
 

 

 

 





 

                                                                                                                                                                                          
 

 

            Last year, after 20 years of focused collecting in a very specific slice of Americana, we 

issued our first catalogue, and we want to thank all of our new friends, clients, and colleagues who 

made it a success--successful enough, at any rate, for there to be a Catalogue 2.  Like Catalogue 1, 

our second contains twenty-five items with important stories to tell, stories that range widely across 

the American experience: from the risk book of a London underwriter during the War of 1812 to 

the only military encounter between the United States and Texas, from an unrecorded broadside 

that captures the birth of San Francisco to a revolution in womenôs fashion; from an iconic view 

of Harvard University to the diary of a young teacher in Reconstruction-era Nashville; and from 

the poignant words of a young African American cadet unjustly dismissed from West Point to the 

plainspoken narrative of an elderly woman writing of her captivity as a child.  Whether manuscript 

diaries, ledgers, and letters, printed pamphlets and broadsides, photographs, or even a childrenôs 

spelling book, they all contribute new ways of seeing and thinking about the broader currents of 

American history.  Our name is what they have in common.  They are primary sources, and they 

are largely uncharted.  This fall, like last, we offer a new catalogue with twenty-five unexpected 

items, fresh to the trade.  So thanks again to everyone who supported our first effort, and we hope 

that you enjoy browsing Catalogue 2.  We look forward to hearing from you. 

 

 

 

--  All items are offered subject to prior sale.  To reserve an item, please telephone or email.   

--  All items are guaranteed to be authentic and as described, with any defects noted.   

--  Item illustrations are not to scale.  Please read specified dimensions (given width first). 

--  All domestic orders shipped via UPS or Federal Express, at cost.   

--  All overseas orders shipped airmail, at cost.   

--  Returns accepted in 14 days of receipt for any reason, with notification in advance of return.  

--  Net 30 days, payable in US funds.  Check or major credit card via PayPal preferred.   

--  Libraries and institutions may be billed on approval according to budgetary requirements.     

--  Michigan residents please add 6.25% sales tax. 
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Websterôs Spelling Book, Providence 1789: The Only Known Complete Copy 
 

 

 Few men of his generation, especially among those not renowned for their political careers, 

have had such a continuous influence on American society and culture as Noah Webster.  Writer, 

editor, publisher, lexicographer, and educational pioneer, his name today is all but synonymous 

with his greatest achievement, the monumental dictionary he published in 1828--after nearly three 

decades of ceaseless labor--as An American Dictionary of the English Language.  Yet had Webster 

never completed nor even conceived this remarkable work, his would still have been a household 

name throughout the 18th and 19th centuries, due largely to the extraordinary success of his little 

book that came to be known as the Blue-Back Speller, so named for the distinctive paper covering 

used in many later editions.  First published as The First Part of the Grammatical Institute of the 

English Language at Hartford in 1783 (the Second Part was a grammar, the Third Part a reader), 

Webster thoroughly revised its text and gave it a simple new title in 1787 that would see it through 

dozens of editions over the decades to come: The American Spelling Book.  Thus remade, it would 

become the best-selling book of any kind during the early years of the republic. 
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 Webster, who graduated from Yale College in 1778, had already failed as both a teacher 

and a lawyer when he arrived at Goshen, New York, in 1782 and founded his second school for 

young pupils (the first--which he established in Sharon, Connecticut, in 1781--had barely been in 

session for three months when he abruptly and still rather mysteriously dismissed his students and 

left town).  It was in Goshen that he began the first draft of his Grammatical Institute.  Webster 

was a fervent American, and he insisted with the same fervor that his new nation needed a new 

pedagogy distinctly its own.  The earlier spelling and grammar books so popular in the American 

colonies, namely Dilworthôs New Guide to the English Tongue and Fenningôs New Grammar of 

the English Language, would not do for an independent America.  From 1783 to 1785, each part 

of his own Grammatical Institute appeared at Hartford in its first edition, the first two under the 

imprint of Hudson and Goodwin, the last of Barlow and Babcock.  Although all three parts were 

revised and reprinted in multiple editions well into the 19th century, neither the grammar nor the 

reader enjoyed the success of the spelling book, which has never been out of print. 

