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ROBERT BOWNE AND HIS COMPANY:
THE EVOLUTION OF A SEAPORT PRINTER

Ginna Johnson

The history of Bowne & Co., avenerable New Y ork firm, documents changes in the printing industry and
the mercantile community of the port of New Y ork through more than two centuries. Founded in 1775 by Robert
Bowne, this firm's gradual transition from general merchants in the late eighteenth century to an international
corporate and financia printing house in the late twentieth century, took place, until afew decades ago, in the
South Street Seaport. What economic and technological changes caused the specialization of the firm? Through
the investigation of correspondence, accounts, advertisements, and, finally, the printing of Bowne & Co., the
answers to these questions emerge, along with a picture of mercantile New York.*

Born in 1744, the youngest son of a Flushing
farmer, Robert Bowne probably left the farm and
entered an apprenticeship with a New Y ork merchant.
Although the firm he joined is unknown, Bowne was
from a prominent Quaker family, and was assured of
awarm reception in New York.” Tradition maintains
that Bowne founded his firm at 39 Queen Street (later
renamed and renumbered 256 Pearl Street) early in
1775, and his age, family connections, favorable
marriage, and subsequent financial success make that
date most likely. It was not a propitious time to
embark on a mercantile career; however, Bowne
managed to survive the economic chaos of the
Revolution, and the last years of the eighteenth
century were profitable ones for his company.

Like other New Y ork City merchants of his
day, Bowne did not specialize in a particular avenue
of trade, but dealt in avariety of dry goods, including
cloth, paper, powder, nails, and cutlery. His
involvement in the fur trade is established through
John Jacob Astor, who came to work for the firm as a

Fig 1. A portrait of Robert Bowne, 1744—1818, who founded Bowne
& Co.in 1775. The portrait hangs today in the Bowne House—the
fur beater in 1784.° Account books for the Onderdonk ~ family homestead, built in 1661, in Flushing, New York. Courtesy

. . B House Historical Society, Flushing.
Paper mill, located in Hempstead, New Y ork, for the owne House Hision ciey, Fusing

years 1785 through 1792 show that Bowne & Co. was
aregular customer.* Another clue to Bowne & Co.'sinventory is an advertisement that appeared in The Herald, A
Gazette for the Country on November 24, 1794, announcing for sale "printing Types of every description from
Fry's celebrated Foundery, London." Bolting cloths, it continued, "may likewise be had at al times by applying to
Robert Bowne."

Robert Bowne's firm was a considerable success. The Bank of New Y ork ledger for 1787, the earliest in
its possession, lists Bowne & Co. with a balance of about $23,000, an impressive amount for the era. In addition,
Duncan's New York Directory and Register for 1792 listed for the first time "Bowne, Robert, merchant, house 39,



and store 40, do (Queen Street)," indicating that Bowne had acquired the neighboring property and expanded his
business operation. The success of the firm enabled Robert Bowne to pursue a number of business and charitable
endeavors that reflect his great vision as well as his optimism for the growing port of New York. Bowne was a
founding director of the Bank of New Y ork, the city's first, in 1784, and of the Mutual Assurance Company, the
city'sfirst fire insurance company, in 1787. As an incorporator in 1792, and later president, of the Western Inland
Lock Navigation Company, Bowne's efforts were instrumental in the beginnings of the Erie Canal, the waterway
that assured New Y ork's distinction as the greatest seaport on the American continent. For the social welfare of
New Y orkers, Bowne served as a governor of New Y ork Hospital, and as an inspector of New Y ork State Prison,
and as a founding member of the Manumission Society, established in 1784 not only to abolish slavery but to
protect and educate liberated slaves.

The death of Robert Bowne in 1818 marked the end of the first generation of Bowne & Co., an erathat
parallels New Y ork ascendancy asaport. During the years after the Revolution, New Y ork merchants like
Robert Bowne set in motion financial institutions—banks, insurance companies, auction houses, and a stock
exchange—and established trade routes—to China, the West Indies, Europe, and the southern and interior
states—that made New Y ork first in American shipping from 1797 until the disruption of the War of 1812, and
then again after 1815.° Bowne & Co.'s second generation would see the city further expand its trade, with the
advent of scheduled shipping, steamboats, and the opening of the Erie Canal.

