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THE staple content of the European press in the early eight 
eenth century was invariably news concerning foreign coun 

tries. The Gazettes of the United Provinces, Hamburg, Brussels, 
Copenhagen, Antwerp, Cologne, Vienna and Madrid and the 
Paris a la main were heavily devoted to such news. In Britain the 
same was the case for both printed newspapers and manuscripts 
news letters whether the item in question was a daily, a tri-weekly, 
or a weekly. This was not only the case with London newspapers, 
but also with those published in the provinces. This essay hopes to 
indicate the range of such reporting in the Manchester Weekly 
Journal, the first Manchester newspaper, which was printed in 
Manchester in the early 17203. Its full title at first was the 
Manchester News-Letter, Containing the Freshest Advices, Both 
Foreign and Domestick, but from 20 August 1724 it was con 
tinued, without any break in the numerical sequence, or apparent 
change in the newspaper, as the Manchester Weekly Journal, 
Containing the Freshest Advices, Both Foreign and Domestick. 
For the sake of convenience I shall refer to it as the Journal.

Very little is known about the English press in the 17205. The 
circulation, profits and authorship of most newspapers is a mystery 
both in the case of the London and the provincial press. With 
the exception of the Grub Street Journal in the 17305, there is 
little information about the proprietors of the newspapers. The 
Manchester press is particularly obscure. Only thirty-five copies 
of the Journal survive in whole or in part, and these only cover 
twenty-nine issues. One copy is held in the Manchester Reference 
Library, and eleven in the public library in Preston, but the 
largest number of surviving copies, twenty-three, is held in the 
library of All Souls' College, Oxford. They are bound in book 
form, and the flyleaf is marked, 'J. Swinton, Coll. Wadh. Oxon. 
1725'. There were two John Swintons at Wadham in the early 
eighteenth century. One, the son of John Swinton of Knutsford, 
Cheshire, gent, matriculated in 1713, the second, the son of John
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Swinton of Bexton, Cheshire, gent, matriculated in 1719. Dr 
C. S. L. Davies of Wadham College has pointed out that as 'the 
first one took his M.A. in 1720 and was not a fellow of the 
College, he would be unlikely to describe himself as of Wadham 
College in 1725'. The second John Swinton came to Wadham 
as an undergraduate in 1719, became a scholar in 1723, a fellow 
in 1729, and a Fellow of the Royal Society in 1730. He was a 
noted Orientalist who was involved in the celebrated Wadham 
Sodomy scandal in 1739, although this involvement did not 
prevent him from subsequently becoming chaplain of Christ 
Church.1 The copies in All Souls' form a complete run from 6 
August 1724 to 31 December 1724, and they are the major 
source of information about the newspaper. 2

The printer and proprietor of the newspaper was a native of 
Chester, Roger Adams, for whom no correspondence survives. 
Extrapolating from existing copies of the newspaper it appears 
that he commenced publication in December 1718 or January 
1719, but it is necessary to be very cautious about basing any 
conclusions upon the numbering of eighteenth-century news 
papers. In common with many early newspaper proprietors, 
Roger Adams treated his newspaper as but a part of a more 
general printing business. The frontpiece included a note to the 
following effect: 'Printed and sold by Roger Adams, at the lower 
End of the Smiby-door (sic) where all sorts of bound Books and 
stationery Wares are sold, and summons, Citations, Warrants, 
Commitments, Passes, Certificates both relating to settlements 
and Brials (sic) are printed and sold at reasonable rates'. It is 
possible to suggest that the varied nature of Adams's business may 
have served to discourage him from any aggressively partisan 
reporting in his newspaper, as such reporting might affect his 
sale of other products.

