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PART 4
Expanding the Realm of Communications
Richard R. Jokn

“Among the improvements in the United States, there is, perhaps, no one that
has advanced more rapidly, or proved more extensively useful, than that of the
transpartation of the mail.” So wrote an anonymous contributor to the Port
Foliv, a Philadelphia-based literary magazine, in 1810, “In point of public utility,
[the postal system] holds-a rank but little inferior to printing. Copies may be
multiplied at the press, but, without this establishment, how lmited must be
their distribution!”®

In the early republic, the United States experienced a communications revo-
hution with enduring consequences for American life. At its core was the rapid
and unprecedented expansion of the main pillars of long-distance communi-
cations: the postal system, the stagecoach industry, and the periodical press.
Together these institutions created the infrastructure for a distinetive informa-
tional environment that would hasien the emergence of a national marker, mass
political parties, and nationally oriented voluntary associations. This commu-

nications revolution was set in motion by innovative legislation guided by the
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novel philosophy that government had an obligation to provide the citizenry
with access to information about public affairs. Its cornersione was the Post
Office Act of 1792, a landmark in American communications policy and one of -
the most far-reaching pieces of legislation enacted in the half century between
the adoption of the Constitution in 1788 and the Pagic of 1837,

Before the establishment of the new federal government, the United States was
an informational ancien regime, with Timited facilities for long-distance com-
munication. As late as 1788, the Post Office Department boasted a mere sixty-
nine offices, only rwo more than had been maintained by the royal postal system
in 1765. Most were located in a single seaboard chain on what is today the “Old
Post Road,” just as they had been prior to the break with the crown. The vast
majority of postal patrons were merchants engaged in overseas trade. News-
papers and magazines cireulated in limited numbers, and few traveled through
the mail. No pericdical received a favorable postal rate. Though postal achnin-
istrators sometimes permitted printers to trade copies of their newspapers, the
practice was merely customary and lacked the force of law. The Post Office De-
partment, as one official explained in 1788, had been established by Congress
“for the purpose of facilitating commercial correspondence,” and, as such, had
“properly speaking, no connection with the press.”®

In the great constitutional debates of 1787-88, few contemporaries regarded
the existing state of communications as a major problem. Under the Articles
of Contederation, ordinary Americans living far from Philadelphia were ac-
customed to learning only sporadically about the activities of their delegates
to Cougress. What information did arrive often came courtesy of individual
delegates, who had the right to transmit or “frank” through the mail an un-
limited number of items free of charge. James Madison took this state of affairs
for granted in his Federalist essays. According to Madison, the citizenry would
receive the bulk of its information about public affairs from representatives re-
turning to their home districts to meet constituents face to face. In Federalist
10, Madison went 5o far as to hail poor long-distance communications as a safe-
guard for minority vights. Thanks to the enormous geographic extent of the
country, he conjectured, political factions-—whether special interests or popu-
lar majorities—would be incapable of organizing across state boundaries and
imposing their will on the country. '

The only prominent public figure in the 17808 to propose a significant aug-
mentation in the facilities for long-distance communications was the Pennsyl-
vania physician Benjamin Rush. Rejecting outright the fiscal mandate For postal
policy that had long prevailed in Great Britain and its colonies, Rush substi-

212 SFREADING THE WORD IN PRINT




tuted an educational rationale better suited to the needs of 2 republic. To adapn
the “principles, morals, and manners of our citizens to our republican form of,
government,” Rush proclaimed in a widely circalated essay published shortly
before the Constitutional Convention, it was “absolately necessary” that the
government circulate “knowledge of every kind™ throughout every part of the
United States. To this end, Rush looked to the postal system, the “true non-
electric wire of government” and the “only means™ of “conveying light and heat
to every individual in the federal commonwealth.” " ’

With the passage of the Post Office Act of 1792, Rush’s vision became the lw
of the land. At a stroke, Congress liberated American communications policy
from the constraints of monarchical precedent and gave it an expansive new re-
publican cast. To expand access to information on public affairs, Congress ad-
mitsed every newspaper into the mail at extremely low rates. To ensure that the
news was broadcast far and wide, it established an administrative mechanism
that guaranteed the rapid extension of the postal network into the hinterland.
And to safeguard the sanctity of personal correspondence, it proscribed its sur-
veillance by postal administrators, ending a practice that remained common ja
Great Britain and France.

