NEWSPAPERS
by Grace B. Prenti ss

T he sma ll town newsp aper is one of America's greatest he ritages .
Keene tr aces its daily paper back to M arch 23, 1799, when it began
pu blicat ion as a weekly issue. F irst ca lled the New Hampshire Sentinel,
it has bee n published co ntin uously since that date. It adde d a daily in
1890, with the inaugur ation of the Keene Evening Sentinel, altho ugh
th e weekly publicat ion co ntinued until 1957 . According to the best
so urce of infor mation, the Sentinel is the ninth oldest newspap er in
the co untry .
H owever, four weeklies pr eceded the Sentinel between 1787 and
1795. T he first, The Ne w Ham pshire R ecorder and Wee k ly A dver
tiser, was established on August 7, 178 7, by J ames D avenport G rif
fith. Influenced by "9 5 public spirited" citizens who cl amored fo r a
pr ess in th eir growing co mmunity, Griffith left Boston (wh ere he en
cou ntered difficulties over a tax on advertising and was forced to dis
continue T he Continental Journ al and Wee k ly Advertiser ) and set up
a printing office in a sma ll one-story wooden building on Keene's M ain
Str eet. Ea rly the next yea r he was advertising "wi th relucta nce" that
those "9 5 p ublic spirited cus tomers" had yet to pay the cost of one
pap er. He then issued his paper in a sma ller format to c ut expenses.
A tem porary suspe nsion of the newsp ap er from November 27, 1789
to M arc h 18, 1790 failed to ove rco me financ ial troubles and he re
lucta ntly ceas ed publ icati on with the March 3, 179 1 issue. Griffith had
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Keene's first newspaper

earned, however, the distinction of becoming the first printer in southwestern New Hampshire and of making Keene the fifth printing center
in the state. He had also published, in 1788, Keene's first book, a
small 15-page pamphlet of the Rev. Aaron Hall's oration honoring
New Hampshire's adoption of the Federal Constitution.
Griffith continued a local trade in quill pens, ink, paper, printed
forms, and books, which he hauled from Boston. On January 5, 1792,
he began his second Keene paper, The Cheshire Advertiser.
Keene at this time was little more than a frontier outpost and
there were a number of difficulties in publishing a newspaper. Griffith found a noticeable decline in advertising; he had trouble collect562

ing the price of subscriptions; most important, newsprint had to be
bought a great distance, in those days a major task as roads were al=
most impassable in certain seasons. Through his articles in the Advertiser, Griffith constantly prodded the public, reminding them that
it was most important for the good of the town to establish a paper
mill in the vicinity. It is believed that some credit must be given him
for the establishment of a paper-making industry in nearby Alstead in
1793. But this was too late. By the end of 1792 Griffith called a halt
to his second publishing venture. The next year he left Keene.
The third Keene paper, the Columbian Informer or Cheshire
Journal, was established by Henry Blake & Co. on April 4, 1793.
Henry and William Ward Blake were associated in the new firm until
Henry's death on March 9, 1795. William continued the newspaper
until summer, when he sold it to Cornelius Sturtevant Jr., a journeyman
in his employ. With Elias Sturtevant and Abijah Wilder, the new owner
formed the firm of Cornelius Sturtevant Jr. & Co., and commenced
publication of The Rising Sun on August 11, 1795. The firm also carried on a printing trade and in 1795 brought out the only known
foreign language book to be published in Keene, the 14-page Elegia,
de Originale Peccato (17 lines of Latin quotations).
The Sturtevant Co. later branched out with a publishing and
printing business in Putney, Vt., and on April 7, 1798, the Keene office

was placed in the hands of Elijah Cooper, who at one time had been
an apprentice with a printing company in Walpole, N. H. Apparently
the business failed to prosper, for late in the same year John Prentiss,
then associated with his older brother in printing work in Leominster,
Mass., heard of the situation and in February 1799 came to Keene
to purchase the hand press and equipment of The Rising Sun from
Abijah Wilder for $250.
On March 21, 1799, his 21st birthday, young Prentiss began setting type for his first newspaper, which he named the New Hampshire
Sentinel, a title retained for the weekly publication until 1957, when
it was combined with the Keene Evening Sentinel. The first issue of
the Sentinel came off the press on March 23, 1799, and was distributed
to 70 subscribers at $1.50 a year. The cash capital of the new firm
was just $5. Within six months 250 subscribers had been attracted
and in two years' time the number became 500.
On the front page of that first edition of the New Hampshire