Nothing is known about the circulation of the Journal. Neither 
of the historians who have recently tackled the provincial press, 
Cranfield and Wiles, 3 have much to say about the Journal. 
Cranfield notes,

Roger Adams began his Manchester Weekly Journal about 1719; the 
paper was hardly a success, and died about 1726; but in 1732 the same 
printer finally succeeded with the great Adam's Weekly Courant in 
Chester. 4

Cranfield gives no information to substantiate his claim that 'the 
paper was hardly a success', and in the absence of such infor 
mation it is necessary to be very cautious about explaining the 
failure of the Journal and the gap in Manchester newspaper 
history that resulted until 22 December 1730° when the Man 
chester Gazette began its successful thirty year life. 0 It is possible
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that Adams ceased printing for reasons that had nothing to do 
with the profitability of the newspaper, a subject about which 
nothing is known.

The Journal cost one penny. Most of the provincial newspapers 
of the period between the first Stamp Act of 1712 and the second 
Stamp Act of 1725 cost three halfpence. For example, in 1724 
the York Mercury and the Stamford Mercury were both sold 
at this price. After the second Stamp Act, which prevented the 
avoidance of duty by newspapers printed on a sheet and a half- 
sheet, most provincial papers, such as the Newcastle Courant, put 
their prices up to two pence, though the Stamford Mercury did 
not increase its price. It is possible that the increase in costs, due 
to heavier stamp duty, put the Journal under serious financial 
pressure, and forced it to close. Andrew Brice, the Exeter news 
paper publisher, complained of the difficulties caused by the 
increase in the duty, and claimed that many of his readers had 
refused to buy his paper at the new higher price. However, it is 
important to note that when Adams founded his Chester news 
paper, he sold it at the price of three halfpence, and it appears 
to be the case that he preferred to sell his newspapers at a price 
below the national average, and it can be presumed that he 
found it feasible to do so. His profit-margins must have been 
very slim.

Manchester acquired a paper at a later date than many other 
towns, and it did not possess the first paper to appear in Lanca 
shire. Between 1700 and 1760 Manchester witnessed eight 
different attempts to establish a newspaper, the second highest 
figure in provincial England after Bristol's nine, and ahead of 
Exeter, Newcastle and Norwich, which saw seven attempts, and 
York which saw four. However Manchester did not aquire a 
paper until after they had been founded in Norwich, Bristol, 
Exeter, Yarmouth, Worcester, Stamford, Newcastle, Shrewsbury, 
Nottingham, Liverpool, Salisbury, St Ives, Bury St Edmunds, 
Canterbury, Leeds and Cirencester. By 1715 Norwich had had 
five different papers, Bristol three and Exeter and Stamford two 
each. In the North of England Manchester was not at the fore 
front of newspaper history. By 1715 Newcastle had had two 
papers, Nottingham three and Liverpool one, whilst Glasgow's 
first newspaper appeared in 1715. It is interesting to note that 
York was also slow off the mark, and its first paper, the York 
Mercury, first appeared on 23 February 1719,' at about the same 
tune that the Journal appeared. There is no satisfactory expla 
nation for the location of the first newspapers, other than the 
entrepreneurial abilities and enterprising nature of selected 
printers. Wiles's comment that 'the first ventures in the printing
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of local papers were made in towns on main roads far away from 
London', 8 is unhelpful as it is unclear that Norwich and Bristol 
were more in this category than York and Manchester. It is also 
improbable that London newspapers were more readily obtain 
able in Manchester than in, say, Stamford or Canterbury. It 
should be noted, however, that other important towns lacked a 
paper until quite late, Birmingham until 1732 and Hull until
'739- 

The first newspaper in the north-west was the Leverpoole
Com ant, a short-lived publication of 1712. It can be assumed 
that it was read in Manchester, but after it ceased publication, 
for reasons that are unclear, no further newspaper appeared in 
Liverpool until Williamson's Liverpool Advertiser in 1756. Wiles's 
comment that the paper ' did not find favour, or it was silenced by 
the Stamp Tax', 9 reflects the total absence of information about 
the Leverpoole Courant, and no copy of the paper is known to 
survive. It is unclear which newspapers were read in Lancashire 
before the Journal appeared though it is likely that the nearest 
provincial centres in the 171 os, Shrewsbury and Nottingham, sent 
fewer papers to Lancashire than London did. In 1743 the town 
council of Liverpool ordered the St James's Evening Post to be 
purchased at the expense of the corporation,10 and it is likely 
that those in the 17105 who wished to read a paper subscribed 
to a London manuscript newsletter.

