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A previously unpublished Hewson quilt (77” x 88”) featuring his center panel with 

a pieced border of faded pink triangles and an outer border of an arborescent toile 

with birds. The note with the quilt indicated it was made by Great-Grandma Mills. 
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John Hewson  

(1745-1821) is often described as America's first calico printer, 

a claim that likely originated in his daughter’s 1843 biography 

A Brief History of the Revolution with a Sketch of the Life of  

Captain John Hewson. This reputation is repeated as fact in a 

wide variety of sources, for example, a 2004 economic his-

tory from Yale University Press described him as first 

at his craft and the Philadelphia Museum of Art's online catalog 

currently characterizes quiltmaker Zibiah Hewson as “the wife 

of the first American calico printer, John Hewson.” 
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Hewson's durable reputation is understandable if undeserved. 

Several factors contributed to his legend, including his own 

experiences during the Revolution, his associations with heroes 

Benjamin Franklin, George and Martha Washington and a flair 

for public relations. Hewson also had the foresight to father 17 

children. Eldest son John Hewson Junior carried on his busi-

ness, adding more years and accomplishments to his father's 

textile reputation. Eldest daughter Sarah Hewson Alcock's biog-

raphy entwined him with the Revolution. She and others of his 

offspring carefully preserved his textiles. In 2008 Kimberly 

Wulfert listed 28 surviving textiles attributed to Hewson, far 

more objects than attributed to any other eighteenth-century 

American manufacturer. 

2 

 

Alcock's biography did for her father what later generations did 

for Betsy Ross,  situating him at the heart of the Revolution as 

creator of an inspirational piece of political propaganda, a hand-

kerchief celebrating General George Washington. In Alcock's 

stories her father was a patriot who supported liberty in his phi-

losophy, his military career and this textile contribution to Co-

lonial unity. Her stories "all caught the fancy of nineteenth cen-

tury historians and antiquarians," wrote curator  Florence Mont-

gomery, the authority on Hewson and his fabrics in the 1960s. 

Like the tale of Betsy Ross as first flag maker, Hewson’s repu-

tation as America's first calico printer has been repeated so of-

ten that myth seems an unshakable reality. 
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Cover of the tattered copy of Alcock’s biography  

scanned by Google Books. 

Hewson first advertised his "Calicoe Printing Manufactory and 

Bleach-Yard"  in 1774, the year after his arrival from London. 

Any research into Colonial American textile production easily 

refutes the claim that his Philadelphia printworks was first to 

offer domestically printed cottons and linens. An important 

source for information about Colonial business is George Fran-

cis Dow's 1927 The Arts & Crafts in New England 1704-1775, 

a book listing advertisements and articles from Boston's Colo-

nial newspapers. Among the businesses predating Hewson’s 

were several calico and linen printers and counterpane stam-

pers. Dow cited a 1720 advertisement in the Boston Gazette by 

the unnamed "Printer hereof [who] Prints Linens, Callicoes, 

Silks, &c. in good Figures, very lively and durable Colours, and 

without the offensive smell which commonly attends the Lin-

nens Printed Here." 
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The Gazette's printer with a side business in calico was James 

Franklin (1697-1735). In 1717 at the age of twenty Franklin 

returned from England with press and type to set up a job print-

ing business in Boston. His largest contract was the Gazette, 

 

 

(1) Sarah Alcock, A Brief History of the Revolution with a 

Sketch of the Life of Captain John Hewson (Philadelphia: 

By the author, 1843) Alcock presumably wrote the anony-

mously authored book she published, in which she de-

scribed Hewson consulting with Benjamin Franklin 

"looking for a location to commence the first calico print-

ing," (pg. 8) and as the man "who first introduced the cal-

ico printing into the ten British colonies of North America 

in the year 1773" (pg. 73.)  Recent references include 

Doron S. Ben-Atar, Trade Secrets: Intellectual Piracy and 

the Origins of American Industrial Power (New Haven: 

Yale University Press 2004, page 42.) and the Philadelphia 

Museum of Art's webpage: http://www.philamuseum.org/

collections/permanent/108224.html?mulR=8762  

(2) Kimberly Wulfert, "The Man of Many Vases: John 

Hewson Calico Printer," Folk Art, the Magazine of the 

American Folk Art Museum (Fall 2007). In 1999 I corre-

sponded with a New Mexico family that inherited a previ-

ously undocumented  quilt with a Hewson panel, bringing 

the number of attributions to 29 (see the cover).  

