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T he Seventh-day Ad­
ventist Church is, 

among other things, an enormous business 
enterprise. The church operates institutions 
large and small throughout the world. The 
first institution, the Seventh-day Adventist 
Publishing Association, was incorporated in 
Battle Creek, M ich., on May 3, 1861. 
Throughout the nineteenth century publish­
ing activity dominated Adventist institu­
tional life, setting precedents for the develop­
ing medical and educational institutions.

The principle that Adventist institutions 
should not compete with one another de­
veloped after the establishment o f a second 
publishing house. When the church opened 
the Pacific Press in 1874, it set up a competi­
tive relationship between two denomina­
tional institutions. The inevitable result o f 
this competition was an agreement in 1888 to 
divide the field. The relationship between the 
Review and the Pacific Press, 1874-1888, the 
subject o f this article, illuminates the origin o f 
the principle o f territorial limitation, a prin­
ciple that gives all educational and publishing 
institutions a territory in which they alone 
can promote, recruit or sell.

The publishing system today is, o f course,
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far more complex than it was in 1888. Fifty 
publishing houses produced over $80 million 
worth o f tracts, pamphlets, periodicals and 
books during 1975.1

With respect to the division o f territory in 
the North American Division, the Review 
and Herald has the Atlantic, Columbia and 
Lake Unions; the Southern Publishing As­
sociation has the Southern and Southwestern 
Unions; and the Pacific Press has the Pacific, 
North Pacific, Central, Northern and Cana­
dian Unions (as well as the entire Inter- 
American Division). If literature evangelists 
want to sell in their field a subscription book 
not produced by their publishing house, they 
must ask their publishing house to procure 
the book from the original publisher. Simi­
larly, Adventist Book Centers get all their 
denominational books through the publish­
ing house in their territory, which serves as a 
sort o f wholesale distributor for the other 
houses, reaping a two or three percent handl­
ing charge as the book passes through. Ac­
cordingly, each publishing house pushes its 
own books in its own territory and hopes 
that some o f its books will be so desirable that 
the other publishing houses will buy from it. 
When a particular book sold by colporteurs 
becomes really “hot,” such as Arthur Max­
well’s The Bible Story, every publishing 
house desires, and in time obtains, the right 
to produce the book itself.
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Only the Adventist periodical can freely 
seek its own market. Since each periodical is 
designed for a specific reader market and 
does not compete with other periodicals, the 
publishing house can promote it throughout 
the division. The one exception involves the 
North American Division’s two “missionary 
journals,” Signs o f the Times, published at the 
Pacific Press, and These Times, published at 
the Southern Publishing A ssociation.

“When the church opened the 
Pacific Press in 1874, it set 
up a competitive relationship 
between two denominational 
institutions. The result of 
this competition was an agree­
ment to divide the field.”

Though any Adventist may subscribe to 
either o f these two periodicals, Signs o f the 
Times cannot be promoted east of the Missis­
sippi (or outside Canada), and These Times 
cannot be promoted west o f the Mississippi.

Behind this complex territorial system is 
the simple principle that no Adventist pub­
lishing house should compete with a sister 
institution. The fear, apparently, is that open 
competition might eventually eliminate the 
weak in favor o f the strong. The Adventist 
Church has invested too much time and 
money, too many hopes and prayers, in each 
publishing house to allow this.

Why, then, were three publishing houses 
built in North America? One might suppose 
that the Pacific Press and the Southern Pub­
lishing Association were established at a time 
when poor transportation made it difficult 
for the Review and Herald to serve the 
American language market. But in 1874, 
when the Pacific Press was established, the 
transcontinental railway had been in opera­
tion for five years; the Review and Herald 
could have marketed its books throughout 
North America. The western publishing 
house was established for other reasons: be­

cause o f the periodical needs o f the new 
California field, the independence o f the 
California believers, and the strong support 
o f James and Ellen White. And the estab­
lishment o f the Pacific Press called forth the 
system o f territorial distribution that still 
prevails today.

T he 1870s were a 
fecund decade for 
Adventist publishing work. In these years, 

the church perfected a system for the dis­
tribution o f tracts and periodicals and estab­
lished a second publishing house.

