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We know very little about textile printing in America before the industrial age 

that began in the 1820s. We realize many artisans produced block -printed and 

painted cottons and linens in small workshops during the eighteenth and early 

nineteenth centuries. Yet when we look at early American patchwork quilts we 

assume the cotton and linen prints were produced in India or Europe. Aside 

from John Hewson's panels, no pre -industrial American textile has been identi-

fied in a quilt. 

 

The problem is, as textile historian Colleen Callahan has phrased it, a "quilt's 

woodblock prints are considerably more anonymous than its copperplate de-

signs." When she carefully examined a late 18

th

-century quilt she identified 

many of the European toiles and plate prints but found that "None of the wood-

block prints has a definite provenance."  

 

We may not be able to link specific early prints to specific early printers but  

Details of early quilts showing the 

anonymous indigo and madder dyed 

wood block prints that might have 

been printed on either side of the 

Atlantic or in India. To the left a quilt 

in the collection of the Smithsonian, 

signed M. Campbell 1795; below 

from a private collection: Anne Moffet 

1801. 
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further research into the lives and work of America's artisans may help us bet-

ter understand the state of the textile printing industry here before the advent 

of the roller machine and the water -powered factory. Below are selected biogra-

phies of a few printers, among them the best documented or the most interest-

ing, with suggestions for further research. John Hewson, as the best docu-

mented printer, has his own biographical files.  

 

References: 

Colleen Callahan, "A Quilt and Its Pieces,"  Metropolitan Museum Journal, Vol. 

19 (1984 - 1985) 97-141. Pp. 112,113. 

 

Zachariah Allen (1739-180l) Rhode Island  

 

Florence Pettit lists Zachariah Allen as a "self styled 'First Calico Printer' " in 

1790, although his sons may have designated him as such. When one of his emi-

nent offspring, another Zachariah, died in 1882 his obituary noted that the 

younger man was born in September, 1795, and "his ancestral name is found in 

the earliest records of Plymouth Colony. The first calico -printing in New Eng-

land was done by his father, who imported cotton from India…"  

 

Websites devoted to grave inscriptions give family information from the stones 

in Providence's North Burial Ground, including Allen Sr.'s birthdate of March 

21, 1739. He was born of David Allen & Hannah Padelford in Rehoboth, Massa-

chusetts and died April 4, 1801. He married three wives (cousins descended from 

Huguenot immigrants) and fathered thirteen children including Phillip [1785 -

1865] who became a Governor of the state in 1851 and then Senator.  

 

Allen's sons were in the textile business together and separately. Crawford 

(1798-1872) and Phillip (1785-1865) were partners in Philip Allen & Sons, later 

Allen Print Works. Phillip's biography states he began his career in "his fathers 

trading business. During the War of 1812 all shipping was suspended so he took 

up manufacturing cotton in Smithfield, Rhode Island." Crawford was also a cot-

ton broker under the name Crawford Allen & Co. Zachariah Junior (1795-1882) 

was an attorney who invested in a woolen mill in 1822 and became a textile 

manufacturer owning parts the Allendale and Georgiaville Mills, later named 

the Bernon Manufacturing Company. The Rhode Island Historical Society 

Manuscript Division has many Allen family papers concerned with the 19

th

-

century manufacturing enterprises and the family's political and civic careers.  

 

The senior Allen's late 18

th

-century printing reputation is based on rather bare 

structure of Pettit's mention, family history and the story that better -known 

Rhode Islander Herman Vandausen joined the Allen firm in the 1790s. The fam-

ily story in Genealogy of Rhode Island Families uses this logic: “Mr. Allen went 

to Providence in early life and became a successful merchant there. It seems 

well established that the first calico printing in New England was done by him, 

he being an importer of India cotton.” Calico printing requires more in the way 

of skill and experience than a supply of cotton. It may be that Vandausen did 

some printing for Allen. Or it may be that Allen's sons in the textile business 

created a mythological history with the promotional zeal typical of nineteenth 

century advertising. 

 

References: 

Florence Pettit, America's Printed and Painted Fabrics (New York: Hastings 

House, 1970) pp. 90, 178. 

www.Findagrave.com 

Genealogy of Rhode Island Families, Volume 1, Pg. 8 

Amos Perry, Memorial of Zachariah Allen 1795-1882 (Cambridge: John Wilson 

and Son, 1883) Pg. 54. 