Robert H. Bowne (1775-1843) and John L. Bowne (1779-1847) were their father's business heirs. Robert
H. Bowne's early business career is well documented; two |etterbooks—bound volumes containing copies of his
business correspondence, dating from 1807 to 1808 and 1817 to 1823—reveal him to be working independently of
the elder Bowne, although his numerous commercial interests—land speculation, commaodities trading, and
banking services—were closely patterned on those of his father.® Although less is known about John L. Bowne's
early business ventures, they were probably not unlike those documented by his elder brother's letterbooks, which
were fairly typical of the day. in aletterbook entry dated October 26, 1818, two months after the death of his
father, Robert H. Bowne wrote, "I have lately joined my brother in Business which will be conducted under the
firmof R. H. & J. L. Bowne."’

Although fortunes were being made as New Y ork shipping flourished and the city's population
burgeoned, the early years of the nineteenth century were trying ones for small merchants like the Bownes. The
Panic of 1819, the result of diminished demand for American commodities due to an abundant European harvest
and an English financial and industrial crisis, caused many failures among New Y ork banks and merchant houses,
and, in 1822, yellow fever again had a disruptive effect on commerce.’

Moreover, the fast sales and low prices of the city's auction system attracted record numbers of imported
goods and out of town buyersto New Y ork, but ironically eliminated middlemen like the Bownes, who usually
handled the goods. Writing in August of 1821, Bowne railed against the system, "I believe it was high time a
stand was made against the monopoly of the Auctioneer; afew in thisway did all the business nearly of passing
the Goods imported from the landing of them to the purchaser and to the very great injury of many."* Attempts at
legal retaliation against the auction system failed and it was not until about 1830 that auction sales amounted to a
smaller proportion of New Y ork's total imports.™

The injurious effect of the auctions may have been the impetus for both Bownes to specialize in service
trades in the 1820S. 1n 1824, John L. Bowne became the president of the newly established United States Fire
Insurance company.”” And, in 1829, "Bowne, Robert H., stationer, 111 Water Street,” appeared for the first time
in the New Y ork directory.
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Apparently, sometime during 1828, Bowne & Co. merged with William Prior, whose firm, Prior and
Dunning, first appeared in a New Y ork directory in 1808. The merger was a sound business decision. With
New Y ork at the forefront of American shipping, seaport merchants were in constant need of paper and printed
goods to document transactions, and the Bownes, merchants and family of merchants, were familiar with those
needs.”

The merchandise of Prior & Bowne, stationers, is known in great detail; the unfortunate happenstance
of William Prior's death in September, 1829, resulted in the "Inventory of Stock belonging to the firm of Prior &
Bowne," arare document descriptive of the firm, the stationers industry, and its relationship to the mercantile
community of New Y ork." Taken on October 12, 1828, the ledger contains not only a complete accounting of
the shop's merchandise, including quantities and prices, but also records the goods sold during the two weeks
after Prior's death and before the inventory, and the debts due to and payable by the company. These lists, taken
together, give us a clear picture of the daily operation of the shop.

The most extensive item stocked by the firm was the most essential to the operation of a countinghouse:
paper. Nine pages of the inventory are devoted to various sizes, weights, and colors of paper, such as |etter
paper (often gilt edged), pasteboard, straw paper, tissue paper, copying paper, and drawing paper. Four pages
list the different styles of blank books that were stocked-copybooks, bill books, cargo books, bankbooks,
"remembrance" albums, and seamen'sjournals. Three pages list the various "blanks," or forms, available for
sale-the hills of exchange, merchants checks, hills of lading, custom house inspection returns, export and import
entries (with oath), reports of passengers-all of which afford an interesting perspective on the way shipboard life
and business transactions were recorded in the early nineteenth century. These paper products account for some
$5,100, nearly one-half the total value of the inventory.

Many of the articles purveyed in the stationers' shop have since become obsolete, but were then
indispensable to commerce. Seals, sealing wax, and wafers were used to close folded | etters before the advent
of the envelope. Quills, usually goose or swan, inkstands of glass, china, tin, and pewter, and ink in various
shades were the norm before fountain pens were invented. Also staples were pounce (a fine powder) and sand-
both used to absorb ink-and the fancy boxes that held them.

