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Women were excluded from business, government, and politics in colonial America;
however, one brave woman broke the barriers that eighteenth-century society placed upon her
and became the first United States government employee in 1776. Mary Katherine Goddard
proved that she could succeed outside of the home by working in the news, printing, and postal
fields, holding the same positions as her male counterparts. As a woman truly ahead of her time,
she burst through barriers that would not be permanently demolished for hundreds of years. She
set an example for future generations and led the way for women to participate in the United
States government.
Mary Katherine Goddard was born on June 16, 1738, in Connecticut.1 For much of her
early life, Goddard followed her brother William to various colonial cities as he began
newspapers and she gained experience in the printing field. William also became postmaster in
Rhode Island, but his mother and sister operated the post office, marking Goddard’s first foray
into the postal world. She later helped him run The Pennsylvania Chronicle until it was forced to
close when the British Royal Mail service refused to mail the editions to subscribers. When
William started Baltimore’s first paper, The Maryland Journal and Baltimore Advertiser,
Goddard worked by his side (see Figure 1).2 A year later, William abandoned his growing
Baltimore business, leaving the paper in his sister’s capable hands in early 1774.3 The years that
Goddard spent working with her brother prepared her for the future, when she would use her
skill and knowledge of printing and postal work to break the barriers set by society and become
the first female employee of the United States.
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Goddard took charge of The Maryland Journal as the colonies moved towards revolution.
By publishing articles that spoke out against tyranny, she put words to patriot thoughts and made
clear her position for freedom. Goddard broadcast the hardships of those trapped in Boston in
the year leading up to the Revolutionary War’s beginning. She encouraged women to be frugal
and to produce their own cloth instead of buying from England. The Maryland Journal was one
of the first newspapers to publish reports of Lexington and Concord, saying, “The ever
memorable nineteenth of April gave an answer to the questions so often asked by the enemies of
American freedom.”4 Echoing Patrick Henry’s powerful “Liberty or Death” speech a month
earlier,5 the article read, “That day…evidenced that Americans would rather die than live as
slaves!”6 Later, she would twice publish parts of Common Sense by Thomas Paine and become
the first woman to print the text of the Declaration of Independence on July 10, 1776.7 Despite
numerous physical barriers, such as wartime shortages of paper and money, Goddard continued
to publish The Maryland Journal, never missing an issue.
Goddard first printed the newspaper under her brother’s name, but she soon claimed it as
her own. Starting on May 10, 1775,8 Goddard printed using the colophon “Baltimore: Published
by M. K. Goddard” (See Figure 2).9 In an age when women had “no voice, or Representation,”
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as Abigail Adams put it, Goddard seized this unique opportunity.10 As a woman, she could not
become a soldier and fight with gunpowder, but she took advantage of her position as a printer to
fight for freedom with words, both for herself and her country.
Meanwhile, William also sought freedom through business. Still angry with the Royal
Mail for putting his Philadelphia paper out of business, he created a private postal service to keep
the colonies connected and enable patriots to correspond without the threat of mail seizure by the
British. On July 26, 1775,11 Congress adopted William’s postal service and appointed Benjamin
Franklin as Postmaster General. This system protected users’ privacy and avoided the taxes
charged by the British Stamp Act. New offices were established, and postmasters and riders
were hired across the colonies.
The post and press shared a strong connection. As the editor of The Maryland Journal,
Goddard gained much of her information from sources posted by mail and sent the weekly
newspaper to subscribers via post riders. Today, journalists still use the mail for their stories.
Nat Hentoff, former columnist for the Washington Post, said:
I have sometimes been asked where my leads for stories come from. Much of the time,
they come from opening the mail….It is through letters that I often receive highly
confidential stories…from people who would not trust any other form of
communication.12
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With her spirit of patriotism, years of experience, and unique connection to her
community, Goddard became the first female postmaster in Baltimore13 when she was appointed
to the position in 1775.14 However, she was just getting started. When the thirteen colonies
metamorphosed into the United States in 1776, Goddard became the first female postmaster in
America and the first female employed by the new government, serving under the leadership of
Postmaster General Franklin. She proved women capable of playing an active and successful
role in the American government and established their place in the United States from the
founding of the country.