Stephen N. Haskell, newly elected presi­
dent o f the New England Conference, or­
ganized the first conference tract and mission­
ary society in November o f 1870. Borrow­
ing on the ideas o f several ladies, who in 1868 
had organized a missionary society in South 
Lancaster, Haskell organized church mem­
bers to circulate aggressively tracts, pam­
phlets and books, and to obtain subscriptions 
for church periodicals. The New England 
Tract and Missionary Society injected fresh 
energy into the Adventist work in New Eng­
land, and with James White’s blessing, Has­
kell began showing the members o f other 
conferences how to organize tract societies. 
This work became his formal responsibility 
in March o f 1873. From then until his mis­
sionary journey to Australia in 1885, Stephen 
Haskell was a full-time driving force behind 
the tract and missionary society work.2

The tract society began as a local church 
organization, which every church member 
was urged to join on the payment o f$ l dues. 
Members were required to keep a record o f 
all visits, letters written, tracts given away or 
sold, or other missionary activities. These 
records went to the church librarian who 
passed them on to the district secretary at the 
quarterly district meeting. The district presi­
dent, usually the minister for that division o f 
the conference, was expected to visit the 
churches in his district once a month and 
promote the work, especially by recruiting 
canvassers to go from door to door selling 
subscriptions to the Review, Health Reformer 
or other church periodicals. The district 
societies pyramided into a state society led by 
a president, nearly always the conference
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president, a vice president, a secretary and a 
treasurer.3

The tract societies dramatically increased 
the sale o f denominational literature. The 
New England Tract and Missionary Society, 
for example, claimed in its report for 1874 
that its members had obtained 1,659 sub­
scriptions for denominational periodicals, 
given away 2,478 individual copies o f de­
nominational periodicals, visited 633 times 
the homes ofnon-Adventists and written 883 
letters. It also placed 204 bound books in 
public libraries. In all, the 243 members had 
distributed 686,143 pages o f Adventist litera­
ture.4

The church society ordered its literature 
from the district office and the district society 
ordered its literature from the state society. 
Only the state office could order directly 
from the Review and Herald. The tract 
societies, in short, were retail outlets for the 
Review and did much to increase the business 
o f the house. By July o f 1874, they had al­
ready raised $5,000 for delinquent Review 
subscriptions and had obtained 15,000 new 
trial subscribers.5 By 1880, before the sub­
scription book business had officially begun, 
tract societies were employing full-time can­
vassers to sell periodicals and books from 
door to door.6

A long with growth in 
the East came expan­

sion into the West. The Adventist message 
first traveled to California in 1859 with Mer­
ritt Kellogg and his family in an oxen-drawn 
wagon. Kellogg’s witness raised up a group 
o f believers in San Francisco, and in 1868 two 
ministers, J . N. Loughborough and D. T . 
Bourdeau, came west at the invitation o f 
these new believers to build up the work. 
Five years later, in February o f 1873, 238 
Californians in seven Adventist churches 
formed the California Conference and 
elected as their first president J .  N . 
Loughborough.7 Present at this organiza­
tional meeting were James and Ellen White, 
who had arrived in California the previous 
autumn to attend the first California camp 
meeting, held at Windsor. Two months later, 
in March of 1873, they returned to the East. 
In their absence, at the second California

camp meeting, which met in October at 
Yountville, midway between St. Helena and 
Napa, plans were laid for establishing some 
type o f publishing work in California.8

The Whites were undoubtedly pleased 
with this decision. In December, they re­
turned to California with definite plans to 
publish a paper. James had already pulled 
together the original nucleus o f the church in 
New England and New York with Present 
Truth and its successor, The Review and 
Herald. It must have seemed obvious to him 
that here in California the best way to unite 
the scattered believers and push forward the 
Adventist work was with a local periodical. 
A paper could announce new baptisms, re­
port on offerings collected, and quickly and 
specifically answer the questions and meet 
the needs o f the new believers. Moreover, 
James had recently recovered from the ill 
health which had forced him to give up his 
work as president o f the General Conference 
in 1871 and his heavy editorial duties at the 
Review office in January o f 1872. With no 
direct publishing or administrative respon­
sibilities in the East, he could now repeat in 
his fifties the achievement o f his twenties — 
build up a church with a periodical. Undoubt­
edly, James was encouraged in his desire to 
publish by the vision given to Ellen in Oak­
land on April 1, 1874. She had been shown, 
she wrote, that “a paper would be published 
on the Pacific Coast, and that not far in the 
future a publishing house must be established 
there.”9

By the summer o f 1874, James and Ellen 
had settled in a house three miles from the 
center o f Oakland, a city with easy access to 
rail and steam transport, and James had 
found a small printing plant willing to print 
his paper. The first number o f the Signs o f the 
Times soon appeared, bearing the date June 
1874, and listing James White as editor and 
proprietor. As with Present Truth 25 years 
before, White offered the Signs free to all who 
could not pay, and asked those who could to 
support liberally the new paper. Over $150 
came in from 20 friends before the second 
number o f the paper went to the press, and 
the third number acknowledged $240 from 
nearly 100 names.

