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SENDING A LETTER

1776 STYLE



LIFE IN COLONIAL TIMES
ÅBack in the good óol days you didnôt send a message by just typing in 

your text and hitting ñSENDò.  No siree!  It just wasnôt that simple.

Å There were no movie theaters and playhouses were rare. News was 

delivered by gossip, from the pulpit or the town crier in the town square.   

People made their own entertainment - Prominent citizens provided 

rooms for small gatherings.

Å People rarely traveled more than about 20

miles from home as that was a good dayôs

ride by horse.

Å Only the Government and a few wealthy

individuals could afford to import goods

from Europe and it took up to a year after 

an order was placed to receive goods.



KEY 17th CENTURY ENGLAND EVENTS

Å England prospered under the 

Georgian era 1714 to 1830) while 

the American Colonies were being 

established.

Å Rural towns declined as 

unemployed workers emigrated to 

the North American colonies.

Å Crude pencil-like devices were in 

existence  and from 1422 on 

printing presses had been busily 

churning out documents by ream.

Å The first English dictionary was 

printed in 1604.

Å This was a time for Great change 

but the Industrial revolution had 

not yet quite yet arrived.



DUCH CONTRIBUTIONS

Å In 1608 Hans Lippershey patented his telescope.  This 

was important to world-wide navigation on the oceans 

and to the optical telegraph.

Å The Pilgrims fled from England and lived briefly in 

Leiden before fleeing to America in 1620.



HIGH TECHNOLOGY in ENGLAND
Å Robert Hook invented an ñoptical 

telegraphò in 1684 that with the 

use of telescopes could send a 

messages and receive a reply 

across the Thames River in 

minutes.

Å This, however, was a rare and 

expensive service limited to 

specific locations and reserved 

mainly for government use.

Å Even almost a hundred years later 

the colonies still had nothing like it.

Å Meanwhile, faster and more 

sophisticated systems were being 

developed in Europe.

This system transmitted 

encrypted data with and 

control characters in a 

format  similar to the 

way modern computer 

modems use to transmit 

messages today.



PAPERS IN EARLY AMERICA

ÅParchment, the prepared 

skin of certain animals such 

as cows, goats or sheep 

was well known.  

Å It was used for the 

Declaration of 

Independence as well as 

many official government 

documents.

Å Vellum was made 

exclusively from calfôs skin 

and even more costly.



PARCHMENT and VELLUM

Å Both were scrapped, 

stretched and dried.

Å Lime and Gum Arabic was 

used to whiten and glaze the 

writing surface.

Å The process was very labor-

intensive requiring skilled 

labor. 

Å Suitable animals became 

scarce as  the population 

increasingly learned how to 

read and write.

Å All this made both well 

beyond most Americanôs 

budget.



Å If you lived in town it was 

always easy to buy High 

quality and very expensive 

paper came from Europe or 

the orient.

Å A slightly less expensive 

commercial paper could be 

purchased from Philadelphia.

Å Most paper however was 

ñhomemadeò by a local 

ñcottageò industry 



FIRST COMMERCIAL MILLS
Å If you lived in town it was 

always easy to buy paper. 

ÅThe best quality of course 
was from Europe and while 
it cost less then parchment 
it was still very expensive.

Å Paper from the developing 
new mills in Philadelphia 
was also high quality but 
was only slightly less costly 
due to the cost of 
transportation.

Å The paper mills in Dalton, 
Mass had yet to be built.

By far the most paper was literally 
ñhomemadeò by small local 
ñcottageò industries



PAPER MADE LOCALY

Å A dozen or so workers could make about a dozen reams of paper in 
a day.

Å Paper was used for wrapping, packets for goods and letters.

Å It was inexpensive and locally available.



PAPER MAKING

The Vatman shredded rags and 

mixed them with water.

This was pounded to a paste either 

by hand or by the use of a water-

wheel.

Å Paper was actually fairly easy to make.  

All that was needed were some cotton 

or silk rags, water, a few molds and a 

press.

Å Anyone with these could make paper 

that would satisfy most basic needs.

Å Lime was used to bleach the paper to 

Yellow and gradually expensive 

chlorine was used to bleach the paper 

closer to white.

Å Colored rags were reserved for 

cardboard and packing materials 

where color did not matter.

Å Wood was introduced to paper making 

much later as production increased 

due to demand and the cost of rags 

began to increase due to scarsness.



MOLDING PAPER
Å The vatman molded the damp pulp in 

a mode and earned about $9 per 

month

Å The Coucher, who earned about $6 

per month then took the wet paper 

out of the mold and placed it and on 

felt.

