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The name Joslyn—inithortalizedsh

two of Omaha’s most nétibwe’.ggﬁéiﬁres
George and Sarah JoslyRis:Gpulefit resi-
dence, often referred to simplyas “The
Castle,” and the Joslyn Art Museum con-
structed and endowed by the Joslyn
fortune—is widely known in that city
and throughout Nebraska. Paradoxi-
cally, however, George Joslyn himself is
not well known, and myths about his
wealth, his family, and his business
practices abound. He gained national
prominence by creating a virtual
monopoly in the auxiliary printing busi-
ness, supplying standardized, preprinted
news to more than 12,000 newspapers
in the United States, an accomplishment
that made him America’s first mass-media
mogul. Disdained for his ruthless business
practices, but admired for his philan-
thropy, he rose from modest, rural New
England origins to become Nebraska’s
wealthiest resident by World War L.

The family name, which means goose
feather gatherer or supplier, has a vari-
ety of spellings—Josselyn, Joscelyn,
Joscelin, Jocelyn, Joselin, Joslin, Joslyn—
and the family’s lineage has been traced
back to an aristocrat in the court of
Charlemagne. George Joslyn's family
arrived in the Massachusetts Bay colony
in 1635. Seven generations later, at the
end of the eighteenth century, Joseph
Joslin, George’s grandfather, established
a farm at the town of Waitsfield in the
foothills of the Green Mountains astride
the Mad River in north-central Vermont.
He outlived three wives, and fathered
thirteen children, including Calista (the
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Dennis N. Mihelich is an associate professor
of history at Creighton University in Omaha.
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mother of George's future wife) by:H
second wife, and George’s father, -~
Alfred, by his third.!

In 1847 Alfred married Esther Ann
Rice, the daughter of Salmon and Lucy
Joslin Rice (Alfred’s cousin) and
worked on his father’s farm in
Waitsfield. They had five children; their
first was George Alfred, born June 30,
1849, in Waltham, Massachusetts (ac-
cording to information George provided
to the town clerk at the time of his mar-
riage; various other publications give his
birthplace as Lowell, Massachusetts, or
Waitsfield, Vermont). Calista married
James Selleck in 1836 and settled in the
nearby town of Fayston, Vermont. She
bore five children. Her youngest, Sarah
Hannah, was born April 14, 1851.2

George and Sarah were half first
cousins, and probably met at family
functions. They were married at Berlin,
Vermont, on September 24, 1872. Tradi-
tion during the nineteenth century,
especially in sparsely populated rural
areas, did not raise strong taboos
against relatives marrying; in fact in
many areas the marriage of cousins was
encouraged.

George had earlier established him-
self in Montreal in the nearby Canadian
province of Quebec, and by 1872 was
working there for the Rice Brothers
Collar Manufacturers, owned by his
mother’s younger brothers, Walter and
George Rice. He listed himself as a
bookkeeper on his marriage certificate.?
George and Sarah established a house-
hold, and she undertook no employment.

In 1873 the Rice Brothers company
expanded to include an associated busi-
ness at a second site, and two years
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sty shifted his employment to
the néw location and listed himself in
Lovell’s Directory, the city directory for
Montreal, as a printer. He remained at
that job until 1879, when, according to
his close friend and business associate,
the architect John McDonald, he and
Sarah moved to Des Moines, lowa, to
seek his fortune with the lowa Printing
Company, owned by another relative.*
In the tradition of the popular
late-nineteenth-century rags-to-riches
stories of Horatio Alger, Joslyn's obituary
declares that George and Sarah arrived
at Des Moines with only their suitcases
and a few dollars, and, luckily, he found
instant employment unloading wagons
at the Iowa Printing Company for $1.25
per day.’ But Joslyn was a bookkeeper
and printer, and it is unlikely that the
couple had so few possessions that they
coud carry them in their suitcases. Prob-
ably they serit for their belongings after
getting settled. Although George may
well have helped to unload a wagon on
his first day on the new job, it would
have been highly unlikely, only a few
months later, for the company to entrust
the management of a new branch plant
to a man hired as a common laborer.
Doubtless the Iowa Printing Company
chose Joslyn to open a new office in
Omaha in 1880 based on his business -
acumen gained as a bookkeeper and on
his expertise as a printer. Probably the
relative alluded to by John McDonald
had corresponded with Joslyn at
Montreal and encouraged him to move
west and help build a new business with
a promising future. Thus George and
Sarah were not in Des Moines long
enough to list themselves in the city
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George and Sarah Joslyn arrived in Omaha in 1880. By 1900, about the date of this
photo, George was majority stockholder and president of the Western Newspaper
Union. Historical Society of Douglas County Library/Archives Center Omaha, Nebraska

directory before moving to Omaha.

The Iowa Printing Company was an
auxiliary printing company; that is, it
sold a broad selection of preprinted
news features to small town newspapers.
Developing in halting stages through the
early nineteenth century, the concept
had became standardized during the
labor shortages of the Civil War. By the
time Joslyn entered the business in
1879, there were twenty-two auxiliary
presses supplying 2,500 newspapers
with ready-print (full size newspaper
pages with preprinted news on one side,
which could be printed on the other
side with local news and inserted into
the newspaper) or “boilerplate,” light-
weight stereotype printing plates that
could be used full size or cut apart and
the individual features interspersed with
local stories throughout the newspaper.
Augxiliary printers provided state, regional,
and national news, special features,

political news and commentary tailored
to the editor’s partisan persuasions, liter-
ary supplements, and illustrated pieces.
Auxiliary printers also sold advertising,
which permiited them to lower the
prices charged local publishers for the
features. Companies maintained lists of
subscribing newspapers; hence the terms
“union” or “syndicate” in many names
(see “The Auxiliary Printing Business,”
page 37).5

In 1880 Joslyn opened a branch of the
lowa Printing Company in Omaha at 523
South Thirteenth Street. He and Sarah
resided at the business. That year the
owners of lowa Printing, W. E. Andrews
and W. H. Welch, merged the company
with W. A. Bunker’s Kansas City, Mis-
souri, printing plant and reincorporated
in lowa under the name of the Western
Newspaper Union (over the years
numerous newspaper articles have erro-
neously alluded to Joslyn’s employment
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with Western Union, the telegraph
company).”