Given the personality o f James White and



his position in the church, once the decision 
to publish a periodical had been made, the 
establishment o f a fully developed publishing 
house was almost inevitable. Soon James was 
setting his own type and supervising the fold­
ing and mailing, hiring out only the press- 
work, and, o f course, looking for a press to 
purchase.

Yet, despite liberal contributions and at­
tempts to print the paper as cheaply as possi­
ble, the Signs was soon broke. The new paper 
needed help from the established church in 
the East in order to survive; so the Whites 
went east to visit camp meetings and raise 
money and then plead for support at the up­
coming General Conference. Ellen, who 
preceded James, raised $9,000 in Illinois, 
Wisconsin and Minnesota. At the General 
Conference session in Battle Creek in August 
o f 1874, a resolution was passed calling upon 
the Review and Herald to establish a branch 
office on the Pacific Coast.10 Moreover, 
James proposed to the delegates that if east­
ern believers could raise $6,000 to purchase 
printing equipment, western Adventists 
would raise $10,000 for a building.

James’ changing plans 
are a little hard to un­
derstand. in reDruary 1874, six months be­

fore the General Conference session and four 
months before the first issue o f the Signs ap­
peared, he had argued against the construc­
tion o f additional buildings for the Review, 
urging instead that the Battle Creek office 
produce stereotype plates o f the Review and 
Herald and ship them to branch offices on the 
Pacific and Atlantic coasts where the periodi­
cals could be printed along with the insertion 
o f news and specialized articles relating to the 
local fields. Then, in the first number o f the 
Signs, he stated that though he was starting 
the paper on his own, he would turn over all 
equipment to a publishing association if one 
could be formed by the Californians. It is 
clear that he had in mind a grand design, for 
in the second number he asked for 10,000 
subscribers and 100 donors to give $100 
apiece for a steam press and accessories. By 
the fifth number, the goal had been doubled 
to $20,000. Then two months later in Battle 
Creek, James supported making the Califor­

14

nia printing plant a branch office o f the Re­
view.

W. C. White, reflecting in 1938 on this 
decision, stated that some—we might guess 
the Review management— thought a new 
journal wrould hurt the Review  and that if a 
new paper designed for nonbelievers were 
really needed it should be printed in Battle 
Creek. A few even pledged money to help 
the Signs only if the periodical were moved to 
Michigan. It seems quite possible that the

“ Given James White’s personality 
and church position, once the 
decision to publish a periodical 
had been made, the 
establishment of a fully 
developed publishing house 
was almost inevitable.”

decision to make the printing establishment 
on the west coast a branch o f the Review was 
a compromise to please the opponents o f any 
printing in California and to secure financial 
support from the East.

But the real decision, as it turned out, had 
not yet been made. California believers 
gathered at Yountville in October o f1874 for 
the third annual session o f the California 
State Conference. There, again in the absence 
ofjames White, who had been elected presi­
dent o f the General Conference at the recent 
session and had not returned to California, 
the California Adventists determined to es­
tablish an independent publishing house in 
California, arguing that any tie to the Review 
would cause delay in conducting business. 
Following the decision o f the conference to 
purchse the Signs and assume control “until 
such time as a legal organized association 
shall be formed and its officers elected,” the 
roughly 450 Adventists present gave or 
pledged almost $20,000, much o f it in gold 
coin and unminted bars. The show o f finan­
cial strength impressed G. I. Butler, the rep­
resentative o f the General Conference; re­
porting on the event in the Signs, he wrote,

Spectrum
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“We have financial strength in this state 
sufficient to do almost anything we wish to 
undertake. . . . There is a stability to this cause 
here; it is o f no mushroom growth.” 11

From October 1874 till February 1875, the 
California Conference published the Signs, 
Elder Butler taking the chief responsibility, 
but when James and Ellen White returned in 
February, the conference transferred the 
office back to James while awaiting the forma­
tion o f the association. Then, on April 8, the 
company organized as a nondividend stock 
company. The capital stock o f the Pacific 
Seventh-day Adventist Publishing Associa­
tion, soon to go by the name Pacific Press, 
was set at $28,000 and the individual shares at 
$10. James himself purchased 100 shares. 
There would be no turning back.