There is no indication of the circulation of the Journal, nor of 
its geographical range. The distribution system of many provincial 
newspapers in this period was very extensive. By 1724 the York 
Mercury had been in existence for five years, and its distribution 
network was well-established. The newspaper listed agents from 
whom it could be purchased in York, Thirsk, Whitby, Scar 
borough, Stoxley, Northallerton, Hull, Malton, Beverley, Dar 
lington, Barnard-Castle, Pocklington, Selby, Skipton, Burrow- 
bridge (sic), Wakefield, Casselton, Glaisdale, Settle, Ripon and 
Richmond. The York Courant in the 17403 was sold in both 
Preston and Manchester, and the Newcastle Courant in 1734 
was certainly distributed in the Tweed Valley. 11 The presence of 
advertisements in the Journal is only a limited guide to the distri 
bution of the paper as there are very few advertisements in it. It 
is clear from those that exist that the paper was distributed in 
Cheshire and Lancashire. Simon Young, a confectioner of 
Chester, advertised his wares, 12 and property in Lancashire was 
advertised.13 There are indications in the advertisements that 
the paper was fairly widely distributed. Dr Grant, the famous 
oculist, visited the north of England in 1724, and he felt it worth 
while to advertise in the Journal not only his trip to Manchester,
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but also his trips to Norwich, Leeds, Wakefield and Halifax.14 
The advertisements for horse-races suggest a newspaper reader 
ship among the gentry for many miles around Manchester.

There is no information in the newspaper comparable to that 
produced by the Newcastle Journal in I739,15 from which the 
distribution network of the paper can be worked out, but there 
is an interesting note from Adams which makes it clear that 
the newspaper was distributed east of the Pennines. The issue 
for i October 1724 ends with the statement

All Persons may have any small parcels carried to any town in 
Lancashire, Cheshire and Yorkshire, by my men, that carries the 
newspapers through these counties, with care and speed, at reasonable
rates.

It is therefore clear that the founding of newspapers in York in 
1719 and Chester in 1721 did not prevent the Journal circulating 
in Yorkshire and Cheshire. It is probable that far from forming 
mutually exclusive spheres of influence, newspapers competed 
actively and that readers had a choice of papers. A provincial 
press did not mean a local press, and in the absence of a secure 
monopoly individual papers had to be receptive to the wishes of 
their readers. The local news that can be found in the Journal 
also suggests circulation over a large area. The execution of 
'Blue Robin', a horse stealer who left seven wives alive, was 
reported from Lancaster, 16 and stories are recorded from York 
shire, Liverpool and Warrington. It is clear that these stories did 
not come to the Journal through the medium of the London 
press, and it is probable that they reflect circulation in these areas. 
There was a certain amount of local news in the paper. The 
names and cargoes of ships arriving at Liverpool, and the names 
and destinations of vessels departing thence were given. The sink 
ing of a Welsh ship off Liverpool, the triumphal entry of the 
M.P. for Liverpool into the town, and the activities of a foolish 
Yorkshireman at Warrington were all reported. However the 
bulk of the news is not local. Much of it is devoted to London. The 
prices of goods at Bear Key in London, and the London Bills of 
Mortality were regularly printed. There is nothing comparable 
for any other town, and less attention is devoted to accidents 
or criminal activity in Manchester than to similar events in 
London. A similar pattern can be found in other provincial news 
papers, such as the Newcastle Weekly Mercury.

