Rebecca Randall Usher  (1821-1912)

       Rebecca Usher was one of five living issue (4 daughters, 1 son) of Ellis Baker Usher and the first child of his second wife, Hannah Lane, daughter of Col. Isaac Lane & Ruth Merrill. His first wife was Hannah Lane’s half-sister, Rebecca Randall, for whom our Rebecca was named. 

        Ellis Usher came to Hollis at the age of twelve with a horse and a few dollars. For many years before his death in 1855 he had a reputation of strict integrity and he had amassed land holdings of tens of thousands of acres and owned one of the largest lumbering operations in the Northeast. He served in the state senate, was well known throughout New England and often entertained prominent guests. Ellis Usher was liberal and hospitable, and his large brick house was always full of guests. It was the “stopping place” for men with whom he had business and was a home to which much of the best society of the region constantly gravitated. Author Kate Douglas Wiggin and sculptors Benjamin Paul Akers and his brother, Charles, were frequent visitors. When the “Brick House,” as it was always known in the family, was opened (built somewhere between 1820-1827) there was a great party given in honor of the event, which was attended by people from Portland, Saco and all the region around.

       At a time when education for women was not considered of much importance, Ellis Usher made sure his daughters were well educated and could think for themselves. By 1855, Rebecca Usher, then 34, managed her father’s estate, as his only son, Isaac, had moved West and his oldest daughter, (Sarah) Ellen, from his first marriage, had married a dentist, Eldridge Bacon, and moved to Portland.

       When the Civil War broke out (1861-1865), each of the four daughters did more than her part to help sick and wounded soldiers. Like many women of Maine, the Ushers contributed supplies and money to the cause, but their commitment went much further than most and their commentary in surviving letters and diaries gives valuable insight into life during those years, revealing a glimpse into this vibrant, caring family during one of the most trying periods in American history. 

       Martha Usher Osgood (1823-1825) organized the local Buxton-Hollis Soldiers’ Aide Society to raise money and collect supplies for the soldiers. Jane Usher (1836-1920), having a wonderful singing voice, studied music with Hermmann Kotzschmar and gave concerts to raise money for the Union cause, while (Sarah) Ellen Usher became active in the Maine Camp Hospital Association, which collected donations from all over the State and sponsored agents to redistribute supplies to the Maine troops in the South.

       In October of 1862, Rebecca received a letter from Miss Almira Quinby offering her a nursing position under Dorothea Dix at the general hospital in Chester, Pennyslvania. Diaries of Mattie (Martha) indicate that Rebecca had a strong inclination to go, but not having “made a stitch on flannels, ...etc. for winter”, needed time to prepare. A month later, Rebecca accepted, along with Louise Titcomb of Stroudwater and Susan Newhall of Portland, despite her sisters’ misgivings. Nursing, as a profession for women, did not exist prior to Civil War. However, Rebecca thrived and wrote long descriptive letters home about the hospital and conditions there. In her letters, she requested needed supplies and in one letter she wrote, “I am delighted with hospital life. I feel like a bird in the air or a fish in the sea, as if I have found my native element.”

       She took time to comment on national matters, writing to her sister Mattie in 1862, “I am delighted with the President’s message; that part relating to emancipation. I think Abraham Lincoln has left his impress on the nineteenth century which will go down to the latest generation making him immortal with Washington.” Her remarks on more mundane matters indicated how hard Mattie and (Sarah) Ellen were working at home to support the soldiers in hospitals.

       When Rebecca’s hospital in Chester was broken up, Rebecca returned home to attend to matters there, harvesting and selling timber lands, etc., as she writes, “It was very difficult to be spared just now as our man is drafted and our girl is to leave us.” However, by 1865, she was in Washington at City Point providing assistance especially to the Maine boys and, as there were many wounded when the war ended, she stayed on for a time. 

       While in Washington, she managed to visit the unfinished capital and other sites and attended a “Levee” hosted by the Lincolns at the White House where Lincoln shook hands with her & said, “How do you do, dear.” She wrote in a letter about the event, “His pictures look just like him. He is not one whit handsomer than the homeliest of them. His coat looked as though he had fallen all away from it and it had a tousled appearance, as if it might have come very recently from Iowa or Maine in a very crowded valise...” On May 1, 1865, she wrote: “I was alone in my work with a house full of company, no help and very sick patients in the wards, but I bore up well under it until the news came of the assassination of our beloved President. I could not believe it at first, but when the terrible truth was forced upon me I was almost paralyzed. It seemed as if the sun would never shine again. My heart is weighed down with grief …” 
       After the war, Rebecca returned home to her family estate in Bar Mills and settled into a much more peaceful existence. In 1903, noted Maine author Kate Douglas Wiggin, a neighbor of the Ushers, wrote her enduring children’s book “Rebecca of Sunnybrook Farm”. She chose the Usher house as the setting for the story and borrowed Rebecca Usher’s name for her heroine. The characters of the two aunts, Miranda and Jane, are loosely based on Rebecca Usher (82 at the time), with Aunt Jane having served as a Civil War nurse. Rebecca Usher is buried at the South Buxton Cemetery at Tory Hill, not far from KDW’s memorial marker.)   * We are extremely grateful for much of this information taken from “A Vast Army of Women, Maine’s Uncounted Forces in the American Civil War” by Lynda L. Sudlow. 

