Thomas Towndrow, 1810 – 1898

The intriguing and interesting life of Thomas Towndrow, born Crich, Derbyshire in 1810 is recorded in the National Cyclopedia of American Biography, published in 1907 :

TOWNDROW, Thomas, inventor and journalist, was born at Crich, Derbyshire, England, May 7 1810, son of Richard and Anne (Jerome) Towndrow. When sixteen years of age he studied shorthand, and two years later made a verbatim report of William Cobbett’s speech on his defeat as a candidate for member of Parliament, delivered from a window of Castle Inn. After having mastered James Henry Lewis’ system of shorthand, in 1830, he came to the United States, and when but twenty-one years of age published his first book on shorthand, issued at Boston, Mass., a second edition being issued at New Haven, Conn., the next year.

Not being satisfied with either of these two works, which were founded on a stenographic basis, while visiting England, in 1834, he published a purely phonetic work, with connective vowels, entitled “Complete Guide to the Art of Shorthand Writing, Being a New and Comprehensive System of Representing the Elementary Sound of the English Language In Stenographic Characters, ” which is believed to have been the original phonetic system of shorthand brought before the public.

After his return to the United States, a few years later, he taught this system in Boston and Salem, Mass,; Portland, Me.; Providence and Newport, R.I.; and in Bowdoin, Harvard and Yale colleges. Soon after going to New York, about 1839, and discovering that he was not receiving honest treatment from his publishers, he gave up his shorthand publications and became connected with the New York ‘Herald’. He was also sent to Utica to report the trial of Alexander McLeod for burning the lake steamer Caroline, which was being used by Canadian insurgents for the transportation of arms and ammunition.

In 1841 Mr. Towndrow became a member of the staff of the New York ‘Tribune’, and in May 1891 celebrated his golden jubilee as a reporter of that paper. His “Guide to Shorthand” had lain dormant for nearly fifty years, but in 1886 he revised it, and placed it again before the public. New systems, however, having developed, it was difficult to convince a new generation that the honor of being the inventor of phonography should be his, it having already been claimed by a recent author. 

Mr. Towndrow was a faithful and indefatigable worker, having reported many interesting cases in his long career. He was at one time the police reported for every paper in the city, spending his days on trains and street cars and his nights in the police stations in search of news. He was married in 1857to Eleanor Randall. They had four daughters, two of whom are living. He died at New Rochelle, N.Y., on May 7, 1898.