Most space in both the Journal and in other provincial news 
papers, was devoted not to London news, but to news about 
Europe. Various reasons have been advanced to explain this. 
Legal constraints were clearly of some importance.17 It was safer 
to write about the Parlement of Paris or the Archbishop of
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Cologne, than it was to attack the Westminster Parliament or the 
Archbishop of Canterbury. However, in general, it appears to be 
the case that the government employed its legal powers spar 
ingly.18 It was felt that to attack a newspaper only made it more 
popular, and that the effectiveness of such attacks was very 
limited.19 Cranfield suggested that foreign news was printed in 
such quantities because 'life in England .. . was comparatively 
dull and uneventful.. . the average reader of a country news 
paper craved novelty and excitement as an escape from the dull 
routine of a hard-working life'.20 This is an unsatisfactory expla 
nation. There was no shortage of exciting news from within 
Britain. Aside from frequent riots by weavers, tinners and 
opposers of the turnpikes, much interest was aroused by the 
activities of the criminal fraternity. The leading criminal figures 
of the 17205, Jonathan Wilde, the Waltham Blacks, and John 
Sheppard were charismatic individuals. The Journal found the 
activities of such characters very newsworthy and in 1724 the 
imprisonment, escapes and eventual execution of Sheppard occu 
pied many issues of the paper, 21 whilst the trials of other criminals, 
such as Lewis Houssar, the French barber who murdered his wife, 
were reported at some length.22 Sexual misdemeanours could be, 
and were, reported at some length. No notorious cases occurred 
in 1724, but later the press were to devote much attention to the 
Abergavenny divorce case, an eighteenth-century instance of 
'What the Butler saw', and the Charteris rape case, when Colonel 
Charteris, a friend of Sir Robert Walpole's was sentenced to 
death for rape and then pardoned.

It was rather the case that the extensive coverage of foreign 
events reflected widespread national interest in European affairs. 
The conception of eighteenth-century diplomacy as a matter for 
'five men and the Duke of Newcastle' is an inaccurate one. 
Foreign policy was widely debated within the political nation. 
Between 1718 and 1726 many of the major attacks launched 
upon the government in Parliament related to the conduct of 
foreign policy. British foreign policy could be, and was, held 
responsible for high taxation and commercial stagnation, and it 
therefore served as a focal matter of political debate. The 
'political nation', that section of the population who were in 
volved in politics if only through the franchise, were a reasonably 
large group.23

The public were greatly concerned about foreign affairs, and 
had been educated in their importance by the experience of nearly 
continual warfare between 1689 and 1713. War, or the threat 
of war, was a major factor in the economy of the period, and the 
prime determinant of the rate of taxation. This interest in the
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affairs of foreign lands can be seen in all the surviving copies of 
the Journal. The nature of the material reported varied consider 
ably, and is an interesting indicator of the range of information 
available to the literate of Lancashire in this period, for the news 
papers were one of the most important means by which infor 
mation and opinion were spread. They were considerably cheaper 
than books.

Some of the reports reflect a desire for the extraordinary, a 
curiosity that was partly satisfied through accounts of areas of 
the world about which little was known. A good instance of this 
was the report, reprinted from the St James's Evening Post, 
about life in Greenland. The religious habits of the Greenlanders 
were discussed:

Some of them worship the sun, and others the Devil, of whom the 
latter have such images as we make of him ... with altars on which 
they sacrifice Beasts to him. When they worship him, they lie flat on 
their Bellies, and mutter their Prayers into the ground, under which 
they conceive he has abode. They are generally of an olive colour, 
active, strong, courageous, and so desperate, that they often chuse to 
throw themselves headlong from the rocks rather than be taken; and 
when they are master'd, they are great lovers of musick, and very 
affectionate to one another. They love flesh and fish raw, drink abun 
dance of train oil (sic), but abhor wine and brandy. They are excellent 
divers, and fish chiefly for seals.. ..

The piece was concluded by discussing Greenland boats. 2 * It was 
an important article, as there was virtually no information in 
print about Greenland. In a similar category can be placed the 
following account of a South American animal, reprinted from 
Mist's Weekly Journal.

