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A contemporary cartoon of the Rev. Henry Bate, first Editor of 
The Morning Post

A BAITE FOR THE DEVIL
A Various Com pound is this R ev’rend Divine. 
In  Speaking a Pedant w ith Satire M align.
A Canonical Buck, Vociferous Bully.
A Duellist, Boxer, Gambler, & Cully.
A Student at Law, Collector o f News.
A Preacher in Churches, an Acter in Stews. 
I f  Vices like these, Recommend to the Great. 
Then who is so fit for a Bishop as B—c.

A Governm ent Runner, o f Falsehood a Vender. 
Staunch Friend, to the Devil, the Pope, & Pretender. 
A M anagers parasite, O pera W riter.
News paper Editor, Pam phlet Indicter.
An Olla Padrina, foul M ixture o f Parts.
Is this Harlequin Parson, M aster of Arts.
If  many Vocations, can make a Man great 
Then who is so fit for a Bishop as B—e.

[front.
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A N O T E  O N  M E T H O D

I n  writing this book, the method followed 
has been to leave the newspaper and its con-
temporaries to speak for themselves when-
ever possible. For the sake of any future 
student of journalism, the source of quota-
tions is given exactly in the Notes at the 
end of the book.
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C h a p t e r  I

AN EN G LISH  N EW SPA PER: 1772-1937

T he  Morning Post was merged with the Daily Telegraph 
on October 1, 1937. It was then a hundred and sixty- 
four years and eleven months old. In the course of its 
long life, it had acquired an individuality not surpassed 
by that of any other newspaper; at the end of its life, it 
was as vital as it had been at the beginning. That is why 
news of the merger, though for some time expected, 
came as a shock. Newspapers had disappeared before. 
Indeed, throughout this century a haphazard process of 
rationalization has steadily reduced the numbers of the 
London Press. A round half-dozen of daily and Sunday 
newspapers have gone,1 and only one new daily news-
paper 2 has come to take their place; and on several 
occasions the Morning Post had been subject to the same 
rumours of change as had affected these other news-
papers. It had never been seriously expected, however, 
that in its case fact would overtake rumour so soon. 
Subject as it was to the same commercial laws, the Morn-
ing Post in other ways stood apart from other British 
newspapers. It was unique. To hear that it had been 
bought was, as one commentator remarked at the time,3 
as if one had heard that a passer-by, seeing the Albert 
Memorial, had said: “ I like that. I ’ll buy it.” It was 
an English institution. To hear of its disappearance, 
was to hear of the disappearance of a part of the

DOI: 10.4324/9781003407348-1



2 THE MORNING POST

England that had been and, it seemed, would be for 
ever more.

It would be difficult to say precisely why the Morning 
Post had this unique reputation. Age alone is not an 
explanation. Although it was in its hundred and sixty- 
fifth year, there are other newspapers which are not much 
younger.4 Nor was it an uniform quality among its 
readers. It was popularly supposed to be read mainly 
by the landed gentry and to be concerned only with 
their interests; but the supposition was false. As the 
present writer knows from personal experience, the 
Morning Post had a certain selective public in poverty- 
stricken industrial towns of the North. As he knows 
both from personal experience and from a study of the 
files of the paper, it had supported more truly liberal 
causes than most Liberal newspapers. The secret of 
its quality cannot, in fact, be found in any of the political 
and social legends with which it was surrounded. They 
are legends and little more. Neither can it be found 
only in independence. There are still some other in-
dependent newspapers. If the Morning Post's unique 
reputation can be ascribed to any one cause, it must 
rather be to the peculiarly English savour of its independ-
ence; a “ Be damned to you!” savour; the sort of savour 
that there was about Palmerston (with whom, incident-
ally, the Morning Post long maintained the closest con-
nexions). It might be mistaken in its opinions; mistaken 
or not, like John Littlejohn, it seemed ever

“ . . . staunch and strong,
Upright and downright, scorning wrong.”

Its uprightness and downrightness had helped to



AN ENGLISH NEWSPAPER: 1 7 7 2 - 1 9 3 7 3

make it possibly the best-written newspaper in England; 
certainly the most English of English newspapers. At 
first sight it may seem curious that this should have been 
so. Irishmen and Welshmen, Scotsmen and Jews, had 
done as much for the Morning Post as Englishmen, and 
the Scotsmen had done most of all. Its first great editor 
was a Scot; the greatest of its editor-proprietors was a 
Scot of remotely Hungarian descent. Its last editor, 
who was also a great editor, is a Welshman. Yet this 
mixture is not so curious as it seems. Much more than

“ Saxon and Norman and Dane are we.”