T he establishment o f 
an independent pub­
lishing house in California was clearly the act 

o f the California believers, able and deter­
mined to be independent. But they must 
have had the blessing o f James and Ellen 
White. Ellen, after all, had been shown in 
vision in April o f 1874 that a “publishing 
house” should be established in California 
and when, in the year after the association 
was formed, it was suggested to James that 
the Review and the Pacific Press be put under 
one management, she told James to answer 
that the Lord did not approve o f such a 
plan.12

Conflict between the two publishing 
houses began almost at once. The Pacific 
Press needed to increase the circulation o f the 
Signs, raise money, and find a permanent 
home, but it faced immediate competition as 
a result o f a decision made at the General 
Conference, apparently James’ idea, to start a 
“pioneer” paper at Battle Creek.13 The new 
weekly would compete directly with the 
Signs as an evangelistic paper directed to 
non-Adventists. Had James made further 
compromises in Battle Creek?

The December 1874 number o f the True 
Missionary described the rationale for the new 
paper. The brethren felt that it made no sense 
to send tons o f paper to California and then 
ship back the finished copies o f the Signs, 
losing both time and money in the process.

Instead, the Review would print a mission­
ary journal for the East, the Voice o f Truth. 
All monies raised in the East for the Signs 
would be diverted to the Voice o f Truth. The 
tract societies were urged to sign up 30,000 
subscribers. In fact, the tract societies were 
able to find only 10,000 for the Voice,14 but 
the Voice hurt the Signs and brought the two 
publishing houses into direct competition. 
There was only one logical solution. At the 
end o f 1875, the Voice, having seen its editor, 
James White, move to California in Feb­
ruary, ceased publication in favor o f the 
Signs; henceforth, the Signs had the entire 
field to itself as the denomination’s only 
pioneer journal. Once James White left Battle 
Creek for Oakland, any hope that the Voice 
would survive ended.

With the administrative and promotional 
ability o f James White behind it and the 
wealth o f the California Adventists to sup­
port it, the Pacific Press grew rapidly. A 
building was erected, machinery installed, 
and almost immediately additions to both 
required. Yet, though the California mem­
bers were giving at three times the per capita 
o f the denomination generally, and the circu­
lation o f the Signs was up to 8,000 in 1877, the 
Pacific Press carried a heavy debt, a burden 
its managers could not escape for many 
years.15

W. C. White gave outstanding leadership 
for a year, starting in April o f 1876, but his 
older brother, Edson, was much less suc­
cessful during the three years that followed. 
When he resigned, early in 1880—a decision 
C. H. Jones considered “about the wisest 
thing he ever did” —the press was in con­
siderable financial difficulty and the directors 
looked longingly but unsuccessfully for W. 
C. to return and take charge o f the institu­
tion.16

The Pacific Press did pick up two men o f 
outstanding talent during the 1870s, J .  H. 
Waggoner and C. H. Jones. Waggoner, a 
former editor and publisher of a political 
paper in Wisconsin and already one o f the 
denomination’s most distinguished authors 
and preachers, became the resident editor o f 
the Signs after his arrival in California in 
1875. When James White died in 1881, Wag­
goner replaced him as editor, working for the
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press with distinction until two years before 
his death in 1889.17 C. H. Jones joined the 
Pacific Press in 1879, at age 29, coming from 
Battle Creek where he had been superinten­
dent o f the factory. In 1882, he became gen­
eral manager and in 1888 president o f the 
board. In fact, following the departure o f 
Edson White in early 1880, Jones had been 
the effective manager o f the Pacific Press.18

“ An 1884 General Conference 
resolution asked for a committee 
to consider a plan for promot­
ing more perfect cooperation 
between the publishing houses 
in Battle Creek and Oakland. 
Obviously, all was not well.”

