Printing in Isaiah Thomas’s Time

Printing in Isaiah Thomas’ time had changed vétlglsince Johannes Gutenberg
first printed his Bible in 1455. The press thatid first learned to use was essentially
the same type of press used for centuries. ltmade of wood and called a block or
blaeu style press. It was operated by hand arlddn@normous amount of strength to
pull the handle or bar that turned a large metavgc¢hat in turn pressed a square block
of stone down on the type to make an impressiomtd?s would develop the muscles on
the side of their body with which they pulled oe fhress. This overdevelopment of
these muscles made them walk and move with whateléed a printer’s gait. It was
possible for printers to recognize another pribtethe way he moved down the stréet.

The printing process started by setting type. Exdracter, including all letters,
punctuation marks, and even blank spaces, were m#d# individual pieces of metal.
These pieces of type were often callades which was short fotypefaces These
pieces of type would be placed in wooden boxesldibiinto little partitions for each
letter, punctuation mark, or space. Much like ateoporary computer keyboard, these
type cases were arranged for easy and quick atxéssse partitions containing the
letters that were used most frequently. Printesseveareful to make sure the individual
characters were separated and in their propetipagi Type that was all mixed up was
called aprinter’s pie. Each piece of type would be placed upside dovehbatkwards
in a metal or wooden tray calleccamposing stick. The type had to be placed this way
so that it would appear correctly on the page whess printed. A composing stick
held only a few lines of type. Once the compositick was filled with type, it was
transferred to a larger wooden or metal frame daligalley. Generally, this galley
would be place in a press and printed to produgalay proof, which would then be
carefully examined for any mistakes. A good primiuld set one book page per hour.
This was the equivalent of setting 1,200 to 1,9@éracters per hour. Once corrected, the
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type would then be transferred to a larger metahé&aalled ahase The type would
then be locked in place using wooden wedges cgllieihs (pronounced “coins”). A
chase, when fully loaded with type, could weightaid00 pounds!

The chase was then placed on the bed of the wqu@ss that was sometimes
called thecoffin. A piece of paper would be set upon tyrapan and secured by a
frisket, which was generally a piece of canvas cut ardgbadgrinting area. The frisket
would then be folded over the tympan and both waelghlaced upon the inked type.
The bed would then be moved under a large stonghtvealled glaten. A large screw
served to press this stone weight down when thedermdandle, called thzar, was
pulled. For large sheets of paper, the type ntighinoved so that it fit squarely under
the platen and the bar pulled for each sectioh®piper to be printed.

Ink was applied to the type using timk balls. These ink balls were pieces of
wood with a handle on one end and a leather cauéfed with rags on the other. The
leather side would be dipped in ink, then eachwallld be rubbed and beaten, one
against the other, to spread the ink evenly on botfaces. They would be tapped or
beaten on the type sitting on the press. | wa®rtapt that the ink was evenly
distributed over the surface of the type in ordemiake a uniform impression. If you had
too much ink, it was calledraonk and too little was calledfaiar . This referred to the
clothing worn by the clergy in the middle ages -nk®wore black robes while friars
wore white ones’

The ink was made from a combination of linseechod lamp black, the soot that
would collect on the glass chimneys of candle bboining lamps. This ink resembled
the varnish of today. It was very durable andkhidlthough ink could be made in
America, most of the ink used in Isaiah Thomasketicame from Europe. Most of the
best paper used was imported from England or Hallan

Generally two people worked at the press, loegting (inking) the type and the
otherpulling (or operating the press). An apprentice was Useatployed to take the
freshly printed pages and hang them on racks to dfgrking in this way, skilled

printers could produce an astonishing 240 impressam hour, or on average, 1,920
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sheets printed on one side per day.

Paper in Colonial America

The paper used in colonial times was generallyerieain the fibers of cotton or
linen rags. It was printed while wet so that tierfs would be pliable. One of the jobs
of an apprentice was to hang the wet paper to dmacks suspended from the ceiling of
the print shop.

Paper was always in short supply in colonial AweeriThe scarcity of rags
caused a great deal of problems for the manufagfuri paper during the Revolution. In
fact, papermaking was regarded as such an essectigbation that skilled papermakers
were able to secure exemption from military serdioging the war? Many newspapers,
including Thomas’, frequently carried ads for régst could be delivered to the printer’s
office where they would be collected for shipmenthte nearest paper mill. Thomas, in
his History of Printing in Americastates that the first American paper mill was
constructed in Germantown, a community of Germagakmg people just outside of
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. It is believed thatfirst American papermaker was
Nicholas Rittenhouse (1666-1734). After his detith,papermaking business was
carried on by his descendents. 5 Thomas furtiaeedthat there were several paper
mills in New England and two or three in New Yorfdre the Revolution. After 1775,
paper mills increased rapidly in all parts of timeom. Thomas estimated, in 1810, that
there were a total of 195 throughout the statestamiiories.’

A paper mill was established in Sutton, Massadisisguring the Revolution and
Thomas himself, in order to secure a good steagglgwf high quality paper to his own
presses, established a mill at Quinsigamond (neection of Worcester), Massachusetts,
in 1793. This mill turned out approximately 1,488unds of paper per week. It
employed eleven girls and ten men, one of whomZesms Crane, who would later

found the famous Crane Paper Company in DaltonshtasisettS. This company is
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still flourishing as one of the finest manufactgref paper in the world.