In the light of English ethnography, it is natural enough 
that men of many nations should have combined to 
create an unmistakably English institution. In the light 
of English history, it is perhaps natural, too, that the 
most conservative of English institutions should in the 
end have become almost the embodiment of the original 
Liberal principle. The Morning Post was not always 
reputed conservative. In its early days, which were 
also the days when the world was shaken by the American 
W ar of Independence and the French Revolution, it 
wore an “ OIF with his head!” air if a Conservative 
Minister like Pitt displeased it. In later days, it wel-
comed the revived Income Tax and praised the Factory 
Acts. In the age when the Manchester School were 
more eager that children should know how to spin cotton 
than how to read and write English, it advocated national 
education. In Palmerston’s time, it rejoiced at the 
liberal revolutions on the Continent. Garibaldi was 
then one of its heroes, Kossuth another. In its last days 
of individual existence, it was a persistent pleader for
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decent treatment of what euphemistical British statesmen 
call the Special Areas. At many times in its history—  
again the present writer speaks both from personal 
experience and from a study of the files— the Morning 
Post had welcomed to its staff men who profoundly 
disagreed with some of its policies. It had, however, 
been generally recognized as a champion of Conservatism 
for over a century. It had been the consistent advocate 
of Protectionism, the consistent opponent of Irish 
nationalism. If, in spite of these policies, it appeared 
in the end to have shifted its ground, it may be that it 
was the ground which had shifted instead; that Liberals 
had adopted some Conservatism, Conservatives, some 
Liberalism. Be the explanation what it may, the fact 
remains that by independently maintaining some Con-
servative causes and always maintaining independence 
more devotedly than Conservatism, the Morning Post 
in these latter days had developed into one of the few 
expressions of Liberal individualism. Liberals admitted 
the fact by implication when it was sold. Not only did 
the ranks of Tuscany forbear to jeer; they even mourned 
more truly than followers in the opposite camp.5

The story of the Morning Post's rise to eminence is a 
story not only of British journalism, but of British life 
and letters as well. To call the roll of its contributors 
would be to recite many notable names in English 
literature. Dr. Johnson’s “ Journal of a Tour to the 
Hebrides” first appeared in its pages. Coleridge wrote 
leading articles for it. Wordsworth contributed sonnets. 
Charles Lamb elaborated jokes— at sixpence a time, and 
often not worth more. W inthrop Mackworth Praed 
and Disraeli were later leader-writers. George Meredith
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was its special correspondent in the Italian wars of 
liberation. Nearer to our own times, Thomas Hardy 
and Rudyard Kipling wrote verse for it; and in our own 
times Mr. Maurice Baring and Mr. Ian Colvin main-
tained its literary distinction.

Together, and along with many others of an eminence 
but little less, these men made the Morning Post a mirror 
of British literature. It was also a mirror of British 
society. It should be added that the reference here is 
not to that “ Society” which takes unto itself a capital 
“ S.” Thackeray in his time chose to maintain that the 
Morning Post was preoccupied with the activities of the 
wealthy, and Mr. R. D. Blumenfeld in our own time has 
related that the Morning Post was once “ snobbish, with 
information about duchesses and advertisements about 
butlers.” 6 Both, however, were much mistaken. Even 
when it was The Morning Post and Fashionable Wor Id, the 
Morning Post was not exclusively fashionable; and in 
the long course of its history it had never been so lusci-
ously “ social” as the “ social gossips” of the popular 
press in the twentieth century. The society its pages 
reflected was the whole society, and, if the reflection 
was sometimes distorted, it was not the less revealing 
on that account. It was only in its opinions that the 
Morning Post ever belonged to one class exclusively; 
and in this respect it must be admitted that it was very 
much the organ of the leisured classes.

W hat the opinions of these leisured classes were, how 
they changed, what was their background, it is the aim 
of the present book to show. The change of opinion was 
not always continuous, and it was not always consistent 
with changes in the background. The Morning Post on
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occasion switched from moderate conservatism to extreme 
reaction at a proprietor’s whim, as when Daniel Stuart 
was succeeded by Nicholas Byrne in the early nineteenth 
century. Its policies were sometimes discordantly out 
of tune with reality, as when it advocated protection 
during the “ hungry forties.” Like other newspapers, 
it was scared out of its sense of proportion by the Bol-
shevist Revolution. Like all English institutions, it was 
not without its perversities and not without its follies. 
These anomalies, however, made it the more character-
istically English. A nation which can call its railway 
carriages “ First Class” and “ Third Class” when they 
are really “ First Class” and “ Second Class” ; a nation 
which can subscribe liberally to funds for the relief of 
people whom its own policies have reduced to destitution; 
a nation which can continue to call a Fortnightly Review 
“ fortnightly” long after it has become monthly; a 
nation which can hold a parish ball to provide money 
for a parish hearse— this nation had a journalistic counter-
part in the Morning Post. Its idiosyncrasies made the
Morning Post thoroughly English. A continuing thread 
of devotion to the greater English ideals made it great. 
There never was such a newspaper before, and it is 
unlikely that there will ever be such a newspaper again. 
We may find some consolation for that thought in the 
fact that it might have suffered a worse fate.