Goddard moved on to break barriers outside of the postal field. Later, she cemented her
place in history as the first female government employee in the Unites States with the very
document that established the states as “Free and Independent.”15
The first official printing of the Declaration of Independence occurred on the night of
July 4, 1776, following its adoption by the Second Continental Congress.16 Irish immigrant John
Dunlap printed 200 copies,17 yet an important element was missing. The text of the Declaration
was printed in full but without the names of the Congressmen who signed it. Signing the
document that separated the colonies from Britain was an act of treason, and the punishment for
treason was death. Therefore, when the first copies of the Declaration of Independence were
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printed, the identities of the representatives were omitted. When Congress fled Philadelphia with
the document in December 1776 and moved to Baltimore,18 the future of the monumental
proclamation looked bleak.
Hope was rekindled after the American victories at Trenton and Princeton. On January
18, 1777, the Journals of the Continental Congress included this resolution: "That an
authenticated copy of the Declaration of Independency, with the names of the members of
Congress subscribing the same, be sent to each of the United States…."19 It was time to remind
the world that they were “absolved from all Allegiance to the British Crown.”20 The printer
chosen for the task was Goddard.
As the official printer for John Hancock and the Second Continental Congress, Goddard
had been printing documents for them since they had reconvened in Baltimore. She may have
handled the original signed parchment as she set the type for every word, including the wellknown phrase “all Men are created equal.” She must have realized the irony, because at the
bottom of each page is this line: “Baltimore, in Maryland: Printed by Mary Katharine Goddard”
(See Figure 3). For the first time in her career, Goddard printed her full name and announced
that she was a woman. With her “signature,” she, too, was risking her life, fortune, and sacred
honor, both by making known her gender and by printing a document considered traitorous to the
British. She risked losing readers and income for those same reasons. She revealed her identity
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and simultaneously unmasked 55 of the men who had also dared to defy tyranny and declare
independence.21
Her Goddard Broadsides broke barriers by being the only official copies of the
Declaration of Independence printed by a woman and the first copies printed for Congress by an
American-born patriot. Most importantly, Goddard was the first person to expose the signers
and write their names into America’s story (See Figure 4). On January 31, 1777, a Goddard
Broadside was sent to each state (See Figure 5). Eleven of her poster-like printings of the
Declaration exist today, privately owned and in libraries, museums, and historical societies in
seven of the thirteen original states.22 Their rarity and significance make them national
treasures.23
Goddard’s post office was a thriving business during the war, and she kept detailed
records. By the end of her first year as postmaster, she brought in £195, £65 more than
Philadelphia’s post office reported and £113 more than New York.24 Baltimore was drastically
smaller in population than those two significant cities yet still had the most active post office in
the nation thanks to Goddard’s “extraordinary judgment, energy, nerve and strong, good
sense.”25 Her jobs as postmaster and newspaper publisher dovetailed. Part of her role as
postmaster was to publish postal schedules and notices of unclaimed letters, and she used The
Maryland Journal to do so.
Goddard again broke barriers of tradition in the postal world by being one of the first
postmasters to use a letter carrier. Although it was customary to go to the post office for mail,
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this advertisement appeared in a 1784 edition of The Maryland Journal:26 "A Penny-Post
wanted. A man of good character, well qualified to perform the business, or Letter-Carrier in this
Town, will meet with good encouragement by applying…at the Post Office."27 Today, mail
delivery is common. In 2006, there were 224,400 letter carriers in American cities,28 but
Goddard employed a letter carrier 80 years before free city delivery was established.29
Despite her determination and skill in her businesses, some barriers were unbreakable for
Goddard. After running The Maryland Journal successfully for nine years, her brother William
forced her out of the business in January 1784.30 While William’s reasons are unknown, it is
clear that Goddard hated the turn of events. The siblings never spoke again.
Another blow came in November 1789.31 New Postmaster General Samuel Osgood
appointed John White, a man with few qualifications, to take over Goddard’s position. Osgood’s
office claimed that “more travelling might be necessary than a woman could undertake,”32 even
though she had handled it with expertise for over a decade. Both Goddard and her community
fought back. Maryland’s governor and over 230 respected Baltimore citizens signed a petition
for her reinstatement.33 In January 1790, she begged the Senate for her job:
…these are but poor rewards indeed for fourteen years faithful services, performed in the
worst of times…If two persons must be employed according to this new plan, She
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apprehends herself…as well qualified to give the necessary Instructions to the Riding
Post Master as Mr White, or any other person hereto fore unexperienced in such
business.34
Neither the Postmaster General nor the Senate answered her letter.