Interestingly, the spelling of George’s
surname also changed at that time, from
Joslin to Joslyn. Stories purporting to
explain the alteration abound. A misin-
formed distant relative told the Omaha
World-Herald in 1975 that as the couple
became wealthy, Sarah ordered the
change because someone “conned her”
into believing that the spelling with a *y”
signaled a higher social standing. That
story, however, clashes with Sarah’s
fabled unpretentiousness, and the new
spelling appeared well before they were
wealthy8 :

The 1880-81 Omaha City Directory,
lists George A. Joslin as the manager of
the Western Newspaper Union (WNU);
the following year the listing read
George A. Joslyn, and he continued to
use that spelling for the rest of his life.
Possibly the directory printers erred,
George liked it, and he kept it. In those
less formal days, the change was simple
and required no legal consent. On the
other hand, his twin granddaughters
were told that the spelling error occurred
on business cards, and George liked it
and adopted the new spelling. Either of
the latter renditions is a more plausible
explanation for the revised spelling.?

Joslyn’s WNU branch in Omaha was
strategically located to exploit the
migration of ranchers, farmers, and
town dwellers onto the Great Plains. In
1880 the population of Nebraska stood
at 452,402; a decade later it had more
than doubled to 1,058,910. That increase
supportied the creation of scores of
newspapers during the decade. Nation-
ally, more than 6,000 new weeklies
appeared, and the number of weeklies
doubled between 1880 and 1910, rising
from 8,000 to a historic maximum of
16,899.10

A company history written well after
Joslyn’s death says he began his career
as manager of the WNU earning $18 per
week. Presumably, however, as an office
manager in charge of sales, he also
worked on a commission basis. Thus, as
he rapidly expanded the Omabha list, he
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In 1883 the expanding Western Newspaper Union was relocated to 1123 Howard Street.
The man wearing a coat and hat standing on the steps behind the bicycle messengers
has been tentatively identified as George Joslyn. The company later moved to 511
South Twelfth Street. Both buildings still stand. Joslyn Art Museum, Omaha, Nebraska.

also commenced accumulating wealth.
During its first ten years, Joslyn twice
relocated the Omaha plant to larger
facilities: First to 1123 Howard Street in
1883, then to 511 South Twelfth Street in
1886, where it remained until the end of
the century."

In the same period, through mergers,
the Western Newspaper Union head-
quartered in Des Moines became a
large, regional firm. In the 1880s it pur-
chased newspaper unions in St. Paul;
New York City; Dallas; Topeka; St. Louis;
Lincoln, Nebraska; Winfield, Kansas;
and Chicago (listed in order of acquisi-
tion), and opened a new plant in
Denver. In 1888 the WNU also organized
or purchased a subsidiary (inexplicably,
the company history does not mention
its origin), the Great Western Type
Foundry, and opened a branch in
Omaha, which Joslyn also managed.
The firm cast type and distributed print-
ing supplies—type, presses, cases, ink,
paper cutters, and associated products.
To finance these ventures the WNU in-

creased its capital stock from $100,000
to $200,000 in 1882, to $300,000 in 1888,
and to $500,000 in 1889.12 Undoubtedly,
Joslyn used the wealth he accumulated
as manager of the Omaha branches to
purchase sizeable amounts of the stock
as it became available. He also utilized
money he accrued through the opera-
tion of two hotels.

In 1883 Joslyn became the proprietor
of two residential hotels in Omaha
(according to John McDonald, he
leased the propetties) that provided him
with a second source of income. Before
the widespread appearance of apart-
ment buildings in the United States in
the twentieth century, residential hotels
housed a variety of tenants. At the St.
Charles Hotel at 120810 Harney Street,
according to the 1885 Nebraska census,
150 white lodgers rented rooms; most
were single, male, blue-collar workers.
Five farnilies and a single, white, female
domestic completed the tenant roster.
George’s cousin, Ferdinand R. Joslin,
managed the property until 1887, when
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George’s brother, Frederick A. Joslin,
replaced him (newspapers and city
directories frequently confused the two
relatives over the next few years). The
following year the St. Charles ceased
operation. How and why Joslyn divested
the property is lost, but after 1888 the
hotel was no longer listed in the Omaha
City Directory.

The Metropolitan Hotel at 1124 Douglas
Street had a more upscale clientele, in-
cluding George and Sarah and several
of their relatives. Cousin Ferdinand also
managed the Metropolitan until George
relinquished his lease in 1886. His sister
Jessie and her husband, Henry Jones,
who worked as a clerk at the establish-
ment, also resided there as did eighty-one
other boarders, most of whom were
white, middle-class families. The hotel
employed a staff of forty-six, including
four male cooks (two white, two black),
four male waiters (three white, one
black), six female waiters, six bellboys,
and a host of white female domestics."