The Post Office Act of 1792 reflected a widespread commitment to the ideal
of an informed citizenry. Yet questions remained about how Congress ought
hest to proceed. Everyone agreed that political information was best conveyed
by newspapers. But which ones? Some wished to admit only certuin news-
papers into the mail, raising the fear that favored printers would become the
nucleus of a potentially tyrannical “court press.” Others urged the circulation
of every newspaper free of charge. After an extended debate, Congress adopted
a middle position: it admitted every newspaper into the mail, provided their
subscribers paid a modest fee, In addition, Congress codified the exchange
privilege that newspaper printers enjoyed. In so doing, it gave legal standing to
a news-gathering mechanism that dated back to the colonial era and that would
remain a mainstay of press practice thronghout the early republic. Two years
later, Congress expanded the subsidy for the press by admitting magazines into
the mail at highly favorable rates.

No issue proved more contentious than the designation of new postal routes,
Before 1792, this power remained vested in the executive branch, s it had been
under the crown. While postal administrators lobbied to retain this privilege,
expansion-minded legislators urged its transfer to Congress. This seemingly
arcane issue had considerable practical import, because it was well understoad
that congressional control would greatly hasten the expansion of the network,
Congressmen, afterall, had powerful incentives to support legislation that bene~
lited their constituents, and few measures were more popular than the establish-
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ment of new postal routes. Proponents of eongressional control prevailed, and,
as expected, Congress quickly established routes well in advance of commercial
demand. Many of these new routes, ene congressman estimated in 1797 would
not bear “one-hundredth® of their expense.”

Ne single piece of legislation did more to expand the geographic horizons of
American public life. By 1705 even fiscal conservatives like Alexander Hamil-
ton rejected the idea of using the postal system to generate revenue to pay down
the national debt, Postal administrators would continue for several decades to
renun a modest surplus to the treasury. Yet at no subsequent point did policy
debates revolive around the competing claims of revenue and service. Instead,
Congress focused on how postal revenue ought best be spent.

Postal subsidies for newspapers gave printers ample reason to increase their
supply. By 1794, 2 mere two years after Congress had first admitted newspapers
into the mail, they made up 70 percent of its weight, while generating a mere
8 percent of the revenue. By 1832 they accounted for 95 percent of the weight
and only 15 percent of the revenue. Without this substantial subsidy, the United
States could not have emerged as the leading publisher of newspapers in the
world. Among its legacies was the rise of the “country press,” which had been
vistually nonexistent before 792, Thanks o the.expansion of the postal net-
work, newspapers proliferated not only in major commercial centers, as they
had in the colunial era, but throughout the hinterland. French political theo-
rist Alexis de Tocgueville credited political decentralization with hastening the
expansion of the press. Had Toequeville carefully scrutinized the newspapers
the press churned out, he would have discovered that most of them were filled
with reports of distant events rather than with accounts of local politics, Postal
policy helped a far-flung citizenry remain connected with the wider world.

Magazines enjoved an analogous subsidy and received a parallel boost. By
the 1830s, postal patrons had access 1o 2 wide range of reading matter, from
learned essays in the North dmerican Review to poetry and prose in Godey's
Ladies Book. Writers of imaginative fiction such as Edgar Allan Poe, Catherine
Sedgwick, and Nathaniel Hawthorne took advantage of this new publishing
venue to help popularize the short story as a literary genre. Though ambitious
authors preferred to publish haoks, British imports presented them with saff
competition, because many Americans preferred popular writers from abroad
to their own countrymen. A further constraint was posed by postal policy: be-
{ore 1851, Congress banned books outright from the mail. Starting in the late
18303, a number of entrepreneurs brazenly circumvented this rule by Issuing en-
tire novels in newspaper format and flooding the mails with the latest works of
fiction by poputar British and American novelists, Staggering under the weight
and cost of distributing such mammoth periodicals as Brother Jonathan, fed-
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eral administrators clarified the definition of a newspaper. Only those publica-
tions that included “intelligence of passing events,” declared Attorney General
Hugh 3. Legaré in 1842, were entitled to preferential postal rates, Excluded
from this category were “mere dissertations and discussions, or literary and
poetical miscellanies.” In Legaré’s judgment, such publications did not deserve
the special privileges the government accorded the news,™

Various. public subsidies encouraged the proliferation of congressional
speeches and government reports. The results were predictable: in any given
year, public documents constituted approximately one-guarter of alf the im-
prints published in the United States. During presidential campaigns, elee-
tioneering tracts made up a substantial fraction of the total weight of the mail.
Most of this material went under the congressional frank, the “galvanic cur-
rent,” abserved one candid House member, that “animates the organization of
both political parties.” Almost every member of Congress, in the Senate as well
as the House, “feels that his re-election is more or less dependent™ on an active
exercise of it.”

