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EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY ENGLISH is a notoriously whimsical language, especially as it appears in newspapers. It is as if printers thought of their pieces of type as toys and were determined to play with as many as possible, as often as possible, on their pages. And so capital letters pop up where they are least expected. Italics materialize where they had seldom materialized before and have not shown themselves since. Commas and colons and semicolons seem sprinkled between the words, rather than placed with a purpose. The spelling is recognizable but sometimes requires the author who reproduces it to use an explanatory “[sic],” which means, “Don’t blame me; it was like this when I found it.” And then there is the occasional sentence that runs on so long and so ornately that the modern reader finds himself smiling and catching his breath at the same moment—the whole toy chest dumped onto the printing press at once.

Because of these flights and variations, a number of historians who write about the colonial era “translate” as they go along, rendering a passage in more modern form, rooting out at least some of the idiosyncrasies.

I have decided not to. It seems to me that altering the language of the Founding Fathers and their contemporaries as well as those who immediately preceded them would be presumptuous, or worse, counterproductive. Why edit the charm and authenticity from another era’s journalism? Why not declare it a national treasure and preserve it as originally constructed? Why not embrace the differences, however small, between yesterday and today?

In a few cases, though, I have been thwarted. I have had to rely  on secondary sources that provided their citations in already translated form. These passages, along with those of the vast majority of the quoted material that comes from primary sources—the newspapers and other publications of the period—are identified in the notes at the end of this book.

About my own use of capital letters: The words Federalist and Republican are almost always capitalized when they refer to our nation’s first two political parties—or more precisely, to the two groups that were the forerunners of our modern two-party system. In the following pages, I use the terms more generically, lowercased. My federalist is someone who believed in a strong central government and close ties with Britain but did not necessarily attend meetings to promote those goals. My republican, similarly free of membership obligations, insisted that power should reside primarily with the states and that France was a more natural ally for the United States than the motherland.

I use the terms federalist and republican, in short, as I might use the words liberal and conservative if I were writing about the present—to refer to individuals and their ideas, not organized movements and their battle plans. It is not as small a distinction as it might seem; later in the book, I will refer to republican newspapers well before the existence of the Republican Party.

I should also point out as I begin that early American papers had a habit of changing their names from time to time, sometimes to signify new ownership, sometimes to announce a new editorial philosophy by the old owners, sometimes to signal the desire for a fresh start or a more successful venture. A “gazette” added a “country journal” to its masthead for a few months or years; a “journal” added a “commercial advertiser” or “general advertiser” or a “marine intelligencer.” One publication even tacked on “A Lady’s and Gentleman’s Miscellany,” even though its prose was often unsuitable for either of the title characters.

For the sake of convenience, both yours and mine, I refer to the publications in almost all cases by their most basic titles.

ERIC BURNS, Westport, Connecticut
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INTRODUCTION

Inappropriate Behavior


IT WAS THE BEST OF TIMES, it was the worst of journalism—and it is no small irony that the former condition led directly to the latter, that the golden age of America’s founding was also the gutter age of American reporting, that the most notorious of presses in our nation’s history churned out its copy on the foothills of Olympus. The Declaration of Independence was literature, but the New England Courant talked trash. The Constitution of the United States was philosophy; the Boston Gazette slung mud. The Gazette of the United States and the National Gazette were conceived as weapons, not chronicles of daily events; the two of them stood masthead to masthead, firing at each other, without ceasing, without blinking, without acknowledging the limitations of veracity. Philadelphia’s Aurora was less a celestial radiance than a ground-level reek, guilty of “taking a line that would have been regarded as treasonable in any later international conflict.” And Porcupine’s Gazette, the Aurora’s sworn foe, was as barbed as its namesake.

There were, of course, exceptions. Some journalism of the colonial era was cordial: Benjamin Franklin’s pieces, especially in the Pennsylvania Gazette, were witty and insightful and, more often than not, absent of malice in any form.

Some journalism was thoughtful: Alexander Hamilton, James Madison, and John Jay collaborated on The Federalist Papers, first published in New York’s Independent Journal, and they were as scholarly a collection of essays as has ever appeared in an American newspaper. Thomas Paine wrote with fiery perception, John Adams with a stiff-collared eloquence, and John Dickinson, the  so-called Pennsylvania Farmer, with a lawyer’s sharply reasoned clarity.

Some journalism was courageous: John Peter Zenger did not write at all but was a publisher of such uncommon and unwavering principle that he would blaze a trail for all who followed.

Some journalism was soporific: John Campbell produced so lifeless and irrelevant a paper for the citizenry of Boston that had it not started early, lasted long, and begun the most disreputable of all forms of American advertising, it would not even be remembered today.

And some journalism was obsequious: on the occasion of George Washington’s sixty-sixth birthday, the Pittsburgh Gazette joyfully referred to the “sublime terms” in which he was being feted, remarking on the “radiance of his virtue and intelligence.” It was as if the Gazette were doing penance for the censures it pronounced on others more commonly.

But Sam Adams was not an exception; it was he who slung the mud from the offices of the Boston Gazette, a warmonger in journalist’s attire, a man even more devious outside the print shop than within. James Rivington, of Rivington’s New-York Gazetteer, seemed seldom to meet an issue with two sides. John Fenno’s Gazette of the United States almost never acknowledged a republican with a good idea. The republican Philip Freneau might have been the leading poet of the era, but his National Gazette could wound as seriously in prose. Benjamin Franklin Bache, Ben Franklin’s grandson, seemed at times more intent on vilifying than informing in the pages of his Aurora. Bache’s great-uncle, James Franklin, would not allow the truth to block the flow of his vitriol from the New England Courant. James Thomson Callender, who wrote for several papers, might as well have thrust his pen into the soft tissue of his subjects as written about them. Like Callender, William Cobbett, of Porcupine’s Gazette, ran afoul of authority on two continents.

And Hamilton was not always scholarly, especially not when writing for Fenno’s Gazette about the devil, who he believed had been incarnated as Thomas Jefferson.
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PERHAPS, THEN, they were not the best of times. Perhaps they were too divisive, too uncertain. Perhaps they only seem the best in retrospect, to generations who live in the country that those times produced, under the laws they established and the rights they defined and the liberties they so carefully prescribed.

But in many ways the men and women who settled the New World were the best of people. Surely not the type to print lies in their newspapers when the truth was insufficiently compelling or contradictory to their causes; to smear sex scandals across their pages or raise invective to levels previously unknown outside a cockfighting den. Not the type to confuse hyperbole with fact or scatology with analysis; to be ill informed or uninformed or misinformed; to correct their mistakes rarely and grudgingly; to inflate a peccadillo into a crime; to condemn a lapse of judgment with a sentence of perdition; to encourage violence against those who disagreed with their views.

Yet they did it all, these best of people, all of it and more, time and again over the course of many decades, an incendiary press somehow becoming the basis of a humane and enduring society.

[image: 006]

THE MEN AND WOMEN who settled the New World were, to begin with, God-fearing. Many of them had left their homes in England for the sole purpose of worshipping as they pleased rather than as the Anglican Church decreed; those who took up residence in Massachusetts, New Jersey, Maryland, and Pennsylvania referred to their colonies as “plantations of religion.” They went to services on Sunday and said their prayers at home every other day of the week. They treated the Bible as if it were an instruction manual. And later, their rigorously nurtured and continuously exhibited faith would provide the underpinnings for rebellion, “a  moral sanction for opposition to the British—an assurance to the average American that revolution was justified in the sight of God.”

The men and women who settled the New World were devoted to family, believing it was, in Benjamin Franklin’s phrase, the “sacred cement of all societies.” Some years earlier, the clergyman Cotton Mather had chosen a different metaphor. “Families are the Nurseries of all Societies,” he stated in 1693, “and the First Combinations of mankind.” It was uncommon for a Franklin and a Mather to agree like this, and their most famous quarrel would be one of the most disreputable landmarks of early American journalism.

