
OLLI PRINTED BOOK WEEK 4


The Book in 

Colonial America



The first book printed in the Americas: 
Breve y mas compendiosa doctrina 
Christiana en lengua Mexicana y 
Castellana by Juan de Zumárraga, 
OFM (1468-1548), printed by Juan 
Pablos/Giovanni Paoli in Mexico City 
in 1539. (Not extant.)


Pictured: the first book from Juan 
Pablos’ press that does survive, 
Zumárraga’s Doctrina breve, 1543.


Juan de Zumárraga was the first 
Bishop of Mexico and he introduced 
the press to Mexico and brought Juan 
Pablo to run it.



Zumárraga’s Doctrina breve, Mexico City, 1543, detail. The font replicates the variety 
of Gothic script used in late medieval Spain. Note sorts with abbreviation marks, 
correct use of hyphens, multiple ornaments, etc.



THE FIRST PRINTER IN BRITISH NORTH AMERICA


Stephen Day(e), locksmith who sailed from England in 1638 
with Rev. Jose(ph) Glover, who was planning to establish a 
printing press in Massachusetts Bay Colony. 


Glover died en route and so his widow and Daye figured out 
how to set up the press.


(Elizabeth Glover later married the first president of Harvard 
and her press went to the university.)



The Bay Psalm Book, printed by Stephen Day in 
Cambridge, Massachusetts Bay Colony, 1640



Daye’s earliest works:


Oath of a Freeman, 1639 (none extant)


Almanac, 1639 (none extant)


The Bay Psalm Book, 1640 (1700 printed, 11 survive)



The Oath of a Freeman, printed by Stephen 
Day in Cambridge, Massachusetts Bay 
Colony, 1638/39 


FORGERY! Printed by Mark Hofmann, 
1985.



From Gilreath, The Judgment of Experts: places where The Bay Psalm Book (left) and 
Oath of a Freeman (right) both show letters impinging on the spaces of the lines above 
and below. (Red lines added by me. Not to scale.)




From James Gilreath, ed., The 
Judgment of Experts: Essays 
and Documents about the 
Investigation of the Forging of 
the Oath of a Freeman (1991):


Examination of paper, looking 
for a match in 17th-century 
Massachusetts books




The Eliot Indian Bible, printed by 
Samuel Green and Marmaduke 
Johnson, Cambridge at Harvard 
University’s press, 1663.


A translation of the Bible into 
Massachuset, an Algonquian language 
aka Wampanoag or Natick, by John 
Eliot with John Nesutan and James 
Printer.


The first Bible printed in the Americas.



Printers’ Equipment in the N. American Colonies



PRESSES could be built locally, though 
most printers seem to have continued to 
import them throughout the 18th century.


PAPER could at least be procured locally, 
though it was always expensive. 


British mercantilist policies encouraged 
British paper mills to sell to the American 
market, which propped up their 
businesses in the face of Continental 
competition. But Colonial printers also 
bought a great deal of paper from Dutch, 
Italian, and French mills, often smuggled.


Pennsylvania paper mills as they grew 
supplied lower-quality papers for printing


newspapers, almanacs, broadsides, etc., 
while English mills focused on the market 
for writing paper.


TYPE remained a crunch point: American 
printers imported European type with rare 
exceptions and no successful American 
typefoundry existed before the 1790s.


Punchcutting required a long 
apprenticeship in the few European 
houses that controlled the trade. Even 
matrices produced in these businesses 
were very expensive and hard to get.

Works printed in America show evidence 
of shortage of quality types: worn type, 
mixed fonts and sizes, etc.



The “common press” thought to have been 
used by Benjamin Franklin as a young man in 
London. 


Note that the frame is wood, the platen is 
wood, and the platen is still only big enough 
to print one folio page or half a large sheet of 
paper (about 12 x 18 in). An improvement 
over Gutenberg’s version is that this is a 2-
pull press: one pull of the lever pulls the 
screw down to print one page, then you slide 
the forme the rest of the way in and pull 
again to print the other page. So the platen is 
not yet improved, but the screw mechanism 
and the bed for carrying the forme under the 
platen are.



Type foundries in 
America, according to 
Isaiah Thomas, The 
History of Printing in 
America, 1810.


Pica = 12 pt.

Long Primer = 10 pt.


Note that before the 
Sowers (Sauers) got 
into the business, 
Benjamin Franklin had 
supplied the market for 
German-language 
printing, but Franklin 
used only Roman types.



The title page of Sauer the younger’s Bible 
(3rd ed., 1776)



Early linen and paper trades 

in British North America



Home of William Rittenhouse, proprietor of the first paper mill in British North 
America, Germantown, PA. Paper mill est. 1690; house 1707. Note the creek:

Monoshone Creek aka Paper Mill Run. NB: Germantown was a center of linen 
production.

Rittenhouse was from Germany and learned papermaking in the Netherlands before 
emigrating. A Mennonite from a long line of papermakers.



Background to the development of the paper industry in Pennsylvania:


Flax-linen industry in Germany was huge, especially the Rhineland, in the 
17th century…


… strengthened by migration of Mennonite refugees from Low Countries 
and Switzerland and Hugenots from France.


Mennonites began settling in Pennsylvania in 1683.


Late 17th c.–1730: Linen production as a commercial enterprise in Ireland 
overtakes that of Germany. 18th-c. Scotch-Irish emigration from Ulster to 
America, especially via Philadelphia into the inland South, brought more 
skilled linen weavers.




William Bradford, 1663-1752, first printer 
in the middle colonies, was chief investor 
in and chief customer of Rittenhouse’s 
paper mill.


Apprenticed to the most prominent 
Quaker printer in London ca. 1680; 
emigrated to join Wm. Penn’s colony in 
1685.


Right: the first paper currency printed for 
New York by William Bradford, 1709. 
Note the indenture!




Franklin, Bradford’s great 
rival, had much more 
innovative techniques for 
preventing counterfeiting, 
including intricate 
impressions of leaves 

and blue fibers added 

to the paper.




An Act for the 
Encouragement 
of Making Paper, 
Massachusetts 
Bay Colony, 1728



Newspapers and freedom of the press in 
England and America


Pre-1640: Star Chamber restricted printing under Chas. 
I’s personal rule until the Habeas Corpus Act.


The Licensing Order of 1643 imposed Parliamentary 
censorship.>> Milton’s Areopagitica (right); flourishing of 
an underground radical press in the Civil War.


Restoration: Renewed Licensing Act tightened 
restrictions on the press.


1695: Parliament allowed the Licensing Act to lapse.


Reign of Queen Anne (1702-1714): Huge growth of 
newspapers and pamphleteering from the London press.




The first 
American 
newspaper 
(Boston 
1690) and 
the order 
shutting it 
down



Newspapers in the American colonies in the 18th century




Printing the Declaration of Independence



Dunlap Broadside (left): 
200 printed copies 
made the night of July 
4th or early on the 5th. 
Those were sent out to 
legislatures and militias 
by order of Congress.


First newspaper 
printing (right): 
Benjamin Towne 
printed it in the July 6 
ed. of his Pennsylvania 
Evening Post.



July 10-Aug 3: Printed in newspapers 
in most other colonies.


3rd week of August: Printed in several 
London and other UK papers.


By end of August: Printed all over the 
Continent.


Goddard Broadside: Jan. 18, 1777, at 
Baltimore, by Mary Katherine 
Goddard. Included names of all 
signers (right).


