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Preface

 decade ago, Georgia B. Barnhill, the Andrew W. Mellon Curator of Graphic Arts at the American 

 Antiquarian Society, suggested that I read Michael Kammen’s “From Liberty to Prosperity: Reflections 

upon the Role of Revolutionary Iconography in National Tradition.” His essay had been published in the Pro-

ceedings of the American Antiquarian Society (October 1976), in tribute to the nation’s bicentennial. 

 Kammen cited many references on American art in his scholarly work. He included Clarence S. Brigham’s 

Paul Revere’s Engravings, which initially appeared in 1954. Kammen praised this work as a significant contri-

bution to the study of early American graphic art and then stated, “but we now need a companion volume 

on Revere’s contemporaries, such as Amos Doolittle, Bernard Romans, and Cornelius Tiebout.” At the same 

time that Kammen was writing his article, I was compiling information on the East Windsor, Connecticut, 

engraver, Abner Reed. While researching Reed, Amos Doolittle’s name appeared so frequently that I decided 

to start a file on him as well.

 By the time I read Kammen’s plea for more research in early American iconography—more than ten years 

after his essay was published—I had amassed several hundred index cards relating to this New Haven, Con-

necticut, engraver. Hence, it was inevitable for me to accept Kammen’s challenge. Before I started, however, I 

reread Brigham’s comprehensive work, which took nearly forty years to complete. With the aid of Revere’s two 

ledgers, or day books, in the collections of the Massachusetts Historical Society, Brigham was able to locate 

seventy-two copper plates. His research was so exhaustive, that only one Revere engraving, recorded but not 

seen, and one unrecorded, have surfaced since the book’s initial publication.

 Doolittle undoubtedly kept such records, but unfortunately none are known to have survived. Without 

such a guide to make sense of my research, I realized that a comprehensive catalogue was necessary to put 

Doolittle’s life and work into perspective. Finally I had an opportunity to spend a month at the American 

Antiquarian Society, where I looked at over 100 books with Doolittle illustrations. From these I determined 

that he had engraved over 300 plates. Furthermore, I found that he had also engraved over 100 separately 

issued prints. Before returning home, I visited other institutions, including the Connecticut Historical Society, 

the New Haven Museum & Historical Society, and Yale University. 

 Once home, I developed a checklist of Doolittle’s separately published broadsides and maps that I sent to 

nearly 140 institutions. Happily, I received many replies, which included a few surprises. The most spectacular 

A
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surprise came from the people at the Historical Society of Pennsylvania. They responded that their collections 

contained correspondence between Doolittle and the great Philadelphia publisher Mathew Carey. From these 

letters, dating from 1793 to 1795 and from 1803 to 1815, I was able to piece together a great deal of Doolittle’s 

business practices and routine, which enabled me to complete a monograph on this New Haven engraver. 

 In completing the catalog, I arbitrarily decided to list book illustrations generally in first editions only. 

This was especially true with maps, as it would have been virtually impossible to check subsequent issues for 

changes or new states. Sizes of these illustrations are also not necessarily precise, owing to the fragile condi-

tion of the bindings. I also decided to forego trying to find ephemera, with few exceptions. For example, many 

institutions responded that they had Masonic certificates in their collections. It became evident that trying to 

list all this Masonic material would be impractical, so I included only those which have appeared in publica-

tions or which I viewed personally. 

 I wish to extend my profound gratitude to Georgia Barnhill, whose counsel I have sought for over twenty 

years. She, as well as the rest of the staff at the American Antiquarian Society, was always available to answer 

my numerous inquiries. James Campbell, librarian and curator of manuscripts at the New Haven Museum & 

Historical Society, is deserving of recognition for his numerous replies, sometimes almost daily. I also want to 

thank the curators and librarians, too numerous to mention, who took the time to fill out my checklist as well 

as respond to my many letters. This is especially true of the staffs at the Connecticut Historical Society, the 

Historical Society of Pennsylvania, and Yale University.