The men and women who settled the New World were well educated, and the family was a nursery for learning too, as the mother and father would teach their children the basics of reading, writing, and arithmetic.

If the parents were unable to do so, either because their days were too busy or their educational backgrounds too deficient, they would send their boys and girls to someone in the neighborhood, “usually an indigent widow,” who would provide the lessons in her home. Dame schools, these casual institutions were called, and the most promising of the boys who attended them would later move on to an academy, where the approach was not casual in the least. They would study Latin, learning the language so they could read the word of God in its early versions, and learning the culture of ancient Greece and Rome so they could absorb lessons of leadership, valor, and proper governance. They would also take up philosophy, rhetoric, and mathematics. They would emerge from the academy—if all went according to plan—pious, thoughtful, and articulate.

Some of them would go on to more advanced work. Harvard was founded in 1636, the College of William and Mary in 1693, and Yale in 1701. Between 1746 and 1769, six more institutions of higher learning came into being, including schools now known as Princeton, Columbia, and Rutgers.

The men and women who settled the New World were literate, even those who did not go to dame schools and colleges. In Amusing Ourselves to Death: Public Discourse in the Age of Show Business, Neil Postman reckons that “between 1640 and 1700, the literacy rate for men in Massachusetts and Connecticut was somewhere between 89 percent and 95 percent.” The rate for women in the same colonies “is estimated to have run as high as 62 percent in the years 1681–1697.”

With the ability to read came the passion to be enlightened. In the next century, Thomas Jefferson would refer to his books as “mental furniture” and would complain when the “enormities of the times” took him away from “the delightful pursuit of knowledge.” John Adams said that those same enormities had removed him too often from his family and gardens and fields. “But above all,” he wrote, “except the Wife and Children I want to see my Books.” As a child, Adams was seldom without his copy of Cicero’s Orations; as an adult, he would sometimes carry Don Quixote in his saddlebag, and he once sailed to Europe with Molière’s Amphitryon as companion. James Madison, who would succeed Jefferson as president, was as well acquainted with Aristotle and Demosthenes, John Locke and David Hume, John Milton and Jonathan Swift as he was with many of his contemporaries. Alexander Hamilton “read a considerable amount of philosophy, including Bacon, Hobbes, Montaigne, and Cicero. He also perused histories of Greece, Prussia, and France,” even though such titles were “hardly light fare after a day of demanding correspondence for [General George] Washington,” whom Hamilton served as secretary during the Revolutionary War. Washington himself prepared to lead the Continental army by studying “five books—military.” Young Benjamin Franklin read so much, and found reading so meaningful, that he determined to encourage the experience in others. He was not surprised when, several years later, after he organized America’s first subscription library in Philadelphia, people in other cities, towns, and villages formed their own.

The men and women who settled the New World appreciated painting no less than literature, with homegrown artists like Benjamin West and John Singleton Copley becoming famous not only in the colonies but in Europe as well. West’s renderings of historical and religious themes and Copley’s portraits were regarded as instant treasures by people who paid large sums to commission them. And Americans were no less admiring of other arts—including the creations that Henry William Stiegel fashioned of glass, Paul Revere of silver, and landscape gardener Henry Lauren of the Almighty’s own expanses.

The men and women who settled the New World were equally fond of music. Some belonged to glee clubs that met once a month, if not more often, either to sing among themselves or to perform publicly. When Hamilton’s daughter sang at social gatherings, he accompanied her on the pianoforte. At gatherings of his own, Jefferson played the violin while his wife and daughter played the harpsichord and pianoforte. Franklin dabbled with the violin as well as the harp and harmonica, or, as it was known at the time, the armonica. The latter’s tones were not what he wanted them to be, however, so America’s leading inventor fashioned his own, an instrument that was, at least in one of its later models, five feet long. It turned out to be such an improvement on its predecessors that both Beethoven and Mozart are said to have written pieces for it.

But Americans did not just listen to music. Sometimes they rose from their chairs and danced to it. The minuet was a particular favorite; for the male it involved “the graceful motion of the arms, the giving of your hand, and the putting on and pulling off your hat genteelly.” Washington went to dancing school when he was fifteen, and for the next four decades delighted in the occasional turn or two around the floor. To Jefferson, dancing was “healthy exercise, elegant and very attractive for young people.”

The men and women who settled the New World, these unlikeliest of candidates for developing a press that libeled and exaggerated and berated; a press that specialized in “foul-mouthed impertinence,” dismissing Hamilton as “Tom S**t,” for instance; a  press whose editors often referred to the editors of competing journals as demagogues, traitors, and madmen, in one case recommending that a fellow not be spit upon in the street because it would be a waste of good saliva; a press that had no qualms about accusing its foes of blasphemy or bastardy or the taint of Negro blood—these early American colonists were nevertheless forgiving sorts. They forgave drunken men their loutishness and rambunctious boys their vandalism and even, on occasion, promiscuous women their adultery. In the latter case, offenders were usually allowed to marry without either legal sanction or public opprobrium.

The first American settlers were hardworking. They cleared forests, harvested fields, erected homes, built roads, raised animals, made their own clothes and furniture and farm implements; they built ships, ran businesses, traded with foreign lands, devised new institutions, put new customs into effect and discarded old ones. They created a homeland, in other words, where only a few generations earlier there had been a wilderness so foreign and distant that it had not even been mapped, much less understood.

The first settlers were charitable. They would provide lodging in their homes for orphans, the elderly, and others in their midst who might be in need; for orphans they would try to arrange an apprenticeship or some other form of gainful occupation. They would help their neighbors erect barns and plant crops and, through moneys collected in churches and by various secular agencies, would see to it that almshouses were constructed for the poor of their towns and villages.


It was mass calamities, however, which evoked the most dramatic exhibitions of benevolence, erasing provincial and ethnic lines to unite the colonists in a single overarching effort. The Charleston [South Carolina] fire of 1740 brought gifts for relief from as far off as Massachusetts. The Boston fire twenty years later merely repeated the story on a larger scale.



The first settlers were fair-minded. Some colonies passed laws  to forbid traders from making excess profits, while others legislated against idleness, believing that an able-bodied man who refused to work was a burden on every other member of the community.

The first settlers were gregarious. They assembled at fairs where they traded livestock and baked goods, raced with one another, wrestled one another, and even, on especially festive occasions, chased a greased pig around a pasture. In more urban locales, they formed social clubs that met at churches and taverns and private homes, where they talked about philosophy and astronomy, offered advice and assistance to young people seeking vocation, and plotted the community’s future.

The first settlers were well mannered on the street, acknowledging one another graciously as they passed, gentlemen tipping their hats to ladies and ladies smiling and nodding in return.

They were well mannered in shops, patient with clerks, slow to complain about merchandise that did not meet their standards or was not available at all.

They were well mannered at meals, making up for a dearth of utensils with a multitude of napkins. And they practiced other forms of etiquette, both at table and elsewhere, that they learned in such highly regarded manuals of the time as The Boke of Nurture and The Boke of Curtseye.

They dressed well.

They coiffed themselves meticulously.

They wrote neatly, believing that penmanship was a virtue as much as a skill.

They were modest, not given to self-promotion, garish display, or competitive excess.

They were patient and understanding, kind-hearted and devout, trustworthy and dignified and mutually supportive.

You would never have known it from their newspapers.
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IT SEEMS AN IDEALIZED PORTRAIT. It is certainly a selective one, ignoring such rampant and unconscionable practices of eighteenth-century America as slavery, the subjugation of women, and hostility toward the natives who had settled the land long before the Europeans even knew it existed. These are serious matters, but they are for other books to discuss, books whose goals are different from this one.

It is also a selective portrait because it is more true of the upper classes than the lower, who “were very rough and disorderly in colonial times, and spent a large part of their time drinking, gambling, and fighting at taverns and at elections.” These were men and women who did not enjoy the minuet, did not stockpile napkins, did not know Plutarch and Bunyan, Milton and Swift. And, in a few cases, they were people who behaved criminally, preferring to accost a stranger in a dark, private place and relieve him of his valuables than to meet their fellows at the fair to pursue a welloiled farm animal.

