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Chapter 1
Newspaper history of the United Kingdom
NEWS, placed as if on a compass, used to be prefixed to newspapers to show that they

obtained information from the four quarters of the world, and the general superstition that

our word NEWS is derived from this is an old ingenious conceit. It is a nice story, but the

explanation is far simpler. The old spelling was NEWES, and it is derived from the French

word nouvelles.

The earliest newspapers were issued by governments and were instruments of record. The

word gazette means a newspaper. It is a word of Italian origin derived from the government

newspaper issued in Venice from about 1536. It may be a diminutive of gazza, a magpie,

in the sense of gossip or chatter, or could be derived from gazetta, a small coin charged as

a fee for reading the Venetian newspaper.

Our earliest newspaper here in the United Kingdom is the London Gazette, an official

government publication, which appeared first as the Oxford Gazette in 1665, when the

court was at Oxford. It was transferred to London in 1666 and has appeared on Tuesdays

and Fridays ever since.

If we examine the example from my own collection, dated 1763, we can see evidence of

the transfer from official publication on behalf of the ruling powers towards the City pages

of the newspapers that we have today. 

Looking at the first page (page 5) we can see that what we call today the dateline is printed

as ‘At the Court at St James, the 20th day of July, 1763.’

The first item in the left hand column is the appointment of Viscount Stormont to the Privy

Council. Underneath follows a sycophantic address from the ‘High Sheriff, nobility, gentry

and clergy, … of Lancaster.’

The peace settlement that they are referring to was one of the many undertaken during the

wars against France. This is the reign of George III, and this particular peace treaty gave

England sovereignty over (among other territories) present day Canada. The equally

subservient address carried in the right hand column echoes the same fawning sentiments.

What is interesting is the appeal down at the foot of the page on behalf of the landed gentry.

‘Yet when a Commercial Nation is loaded with Debt and Taxes, its Inhabitants

diminished, the Landed Interest peculiarly suffering by the Weight of every additional

Tax, to conclude a Safe, Honourable and Advantageous Peace, will remain also a lasting

Monument of the Wisdom of Your Majesty’s Measures.’
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Looking at the foot of the left hand column of page 6 of this early newspaper we see an

example of real early news. The last item is headed ‘General Post Office, June 20, 1763’.

Underneath the text reads ‘The post will go every Night from London to Tunbridge Wells,

and from Tunbridge Wells to London, Sundays excepted, from Friday next at 24th

instant, to 29th September.’

By command of the Postmaster General.

So by this date, 1763, the London Gazette is starting to carry more than mere appointments

at Court.

The right hand column gives a further example, but this time it takes the form of an appeal

to the King himself. In essence, it is a crime report, with an offer of a reward. 

The location of the crime explains why I was able to find this particular early newspaper

(and buy it for 10 pence) in Topsham just outside Exeter. It had been kept because the

crime was local.

The petition gives the details of a night-time robbery ‘at the Parish of the Holy Trinity in

the County of the City of Exeter’ where ‘some person or persons unknown … in Rack-

Field there … wilfully and maliciously cut five Serges … to the value of £8.’

Serges are pieces of cloth, and this is simply an early report of simple theft. 

At the foot of the report the text reads ‘and, as a further encouragement, the said Ann

Moore and Abram Kennoway do hereby promise an award of £50, …’

Following on under this generous appeal come two paragraphs giving notice of Naval prize

money being paid out. The first is in London ‘at the King’s Head Tavern in Fenchurch

Street’ and the second ‘at the Exeter Inn at Plymouth’.

Interesting to note these early ‘adverts’ use the same terminology, namely that ‘any shares

of the plunder not then paid out will be recalled at the same place, on first Monday every

month for the following three years.’

The adverts had been placed by the Prize Agents concerned one in Plymouth and two (with

English names) working out of Lisbon.

But it is the final paragraph that intrigues and gives us an indication of how these early

newspapers were turning towards coverage of business matters.

It reads ‘the joint and separate creditors of Thomas Cooke, late of Size Lane, London …

a bankrupt, are desired to meet the assignees of his estate and effects, on Friday 29th
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July instant, at 5 o’clock in the afternoon, at Guildhall Coffee House in King Street, London

in order to empower and authorise the said assignees to commence and prosecute one or

more suit or suits in equity, and to submit any dispute or difference between them and

any person or persons whatsoever to arbitration, and also to compound for any debt or

debts due to the said bankrupt’s estate, and on other special affairs.’

How much more elegant a way of describing a creditors meeting. And how much nicer to

hold it in a coffee house rather than the offices of some City solicitor of today.

The third page carries more paragraphs detailing creditors meetings, bankruptcies, as well

as a couple of splendid advertisements for newly published books.

So the London Gazette by 1763, is already moving away from its formal role introducing

items which start to reflect the City business pages of the newspapers that we know today. 

Remember that The Times did not start publishing until 1785, over a century later and

newspapers like the Daily Telegraph (1855) and the Financial Times (1888) did not start

publication until the second half of the 19th century.
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Another newspaper in my collection, the Weekly Times and Echo dated 1897 shows how

much things have moved on (see page 9 and 10). The front page carries a drawing illustrating

the latest play on at the Savoy Theatre. The right hand column carries, in the first half of the

page some intriguing headlines: ‘Clergyman’s fatal fall over a cliff’, ‘Cycling fatality to an

Oxford Professor’, and ‘Ten years for cheque forgeries’, certainly want to make you read on.

The remaining paragraphs in the column carry the real news detailing of increased wage

demand of 2/6 per week from shipwrights at Newcastle, and a report of a lockout in the

same industry at Sunderland.

The bottom half of the centre of the page carried short contemporary news items and a

couple of juicy divorce cases. The main home report in fact, details a murder on the London

railway system.

However, despite these attractions of page one it is the left hand column of the front page

which demands our attention. 

Under the heading ‘Latest foreign telegrams’ various foreign reports relating to disputes

between Greeks and Turks under the subheading ‘The crisis in Crete’, military campaigns

in Africa, the Anglo-American Arbitration Treaty, a boiler explosion in Chicago, and military

pensions in Germany are all dealt with in succinct paragraphs.

At the foot of each is a very recognisable source – Reuters.

Newswires were the lifeblood of those early foreign desks on national daily papers.

Alongside a diet of light theatrical entertainment, murder, and industrial disputes, people

wanted to know about the world outside.

The back page shows the same kind of juxtaposition that we have today. On the left we

have sports reports with the ‘Latest Notes’ from football. To the right of the page are two

columns devoted to City with a report from the Stock Exchange, apparently affected by the

news reported on page one on the Cretan situation. The second column is devoted to

popular share prices, and because of the date, particular attention being paid to British

railway and American railroad stock.

We have a long and liberal tradition of newspaper publishing in this country. Indeed,

considering that our oldest titles started life well before the additional information

distractions or radio and television, then it is amazing that we still have so many titles that

are read by such a large quantity of people.

N E W S P A P E R  H I S T O R Y  O F  T H E  U N I T E D  K I N G D O M

8



N E W S P A P E R  H I S T O R Y  O F  T H E  U N I T E D  K I N G D O M

9



N E W S P A P E R  H I S T O R Y  O F  T H E  U N I T E D  K I N G D O M

10


