
Indiana’s First hTewspaper 
By ELIZABETH M. DENEHIE 

In thousands of Indiana homes today, some member of 
the family assumes the responsibility of bringing in the 
newspaper from the front porch or from under the barberry 
bush where an unruly wind has tossed it. Lucky the indi- 
vidual who gets the first peep at the front page, the sports’ 
section, the comic strips, or whatever individual taste may 
dictate. Daily distribution of both morning and evening 
newspapers is enjoyed in almost every city, while in smaller 
places, or even in the country, at least one daily paper brings 
news of local happenings as well as that from remote cor- 
ners of the world to  all who can read. 

We live in a busy world and are often forgetful of the 
trail-blazers who made the daily paper. This effort is but 
an appreciative gesture-a tribute to Elihu Stout, who un- 
assisted and with patient toil, one hundred and thirty one 
years ago, issued the first number of the Indiana Gazette, 
the first newspaper published in Indiana. This journal, thus 
founded, with slight interruptions and an early change of 
name, has continued for a century and more, and there- 
fore has the distinction of being an outstanding pioneering 
effort. 

Elihu Stout, the son of Judiah and Mary Stout, was 
born on April 16, 1782, in Newark, New Jersey. At an early 
age, he learned the printer’s trade. Judiah Stout fought in 
the American Revolution, and, ten years after its close, feel- 
ing the urge of migrating towards the West, which was then 
anywhere beyond the Alleghenies, he and his family joined 
the increasing tide, crossed the mountains and settled at Lex- 
ington, Kentucky. Here young Elihu obtained employment 
on the Kentucky Gazette, published by the Bradfords, com- 
fortable and wealthy, who became intimate friends of Henry 
Clay. Ambitious to edit a newspaper of his own, and having 
faith in the Northwest, he left Kentucky to solicit aid for his 
undertaking but found little. Undaunted he came to Vin- 
cennes in 1803, there to  t ry  his fortunes. Governor William 
Henry Harrison equipped a boat for young Stout in which 
he journeyed back to Frankfort, Kentucky, by way of the 
Wabash, Ohio, and Kentucky rivers where he obtained an 
outfit including a wooden press. 
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To appreciate the difficulties that confronted Elihu 
Stout, it is necessary to  consider the handicaps of a hundred 
fifty years ago in Indiana. There were no roads leading 
from Vincennes to  the East at  that time. The people were 
poor. They depended largely upon their own produce from 
the soil and the forests for the necessaries of life. Money 
was extremely difficult t o  obtain and some of it worth less 
than its face value. Hence the first issue of the Indiana 
Gazette, on July 31, 1804, in the face of all these obstacles, 
has a deep significance. It was the urge for expression 
that motivated the young man of twenty-two years, and the 
desire to contact the hardy pioneers who were to  ask for 
admission to the Union only twelve years later. 

A lengthy but definite statement of the rules goverrL- 
ing subscriptions to  the Indiana Gazette appeared in a num- 
ber of early issues: 

I. 
11. 

111. 

IV. 

It shall be published weekly on medium paper. 
The price to subscribers will be two dollars and fifty cents, 
payable half yearly in advance. Those who do not come for- 
ward a t  the expiration of the first six months, and make 
the second advance, will be charged with an additional fifty 
cents. 
No subscriber taken for a term less than one year unless he 
pays the whole term of his subscription in advance. 
Wherever papers are sent by post, the person subscribing 
must pay the postage.’ 

The Gazette carried as a motto a quotation from Thomas 
Paine: “Independence is my happiness, and I relate things 
as they are, without respect to place or  persons.” 

The words of Elihu Stout which were addressed to  his 
readers in the first number of the Gazette exemplify his 
high purpose : 

At length after great trouble and much expense the Public is 
presented with the first number of the ZnZiana Gaxette. Without devi- 
ating from the general rule of Newspaper Printers, in the first num- 
ber the Editor addresses the Public, and lays down the principles which 
shall govern the publication. His object shall be to collect and pub- 
lish such information as  will give a correct account of the produc- 
tions and natural advantages of the Territory, t o  give the latest for- 
eign and domestic intelligence-Original Essays, Politicar, Moral, Lit- 
erary, Agricultural, and on Domestic Economics-to collect such fugi- 
tive literary productions as will tend to raise “The genius or t o  mend 

