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CHAPTER |

Introducing Ben Harris

THERE were no newspapers in Boston in 1690, There were no news-
papers anywhere in America in 1690. And precious few anywhere
else in the world.

What did people do for news in the Colonies, without newspapers
and, of course, without radio or television?

They probably listened to the Town Crier, who told people what
was going on in town. Every town of any size had one. With his loud

rattle or bell, and his louder voice ringing in their ears, they could

hardly help but listen.

Or, if something very special were going on, peqple could, for a
few pennies, purchase of a “hawker” on the street 2 “broadside”—a
printed sheet telling the story, say, of the trial and execution of some

notorious pirate captain.




# — F

i d R L Rl

—AHOERLE—RREREE. —ALOEEMBE
h AT, 1R B DB T,

BE RS RE AR, BRTAARAE. 1%
LR, RERFI SRR

H T B 4 R U 2K OB/ TS R it
FRARE, S—ERRA K MIE—BERABE, M
ERE TN . W W, RN, BRNEETE
HMEHER, HFSREETAR,

RE, MEATHIIGERE, KEETUERE/ NS,
e HONRE B —B OB RE DRI, EER,
PUNERI L —E £ ENE, T E R,




« P1oNeeRs OF THE PREss «

If they were merchants, or ship captains, or just travelers passing
through, they might sit in a Coffee Shop. Everybody (except ladies)
sat in Coffee Shops those days, sipping coffee, or “‘tee,” or “chucaletto.”

- And while they sat and sipped they traded the latest gossip from near
and from far. Since coffee came all the way from Arabia then, and
tea from China, and chocolate from the West Indies—right into
Boston Port they came by ship from over the seven seas—some of
the gossip that arrived along with this precious cargo came from
pretty far, too. Even London was far then: months away by sailing
ship.

That may have been the reason—a big part of it, anyway—why
Ben Harris set himself up in Boston Town, soon after he arrived
there in 1686, as Mine Host of “The London Coffee House,” at the
corner of King and “the High” Street. London, and King ... You
can see how 2 gentlexhan from old London might make himself at
home there. “The London Coffee House” stood close to the Town
Pump, near the ’Change, a lively spot. Not only did the good people
of Boston come there for well water, but those came too whose thirst
was for reading matter. For Ben Harris's shop was right in the middle
of a whole district of booksellers—seven of them, in fact. He felt
very much at home with these gentlemen..

Above all, this transplanted Londoner liked to keep up with the
world, and many a day Mine Host must have sat with his friends
around the table in his Coffee House, sipping Araby coffee, or “the
China‘drink,” or “chucaletto” (he was to acquire a license, four years
later, for his “London, Coffee, Tea, and Chucaletto Shop”) and
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swapping the latest “advices” with anyone who might have a tidbit
to pass on to him.

Why did he feel especially at_home at this particular corner sur-
-rounded by the shops of seven booksellers? Because Ben Harris of -
“The London Coffee House” had more than one iron in the fire;
the other thriving business he engaged in was bookselling.

In London, that hustling, bustling capital of old England—the city
from which Ben Harris had come and which he never forgot—Ben
Harris had started his career in business as a printer and bookseller,
with a shop in Bell Alley, up Coleman Street, and a successful religious
book with the exciting title, War with the Dewil,

Before long he was printing a sort of newspaper, too, and that’s

what got him into trouble, back in old London Town. This news-
paper had a long name, but a very short life. ...
. Ben Harris’s “Domestick Intelligence; or News both from City and
Country” very soon fell under unfriendly eyes. Though he insisted
his newspaper was “published to prevent false reports,” there were
some who doubted this. “He scandalizes truth and honesty in pre-
tending to write for it,” was the way one reader saw it. It was clear
to the authorities that Ben Harris’s publications would bear a closer
watch.