Legends also exist regarding the
Joslyns and the hotels. For example,
one claims that Joslyn entertained cli-
ents in the lobby and then rented them
rcoms. Not likely, since they were not
hotels for travelers, and WNU clients did
not have to visit Omaha to obtain ser-
vices from the company, which
solicited with a sales staff and via the
mail and printed media. Other stories
revolve around Sarah’s management of
the hotels. While the proprietor’s wife
obviously might have something to say
to an employee on occasion, in the
1885 Nebraska census Sarah listed her-
self as a housewife, and George's
relatives listed themselves as managers
and the clerks of the establishments.

Furthermore, tales of the public din-
ing at the Metropolitan as if it were a
contemporary hotel restaurant certainly
do not fit the era of Joslyn’s proprietor-
ship. In comparison to the lodgers at the
St. Charles, who had to secure their
food elsewhere, the Metropolitan’s
boarders paid for meals along with
other domestic services. They would not
have tolerated competition from the
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George Joslyn

In 1883 the Joslyns moved from an apariment in the Western Newspaper Union building
into the Metropolitan Hotel at 1124 Douglas Street, one of two residential hotels Joslyn
owned. They lived there for the next three years. Union Pacific Historical Collection,
Omaha, Nebraska.
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f we eliminate all poison

from the system, so that there can never be a return of
the diseaso in any form. Parties can be treated at
home as well as here, (for the same price and under
the same guarantee,) but with those who prefer to
como here, wo will contract to cure them or refund all

money and pay entire expense of coming, railroad
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OUR MAGIC REMEDY .25

to cure the most obstinate cases. We chalenge the
world for a case we can not cure. Since the history of
med cine a true specific for Syphilis has heen sought
for biut never found until our Magic Remedy was dis-
covercd. None other genuine. Write for references.
COOK REMEDY CO., Omaha, Nebraska.

Office: Thirteenth and Farnam sireets.

A twenty-year sidelight to Joslyn’s primary business, the Cook Remedy Company is

a somewhat mysterious enterprise that has spawned many legends. No business
records exist for the company whose principal product appears to have been a
patent medicine sold as a cure for syphilis. Omaha World-Herald, February 23, 1891.
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public in their “home” at mealtime.
Moreover, the Metropolitan never adver-
tised as a restaurant in the Omaha City
Directory; the few hotel restaurants that
existed did advertise.

By 1889 Joslyn had acquired substan-
tial wealth and was poised to take
control of the Western Newspaper
Union. His Omaha office employed
more than thirty people who ran seven
presses that supplied about 250 newspa-
pers.’® Those facts contradict, in part,
one of the most persistent myths about
Joslyn: That he made his money (some-
times his first million dollars) in patent
medicine, but was put out of business
by the Food and Drug Administration.

Joslyn did own the the Cook Remedy
Company, a patent medicine firm that
distributed a purported cure for all forms
of syphilis, and decades after his death
local researchers speculated that an
advertisement in an Omaha newspaper
for a venereal disease medicine sold
under the label “Big G” probably stood
for “Big George” and that they had dis-
covered Joslyn's “secret” company.
Without verification that hypothesis has
appeared in numerous newspaper sto-
ries and was even reprinted in a recent
book about the auxiliary printing busi-
ness. Like the book’s author, others also
have used the story to debunk and deni-
grate Joslyn, inferring from it that he
was a greedy, immoral businessman
who did not deserve his wealth since he
made it under “shady” circumstances.'s

The myths about his patent medicine
business have another twist. Like thou-
sands of other free-spirited, rugged
individualists of Western lore, Joslyn
supposedly won the formula (or the
company) in a poker game, but its
actual origin remains a mystery. The
business first listed itself in the Omaha
City Directory in 1889, with Frederick A. -
Joslin, George’s brother, as manager. No
incorporation records for the company
exist in Nebraska, although its newspa-
per advertisements proclaimed Omaha
as its headquarters. The advertisements
also offered a full refund, including rail
fares and hotel bill, to patients who came
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to Omabha for treatment but were not
cured. By 1889 Joslyn had already aban-
doned the hotel business, however, and
the refund offer does not sustain the
myth that Joslyn sold to clients in the
lobby of his hotel and then made more
money by renting them rooms."”

At first Cook Remedy was located at
10-11 U. S. National Bank Building, the
next year at the WNU office, and then at
222 South Thirteenth Street. None of the
locations seem suited to a large labora-
tory and bottling operation. Thus, the
size and the exact nature of the opera-
tion also remain a mystery. Quite
possibly it was a one-person sales office
distributing a limited number of mail-
order requests for a product that was
mixed and bottled in small batches.
Some family members claimed that
George's product was bottled lithia
water from Saratoga Springs, New York.
Although the Joslyns vacationed there
at times, company records of the regional
bottling companies do not reveal that
George ever owned an interest in any
of them.'®

By 1891, for reasons unknown,
George and Frederick had parted ways.
Aubrey C. Jones (probably a relative, as
the Jones and Joslin families of
Waitsfield had several marriage connec-
tions) now managed the Cook Remedy
Company and Frederick became the
proprietor of his own firm, the Marvel-
ous Magic Remedy Company, operated
from his residence. The following year
Frederick's operation ceased and he
returned to Vermont."®

In 1893 Joslyn incorporated the Cook
Remedy Company in Chicago and
employed Coit L. Farnsworth, the hus-
band of Sarah’s niece, as manager. The
Nllinois incorporation coincided with the
Joslyns’ temporary relocation to Chicago,
the editorial and advertising headquar-
ters city for the WNU. They returned to
Omabha in 1896 and spent the remainder
of their lives there. The Cook Remedy
Company continued in business until
voluntarily ceasing operation in 1911.
Farnsworth transferred to Omaha and
became an officer of the WNU. The

archives of the FDA contain no records
indicating that the agency ever con-
tacted, investigated, or sued Joslyn or
the company, nor do federal court
archives, contradicting another part of
the myth.?

