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Abstract 

There has been a considerable growth in researth in recent years into the 

history of both journalism and sport, two hugely influential areas of popular 

culture. The two fields cover a wide spectrum of interests and there is muth 

ground that is common to both. However, studies of journalism and the growth 

of the newspaper industry have largely ignored the role of the sports journalist 

and the place of sport within a developing press. Moreover, studies of the 

expansion of commercial sport and the games-playing habit, whilst touching 

on the place of the press in their development, and utilising newspapers as 

primary source material, have paid little or no attention to the place of the 

sports reporter in the promotion and recording of the sporting sub-culture. 

This thesis aims to address the shortcoming in current researth with a study 

centring on the growth of the occupation of sports reporting from the mid-

Victorian era to the inter-war years. The thesis notes the adoption of sport as 

a circulation aid by the popular press, considers the type of recruit attracted to 

sports reporting, the job's practical aspects, the position of the sports 

journalist within the editorial hierarchy, and the acceptance of sports reporting 

as a legitimate specialism within a widening editorial agenda. The career of 

journalist James Catton is introduced to the study to examine in detail the 

manner in which occupational trends impacted upon the individual reporter, 

and in order to trace the manner in which sports reporting could be said to 

have adopted a 'professional' outlook during the period of this study. The 

thesis reveals the uncertain standing of the sports journalist within the 

newspaper industry, the part-time nature of much sports reporting, with sport 

regarded as an occupational rite of passage for the young and the trainee, 



and the struggle to rid the occupation of a reputation sullied by a perception of 

hackneyed journalism. The biographical section of the thesis introduces a 

contemporary voice, that of James Catton, to let it speak to an experience that 

might otherwise prove difficult to capture. Catton's working life highlights the 

possibilities and the demands of a career in sports journalism, and the 

success that the adoption of a 'professional' approach to the work could 

secure. 
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The thesis 

This thesis examines the development of sports journalism as a career 

between 1850 and the 1930s. The gradual emergence of the sports journalist 

as an accepted and necessary press figure over that period is traced against 

a background of an expanding newspaper industry that, in part, adapted to 

the growing popularity of organised sport and adopted the sporting sub-

culture as an integral part of its own expansion. The thesis will assess to what 

extent sports journalism could be said to have displayed the characteristics of 

a 'professional' occupation throughout the period under review. The career of 

sports journalist James Catton, whose working life stretched from 1875 to 

1936, will be used as a case study, a contemporary voice to help illuminate, 

illustrate and interpret the human aspect as two dynamic and controversial 

forces, the newly-professionalised and codified world of late-Victorian sport, 

and the newspaper industry, converged to create a growing opportunity and 

demand for the work of the sports journalist. It is intended that the thesis will 

also add to the literature on the white-collar stratum of lower middle-class 

Britain. 

Newspaper files can be invaluable resources for historians of the recent past, 

providing evidence of event and circumstance, with an associated insight into 

contemporary opinion and reaction. The newspaper report - for the purposes 

of this thesis, the sports report - the choice of what is deemed newsworthy or 

fit to publish, what is described for the reader and, at times, what is left 

unsaid, the type of language used, the treatment of the story on the page, its 

length, its tone, all contribute to a fuller understanding of the past. The version 
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of events and situations presented to contemporary readers can only be 

partial, however objective the intentions of the reporter may have been, 

whether delivering an eyewitness account of an incident, or acting as a third 

party in relating the evidence and impressions of others. The very bias that 

may influence the writing of a newspaper report, whether emanating from or 

seeking to confirm class, economic, political or national prejudice, or 

stemming from ignorance or misunderstanding, can add to the insight the 

historian can gain from the reporter's work. Equally, the knowledge, empathy 

and clarity that the skilled reporter can bring to his work can help illuminate 

and explain the actions of past generations. The worth of the newspaper 

report in providing a window on the past, albeit partial, selective, and at times 

