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Introduction

Karl Marx was not always right (he thought world revolution would
begin in Preston, for example), but his throw-away assessment of the
impact of ending Stamp Duty taxation on newspapers in 1855 was
correct, forecasting a

revolution in the provincial press caused by the abolition of stamp
duty. In Glasgow alone four new daily penny papers are to appear. In
Liverpool and Manchester the papers that have hitherto only appeared
weekly or twice weekly are to turn into dailies at 3d., 2d., and 1d. The
emancipation from London of the provincial press, the decentralisation
of journalism was, in fact, the main aim of the Manchester School in their
fierce and protracted campaign against stamp duty.!

‘Decentralisation’, a desire attributed to Richard Cobden, John Bright
and other northern Liberal MPs of the ‘Manchester School’, may be too
strong a word, but for the next eighty years, at the heart of almost every
town and city, on the high street or town square, there was a miniature
version of Fleet Street, the London newspaper publishing centre. The
cover of this book shows two rival Manchester dailies, the Guardian and
the Courier, on Cross Street in 1902; similarly, in Liverpool in the 1860s,
five of the city’s twelve newspapers jostled with each other on Castle
Street, the Mail at 11, South Castle Street, then Gore’s General Advertiser at
4 Castle Street, the Chronicle at 32, the Albion at 36 and the Courier at 60
Castle Street.

Fifteen years after Marx’s prediction, a trade magazine, the Prinfers’
Register, declared that:

1 Karl Marx, ‘Prince Albert’s Toast. — The Stamp Duty on Newspapers’, Neue Oder
Zeitung, 21 June 1855, http://marxengels.public-archive.net/en/ME0913en.html
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Nothing, in the history of the Newspaper Press of the nineteenth century,

is more remarkable than the rapid development of provincial journalism

since the abolition of the Paper, the Stamp, and the Advertisement

Duties. Every city, town, village, and we may almost say hamlet, has

now its local organ.?

In every place, anywhere between one and a dozen local newspapers
thrived as catalysts and chronicles of small (and not so small) centres
of distinctive local cultures. These regions, cities, towns and villages
were connected to each other and to England’s biggest newspaper
centre, London, as nodes in a national network (a ‘national” made from
many ‘local’ elements). Books, magazines and London newspapers
were important, but the national reach of the local press gave it a
greater influence on Victorian culture than any other type of print. The
local newspaper shaped popular understandings of politics, poetry,
government (local and central), citizenship, fiction, and history, for
example. Such claims, which promise to rewrite a great deal of nineteenth-
century cultural history, can only be made by starting with Victorian
readers. The vast majority of them preferred the local newspaper, which,
in aggregate, outsold London papers until the 1930s at least.

There had been more provincial newspapers than London
newspapers since the late eighteenth century. By 1856 there were more
than twice as many provincial papers (370, compared to 152 London
papers). As Marx predicted, the number of provincial titles nearly
doubled after the abolition of compulsory stamp duty (see Table 0.1
below), while the increase in London publications, by about 50 per cent,
was smaller (with half of that increase due to local newspapers such as
the Hackney Gazette, in London’s districts, as opposed to larger papers
such as The Times that circulated more widely). By the end of the century,
provincial titles (exluding London local papers) had increased six-fold,
rising from 224 to 1340, while those published from London had roughly
doubled, going from 131 to 298 (if we exclude London local papers).
Table 0.1 also shows that the weekly or bi-weekly provincial paper, the
focus of this book, was by far the most common type, accounting for all
but seven provincial papers in 1856, and even at the end of the century,
there were about ten times as many provincial weeklies and bi-weeklies
as provincial daily papers. These figures underestimate the number of

2 Anon, ‘Provincial Journalistic Enterprise’, Printers’ Register, 7 March 1870, p. 49.
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papers, as not all of them appeared in the newspaper directories used
to compile this table.® The greater numbers of provincial titles, and their
networked, co-operative working methods, gave them greater economic
and political power as a body. As Victoria Gardner has pointed out, the
government consulted provincial rather than metropolitan newspaper
publishers when they were considering changes in newspaper taxation,
as early as 1797.* They continued to have more influence on government
as a trade body, in discussions of Stamp Duty reduction in 1836, and in
the unprecedented nationalisation of a private business, the telegraphs,
on their terms, in 1870. In consequence, Julius Reuter, the owner of the
world’s largest news agency, made an exclusive deal with the provincial
press rather than the more prestigious but smaller London press.®

Of course, numbers of titles are not the same as copies sold or read,
but provincial papers outsold London ones from the 1860s until around
the 1950s. Before the abolition of compulsory stamp duty in 1855, London
papers outsold provincial ones, with 65 million London papers sold in
1854, compared to 25 million for provincial titles.® But ten years later the
situation was reversed, with 340 million copies of provincial papers sold
per year, compared to 206 million London papers.” In 1920, the circulation
of the provincial morning and evening papers alone, ignoring weekly
papers, was still one-third greater than the London dailies.® Records from
newsagents, reading rooms, libraries and early oral history interviews
all confirm that the vast majority of the population preferred the local
paper. A Bradford teacher, the father of the novelist J. B. Priestley, for
example, ‘never dreamt of taking anything but our morning penny

3 In Preston alone, five of the fifty-one nineteenth-century titles traced so far do not
appear in the British Library catalogue nor in the Waterloo Directory of Nineteenth
Century Newspapers and Periodicals online edition.

4 Victoria E. M. Gardner, The Business of News in England, 1760-1820 (Basingstoke:
Palgrave, 2016), pp. 4647, https://doi.org/10.1057/9781137336392

5  Jonathan Silberstein-Loeb, ‘The Structure of the News Market in Britain, 1870-1914’,
Business History Review, 83 (2009), 759-88 (pp. 771-72), https://doi.org/10.1017/
s0007680500000908

6 House of Commons, ‘Return of Number of Stamps issued at One Penny to
Newspapers in United Kingdom’, 1854-55 (83), 1854.

7  Edward Baines, Extension of the Franchise: Speech of Edward Baines on Moving the
Second Reading of the Borough Franchise Bill, in the House of Commons, on the 11th May,
1864 (London, 1864).

8  Colin Seymour-Ure, The British Press and Broadcasting since 1945 (Oxford: Blackwell,
1996), p. 16.
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paper, which was then a very dignified organ of [local] opinion’.” For
most of the population, provincial newspapers were not on the fringes of
nineteenth-century print culture, but at the very heart of it.

Table 0.1. Numbers of English newspapers by place of publication,

1846-96.1°
Newspapers 1846 1856 1866 1875 1886 1896
London
Mornings 8 8 11 13 13 18
Evenings 4 7 10 5 8 12
Weekly / 119 137 172 244 273 268
bi-weekly
London local 33 52 140 201
London total 131 152 226 314 434 499
Provincial
Mornings 7 23 55 53 42
Evenings 2 25 70 82
Weekly / 224 363 698 807 1139 1216
bi-weekly
Provincial total 224 370 723 887 1262 1340
All newspapers 355 522 949 1201 1696 1839

This book begins with these readers, devoting four chapters to who they
were (Chapter 1), where they read (Chapter 2), when they read (Chapter
3) and what they read (Chapter 6). This focus on the circumstances of
reading the local paper helps us to understand what the Victorian local
paper was. It acknowledges the power of the reader, individually and

9 ]. B. Priestley, ‘An Outpost’, in The Book of Fleet Street, ed. by T. Michael Pope
(London: Cassell, 1930), pp. 174-82 (p. 174).

10  Source: Mitchell’s Newspaper Press Directories, British Library. The volume for 1876
is missing, so 1875 was used instead. Excludes Monmouthshire. These figures
supersede those in Andrew Hobbs, ‘The Deleterious Dominance of The Times in
Nineteenth-Century Scholarship’, Journal of Victorian Culture, 18 (2013), p. 482,
https://doi.org/10.1080/13555502.2013.854519 and Andrew Hobbs, ‘Reading the
Local Paper: Social and Cultural Functions of the Local Press in Preston, Lancashire,
1855-1900" (unpublished PhD dissertation, University of Central Lancashire, 2010),
p. 41 (Table 4), which mistakenly mixed British and English figures. Thanks to Beth
Gaskell for assistance in finding this information.
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as a community, to shape the text and to use it in their own way, whilst
also identifying some of the inequalities in power between reader and
publisher."

A Counter-Factual

It was not inevitable that there would be English local newspapers,
or that they would prove so popular. Many countries have no history
of an independent, networked provincial press, and from the 1850s
to the 1870s, some publishers and commentators wished for a more
centralised press, whilst others believed that the local newspaper was
threatened by the advance of the railway and the telegraph. In 1851,
Frederick Knight Hunt, then sub-editor of the London Daily News, told a
select committee that the abolition of the compulsory newspaper stamp
would free London and big-city newspapers to become ‘national’, with
only a minor role for smaller local newspapers:

a paper emanating from the metropolis, having a manifest national

character, is much more likely to be useful over the country [...] instead

of entering into little local bickerings [...] there would be little papers like

the “Cheltenham Looker-On,” to give local news, but papers emanating

from large towns, such as London, Manchester, and Liverpool, would

circulate over the country, and give more than ever a tone to national

opinion.'?
In 1863, Mortimer Collins, former editor of the Lancaster Gazette, now a
poet and novelist, wrote: “The country newspaper is essentially a thing
of the past [...] We suspect that the days will soon arrive when there will,
with an exception or two, be no country newspapers in England; when
London will supply all the journalism of the kingdom.”” In the same
year, an anonymous writer described ‘the dream [...] of enthusiastic
persons, that some three or four leviathan London, Manchester,

11 These ideas are taken from Gardner, especially Chapter 4; Stuart Hall, ‘Encoding/
Decoding’, in Media and Cultural Studies: Keyworks, ed. by Meenakshi Gigi Durham
and Douglas Kellner (Malden: Blackwell, 2006); James Carey, ‘A Cultural Approach
to Communication’, in Communication as Culture: Essays on Media and Society
(London: Routledge, 1989), pp. 13-36, https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203928912

12 House of Commons, ‘Report from the Select Committee on Newspaper Stamps;
Together with the Proceedings of the Committee, Minutes of Evidence, Appendix,
and Index’ 1851 (558) XVIL.1 (minutes 2358-60).

13 Mortimer Collins, ‘Country Newspapers’, Temple Bar, 10 (1863), pp. 128-41 (p. 141).
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or Dublin prints, sold at a penny, will be carried everywhere by rail
and steamboat, to the final extinguishment of local journalism’."* The
Provincial Newspaper Society used these fears in the late 1860s, in their
lobbying for the nationalisation of the private telegraph companies.’

The growing number of successful local newspaper proprietors knew
that these fears were unfounded, as they watched their circulations
increase. The spread of the railways from the 1840s onwards probably
helped to distribute London papers more than provincial ones, but
they also speeded up the arrival of London news (as distinct from
newspapers) in provincial towns. The news service provided by the
‘intelligence departments’ of the private telegraph companies from the
1850s was slow and sometimes inaccurate and irrelevant, but was a boon
to those provincial papers that could afford it; they received the news in
their own town at the same time as it arrived in the London newspaper
offices, but it was only a matter of minutes to typeset, print and publish
that news, whereas the London papers, containing the same news, took
hours to arrive by train. The penny newspaper stamp doubled as a tax and
a postage charge, so had provided cheap postal distribution for London
papers, but it was simply a tax for those provincial papers which had
no need of the post because they sold within a restricted geographical
area; its change to a postal charge only, in 1855, made local newspapers
cheaper whilst significantly cutting the provincial circulation of London
papers. The nationalisation of the telegraphs in 1870, and the creation
of the Press Association, a co-operative news agency controlled by the
provincial press, provided news from London, the rest of the UK and
from around the world at preferential rates for local papers.'® Finally, the
advent of slightly earlier ‘newspaper trains’ from London in the 1870s
was a favourite topic for journalists at the time, but had little impact on
London newspaper sales in the regions.” These conditions helped the
local press to flourish, but they do not explain its popularity.

14 Anon., ‘The British Newspaper: The Penny Theory and Its Solution’, Dublin
University Magazine, 61 (1863), 359-76 (p. 371).

15 Jonathan Silberstein-Loeb, The International Distribution of News: The Associated Press,
Press Association, and Reuters, 18481947 (New York, NY: Cambridge University
Press, 2014), p. 93, https://doi.org/10.1017/cb09781139522489

16  Silberstein-Loeb, The International Distribution of News, p. 5.

17  Alexander Paterson, ‘Provincial Newspapers’, in Progress of British Newspapers in the
Nineteenth Century (London: Simpkin, Marshall, Hamilton, Kent & Co., 1901), p. 79.


https://doi.org/10.1017/cbo9781139522489

Introduction 9

Why Were Local Newspapers so Popular?

So why were post-1855 provincial newspapers far more successful than
London papers? Few people have asked this question, about one of
the most significant developments in nineteenth-century print culture,
and even fewer have suggested answers. As the provincial newspaper
industry shrinks in the early twenty-first century, its phenomenal
popularity in the past can now be seen as contingent and puzzling,
rather than taken for granted. Was its popularity due to the growth of
Victorian localism, expressed in newly incorporated boroughs, neo-
classical town halls and associational culture? Perhaps, but those trends
began decades before 1855, and a strong interest in local news was
constant throughout the century. Was it because of a differential growth
in literacy, with the provinces catching up with London?'® Perhaps,
but why did these new readers choose the local paper? Or was it the
faster news service that local daily papers could provide, thanks to the
shorter distances between publishing office and reader, in each local
market, compared to the distance between London publishing offices
and provincial readers? Perhaps, but the local press (most of it weekly
rather than daily) was in the ascendant before many papers began
to use telegraphic news, and certainly before the launch of the Press
Association in 1870.

This book argues that, for morning and evening newspapers in
particular, the national structure of the local press meant that local Fleet
Streets could deliver news to local readers faster than papers produced
on London’s Fleet Street. But more importantly, the provincial press
was so popular in the second half of the nineteenth century because it
built upon, and built, local and regional identities.

George Gissing’s 1891 novel New Grub Street gives the impression
of a London-centred press in the Victorian era, but, as Margaret Stetz
notes, newspapers and books were published from many centres."”
While Stetz’s focus is on a global network, this book explores a national
network of local publishing (Chapters 4 and 5). This paradox, the

18 David Vincent, Literacy and Popular Culture: England 1750-1914 (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1989), p. 41, https://doi.org/10.1017/cbo9780511560880

19 Margaret D. Stetz, ‘Internationalizing Authorship: Beyond New Grub Street to the
Bookman in 1891, Victorian Periodicals Review, 48 (2015), 1-14 (p. 3), https://doi.
org/10.1353/vpr.2015.0011


https://doi.org/10.1017/cbo9780511560880

10 A Fleet Street in Every Town

national aspect of the local press, was a commonplace in the second half
of the nineteenth century. As an anonymous contributor to the Dublin
University Magazine explained in 1863:

We are not to regard the newspapers of this highly developed country
as so many distinct productions, each independent of the other; they
all hang together, and in union form a system of intelligence which
ministers to good government, social peace, and the interests of trade.?

In the twenty-first century we are comfortable with the idea of a national
thing made up of local things, such as a national House of Commons
full of MPs from constituencies around the country, a national Church
of England comprising local parishes, or a national rail network made
up of pieces of local track connecting local stations. Graham Law’s
work on national publication of serial fiction through ad hoc syndicates
of local newspapers reminds us of this local/national structure, and I
have found Simon Potter’'s work on international press systems and
networks useful for understanding the structure of the English local
press. However, many historians struggle with this idea when applied
to nineteenth-century newspapers, falling back instead on anachronistic
twenty-first-century concepts.

We need to be clear about the meanings of ‘local’ and ‘national” in
the nineteenth century. Victorian ‘local’ newspapers were distributed
within one district or group of districts, as distinct from county or
regional papers and their wider circulation areas. However, there is no
simple division between local, sub-regional, county and regional papers,
partly because such areas are difficult to define exactly, and partly
because of changes over time in the nature and extent of the circulation
areas of newspapers. Nineteenth-century local papers were less local in
their content and control than has been assumed, while the other side of
the twenty-first-century binary, the ‘national” press, is an anachronism
when applied to the nineteenth century. The London papers were more
regional than national; they combined coverage of national institutions

20 Anon.,, ‘British Newspaper: Penny Theory’, p. 371.

21 Graham Law, Serializing Fiction in the Victorian Press (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2000);
Simon Potter, “Webs, Networks, and Systems: Globalization and the Mass Media in
the Nineteenth- and Twentieth-Century British Empire’, Journal of British Studies,
46 (2007), 621-46, https://doi.org/10.1086/515446; Andrew Hobbs, ‘When the
Provincial Press Was the National Press (c.1836-c.1900)’, International Journal of
Regional and Local Studies, 5 (2009), 16-43, https://doi.org/10.1179/jr1.2009.5.1.16
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based in London with coverage of London and the south-east.” In 1870
Walter Bagehot despaired of the provincialism of London papers: ‘Of
municipal news there is next to nothing, — of county news nothing at
all unconnected with imperial politics [...] Manchester might be almost
on the verge of civil war without London knowing that anything had
occurred in Manchester.”” Consequently, the terms ‘local’, ‘regional’,
‘metropolitan’ and ‘national’ must be used carefully, specifying whether
these terms apply to the place of production, to the circulation area,
the content or merely editorial aspirations; in the twenty-first century,
media regulators have similar problems when trying to define ‘local’.**
Readers wanted national information as well as local news, and much of
the content of the ‘local” press was about non-local topics. This included
significant amounts of material such as Parliamentary reports, foreign
news and snippets from around the UK, leader columns on national
politics, serialised fiction and so on.

Conversely, the term ‘national” as we understand it today (implying
a large, nationwide circulation, containing news from across the nation
plus Parliamentary and foreign news) was barely used. A search of
forty-eight digitised London and provincial newspapers found only
ten instances of the phrase ‘national newspaper’ used in the modern
sense, across the whole century.” The twenty-first-century meaning of
‘national’ newspaper was very occasionally applied in the nineteenth
century, to the Chartist Northern Star and to the Times. It was not used to
describe other titles, even the handful that were truly national in content

22 Maurice Milne, The Newspapers of Northumberland and Durham: A Study of Their
Progress during the ‘Golden Age’ of the Provincial Press (Newcastle upon Tyne:
Graham, 1971), p. 14; Alan ]. Lee, ‘The Structure, Ownership and Control of the
Press, 1855-1914’, in Newspaper History from the Seventeenth Century to the Present
Day, ed. by David George Boyce, James Curran, and Pauline Wingate (London:
Constable, 1978), p. 120. For an opposing view, see Stephen Koss, The Rise and
Fall of the Political Press in Britain, Vol. 1, The Nineteenth Century (London: Hamish
Hamilton, 1981), p. 21 and passim.

23 [Walter Bagehot], “The Position of the Metropolitan Press’, The Economist, 14 May
1870, pp. 595-96.

24  Christopher Ali, Media Localism: The Policies of Place (Urbana: University of Illinois
Press, 2017), p. 18, https://doi.org/10.5406/illinois/9780252040726.001.0001

25 Even this figure exaggerates how often ‘national’ was used — the four instances
from the 1830s were self-descriptions in advertisements for two failed journals, the
United Kingdom and the Britannia, both using nationalistic rhetoric: advertisement
for United Kingdom in Hull Packet, 19 October 1830; advertisement for The Britannia
in Morning Chronicle, 22 April 1839.


https://doi.org/10.5406/illinois/9780252040726.001.0001

12 A Fleet Street in Every Town

and distribution, such as Cobbett’s Political Register, Sunday papers such
as Reynolds’ News, Lloyd’s Weekly Newspaper and the News of the World,
the Illustrated London News or trade and professional titles, such as
Alliance News (an anti-alcohol temperance periodical) or the Lancet (a
professional newspaper for doctors). Newspaper publishers did not use
the term ‘national’, with the Newspaper Press Directory continuing to use
the classification of ‘London’ rather than ‘national’ newspapers well into
the twentieth century.? ‘National’ publications could be published from
the provinces, of course, such as the Northern Star from Leeds, the Band
of Hope journal Onward and the football weekly Athletic News, both from
Manchester. And there were hybrid national-local publications such as
Anglican parish magazines, their ‘middles’” produced centrally, to be
supplemented by local editorial and advertising, on the model of partly
printed newspapers.”

The continuing use of the term ‘local newspaper’, and the survival
of many nineteenth-century local titles, mislead us into thinking that
their twenty-first-century content, their system of production and
their current place in society is similar to the situation 150 years ago.
It is not. They contained more national news, more scholarly and
literary content (George Eliot and the Brontés were first published
in local newspapers), and more general information, and were more
‘magaziney’ than today’s local papers. They were more likely to be
owned by a local proprietor rather than being part of a national chain,
they were more politically partisan, were more open to “amateur’ local
contributors, their buildings were visible in town and city centres, not
hidden on commercial estates on the edge of town, and they had more
competition from other local papers, but less competition from London
papers or other types of media. Thus there have been big changes in
the logistical, structural side of the local newspaper; but in other ways,
there is continuity.

One thing stays relatively constant. We base ourselves somewhere
in the world, for family, work or social reasons. We develop affinities
with some places where we come to consider ourselves ‘local’, part of a
‘community’ or feel a ‘sense of place’ [...] information about our “place’

26 Hobbs, “When the Provincial Press’.
27 Jane Platt, Subscribing to Faith? The Anglican Parish Magazine 1859-1929 (Basingstoke:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2015), pp. 3-5, https://doi.org/10.1057/9781137362445
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in the world is important for us to navigate our day-to-day lives or to
fulfil a basic desire to belong somewhere and be connected to others.

In their 2017 book, Kristy Hess and Lisa Waller argue that “place still
matters in a digital world’, and this connection between people and a
particular place radiates from every page of a Victorian local newspaper.
They expressed it and exploited it. For good or ill, they used their
power to define each place.”” Belatedly, media history is beginning to
adopt the “spatial turn” and acknowledge that the category of place is
crucial — history always happens somewhere, after all. Victorians were
not disembodied repositories of ideas: they created, and were created
by, particular localities, counties, regions and nations.*® The study of
journalism lags behind literary studies in acknowledging the importance
of sense of place: T. S. Eliot wrote that he doubted ‘whether a poet or
novelist can be universal without being local too.”?! Fiona Stafford
believes that Wordsworth’s Lyrical Ballads helped Charles Lamb ‘to
recognise what he already felt — that local attachment depended, not
on conventional ideas of picturesque beauty, but on the psychological
bonds fostered there’, in the same way that love for one’s mother does
not depend on the beauty of the mother.”> The growing interest, among
historians and literary scholars (but not geographers, surprisingly) in
the relationship between place and less literary print can lead to new
understandings:®

place is not just a thing in the world but a way of understanding the
world [...] When we look at the world as a world of places, we see

28 Kristy Hess and Lisa Waller, Local Journalism in a Digital World: Theory and Practice
in the Digital Age (London: Palgrave, 2017), pp. vi, 6. See also Meryl Aldridge,
Understanding the Local Media (Maidenhead: Open University Press, 2007), ch. 1.

29 Tim Cresswell, Place: An Introduction, 2nd edition (Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell,
2014), p. 45.

30 Denis G. Paz, Popular Anti-Catholicism in Mid-Victorian England (Stanford: Stanford
University Press, 1992), pp. 299-300.

31 T.S. Eliot, ‘American Literature and the American Language’, in To Criticize the
Critic and Other Writings (University of Nebraska Press, 1965), pp. 43—60 (p. 56).

32 Fiona]. Stafford, Local Attachments: The Province of Poetry (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2010), p. 274.

33 Foragood survey, see Sydney Shep, ‘Books in Global Perspectives’, in The Cambridge
Companion to the History of the Book, ed. by Leslie Howsam (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2014), https://doi.org/10.1017/CCO9781139152242.005. But no
mention of local media in the otherwise excellent Cresswell.
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different things. We see attachments and connections between people
and place. We see worlds of meaning and experience.*

Some writers have explored how newspapers ‘wrote’ urban places.
Peter Fritzsche’s insightful exploration of how daily papers represented
and influenced Berlin from 1900 to 1914, and David Henkin's study
of newspapers and other ephemeral texts in pre-Civil War New York
City, both reveal the complexity of newspapers and their connection to
place. However, they focus on the writing only, and conjure up implied
readers and their responses purely from the texts.* Sense of place is
much more localised in Mary Shannon’s study of one Victorian London
street, Wellington Street, where Dickens, Reynolds and other writers,
journalists and publishers congregated.* For once, London is specific
and local, rather than vaguely national, somehow above geography. But
again, Shannon concentrates on the production and circulation of texts,
rather than their reading.

Newspapers and other ephemeral texts could create communities,
these writers all agree. They take Benedict Anderson’s idea of an ‘imagined
community” of other readers and apply it to the physical community of
a city or even a street.”” In English towns, readers spoke and wrote of
feeling connected to other readers of the same newspaper, even though
they had never met most of them. Mid-twentieth-century Chicago School
sociologists found similar connections between newspaper reading and
sense of community in the United States.?® However, we should be wary
of over-claiming for the power of print — as we will see in Chapter 7, there
were many other factors in the creation and sustenance of local identities.

34 Cresswell, p. 18.

35 Peter Fritzsche, Reading Berlin 1900 (London: Harvard University Press, 1996);
David M. Henkin, City Reading: Written Words and Public Spaces in Antebellum New
York (New York: Columbia University Press, 1998).

36 Mary L.Shannon, Dickens, Reynolds, and Mayhew on Wellington Street: The Print Culture
of a Victorian Street (London: Routledge, 2015), https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315577067

37 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of
Nationalism (London: Verso, 2006).

38 Morris Janowitz, ‘The Imagery of the Urban Press’, Public Opinion Quarterly, 15
(1951), 519-31; Eric W. Rothenbuhler and others, ‘Communication, Community
Attachment, and Involvement’, Journalism and Mass Communication Quarterly,
73 (1996), 445-66, https://doi.org/10.1177/107769909607300214; see also Keith R.
Stamm, Arthur G. Emig, and Michael B. Hesse, “The Contribution of Local Media
to Community Involvement’, Journalism & Mass Communication Quarterly, 74 (1997),
97-107, https://doi.org/10.1177/107769909707400108
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While the writing of place is a well-established idea, the reading of
place has received less attention. Christine Pawley’s analysis of print
culture in the town of Osage, lowa in the late nineteenth century
explores how ‘Osage inhabitants created and re-created their own
print culture, both literally — by producing printed artifacts — and
metaphorically — by producing distinct meanings and interpretations
of print.” She describes how local reading and publishing patched
together a sense of the national from the local.* Pawley includes some
discussion of reading, but there is little about the reading of newspapers,
beyond general description and implied readership deduced from the
text. Another study of one town, Lancaster in northern England, by
David Barton and Mary Hamilton, is an ethnographic project from the
late twentieth century, which focuses on real readers, and comes to the
same conclusions as Janowitz, that the local newspaper is important in
people’s lives, creating a sense of community.*

It is peculiarly difficult to empathise with someone else’s sense
of place, even if we have an attachment to a different place; it is only
tangible from ‘inside’ a place, and meaningless or invisible to outsiders.*!
If we have no commitment to any place, local papers seem trivial; but the
historical evidence presented in this book says that others felt differently.
On historical grounds alone, the trivial and the mundane offer us the
flavour of everyday life from a time now gone. Dickens’s mockery of the
Eatanswill Gazette and the Eatanswill Independent in the Pickwick Papers is
well known; but his journal All The Year Round defended the local press
and its place in local democracy. Referring to a comically detailed local
newspaper account of the ancient custom of beating the bounds, the
anonymous writer (possibly Dickens) adds: ‘these things may appear
very small, but life is made up of small things.”** James Carey encourages
us to pay attention to the small things which together constitute everyday
communication.* Local newspapers used this type of communication

39  Christine Pawley, Reading on the Middle Border: The Culture of Print in Late-Nineteenth-
Century Osage, lowa (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 2001), pp. 4-5.

40 David Barton and Mary Hamilton, Local Literacies: Reading and Writing in One
Community (London: Routledge, 1998).

41 Lucy R. Lippard, The Lure of the Local: Senses of Place in a Multicentered Society (New
York: The New Press, 1998), p. 7.

42 Anon., ‘On the Parish’, All The Year Round, December 29 (1860), 273-76.

43 James Carey, Communication as Culture: Essays on Media and Society (London:
Routledge, 1989), p. 24, https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203928912
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in an explicit project of promoting local identity, or appealing to local
patriotism, as Aled Jones and Patrick Joyce have noted, often using simple,
even banal techniques.* Chapters 7, 8 and 9 of this book analyse some
of the techniques for evoking sense of place. Indeed, one of these — the
inclusion of hundreds of names of local people — is the chief attraction of
digitised Victorian local newspapers for today’s family historians.

This book charts new territory in recovering the readers’ uses of the
local newspaper’s local content, to build and sustain local identities
(Chapter 10). Readers used the local paper individually, such as the
workhouse inmate who guarded his weekly copy as his only remaining
comfort, or the exile who read a posted paper avidly to take his mind back
to the places and people from whom he was separated. They used it for
affirmation and validation, as James Carey notes, to confirm what they
already knew, whether it was a football score or the report of a meeting
at which they spoke. They used it as part of comforting daily routines,
with favourite armchairs and a good fire often appearing in accounts of
how the local paper was read. They used it publicly and communally
as a forum for debate, a historical embodiment of Jurgen Habermas’s
public sphere, in which private citizens held rational debates in the
public pages of newspapers.*® And when local identity was threatened,
as when traditionally distinct towns were combined in local government
reorganisation, sales rose as the local paper spoke on the public’s behalf.

The Local Newspaper is History

There is renewed interest in the local newspaper, from politicians
and commentators concerned about its future, and from historians
and literary scholars studying its past. In 2018 the British government
announced a review of the news media market, expressing concerns
about the impact of its decline on democracy.* History may soon be all
that remains of provincial papers that have survived into the twenty-first
century with remarkably few changes from their Victorian beginnings.

44 Patrick Joyce, The Rule of Freedom: Liberalism and the Modern City (London: Verso,
2003), p- 125; Aled Gruffydd Jones, Press, Politics and Society: A History of Journalism
in Wales (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1993), p. 199.

45 Jurgen Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere: An Inquiry into a
Category of Bourgeois Society (Oxford: Polity, 1992).

46 ‘Tackling the Threat to High-Quality Journalism in the UK’, GOV.UK, https://www.
gov.uk/government/news/tackling-the-threat-to-high-quality-journalism-in-the-uk
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Yet nineteenth-century local papers are being read by more people than
ever before thanks to digitisation, aimed primarily at family historians.
Hundreds of titles are available in the commercial British Newspaper
Archive, and some of the same titles are also available free of charge via
British local libraries.”” Digitisation has encouraged historians and literary
scholars to once again use, and study, the nineteenth-century press.

While decline has sparked interest today, it was the phenomenal
rise of provincial newspapers, alongside metropolitan newspapers,
that encouraged five significant historical studies of the press between
1850 and 1887.* It took twice as long for the next five to be published,
but by the 1950s historians were generally showing a new interest in
the nineteenth century. The academic journal Victorian Studies was
founded in 1956, and the centrality of the press to Victorian culture was
recognised in the establishment of the Research Society for Victorian
Periodicals (RSVP) in 1968. Many of the methods and sources pioneered
by RSVP members have shaped this book, although most of their
scholarship has concerned elite metropolitan literary periodicals rather
than newspapers until recent years.

There was aburst of scholarship on the nineteenth-century newspaper
in the 1980s and 1990s, producing four major works, all acknowledging
the importance of the provincial press, by Alan Lee, Lucy Brown and
Aled Jones, although only Jones tackles the whole century, and treats
newspapers as cultural and notjust political phenomena.* More recently,

47 British Newspaper Archive, https://www.britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk/;
19th Century British Library Newspapers database http://www.bl.uk/reshelp/
findhelprestype/news/newspdigproj/database/. For a practical research guide, see
Denise Bates, Historical Research Using British Newspapers (Barnsley: Pen & Sword,
2016).

48 Frederick Knight Hunt, The Fourth Estate: Contributions Towards a History of
Newspapers, and of the Liberty of the Press (London: Bogue, 1850); Alexander Andrews,
The History of British Journalism: From the Foundation of the Newspaper Press in England
to the Repeal of the Stamp Act in 1855, with Sketches of Press Celebrities (London:
Richard Bentley, 1859); James Grant, The Newspaper Press: Its Origin, Progress and
Present Position (London: Routledge, 1872), especially vol. 3 for the provincial press;
Charles Pebody, English Journalism, and the Men Who Have Made It (London: Cassell,
Petter, Galpin & Co., 1882); H. R. Fox Bourne, English Newspapers: Chapters in the
History of Journalism (London: Routledge, 1887).

49 Alan]. Lee, The Origins of the Popular Press in England: 1855-1914 (London: Croom
Helm, 1976); Lucy Brown, Victorian News and Newspapers (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1985); Aled Gruffydd Jones, Powers of the Press: Newspapers, Power and the Public in
Nineteenth-Century England (Aldershot: Scolar Press, 1996); Jones, Press, Politics and
Society.
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RSVP members have provided essential scholarly infrastructure for
a field embarrassed by the riches of thousands of nineteenth-century
newspapers and periodicals. The monumental Dictionary of Nineteenth
Century Journalism has some entries on the provincial press, with more
in cumulative digital updates. The equally ambitious Waterloo Directory
is a superb source, although its information should always be cross-
checked; its potential for quantitative research has yet to be realised.
Palmegiano’s well indexed bibliography of magazine commentary on
the nineteenth-century press has plenty of material on provincial serials,
and Dixon’s various bibliographies on the provincial press are useful,
alongside the Cambridge Bibliography of English Literature, particularly
for non-academic sources such as company histories and anniversary
supplements.® Two new edited collections with a focus on magazines
and periodicals nevertheless offer much for the newspaper historian,
from the vibrant field of Victorian periodical studies.”

The field is broadening out from an early focus on newspapers
as purely political phenomena, in otherwise excellent work on early
nineteenth-century provincial newspapers by Aspinall (good on
readership), Read (on northern middle-class reforming papers), and
Lopatin (on the 1830s radical reform movement).*? Valuable work has
been done on the political and economic roles of newspaper owners

50 Dictionary of Nineteenth Century Journalism, ed. by Laurel Brake and Marysa
Demoor, online edition, in C19: The Nineteenth Century Index (ProQuest); The
Waterloo Directory of English Newspapers and Periodicals, 1800-1900, ed. by John S.
North, online edition (North Waterloo Academic Press), www.victorianperiodicals.
com/series3/; Eugenia M. Palmegiano, Perceptions of the Press in Nineteenth-
Century British Periodicals: A Bibliography (London: Anthem, 2012), https://doi.
org/10.7135/upo9781843317562; Diana Dixon, ‘Navigating the Maze: Sources for
Press Historians’, Media History, 9 (2003), 79-90, https://doi.org/10.1080/13688800
32000060005; The Cambridge Bibliography of English Literature. Vol.4, ed. by Joanne
Shattock (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), https://doi.org/10.1017/
cb09780511518683

51 The Routledge Handbook to Nineteenth-Century British Periodicals and Newspapers,
ed. by Andrew King, Alexis Easley, and John Morton (London: Routledge, 2016),
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315613345; Researching the Nineteenth-Century Periodical
Press: Case Studies, ed. by Alexis Easley, Andrew King, and John Morton (London
New York: Routledge, 2017), https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315605616

52 Arthur Aspinall, Politics and the Press, c.1780-1850 (Brighton: Harvester Press,
1973); Donald Read, Press and People, 1790-1850: Opinion in Three English Cities
(London: Edward Arnold, 1961); Nancy P. Lopatin, ‘Refining the Limits of Political
Reporting: The Provincial Press, Political Unions, and The Great Reform Act’,
Victorian Periodicals Newsletter, 31 (1998), 337-55.
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and editors in the early years of the century.”® The Northern Star and
other Chartist or sympathetic local papers have stimulated some
excellent scholarship examining newspaper language, the relationship
of local and national, the nature of newspaper-reading and the role of
the newspaper as poetry publisher.* Victoria Gardner approaches the
provincial press of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries
primarily as businesses, whilst acknowledging their other functions,
and bringing many new insights, about the collective power of the
provincial press, its co-operative ethos, the ways in which entire
communities could influence a newspaper, and the distinctive local
economies and cultures from which each paper sprang.®® Rachel
Matthews, in her sweeping history of the provincial press from its
beginnings to today, also sees it primarily as a business, and challenges
its rhetoric of community. Matthews argues that ‘the provincial
newspaper is, and always has been, a commercial venture to its core’
and that ‘profit is the principle around which all other elements of
the newspaper [...] are organised’.”® But this is undermined by her
own evidence of political subsidy, and acknowledgement of political
purpose as a ‘pillar’ of the newspaper’s business model.”” Her critique
of publishers’ rhetoric is based on ahistorical twenty-first-century
criteria, and does not acknowledge how much of this rhetoric was
sincere.