But it was the upper classes who set the tone for early American society, they who left the legacy, and, more to the point of the present volume, they who wrote the initial histories as well as the journalism that was their first draft. It was they who could afford printing presses and the other start-up costs of a new business. It was they who could spend the money to advertise in the papers. It was they who owned the land and cast the votes and, believing that the future was their possession no less than the present, set about expressing their views and influencing their countrymen through newspapers. And it was they, at least at the outset, who made up a majority of the readers.

One can only speculate, then, about why there was such a contrast between the values of the budding nation and the tone of its reporting. Why did one newspaper dismiss a competing journal as a collection of “incendiary, prostituted, hireling scriblers [sic]”? Why did another paper write, “If ever a nation was debauched by a man, the American nation has been debauched by [George]  Washington”? And why, when the editor of that paper died, which he did before reaching the age of thirty, did a pro-Washington paper gloat over his passing, declaring that “[t]he memory of this scoundrel cannot be too highly execrated”?

One reason is that there was no tradition at the time of an impartial press, either in the colonies or in Europe. In fact, insofar as there was a tradition in journalism at all, it favored bias; newspapers were printed either to indulge the whims of the owner or to serve the political causes with which he had aligned himself. If you told a man he had a civic duty to report the news objectively, he would have asked what duty the artisan had, or the ironworker or the shipbuilder or the farmer. These were men who did their jobs, nothing more; so was he. His newspaper was a business, and the news to him was the same thing that silver was to Paul Revere or glass to Henry William Stiegel—which is to say a product of his own manufacture, to be molded into whatever shape he thought would be most pleasing to his customers and thus most profitable to him.

Besides, the newspaperman would likely have thought that he was doing his duty to society by giving voice to the ideas in which he so ardently believed. In modern terms, we would say that he put his money where his mouth was. It would not have made sense to him to spend that money to encourage a contrary set of opinions or to muffle his own.

Some papers claimed to be different. The Salem [Massachusetts] Gazette boasted that it was “Influenced neither by COURT or COUNTRY,” and, further, that it presented “the most impartial accounts of the transactions of the present times.” However, its pro-British leanings on the eve of the Revolution were obvious. The Pennsylvania Ledger swore that it was “Free and Impartial,” but its disdain for the motherland was equally apparent.

More typical, though, was a paper like Porcupine’s Gazette, which published a statement of purpose in its first issue. “Professions of impartiality I shall make none,” wrote editor William Cobbett, who then went on to prove it by describing his competitor Benjamin  Franklin Bache as a “crafty and lecherous old hypocrite.”

But the colonial press was not merely partisan; as Cobbett demonstrates, it was at times vile, crude, unjust, more of a blight on the communities to which it reported than a service, a means of inciting more than informing. One continues, then, to search for an explanation for the quality of journalism in days long past ...

... And muses on an era far more violent than our own, an era in which ignorance led to fear, and fear in turn to cruelty. When men do not understand, they do not behave compassionately toward those who differ from them. And so European nations warred against one another often and sometimes randomly in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries; the religion that was so important to the colonists insisted on draconian penalties for heresy; and secular officials were no less severe in their reactions to even minor offenses: death or dismemberment for stealing an animal or a purse or possibly even a loaf of bread. Perhaps the underlying harshness of the times could not help but erupt in print. Perhaps Americans found in journalism a release from the amenities that bound them in other circumstances. Perhaps those amenities were, at least to some extent, a veneer.

And perhaps, and most likely, the colonists concluded that there was simply too much at stake in those days for the luxury of restraint. They had come to America to be governed more compassionately than they were in Europe. They had come to worship more freely. They had come to make decisions for themselves, not to accede to those who did not have their best interests in mind. When these freedoms were challenged by various policies of the Crown, Americans roared with the indignation of those for whom freedom is new and therefore especially prized.

And when, some years later, they took up arms to win their independence, the stakes got even higher and the odds of unbiased reporting correspondingly lower. Then the stakes got higher still, for the end of the war was the beginning of a nation, and a war of a different kind broke out among the victors over the form that nation  should take. What would the provisions of the new government be? What would it allow and disallow? Who should have the authority to make decisions of this magnitude? Who would enforce them? What was the proper relationship between the individual and society, between governed and governor, between the Almighty and mortals in matters of state?

Such momentous questions. Such a variety of possible answers. Surely it seemed to most Americans a time for decisiveness more than congeniality, for directness of expression more than niceties of locution. Even a peaceful man will take up arms if he is pushed far enough; even a civilized people will dip their pens in venom if they believe their very civilization is in peril.

And, as the Connecticut Bee acknowledged in 1800, it was sometimes necessary, under conditions like these, for a newspaper to concede that truth was not always as important as expediency.


Here various news we tell, of love and strife, 
Of peace and war, health and sickness, death and life, 
Of loss and gain, of famine and of store, 
Of storms at sea, and travels on the shore, 
Of prodigies, and portents seen in air, 
Of fires, and plagues, and stars with blazing hair, 
Of turns of fortune, changes in the state, 
The fall of fav’rites, projects of the great, 
Of old mismanagements, taxations new, 
All neither wholly false, nor wholly true.
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IF, SOMEHOW, THE MEN AND WOMEN who settled the New World could rise from their graves and return to us today, if they could step into our legislative chambers and listen to the deliberations of those we have chosen to represent us, they would be pleased that we have paid such careful heed to their instructions— among other things, that we have followed the rules of parliamentary debate, kept the three branches of government checking and balancing one another to the best of our ability, maintained the peaceful transfer of power after our elections, and made of the Bill of Rights a set of secular commandments.

But if they were to step outside those chambers and pick up our newspapers and magazines, if they were to watch our television newscasts and listen to the verbal butcheries on our opinion programs on all-news cable and talk radio, even the loudest of them, even the coarsest, the most mean-spirited—if, under some marvelous set of circumstances, the citizens of the eighteenth century could find a way to make themselves media-savvy in the first decade of the twenty-first century, they would be startled by, and perhaps not altogether approving of, the extent to which we have tamed the wildly inglorious impulses of their journalism.






I

THE ROLE OF AUTHORITY
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CHAPTER ONE

The End of the Beginning
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THE NEW WORLD’S first permanent settlement of Englishmen, and a very few women, was established on the swampy, bug-bedeviled peninsula of Jamestown, Virginia, in 1607. It did not have a newspaper. It did not even have a printing press. No one seemed to mind.

Nor were there any newspapers in Britain at the time, at least not as we know them today. Instead, as Peter Ackroyd tells us, there was
the broadside, a sheet printed on one side which bore the latest news and the newest sensations. From the earliest years of the sixteenth century this was the language of the street—“Sir Walter Raleigh His Lamentations! ... Strange News from Sussex. ... No Natural Mother But a Monster ...”





These tabloid-tinted tales were the beginning of print journalism in the English-speaking world.

There was also a form of broadcast journalism, in the person of “running patterers”—young men with resonant voices and muscular calves who dashed from one end of London to the other and shouted out the day’s occurrences. Sometimes they would stop, collect their breath, and then “take up positions in different parts of the street and pretend to vie with each other for attention, thus heightening interest in the latest crime, murder, elopement or execution.” A century later, the French would, with all disrespect intended, call these stories “public noises.” Those who uttered them  were the predecessors of television news anchors, the “sitting patterers” of today.

People liked to hear about elopements. But then as now, crime made better copy than romance. In 1605, a London broadside told of “the ‘pitilesse’ Sir John Fites, ‘thirstie of bloud,’ who had just finished killing a man and stabbing that man’s wife when he ran upon his own bloody sword.” The account goes on to say that the murderer, apparently repentant, hoped for his own demise; he wanted his heart to “Split, split, and in this onely wound die: That I thy owner may not live, to heare the honour of my credite stayned with these odious actes.”

