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For my sons







The printing press is either the greatest blessing or the greatest curse of modern times, sometimes one forgets which.

—James Matthew Barrie, “The Printed Word,” 1893







PROLOGUE

THE PRINTER’S DEVIL

According to an old publishing legend, a devil lurks in every printshop. For centuries, superstitious printers claimed to sense its presence whenever something went wrong: a misspelled word, an inverted letter, a missing line. Some felt the devil’s hand at work when they “pied the type” (spilling a jumble of metal letters onto the floor). Others sensed it when they printed errors of fact—or worse, deliberate falsehoods.1 The novelist Michael Ayrton envisions the demon as a kind of literary trickster, who wanders the globe filling seven thousand sacks a day with all the “negligences, pomposities, and vanities of utterance throughout the world.”2

The origins of the myth remain murky. Some scholars trace the figure of the printer’s devil to the medieval demon Tittivulus, said to haunt monastic scribes by introducing copying errors into their work or causing them to mumble at prayers. Others point to Marlowe’s Faust, who famously sold his soul to the devil in exchange for a magical book.3 A less mystical explanation stems from the physical appearance of the young boys (and occasionally girls) who worked as printshop apprentices—commonly known as “printer’s devils.” With their faces and hands blackened with ink, they may well have looked like little fallen angels. In 1757, the playwright Samuel Foote described a boy working as a printer’s apprentice in his play The Author as a “little sooty, sniv’ling, diabolical puppy.”4

The life of a printer’s devil was undoubtedly a hellish existence. Working twelve hours a day in poorly ventilated rooms, they performed grimy tasks like pouring hot lead into the type molds, mixing the ink—a sticky, soot-black mixture of varnish and lampblack—fetching heavy metal galleys, and scooping up damaged type into the “hell box” to be melted down and recycled. Hunched over their printing stones, breathing air thick with lead and antimony dust—and suffering occasional beatings at the hands of their masters—printer’s devils led grueling, thankless lives. Those who persevered long enough to attain the rank of journeyman often developed palsy of the hands, poor eyesight, lead poisoning, or worse. Some contracted tuberculosis, causing them to cough up bloody sputum while they worked. One estimate pegged the average life expectancy of an eighteenth-century printer at thirty-two years—less than half that of a merchant. A fair number drank themselves to death.5

For most printer’s devils, the customary seven-year apprenticeship amounted to a grueling initiation. They received no pay but a steady ration of meat, drink, and clothing, as well as access to rudimentary medical care. One former devil recalled that “many hogs [were] better housed and fed”; he had to shake the snow off his bed at night in the winter and was often forced to eat “rancid butter, mouldy bread, and spoiled meat.”6 Others were treated more kindly and were sometimes embraced as adoptive children and fed at the family table. But for most, the early years were tough going. Lewis G. Hoffman recalled that during his tenure as a devil, in the “winter we ate breakfast by candlelight, took dinner at 12 … supper at 6, returned to the office, and set type until 9,” six days a week.7 But for all its hardships, most initiates took a measure of pride in their hard-won admittance to the fraternity of printers.

Ironically, printer’s devils learned their trade in a “chapel,” as the inner sanctum of the printshop was known. Printers swore to uphold strict rules of conduct: no swearing, fighting, singing, or gambling. Smaller offenses might include leaving a candle burning all night or neglecting to pick up after oneself. Even the most minor transgression could result in a fine (or less commonly, a beating), with the proceeds distributed into a communal pot used to buy rounds of ale at the local tavern after work.

Despite the threadbare conditions, most Europeans (and their colonists abroad) saw printing as a reputable trade. Printers were more than just skilled tradespeople; they were often celebrated as the stewards of human wisdom, the unsung artisans of the age of Enlightenment. Well-heeled merchant families would often indenture their children to a local printer at an early age, paying a handsome sum to secure an apprenticeship. Entrée into the printing profession all but guaranteed a stable livelihood (however foreshortened that life might be) and some measure of prestige, thanks to its proximity to the corridors of power.
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The first known illustration of a printing press, depicting the death of a printer. La grāt danse macabre des hōmes ([Mathias Huss:] Lyon, le .xviii. iour de feurier, 1499). Scheide Library, Princeton University.
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For centuries, printers conducted much of their business under the aegis of the rich and powerful. In publishing capitals like Paris, London, Frankfurt, and Venice, they produced scholarly texts, religious treatises, and government pronouncements, fostering a deep symbiosis among pulpit, prince, and press. But Europe also experienced firsthand the disruptive effects of printing on society and culture. As Elizabeth Eisenstein argues, the printing press matters far more than most other technologies before or since, attaining a “special historical significance.”8 It played a crucial role in fostering the Protestant Reformation, the advent of the scientific method, and the rise of secular education—developments that seem all but unimaginable absent the transformative effects of movable type.

Yet from the beginning, the advent of the printing press brought with it the shadow of unease. While Luther believed it was ordained by God and Francis Bacon sang its praises, others voiced deep misgivings. The Italian cleric Filippo de Strata called the press “the devil’s workshop,” warning that it would promote foolishness, inflame youthful passions, and “encourage wantonness.”9 The vicar of Croydon famously warned, “We must root out printing, or printing will root us out!”10 For clerics, aristocrats, and other defenders of the cultural status quo, the danger lay not just in what the press made possible, but in what it threatened to undo.

For all its promise, the story of print has never been one of unalloyed social progress. Nor did the printing press remake the world overnight. In the century and a half after Gutenberg, printing gradually knitted itself into European culture—expanding the reach of classical authors and new humanist scholars, enabling vernacular literatures to flourish, and giving religious reformers a potent new weapon. It also fostered the standardization of things like maps, musical scores, and calendars, helping to systematize these forms of expression across a politically fragmented continent. 

Yet by the late eighteenth century, print culture remained largely the province of the moneyed elites. Books were expensive, and the average household, whether in the Old World or the New, might own at most a handful of volumes (typically a Bible, a devotional text like the Book of Hours, or a grammar book). The larger printing economy still hinged on institutional sources of power and capital, and printers themselves were highly regulated by the state. 

But all of that was about to change.