(3) Florence Montgomery. Printed Textiles: English & Ameri-

can Cottons and Linens 1750-1850. (Winterthur Delaware, 

Henry Francis DuPont Winterthur Museum, 1970) pg. 92. 

(4) Pennsylvania Gazette, July 20 1774. George Francis Dow, 

The Arts & Crafts in New England 1704-1775 (Topsfield, 

Massachusetts: The Wayside Press, 1927). Pp. 258, 261, 

268.  

The masthead of the Boston Gazette in 1777 
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  which began publishing in 1719. As the newspaper's printer 

Franklin inserted ads for his own enterprises including the tex-

tile notice on April 18, 1720. A month later Franklin com-

plained that a "certain person in Charlestown" was taking ad-

vantage of his advertising and impersonating him, calling him-

self "by the name of Franklin" to take in work "Printing Calli-

coes." The real Franklin threatened prosecution. 
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James Franklin apparently used colorfast dyes on his linens and 

cotton, claiming his durable prints had no odor characteristic of 

pigments that remained on the fabric's surface.  He may have 

learned dyeing techniques from his English family with several 

members in the fabric business. Father Josiah Franklin had been 

a cloth dyer in England before emigrating to Massachusetts and 

becoming a chandler (candle maker). Uncle Benjamin Franklin 

came to Boston late in life, carrying on his business there as a 

dyer. Uncle John Franklin remained in England as a dyer. 

James spent some time in England learning the printing busi-

ness while buying the press. In addition to gaining skills in set-

ting type and using wood engravings, he may have learned dye 

chemistry, particularly the intricacies of printing using mor-

dants for madder and resist methods for indigo vat dyes. 
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James's younger brother Benjamin who assisted him as an ap-

prentice in Boston has of course eclipsed him as printer, author, 

philosopher and Founding Father. The second Benjamin Frank-

lin (1706 -1790) began his apprenticeship when he was 12,  

about 1718. The following year James began publishing the 

New England Courant, a radical voice against the colony's Puri-

tan establishment. The Courant's satire and criticism "gave of-

fense to the Assembly", which sentenced James to jail for a few 

weeks in 1722. Sixteen-year-old Benjamin published the paper 

and presumably ran the job printing business during James's 

imprisonment, recalling that he "became a useful hand to my 

brother." 
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In 1735, Francis Gray, "Callicoe Printer from Holland," adver-

tised that he printed "all sorts of Callicoes of several Colours to 

hold Washing, at his house in Roxbury,” Massachusetts. In De-

cember, 1747 Sarah Hunt described her business of "Stamped 

Linen." She proposed to "come once more to Boston; if any 

Person or Persons have old sheets or Linnen to stamp…they 

shall have them in March next without fail." Sarah appears to 

have been a job printer. She traveled to Boston to pick up cus-

tomers' fabric, which she decorated and returned several months 

later. Job printing required little investment other than simple 

tools and dyes. Whether Hunt used colorfast dyes or fugitive 

pigment inks is unclear. Later that year " a certain Person, who 

followed the Business of stamping Counterpanes, is going out 

of the Country, and has entirely dropt that Business here." The 

advertiser claimed he or she would stamp Counterpanes and 

Curtains "after the same Manner, and at the same Rates [as] the 

Said Person." 
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It is difficult to attribute surviving textiles to any of these early 

printers. The quality of the design may have been unsophisti-

cated and the technology crude. The Winterthur Museum has  

Decorative woodblock logo  from the Franklin’s  

New England Courant  in the 1720s. 

Visitors to Philadelphia find a sculptural portrait of Benjamin Franklin, printer showing a 

screw press. 

Boston visitors find a portrait of a younger Ben Franklin with James on his monument. 

(5) Dow, pg. 268. 

(6) Benjamin Franklin, The Autobiography of Benjamin  

Franklin (Dover Books, 1996) Pp. 15, 10.  

(7) Dow, pp. 258, 268.   

 




