The Fort Madison Patriot

Having been solicited to commence the publi-
cation of a Newspaper In the town of Fort Madi-
son/’ James G. Edwards Issued a prospectus on
November 28, 1837, In order to "ascertain as
nearly as possible the amount of patronage that
might be relied on." He was confident that the
resources of the lowa country and the "enterpris-
Ing character of Its inhabitants” justified such a
venture. Inasmuch as the two papers In the west-
ern part of Wisconsin Territory were Democratic,
the need of a Whig organ seemed apparent. But
Edwards was primarily interested in moral and
cultural welfare and promised to espouse such
causes as would "tend to elevate the character of
our Territory and Nation and raise the standard of
virtue and intelligence among the people." If the
good citizens would subscribe to his paper Its suc-
cess would be assured.

Though Edwards had sold his printing estab-
lishment In Jacksonville, Illinols, he did not dispose
of the subscription list of the Illinois Patriot. The
new Fort Madison Patriot was to be substituted
In fulfillment of unexpired subscriptions. Thus the
continuity of the newspapers published by James
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G. Edwards was maintained. The editor promised
that the paper would be "printed In handsome
style, on an imperial sheet", and publication would
begin "'as soon as the materials could be obtained."
Probably a number of Fort Madison citizens
agreed to pay three dollars a year In advance to
encourage the establishment of a local newspaper.

Apparently the response to the prospectus was
encouraging for Edwards bought the press and
type of the Montrose Western Adventurer and
Herald of the Upper Mississippl from Isaac Gal-
land and was ready for business late in March,
1838, at his "Office on Water Street, over Cap-
tain Browne's Store." The first number of The
Fort Madison Patriot appeared on Saturday,
March 24th, with the announcement that there-
after publication day would be Wednesday, be-
ginning on April 4th.

Editor Edwards was pleased with his new ven-
ture. He was proud to have more than redeemed
his pledge "In regard to the size of the paper", and
therefore presented it "without any fears of Its
favorable reception or Its ultimate success." The
Patriot was, Indeed, a large sheet, measuring about
twenty-two by nineteen inches. Each issue con-
sisted of four pages carrying seven columns. (The
Burlington and Dubuque papers had only six col-
umns.) It was printed In a remarkably clear,
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round-faced variety of type In three sizes — prob-
ably nonpareil, minion, and brevier. Most of the
matter was set solid.

Much “sage advice ' was proffered against giv-
Ing the Patriot a clear political complexion, Inas-
much as the Territory had no vote In national
councils. Edwards could not approve of this atti-
tude. If the policies of the Federal government
were corrupt or dangerous, he thought they ought
to be exposed. “Whatever opinions are entertain-
ed by others,” he declared, “we are Inclined to
think that neutrality, at such a crisis as the present,
IS not much better than pusillanimity.” The editor
therefore determined to keep his Whig banner
aloft and, “In a temperate, but decided and courte-
ous manner,* continue to battle “with the enemies
of our glorious Constitution.” He took this stand
“with the greater alacrity,* as there was “no paper
In the Territory, on this side of the Mississippl,*
that would “advocate the same principles.*

Editor Edwards stated his political principles
In his prospectus of the Patriot. The tenets,
“founded on the Constitution of the United States,
and as they were understood and first promulgated
by its framers,” he said, would govern his policy.
One of his objects was to “simplify these princi-
ples and hold them up before the public, that the
false and sophisticated doctrines so prevalent iIn
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this age of our Republic, shall appear In all their
deformity and degradation. In doing this, we
shall often come into collision with men high above
us; In the present state of things, this will be Inev-
Itable;— but we cannot pander to any man’s au-
thority — we will not shout hosannah In the train
of arbitrary power —no desire of popularity, no
fear for personal safety, no expectation of reward
shall swerve us from our duty/'

The first number of the Patriot was well re-
ceived. “It Is a large and neat looking sheet,”
wrote the editor of the lowa News, and C. S. Ja-
cobs of the Burlington Gazette said, “It is a very
pretty sheet, and edited with Iindustry and ability.”
Edwards was pleased. “The universal approba-
tion which has been bestowed upon our first num-
ber Is very gratifying”, he announced, “and will
be a strong Incentive to bring Into requisition all
our energies In endeavoring to make the paper In-
teresting and worthy of an extensive patronage.”