Nineteenth-century newspapers developed rapidly. But few have
attempted to explain how politics, business and government policy
combined between the 1830s and 1850s to transform the newspaper
world, from the equivalent of a rowdy radical meeting to a vibrant but
unthreatening street market in the space of a generation. Martin Hewitt

53  Victoria E. M. Gardner, ‘The Communications Broker and the Public Sphere: John
Ware and the Cumberland Pacquet’, Cultural and Social History, 10 (2013), 533-57
https://doi.org/10.2752/147800413X13727009732164; F. David Roberts, ‘Still More
Early Victorian Newspaper Editors’, Victorian Periodicals Newsletter, 18 (1972), 12-26;
Derek Fraser, “The Editor as Activist: Editors and Urban Politics in Early Victorian
England’, in Innovators and Preachers: The Role of the Editor in Victorian England, ed.
by Joel Wiener (Westport, Conn: Greenwood Press, 1985).

54  See bibliography in Joan Allen and Owen R. Ashton, Papers for the People: A Study of
the Chartist Press (London: Merlin Press, 2005).

55 Gardner, Business of News.

56 Rachel Matthews, The History of the Provincial Press in England (New York:
Bloomsbury Academic, 2017), p. 4, https://doi.org/10.5040/9781501324680

57 Matthews, pp. 59, 89.
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recounts the political lobbying for the abolition of newspaper taxes at
mid-century, but the best account is Brian Maidment’s modest yet
profound essay on Manchester newsagent and publisher Abel Heywood,
who went from imprisoned agent for the radical Poor Man’s Guardian
to mayor of Manchester without changing his views. Instead, society
changed around him.® Maidment has written perceptively on other
aspects of Manchester print culture, including the role of the local press
in fostering ‘bardic communities’ of working-class poets, and edited a
significant collection of essays on the Manchester press.”” Some of the
writers of those essays — Beetham, Michael Powell, Terry Wyke and
Eddie Cass — and others have created an impressive body of scholarship
on Manchester, Britain’s second publishing centre (Powell and Wyke’s
edition of Leary’s unpublished history of the city’s press is eagerly
awaited).”” The press of northern England has received more attention
than other English regions, perhaps because it was more dynamic.
Scholarship increases in proportion to the growing scale of the
provincial press, with most work devoted to post-1855 developments.
Shattock and Wolff’s excellent 1982 collection takes a holistic approach,
including newspaper-reading, but their agenda is only now being
picked up.®* More recent work on the provincial press appears in three

58 Martin Hewitt, The Dawn of the Cheap Press in Victorian Britain: The End of the "Taxes on
Knowledge’, 1849-1869 (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2014); Brian E. Maidment,
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by Eddie Cass and Morris Garratt (2001), pp. 99-120.
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and Social Policy in Victorian Manchester, ed. by Alan J. Kidd and Kenneth Roberts
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1985), pp. 148-66; ‘The Literary Culture
of Nineteenth-Century Manchester’, special issue of Manchester Region History
Review, 17, ed. by Brian E. Maidment, 2006.
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special issues of journals, and in the annual Print Networks volumes.
Beyond this body of work, research on provincial newspapers and
magazines can be found scattered among works of political, social,
economic, cultural and literary history.

Reasons to Ignore the Provincial Press

The renewed interest in the provincial press is heartening, but it is still
misunderstood by many scholars. It is seen as an inferior, scaled-down
version of the London press; it is dismissed because it was not produced,
or read, by powerful people, and because local topics are to be avoided
if one wants to say something significant (or be someone significant, in
career terms). Some still see newspapers, particularly local papers, as
simple, banal texts, in contrast to sophisticated literary texts. This is all
wrong, of course.

Victorian local newspapers were not poor-quality imitations of
London papers; they were a different beast. Content, both advertising
and editorial, was different — it was either local or locally relevant.
They used form and content to evoke a sense of place and capitalise
on local patriotism, which made them more varied across the nation,
more open to local influences on their form and content.®® This local
loyalty could clash with the journalistic ideal of objectivity more than
on London papers, where journalists could more easily see themselves
as aloof from the society on which they reported and commented.*
Miscellaneity, seen as fundamental to the form of the newspaper,
was less pronounced in local papers because news items had the
unifying theme of place. They were more ‘magaziney’, a hybrid of
newspaper and magazine. This point is worth developing: the idea
that all newspapers contained mainly news comes from the misleading
example of London dailies such as the Times.®® But the Times was an

62 Maidment, ‘Literary culture’; Journalism Studies 7 (2006); International Journal of
Regional and Local Studies 5.1 (2009); for example, Periodicals and Publishers: The
Newspaper and Journal Trade, 1750-1914, ed. by John Hinks, Catherine Armstrong,
and Matthew Day (New Castle, DE: Oak Knoll Press, 2009).
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65 For a contemporary view of the restricted content of the newspaper, see Anon.,
‘Journalism’, Cornhill Magazine, 6.31 (1862), 52-63 (p. 52).
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anomaly in its concentration on political, foreign and commercial news,
and its lack of non-news, ‘feature’ content.®® Non-political news from
around Britain accounted for less than ten per cent of content, although
this did increase at the end of the century. Sports coverage was minimal,
there were occasional book reviews, travelogues and reports of cultural
events, but this was a very small proportion of the paper’s content. The
Times lacked the variety of content found in most provincial papers and
in popular Sunday newspapers, making it a very atypical nineteenth-
century newspaper.*’

Provincial newspapers worked to a different business model, with
more of their income coming from advertising, and less opportunity for
economies of scale, particularly before the abolition of the newspaper
taxes. They tended to control their own distribution, rather than
using wholesale newsagents, the post, or trains. The structure of their
industry was more national, more networked and more collaborative.
This national structure made them, in aggregate, a significant
publishing platform for many genres of content, in the pages of their
newspapers, and in books, often compiled from previously published
newspaper content; this publishing function was a smaller part of
London newspapers’ business. Provincial newspaper personnel were
more likely to be personally known to their readers, making them
more accountable, and therefore more trustworthy. Related to this,
they were more open to ‘amateur’ contributors, making them a more
culturally democratic form of print. A decentred view of the Victorian
press enables us to move away from Matthew Arnold’s dream of
London as the headquarters of culture, from which new elements could
be distributed to the provinces. Instead, innovations moved between
many centres, provincial and metropolitan, sometimes arising far from
London and eventually reaching the capital, sometimes reaching the
provinces direct from other countries, carried in American newspapers
by boat to Liverpool, for example.

A second reason to ignore the provincial press is that important
people did not read it or write for it, unlike the London dailies. The
standard work on the politics of the nineteenth-century press, by
Stephen Koss, defines politics as the activities of government ministers

66 Brown, p. 108.
67 Hobbs, ‘Deleterious’.



Introduction 23

and senior party figures, and categorises as political only those London
newspapers which contemporary politicians tried to influence.®® But, as
James Vernon has demonstrated, political participation of a kind was
even available to those outside the franchise, and local government had
a great deal of autonomy, which it used to the full.* Rich and poor,
literate and illiterate took part in public meetings and the carnival and
drama of elections and other political rituals, as demonstrated in the
name of the Bury Non-Electors’ Reform Association, for example.” Local
issues and local rituals ensured that politics was an arena in which local
identities were contested and confirmed, but national politics was also
constructed at local level.”! These vibrant, argumentative local political
cultures continued into the Victorian era, even after 1872, when the
secret ballot made elections less rumbustious. Nineteenth-century local
newspapers were intensely political phenomena, in their circumstances
of production, their content and in many of the uses to which readers
put them. Publishers, journalists and readers were involved in a power
struggle to define reality, locally and nationally, and newspapers were
far from politically neutral in this argument, even if they claimed to be
(the pretence of neutrality became more common after the 1886 Liberal
party split).”

More broadly, this book is about the marginalised majority: those
citizens who lived outside London, and the majority press that they
read, most of it published weekly rather than daily. A focus on the
higher-status but lower-circulation London press has produced many
theories that do not adequately describe or explain local and regional
newspapers, the mainstream of the Victorian press. Habermas’s ‘decline
of the public sphere’ retains its value as a theoretical framework despite
its lack of historical evidence, but the restatements of this theory by
Chalaby and Hampton, and Curran’s view that the press became an

68 Koss, pp. 21, 23-24.
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(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993).
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agent of control or the Whiggish account of the growing freedom of the
‘Fourth Estate’ all focus on metropolitan publications.” It is difficult to
find evidence of such a decline in the reading rooms and newspapers
of the provinces. Joel Wiener’s focus on London dailies in his account
of the ‘Americanisation’ of the British press from the 1880s onwards
ignores the more complex, dispersed influences on what was in fact the
‘magazinization’ of the newspapers, partly influenced by the provincial
press.” These matters are explored in more detail in Chapter 5. Neither
does Chalaby’s decline of the political publicist and the rise of ‘objective’
journalistic discourse in Britain fit the majority of newspapers, those
of the provinces, where smaller local markets dictated a localist, rather
than objective, style of journalism.”” A final example is Rowbotham et
al’s narrative of crime reporting, which erases an army of local court
reporters from history by concentrating on the London press.”

Few scholars even acknowledge their choice to study the minority of
the press, let alone explain that choice. Before digitisation some scholars
may have decided that the seemingly unmanageable quantity of local
newspapers required too much effort. That practical reason is being
overcome as hundreds of titles can be searched and analysed quickly
in digital databases. All that remains is the notion of ‘influence’, which
has led some researchers towards publications produced at the centre
of cultural power, London. The assumption has been that texts worth
studying are ‘influential’ texts, those that changed the attitudes or
behaviour of influential people, such as cabinet ministers or a small elite
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of metropolitan literary writers and editors. ‘All too often [...] English
history, and even British history, turn out to be the history of what was
happening in the West End, ignoring what was happening North of the
Thames, or North of the Trent.””” But political and cultural power was
widely distributed in the long nineteenth century, across classes and
across the country.

The third reason to ignore local papers is because of their very
localness. In any notional hierarchy of nineteenth-century print, books
and periodicals would have higher status than newspapers, and
metropolitan papers would rank more highly than provincial ones.” The
derogatory sense of the words ‘provincial” and ‘provinces’ was invented
by London newspapers in the late eighteenth century, no doubt partly
to position themselves in a competitive market.”” In the 1860s Matthew
Arnold added a new inflection when he identified the provinces with the
“philistinism’ of dissenting chapel-goers; to Victorian readers this also
reflected on provincial newspapers, which can be seen as an outgrowth
of provincial Nonconformity.* The metropolitan is the default; Raymond
Williams’s description of the literary category of the ‘regional novel” as
an ‘expression of centralized cultural dominance’ applies also to the
regional and local newspaper: ‘The life and people of certain favoured
regions are seen as essentially general, even perhaps normal, while the
life and people of certain other regions [...] are, well, regional.”®' The
low status of ‘local” history within academia may be a further reason for
the relative neglect of the local press. To be considered a merely local
historian is anathema, yet some of the best history has been based on
small numbers of very local case studies, while some of the worst has
generalised from local examples and ignored huge regional variations.

77 Paz, p.19.

78 Lee Erickson, The Economy of Literary Form: English Literature and the Industrialization
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S. North, “The Importance of Newspapers’, Waterloo Directory of English Newspapers
and Periodicals, series 2, “Tour site: Overview: Section 2, www.victorianperiodicals.
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The fourth reason is that newspapers, particularly provincial
newspapers, are considered to be simplistic, transparent, ephemeral,
banal texts, not worthy of one’s analytical powers. This is to take
them at their word.® But newspapers are not what they seem, and
their stories about themselves are not always trustworthy. Margaret
Beetham, the great theorist of the periodical, takes on this myth with a
deft comparison of a local magazine, Ben Brierley’s Journal (containing
much material also found in local newspapers) and Isabella Banks’s
novel The Manchester Man:

Because the magazine is essentially fragmented and fractured in terms
of authorial voice and genre, it can encompass complexity and even
contradiction which other genres cannot. Because it comes out over time
and must engage its readers over time, encouraging them to continue
to buy but also inviting them to write in as contributors, it involves
negotiations between producers and readers not available even to the
author of a serialised novel.®

The History of Reading the Local Paper

The overlapping histories of the book (taken to include newspapers and
periodicals) and of reading are very good at following texts as they move
from place to place. But this book is less about the mobility of texts,
and more about their ‘whereness’, how place gives them meaning and
flavour, like the “terroir” of a French wine. It takes many of its techniques
from the study of newspapers in the United States, where a decentralised
newspaper geography is better understood. The ingenious methods of
David Paul Nord, the Zborays and Uriel Heyd have proved particularly
useful; they have shown that the fleeting act of newspaper reading has
left traces in the record, if you look in the right places.® I have gathered
these traces, in the records of reading places such as news rooms and

82 Dallas Liddle, The Dynamics of Genre: Journalism and the Practice of Literature in Mid-
Victorian Britain (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2009), p. 4.
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libraries, in letters to the editor, diaries, autobiographies and oral history
interviews. This evidence has been used to reconstruct the ‘reading
world’ of one Lancashire town, Preston, and to explore the many uses
to which readers put the local press, not least the confirmation of local
identities. Other evidence suggests that the local press was equally
important and used in similar ways in other towns and cities. Taken
together, these fragmentary and imperfect sources are greater than the
sum of their parts, and tell a consistent story, of the significance of the
local press, in both its production and use.

Reading the local paper was a social and ritual activity, to borrow
the ideas of Stanley Fish and James Carey. There is concrete evidence
that some readers’ behaviour was directly affected by the content of
the local press, for example the Blackburn shoemakers who picketed a
local cobbler in reaction to a letter he wrote to the local paper (Chapter
10), but such clear influence is probably not representative of the way
in which most readers used the local press. The connection between
what journalists wrote and how readers responded was usually much
looser. Victorian journalists’ memoirs and diaries, and my experience
of modern-day journalism, suggest that the primary audience for
journalists was other journalists and close non-journalistic friends, and
the ordinary reader was almost an after-thought. Conversely, most
readers’ primary relationships — as readers — were with other readers,
as seen in readers’ letters, where dialogue was usually between readers
rather than with what journalists had written.

Despite this gulf between journalists and readers, there was a shared
understanding. In Fish’s terms they were all members of the same
‘interpretive community’, meaning a group of readers who interpret texts
in similar ways, constrained by the ‘codes and conventions that regulate
the practices of a membership community’.® Although Fish did not use
it in this way, this term is particularly helpful in enabling reading to be
put into geographical place, to characterise particular groups of readers
in a particular town; it can also be usefully combined with ideas from
research on media effects, such as journalistic ‘framing’ of stories, i.e. the
selection and emphasis of certain aspects of a story over others.

85 Stanley Eugene Fish, ‘Interpreting the Variorum’, Critical Inquiry, 2 (1976), 465-85,
https://doi.org/10.1086/447852; see also Stephen Colclough, Consuming Texts:
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Interpretive communities are taken to be groups of readers and writers,
who can be members of multiple, overlapping interpretive communities
but who share ‘interpretive strategies’” with other members of each
community. Fish’s “interpretive strategies’ are similar to the “primary
frameworks’ or frames of reference, ‘relatively stable and socially
shared category systems that human beings use to classify information’
discussed by Erving Goffman. Journalists have a choice of frames
when telling a story, but only among a limited set with ‘commonly
shared cultural roots” — a frame needs to be part of the surrounding
culture. A person can share an interpretation of a text, and be part of
a culture shaped by that interpretation, without having read or heard
the text.® However, one crucial notion absent from Fish’s interpretive
communities is power: cultural, economic and political power were all
displayed and negotiated in the Victorian local press, and there was
unequal access to publishing and reading.

The concept of interpretive communities helps us to see reading
as a communal activity, embedded in social relationships (not always
friendly ones), in which discussion is central. It also helps us to
understand the nature of nineteenth-century local newspapers: how
the interactive nature of newspapers made interpretive communities
dynamic and historically and geographically specific, how tropes such
as oppositional journalism could bind communities of readers together,
how they were expressions of cultures such as Nonconformism, how
the serial nature of newspapers enabled the repetition of frames, and
the building of trust or ‘source credibility’, and how techniques such
as ‘kite-flying’ (trying out ideas in print, to gauge public reaction) can
be seen as a gentle repositioning of frames or interpretive strategies.”
Later chapters will demonstrate how printers, booksellers, newspaper

86 Fish, pp. 483, 484; Erving Goffman, Frame Analysis: An Essay on the Organization
of Experience (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 1974), p. 24; elaborated
in David Tewksbury and Dietram A. Scheufele, ‘News Framing Theory and
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87 Jones, Press, Politics and Society, pp. 154-55; Goldsworthy; Koss, p. 25; Tewksbury
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publishers, journalists, part-time newspaper correspondents, letter-
writers and members of news rooms created interpretive communities
in one town. Participation in the “public sphere’ identified by Habermas
can be seen as one of the activities of an interpretive community, in
which private individuals can come together as a public, and discuss
public issues and hold authority to account. Habermas saw the press as
central to this activity, and it is not necessary to accept his narrative of
decline to find his approach useful.®

While Habermas compares reading the news to arguing in a coffee-
house, Carey likens it to “attending a mass, a situation in which nothing
new is learned but in which a particular view of the world is portrayed
and confirmed.”® Thus, the various interpretive communities within
and beyond a small town such as Preston integrated the local press
into reassuring rituals of everyday life, at the personal and communal
level. Such a view makes only qualified claims about the influence of
the local press. There is, however, a popular and persuasive theory
that argues boldly for the pre-eminent influence of texts — novels and
newspapers — to change people’s minds about who they were and
where they lived, rather than merely confirm their established beliefs;
Benedict Anderson’s idea of the imagined community. Using the
example of the nineteenth-century Philippines, Anderson argues that,
to read a novel in one’s mother tongue, or a newspaper that is known
to circulate over a particular area, makes one aware of other readers of
the same texts, and thus creates an ‘imagined community’.*® This book
makes smaller claims about the impact of being part of an imagined
community created by the local paper — but the awareness of other
readers, known or unknown, was important.

A Place: Preston

This book gathers historical evidence from across England, but it is
grounded in a study of the reading, production and circulation of local

88 Habermas, pp. 27, 51.

89 Carey, Communication as Culture, p. 21; see also Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel,
Hegel’s Political Writings, ed. by Z. A. Pelczynski and T. M. Knox (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1964), p. 6.

90 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of
Nationalism (London: Verso, 2006).
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newspapers in one place, the town of Preston in Lancashire.”” The case
study approach is a concrete and manageable way to bring this book’s
themes together and to test the theories of other scholars. It embraces
the specificity of a place, recovering the concrete details of the readers,
the where and when of what they read. Preston was small enough for
its reading places and practices, and its newspapers, to be studied as
a whole. The reader is invited to imagine an emotional connection to
this town in the second half of the nineteenth century. From the inside,
every place is unique (despite their sameness from the outside, when
we hurtle past them on a train) and, to many of those who live in any
particular place, it is numinous in its specialness. Some background
information about Preston is therefore needed.
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Fig. 0.1. Location map of Preston. Outline map by D-maps.com, CC BY
4.0, https://d-maps.com/carte.php?num_car=2555&lang=en

Halfway between London and Edinburgh, Preston was Lancashire’s
second oldest borough, and was a market centre for the agricultural
areas of north Lancashire. This geography, and the rhythms of its

91 Other studies of local press ecologies (but lacking a focus on readers) include
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Progress During the ‘Golden Age’ of the Provincial Press (Newcastle upon Tyne:
Graham, 1971), and Peter J. Lucas, ‘The First Furness Newspapers: the History of
the Furness Press From 1846 to ¢.1880" (unpublished M.Litt. dissertation, University
of Lancaster, 1971).
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weekly markets, became visible in the circulation areas and publishing
schedules — the where and the when — of its many newspapers. Preston
was the administrative centre for all parts of Lancashire outside the
cities and large towns, giving it a greater number of lawyers and other
professionals. Geographically isolated from the main industrial areas of
Lancashire, it drew many immigrants from the rural areas north, east
and west of the town, and this reservoir of labour enabled its mills to pay
lower wages than in other parts of Lancashire. Many of these immigrants
were ‘old’ (as opposed to Irish) Roman Catholics, making Preston the
most Catholic town in England.” Industrial relations in Preston were
more acrimonious than in most other Lancashire textile towns, and
were at their worst during the 1853-54 lock-out, which inspired writers
such as Charles Dickens, Elizabeth Gaskell and Karl Marx, the first two
using the dispute as inspiration for their novels Hard Times and North
and South respectively, while Marx predicted that world revolution
would begin there, as the working class began to cry, ‘our St Petersburg
is at Preston!””® The town’s population grew from some 69,000 in 1851
to 125,000 in 1901. The railway arrived in 1838, the telegraph in 1854,
but neither technology harmed Preston’s newspapers, in fact quite the
opposite. As geographers of place have argued, distinctiveness and sense
of place are not necessarily threatened by connections to other places, or
by the globalisation of the international telegraph system; the local and
the global are not opposites, they are ‘entangled” with each other.*
Preston’s sense of its own significance was not based solely on its
size and industry, but also on its social, administrative and commercial
functions, and its long history, so that it saw itself as Lancashire’s
third centre, after Manchester and Liverpool. Spinning and weaving
mills dominated the economy at mid-century, although its status as
a market centre and county town gave it a more mixed economy than
some other textile towns. It became the headquarters of the new county
council in 1889, and its economy continued to diversify, particularly

92  Thirty-six per cent of Preston church attenders on March 30, 1851 were Roman
Catholics: Census of Great Britain, 1851: Religious Worship in England and Wales
Abridged from the Official Report (London: Routledge, 1854), p. 128.
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into engineering (including print machinery), enabling it to survive
the late nineteenth-century depression better than most Lancashire
towns.” Its established river port was greatly expanded in 1892, by the
controversial creation of a new deep water dock, at enormous cost. Its
ship-building and maritime trade linked it to the empire and the wider
world, as did its barracks, where regiments were stationed between
deployments, including Waterloo, the Crimea, Afghanistan and South
Africa.

Politically, Preston was a two-member Parliamentary constituency,
with a tradition of electing one Whig and one Tory. This custom ended
in 1865, when the Conservatives began an unbroken forty-one years
of control of both seats. Michael Savage argues that working-class
Conservatism in Preston was created by the party’s cultural populism,
and its support for redevelopment of the port. The town’s Liberals, in
contrast, were seen as the party of the mill and factory owners, and their
Nonconformist, teetotal tendencies threatened a working-class Anglican
culture which included drinking, gambling and blood sports.” The large
Catholic electorate voted en bloc for Whig-Liberal candidates until 1858,
after which Liberal foreign policy divided them.” These divisions were
reflected in rival Liberal and Tory newspapers, and, from the 1880s,
Roman Catholic publications.

An unusually high proportion of Preston residents had the vote
until the 1880s. There had been a tradition of universal male suffrage
in Preston that had officially ended in 1832; however, those with a vote
under the old franchise retained it for the rest of their lives. These “old
franchise men’ still accounted for more than 25 per cent of the electorate
in 1865, giving Preston a more working-class franchise than most other
towns.” In consequence, one might expect a wider political culture,

95 Michael Savage, The Dynamics of Working-Class Politics: The Labour Movement
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resulting in higher newspaper readership, but there is no evidence
that levels of newspaper reading in Preston were unusually high in
this period. After the 1867 Reform Act the middle classes dominated
the town’s Parliamentary electorate, which expanded enormously from
2,649 men in 1865 to 11,312 in 1868.” The municipal electorate was
broader than that for Parliament, and included some working-class
men throughout the period. From 1869, single women could also vote
in corporation elections, with married women eligible after 1894.'°

How to Use this Book

Parts of this book focus on readers and reading (Chapters 1, 2, 3, 6 and
10), others on the production of local newspapers (Chapters 4 and 5) and
their content (Chapters 7, 8 and 9). The Preston case study, alongside
evidence from other parts of England, reveals historical readers (Chapter
1), how they grew in number, particularly among the working classes,
and moved from reading and listening to the local newspaper in public
to buying their own copies for consumption at home. The particular
places (Chapter 2) and times (Chapter 3) of reading the local newspaper
help us to understand what readers looked for in a paper, and how
they integrated it into their weekly and daily rituals and routines. The
atmosphere of the reading rooms and pubs where newspapers were
read and argued over had many similarities to the eighteenth-century
coffee houses conjured up by Habermas, where discussion in person
mingled with discussion in print to create a public sphere.

In a small town like Preston, hundreds of these readers were known
to reporters like Anthony Hewitson, whose diaries are used to explain
how the local newspaper was produced, and how it fitted into a national
newspaper ecology, which was also connected to magazine and book
publishing (Chapters 4 and 5). Hewitson went on to become an editor
and newspaper owner, but he still understood the texts he wrote and
published in similar ways to his readers, as part of the same interpretive
community, one of anumber in Preston, differentiated by politics, religion,

99 J.C.Lowe, ‘The Tory Triumph of 1868 in Blackburn and in Lancashire’, The Historical
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class and gender (Chapter 6). Hewitson was not a native of Preston,
but he became committed to the place, and used the same established
journalistic techniques as his rival newspaper publishers, to promote and
profit from local patriotism (Chapters 7, 8 and 9). These chapters reveal
a dialogue between the interests and desires of local newspaper readers
on the one hand, and newspaper publishers and journalists on the other.
The final chapter (Chapter 10) comes back to the readers, and how
individuals used the local paper for many different purposes, including
the sustenance and defence of deeply felt local identities.

If you read all of this book, I hope to persuade you that beginning with
the reader enables us to move from our twenty-first-century perceptions of
the local press to the very different world in which the nineteenth-century
English local press was produced and read. This approach, encompassing
what Robert Darnton calls the ‘communication circuit’ of production,
distribution and reading, enables a more holistic view of the local press,
treating it as multi-dimensional: a material, cultural, economic and social
phenomenon; it places newspapers in their most significant context, and it
brings out the centrality of newspapers to the nineteenth-century reading
experience. Evidence of readers’ use of the local press (‘use’ is a broader,
less misleading term than ‘response’, as Leah Price notes) can illuminate
many issues that have previously been addressed speculatively, or with
evidence only from newspaper content and production.’”" These issues
include the function of newspapers in culture and society, their readership
and their influence, on local identities in particular. More broadly, if texts
have historically and geographically specific meanings, as argued here,
then evidence of local newspaper readers, reading in particular places,
at particular times, is more than an add-on; it is central to any history of
texts such as newspapers.'”
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1. The Readers of the Local Press

If we want to read periodicals because they were what the Victorians read, the work
that must be done to bring them to life suggests they are not quite what they were.!

— James Mussell

As Mussell’s epigram suggests, we see Victorian local newspapers
very differently to how their original readers saw them, and we must
work hard to recreate that original reading experience. Reading the
local paper in the second half of the nineteenth century was different in
almost every way from our experience today. These early chapters aim
to ‘defamiliarize what is an all too familiar practice’, and show how the
circumstances of reading shaped the content of the local press, which in
turn shaped the way that people read it.?

Literacy

Who read the local paper in the second half of the nineteenth century?
The short answer is, all kinds of people — young and old, from
labourers to lords, literate and illiterate. But literacy is a spectrum of
abilities, rather than a binary division between the literate and the
illiterate, and the local paper was particularly attractive to those who

1 James Mussell, ‘Repetition: Or, “In Our Last”’, Victorian Periodicals Review, 48 (2015),
343-58 (p. 344).

2 Miles Ogborn and Charles W. J. Withers, ‘Introduction: Book Geography, Book
History’, in Geographies of the Book (Farnham: Ashgate, 2010), p. 20, https://doi.
org/10.4324/9781315584454
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could barely read and perhaps could not write. Two readers in Charles
Dickens’s novel Our Mutual Friend — the impoverished childminder
Betty Higden and the simple, honest Sloppy — show that literacy is
not a simple idea. Mrs Higden reveals some of the complexities to a
visitor:

‘Mrs. Milvey had the kindness to write to me, ma’am, and I got Sloppy
to read it [...] For I aint, you must know,” said Betty, ‘much of a hand at
reading writing-hand, though I can read my Bible and most print. And
I do love a newspaper. You mightn’t think it, but Sloppy is a beautiful
reader of a newspaper. He do the Police in different voices.”

Mrs Higden suggests that Raymond Williams's distinction between the
reading public and the read-to public is too simplistic — she could read
the Bible “and most print’, struggled to read handwriting and preferred
to have newspapers read to her.* She makes no reference to writing,
which was taught separately from reading, or sometimes not at all,
particularly for girls. Meanwhile Sloppy’s dramatic reading skills can
bring to life the characters of a newspaper court report.

Beyond the pages of a Dickens novel, flesh-and-blood Victorians
also complicate our ideas of literacy. In the 1850s the Clitheroe weaver
John O’Neil could read and write, but would sometimes receive news
in the same way as his less literate workmates, by word of mouth.> At
the turn of the century (before radio), a working-class Middlesbrough
household was described as ‘not a reading family, but like to hear the
news.’® Literacy was a shared communal asset, enabling individuals
who could not read or write to enjoy the newspaper. This sociable,
communal aspect of local newspaper reading was still present in the
early twentieth century, as in Preston, where an oral history interviewee
identified as Mr T2P, born in 1903, remembered the eagerness of his
grandmother’s neighbours to hear the news:

3 Charles Dickens, Our Mutual Friend (London: Chapman and Hall, 1865), p. 162.
Raymond Williams, The Long Revolution (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1965), p. 184.

5  John O’Neil, The Journals of a Lancashire Weaver: 1856—60, 1860—64, 1872-75, ed. by
Mary Brigg (Chester: Record Society of Lancashire and Cheshire, 1982), 5 February
1856.

6  Florence Eveleen Eleanore Olliffe Bell, At the Works: A Study of a Manufacturing Town
(London: E. Arnold, 1907; repr. Middlesbrough: University of Teesside, 1997), p.
107. Her reading survey was originally published in the Independent Review 7 (1905),
426-40.
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I'used to go down the road for the newspaper and when I came up with
it all the old people in Rigby Street used to follow me up because my
grandmother was the only one that could read.”

Readers like Betty Higden, who could be described crudely as semi-
literate, were particularly attracted to the local newspaper, because
it was about familiar people and places, and was woven into their
relationships. Westminster Review editor and social reformer William
Edward Hickson, giving evidence to the 1851 Select Committee on
Newspaper Stamps, argued that poorly educated agricultural labourers
in his native Kent would prefer a newspaper

that related to local events which they really understood [...] a paper
that gave a good account of some trial at Maidstone assizes [...] a paper
that gave a good account of some farmer’s stackyard having been burnt
down, and what steps were taken in consequence [...] a paper that gave
an account of what became of a ship that sailed with some families from
their neighbourhood with which they might be connected.?

Some semi-literate readers could struggle through the local paper
themselves. Tom Stephenson, born in Chorley, Lancashire, in 1893,
remembered as a child reading the local paper with his grandmother:

She had had no schooling but had somehow learned to read in middle
age. We would tackle the Chorley Guardian together, stumbling over the
long words and improvising the pronunciation.’

The appeal to the semi-literate continued. In early-twentieth-century
Preston, the Lancashire Daily Post, an evening paper, was the sole
reading matter of the semi-literate parents of two women interviewed
by oral historian Elizabeth Roberts. ‘Mrs W4P’, born in 1900, described
her mother in terms Betty Higden would have recognised:

7  ‘Social and family life in Preston, 1890-1940’, transcripts of recorded interviews,
Elizabeth Roberts archive, Lancaster University Library (hereafter ER; the letters
P, B or L at the end of the interviewee’s identifier denotes whether the interviewee
was from Preston, Barrow or Lancaster): Mr T2P (b. 1903). The transcripts are being
digitised, with some available at www.regional-heritage-centre.org

8  House of Commons, ‘Report from the Select Committee on Newspaper Stamps;
Together with the Proceedings of the Committee, Minutes of Evidence, Appendix,
and Index’1851 (558) XVIL. 1 (questions 3175, 3198).

9  Tom Stephenson, Forbidden Land: The Struggle for Access to Mountain and Moorland
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1989), p. 15.
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[My mother] would read the Post. She could read and she could write but
she wouldn't sit and read a long book because she was never used to it."

‘Mrs B2P’, born in 1916, gave a similar answer in response to the
interviewer’s question, “‘When your mother and father were at home,
did any of you ever do any reading?’ ‘No,” she replied, ‘they just used
to like the Lancashire Daily Post. They didn’t read books or anything.’"!

This attitude, that newspaper-reading is not real reading, was shared
by the social investigator Lady Florence Bell, the wife of Sir Hugh Bell,
owner of a Middlesbrough ironworks. In 1905 Lady Bell interviewed 200
households to discover the reading habits of her husband’s employees,
reporting that ‘about a quarter of the men do not read at all: that is to
say, if there is anything coming off in the way of sport that they are
interested in, they buy a paper to see the result. That hardly comes under
the head of reading.’'? She found that three-quarters of the iron workers
only read newspapers, ‘the favourite being a local halfpenny evening
paper, which seems to be in the hands of every man and woman, and
almost every child.”®

The idea of ‘functional literacy’ helps to explain this preference for
the local paper among semi-literate men and women. This approach
recognises that literacy is not an abstract set of skills; it comprises
a range of activities that are specific and meaningful in particular
times and places, for particular purposes.’* Dramatic reading ability
like Sloppy’s was more important in a time when communal reading
aloud was necessary; local references in news articles, advertising,
historical features or dialect writing are meaningful in the paper’s
circulation area, less so in the next town ten miles away. Readers used
local newspapers for many purposes that could not be supplied by
other reading matter, harnessing them to create local public spheres,
to share gossip, or to feel connected to their home area when far
away. Many of these purposes are about feeling connected, to family,

10 Mrs W4P (b. 1900), ER.

11 Mrs B2P (b. 1916), ER.

12 Bell, p. 145.

13 Ibid., p. 144.

14 David Vincent, Literacy and Popular Culture: England 1750-1914 (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1989), pp. 15-16, https://doi.org/10.1017/
cb09780511560880; David Barton and Mary Hamilton, Local Literacies: Reading and
Writing in One Community (London: Routledge, 1998), p. 7.
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friends and neighbours, making the local newspaper a resource for
relationships.”