The nineteenth century marked a lasting rupture in the print trades, as the work of printing evolved from artisanal craft to commercial enterprise—a transformation deeply entwined with the social, cultural, and technological upheavals that reshaped daily life throughout the industrialized world. Nowhere did those changes strike harder than in the United States, where a young republic came of age amid a surging tide of print. An American printing trade that first took root in the cramped shops of colonial printers—practicing a craft little changed since the fifteenth century—gave way to a new breed of entrepreneurial printer-publishers who remade the press into one of the driving forces of American life. 

In their hands, a nation forged in print—its foundations resting on documents set by hand and pulled from corkscrew presses—came to see this medium as the lifeblood of its civic culture, a distributed public sphere made up of countless human voices, carried by mail and telegraph wire, and set in minuscule 9-point Didone type in the pages of thousands of local newspapers across a rapidly expanding nation. Once dismissed as the province of “meer mechanics,”11 the nation’s scattered printshops coalesced into a restless, networked media ecosystem that echoes to this day. That journey—like Gutenberg’s revolution—was messy, chaotic, and convulsive.

Here then lies the central paradox of printing: It is at once a tool for enlightenment and often the cause of profound social tumult. Wherever printers have plied their trade, it seems, trouble has followed. Or as the Irish poet Thomas Moore put it:


’Though an angel should write,

still ’tis devils must print.12
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INTRODUCTION

On July 2, 1886, the printers in the New-York Tribune’s composing room stepped away from their type cases and gathered by the windows, nine floors above Frankfort Street in the heart of the city’s old Newspaper Row. There they watched as a heavy wooden crate inched upward through the summer air, creaking against a block-and-tackle pulley rigged to a flagpole. A man rode atop the crate, guiding it through the tangle of telegraph wires strung in front of the building. When it finally swung in through the open window and the lid was pried loose, the men pressed in to get a look at the two-ton machine now lodged in their midst.1

“Most of the hand men didn’t think much of it, and many said so,” remembered John T. Miller, who went on to become the world’s first professional Linotype operator.2 These were seasoned compositors, union workers who had spent their lives guiding tiny metal pieces of type into place—feeling the nick between their fingers, justifying the margins by hand, trimming or padding reporters’ copy to fit the column measure, and making a thousand other small judgments that left their imprint on the next day’s paper. To such practiced hands, the notion that a machine might displace them seemed not just implausible but faintly absurd.

And yet there it stood: a many-armed contraption of brass and steel, assembled from thousands of precisely machined parts. That machine—soon christened the Linotype—would prove one of the most consequential inventions in the history of media. It slashed costs, sped up production (yielding many times the output of a human compositor), and helped propel the mass-market press of the twentieth century. Thomas Edison hailed it as “the eighth wonder of the world,”3 and admirers celebrated its inventor, Ottmar Mergenthaler, as a latter-day Gutenberg.4

But the Linotype did not materialize out of nowhere. It marked the culmination of a century-long transformation of the news trade that had already begun to reshape the contours of American life. That change was driven not by technology alone but by a convergence of political, demographic, and commercial forces—and fueled by the creative energies of thousands of individual printer-publishers spread across a rapidly expanding nation.

The sheer magnitude of this growth was extraordinary. Between the Revolutionary War and 1900, the number of US newspapers rose from thirty-seven to more than twenty thousand. By the century’s end, a nation with just 5 percent of the world’s population was producing more than half its newspapers.5 It was, as digital humanities scholar Ryan Cordell argues, “the largest text generation platform in human history”6—an unprecedented outpouring of print that seeped into nearly every corner of American life.

To foreign visitors, the reach and intensity of American newspapering felt like something to behold. As one traveling Scotsman marveled in 1830, “Every village, nay, almost every hamlet, has its press.… The influence and circulation of newspapers is great beyond anything ever known in Europe.” He continued, “In truth, nine-tenths of the population read nothing else.”7 In the fast-spreading small-town printshops that dotted the countryside, an unruly new media culture took shape. Newspapering evolved from an artisanal literary enterprise catering to the elites into a vast, networked ecosystem in which countless ordinary Americans found a platform to express their views, forge communities, and take part in the great democratic experiment.

Alexis de Tocqueville saw the press as nothing less than the essential scaffolding of civil society: “To suppose that [newspapers] only serve to protect freedom would be to diminish their importance: they maintain civilization.”8 Later historians have echoed this view, arguing that in a young nation lacking common myths or shared traditions, newspapers played a uniquely formative role in shaping the national character. The country was, as historian Page Smith puts it, “held together not by politics, but by words.”9

But newspapers are not made of words alone; they also depend on ink, paper, and circulation mechanisms. To meet a burgeoning public appetite for news, printers embraced an expanding arsenal of tools: rotary presses, wood-pulp paper, telegraphs, stereotyping, the Linotype, and more. Ink, too, changed with the times as printers left behind the slow-drying, varnish-and-lampblack inks of the handpress era for newer oil-based formulations that dried quickly and flowed smoothly on high-speed, steam-powered presses. Yet the same technological shifts that helped make newspapers faster and cheaper to produce also bred a creeping sameness, as a noisy, occasionally splotchy print culture gave way to the streamlined conventions of modern journalism.
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Growth of US newspaper titles, 1776–1900. Source: Mott, American Journalism; Starr, Creation of the Media; US Census Bureau, Manufactures of the United States in 1860; North, History and Present Condition of the Newspaper and Periodical Press.

By 1900, the rise of a national mass media signaled the closing of a uniquely inventive, freewheeling period in American journalism: a wild, bumptious time, populated by roaming tramp printers, eccentric inventors, gun-slinging frontier editors, passionate social reformers, and literal snake oil salesmen—who together transformed the business of journalism and reshaped the contours of civic life. It was a world teeming with idiosyncratic voices: from literary lions like Mark Twain and Horace Greeley to lesser-known scribes such as Amelia Bloomer of The Lily, Elias Boudinot of the Cherokee Phoenix, sagebrush humorist Dan De Quille, or eleven-year-old Nellie Williams, editor of the Penfield Extra (also known as “Little Nellie’s Little Paper”). Along with thousands of other anonymous and largely forgotten voices, they embodied a public sphere as unruly and chaotic as the nation itself.