Several outlandish creatures .. . were brought over . .. from Buenos 
Ayres being sent as a present to Sir John Eyles-Bart, among which 
there is... a Wannock; the latter hath a body like a deer, a long 
neck and head like a camel, feeds on hay, and seems very harmless; 
but if any advance near him, he levels his head at him and spits 
directly in his face . .. nor is there any respect of persons observed, 
for he served his master, Sir John himself, in that manner when he 
went to view him; whether this be a thing natural to the creature, or 
a piece of breeding taught him on board by some unlucky Sailor, we 
cannot determine. .. ,25

Less serious than this breach of social propriety, but in the same 
category of news, was the account of the complex legal situation 
resulting from a French midwife's carelessness in distinguishing 
between two babies, and the consequent inability to ascertain their 
parentance.26

A report of the Turkish capture of Erivan led to a historical 
account of Shah Abas of Persia, an account that was distinctly 
gory concentrating on his Sadism and Concubinage,27 but most of
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the foreign news was less exotic. A considerable amount of 
attention was paid to the commercial and industrial plans of the 
European powers. Swedish28 and Sardinian29 import restrictions, 
Austrian attempts to develop commerce and industry,30 and 
Russian schemes to improve trade, 31 were all reported. Much 
attention was devoted to the problem of grain harvests, in both 
Europe and Britain, and to the consequent prices and shipments 
of grain. 32 The harvests of the 17205 varied greatly in their yield, 
and the sharp variations in the price of grain must have helped 
to ensure considerable interest among newspaper readers in the 
reports of price changes.

In the spring of 1724, a London newspaper had complained 
of the damper upon news produced by European peace: 'All the 
world's in peace, and there's nothing done in it now worth 
telling'. 33 The reports in the Journal reflected this situation. Signs 
of tension, and troop movements led to some comment,34 but the 
prevalent impression is one of peace. This is certainly the case 
when the 1724 reports are compared with press reports for 1725. 
The peaceful situation was enhanced by the passivity of Czar 
Peter. Russian troop movements,35 and Russian interest in 
German affairs30 were reported, but Russian moves were much 
less threatening than those of previous years. A rather favourable 
impression of the Czar emerges in the Journal. His religious 
reforms are noted,37 as is his willingness to permit freedom of 
worship to foreign settlers. 38

In this respect the Czar is revealed as a more sympathetic 
figure than the potentates of Catholic Europe. One of the most 
overlooked aspects of the British press in the 17203 is the degree 
to which it was virulently anti-Catholic. A regular reader of the 
press would have had no doubt as to his major ideological commit 
ment. The Roman Catholic Church was regularly presented in 
the press as an oppressive, corrupt and evil institution dedicated 
to the suppression of Protestantism. Most newspapers connected 
Catholicism in Britain with Catholicism in Europe, and treated 
British Catholics as subjects of Papal authority. Thus, reporting 
of developments in Europe was held to be directly relevant to 
potential developments in Britain. This was of great importance 
because the years after the Treaty of Utrecht witnessed a resur 
gence of religious strife in several areas of Europe, and the passage 
and enforcement of severe anti-Protestant legislation. The 
situation was made more serious by the apparent victories of 
Catholicism in Europe, and the British press reflected an attitude 
of embattled Protestantism. In 1724 Catholic persecutions in 
Poland, the Empire, and France, a new pope and fears of a 
Bourbon Union producing British diplomatic isolation, led to an
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increase in press coverage of religious tension. New papers such 
as the Protestant Advocate were launched, and large portions 
of the Journal were devoted to reports of confessional strife. This 
was also the case with other northern newspapers of the mid 
17205, such as the Newcastle Weekly Mercury, and the Newcastle 
Courant. Catholicism was represented as an irrational malevolent 
force. The theology and practices of the Catholic church were 
portrayed as absurd. Relic worship was regarded as the doctrinal 
counterpart of the irrational reverence and respect given by 
Catholics to Papal authority. The Journal reported the case of a 
German draper persecuted for saying of a miracle-working clay 
image that it 'could not make itself whole again if it should 
happen to be broke', and the same issue noted that:

When the Archbishop of Ambrun took his leave of the Pope, we are 
told that he presented him with the Holy Body of St Victor, for an 
addition to the shrines of his Cathedral . .. tho' if history says true, 
the body . . . was laid under a millstone that crush'd it to pieces. 39