Jones and Waggoner oversaw phenomenal 
growth to the house during the 1880s. By the 
end o f the decade, the press employed ap­
proximately 175 workers and utilized 12 cyl­
inder presses and other modern equipment. 
It was one o f the largest and most complete 
publishing plants west o f the Rockies and, 
with an annual business nearing $250,000, it 
rivaled the volume o f the senior publishing 
house, the Review and Herald.19

From the beginning, 
the houses competed 

for the same Adventist market. After the Re­
view’s Voice o f Truth ceased to be published, 
aggressive promotion o f the Signs as a mis­
sionary journal gradually cut into the sub­
scriptions o f the Review itself. The Review 
was enlarged in 1879 with the expectation 
that the tract societies and ministers would 
help double its subscription list; but though it 
cost more to publish, there was no increase in 
subscriptions.

“We appreciate your zeal for the Signs,” 
commented a resolution o f the Review trust­
ees , referring to the tract societies, “We also 
support the Pacific Press and at present carry 
$10,000 o f their debt. But as their debt goes

down, ours goes up, for the tract societies are 
pushing the Signs so hard that the circulation 
at the Review is falling off.” The resolution 
concluded by asking the publishing houses 
(obviously the Pacific Press) to stop selling 
books so cheaply because a low sales price 
robbed authors o f their just recompense and, 
by making it unprofitable for agents and 
ministers to circulate them, cut sales. James 
White signed the resolution on behalf o f the 
Review trustees.20

During the 1880s, the rivalry between the 
two houses continued. In the 1881 edition o f 
Life Sketches o f James and Ellen White, the pub­
lisher added in an epilogue: “Elder White 
lived to see his judgment vindicated in estab­
lishing this office [the Pacific Press],” and 
“there can never be any rivalry between them 
[the Pacific Press and the Review], as the 
work will be large enough to require the full 
capacity o f all that are likely to be built.”21 
And at the General Conference session of 
1884, a resolution was passed asking the chair 
to appoint a committee o f four to act with the 
General Conference to consider a plan for 
promoting more perfect cooperation be­
tween the publishing houses in Battle Creek 
and Oakland.22 Obviously, all was not well.

The main source o f friction in 1884 was not 
the circulation o f journals, but the distribu­
tion o f subscription books. By the late 1870s, 
the tract societies were supervising full-time 
canvassers selling periodicals and small 
books, and in March of 1880 the General 
Conference resolved that henceforth the state 
conferences should issue licenses to these 
colporteurs and, if  they performed well, give 
them reasonable remuneration.23

In Testimony Twenty-nine the previous 
year, 1879, Ellen White called for canvassers 
to obtain subscribers for the church’s period­
icals and to introduce books and pamphlets 
into the homes. She specifically asked that 
men in responsible positions work up plans 
whereby books could be circulated. “Other 
publishers have regular systems o f introduc­
ing into the market books o f no vital interest. 
The children o f this world are in their genera­
tion wiser than the children o f light.”24 Ad­
ventists have interpreted this testimony as 
God’s instruction to the denomination to sell 
books by subscription—that is, first visiting the
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homes and taking orders, and later returning to 
deliver the book. But I have seen no evidence 
that contemporaries understood it this way. 
On the contrary, at the General Conference 
session o f March 1880, the Committee on 
Tract and Missionary Institutes, referring to 
this Testimony, called on each conference to 
hold a Tract and Missionary Institute and 
urged all church members to get behind the 
work o f the tract societies.25

The man who introduced into the de­
nomination the idea o f selling books by sub­
scription was that ubiquitous genius, John 
Harvey Kellogg. Subscription book selling 
was quite com m on in post-C ivil War 
America. Mark Twain’s books had been sold 
successfully that way and it is not surprising 
that Kellogg, an author with a book to sell, 
would push to have his book sold by sub­
scription.

Dr. Kellogg’s The Home Hand Book o f  
Domestic Hygiene and Rational Medicine, over 
1,600 pages long, came off the presses o f the 
Review in July 1880. While it was being 
printed, Dr. Kellogg personally instructed a 
group o f canvassers in the art o f selling by 
subscription. Among his salesmen were 
three young men who went to Indiana, in­
cluding George A. King.26 King, who had 
begun selling pamphlets and periodicals five 
months before, became convinced after a 
successful three months in Indiana with 
Home Hand Book, that doctrinal books could 
also be sold by subscription.

At the General Confer­
ence o f 1880, King 

urged the brethren to bind as one book Uriah 
Smith’s two small volumes, Thoughts on 
Daniel and Thoughts on Revelation. In re­
sponse, the Review printed a limited special 
issue o f Thoughts on Daniel and Revelation, a 
combination o f the sheets already printed 
with a new index added. George King evi­
dently sold copies o f this book with fair suc­
cess.