 My wife, Mary Catherine, was continually with me in my pursuit of Amos Doolittle and was always 

available to proofread and to do the inevitable checking. Our close friend and my former colleague Sandra 

M. Biagini was always available to assist in the checking and proofreading. Walter D. Allan, numismatic 

consultant, gave me valuable information pertaining to the chapter on bank notes. Finally, Barbara Bruckner, 

whose friendship developed through the American Historical Print Collectors Society, gave the manuscript a 

very critical reading, as well as did my boyhood friend and mentor, Robert W. Keeler, M.D. To everyone, I am 

eternally grateful.

         Auburn Hills, Michigan

         June 8, 1998
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Plate I: The Battle of Lexington, April 19th, 1775, hand-colored line engraving, 17.25 x 13.5 inches, Courtesy of 
the Connecticut Historical Society Museum.
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1 For New Haven’s response, see Rollin G. Osterweis, Three Centuries of 
New Haven, 1638–1938 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1953), 124–128.
2 William Frederick Doolittle, The Doolittle Family in America, 2 Vols.. I 
(Cleveland: National Printing Company, 1901), 239–46; hereafter cited as Wil-
liam Frederick Doolittle. The Dictionary of American Biography, III, 372–373, 
contains Doolittle’s biographical sketch; it was taken mainly from William A. 
Beardsley, “An Old New Haven Engraver and His Work: Amos Doolittle,” 

Papers of the New Haven Colony Historical Society, VII (1910), 132–50, hereafter 
cited as Beardsley; this article was printed separately in pamphlet form fol-
lowed by a selective list of Doolittle engravings. There is also a new biographi-
cal sketch in American National Biography (1999), 6, 741–742. 
3 George Munson Curtis, Early Silver of Connecticut and Its Makers (Meri-
den, Connecticut: International Silver Company, 1913), 101.

I

Introduction

There was little rejoicing in New Haven, Connecticut, on Friday, April 21, 1775, when a horseman 

galloped into town with news of the Colonial victory at Lexington and Concord. Unlike the east-

ern Connecticut towns where the “The shot heard ’round the world” was greeted with patriotic fervor, New 

Haven’s Loyalist population was startled by the news. There was sufficient concern amongst the citizenry to 

call a meeting, and the community assembled in the meeting house of the First Ecclesiastical Society to discuss 

their course of action. 

 Roger Sherman, New Haven’s most respected citizen, was elected moderator by only one vote. He had 

been one of Connecticut’s three representatives to the First Continental Congress and would be a signer of 

the Declaration of Independence. Sherman must have reminded his neighbors that many Connecticut towns 

had already ratified the action of the First Continental Congress by calling for support of Massachusetts. The 

discussion became heated; there was much hostility, and Sherman was unable to control the opposition. The 

Loyalists carried the day by refusing to send any troops to Boston and elected a conservative committee to rule 

the town during this period of emergency.1 

 Amos Doolittle (1754–1832), who became the community’s most distinguished engraver, was one of the 

young men on the revolutionary side.2 He was born in nearby Cheshire on May 18, 1754, the son of Ambrose 

and Martha Munson Doolittle, and belonged to the fifth generation of Doolittles in this country. Apparently 

he was next to the oldest in a family of thirteen children. Nothing is known of his childhood except that he 

learned the trade of silversmithing from a local craftsman, Eliakim Hitchcock (1726–1788), who maintained 

shops in Cheshire and New Haven.3

 Doolittle probably moved to New Haven shortly after finishing his apprenticeship, and he remained there 

for the rest of his life. The town simply offered more opportunities, owing to its larger population and its loca-

tion on Long Island Sound. As will be seen later, Doolittle married twice, having two sons by his first wife, 

who died prematurely, and a daughter by the second. The sons never married, and although his daughter, Sarah, 
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Isaiah Thomas (New York: Weathervane Books, 1970), 304.
5 Osterweis, 130-131.

4 Arnold had been in the book and drug store business from 1763 to about 
1767. See Marcus A. McCorison (ed.), The History of Printing in America by 

married and lived to age sixty-two, she never had children. The engraver’s line of the Doolittle family, therefore, 

died out with her demise. 