Catholic hagiography was referred to as 'Popish Legends',40 and 
the ability to win plenary indulgence by banal recitations,41 led 
to scathing comments. However, Catholicism might have been 
regarded as no more serious than devil-worship in Greenland, 
were it not the case that it appeared to be spreading throughout 
Europe. The Journal reported religious strife in the Empire42 and 
Switzerland,43 but it was France and Poland that produced the 
most reports of religious persecution in 1724. The so-called 
'Thorn Massacre', the punishments administered to the Protes 
tants of the town of Thorn in Polish Prussia for anti-Catholic 
disturbances nearly led to a religious war between the Poles and 
Frederick William I of Prussia who actively intervened on behalf 
of the Polish Protestants. 44 The Journal followed the develop 
ments of the crisis,45 and gave its readers a useful account of the 
history and situation of the town.40 The sentences enforced by 
Polish troops were described in full, and the details of some of the 
punishments were not pleasant:

A Butcher's Boy, who was also beheaded, quarter'd, and burnt, had his 
Members plucked from him and flapp'd in his face.47

Individuals who refused to abjure their faith as a condition of 
pardon were referred to as martyrs.48

Less spectacular was the enforcement of recent anti-Protestant 
legislation in France but no attempt was made to disguise the 
cruel policies of a power in close alliance with Britain:

Their children are taken from them whether they will or no and 
carried to convents. 49
A Lady, who on her death-bed had appointed her Parents who were 
in foreign parts, to be her executors, was denied burial. 50
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Some persons who died Protestants refusing to take the sacraments 
after the Roman way, have been dragg'd thro' the streets. 51

The Journal reported the flight of Protestants from France, to 
neighbouring countries, including Britain.52 British diplomatic 
pressure produced no results," though the Journal refrained from 
using this persecution as an opportunity to pass comment upon 
the efficacy or rectitude of the Anglo-French alliance. The Journal 
reprinted its accounts from the London press, without comment, 
and it is impossible to determine the extent to which local 
religious problems affected the selection of material. The Journal, 
in common with most of the press, reprinted stories that made 
clear the identification of Jacobitism with Catholicism. It was 
due to this association of Jabobitism and Catholicism that the 
anti-Catholic material that was printed was regarded as of press 
ing importance, since it was seen as the best way to warn of the 
dangers of both. The actions of European Catholic powers were 
regarded as an obvious guide to the plans of any Jacobite ruler. 
The ostentatious devotion of the Pretender was reported at some 
length in the press, 64 and his residence in Rome led to him being 
closely identified with the Papacy. The Journal reported large 
financial gifts from the Pope, 65 and frequent meetings between 
the Pretender and important prelates. 66

In its choice of news items the Journal did not differ from the 
rest of the British press. A comparison of the Journal's reports 
with those of the London press, as represented by the holdings 
in the Bodleian Library, reveals no difference in the reports 
carried from Europe. This is hardly surprising as the Journal 
drew its reports from the London newspapers and newsletters. 
The majority of the newspaper reports were taken from the 
Whitehall Evening Post and the St James's Evening Post, two of 
the most informative London newspapers of the period. Other 
newspapers, such as the Gazette, Mist's Weekly Journal and the 
Evening Post, were frequently cited. Much information was 
derived from the 'Written Letters', the newsletters such as Wye's 
and Stanley's which were often less cautious in their reports than 
the newspapers. There is no sign either that Adams subscribed 
to any foreign newspapers, or that he received regular infor 
mation from any foreign source. In this the Journal did not 
differ from the usual practice among provincial newspapers in 
the 17205. The Newcastle Weekly Mercury derived its infor 
mation from the same sources as those used by the Journal. Thus, 
the vast bulk of the Journal's news was received from London. 
It is this metropolitan emphasis that is most noticeable. 57 The 
combination of London and foreign news, both viewed through 
the perspectives of the London press, must have helped to develop
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a well-informed Lancastrian newspaper reading public which 
did not receive any overt regional prejudices from their news 
paper.
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