
THE FOUNDING OF AN EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY
NEWSPAPER: THE PARTNERSHIP AGREEMENT OF

WILLIAMSON'S LIVERPOOL ADVERTISER

EVERPOOL'S first newspaper failed in 1712, having been in 
existence for only two years. The town was then without a 

newspaper of its own until 28 May 1756, when the first issue of 
Williamson's Liverpool Advertiser appeared. Although the 
rapidly increasing importance of the port and its commerce 
must have made it a significant centre for news much earlier, 
no advantage was taken of the situation until mid-century. It 
seems likely that the earlier failure for a long time discouraged 
any local printer from undertaking such a service, especially 
when country papers operated on such slender profit margins, 
having to pay the newspaper stamp, advertisement and paper 
duties, imposed in 1712. (1)

Williamson's Liverpool Advertiser was founded by a local 
printer on the eve of the Seven Years War, but until now little 
has been known about the details of its foundation and the 
problems it encountered immediately afterwards. 121 The central 
figure in the undertaking was Robert Williamson, who, like 
many eighteenth-century printers, had not always followed 
that trade but had been previously a broker and auctioneer. (3) 
Such experience must have impressed upon him how much a 
vigorous commercial centre needed its own news outlet and 
advertisement medium.

Early in 1756 Williamson approached Thomas Statham, the 
postmaster in Liverpool, with the proposal "that an advantage 
might be made by printing a publick newspaper in Eiverpoole". 
Statham accepted an offer of partnership and also brought in a 
third member, one Henry Ogle, the organist at the Church of 
St. Nicholas. On 15 May 1756 Williamson, Statham and Ogle 
agreed to enter into a partnership for the purpose of under 
taking a weekly newspaper to be known as the Liverpool

111 The Stamp Acts of 1712, 1725 and 1757 imposed a steadily increasing 
burden of duties on pamphlets and newspapers, and required that every copy be 
registered at the Stamp Office in London or with the local distributor of stamps 
in the provinces. Until 1725 most newspapers were actually published as 
pamphlets so that they could take advantage of a loophole in the law and pay a 
lower duty, and advertisement duty was similarly evaded till 1725.

121 What follows is based upon the Lancaster Chancery case Statham & Ogle 
v. Williamson (P.R.O. PL6/83/12), from which all quotations are taken.

131 G. A. Cranfield, The Development of the Provincial Newspaper 1700-60, 
p. 50.
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Advertiser. The initial capital for the prosecution of the under 
taking was to be £100, of which £50 was to be contributed by 
Williamson and £25 each by Statham and Ogle: the risk carried 
was to be proportional to the share of each.

Williamson was to retain the capital sum to meet working 
expenses, such as the purchase of paper and stamps and the 
payment of hawkers for selling the papers. In return for his 
work in printing the paper and directing the activities of the 
hawkers, Williamson was to receive £1 4s. Od. per week. As a 
Church organist, Henry Ogle had plenty of leisure time, which 
he was to use in collecting items of news and in revising the 
paper before its publication. He was, in fact, chief reporter and 
editor, and was to receive £10 per annum. Thomas Statham was 
to receive nothing above the returns on his share, but obviously 
his real value to the concern lay in his connection with the post 
and the opportunities this gave him to facilitate distribution. 
Possibly Williamson was influenced in this regard by the 
example of Andrew Hooke's Bristol Oracle, which had based 
its whole distribution system on the post-office for a short 
period in 1743-4. (4)

The partnership could only be terminated at the written 
request of any two of the three partners concerned, and if a 
partner died his stock and share were to be inventoried and 
made over to his representatives. Presumably a new partnership 
would then have had to be formed. The agreement also forbade 
any of them to join any other printing partnership while 
engaged in the present undertaking, and it stipulated that a 
quarterly meeting should be held in order to discuss their 
affairs and to decide upon a dividend of the profits.

The initial capital requirement of £100 shows how small were 
the funds needed to launch a newspaper in the eighteenth 
century. It is int2resting too that their largest expenses were 
expected to arise from the distribution of the newspaper, and no 
mention is made of type and machinery which must in fact 
have formed part of Williamson's share, though it is not clear 
whether the press was to be employed solely on the newspaper. 
Distribution was possibly the most important single problem 
with which the early newspapers had to contend, because it 
demanded such a high proportion of their time and funds. It 
is significant that all or part of Thomas Statham's initial 
subscription was paid in the form of stamps.

