002) + Bernard Thomas Hill (1913-

1983) 
3. Dana Smith (1883-1932) + Clara Alpha Frost (1882-1970) 
4. Frank William Smith (1855-1927) + Lavina Ordway Mitchell (1856-

1921) 
5. Abigail Drake (1825-1902) + Orren Smith (1821-1894) 

 

 
1 Wikipedia 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Embroidery
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Needlework


Abigail Drake’s parents were Samul Drake (1793-1835) and Mehitable Pickering (1798-1850) so it is not a direct 
ancestor who created the sampler.  Her father Samuel Drake died when Abigail was just ten years old.  She and 
her family were probably close to her aunts and uncles and relied on them for support.  Her father’s parents 
were Nathaniel Drake (1760-1828) and Elizabeth Jenness (1761-1853).  They had the following six children, all 
born in Hampton, New Hampshire: Elizabeth (Betsey) Drake (1785-1828); Abigail Drake (1787-1842); Mary 
Drake (1790-1868); her father, Samuel Drake (1793-1835); Nathaniel Drake (1797-1823); and Emily Drake (1806-
1880)  
 
Polly is a common 18th century nickname for Mary.  Mary Drake was ten years old in 1801 and was the ideal age 
to author the sampler. Mary was also Abigail Drake’s aunt.  She married Francis Drake, her first cousin, in 1814 
by the Rev. Jonathan French at North Hampton Congregational Church.  That was the same church, with the 
same minister, who baptized our Abigail in 1825; they were also members of the same congregation.  Francis 
and Mary Drake had four children: Nathaniel Drake (1815-1816); Abraham Drake (1816-1874); Elizabeth Jenness 
Drake (1818-1856); and Nathaniel Drake (1825-1895).  Of their four children, only Elizabeth had children, four 
sons living in Boston, at the time of her death and no other grandchildren are known.  Mary Drake also outlived 
her daughter Elizabeth by thirteen years. 
 
There is one other Mary (Polly) Drake (1788-1859) that could fit the time and location for doing the sampler.  
She died unmarried on the family homestead in Hampton, New Hampshire.  It is possible that having no 
surviving issue, this was passed around the family and our Abigail somehow inherited it.  This Mary (Polly) 
Drake’s mother was Mary Jenness (1759-1822) who was the sister of Elizabeth Jenness (1761-1853) who 
married Nathaniel Drake; whose mother was Abigail Drake’s grandmother.  The relationship between our Abigail 
Drake and this Mary (Polly) Drake was first cousins once removed. 
 

Based on this, I believe it is more likely that Abigail 
Drake’s Aunt Mary Drake gave the sampler to her; or 
it was inherited.  This sampler was a common school 
project and not a valuable artifact in the early part of 
the last century unless it had a sentimental value from 
a beloved family member and was passed down from 
generation to generation. 
 

As the current trustee of this 215 year- old family heirloom, Polly Drake was my fifth great aunt.  Her father 
Nathaniel Drake was my fifth great grandfather through the following chain: Samuel Drake; Abigail Drake; 
Warren Read Smith; Chester Drake Smith; Ruth Eleanor Smith, Anthony John Betz; and finally me, Joseph 
Alexander Betz.  It is my intention to preserve this family artifact until I find a worthy descendant who will care 
for this Sampler in the same way I was entrusted to do.  
 
      Sincerely, 
      Joseph A. Betz 
      Stony Brook, NY 
 
 
About the writer: 
Joseph A. Betz is an Ivy League trained architect and academic and is currently Professor and Chair of the Department of Architecture & 
Construction Management at Farmingdale State College, State University of New York.  He has been actively pursuing genealogy since 
1997 and is a member of the New England Historic Genealogical Society (NEHGS) and the General Society of Mayflower Descendants.  He 
has served as Registrar (lineage application reviewer) of the Long Island Chapter of the Empire (NY) State Society of the SAR of the Sons 
of the American Revolution (SAR) for many years.  
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