 

 Over its first three years, the speller went through six editions, five appearing in Hartford 

and one (the 5th) in Boston.  The grammar and reader each saw but two editions during those same 

years.  Initial reviews of the group were mixed, at best, so Webster undertook a careful revision of 

all three parts, releasing them together in 1787.  What he had originally titled, Part I. Containing 

a new and accurate standard of pronunciation, became instead The American Spelling Book.  And 

so it would remain through no fewer than 260 editions, when in 1829 he issued The Elementary 

Spelling Book as an ñimprovementò on the old American speller.    

 

 As with so many early books intended for a juvenile audience, copies of Websterôs Spelling 

Book were read to pieces, often passed from sibling to sibling in the same household, then from 

parents to children, and again from sibling to sibling.  Despite having sold nearly a million copies 

by 1800, these spread among dozens of editions printed in more than half a dozen cities and towns 

across New England, all 18th-century printings of the American speller are scarce today.  When 

Webster issued his revised text in 1787, he continued the edition number from that of its forerunner 

in the Grammatical Institute, such that the first issue of The American Spelling Book was counted 

as the seventh edition of the speller.  Skeelôs definitive bibliography of Websterôs published works 

lists 52 editions of the American speller published before 1800.  Of these, 25 exist as ghosts, with 

documentary evidence of their publication but no copies known to have survived.  Another nine 

have survived in a single copy only, per Skeel and our own exhaustive search of OCLC, where we 

identified four editions unknown to Skeel, three of which also exist as single copies.  In all, our 

search of OCLC, together with Skeelôs bibliography, has yielded but 72 institutional copies of The 

American Spelling Book published between 1787 and 1799.  Of these, one-third (23) are described 

as imperfect--whether mutilated, lacking text pages, or both.   

 

 The example that we offer here is just the second known copy of the 1789 Providence issue 

(the only Providence issue of Websterôs speller), styled as ñThe TWELFTH Editionò overall and 

produced by famed printer John Carter.  Prior to our discovery of this example, the only known 

copy--in the collections of the American Antiquarian Society--was imperfect, lacking all after 

p. 146 and with pp. ii-iv and 142-146 described as mutilated.  While the present copy may lack 

an initial blank endpaper (none is present, at any rate), it is the only known textually complete 

example of this edition, with its original binding in very good condition.  The binding consists 

of plain wood boards with gray paper covers, largely intact, and a calf spine.  Some of these early  
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editions were published with a frontispiece portrait of George Washington (i.e., Skeel 7, 8, and 28, 

though the presence of a frontis. in 7 and 8 is only suggested from contemporary advertisements, 

since no copies of either edition is known to have survived) or of Webster himself (all 25 editions 

published by Thomas and Andrews at Boston from 1789 to 1803).  Most, however, like the John 

Carter issue offered here, had only woodcut, in-text illustrations.  Upon the blank verso of the final 

leaf, a previous owner, James Tourtlot, has penned a warning: 

 

Steal not this Book 

My honest friend for 

Fear the gallows will be 

Your end for jesus christ 

Will come and say where 

Is that book you stole away 

 

 Websterôs precarious finances limited the profits he might have made from the spellerôs 

runaway success.  His near impoverishment at the time of its release forced him to ask publishers 

for payment upfront, rather than seek a return on the number of copies sold.  As Monaghan notes, 

ñIt was his publishers, not Webster, who were getting rich.  By 1791 he reckoned that the rights to 

his books were worth $2000 a year to their publishers.  óCould I have kept my copyright in my own 

hands till this time,ô he complained to his brother-in-law, óI might now have rid in a chariotôò (1983: 

82).  In 1790, the U. S. Congress passed copyright law that gave all authors the rights to their own 

books for 14 years.  When the initial copyrights on his speller expired in 1804, Webster produced 

a new edition, The American Spelling Book, Revised, and found financial stability for the first time 

in his adult life by negotiating new contracts with his publishers.  Such stability gave him the steady 

income he needed to devote full attention to the task that became his magnum opus, An American 

Dictionary.  Yet his speller was hardly finished.  Rebranded as The Elementary Spelling Book, it 

would enjoy sales of more than a million copies a year throughout the decades after Websterôs death 

in 1843; by some estimations it had sold more than 100 million copies by 1900.  The Internet Public 

Library, citing Russel Ashôs Top Ten of Everything, ranks it No. 3 on the list of best-selling books 

of all time, just behind Maoôs Little Red Book and the Holy Bible itself.   

 

 The earliest editions of Websterôs speller, complete in their original bindings, are all 

extremely rare in the trade.  Only a single, pre-1790 issue--the first Boston edition of 1789, known 

in several institutional holdings--has appeared at auction in more than a century (per RBH). 