The ability to read, in all its complexity, became more widespread
in the second half of the nineteenth century, in the case study town of
Preston as elsewhere. The change from hearing to reading the news
influenced the newspapers, in their form and content, and affected the
reading environment. These changes can be tracked in a crude way
by measuring the ability to sign the marriage register. There has been
much debate about how this ability relates to other aspects of literacy,
but the current consensus is that women and men who could sign their
own names rather than marking an ‘X’ could also read at a basic level
(but could not necessarily write anything more than their name). While
marriage register evidence ignores the subtle gradations described by
Betty Higden, they are unique as a standardised form of evidence across
time and place, and for every level of society, thereby allowing objective
comparisons.'®

The marriage registers suggest that basic reading ability had spread
to more than ninety-five per cent of the population by the end of the
century, but at mid-century literacy in Lancashire was significantly
below the English average, with figures for Preston even lower. Across
England, two thirds (sixty-seven per cent) of men of marriageable age
could sign their names in 1840 but the average for Lancashire was sixty-
two per cent, and in Preston barely more than half of bridegrooms (fifty-
five per cent) could write their names. By 1880 (local figures are not
available beyond 1884), Lancashire men had caught up with the rest of
the country, while in Preston they had overtaken the national average,
with ninety-two per cent able to sign their name, compared with eighty-
six per cent nationally. The trends were broadly similar for women,
but from a much lower starting point, with only a quarter of Preston
women able to write their name in 1840, compared to a national average
of fifty-one per cent. By 1880, Preston women'’s literacy was the same as

15 Barton and Hamilton, p. 7.

16  Vincent, pp. 17-18, 23; Carl F. Kaestle, ‘Studying the History of Literacy’, in Literacy
in the United States: Readers and Reading since 1880, ed. by Carl F. Kaestle and others
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1991), pp. 1-32 (pp. 4, 11-12). For a critique of
marriage registers as a source, see Richard Altick, The English Common Reader: A
Social History of the Mass Reading Public, 1800-1900 (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1963), p. 170.
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the national average, at eighty-one per cent — still significantly below
that of men. Note that literacy was already relatively high, before the
introduction of universal elementary education in 1870.
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Fig. 1.1. Men (left) and women (right) signing marriage register (%) 1840-1880,
selected areas. Source: Registrar General annual reports.
Diagram by the author, CC-BY 4.0.

The low figures at the start of the period can be explained by the lack
of demand for literacy in the cotton industry, and the inability of
voluntary and informal working-class schools to cope with the influx of
population into towns in the early decades of the century (assuming that
literacy rates at marrying age reflect schooling from ten to fifteen years
previously). Indeed, literacy actually declined in most industrialising
Lancashire towns between the 1750s and the 1830s.”” Beyond that,
we come up against the limits of these numbers. There are too many
contradictory strands to unpick here — on the one hand, Preston’s legal
and administrative status required more literacy, it attracted immigrants
from more literate rural areas, and was part of Lancashire’s dynamic

17  For detailed discussion of literacy rates, see Vincent, pp. 24, 97; William B. Stephens,
Education, Literacy and Society, 1830-1870: The Geography of Diversity in Provincial
England (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1987), pp. 5-7, 10-11, 19, 96, 327.
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print culture; on the other, Preston had a poor educational reputation
and was the largest town in the country without a school board, from
their creation in 1870 to their abolition in 1902, leaving educational
administration to the churches. By 1862, Preston had enough school
places for every child between three and thirteen years of age, but one
commentator claimed that it had ‘a larger proportion of totally ignorant
children than any other town of equal size [...] the majority of children
of the infant stage in Preston are constantly found in the streets.”’®
Elementary schooling became compulsory in 1876, but local byelaws in
Preston and other textile towns allowed older children to attend school
half-time, spending the other half of the week working in the mills, so
that, on any one day, roughly a quarter of Preston school-age children
were not in school. Related factors may have been the influence of the
Catholic church (generally less interested in education than the other
denominations), lower Sunday School attendance and lower incomes
(in comparison to most Lancashire cotton towns) leaving less to spend
on reading matter.”” Crucially, there may have been many people who
could read a newspaper but could not write their own name, since
writing was often taught after reading, or not at all for some children,
particularly girls. However, we can be confident that literacy increased
in Preston, as elsewhere, becoming less a collective, more an individual
resource, thus requiring less reading aloud for the benefit of those who
could not read themselves.

Reading Has a History

The marriage register figures show that literacy varied according
to when and where it was measured. This means that reading has a
history (and a geography, addressed in the next chapter). The history
of reading is a relatively new field of scholarship, overlapping with the
history of the book and of print culture, and combines historical and

18 Letter from Mr T. Paynter Allen, National Education League Monthly Paper, May 1872,
reprinted in ‘Education in Preston and Blackburn’, Preston Chronicle (hereafter PC)
May 16, 1872; for Preston’s lack of school board, see House of Commons Debate on
Voluntary Schools Bill, 16 February 1897 vol 46 col. 544, in Historic Hansard, https://
api.parliament.uk/historic-hansard/commons/1897/feb/16/voluntary-schools-bill

19 Michael Savage, The Dynamics of Working-Class Politics: The Labour Movement in
Preston 1880-1940 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987), pp. 69-70,
https://doi.org/10.1017/cbo9780511898280
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literary strands.” This dynamic and fruitful new discipline has much to
offer a study of reading the local newspaper. The founding text for the
history of reading is Richard Altick’s 1957 The English Common Reader,
which used a huge array of sources to reconstruct the reading world
of ordinary people across the centuries. Although Altick dealt with the
reading of newspapers (mainly metropolitan rather than provincial
publications), his focus was on books. This bias can be justified when
studying periods before the nineteenth century, but from then on,
books became a minority of the reading material available, although the
scholarship does not reflect this.?! The bias to books in the history of
reading is partly explained by the discipline’s literary roots and by its
implicit hierarchy of print, in which newspapers rank far below books,
as seen in the comments of Lady Bell and the oral history interviewees.
Altick’s approach has most recently been developed by Jonathan
Rose, focusing on the reading habits revealed by working-class
autobiographies. Rose also prioritises book-reading, perhaps because of
his explicit aim of showing that the proletariat read Proust.?

Books also dominate the most exciting development in the recent
historiography of reading, the Reading Experience Database, which
collects and classifies historical evidence of reading from 1450 to 1945.
With more than 30,000 records as of February 2018, it now enables
scholars to make less tentative generalisations about reading behaviour.
However, the literary origins of the project have led to a focus on book-
reading, creating a misleading picture of nineteenth-century reading
habits. In February 2018 the database held 524 records of newspaper
reading between 1850 and 1899, mostly of London papers, compared
with 4,224 records of book reading.? Simon Eliot, a founder of the
database, acknowledges that

20 Christine Pawley, ‘Retrieving Readers: Library Experiences’, Library Quarterly,
76 (2006), 379-87 (p. 380), https://doi.org/10.1086/511761; Stephen Colclough,
Consuming Texts: Readers and Reading Communities, 1695-1870 (Basingstoke:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), Chapter 1, ‘Reading has a history’, https://doi.
org/10.1057/9780230590540

21 The director of the Waterloo Directory of Victorian Periodicals project, John North,
estimates there were more than one hundred times as many individual editions
of periodicals and newspapers published in the nineteenth century as books:
‘Compared to books,” Waterloo Directory of English Newspapers and Periodicals: 1800—
1900, online edition, www.victorianperiodicals.com/series2/TourOverview.asp

22 Jonathan Rose, The Intellectual Life of the British Working Classes (London: Yale
University Press, 2001), pp. 4-5.

23 Reading Experience Database, www.open.ac.uk/Arts/RED
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the book was not the predominant form of text and, more than likely,
was not therefore the thing most commonly or widely read [...] The most
common reading experience, by the mid-nineteenth century at latest,
would most likely be the advertising poster, all the tickets, handbills and
forms generated by an industrial society, and the daily or weekly paper.
Most of this reading was, of course, never recorded or commented upon
for it was too much a part of the fabric of everyday life to be noticed.?

Eliot’s point is that starting from the reader rather than the text allows
a new picture of nineteenth-century reading to emerge, in which books
are less important than newspapers and magazines.

Implying a Reader

The reading habits of real-life historical readers are only surprising
because literary scholars have traditionally worked backwards,
deducing animaginary ‘implied reader’ from the text.”> But such readers,
conjured solely from a single book or newspaper, are strange creatures,
as in this 1853 reconstruction of a reader from the advertisements of
the mythical Brocksop, Garringham and Washby Standard, in Dickens’s
magazine Household Words:

a native of those parts in luxuriant whiskers, riding forth after a light
breakfast of Wind Pills, on a steed watered with British Remedy, or well
rubbed down with Synovitic Lotion. He would be going out to buy a
windmill, or to engage a governess who did not want remuneration, and
he would meet by the road, perhaps, a neighbour with magnificent legs
who would talk over with him the news supplied by their gratuitous
paper, and speculate upon the chance of the odd hundred pounds that
might be paid them for the job of reading it.*

24 Simon Eliot, The Reading Experience Database; or, What Are We to Do About the History
of Reading?, http://www.open.ac.uk/Arts/RED/redback.htm. On the reading of non-
literary texts, see Mike Esbester, ‘Nineteenth-Century Timetables and the History
of Reading,” Book History 12 (2009), 156-85, https://doi.org/10.1353/bh.0.0018; Sadiah
Qureshi, Peoples on Parade: Exhibitions, Empire, and Anthropology in Nineteenth-
Century Britain (University of Chicago Press, 2011), ch. 2, ‘Artful promotion’, https://
doi.org/10.7208/chicago/9780226700984.001.0001

25 For a defence of this technique, see Susan J. Douglas, ‘Does Textual Analysis Tell Us
Anything about Past Audiences?,” in Explorations in Communication and History, ed.
Barbie Zelizer (London: Routledge, 2008), https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203888605

26  Anon., ‘Country News’, Household Words, 2 July 1853, pp. 426-30 (p. 427), found in
Dickens Journals Online, http://www.djo.org.uk/household-words/volume-vii/page-
426.html
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Less absurdly, when we eavesdrop on a telephone conversation, the
unseen, unheard person on the other end of the call is like an implied
reader. We can make some reliable guesses about them, from the half
of the conversation audible to us, but such evidence has its limits. As a
case study in reconstructing the reader from the text, take Preston’s most
popular paper at the start of the period, the bi-weekly Preston Guardian of
1 September 1860. We can draw some conclusions about the readers from
the newspaper’s name, its price and its content: they lived in and around
Preston, and were apparently teetotal Nonconformists, with politics allied
to the Free-Trader Radical middle-class ‘Manchester School” of Cobden
and Bright, and they were not Irish. Beyond those generalisations, it gets
complicated — there were readers from all social classes, mainly men
but some women, some Roman Catholics, interested in world affairs,
and at least some were highly cultured. We can make these assumptions
from the inclusion of Preston in the title of the paper and the amount
of local editorial and advertising content; the paper advertised and
reported temperance events, and its church coverage mainly concerned
Baptist, Congregational and Methodist chapels, with occasional digs at
disreputable vicars and the greed of the Church of England. Its editorial
line supported advanced Liberalism and condemned the Tories, and it
reprinted anti-Irish jokes from Punch. While most of its job adverts were
for servants and apprentices, of interest only to working-class readers, it
made fun of working-class defendants and witnesses in its court reporting,
and it advertised fresh oysters, fee-paying schools and auctions of farms
and estates, presumably to wealthy middle-class readers, some of them
living in country areas. Some adverts and reports were about Roman
Catholic activities, while a fashion article and adverts for dancing and
deportment classes and for the supposedly abortion-inducing Widow
Welch’s Female Pills (for ‘removing obstructions, and relieving all other
inconveniences to which the female frame is liable’) seem to be aimed
at women readers.” Large amounts of foreign news and details of last
posting times for overseas mails suggest a cosmopolitan readership, or at
least readers with friends and family overseas, while the literary extracts
and a feature on the Manchester Academy of Fine Arts suggest an interest
in what Matthew Arnold would call culture.

27 P.S. Brown, ‘Female Pills and the Reputation of Iron as an Abortifacient’, Medical
History, 21 (1977), 291-304, https://doi.org/10.1017/50025727300038278
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The implied readers of the rival Preston Herald, on the other hand,
were Anglican Tory beer-drinkers, of a more female persuasion. In
other respects, they were similar to Guardian readers, local people
from all classes (although with less advertising aimed at middle-class
readers), and some of them Catholic (although the Herald carried more
anti-Catholic material than the Guardian).

The implied reader is not as ridiculous as the Household Words article
suggests. Changes in the text do reveal changes in readership. Forty years
later, at the end of the century, the two papers had dropped their price
to a penny, to cater for poorer readers. In 1884 the Preston Guardian had
cut the price of its Saturday edition from 2d to 1%2d, to bring ‘an accession
of readers of the industrial class [...] to whom the former price of our
Saturday’s publication might operate in some measure as a deterrent
[...]'®In 1893 the price fell again, to a penny. A year later, the book review
column, entitled ‘Books I Have Read, By a Provincial’, made assumptions
about the limited spending power of the typical Preston Guardian reader:
‘Now if one wrote of 31s. 6d. books, how many in Preston would have
a chance of seeing them? Very few.”® The two papers still catered for
readers of opposing political and religious views, and the Guardian now
had more trade-unionists and children among their readers, apparently.
Otherwise, both papers’ clientele had changed in similar ways — they
had more time for hobbies such as cycling, gardening, angling and
keeping chickens, and more money to spend on these interests; there
were also more women readers — and rural readers, judging from the
pages of detailed advice and news about agriculture. Despite their price
cut, both papers appealed across the classes, from country gentry and
urban factory owners to servants in need of a situation. Surprisingly, the
readers appeared to have little interest in sport.

However, the evidence of the newspapers themselves may be telling
us more about the fiscal and economic environment and the people who
produced them, than about those who read them. George and James
Toulmin, owners of the Preston Guardian in 1860, were teetotal Methodists,
part of a national network of advanced Liberals, while the Herald had just
been bought by the local Conservative association. Were there no adverts
for pubs in the Guardian because advertisers knew that all the readers were

28  Preston Guardian (hereafter PG), 4 October 1884, p. 5.
29 PG, 26 May 18%4, p. 9.
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teetotal, or because the publishers refused such ads on principle? In later
chapters we will see that publishers sometimes refused to give readers
what they wanted (football news, for instance) and that many people read
papers without endorsing their editorial line. The texts themselves are not
consistent, with the generally anti-Catholic Herald occasionally reporting
and even praising the activities of Roman Catholics.

The texts tell us nothing about the aspiring reader, the curious,
interested general reader nor the person reading on another’s behalf.
The Cycling Notes, the Angling Notes, the Gardening Notes, the Poultry
Notes and the Allotment Notes probably were read by cyclists, anglers,
gardeners, poultry-keepers and allotment-holders. But they were also
probably read by armchair cyclists, anglers and so on, in the same way
that we watch a cookery programme whilst eating a takeaway today. As
for the general reader, Clitheroe weaver John O’Neil notes in his diary
in 1856 that ‘a person was telling me that he has seen the paper last night
and wheat had fallen 6/- per quarter at Mark Lane on Monday.”* His
informant is more likely to have been a weaver like himself than a corn
merchant — both of them probably general readers, interested in the
state of the economy and its impact on Clitheroe. The Preston Guardian
in 1860 reprinted its ‘Fashions for September” article from the leading
French fashion magazine Le Follet, and between them these Preston
papers carried adverts for women’s fashions, abortion pills, prams,
dancing and deportment lessons and job adverts for female occupations.
However, men may have bought clothes for women, and men may have
helped women obtain abortions.

The lack of sport is explained only if we move beyond the study of
one or two publications to the whole of the print ecology available to
readers in Preston. From the 1860s onwards, halfpenny evening papers
began to be published, aimed chiefly (but not exclusively) at working-
class readers. In 1886 two halfpenny evening newspapers were launched
within weeks of each other, the Lancashire Evening Post (later renamed
the Lancashire Daily Post) in Preston and the Northern Daily Telegraph in
Blackburn (with a publishing and editorial office in Preston), designed
to be read by the ‘mill hands” as well as the ‘middle classes’.>® The
Post, a sister title to the Preston Guardian, soon cornered the Preston

30 O’Neil diaries, 6 March 1856.
31  The Journalist, 3 December 1886, pp. 114-15.
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newspaper market in sports journalism. By 1900, on the first Saturday
of September, as the end of the cricket season overlapped with the start
of the football season, four out of six pages of the Post were devoted to
sport, mainly football. Its low price and its content — more ‘working-
class” ads, for a Co-op concert, a gipsy fortune-teller, and situations
vacant for apprentices, gardeners and insurance agents — confirm that
it was aimed mainly at working-class readers, but readers’ letters and
memoirs tell us that doctors and landed gentry also read this paper.
Inferences about readers are safer when based on the most successful
publications, those that survived for decades without subsidy, such as
the Preston Guardian and the Lancashire Daily Post, their large circulations
requiring some editorial understanding of the readers, creating an
alignment between what readers wanted and what publishers offered.
The repetition over a long period of certain types of content suggests
the presence of readers interested in that content — but the opposite
does not follow. The absence of other types of content, for example
news of Preston’s Catholic churches and societies, does not signify the
absence of readers interested in such content. De Certeau captures this
distance between the producers and readers of texts, describing readers
as ‘travellers; they move across lands belonging to someone else, like
nomads poaching their way across fields they did not write [...]"*
Readers as poachers, and ‘oppositional’ and unrepresented readers
are hard to discern from one newspaper alone. We need to ask, ‘what
else were they reading?’*® An ‘oppositional’ reader, to use Stuart Hall’s
terminology, actively resisted the intended meaning of the newspaper
text. In Preston, a Tory oppositional reader might write a letter to the
Tory Preston Herald, expressing his anger and rejection of what he
read in the Liberal Preston Chronicle.** Alton Locke, Charles Kingsley’s
fictional Chartist poet, highlights how differently the same text can be

32 Michel de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1988), p. 174. Here is a perfect example of poaching readers from 1928: ‘In
Norwich any three or four householders may ask the free library committee to buy
for the library a book they need. Mr Charles Row, in his Practical Guide to the Game
Laws (Longmans) [...] says some poachers requisitioned the first edition of this book
in this way and when he conducted prosecutions used to pull him up with such
remarks as, ‘No, no, Charlie, you're wrong there; your book in the free library doesn’t
say that’: Anon., ‘Country Books of the Quarter’, Countryman, April 1928, p. 90.

33 Rose, p. 93.

34 For example, ‘Borough registration’, letter contradicting the Preston Chronicle’s
account of voter registration, Preston Herald (hereafter PH), 13 October 1860, p. 6.
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read as he describes his oppositional reading of an attack on working-
class radicals like himself in a ‘respectable’” newspaper: ‘We see those
insults, and feel them bitterly enough; and do not forget them, alas!
soon enough, while they pass unheeded by your delicate eyes as trivial
truisms.”® As one of de Certeau’s ‘poaching’ readers, Alton Locke was
an eavesdropper who hears nothing good about himself. Eavesdropping
readers cannot be implied from the text, yet at a time of communal
newspaper reading, they made up a large proportion of readers. As late
as 1893, one commentator described how:

In all directions one sees Unionists [Conservatives] reading papers
the politics of which are diametrically opposed to their own, because
in those papers they get what they want, and even enjoy the clever, if
sometimes coarse, attacks on their own Party.*

Unrepresented readers are also not apparent from the text, such as
Preston’s Roman Catholic population, who until 1889, “had not Catholic
journals to fairly represent their cause’, in the words of Fr Bond of St
Ignatius’s church, welcoming the newly launched Catholic News from
the pulpit.

Finding Historical Readers

Historical readers are much more interesting, and complex, than
implied readers, but they can be hard to find. Reading the local paper
was ‘so commonplace and unremarkable and therefore so commonly
unremarked upon in the historical record’, yet there is a surprising
amount and variety of evidence.® In the United States, David Paul
Nord has skilfully interpreted unpublished letters to the editor, letters
published at times of civic crisis, and nineteenth-century government
household expenditure surveys, among other sources; the Zborays have

35 Charles Kingsley, Alton Locke: Tailor and Poet (Cassell, 1969), p. 48; Stuart Hall,
“Encoding/Decoding’, in Media and Cultural Studies: Keyworks, ed. by Meenakshi
Gigi Durham and Douglas Kellner (Malden: Blackwell, 2006).

36 FitzRoy Gardner, ‘The Tory Press and the Tory Party, . — a Complaint’, National
Review, 21 (1893), p. 358.

37  Catholic News, 16 February 1889, p. 3.

38 David Paul Nord, ‘Reading the Newspaper: Strategies and Politics of Reader
Response, Chicago, 1912-1917’, in Communities of Journalism: A History of American
Newspapers and Their Readers (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2001), pp. 246-77
(p- 269).
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used family papers, diaries and correspondence, while Garvey has used
scrapbooks to reveal those who did their reading — and writing — with
scissors in hand.* For England and Wales, Jones has revealed readers’
responses to the press through records of debating societies, libraries,
correspondence, articles in trade journals and literary reviews.* I have
used two types of evidence, individual and collective. At the individual
level there were people who bothered to mention reading the local
paper, in their diaries, correspondence and autobiographies; oral history
material and published readers’ letters are also valuable. The diaries of
Clitheroe weaver John O’Neil allow a detailed study of an individual
reader, akin to those of Colclough on the Sheffield apprentice Joseph
Hunter and Secord on the Halifax apprentice surveyor Thomas Hirst.*!
At the collective level, annual reports of libraries and other reading
places list periodicals and newspapers taken, including numbers of
multiple copies, and social investigators such as Lady Bell conducted
contemporary surveys of reading habits.

Oral history material comes from the Elizabeth Roberts archive at
Lancaster University. Roberts interviewed approximately sixty men and
women from Preston, fifty-four from Barrow and forty-six from Lancaster,
and was “confident that they are a representative sample of the working
class in all three areas.””> However, John Walton believes that the number

39 Nord, Communities of Journalism; Ronald ]. Zboray and Mary Saracino Zboray,
‘Political News and Female Readership in Antebellum Boston and Its Region’,
Journalism History, 22 (1996), 2-14; Ronald J. Zboray and Mary Saracino Zboray,
"“Have You Read...?”: Real Readers and Their Responses in Antebellum Boston
and Its Region’, Nineteenth-Century Literature, 52 (1997), 139-70, https://doi.
org/10.2307/2933905; Ellen Gruber Garvey, Writing with Scissors: American Scrapbooks
from the Civil War to the Harlem Renaissance (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012),
https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:0s0/9780195390346.001.0001

40 Aled Gruffydd Jones, Powers of the Press: Newspapers, Power and the Public in
Nineteenth-Century England (Aldershot: Scolar Press, 1996), p. 181; for other types of
newspaper reading evidence, see Peter J. Lucas, ‘The First Furness Newspapers: The
History of the Furness Press from 1846 to ¢.1880" (unpublished M.Litt, University
of Lancaster, 1971) and Marie-Louise Legg, Newspapers and Nationalism: The Irish
Provincial Press, 1850-1892 (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 1999).

41 Stephen Colclough, ‘Procuring Books and Consuming Texts: The Reading
Experience of a Sheffield Apprentice, 1798’, Book History 3 (2000), https://doi.
org/10.1353/bh.2000.0004; James A. Secord, Victorian Sensation: The Extraordinary
Publication, Reception, and Secret Authorship of Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003), chap. 10.

42 Elizabeth Roberts, A Woman’s Place: An Oral History of Working-Class Women 1890—
1940 (Oxford: Blackwell, 1985), p. 6; John K. Walton, Lancashire: A Social History,
1558-1939 (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1987), pp. 293-94.
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of interviews is too small for quantitative conclusions, while the lack
of information about recruitment and selection of interviewees means
that we do not know how socially representative they are. Nonetheless,
the indexed transcripts have been used here because their testimony is
consistent with other evidence. Fortunately, Roberts included a question
about newspaper-reading, although the transcripts reveal her assumption
that newspaper-reading was a domestic rather than public activity, an
assumption that probably coloured the responses. Interviewees were
born between 1884 and 1927, so that memories of their childhood homes
date from the 1880s to the 1930s.* These oral history interviews, and
other evidence, enable us to move beyond the default, male, middle-class
implied reader, and to recognise other readers, differentiated by age,
gender and social class, and by their enthusiasm for newspaper-reading.

Age

Children were a small part of the readership of the local paper.
However, the rapid expansion of literacy meant that, for a generation
or two, it was not unusual for children to be more literate than their
parents, and therefore it was quite likely that they would be asked to
read the newspaper to their elders. The slightly stagey photograph (Fig.
1.1) below is confirmed by oral history interviewees such as Mrs S4L
(b. 1896), who remembered only one paper, the Lancaster Observer, and
‘my mother always used to have that. Do you know I used to have to
read that to her, word for word.” Between 1862 and 1882, older children
who stayed on at school would have encountered a newspaper (not
necessarily local) as the pinnacle of reading material, as the Revised
Code stipulated that pupils must be able to read ‘a short ordinary
paragraph in a newspaper, or other modern narrative’, to reach
Standard VI, the highest (one headmaster, not from Preston, described
using the London evening paper, the Echo, for this purpose).* However,
only two per cent of pupils reached this Standard VI, even fewer in

43 For a summary of references to reading and writing in the Roberts material, see
Barton and Hamilton, Local Literacies, pp. 28-31 and David Barton, ‘Exploring the
Historical Basis of Contemporary Literacy’, The Quarterly Newsletter of the Laboratory
of Comparative Human Cognition, 10 (1988), 70-76.

44 Royal Commission Appointed to Inquire into the Working of the Elementary
Education Acts in England and Wales (P.P. 1887, C. 5158, Third Report, Evidence),
p. 356.
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Preston, according to a commentator in 1874 who claimed that ‘Preston,
with her possible school population of nearly 20,000 can never in any
year present so many as one hundred in Standard VI.”¥ Unfortunately,
a ‘payment by results’ inspection regime encouraged reading without
understanding. The educationalist William Ballantyne Hodgson wrote
in 1867 of a boy taught to read from the Bible ‘who, having been asked
by his mother to read a passage in a newspaper, was suddenly roused
from his monotonous chaunt by a box on the ear, accompanied by these
words — “How dare ye, ye scoundrel, read the newspaper with the
Bible twang?”’4¢

Fig. 1.2. Photographic study of child reading to old man, 1907, ‘A Good Friend’ by
CF Inston FRPS, Northern Photographic Exhibition, Walker Art Gallery, Liverpool
1907, programme, opp. p. 16, used by permission of Liverpool Archives.

45 Altick, p. 158; Vincent, p. 43. The Preston figures may have been exaggerated, as the
writer was using them to argue for the establishment of a School Board in the town:
Letter from Mr T. Paynter Allen.

46 Harvey]. Graff and W. B. Hodgson, ‘Exaggerated Estimates of Reading and Writing
as Means of Education (1867), by W. B. Hodgson', History of Education Quarterly, 26
(1986), 377-93 (p. 389), https://doi.org/10.2307/368244
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Those wholearnt toread as children did not necessarily have an unbroken
reading career, as literacy skills often declined when education ended.
The attractions of ‘trashy’ reading or the familiarity of the local paper
may have kept those skills alive for many of Wilkie Collins’s ‘unknown
public’.*” Westminster Review editor and social reformer William Edward
Hickson told the 1851 Newspaper Stamp Committee that ‘the only
effectual thing to induce them to keep up or create the habit of reading
was some local newspaper. If you began in that way, by asking them to
read an account of somebody’s rick that was burnt down, you would find
that you would succeed.”* In later years some children were forbidden
to read the local paper, such as the oral history interviewees Mr R1P
(b. 1897) and Mrs B5P (b. 1898). “We weren’t allowed to look at the
[Lancashire Daily] Post, you know!"# Yet children read or heard the news,
and sometimes incorporated it into their games, as with the 500 Preston
boys, aged 8 and upwards, who had followed the battles of the Franco-
Prussian War (1870-71). They were “assembled under commanders who
impersonated the Crown Prince of Prussia, Prince Frederick Charles,
Steinmetz, Marshals Bassine, M’Mahon and other leaders’ in the Lark
Hill district of the town. They were ‘“drawn up in line of battle on the
opposite sides of the street [...] with drums beating and colours (in the
shape of dirty handkerchiefs) waving’, receiving final orders, when a
policeman chanced upon the battlefield.*” This information must have
reached these boys via a newspaper, directly or indirectly.

The Preston Guardian was probably the most popular paper among
children in Preston and North Lancashire, because of its column, ‘Our
Children’s Corner’, launched in 1884. It was similar in content to the
children’s magazines that had flourished from the early nineteenth
century onwards, part of the ‘magazinization’ of newspapers that
became known as New Journalism in the 1880s and 1890s. The most
influential children’s column was the Newcastle Weekly Chronicle’s
‘Corner for Children’, launched in 1876 and hosted by ‘Uncle Toby’,
the pseudonym of the editor, W. E. Adams. Imitations of this successful
format sprang up across the country, exclusively in the provincial press

47  [Wilkie Collins], “The Unknown Public’, Household Words, 18 (1858), 217-22.

48 Evidence of William Hickson, 1851 Newspaper Stamps Committee, Q3240.

49 Quote from Mrs B5P, ER.

50 ‘French and Prussians on a small scale’, PH supplement w/e 3 September 1870, p. 4.
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and particularly in Liberal weeklies like the Preston Guardian.> This was
something new, as the Aberdeen Weekly Journal explained in 1881:

Hitherto Newspapers [...] have contained little of real interest and
pleasure for Girls and Boys, who, although called upon to read the paper
for the benefit of others, seldom find anything in it to suit their own
tastes and feelings.*

A distinctive aspect of many such children’s columns was their associated
nature conservation clubs, whose members had to promise not to harm
any creature. These clubs were hugely popular — the Newcastle Weekly
Chronicle’s ‘Dicky Bird Society’ had 50,000 members within five years
of its founding in 1876. The columns printed contributions from young
readers, such as the staggering 20,183 letters, essays and drawings
sent to the West Cumberland Times in just 12 months during 1904-05.
The Preston Guardian too had its own ‘Animal’s Friend Society’, which
boasted 10,000 members within four years of its launch. Any boy or girl
could join by taking this pledge:

I hereby promise never to tease or torture any living thing, or to destroy
a bird’s nest, but to promote as much as possible the comfort and
happiness of all the creatures over which God has given man dominion.”

Fig. 1.3. Membership badge for provincial newspaper animal welfare club:
Preston Guardian Animals’ Friend Society membership badge, twentieth century.
Photograph by the author, CC BY 4.0.

51 PG, 17 February 1894, p. 16.

52  Aberdeen Weekly Journal, 2 August 1881, cited in Frederick Milton, ‘Uncle Toby’s
Legacy: Children’s Columns in the Provincial Newspaper Press, 1873-1914/,
International Journal of Regional and Local Studies, 5 (2009), 104-20 (p. 104).

53 PG, 22 December 1888, p. 4; PG, 17 February 1894, p. 16. For more on animal welfare
organisations associated with the provincial press, see Milton.
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An oral history interviewee born in 1895 recalled his class entering their
drawings in a Preston Guardian competition.>

Gender

Men were more likely to read newspapers and magazines than women,
at least in the memories of oral history interviewees, and this is consistent
with women's lower literacy in the marriage registers seen above. The oral
history material suggests that men were twice as likely to read newspapers
and periodicals as women: twenty-nine men to thirteen women in Preston,
twenty-seven to fourteen in Barrow, but — intriguingly — a more even
fifteen to twelve in Lancaster. Eight boys read comics, but only one girl,
across all three towns. Girls and women had less time than men for reading,
because of their domestic workload, on top of paid work for many women
in areas like the textile districts of Lancashire. Bell's door-to-door survey of
reading habits in Middlesbrough in the early years of the twentieth century
includes many instances where ‘wife no time for reading’.*®

Fig. 1.4. A woman reading a newspaper was an unusual sight. ‘At the Bar’ by
Marcus Stone, wood engraving by Dalziel, illustration of pub landlady Abbey
Potterson, for original monthly serial of Charles Dickens, Our Mutual Friend, 1864,
Chapter 6, ‘Cut Adrift’, facing p. 54. Scanned by Philip V. Allingham, Victorian
Web, CC BY 4.0, http://www.victorianweb.org/art/illustration/mstone/14.html

54  Mr G4P (b. 1895), ER.
55 Bell, passim.
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A woman reading a newspaper by herself in a public place was
probably unusual at any time in the nineteenth century, so Dickens’s
description of such behaviour by pub landlady Miss Abbey Potterson
suggests a rather ‘masculine’ character by the standards of the 1860s.
Even by 1889, men outnumbered women in the segregated news rooms
of Barrow’s public library by a factor of fifteen to one, ‘a fair average
of the number of persons who enter the rooms daily, for the purpose
of reading the Newspapers and Periodicals’.** Women were more
likely to read a newspaper at home, even at the end of the century:
‘A lady who has much time on her hands’ would read and re-read
the morning paper throughout the day, according to an article in The
Journalist and Newspaper Proprietor of 1900. Alternatively, according
to the same article, ‘husbands [...] in some cases [...] mark the daily
paper as they read it, to indicate to their wives on their return home
in the evening with what portion of the day’s news they should make
themselves acquainted.””” Men could also control women’s newspaper
consumption by reading aloud, such as the Preston husband who
read extracts from John Bull (a London weekly news miscellany) to
his illiterate wife.”® It was more noteworthy for women to read to their
husbands.*

The newspaper was by default male reading matter, although
most local newspapers described themselves as suitable for family
reading, meaning women as well as men. In the text of the newspaper
itself, women are misleadingly invisible, with the exception of fashion
columns, advertisements for items usually bought by women, price lists
for bread, eggs and other household staples at local markets, poetry,
and women’s columns and serial fiction in later decades. They are
glaringly absent from the correspondence columns of the local press,
if we take the male names and pseudonyms at face value. This did not
change even when women began to take a more active part in the public

56 Barrow Library annual reports, 1887-89, Cumbria Archive and Local Studies
Centre, Barrow, p. 220.

57 'Getting Through the Morning Newspaper’, The Journalist and Newspaper Proprietor,
20 October 1900, p. 329.

58 See also Mrs M6L (b.1885), ER. For the expectation that fathers should read aloud
to the family, see Thomas Wright [The ‘Journeyman Engineer’], ‘Readers and
Reading’, Good Words, 17 (1876), 315-20 (p. 316).

59 See for example ‘Daring Attempt To Rob A House — Beware Of General Dealers’,
London Standard, 22 April 1858, p. 7; ‘Quips and Cranks’, North-Eastern Daily
Gazette, 27 November 1890, British Newspaper Archive.
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life of Preston, with single women gaining the municipal franchise in
1869, the right to stand for the Board of Guardians from 1875, and the
right to vote for and serve on parish, urban and rural district councils in
1894.% Only 12 out of some 900 letters sampled from the Preston papers
between 1855 and 1900 purported to be from women, and only 9 in
the newspapers of the Furness area of North Lancashire between 1846
and 1880.¢* This may have been censorship by editors — the Ulverston
Advertiser reported ‘a deluge of letters from Miss A or Miss B requesting
a few words’ in support of women’s suffrage in 1872, but refused to
publish any of them — and self-censorship by female correspondents,
who knew they would be mocked for daring to take part in public debate
(something familiar to female Twitter users today). When housemaids
dared to respond to a critical article about them in the London Daily
Telegraph, a leader in the Huddersfield Daily Chronicle dismissed the
‘interesting house girls” whose letters were published by the Telegraph,
attributing their ‘intense masculine style’ to the help they must have
received from the butler or the groom.® The working-class Carlisle
school teacher Mary Smith often used initials or male pseudonyms to
write to her local papers, and this was probably a common tactic: ‘In
writing on politics, which I often did, I used some other initial, “Z” very
often, or other signature. I considered that if men knew who the writer
was, they would say, “What does a woman know about politics?”’%
Smith is just one example of the many women who, we know, did
read newspapers, both local and metropolitan. She recalled how, in
the year of revolutions, 1848, “‘we shared all the excitement of the great
world in that small northern village [Scotby, near Carlisle], rejoicing
with the best when unkingly kings were uncrowned [...] We kept our
best sympathies, as well as our intelligence, up to the stroke of the great

60 Brian Keith-Lucas, The English Local Government Franchise: A Short History (Oxford:
Blackwell, 1952), pp. 55, 59, 69; Patricia Hollis, Ladies Elect: Women in English
Local Government 1865-1914 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1987), pp. 207, 357, 392.
Women gained the right to serve on borough councils such as Preston’s in 1907.