inconsistent, is acknowledged by historians both tacitly and overtly in any 

work that relies on a story culled from a reporter's notebook. This applies 

whether the information is used simply to corroborate dates or a sequence of 

events, or more extensively, perhaps to build a picture of an individual or to 

glimpse the early growth of a sub-culture unlikely to leave an imprint in 

modern society's more formal documentary records. Yet whilst the opportunity 

to see past lives and events through the prism of the press, however flawed, 

is a useful, and well used, historical resource, the significance of the reporter 

in offering his version of contemporary life is, at times, ignored or taken as 

read. I would argue that a deeper understanding of the role of the sports 

reporter is long overdue and represents a notable omission in the 

development of both sports history and the history of journalism. I would also 

contend that a greater knowledge of the world of the sports journalist would 

facilitate a clearer reading of the past through the pages of the press. 
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By tracing the occupational structures that developed around sports 

journalism, this study will address the need, highlighted by several historians, 

to cast light on an at times obscure and yet consistently influential figure, the 

newspaper journalist. Writing in 1990, Joel Wiener, lamenting the anonymity 

of the majority of Victorian journalists, suggested, 'It is imperative that we 

become more knowledgeable about the human element behind journalism'. 1  

The point is illustrated by Keith Sandiford who, in introducing his study of 

cricket in Victorian England, warned that, 'Any attempt to place cricket in a 

broader Victorian framework must begin with a synthesis of contemporary 

press reports', admitting that the cricket historian 'in search of primary 

materials, is even more completely at the mercy of contemporary journalists'. 2  

Tony Mason hoped his review of the sporting press in Association Football 

and English Society 1863-1 915 would prompt greater research into the 

subject and although the growth in sports history studies has since been 

impressive, Mason was moved to note some 15 years later that, 'Little is 

known about most of the editors and writers who contributed to the Victorian 

Sports periodical press... As for the internal workings of such journals, next 

to nothing is known. There is no shortage of things to do'. 3  In her review of 

editorial recruits to the Victorian press, Susan Drain conceded that, '. . . many 

voices are only now being identified, and their import and influence have yet 

to be fully appreciated'. 4  The study's associated goal of illuminating the 

Joel H. Wiener, 'Sources for the Study of Newspapers', in Laurel Brake, Aled Jones, Lionel 
Madden (eds), Investigating Victorian Journalism (Macmillan), Basingstoke, 1990, pp.156-
163. 
2 Keith A. P. Sandiford, cricket and the victorians (Scolar Press), Aldershof, 1994, pp.5-6. 

Tony Mason, Association Football and English Society 1863-1915 (Harvester Press), 
Brighton, 1980. p.187, Tony Mason, 'Sport', in J. Don Vann and Rosemary T. VanArsdel, 
Victorian Periodicals and Victorian Society (University of Toronto Press), 1995, p.297. 
"Susan Drain, 'Journalism and Journalists', in Sally Mitchell (ed), Victorian Britain: An 
Encyclopedia (Garland Publishing), London, 1988, pp.415-417. 
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development of a section of white-collar culture, in part addresses Michael 

French's observation that the literature on the lower middle-class has 

concentrated on the experiences of artisans and independent retailers'. 5  

Although it is not intended to suggest that sports journalists, as an 

occupational group, were located exclusively among the lower middle-class, 

the thesis will suggest that a significant proportion of newspaper reporters 

were drawn from this section of society. 

The project will seek to explain some fundamental aspects of the sports 

reporter's working environment and career prospects, including an attempt to 

identify the appeal of the job to would-be practitioners, to assess the 

economic rewards associated with sports journalism, the nature of the work, 

the skills required to succeed, the limits or boundaries to that success and the 

opportunities for advancement. The original nature of the work will be further 

enhanced through an examination of issues of entry to the industry and 

training. The development of reporting styles, a significant issue in the history 

of sports journalism, will also be highlighted. In short, the thesis aims to 

illustrate the working practices of the sports reporter. It deals with the men 

who reported sport, and they were, almost exclusively, men, as one might well 

expect given the nature of the job and the social mores of the period. The 

study will also consider the journalist's relationship with the sports world he 

reported and his place within the industry he represented, together with an 

assessment of what opportunities, if any, were available, particularly to 

leading figures in the sports journalism industry, to influence sporting trends. 