 

Relevant sources: 

Alden, John Eliot 

1950  Rhode Island Imprints, 1727-1800.  Published for the Bibliographical Society of America.   

          Bowker, New York. 

Kendall, Joshua 

2010  The Forgotten Founding Father: Noah Webster's Obsession and the Creation of an  

          American Culture.  G. P. Putnamôs Sons, New York. 

Micklethwait, David  

2000  Noah Webster and the American Dictionary.  McFarland & Co., Jefferson, NC. 

Monaghan, E. Jennifer 

1983  A Common Heritage: Noah Webster's Blue-back Speller.  Hamden, CT. 
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Ostler, Rosemarie 

2015  Founding Grammars: How Early America's War Over Words Shaped Today's Language.   

          St. Martinôs Press, New York. 

Skeel, Emily Ellsworth Ford 

1958  A Bibliography of the Writings of Noah Webster, edited by Edwin H. Carpenter, Jr.  The  

          New York Public Library, NY. 

 

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ 

 

 

Webster, Noah.  THE AMERICAN SPELLING BOOK, CONTAINING AN EASY STANDARD 

OF PRONUNCIATION: BEING THE FIRST PART OF A GRAMMATICAL INSTITUTE OF 

THE ENGLISH LANGUAGE.  IN THREE PARTS.  The Twelfth Edition, with additional lessons.  

Printed by John Carter, Providence, m,dcc,lxxxix [1789].  With the Privilege of Copy-Right.  153 

pp., illus.  12mo (17 cm).  Original paper covered, wooden boards, calf spine.  Previous ownerôs 

signature and manuscript warning against theft on blank verso of final leaf.  Old spotting on front 

and rear boards, light edge wear.  Overall very good.  Alden 1190; Skeel 20. 

 

1.  $4500.  SOLD. 
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A Unique Handbill for Benjamin Smith Bartonôs First American Lectures 

 
 

 Benjamin Smith Barton is best remembered today as the first professional naturalist in the 

United States.  When he died in 1815 at the still-young age of 49, he had already served for nearly 

a quarter-century as the Professor of Natural History and Botany at the University of Pennsylvania, 

where he also held the titles of Professor of Materia Medica and--following the death of Benjamin 

Rush in 1813--Professor of the Theory and Practice of Medicine.   In 1803, he had written Elements 

of Botany, or Outlines of the Natural History of Vegetables, Americaôs first botanical textbook.  A 

few years earlier, he had also produced the first works on herpetology and comparative linguistics 

by an American scholar.  He was a frequent correspondent of President Thomas Jefferson, to whom 

he dedicated his book on Native American languages, and who in turn offered Barton the honor of 

receiving the first plants collected by the Lewis and Clark expedition.  He served as vice-president 

of the American Philosophical Society and was elected to membership in both the Royal Swedish 

Academy of Sciences and the American Antiquarian Society.  
 

 Yet in 1789, a future with such accolades must have seemed unlikely, at best.  Despite two 

years of study at the University of Edinburgh, among the best medical schools in the world, Barton 

had returned to Philadelphia with no degree to his name.  His performance overseas had fallen far 

short of the expectations set almost from his birth.  Bartonôs father, the Rev. Thomas Barton, had 

emigrated to America after taking his degree from the University of Dublin, and in Pennsylvania 

he had opened a school in Norristown, tutored at the Academy of Philadelphia, and served as rector 

of St. Jamesôs Church in Lancaster.  In 1754, Thomas married Esther Rittenhouse, the daughter of 

a neighboring farmer.  Her brother, David, was already on the path to establishing himself as one 

of the most brilliant scientific minds of his generation.  Thomas and Esther Barton both died while 

Benjamin was still a child, and at the age of 16 he was taken into the home of an older brother in 

Philadelphia, where he began collegiate and medical studies.  Three years later, he accompanied 

Rittenhouse and fellow commissioners in surveying the western boundary of Pennsylvania.  It was 

on this excursion that he obtained his first experience with Native American history, language, and 

culture, interests he would pursue for the rest of his life.  