 During his long and fruitful career, Doolittle maintained a shop in New Haven, where he initially kept a 

store selling books and miscellaneous items while gradually building up his engraving business. Illustrations 

and maps for inclusion in books proved a lucrative source of business, but broadsides and maps published 

separately were also engraved and published in his shop. As would be expected, however, much of his time was 

consumed printing book plates, Yale diplomas, invitations, letterheads, tickets, watch papers, writing exercises, 

and Masonic certificates. 

 At the same time, he took orders from publishers and printers in other cities, including Isaiah Thomas 

(1749–1831) in Worcester, Massachusetts, and Mathew Carey (1760–1839) in Philadelphia. He concluded his 

career by engraving illustrations for the American Journal of Science, a scholarly journal founded in 1818 by Yale 

professor Benjamin Silliman (1779–1864). Interestingly, Yale University is still publishing the journal.

 Assuming that Doolittle finished his apprenticeship by age twenty, he moved to New Haven in 1774 or early 

1775, when patriotic townsfolk signed a petition requesting the formation of a military company in anticipa-

tion of war. They were responding to orders from the Connecticut General Assembly to form a militia and 

to stockpile powder, balls, and flints. Doolittle’s signature appeared on the document along with sixty-three 

other New Haveners who believed, or wanted to believe, that revolution was inevitable. The volunteers created 

the “Second Company of the Governor’s Guards” and began to drill on the town’s green. Once the company 

became active, the Connecticut General Assembly quickly legalized the unit.

 Young Doolittle did not hesitate to follow the captain of the Governor’s Guard when he urged his men to 

defy the town committee and follow him to Cambridge. This hot-tempered captain, the future colonial general 

and traitor Benedict Arnold, had been a local bookseller and druggist.4 With Arnold’s encouragement, fifty of 

the sixty-four members of the guard voted to march. The next morning, Arnold ordered his men to fall into 

formation and drill before the local tavern, where the Tory-dominated committee was again in session. By this 

time, the committee had indicated its lack of support by locking up the arsenal. When Arnold’s request for 

powder was ignored, his second-in-command was ordered to break in if not given the keys. The committee 

reluctantly surrendered the keys, and the company marched to the arsenal and collected their ammunition.5 

 Arnold and his company began their march to Cambridge on April 23 and arrived there on the 29th. 

They remained there about a month and drew considerable attention, for they were the best-equipped unit in 

the Continental Army. While with the army in Cambridge, Doolittle made an excursion to Lexington and 

Concord, where he wanted to observe firsthand the field of battle where the British experienced such a stun-

ning military defeat. While Paul Revere had exploited the Boston massacre of a half-decade earlier, Doolittle 

probably saw a similar possibility in the Battle of Lexington and Concord. By producing a series of prints, he 

could promote the American cause and at the same time benefit financially from his observations. 
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 Doolittle went to the battlefield with the portrait and landscape painter, Ralph Earl (1751–1801). At this 

time, Earl was a New Haven resident, and previous scholars have tried to show that Earl followed the guard to 

Cambridge. This is doubtful, as Earl was an outright Loyalist and his Tory views would ultimately force him to 

flee to England. It is more likely that he was already in Boston, as will be seen later. Somehow the two teamed 

up long enough to make the trip. While at the battlefield, Earl made the drawings that Doolittle subsequently 

turned into his first series of four engravings.

 Doolittle returned home with other members of the Governor’s Guard while Arnold and others volun-

teered to join the disastrous march to Quebec. Governor Jonathan Trumbull quickly ordered the company to 

stay together and defend the town and nearby communities against possible British raids, so Doolittle still had 

a military obligation. Now the guard found itself under the Colony’s authority and free from any local interfer-

ence. Their next official act was on June 28, 1775, when the unit greeted the forty-three-year-old George Wash-

ington, who was on his way to Boston to take command of the Continental Army. Doolittle must have been 

standing in formation on the green cheering the newly appointed commander in chief. The next day a youthful 

Noah Webster was ordered “to lead the company with music” when the guard escorted Washington out of the 

city.6 The company, with Doolittle in the formation, welcomed the commander in chief a second time when he 

passed through New Haven ten months later when moving the Continental Army to New York.7 

