
 

Little Nellie 

 

Ellen Therressa Williams was born in Penfield on 

Nov. 21, 1849. Her mother, Emily Jane Witheral 

Williams was a religious woman who encouraged 

Nellie to take the bible for her guide and follow Jesus. 

Nellie’s mother died of consumption on Nov. 18, 

1856, just days before Nellie’s seventh birthday. Her 

father, Leander Kirk Williams, known as L.K., was 

the proprietor of a drugstore and a tailor shop. He won 

a printing press in a card game, from Mr. C. Smith, 

who had been publishing a single sheet paper called 

the Telegraph.  

 

Nellie’s older brother, LeRoy, began to use the press 

to create a small advertising circular. It included ads, 

jokes, and a few stories. 

 

On Aug. 28, 1862, LeRoy enlisted in the 8th NY 

Cavalry, along with several other young Penfield 

men. His father was quite upset with this news. L.K. 

was a Northern Democrat and a southern 

sympathizer. He was against the war. Later, Nellie 

claimed that his health deteriorated when his only son 

enlisted in a war that he was against. LeRoy didn’t 

come home from the war. The family received 

conflicting accounts of his death. One account listed 

him as being shot in the Shenandoah Valley. Another 

account reported that he was taken prisoner and sent to Andersonville Prison, where he later 

starved to death. 

 

As L.K.’s health began to fail, Nellie started to help him in the drugstore. This brought her into 

contact with the printing press. She began to sit and “distribute” type, (or organize words and 

sentences from the letters). When she was eleven she printed a monthly paper designed for the 

residents of the Four Corners area. Soon the circulation increased to the point where she began to 

publish it weekly, and the circulation expanded throughout the county. Editors of other 

newspapers found out about this young girl editress, and printed a news item about it in their 

papers. Nellie was grateful for this publicity. 

Nellie as she dressed for work, with a dark smock to 

protect her dress from ink stains. 

 



 

The Penfield Extra began on Jan. 4, 1862, with about 100 subscribers. Within a short time, she 

began to get subscriptions from all over the U.S., at an average of about 15 new subscriptions a 

week, until over 2,000 copies were sold each week.  

The format of the Penfield Extra was 8” x 12” with four pages each week. It contained two full 

pages of ads, bits of local news about weather and events, exchanges from other papers, comments 

on politics, puns and jokes, articles and poems, some of them submitted by young readers, and 

several times included columns on the history of Penfield. (One writer of the history columns was 

Samuel Strowger, father of Almon, who came to Penfield with his family in 1800, when Samuel 

was 3 years old). There was surprisingly little information on the progress of the Civil War. The 

paper was published in the building just north of Shaufelberger Park, on Five Mile Line Road.  

The newspaper masthead underwent several changes over the years. Originally it contained the 

name “Penfield Extra”, with the Bible at the center, and the words, “Our Hope” under the Bible. 

The next line read “Little Nellie’s Little Paper.” The motto was “Devoted to News and Literature, 

and Neutral in Politics.” This occupied the third line along with the cost of the paper. The fourth 

line contained the date and volume number. In November of 1864 Nellie changed the motto to 

read, “Independent in all things.” She had lost several abolitionist advertisers and subscribers, 

because, as Nellie put it, “They could not take a joke, unless it was one of Lincoln’s jokes.” In 

April of 1866 the masthead underwent another change. Nellie remarked that she, like other girls, 

is fond of new things, and decided to dispense with the word “little” in her name as “we were 

getting some larger, if our paper did not.”  

There were people who doubted that Nellie, at such a young age, performed all the tasks of 

editress, typesetter, and mailer. She did all the work herself, except the presswork, and got some 

of the most respected citizens in town to vouch for her.  

News of the young editress was picked up by newspapers around New York State and across the 

country.  

Nellie inserted articles of humor. One article written by Nellie was as follows:  

“We have many curious names of subscribers, but undoubtedly, some of the names of our town residents 
would be a curiosity to our subscribers. A few years ago we had on one street, Mr. Hip, Skipp, Tripp, Hopp, 
Jump, Quick, and Kethcum. In reading the names over, if you make no pauses, they will sound rather 
funny.”  

She also carried jokes and puns that made the circuit of the newspapers. An example of these is:  

“How many legs would a dog have if you called his tail a leg? (Five of course) No, only four. It would not 
make his tail a leg to call it one.” 

Nellie proudly made the announcement in January 1866 that Congress had made it lawful to print 

“In God We Trust” on every coin hereafter to be issued.  

An exchange that Nellie printed went as follows:  



“Five of the sweetest words in the English language begin with H, which is only a breath; Heart, Hope, 
Home, Happiness, and Heaven. Heart is a hope-place, and home is a heart-place, and that man sadly 
mistaketh, who would exchange the happiness of home for less than heaven.” 

The last issue of the Penfield Extra that we have is August 3, 1865. An ad for the Extra appeared 

in the September 1865 issue of the Literary Companion. Katherine Thompson, in Penfield’s Past, 

states that Nellie published the Extra as a weekly until April 2, 1866, when newsprint and costs 

of publishing became too great. The Literary Companion was a monthly publication, printed on 

the same press as the Extra. Nellie’s older sister, Mary began this effort in October 1864. Mary 

worked as the editor until she married in February 1865. In that month’s issue appeared Mary’s 

marriage announcement and a column introducing Little Allie Williams, younger sister to Mary 

and Nellie, who would take over as editress.  

Nellie married Henry Braden on her nineteenth birthday, Nov. 21, 1868. The young couple had 

two children, a boy and a girl. The family lived in Rochester. Little Nellie died of the family 

scourge, consumption, on May 20, 1875.    

Nellie and her son, Frederick, were originally buried in Oakwood Cemetery. When Henry died 

in 1909, their daughter had them reinterred at Mt. Rest Cemetery in Bergen, to reunite the family. 

 