What drove America’s extraordinary zeal for newspapering? Above all, it was the chance for people to make their voices heard. Newspapers offered people a platform to speak, argue, and claim their place in the republic of letters. Printers understood their work in much the same way. In 1813, Albany editor Ebenezer Mack reminded his fellow tradesmen that “it is not at the power of arms that tyranny has to tremble, but at the enlightened mind,” urging them to produce papers “as distinguished for mechanical elegance as for the truth and chasteness of [their] emanations.”10 For Mack—and for countless printer-publishers—running the presses was both a craft and a civic duty.

Newspapers also functioned as a kind of national connective tissue, knitting together a geographically far-flung country. As the century wore on, new business models emerged—news syndicates, advertising networks, patent-medicine empires—signaling a shift from a partisan press sponsored largely by political parties to one increasingly shaped by the forces of capital and economies of scale. Out of this transformative period arose the great Gilded Age media empires—Pulitzer’s New York World, Hearst’s New York Journal, Ochs’s New York Times—amassing unprecedented power and influence while remaking journalism into its modern form.
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This book invites you to explore this overlooked chapter in American history, when the press evolved from a patchwork of small local weeklies into a sprawling, networked public conversation. It does not aim to provide an exhaustive history of American journalism. Barrels of ink have already been spilled chronicling the lives of the great press barons and the subsequent rise of twentieth-century mass media. My focus is on what came before: a period stretching roughly from the American Revolution to the 1880s, when mechanical typesetting and the rise of large national media conglomerates forever altered the economics of news publishing.

Against this backdrop, the story centers largely (though not exclusively) on smaller local papers and the independent printer-publishers, inventors, and entrepreneurs who made them. It explores how newspapers took root not only in urban corridors of power but in small-town printshops, abolitionist salons, Native American settlements, prairie post offices, soldiers’ tents, hidden vice dens, and even the living rooms of teenagers. In the age before mass media, these overlooked spaces drew thousands of ordinary people into the raucous conversation of American democracy—a flowering of bottom-up, grassroots media that blossomed briefly, only to wither beneath the machinery of an industrializing press. The central lesson of this unruly century still resonates today: that every new communications medium, from the penny press to the digital newsfeed, carries the promise of free expression alongside the risk of consolidating power in fewer hands.
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My interest in this project is not purely academic. My ancestors Robert and Sarah Bird Martin worked on small country newspapers in Georgia starting in the 1880s, including Hinesville’s Liberty County Herald, which they owned and operated for four decades. The family carried on the trade, including my great-great-aunt Stella Rimes, who edited and published The Ludowici News for nearly fifty years—often swapping stories on the front porch with her lifelong friend and fellow newspaperwoman Margaret Mitchell (a longtime reporter for The Atlanta Journal, better known to posterity as the author of Gone with the Wind). In her final years, Aunt Stella lived with my family; I remember her at ninety-seven, still reciting poetry by Wordsworth and Longfellow from memory, and reminiscing about her early days working in a country printshop. My mother Sarah Bird Wright carried on the family tradition, starting her career at the Wilmington (North Carolina) Star-News before working as a copy editor and writer for local and national newspapers.

My own professional journey has taken me through the worlds of both journalism and technology—including stints in TV news and magazine writing—before shifting to digital design and research, most recently at The New York Times and Google News. Along the way, I have witnessed firsthand the destabilizing effects of new technologies on the media business—as well as their potential to enable new forms of journalistic expression. These experiences, together with my doctoral research in regenerative design11 and two earlier books on the history of information systems, have shaped my interest in how media systems adapt, decay, and renew themselves over time.

Over years of working among both journalists and technologists, I have noticed a shared tendency: Neither camp is especially interested in its own history. We live in a culture that prizes innovation yet is often dismissive toward the past, as technology historian David Edgerton has argued.12 Journalism historian Peter C. Marzio makes a similar point, observing that “most working journalists care little about the past.… They often treat history as an antiquarian pursuit for retirees.”13 Yet in times of technological upheaval—like the one we are living through now—history can be a vital interpretive tool. And the history of American journalism, as I will argue in these pages, is not just worth preserving; it is ripe for reinterpretation in the digital age.
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Most accounts of nineteenth-century American journalism hew to a familiar storyline: the rise of big-city papers in New York, Boston, Chicago, and San Francisco. Influential scholars like Frederic Hudson, Frank Luther Mott, and Paul Starr have framed this largely as a linear progression—from humble colonial beginnings to the modern metropolitan press.14 But this amounts to a kind of Whig history: a triumphalist narrative centered on a handful of boldface names—Greeley, Day, Hearst, Ochs, and Pulitzer—and one that elevates a particular class of college-educated, urban professionals who later came to dominate the field. As historian James W. Carey writes, “the problem with this interpretation … is simply that it is exhausted; it has done its intellectual work.”15

This book argues that the nineteenth-century American press functioned as a complex information ecosystem in its own right: self-organizing, decentralized, participatory—and closer in structure and form to today’s digital networks than the mass media landscape of the twentieth century. This ecosystem took shape not just in metropolitan publishing centers but also in the countless small-town and rural printshops that served the communities where most Americans actually lived.

The conventional metropolitan history of journalism also tends to obscure a simple demographic fact: Throughout the nineteenth century, the vast majority of Americans lived in the country, not in cities—and relied on local weekly newspapers as their primary interface with the outside world. In 1850, rural residents outnumbered city dwellers ten to one; New York City accounted for just 2 percent of the nation’s population. Yet twentieth-century journalists and historians have largely discounted these smaller publications as a kind of chaotic literary backwater, unworthy of serious attention.

This neglect reflects a deeper cultural bias rooted in twentieth-century journalists’ own sense of professional identity. As historian David Wiebe argues, American life in the nineteenth century underwent a profound change: from a loose amalgamation of agrarian communities—where the printer-publisher served not just as an editor but as a business owner, postmaster, and political leader—to an industrial society in which reporting evolved into a more narrowly focused middle-class occupation. By the 1890s, salaried city reporters derived their status not from their standing in a particular community but rather from a shared sense of professional identity. They founded journalism schools, formed associations, and codified a shared code of conduct: the neutral, dispassionate ethos of reporting—the fabled “view from nowhere”—that shaped twentieth-century journalism practices. Those institutions, in turn, helped enshrine a metropolitan origin story, casting the big-city dailies as the natural culmination of American journalism’s evolution. “They were men with a mission,” writes Wiebe, “seeking ways to use what they regarded as a scientific method of reporting.”16 In doing so, they distanced themselves from the stereotype of the eccentric, semiliterate, rabble-rousing country editor of old.