Journalism was more than a century and a half old when Sir John went on his rampage, and it had not begun nobly. The world’s first broadside to relate the events of the day seems to have been the work of a “Renaissance blackmailer and pornographer,” the Italian Pietro Aretino, who set up shop a few years after the invention of movable type. Aretino could have done something constructive with his little publication. He could have written about Florence under the Medicis becoming the center of art and humanism in the Western world. He could have written about the founding of the University of Palermo, which would soon be a major institution for the advancement of learning. He could have written about Francesco Sforza, who had recently been named Duke of Milan and proceeded to show up at social events accompanied by a patterer of his very own, a man who would sing out poetry the duke had written himself, rhymes whose subject was not the news of the day but the virtues of the poet.

Aretino did none of this. Instead, he “produced a regular series of anticlerical obscenities, libelous stories, public accusations, and personal opinion.” The opinion was boldly, and often vulgarly, expressed. It was also for sale, with Aretino running a kind of protection racket on those who were the subjects of his stories: pay what he asked and he praised you; refuse and you were slathered with abuse. Either way, you were a commodity for him; he would tell  the tale that suited him best and profit from you as much as he could.

But few people in Renaissance Italy read Aretino’s rag, and it did not stay in business long. Few people read the British broadsides of the early seventeenth century; they, too, were ephemeral in duration and impact. It was not that Europeans disliked these nascent attempts at journalism; more fundamentally, they did not understand the reason for them, living as they did in a world in which news could not thrive as a commodity because it barely existed as a concept. How could it? The Almighty was what mattered to men and women in ages past, but they could speak to Him directly. Their families were what mattered to them, but husbands and wives and sons and daughters lived in the same room. Their livelihood was what mattered to them, but they tended their shops or worked their fields from dawn until sunset, husbands and wives and sons and daughters together by day as well as by night.

In other words, what mattered to a person in the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries was what happened to him and to those closest to him between one sunrise and the next, on his own plot of land or in his own place of business, and in the company of his own kinfolk and perhaps hired workers. But he could see that for himself. He could interpret it for himself. No intermediary was required to give voice or meaning to the events in his life. As for the events that were not in his life, those that occurred in the lives of other people in other places, of what possible interest could they be to him? The idea that a human being could be instructed or amused by the fortunes of a stranger was as foreign to a European back then as a land across the sea. The world outside one’s immediate ken was a place of mystery, not a source of enlightenment.

Occasionally there was something from afar that a person needed to know. There might be an edict from the king ordering his subjects to provide an even greater share of their harvest to the  royal granaries. There might be a ruling that taxes were to be increased to help pay for a war or for yet another lordly extravagance of some sort. There might be a declaration from a religious leader that the rituals or tenets of faith had been altered, or perhaps that more money was required by the church as well as the state. Any of these would be news.

But this kind of thing did not happen often, and was so unwelcome when it did that it did not inspire an interest in the wider world. On the contrary: better ignorance than tidings that brought even more hardship to an individual than was already his lot.

But even if the news had been relevant to men and women of an earlier age, they would not have had time for it—which was, of course, a further reason for their indifference. They led the same kinds of lives as the first American colonists, lives of toil and repetition. They fed and milked and slaughtered their animals. They cleared and plowed their fields and dammed their streams. They spun fabric and built shelters. They prepared food and cooked meals and mended fences. They cleaned and repaired and maintained houses and barns and outbuildings. They prayed to a strict and sometimes capricious God, wanting to please, and He was ever watching, ever judging.

Which is all to say that they led the kinds of lives even a greedbesotted, hedge fund–managing workaholic of the early twenty-first century would have found punishing, every minute of every hour accounted for, every second of every minute. And journalism, which requires an appreciation of events beyond the personal, the easily observable, is to some extent a function of leisure. Not much of it existed when Aretino first inked up his press.

In the New World, leisure would not make an appearance until the eighteenth century, and then for only a few: the more successful manufacturers and shopkeepers, the wealthier men of trade, and the owners and managers of large farms and plantations. In some of their spare time, some of the hours or minutes not already allotted to Bible study or letter writing or the mastery of a musical  instrument, these men and their families began to read newspapers. They were not only the first Americans to have time for journalism; they were the first to sense that knowledge might be power or profit, or that it might at least ease some of their apprehensions about the people and places they did not know.

As the century progressed and relations with Britain grew strained and argumentative and then worse, the colonists read even more and began to debate what they had read with others, sharing not only their opinions but the newspapers themselves, passing their own copies along to friends, urging them to consider this particular point, to see the fallacy of that one. What was Parliament thinking about now? How would the colonies be affected? How would the colonies respond? Who was meeting where, and when, and what steps might be taken as a result? In the buildup to war, the irrelevance of journalism became a thing of the past; urgency, even more than leisure, was driving Americans to learn the day’s happenings.

Even so, the news was seldom immediate, which is another reason people did not easily warm to it. As Will Durant pointed out, this was not all bad. “Medieval man could eat his breakfast,” he wrote, “without being disturbed by the industriously collected calamities of the world; or those that came to his ken were fortunately too old for remedy.” The same was true for the early settlers of Jamestown.

And it would remain true for decades to come. The news from Europe was a plodding traveler, a victim of distance and terrain, taking anywhere from a day to a month to make its way from its point of origin to a seaport, then another six to eight weeks to cross the Atlantic. Once it arrived in the New World, in either printed or oral form, it had to be fetched or overheard by a printer, who then returned to his shop, set the information in type for the next issue of his journal, and distributed it to subscribers, some of whom lived so far away, and were so isolated by rivers and forests and mountains, that the paper did not reach them for another week or two.

Domestic news did not cover ground any faster; it could also take six to eight weeks for reports of an event to journey from the East Coast to settlements near the Mississippi River, and then several days more for the customer to receive them from the print shop. By the time Americans learned of a proposal, it had become law; by the time they learned of a peace treaty, an unnecessary battle had been fought; by the time they learned of a death, the poor fellow had been buried and his soul had either risen or descended and his widow had remarried. Journalism would, in fact, be a dilatory matter—history more than current affairs—until the telegraph came into use in the 1840s and “threatened to overwhelm its users with information and insist on their rapid response.”

But we are getting ahead of our story.
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FOR THE PRINTER who thought about publishing a newspaper in colonial times, or the man of means who thought about financing the printer, there was a further disincentive to journalism. Put simply, there were not enough customers—too few English speakers in America, too few towns and villages that were too widely scattered to allow for news to be gathered efficiently and a paper to be distributed economically. In addition, as historian of journalism Sidney Kobre points out, “[t]rade, commerce and industry were undeveloped. Settlers for a long time made their own clothes and furniture and raised their own foodstuffs. Advertising would not have been profitable, especially since money was scarce and the general income level low.”

But, in time, money would become less scarce, and people would begin to purchase goods as well as produce them. It would not take much time, either: the colonies, not yet a country, grew more quickly than anyone had anticipated. By 1700, it is estimated, more than 300,000 people lived along the New World’s Atlantic coast, and in  cities like Philadelphia, Boston, and New York the populations were increasing even more rapidly than elsewhere. Most of the immigrants were from England, where there were not only more journals than there used to be, but also more journalists of serious inclination; Pietro Aretino, it seems, had left few heirs to vulgarity. The papers were now reporting such stories as Archduke Charles’s becoming king of Spain, the English conquests of Gibraltar and Barcelona, and the union between England and Scotland to form Great Britain. And they reported on Tripoli gaining its independence, Russia and Turkey going to war, and the murder of Peter the Great and his son. It was hard news, not features; substance, not filler.

Accustomed to such publications in their old home, the Europeans in America were an eager audience for them in their new one.

As the colonies increased in population, they increased as well in prosperity. More Americans could afford to go into the newspaper business now than before, and more Americans could afford to buy newspapers. More Americans needed newspapers to learn about events that might influence their livelihoods: the latest shipping regulations, the latest import policies, the latest weather conditions that might affect agriculture, the latest mechanical innovations that might affect textile production, the latest proposals for taxation or fund-raising or the expansion of government services or control, the latest decisions of the Crown on all manner of colonial enterprise. And after a few more decades had passed, a postal service, which had for so long been more a hindrance to communication than an asset, was able to relay such news dependably.