 

 In 1786, Barton departed Philadelphia for Edinburgh and enrolled in its acclaimed medical 

school, widely considered at the time to be the best in the English-speaking world.  Barton seems 

to have pursued medical studies with zeal, even taking time to produce his first American first: his 

Observations on Some Parts of Natural History, issued in London in 1787, was the first separate 

publication devoted in its entirety to the subject of American archaeology, an interest he developed 

during his explorations with Rittenhouse in western Pennsylvania.  But for reasons that are still 

not well understood, Barton left Edinburgh without his degree.  In a letter written to his brother in 

1789, he claimed to have taken a degree from the University of Göttingen instead, due to what he 

perceived as mistreatment at the hands of two faculty at Edinburgh.  There is no evidence, though, 

that he ever studied at--much less earned a degree from--Göttingen or any other university during 

these years abroad.  Moreover, it was suggested that he had left Edinburgh with funds belonging 

to the Royal Medical Society, funds that were sought but never returned. 

 

 In any event, Barton came home to Philadelphia in 1789 with little to show for himself and 

began to practice medicine, or physick, in the city.  Later in the year, the trustees of the College of 
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Philadelphia, soon to join with the University of Pennsylvania, created a Professorship in Natural 

History and Botany and promptly bestowed it on Barton.  He was 24 years old.  It is difficult not 

to believe that Bartonôs uncle, Rittenhouse, had some influence in the trusteesô decision.  After all, 

by this time Rittenhouse was Treasurer of Pennsylvania, an officer of the American Philosophical 

Society, a member of the Royal Society of London, and Fellow of the American Academy of Arts 

and Sciences.  And on Wednesday evenings, he held a salon at his home that was regularly attended 

by the likes of Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Jefferson, and Francis Hopkinson.  Regardless of the 

source of Bartonôs good fortune, he began his position in the spring of 1790, becoming--according 

to his nephew and fellow botanist-physician, William P. C. Barton, ñthe first lecturer on natural 

history in Philadelphia, and, so far as I know, the first teacher of natural science [on the American 

side] of the Atlantic worldò (1816:15).  

 

 
 

 The handbill that we offer here, unique and unrecorded, is dated January 1, 1790, during 

that brief time between Bartonôs arrival in Philadelphia and the period when his faculty position 

at the College actually began.  Indeed, the handbill is a printed advertisement for his very first 

courses.  His initial offering, to commence on the first Wednesday in April, was to be a series of 

lectures on the ñPhilosophy and Nomenclature of Botany.ò  Then, beginning on the first Tuesday 

in November, he would offer a course of lectures on the ñPhilosophy and Nomenclature of Natural 

History.ò  In order to give potential students some insight into the content of these courses, Barton 

intended ñto deliver a few Lectures, previously to th[e] close of the present session of the Medical 

Schools of this city.ò  His planned, introductory lectures--announced in this handbill--would ñbe 

delivered, on Mond[ay,] the 18th of this month, in the Colle[ge of] Philadelphia.ò  While Barton 

confided to Benjamin Rush as early as 1789 that he lacked a medical degree, this does not appear 

to have deterred him from presenting himself as ñDr. Bartonò to potential students.  In fact, Barton 

would not obtain that medical degree until August of 1796, when Christian-Albrechts University 

at Kiel, Germany, awarded him an honorary degree of Doctor of Medicine. 

 

 This is the only known imprint pertaining to Benjamin Smith Bartonôs short tenure at the 

College of Philadelphia, one year prior to its merger with the University of Pennsylvania.  Even 

more importantly , it is the earliest identified imprint pertain ing to his role as Americaôs first 

professional naturalist.  All of Bartonôs publications have long been sought by institutions and 

collectors alike, and most are quite scarce in the trade.  An ephemeral, previously unknown item 

such as this, significant and highly desirable, is unlikely to appear again. 

 

Relevant sources:  

Barton, William P. C. 

1815  A Biographical Sketch Read Pursuant to Appointment before the Philadelphia Medical  

          Society, at a Stated Meeting, on Saturday, 16th February 1816, of their late President,  

          Professor Barton.  Published at the Request of the Society.  J. Maxwell, Philadelphia. 

Ewan, Joseph, and Nesta Ewan 

2007  Benjamin Smith Barton: Naturalist and Physician in Jeffersonian America.  Missouri  

          Botanical Garden Press. 
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Graustein, Jeannette E. 

1961  The Eminent Benjamin Smith Barton.  Pennsylvania Magazine of History & Biography  

          85: 423-438. 

Hindle, Brooke 

1964  David Rittenhouse.  Princeton University Press, Princeton, NJ. 

McCourt, Richard M., and Earle E. Spamer 

2004  Jefferson's Botanists: Lewis and Clark Discover the Plants of the West.  Academy of  

          Natural Sciences of Philadelphia. 