61 Peter J. Lucas, ‘The Regional Roots of Feminism: A Victorian Woman Newspaper
Owner’, Transactions of the Cumberland & Westmorland Antiquarian & Archaeological
Society, Series 3, 2 (2002), 277-300 (p. 293); Lucas, ‘First Furness Newspapers’, p. 73.

62 Huddersfield Daily Chronicle, 13 March 1876, p. 2, British Newspaper Archive.

63 Mary Smith, The Autobiography of Mary Smith, Schoolmistress and Nonconformist, a
Fragment of a Life (Volume 1); With Letters from Jane Welsh Carlyle and Thomas Carlyle
(Carlisle: Wordsworth Press, 1892), p. 259. I am grateful to Dr Helen Rogers for this
reference.
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world, and shared the cares of its life struggles.”* Besides the fictional
examples of Betty Higden and Abbey Potterson, there were the three
women newspaper readers described in memoir and oral history
interviews at the beginning of this chapter.

Class

Traditional local weekly newspapers tried to be all things to all men
(with women as an afterthought). By the second half of the century, they
aimed to appeal to working-class as much as middle-class readers, and
their popularity in working-class reading rooms attests to their success.
Radical newspapers had targeted this audience in the 1830s, when
illegal, untaxed papers flourished, and in the 1840s, when the Chartist
movement produced a vibrant provincial press, led by the Leeds-based
Northern Star — but this competition to the politically mainstream local
press had waned by the 1850s. From this decade on, as the newspaper
taxes were abolished, penny and halfpenny weekly and evening papers
began to appear, aimed squarely at working-class readers. The weekly
news-miscellanies such as the Bolton Journal, the Manchester Weekly
Times or the Liverpool Weekly Post, now extinct, were hugely popular,
and had an overwhelmingly working-class readership.® One of the
first, Birmingham’s Saturday Evening Post, was

specially intended to meet the wants of the great body of the working
classes, whose necessities, it is evident, are not to any great extent
supplied by the existing papers [...] the local news, which the London
newspapers, of course, cannot give, and which is of the first importance
to the working men of the town and district, will be fully reported... it
is hoped that the working man after his week’s labour will carry a copy
home with him to his fireside [...].%

Working-class readers were increasingly targeted by another new
publishing genre, the provincial evening paper, usually selling at a
halfpenny. By the early twentieth century, in Middlesbrough, Bell
found that the favourite reading matter of foundry workers’ families

64 Smith, p. 149.

65 Graham Law, Serializing Fiction in the Victorian Press (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2000),
p. 142.

66 Announcement in Birmingham Journal, 21 November 1857, cited in Harold Richard
Grant Whates, The Birmingham Post, 1857-1957. A Centenary Retrospect (Birmingham:
Birmingham Post & Mail, 1957), pp. 47-48.
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was the local halfpenny evening paper, the North Eastern Daily Gazette.
In one home, “The husband does not care to read more than the evening
paper. Wife cannot read or write, but she gets her husband to read to her
all that is going on in the world.””” Near St Helens, John Garrett Leigh
found them equally popular, and in the oral history material, the local
evening paper was the most popular type of newspaper in Preston and
Barrow (Lancaster did not have its own evening title).®®

In Preston’s traditional weeklies, however, working-class readers
were rarely allowed to speak for themselves. There are occasional
letters, such as one from the village of Chipping near Preston, claiming
to represent ‘We, the poor [...]'” but only a tiny minority of the
pseudonyms used by correspondents were avowedly working-class,
and these tended to appear at particular times when workers were
in the news, as when a textile strike loomed in 1880, and ‘A Cotton
Operative’ or ‘A Factory Lad’ had their letters published. In Furness,
less than ten per cent of letters to local papers could be identified as
coming from working-class writers.”” Like women correspondents, it
seems that working-class letter-writers were discouraged from taking
part in the public sphere of the correspondence column, unless in
disguise.”

And vyet, like women readers, working-class readers were more
numerous than might appear from the texts of the newspapers. There
are many references to poor people reading, and being read to, in
pubs in the 1830s (see Chapter 2). During the 1853-54 Preston lockout
(when sales of penny dreadfuls were unaffected and fewer books were
left in pawn), Reverend John Clay, prison chaplain and campaigner,
observed that ‘reading is becoming necessary to the working-man’.”

67 Bell, pp. 44, 190.

68 John Garrett Leigh, “‘What Do the Masses Read?’ Economic Review, 4 (1904), 16677
(p. 176).

69 PH, 25 September 1880, p. 6.

70  Lucas, ‘First Furness Newspapers’, p. 61.

71 See also Leah Price, How to Do Things with Books in Victorian Britain (Princeton,
N.J: Princeton University Press, 2012), p. 261, https://doi.org/10.23943/
princeton/9780691114170.001.0001. Price follows the paper as object to reveal social
differences hidden by the words printed on those pieces of paper.

72 Walter Lowe Clay, The Prison Chaplain: A Memoir of the Rev. John Clay, B. D., with
Selections from His Reports and Correspondence, and a Sketch of Prison Discipline in
England (Cambridge: Macmillan, 1861), pp. 545-47.
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In 1864 a Preston Chronicle reporter found ‘tidy, good, honest-looking
men, with labour-hardened hands, and brave intelligent faces’ reading
the papers in the town’s Central Working Men’s Club, and a list of
Preston Herald stockists in 1870 included shops in some of the poorest
parts of Preston.” In the 1860s, the inmates of the workhouse read local
newspapers and in the 1890s, when Preston’s Harris free library opened,
a reporter wrote of how he had “often seen men with clogs on pattering
away over the beautiful marble hall’, while a photograph of the Harris
reading room and news room (Fig. 1.5 below) shows some men without
collars, in rumpled jackets and wearing flat caps.”* Librarians and other
observers believed that those who read newspapers in the news rooms
of free libraries were more proletarian than those who borrowed books
(although many commentators in other towns thought that libraries in

general were little used by working men).”

Fig. 1.5. Men from different social classes together in the reading room and news
room (at rear), Harris Free Library, Preston, 1895. By permission of the Harris
Museum and Art Gallery, Preston, all rights reserved.

73 PC, 20 February 1864; ‘Agents for the Sale of the “Herald’, PH, 3 September 1870, p. 5.

74 PG, 30 January 1869, p. 2.

75 William Bramwell, Reminiscences of a Public Librarian, a Retrospective View (Preston:
Ambler, 1916), p. 18; Martin Hewitt, ‘Confronting the Modern City: The Manchester
Free Public Library, 1850-80’, Urban History, 27 (2000), 62-88 (p. 73), https://doi.
org/10.1017/s0963926800000146; Leigh, p. 169; Bell, p. 163.
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The newspapers reflected the interests of the local middle classes, despite
the rhetoric of a unifying local identity that claimed to override class. These
were the unspoken default readers of most local papers. In Preston, this
implied readership harked back to the town’s pre-industrial identity as
a middle-class leisure town and legal/administrative headquarters. This
era is captured in the 1822 painting of one of Preston’s richest families, the
Addisons, at breakfast (Fig. 1.6 below), in which John Addison Jr., aged 31,
is reading the town’s only newspaper at the time, the Preston Chronicle.”
Middle-class readers, as the default, were not studied anthropologically
like working-class readers, so there are fewer descriptions of them as
a group. But we can pick up hints about some individual newspaper
readers, such as two friends, Preston surgeon-dentist John Worsley and
the vicar of Heskin near Chorley, Rev John Thomas Wilson. Worsley lived
on Fishergate, Preston’s main street, only yards away from the offices of
all the local papers, and so it was easy for him to buy newspapers — local,
regional and metropolitan — to send on to his friend in the country.
Postcards sent by Wilson have survived, in which he often thanks his
friend in town for gifts of newspapers.”

Some of Preston’s wealthiest men read their newspapers at their
gentlemen’s club, the Winckley club. They had access to scores of
publications in their news room in the elegant Georgian Winckley
Square, and some of them bid successfully in the club’s annual auctions
of back copies, presumably to read at home or to leave in their waiting
rooms (many were doctors or solicitors). Members of the club were
mockingly described as

members of the learned professions — men in cotton, with not less
than twenty thousand spindles or four hundred looms — men
with land or railway shares — men with cheek, and who are well
dressed — men who have not kept a public house within four
years, or in whose family there is not a mang]le [...] young men in
situations with prospects, or who having no ancestors, wish to get
into society.”

76  The original painting, now lost, is described from earlier sources in Brian Lewis, The
Middlemost and the Milltowns: Bourgeois Culture and Politics in Early Industrial England
(Stanford University Press, 2002), pp. 104, 461.

77 Anne R. Bradford, Drawn by Friendship: The Art and Wit of the Revd. John Thomas
Wilson (New Barnet: Anne R. Bradford, 1997).

78 ‘A Description of Preston and its People’, reprinted from a ‘north country magazine’
in PC, 10 December 1870.
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Fig. 1.6. Most local papers were aimed at middle-class readers in the first half
of the century: ‘The Addison Family at Breakfast’, monochrome cabinet card
reproduction of painting by Alexander Masses, Liverpool, 1822. By permission
of Harris Museum, Preston, all rights reserved.

Biographical scraps for seventeen of the keenest Winckley Club readers
give an impression of who they were: around half of them, eight, were
local councillors, mostly Conservative, seven were magistrates, four
were lawyers, three doctors, two dentists, four mill owners. Many were
directors oflocal companies. Three of the seventeen were Roman Catholic.
Two past and present owners of local papers were club members: Miles
Myres, Preston coroner and solicitor, a Conservative councillor who
served as mayor, a magistrate and a director of the joint stock company
behind the Preston Herald, and Isaac Wilcockson, a retired printer and
former owner of the Liberal Preston Chronicle, and a councillor and
director of the town’s gas and water companies. Other members were
Rev T. Barton Spencer, vicar of St James’s Anglican church and chaplain
to the workhouse, and Colonel W. Martin, governor of Preston prison,
a former soldier and policeman. Some of the club’s younger members
were described as ‘cads’ by one local magazine, which condemned the
treatment they gave to journalist and explorer Henry Morton Stanley
when he was invited to the club after giving a lecture in 1878. ‘Some
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of the more juvenile members of the club [...] poked their guest about
the ribs, called him by his surname, without a prefix, requested him
to “stick to his point,” and were altogether so free and easy that the
discoverer of Livingstone declared he had never in his travels among
the uncivilized come across such a jovial crew.”” The club’s complaints
book, and records of the second-hand newspaper auctions, show that
this jovial crew, and their elders, were promiscuous in their newspaper
reading, ranging across political, religious and geographical boundaries.
They were much more complex than the implied readers suggested by
each individual title they read.

Intensity

The readers of local newspapers at the Winckley Club, like readers
elsewhere, differed in how they felt about each newspaper, and in
how they used the local press. For some, newspaper-reading was
a particularly important part of their lives, creating a more intense,
invested reading experience. We can contrast these ‘active readers’,
members of what Stanley Fish called an ‘interpretive community’, with
the majority of readers discussed above, who were more emotionally
distant from the newspaper, and more socially distant from those who
produced the newspaper.® If we imagine a series of concentric circles
(Fig. 1.7 below), with the newspaper, its publisher, editor and staff at the
centre, the majority of readers were in the “outer circle’. In the middle
circle, forming an interpretive community around each newspaper,
were active readers; they include members of the same social circles
as local newspaper proprietors, editors and journalists; each paper
also had scores, sometimes hundreds, of part-time correspondents and
contributors, who sent in news items from outlying towns and villages,
or wrote expertly on particular topics such as agriculture or local history,
or had their poetry published in the paper regularly. There were news
addicts, or ‘quidnuncs’ (Latin for “‘what now?’ or “‘what’s the news?’);
habitual letter-writers, whose published correspondence reveals a close
relationship with “their’ paper; public citizens who held office and liked

79 ‘Gossip Abroad’, The Wasp, 7 December 1878, p. 7, Community History Library,
Harris Library, Preston.

80 Stanley Eugene Fish, ‘Interpreting the Variorum’, Critical Inquiry, 2 (1976), 465-85,
https://doi.org/10.1086/447852
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to read about themselves, and readers active in local politics or church
and chapel, and who saw particular local papers as supporters and
allies of their causes.

Majority of
readers

Active readers

Friends

News
addicts

The newspaper
publisher,
editor,
journalists

Active
citizens
Political &
religious

. Letter
allies

writers

District correspondents
and agents

Fig. 1.7. Readers and the closeness of their relationship with a local newspaper.
Diagram by the author, CC BY 4.0.

News addicts were typically male and working-class, for example the
young James Ogden in Rochdale, whose thirst for reading was indulged
by a local newsagent in the 1850s. He described himself as ‘a studious
and, in literature a ravenous lad” who was allowed to read the papers
after the shop had closed.® Clitheroe weaver John O’Neil (b. 1810)
revealed his news addiction in his diaries; the longest entry each week
was usually a summary of what he had read in the newspaper each
Saturday evening, taking precedence over the topics of family, friends
or work. He had been a hand loom weaver in his native Carlisle, was
probably self-educated, and had been active in two working-class

81 James Ogden, ‘The Birth of the “Observer”’, Rochdale Observer, 17 February 1906.
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reading rooms and in local reform politics. He left Carlisle in search
of work in 1854, settling in Low Moor, a factory village of about 1200
people, near Clitheroe in Lancashire, two years later. Here he worked
as a power loom weaver at Garnett & Horsfall’s factory. He was a
widower with one daughter, renting a factory cottage and working
sixty hours a week. He was able and popular, becoming president of
his village reading room, and president of the Clitheroe Power Loom
Weavers’ Union. In the 1860s he was active in local Liberal politics as a
member of Clitheroe Working Men’s Reform Club and later the town’s
Liberal Club. He read local, regional and metropolitan newspapers in
reading rooms, in pubs and at home, and discussed what he read with
workmates and other users of public reading places. J. Barlow Brooks
(b. 1874) worked as a half-timer in a cotton mill in Radcliffe near Bolton
from the ages of ten to thirteen, before becoming a pupil teacher, and
eventually a Methodist minister. He and his brother and mother bought
local, regional and socialist newspapers every week, plus many other
weeklies second-hand from the Co-operative reading room. They
bought so many papers and magazines that the material filled a back
bedroom and began to encroach on the stairs.*

Inveterate letter-writers, often signing themselves ‘A Constant
Reader’, had a similarly intense relationship with particular titles,
but were more active in responding to the content of the paper with a
stream of correspondence. These readers are discussed in more detail
in Chapter 6. They are similar to the minority of ‘fans” of the Chicago
community press identified by Janowitz in the mid-twentieth century,
individuals who were emotionally involved with their weekly local
paper.® These and other active readers who used a local newspaper in
a public way, leaving historical traces, probably had more in common
with the publishers and journalists than with the readership as a whole.
With some exceptions, they tended to be middle-class and male, as
confirmed by those who signed letters in their own names, or gave an
occupation.

82 Joseph Barlow Brooks, Lancashire Bred: An Autobiography (Oxford: Church Army
Press, 1951), pp. 169, 177.

83 ‘Fans’ accounted for eleven per cent of survey respondents: M. Janowitz, The
Community Press in an Urban Setting (Glencoe: Free Press, 1952), pp. 106-7.



1. The Readers of the Local Press 65

While these news addicts and letter-writers read mainly for pleasure
and interest, others who could be described as active citizens — business
people, councillors, magistrates, trade union officials — liked to read
about themselves and their public activities in the local press. One
Preston editor claimed that ‘nobody except Town Councillors and
their wives or relatives will read through’ a detailed report of a council
meeting.** Another group, political activists, used rather than read the
local paper, developing relationships with sympathetic newspaper
owners who were politically active themselves, and writing letters and
other articles in support of their causes. They read the paper for news
of support or opposition to their party or campaign. Mary Smith, the
Carlisle teacher, became friendly with radical editors of local papers,
including Washington Wilks of the Carlisle Journal and then the Carlisle
Examiner (and later the London Morning Star), a Mr Lonsdale, editor
of the Carlisle Observer, and an unnamed editor of the Carlisle Express.
These contacts enabled her to publish poems, articles and letters against
capital punishment and in support of women’s suffrage, or backing
a radical election candidate, among other campaigns.® In Preston,
Edward Ambler, a printer and prominent Liberal, Congregationalist
and Oddfellow, read and wrote for Preston’s Liberal papers in support
of his party, his friendly society, his skirmishes as a Poor Law Guardian
and his work for a free library.®* Smith and Ambler were at the centre
of the interpretive communities of readers built around their favoured
local papers.

84 ‘Preston and Roundabout. Notions and Sketches [By “Atticus.”]: Our Town Council
and its Members’, PC, 4 April 1868.

85 Smith, pp. 198, 204, 255, 260.

86 For example, letters from Ambler to George Melly, 23 and 30 March 1864, Liverpool
Archives, George Melly Collection, 920 MEL 13 Vol. IX, 1990 and 1991; ‘Death of
a Preston printer’, PC, 29 October 1887; H. A. Taylor, ‘Politics in Famine Stricken
Preston: An Examination of Liberal Party Management, 1861-65", Transactions of the
Historic Society of Lancashire & Cheshire, 107 (1956), 121-39.



66 A Fleet Street in Every Town

Conclusions

Studying the text of the local newspaper gives us some information
about the type of readers being targeted. But the implied reader, usually
a middle-class man, is only part of the picture. Other evidence reveals
that the illiterate and semi-literate in particular were drawn to the local
paper, that women and children were readers, and that working-class
readers eavesdropped and ‘poached’ across newspapers created for
middle-class purchasers. Literacy was a communal asset, particularly
at mid-century, available to those who could read and those who could
not; similarly, reading the local paper was usually a communal activity.
Local newspapers were one part of the social revolution stimulated
by the swift spread of literacy, in which children became the experts,
better able to use the technology of print than their parents. The spread
of literacy was even swifter in Preston, going from below the national
average to above it in less than two generations. This demonstrates how
reading is geographically and historically specific. However, even within
one town, readers differed in their relationship to the local newspapers,
some untouched by them, some on the fringes of their influence (such as
the boys re-enacting the battles of the Franco-Prussian War), and some
at the heart of interpretive communities clustered around each title.
The latter group in particular left their mark on Preston, even creating
or commandeering entire buildings in which to read newspapers,
particularly local newspapers. These places are the subject of the next
chapter.



2. Reading Places

We need to know where the local newspaper was read to understand how
it was read, because the same texts take on different meanings in different
places.! The same report of a Preston football victory over Blackburn has
opposite meanings, of success or failure, in each town. To a reader far
from home, missing familiar faces and places, a copy of their local paper
takes on extra significance, as a physical reminder of who they are and
where they are from. Equally, listening to a newspaper being read and
interpreted by an ardent Chartist in a crowded pub becomes an intense
and emotional act of political solidarity, a very different experience to
reading the same paper in silence in a Church of England news room,
under the eyes of the curate, or at home with one’s family. We can see
how newspaper buying, borrowing and reading was everywhere, by
taking an imaginary stroll around Preston. The places of newspaper-
reading, where ‘media rituals’ were enacted, are concrete evidence of
the importance of newspapers, including local newspapers, in people’s
lives; they were willing to rent, repurpose and even erect purpose-built
structures where newspapers could be produced, bought, read and
discussed. Let us pretend that we are Victorian flaneurs, and visit the
places, largely ‘reading institutions’, where newspapers were read. It is
also a chance to get to know our case study town of Preston. An hour’s
leisurely walk, in 1855 and again in 1875 and 1900 will be enough to see
the variety of such places, and how they changed over 45 years.

1 Robert Darnton, ‘First Steps Towards a History of Reading’, in The Kiss of Lamourette:
Reflections in Cultural History, ed. by Robert Darnton (London: Faber & Faber, 1990),
p- 167; see also James A. Secord, Victorian Sensation: The Extraordinary Publication,
Reception, and Secret Authorship of Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 2003), p. 338.
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1855

We will begin in the market square behind the town hall. On a Saturday
evening in September 1855, an old, lame man, ‘Uncle Ned’, sings one of
the broadside ballads he is selling.? One of the busiest shops lining the
square is Dobson’s at 17 Market Place, where a steady stream of people
has been going in and out of this bookshop, printer’s and newspaper
publisher’s, to pay 3%2d for today’s issue of the town’s oldest surviving
newspaper, the weekly Preston Chronicle (est. 1807). Men stand around
outside the shop in groups, listening to others read aloud from the
paper and commenting on what they hear, eager to learn the latest from
the siege of Sebastopol, or any other news of the Crimean War. One man
is reading the Times, which arrived in Preston in the early afternoon.
We cross the square, past Henry Thomson’s newsagent’s shop and the
general news room above 6 Friargate. Round the corner on the main
street, Fishergate, there are more reading places — the Guild Hall news
room inside the squat, boxy Georgian town hall, and, opposite, the
Commercial News Room on Town Hall Corner, offering newspapers
and telegrams. These rooms can become crowded if an exciting story
breaks, with non-members bending the rules to keep abreast of the
news. One member of the Commercial News Room complained that,
during the American Civil War

it is very annoying, these stirring times, to be unable to get near the
telegrams, on account of some inveterate newsmonger, who does
not subscribe, or be prevented reading the Times, through its being
monopolised by one whose name does not figure in the list of subscribers.’

Across the road to the left, between the thatched Grey Horse Inn and the
imposing four-storey Georgian Bull and Royal Hotel, is the Preston Pilot
office (Fig. 2.1), with its own knots of readers and listeners standing
outside. On either side, if we were to peep through the doors of the
modest inn or the grander hotel, we would see men and the occasional
woman reading newspapers provided by the house.

But we turn in the opposite direction, across Fishergate, past the
groups of newspaper-readers outside the Preston Guardian office (busier

2 Preston Guardian (hereafter PG), 6 October 1860.
3 Letter from ‘One Who Pays His Subscription’, Preston Chronicle (hereafter PC), 6
July 1864.
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Fig. 2.1. Office of Preston Pilot, Church Street, Preston. Detail from ‘The Grey
Horse’, J. Ferguson, 1853. By permission of Harris Museum, Art Gallery &
Library, Preston, England, all rights reserved.

than the other two newspaper offices), to Cannon Street, a steep, narrow
sidestreet descending from Fishergate. On one corner is the Exchange
Commercial News Room, opened in May. Like the others we have
passed, this is a select establishment, charging one guinea per year,
more than a week’s wages for most cotton workers. Near the bottom
of the street, on the left, is the old mechanics’ institute, its rooms still
used for education by various ‘classical schools’. Until a few weeks
ago, one room was let as Cowper’s Penny News & Reading Room, for a
poorer clientele than the other news rooms; in the tradition of previous
working-class Preston news rooms, it was occasionally used for political
lectures and discussions. Cowper’s closed a few weeks before Stamp
Duty became an optional postal charge rather than a compulsory tax
in July 1855, leading to a reduction in newspaper prices, enabling more
people to buy their own copy. A mill worker on a typical wage of fifteen
shillings a week could earn a penny in twenty minutes, taking just over
an hour to earn 3%d, the price of a local paper or a quart of beer (two
pints). On the other side of the street is the first of three bookshops,
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Charles Ambler’s, Isaac Bland’s, and Evan Buller’s, the latter selling
newspapers alongside books and all manner of crucifixes and Roman
Catholic paraphernalia.

We turn left onto Cross Street, Syke Street then Avenham Lane.
Further east are some of the poorest streets in Preston; there are no
bookshops, newsagents or reading rooms in that district, only two
schools, one of which, Grimshaw Street Independent Sunday School,
boasts a circulating library. If we dared to go further we might find a
newspaper or two in the many pubs and beerhouses, on sale in one
or two corner grocer’s shops, or in a rare home that can somehow
obtain a newspaper and the light by which to read it. But instead, by
the National School, with its Sunday School reading room, we cross the
cobbled, winding lane, lined by terraced houses and shops, and walk up
past Richard Alston’s bookshop and newsagent’s. Every pub we pass is
also a reading place, of course.

On either side, in the streets off Avenham Lane, are at least eight
small schools, mostly for girls, run from private houses — the local
newspaper is probably among the reading material used at some of
them. At the top of the hill, we are at the edge of Preston’s wealthiest
area — where each house can probably afford its own copy of a local
paper and a London paper, and the gaslight to read them by. At the
head of a tree-lined avenue is a solid, new neo-classical building fronted
by steps and curling balustrades, the Institution for the Diffusion of
Knowledge (Fig. 2.2 opposite), also known as the mechanics’ institute,
with its news room and reading room. The news room opened in 1850,
and by last year had seventy-five members — although membership
has fallen this year after the Stamp Duty became optional (within three
years it will be ‘well sustained by numerous subscribers” once again).*
Round the corner is the wide Georgian splendour of Winckley Square,
the epicentre of the town’s wealth, these elegant villas home to the mill
owners, merchants, lawyers and doctors who run Preston.

On the east side of the square, we come to the Literary and
Philosophical Institute, an imposing building in the style of an Oxbridge
college chapel, with its news room, reading room and circulating
library, in front of the Grammar School. The institute’s well-off members

4 Institution for the Diffusion of Knowledge, annual reports for 1855, p. 5; for 1858, p.
6, University of Central Lancashire, Livesey Collection, uncatalogued; PC, 30 June
1855.
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Fig. 2.2. The Institution for the Diffusion of Knowledge (mechanics’ institute),
Avenham, Preston, had a news room and a reading room. Engraving from
Charles Hardwick, History of the Borough of Preston and its Environs, in the County
of Lancaster (Preston: Worthington, 1857). Scan from Preston Digital Archive, CC
BY 4.0, https://www flickr.com/photos/rpsmithbarney/5753101486/

seceded from the mechanics’ institute after a ‘slight misunderstanding’
in 1840. The next building, behind the same railings, sports similar
academic architecture, with its square tower and oriel window. This
is the Winckley Club, used as an HQ only a year ago by the town’s
most powerful factory owners, as they co-ordinated their lock-out of
almost every cotton mill in Preston. The club opened in 1846, initiated
by members of the Gentlemen’s News Room at the town hall. Besides
a billiards room and dining room, the Winckley Club boasts a ‘large
and handsome news room on the ground floor, artistically decorated
and fitted’, where ‘the leading gentlemen of the town resort to read
newspapers and chat over the events of the day’.’ For this, members
paid between £1 6s 6d and £2 12s 6d per year.

5  William Pollard, A Hand Book and Guide to Preston (Preston: H. Oakey, 1882), p. 142.
Letter from ‘A Working Man’, PC, 14 February 1857.
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The news room is the largest room in the club, with long tables, on
which thirty to forty newspapers and magazines are scattered, and some
higher tables with stands, for reading large broadsheet newspapers
whilst standing. There are benches and comfortable chairs, writing
desks, bookshelves full of reference books and bound copies of the most
important papers (including some local titles), maps and pictures on
the walls, a large fireplace, gas lamps, and a bell rope to summon the
servants. This is not a quiet room generally, especially in the evening,
with the sound of conversation, laughter, people reading an article
aloud to their friends, the occasional argument, the clink of glasses, the
sound of doors slamming elsewhere in the building, and the shouts of
billiard and card players.

Fig. 2.3. Literary and Philosophical Institute (centre) and Winckley Club (left),
Winckley Square, Preston. Author’s own copy, CC BY 4.0.

We continue up the square and back onto Fishergate, the busy high
street. Almost opposite, down Fox Street, is the Catholic Institution
with its reading room, but we turn back towards the town hall, past 97
Fishergate, Henry Barton’s bookshop and printing office, from where he
publishes his Preston Illustrated General Advertiser and the newly launched
penny Preston Herald (2'2d cheaper than Preston’s three other papers).
Further along is Ann Thomson’s Catholic bookshop; next door but one is
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another bookseller, Edward Wilcock. Across the street is William Bailey’s
bookshop and printing office. Past the Shelley’s Arms, a popular place to
read the paper, like every other pub and beerhouse along this street, on
past Henry Oakey’s shop selling books and stationery, with its printing
office at the back, on the corner of Guildhall Street. Mr Oakey also runs
a circulating library, mainly of novels. We walk past the newly opened
news room of the Young Men’s Club on our right, frequented by clerks,
book-keepers and the like, and back to the market square.

Our little walk has taken us past scores of places where newspaper-
reading is an important activity — the street, the pub, bookshops and
‘newsvendors’, reading rooms and news rooms, printers’ offices and
newspaper publishers. Each of them offers different reading experiences,
but in the 1850s most newspaper-reading was still communal, as papers
were expensive and scarce. In the same way, twentieth-century film
audiences gathered together in cinemas, and early TV viewers went to
the one house in the street that had a set.

The street was an important reading place, full of signs and
advertisements, shop windows, and walls plastered with posters and
placards. People gathered outside newspaper offices to read the paper,
but also in other public places, and under street lamps or shop lamps at
night. Reading in the street was a communal activity, with one person
reading aloud (adverts as well as editorial), interspersed with comment
and discussion. It would have been unusual to see anyone reading a
paper by themselves, and regardless of reading ability, anyone interested
in the news could have picked up the main points by listening to the
paper being read, or by asking someone in possession of a newspaper or
leaving a news room. Reading places were sociable places.

Certain places were news hubs — the newspaper offices, larger
reading rooms and, after the telegraph came to Preston in 1854, the
telegraph company offices — the Magnetic Telegraph Company on
Fishergate and the Electric and International Telegraph Company in
the station at the far end of the street.® In 1857 the Magnetic Telegraph
Company opened a subscription news room above its office. Before the
telegraph, people probably waited at the station for news to arrive by
train, as they did in Clitheroe in 1857, when O’Neil recorded in his diary:

6  Malcolm T. Mynott, The Postal History of Preston, Garstang and the Fylde of Lancashire
from the Civil War to 1902 (Preston: Preston & District Philatelic Society, 1987), p. 131.
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I went up to Clitheroe in the evening and there was a great many
waiting for the train from Blackburn with the elections news as there
is no telegraph in Clitheroe. The first news I heard after the train came
in was that Cobden, Gibson and Bright were thrown out by large
majorities [...]”

When Prince Albert died in 1861, the news was received by the
telegraph office at Preston station early on a Sunday morning, and
copies of the bulletin were posted at the town’s main news hubs before
the town awoke — on the shutters of the four newspaper offices, at the
Winckley Club and outside the mechanics’” institute.® Preston was one
of the first constituencies in the country to vote by secret ballot after
its introduction in 1872, but before then, voters and non-voters alike
would crowd around the windows of the town’s newspaper offices to
see the current state of the poll, updated every hour.” Such excitement
could last for weeks during lengthy polls. James Vernon argues that the
earnest and private rationality of newspapers killed the inclusive drama
of public politics, but newspaper-reading actually increased the number
of places where public politics was performed.'

There were more than 400 pubs and beerhouses in Preston in the
1850s, and most of them probably provided at least one newspaper for
their customers."! The Victorian sign in the Liverpool pub in Fig. 2.4
shows that pubs saw newspapers as an attraction worth advertising in
their windows, even setting aside valuable space for their reading, as
with the ‘reading room’ of the Boar’s Head Inn in Friargate, Preston or
the ‘news room’ of Blackburn’s Alexandra Hotel (Fig. 2.5 below), whose
landlord even advertised the titles of the papers available (most of them
regional or local). Pubs were attractive, cheap and accessible reading
places for working-class people — warm, well-lit, with reading material

7 John O’Neil, The Journals of a Lancashire Weaver: 1856—60, 1860—64, 1872-75, ed. by
Mary Brigg (Chester: Record Society of Lancashire and Cheshire, 1982), 28 March
1857.

8  PC, 18 December 1861.

9 Tom Smith, ‘Religion or Party? Attitudes of Catholic Electors in Mid-Victorian
Preston’, North West Catholic History, 33 (2006), 19-35 (p. 31).

10 James Vernon, Politics and the People: A Study in English Political Culture, c. 1815-1867
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), pp. 142—-43. Vernon is also mistaken
in his assertion that ‘provincial communities relied entirely on the national press for
their news of important national events” before the 1860s (p. 143).

11 ‘Preston Annual Licensing Session Applications for more spirit licences. Opposition
meeting in the temperance hall’, PC, 18 August 1860.
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sympathetic to their interests, unpoliced by middle-class reformers or
evangelists, allowing free discussion, in a convivial atmosphere fuelled
by alcohol.”? In Clitheroe, O’Neil could obtain a newspaper to read at
home, but he preferred to walk a mile into town to read the news in
the Castle Inn every Saturday night.”® However, it was impossible to
read the paper if the pub was too busy or noisy, as during Clitheroe’s
fair, when the town was ‘throng’” with people. O’'Neil wrote: ‘I had a
few glasses of ale but Public Houses was so throng and so noisy I could
not read the newspaper [...]""* Neither could he read if he drank too
much, as on New Year’s Day 1859: ‘I went up to Clitheroe and got my
Christmas glass. It was the best whiskey I ever got in my life, it nearly
made me drunk. It made me so that I could not read the newspaper, so
I'had to come home without any news.’

Fig. 2.4. News room sign in window of the Lion Tavern, Moorfields, Liverpool,
built ¢.1841. Author’s photo, CC BY 4.0.

12 Richard Altick, The English Common Reader: A Social History of the Mass Reading
Public, 1800-1900 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1963), pp. 200-201; Arthur
Aspinall, Politics and the Press, ¢.1780-1850 (Brighton: Harvester Press, 1973), pp. 9,
29; Lionel Robinson, Boston’s Newspapers (Boston: Richard Kay Publications, for the
History of Boston Project, 1974), p. 8.

13 For example, ‘I could not get up to Clitheroe it was so wet but I got a newspaper and
read it’ (Saturday 27 September 1856).

14 O’Neil diaries, Saturday 24 October 1857.
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JOHN MAYSON,
ALEXANDRA HOTEL,
DUKE'S- BROW, BLACKBURN.

RIME Mild and Bitter ALES, PORTER, &c, on

dranght and in bottle. British and Foreign SPIRITS,
'WINHES, Cigars, &c.

The NEWS ROOM is supplied with the following

popular papers :— DAILY: London Daily Times Man-
chester Courier, Liverpool Mercury; WEEKLY : Preston
Herald, Preston Guardian, Blackburn Times, Ilhistrated
London News, Panch, and Fun.

Fig. 2.5. Advertisement for Alexandra Hotel, Blackburn, listing newspapers
available in its news room, Preston Herald, 10 November 1866.
Transcription by the author, CC BY 4.0.

‘Ask the landlord why he takes the newspaper. He'll tell you that it
attracts people to his house, and in many cases its attractions are much
stronger than those of the liquor there to be drunk’, William Cobbett
claimed in 1807."% In Preston, reading the paper aloud and discussing its
contents had been a formalised event during the excitement of the 1830
election, at which the radical Henry Hunt defeated Lord Stanley:

They flocked to the public-house on a Sunday evening as regularly as if it
had been a place of worship, not for the set purpose of getting drunk, but
to hear the newspaper read. The success of the landlord depended, not
on the strength of his beer altogether, but on having a good reader for his
paper [...] it was not the general custom to drink during the reading of
the paper. Every one was expected to drink during the discussion of any
topic, or pay before leaving for the good of the house.'