Viewed through this lens, the nineteenth-century country weeklies and their rustic editors seemed like relics of a bygone age: a legacy to be shed. Yet it was this generation—the “able editors,” tramps, and devils of the old printshops—who were often the driving force of change. They tested the boundaries of journalistic freedom, reimagined new possibilities for publishing, drove political agendas, and stitched together networks of community across a far-flung citizenry. To understand the deeper impact of their work, however, requires us to approach this story from a new vantage point, one that departs in important respects from the conventional historical narrative.
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This book draws inspiration in part from literary scholar Alan Liu’s call to reclaim “the symphonic narrative of Zusammenhang”—the sense of deep interconnectedness that once animated the great novels and histories of the nineteenth century.17 Rather than framing the evolution of the press as a linear sequence of events, I approach it as a living system, shaped by complex, interdependent forces and the agency of individual actors.18 My goal is to move past simplistic theories of cause and effect—or the tidy arcs of Great Man history19—and instead embrace what Liu calls the “mesh”: the network of messy, entangled relationships that drive cultural change.

A systems-thinking lens offers a useful corrective to the temptations of technological determinism: the tendency to attribute sweeping social change to the impact of new inventions alone. Historians have long debated the catalytic role of print, from Elizabeth Eisenstein’s claim that the press underpinned the Reformation and scientific revolution to later critics who cautioned against overstating technology’s role in complex social transformations.20 Nineteenth-century American newspapers emerged within a set of deeply entangled sociocultural, political, and economic systems, but they were also shaped at key moments by individuals whose initiative and willingness to take risks altered the trajectory of the medium in lasting ways.

Recent scholarship has started to model this kind of integrated, multilayered approach, applying critical tools like “distant reading” and network analysis—powerful complements to the traditional practice of close reading favored by historians for generations. This book draws in part on the work of scholars like Franco Moretti, Joseph Adelman, and Ryan Cordell, who have pioneered the use of digital methods to “zoom out” to study large bodies of text in the aggregate.21 By pairing these approaches with close readings of individual newspapers, we can gain a richer, multidimensional view of how the American press evolved.

What follows is my attempt to synthesize these perspectives while delving into the working lives of the men and women who breathed life into the pages of these newspapers—with all their wit, urgency, and personal drive. Rather than trying to force them all into a tidy, linear explanatory account, I invite you instead to embrace the “mesh” and join me in exploring the crazy quilt of nineteenth-century newspapers—a world bursting with contradictions, human folly, eureka moments, bare-knuckle brawls, and outsized personalities. In these pages you will find not just a chronicle of the past but a mirror to the present—and, I hope, a few good stories.

To make sense of the explosion of newspapering during this formative period in American history, the chapters that follow are organized into three sections. Part I, “A Paper Nation,” traces the evolution of the American press from the Revolution through the early years of the republic, as a network of influential printers emerged to shape the foundational principles, policies, and governing priorities of the young nation, planting the seeds for a new democratic culture. Part II, “‘Every Man His Own Printer,’” traces the arc of the unruly middle decades, when newspapers spread across the nation’s expanding frontiers in the hands of tramp printers, social reformers, smut merchants, soldiers, and even children—a time of unbridled literary experimentation, taking place alongside convulsive sociocultural and technological changes that would ultimately reshape the journalistic enterprise. Part III, “Amassing the Media,” turns to the latter part of the century, when industrial economies of scale, networked telecommunications, mechanical typesetting, and new syndication and advertising-driven business models took root, accelerating the emergence of the mass media. Taken together, these story arcs paint a picture of a nation undergoing a deep and lasting transformation, from an agrarian society into the most prolific and powerful purveyor of printed words the world had ever known.
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If American literature of the nineteenth century was, as Edgar Allan Poe once described it, “one vast perambulating literary humbug,”22 nowhere are those perambulations more vividly on display than in the pages of the era’s newspapers. In their densely set columns of minuscule type, we find a rich literary stew stretching far beyond what we might today think of as news: politics sitting cheek by jowl with tall tales, poetry interspersed with reports from the battlefield, philosophical essays butting up against bawdy anecdotes, and an endless stream of “squibs”—curiosities, quotations, historical tidbits, nuggets of homespun wisdom meant to amuse, instruct, and inspire. In contrast to the dispassionate, fact-forward style of journalism that came to predominate in the twentieth century, here we encounter a riot of form, tone, and style—the rough edges of a fast-evolving culture trundling its way into print. That rawness often showed on the pages themselves: worn type, coarse paper, and patchwork columns cobbled together from the editor’s copy, items lifted from other papers, and whatever material lay at hand.

By century’s end, all this ferment gave way to larger, more hierarchical media systems. Telegraphy, wire services, and syndicates consolidated the flow of information and standardized the forms, tone, and voice of professional reporting, setting the stage for the rise of modern mass media. On the cusp of the twentieth century, brilliant engineers like Ottmar Mergenthaler and James W. Paige drove the mechanical typesetting revolution that would transform the modern media enterprise—and, in Twain’s case, ruin his fortunes. Together with the many other printers, publishers, and mechanical tinkerers of the age, they constitute an essential, and still underappreciated, part of America’s literary heritage.
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Today, with the benefit of sociotechnical hindsight, we can see these newspapers and their contributors in a new light: not as the scattered efforts of a bunch of small-time dabblers but rather as a dynamic, interconnected public sphere. The parallels to our present age seem self-evident: a newly empowered citizenry, equipped with access to the means of literary production, sharing their views via rapidly expanding communications networks—while new communities of interest take shape through interlinked spheres of influence.

Drawing historical parallels is always a risky business—the usual disclaimers apply—and I will endeavor not to stretch these arguments too far. After all, today’s digital world operates at a scale unimaginable to nineteenth-century readers. Still, it is difficult not to see similarities and resonances between the cacophonous caterwaul of nineteenth-century newspapers and our present-day digital media landscape. Taken in the aggregate, they offer a compelling set of historical parallels to our present age—as well as a few cautionary tales.

