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Early newspapers waded into politics

OVERLOOKED ORLEANS: Publications throughout the county evoked a
raucous political environment

By MAlT BALLARD
Orleans County Historian

ALBION — Although society
laments the apparent death of
objective journalism, bias in the
media is far from a new phe
nomenon.

In fact, the concept of non
partisan news is just over a
century old as journalism de
veloped as a profession at the
turn of the 20th century. News
papers of the early 19th century
provided political parties with
official “organs” that dissemi
nated platform-based editori
als and spewed vitriol about
rival candidates.

The history of newspapers
in Orleans County is a lengthy
one, but a story that originates
in the early 1820s. Attributed as
the first published newspaper
in Orleans County, Batavia-
native Seymour Tracy pro
duced the short-lived Gazettein
Gaines.

Tracy, known locally as
“One-Legged Tracy,” was rec
ognized throughout Batavia for
his intemperate habits leading
fellow printers to attribute that
behavior to the sudden failure
of his paper. John Fisk, who
worked with Tracy, picked up
the loose ends and continued
the newspaper as the Orleans
Whigin 1827.

Other evidence suggests that
Tracypublished his first issue of
the Gazette around 1824, which

would make it the second paper
published in Orleans County.

The first, then, is attributed
to Benjamin Franklin Cowdery
who established the Newport
Patriot in 1823. Born on May
26, 1790 at New Marlborough,
Massachusetts, fellow printers
regarded Cowdery as an “itiner
ant printer” due to his frequent
movements across the wilder
ness ofWestern NewYork.

His earliest newspaper pub
lications included the Hamil
ton Recorder at Olean in 1819
and the Angetica Republican in
1820.

According to published his
tories regarding the printing
industry in Western New York,
Cowdery was responsible for
publishing at least eight differ
ent newspapers prior to 1830.
This, in the mind offellow print
ers, suggested that Cowdery
was ifi-equipped to speak on
behalfofthe profession.

Instead, Cowdery’s rapid
establishment and sale ofprint
ing enterprises represents the
volatility ofnewspaper publica
tion on the frontier. As Cowdery
learned in Olean, the number
of paid subscribers was insuf
ficient to support the ongoing
operation ofthe paper.

It is likely that he faced a sim
ilar realization inAlbion leading
to the sale of the Newport Pa
triot to Timothy Clapp Strong
in February of 1825. The sub
sequent change of the paper’s

name to The Orleans Advocate
provided Strong with a fresh
start for the newspaper in the
burgeoning Canal town.

The disappearance of Wil
liam Morgan in 1826 gave
Strong, a long-standing Free
mason, the opportunity to
disavow the organization and
rename his newspaper The Or
leans Advocate & Anti-Masonic
Telegraph in early 1828. The
name was quickly shortened to
The OrteansAnti-Masonic Tele
graph in February of that year
and by July 4, 1828, Strong’s
name appears as a signer of the
“Declaration of Independence”
signed at the Convention of Se
ceding Masons held atLe Roy.

The name change provides
the first direct insight into the
political leanings of the pub
lication, but local pressure
against the paper’s name must
have been immense as Strong
once again changed the name
to The Orleans Telegraph in late
1828. The Republican leanings
of the Telegraph led then Vil
lage of Albion president, Alexis
Ward, to seek out Cephas Mc
Connell to publish a Democrat
ic-leaningpaper.

The newspaper changed
names to The American Stan
dard and eventually became
The Orleans American in 1833.
Strong sold out to John Denio
and moved to Geneva in order
to attempt the establishment
of another newspaper. In 1839,

a newspaper article from the
Wayne Sentinel highlighted
Strong’s newventure.

The article opened by refer
encing Strong’s unofficial title
of “Iscariot, from whence ob
tained we do not know,” con
tinuing, “We predict he will not
meet with better success there,
than in other places in which
he has figured as a champion
ofanti-masonry.. .Thnothywill
find but few thatwill follow him
as apolitical guide.”

The nickname, derived
from Judas Iscariot, is likely at
tributed to his betrayal of the
Freemasons By the mid- 1830s,
anti-masonry had melded into
the Whig Party and the publica
tion of such papers was viewed
as obsolete.

An issue from the Orleans
American reveals the limited
amount of advertising matter
in local papers during the early
19th century. 4

The two largest advertise
ments relate to the dry goods
business of Roswell and Lo
renzo Burrows. Aside from legal
announcements and adver
tisements, there are no articles
concerning local matters in this
earlyissue.

The majority of the content
consists of serialized literature,
poetry, and state or national
news. Printers often avoided
publishing content that sub
scribers could get by word-of
mouth.
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The masthead of the Orleans American published by Timothy Clapp Strong in Albion, Jan. 1, 1834.
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