Michael French, 'commercials, careers, and culture: travelling salesmen in Britain, 1890s-
1 930s', Economic History Review, LVIII 2, 2005, p.253. 



Sports journalism was a specialism within newspaper editorial departments 

and an examination of that specialism is, naturally, the central theme of the 

thesis. But the development of the genre was intimately tied up with wider 

trends within the press. The study will suggest that reporting on a part-time 

basis was the predominant experience for most journalists called upon to 

cover sport. It was part of the work cycle, whether a daily, weekly, or much 

more occasional commitment. As a consequence, some of the issues and 

evidence considered within this work will relate, to varying degrees, to the 

wider occupational field of journalism and to the more numerous news 

reporters, from the ranks of which the sports journalist emerged. 

The issue of professionalisation 

The thesis will consider the issue of 'professionalisation' against the 

background of Catton's rise to prominence, examining the traits and skills that 

helped make him a leading figure in the industry, and the rewards and 

influence associated with that rise. Lucy Brown, in her study of the Victorian 

newspaper industry, notes that the journalists of the time 'were drawn from a 

very wide social range', but with the majority recruited from the 'more insecure 

and impoverished sections of the middle classes... who knew from an early 

age that they were dependent on their own wits and industry'. She remarks on 

their 'roving careers', their propensity to move 'from job to job at bewilderingly 

frequent intervals', and on the absence of the characteristics of a profession. 6  

Alan Lee, too, questions the professional standing of the journalist and notes 

the absence of suitable protective mechanisms within the occupational 

6 Lucy Brown, Victorian News and Newspapers (clarendon Press), Oxford, 1985, pp.75-94 



structure. For Lee, the journalist 'lived on the fringe of the intelligentsia'. The 

industry, with an 'insecure and erratic' employment reputation, combined, at 

times, with unsocial working practices, 

attracted the rootless product of an expanding society, and men 

seeking the upward social mobility of the burgeoning professions in far 

greater numbers than the professions could provide places for them. 

There was, 'a certain distrust of men whose job it was to disclose unpalatable 

and often embarrassing facts'. 7  

Brown and Lee have, then, questioned the extent to which the journalist could 

claim any of the trappings of the professional. Indeed, studies of the 

emergence of the Victorian professional classes indict journalism with failing 

to control access, with the lack of appropriate qualifications and examinations, 

with an absence of economic stability, questionable standards, and the lack of 

specialised intellectual training. 8  Mark Hampton, in his study of the Institute of 

Journalists and the issue of the 'professional ideal', suggests, 

An examination of the failed attempt to create a 'professional' 

organization for journalists provides an important counterpoint to 

literature that generally focuses on the success stories of 

professionalization. 

Hampton highlights, 

the ultimate rejection of any pretence towards the 'professional ideal' 

by a large number of journalists 1  who chose instead to think of 

'Alan J. Lee, The Origins of the Popular Press in England 1855-1914 (croorn Helm), 
London, 1976, pp.104-116. 
8 A. M. carr-saunders and P. A. Wilson, The Professions (Frank cass), London, 1964 (first 
published 1933), pp.266-270, and W. J. Reader, Professional Men. The Rise of the 
Professional Classes in Nineteenth-Century England (Weidenfeld and Nicolson), London, 
1966, pp.146-153. 