1 Indiana Gazette, Aug. 7, 1804. 
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the heart”, etc., etc., shall be the second. The political complection 
of the paper shall be truly republican but it shall never be prostituted 
to party . . . . The Editor pledges himself that the columns 
of the Gazette will never be tarnished with matter that can offend the 
eye of decency, or raise a blush upon the cheek of modesty and vir- 
tue. . . . a 

With the optimism of a young man, Stout probably did not 
foresee many of the difficulties to be met. For example, a 
printer had not only to get news and paper but he had to 
get paid. The first paper mill in the West was completed 
in 1793 at Georgetown, Kentucky, quite a distance from Vin- 
cennes. Early journals of the West were sometimes printed 
on brown wrapping paper. Tradition has it that  a frontier 
newspaper was once printed with swamp mud for ink and 
run off on a cider mill. Sometimes only one side of the paper 
was used. Then after being read by the subscriber, the sheet 
was supposed to be returned to the printer in order that he 
might run off the next issue on the reverse side. Currency 
was scarce and editors frequently announced that they would 
take produce in exchange for the paper. Maple sugar, jeans, 
tow-linen, oats, corn-meal, chickens, deer meat, coon skins, 
and fire-wood were among the commodities that were prone 
to  reach the printer. Many years after he founded his paper, 
Editor Stout was compelled to give his subscribers the fol- 
lowing in the issue of May 8, 1829: “Want of paper com- 
pels me to furnish my readers with but half a sheet. I ex- 
pect a supply before another publication day.” 

In April, 1806, a great misfortune overtook the adven- 
turous editor, when his plant was destroyed by fire. The 
spirit of Stout was not subdued, but he immediately set out 
for Kentucky determined to prepare for  a new venture. While 
in Kentucky, he obtained another press and a supply of paper 
which he carried to Vincennes on pack mules over the rude 
road that followed the old Buffalo Trace. It was more than 
a year after the fire before it was possible to resume pub- 
lication. 

On July 4, 1807, the first issue of the Wes tern  Sun is 
said to have appeared, succeeding the short-lived Indiana 
Gazette. During one hundred three of the years of its exist- 

* I b i d . ,  July 31,. 1804, quoted in Mary Walker Alden, The Beginnings of Printing 
i n  the State of Zndzana, 14.  The first issue of the Gazette is missing from the file in  
the Indiana State Library. The issue of AUK. 7 is there, which paper is designated as 
No. 2, and the statement is made that the first issue appeared on July 31. 
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ence the Sun has been in the hands of three families. The 
daily edition was started in 1879 by R. E. Purcell. The first 
copy of the Western Sun that is preserved in the Indiana 
State Library is that of July 11, 1807, which issue is desig- 
nated as number 2. If the first issue was published one 
week earlier, it came out on July 4. 

Some matter from the columns of the issue of the Indi- 
ana Gazette and Western Sun in the early years may be of 
interest to  readers. An early issue of the Gazette carried 
a poem dedicated 

TO A GLASS OF WINE 

Thou canst make the heart of man rejoice, 
Make blind men fancy they can all things see, 
To taciturnity canst give a voice; 
And cause e’en infidels to bend the knee; 
’Tis pleasant to behold the, tempting juice, 
More pleasant still thy flavour to enjoy; 
But much I fear thou smilest to seduce, 
And I suspect thou charmest to destroy: 
A painted sepulchre thou sometimes art, 
Disease and death may lurk beneath that guise, 
Or like a Basilisk, thy look may dart 
Death to morals,-yet the good and wise 
Say thou hast virtue too; then let me t ry ;  
Since they have proved thy virtues; 

So will I? 