The Business of Printing

Printers during Isaiah Thomas’ lifetime generaérned their living by producing
all kinds of materials, including newspapers, alata) pamphlets, books, and
broadsides. Many printers attempted to balande wwekload and ledger books by
working for the government, printing official prachations, legislative records, laws,
and blank forms. Printers also produced a gre@tyeof “job work”, which included
everything from advertisements, diplomas to fofms.

Many printers also became postmaster, making gngiting shops centers of
information. Benjamin Franklin became the depuigtmaster at Philadelphia from 1737
to 1753, and, with William Hunter, was made joinspmaster general for all the colonies
from 1753 to 1774. He became the first Americastipaster general by act of the
Continental Congress in 1775 Franklin appointed Isaiah Thomas postmaster at
Worcester in 1775. Thomas held this post until2l&hen he was removed by the
Jefferson administration and replaced with an ardeffersonian.

Throughout Isaiah Thomas’ life, printers and &dbies people were paid in barter
as well as in currency. Thus, after completingalkbor broadside printing job, Thomas
might easily have been paid with a live hen, a lokfirewood, or perhaps some hand-
woven cloth. Printers in particular would ofteade books, bound or still in sheets, in
exchange for work. They would often print booksdther printers and again might

accept payment in other books that they couldiseleir shops.

Colonial Printers and the American Revolution
Colonial printers played a particularly importaakerin the American Revolution.
The Stamp Act, one of the earliest British taxesgomposed on America, was

particularly harmful to printers. It affected eyespect of the printing business by
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placing taxes on newspapers, pamphlets, almandwsrtssements, and legal documents,
including apprentice indentures. These taxes rafigeda halfpenny for a “half-a-
sheet” to six pounds on long legal documetits.

The Stamp Act enraged the people who controlledribdia. Printers throughout
the colonies were soon denouncing the tax in thmivspapers, pamphlets, and
broadsides. Isaiah Thomas created a sensation ahenyoung printer in Nova Scotia,
he printed articles against the tax, made theiaffstamp appear upside down, and added
a devil attacking the stamp in thialifax Gazette

Colonial printers frequently exchanged producthwiher printers throughout
the colonies. In this way, the protest againsiStanp Act helped to unify people
throughout the colonies in opposition to Britishiheurity. Thomas received much
inspiration for his own Stamp Act protest from atpenters. He even reprinted in the
Halifax Gazettehow thePennsylvania Journdboked when it was draped in black
mourning bars to symbolize its own death on thetdayStamp Act was to take effect.

As the conflict with England grew into war, colahprinters continued to play an
important role in communicating the strategiesmotgsters and the actions of colonial
governments. Once the war began, printers comrateddhe war news, which inspired

soldier and civilian alike to continue the fight.

Early American Newspapers

Early American newspapers were typically publisbedolio or crown sheets,
that is, they had four pages, each measuring appately 10” x 15”. They were filled
with densely packed small type in three or fouuomhs. Newspapers of this era had
few, if any, illustrations. Frequently the titler, masthead, of the paper might include an
allegorical or symbolic figure and some decoratiye. Advertisements would often
include a standard woodcut of a ship, a house slnihg real estate for sale and perhaps
a black person with a bundle on a stick to deprtireaway slave. Newspapers were
generally printed once a week with an occasionapfffement”, “Postscript”, or

“Extraordinary” edition published in between thgukar issue date. Headlines like those
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of today were rare. Most stories were headed oylhe place and date from which they
originated **

Printer did, however, use typography in intergstarays to enliven and
emphasize their stories. Frequently printers waeldthe first letter of a work in the
upper case or ustlics, SMALL CAPITALS, and LARGE CAPITALS to add emphasis or
meaning to words and phrasés.

The printer generally also served as editor, riepopublisher, and sales manager.
Much of the news he received from visitors to hiatshop, post riders, ship captains,
and other newspapers. Colonial newspapers geynsgmait each other copies of their
newspapers free of charge, and it was customanriioters to reprint with or without
attributing the news they found in them. Veryditbf the news in colonial newspapers
was local. As most cities were small, it was galiglassumed that people knew what
was happening in their own communities. Thus exiyaordinary local occurrences,
including natural disasters, strange accidentghdeand the execution of criminals made
it into the paper. The contents were dominatetbbsign and international news,
including that of England, and by a large amourgssfays on a wide range of subjects.

Generally, news from abroad would take two montheach America.

Broadsides

Broadsides — sheets of paper printed only on mee-swere frequently displayed
or posted in public areas - inside taverns, outsidetinghouses, around municipal
buildings, or on the broad side of barns, from \wtteeir name derives. All kinds of
texts were printed on broadsides, including pogragernment proclamations, songs, and
advertisements. Frequently they contained graphages and a variety of typefaces and
symbols. Although often printed on large piecepayer, they could be of any size. A

broadside may be compared to a poster or handhifirisement of today. Sometimes

11 For a comprehensive examination of the newsdanmewspapers in each period of American history,
see Frank Luther Mott’American Journalism A History: 1690-1968acmillan, 1962).
12 SchlesingeRrelude to Independencg?.



the first thing a printer printed was a broadsideeatising his business and his intention

to print a newspaper.

Almanacs

Another important product of many early-Americamfng houses was the
almanac. These were very similar to @ld Farmer’'s Almanagtill published today.
Although almanacs were published only once a yedually every member of society
consulted them daily. They were generally verxpensive, only a few pennies each.
Their most important function was to predict theatirer, but they also contained medical
remedies, anecdotes, recipes, public documenttryppassages from literature and
history, and a wide range of other practical infation.

Isaiah Thomas’ almanacs were extremely populadardtive publications. He
began publishing a yearly almanac in 1771 and oaatl until 1801.