 While fulfilling his military obligation, Doolittle was working on his Lexington and Concord plates. As 

no previous Doolittle engravings exist, this must have been his initial effort at copper plate engraving, and he 

may have learned the process as he went along. As a trained silversmith accustomed to engraving on metal, 

it would have been easy for him to make the transition to the intaglio process. However, there were other 

technical problems to overcome. He had to find suitable copper plates, a rolling press, ink, and quality paper.8 

Wartime conditions had caused a shortage of everything—materials came from Europe via New York City, 

and it was now difficult to get supplies through the British blockade.9 Doolittle overcame these obstacles and 

announced the availability of the prints in the Connecticut Journal for December 13, 1775:

THIS DAY PUBLISHED

And to be SOLD at the STORE of

Mr. JAMES LOCKWOOD, near the College, in

NEW-HAVEN,

Four different Views of the BATTLES of

LEXINGTON, CONCORD, &c.

on the 19th of April, 1775.

later it was of an inferior quality. See the “Dana Scrapbook Collection,” Vol. 
123, New Haven Museum & Historical Society.
9 For the best discussion on technical problems experienced by the copper-
plate engraver, including construction of a rolling press, see Richard J. Wolfe, 
Early American Music Engraving and Printing, (Urbana: University of Illinois 
Press, 1980). 

6 Cited in Harry R. Warfel, Noah Webster: Schoolmaster to America (New 
York: Octagon Books, 1966), 27. 
7 Washington wrote a letter from New Haven, dated April 11, 1776, to Cap-
tain Samuel MacKay. See John C. Fitzpatrick, ed., The Writings of George 
Washington from the Original Manuscript Sources, 1754–1799, 39 Vols., 4 (Wash-
ington: United States Government Printing Office, 1931), 475–476.
8 Paper was being made in New Haven as early as 1776, but as will be seen 
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Plate I. The Battle of Lexington.

Plate II. A view of the Town of Concord, with the

 Ministerial Troops destroying the Stores.

 Plate III. The Battle at the North Bridge in Concord.

 Plate IV. The South Part of Lexington where the 

 first Detachment were join’d by Lord Piercy. 

 The above Four Plates are neatly engraven on Cop-

 per, from original Paintings taken on the Spot.

 Price Six Shillings per Set for the plain ones, or

 Eight Shillings coloured.10

  John Warner Barber (1798–1885), an engraver, topographical draftsman, and historian, provided 

important informal details of the four prints obtained during the years he knew Doolittle. While working at 

their benches, Doolittle related his story of the events leading up to the engraving of his illustrious historical 

prints. Barber related: “According to the statement of Mr. Doolittle, he acted as a kind of model for Mr. Earl to 

make his drawings, so that where he wished to represent one of the Provincials at loading his gun, crouching 

behind a stone wall when firing on the enemy, he would require Mr. D. to put himself in such a position.”11 

Whether Earl did the actual sketching has been a source of controversy among historians for a half-century or 

more. Many researchers have been unable to accept the possibility that the primitive images engraved on the 

plates were taken from Earl’s drawings, for, by this time, he was simply a much better artist than is reflected in 

the prints.

 In his old age, it is possible that Doolittle exaggerated or fabricated his story, a trait common to later life, 

but it is highly likely that Earl was there. The artist was in Boston in mid-March 1775,12 and there is no reason 

to doubt that he was still there in early May. He probably crossed the Charles River, teamed up with Doolittle, 

and the two made their pilgrimage. While on the battlefield, as Barber related, Earl made on-the-spot draw-

ings without the advantage of an easel, sharp pencils, or other implements needed to create sophisticated draw-

ings. He probably returned to Boston after giving Doolittle his rudimentary sketches, and Doolittle turned 

these into finished engravings without any direction from the artist. 