Sometime during the year 1881, the Re­
view began work on a completely new edi­
tion o f Daniel and Revelation designed spe­
cifically for the subscription work. At the De­
cember meeting o f the General Tract and 
Missionary Society, the prospectus was

shown to the delegates and the consensus was 
that large numbers of Adventist books could 
be sold by subscription if they were “pre­
pared in a more acceptable form.”27 The vol­
ume, Thoughts on Daniel and Thoughts on Rev­
elation, a handsome volume filled with pic­
tures o f beasts and battles and bound in blue 
and green linen for $1.50, sheepskin for 
$2.50, morocco for $4, and with marbled or 
gilt edges for $5, came off the press on April 
3, 1882, and went on to become one o f the 
all-time, best-selling Adventist subscription 
books.28

At first, canvassers acted on their own, 
buying books from the Review at a 50 per­
cent discount and delivering them at full 
price. It was a risky procedure since not 
everybody who ordered a book accepted de­
livery. Soon canvassers working in Wiscon­
sin, Ohio and states farther afield began to 
order their subscription books from the state 
tract society offices, rather than directly from 
the Review. The first step to formalize this 
procedure occurred in M ichigan. On 
November 13, 1883, the directors o f the 
Michigan Tract and Missionary Society, 
voted that their society take the “ State 
Agency” for all subscription books and 
periodicals, and appointed William C. Sisley 
the director o f their state district. As state 
agent, Sisley became, in effect, the denomi­
nation’s first conference publishing director. 
His job  was to recruit and train canvassers 
and coordinate their work in the field.29 Soon 
hundreds o f canvassers flooded into the field, 
and other conferences followed the Michigan 
precedent.30

The production o f  Adventist presses 
nearly tripled during the 1880s. The publish­
ing houses did everything they could to in­
crease the sales o f subscription books. They 
provided books in bindings that they 
thought would sell, printed prospectuses, 
and prepared the canvass for the agent to 
memorize. The press at Oakland even hired a 
man to visit camp meetings, recruit canvas­
sers and hold canvassing classes at the press.31 
The houses supported canvassing 
wholeheartedly, not just to make profits—in 
fact, they lost on some books—but because 
they believed in the message contained in the 
books. C. H. Jones, for example, was un­
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happy in 1884 that so many agents were 
pushing unimportant matters like Sunshine at 
Home. “If we made money on it,” he wrote 
to W. C. White, “it would be a little better, 
but if  we are going to lose, we may as well 
lose with books that put the truth before the 
people.”32

Indeed, the Pacific 
Press did lose money 

on the first printings o f Volume 4 o f Ellen 
White’s Spirit o f  Prophecy (usually called by its 
subtitle The Great Controversy) though in 
time the book sold 50,000 copies. Jones de­
scribed some of the problems involved in 
producing subscription books in a letter writ­
ten Ellen White on March 2, 1885, shortly 
after the book was first published.33 Re­
sponding to her complaint that she was not 
receiving just returns from the book, Jones 
wrote, “You have been hasty in condemning 
the management of The Great Controversy, 
and people that tell you you should get 
$10,000 from this book do not understand 
publishing.” W. C. White, who was handl­
ing the sale o f the book, had employed can­
vassers in order to give it a wide distribution,

“ In North America the church 
has three publishing houses 
serving one publishing market. 
These houses continue to 
follow a policy developed in 
the 1880s to insure that compe­
tition will be kept to a minimum.”

but “the canvassers were most o f them poor, 
and unless they could make enough to get a 
living, they would not handle the book.” 
“Using canvassers,” said Jones, “had ena­
bled the press to sell twice as many copies o f 
Volume 4 as o f any o f the previous three 
volumes.”

In response to this letter, Ellen pointed out 
her need for money to meet her own personal 
investment in the book’s preparation and de­
clared:

Matters are so arranged that those who 
write books cannot receive proper com­
pensation, because the books go through 
so many hands that the profits are con­
sumed in this way. Whether canvassers, or 
tract and missionary societies, or whatever 
it may be that brings about this result, I 
protest against such an arrangement. If we 
should revive the old plan o f our ministers 
disposing o f the books, and receiving part 
o f the profits themselves, I believe there 
would be a better state o f things than exists 
today. Under present arrangements, it 
seems as if  almost everything is absorbed 
by the tract and missionary societies, leav­
ing very little profit for the author. I shall 
have something more to say on these 
things.34
She did. In 1892 she wrote to General Con­

ference leaders about organization, and in 
this connection spoke o f complications in 
book distribution.