C h a p t e r  II

BOOKSELLER AND FIG H T IN G  PARSON: 
1772-1780

T h e  Morning Post was born on November 2, 1772. It 
was a favourable time for journalism. Walpole had gone, 
and with his going corruption of the Press had declined. 
John Wilkes and Junius had used the Press against the 
Government; and their success had brought a somewhat 
precarious freedom. Before them, the proceedings of 
Parliament had commonly been reported under some 
such allusive style as “ Debates in the Senate of Lilliput.” 
Now they could be reported, though still not without 
risk, for what they were. On the material side the 
development of daily posts between London and the 
Home Counties had extended the influence of the London 
newspapers. More important, the posts had extended 
the range of newspaper advertising. At the same time, 
advertising was growing with the growth of commerce.

It is necessary to emphasize the influence of adver-
tising on late eighteenth-century journalism for two 
reasons. The first is that, whatever criticism may be 
made of the influence of newspaper advertising today, it 
was advertising which made the firm establishment of a 
free Press possible. The second is that the Morning Post 
was in origin a business proposition. Its founders were 
the enterprising business men of their generation.

An accepted custom of newspaper enterprise in those
7

DOI:  10.4324/9781003407348-2



8 THE MORNING POST

days was to interest as many men as possible in a new 
venture in order to ensure as many advertisements as 
possible. The Morning Post did not depart from the 
custom. Its original proprietors numbered a round 
dozen. Some of them had already achieved public 
notice. Others were to achieve fame, or notoriety, later. 
They included John Bell, the bookseller; James Christie 
I, the founder of Christie’s; the Reverend “ D r.” 
Trusler, intelligent anticipator of the book clubs of our 
own times; Richard Tattersall, the founder of Tattersall’s; 
and Joseph Richardson, a minor playwright who assisted 
Sheridan in the management of Drury Lane Theatre.1

James Christie I was forty-two when the Morning Post 
was founded. He had been out of the Navy for some 
time and was already established as an auctioneer. 
“ D r.” Trusler was thirty-seven, and had founded his 
Literary Society, designed to suppress booksellers, some 
seven years earlier (which incidentally made him a 
curious partner for Bell). Tattersall was forty-eight and 
also established. As a horse auctioneer he had bought 
horses for the King of France and the Dauphin. Bell 
and Richardson, however, were men with their way still 
to make. Bell was twenty-seven, Richardson only 
seventeen. Of them all, old and young, Bell was the 
most remarkable. He was, according to Leigh Hunt, 
“ a plain man, with a red face, and a nose exaggerated by 
intemperance; and yet there was something not un-
pleasing in his countenance, especially when he spoke. 
He had sparkling black eyes, a good-natured smile, 
gentlemanly manners, and one of the most agreeable 
voices I ever heard. He had no acquirements, perhaps 
not even grammar; but his taste in putting forth a
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publication, and getting the best artists to adorn it, was 
new in those times, and may be admired in any.” 2 The 
aspersion on Bell’s grammar is not altogether borne out 
by the signed paragraphs which he occasionally con-
tributed to the Morning Post. Even if it were, it would 
be more than outweighed by Bell’s other achievements. 
He was a pioneer of publishing, typography and 
journalism. He revolutionized bookbinding and pub-
lished immense numbers of books cheaply. Before his 
time, “ old face,” a letter-form derived from calli-
graphy, was generally used in English printing: his 
example led to the general adoption of the more legible 
“ modern face.” In journalism he was the founder, or 
part-founder, of no fewer than five papers. They were, 
besides the Morning Post, The World, The Oracle, Bell's 
Weekly Messenger, and La Belle Assemblee, an illustrated 
monthly. It has also been claimed that he was the first 
modern war correspondent. In 1794 he went to Flanders 
to report operations, though not for the Morning Post, 
which he had then left.

It is a reasonable surmise that John Bell regarded the 
Morning Post as the advertising department of his book-
selling business. The title Post, due to the early connexion 
of journalism with the postal system, had been used for 
newspapers before and, indeed, was one of the commonest 
of titles. Crabbe has testified to the manner in which

“ Post after Post succeeds, and all day long 
Gazettes and Ledgers swarm, a noisy throng—
When evening comes, she comes with all her train 
O f Ledgers, Chronicles and Posts again,
Like bats appearing when the sun goes down,
From holes obscure and corners of the town------ ” 3