 In four different views, Doolittle packed into his plates many details that nurtured the colonial cause. In 

Plate I, Doolittle dramatized the scene by depicting a vastly superior British force slaughtering American 

10 This advertisement appeared in the same journal again on December 20 
and 27, 1775. It is reproduced in Ian M. G. Quimby, “The Doolittle Engravings 
of the Battle of Lexington and Concord,” Winterthur Portfolio, 4 (1968), 95. A 
variation also appeared in the Connecticut Gazette, New London, February 23, 
1776, 4:2; it was reproduced in Thompson R. Harlow, “Connecticut Engrav-
ers, 1774–1820,” The Connecticut Historical Society Bulletin, 36 (October 1971), 
103; hereafter cited merely as CHSB. Recent research suggests that a shil-
ling in Massachusetts, 1782–1796, was worth about $.17 and in today’s money, 
approximately $2.20. See John J. McCusker, How Much Is That in Real Money? 
A Historical Price Index for Use as a Deflator of Money Values in the Economy of 

the United States (Worcester, Massachusetts: American Antiquarian Society, 
1992), 333. 
11 John W. Barber and Lemuel S. Punderson, History and Antiquities of Ancient 
New Haven, Conn. (New Haven: Printed and Sold by J.W. Barber, 1831), 157. 
Yale professor Benjamin Silliman heard the same story, too. In his Doolittle 
obituary, Silliman also named Earl as the artist. See American Journal of Sciences 
and Art, 22 ( July 1832), 183–185.
12 Letter, “Henry Pelham to Adam Babcock, April 3, 1775,” cited in Elizabeth 
Mankin Kornhauser, Ralph Earl: The Face of the Young Republic (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, and Hartford: Wadsworth Atheneum, 1991), 11.
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Plate II: A View of the Town of Concord, hand-colored line engraving, 17.25 x 13.5 inches, Courtesy of the Connecticut His-
torical Society Museum.

farmers on their home territory. In the other plates he crammed as much information into them as he possibly 

could. One sees a view of the eighteenth century town of Concord, destruction of military stores and battle 

formations, as well as people observing the occurrences. Doolittle included a legend keying the major events.

 Shortly after Doolittle’s death, John Warner Barber commented on the authenticity of these prints: 

“Being familiar with these [Lexington and Concord] engravings and having visited the places of which they 

are a representation, the author would state that these plates, though crude in execution and defective in 

point of perspective, give a faithful representation of the houses etc. as they appeared at that time.”13

 The set of engravings was the only depiction that Americans had of those historic events. It would be 

easy to believe that they did as much for the eye as Thomas Paine’s Common Sense did for the mind. Printed 

13 John Warner Barber, Historical Collections of Massachusetts (Worcester: 
Door, Howland & Company, 1839), 399.
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in January 1776, Paine’s pamphlet viciously attacked George III and held the king mainly responsible for 

the Crown’s so-called obnoxious measures against the colonies. This clarion call for independence quickly 

converted thousands of Colonials still straddling the fence. 

 Like Paine, Doolittle’s intent was to exploit what patriots considered illegal British acts. His country-

men would be visually reminded of these injustices if people pasted them to their parlor or outhouse walls; 

shop owners used them as posters, and town selectmen tacked them up on public billboards. Such ephemeral 

usage could account for their scarcity today. Once their message was no longer a priority, they were taken 

down and the paper used for other purposes. 

 It would be interesting to determine how far geographically these prints were sold. Doolittle sold them 

through Mr. Lockwood in New Haven in December 1775, and they were advertised two months later in New 

London, Connecticut. Whereas no other advertisements have been found in other American newspapers, 

it leads one to suspect that they had a limited market in the coastal Connecticut towns along Long Island 

Sound. 