“In some parts o f the work it is true,” she 
wrote, “the machinery has been made too 
complicated; especially has this been the case 
in the tract and missionary work; the multi­
plication o f rules and regulations made it 
needlessly burdensome. An effort should be 
made to simplify the work, so as to avoid all 
needless labor and perplexity.”35

Apparently, Ellen White did not under­
stand all the intricacies o f the distribution 
system. For the problem was not too much 
organization. The addition o f state canvass­
ing agents in 1886 had increased sales greatly, 
and in 1892, when Ellen wrote the above, the 
canvassing work was booming as it had 
never done before. In fact, the dismantling o f 
the distribution apparatus in 1893, an over­
reaction to the financial panic o f that year, 
almost ruined the subscription book work. 
The real solution was not to cut back the 
distribution apparatus, but to raise the prices 
o f the books. This was eventually done with 
great success, but not until after the turn o f 
the century.

It is easy to see why tension developed 
between the two publishing houses. When 
losses mount, competition inevitably sharp­
ens. Also, the publication o f The Great Con­
troversy brought the publishing houses into 
direct conflict over the handling o f subscrip­
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tion books. Many years later, in the midst o f 
another controversy with the Review, Jones 
recalled to W. C. White how it all began:

You will remember the position the Re­
view and Herald took in regard to your 
mother’s works for fear that there was no 
money in them; and how we took hold of 
that work years ago. I remember very well 
your argument which Elder Haskell 
presented,—that even though we did not 
receive any immediate return for our in­
vestment, the time would come when 
your mother’s works would have a large 
sale, and then the Pacific Press would reap 
the benefits; but we argued at that time that 
whether this was so or not, the books 
ought to be published, and therefore we 
took hold o f the work. What effect this 
action had in stimulating the Review and 
Herald in bringing out more and better 
books, we will leave you to judge: but I do 
believe this, that a little healthy competi­
tion is beneficial sometimes.36

I ndeed, the Review 
did bring out books to 

compete with The Great Controversy and, 
consequently, The Great Controversy did not 
sell well in the East. At the time, Jones was 
not quite so happy with the competition. 
Once in a letter to W . C . White he referred to 
the Review publications Daniel and Revelation 
and The United States in Prophecy as “their 
two great hobbies ju st n o w .” 37 On 
November 17, 1885, he reported to W .C. 
that the Review would not circulate anything 
that did not emanate from their office.

As long as the two publishing houses tried 
to sell in the same market, they would be 
competitors. The Review favored letting 
each publishing house deal with all the state 
tract societies by which the books were dis­
tributed. They outlined this position in a let­
ter to Jones in 1885: “We shall not find cause 
for complaint if  you invade or even absorb 
our entire territory. We shall rejoice to see 
you do this, for certainly while this is being 
done, we will have the consolation in know­
ing that the truth is being scattered broadcast 
among the people. O f course, there should 
be a harmony between the two offices

in the establishment o f prices, paying o f 
freight. . .  .”39

But, the Pacific Press did not approve this 
proposal, for in the end it would pit book 
against book, publishing house against pub­
lishing house. The Review would want the 
same privileges in the West that they were 
granting the Pacific Press in the East, and 
Jones knew that in competition with the Re­
view the smaller Pacific Press would suffer.

By the eleventh annual 
session o f the Inter­
national Tract and Missionary Society, 

which met in Battle Creek on November 21, 
1886, it was clear that the subscription book 
business had to be organized in a more sys­
tematic way. The delegates first approved a 
resolution that the subscription book de­
partments o f the Review and the Pacific Press 
be recognized as the heads o f the subscription 
book work in all territory controlled by 
them, “and that all engaged in the subscrip­
tion book business work in harmony with 
the house in whose territory they work.” A 
second resolution called upon the tract 
societies in the states to act as “the sole agents 
o f the said offices o f publication for all o f 
their subscription books provided that an 
efficient man is kept in the territory occupied 
by them who shall superintend the work o f 
qualifying, appointing and working local 
subagents in accordance with principles o f 
order and thoroughness.” A third resolution 
asked the conference committees, in con­
junction with the presidents and secretaries 
o f their state tract and missionary societies, to 
employ state canvassing agents. Other reso­
lutions requested that state tract societies do 
only cash business with canvassing agents, 
that agents sell books at only one price, and 
that they solicit orders for only one book at a 
time.