Goddard also appealed to President George Washington for intervention. “She has been
discharged from her Office, without any imputation of the least fault,” the letter says, “…no such
Charge could possibly be made against her.”35 She again presented reasons why she was
qualified to continue as postmaster. Washington’s reply smothered any spark of hope left in
Goddard: “I have uniformly avoided interfering with any appointments which do not require my
official agency.”36 That door was officially closed to her.
While Goddard never worked with the post office or a newspaper again, she continued
her printing and bookbinding businesses for twenty more years. She died at age 78 on August
12, 1816.37
By breaking the barriers eighteenth-century society put upon her, Mary Katherine
Goddard was a trailblazer for women in the American government. She set a precedent for
women printers by becoming the official printer for Congress and printing the first complete
copy of the Declaration of Independence, the very document that allowed her to break barriers as
the first female United States employee. She used her position as editor of The Maryland
Journal to help establish the news industry as a voice for change.38 She accomplished all of this
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more than a hundred years before the equal rights movement began and women fought for
opportunities in business, government, and politics.
Still, Goddard’s story is an unfortunate example of history being written by the winners.
After the Revolutionary War concluded, the era of relaxed political freedom ended. Women
were left out when the Founding Fathers created the Constitution and the Bill of Rights.
Subsequently, Goddard's accomplishments went unnoticed for many years. Now that American
culture does “Remember the Ladies,”39 Goddard has become a representative of the courageous
women who refuse to let societal barriers stop them from following their dreams and making a
difference. For over 200 years, her story was buried beneath those of men, but today women and
historians are resurrecting it. Goddard’s position in the early years of the postal system makes
her a role model for modern women. As School Programs Manager at the Smithsonian National
Postal Museum in Washington, D.C., Jessie Aucoin includes Goddard in her programs to educate
visitors of all ages about citizenship and equality. “Her story resonates with a lot of women who
feel overlooked or disregarded because of their gender,” she says.40 Jennifer Lynch is Historian
and Corporate Information Services Manager for the United States Postal Service, and her office
incorporated Goddard’s biography into the publication The United States Postal Service: An
American History.41 She shares, “I’m proud of the role women have played throughout the
history of the Postal Service.”42
Now that women are accepted into these roles, the fields in which Goddard worked have
become more diverse. The Post Office Department reported in 1958 that they had “the largest
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number of women branch managers of any business type operation in the world.”43 At the time,
almost half of United States postmasters were women and in 2008, that number had grown to
over 61 percent.44 Women’s roles in the postal service have also increased in importance over
time. Megan Brennan was appointed United States Postmaster General in 2015, making her the
first female to hold that position.45
Female leaders in the news industry are writing headlines, too. Katharine Graham
published The Washington Post for ten years and is often described as one of the most influential
women of the twentieth century. She supported her reporters’ investigation of the Watergate
scandal, which won a Pulitzer Prize in 1973, the highest honor for a publisher.46
Goddard’s ambition is inspiring modern-day women to follow her example. Mindy
Belloff, a printer in New York City, broke another barrier by becoming the first to recreate the
Goddard Broadside on her own printing press in 2009.47 She spent a year researching, setting the
type by hand, and securing handmade paper to ensure that her reproductions would be accurate.
After printing 100 copies,48 Belloff shared her work with the public at Harvard University,
Colonial Williamsburg, National Public Radio, and other institutions.
At a time when a woman’s sphere of influence remained at home, Mary Katherine
Goddard ventured into the unknown and pursued a professional career. The pioneering role she
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held in history laid the foundation for women to be included in business, government, and
politics. While she did not set out to advocate for women's rights, Goddard broke the barriers
limiting her to a life at home and proved that a woman could succeed in a man's world.
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Goddard, William, editor. The Maryland Journal and the Baltimore Advertiser. 30 August 1773.

Fig. 1. This masthead is from a facsimile of the first edition of The Maryland Journal.

Goddard, M. K., editor. The Maryland Journal and Baltimore Advertiser. 21 June 1775.

Fig. 2. Mary Katherine Goddard ran The Maryland Journal for a year before publishing her
name on the newspaper instead of her brother’s; after that she used the colophon above.
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Charles Thomson also signed most broadsides to attest to their authenticity.
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Fig. 5. This letter by John Hancock, along with a Goddard Broadside, was sent to North
Carolina’s governor to be placed in “the Archives” of the state. Each of the thirteen states
received this same letter from the President of the Congress, emphasizing the importance of
preserving it for future generations.
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