Here, amid the chaos and exuberance of this period, we can gain new perspectives on the historical roots of our present-day media landscape—and, perhaps, glimpses of possible futures to come. Far more important than any particular person, publication, or printer’s tool, the focus of this study is ultimately the timeless human urge to connect, create, and forge meaning out of shared experiences. Above all, this is a book about that most fundamental of human endeavors: telling stories. 
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PART I

A PAPER NATION







CHAPTER ONE

TREADING THE PELTS

On January 18, 1777, a thirty-eight-year-old Baltimore printer named Mary Katherine Goddard tugged on the wooden handle of her old Doolittle press, pressing one of the first copies of a new commission from the Continental Congress: the newly drafted Declaration of Independence.1 It was, she knew, an act of treason—punishable by death. But Goddard already had a long history of publishing politically risky material: pamphlets denouncing the Stamp Act, broadsides condemning British military brutality, excerpts from Thomas Paine’s Common Sense, and—most importantly—a newspaper. At the time, her Maryland Journal commanded the largest circulation in the colonies.

Printing in colonial America was often a family trade. Goddard had learned the craft from her mother Sarah and brother William, who together published an early colonial newspaper called The Providence Gazette. At the time, it was not unusual for women to work in printshops—often alongside their spouses and children. Some women assumed control of those shops after the death of a husband—or, like Goddard, simply chose to start businesses of their own. Contemporary accounts rarely dwelled on Goddard’s gender; as Joseph Adelman notes, she drew notice more for her politics than for the novelty of her sex.2

That afternoon in 1777, Goddard set to work at her press, a sturdy wooden workhorse descended directly from Gutenberg’s original design—and among the earliest printing presses built entirely in North America.3 Although she left no written records of the events of that day, we can reconstruct the steps in the process. She would have set 7,500 characters of lead Caslon type upside down and backward in a composing stick, sliding each finished line into a galley, then locking it into a metal form called a chase with small metal wedges known as quoins. She would have then inked the type with leather-covered balls before snapping a sheet into place on a tympan and frisket (a hinged mechanism combining a wooden frame with a taut backing material that held the paper flat and shielded it from stray ink). After checking for errors, she would then have pulled on a wooden handle known as the “devil’s tail” to force the platen down, pressing ink to paper. She would have repeated the process over and over, one sheet at a time, hanging the sheets to dry.4 At day’s end, she (or her devil) cleaned the inking balls—a laborious ritual known as “treading the pelts”—and redistributed every piece of type back into its case.

Once all the copies of the Declaration were printed and dried, she delivered them to the offices of the Congress, who proceeded to distribute them throughout the colonies via postal carriers on horseback.5 For many colonists, Goddard’s broadside marked their first encounter with the country’s founding document. Appearing at the bottom of the document are the names of its fifty-five signers,6 including congressional President John Hancock. Below the names of the founding fathers appears one final name: “Printed by Mary Katherine Goddard.”

By printing the names of the signatories alongside her own, the Goddard broadside foreshadowed a deeper shift that would reshape American print culture well into the nineteenth century: a movement away from anonymity and toward attribution. For much of the colonial era, newspapers and broadsides were published unsigned, their authority resting largely on the reputations of the printers or the government institutions that commissioned them. But in Goddard’s Declaration, the names of the signers were part of the message: binding the text to identifiable human beings—people who might be celebrated as patriots or hunted down as traitors.7 In the decades to come, many American newspaper editors would also cultivate their own public identities, although long-standing editorial conventions of attribution, anonymity, and pseudonymity continued to coexist.
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The image of the patriotic colonial printer—clad in apron and smudged in ink—has long been a staple of America’s founding mythology.8 But romantic portrayals of colonial printers have often tended to reduce them to one-dimensional figures, skilled craftspeople laboring dutifully at the direction of the founding fathers. In truth, printers played a far more dynamic role in shaping the contents of the documents they produced. They were not merely skilled artisans but writers, editors, entrepreneurs, and—at times—provocateurs.9

Printers in the colonies had always operated close to the levers of power. For more than a century, they had earned their livelihoods primarily through government contracts—royal decrees, legal documents, and religious texts—though rarely from printing books, which were mostly imported from London well into the nineteenth century. The Crown kept a wary eye on them. In 1671, Virginia Governor William Berkeley wrote, “I thank God, there are no free schools nor printing and I hope we shall not have these hundred years.” The press, in his view, was a breeding ground for “disobedience, and heresy and sects.”10 In Maryland, the authorities went even further, for a time insisting that “no person be permitted to use any press upon any occasion whatsoever.”11

Not long afterward, King James II issued an edict forbidding private citizens in New England from owning printing presses. Meanwhile, several of the colonies passed laws forbidding the spread of “false news.”i​12 To print was to invite government scrutiny. Printers understood the risks of publishing anything that could be construed as running afoul of the Crown’s position: They could be—and were—prosecuted for sedition.13 “The colonial press could hardly be a nursery of novel, startling, or radical ideas,” as historian Daniel Boorstin writes. The printer had to be “a ‘government man,’ acceptable to the ruling group in his colony.”14 Still, a handful of printers chafed at these constraints.

The first recognizable newspaper in the English colonies appeared in 1690, when Benjamin Harris—an itinerant printer from London with a dubious past—published the first and only edition of Publick Occurrences Both Forreign and Domestick.15 The putative founding father of American journalism, Harris leaves much to be desired as a role model. An avowed bigot, a felon, and a conspiracy theorist, he had fled England after publishing a short-lived, unlicensed paper that landed him in trouble with the authorities after running a fraudulent story about a supposed “Popist” plot of Roman Catholics scheming to kill all the Protestants in London and burn the city to the ground. His literary debut on the other side of the Atlantic was no less auspicious.16 The first edition of Publick Occurrences described recent local goings-on in the Massachusetts colony, including reports on the harvest, skirmishes with Native Americans, and a fire in Boston, and an update on the smallpox epidemic. It also included a sharp criticism of the English army’s treatment of captured French soldiers—the item that sealed the paper’s fate. The colonial government ordered Harris to shut down the paper immediately. Soon thereafter, they issued an edict forbidding any colonist from printing anything without a license.17

It would be fourteen years before another colonist ventured to publish another newspaper. In 1704, John Campbell produced a weekly sheet called The Boston News-Letter, published “with authority” from the Massachusetts government in a printshop on Newbury Street owned by printer Bartholomew Green. Like most other colonial printers, Green was a master craftsperson who turned out a steady stream of wares that he sold on-site: books, pamphlets, broadsides, and all manner of so-called job printing assignments like handbills, invoices, and legal forms. Newspapers usually accounted for at best a small portion of printers’ income. All too often, the quality of the typography outshone the literary merits of the writing on the page—which was, as newspaper historian John Tebbel puts it, often “abominable, innocent of grammar and syntax and badly written.”18

Still, newspapers grew in popularity over the course of the 1700s—gradually attracting more capable, more literate scribes. When Campbell was removed as postmaster in 1719, he refused to pass ownership of the News-Letter to his successor William Brooker (instead giving it to his printer Bartholomew Green). Brooker, in a fit of pique, decided to start his own rival newspaper, The Boston Gazette. There he hired as his apprentice an aspiring young printer named James Franklin, who in due course struck out to start his own paper, The New-England Courant—and soon thereafter hired as his apprentice his twelve-year-old brother Benjamin.