Like Sloppy ‘who do the Police in different voices’, these skilled public
readers brought the newspaper alive in crowded pubs.

One Liverpool pub landlord, John McArdle, performed the paper
himself, creating a very different experience from reading silently and
alone. Irish nationalists came to his pub in Crosbie Street every Sunday
night to hear him read the Nation (which cost sixpence in the 1840s).

15  Cobbett’s Political Register, 26 September 1807, cited in Aspinall, p. 11.

16  William Pilkington, The Makers of Wesleyan Methodism in Preston, and the Relation
of Methodism to the Temperance and Teetotal Movements (Preston: Published for the
author, 1890), p. 183.
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McArdle was a big, imposing looking man, with a voice to match, who
gave the speeches of O’Connell and the other orators of Conciliation Hall
with such effect that the applause was always given exactly in the right
places, and with as much heartiness as if greeting the original speakers."”

The comments and interpretations of such ‘local prophets’ expounding
upon the ‘secular texts’” of the newspaper, were considered dangerous
by some commentators, who preferred the rule of silent reading found
in many mechanics’ institutes and free libraries.'® There is evidence
of reading the paper aloud in the pub as late as 1874, in Sheffield at
least, and it seems likely that pubs continued to be significant places for
reading and performing the newspaper well into the twentieth century."”

On our walk we passed many news rooms and reading
rooms — places, spaces, businesses and institutions set aside specifically
for the reading of newspapers and magazines. Members and customers
preferred to read newspapers in these rooms than at home because it was
cheaper to gain temporary access to many different titles than to have
permanent ownership of a single copy at home; the penny admission to
Cowper’s Commercial News Room or the penny a week subscription
for a church news room also paid for heat and light, scarce resources for
many readers. These places also made newspaper-reading a sociable,
convivial activity. There was no clear distinction between news rooms,
reading rooms and libraries.?® In the Institution for the Diffusion of
Knowledge, these three functions occupied three separate spaces, in
others, the library (a cupboard or a few shelves) may have been in the
corner of a news room. Whatever their names, places devoted to the
reading of newspapers were much more common than those dedicated
to the reading of books, including novels.

O’Neil’s news room career reveals the purposes and development
of these institutions. In his native Carlisle he had been a member of
that city’s first working-class news room, opened in John Street, in the
poor district of Botchergate, in 1847. Mechanics’ institutes had been

17 John Denvir, The Life Story of an Old Rebel (Shannon: Irish University Press, 1972),
pp- 15-16.

18 Richard Jefferies, ‘The Future of Country Society’, New Quarterly Magazine, 8 (1877),
379409 (p. 399).

19 Lucy Brown, Victorian News and Newspapers (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1985).

20 O’Neil used the terms ‘club room’, ‘news room’ and ‘reading room’ interchangeably,
to describe Clitheroe Liberal Club’s reading facilities.
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established around the country for more than two decades by then, but
were largely shunned by working-class men and women because they
were controlled by middle-class philanthropists, like the York news
room in Fig. 2.6 opposite. Working-class readers preferred to set up their
own news rooms (as O’Neil explained in a letter to the Carlisle Journal in
1849), because they were cheaper, could be paid for weekly rather than
in a hefty lump sum every quarter or every year, they had newspapers
(many mechanics’ institutes banned newspapers until the 1850s for
fear of political discussions), and they were controlled by their users.!
Despite occasional problems, as in one unnamed Lancashire news room
of the 1840s where discussion ‘led to confusion and bickering’ and the
room had to be closed,* conversation was integral to public newspaper-
reading at mid-century, mixing oral and print cultures. Many news
rooms were open on Sundays, working men’s only day of rest. In 1851,
O’Neil and his fellow newspaper-readers attracted national attention
when they opened a new, purpose-built news room in Carlisle’s Lord
Street, of which O’Neil was secretary (Fig. 2.7).” By 1861, Carlisle had
six working-class reading rooms, with a total membership of 800-1,000,
twice as many as the mechanics’ institute. These rooms represented
a huge amount of time, money and effort that working men were
prepared to invest in creating their own places devoted primarily to
reading and discussing the news.

In Preston there was a handful of small trades union and commercial
news rooms at mid-century, but most were provided by middle-class
religious or social reformers, like the York room in Fig. 2.6. Church-
sponsored reading rooms aimed at working-class adults flourished in the
1850s and 1860s. In the 1850s, rooms in at least five Church of England

21 Mary Brigg, introduction to O’Neil diaries, pp. ix-xii.

22 The Spectator, quoted in ‘Prosperous Lancashire’, PC, 24 October 1891.

23 Henry Morley, ‘The Labourer’s Reading Room’, Household Words, 3 (1851), 581-85
(p. 583 ff.). The image of the Carlisle room (Fig. 2.7) appears to be of the opening
ceremony, with the mayor in the centre of the gallery, some men singing around an
organ to the right, and women present, in their shawls and bonnets. The illustration
tells us little about how the room was used, in contrast to the image of the York
room (Fig. 2.6), which shows newspaper stands at the rear, maps on the wall to
interpret the foreign news, and at least two conversations, on the left.

24 Robert Elliott, ‘On Working Men’s Reading Rooms, as Established since 1848 at
Carlisle’, Transactions of the National Association for the Promotion of Social Science,
1861, 676-79. The author, a doctor, was a friend of O’'Neil’s (Brigg, introduction to
O’Neil diaries).
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WORKING MEN'S READING AND NEWS ROOM, STRAKER'S PASSAGE, FOSSGATE, YORK.

Fig. 2.6. Working men’s reading and news room, York, set up by middle-class
benefactors. British Workman 20, 1856, p. 78. Used with permission of the
Nineteenth-Century Business, Labour, Temperance & Trade Periodicals project,
www.blt19.co.uk, CC BY 4.0.
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Fig. 2.7. Lord Street working men’s news room, Carlisle, from Illustrated London
News, 20 December 1851, p. 732. Used with permission of University of Central
Lancashire Special Collections, CC BY 4.0.
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parishes opened in connection with mutual improvement societies (it is
not known whether the opening of five in five years was due to inter-
parish competition or a diocesan or national initiative). The 250 members
of St Peter’s Young Men'’s Club paid 1d per week in 1861 for
a reading room supplied with the leading papers; a library, containing
400 volumes; educational classes, three nights a week; a conversation
room, where bagatelle, chess, draughts &c. are allowed; and an
excellent refreshment room [...] The club [...] affords to the working
man opportunities for spending his time rationally and instructively,
without resort to the pot-house, where his money is wasted, and himself
ultimately reduced to beggary.®

There were larger rooms such as the mechanics’ institute (60 news room
members in 1852, rising to 75 in 1854), the Winckley Club (150 members
in 1861), and the Literary and Philosophical Institute. Paternalistic mill
owners such as John Goodair provided workplace libraries.” As we saw
on our walk, there was a mixed economy of news rooms in Preston at
the start of the period.

News rooms were not only spaces in which to read, they also operated
as sellers of second-hand newspapers and magazines. They recouped
some of the cost of the publications by auctioning them to their members
and the general public, in quarterly or yearly sales that functioned as a
futures market in second-hand papers. Members bid for the right to take
away daily papers the following day, weekly papers a few days after
publication, and monthly and quarterly periodicals as soon as the next
issue arrived.” Typically, a local auctioneer would ensure that these sales
were entertaining and dramatic events, teasing successful bidders about
their reading preferences, and poking fun at the relative popularity of each
local paper, particularly if a publisher or editor was present. A newspaper
might give a complete list of auction prices for each title if they could be
made to show the paper’s value to be higher than its competitors.?

25 PC, 31 October 1861. See similar descriptions of St Luke’s Conservative Association,
Preston Herald (hereafter PH) supplement, week ending 17 September 1870, p. 3,
and Preston Temperance Society annual report for 1862, p. 7, University of Central
Lancashire, Livesey Collection, LC M [Pre]).

26 [John Goodair], ‘A Preston Manufacturer’, Strikes Prevented (Manchester: Whittaker,
1854), cited in H. I. Dutton and John Edward King, ‘Ten per Cent and No Surrender”:
The Preston Strike, 1853-1854 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981), p. 85.

27  For example, ‘Public sale of newspapers, Ripon’, Leeds Mercury, 5 January 1839.

28 For example, PC, 6 January, 1872.
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The proceeds provided a substantial proportion of news rooms’
income, at least in the early part of the period. The Winckley Club
spent £99 2s 5d on newspapers and periodicals in the year to April 1851
(the largest single item of expenditure), but recouped £24 7s 4%4d from
selling the back copies to members.?? Members of Mudie’s circulating
library, the largest in the UK, could buy second-hand reviews and
magazines by post.*® The enduring value of used newspapers is shown
by an appeal for reading material from the curate of St Paul’s church,
for a parish reading room: “We would promise to send for the papers,
keep them clean, and return them at any time that might be wished.”!
Private ownership of newspapers and periodicals was thus available at
reduced rates, through a recirculation system that challenges ideas of
the newspaper as ephemeral

There were more news rooms than newsagents in Preston in the
1850s, if by newsagent we mean a shop mainly selling newspapers and
periodicals. Buyers were more likely to get their paper from a bookshop,
such as that of James Renshaw Cooper in Bridge Street, Manchester, where
‘the doorway of the shop was garnished [...] with placards announcing
the contents of the different local newspapers of the day’.* In Preston, Mr
John Proffitt ran one of nine businesses described as newsagents around
1860. An advertisement (Fig. 2.8) for his shop on the main north-south
route through Preston tells us a great deal about newsagents at the start
of the period. Although most of the text is devoted to newspapers and
periodicals, he describes himself as a ‘hair dresser’ first, ‘news agent’
second. This was a time when newsagents, more commonly known
as news-vendors (also spelled ‘venders’) or newsmen, were starting to
distinguish themselves from booksellers and grocers, but a shop devoted
mainly to papers and magazines was still a rarity. As well as cutting
hair and sharpening razors, Proffitt also offered printing, bookbinding,

29  Winckley Club minute book, Lancashire Archives LRO DDX 1895/1.

30 See an 1890 list reprinted in Laurel Brake, *“The Trepidation of the Spheres”: The
Serial and the Book in the 19th Century’, in Serials and Their Readers, 1620-1914, ed.
by Robin Myers and Michael Harris (Winchester: Oak Knoll Press, 1993), p. 82.

31 PC, 6 September 1856.

32 See also Laurel Brake, ‘The Longevity of “Ephemera”’, Media History, 18 (2012),
7-20, https://doi.org/10.1080/13688804.2011.632192. For the long lives of eighteenth-
century newspapers, see Uriel Heyd, Reading Newspapers: Press and Public in
Eighteenth-Century Britain and America (Oxford: Voltaire Foundation, 2012).

33 Bolton Chronicle, 30 June 1855.
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picture-framing, stationery, second-hand books and a circulating library.
At this time it was the norm for a purchaser to buy their paper in a
grocer’s or corner general store, a bookshop, stationer’s, or tobacconist’s,
even fruit-shops, oyster-shops or lollypop-shops, as Wilkie Collins found
in his survey of sellers of “penny-novel Journals.”** Newspaper-selling
was still only a part of other types of business, but the huge expansion in
local papers (and national magazines) was about to change the shopping
ecology of Preston and every other town in the country.

1

T
- JOHN PROFFIIT, g
HATR DRESSER, NEWS AGENT, &o., &o.,. 86,
North-road, corner of Fish-street, and opposite

Great George's-street, returns thanks tohis many friends,
aud solicits their future patronage and support.—The
| sick and infirm attended at their own homes,—Razors
ground and set.

J. P. begs to inform the public of Preston generally
that he takes great interest in extending the circulation
of Cassell's Family Bible, published in weekly Penny
Numbers, beautifully illustrated. This work is highly
recommended as the best fi.ft of parents to their
children. v

LoxpoN Axp Countey Newspirxrs 70 ORDER.—
Daily.—Manchester Guardian, 1d.; Manchester Exa-
miner and Times, 1d.— Weekly.—PRESTON HEBALD,
2d.; Preston Pilot, 34d.; Preston Guardian and Supple-
ment, 3}d.; Preston Chronicle and Supplement, 83d.

Macazines, &o0.—Weekly.—Biblical Educator, 2d.;
Castell's_Family Paper, 1d.;. Christian World, 1d.;
Family Herald,! 1d.; Christian Cabinet, 1d.;. Bouton
Loominary, 1d.; History of | England, 1d.; Sunday at
Home, 1d.—Monthly.—Britith Workman, 1d.; British
Messenger, 14d.; Sabbath Bchool Messenger, 4d.; Band
of Hope, 4d.; Gospel Truimpet, §d.; Cassell's Natural
History, 6d.; Leisure Hour, 5d:—These works are;illus-
trated. Any other publication will be left at any
addresgi_ in town or country, without extra charge, as
early ad poesible. from the press.—A Circulating Library
—1d. per week. L ) !

Printing and Bookbinding ; pictures framed in every
vn.l_'igty of style; second-hanq books bought and sold ;
writing paper, envelopes, music, &c., &c.—Liconsed to
sell Stamps. i . [ .

N.B.—The shop closes at eight o’clock, except Satur-
day ; closed all day on Sundays. .

Fig. 2.8. Advertisement for John Proffitt, ‘Hairdresser, news agent, &c &c'.
Preston Herald, 1 September 1860, p. 4, British Library microfilm, MFM.M88490
[1860]. © The British Library Board, all rights reserved.

Ten miles away in Blackburn, the main agent for papers from Preston in
1849 was bookseller Edgar Riley

34 [Wilkie Collins], “The Unknown Public’, Household Words, 21 August (1858), 217-22.
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whose shop [...] was the only news shop in the town that afforded
elbow room, and elbow room was needed where many hundreds of
large newspaper sheets had to be folded within an hour or so, before
they could be sold singly to customers [...] Into his shop, about eight
o’clock a.m. on Saturdays, were hauled three parcels of papers from
Preston. The biggest was the parcel of Guardians. The Chronicles and
Pilots likewise made good sized parcels. With deftness, Mr Riley, at the
back of the shop, stood whipping the papers into their proper folds as
fast as he was able, whilst the people poured in and out in a stream to
buy their copies.®

Newsagents’ shops could also serve as informal reading rooms, where
reading and discussion was combined. In Clitheroe, Mr Fielding’s
shop became the ‘rendezvous of professional men and others on their
way to business, each of whom bought a paper to see how the world
was wagging [...] Fielding’s shop was the forum for the discussion of
local and imperial politics [...]".* In Rochdale in 1856, Joseph Lawton,
shopkeeper and founder of the Rochdale Observer, allowed the young
James Ogden to read without buying:

to have the run of a newsagent’s shop at that time, before reading rooms
for young people and free libraries existed, was, to a studious and, in
literature a ravenous lad, a perfect Godsend [...] when seated at his
counter, I was immersed in the news of the day, the purchase of which
was beyond my slender resources [...]*

Just as news rooms acted as newsagents, so newsagents’ shops became
news rooms.

At mid-century, newspaper-readers were physically separated
according to class and gender, at least in public. On our walk we passed
different reading places for different classes. Even outside newspaper
offices, middle-class men probably read the paper in their own groups,
while working-class men who clubbed together to buy a shared copy
would stand separately. If it was difficult for working-class men to gain
access to a newspaper, it was even more so for working-class women,
who were less likely to use pubs, while many public reading rooms

35 Recollections of William Abram, editor of the Blackburn Times and Preston Guardian,
PG jubilee supplement, 17 February 1894, p. 12.

36 Hartley Aspden, Fifty Years a Journalist. Reflections and Recollections of an Old
Clitheronian (Clitheroe: Advertiser & Times, 1930), p. 9.

37 James Ogden, ‘The Birth of the “Observer”, Rochdale Observer, 17 February 1906.
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(including some church-sponsored ones) appear to have been male
spaces. Women with a news addict such as O’Neil in their family may
have seen or heard the paper at home if their menfolk paid a penny
for one of the cheap weekly papers that launched in the late 1850s, or
managed to get hold of a second-hand paper. Servants in middle-class
houses probably had access to the newspapers and magazines bought
by their employers, but in general, working-class readers had fewer
opportunities to read or hear a newspaper.

1875

If we were to repeat our short tour past some of Preston’s reading
places a generation later, in 1875, we would find a changed town,
unmistakably Victorian in its Gothic public buildings and its terraced
streets laid out in grids, where newspapers are bought and read in
different places, and in different ways. The population has increased
by almost half in two decades, from around 70,000 to more than
100,000. The traditional lull of a Saturday afternoon has gone, as most
of Preston’s workers have been granted a Saturday half-day holiday
in the last few years. Pubs such as the Cross Keys in the far corner
of the market square still supply newspapers for customers. On the
right of the Cross Keys is a passageway, Gin Bow Entry. Through the
passageway and up the stairs is the Liberal Working Men’s Club with
its news room full of newspapers, read and argued over by reform-
minded men.*®

Back out on the square, Uncle Ned the ballad-seller looks older and
frailer. He

wore a battered shabby tall hat and a frock coat which was very shiny
and decidedly the worse for wear. He held a long pole across the top of
which was fixed a shorter pole at right angles in the form of the letter T.
Over this was drawn through a corded loop a big bundle of long printed
sheets illustrated with a crude picture at the top swung to and fro with
the wind and the motion of the man’s body. He sung the doggerel verse
to some popular tune of the day [...]*

38 PC, 20 October 1877.

39 This recollection, from 1889, is by J. H. Spencer, whose collection of broadside
ballads is held at Preston’s community history library: ]J. H. Spencer, A Preston
Chap Book and its Printer,” PH, 21 January 1948.
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Some of the ballads are traditional songs, but others celebrate more
recent news. If we walked a few hundred yards down Church Street,
we could visit the shop where his wares are printed by John Harkness,
one of Lancashire’s most prolific ballad publishers.

But instead we walk up the canopied steps of the town hall, into
its cool marble corridors, to the Exchange Commercial News Room,
which has been housed here since the new town hall opened in 1867, for
the convenience of the town’s businessmen. It is closed on a Saturday,
but if we peep in we can see tidy piles of newspapers and magazines
on the polished oak tables; there are some inkstands and a letter box,
newspaper stands on other tables, chairs, two long benches with
back-rails, a blackboard, a towel rail, a table with toilet materials, two
umbrella stands, and dotted about the room, six spittoons. If it was a
weekday we would hear the printing telegraph machine sporadically
chattering out its market prices and news from the Press Association
onto a narrow ribbon of paper.*’ Sometimes, when the window is open,
members can hear the centuries-old songs of the ballad seller at the same
time as the electro-mechanical chuntering of the telegraph machine. The
list of rules on the wall stipulates no smoking and no dogs, and requests
“that no person detain a newspaper longer than fifteen minutes after its
being asked for; and that no preference be shown by the exchange of
papers.”* When the room is open, groups of friends and like-minded
acquaintances cluster together to read and discuss the news, forming
little ‘interpretive communities’:

Occasionally on a very cold day there was only one fire the consequence
being that all political creeds and set classes of theologians were pitched
into one corner [...] when there was no doubt but that they desired being
seated with their own fellows [...]*#

Membership has recently been reduced to £1 per year, since the news
room is struggling for members.

Back outside, and onto Fishergate, the Magnetic Telegraph Company
office with its own subscription news room has gone, closed when the

40 Thanks to Roger Neil Barton for background information on news room telegraph
services.

41 Minutes of Preston Exchange & News Room committee, 24 June 1867, Lancashire
Archives LRO CBP 53/4.

42 ‘Annual meeting of the subscribers to the Exchange Newsroom’, PC, 19 November
1870.
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telegraph companies were nationalised in 1870. The Liberal Working
Men'’s Club had their own news room there for a while, but they too
have moved. We pass Glover’'s Court, glimpsing David Longworth’s
printshop, where he produces his monthly Preston Advertiser, and walk
down the busy main street and into Cannon Street, past two bookshops,
James Robinson’s and Isaac Bland’s. The former mechanics’ institute
has recently been vacated by the printing department of the Preston
Guardian and is now the printing office of the Preston Chronicle. On our
way to Avenham Lane we can glimpse John Farnworth’s newsagent’s
shop.

We are braver this time, and continue walking east, into some of the
poorest parts of Preston. Twenty years on, there are more newspaper-
reading and, in particular, newspaper-vending places to see. There
is Bell’s little shop, selling newspapers among its other necessities,
up Oxford Street; on Hudson Street, two newsagents, Phillipson’s
and Pilkington’s, past Syke Hill on our left, and Hannah Odlam’s
newsagent’s. These paper shops are similar to those found in London
and elsewhere:

established for the sale of cheap periodicals and newspapers, bottles of
ink, pencils, bill-files, account books, skeins of twine, little boxes of hard
water colours, cards with very sharp steel pens and a holder sown to
them, Pickwick cigars, peg-tops, and ginger-beer. Cheap literature is the
staple commodity; and it is a question whether any printed sheet costing
more than a penny ever passes through the hands of the owner of one of
these temples of literature. One of the leading features in these second-
rate newsvenders’ windows [...] is always a great broadsheet of huge
coarsely executed woodcuts [probably the front page of the Illustrated
Police News].*®

Now we turn off the busy, respectable Avenham Lane and into the
shabbier Vauxhall Road. Straight ahead is St Augustine’s Catholic
church and its Men’s Institute, with its reading room and library.
Along Silver Street, past Wareing’s grocer’s shop, with its pile of
Preston papers on the counter, into Duke Street, past Thomas Blezard’s
newsagent’s shop, up Brewery Street past Wareing's little shop, which
handles local papers along with everything else, and back along Queen
Street.

43  ‘Nothing Like Example’, All the Year Round, 30 (1868), 583-87 (p. 583).
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We pause at a crossroads. On our left is the Weaver’s Arms, whose
meeting room is now the Conservative Reading Room, and facing the
pub, across Queen Street, is St Saviour’s new Anglican church. Beyond
the church, one of the schoolrooms is used by the church’s Mutual
Improvement Society, for their reading room and library. We head
back to the relative safety of Avenham Lane, up the hill past George
Holland’s newsagent’s, and into a different world. The news room of
the elegant Institution for the Diffusion of Knowledge is still busy, and
now offers members the use of Mudie’s circulating library, in addition
to its own stock.

In Winckley Square, the Literary & Philosophical Institution
(another branch of Mudie’s) is quiet. Membership has fallen in recent
years, and in 1867 they were forced to sell their huge building to the
corporation. The more convivial Winckley Club next door, founded on
less intellectual principles, is still thriving on billiards, newspapers and
claret. Back on Fishergate we pass the shop of Chas Bond, bookseller,
printer and fancy stationer, and Robinson’s new and second-hand
bookshop. Across the road is James Akeroyd’s bookshop. Here are
Cuff Bros’ bookshop, Clarke’s Preston Pilot office on the corner of
Winckley Street, which also sells books and newspapers, then next
door another printer and bookseller, Henry Oakey, whose shop is
also a depot for the Society for the Promotion of Christian Knowledge
(SPCK). Opposite is the YMCA, with its reading room ‘well supplied
with Papers and Periodicals’, and a few doors along, the new post
office, now doubling as a telegraph office, where crowds often gather
to hear important news. There is Evan Buller’s Catholic bookshop,
also selling newspapers and magazines. A hundred yards further is
a bookshop and newsagents’ run by the Chronicle’s former owner,
William Dobson, and almost opposite is the new home of the Central
Working Men’s Club, with its ‘commodious newsroom, fronting
Fishergate’, available for a 1/6 quarterly membership fee. In one of the
club’s previous homes, in Lord Street, its news room presented a cosy
picture, far preferable to the cramped, noisy and badly lit homes of its
members:

The fire was blazing cheerfully, the paper and pictures upon the walls
were as beautiful as any artist could desire, and the general effect was
decidedly one of comfort and quiet enjoyment. The library or reading
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room, as the adjoining apartments were designated, was furnished in a
similar manner, only books took the place of newspapers.*

In Barrow, some members of the Working Men’s Club wanted
somewhere more private than the reading room, but this was
discouraged by the Reading Committee, who resolved in 1883 ‘that
parties in habit of taking periodicals with them whilst in the water
closet be requested by the steward to discontinue such practice’.*

Back in Preston, on the same side of the street the town’s three main
newspapers are clustered together; all three sell other newspapers, as
well as their own. The Herald, next door to the working men’s club,
comes first, then the Chronicle five doors down. Next door but one, a
bust of William Caxton perches atop the rather grand three-storey
stone-fronted home of the Preston Guardian (Fig. 2.9, next page), the
town’s most successful paper, and the only one to have a purpose-built
office. The local paper was changing the fabric of Preston’s main street,
as it was up and down the country.

There were significant shifts in the places of newspaper-reading
between the 1850s and the 1870s — many more shops sold newspapers
(and magazines), which means that many more people were buying
their own copies to read at home. More schools had been built, in which
more children were reading newspapers, and there were fewer news
rooms, with those that survived tending to be run by political parties,
clubs and societies, as a membership benefit. The number of newsagents
increased steeply, from less than a dozen in the mid-1850s to more than
fifty in the mid-1870s; one local trade directory, Mannex’s, recorded a
rise from thirty-four to fifty between 1874 and 1877. This is no doubt
partly due to more shops being reclassified under the emergent category
of newsagents rather than by the other goods they sold, but the trend is
consistent across all trade directories, and also in the Census.

Other small shops seem to have sold newspapers as a sideline, and so
were not classified as newsagents. For example, in 1870 there were sixty-
six places in Preston selling the Preston Herald (and other newspapers

44 ‘Travels in Search of Recreation II, Central Working Men’s Club’, PC, 20 February
1864.

45 Barrow Working Men’s Club Reading Committee minute book 1881-91, meeting of
27 July 1883, Cumbria Archive and Local Studies Centre, Barrow. One oral history
interviewee remembered reading the News of the World in the outside toilet in the
early twentieth century.
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GUARDIAN OFFICE, FISHERGATE.

Fig. 2.9. Preston Guardian offices, Fishergate, the town’s first purpose-built
newspaper premises (Preston Guardian, 17 February 1894). British Library
MFM.M40487-8. © The British Library Board, all rights reserved.

thirty-four ‘newsagents and stationers’.

too, probably), but only half of them were classified as newsagents in
the trade directories of the time.*® The other stockists were confectioners,
a beershop, two beerhouses, grocers, a pork dealer, a pawnbroker, two
‘furniture brokers’, two chemists, and four milliners and hosiers. These

46 PH, 3 September, 1870, p. 5; the Mannex directories for Preston in 1873 and 1874 list
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examples convey the variety of shops and offices where one might
encounter reading matter for sale, and the types of businesses that
developed into newsagents.* Further, there were no clear demarcations
between new or second-hand bookshops, booksellers or newsagents,
shops or libraries. W. H. Smith was not unusual in selling newspapers,
new and second-hand books and periodicals, and operating a
circulating library, which included ‘the Quarterly Reviews and first-
class Magazines’ as well as books, like its rival, Mudie’s.*

Newspapers of similar political persuasions sold each other’s papers
from their offices, such as the Conservative Preston Pilot and the Herald,
even though they were commercial rivals. Political rivals, on the other
hand, did not co-operate — the two Liberal papers did not sell the Tory
Herald, nor did Clitheroe’s Liberal, Quaker newsagent Mr Fielding,
putting principle before profit.** Reading places, as well as reading
matter, were differentiated by politics, and the distribution of news was
influenced by principles as well as profit.

Supply and demand fed this growing army of newsagents. On
the supply side, there were more newspaper and magazine titles,
selling more copies, at lower prices. On the demand side, literacy was
rising steeply, so that many people who had previously listened to a
newspaper were now reading one themselves; wages had increased
while working hours had fallen, creating more money and leisure time
for reading — the Saturday half-holiday had become widespread in
textile towns such as Preston by the early 1870s, for men as well as
women and children.® Between 1853 and 1873 newsagents spread to
districts outside the town centre in particular, which were populated
by textile worker households whose relatively high disposable
incomes drove the growth of music hall, the seaside tourism industry

47  This was a national phenomenon: Charles Mackeson, ‘Curiosities of the Census. V.’,
The Leisure Hour, 20 June 1874, 390-92 (p. 390).

48 Stephen Colclough, ““A Larger Outlay than Any Return”: The Library of W. H.
Smith & Son, 1860-1873’, Publishing History, 54 (2003), 67-93; Guinevere L. Griest,
Mudie’s Circulating Library and the Victorian Novel (Newton Abbot: David and
Charles, 1970), pp. 18, 39. See list of ‘second hand reviews and magazines’ from
Mudie’s 1890 catalogue in Brake, “Trepidation’, p. 82.

49 Aspden, p. 9.

50 Gary Cross, A Quest for Time: The Reduction of Work in Britain and France, 1840-1940
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992), p. 84; Mark Hampton, Visions of the
Press in Britain, 1850-1950 (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2004), p. 28.
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and professional football. Did the reading habits of this culturally
dynamic group shape the publishing industry in equally distinctive
ways??!

More newspapers bought in shops meant more newspapers read at
home. This was more convenient, but required heat and light, as O'Neil’s
diary entries emphasise: ‘I have been sitting at a good fire reading the
Carlisle paper’ (received from his brother by post the day before), he
noted in 1856.” In winter, reading at home became more difficult and
expensive: in January 1860 he wrote that ‘it was so dark I could not
read unless I was standing at the window or door’, and in December
1872 he noted that ‘it has rained nearly all day and was so dark that I
could not see to read very much.”® Practical and financial considerations
such as these, and the desire for company and the comfort of a drink or
two, led O’Neil to continue to do most of his reading in the Castle Inn
or the Liberal Club news room in Clitheroe after it opened in 1872. In
Preston, an advert for a town-centre pub, capitalising on interest in the
Franco-Prussian War, was headed: ‘The Latest News From The Seat of
The War Can Be Read at Barry’s Hoop and Crown, Friargate’, showing
the continued popularity of the pub as reading place.**

Increasingly, news rooms were provided by membership
organisations, rather than operating as free-standing businesses or
voluntary efforts. There was a burst of new reading rooms opened by
political parties from the late 1860s, particularly around the time of
the 1867 Reform Bill, which extended the franchise to working-class
men in urban constituencies such as Preston. The local branch of the
National Reform Union opened a reading room in March 1867, and in
November 1869, within a week of each other, Preston’s General Liberal

51 John K. Walton, Lancashire: A Social History, 1558-1939 (Manchester: Manchester
University Press, 1987), p. 190; Robert Poole, Popular Leisure and the Music Hall
in Nineteenth-Century Bolton (Lancaster: Centre for North-West Regional Studies,
University of Lancaster, 1982); Dave Russell, Football and the English: A Social History
of Association Football in England, 1863-1995 (Preston: Carnegie, 1997); John K.
Walton, The English Seaside Resort: A Social History, 1750-1914 (Leicester: Leicester
University Press, 1983). For an explicit linking of these workers and new publishing
genres, see Margaret Beetham, ‘“Oh! I Do like to Be beside the Seaside!”: Lancashire
Seaside Publications’, Victorian Periodicals Review, 42 (2009), 24-36, https://doi.
org/10.1353/vpr.0.0060

52 O’Neil diaries, 11 November 1856.

53 O'Neil diaries, 15 January 1860, 15 December 1872.

54 PC, 3 September 1870, p. 1.
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Committee opened a reading room in Fishergate and the Central
Conservative Club opened in Lord Street. By 1875 there were four
Conservative and two Liberal news rooms in Preston. Trades union
rooms multiplied in the 1860s, and all kinds of clubs and associations
offered reading rooms as a benefit for their members, such as the
11th Lancashire Rifle Volunteers, the Preston Operative Powerloom
Weavers’ Association and the Spinners’ and Minders’ Institute in
Church Street.®® The national movement for working men’s clubs
(WMCs), launched by Rev Henry Solly in Lancaster, had some impact
in Preston, with at least two set up in the town, the Central WMC in
Fishergate and St Peter’s Church of England WMC on Fylde Road.
The creation of reading rooms above some branches of Co-operative
grocery stores introduced a significant new player into Preston’s
public reading ecology. Preston Industrial Co-operative Society set up
an educational department in 1875, and opened news rooms above its
Ashton Street and Geoffrey Street shops the same year; in 1876 they
opened two more, in Brackenbury Street and in Walton-le-Dale, two
miles outside the town.>* Co-op news rooms were more widespread in
other towns — in 1879 the Rochdale Pioneers Co-operative Society had
eighteen news rooms, Bury’s had twelve, Oldham’s seventeen.” These
organisations all believed that offering a place to read and discuss the
news would attract members.

More reading places meant more reading. O’'Neil would typically
read a paper once a week at the start of our period (for example in January
1861), but after the Mechanics” Institute and Reading Room re-opened
in his village of Low Moor in 1861, he mentioned reading a paper fifteen
times in January 1862, or every other day, and after the Liberal Club
reading room opened in 1872 he sometimes mentioned reading papers
there three times a week, in addition to his reading elsewhere.” Reading
places must be factored into any calculation of how supply and demand
affected developments in literacy, reading and publishing.

55 PC, 22 December 1861, 5 September 1863, 1 July 1871.

56 Anthony Hewitson, Hewitson’s Guild Guide and Visitors’ Handbook: An Up-to-Date
History of Preston, Its Guild, Public Buildings, Principal Objects of Interest (Hewitson,
1902), p. 36.

57  Christopher M. Baggs, ‘The Libraries of the Co-Operative Movement: A Forgotten
Episode’, Journal of Librarianship and Information Science, 23 (1991), 87-96 (pp. 90, 92).

58 O'Neil diaries, 28 September 1873.



2. Reading Places 93

Fig. 2.10. Tinted postcard c. 1900, showing Harris Free Library (left) and town
hall (right). Preston Digital Archive, CC BY 4.0, https://www.flickr.com/photos/
rpsmithbarney/5753101486/

1900

If we were to repeat our walk around Preston in 1900, one change would
be highly visible, another hidden. A public library now dominates the
town square, just as its news room dominates the town’s ecology of
public reading places. Less visibly, families are now reading their own
copies of a halfpenny evening paper at home.

The market square has been transformed by the enormous neo-
classical bulk of the Harris free library, taking up most of the eastern
side of the square (Fig. 2.10). Before it opened in 1893, a council-funded
‘free’ library had operated since 1879 in the town hall on the south
side of the square, in the room previously occupied by the declining
Exchange and News Room (membership had fallen from 304 in 1869
to 97 when it closed in 1878).” The new purpose-built library features
a news room and two reading rooms, one for ladies, one for men, with
space for 276 people, and is more popular than the lending or reference

59 PG, 3 August 1878, p. 10; PG, 2 January 1878, p. 6.
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departments.®’ In the photograph below, men sit reading magazines in
the reading room in the foreground, while the newspaper readers in the
news room at the back have a less comfortable experience, having to
stand at the high, sloping reading desks (many libraries had standing
accommodation only).*! Light streams in from the large windows,
bound file copies for reference are available on the windowsills in the

middle, and a policeman keeps order to the right (visible in Fig. 1.5).

Fig. 2.11. Men standing to read newspapers in the news room of the Harris
Free Library, Preston, 1895. Used by permission of the Harris Museum and Art
Gallery, Preston, England, all rights reserved.

Elsewhere in the town centre, new reading rooms have opened,
attached to party-political clubs — the purpose-built Conservative
Working Men’s Club on Church Street, the rather grander Central
Conservative Club in Guildhall Street and the Reform Club in Chapel

60 John Convey, The Harris Free Public Library and Museum, Preston 1893-1993 (Preston:
Lancashire County Books, 1993), p. 20; William Bramwell, Reminiscences of a Public
Librarian, a Retrospective View (Preston: Ambler, 1916).