To Insure success, agents were appointed In
neighboring communities and friends were invited
to obtain subscriptions. They were cautioned,
however, against getting subscribers who were not
likely to pay. To obviate the reluctance of per-
sons to pay In advance, because many papers
“after lingering out a brief existence, have lost
thelr 1dentity and become extinct”, Edwards prom-
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Ised “to secure all who make such prompt pay-
ments, by giving our written obligation to furnish
fifty-two numbers —a subscription year — or re-
fund whatever may be due In case of failure.”
Copies of the first number were sent to “several
gentlemen® who were not subscribers. If they did
not return the paper “in a strong wrapper*, the
publisher assumed that they wished to be consid-
ered as subscribers.

The Patriot was a newsy paper. Edwards filled
his columns with accounts of national and foreign
affairs; information to advance the interests of that
“large and respectable class“— the farmers; items
directing attention to the development of internal
Improvements and manufacturing; and articles de-
signed to encourage virtue and Intelligence. He
used his influence to “secure an education to every
child In the Territory.” More than the usual
amount of space was devoted to editorial comment
and a minimum to matter copied from other papers.
Advertising gradually increased from less than
twf]) (I:olumns In the first number to over a full page
In July.

In spite of the editor s frank partisanship, he
stated his criticisms of public officials fairly and
courteously. He did not indulge In the scandalous
personal vituperation that characterized the other
lowa editors In 1838. Because he thought the par-
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ticipation of George W. Jones In the Cilley duel
was an Insult to “the high minded people of this
Territory,” the lowa News ridiculed his Puritani-
cal ideas derived from missionary boards, “the
Sunday school system, temperance pledge, aboli-
tionism,” and such things that “should not Inter-
fere with our political Institutions®.

On another occasion Edwards stated that C. S.
Jacobs would not have been appointed United
States District Attorney for lowa Territory If the
President had known “the habits of the individual
appointed.” Jacobs, then editing the Burlington
Gazette, retorted with a deluge of abuse. “For
the slanderous and malignant remarks In reference
to me, of that miserable apology for a man — that
canting hypocrite and lying varlet, Jas. G. Ed-
wards, the nominal editor of the Fort Madison
Patriot, | feel no other emotion than that of sover-
eign contempt®, he wrote, with a sneer for any
one who would “bend the hypocritical knee In sol-
enn mockery at the shrine of religion and moral-
ity. If the power of this reptile equalled his pur-
poses and Intent of evil, he would, indeed, be dan-
gerous; but Nature, true to herself, while she has
%iven him the will has denied him the power to do

arm.”

To this “long vocabulary of abusive and scur-
rilous epithets™, in which Jacobs revealed his char-
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acter, Edwards simply replied that he had ‘en-
deavored to obey the laws, lead a sober life” and
contribute all in his power ‘o sustain those insti-
tutions which are the glory of our land.” If Ja-
cobs wanted a duel he was disappointed because
Edwards ‘Could not by any means be led into
one.”

Meanwnhile, the Fort Madison Patriot was not
prospering. Early in May the editor complained
that In addition to the incessant labor and anxiety
of making the paper creditable, he was “obliged
to undergo much mortification In the want of
money” to meet current expenses. If the subscrib-
ers would pay In advance his pecuniary embarrass-
ment would be relieved. Few took the hint, for
‘business of Importance” soon called Edwards
out of town and no paper was published that week.
Again In June a week passed without a Patriot,
when the editor was in Burlington getting a con-
tract for some public printing.

Apparently publication of the Patriot was sus-
pended after July 25th while Edwards used all the
facilities of his shop for- printing the laws of the
Territory. He Issued a final two-page “extra”
number on Saturday, September 1, 18.38, and pre-
pared to move to Burlington. There, on Decem-
ber 13, 1838, he published a specimen number (the
only one) of The Burlington Patriot.
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JAMES G. EDWARDS
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“Those few subscribers who paid for the late
Fort Madison Patriot in advance®, he announced,
would “be furnished with the Burlington Patriot to
the amount of the numbers due them." Thus, the
line of continuity was preserved, though the
pledge was not redeemed until the following June
when Edwards started the lowa Patriot, which be-
came the Burlington Hawk-Eye and lowa Patriot
on September 5, 1839, the Burlington Hawk-Eye
on October 17th, and has continued to this day.
There “has never been a complete change of own-
ership and management In all the 108 years* from
the beginning of the Western Observer to the
present Burlington Hawk-Eye Gazette, from
James G. Edwards to J. Tracy Garrett. Always
some members of the old staff have “lapped over

Into the new and brought with them much of the
old tradition.*

John Ely Briggs