Many years later, Franklin recalled his earliest days learning to compose type in the family’s printshop on the corner of Queen and Dorset Streets.19 He described the work as grueling but absorbing: rising before dawn, standing “most of the day at the case,” hands stained black with ink, surviving on “a very simple diet” of bread and water while the other boys spent their coins on meat and ale. He saved every penny he could, even eschewing meat for months, “to afford the expense of buying books.” Along the way, he made the acquaintance of some “very intelligent men … who amus’d themselves by writing little pieces for this paper”—essays, commentary, light verse, and such.20 Before long, the boy started harboring his own literary ambitions. However, suspecting that his big brother might be reluctant to publish his work, he instead submitted his contributions pseudonymously—slipping them under the printshop door at night. He signed them “Silence Dogood,”21 adopting the literary persona of a country widow and mother of three with a sharp tongue and a biting sense of humor. When the first of these letters appeared in print, he remembered lingering near the shop to eavesdrop as customers read them aloud, speculating about the author’s identity. “I had the exquisite Pleasure,” he later recalled, “of finding it met with their Approbation.” Thus encouraged, he kept writing, growing bolder as the weeks went by, savoring the thrill of having smuggled his voice onto the printed page.22

Franklin was far from alone in publishing pseudonymously; Boston readers of the day might also have encountered various other fictive scribes like “Harry Meanwell” or “Abigail Afterwit”—inventive aliases that offered their authors a cloak of anonymity and leeway to experiment without putting their personal reputations at risk.23 For Franklin, the persona of Silence Dogood offered him a path to print, as well as a kind of self-paced literary apprenticeship. His essays steered mostly clear of politics and focused on advice for everyday living. In one particularly witty essay, he defended the practice of moderate drinking—while condemning the evils of drunkenness. “’Tis true, drinking does not improve our Faculties, but it enables us to use them,” while going on to caution against the perils of “Excess in any sensual Gratification.” The same essay also includes a wonderfully lively thesaurus of phrases one might use to describe being in one’s cups: boozey, cogey, tipsey, fox’d, merry, mellow, fuddl’d, groatable, feavorish, Confoundedly cut, Among the Philistines, and in their Altitudes—quite a vocabulary for a purportedly simple country widow (and a sign that at least some of Franklin’s readers were likely in on the joke).24

Eventually, the often-irascible James ran afoul of the Massachusetts authorities for publishing a satirical comment about a local captain. He was briefly jailed for contempt and then prohibited from printing the paper. But James hit on a scheme to evade the order: He would transfer the newspaper’s editorship—on paper at least—to young Benjamin. Over the next few years, Franklin continued to publish his Silence Dogood pieces, attracting a steady and growing readership.

But tensions between the brothers eventually boiled over. James was “passionate, and had often beaten me,” Franklin later wrote.25 When Benjamin rebelled and moved to cut short his apprenticeship, James vowed to ruin his prospects by blackening his character to other printers. Knowing he was still legally bound by his indenture, Franklin quietly slipped away and fled the Massachusetts colony.

He arrived in Philadelphia in 1723, a seventeen-year-old runaway, with a single Dutch dollar to his name and a change of clothes stuffed into his pockets. He soon found work in a printshop run by Samuel Keimer, equipped with “an old shatter’d Press and one small worn-out Fount of English.” Franklin set about repairing the press and helping Keimer elevate the shop’s quality of work. Soon enough his evident skill and diligent work habits caught the attention of the provincial governor, Sir William Keith—who grandly promised to bankroll him in setting up his own press. Keith urged him to sail to London to buy equipment. Franklin accepted, only to discover on arrival that Keith’s letters of credit were worthless. Stranded, he spent more than a year working as a journeyman in London, honing his craft and educating himself in the city’s bookstalls, coffeehouses, and debating clubs, before returning to Philadelphia in 1726. There, he resumed work for Keimer, and within three years had taken control of Keimer’s fledgling newspaper, The Pennsylvania Gazette.26

The twenty-three-year-old printer turned publisher took the project seriously. “To publish a good newspaper,” he wrote, “is not so easy an undertaking as many people imagine it to be.” A capable editor must command language, write clearly, and possess broad knowledge of warfare, geography, history, judicial matters, and cultural differences between nations—and business. Indeed, the first issue of the Gazette featured an advertisement for “choice, hard soap, very reasonable,” alongside Franklin’s high-minded exhortations. Franklin would go on to market his paper aggressively to local businesses, advertising everything from runaway slaves to ships’ sails, Spanish wine, chocolate, cheese, and spectacles. A good printer-publisher, then, needed both editorial skill and commercial acumen. “Men thus accomplished,” Franklin wrote, “are very rare in this remote part of the world.”27 Indeed, Franklin was one of the few.28

Like many colonial printers, Franklin sought out government and business contracts to keep his shop afloat. He and his partner Hugh Meredith gained an early foothold with the local authorities by outshining their local rival Andrew Bradford: When Bradford issued a sloppily printed Assembly address, they produced a crisp, elegant reprint, circulated it to every legislator—and soon secured much of the colony’s printing business.29

By 1731, Franklin had emerged not just as a printer and publisher but as a fully formed literary voice and tireless advocate for his trade. That year, he published his “Apology for Printers,” a spirited defense of the printer’s role in an enlightened society. “Printers are educated in the Belief,” he wrote, “that when Men differ in Opinion, both Sides ought equally to have the Advantage.”30 To earn a living in the trade was to risk causing offense—but that, Franklin argued, was the essence of the job. A newspaper printer trafficked in opinions and therefore bore the responsibility to present opposing views, even if unpopular. The paper should be a forum for argument, a vehicle for dissent, and a catalyst for change. By insisting on the printer’s ethical obligation to publish opposing views, Franklin made one of the earliest and most persuasive cases for a free, pluralist press—decades before the First Amendment.