61 Robert Snape, Leisure and the Rise of the Public Library (London: Library Association,
1995).
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Street off Winckley Square. If we followed the same route into St
Saviour’s parish as in 1875 we would notice even more newsagents
than before, each one offering a wider range of publications. Fishergate
and the whole of the town is now plagued by a new sight and sound,
hordes of newsboys, some of them as young as seven, noisily selling
evening papers from Preston, Blackburn, Manchester and Liverpool,
weekly papers and even magazines — boys from the St Vincent de
Paul orphanage in Fulwood are selling the Preston-based Lancashire
Catholic magazine.®> As in previous times, there are a handful of older
disabled men selling papers.®® Most are shouting the headlines from
the Lancashire Daily Post, as more arrive with the late special football
editions; they have bought three copies for a penny, to sell at a
halfpenny each.* In 1887 Hewitson described the techniques of these
news boys:

Every afternoon, one of the streets contiguous to our leading
thoroughfare is monopolised by a lad, who appears to have a special
faculty for picking out and bawling out the grim, the astounding, and
the dreadful in the papers he has for sale. His vociferations invariably
refer to the serious, the alarming, or the awful — to fires, or murders, or
embezzlements, or suicides, or executions, or disasters on land or sea.
The other evening, by way of catching coin, a lad of this kind resorted
to the bogus localising game. He walked along the main street, now and
then went into shops, and shouted out, with much nerve, “Execution
in Preston.” [But] the execution related to the hanging of the Coventry
murderer at Warwick!®

If we were to go to the station at the end of Fishergate, on the platforms
we would see other boys running alongside the trains as they come in,
selling papers through the windows while they wait at the platform,
and then running again to finish their business as the trains pull away.

62 ‘Social and family life in Preston, 1890-194(’, transcripts of recorded interviews,
Elizabeth Roberts archive, Lancaster University Library (hereafter ER; the letters
P, B or L at the end of the interviewee’s identifier denotes whether the interviewee
was from Preston, Barrow or Lancaster): Mr H6P (b. 1896). The transcripts are being
digitised, with some available at www.regional-heritage-centre.org; Lancashire
Catholic, August 1895, p. 163; Cross Fleury’s Journal, November 1898, p. 2.

63 Mr CIP (b. 1884) and Mrs C5P (b. 1919), ER, both recalled the Lancashire Evening
Post being sold or delivered by disabled old men.

64 Mr CIP (b. 1884), Mr G1P (b. 1907), ER. For street-selling in Middlesbrough, see
Florence Eveleen Eleanore Olliffe Bell, At the Works: A Study of a Manufacturing Town
(Middlesbrough: University of Teesside, 1907/1997), p. 144.

65 ‘Local Chit-Chat’, PC, 10 December 1887.
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Fig. 2.12. Paper boy on New Street station, Birmingham, detail from ‘New Street
Station Going North’, lllustrated Midland News 13 August 1870, p. 105, British
Library, EWS4150. © The British Library Board, all rights reserved.
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Figure 2.12 shows a similar scene at Birmingham New Street station. W.
H. Smith’s station bookstall is busy. The growth of cheaper, smoother
public transport has created new reading times and places, and national
and local newsagents fed this new market.

The mechanics’ institute has amalgamated its news room and
reading room (membership fell after the free library opened). The news
room at the Winckley Club still flourishes, despite membership fees of
four guineas for ‘town’ subscribers (three guineas for shareholders, two
for ‘country’ subscribers).%

On Fishergate, the crowds outside the Lancashire Daily Post offices
(shared with its mother paper, the Preston Guardian) are larger and
more frequent than in the 1870s, now that this evening paper publishes
a new edition almost every hour from 10am onwards, each containing
new sporting results. Since the rise of professional football in the
early 1880s, Preston North End supporters almost block the street
every Saturday of the football season, from September to May, to wait
for news of the next goal from the newspaper office. In 1900, there
is the additional excitement of the Boer War. Smaller crowds gather
outside newsagents for football news.*” Football has made some pubs
more important as news hubs if they promote themselves as ‘football
houses’ where fans and their teams gather. In Burnley, for example,
the Cross Keys advertised itself as “THE FOOTBALL HOUSE’, where
‘RESULTS OF ALL IMPORTANT MATCHES will be exhibited in the
Smoke Room EVERY SATURDAY EVENING. Telegrams Regularly
Received.”®® The street is still a reading place, as seen in the 1906
postcard (Fig. 2.14) showing a wealthy-looking man in top hat and
frock coat reading a newspaper as he walks down Fishergate. In
Salford, groups of working-class men and boys read racing pages
and comics on street corners into the early twentieth century.® Public
transport such as the passing tram also became a popular reading
place, the newspaper providing a barrier against the unwelcome looks
of strangers, among other uses.

66 Winckley Club minutes of AGM, 17 May 1900, Lancashire Archives DDX 1895.

67 ‘Preston by gaslight’, PH, 8 October 1890.

68 Advertisement, Blackburn Standard, 25 January 1890, p. 4.

69 Robert Roberts, The Classic Slum: Salford Life in the First Quarter of the Century
(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1973), pp. 127-28.
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Fig. 2.13. Man reading newspaper in Fishergate (to left of tram), Preston, 1906,
postcard. Used by permission of Preston Digital Archive, CC BY 4.0, https://
www.flickr.com/photos/rpsmithbarney/3082785495/

If we knocked on doors in any part of Preston at the turn of the century,
we would find newspapers being read at home, particularly the local
evening paper. It is the paper mentioned most often by Elizabeth
Roberts’s working-class interviewees in Preston, where two-thirds of
them recalled parents reading a newspaper at home, usually the Post.
A photograph of Mrs Annie Stephenson, mother of countryside access
campaigner Tom Stephenson (not reproduced here) illustrates the
difficulties of reading at home, and explains why many still used more
public, sociable reading places. Although probably taken in the early
twentieth century, the scene would have been similar in the second half
of the nineteenth century. She has tilted the newspaper flat to catch the
light from the kitchen range, the only source of illumination.” Similarly,
a candle can be seen on the mantelpiece of the man pausing from reading
in Fig. 2.14. The spread of gas lighting made a huge difference, replacing
the cost and danger of candles and rush lights and making reading at
night easier and cheaper.”

70 Tom Stephenson, Forbidden Land: The Struggle for Access to Mountain and Moorland
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1989), Fig. 1, “Tom’s mother, Annie
Stephenson, nee Criddle’ (frontispiece).

71  Altick, pp. 91-92.
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ONE MAN ONE VOTE

(From a Water-Colour by Warter Laxcres, R.L, in the possession of E. Atkinson, Esq.)

Fig. 2.14 Man by fireside rests from reading The Cornishman. Reproduction of
water colour painting by Walter Langley, ‘One Man One Vote’, Cornish Magazine 1
(1898), opp. p. 161. Author’s copy, CC BY 4.0.

Many working-class people read newspapers sitting on their doorstep,
a literally liminal space between the public and the domestic, as in the
St Helens area, where ‘in the summer the men sit akimbo on their door-
steps, clad mostly in their shirt-sleeves, and they read their favourite
organs with a thoroughness which puts to shame many of us who
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have fuller opportunities.””> Even if home was the workhouse, reading
matter was still provided, with inmates having access to newspapers
and magazines provided by well-wishers such as Mrs Cummings of the
Old Dog Inn, presumably sending publications that had been read in
her pub (most workhouses provided books, magazines and newspapers
for inmates, according to surveys conducted by readers of the Review of
Reviews in 1890).7%

By 1901, home reading was supplied by seventy-odd newsagents
in Preston, half as many again as in the mid-1870s (see Figs. 2.15 and
2.16), with similar growth in working-class districts of Blackburn.”
The emergence of the newsagent as a distinct trade can be seen in the
‘sedimented’ signs of Fig. 2.16. ‘Newsagent’ has gone from secondary
title in the older sign over the window (‘stationer, newsagent, toy
dealer, tobacconist, &c’), to primary title in the newer sign over the
door (‘newsagent & stationer &c’). Small grocers’ shops that would not
describe themselves as newsagents also continued to sell newspapers.”
The population of Preston increased by roughly fifty per cent during
the period, and the proportion of people able to read probably doubled,
yet the number of paper shops increased tenfold, and the number of
people working in such shops by even more (see graph below; the
steeper rise in the number of ‘newspaper agents’ and ‘news room
keepers’ recorded in the Census is probably explained by the growing
staff of each shop). The development of newsagents, from a sideline of
bookselling and grocery to a distinct type of shop, can be seen in the
fact that all seven ‘news-venders’ identified in 1853 were also classified
as booksellers.” But by 1901, only twelve newsagents out of seventy-six
were also booksellers. They were serving not so much new audiences
as new purchasers, helping to create a hugely expanding print market
and becoming part of the physical and cultural landscape of urban
areas.

72 John Garrett Leigh, “‘What Do the Masses Read?’, Economic Review, 4 (1904), 16677 (p.
175).

73 Preston Argus, 24 September 1897, p. 1; Review of Reviews, 1 (April 1890), 269.

74 Michael Winstanley, The Shopkeeper’s World, 1830-1914 (Manchester: Manchester
University Press, 1983), p. 42.

75  For such shops in Middlesbrough, see Bell, p. 144.

76  Oakey’s Commercial and Trade Directory of Preston (Preston: Henry Oakey, 1853),
Lancashire Archives.
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Fig. 2.15.]. Smith, ‘newsagent and stationer’, Fylde Street, Preston, ¢.1909. A
newsagent of this name on this street first appears in trade directories in 1869.
Reproduced by permission of Mr William Smith, Preston, son of William Willson
Smith (left) and grandson of shop owner Jane Smith, CC BY 4.0.

Fig. 2.16. Three rival Bristol newspapers are advertised outside the shop of
newsagent Sarah A. Spiller in St Georges Road, Bristol, 1906. Postcard, Bristol
Archives, 43207/35/1/50, CC BY 4.0, http://archives.bristol.gov.uk/Getlmage.ashx
?db=Catalogé&type=default&fname=43207-35-1-050.700x700.jpg
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Fig. 2.17. Preston booksellers and newsagents, with indices of readership,
1853-1901, author’s graph, CC BY 4.0.”

Preston’s public library changed the town’s news-reading ecology. On

the one hand it took away readers from small associative news rooms

and made the reading experience less social and sociable; on the other, it

provided easy access to a huge amount of serial print for all social classes.

It opened in 1879, after the peak of Preston’s news room provision in
the 1850s and 1860s (Table 2.1 below), but this apparent decline may
be misleading. The news rooms of the last three decades of the century

were larger — pre-eminently the free library, the two Conservative

clubs and the Liberal club — so the actual numbers of readers using

public reading institutions may not have declined. Exceptions to this

77

Population figures from Censuses of 1851, 1861, 1871, 1881, 1891 and 1901. Figures
for booksellers and newsagents from trade directories and searches of Preston
Chronicle, literacy rates from Registrar General reports. ‘Newspaper agents and
news room keepers’ is a Census occupational category.
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trend towards fewer, larger news rooms were the six smaller reading
rooms of the Co-op, the single biggest provider of reading rooms in
the town from the 1880s to the early twentieth century. There was a
decline in middle-class institutions and free-standing news rooms not
connected to a club or organisation, but an increase in working-class
ones, perhaps reflecting a middle-class shift from reading in public to
reading in private.

Table 2.1. Approximate numbers of news rooms, reading rooms and
libraries, Preston, 1850-1900.7%

Pre-1850 1850s 1860s 1870s 1880s 1890s
5 27 27 24 16 16

However, many people still preferred to read or hear newspapers and
periodicals in pubs and less formal news rooms, where they could also
discuss the news with like-minded people, whilst drinking and smoking.
Like curates ‘who meet and converse, and write letters and postcards
after consulting the clerical journals’ at a London public library in the
1890s, the wealthy members of the Winckley Club were at odds with
more ‘respectable’ middle-class readers who were migrating away from
public reading places.” They still valued the convivial atmosphere of
a club room, in which oral and print cultures were combined, even
though they could afford to buy their own newspapers and magazines,
and read them in their comfortable homes. Modern-day book groups
and online ‘social reading’ behaviour are signs of a continuing desire to
talk to other people about what we read, and a reminder of the corporeal
and geographical realities of reading communities and interpretive
communities.

There is some truth in the idea that news rooms and reading rooms,
including public libraries, were intended by middle-class reformers to
control working-class reading — particularly the mechanics’ institute
and the reading rooms set up by the churches in the 1850s and 1860s.
The aim of keeping men away from the pub, to prevent drunkenness

78  Sources: Trade directories and searches of the digitised Preston Chronicle, using the
search phrases ‘reading room” and ‘news room’.
79 ‘A Day at the London Free Libraries’, All the Year Round, 26 March (1892), 305-9.
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and poverty (and perhaps to limit political discussion) was behind
reading rooms such as the Temperance Hall in the 1850s and 1860s, the
Alexandra coffee tavern, opened in 1878, and reading and recreation
rooms opened for dock workmen in 1886.% A similar impetus drove the
campaign for a free library.

The public library quickly came to dominate reading room provision,
especially for the less well-off. By 1884, an average of 1,492 visitors
used the free library reading room every day.®’ When a member of
Preston Co-op’s Educational Committee suggested opening ‘a grand
central reading room equal to any political room in the town’ in 1891,
a voice from the floor of the meeting shouted ‘The Free Library will
do’.® Its arrival led to another fall in membership of the news room
of the mechanics’ institute, especially among less wealthy subscribers.
The free library brought a significant proportion of public reading
experiences under state control, however benevolent, as symbolised
by the policeman in the photograph (Fig. 1.5), and its rule of silence
influenced the style of reading, and began to break the old association
between reading and discussing the news (note the ‘No talking allowed’
sign in the Sheffield news room of 1912, Fig. 2.18 opposite).*> A writer in
All The Year Round in 1892 noted ‘the somewhat oppressive silence that
pervades the free library in general’:

Everywhere you see posted up, ‘Silence!” ‘Silence is requested,” and so
faithfully is the injunction carried out by the public, that after a round
of free libraries one has an impression of belonging to a race that has
lost its powers of speech. The silence really becomes oppressive, and one
longs to hear a laugh or a whistle, or even a catcall, to break the solemn
stillness of the scene.®

Within a year of opening, the free library had become Preston’s best
stocked and best used reading room. Hewitt’s analysis of a similar
change in Manchester’s reading ecology leads him to conclude that

80 PG, 4 September 1886, p. 6.

81 Sixth annual report of the committee of the free public library and museum of the
borough of Preston, 1884, Harris Library T251 PRE.

82 Report of quarterly meeting, PC, 18 April 1891.

83 Martin Hewitt, ‘Confronting the Modern City: The Manchester Free Public Library,
185080, Urban History, 27 (2000), 62-88 (pp. 86-87), https://doi.org/10.1017/
50963926800000146

84 ‘Day at the London Free Libraries’, p. 307.
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Fig. 2.18. Silence ruled in Sheffield public library’s news room. Detail from
‘Everyday life in & around the city, no.14, The Free Library’, Yorkshire Telegraph
and Star Saturday evening ‘Green ‘Un’, 13 April 1912, p. 4, British Library,
NEWS5890. © The British Library Board, all rights reserved.

the public library weakened the link between oral and print culture,
and undermined the disputational newspaper-reading of associational
news rooms. Its ‘stress on the individual, private experience of print’
damaged Manchester’s public sphere (see Figs. 2.19 and 2.20 below).®
However, the picture is more complex. The chronology of Preston’s
reading places shows that the free library did not kill off a rich ecology
of associative reading places, as Hewitt describes in Manchester; most
of Preston’s free-standing news rooms, unattached to any organisation,
devoted solely to the reading of newspapers, had already closed

85 Hewitt, ‘Confronting’, pp. 66, 86.
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Fig. 2.19. Rochdale Road branch library reading room, Manchester, ¢.1899.
Allocated spaces for two copies of the Manchester Evening Chronicle are visible at
right, and spaces for the Pall Mall Gazette, Illustrated London News and Graphic on

the left. Flat caps and bowler hats are visible, worn by working-class and middle-
class men respectively, but no top hats, as in the Preston photograph. Photograph
by Robert Banks, from William Robert Credland, The Manchester Public Free
Libraries; a History and Description, and Guide to Their Contents and Use (Manchester:
Public Free Libraries Committee, 1899), p. 48. Author’s copy, CC BY 4.0.
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Fig. 2.20. Ancoats branch library reading room, Manchester, c.1899. Photograph
by Robert Banks, from Credland, p. 96. Author’s copy, CC BY 4.0.
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before the public library opened, and a major strand of associative
reading places, sponsored by the Co-op, continued into the twentieth
century.® Further, many working-class campaigners were involved in
the movement for a public library, and any attempt to control reading
material and behaviour had to be negotiated with the readers. In practice,
Preston’s chief librarian allowed a wide range of reading matter, and
refused to censor betting news on principle. Some libraries attempted
to retain the atmosphere of more relaxed reading places, as in Chorley
with its smoking room, where readers could sit, smoke and read the
papers, opened in 1899 as an alternative to the pub.®” And, while limited
social mixing had always taken place in inns and public houses, the
free library was Preston’s first reading institution not to discriminate by
class, gender, politics or religion, a neglected aspect of these institutions.

O'Neil’s reading habits remind us of the agency of the individual
reader, who chose to read newspapers in many different places. O'Neil
read at home, in a mechanics’ institution, in the pub and in a Liberal
club reading room, both public and private places with a range of
rules and a tolerance of discussion. As the All The Year Round writer
acknowledged, people had a choice, and many working-class people
chose to stay away from the public library: “The silence and good order
are a little too much for them; they miss the freedom, the chaff, the jokes
of out-of-doors and the full-flavoured hilarity of the public house.”® The
proliferation of newsagents created a free trade in print, outside the
control of any one group, so that purchasers were able to buy salacious
Sunday newspapers, penny dreadfuls or radical and atheist magazines,
according to taste, although most working-class readers were more
conservative. Besides the pub and the street, the capitalist publishing
market had given working-class people the freedom to create their own
reading worlds — a democratisation of print.

The news room and reading rooms were the largest departments
of Preston’s public library, suggesting that newspapers and
magazines were still seen as educational at the end of the century.
An older perception of newspapers, as containing dangerous political
information, to be kept out of the hands of working-class readers, had

86 Hewitt, ‘Confronting’, pp. 85-87.
87 Snape, p. 24.
88 ‘Day at the London Free Libraries’, p. 308.
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died out before the 1850s.% By 1869 the Vicar of Preston could defend
the right of workhouse inmates to read the local newspapers, even on
a Sunday.” At this time churches, middle-class reformers, some factory
owners and both political parties in Preston were encouraging working-
class news reading by opening news rooms. Previously, only Radicals
had encouraged such behaviour. “What was outspoken, radical and
proscribed [...] became something close to the cultural and political
orthodoxy.””" In the 1890s there was debate in Preston’s co-operative
movement over the value of their news rooms, but attempts to close
them failed, with one supporter arguing that educational activities
attracted new members, with news rooms a major factor.” There is little
evidence here for the thesis that, from the 1880s, newspapers were no
longer seen as educational or morally uplifting.*®

Conclusions

The second half of the nineteenth century witnessed an exponential
growth in the number of places where news was read and bought. On
our tours of Preston at the beginning, middle and end of the period
we saw news rooms appear around the town, for public reading
and discussion of newspapers, followed by a new type of shop, the
newsagent, meeting an exponentially growing demand for cheap
newspapers and magazines; we saw the buyers of these publications
take them to their homes, for individual and family reading. We saw
new buildings erected and adapted by the local press, which attracted
crowds of news-seekers who became a weekly fixture outside their
offices. A publiclibrary was opened, and then a bigger one took its place
at the centre of the town. This micro-geography of newspaper-reading

89 Abolition of newspaper taxes was resisted because of fears of losing market share
and tax revenue, rather than fear of radicalism: Martin Hewitt, The Dawn of the Cheap
Press in Victorian Britain: The End of the “Taxes on Knowledge’, 1849-1869 (London:
Bloomsbury Academic, 2014).

90 ‘A Library for the New Workhouse’, PG, 30 January 1869, p. 2.

91 Brian E. Maidment, ‘The Manchester Common Reader — Abel Heywood's
“Evidence” and the Early Victorian Reading Public’, in Printing and the Book
in Manchester, 1700-1850, ed. by Eddie Cass and Morris Garratt (Manchester:
Lancashire and Cheshire Antiquarian Society, 2001), pp. 99-120 (p. 119). Maidment
is comparing the 1830s with the early 1850s.

92 PC, 18 April, 1891; PC, 15 April 1893.

93 See Hampton for a recent exposition of this view.
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has highlighted a trend from sharing newspapers in public places,
associated with discussion and conversation, to reading them silently
or buying them for private consumption.”* However, there was also
continuity in newspaper-reading in the pub and on the street.

The greatest change was the growing number of places where
working-class men, women and children could buy or read the
local newspaper: until the opening of the free library and the Co-op
reading rooms, poorer readers’ access to reading material was limited,
segregating them from middle-class readers.” By the end of the century,
thanks to the Co-op, they had more of their own news rooms than ever
before, they had access to a publicly funded central library news room,
and newsagents’ shops had spread to even the poorest parts of the
town. Rapid changes in the content of newspapers, such as sport and
serialised fiction (previously found mainly in magazines) reflected the
growing power of working-class readers. Meanwhile, middle-class news
rooms such as the Exchange, the Literary and Philosophical Institute
and the mechanics’ institute declined more than working-class ones,
and there is no evidence that working-class readers stopped reading the
news in pubs. The shift from public reading to domestic reading, akin
to Raymond Williams’s concept of “mobile privatisation’, was probably
greater among the middle classes, whose use of public reading places
declined.” Their homes were also more conducive to reading. The trend
appears to be more complex among working-class readers: by the end
of the century they could also afford to buy cheap reading matter from
newsagents and read it at home, but many continued to read in pubs, in
the free library and in their own public reading places, such as political
clubs and Co-op reading rooms. Even at the end of the century, reading
a newspaper alone, in silence, was not a preferred, ‘natural” default.

Most of these reading places, whether news rooms or libraries,
newsagents or bookshops, were devoted to newspapers and magazines
rather than books, confirming the centrality of periodical print to

94 Aled Gruffydd Jones, Press, Politics and Society: A History of Journalism in Wales
(Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1993), p. 105.

95 See David Barton and Mary Hamilton, Local Literacies: Reading and Writing in One
Community (London: Routledge, 1998), p. 17 on inequality of access to ‘literary
resources’ in the late twentieth century.

96 Raymond Williams, Television: Technology and Cultural Form (London: Routledge,
1990), p. 26.
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Victorian culture. Magazines and newspapers, particularly local papers
(see Chapter 6), were central to the reading world of a provincial town
in the second half of the nineteenth century. They physically changed
the town. In the next chapter we will see how they changed the rhythms
of readers’ lives.



3. Reading Times

Time is part of the very name of ‘newspaper, with its promise of
something new, and of ‘periodical’, suggesting something published at
regular intervals. Time is also part of their nature, their formal qualities,
with their prominent dates and numbered series, demonstrating
continuity and open-endedness.! Many theorists have sought meaning in
the regularity of publication and a perceived acceleration in publishing
frequency during the nineteenth century, linking these features to wider
cultural changes in Victorian attitudes to time. Mark Turner boldly
suggests that ‘the media [...] provides the rthythm of modernity.”? Victor
Goldgel-Carballo takes the same view, quoting nineteenth-century
Argentine commentators on the popularity of magazines: ‘Faster times
[...] require faster media; and precisely because they were faster, and
therefore seemed to mediate better, periodicals were considered more
modern, thatis, more appropriate to present times than previous media.”

Time, like place, is socially constructed rather than ‘natural’,
and so one might expect ideas of time to be influenced by cultural
change.* But the prosaic evidence of local newspaper readers through
the day, the week, the month and the year challenges many of these

1  Margaret Beetham, ‘Open and Closed: The Periodical as a Publishing Genre’,
Victorian Periodicals Review, 22 (1989), 96-100 (p. 96).

2 Mark W. Turner, ‘Periodical Time in the Nineteenth Century’, Media History, 8
(2002), 183-96 (p. 185), https://doi.org/10.1080/1368880022000030540. See also D.
Woolf, ‘News, History and the Contraction of the Present in Early Modern England’,
in The Politics of Information in Early Modern Europe, ed. by Brendan Maurice Dooley
and Sabrina A. Baron (London: Routledge, 2011), pp. 80-118.

3 Victor Goldgel-Carballo, ““High-Speed Enlightenment”’, Media History, 18 (2012),
129-41 (p. 133), https://doi.org/10.1080/13688804.2012.663865

4 Stuart Sherman, Telling Time: Clocks, Diaries, And English Diurnal Form, 1660-1785
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1997), pp. ix-x.

© 2018 Andrew Hobbs, CC BY 4.0 https://doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0152.03
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theories, based as they are on an ahistorical, implied reader. And
while the implied reader is singular, ‘historical’ readers are untidily
plural, with differing attitudes and experiences of time, confirming
that ‘it makes sense to speak not of a culture’s “time” but only of its
several “times”, precisely distinguished and carefully related, in their
conflicts, their alignments, their convergences’.> While some readers
did measure out their days and weeks in newspapers, the rhythms of
their reading were often out of sync with the rhythms of publishing.
And while the ‘progress and pause’ of Hughes and Lund’s serials
may fit a publishing schedule, reading schedules were often irregular:
newspapers and magazines remained on the reading room tables to be
read until the next issue arrived, up to a month later; and exhausted
mill workers are unlikely to have experienced the sixty-hour working
week between serial instalments as a ‘pause’.® Weekly publishing
schedules (the most common frequency) were not new, they were
simply overlaid onto older rhythms of local market days and religious
observance. Beyond pleasing symbolism, there may (or may not) be a
correlation between change brought by industrial time-keeping and
railway time on the one hand, and periodical time on the other. But
correlation does not imply causation. Indeed, what would even count
as evidence for one influencing the other? As Margaret Beetham notes,
‘it is impossible to separate out the periodical from other structures in
advanced industrial societies by which work and leisure have come to
be regulated in time.””

There is a disconnect between the linear, historical time of newspaper
content, with its claims of advance, progression and change, and the
cyclical, repetitive habits of historical newspaper readers, as they fitted
these publications into their routines and rituals, domestic and public.
This was a negotiation between the rigid times of publication and the
more complex, messy times of access, leisure and sociability which
enabled reading for the vast majority.

If time is socially constructed, periodical time is even more artificial,
almost fictional. Publishers planned in advance a constructed ‘now’, a

5  Sherman, p. x. See also Linda K. Hughes and Michael Lund, The Victorian Serial
(Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 1991), pp. 60-61 on competing views
of time in the Victorian era.

6  Hughes and Lund, p. 63.

Beetham, ‘Open and Closed: The Periodical as a Publishing Genre’, p. 96.
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present, that lasted until the next issue, while the date at the top of
the newspaper, ‘the single most important emblem on it” according to
Benedict Anderson, was rarely the date on which it was published.?
Morning newspapers were printed the night before, as were most
weekly papers. Most editions of newspapers with ‘evening’ in their
titles were published in the morning or afternoon. Bauman argues that
time and space became separated in the modern era, but newspaper
and periodical publishers united them in their fictional cover dates,
which disguised the series of deadlines for multiple editions and
the varying distances that these physical objects travelled from the
printshop to the reader.’

James Mussell gives the example of the Northern Star, which carried
Saturday’s date on its front page, but some editions — those that had to
travel the furthest from its place of publication, Leeds — were printed
on a Thursday. Many readers across the country may have read copies
of the paper, all labelled with the same day and date, simultaneously
on a Saturday morning, but they were reading a variety of editions,
each differing slightly in its content. And these were only the first
readers of each copy. The majority of Northern Star readers probably
read their copy on other days, as each copy was passed along a chain of
readers. Equally, the morning papers of Manchester, Liverpool, Leeds,
Birmingham and London reached readers at different times. So, while
Anderson’s idea of print creating imagined communities is useful, the
element of synchronicity or simultaneity is also imagined.

Nineteenth-century publishers were more open about the
conventions of publishing, reminding contributors of press times in
their ‘Notices to Correspondents’ sections, or explaining that they were
reprinting material omitted in some editions of the previous issue, but
included in others.”” Readers were aware of this — Clitheroe weaver

8  James Mussell, Science, Time and Space in the Late Nineteenth-Century Periodical
Press: Movable Types (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2007), p. 94; Benedict Anderson, Imagined
Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism (London: Verso,
2006), p. 33., paraphrased in Sherman, p. 112.

9  Zygmunt Bauman, Liquid Modernity (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2000); Mussell, pp.
15, 92 takes an opposite point of view.

10 ‘About half-past 1 o’clock on Saturday morning, as mentioned in a late edition of
last week’s Courier [...]" Manchester Courier, 28 September 1850 p. 9; “To readers and
writers. Cricket. We beg our Cricket contributors to send us their communications as
early as possible in the week.” Hastings and St Leonards Observer, 12 June 1880, p. 7.
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John O’Neil noted in his diary that 4 June 1856 was ‘the day that Palmer
was hanged. I have seen the fourth edition of the Manchester Times and
Examiner which gives a full account of his execution at 8 o’clock this
morning [...]" Readers were also aware of the distance between place
of publication and place of reading, if this was not in the same town or
city. This was the distance between core and periphery, a measure of the
reader’s distance from the centre of cultural power." For the majority of
magazines and a minority of newspapers, that centre was London, and
one can only imagine the feelings of a reader in Preston waiting until
lunchtime for a copy of the Times to arrive at the reading room, only to
find that its contents reflected little about the reader’s life in Preston. The
local press challenged these relations of core and periphery, creating
a network of widely distributed small centres of local cultural power,
thereby subverting London’s status as a centre, and positioning the
capital as peripheral to life in the provinces.

This chapter is neatly divided into days, weeks, months and so on,
but publishers sometimes stretched or blurred these categories. The
bi-weekly Preston Herald pointed out that, on its two publishing days,
it provided more up-to-date news than daily papers. But it was readers
who were most likely to ignore the publishing calendar and clock.
They fitted newspaper reading into their lives less tidily, regardless of
the date on the front page or the frequency of publication. They read
Saturday papers on Sundays, and weekly papers every day, such as
readers of the Preston Guardian in the 1840s “who were ready to pay 4%2d
or 3'2d for their weekly journal, and who, bent on getting their money’s
worth out of it, read it in leisure minutes through the ensuing week.’*
Equally, some readers’ weekly reading was a daily, such as the Manchester
Guardian, whose biggest sale in the 1850s and 1860s was on Saturday.*
These practices were probably dictated by lack of leisure time, or lack
of money. Reading rhythms were influenced, but not determined, by
publishing rhythms. The next sections explore these reading rhythms,
in Preston and other places, working from days through to the seasons
of the year, and less regular rhythms dictated by unexpected events.

11 Margaret Beetham, ‘Time: Periodicals and the Time of the Now’, Victorian Periodicals
Review, 48 (2015), 323-42 (p. 330), https://doi.org/10.1353/vpr.2015.0041

12 John Garrett Leigh, “‘What Do the Masses Read?’, Economic Review, 4 (1904), 166-77
(p. 175); Preston Guardian (hereafter PG) Jubilee supplement, 7 February 1894, p. 13.

13 David Ayerst, Guardian: Biography of a Newspaper (London: Collins, 1971), p. 129.
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The Day

Reading did not occur uniformly around the clock in Preston, as
elsewhere. There were clear reading rhythms to the day, starting at
dawn with the arrival at the railway station of the morning papers
from Manchester, Liverpool, Birmingham and Leeds (creations of the
1855 Stamp Duty changes), and the first editions of Preston’s papers
on Saturdays and Wednesdays, all soon to be read at middle-class
breakfast tables. The commercial and middle-class reading rooms
opened between 8am and 9am ‘so that persons on their way to business
can see the morning papers.”™* Other reading places such as the YMCA
in Fishergate (8am-10.30pm), Cowper’s Penny News and Reading Room
in Cannon Street (9am-10pm) and from 1879 the free library (9am-10pm)
opened at similar times. The London and Scottish papers arrived before
lunch, and on Wednesdays and Saturdays the last editions of the Preston
papers came off the presses around midday.” In some workplaces,
including those mills which provided libraries, lunchtime would be a
chance to read.

By the end of the 1860s, late afternoon would see the arrival of
evening papers from London such as the Standard and the Echo, and from
Manchester, Liverpool, Bolton and other Lancashire towns.!* Preston
had its own evening paper during the Franco-Prussian War (1870-71)
and continuously from 1886, with many copies sold outside factory
gates as the hooters sounded at the end of the working day. They were
probably scanned on the way home, and local autobiographies and oral
history interviews record how in working-class and middle-class homes
the man of the house (less often the woman) would relax in the evening
by reading the paper. The local evening paper was part of a routine of
leisure, particularly for men, but also for women:

14 Institution for the Diffusion of Knowledge, annual report, 1872, p. 2, Livesey
Collection, University of Central Lancashire. ‘Early frequenters of the News Room’
at the Winckley Club, Preston, were anxious to see the Liverpool papers at 8.30am:
Winckley Club suggestion book, 18 January 1879, LRO DDX 1895, Lancashire
Archives.

15 ‘Earlier arrival at Preston (11.35 noon) of the Glasgow Herald’, advertisement,
Preston Herald (hereafter PH), 27 September 1873, p. 7.

16  For arrival times of Manchester evening papers, see Winckley Club suggestion and
complaints book, 6 December 1872, 20 February 1885; for London morning papers,
15 December 1875, all LRO DDX 1895, Lancashire Archives.
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Bert’s slippers were warming by the fire. And by his chair were his
packet of Woodbines, matches and the Evening Gazette [...] After his tea
he would make himself comfortable in his own reserved chair and read
the newspaper while puffing on his Woodbine."”

My grandmother [...] had a double-jointed gas pipe near so that she
could pull the gas flame near to her Lancashire Daily Post in an evening.'®

The same ritual was enacted in middle-class Preston homes, too, as
described in this recollection of Dr Arthur Ernest Rayner from the early
twentieth century, by his daughter:

[...]in front of the fire he would light his beloved cigar — Ramon Allone
Corona — unfold the Lancashire Daily Post, and undo a waistcoat button.
At last he was relaxed and we could breathe."

‘I should say nearly every home took the [Lancashire Evening] Post’,
one interviewee said of Preston in the early decades of the twentieth
century.” Whether they did or not, this reader imagined that they
did — confirming Benedict Anderson’s theory that an integral part of
the private ritual of reading the local paper is the belief that thousands of
others are performing the same act or ‘ceremony’ — thereby connecting
them, in their imagination, to other readers.” However, contrary to
Anderson and Hegel before him, simultaneity is not essential; indeed,
the sense of simultaneity is often a fiction, evoked by the ‘nowness’,
the sense of the present, in the selection and tone of address of the
publication.”? Others may read the paper at a different time of day, or
even a different day of the week, but a sense of community comes from

17 Jean M. Shansky, Yesterday’s World (Preston: Smiths, 2000), p. 21, describing the
early 1900s.

18 ‘Social and family life in Preston, 1890-194(’, transcripts of recorded interviews,
Elizabeth Roberts archive, Lancaster University Library (hereafter ER; the letters
P, B or L at the end of the interviewee’s identifier denotes whether the interviewee
was from Preston, Barrow or Lancaster): Mr Mr M2P (b. 1901), p. 3. The transcripts
are being digitised, with some available at www.regional-heritage-centre.org

19 Phoebe Hesketh, What Can the Matter Be? (Penzance: United Writers, 1985), p. 111;
see also ‘[My mother] always read the [Evening] Post at night, from beginning to
end’: Mrs J1P (b. 1911), ER.