Suggestions for Further Research 

Business records of the Allen family at the RI Historical Society may have infor-

mation on the elder Allen's textile activities as would Rhode Island and Provi-

dence records, censuses, etc.  

 

Block printing from Useful Arts & Manufac-

tures of Great Britain, about 1845. 

 

The last Allen Print Works building still 

stands in Providence.  
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James Franklin (1697-1735)  

& Ann Smith Franklin (1696-1763) Boston & Rhode Island 

 

Florence Pettit lists "James Franklin and wife" in her Roster of Calico Printers with 

a date of 1713, which is too early to be accurate when he was only sixteen years old. 

James brought a press and type from England in 1717 when he was twenty, accord-

ing to his brother's account, and he set up a job printing business in Boston. His larg-

est contract was printing the Boston Gazette, which began publishing in 1719. As the 

newspaper's printer Franklin inserted advertisements for his business including one 

during the week of April 18, 1720: 

 

The Printer hereof Prints Linens, Callicoes, Silks, &c. in good Figures, very 

lively and durable Colours, and without the offensive smell which commonly 

attends the Linnens Printed here.  

 

A month later Franklin complained that a "certain person in Charlestown" was tak-

ing advantage of his advertising and impersonating him, calling himself "by the 

name of Franklin" to take in work "Printing Callicoes." He threatened prosecution.  

 

Any discussion of dates in Colonial days is complicated by the change from 

Julian (Old-Style) Calendar to Gregorian (New Style) Calendar about 1750. Sev-

eral sources indicate that Franklin ceased printing the Gazette in 1719 but these 

two ads implying that Franklin is "the printer thereof" indicate he was printing 

the paper in 1720 a year after beginning the New England Courant. 

 

James Franklin seems to have used colorfast dyes on his linens and cotton calicoes  

rather than pigments. He claimed his colors were durable without an "offensive 

smell," implying that his fabrics were not printed with fugitive pigments that re-

mained on the fabric's surface and remained strong smelling. He may have learned 

dyeing skills from his family. Father Josiah Franklin had been a cloth dyer in Eng-

land before emigrating to Massachusetts and becoming a chandler or 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 business while buying the press. It is possible 

he learned the chemistry of printing mordant and indigo vat dyes from any or all of 

his relatives in addition to gaining skills in setting type and using wood blocks.  

 

James's younger brother Benjamin Franklin (1706 -1790) assisted him as an appren-

tice and he has eclipsed James in fame as author, philosopher and Founding Father. 

Benjamin began his apprenticeship when he was 12, about 1718. The following year 

James began publishing the New England Courant, a radical voice against the col-

ony's Puritan establishment. The Courant's seditious writing "gave offense to the 

Assembly", which sent James to jail for a few weeks in 1722. Sixteen -year-old Benja-

min published the paper and presumably ran the job printing business during 

James's imprisonment, recalling that he "became a useful hand to my brother."  

 

In his autobiography Benjamin cast his brother as a bully who beat him, "which I 

took extreamly amiss." Benjamin ran away to Philadelphia in the summer of  1723, 

traveled to London to learn the printing business and opened his own successful 

print shop in Philadelphia in 1728.  

 

James advertised for a new apprentice in September, 1723. Earlier in the year he'd 

married Ann Smith who also became a useful hand to her husband. The Franklins 

continued the newspaper until 1726 when they moved their job printing business to  

Newport, Rhode Island, a city with more liberal attitudes than Boston. Their first 

imprint there is dated 1727. As job printers they printed public records, banknotes 

and ballots. As publishers they wrote and printed essays, religious tracts and alma-

nacs. In 1732 they published 12 issues of a short-lived newspaper the Rhode Island 

Gazette.  Historian Dorothy A. Mays describes their shop as "selling papers, books 

and the innovative product of fabrics upon which they printed images per request of 

customers."  

 

James died at 38 years of age leaving Ann with several young children. She never 

remarried but carried on the printing and publishing business until her death nearly  

A woodblock print, origin unknown 

Benjamin Franklin’s famous revolution-

ary war broadside could have as easily 

been printed on linen with a mordant 

dye as on paper with ink. 