Latin Bible bound in Keene by Thomas S. Webb

Sent in el , under the headlin e " Im po r tant Sta te P ap er," was pa rt of the
report of th e Co ng ress iona l Co mmittee " on th e petiti on aga ins t th e
A lien and Sed itio n Laws." Inside th er e were disp at ch es abo ut "peace"
in G ermany, " re newe d war in It aly," th e su rrender o f M alta to Ne lso n,
II

bad fi re in Norfolk, Va., and an alleged poison murder case. In a

single co lum n given to adve rtise me nts appea red the offers of " two grist
m ills und er one roof, situated we ll fo r cus to m," "a sawmill," "a sma ll
fa rm of 45 acres of land o n th e road lea di ng to Westm oreland ," "a
good d welling hou se with fo ur roo ms, good cellar , we ll of wat e r and
sm aIl ba rn- o n the Bos to n road o ne m ile a nd a half from Keene Meet 
ing H o use." In the " wa nted sectio n" wer e requ est s fo r a "j o urney ma n
tanner and curr ier," "a postride r wa nted immedia tely to circ ula te th e
Sentinel," an d an ap prentice to the pr inting busi ness, 14 or 15 ye ars
of age, well reco m me nde d with a goo d sc hoo l ed uca tion "for the Sen
tinel."
I t was nearl y tw o weeks before news of the dea th of Geo rge
W ashin gton reac he d Keen e to be p ub lish ed in th e week ly p ap er. Wi th
the rema rkable wire service developed ove r the yea rs. tod ay's news is
received imm edi atel y. In 189 7 th e Sentinel be cam e a mem ber o f a
nat ion al news se rvice , the Associa ted Pr ess, but in 1965 th e ow ne rs
c hanged to U nited Pr ess.
T he Senti nel had six d iffer ent ho mes or loc ati on s fo r b us iness be
fore th e co mpa ny bui lt its ow n bui ld ing at 55 Ma in Stree t in 189 3 . T he
pa per was publi sh ed fro m th is locati on for 37 years. In 193 0 the o wn
ers built a br ick bu ildin g a t 60 W est Stree t, whe re the Keene Evening
Sentinel ha s been publ ished since its issu e of M ay 2 1, 19 30 .
T he da ily paper, the Keene Eve ning Se ntinel, sold for 2¢ a cop y
or $6 a yea r, at its ince ptio n, but the pri ce has gra d ua lly incr eased to
its pr esent (1 9 67) cos t of 10 ¢ per co py. T he number of column s in
th e p ap er has rem ain ed the sa me , b ut th e a mo unt of p ages va ries eac h
day. At pr esent Wednesd ays and Thu rsd ays o ffer th e lar gest issu es
becau se of th e gr eat bulk of ad vertisin g o n th ese da ys.
Fro m its founding in 1799 to 1847 John Pr enti ss guide d th e pub
licat ion . Fo r two ye ar s (1 81 9-1 821 ) his bro the r wa s associated with
him and from 18 2 8 to 1834 his so n, John Willi am , worke d with him .
Four yea rs lat er ( 1838) J ohn W illiam aga in jo ined th e firm a nd th e
nam e J . and J. W. P renti ss was reestabli sh ed. Wh en th e foun der re
tir ed in 184 7, his so n too k in A lbert G od frey as a partn er. F oIlo wing
th e reti rem ent of Jo hn Willi am Prent iss in 185 3 owing to ill health,
Albert Go dfrey . G eor ge S. Woodw ard . and Sa m ue l Wood ward ow ne d
th e paper for six years, whe n Sam ue l Woodwa rd' s pla ce in the part
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nership was taken over by Thomas Hale and Thomas C. Rand. Samuel
Woodward, proprietor of the American News, a weekly published in
Keene, agreed to unite that paper with the Sentinel.'
From 1865 to 1872 there was a period of unsettled ownership.
Finally Clement J. Woodward bought the holdings of 0. I. French
and George Ticknor. In 1880 William H. Prentiss, grandson of the
founder, became part owner and assumed the duties of city editor.
When the business became a corporation in 1893 Bertram Ellis, William Prentiss, Thomas Rand, and Samuel Woodward were the stockholders.
In 1912 Rand sold his holdings and six years later Ellis disposed
of his. From 1918 until the death of William H. Prentiss in 1923, the
company was owned in equal shares by Prentiss and Woodward. With
the death of Mrs. William H. Prentiss in 1935, half the ownership
passed to John W. Prentiss, great-grandson of the founder. Woodward
died in 1927 (Prentiss became president that year, a position he held
until his death) and Woodward's shares went to his son, Paul, of Connecticut, who sold his interest in 1945 to John E. Coffin. Prentiss and
Coffin were co-owners until the sudden death of Prentiss in 1953. In
October of 1954 Mrs. John W. Prentiss, with her son, William H., and
John Coffin, sold the newspaper to James D. Ewing and Walter C.
Paine, the present owners and publishers. However, Mrs. Prentiss and
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her so n ret ained th e comme rc ial pnntmg busin ess, foun ded b y Jo hn
P rentiss in 1799 , th e sa me year th at he had esta blishe d the newsp ap er.
Th is printi ng bus iness had met wit h early success. In 1803 Prenti ss
ea rned $800 for a psa lm and hymn book ; in 1807 he secured th e