Like other stationers of their day, Prior & Bowne carried a large assortment of curios and games, such as
backgammon boards, "chequer" boards, boxes of chessmen, playing cards, and dice. Toothbrushes and overshoes
make an unexpected appearance in the inventory, but many of the other goods listed are till available at stationers
today, including lead pencils and pencil cases, paperweights, |etter racks, erasers, tape, and twine. Among the
printed books carried by the e -
shop, many were devoted to -4
the shipping trade, such as
Bowditch's The American
Practical Navigator, Blunt's
Coast Pilot, Steel's Ship
Moster's Assistant, and
Mackay on Longitude.

This shop appears to
have been a busy one-in the
two weeks after Prior's death,
sales totaled more than $1,000.
Another measure of the firm's

Fig 2. A view of Bowne & Co.'s offices at 81 Beaver Street in the early years of this century: the
stationer's shop stocked with inkwells, pencils, and packaged paper.



successisthelist of debtsdue. Prior & Bowne's customers included many leading South Street merchant's-
Edward Minturn, John Grisworld, Fish, Grinnell & Co., H. & G. Barclay, J. J. Astor, A. Tappan & Co., Howland
& Lawrence, Moses Taylor, Brown Brothers & Co., Archibald Gracie, and E. & G.W. Blunt among them.

Even after the address changed to 71 Wall Street in 1833, the firm was listed in the New Y ork directory
as Prior & Bowne, probably due to respect for Prior. 1n 1834, it appeared as Bowne & Co., stationers; the return
to the old company name was the result of an 1833 act of the New Y ork Legislature 'requiring that afirm's
designation contain only the names of those actively engaged."*

The firm's stay at 71 Wall Street was a short one. The five-story Phoenix Buildings were destroyed in the
Great Fire of 1835. The New York Post account of the fire on December 17, 1835 mentioned that Bowne & Co.
had occupied two floors; an upper story contained the firm's bindery. The firm reopened in the Tontine Building,
No. 5, in 1836; it moved again, to 149 Pearl, in
1840. The following ten years, spent at that
address, saw a change of principals: Robert H.
Bowne died in 1843 and John L. Bowne in 1847,
leaving Robert's sons William and John as
partners.” In 1848, their cousin and John L.
Bowne's son, Robert, joined the firm.

Bowne & Co. moved to five new lower
Manhattan locations during the last half of the
nineteenth century: across the street to 150 Pearl
in 1850, to 149 Broadway in 1861, around the
corner to 65 Liberty in 1867, to 124 Pearl Street at
the corner of Hanover Square in 1884, and finally
to 81 Beaver Street in 1895.

A wood engraving of Bowne & Co. at its
149 Pearl Street address pictures afirm of several
stories at a busy intersection, an operation that-
judging from newspaper accounts and employee
reminiscences remained essentially the same

throughout the century. *The first floor housed Fig 3. Bowne & Co., Stationers, moved to 149 Pear| Street at the busy
thestationery merchandise sipping room and (ST P B B Byl 0, e
accounting office, where the principals desks building's third-floor signage.
were located. The composing room, presses,
and bindery occupied an upper floor or floors,
and a hoist, or later a hand-operated elevator, transferred materials between floors.

The pressroom was described only by alater generation, and then without great detail. ** Stanley M.
Dewey, who started with the firm in 1870 at a salary of $3 per week and rose to become president, remembered
how type was handset and proofed. "We had no proof presses,” Dewey recalled; "all proofs had to be struck off
by planer and mallet." The jobs were printed on two cylinder presses (another employee remembered two "pony
Whitlock cylinders') that could produce "afew hundred impressions an hour,” and three hand presses. The latter
may have referred to intaglio or lithographic presses, as Bowne & Co. advertised engraving and lithography, or
perhaps iron hand presses. Dewey mentioned the change from "crank and foot" power, suggesting the firm had at



one time hand-cranked card presses and treadle-operated platen presses. During his tenure, however, Bowne &
Co. came to be known as a "power" or "steam"” printer, with the transition to automated presses first with a Roper
hot-air engine, later a 'Baxter steam engine", and finally an electric motor to drive the single shaft that powered
the presses. Dewey also noted he was always interested to watch "special headings, ornaments, or illustrations’
engraved on boxwood.