 Doolittle’s role as a soldier was mainly ceremonial, but he did experience one taste of battle. In 1779, a 

Royal force ravaged the Connecticut shoreline, including the town of New Haven and its environs. When 

the British entered the city, Doolittle was a member of the force that confronted them; however, the colo-

nials were overwhelmed and forced to fall back. At that time, Doolittle returned home by using the excuse 

that he had to attend to his ailing wife. According to the story, he had an English woman residing in his 

house. Luckily for Doolittle, she went to the door when the British army arrived and asked the officer to post 

a guard. Soldiers had already entered the house through the back door and found Doolittle’s rifle. When 

asked about the ownership of the weapon, the woman merely told the officer “that the law obliged every man 

to have a gun in his house, adding, that the owner of it was a friend to King George as themselves.” Doolittle 

readily admitted to John Warner Barber and others that he would have been taken to New York as a prisoner 

of war if this lady had not intervened.14

 This account revealed that Doolittle was married and living with his wife in New Haven. Initially, he 

may have worked in the shop of his mentor, Eliakim Hitchcock, or he could have found employment with his 

distant relative, Isaac Doolittle (1721–1800), a fourth-generation member of the family. Isaac would have been a 

logical employer, as he was one of the colony’s most versatile mechanics. At the time he was producing clocks, 

small instruments, and clock and watch glasses, and he owned a bell foundry. He had already built at least one 

printing press for a Philadelphia printer.15 During the Revolution, Isaac opened a gunpowder mill in nearby 

Westville and, by late 1780, claimed to have already manufactured “Eighty Thousand Pounds of powder since 

the commencement of this war.”16 

14 For a full description of this bizarre event, see John Warner Barber, The
History and Antiquities of Ancient New Haven (New Haven: Printed and Sold 
by J. W. Barber, 1831), 81–83. 
15 The announcement appeared in the New-York Gazette and the Weekly Mer-
cury, August 21, 1769; see Rita S. Gottesman, comp., The Arts and Crafts in 
New York, 1726–1776 (New York: Printed for the New-York Historical Society, 

1938), 145. The same announcement appeared in the Boston News-letter, Sep-
tember 7, 1769; see George Francis Dow, The Arts and Crafts in New England, 
1704–1775 (Topsfield, Massachusetts: The Wayside Press, 1927), 139.
16 See Franklin Bowditch Dexter, The Literary Diary of Ezra Stiles. Edited 
under the authority of the corporation of Yale University by Franklin Bowditch 
Dexter, 3 Vols., II (New York: Charles Scribner’s Son, 1901), 487. Hereafter 
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Plate III: The Engagement at the North Bridge in Concord, hand-colored line engraving, 17.25 x 13.5 inches, Courtesy of the 
Connecticut Historical Society Museum.

 Abel Buell (1742–1822), engraver, silversmith, and type founder, could have been a mentor as well as an 

employer. Buell was one of those Yankee mechanical geniuses who enjoyed tinkering, and one product of his 

inventiveness was a device for cutting and polishing semiprecious stones. And like Doolitttle after him, Buell 

turned to engraving after mastering the silversmith’s art. By early 1775, Buell had already engraved a map, a Yale 

diploma, and a writing exercise form. 

 Doolittle had these examples to follow when he started his Lexington and Concord engravings, but Buell 

was not there to help. By this time there was a summons out for the engraver’s arrest, a predicament that he 

would face on several occasions during his lifetime. Buell fled to western Florida and remained there until his 

wife settled the lawsuit, enabling him to return to New Haven sometime in late 1777 or early 1778. While away, 

cited as Dexter, Stiles. For a biographical sketch of Isaac Doolittle, see Pen-
rose R. Hoopes, Connecticut Clockmakers of the Eighteenth Century (Rutland, 

Vermont: Charles E. Tuttle Company, 1975), 70–73.
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in the Boston Gazette, May 19, 1777, for a map of Connecticut, but apparently he did not receive sufficient 

subscriptions.18 Later that year he claimed to have been experimenting with mezzotint as he placed an adver-

tisement on October 1 in the Connecticut Journal. It read, “Just published and to be sold by Amos Doolittle, a 

metzotinto [sic] Print of the Hon. John Hancock, Esquire. Price 4 Shillings plain, $1.00 neatly coloured.” 

 If he did make a likeness of Hancock, he copied Paul Revere’s engraving, based on the Copley portrait of 

1765, which appeared in the Royal American Magazine in March 1774.19 Obviously, Doolittle hoped to capital-

ize on Hancock’s notoriety, as he was the distinguished president of the Continental Congress. No impressions 

18 The advertisement is reproduced in Beardsley, 138.
19 See Clarence S. Brigham, Paul Revere’s Engravings (New York: Atheneum, 
1969), 113.