Swensen, Rolf 

1997  Benjamin Smith Barton.  In Biographical Dictionary of American and Canadian  

          Naturalists and Environmentalists, edited by Keir B. Stirling, Richard P. Harmond,  

          George A. Cevasco, and Lorne F. Hammond, pp. 59-61.  Greenwood Press, Westport, CT. 

Whitfield, J. Bell 

1971  Benjamin Smith Barton, M.D.  Journal of the History of Medicine 26:197-203. 

 

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ 
 

 

[Natural History--College of Philadelphia]: [Benjamin Smith Barton]: LECTURES ON BOTANY 

AND / NATURAL HISTORY [caption title].  Philadelphia, January 1st, 1790.  Small broadside 

or handbill.  4 3/4 x 8 1/2 in. (12 x 21.5 cm).  Lacking lower right corner, costing 11 letters; upper 

right corner wrinkled, light foxing and toning.  Very good.  

 

2.  $2750. 
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Sheriff Daniel Beasley Delivers a Summons in Mississippi Territory, 1806 
 

 

 Mississippi Territory was born in 1798, three years after Spain signed the Treaty of Madrid 

that ceded its possessions north of West Florida to the United States.  At first, the formal territory 

was little more than a narrow strip between the Mississippi and Chattahoochee rivers, but in 1804 

an act of Congress more than doubled its size by incorporating areas ceded by the state of Georgia 

in the aftermath of the Yazoo land fraud.  Finally, the annexation of the Mobile District from West 

Florida in 1812 brought the territory to its full extent, including all of those lands that would soon 

become the states of Mississippi and Alabama in 1817 and 1819, respectively.  During the 20 years 

of its existence, Mississippi Territory was a training ground for statesmen, a boon for planters and 

speculators, and a haven for scoundrels.  This rare summons--issued during a dispute over land 

between Philip Alston and Thomas Calvit--offers intriguing  examples of each. 

 

 The summons itself, headed ñMississippi Territory of the United Statesò and addressed to 

Philip Alston and two of his associates, is entirely in the hand of Beverly R. Grayson (1782-1843).  

Grayson, who has also signed the document in his capacity as Clerk of the Supreme Court, hailed 

from a prominent Virginia family and had moved to Mississippi as a young man.  Later, he was 

appointed auditor of public accounts for the territory, and after Mississippi was admitted into the 

Union as its 20th state, he served Adams County as Representative in the legislature from 1820 to 

1821.  He was a prosperous planter long active in the civic affairs of Natchez. 

 

 The subject of the document was a land dispute between Alston, the defendant, and plaintiff 

Thomas Calvit.  Calvit (1748-1821) was a wealthy plantation owner who had come to Mississippi 

from North Carolina in 1785 after rendering ñdistinguished services in the North West Campaign 

with George Rogers Clarke against the British, Indians and Toriesò (Stanfill 1991:276).  His home 

on Coleôs Creek, about 15 miles from Natchez, was known as Calviton.  It was there, in 1807, that 

Colonel Aaron Burr tendered his unconditional surrender to the Secretary and Acting Governor of 

Mississippi Territory, Cowles Mead.  Burr would later escape, but his arrest at Calviton effectively 

ended his attempt to create a personal empire in the center of North America. 

 

 Philip Alston was the son of Philip Alston, Sr., a notorious counterfeiter who had fled to 

Natchez from North Carolina in 1772 or 1773, where he soon became a prosperous landowner and 

planter.  But in 1781, he and his brother led a revolt against Spanish authorities, who were to take 

possession of West Florida, including Natchez, in 1783 under the terms of the Treaty of Paris.  The 

Alstonôs rebellion failed; John was taken as prisoner, and Philip fled north to the Cumberland and 

apparently continued his counterfeiting activities, even spending several months in hiding at Cave-

in-Rock, Illinois.  In the 1790s, after Spain ceded West Florida to the United States, Philip returned 

to Natchez with his family to find that the Spanish government had sold those lands he abandoned 

to Thomas Calvit.  Philipôs sons--among whom was Philip, Jr., the defendant here--had occupied 

the land on their return.  Calvit demanded (and later won) their removal. 

 

 Yet of all the Mississippi pioneers involved with this document, none played as important 

a role in southern history, though for unfortunate--if not altogether tragic--reasons, as the sheriff 

of Washington County, Daniel Beasley, who delivered this summons to Alston and signed it twice 

on the verso attesting to his action.  Beasley, a Virginian by birth, was already well known for his
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