Å The mold consisted of two parts.  The 

first was a 26ò by 33ò frame with slats 

made from oak. The second was a 

wire mesh.

Å 144 pieces (one ream) of paper 

alternated with felt were layered in a 

stack called a ñpost.ò

Å The word ñpost in some newspaper 

names such as ñthe Daily Postò was a 

reference to this term, NOT the mail.



Post ProcessingPressing

Å The most critical part of paper 

making was squeezing the 

water from the post.

Å All available workmen in a mill 

would be summoned to move 

the four foot high post to a 

press and work the windlass.

Å This then properly compacted 

the fibers in the paper together 

as the water was removed.

Å Too much pressure could ruin 

the press and frames.

Å To little and the paper wouldnôt 

dry properly.



DRYING THE PAPER

Å The poor Layman who was the least skilled mill worker earned a mere 

6 cents a month (plus room or board if they were not family).

Å The tittle refers to the job of carefully peeling the paper from the felt, 

replacing it with new dry felt, and re-building the post.

Å This was repeated three times before laying the individual sheets to 

dry on a rack.



GUM ARABIC
Å Gum Arabic was an important 

ingredient in a huge array of 

products during the colonial era.

Å It dated back to the days of 

antiquity and could be found in 

any household.

Å In the Colonial period it was used 

as a binder for making inks and to 

prepare the surface of skins and 

paper to absorb ink.

Å It was used in foods as a 

preservative and stabilizer, an 

additive to ceramics and in 

incense cones.

Å Later it is was used for the glue on 

postage stamps.



INK



INK STICKS
Å The very best ink (and very costly) 

came from China.

Å It was used mostly by those who 

travelled as it was light, compact, 

and no one wanted liquid ink 

spilled all over the contents of 

their saddle bags.

Å It was often labeled as Indian ink.

Å These were made from a 

compressed mixture of lampblack 

(vegetable soot) and some sort of 

binder. 

Å It came in the form of sticks that 

had to be ground with water on a 

special ink stone to reproduce the 

liquid ink.



USING INK STICKS



GRINDING INK STICKS

Å A Suzaro (or Grindstone) was 

used to make ink.

Å A small amount of water was 

added to the stone and the ink 

stick was gently rubbed in the 

water.

Å The water dissolved the binder 

releasing a high quality ink.

Å This ink was highly perishable 

and had to be used 

immediately.

Å George Washington was 

known to have used this in the 

field.

Ink sticks remain a living science 

are still used today for calligraphy 

and artistic works.



EARLY INKS
ÅThe first  domestically made inks in the 

American colonies were made from 

berries

ÅThey were made mostly in the home 

kitchen from whatever ingredients 

were locally available at the time.

ÅSettlers soon found that blueberries, 

cherries, blackberries, strawberries 

or raspberries can all be used to 

make colorful inks.

Å Preparation was simple and  added 

ingredients such as salt and vinegar 

were already commonly found 

around the house.

ÅThese inks had the unfortunate 

tendency to fade with time.

Most berries used for ink, but 

not all, were quite edible.



VEGETABLE INKS

Sometimes salt was added as a 

preservative or perfume if there 

was an unpleasant smell.  

ÅTo make berry ink, fill a strainer 

with a cup of the berries and 

place over a bowl.

ÅAdd a bit of water then use the 

back of a wooden spoon or any 

blunt rounded object to crush 

the berries through the strainer.

ÅDiscard the pulp and save the 

juice/ink in a glass jar.

ÅAdd half a teaspoon and vinegar 

and stir well.  Add more water if 

the mixture is too thick.

ÅMake only a small amount of ink 

at a time and store in a dark 

closet to prevent mold.



IRON GALL INK

Å This ink originating in Europe was 

known in America 

Å Its chemistry was more 

complex and rarely used in rural 

areas.

Å The active ingredients were 

tannic acid and Ferrous Sulfate

Å Galls, bark, leaves and roots 

of various plants were boiled 

before use 

Å Gum Aribic was added and the 

mixture reacted chemically to 

paper to cause black 





BLACK WALNUT INK



ÅHome-owners would usually 

boil the ingredients down to a 

dark liquid and Store owners 

would boil the mixture dry and 

sell the ink crystals in small 

paper packets

ÅA small quantity of Ink imported 

from China came in stick form



INK

Å A popular way to make ink during 

colonial times was from walnuts.  

Å The green husk surrounding the nut

was boiled to produce a dark brown 

stain or ink.

Å This stain could be bottled and used 

later