But although printers like Franklin may have postured as neutral conveyors of news and opinion, in reality they acted as gatekeepers. Flooded with reports from overseas—foreign news could often fill up to two-thirds of a colonial paper, while contradictory reports circulated freely—they made constant editorial judgments about what to include and what to omit. Franklin may have asserted that “Truth and Error have fair Play”31 in the pages of a newspaper—a stance that effectively shifted the burden onto readers to discern fact from falsehood. But as historian Jordan E. Taylor argues, the eighteenth century brought not so much a “media revolution” as a “mediation revolution.”32 In practice, it was a small cadre of printers, postmasters, and ships’ captains who decided what counted as “news”—driven as much by commerce as by journalistic principles. The result was a press that appeared open and pluralistic on the surface but in reality often reinforced existing hierarchies of power.

Yet it was precisely within this constrained environment—working under the watchful eye of governors, mediating a firehose of inbound and often conflicting reports, and balancing commercial pressures with editorial sensibilities—that Franklin managed to distinguish himself. Put simply, he reimagined what a printer could be. His ability to fuse literary craft with a practical grasp of printing economics enabled him to exert an outsized impact on the emerging public sphere, in part by extending his influence by cultivating a network of like-minded printers across the colonies. He was among the first Americans to treat news and publishing as an integrated business system, leveraging the nascent postal service to create for his writing a distribution network that resembled a newspaper syndicate long before the term came into use. He also invested directly in other printers’ businesses, helping to bootstrap promising young printers33 by supplying them with capital, printing supplies, and a steady stream of his own writing and republican political views. In the early 1740s he even established his own type foundry—among the first in the colonies.34 Within a few years, he was selling a variety of fonts, printing presses, and paper supplies to printers across the colonies, many of whom had entered the trade under his tutelage.35 Over time, he built a powerful personal network of professional contacts across the colonies, deeply intertwined with his own growing financial and political influence. In this sense, Franklin was an early prototype of a modern media mogul.36
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By the 1740s newspapers had started to proliferate across the colonies, spurred by a growing population, rising literacy,37 and the energetic exertions of printers like Franklin. There were now thirty-eight master printers, sixteen of whom published weekly four-page newspapers. While newspapers still constituted a relatively modest portion of their income—which continued to flow primarily from government patronage—their influence was growing steadily. And the contents of these papers, though still heavily rooted in politics, started to reflect a broader swath of daily life.

Historians have often tended to characterize colonial newspapers as little more than government mouthpieces, and to be sure, pronouncements by the Crown often figured prominently in their pages. But a closer reading of these papers reveals them to be far more lively, rambunctious, and reflective of everyday life than their historical reputation might suggest. Many printers set up shop in close proximity to local taverns, coffeehouses, and salons—the better to drum up new business, secure contracts, and gain access to local movers and shakers who could provide a stream of news items to fill their pages. As such, colonial newspapers often served as what historian Joseph Adelman calls “a printed extension of political debate that occurred in public places.”38

Unlike their European counterparts—who often worked almost exclusively at the behest of booksellers and state governments—American printers were evolving into something new. They were more than just tradespeople working under contract; they wore multiple hats as writers, editors, business managers, and publishers. Between 1700 and 1765, an estimated three-quarters of all colonial printers had produced a newspaper at some point.39 “The independent printer-publisher engaged in the newspaper business was an American phenomenon,” writes historian Paul Starr.40 As such, they came to enjoy considerably greater economic power and political influence than their European counterparts.

As the number of newspapers grew, colonial printers also increasingly competed with each other for business. As the competition for subscribers intensified, printers came to realize that reproducing a steady stream of government pronouncements and shipping reports would scarcely suffice to hold their readers’ interest. Instead, they began to experiment with new kinds of editorial fare: tales of crime and punishment—“brains, bowels, blood, and puddings”41—as well as ghost stories, sensational dispatches about Native Americans (“the Sculking Indian Enemy”), and other sundry examples of human foolishness and misfortune. Oddities of nature, riddles, doggerel, and other literary nuggets began to fill the pages of colonial papers—anticipating the widespread use of brief human interest items and assorted squibs that would become a defining feature of nineteenth-century American newspapers.

Colonial printers often reused material from neighboring papers and overseas sources, and certain informal conventions emerged by the 1760s: Most newspapers were weeklies of four pages, with advertisements often clustered toward the back and relatively short items occupying tight space. Some printers set the “inside” pages (2–3) first and reserved the outside “wrapper” pages (1 and 4) for material arriving later in the week. As a result, the most recent news—which took longer to arrive given the limitations of overland transport and shipbound mail—was often tucked into the back page. News traveled slowly, and printers frequently shared Franklin’s lament in 1745 of having to go “sometimes Months without having a Syllable” of recent news worth printing.42 Franklin’s crosstown rival Andrew Bradford once despaired of having nothing to print at “a Time when fresh Advices from Abroad cannot be had”43 and instead turned to printing a two-page essay on the virtues of women, penned by a friend.

For most of the colonial era, oceangoing ships proved a critical source of news and information. By one estimate, nearly half of all newspaper stories published from 1720 to 1770 consisted of shipping news: from mundane customs house reports to tantalizing stories of castaways, thieves at sea (“Infested by those Hell-Hounds the Pirates”), outbreaks of disease and quarantine, and notices of oceangoing merchants looking for crew to hire.44 Printers also forged relationships with local merchants in their towns—establishing commercial contacts that would slowly come to supplant their reliance on governmental largesse.

In addition to enmeshing themselves in their local business and political communities, printers also forged personal ties with each other. A growing corps of couriers delivered papers up and down the Eastern Seaboard, while printers nurtured a loose and growing guild of journeymen and apprentices who moved from shop to shop over the course of their careers. The printing trade gradually began to coalesce from a handful of isolated operations into an increasingly interconnected mesh of printshops, newspapers, and tradespeople who collectively wielded growing economic and political influence across the colonies.