By that time, however, one might
argue that Joslyn had seen “the handwrit-
ing on the wall” and had gotten out of
the business while he could. That may
have been true, but that interpretation
also rests on evaluating the history out
of context. Debunkers conjure up the
familiar Hollywood image of a snake-oil
salesman operating out of the back of
his wagon and leaving town shortly after
duping the local yokels. While many of
those “con artists” existed, so did a
recognized and accepted business of
natural medicines. By 1889 the germ
theory of disease was just becoming
established in scientific circles, and
untested patent (or proprietary) medicines
of widely varying quality were ubiquitous.
In 1900, for example, homeopathy, the
medical practice of treating disease
with small doses of natural medicines,
was widespread, with twenty-two
schools and about 15,000 practitioners
in the United States, including nineteen
in Omaha. Thus, in historical context, it
is quite likely that Joslyn believed in the
product and thought he was operating
an honorable business.?!

In the early twentieth century the
practice of medicine and the chemical
testing of pharmaceuticals changed
rapidly and dramatically. Thus, myth-
makers at midcentury could easily
weave tales based on current beliefs
that actually distorted the past, and
Joslyn'’s relationship to the company
remains an enigma. On the one hand,
he may have been the dishonest broker
of a dubious product forced by circum-
stance to abandon a lucrative market.
On the other, he may have quit the busi-
ness (the company was not sold, it
ceased operation) because he became
convinced that the product was not
effective, or because public education
whittled away the number of customers
willing to purchase medicine through
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newspaper advertisements.

A third possible scenario is that
because he was being pursued by the
United States Department of Justice
concerning charges of monopoly
against the Western Newspaper Union
in 1911, he did not want to tempt further
government action against another of -
his companies. Unfortunately, no
records for the company have been
found, and there are no sales, income,
and profit statements that might shed
light on his motives and actions. In the
final analysis, the Cook Remedy Com-
pany was a twenty-year sidelight to
Joslyn’s primary business, and probably
contributed to his wealth, allowing him
to expand the WNU and to become its
sole owner.

In 1890 Joslyn became the majority
stockholder and president of the West-
ern Newspaper Union, reincorporating
the company in lllinois, with its head-
quarters (that is, its national advertising
and editorial offices) in Chicago. It was
capitalized at $750,000, of which he
contributed $541,666. By the early twen-
tieth century he became virtually the
sole owner, with only a few friends and
family members holding a few shares
each. Now at the helm, Joslyn continued
to enlarge and diversify the company.
With the purchase of the International-
Press Association in 1890, the WNU
acquired its first stereotype plate capa-
bilities, greatly augmenting the variety
of its products.?

The four-year depression that fol-
lowed the Panic of 1893 slowed the
rapid progress of his business, as well as
most others in the United States. In 1892,
just before the economic bust, Joslyn
closed the Galveston plant, but two
years later opened a new one in Hous-
ton to service the region. That year he
also consolidated the Winfield, Kansas,
branch into the Wichita operation. In
1897 the WNU established a new office
in Salt Lake City.?

Joslyn culminated the decade and
the return to prosperity by creating
the Western Paper Company (WPC), a
paper wholesaler, with its headquarters
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at 1501-1505 Howard Street in Omaha.
At the same time he relocated the WNU
operation to 510 South Fifteenth Street,
where it remained for the next fifteen
years. Creation of the WPC was a simple,
but adroit move in the direction of
vertical integration, that is, the common
practice of businesses reaching back to
control companies providing them with
supplies, or reaching forward to provide
their own wholesale and retail outlets.
For many years the largest customers of
the WPC were the ready-printing plants
of the WNU. Within two years the Great
Western Type Foundry, a wholesaler of
printing supplies, ceased existence as
an independent firm, and its business
was merged into the WPC.»

The early years of the new century
brought even more success. In 1901 the
WNU established a branch at Oklahoma
City and, much more significantly five
years later Joslyn bought his prime com-
petitor, the A. N. Kellogg Company of
Chicago. That purchase secured nine
new plants and 1,827 new newspaper
clients. In 1906 he reincorporated the
enlarged firm and its subsidiaries as the
Central West Publishing Company of
Maine, a holding company. It was a legal
maneuver related to taxes and govern-
ment regulations; the holding company
was a new form of business organization
devised to avoid certain features of the
Sherman Antitrust Act of 1890, and
Maine was one of several states enforc-
ing minimal local business regulations.
Actually, the WNU never lost its identity,
and a decade later Joslyn changed the
name of the holding company to the
Western Newspaper Union of Maine.
Despite the legal maneuvering, its edito-
rial offices remained in Chicago, and
the Joslyns continued to reside in Omaha.®

With the Kellogg acquisition Joslyn
also obtained the skills of Wright A.
Patterson as editor-in-chief, the person
in charge of overseeing the purchasing,
writing, editing, and distribution of all

George Joslyn

KELLOGG'S PLAN FOR COUNTRY NEVWSPAPERS.

ELLOGG'S AUXILIARY
NEWSPAPER HOUSES,

CHICAGO, CLEVELAND, AND ST. LOUIS,

PRINT ONE SIDE FOR OVER SEVEN HUNDRED COUNTRY PAPERS, no two ad-
Jacent papers being alike.