As early as 1639, Massachusetts had attempted the delivery of mail on a regular basis. It was irregular at best. The main problem was roads, which either did not exist or were so rocky, rutted, and circuitous that they were as much obstacle courses as lanes of conveyance. The mail was often delayed, sometimes lost, and sometimes delivered to the wrong place. “In the early days,” Kobre writes, “if one wanted to get a letter to a relative or friend in another  colony, he waited for a ship captain or a traveler passing through, perhaps a merchant sending a package or a cargo of goods. Sometimes, if it were urgent, one employed a friendly Indian to deliver a letter for him.”

In January 1673, the Boston Post Road opened for the specific purpose of transporting letters, parcels, commercial goods, and newspapers from Boston to New York, a distance of 250 miles. A horse could travel it without breaking an ankle, and the rider without being thrown into a ravine as his mount stumbled. He could refresh himself by spending the night at an inn or stopping for dinner and libation at a tavern, and he could tend to his mount at any of several blacksmith shops along the way. The mail did not always arrive within two weeks, as promised, but it almost always got there eventually.

Not until the midway point of the following century, though, would postal service in the colonies become truly prompt, reliable, and inexpensive—not until Benjamin Franklin, a founding father of journalism no less than of the American republic, served in addition as parent to the post office.

There could, of course, be no news, not in the modern sense of the term, without presses on which to print it, and the first such machine did not appear in the New World until 1638, when Harvard College employed it to add to what was already the largest store of published material in the colonies. But by 1685, almost half a century later, the grand total of printing presses in the New World had risen to a mere four, and they were essentially what they had been in Gutenberg’s time, which is to say cumbersome apparatuses that were as likely to break down as to grind out a story and that demanded of their operators a broad back more than sound news judgment, and manual dexterity more than a knack for layout and editing.

For the most part, they turned out Bibles, usually in English but occasionally in one of the Indian tongues. And they produced copies of sermons, laws, and official correspondence for the colonial  government and the Crown, in addition to almanacs and poetry and songs.

But five years later, and more than eight decades after the first British expatriates had set foot in Jamestown, one of those presses would begin printing the first American newspaper. Its life would be short, turbulent, and unhappy.

[image: 012]

HISTORY DOES NOT HAVE MUCH TO SAY about Benjamin Harris, and when it refers to him at all, it seldom does so kindly. “He was a bigot and an opportunist,” according to one historian; “a rabid anti-Catholic with an eye for the sensational,” in the view of another. He had “mercury in his blood.” He was dismissed by a contemporary as “the worst man in the world.”

As a publisher in London, Harris had turned out a newspaper and a number of pamphlets, one of which was judged by the authorities to be seditious. He was arrested and sentenced to jail, serving a short time before being released. Then, acting as if he wanted to return to his confinement, he dashed back to the printing press and issued another pamphlet, this one called English Liberties —of which, in Harris’s view, there were not nearly enough, and those that did exist were insufficiently promoted by the Crown. Before he could be arrested again, he came to the conclusion that his homeland was “an uneasy ... place for an honest man,” and he would dwell there no longer. He set sail for Boston, and in part because of that voyage, his new home would become the “cradle of journalism” in the future United States.

Boston was the largest urban center on the continent at the time, with a population approaching 7,000 and so much energy in the air that a person could feel a charge to the atmosphere the minute he stepped on shore. The city’s shipbuilding industry had begun to thrive, as had its bankers and fishermen, its distillers and ropemakers, and its traders in rum, molasses, tobacco, and slaves.  In fact, merchants had now joined Puritan clerics as community leaders, causing the latter to scramble to their pulpits and, hoping to keep up with the times, make the case as best they could for Mammon, finding a path to salvation in commerce as well as piety. The wharves were teeming, the shops overflowing with goods and buyers—Boston seemed an ideal place for a new business of any kind, and in 1690, Harris started one. He rented a small wooden shack and became the first publisher of a newspaper in North America. “[I]t is safe to say,” comments John Tebbel, who has written extensively on journalism’s beginnings, that “no major American institution has been launched by so unworthy a pioneer.”

Harris called his paper Publick Occurrences both Foreign and Domestic . The former he would lift from London journals brought to Boston by trading vessels; there were, after all, no copyright laws at the time. As for the latter, he would learn of them from friends, neighbors, tongue-waggers in the nearest tavern, and the occasional broadside turned out by a local publisher with an agenda of some sort. Publick Occurrences was four pages long, each page about six inches by ten inches. The first three pages contained two columns of news with a narrow margin between them; the fourth page was blank, so that readers could add items of their own and comment on the preceding items before sending the paper along to another reader. This made Publick Occurrences a source of interactive journalism a full three centuries before the Internet.

But it was also, at least to modern eyes, a jarring publication to behold. Each paragraph or two was a separate story, and there were neither breaks nor headlines between them, so that one account ran into the next without warning or context. No sooner did a reader learn that a sailor had made an escape from “Indians and French” than he discovered, in the very next line, that “The chief discourse of this month has been about the affairs of the Western Expedition against Canada.”

It made for an efficient use of paper—no wasted space, no large print, no fancy designs or insignias. For this reason, the Publick Occurrences  style, with few modifications, would be the style of virtually all American journals during the colonial era.

Harris’s first issue appeared on Thursday, September 25, 1690, the birthday of American journalism. It contained no news less than a month old, and its intentions, at least as Harris explained them, were honorable. His paper, the publisher told his readers in a front-page notice, would print “Memorable Occurrents of Divine Providence” as well as “Circumstances of Publique Affairs ... which may not only direct their thoughts at all times, but at some times also to assist their Businesses and Negotiations.” Further, Harris wrote, Publick Occurrences was being offered to the residents of Boston “[t]hat some thing may be done toward Curing, or at least the Charming, of that Spirit of Lying which prevails among us; wherefore, nothing shall be entered but what we have reason to believe is true, repairing to the best foundations for our information.” If someone came to Harris with information that was not true, some “malicious Raiser of a false Report,” the publisher would expose the person’s dishonesty in the very next issue. “It is Suppos’d that none will dislike this Proposal, but such as intend to be guilty of so villainous a Crime.”

Harris intended to publish his journal monthly. He would do so more often, he vowed, “if any Glut of Occurrences happen.”

It sounds impressive, or at least respectable, and in fact Publick Occurrences started out that way, with the first story ever published by the paper reading as follows:
The Christianized Indians in some parts of Plimouth, have newly appointed a day of Thanksgiving to God for his Mercy in supplying their extream and pinching Necessities under their late want of Corn, & for His giving them now a prospect of a very Comfortable Harvest. Their Example might be worth Mentioning.





So much for the mention. And so much for memorable occurrents  of divine providence or stories that would assist the colonists in their businesses and negotiations. With story number two, Publick Occurrences began heading down a tawdrier trail—call it Aretino Alley—telling of “the kidnapping of two children by ‘barbarous Indians lurking around Connecticut’; [and the] suicide by hanging of a citizen of ‘Morose Temper.’” Harris also informed his readers that some Mohawk Indians—“miserable Salvages [sic],” he called them—had tortured and murdered the white men they took prisoner during a border war between the colonies and Canada. Of course, as we learn from further reading, there had been some provocation. The paper reported the testimony of “Two English captives” that a Captain Mason had “cut the faces, and ript the bellies of two Indians , and threw a third Over board in the sight of the French, who informing the other Indians of it, they have in revenge barbarously Butcher’d forty Captives of ours that were in their hands.”

Harris was just getting revved up. Another story in the first edition of Publick Occurrences revealed that a Boston man had become despondent because of “having newly buried his wife.” His friends kept a close eye on him, fearing a suicide attempt. “But one evening escaping from them into the Cow-house, they there quickly followed him, found him hanging by a Rope, which they had used to tye their Calves withal, he was dead with his feet near touching the Ground.”