With these resolutions and the understand­
ing that each agent would have sole claim to 
assigned territory, the delegates completed 
their reorganization o f the subscription book 
work.40 What they had done in essence was 
to give the publishing houses primacy in 
their territory, the state societies a monopoly 
in their territory, and the individual convas- 
ser a monopoly in his temporarily assigned



20 Spectrum

territory. No longer would canvassers be 
able to play off one tract society against 
another, and no longer would canvassers 
knock on a door and discover that another 
agent had already been there. System had 
been put into the business.

Furthermore, a full-time state canvassing 
agent would now push the work in each con­
ference, recruiting and training canvassers, 
assigning territory, keeping up courage, and 
generally coordinating the work. Only one 
more refinement needed to be made in the 
system . Ju st as each canvasser had a 
monopoly in a certain town or county, and 
each state tract society was the sole dis­
tributor for the publishing houses in its ter­
ritory, so each publishing house needed to 
have a monopoly in its territory.

Under the leadership o f C. H. Jones, the 
Pacific Press pressed for such a settlement. 
After two years o f discussion, the publishing 
houses finally came to an agreement. In a 
memorandum o f October 9, 1888, signed in 
Battle Creek by Jones, representing the 
Pacific Press, and H. W. Kellogg, for the 
Review, the Pacific Press was given the ex­
clusive right to sell all subscription books 
published by either house west o f Montana, 
Wyoming, Colorado and New Mexico; the 
Review agreed to furnish bookplates for any 
o f its books that the Pacific Press wanted to 
print in return for the cost o f manufacturing 
the plates and five percent o f the wholesale 
price o f every book sold. The Review re­
ceived the same privileges in its territory of 
Michigan, Indiana, Illinois, Wisconsin and 
Canada. The eastern and southern and Great 
Plains states were left open to both houses.41 
Shortly after signing the memorandum of 
October 9, the two houses redivided the 
North American field according to the Gen­
eral Conference Districts. The Pacific Press 
took Districts 1, the East; 5, the Great Plains 
and Southwest; and 6, the West. The Review 
received Districts 2, the South; 3, the Mid­
west; and 4, the Northern Great Plains.42

In the 1890s, an effort 
at consolidation 

which would have threatened the indepen­
dence o f the Pacific Press was attempted. The 
story o f this threat and the successful defense

made by the Pacific Press, using the tes­
timonies o f Ellen White, has been told 
elsewhere and need not be repeated.43 It is 
also not necessary to consider the establish­
ment o f the Southern Publishing Association 
in 1901, or the other English language pub­
lishing houses overseas. The precedent had 
by now been established that when a pioneer 
missionary entered a new field he needed a 
locally published pioneer periodical. (In the 
South, the periodical was James Edson 
White’s Gospel Herald, later The Southern 
Watchman, and now These Tim es.) The 
pioneer missionary would soon print it him­
self, buying the type and then the press. For a 
while, the small publishing house would 
print only periodicals and be a depository for 
books published by the larger publishing 
houses. But gradually the new publishing 
house would come to handle even the largest 
subscription books and, in time, receive a 
territory. In most parts o f the world where 
language barriers delineated the market, 
competition between publishing houses did 
not develop. For the English language ter­
ritories o f South Africa, Australia and Eng­
land, territorial settlements were made just as 
they had been made previously between the 
Review and the Pacific Press.

Today, nationalism makes it obvious that 
each country is a publishing market and 
needs its own publishing house. But in 
North America, and only in North America, 
the church has three publishing houses serv­
ing one publishing market. These three pub­
lishing houses continue to follow a policy 
developed in the 1880s to insure that compet­
ition will be kept to a minimum. The system 
o f publishing territories remains, a legacy of 
the evolution o f the Adventist publishing 
system.

The history o f the Adventist publishing 
work is in many ways a microcosm o f the 
institutional history o f the church. The 
church has established many, some members 
believe too many, publishing houses, schools 
and hospitals. But it has chosen not to place 
all medical institutions under one consoli­
dated management, all colleges under the 
control of one educational system or make all 
publishing houses branches o f one central 
publishing association; instead, it has made
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each institution independent and guaranteed 
it freedom from competition. The epoch- 
making decision was made in the 1870s when

James and Ellen White and the California 
believers established an independent Pacific 
Press.
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