CAN SUPPLY TWELVE DIFFERENT OFFICES in the same neighborkood without du-
Plication of matler.

THIS PLAN HAS BEEN ADOPTED by most of the leading papers of the West, and has
been found the BEST and CHEAPEST.

THESE SHEETS contain MORE and BETTER READING than those printed by any
other house in the West.

One-half the Necessary Capital.
One-half the Editorial Labor.
One-half the cost of 1ype-Setting.
One-half the Presswork.

One-half Bad Debts of Advertisers.
Over One Thousand Dollars a Year,

Kellogg’s Plan Saves

Double the Reading Matter.

State News and Legislative Reports.
A Full Summary of General News.
Late Market Reports.

An Agricultural Department.

Kgllogg’g Plan Secures ¢ A"vegsramen: for the Young Folts.

( A Good Story for Everybody.

>

The best Quality of Print Paper.

A Large Paper instead of a Small One,
Time to Make Closer Collections.
Time to Make Better Local Reports.

5~ WRITE FOR SAMPLES AND PRICES. &y

B Al objectionable adveriising rigidly excluded.

BF~Send for samples and prices, stating size desired and probable number of guires to
be ordered.

B Political matler, State News, or Local Adveriisements insericd when desived.

A. N. Kellogg, Propreetor, .

224 & 226 Walnut St.,|77, 79 & 81 Jackson St.,|53 to 59 Frankfort §t,,
\ CLEVELAND.

ST. LOUIS. CHICAGO.

The Circulation of All Papers Kept Strictly Confidential.
NEWSPAPER HEADINGS A SPECIALTY

In 1906 Joslyn bought his primary competitor, the A. N. Kellogg Company of
Chicago, and within a few years the Western Newspaper Union had a virtual :
monopoly in the auxiliary printing business east of the Sierra Nevadas. Kellogg’s
Auxiliary Hand and Day-Book, p. 69. Joslyn Art Museum, Omaha, Nebraska

the features offered by the WNU.
Patterson had just created the “service
plan” and “circulating territories” con-
cepts that established the pinnacle of
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George Joslyn and the Bull

Although George Joslyn's wealth, opulent lifestyle, and
reputation for ruthless business practices were legendary,
he never forgot his rural origins, and he was a literate,
witty, and well-spoken man capable of modest, self-
deprecating humor.

Those characteristics are apparent in a speech he
delivered at the dedication of a library built for his home-
town, Waitsfield, Vermont. In it he recounted leaving the
family farm for Montreal, Canada, as a teenager in order
to lighten his “mother’s labors over the kitchen stove.”
However, “failing to make any deep impression there,”
he returned to Waitsfield “and took up again the irksome
tasks that fall to a boy on a hill farm in Vermont.” One of
those tasks sealed his fate, sending him back to Montreal
and his first job in the printing business:

After being away from home for a year and a half, | returned in
the late fall, about 8 months before reaching my majority, and
at a time when the winter's wood and saw-logs had to be

hauled in from the forest . . . . I started out one morning with
an ox team made up of a Jersey bull and a Durham bull. [After

hauling a load of wood] I stepped in between the bulls to un-
hitch them from the sled, and after removing the clapperl,]
“clucked” in the usual way. The Jersey grasped my meaning at
once and jumped swiftly forward about five feet while the lan-
guid Durham was just thinking about it. The ring of the yoke,
instead of slipping loose from the tongue, caught in the notch
and the sled started. | was scared, and fearing I might be run
over by the sled with the logs still on, | reached forward with
one foot and kicked the Jersey in the nose, whereupon he
countered effectively, knocking me down under the tongue in
front of the sled. My situation was critical, but the enemy was
satisfied and did not follow up his advantage. | managed to get
up and out without serious injury, but all my good resolutions
had vanished into thin air. | was humiliated; it hurt my pride to
think that at the threshold of my career, I should be, not only
vanquished, but indebted for my life to the clemency of a
young bull. I finally unhitched the oxen from the sled,
unyoked them into the barnyard, and without even stopping
to feed them, went to the house, packed my trunk, and started
that afternoon for Montreal.

From the Joslin Library Dedication Speech, Joslyn Manuscripts,
Library of the Joslyn Art Museum, Omaha, Nebraska.

business efficiency. According to an
early company history:

This service plan provides for individual
service to each paper, the features and
departments to be selected by the editor
of each paper, and with the assurance of
exclusive use of the material in the circu-
lating territory of his paper. The service
provided consists of all classes and kinds
of newspaper features and depariments,
each carefully segregated, but so arranged
that any desired combinations may be put
together in pages of any standard newspa-
per size in a few minutes time. The system,
while intricate as to detail, is simple in
operation and makes it possible for each
editor to control the contents of the ready-
print sections of his newspaper to as great
an extent as he does the sections printed
in his own office.

The matter of circulating territories of the
newspapers has been carefully worked
out for every city and town in the United
States in which a newspaper is published.
The various features and departments
used in each territory is so recorded as to
make the problem of finding the material
that is open in the field of any newspaper
a matter of seconds only. Any material
sold to a newspaper through the medium

of ready prints will not be sold to any
other newspaper circulating in the same
territory, either through the medium of
ready prints, of plates, of mats or of copy.?

Thus, Joslyn and the WNU now occupied
the top rung of the auxiliary printing
business in the United States.