As the nascent printing industry grew, many printers also started to connect with prospective investors and nascent banking institutions, building networks of credit and sponsorship that proved crucial to the trade. Setting up a printshop was, after all, an expensive proposition. The cost of a new printing press could range as high as a year’s wages for a journeyman printer,45 and most new printers lacked sufficient cash to capitalize their operations on their own. Instead, they had to rely on credit, often going into debt for years—forced to rely on wealthy and influential investors. In addition to Franklin’s well-known support of young printers, other influential and moneyed colonists also invested in the trade. John Hancock, for example, helped finance a young printer named Isaiah Thomas in establishing the influential Massachusetts Spy, which chronicled many of the seminal events of the Revolution. Across the colonies, printers built up a complex web of relationships with advertisers, governments, and other commercial interests. These intertwined financial networks stood in stark contrast to those in Europe, where most printers worked under a system of political patronage. As historian Benedict Anderson has argued, this period saw the beginnings of a new breed of “print capitalism” that would deeply shape the American experiment.46 By the eve of revolution, colonial newspapers had evolved considerably. A new generation of printer-publishers had transformed the previous era’s dry, government-sanctioned, often semiliterate sheets into a livelier, more cosmopolitan, and increasingly opinionated vehicle for civic dialogue. But news still traveled slowly, and often these newspapers lack any particular sense of urgency. Take the March 2, 1764, edition of The New Hampshire Gazette and Historical Record: It begins with a lengthy full-page disquisition on the benefits of smallpox inoculation, followed by dispatches from Philadelphia, Boston, and London, before ending with the account of a cattle herder in Iceland who has reportedly discovered a variety of salt that cures distemper. Colonial newspapers did not, by and large, traffic in breaking news.

That would all change in 1765.
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When Parliament passed the Stamp Act on March 22, 1765, it marked a turning point for American printers.47 The law imposed a steep tax on nearly every piece of printed material—a penny for each newspaper copy, two shillings for every advertisement—threatening not just their livelihoods but their fragile sense of autonomy. Benjamin Franklin, then stationed in London, captured the alarm in a letter to John Ross: “Every Newspaper, Advertisement and Almanack is severely tax’d,” he wrote. “’Twill fall particularly hard on us.”48 The reaction among colonial printers was swift, furious—and united. Even longtime Loyalists balked. Virginia’s official printer Joseph Royle—until then an ardent loyalist to the Crown—refused to print the act and was promptly fired.

William Goddard (Mary Katherine’s brother) published a flurry of anti–Stamp Act essays in the Pennsylvania Chronicle and a pseudonymous pamphlet series in The Constitutional Courant, which sold out instantly. Other papers reprinted his arguments, as editorials circulated through the colonial exchange networks, amplifying their reach and uniting much of the population in opposition.49 And in a remarkably creative feat of editorial design for this period, printer William Bradford (the son of Franklin’s former rival Andrew) redesigned the front page of his Pennsylvania Journal to look like a tombstone, with the masthead rendered in the form of a grave marker and a satirical stamp of a skull and crossbones stretching across the bottom of the page. In the bottom corner of page 4 appeared an epitaph: “The last Remains of the pennsylvania journal, which departed this Life, the 31st of October, 1765, Of a stamp in her Vitals, Aged 23 Years.”50 Published on October 31—the day before the Stamp Act was set to take effect—it was designed as a public provocation, asserting the printer’s right to thumb their rhetorical nose at the government.

The gambit amounted to an empty threat—Bradford never actually stopped publishing the paper and issued the next edition on schedule the very next week, sans tombstone—but his opposition helped set an example for other printers as they continued to influence the public debate. Other papers across the colonies took similar stances—and in at least one case, a similar design strategy, as Bradford’s rival paper The Pennsylvania Gazette51 also published a black-bordered issue the same day.
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The Pennsylvania Journal; and Weekly Advertiser, Thursday, October 31, 1765, featuring a “tombstone” masthead expressing publisher William Bradford’s alarm that the Stamp Act would be the death knell for his newspaper.

Popular resistance to the Stamp Act grew, spurred in no small part by a steady stream of newspaper editorials, broadsides, and pamphlets emanating from the colonies’ printshops. The Crown took notice, and on March 18, 1766—less than a year after its passing—Parliament repealed the act.

For printers, the repeal meant more than just a financial reprieve; it signaled their political coming of age. They had discovered the full measure of their power to shape legislative priorities. Printers were no longer passive conduits for distributing government dispatches. They were now political actors in their own right, capable of rallying public sentiment across the colonies and uniting people around a common cause. The Stamp Act controversy also helped solidify what William B. Warner calls the “protocols of liberty.” In this view, the Revolution that followed marked the emergence of a new kind of networked public action, made possible through the circulation of essays, editorials, and letters spreading in multiple directions at once. By constantly reprinting each other’s material and circulating it via the postal service, colonial printers helped codify these protocols, turning scattered acts of resistance into a shared repertoire of arguments and rallying cries that enabled their readers to join the chorus and inspired them to take action.52 Subscribers who once turned to their local papers for shipping news, parliamentary reports, and snippets of everyday life could now expect something more: a running commentary on public affairs and a voice to speak for them in the widening quarrel with the Crown.

Galvanized by their successful opposition to the Stamp Act, colonial printers started to flex their editorial muscles. Many saw a growing trade in pamphlets advocating colonial independence by the likes of Paine and Franklin and a host of other lesser-known or anonymous writers taking sides on the question of colonial independence. In Philadelphia, a young journeyman printer named David Bruce struck up a friendship with Thomas Paine, with whom he spent long working hours setting the type for the first edition of Common Sense. Imbued with a fervor for independence and inspired by Franklin’s example of free-ranging intellectual inquiry, many printers began insisting on greater independence.

As printers grew more emboldened, the increasingly heated rhetoric began to spill out of the printshops—and into the streets. In 1767, Loyalist
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[image: Illustration of a printing press with the text “Tyrants Foil, The People’s Friend” above it. The press is depicted with clouds surrounding it.]
“The Tyrant’s Foe, the People’s Friend.” Popular woodcut illustration that appeared in numerous US newspapers from the early 1800s, reproduced from a trade card for Edgar W. Davies, circa 1826. American Antiquarian Society.
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