17 For a biographical sketch of Buell, see Lawrence C. Wroth, Abel Buell of 
Connecticut: Silversmith, Type Founder & Engraver (Middletown: Wesleyan 
University Press, 1958). 

Yale Diploma, line engraving on parchment, 12 x 8.75 inches, Courtesy 
of the Connecticut Historical Society Museum.

Buell’s wife ran his engraving shop, the only one known to exist in New Haven 

during these years. Hence it seems plausible that Doolittle was in her employ 

and printed his Lexington and Concord plates while working in her shop.17 

 After completion of his Lexington and Concord plates, Doolittle’s pro-

duction of engravings was scant for the next several years. He issued a proposal 
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20  Simeon’s son, Nathaniel, changed his surname to its current spelling and 
the rest of the family adopted the change. See Foster Wild Rice, “The Jocelyn 
Engravers,” The Essay-Proof Journal, 5 ( July 1948), 133. Hereafter cited as “The 
Jocelyn Engravers.” 

of either the map or the Hancock portrait have surfaced, so it is 

doubtful that they were ever produced. If Doolittle did experiment 

with this portrait, he was beginning a lifelong habit of learning by 

copying; at this time, copying was not considered plagiarizing but 

an accepted mode of the era.

 During this period, Doolittle experimented with wood 

engraving. The American Antiquarian Society recently acquired an 

edition of Stafford’s Connecticut Almanack for the Year of Our Lord, 

1779 with an allegorical cut of America signed “AD.” An unsigned 

version also exists, perhaps cut by his friend and colleague Simeon 

Jocelin (1746–1823).20 Jocelin tended to work more in wood, and 

Doolittle could have copied the cut to fill the demand for more 

almanacs. Whatever the reason, this is the only known Doolittle 

relief cut.

 By the summer of 1780, Doolittle had a shop on a corner of 

the Yale College yard and was calling himself a jeweler. No doubt 

he was still making silver, for examples of his work in this medium 

are found at the New Haven Museum & Historical Society, Win-

terthur, Yale University, and other institutions. He also advertised, 

“For Sale shoe chapes [catches], cypher’d [cheap] buttons, paste and 

cyphers, ruby amethyst, and white foil cypher’d buttons by the card 

for Connecticut currency.” He went on to say that, “Said Doolittle 

engraves in the neatest manner and shortest notice, cyphers, seals, 

coats of arms, devices for books, &c.”21 

 From this announcement, it appears that engraving was still an ancillary occupation and that he was 

attempting only small orders. He may have been still in the learning stage, experimenting with different inta-

glio processes, before he later settled on line engraving. He had already mastered the art of penmanship, as 

can be detected in his Lexington and Concord plates. Obviously, a thorough knowledge of English publi-

cations such as The Universal Penman22 was part of his training. This book has 212 engraved plates illustrat-

ing different types of letters including the Italick print that Doolittle, as well as most engravers, adopted. The 

book is also littered with small vignettes that were ideal for the aspiring engraver to copy to improve his skill. 

Imported drawing books or encyclopedias, in circulation at the time, were probably also consulted to improve 

other technical points. 

Stafford’s Connecticut Almanack, For the Year of our Lord, 
1779, relief cut, 3 x 3 inches, Courtesy of the American 
Antiquarian Society.

21 Connecticut Journal, August 24, 1780. 
22 The Universal Penman, engraved by George Bickman (London, 1743; fac-
simile edition, New York: Dover Publications, 1941).
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 Doolittle and others were trying to develop products in America that had been traditionally imported from 

England. In the Connecticut Journal of April 27, 1780, he advertised along with two other New Haven residents 

that they had been experimenting with calico printing. In the process, they had perfected several colors “that 

will be handsome and durable, either for curtains, gowns, handkerchiefs &c.…” Their advertisement does not 

state the method, but it probably was a copper plate process. Apparently the group was trying to fill the short-

age in calico cloth caused by the disruption of trade. It is unknown whether they enjoyed any degree of success, 

but it can be assumed that their efforts failed, as the rise of the calico industry occurred elsewhere and did not 

have its beginnings before 1790.23

 If printing color calico held his attention in 1780, it was buttons a decade later. Apparently there was an 

argument in New Haven over who was the first to manufacture white hard metal buttons. The controversy 

must have become heated to prompt the following advertisement in the Connecticut Journal, on November 