Being number one was not enough,
and during the last ten years of his life
Joslyn initiated a new round of acquisi-
tions that stirred the wrath of competitors
and the Department of Justice. In 1909
he acquired the Indiana Newspaper
Union at Indianapolis and the North-
western Newspaper Union at St. Paul,
which also had offices in Fargo, North
Dakota, and Sioux Falls, South Dakota.
The next year he obtained Beal's New
York Newspaper Union and its nine
branches, the Chicago Newspaper Union
with four offices, the small York,
Nebraska, Newspaper Union servicing
forty-seven accounts, and the ready-print
operation of the Wisconsin State Journal
at Madison with thirty-four customers.
In a two-year merger mania the WNU
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acquired nineteen plants servicing 2,600
newspapers and created a near monopoly
east of the Sierra Nevadas; the American
Press Association (APA) remained the
only competitor of consequence.?

Joslyn aspired to make the monopoly
complete, but the Sherman Antitrust Act
presented an obstinate hurdle. Attorneys
for the Department of Justice claimed
that following Joslyn’s failed attempt to
acquire the APA in 1909, “a campaign
of destructive competition” soon began.
They argued that since the WNU had
assets of $6.5 million and the APA only
$1.6 million, it was “quite probable that
the latter [would] be the one to succumb,
leaving the Western Newspaper Union
in control of the entire field.” Thus, the
Department of Justice began negotia-
tions with the companies to reach a
“friendly settlement” that would square
them with the Sherman Antitrust Act.

On August 3, 1912, United States Dis-
trict Judge Kenesaw Mountain Landis
entered an “agreed decree” that sought
to end the “bitter trade war,” without
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George Joslyn

Portrait of Sarah Joslyn, 1941, by Leopold
Seyffert. Joslyn Ari Museum, Omaha,
Nebraska.

dissolving either company, even though
the Department of Justice maintained
that the WNU had acquired its competi-
tors between 1906 and 1909 “for the
purpose of monopolizing trade.” The
decree directed that:

The defendants are restrained from

combining or continuing alleged unfair

methods in competition which would

result in destroying one or the other and

a complete monopoly for the survivor,

with all its potential power of influencing

the sentiments on economic and other

important questions of the readers of

16,000 small newspapers of the United

States, which it is estimated are read by

two-thirds of the people of the country.?

The Department of Justice had argued
that “the circulation from week to week
of information and of articles dealing
with questions of public importance is
of itself inter-State commerce and for
one concern to acquire the power to
distribute all such information and to
deceive the public by its perversion is
itself a serious and substantial restraint
upon and a monopoly of inter-State
trade and commerce.”®

Eventually, in 1917, shortly after

Portrait of George Joslyn, 1932, by Paul
Trebicock. Joslyn Art Museurm, Omaha,
Nebraska.

Joslyn’s death, the WNU did purchase
the boilerplate, mat, and photographic
operations of the APA and in the pro-
cess assumed control of its offices in
Philadelphia, Buffalo, Columbus (Ohio),
and San Francisco. The photographic
and mat operations loomed especially
significant, because the WNU had just
inaugurated a service of providing daily
picture mats to big-city daily newspapers.
Thus, the clientele of the WNU now
included newspapers of every size and
frequency of publication in virtually ev-
ery town and city of consequence in the
United States.®

The American Press Association,
however, had not given in without a
struggle; it used the fear of the power
“to deceive the public by its perversion”
to attack its rival. In 1914 Courtland
Smith, president and general manager
of the APA, told a Senate subcommittee
that the WNU had enriched itself by
$250,000 per year by surreptitiously sell-
ing as simple news stories advertisements
paid for by the Canadian government to
lure migrants to its Great Plains provinces
from the United States. Appalled, the
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subcommittee invited Joslyn to answer
the charges.

George had a brief conversation with
the subcommittee members, but he
maintained that “for the past two or
three years” he had “given very little
attention to the details of the business.”
Therefore, he wished to have Alfred
Washington, advertising manager of the
WNU, testify in his behalf. Washington
explained WNU policies and proce-
dures allowing an editor to purchase
ready-print with or without advertising,
pointing out that because of the far
lower cost of ready-print with advertis-
ing, 97 percent of the accounts
purchased it in that form. The WNU sold
the advertising, and the profits allowed
it to charge less for the ready-print. Edi-
tors also could choose to buy individual
stories and features, or receive indi-
vidual advertisements in boilerplate
form, and they always were sent printed
copies of the material before purchase.
All advertisements, according to law,
were marked as such in print.

Thus, the Canadian advertisement,
an interview with a former lowan who
had migrated to Canada and succeeded
as a farmer, was printed and offered to
WNU customers. If they ordered it,a
plate was sent to them for printing. Over
a twelve-year period the Canadian gov-
ernment paid the WNU an average of
$42,000 per annum (one-sixth the
amount claimed by the APA president)
to offer the material to its customers.
Subcommittee members, who had begun
the questioning in a hostile frame of
mind, had softened their tone by the
end of Washington's testimony, although
Senator Albert B. Cummins (Republican,
lowa) remained annoyed by the reference
to lowa in the Canadian advertisement.
No further hearings were held, but a
Collier’s magazine editorial worried
about the effect of what it called “paid
propaganda” and said “it would be.in-
teresting to know something about the
other ‘persons, corporations, associa-
tions, or firms’ who exploit themselves
through the Western Newspaper Union.”?