Just two weeks after their partnership agreement was signed 
the first issue of Williamson's Liverpool Advertiser made its 
appearance, to satisfy a demand which the proprietors thought

111 G. A. Cranfield, op. cit., pp. 199-200.
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was already in existence, judging from their opening remark 
that

"it hath, a long Time, been a matter of Surprise to many, that a Place so respect 
able in its Inhabitants, so advantageous in its Situation, and so important in its 
commercial Concerns, as Liverpool, shou'd be without those weekly and public 
Methods of conveying Intelligence which are to be met with in Towns of less 
considerable Note." 151

Demand, however, was not immediate and Williainson now 
began to experience the difficulties of trying to keep an infant 
newspaper alive. Thus the undertaking:

"for a long time after it was begun upon was unsuccessful and . . . though he 
[Williamson] constantly printed off a great number of the said Newspapers and 
paid considerable sums of money weekly to Hawkers ... yet ... very few of 
them were sold and . . . the stamps of such of the said papers as were not sold 
were lost and ... he was at great weekly expence in sending a proper person to 
meet the post as far off as Holmes Chappell in Cheshire to procure the London 
Gazette and other London Newspapers and to return and get Back with the 
same to Liverpoole before the post came in there so as to give him . . . time and 
opportunity to collect the heads and paragraphs of news in those papers and to 
print off his own paper as early as possibly might be done which occasioned a 
very considerable loss to and burden upon the said undertaking in its beginning 
which he has never yet been able to recover . . ."

The key to news distribution in the eighteenth century, 
especially at the local level, was the hawker or newsman who 
travelled in and around the town and local countryside, com 
bining his delivery of the newspaper with the sale of various 
wares, often on his own account. The printer's dependence on 
his hawkers' ability to rouse demand was heavy, especially at 
the beginning, but their efforts obviously met with varying 
success. Early in the eighteenth century it was the common 
practice of provincial newspapers to copy items from the 
London papers quite unashamedly, thus encroaching on the 
circulation of the latter. By mid-century, however, increased 
speed of distribution made this more difficult to do, so that 
Williamson's interception of the northbound post carrying the 
London papers must have been an arduous and expensive 
weekly manoeuvre. Tt seems likely that this did not continue 
for long, however, since the Seven Years War accelerated a 
general trend towards replacing ordinary news items with 
extracts from Lloyd's List, local shipping notices and advertise 
ments.

Williamson's Liverpool Advertiser was born at a crucial time 
in the development of the provincial newspaper, when its 
ability to overcome distribution problems was relatively more 
important than news content in securing its survival. The

151 Williamson's Liverpool Advertiser, 28 May 1756, Liverpool Record Office.
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Liverpool paper's connection with Statham was undoubtedly 
responsible for the extension of the circulation to the North of 
England, North Wales, London and the main ports of Scotland 
and Ireland. But this was a later development, for in the 
months following its foundation the newspaper laboured under 
a heavy financial burden and suffered from serious dissension 
between its partners. By October 1756 Williamson had succeeded 
in dispensing with the services of Henry Ogle, and, on the 
ground that Ogle's work had been unsatisfactory, Williamson 
proceeded to manage the whole concern himself, publishing 
only such news as he himself had collected. It seems certain 
that the newspaper's circulation was beginning to increase 
appreciably and that Williamson removed Ogle to enable the 
printer to exploit the possibility of evading stamp duty by 
combining two articles or advertisements into one and thus 
paying only half the stamp duty he was liable for.

Even though he was free from the immediate surveillance of 
his partners, Williamson still relied on them for capital. 
Although circulation had risen it was probably still very local 
at this time, and it was in order to carry on the business more 
extensively that Williamson asked his partners in November 
1756 to advance a further £25 each. Ogle refused, out of 
suspicion or rancour, and demanded in vain to inspect the 
accounts. Statham, however, paid his share immediately. 
Although he took little or no part in the business itself, he seems 
to have been the chief source of capital, since he subsequently 
advanced Williamson a further £100, probably as a loan to the 
partnership over and above the normal calls on its individual 
partners.