24, 1790: “N.B. Mr. Martin Bull of Farmington made the first white hard metal buttons in the state and that 

the subscriber was the first proposer of making said buttons in New Haven. W. Samuel [Denison] and the 

subscriber in partnership cast the first white hard metal buttons in New Haven, in moulds that were solely the 

property and [belonging] to the partnership of the subscriber and said [Dennison]. Mr. Amos Doolittle was 

the first that made the [ ] rim button in New Haven. John Mix Junr.” 

 While Martin Bull (1744–1825) was a goldsmith and engraver in Farmington, John Mix Jr. was a New 

Haven entrepreneur who had also been involved in the calico business. Obviously, Doolittle, these men, and 

others were continually experimenting to develop items that could compete with British goods in foreign 

markets, especially in the West Indies. Calico and buttons were ideal trade goods: they required the minimum 

amount of skill to manufacture and could be made from domestic resources. Furthermore, cloth and buttons 

would always be needed by all classes in all societies, and goods such as these made ideal merchandise to fill 

the holds of outbound ships. 

 There is no question that any item that could be grown or manufactured on a par with British products 

could be sold in the expanding market of the 1790s, and New Haven had a share in this expansion. The city, 

boasting of its long wharf, was important as a seaport and was carrying on commerce with other coastal towns, 

the West Indies, and even into the southern hemisphere. By 1800, the city had a South Seas fleet of twenty 

ships, one of which circumnavigated the world and returned with a cargo valued at $240,000.24

 Horses, oxen, beef, and lumber were exported in exchange for southern grains, indigo, and cotton, and, 

from the West Indies, sugar and molasses. Twenty-nine businesses in the city were involved in foreign trade, 

including one engraver, who must have been Amos Doolittle.25 Although there was some ironwork, paper 

making, spinning, and weaving in Connecticut, production was limited, and what was produced was consumed 

23 See Jane D. Kaufmann, “Calico Printing,” in Georgia Brady Barnhill, ed., 
Prints of New England (Worcester: American Antiquarian Society, 1991), 
135–150.
24 Richard J. Purcell, Connecticut in Transition: 1775–1818 (Middletown: Wes-
leyan University Press, 1963), 74–75.

25 For the complete list see, “A Statistical Account of the City of New Haven, 
By Timothy Dwight, President of Yale College, New Haven, July 6, 1811,” in 
Memoirs of the Connecticut Academy of Arts and Sciences, Vol. I, Part III (New 
Haven: Printed by I. Cooke & Co.,1813), 39
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Plate IV: A View of the South Part of Lexington, hand-colored line engraving, 17.25 x 13.5 inches, Courtesy of the Connecticut 
Historical Society Museum.

domestically. No wonder Doolittle and others foresaw unlimited possibilities in manufacturing. However, their 

dreams were premature, for it would take another few decades before Connecticut would take its place as a 

leading manufacturing state in America. 

 New Haven was incorporated as a city in January 1784, and Doolittle’s name appeared on the “Roll of the 

Citizens of New Haven,” February 5, of that year.26 By this time, the city had at least fifty-six shops. Several of 

these stores sold books, including the general store of Daggett and Fitch. Abel Morse sold schoolbooks, and his 

main customers were no doubt young women attending his select school for girls. The druggists, Goodrich and 

Dowling, carried books in their inventory, as did the local printers, Thomas and Samuel Green.27 Amos Doolittle 

joined this select group of merchants when he advertised in the Connecticut Journal for May 19, 1784: 

26 Dexter, Stiles, III, 107.
27 Franklin Bowditch Dexter, “New Haven in 1784,” Papers of the New Haven 

Colony Historical Society, IV (1888), 126.
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