Similarly, Eugene C. Harter, a former
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small-town editor, wrote a castigating
account of country journalism and the
ready-print business. He claimed the
Western Newspaper Union flourished
because publishers and editors lacked
integrity and writing skills, and he por-
trayed the entire ready-print industry as
a diabolical cultural conspiracy to
defraud the public. Furthermore, he in-
correctly portrayed the 1912 Department
of Justice suit as having been aimed
solely at the WNU, he distorted the poli-
cies and procedures of the WNU, and
he misrepresented the testimony given
at the 1914 Senate subcommittee hear-
ing to make it appear that Joslyn and
the company purposefully bamboozled
its clients and their readers. Finally,
Harter maligned Joslyn through un-
founded and uncited innuendo, implying
that he resorted to criminal activity to
gain power and wealth.

Harter also misinterpreted the
Department of Justice suit against the
WNU as a recurring “Red Scare” episode;
that is, that the federal government
feared that the WNU forcibly dissemi-
nated socialist propaganda. It is highly
unlikely, however, that Joslyn, who
listed his occupation in the 1900 United
States census as “capitalist,” was en-
gaged in the clandestine distribution of
radical literature. In fact, earlier in his
account Harter had complained that
Joslyn and his chief editor, Wright
Patterson, refused to disseminate social-
ist materials; “thus the searching, social
ideas being discussed widely and openly
in London and elsewhere in Europe,
would no longer be spoken of in the
nation’s dominant ready-print, the US.A’’s
only national newspaper publication of
the time . . . [and those ideas] were to
be little known west of New York City."*

Harter's mistaken analysis, of course,
overlooked the existence of the popular
socialist newspaper, Appeal to Reason,
published in Kansas; the success of
Midwestern socialist politicians such as
Victor Berger, the mayor of Milwaukee
and later a congressman; as well as the
triumphs of the Progressive movement
of that era which instituted forms of

municipal socialism in cities across the
United States (including Omaha, which
created the city-owned Metropolitan
Utilities District in 1912). More likely, in
1912, when the Department of Justice
suit against the WNU and the APA
referred to a fear of a monopoly over
economic ideas it was worried about
the domination of a laissez faire eco-
nomic philosophy espoused by big
businesses trying to ward off Progressive
reformers who demanded substantial
government regulation of the economy.

Moreover, Harter implied that no fur-
ther hearings were held after the 1914
Senate investigation because Joslyn was
“politically powerful.” His interpretation
of the subcommittee’s inquiry relied on
an inaccurate quotation of testimony
that appeared in the Collier’s magazine
editorial. That piece contained serious
mistakes, erroneously identifying the
chairman of the subcommittee and pre-
senting testimony out of context and
out of sequence, and fallaciously had
Joslyn stating that he purposefully sent
out unmarked advertising as if it were
legitimate news.®

Actually, the tone of the testimony
reveals that some senators began the
hearings in a hostile mood because they
believed the scenario delivered by the
president of the WNU’s competitor,
which supposed a plot that included
deception, intimidation, and unethical
enrichment. As Joslyn and Alfred Wash-
ington explained the actual operation
of the business, however, the senators’
attitudes changed. While they remained
confused about the differences between
ready-print and boilerplate, they seem-
ingly accepted the testimony that
demonstrated that individual editors
could decide what materials to buy and
in what form it was delivered—as ready-
print without advertising, ready-print
with advertising, or boilerplate.

Although some remained concerned
that advertisements such as the Canadian
material were not labeled prominently
enough (it was a long story with the single
word “advertisement” printed beneath
the conclusion), they understood that
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advertisements of that kind went out
only as boilerplate, that editors received
a print copy before deciding to order,
and many editors did use it as cheap
filler material. The senators also came
to understand that advertising
revenue to the WNU helped lower the
overall costs of its other products, and
most of them probably agreed with
Senator Knute Nelson (Republican,
Minnesota) who concluded in a reply
to Joslyn: “You have reduced the cost
of living, then—intellectual living.”%

Between the Civil War and World
War I the United States experienced an
industrial revolution that transformed
the economy from one composed of
artisans who served local clients to one
dominated by big businesses that sup-
plied a national market. Critics of the
new economy denounced what they
called the ruthless, greedy, immoral
practices of big businessmen, labeling
them “robber barons.” On the other
hand, supporters of the new economy
argued that few big businessmen were
actually thieves and, instead, praised
the scale, efficiencies, new business
forms, and inexpensive new products.
They claimed that entrepreneurs were
responsible for America’s extraordinar-
ily high standard of living and its newly
attained stature in world affairs, calling
big businessmen “industrial statesmen.”
Both epithets describe aspects of Joslyn's
business career.

Joslyn was the right person at the
right time to exploit a business opportu-
nity. Ansel Kellogg, the inventor-
innovator in the field, died before the
period of national business consolida-
tion in the ready-print field. Joslyn
became president of the WNU during
the era of rapid business concentration,
and, through efficient organization,
excellent products and service, low
prices, and ruthless (and, if the stories
of deception and intimidation are true,
immoral) competition, eliminated or
absorbed his competitors.

Joslyn'’s career peaked as the auxil-
iary printing business reached its zenith.
He died on October 4, 1916, at the age



George Joslyn

of sixty-eight. In the two years before his
death, in what seemed to be an act of
kindness for the widow of a friend, he
bought and then quickly sold an unre-
lated business, the Van Court Stone
Company, which distributed crushed
rock. It was purchased by C. A. Richey.¥

In 1915, Joslyn had moved into a
new six-story office building at 621
South Fifteenth Street designed by John
McDonald (it still stands). The Western
Paper Company occupied four floors.
Joslyn also purchased several nearby
downtown buildings and lots with the
apparent intention to erect a skyscraper
as the WNU headquarters building,
replacing the Chicago offices. The plan
died with him.®