By all accounts, the firm was a typical
nin6teenth-century printer and stationer serving the
business community of New York City. Billedina
January, 1851, advertisement in the Morning Courier
and New York Enquirer as "Bowne & Co., Stationers
and Account Book manufacturers,” the firm appears
to have made a specialty of custom blank book
binding. The advertisement highlights its stock of
"first class ACCOUNT BOOKS, made of the best
English and American Papers and bound in the most
substantial manner,” and closes by listing a number of

Fig 4. A sampling of Bowne & Co. billheads from the nineteenth standard job printing services, "Bills of Exchange,
century. Bills of Lading, Drafts, Notes, Prices Current, &C.
engraved or printed in the best manner."*

Their claims to a superior product seem to have had some justification. The "Exhibition of All Nations at
New York Crystal Palace,” in 1853, awarded Bowne & Co. a bronze medal for general excellence in Blank Book
Binding. In the archives of the Bank of New Y ork is afine example of their workmanship, an 1894 full-bound
Russia account book complete with a Bowne & Co. label mentioning the prize. Stanley Dewey reminisced,
"Bowne imported handmade papers for its books from England and | well remember in later years how hard it was
to convince the banks that as good or better papers were being made by machine in this country, and at a much
lower cost.”

Bowne & Co. imprints from the nineteenth century are relatively rare, but sufficient examples of the
firm's output have survived to categorize Bowne as a genera job printer.211 Company archives contain a range of
jobs from small volumes to blank checks. The firm's bread and butter were the blank forms listed in the
advertisement noted above: pads of due bills, checks, bills of lading, etc. Even New Y ork State was a customer
for these forms; citizenship papers dated 1852 bear the Bowne & Co. imprint.

More ambitious jobs include such titles as By-laws of the Independent Base Ball Club (1858), and A
Handbook of Streets & Distances ... in the City of New York (1851), and the bylaws and acts of incorporation of
insurance houses. At the same time, Bowne & Co. was already serving the growing ranks of limited liability
stock companies by printing their detailed annual reports, often with decorative covers, like those for the
shareholders of Pennsylvania Coal Company (1849 and 1850). Intricate vignettes, cartouches, borders and scripts
on stock certificates—like those for the Columbian insurance Company and Security Fire Insurance Company-
indicate that Bowne & Co, offered lithographic as well as |etterpress printing services. The engraving services
mentioned in the 1851 advertisement may have referred to lithography, often called engraving on stone, or
copperplate engraving may have been offered as well.

The jobs themselves demonstrate that financial printing had always been a specialty of Bowne & Co.
Stanley Dewey's recollections confirm that Bowne also developed the characteristics of a successful financial
printer—speed, accuracy, dependability and confidentiality—at an early stage. Dewey remembered alarge volume




of printing was produced for auction houses, requiring "night work for the printing and binding as the finished
product had to be delivered for sales that took place at nine or 10 am.” One Saturday afternoon, a banking house
asked Bowne & Co. to install a pressin its office and supply a foreman and pressman the allowing Monday
morning, to print great quantities of bonds that could not leave the premises. George Bornkessel, an employee
who started with the firm in the 1890s, recalled many days when he left his house at 7 a.m., not to return until 2
a.m. He also made frequent trips to deliver circulars to financial housesin Boston, Philadel phia, and other cities.

In November, 1898, The Mercantile and Financial Times
announced that Robert Bowne, grandson of the founder, connected
with Bowne & Co. for more than half a century, had retired from the
firm, and that Stanley M. Dewey and Robert J. Lowden would
continue the business under the old firm name. The change of
ownership meant the end of the Bowne family's 123-year connection
with the firm.

In the twentieth century, Bowne & Co.—incorporated in
1909—could again witness sweeping technological and economic
changes and would respond with increasing specialization. Edmund
A. Stanley, Sr., president of the firm from 1922 to 1956, remembered
that early in the century, Bowne & Co. discontinued its stationery line
due to the prevalence of wholesale stationers' firms. Likewise,
printed forms became a less important source of revenue for the firm with the advent of duplicating machines,
such as those manufactured by A. B. Dick. Expanding its staff of linotype operators, the firm increasingly
specialized in financial printing, and, in 1933, was perfectly poised to supply Wall Street with the involved
prospectuses which the new Securities and Exchange Commission would soon demand.

In 1961, Bowne moved from the downtown financial district to 345 Hudson Street, where it remains
today, occupying three floors that comprise more than three acres. Employing the latest technology in
computerized typesetting and printing in its plants in major cities across the country and Canada, with offices and
affiliates overseas, the company isafar cry from the "crank and foot power" of a century ago. The firm's ability
to respond to the changing demands of the mercantile world has made Bowne & Co., Inc. renew its purpose and
continue its contribution to New Y ork City into its third century.
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