20 Mr GI1P (b. 1907), ER.

21  Anderson, pp. 35-36.

22 Brendan Maurice Dooley, ‘Introduction’, in The Politics of Information in Early
Modern Europe, ed. by Brendan Maurice Dooley and Sabrina A. Baron (London:
Routledge, 2011), p. 10; Mussell, p. 94, https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203991855
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the belief that others are reading the same newspaper, issue by issue,
for similar purposes, in other parts of the paper’s sphere of influence,
its circulation area. As we shall see, readers are also subjects of the local
paper, actors in the continuous, continuing story of one place through
time. Hegel and Anderson liken newspaper-reading to a religious
ritual; here also, communities created by shared religious rituals do not
require simultaneity, only similar practices for similar purposes.

As the working day ended, reading rooms for working men in church
and school premises began to open in the early evening, and those that
opened all day were at their busiest, while newsagents’ shops were
closing by 8pm, although reading matter could still be obtained at later
hours in the smaller grocers’ shops in the back streets. Between 9pm
and 10pm the reading rooms in the town centre and on the outskirts
of Preston closed their doors (except the Winckley Club, which stayed
open until 11pm, possibly later), and the only remaining reading places
would be homes and pubs.

The Week

The week was probably the most important newspaper-reading rhythm
for most of the Victorian period, as weeklies outnumbered dailies
significantly, even at the end of the century (see Introduction, Table 0.1).
The local press in particular was part of the furniture of private and
domestic life.” Reading the local paper was a ritual, woven into weekly
routines, as seen in this effusive (and suspiciously well-written) letter in
a Preston paper of 1852:

I am an old man; and having, for [...] thirty years, been a devoted reader
of the Preston Chronicle, that newspaper has become, as it were, a part
and parcel of my very existence. I could as soon think of leaving Preston
on the market-day minus my favourite old mare [...] as to leave the town
without taking home with me a Chronicle [...] When the toils of the day
are completed, and our substantial evening meal has been partaken of,
it would gladden your heart to see how anxiously my family assemble,
with eager ears, to listen to the events recorded in your columns.?

23 Lucy Brown, Victorian News and Newspapers (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1985), p. 273.
24 ‘Rural Footpaths’, letter from ‘An Old Man’, Correspondence, Preston Chronicle
(hereafter PC), 11 September 1852, p. 6.
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Whether this letter is genuine or not, such an attitude would have been
credible to readers, as such habits are recorded in more reliable sources.
Similar self-awareness by a purported reader about their ritual use of
newspapers is seen in the ‘old servant who has called “faar the news” at
the market town once a week these fifty years, and the old master who
has taken it in all his life, [who] speak of their constancy with a sort of
pride.»

The reading week had its rhythms, with long working hours
limiting leisure time, including reading time, to the weekend for many
people: textile workers gained the Saturday half-holiday from the
1860s onwards, so weaver John O’Neil read on Saturday afternoons,
but mainly on Sundays.?® For workers like O’Neil, reading was the
chosen way to mark a pause in the work week.” Most of Preston’s
weekly and bi-weekly papers published on a Saturday, the main
market day, with mid-week editions appearing on the second market
day, Wednesday. This integration into the ancient routines of the local
economy highlights the newspaper’s economic role. The increasingly
popular regional weekend news miscellanies such as the Liverpool
Weekly Post and the Manchester Weekly Times, appearing from the late
1850s onwards, published on Fridays and Saturdays, ready for weekend
reading.?® Nationally, popular London Sunday newspapers had the
highest circulations of any individual title throughout the period, yet
they are rarely mentioned in the Preston sources until the end of the
century, suggesting that their circulation may have been regionally
concentrated, selling less in the North West; instead, local and regional
weeklies are mentioned more frequently. In the early twentieth century,
a Preston man made a Manchester Sunday paper part of his weekend
routine while his children were at Sunday School:

The absence of the children on Sunday afternoons gave an opportunity
to father to have his weekly fireside bath and afterwards to relax in

25 Anon,, ‘A Chapter On Provincial Journalism’, Tait’s Edinburgh Magazine, July 1850,
424-27 (p. 424).

26 For half-holidays see Dave Russell, Football and the English: A Social History of
Association Football in England, 1863-1995 (Preston: Carnegie, 1997), p. 13.

27 Beetham, ‘Open and Closed: The Periodical as a Publishing Genre’, p. 96.

28 Richard Altick, The English Common Reader: A Social History of the Mass Reading
Public, 1800-1900 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1963), pp. 86-87; Graham
Law, Serializing Fiction in the Victorian Press (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2000).
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an armchair contentedly reading his favourite newspaper, the Sunday
Chronicle [1885-1955].

Such Sunday leisure was enjoyed less often by women, particularly
those Preston wives and mothers who worked in the cotton mills, who
had to cram much of the housework into the weekend. In St Helens, too,
‘Saturday is not the women'’s reading day, and Sunday is their chiefest
day of toil’.* In contrast, in Barrow, where fewer women worked, one
mother set aside Sunday afternoons for reading:

The only time my mother used to read was Sunday afternoon. She was
always working, looking after the family, but Sundays, no work on
Sundays, nothing had to be done. After Sunday dinner mother used to
get those little books like Home Chat [1895-1959] and she’d read those
and St Mark’s church magazine.*!

Men generally had more time, as well as more places, to read; in
Middlesbrough, Bell’s survey of working-class households notes many
instances where ‘wife no time for reading’:*> Few women would have
been able to devote as much time to reading the paper as the Clitheroe
weaver John O’Neil, a widower living with his daughter, who would
sometimes spend the whole of Sunday reading a newspaper from his
home town of Carlisle.

The publication day of a favourite magazine was a special event for
some readers and listeners:

My father used to read to [my mother], the newspaper, and he would
read bits out of the newspaper and he used to read her the John Bull
[1906-60] every Thursday, that was her highlight.

Thus the different reading times of the Barrow woman on a Sunday
afternoon, and the Preston woman listening to John Bull on a Thursday,
were dictated by the publication days of their favourite periodicals, but
also by the availability of leisure time.

Sunday newspaper reading was even found in the Preston
workhouse, as reported by one of the Poor Law Guardians, William

29 Mr B10P, written account of life in Edwardian Preston, ER.

30 Leigh, p. 176.

31 MrBIB (b. 1897), ER.

32 Florence Eveleen Eleanore Olliffe Bell, At the Works: A Study of a Manufacturing Town
(Middlesbrough: University of Teesside, 1907/1997), pp. 146-62.

33 Mrs B1P (b. 1900), ER.
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Howitt, a surgeon, who disapproved of this replacement of an older
spiritual routine by a newer secular one:

on Sunday morning last [...] instead of finding service being conducted
there, as he expected, he found the men sitting reading the papers,
spitting about the floor, and indulging in ribald and indecent talk. The
women were also engaged in reading the papers.*

The papers in question were the Preston ones. “‘Many persons believe it
to be wrong to read newspapers and secular books on Sundays,” as one
correspondent to the Preston Chronicle wrote in 1857.% The letter, from
‘A Member of a Mechanics’ Institute’, supported the Sunday closure of
Preston’s institute; many of the town’s other public reading places were
also closed on Sundays, the chief exceptions being the pubs and the
Winckley Club (of which Mr Howitt was a member), demonstrating how
middle class readers had a greater choice of reading times than working-
class readers; perhaps Mr Howitt believed that the middle classes were
more resistant to possible harm from Sunday newspaper reading than
the working classes. Clergymen such as Francis Orpen Morris, rector of
Nunburnholme in Yorkshire, also complained that the weekend papers
kept people away from church: ‘the second-rate country penny press |[...]
many of them being published on a Saturday [...] furnish an attraction to
the labouring men to keep them at home on a Sunday.”*

Oddly, monthly reading rhythms rarely appear in the Preston
evidence. ‘Magazine day” — variously dated to the last day of the month
for publishers, the first day of the month for readers — was important
to London periodical publishers and wholesalers, and to readers in
Preston.” Monthlies were the most popular type of publication available
in the reading rooms of the public library in 1880 (47 per cent of the
94 titles taken), but by 1900 they had been overtaken by weeklies (43
per cent of the 190 titles taken). The month was a metropolitan but not
a local publishing rhythm, perhaps because of smaller local markets,
most of them unable to sustain monthlies.

34 ‘A Library for the New Workhouse,” PG, 30 January 1869, p. 2.

35 PC, 7 February 1857.

36 ‘The pros and cons of church-going,” letter from F. O. Morris, The Globe, 3 December
1870, pp. 1-2.

37 Laurel Brake, ‘Magazine Day’, in Dictionary of Nineteenth-Century Journalism in
Great Britain and Ireland (DNCJ), ed. by Laurel Brake and Marysa Demoor (Ghent;
London: Academia Press; British Library, 2009); Hughes and Lund, p. 10.



3. Reading Times

OF PAPER (WITH SUPPLEMENT), 2d.

SATURDAY, DECEMBER 22, 1860.

[Grams wirn “WEEKLY EXPRESS”

“OLD CHRISTMAS”

BY JOHN GEO. WATTS,

5
NOTHER year hath passed avway,
Commmglmg pains and pleasures ;
And merry Christmas comes again
‘o move to mirthful measures.
Again the welkin shall resound.
itk b of frtent 5
d eyon, ll parkling bright vi ik i
Stall bonsh avo and d

And pesling il o oty
The gladsome tidings bearing,
Shall put an end to Folly's feuds,
Tove's heavenly code declaring.
And frionds shall meet, and kinsfolk greet,
Their better man displaying ;
True Happiness o'er one and all
Her, golden sceptre swaying.

.
Yes son and dnoghtcr onco again
m distant cifies hieing,
Towmrda the old parental roof
On vings of oo are dying
And han ed, and lips are pressed,
A lnng Toni yoar b S e,
Tilltears of biiss declare how closo
Fen carth may draw to heaven.

.
A short st the tatieman wing,
he crafisman quits his labours,
i ks Catin ot
With mormy-mooded neighbonrs.
“The workshop's grimy portals close,
Dbo fusory cangous cos;
And conference of joy
i s e ot

o Ve Vi,
S Then hang your lls it blly groon, Tooad ym fct tho mazy dons
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‘And fill the crystal chalice. i your annus
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And maron swell i Taghi
When grected *ncath the mistltoe,
Four hand swung from th rafte.

e R e =

LOVE AND LEGERDEMAIN.
BY HENEY HARDING.

OMAN nature il ahwaga be human nature,from Joh

of the 0ld county town of Rookford, in —-hu:,drﬂud
its diosyncracie from the bigger world of old
England. The place had its scandals,squabbles, and general
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to be deplored.
e T T o )
ustrious

"Ywmqungm," retumed his companion, “and I'm sure you
0 all you can to keep people alive.”

True, my friend, true;” replied Mr. Walker, but I have enemies

that fellow, Jenkins; lie

bagzy Wellington, suffeing much in the upper leather from exposure
and paste biacking
Now, the humble and long suffering quadruped st nemed bad
only a fow minutes before been in an unparlia .y identified
ith M. Washingion Wiloughby Welker, by . Theophiln Jelina—
another important member of the local bachelo
S binamnaE S llmldold,ov«
the purchase of a jampot-full of *real bear's grease;” so it will be per-
ceived that o condial wudentanding did ot exist
4 geatlemen of this county town, and it may be easly divined.
that o mutual jealousy was tho main cause of this sad absenco of

Now, at the time we write, o young and charming widow
oo intho cighbouhoed f Rookor, o Td boen et by s
a income, and a

wondrously pretty villa; and s Ve “of the course of human
by Walker and

ot
bt foaousy and sivaley !
fomented the. enmity of Walker and Jeakins to an almost truculent

for himself,

in good carnest. myinmhupu.n ...gm.un.w.nmm
indited in her nice flowing hand a shower of invitations for  con-
viviality at Glastock Villa. n‘mqurmmm

fgot-ups, where

S arinkisk aifl bodt
ing, and. nondescri pcdn.-
meals, No, forsooth! She
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Fig. 3.1. Front page of Christmas supplement, Marnchester Weekly Express,
22 December 1860. Courtesy of Manchester Libraries, Information and Archives,
Manchester City Council, all rights reserved.
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The Season and the Year

Reading had its seasons. Christmas annuals and supplements of
monthly and weekly magazines (and magazine-newspapers such as
the Manchester Weekly Express, Fig. 3.1, previous page) ‘bulging with
verse, stories and pictures’, were popular then as now, such as Owd
Wisdom'’s Lankishire Awmenack for th’ yer 1860, bein leop yer, a dialect
almanac published from Bolton but apparently printed and/or sold in
many other Lancashire towns, including Preston.®® Newspapers and
magazines co-opted the ancient and popular time-focused print medium
of the almanac, with the local press supplementing the circular time
of prophecy and fulfilment, agricultural seasons, fairs and tides, with
anniversaries of local notables and events, to create a linear continuity
between past, present and future in one place.*

For other readers, seasonal holidays were an opportunity for more
leisure, including reading. On Christmas Day 1877 the Winckley
Club in Preston was open for business as usual, and in 1909-10 the
Barrow public library was open on Christmas Day, Good Friday and
Easter Monday.” Generally, newspaper sales fell in the summer, one
reason given for the closure of the Preston Evening News in June 1871:
‘Summer is upon us, when the proper out-door recreations of the season
greatly modify the appetite for newspaper reading.’*! Thirty-five years
later James Haslam found the same seasonal decline in Manchester,
noting how, ‘in summer, the reading of newspapers and periodicals
falls off. People go in for other things; they spend their money on
holidays, on picnics and out-door life. The finer the weather, the less
reading.” He quotes a Harpurhey newsagent explaining the best type

38 The almanac was edited and published by James T. Staton, ‘editor oth “Bowton
Loominary”’, and the imprint includes J. Harkness of Church Street and J. Foster of
Maudland-Bank in Preston, among others.

39 Brian E. Maidment, ‘Beyond Usefulness and Ephemerality: The Discursive Almanac
1828-1860’, in British Literature and Print Culture, ed. by Sandro Jung (Cambridge: D.
S. Brewer, 2013), pp. 158-94; Brian E. Maidment, ‘Almanac’, in DNCJ online edition.

40 ‘No London papers at the Club on Christmas Day. It has not occurred before in
my recollection’, Winckley Club complaints book, 25 December 1877, Lancashire
Archives, LRO DDX 1895; C. Baggs, "‘More gleanings from public library annual
reports’, LIBHIST email discussion message, 6 January 2003, https://www jiscmail.
ac.uk/cgi-bin/webadmin?AQ=lis-libhist

41 Preston Evening News, 7 June 1871, p. 2. The same seasonal dip in sales still holds
true in the twenty-first-century, according to one Preston wholesale newsagent.
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of weather for newspaper sales: ‘I like [...] a wet Set'dy afternoon an’
neet. There’s a big rush for pappers then; I allus sell up!"** Conversely,
some publications were designed specifically for summer reading, such
as Bright’s Intelligencer, the Southport Visiter, the Morecambe Visitor and
other visitors’ lists (directories of holidaymakers combined with local
news and advertising, many of which became year-round local papers).
They increased their publishing frequency during summer, appearing
weekly during the tourist season and monthly the rest of the year.”
Similarly, seaside and holiday annuals with a distinctive Lancashire
flavour such as Ben Brierley’s Seaside Annual (extant 1878) were popular
in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.* This seasonally
adapted reading matter was waiting for the reader when they arrived
at their holiday destination. These changes in place and frequency of
publication are an example of the negotiation between demand and
supply, publisher and reader.

These rhythms of reading — daily, weekly, monthly and
seasonal — are examples of what Kristeva calls ‘circular time’.* As
we will see in Chapter 10, this is the dominant experience of time
connected with reading the local paper, with its associations of ritual
and reassurance. J. F. Nisbet noted this repetition in 1896:

The great fault of the daily paper, however, is not so much its quantity

of news as the essential sameness of its news from day to day. This, most

people notice with regard to political speeches and leading articles on

“the situation”; but is it not also true in relation to murders, divorces,
breach of promise cases, suicides, swindles, robberies?

But there is another type of reading time, a linear pattern, in which the
uniqueness of now is foregrounded, a present that is different from the

42 ]. Haslam, “‘What Harpurhey Reads’, Manchester City News, 7 July 1906.

43 For Bright’s Intelligencer, see Andrew J. H. Jackson, ‘Provincial Newspapers and the
Development of Local Communities: The Creation of a Seaside Resort Newspaper
for Ilfracombe, Devon, 1860-1’, Family & Community History, 13 (2010), 101-13 (p.
102), https://doi.org/10.1179/146311810X12851639314110; John K. Walton, ‘Visitors’
Lists’, in DNCJ online.

44 Margaret Beetham, *“Oh! I Do like to Be beside the Seaside!”: Lancashire Seaside
Publications’, Victorian Periodicals Review, 42.1 (2009), 24-36, https://doi.org/10.1353/
vpr.0.0060

45 Julia Kristeva, “‘Women’s Time’, in The Kristeva Reader, ed. by Toril Moi (Oxford:
Wiley-Blackwell, 1991), pp. 187-213.

46 ].F. Nisbet, “The World, the Flesh and the Devil’, The Idler, November 1896, p. 548.
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past behind the reader and the future before them.*” As Beetham notes,
newspapers and magazines are read in both types of time; genres — of
crime, spendthrift councillors or football results — are cyclical and
repetitive, while their specific instances, issue by issue, are new and
unique, part of linear time.”® The experience of reading time differs
according to the purpose of reading, so a reader looking for confirmation
of their world-view experiences time in a ritual, repetitive way, while
a businessman needing to know today’s cotton prices in Manchester
seeks new information in a linear way. In the next section, we see how
readers experienced unexpected, exciting and frightening news, which
disturbed cosy rituals and highlighted the uniqueness of the present
and the uncertainty of the future.

Leisure for reading was sometimes unexpected and unwelcome,
during trade slumps, strikes and lock-outs. During the Preston lock-
out of 1853-54, enforced leisure increased reading, of books at least.
Preston prison chaplain and social investigator Rev John Clay noted
how

the sale of the penny publications has scarcely diminished, though the
demand for higher priced works has. The pawnbrokers, also, tell me of a
fact, which points to the inference, that reading is becoming necessary to
the working-man — viz., that the number of books in pawn is now very
much less than it was during the time of full employment.*

In Barrow, the public library was busier during trade depressions; after
one such slump ended, the librarian’s annual report for 1889-90 records
that

the daily average number of books lent out from the Library is less than
during the period covered by the last Report. This may be attributed, and
the reason is a very satisfactory one, to the great improvement that has
taken place in the trade of the town during the last year, thus affording
less leisure for reading.™

47 Paddy Scannell, Radio, Television, and Modern Life: A Phenomenological Approach
(Oxford: Blackwell, 1996), p. 149.

48 Beetham, ‘Time’, pp. 332-34.

49 Letter from John Clay to Lord Stanley, 25 January 1854, in Walter Lowe Clay,
The Prison Chaplain: A Memoir of the Rev. John Clay, B. D. with Selections from His
Reports and Correspondence, and a Sketch of Prison Discipline in England (Cambridge:
Macmillan, 1861).

50 See also 1896-97 annual report, Cumbria Archive and Local Studies Centre, Barrow.
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In Preston, too, there was an ebb and flow of ephemeral public
reading places, organised by trade unions, churches and middle-class
benefactors in response to similar crises. In 1862, during the 1861-65
Cotton Famine, the Preston Chronicle reported that “The READING
ROOQM, established a few weeks ago in the Temperance hall, North-
road, is well frequented. A good fire is constantly kept, and all
unemployed operatives are welcomed.” A year later the Mechanics’
and Engineers’ Society of Preston started a reading room and school
for unemployed members.>

Newsy Times

Wars, elections and other newsworthy events created less regular or
predictable times when reading, particularly reading of news, became
more important. Preston’s Central Working Men’s Club found its news
room ‘frequently crowded, especially during the meeting of Parliament,
and when other questions of national interest are pending’ while Preston
Chronicle editor Anthony Hewitson noted in 1872 “a great run on London
papers; yesterday being National Thanksgiving Day for recovery of Prince
of Wales.”” Such stories, along with election or sporting results, attracted
crowds to the newspaper offices, to read the telegrams and posters
stuck on the windows or shutters, and to buy ad hoc supplements with
verbatim reports of election speeches or special editions, the Victorian
version of ‘rolling news’.”® Publishers also changed the frequency of
papers to meet demand at happier times, such as the 1882 Preston Guild,
the town’s once-in-twenty-years civic festival, when for example the
usually bi-weekly Preston Herald switched to daily publication during
the Guild fortnight, with press times linked to train times in order to
speed distribution. We have already seen how newspaper readers met

51 For trade union facilities, see Alison Andrew, ‘The Working Class and Education
in Preston 1830-1870: A Study of Social Relations’ (doctoral thesis, University of
Leicester, 1987), p. 114; PC, 15 November 1862, 28 November 1863.

52 PC, 24 January 1874; Diaries of Anthony Hewitson, Lancashire Archives DP512/1/5,
28 February 1872.

53 For election supplements in the Warrington Examiner, see Hartley Aspden, Fifty
Years a Journalist. Reflections and Recollections of an Old Clitheronian (Clitheroe:
Adpvertiser & Times, 1930), p. 21. For ‘rolling news’, see Tom Smith, ‘Religion or
Party? Attitudes of Catholic Electors in Mid-Victorian Preston’, North West Catholic
History, 33 (2006), 19-35 (p. 5); PG, 3 September 1870, p. 5; Mr B7P (b. 1904), ER.
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in the pub on Sunday nights during the exciting 1830 Preston election.
Publishers were good at adapting, at fitting messy, unpredictable events
into the industrial processes and rhythms of printing and distribution.
We can distinguish between reading and publishing rhythms, but at
these newsy times they were particularly closely related through supply
and demand (as during seasonal changes).

War has always been good for the news trade. Wars prompted the
creation of reading institutions, such as the Lord Street Working Men’s
Reading Room in Carlisle, which began when fifty men, ‘anxious to
read about the European revolutions of 1848, clubbed together to buy
newspapers’. A few years later the Crimean War motivated Hebden
Bridge men to join a society in order to read the papers.* The Clitheroe
weaver John O’Neil counted the days until he could hear more news of
the Indian Mutiny in 1857, writing of how he ‘heard today that Delhi
has been taken but I could learn no particulars, so I must wait until
Saturday when I will see the newspaper.” He was gripped by reports
of the battle that ended the second War of Italian Independence in 1859;
on 2 July he ‘got a newspaper and read the full account of the great
battle of Solferino, fought on the 24th of June.” The next day, he wrote
‘[...] I have never been out of the house. I have been reading nearly
all day different accounts of the great battle of Solferino.”*® Publishers
large and small responded to this intense, avid reading of war news,
such as the unemployed London compositor, who compiled telegrams
of the Ethiopian revolt and sold 10,000 copies of his ‘Abyssinian Gazette
Extraordinary, at a profit to him, personally, of not less than £12’.5” The
circulation graph of the Glasgow Herald (Fig. 3.2) shows ‘curious little
spurts’ in 1870, 1900 and 1914: ‘There seems to be nothing like a war
to improve the circulation position of the more expensive papers’, as a
later Herald editor noted.®

54 Jonathan Rose, The Intellectual Life of the British Working Classes (London: Yale
University Press, 2001), pp. 65-66.

55 John O’Neil, The Journals of a Lancashire Weaver: 1856—60, 1860—64, 1872-75, ed. by
Mary Brigg (Chester: Record Society of Lancashire and Cheshire, 1982), Thursday 6
August 1857.

56 O'Neil diaries, 3 July 1859.

57  Printers’ Register, 6 July 1868, p. 171.

58 Letter including circulation figures from Glasgow Herald editor William Robinson
to Manchester Guardian editor A. P. Wadsworth, 27 October 1954 (Manchester
Guardian Archives 324/5A, John Rylands Library).
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Fig. 3.2. Glasgow Herald sales, 1843-1919, showing rises during the Franco-
Prussian War (1870-71), the Boer War (1899-1902) and the First World War
(1914-18). Author’s graph, CC BY 4.0.

There is a very small peak in 1855 during the Crimean War, but the
Franco-Prussian War of 1870-71 was the first ‘European war on a grand
scale since the recent development of the cheap press and telegraphy,’
as the Printers’ Register noted, stimulating accelerated demand for war
news among the mainly middle-class buyers of morning newspapers:

Families which would a few years back expend a shilling in the course
of a week will now spend three; and men who were content with their
favourite morning paper formerly, must now indulge themselves with an
evening paper as well, and occasionally with a second or third edition.*

A week later another trade paper reported that ‘the war has been the
means of increasing the sale of newspapers immensely, both London
and Provincial.”® In Preston, too, the demand for news had an impact.
The Preston Guardian boasted how ‘a large crowd gathered on our special
edition being published’ to report the surrender of Emperor Napoleon
III, causing ‘great excitement in Preston’.® In 187071, the Winckley Club
spent forty per cent more on newspapers, periodicals and stationery
(from £53 8s 1%2d to £74 4s 6d) than the year before. The minutes offer
no explanation, but it is likely that the increase was due to the purchase

59 ‘The war and the newspapers’, Supplement to Printers’ Register, 6 August 1870, p. 186.
60 ‘Miscellaneous,” London, Provincial, and Colonial Press News, 15 August 1870, p. 18.
61 PG, 3 September 1870, p. 5.
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of more titles and more editions to meet demand for war news. Even
second-hand newspapers were in greater demand in 1870 — at the
club’s annual auction of second-hand papers and magazines that year,
the resale value of newspapers such as the Preston Chronicle, Liverpool
Mercury and Manchester Guardian rose, while those for magazines fell.
Similarly, readers’ scrapbooks show traces of a more intense connection
to newspapers in wartime; Ellen Gruber Garvey argues that while some
people kept up scrapbooks throughout their lives, others returned to
them ‘on occasions — such as war — that heightened their relationship
to the newspaper’.®?

War led to ad hoc changes in publishing and reading, which often had
long-term effects. Formal outdoor newspaper reading was sometimes
arranged at such times. In Hanley in north Staffordshire, during the
Crimean War, the editor of the Staffordshire Sentinel and commercial
traveller Samuel Taylor would read war reports from the Times in the
market square, ‘people flocking to the square in great numbers on
the evenings when the readings took place.”®® Demand for war news
prompted the launch of three short-lived daily papers in Preston, and
in 1871 the Conservative weekly the Preston Herald claimed that its
circulation had ‘more than trebled during the past twelve months’,
no doubt due to interest in war news. Pubs used war news to attract
customers; an 1870 advert in the Preston Chronicle informed readers that
‘the latest news from the seat of the war can be read at Barry’s Hoop
and Crown, Friargate’, while the Cheetham’s Arms, London Road, used
the heading “War News’ to trick readers into looking at their advert in
the same issue.* During the Russo-Turkish War (1877-78), newspapers
(from Manchester and London) were mentioned more frequently in
the postcard correspondence of the Vicar of Wrightington, Rev John
Thomas Wilson.®® The Boer War had the same effect (Fig. 3.3), boosting
circulations of the Lancashire Evening Post and other provincial and

62 Ellen Gruber Garvey, Writing with Scissors: American Scrapbooks from the Civil War
to the Harlem Renaissance (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), p. 9, https://doi.
org/10.1093/acprof:0s0/9780195390346.001.0001

63  Rendezvous with the Past: One Hundred Years’ History of North Staffordshire and the
Surrounding Area, as Reflected in the Columns of the Sentinel, Which Was Founded on
January 7th, 1854 (Stoke-on-Trent: Staffordshire Sentinel Newspapers, 1954), p. 155.

64 PC, 3 September 1870, pp. 1, 4.

65 A.R.Bradford, Drawn by Friendship: the Art and Wit of the Revd. John Thomas Wilson
(New Barnet: Anne R. Bradford, 1997).


https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780195390346.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780195390346.001.0001

3. Reading Times 129

London papers, particularly when news came through of events such
as the Jameson raid (1895-96) or the relief of Mafeking (1900).% Just as
the Crimean War created a demand for news among Carlisle working
men, so the Franco-Prussian War and Boer War did the same in Preston
and elsewhere, causing long-lasting changes in reading habits and
therefore in publishing habits. The first two of these three wars helped
to popularise new genres such as the provincial morning and evening

paper (see Chapter 6 for details).
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Fig. 3.3. Crowds gather outside the Peterborough Advertiser office at the end of the
Boer War (the Second South African War), 1902. Courtesy of
Peterborough Telegraph, CC BY.

If we imagine a continuum of reading times with circular/ritual at one
end and linear/information-receiving at the other, then unexpected
news events such as wars suspend normal rituals and move people’s

66 ]. B. Paterson, ‘Western Evening Herald’, Quadrat, a Periodical Bulletin of Research in
Progress on the British Book Trade, 12, 2001.
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reading behaviour along the continuum towards a demand for new
information, an orientation to linear time. A feeling of suspense is
created, as readers wait for new developments. ‘News stands on the
cusp between past and future; it arouses recollection, anticipation,
expectation, or apprehension.’®”

Some editors recognised, and manipulated, the attractions of
suspense and anticipation borrowed from serial fiction. As early as
the 1830s, James Gordon Bennett eked out the details of a murder case
day by day, greatly increasing the sales of his New York Herald.®® On
Wednesday 19 November 1856 O’Neil wrote of the suspense of waiting
for the resolution of a running story: ‘I can hear no news from the United
States yet concerning the Presidential election.” He had to wait three
days to hear that President Buchanan had been elected. Preston solicitor
William Gilbertson was anxious to see the London papers as soon as
they arrived before lunch at the Winckley Club, complaining three times
in the suggestion and complaint book about their late arrival in 1877.%
O'Neil often looked forward to further news of a continuing story,
even predicting the days on which news would arrive by mail boat. On
Saturday 12 September 1857 he summarised in his diary the latest news
from India, adding ‘the next mail will not be here before Monday, so
next week we will be having some news.” Three months later, he noted
that ‘the newspaper [...] is full of the dispatches from India confirming
all that had come by telegraph [...]".” This knowledgeable newspaper-
reader could differentiate between fast but brief telegraphed news and
slower, more detailed reports arriving by mail boat, the first creating
suspense in this case, the second closure and resolution of the story.
Anticipation, of course, was also part of the ritual use of the local
newspaper. In Wigton, Cumberland, an eight-year-old ]. W. Robertson
Scott would stay at home after school every Friday, waiting for his local
paper to be delivered.”

67 Woolf, p. 81.

68 Joel H. Wiener, The Americanization of the British Press, 1830s—1914: Speed in the Age of
Transatlantic Journalism (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011), p. 38, https://doi.
org/10.1057/9780230347953; see also Hughes and Lund, pp. 10-11; Scannell, p. 155.

69  Winckley Club Suggestion and Complaint Book, 187088, entries for 6 November, 25
December and 26 December 1877, Lancashire Archives DDX 1895 acc 6992, box 5.

70 O’Neil diaries, Saturday 5 December 1857.

71  John William Robertson Scott, The Day Before Yesterday: Memories of an Uneducated
Man (London: Methuen, 1951), p. 86.
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Short, Medium- and Long-Term Newspaper Lives

News, a report of what’s new, is by definition ephemeral. Yet the long
lives of some yellowing, crumbly papers complicate our ideas of news as
here today, gone tomorrow. Three objects demonstrate this complexity:
the pieces of torn newspaper hanging on a nail in an outside toilet; a
bound volume of newspapers; and the rolled up copy of a newspaper
in a time capsule buried beneath the foundation stones of a Victorian
gas company office. These objects symbolise Uriel Heyd's three types
of newspaper-reading time, short-, medium- and long-term.”? News is
indeed ephemeral, and during wartime or other newsy periods, only the
freshest news had any value. In 1860, Manchester barber and part-time
racing writer Richard Wright Procter described how ‘news grows old
in a few hours. Editions chase each other through the day like Indian
runners, each one bearing a telegram. Consequently, many persons
have become so finical in their purchases, that when the sixth edition is
offered to them they decline to take it; it has been stale, they say, several
minutes; they must have the impression just issued, or none.””? For most
readers, a newspaper or magazine ‘becomes obsolete as soon as the next
one comes out’.” Of course, what is presented as news is not always new.

The torn pages of a newspaper used as toilet paper symbolise the
worthlessness of old news and represent the majority of the copies
printed. The material qualities of the paper become more valuable than
what’s printed on it.”> However, some copies survived in the medium
term — sold second-hand or bound into volumes for reference. These
bound copies were kept, and heavily used, in reading rooms, news
rooms, libraries and newspaper offices.” Publishers encouraged this,

72 Uriel Heyd, Reading Newspapers: Press and Public in Eighteenth-Century Britain and
America (Oxford: Voltaire Foundation, 2012), p. 3.

73  Richard Wright Procter, Literary Reminiscences and Gleanings (Manchester: Thomas
Dinham, 1860), p. 33.

74 Beetham, ‘Open and Closed’, p. 96, Mark W. Turner, ‘Time, Periodicals, and
Literary Studies’, Victorian Periodicals Review, 39 (2006), 309-16 (p. 311), https://doi.
org/10.1353/vpr.2007.0014

75 Leah Price, How to Do Things with Books in Victorian Britain (Princeton, N.J: Princeton
University Press, 2012), Chapter 7, ‘The book as waste’, https://doi.org/10.23943/
princeton/9780691114170.001.0001

76 For a detailed analysis of the bound volume, see Laurel Brake, “The Longevity of
“Ephemera”’, Media History, 18 (2012), 7-20, https://doi.org/10.1080/13688804.2011.
632192
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and happily bound back copies into volumes. In the 1750s, Boddely’s Bath
Journal was numbered by volumes, and its bound volumes had ornate
title pages printed in red, featuring the Bath city coat of arms.”” At the
Liverpool Lyceum, a third of the newspapers taken in the 1850s (thirty-
two of ninety-three) were filed for reference (eleven Liverpool papers,
eleven other provincial papers and ten London papers).”® As late as
1920, a library management manual recommended keeping ‘Permanent
files of at least The Times, and all local newspapers; and temporary files
of other newspapers most in demand.”” This demand for filed back
copies of local papers needed to be emphasised in newspaper reports,
to explain their absence from auctions in news rooms, in case anyone
should think that the title in question was either not supplied there, or
failed to sell in the auction.®

While publishers could make a few shillings from binding back
copies, ephemerality — the appearance of built-in obsolescence — was
more profitable in persuading readers to buy the next issue. Like the
date on the cover, it is another fiction, something constructed to sell
papers. As Michael Thompson argues in Rubbish Theory, ephemerality
or transience is rarely ‘natural’, instead it is socially constructed in the
interests of those with economic power.®® When readers refuse to treat
newspapers as ephemeral, saving them, collecting them and re-reading
them, their timescales diverge from publishers’ industrial timescales.

David and Deirdre Stam have explored a fascinating example of this
medium-term reading time of newspapers and periodicals, by polar
explorers such as W. Parker Snow, clerk on the Prince Albert, who
went in search of Franklin’s party in 1851 and wrote of how ‘I have
often, myself, when at sea, felt the greatest delight from perusing a
journal, however old it might be’. Here, the freshness of the news is
not important. Or French explorer Jean Charcot, on the Pourquoi Pas?

77 Bryan Little, “Two Chronicles in a Fight to the Death’. Bath Evening Chronicle. June
1877, Centenary supplement marking one hundred years of daily publication.

78 John B. Hood, ‘The Origin and Development of the Newsroom and Reading Room
from 1650 to Date, with Some Consideration of Their Role in the Social History of
the Period” (unpublished FLA dissertation, Library Association, 1978), pp. 355-57.

79 James Duff Brown and W. C. Berwick Sayers, Manual of Library Economy, 3rd edn
(Grafton & Co., 1920), p. 385.

80 ’Sale of newspapers at Avenham Institution’, PC, 31 December 1881.