And then, most controversially, came one of the few foreign stories in the first Harris edition, a rumor, actually, about the king of France, said to be an immoral old reprobate who “used to lie with” his son’s wife.


Publick Occurrences seems to have been a modest success with readers. To colonial authorities, however, it was an affront. In particular, they objected to the accounts of the French monarch and the Mohawk Indian massacre; to put it mildly, the authorities “did not like [their] tone.” Both stories seemed to be based on hearsay as opposed to verifiable fact; the colony’s leaders did not like that either. Nor did they approve of the man who had printed the stories  in the first place, Benjamin Harris, who had not only demonstrated such bad taste but, perhaps even worse, had refused to get a license for his paper, as the law required, prior to publication. He had been warned about the license several times, had been told, in so many words, that it was the government’s prerogative to approve or disallow any commercial enterprise anywhere in the kingdom, and that this was especially true in the colonies, where distance from the Crown tended to encourage a certain uppitiness in people. And he had been told that it was even more especially true when the enterprise was a newspaper, since the news, as often as not, was a record of the government’s actions, or at least had an effect on people’s perception of government.

Harris would have none of it. He was not the type to go through proper channels, and in fact the very notion of a proper channel struck him as an imposition, an indignity, a denial of his rights as a citizen of the New World.

He was about to be denied even more. Four days after Bostonians got their hands on Publick Occurrences, the colonial government, with the support of Boston’s Puritan clergy, published a document of its own.


The Governour and Council having had the perusal of the said Pamphlet, and finding that therein is contained Reflections of a very high nature: As also sundry doubtful and uncertain Reports, do hereby manifest and declare their high Resentment and Disallowance of said Pamphlet, and Order that the same be Suppressed and called in.



It would not be un-suppressed. The first edition of the first American newspaper was also the last. Journalism in America was but a few days old, the ink barely dry on the pages and the printing press showing virtually no signs of wear, and already it had left readers gasping with its explicitness and politicians fuming with its impertinence.
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BENJAMIN HARRIS CURSED his fate and those who, in his view, had so arbitrarily brought it upon him. The historian Louis Solomon, speaking for the minority, takes his side. Harris “stands out,” Solomon believes, “as the first in a long list of ornery, nonconforming, trouble-making newspapermen who have insisted on being free despite the consequences. Winners or losers, they are the pride of American journalism.”

But Harris was an American journalist for the briefest time, not long enough to be an influence, positive or otherwise, on those who followed. He remained in Massachusetts for a few years after Publick Occurrences expired, running a coffeehouse and a bookstore; then, in 1694, he returned to England, where he started another paper, this one called the Post. An acquaintance of his named John Dunton was not impressed. Harris, he said, “is so far from having any dealings with Truth and Honesty, that his solemn word, which he calls as good as his bond, is a studied falsehood, and he scandalizes Truth and Honesty in pretending to write for it.”

The Post lasted longer than Harris’s previous venture did, but it won him no more friends and might have lost even more money. He “spent his last years as a querulous and unsuccessful editor and a vendor of ‘the only Angelical Pills against all Vapours, Hysterick and Melancholy Fits’ and other belauded patent medicines.”

It had taken the American colonies eighty-three years to get their first newspaper. Another fourteen would pass until the second, and it would be a publication of a very different kind.






[image: 014]

CHAPTER TWO

Publishing by Authority
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HISTORIANS ARE NOT ENAMORED of John Campbell either, although for virtually the opposite reasons that they disdained his predecessor. Harris was bold, Campbell squeamish; Harris was a rebel, Campbell a bootlicker; Harris was a blackguard, Campbell a bore. In History of Journalism in the United States, George Henry Payne writes of Campbell that “[t]here is none of the spirit of Harris here” and goes on to characterize Campbell’s spirit as “timid” and his journal “puny and uninteresting.”

Other reviews of America’s second newspaper are similarly unkind. It was “terse and drab.” It was “designed more to survive than to excite.” It was “a monument of dullness,” Louis Solomon believes, and even “when it was very occasionally enlivened with stories like the slaying of pirate chief Blackbeard, a public whipping, or a suicide, Campbell found it necessary to apologize for printing them. He explained that they were intended to provide spiritual uplift.” There is no indication that they had this effect on readers.

Apparently the man did not make a better impression than his publication; Campbell has been described as “Boston’s sour-faced Scottish postmaster.” But his visage does not matter nearly as much as his occupation.

The mail service might not have been much help to journalism at the dawn of the eighteenth century, but to be in charge of the post office, especially in a city the size of Boston, and especially when it was the only post office in the entire colony at the time, was to be ideally situated not only to learn the events of the day but also to send word of them across town and, with luck, even farther.  Campbell did both. A sour face might have been his curse, but his attentiveness would make a career for him.

Campbell listened as people came to his place of business and opened their letters from abroad and read parts of them aloud. He listened as they opened their letters from other colonies and discussed the contents with the friends or family members who had accompanied them. And he kept listening as his patrons kept talking; in fact, he encouraged them to talk all the more, to have a seat and light a pipe and reveal the events of their own lives as well as those of their correspondents as they read aloud their mail.

Campbell asked his customers questions, told them to speak up. For the most part, they seemed pleased with his curiosity. The post office was an information exchange, a trading floor for facts and opinions, for comedy and tragedy and the lengthy accounting of daily routine.

After a time, Campbell began to take notes on the chitchat, his place of business thus becoming the first one of its kind in America with a recording secretary. Not long afterward, the notes turned into a newsletter, a single sheet that he continued to write by hand and that consisted, for the most part, of “shipping and governmental news and laws, although some local news such as births, deaths and social events appeared occasionally.” It was hard work to assemble his catalog of events, but no expense to circulate; as postmaster, Campbell could mail his correspondence without charge. He might not have been the most notable newsman of his age, but his working conditions were the envy of all who followed: his sources came to him rather than the other way around; they provided the raw materials of his product without charge; he was able to dispatch the product to interested parties without spending so much as a penny; and his workspace was provided free by the colonial government. Overhead does not get any lower than this.

In 1704, four years after he began his note taking, Campbell decided to expand. Unable to fit all of his intelligence into the newsletter format, and perhaps suffering from the world’s worst case of  writer’s cramp, he found himself a printing press and began turning out the Boston News-Letter, the first American paper to appear regularly and one that would go on to become the longest-running publication of the entire colonial era. Campbell himself remained in charge for almost two decades; the News-Letter would outlive him by more than half a century and provide an invaluable record of its time. It would report on the Molasses Act and the Stamp Act and the Townshend Acts and the Intolerable Acts, on the Boston Massacre and the Boston Tea Party, and on all the other points of contention between the colonists and the British that would lead to equally contentious journalism and, eventually, to war.
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IF PUBLICK OCCURRENCES was the National Enquirer of its day, the Boston News-Letter was the Congressional Record, sluggish but trustworthy. Which is not to say that the two journals were totally dissimilar; like Harris before him and almost every journalist of the eighteenth century afterward, Campbell pilfered news from abroad. The first story in his first issue was a summary of what he had learned in “Letters from great Poland.” The second told of an internal disturbance of no great significance in Sweden. The third relied for its intelligence on “Letters from Turkey.” And whereas Publick Occurrences had a fondness for royal incest, the News-Letter reported more sedately, if less interestingly, on the Crown’s decision to transfer “Popish ministers from France to Scotland.”

Both papers, however, were victims of the time lag. In Campbell’s case, absent-mindedness seems to have exacerbated the problem. No sooner did he receive the account of the Popish ministers, for example, than he set it aside and forgot it. By the time he happened across it again and finally got around to setting it in print, almost five months had passed, meaning that the information took more than twice as long to reach his readers as it would have if it had been included in a letter from a relative in England.