Nothing more seems to have happened until July 1757, 
when the stamp duty on newspapers and advertisements was 
doubled, (G) a major setback which occasioned a final request for 
more funds from Statham and Ogle. This time, however, both 
declined to contribute any more until Williamson had shown 
them the accounts of the undertaking. Still Williamson refused 
to comply, even when confronted with "letters of attorney" 
from Thomas Statham's solicitor brother, William. Legal 
proceedings were instituted against him, which culminated 
in the petition of Statham & Ogle versus Williamson, heard in 
the Lancaster Court of Chancery in July 1763. The questions 
which the orators called upon the defendant to answer in the 
case provide revealing insights into the machinations of the 
eighteenth-century printer. For instance:

161 30. Geo. II. c. 19. The duty now stood at one penny on all newspapers.
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"Of what number of the said Stamps . . . hath he had an allowance made to him 
by the Commissioners of the Stamp duties or their Inspector or distributor and 
whether all such Stamps . . . were . . . rendered useless by being printed off 
and not sold or dispersed and [were] afterwards collected together by him ... to 
increase the allowance he was to have from them for Stamps printed off ... and 
to decrease the charges which he ought to have made upon himself in the Account 
to be kept between him and your Orators. . . . ?"

(Williamson was probably most vulnerable before the law in the 
way he attempted to evade the Stamp duties which burdened 
the newspaper.)

"What account he kept of the number of papers either by himself or by the 
Hawkers thereof sold and dispersed with credit and of the Wages and allowances 
by him from time to time given and made to such Hawkers ... or by him 
anyotherwise expended . . . ?"

(In common with those of many such enterprises of the period 
the accounts were either kept badly or not at all. The numerous 
transactions at a time when not only hawkers' wages had to be 
paid but retail credit had to be financed meant that accounting 
was a tedious chore which was often avoided by newspapers.)

"How many of the matters and things advertized ... in each and every week's 
newspaper from the beginning of the undertaking to this time was and were paid 
and answered for . . . and what is due and owing on that account and why he 
the said defendant hath not collected and got in the same . . . ?"

Again we see the same overdependence on credit with 
regard to advertisements, which yielded such an uncertain 
income that Williamson seems to have varied his charges 
quite arbitrarily. Stamp duties, hawkers' commissions, conces 
sions for repeated advertisements, all these increased the 
temptation to advertise on credit, so that out of the 318 inde 
pendent advertisements which appeared in the first nine 
issues of Williamson's Liverpool Advertiser only 263 were paid 
for in cash. (7) Statham and Ogle also wanted the Court to 
establish

"Whether he the said defendant and your orators . . . did not agree to become 
partners . . . and whether it was not agreed among them that such their agree 
ment should be reduced into Articles of Partnership in proper form . . . and 
whether for that purpose ... a Copy thereof . . . was not given ... to the said 
Mr William Statham for drawing and preparing a draft of such Articles and 
whether he did not draw and prepare such draft and deliver ... the same . . . 
unto him the said Defendant [Williamson] . . . and whether he ... hath not . . . 
from time to time been desired ... to inspect the same and redeliver it with his 
approbation . . . and whether ... he hath not neglected or declined ... so to 
do?"

Williamson's breach of partnership shows how informal 
such an arrangement could be at this period, and the way

171 G. A. Cranfield, op. cit., p. 234.
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in which an individual could attract capital to an enterprise 
without committing himself too deeply to outside control.

Whatever the outcome of the Chancery proceedings, William- 
son and his newspaper certainly survived the case, and 
apparently without the co-operation of Statham and Ogle. 18 ' 
The war probably removed many of the earlier impediments to 
publication and distribution. Circulation received a boost 
which lifted the paper beyond the reliance on credit which 
had been the major cause of financial weakness. The earlier 
practice of combining advertisements with news items plagiarised 
from the London papers gave way to a growing concern with 
news of the war and its effect on local commerce. Such concern 
reflected a national preoccupation with trade and war which 
Williamsorfs Liverpool Advertiser was well able to satisfy, thus 
securing its development as the first provincial trade paper.

J. R. HARRIS, 
B. L. ANDERSON

{8) So far no reply to this Bill has been found in the PL7 series.