81 Michael Thompson, Rubbish Theory: The Creation and Destruction of Value (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1979), pp. 7, 9, https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctt1rfsn94
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from 1908 to 1910, putting out copies of Le Matin and Le Figaro each
day, exactly two years after their cover date: ‘I await the next day’s
issue with impatience’, he wrote, although he had read them on the day
they first came out. Freshness is in the eye of the beholder, according to
Roald Amundsen, another explorer, who met a ship in 1908 carrying old
newspapers: ‘Old! Yes to you! To us, they were absolutely fresh!”® The
age of the news was equally irrelevant to John O’Neil when he received
copies of the local paper from his home town of Carlisle.

The continuing but changeable value of old news can be seen in
the practice of auctioning second-hand newspapers and magazines
to members of news rooms (and to the general public). However,
the relative values of different newspaper and magazine genres are
impossible to interpret without knowing why each individual bought
each individual title. The peaks and troughs of the graphs in Figs. 3.4
to 3.6, summarising auction prices at Preston’s Winckley Club, reflect a
title’s value on a particular day among a particular group of men, and as
with any auction, two keen bidders can distort the price; overall trends
are more reliable.®® At a more general level, there were big differences
in the second-hand value of different genres and individual titles. The
most valuable were Punch and the Illustrated London News, then the
Times, the Quarterly Review, Temple Bar, then local weekly and bi-weekly
newspapers, then at the bottom, morning daily newspapers (apart from
the Times), with similar values for London and provincial big-city papers.

Second-hand, Punch was worth around seventy per cent of its cover
price from the 1860s onwards, the Illustrated London News (ILN) slightly
less at around sixty per cent. The Times sold for around fifty per cent
of its cover price until the 1890s, significantly higher than the second-
hand values of other dailies, London or provincial. Next in value were
the serious literary and political Quarterly Review (around forty per cent
until the 1880s, when there was a steep decline, after which it was no
longer bought by the club), and Temple Bar, a shilling fiction monthly,
also selling for around forty per cent of its cover price. Then the Preston
papers, selling at between thirty and fifty per cent of cover price from
the 1840s to the 1870s, followed by a steep decline. The Preston Guardian,

82 David H. Stam and Deirdre C. Stam, ‘Bending Time: The Function of Periodicals
in Nineteenth-Century Polar Naval Expeditions’, Victorian Periodicals Review, 41
(2008), 301-22 (pp. 304, 309, 312), https://doi.org/10.1353/vpr.0.0054

83 Figures from Winckley Club minute books, Lancashire Archives DDX 1895.
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the biggest-selling Preston paper, was often missing from the auctions,
because it was bound and filed for reference, along with the Times
and the Manchester Guardian, as a paper of record. The least valuable
titles were the morning papers; the Morning Post fell in value from the
1860s onwards, and was worth only ten per cent of its original value in
the 1880s and 1890s. Similarly, the Manchester Guardian and Liverpool
Mercury, which both sold across the whole of North West England,
declined steadily from forty to fifty per cent of cover price to less than
ten per cent. The declining values mirror the growth of the periodical
and newspaper market, as seen in the rise of the newsagent.
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Fig. 3.4. Second-hand values (% of cover price) at Winckley Club, Preston
1846-1900: Morning newspapers. Author’s graph, CC BY 4.0.
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Fig. 3.5. Second-hand values (% of cover price) at Winckley Club, Preston,
1846-1900: Local weekly/bi-weekly newspapers. Author’s graph, CC BY 4.0.%

84 The sharp rise in the value of the Preston Guardian in 1900 was caused by a member
of the newspaper owner’s family, Mr J. Toulmin, paying more than the original
cover price; this could be an error in the minutes book, a joke or a blatant attempt to
inflate its value for publicity purposes.
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Fig. 3.6. Second-hand values (% of cover price) at Winckley Club, Preston,
1846-1900: Punch, Illustrated London News. Author’s graph, CC BY 4.0.

There are likely to be many factors influencing the second-hand value of
a publication, such as its ‘re-readability’ and its availability elsewhere in
Preston.® The Times, for example, sold far fewer copies in Preston than
regional or local papers. From other sources we know that circulation
figures for newspapers rose throughout the second half of the nineteenth
century, so it seems likely that the increased affordability of papers
depressed their second-hand value, as more people could afford to buy
them new.® A fall in the cover price of a publication generally led to a
depreciation in second-hand value, as with most newspapers between
1851 and 1856. While the trends in these auction records are suggestive,
the bare names, titles and figures allow too many interpretations,
divorced from the commentary and banter that no doubt was part of the
annual sale. Crucially, while figures are safer at aggregate level, for any
particular title there are at least two opposing explanations for a low
resale value — either that it was so popular that most people preferred
to buy it new, or that it was so unpopular that it was unwanted both new
and second-hand.

Heyd'’s third category of newspaper-reading time, the long term, is
symbolised by the copy of the local paper in a time capsule, intended

85 Lee Erickson, The Economy of Literary Form: English Literature and the Industrialization
of Publishing, 1800-1850 (London: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1996), p. 9.

86  Arthur Aspinall, “The Circulation of Newspapers in the Early Nineteenth Century’,
The Review of English Studies, 22 (1946), 29-43; Brown, pp. 52-53; Alan J. Lee, The
Origins of the Popular Press in England: 1855-1914 (London: Croom Helm, 1976)
Tables 1-6, pp. 274-79.
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to survive and fulfil its function a century or more after it was buried.
For example, copies of Preston’s three weekly papers, plus the latest
edition of the Times, were placed in a bottle with some coins, inside
the foundation stone of the new gas offices in Fishergate, Preston
in 1872.% Members of St Jude’s Anglican church followed the same
custom when they laid the foundation stone of their church extension
in 1890. Under the stone, in a bottle, they buried ‘the Preston papers’
and the parish magazine, among other commemorative items.*® In
Kendal, copies of the town’s two papers, the Kendal Mercury and the
Westmorland Gazette, were placed in a bottle, along with some coins
and a commemorative document, in the hollow of a foundation stone
below a new market hall in 1855 (Fig. 3.7 opposite).*” These buried
newspapers were simultaneously ephemeral and permanent, valuable
because they were of their time, yet intended to survive far beyond
that time. In Thompson’s terms, most copies of a newspaper went
from low-value to no value, treated as rubbish within a few days of
being printed. However, those that survived eventually increased in
value with time, as a look at the prices of Victorian newspapers on
eBay can confirm.” Putting them in a bottle and ceremonially burying
them guaranteed that they would go from low value to high value,
without passing through the ‘rubbish’ phase.

Individual elements of the newspaper sometimes had long lives,
for example when pasted into a scrapbook, even if the rest of the issue
was discarded. Garvey has established the depth of scrapbooks as
sources for the history of reading. So many people defied the supposed
ephemerality of newspapers that stationers mass-produced scrapbooks
for just this purpose (Fig. 3.7). Among other insights, Garvey uses
scrapbooks to reveal how certain items were read:

Saving clippings overcame the daily press’s ephemerality and
disposability with a claim that newspaper items might be worth the kind
of intensive reading associated with the Bible. The iconic, intensively
read newspaper item is the single clipping of advice or poetry treasured

87 PC, 19 October 1872.

88 PH, 29 October 1890, p. 5. For similar uses of local papers, see O’Neil diaries, 15
June 1861; Rendezvous with the Past, p. 15.

89  Kendal Mercury, 28 July 1855, p. 5.

90 Thompson, p. 7.
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in a wallet; its worn and tattered state inspires readers to beg editors to
reprint the item.”!

Fig. 3.7. A Victorian time capsule containing Kendal local newspapers, buried
in 1855 under the ‘new market house’ and rediscovered in 1909 during the
demolition of what had become the “old Market Hall’, now in Kendal Museum.
Author’s photo, CC BY 4.0.
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Fig. 3.8. Cover of Victorian scrapbook. Author’s copy, CC BY 4.0.

91 Garvey, p. 36.
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Newspaper items were preserved in other ways, besides being cut out
and glued into scrapbooks. Local newspaper poetry, seen as throwaway,
was sometimes collected and immortalised in group anthologies, such
as Newcastle’s Songs of the Bards of the Tyne (1849) or Manchester’s The
Festive Wreath (1842). Poems were sometimes collected and republished
in volume form by the newspapers themselves, as with The Poetry and
Varieties of Berrow’s Worcester Journal for the Year 1828. However, such
anthologies were less common in Britain than in the United States. These
volumes challenge the alleged ephemerality of newspaper poetry, and
exemplify how newspapers were part of the ecology of publishing; many
Victorian volumes of prose also first appeared as newspaper series.

Changing Times

Enlarging our focus to cover the whole period, the times of newspaper-
reading changed significantly. In larger towns and cities, daily local news
became available from 1855 onwards thanks to new regional daily papers;
in outlying towns such as Preston, these papers brought regional news
from Manchester, Liverpool and Bolton. Daily local news appeared briefly
in Preston in 1870-71, and continuously from 1886, when the Lancashire
Evening Post was launched. Wiener argues that accelerating speed was the
defining characteristic of the nineteenth-century newspaper press, and
this ‘discourse of speed’ may have been ‘the main measure of competitive
success in the news industry’, but this applies only to sudden, unexpected
events, which make up the minority of content in any newspaper,
particularly a local paper.” In peacetime at least, readers seemed prepared
to wait for news. Even O’'Neil the news addict was usually content to wait
a few days, as on May 28 1856, when he wrote, ‘[...] we got word this
morning that Palmer was found guilty for the murder of John Parsons
Cooke, but I will have all the news on Saturday.’

This Preston case study foregrounds other changes more significant
than speed, such as the move from public to domestic reading, from
listening to reading, and (for the working-class majority) from the sense
of eavesdropping on middle-class news to being addressed directly
by more populist publications. As this last point suggests, change

92  Wiener; Mark Hampton, Visions of the Press in Britain, 1850-1950 (Urbana: University
of Illinois Press, 2004), pp. 89-92.
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happened at different speeds in different reading places frequented
by different classes. The value of second-hand reading matter fell by
a half between the 1850s and 1900 at the upper-class Winckley Club,
suggesting that new copies of the publications, for reading at home,
were now more affordable or desirable for these gentlemen. However
in a different reading community, at Preston’s Central Working Men’s
Club, newspapers maintained their second-hand value of around a
quarter of their face value for longer, presumably because members
were less able to afford to buy new.”

Times of reading shifted and expanded. For most working people,
newspapers were read or heard mainly on Sundays at the start of the
period, but the Saturday half-day offered more reading time earlier in
the weekend.”* Morning and evening newspapers were fitted into new
public and (increasingly) domestic rituals. Reading times became more
plentiful and as each family began to buy their own paper, reading
became more relaxed and less pressured by the demands of other readers.
When one news room closed, among the items for auction was a ten-
minute time glass (used to prevent readers hogging popular titles), now
redundant — although some pubs still had notices requesting patrons not
to monopolise the latest edition of the paper for more than five minutes.®
There were also continuities. Even when “national’ London papers such
as the Daily Mail became more affordable and available, the places where
they were read affected how they were read and interpreted.

Periodical Time

Many readers were fine-tuned to the periodical-ness of newspapers and
magazines, waiting for the next instalment of a novel or the detailed
dispatches from a faraway battle to supplement the telegraphed
headlines. John O’Neil used the latest issue of the local paper in the
same way as polar explorers used two-year-old newspapers, to mark

93 The Central Working Men’s Club spent £33 11s 10d on ‘newspapers, &c’ in 1873
and recouped £8 8s 5d from their sale: PC, 24 January 1874.

94 On Sunday reading in the pub, see William Cooke Taylor, Notes of a Tour in the
Manufacturing Districts of Lancashire: In a Series of Letters to His Grace the Archbishop of
Dublin (London: Duncan and Malcolm, 1842), p. 136.

95 [J. F. Wilson], A Few Personal Recollections, by an Old Printer (London: Printed for
private circulation, 1896), p. 11; Lionel Robinson, Boston’s Newspapers (Boston:
Richard Kay Publications, for the History of Boston Project, 1974), p. 3.
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time and create rituals. He also had a sophisticated understanding of
the temporal nature of news-gathering and publishing practices. The
processes of publishing a paper or magazine developed so as to require
regularity, yet neither the world that newspapers claimed to report,
nor the world of readers in particular places at particular times, were
regular. Publishing schedules turned the chaotic flow of events into a
regular pulse, a new issue or edition. This untamability was seen in the
“unpredictable ebb and flow of news’ at the different telegraph offices
throughout the country, creating a staffing nightmare for the telegraph
companies in the days before zero-hours contracts.”® Publishers
imposed a fiction of order and regularity on this flow of chaos, and
readers recognised its constructedness, as seen in the old jest that there
is always just enough news to fill a paper every day.” Sommerville
has argued that ‘Periodicity is about economics. There can be news
without its being daily, but if it were not daily a news industry could
never develop” because of the need to fully utilise expensive printing
machinery.”® However, the rhythms of newspaper publication often
left machines idle. More broadly, even in the twenty-first century, with
rolling news and live Tweeting, news periodicity continues: electronic
news publishers have adapted to modern consumers’ habits, releasing
their best material during commuting times, lunchtime and evenings.”

Conclusions

Newspaper-reading happened at particular times, negotiated between
publishers and readers. Readers understood that publishing conventions
such as the date on the title page, or the claim of novelty, were fictions and

96 Jonathan Silberstein-Loeb, ‘The Structure of the News Market in Britain, 1870-1914’,
Business History Review, 83 (2009), 759-88 (p. 781).

97 Versions of this joke are found in seventeenth-century critiques of the emergent
newspaper, in Henry Fielding’s novel Tom Jones (1749) and, for example, in the
Ladies’ Repository 18, 1858 (‘New York Literary Correspondence’, p. 505): “The rustic
wondered how it happened that there was always just enough news to fill up the
village weekly sheet’.

98 Charles John Sommerville, The News Revolution in England: Cultural Dynamics of
Daily Information (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996), p. 4.

99 Deborah Robinson and Andrew Hobbs, ‘How the Audience Saved UK Broadcast
Journalism’, in The Future of Quality News Journalism: A Cross-Continental Analysis,
ed. by Peter J. Anderson, George Ogola, and Michael Williams (New York:
Routledge, 2014), pp. 162-83 (p. 165), https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203382707
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constructions. In a regional market centre like Preston, most newspapers
began by publishing on Saturday, the main market day, and the three
papers that published bi-weekly all chose the second most important
market day, Wednesday, for their mid-week edition. Regional and
metropolitan papers also worked around readers’ routines, publishing at
weekends when there was more leisure time for reading. News-reading
declined in the summer, and increased in the autumn and winter when
Parliament was in session and, in later years, when the football season
was running and outdoor pursuits reduced. The move from weekly
to bi-weekly and eventually to daily publishing rhythms enabled a
significant change in reading habits for people in Preston (but changes
happened more slowly for working-class readers, particularly women).
The halfpenny evening paper, for example, allowed many to read news at
home in the evening for the first time, and was probably more significant
than the provincial morning paper for most readers. Times of news-
reading were also dictated by less predictable events, such as the death
of a statesman, a famous boxing match, strikes or wars. Telegrams posted
in windows, special editions and new wartime publications catered for
readers’ demands in these situations. Readers became accustomed to
receiving the latest news, and publishers were happy to respond to this
growing demand.

The next two chapters interrupt this case study of newspaper-reading
in one town, to introduce the local press as a national phenomenon. We
then return to the readers, most of whom preferred the local newspaper.






4. What They Read:
The Production of the Local Press
in the 1860s

We know who the readers of local newspapers were, we know where
they read them, and when. But what exactly were they reading? This
chapter explores the content of the mid-Victorian newspaper, how it
was written, assembled and distributed, and by whom. We will follow a
typical Victorian journalist, Anthony Hewitson, working in the provinces
(Preston), on the most popular type of paper, a weekly, during one week in
the 1860s (the following chapter moves forward to the 1880s). Structuring
these two chapters around two weeks in Hewitson’s working life brings
alive the working methods and organisation of local newspapers and the
distinctive routines, networks and attitudes of their personnel. This is a
complex world of distinctive but connected local print cultures, peopled
by a surprising variety of newspaper contributors, producing content
that was significantly different from that of the smaller market of London
dailies like the Times and the local newspapers of the twenty-first century.
After a short biographical sketch of the journalist, Anthony Hewitson,
he is placed within the national and local ecologies of periodicals at that
time, before we follow him through a typical working week.

Anthony Hewitson (1836-1912), a printer who became a journalist
and newspaper proprietor, frames this chapter. His diaries, covering
nineteen of the forty-eight years between 1865, when he was a reporter
on the Preston Guardian, and his death in 1912, are the only known
diaries of a provincial Victorian journalist. “The transition from the

© 2018 Andrew Hobbs, CC BY 4.0 https://doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0152.04
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composing room to the reporters’ office, and thence to the editor’s chair,
has been frequently achieved’, so Hewitson’s career was not unusual,
moving from a printing apprenticeship to ten years of reporting,
twenty-two years as owner-editor of the Preston Chronicle and fifteen
as owner of the Wakefield Herald.! Hewitson was born in Blackburn,
Lancashire, on 13 August 1836, the eldest son of a stonecutter. He
attended the village school at Ingleton in Yorkshire, and in 1850 began a
printing apprenticeship on the Lancaster Gazette. While an apprentice he
continued to educate himself, learning shorthand and attending essay
classes, where he mixed with political and theological radicals, including
the poet Goodwyn Barmby, then minister of the Free Mormon Church
in Lancaster (where he held the title of Revolutionary Pontifarch of the
Communist Church).? Hewitson's reporting week is a good introduction
to the people and processes involved in the production of the provincial
press in the second half of the nineteenth century, and supports the idea
that producers and readers of the local press were often members of the
same interpretive communities.

Like most mid-Victorian journalists, Anthony Hewitson lived and
worked outside London (Fig. 4.2). In September 1865 he was chief
reporter of the Preston Guardian, a major bi-weekly newspaper covering
North and East Lancashire, an area larger than most English counties.
Compulsory Newspaper Stamp Duty had been repealed in 1855, two
years before Hewitson finished his apprenticeship, greatly increasing
the opportunities for an able and hard-working young man. His printing
and composing (typesetting) background was not unusual for a mid-
nineteenth-century reporter, nor his rapid job moves: in the year after
July 1857, when he finished his apprenticeship, he worked in Kendal,
Brierley Hill in Staffordshire, Wolverhampton and Preston.’ He settled

1 ‘Reporting and Reporters’, Printers” Register, 6 April 1870, p. 80.
Anthony Hewitson, ‘Recollections of earlier life’, Lancashire Archives DP512/2;
brief family history and autobiography at end of 1873 diary, DP512/1/6. These are
referred to as the Hewitson Diaries hereafter.

3  Compositor and reporter, Kendal Mercury, July-August 1857 (Hewitson,
‘Recollections’; Hewitson Diaries 1873); compositor, reporter and editor, Brierley
Hill Advertiser, September?-November? 1857; compositor, reporter and editor,
Wolverhampton Spirit of the Times, December 1857?-May 1858 (Hewitson Diaries
1873, back pages); compositor and reporter, Preston Guardian May? 1858-late 1858.
A contemporary, Harry Findlater Bussey, worked on sixteen papers in twelve
towns between 1844 and 1858, from Carlisle to Plymouth: H. F. Bussey, Sixty Years
of Journalism: Anecdotes and Reminiscences (Bristol: ]. W. Arrowsmith, 1906).
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in Preston, on the Radical Preston Guardian initially, as compositor and
reporter, then on the Whig Preston Chronicle as reporter, at 28/- a week.
By September 1861, if not before, he was earning a comfortable £2 6s a
week on the Conservative Preston Herald, where he became ‘manager’.
He may have returned to the Chronicle before rejoining the Preston
Guardian as a reporter in December 1864, and by June 1865 was chief
reporter. By now he had mastered news reporting, descriptive writing
and some leader-writing, and adopted the pen-name of ‘Atticus’, for a
series of irreverent sketches of local officials and institutions, in which
he developed a distinctive style that made him Preston’s best-known
writer for the rest of the century.*

Fig. 4.1. Anthony Hewitson, Preston reporter, editor and newspaper proprietor.
Carte de visite, photo by C Sanderson, Commercial Buildings, 130A Castle St.,
Preston, used with permission of Hewitson’s great-grandson
Martin Duesbury, CC BY 4.0.

4 Atticus was a celebrated Roman editor, banker and patron of literature, and the best
friend of the orator and philosopher Cicero.
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Fig. 4.2. Print personnel in England and Wales, 1851-1901, showing the
proportion outside London.® Author’s graph, CC BY 4.0.

National Periodicals Ecology

Hewitson was chief reporter of the Preston Guardian. This bi-weekly
paper, published every Saturday and Wednesday, was part of an
ecology of London and provincial papers worth sketching briefly here.
London morning newspapers such as the Times and the Daily Telegraph
are the most well-known type of Victorian paper. These two titles have
survived, but other London dailies such as the Daily News (1846-1960),
Morning Chronicle (1770-1865), Morning Advertiser (1793-1965) and
Morning Post (1772-1937) were also current. These broadsheets, full of
classified advertisements (on some days more than half of the Times was
advertising), high politics, diplomacy and commercial news focused
their coverage on national institutions and events in south-east England,

5  The 1881 figures have been checked, and are probably an error in the original.
Sources: 1851 Census (1852-53, 1691 [parts 1 & 2]); 1861 Census (1863, 3221); 1871
Census (1873, C.872); 1881 Census (1883, C.3722); 1891 Census (1893-94, C.7058);
1901 Census (1904, Cd. 2174).
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where they sold most copies.® London evening papers included the
Standard (est. 1827), the Pall Mall Gazette (1865-1923) and the Globe
(1803-1923); from 1868 the more downmarket halfpenny Echo became
popular. Traditionally, London evenings took most of their news from
the morning papers, supplemented by original articles of commentary
and analysis, and reviews. Small numbers of these London papers (with
the possible exception of the Echo, which had higher sales) could be
found in reading rooms and middle-class homes in the provinces. The
abolition of the compulsory penny stamp in 1855 ended cheap postal
distribution of London papers, leading to a significant decline in their
provincial circulation.’”

The popular London Sunday papers were less reliant on postal
distribution and were aimed at a different readership, the lower middle
classes. The News of the World (1843-2011) sold nearly 110,000 in 1855,
Lloyd’s Weekly Newspaper (1842-1931) some 2-3,000 fewer and Reynolds’s
Newspaper (1851-1967) nearly 50,000 by 1855, the latter particularly
popular in the old Chartist strongholds of Lancashire and the West
Riding.® These Sunday newspapers featured sensational, titillating
crime reports, literary/humorous tit-bits, gossip and practical advice via
‘Notices to Correspondents’, alongside political and foreign news; they
introduced fiction from the 1880s, led by the News of the World, and more
sport.” Other popular London weeklies included the Illustrated London
News (1842-2003), the Illustrated Police News (1864-1938) and specialist
sporting and religious papers. The weeklies had more varied, magazine-
like content than the London dailies.

6  For a more detailed comparison of the Times and other newspapers, see Andrew
Hobbs, ‘The Deleterious Dominance of The Times in Nineteenth-Century
Scholarship’, Journal of Victorian Culture 18 (2013), https://doi.org/10.1080/13555502.
2013.854519

7 Anon., "'The Modern Newspaper’, British Quarterly Review, 110 (1872), 348-80 (p. 371).

8 H. R. Fox Bourne, English Newspapers: Chapters in the History of Journalism, Vol. II
(London: Routledge/Thoemmes Press, 1887); Virginia Berridge, ‘Popular Sunday
Newspapers and Mid-Victorian Society’, in Newspaper History from the Seventeenth
Century to the Present Day, ed. David George Boyce et al. (London: Constable, 1978),
pp- 247-64.

9  Berridge; Laurel Brake and Mark W. Turner, ‘Rebranding the News of the World:
1856-90’, in The News of the World and the British Press, 1843-2011, ed. Laurel Brake,
Chandrika Kaul, and Mark W. Turner (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015),
27-42, https://doi.org/10.1057/9781137392053_3


https://doi.org/10.1080/13555502.2013.854519
https://doi.org/10.1080/13555502.2013.854519
https://doi.org/10.1057/9781137392053_3

148 A Fleet Street in Every Town

Regional morning newspapers were creations of the post-Stamp
Duty era, and had a status second only to the London dailies, on which
they were modelled." In their circulation areas, they probably outsold
all London dailies (see Table 7.11). Many Victorian commentators
acknowledged that the provincial dailies, when treated as a body rather
than as individual titles, were as significant as the London press:

The provincial morning newspapers [...] have, as a whole, a greater
weight in the conduct of the affairs of the Empire than the morning
papers of London [...] the district served by the London press [...] does
not contain more than six or seven million persons, and to the remaining
thirty millions the London press, with the exception of a few of the more
widely circulating dailies, is little more than a name."

The Manchester Guardian (1821-) and the Leeds Mercury (1718-1939)
were particularly close in style to the Times. These two papers were
already well-established as weekly and bi-weekly papers, while other
successful provincial dailies were new titles, such as Liverpool’s Daily
Post (1855-) and Sheffield’s Daily Telegraph (1855-). Most sold at a penny
by the mid-1860s, with advertising providing most of the income. They
were expensive to run, requiring costly telegraphic news and ‘original
matter’, and overtime payments for printers working at night.’> Some
of these titles set up weekly companion news miscellanies, which
became more popular — and profitable — than their daily stablemates,
although the genre had largely died out by the 1930s. Early titles
included the Glasgow Times (1855-69) and the Manchester Weekly Times
(1855-1922), with the Dundee-based People’s Journal (1858-1990)
selling more than 100,000 by the late 1860s. They were published on
Saturday, and aimed mainly at working-class readers, priced at a
penny or twopence. They featured a summary of the week’s regional,
national and international news, slanted towards the more sensational
stories, plus middle-brow magazine-style material aimed at a family
audience, including serial fiction.'® In the 1870s and 1880s they became

10 Maurice Milne, The Newspapers of Northumberland and Durham: A Study of Their
Progress during the ‘Golden Age’ of the Provincial Press (Newcastle upon Tyne:
Graham, 1971), p. 19.

11 Arnot Reid, "How a Provincial Paper Is Managed’, Nineteenth Century 20 (1886), p. 391.

12 Printers’ Register supplement, 6 August 1870, p. 169.

13 Graham Law, ‘Weekly News Miscellany’, in Dictionary of Nineteenth Century
Journalism (DNCJ), ed. Laurel Brake and Marysa Demoor, online, C19: The
Nineteenth Century Index (ProQuest).
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the main publishing platform for new novels (Thomas Hardy’s Tess of
the D’Urbervilles, for example, was commissioned by the publisher of
the Bolton Journal)."* As Graham Law has noted, they published many
journalistic genres later identified with the ‘New Journalism” of the
1880s and 1890s.

While the provincial morning and weekly papers covered whole
regions, most (but not all) of the traditional weeklies and bi-weeklies
tended to be more local in their coverage and circulation. They were the
oldest type of provincial newspaper, dating back to the early eighteenth
century, with the Norwich Post (1701-13) and the Bristol Post-Boy (1702—
15) some of the first. The local newspaper market expanded in the 1830s
after advertising duty and paper duty were halved, and stamp duty was
reduced from 4d to 1d, between 1833 and 1836. (Stamp duty was both
a tax — bad for newspapers — and a postage fee — good value for
those titles needing postal distribution, particularly London papers.)
The highest-circulation papers went from weekly to bi-weekly, and new
titles entered the market. The content tended towards a newspaper-
magazine hybrid, mixing news and features. Weeklies with good
circulations and plenty of advertising could be very profitable — by the
1840s the Hampshire Advertiser made £2,000 a year and the Birmingham
Journal £5,000.” In rural areas, weeklies were typically published from
the market town and circulated in all the areas oriented to that market,
whilst in more urban areas such as Manchester or Liverpool, they sold
across a smaller but much more densely populated territory. There were
also some county papers, such as the Westmorland Gazette, published
from the county town of Kendal, with an editorial remit to cover the
whole shire.

The abolition of the three main newspaper taxes between 1853
and 1861 profoundly altered the economics of newspaper publishing,
enabling publishers to reduce their cover prices to as little as a halfpenny,
increase their circulations and therefore charge more for advertising,
their main source of income (as it had been since the eighteenth
century; accurate figures are scarce, but by 1849 the Buckinghamshire
Herald received three or four times as much income from advertising as

14 Commissioned by Tillotsons, the manuscript was rejected on grounds of taste.
15 F. David Roberts, ‘Still More Early Victorian Newspaper Editors’, Victorian
Periodicals Newsletter, 18 (1972), 12-26.
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from sales, for example).!* The number of local weekly papers roughly
doubled, from 363 in 1856 to 698 in 1866, according to Mitchell’s
Newspaper Press Directory (Introduction, Table 0.1). Weeklies were at the
centre of this golden age of the local press."”

However, the late 1850s and the first half of the 1860s were a volatile
time for local newspapers, as many new entrants joined — and left — the
market and experimented with new formats and publishing models.
Throughout the nineteenth century, but particularly at this time, the
most common business model for a newspaper was to launch with too
little capital, lose a great deal of money and then fold in a matter of
weeks.'®

Magazines accounted for only thirty per cent of the periodicals
market in the 1860s, newspapers around seventy per cent.” In
contrast to newspapers, most magazines were published in London,
with the most popular featuring serial fiction, alongside ‘humour,
fiction, poetry, gossip [...] general interest articles and answers to
correspondents’. These included Cassell’s Illustrated Family Paper
(1853-1932), Chambers’s Journal (1832-1956), the Family Herald (1842—
1940), London Journal (1845-1928) and All The Year Round (1859-95).2°
One of the only provincial magazine genres to be successful was the
satirical and comic periodical of the late 1860s to the mid-1890s, often
named after small but annoying creatures. Notable examples included
Liverpool’s Porcupine (1860-1915) and Manchester's City Jackdaw
(1874-84).2

16 Martin Hewitt, The Dawn of the Cheap Press in Victorian Britain: The End of the ‘Taxes
on Knowledge’, 1849-1869 (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2014), p. 23.

17 For more details see Andrew Hobbs, ‘Provincial Periodicals’, in The Routledge
Handbook to Nineteenth-Century British Periodicals and Newspapers, ed. by Andrew
King, Alexis Easley, and John Morton (Abingdon: Routledge, 2016), pp. 221-33,
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315613345; Hobbs, ‘Deleterious Dominance’.

18 Hewitt, p. 14.

19 Simon Eliot, Some Patterns and Trends in British Publishing, 1800-1919 (London:
Bibliographical Society, 1994), p. 83.

20 Laurel Brake, ‘Markets, Genres, Iterations’, in Routledge Handbook to Nineteenth-
Century British Periodicals and Newspapers, pp. 237-48 (p. 242).

21 Simon Gunn, The Public Culture of the Victorian Middle Class: Ritual and Authority
in the English Industrial City, 1840-1914 (Manchester: Manchester University Press,
2000); Patrick Joyce, The Rule of Freedom: Liberalism and the Modern City (London:
Verso, 2003).
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Table 4.1. Newspapers and periodicals published in Preston, Lancashire

1800-1900.% Author’s diagram, CC BY 4.0.

tory of

English Newspapers and Periodicals, 1800-1900 (North Waterloo Academic Press)

1rec

British Library catalogue, John S. North, ed., The Waterloo D

22 Sources

’

S. R. Publishers [first published

Anthony Hewitson, History of Preston (Wakefield

1883], 1969), pp. 341-44.



152 A Fleet Street in Every Town

Local Periodical Ecology:
Preston

The case study of Preston, one node in the national network constituted
by the local press, reveals the number, local distinctiveness, diversity,
dynamism, even instability, of local newspapers and magazines. ‘The
transformation of Victorian Britain and Ireland brought into being
unprecedented, self-authenticating local cultures that operated under
different aesthetic laws and created their own traditions,” according
to Brian Maidment, and this included local print cultures.” Preston’s
distinctive print ecology was influenced by its geographical position,
economy and culture. Its newspapers had a wider circulation than titles
in most towns, reflecting its status as a market and administrative centre,
and possibly its sub-regional importance as a rail hub. But Preston was
not unusual in the number and variety of its papers and periodicals,
many of which are not listed in the British Library catalogue, and
have left no surviving copies. The main titles each had their distinct
histories, moulded by their founders and subsequent owners, the
periods in which they were published, and by their competitors, local
and non-local.

Preston’s newspaper history began in the 1740s, with the first of
three short-lived titles published in the eighteenth century, and from
1807 onwards was served continuously by one or more paper of at least
weekly frequency, sometimes by as many as eight rival publications.
At least fifty-one titles were published during the nineteenth century
(Table 4.1 above). Three of Preston’s four longest-running weekly and
bi-weekly papers were established in the first half of the nineteenth
century. The Preston Journal (1807-12) became the Preston Chronicle
(1812-93) when it changed hands in 1812, and was a Liberal paper for
all but the last three years of its existence. After the Guardian launched in
1844, the Chronicle’s sub-regional circulation area shrank to Preston and
a dozen miles around. Its style was more literary and magazine-like than
other Preston papers. In 1854, the last year in which government Stamp
Duty figures provide reliable circulation figures, the Chronicle sold 1,769

23 Fiona]. Stafford, Local Attachments: The Province of Poetry (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2010), pp. 295-96.
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copies per week.* A second long-running weekly, the Conservative
Preston Pilot (1825-88), was launched in 1825, although by the 1860s it
had transmogrified into a Lytham paper, despite its name. As in Charles
Dickens’s fictional town of Eatanswill in The Pickwick Papers, Preston’s
newspapers often traded insults. In 1847 the Chronicle described the Pilot
as ‘a pilot [...] whose dead-weight and unskillfulness would blunder a
cork boat to the bottom and contrive to wreck a buoy of India-rubber
[...] our dear old doting grandmamma [...] we shall be obliged to give
our ancient relative a cold bath in the [river] Ribble, for the benefit of her
delirious fever [...]* The Pilot was of poor journalistic quality, patrician
Tory in tone, and increasingly out of step with local Conservatives and
in fact any readers at all. In 1854 it sold a mere 933 copies per week.
The staid world of Preston’s newspapers was disrupted in 1844,
with the launch of the Preston Guardian (1844-1964), the town’s most
successful paper, in terms of circulation, profits and reputation. It was
set up by teetotaller and anti-corn-law campaigner Joseph Livesey, a
wealthy, self-made cheesemonger who had already published half-
a-dozen polemical weeklies, and was involved in most of Preston’s
progressive causes.”® The Guardian was a sub-regional paper from
its inception; its strength was its comprehensive, relatively balanced
news reporting and its accessible style under Livesey and his sons. The
Guardian was better in form and content than its two Preston rivals,
achieving a circulation in its first year higher than their combined sales.
Hewitson claimed it was subsidised by a national pressure group, the

24 1854-55 (83) ‘Return of Number of Stamps issued at One Penny to Newspapers'.
These government newspaper taxation statistics have been used to characterise
Preston’s press at the start of the period despite their limitations, noted in H.
Whorlow, The Provincial Newspaper Society. 1836-1886. A Jubilee Retrospect (London:
Page, Pratt & Co., 1886), p. 12; Aled Gruffydd Jones, Press, Politics and Society:
A History of Journalism in Wales (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1993), p. 90;
Alfred Powell Wadsworth, ‘Newspaper Circulations, 1800-1954’, Transactions of
the Manchester Statistical Society, 9 (1955), 1-40 (p. 33). They can provide a rough
guide to aggregate copies printed (not sold), and comparative circulations of
different papers. For a more sceptical view, see Marie-Louise Legg, Newspapers and
Nationalism: The Irish Provincial Press, 1850-1892 (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 1999),
p- 30.

25 ‘Grandma