Campbell kept up with the shipping news in his journal, often in a manner that calls to mind the cool insider tones of a gossip columnist relating the comings and goings of celebrity.



Philadelphia, May 3d. Last night arrived here Parker from Boston, and its [sic] said that Darby is arrived from the said Port at Salem in New-Jersey.


New York, May 7th. On the 4th, Instant his Excellency the Lord Cornbury returned hither from Albany, and to Morrow sets out for his Government of New-Jersey.




Also, as he had done in the newsletter, Campbell provided details of births and deaths and illnesses, of shop openings and barn raisings. He included the topics of forthcoming sermons and some highlights of sermons past. He told of court cases and accidents, petty pilferings and fires, including one in Newport, Rhode Island, that destroyed a shop and a house but would have done much more damage had it not been for “the great industry of our people,” who fought the blaze tirelessly. And the News-Letter would register the proceedings of various governmental agencies and publish certain of their documents and proclamations in their entirety.

It sounds like a lot. It was not. As Frank Luther Mott writes in his survey of American journalism from 1690 to 1960, “The entire contents of one of [the Boston News-Letter’s] numbers would scarcely fill two columns of a modern newspaper.”
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ON OCCASION, Campbell would render his stories even less engaging by writing his own introductions to them, like an afterdinner speaker so unaware of his own ineptitude that he begins adlibbing to hold the podium longer. For instance, it was not enough for him to report on the reaction of England’s Queen Anne to a speech she had heard in Parliament a few months earlier; Campbell  included his own prefatory remarks: “The Humble Address of the House of Commons,” he wrote, “Presented to Her Majesty ... To which Her Majesty return’d Her most Gracious Answer, in the following words.” This kind of gilded language was more common then than it is today; still, there must have been times when the yawns were as audible in Boston as the sounds of commerce and industry.

The News-Letter never had more than 300 subscribers, although such a tiny circulation may be as much a reflection of the novelty of journalism at the time, and on the fact that people had not yet found newspapers to be a necessity in their lives, as it is of the uninspiring nature of Campbell’s story selection and prose. It may also be a reflection of the price, which was “twopence a copy, or twelve shillings a year, delivered. That it was considered a luxury is illustrated by the fact that Judge Sewall occasionally presented copies of it to the ladies on whom he called, somewhat as later and less serious gallants present boxes of candy.”

Whatever the reason, John Campbell did not get rich. He barely got by. In the first few issues of his paper, he asked for help from advertisers; he had started out with a few, but knew he would need many to survive.


This News-Letter is to be continued Weekly; & all Persons who have any Houses, Lands, Tenements, Farms, Ships, Vessels, Goods, Wares or Merchandises to be Sold or Let; or Servants Run-away, or Goods Stole or Lost; may have the same inserted at a Reasonable Rate; from Twelve-pence to Five Shillings, & not to exceed: Who may agree with John Campbell Post-Master for the same.



Campbell also sought financial assistance from the Massachusetts legislature, which was happy to oblige. He was, after all, a much more cooperative fellow than Harris had been, having not only applied for and been granted a license for his journal, but having  faithfully obeyed the license’s primary requirement, which was to cede virtually all editorial control of the News-Letter to colonial officials. They let him know, sometimes directly, sometimes subtly, what to cover and what not to cover; what to praise and what to blame; whom to promote and whom to snub. In return, they allowed him to use the phrase “Published By Authority” on the front page.

Campbell could not have been prouder. To him, the words were a badge of good citizenship, a gold star, evidence that he, like the majority of Americans at the time, trusted the dictates of king and Parliament and was pleased to follow them. “Your Majesties most auspicious Reign,” the News-Letter wrote on one occasion, “and Your tender regard to the general Welfare & Happiness of Your Subjects, justly require our utmost returns of duty and gratitude.”

But to Daniel Boorstin, who speaks for most who have studied colonial journalism in recent times, Campbell acted more the lackey than the newsman. His delight in the approbation of British royalty, Boorstin writes, was a stain on his character, evidence that he was “under the thumb of the governor and his council,” a place where no reporter should ever situate himself.

Even so, the Crown was wary of the Boston News-Letter. It was wary of all newspapers. They were something new in the world, these sources of information that did not issue directly from the palace, these chronicles of events that might not even be known to the king’s advisers and had certainly not been approved by them—and what was new was ipso facto troubling. What was new could raise expectations, create doubt, encourage dissatisfaction. It could upset existing power structures by leading people to question them. At best, newspapers would require constant vigilance; at worst, they could turn on authorities, state their own opinions, make their own demands. They would become an adversary of government rather than an arm.

As early as 1671, Sir William Berkeley, the royal governor of Virginia, had expressed his fears of such a situation.


I thank God we have no free schools or printing, and I hope that we shall not have them these hundred years.

For learning has brought disobedience and heresy and sects into the world, and printing has divulged them and libels against the government. God keep us from them both.



God would keep them from the latter for only a few more decades.
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BEFORE LONG, advertisers began responding to the Boston NewsLetter in greater numbers. Sometimes they were businessmen with products to sell, but more often, at least in the beginning, they were individuals hoping to retrieve misplaced items.


Lost on the 10. of April last off Mr. Shippen’s Wharff in Boston. Two Iron Anvils, weighing between 120 and 140 pounds each: Whoever has taken them up, and will bring or give true Intelligence of them to John Campbell Post-master, shall have a sufficient reward.



Appearing in the same issue were an appeal for the return of “several sorts of mens Apparel, both Woollen & Linnen,” which had apparently been stolen “by an Irish man, speaks bad English,” and an ad for “a very good Fulling-Mill, to be Let or Sold.” Future editions of the News-Letter would call attention to such missing articles as books, musical instruments, and even an animal or two; and they would promote the purchase of soaps and unguents, medicines and tools, unoccupied acreage and bargain fares for ocean crossings. It is not known how much Campbell charged for his ads, only that the paper was a bit more solvent as a result and the enterprise of journalism a bit more inviting to him. He might even have been able to hire, at least on a part-time basis, an assistant post office eavesdropper.

A few weeks later, however, Campbell began engaging in a less honorable, and ultimately more profitable, form of advertising. As he had hoped in his early solicitations, he heard from the owners of those “Servants Run-away,” and he would hear from them in great numbers for years to come. One escaped slave was “a young man named William Rogers, about 18 years of Age, of a middle Stature, fair fac’d, light coloured curl’d hair.” Rogers’s master, a hatter in Boston named Abraham Blish, wanted the lad back; Campbell called special attention to Blish’s plight with his use of italics. Rogers’s plight does not seem to have concerned him.

The Boston News-Letter also heard from owners whose servants had stayed put but who were eager to move them. One had a young Negro man, handsome of appearance and fit of build, whom he wished to sell. The price was reasonable. He sent the details to the News-Letter and they were promptly set in type. Another reader offered “Two Negro Men and one Negro Woman & Child,” and not only announced their availability in Campbell’s paper but specified a time and place where they could be seen, examined, taken for a test run. Campbell even took out such an ad himself, wanting to sell the sixteen-year-old Negro girl who toiled for him. He told interested parties to visit him at his residence next to a Boston tavern; the girl would show herself and try to make an impression.

The slave trade had found an efficient new venue for carrying on business.
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THE NEWS-LETTER would in time have company. Other papers would come along, in Boston and elsewhere, and they would carry similar ads throughout the eighteenth century and well into the nineteenth. There was always someone for sale, always some commodities on the market, perhaps “a likely Negro Boy and Girl; the Boy 13 Years of Age, the Girl 9 or 10.” And there was always someone trying to escape from his servitude, such as “a Negro Man Servant,  named Ned, about 30 Years of Age, speaks good English and French,” who was so highly prized by the two men who owned him that “[w]hoever shall take up said Run-away, and him safely convey to the said Dean and Mason, living in New Boston, shall have five Pounds old Tenor Reward, and all necessary Charges paid.”