Governor William Henry Harrison’s friends in Indiana 
territory took pride in his importance and achievements. In 
December, 1811, the members of the Legislative Council and 
House of Representatives drew up a joint public address 
to  the Governor, which, carrying the signature of the Presi- 
dent of the Council (James Beggs) and of the Speaker of 
the House (Gen’l W. Johnston), was published in the Western 
Sun. The heading of the address ran-“To His Excellency, 
William Henry Harrison, Governor and Commander in Chief 
in and over Indiana Territory”. The address follows: 

When in the course of human events, it becomes necessary for a 
nation t o  unsheath the sword in defence of any portion of its citizens- 
and any individual of society becomes intrusted with the important 
charge of leading an army of his country into the field to scourge 
the assailants of its rights-and it is proved by the success of the 
army that, that individual possesses superior capacity accompanied 

81ndiana Gazette, Aug. 7, 1804. 
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by integrity and other qualities of the mind, which adorn the human 
character in a superlative degree. It has a tendency to draw out 
the affections of the people in a way that must be grateful to the 
soldier and the man. Such is the light, sir, in which you have the 
honor to be viewed by your country, and one which the Legislative 
Council and House of Representatives of the Territory, think you 
justly entitled to. 

And, sir, in duly appreciating your services, we are perfectly 
sensible of the great benefits and important service rendered by the 
officers and soldiers of the United States infantry under your com- 
mand. And it is with pleasure we learn that the officers and militia 
men of our country acted with a heroism more than could be reason- 
ably calculated upon from men (such as they generally were) undis- 
ciplined, and unaccustomed to war. 

Resolved, that  a joint committee attend to the insertion of the 
fore-going address in the Western Sun for one week. 

James Beggs, President of the Legislative Council. 
Gen’l W. Johnston, Speaker of the House of Representatives.’ 

On Saturday, May 22, 1819, the Sun reprinted from the 
National Intelligencer of Washington, D. C., a “Bird’s Eye 
View of State Politics” in Indiana. Said the Intelligencer: 

Politics in Indiana are, in a great measure, personal contests. 
The latest agitation of her statesmen that we have heard of, is the 
oppugnation of the lieutenant governor to Governor Jennings’ acting 
as negotiator of Indian treaties under a n  appointment from the Presi- 
dent of the United States. The lieutenant governor, considering the 
governor as having forfeited the throne, seized upon the reins of au- 
thority, as heir apparent, and sequestered the seal of the common- 
welath. Gov. Jennings, returning from diplomatic converse with the 
Indians, walked very deliberately into the secretary of state’s office, 
put the seal into his breeches pocket, hinted that kings and rulers were 
not accountable to frail mortality, & cooly walked away, and probably 
whistling lillabullero ! The People,  we presume, will settle the dispute. 

The Wes tern  Sun and its predecessor (Indiana Gazette) 
along with other early Indiana newspapers contain much 
valuable history of pioneer days. The story of Fulton’s Fol- 
ly, his first steamboat, was published in 1807. Five years 
later the War of 1812 began, furnishing exciting news. The 
accounts of battles, campaigns, and the burning of the White 
House supplied fascinating reading. In 1815, Jackson de- 
feated the British a t  New Orleans presenting a theme for 
editors of which much was made. Indiana was admitted to 
the Union in 1816. Steamboat traffic on the inland rivers 

‘ Western Sun, Dee. 7, 1811. 



130 Indiana Magazine of Historg 

expanded rapidly. Mexico won her independence from 
Spain. After a few years railroad building was started. In- 
deed the reader of every early Hoosier newspaper finds a 
great deal of matter that is not only very interesting but 
well worth perusal. The Western Sun chronicled all these im- 
portant events as history unfolded itself. 

Stout and other editors were makers of public opinion 
in Indiana. Their editorial efforts were fairly good. Dr. 
Logan Esarey says of their immediate successors: “The 
old-time editorial of the forties and fifties had a literary 
style and flavor which one misses in the present day news- 
paper. Not one of these editors built up a personal follow- 
ing which enabled him to  dictate either politically or  other- 
wise”.s 

The modest little Indiana Gazette of 1804 blazed the trail 
for many Hoosier newspapers. By 1854 there were in In- 
diana twelve daily, two tri-weekly, one hundred twenty-one 
weekly, one fortnightly and six monthly newspapers. From 
any of these it seems a fa r  cry, indeed, to  the newspapers 
of today. Whereas the Indiana Gazette reached a t  most a 
few hundred subscribers the Indianapolis Star passes into 
the hands of about 150,000 daily. Nevertheless Hoosiers owe 
a debt of gratitude to  the intrepid young editor, Elihu Stout, 
whose invasion of the Old Northwest with his printing-press 
is second in importance only to  the coming of George Rogers 
Clark. 

6Logan Esarey, History of Zndiana (Third Edition, 1924), LI, 1109. 