The only form of literary production that postal policy discouraged was letter
writing. The primary constraint was cost, "To help pay for the various subsidies
without running the postal system into debt, Congress kept the basic letter rate
high. In an age in which many laborers made at most $1.00 a day and journey-
men printers $1.50, postage on a single letter, customarily paid by the recipient,
could eaxily total $.50. Before the Panic of 1837, this policy sparked little public
discussion, in large measure because the vast majority of letterwriters were mer-
chants, presumed capable of covering the cost. Their commercial correspon-
dence helped to pay for the circulation of public information. As late as 1833,
congressiven defended the high letter rate on the grounds that it undérwrote
the various other services the Post Office Department provided.™ By transfer-
ring resources from the few to the many, the high letter rate operated as 2 hidden
tax on merchants and other heavy users of the network.

Personal correspondence was by no means unknown. Migrants to the trans-
Appalachian West routinely kept in touch by letters with family members hack
east. According to one country curate in 1820, “A few days carries a commu- -
nication with mathematical certainty from one point of the Union to the ather.
Distance is thus reduced to contiguity; and the ink is scarcely dry, or the wax
cold on the paper, before we find in our hands, even af a distance of hundreds
of miles, a transeript of our dearest friend’s mind.”™ Many of these correspon-
dents were women—as many as a fifth of all recipients of unclaimed letters
in lists run routinely in the newspapers. Still, before the Post Office Act of
1845, postage remained, for all but the well-to-do, a significant barrier to long-
distance communication. The vast majority of Americans were more likely to re-
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ceive a newspaper than a letter, and often they evaded postal fees by inscribing
personal notes on newspapers sent to friends and relatives through the mail, In
1840 merchants remained the country’s most prolific letter writers, just as they
had been before 1775.

- Other frequent letter writers included congressmen and other federal public
officers, including postmasters, who took advantage of the Franking privilege o
send and receive a large volume of mail free of chaxge The surviving caches of
the letters of federal public officers furnish 2 major source for the justly cele-
brated documentary editing projects of Thomas Jefferson, John Adams, and
the other founders of the republic and help explain why national politics in the
early republic continues to command such sustained scholatly attention, even
though it has long been recognized that many key public policy decisions rook
place in the states and localities. With a few minor exceptions, no public officer
at the state and local levels had the frank; in large part for this reason, they raxely
left behind such a revealing paper trail.

Just as postal policy favored certain literary forms and not others, so too it
hastened the creation of a distinctive kind of informational environment. In
1800 the network included gog offices; by 1810, it expanded to 2,300, and by
1820, t0 4,500, In 1828, the United States had 74 post offices for every 100,000
inhabitants — far more than the 17 in Great Britain and the 4 in France. The
rapid increase in the size of the postal network awed contemporaries, Were we
not to have the facts before us, remarked ene newspaper editor in 1826, iis as-
tonishing progress would seem only a “romantic tale” with “no foundation but
in the regions of fancy, in the wanderings of imagination”™

Another beneficiary of postal policy was the stagecoach industry. Through-
out the early republic, stagecouch proprietors received as much as one-third of
their revenue from mail contracts; making them, along with newspaper editors,
one of the largest recipients of federal largesse in the country. Postal policy
helps explain why so many stagecoach travelers complained about the bumpi-
tiess of their ride: by subsidizing stagecoach travel, but not road building, the
federal government established a rudimentary public trausportation network
without providing for the maintenance of the right of way.

Postal administrators took advantage of their financial leverage to set stage-
coach timetables and to fine contractors if they ran late. Their adwministrative
efforts help to explain why, throughout the early republic, the mail stage was
ordinarily the fastest and most reliable means of transportation. Indeed, to an
extent that might seem ineredible today, it was widely hailed as the sine qua
non of speed. In 1851 a spokesman for the Charleston and Hamburg Railroad
sought to reassure potential riders about the reliability of the new mode of’
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transportation. Its schedule, he confidently forecast, would be as “certain and
prompt as the mail arrangements.”” )