Sometimes, wanting more space to advertise his missing slaves than a newspaper could provide, an owner would pay the publisher for a broadside, a sheet of paper devoted solely to an explanation of his woes and a plea for assistance. It might be distributed with the paper; it might be distributed separately by the customer. In Virginia, in 1799, a fellow named Parke Goodall lost seven servants in one fell swoop; this, he decided, was a job for a broadside’s big letters and boldface type.


I have reason to suspect that the said slaves were stolen, or enticed to run away, on the night of Sunday the 20th of last month, by one William Lucas late of the county of Caroline, and that they have since been in his possession.... I will give to the taker up of each of the said Slaves, who shall be brought to my house in the city of Richmond, SIX DOLLARS for taking up, and six-pence for each mile, which he shall travel, in coming to the said house, from the place where such slave was taken up, and six-pence per mile for returning from thence to the same place.



Many colonial printers could not have set up shop in the first place, or could not have stayed in business as long as they did, without profiting from the sale or return of the human property of others.
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VYING WITH SLAVE OWNERS as the leading sponsors of the Boston  News-Letter were “shippers who had room in their vessels for freight, the products of colonial farms, timberland and craftshops. Some of the merchants with cargos of molasses, Madeira wine or English-styled cloth to sell might advertise.” John Campbell welcomed, and published, them all.

For fifteen years, the Boston News-Letter was the only paper in Massachusetts, or anywhere else in America, and as such was a unique forum for advertisers, especially as they came to realize that the paper’s modest circulation figures were misleading. Perhaps Campbell was printing fewer than 300 copies a week, but that did not mean only 300 people saw them. A husband might pass his copy to his wife and older children, and might use it in teaching his younger children to read. The wife and children might share the copy with a friend. An employer might give his News-Letter to an employee, a shopkeeper to a customer, a clergyman to a penitent. The latest edition of the paper, left on a table in a tavern one morning, might be perused by a dozen or more people before evening. They were as likely to remember the ads as they were the stories, especially when News-Letter advertisers made outrageous claims—the kind of claims that suggested magical powers for their products, or even divine intervention. One of them, it has been noted, “offered a remedy so potent and versatile that it ‘cures Cholick, Dry Belly-Ache, Consumption, Smallpox, Gravel, Melancholy,’ and for good measure, ‘Loss of Limbs.’” Campbell did not question the boast; it was revenue that concerned him, not veracity. And even though his newspaper evolved over the years from a struggling new business to a going concern to something approaching the status of local institution, money remained a concern.

In fact, after having published the Boston News-Letter for a decade and a half, Campbell was still not making as much as he had hoped. Most of his advertisers were prompt with their payments; some of his subscribers, however, were not. He wrote letters to them, sometimes dunned them in passing on the street or as they entered church on Sunday. He even entreated them in one of  his issues, saying that for fifteen years he had kept his part of the bargain; he had “supplied them conscientiously with publick occurances [sic] of Europe and with those of these, our neighboring provinces, and the West Indies.” The subscribers should do their part: pay their bills when they were due.

But Campbell ended his complaint contritely. He admitted that his readers had grounds for dissatisfaction of their own. Sometimes, he said, events overwhelmed him and he would get a little behind; there was, after all, that five-month delay in the story about the new postings for Popish ministers. But more recently, he confessed, he had found himself even further in arrears; a few issues back, the News-Letter had printed a piece that was more than a year old at the time of its publication. He did not say how such a thing could have happened, or whether the story had even the slightest bit of relevance once it appeared in the paper. He said only that he would try to do better from now on.
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AT THE SAME TIME that the Boston News-Letter was monopolizing colonial journalism, the press in England was becoming more and more diversified. Early in the eighteenth century, when the population of London was about half a million, newspaper circulation surpassed 40,000—not an impressive ratio by today’s standards but probably the best that London, or any other city, had known to date. Among the papers from which the people could choose were the Daily Courant, General Remark, General Postscript, Tatler, Female Tatler, Postman, Postboy, Postboy Junior, Flying Post, Evening Post, Observator, London Gazette, and British Apollo—most of which, as George Henry Payne observes, shared “the tendency to exalt the common good of society at the expense of special privileges.”

When the men and women who read these papers came to the New World, they were almost unfailingly disappointed with the  supply and quality of reporting they found. Why were Americans not more interested in their world? Why was the world not being presented to them in a more thoughtful, engaging manner? Why was journalism not one of those thriving businesses in Boston or, a little later, in other colonial metropolises? Was it not apparent by now that man no longer lived in seclusion, that a journalist might be able to give him the education he had never received from a schoolmaster or a perspective on worldly matters that could not be provided by a clergyman?

The recent arrivals to America might have agreed with the succinct editorial that appeared in the News-Letter on the occasion of the paper’s finally having encountered some competition, the Boston Gazette, which began life in December 1719 and would eventually become the most influential paper of its time. Wrote John Campbell about the Gazette on his own front page: “I pity the reader of the news paper; it is not fit reading for the people.”

It was true. Of course, it was also true of the News-Letter, and equally applicable to almost all of their immediate successors, in Massachusetts and in other colonies. They were “small, simple, and bland affairs,” writes historian Gordon S. Wood, “two to four pages published weekly and containing mostly reprints of old European news, ship sailings, and various advertisements, together with notices of deaths, political appointments, court actions, fires, piracies, and such matters.”

And it was not just that the European news was old; it was sometimes so startlingly unrelated to the quotidian concerns of Americans as to seem humor rather than journalism. “It is hard to know,” Wood goes on, “what colonial readers made of the first news item printed in the newly created South Carolina Gazette of 1732: ‘We learn from Caminica, that the Cossacks continue to make inroads onto polish Ukrania.’” It is also hard to know what readers made of this item, lifted by a Boston paper from a publication abroad and reprinted proudly: “Letters from Moscow advise, that the Danish Envoy Extraordinary, M. Westphalen, having shewn  his credentials to the Count Golofskin, Chancellor of the Russian Empire, was receiv’d with all possible Marks of Respect. ...”

All of which goes to show that before they reached their full bloom of insolence and unreliability, of vituperation and bluster and bias—before, that is, American newspapers caused tempers to flare and hostilities to deepen and men of dispassionate temperament to throw up their hands in frustration—they caused minds to wander and eyelids to droop.
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OCCASIONALLY a paper would try to atone for the thumping tedium of its story selection by offering some visual relief, a woodcut to brighten the look of a page that otherwise, when seen from a distance, looked like a single sheet of gray. The first illustration ever to appear in an American paper was a British flag that Campbell used to gussy up the inaugural edition of the Boston News-Letter. In later issues he might print a silhouette of a man in flight, calling attention to an ad for the return of a slave to his owner, or a drawing of a wagon, signifying that a local store had received a new shipment of merchandise. It was as innovative as Campbell ever got.

But circumstances conspired against innovation no less than did unimaginative publishers. Paper, for instance, was both expensive and difficult to obtain. The first paper mill in New England did not open until 1728, and its output was so modest and deliveries so random that many printers were unable to rely on it; they continued to produce their own. Even then, they needed the raw materials for papermaking, and sometimes had to seek help in procuring them. Paper in those days was made from linen rags, and when printers could not get enough of them by their own means, they ran advertisements to solicit them, begging the women who read their publications to donate the old rags that they used to clean their homes. Sometimes readers cooperated; sometimes they did not. In a few of the households, the napkins were made of linen;  today’s edition of the Boston News-Letter might well have been yesterday’s means of wiping the grease from hands and lips after a hearty meal.

Ink was another problem at the time, also costly to purchase and also manufactured on the premises in many a print shop. But it was not the same kind of ink in which a writer dipped his pen. Newspaper ink was messier and harder to handle, as thick as petroleum jelly; the stuff had to be shoveled into trays for use on the presses, not poured. It was also olfactorily challenging, its primary ingredient being a sooty and carbonaceous compound that smelled like the last stages of urban or vegetable decay and was known as lampblack. On occasion, a printer might have wished he could engrave his journal on a stone tablet rather than endure repeated whiffs of his homemade ink.
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