copyright to Dr. Daniel Adams' Scholar's Arithmetic, which had seen
three edi tio ns print ed elsewhe re. Beco ming on e of th e most popul a r
school texts of th e era, as man y as 100 ,000 co p ies were sold by P ren
tiss in so me yea rs . T he arithm et ic ultima tely we nt into so me 60 edi
tion s and rep rint s. A little-kn own fac t ab out th e schoo l book con cern s
the recentl y highl y publicized novel Fanny Hill: Me moirs of a Wo m an
o f Pleasure, which has never been o ut of p rint since 1749, a nd for
year s was a "forb idde n bo ok." It see ms th at Isaia h T ho mas of Worces
te r, M ass. , ob tai ned a co py of th e wor k fro m Londo n with th e int enti o n
of pu blish ing it. H o wever, afte r prud ent del iberat ion he decided ag ains t
th e p roj ect a nd rath e r than was te expensive pap e r, he had it ma rbl ed
ove r and so ld a po rt ion of it to John Pr enti ss, wh o used it in making
so me co p ies of his eighth edition of the Scho lar's A rithm etic in 1813.
B ut the sc hoolboys of th e ea rly 19th century never did learn tha t th e
board co vers of th eir textbooks co uld have tau ght th em some thing
o the r th a n lon g division .
D ur ing his half ce ntury of active work , J ohn Pr entiss became on e
of th e leading citize ns of Keen e, holdi ng th e o ffices of town clerk, tow n
tr easurer , represent ati ve a nd sta te senato r. H e was also a delegate
fro m N ew H am pshire to th e Peac e Co nfere nce of 1850, held at Frank
fo rt-an-Ma in, Ge rm any.
T ho ugh Pre ntiss retired fro m b usiness in 184 7, he kept up his
intere st a nd contributed art icles to th e paper unti l his death in 1873
a t the age of 95 . Wh en he was 93 he wro te, in lon g hand , his a uto
bio gra phy . T he o rigi na l manu script was pr esented to th e Wo rcest er
A ntiq ua rian Society b y h is grea t-g ra nddaughte r, Mrs. G eo rge P ier ce
Ba ker.
Th ro ugh the year s th ere hav e be en a num ber of local sho rt lived
periodica ls and newsp apers, b ut o ne paper lasted fo r 86 years. T he
Cheshire Republican mov ed to Keene from Walpole, N . H., wh er e it
ha d bee n establishe d under a different nam e in 1793 and had fa iled
twice . T he first Keen e issue ca me o n Nove mb er 17, 182 8, under Na
hum Stone as edi tor and pr oprieto r. In 1831 Ston e ha d a circu la tion
of 730 agai ns t P rentiss' 1,1 50 . In 18 34 the pap er, for a sho rt tim e
kn own as th e Cheshire Co unty R epublican and Farm er's M useum ,
was owned by Ben aiah Coo ke, wh o sold it to H arve y A. Bi ll in 1844.
H o ra tio Kim ball purch ased it from B ill in 1852. In 1865 he, in turn ,
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sold it to Julius N. Morse and William B. Allen. In 1878 it came
under the control of its final owners, Joshua D. Colony and Sons, including Ormond E. and Oscar L. The father assumed the chief editorial
work and management. It was, in spite of its name, a strong Democratic
party voice, the only one in the county, and it survived until 1914.
Before his death in 1852 Benaiah Cooke, at one time publisher of
the Cheshire Republican, owned several other publications, including
the Cheshire Farmer, 1838-1840, a monthly paper concerned with
agriculture; American Silk Growers & Agriculturist, 1836-1840, a
semi-monthly; and the Philanthropist, 1846-1848, a temperance paper. This latter publication was purchased in 1848 by Otis F. R. Waite,
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who carried it on under the name of The Spirit of the Times until 1850,
when he sold it back to Cooke, who re-named it The American News.
It was known as a "free soil and temperance" paper. After Cooke's
death the paper was sold at auction to Samuel Woodward, who published it from 1852 to 1855. In that year it merged with the New
Hampshire Sentinel. Another of Cooke's short-lived publications was
the Free Soil Palladium, a weekly that began and ended in 1848.
There are two papers currently published in Keene. One is the
Keene Evening Sentinel and the other the Keene Shopper News. The
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----latter was established in 1959 by Gabriel M. Shakour of Shakour Pub
lishers, Inc., and is primarily an advertising publication. With a con
trolled circulation of over 18,000, the Keene Shopper News is delivered
weekly without charge to every family residing in Keene and 42 sur

rounding towns. It began as an eight-page paper and has grown to
approximately 36 to 40 pages, featuring local and county news. In
1967 the National Association of Advertising Publishers granted it top
award as the most improved paper over nearly 300 competing pub
lications.
At the present time the Keene Evening Sentinel is published six
days a week by James D. Ewing and Kenneth F. Zwicker, assistant
publisher. The paper averages 14 pages a day and is an eight column
15 112 x 23 inch page. The circulation is 9,194, with 96 newsboys who
deliver the paper in Keene. There are eight truck routes which cover
the towns in C hesh ire County and a few towns in Sullivan and Hills
boro Counties. The company employs approximately 48 people, seven
of whom are reporters or staff writers under Ralph W. Newell, editor,
and Frank Barndollar, managing editor. There are seven linotype
machines in use every day and the paper rolls off a Duplex Tubular
Press printed from stereo-type plates.
Over the years the Keene Evening Sentinel has won both national
an d regional awards, including prizes for typographical excellence,
front page makeup, and editorials. In 1961 it received an Award of
Honorable Mention in the Svellon Brown Award competition for
"meritorious and distinguished service to its public."
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