Few features of the informational environment were more innovative than
the ban on official surveillance.™ At no point in the early republic did the ex-
ecutive branch establish a department to inspect personal correspondence that
was in any way comparable to the British secrets office or the French cabinet
noit. (The one exception was undeliverable mail, which could be opened bya
special corps of postal administrators known as “dead letter” clerks.) Only in
the United States, as one nineteenth-century postal administrator exulted, was
“silence™ as “great a privilege as speech.”™ '

The prohibition on officiul surveillance posed problems for public authori-
ties intent on blocking the transmission of information offensive to important
constituents or critical of the party in power. In 1798, had Congress been able
o rely an government functionaries to police the mailbags—a common prac-
tice in Europe— it might have successfully resisted pressure to enact a Sedition
Act to check the spread of malicious ideas. Critics of that law, such as Thomas.
Jefferson, preferred to leave the regulation of printed matter to the states. De-
centralization, however, was no necessary guarantee of a free press. In 1835 the
New York City-based Ameriean Anti-Slavery Society launched a massive cam-
paign o convert slaveholders to the cause of immediate emancipatiun, shipping
bumdreds of thousands of abolitionist pamphiets, all unsulicited, to post offices
throughout the South. To stop their circulation, Jeferson’s idevlogical heirs
turned to state law to institute the largest peacetime blockade of information in
American history.

The southern strategy received a major boost from Postmaster General Amos
Kendall, a Yankee mansplant to Kentucky and unapologetic slavehelder, who
advised local postmasters to contravene federal law and block the delivery of
the incendiary mail. In justification of his position, Kendall endorsed the novel
claim of proslavery radicals that the South had supported the Constitution in
order to gain “more perfect control” over slaves®* Historians have been stow
to recognize the extent to which the resulting corden sanitaire intensified the
growing rift between the slaveholding and non-slaveholding states. Yet its con-
sequences were profound, In the South, antiabolitionist legislation quickly
became a cornerstone of the states’ rights creed; in the North, it crystallized
the suspicion that the federal government had been captured by a reactionary
“Slave Power”

Nowhere were the implications of the communications revolution more fun-
damental than in the conduct of American trade. Long before the railroad cre-
ated a national market for goods, the federal government established a national
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market for information. To move crops to market, merchans relied on the Post
Office Department to transmit orders and even banknotes. “No inconsiderable
amount of the active capital of the country, in one form or another was sent in
the mail every year, estimated Postmaster General John McLean in 1828 2 The
high-speed transmission of market information was such a priority that Con-
gress refused to suspend the transportation of the mail on the Sabbath or to
allow the closing of post offices on that day —an infringement of local autonomy
that troubled many devont citizens and that prompted the first large-scale pet;-
tion campaign in U.S. history. By the early 1850s, some $100 million was being
transmitted annually in this way; the figure may even have been larger before
the rise of the express industry in the late 1830s.%* Not surprisingly, theft was
a major concern, and mail robberies received detailed coverage in the Ppress.
“Security in the transmission of banknotes and valuable papers through the
mail,” as McLean observed, was of “great importance to the community at
large, and particularly to the commercial part of it On the relatively rare
occasions when mail was lost or stolen, postal patrons had no legal remedy: the
federal government offered no insurance against theft and no compensation for
items lost or stolen in the mail.

Equally far-reaching were the consequences of the communications revolu-
tion for public life. After 1792, the public sphere was no longer patrimonial in
the sense of being more or less congruent with the relatively small numbers of
people who lived in close physical proximity to the seats of power. Instead, it
now became disembodied, stretching far beyond specific localities to enlist the
minds and hearts of millions of people, few of whom would ever meetin person.
Political strategists relied on the improved fatilities for long-distance commu-
nications to build mass parties; evangelicals established voluntary associations
on 2 nationwide scale. When Madison published bis Federalist essays in 1788,
public opinion had yet to emerge as a major category of political thought. By
the time Alexis de Tocqueville visited the United States in 1841, it had become
2 keystone of the new “science of politics” for a democratic age. “There is no
French province,” Tocqueville observed, in which “the inhabitants knew each

. otheras well as do the thirteen million men spread over the extent of the United

Statea.”s* .

Tocqueville was but one of many foreign observers.to be impressed by the
consequences of the new informational environment for public life. When the
mail arrived, one English traveler recounted, the inhabitants hurried to the post
office, where they “formed a variety of groups round those who were fortunate
enough to possess themselves of a paper.” This was true, the visitor added, not
Just in the cities, but throughout the countryside.® The arrival of the mail was
dramatized by the painter John Lewis Krimmel in his Village Tavern, set duz-
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