At that point the company had thirty-
one plants in twenty-five states and

Cadlled Lynhurst by the Joslyns, their opulent stone residence, built 1902-03, was widely known in Omaha

serviced about 12,000 newspapers.
Additionally, the WPC had nine facilities
in eight Midwestern states that whole-
saled paper and printing supplies.
Briefly, with the acquisition of the APA
a year later, the WNU soared to new
heights, supplying more than 14,000
clients in the mid-1920s. At the same
time, however, rapidly expanding tech-
nology began replacing the need for
ready-print, or at least eliminating most
of the newspapers that relied on it.*
The Linotype machine, patented in
1884, finally became affordable and
widely used, reducing the cost of type-
setting. National weekly news magazines
proliferated, and radio (and eventually,
television) exploded onto the scene,
presenting alternatives to preprinted -
weekly news digests, editorials, and

features. The market for ready-print
dwindled, and the WNU ran its last order
in 1952. Today, only the Western Paper
Company, under new ownership and
with a new name (Xpedx) remains from
the once sprawling holding company.
The fierce business practices and the
opulent lifestyle of George Joslyn cer-
tainly fit the label “robber baron.” Just
as surely, the efficient business organi-
zation that he created, producing high
quality products at low prices and con-
tributing to “reducing the intellectual
cost of living” for large numbers of
Americans who otherwise would not
have received the product, places him
in the category “industrial statesman.”
His philanthropy also encourages the
application of that title. Some writers
enjoy conspiracy and need to invent

as “The Castle.” Historical Society of Douglas County Library/Archives Center, Omaha, Nebraska.
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villains, others see Providence and he-
roes. Usually, history is more complex
than either of those one-dimensional
scenarios. Joslyn was a complex man
of his age who did some unpleasant
things, but also made significant contri-
butions to the business of journalism
and to the well-being of his community.
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The Auxiliary Printing Business

For rural and small4town newspaper publishers in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, a primary impedi-
ment to increasing the newspaper’s size and diversity of
content was the labor, cost, and time required for setting type.
For some small papers, the typesetter might also be the
owner, publisher, editor, chief reporter, and pressman; even
for papers with skilled, professional typesetters, more pages
meant more time and more expense.

In those years, the demand for more pages and more
diverse features was filled by auxiliary printing companies,
among them George Joslyn’s Western Newspaper Union,
which supplied preprinted and ready-to-print news and fea-
tures to thousands of local papers.

The concept of selling preprinted news to small-town
newspapers developed during the first half of the nineteenth
century in Great Britain and the United States. For example, in
December 1841, Moses Beach, publisher of the New York Sun,
printed extra copies of President John Tyler's annual message
to Congress and sold them to newspapers in the region. Local
editors did not have to absorb the high cost of typesetting;
they simply slipped the preprinted text into their editions.

Similarly, in 1847, Andrew Jackson Aiken, editor of the
Spirit of the Age, published at Woodstock, Vermont, arranged
for a Boston newspaper to print several hundred copies of
President James K. Polk’s annual message on one side of
sheets of newsprint. He printed the other side with local news
and advertising, and folded the sheets into his weekly with
the local material outside and the preprinted message inside—
hence the terms “patent-insides” and “ready-print.”

The concept did not become standardized until the Civil
War caused a labor shortage. In 1861 Ansel Nash Kellogg, editor
of the Baraboo, Wisconsin, Republic, who lost his printer to
service in the Union Army, arranged for a Madison newspaper
to supply him regularly with sheets of war news printed on
only one side. Several other small-town editors followed his
lead. At the conclusion of the war, Kellogg sold the Republic
and moved to Chicago to found the first auxiliary newspaper
printing company, providing state, regional, and national news,
special features, political news, and commentary tailored to
the editor’s partisan persuasion, literary supplements, and
illustrated pieces. Profits from regional and national advertising
sales allowed Kellogg to lower prices, until eventually local
editors could buy ready-print for no more than the cost of
blank paper.

Kellogg also led the way in the development of lightweight
stereotype plates—"boilerplate” in printer’s jargon—that dra-
matically reduced shipping weight (thus cost) and led to their
widespread use. Individual stories were typeset, a mold was
made from the composed page, and plates were cast for sale
to local editors. The plates could be used as shipped, but
because the boilerplate was so thin, the features could be sawed
apart and rearranged to suit a local editor’s preference.

An editor using boilerplate could pick and choose among
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Auxiliary printers supplied news, features, commentary,
and fiction to editors who inserted the preprinted
sheets into their editions. This women'’s page is from a
sample sheet illustrating features available from the
Western Newspaper Union. The Publishers’ Auxiliary,
Joslyn Art Museum, Omaha, Nebraska.

the features offered and rearrange them to suit a preferred
page layout, instead of having to insert a preprinted page
identical to the page in a nearby town’s newspaper. Finally,
editors received a rebate for returning the used plates, which
allowed the auxiliary publisher to recycle the materials.

Shipping the ready-print and boilerplate was costly; thus
numerous auxiliary publishing companies sprouted in larger
cities. Each developed a list of small-town newspapers sub-
scribing to the service; hence the term “union” or “syndicate”
in company names. According to Elmo Scott Watson's History
of the Auxiliary Newspaper Service in the United States
(Champaign, Il1.: Illini Publishing company, 1923), when
Joslyn entered the auxiliary printing business in 1879, there
were twenty-two auxiliary presses supplying 2,500 newspapers.
At the time of his death in 1916, Joslyn's Western Newspaper
Union, a near monopoly, had eliminated or absorbed most
of its competitors and serviced about 12,000 newspapers,
producing ready-print and boilerplate at thirty-one plants in
twenty-five states.
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