And very shortly Ben Harris had one more reader than he had
bargained for: His Majesty’s Chief Justice, Sir William Scroggs.
Justice Séroggs, we are told, was “undoubtedly one of the worst judges
that cver disgraced the English bench.” It is on record that, at the
trial of one poor wretch, Henry Carr by name, who had dared to

ey
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write something about His Majesty’s Government and publish it, Sir
William declared the accused no better, nay worse, than a common
criminal for so daring, writing, and publishing. “No man has a right
- to say anything of government!” ruled Sir William. "
No right to say, let alone to print. Did Chief Justice Scroggs have
a special distaste for printers? More than that, he had a loathing for
them! He wouild “‘pile all the booksellers and printers up in prison
like faggots,” he thundered. They might, once discovered, cspect of
him ‘“‘no more mercy than they could expect from a wolf that came
to devour them.” And then His. Majesty’s Chief Justice discovered
Ben Harris, discovered that the said Ben Harris had dared to say
something about the King, and in print!
~ As it happened, it was not his newspaper that brought Ben Harris
into court before the dread Scroggs. It was something called “The
Appeal from the Country to the City, for the Preservation of His
Majesty’s Person, Liberty, Property, and the Protestant Religion.”
This was a pamphlet which, the King’s Recorder told Sir William,
was “as base a piece as ever was conceived in Helll” Reading “The
Appeal,” the Chief Justice agreed.

“There has hardly ever been any book so well designed to set us
quarrelling among ourselves! One could hardly write a worse! *Tis
a most abominable piece of work!” shouted Sir William. It was, in
fact, a quarrelsome piece of writing, taking His Majesty to task for
not taking a stronger stand against his Royal enemies. It was a bold
piece, but it was unsigned, However, Ben Harris was clearly the printer
of it, and the Lord Chief Justice demanded that Ben Harris tell him
the name of the author.
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Ben ‘might have saved his skin, or gotten some mercy from the .
court (though that seems doubtful), had he named the writer of the
. piece that had so mightily offended the King’s Recorder, the Lord
Chief Justice, and, if the King had read it (which hardly seems likely),
His Majesty King James the Second himself. But the printer was as
honorable as he was rash; he had promised to keep the author’s name
a secret, and he would not tell. (Actually, the author was one Charles
Blount, We can tell the secret now, since it hardly matters at this
late date.) Instead, he made the worst possible defense for those days.

He had printed, both in his newspaper and in “The Appeal,” only
what was true, he said.

But sometimes the truth hurts. In any case, who was Master Harris
to decide for himself what he would print about His Majesty the
King? ‘

“You admit to being the publisher of this ... this ...”” The Lord
Chief Justice could hardly find words harsh enough to describe the
printed matter he was waving in the air, under Ben Harris’s nose.

-“I do, milord. But ...”

Ben’s excuse, if he had any, was cut short.
“Aha! You confess your guilt! I direct the jury, therefore ...”
. “Milord!” cried Ben. “May it please you, and the other honorable
judges of the King’s Bench, to allow me to tell the jury ...”
“It does mot please us!” Chief Justice Scroggs’s scowl was even
blacker than before. “Nor is there anything further to tell. You admit

to having printed and sold this libel in the streets of our city.”
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- “I do admit to printing and selling this pamphlet, milord. But to
call it a libel ... If the gen;lemen'of the jury may examine it ...”

“They may not! Honorable gentlemen of the jury, you have heard
the prisoner confess his guilt. How say you? Guilty or not?”’

“Guilty!” said the Foreman of the Jury, after a quick look at the
judges’ stern faces, and an even quicker look around at his fellow
jurymen, none of whom would have dared vote an acquittal.

Had it not been for Mr. Justice Pemberton, one of his fellow-judges,
said the Chief Justice, Ben Harris might have been sentenced to be
publicly whipped—and very properly, too! As it was, he had been
fined five hundred pounds, a very large sum of money. And he had
been sentenced to stand in the public pillory “over against the Royal

' right in front of his own Coffee Shop, for one hour on

Exchange,’
the following Tuesday. To cap it all, he must give “security for his
good behavior” (in other words, promise to hold his tongue} for
three years. .

First, though, there was this little matter .of standing in the pillory.
You might think one hour in the pillory was nothing much to worry
about. But the pillory was a very uncomfortable place to stand in.

You stood there, locked into a wooden frame, with your head and’
hands poking out on one side, and the rest of you jutting out on the
other. You stood there, and you stocd there, locked in, with your head
and hands.caught in the frame, and you couldn’t get loose till the
Town Jailer came along and unlocked you.

It wasn’t only that you couldn’t move. That would have been bad
enough. But even worse was the fact that folks generally thought it
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