themselves as 'mental labourers' who could benefit more from a trade 

union than from a professional organization. 9  

Much of the occupational shortcomings associated with journalism relate to 

the lower rungs of the industry, especially at the level of entry. The situation at 

what might be called the summit of the employment chain, at the level of 

editorship, it has been argued, was markedly different, with 'men and women 

overcoming the ambivalence of earlier decades and taking on full-fledged 

professional status' at the end of the Victorian era) °  They were, 'as often as 

not, leading public figures in their own right, well-known in the communities 

among which they endeavoured, often in the face of furious competition, to 

carve out their markets'. 11  Harold Perkin considered newspaper editors to be 

'properly placed at the top of the professional middle class'. Perkin writes of 

'professional career hierarchies rearing up alongside one another', with a 

professional ideal 'based on trained expertise and selection by merit, a 

selection made not by the open market but by the judgment of similarly 

educated experts'. 12  Brown and Lee also highlight certain status symbols that 

eventually accrued to the higher ranks of Victorian journalists. Lee writes of 

the 'positive aspects in the struggle for professionalisation', namely influence 

and, with the gradual decline of anonymous writing, 'the acquisition of an 

Mark Hampton, 'Journalists and the uProfessional  Ideal" in Britain: the Institute of 
Journalists, 1684-1907', Historical Research, Vol 72, No178, June 1999, p.185. See also, 
Stephen A. Banning, 'The Professionalization of Journalism. A Nineteenth-century 
Beginning', Journalism History Vol 24, No4, Winter, 1998-1999, pp.157-163, for a review of 
the subject from the point of view of the press in the U.S.A. 
10  Joel H. Wiener (ed), Innovators and Preachers. The Role of the Editor in Victorian 
England (Greenwood Press), London, 1985, p.XVI. 

Aled Jones, 'Local Journalism in Victorian Political cufture', in Brake, Jones, Madden, 
Victorian Journalism, Basingstoke, 1990, p.65. 
12 Harold Perkin, The Rise of Professional Society. England Since 1880 (Routledge), 
London, 1990, p.90, and p.XIlI. 



identity', together with a place among the ranks of the middle-classes. 13  

Brown writes of the prospect of 'social weight and influence' for a lucky few, of 

a sense of 'separateness', a 'consciousness of themselves as a Fourth 

Estate'. 14  

In a competitive editorial labour market marked by individualism and self-help, 

the success enjoyed by Canon saw him elevated to a position where it would 

be plainly misleading to describe him as anything but a 'professional'. By mid-

career he had left behind the socially and economically insecure lower levels 

of journalism where the 'professional ideal' was attainable only by the 

minority. For the majority, strategies of professional closure, by means of 

education, expertise and the exclusion of the unqualified, were pipe dreams. 

Catton earned the trappings and status of professionalism through elevation 

to the editorship of the Athletic News, but the peculiar nature of that 

editorship, whereby the incumbent was also expected to be the paper's star 

reporter and columnist, provided an additional claim to professional status, for 

Canon saw his own by-line become a marketable product. The manner in 

which he traded on that by-line in late career, when no longer editor of the 

Manchester sports paper, will be examined. 

Although journalism falls outside the classic descriptions of 'the professions', I 

would suggest Canon's career fits into a wider, more fluid concept of 

professionalisation applicable to the changing industrial and commercial 

13  Lee, Origins, pp.108-112. 
14 Brown, Victorian News, pp.75-80. 
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landscape of late-Victorian and Edwardian society. On a practical level, it was 

a professional status conferred by, 

• . . a well-understood and long-established organization of the various 

tasks involved in the production of newspapers. Journalists learned 

these systems on the job, and usually treated the work as a lifelong 

career... For most of them the day's work consisted of putting together 

a saleable and readable publication'. 15  

Judging from the sentiments expressed in many press autobiographies, few 

journalists of the period would have argued with the contention that the 

occupation's, 'cardinal professional virtues are speed, accuracy and the ability 

to meet deadlines'. 16  In addition, the increasing prominence of news in the 

pages of the popular press, at the expense of political comment, saw the 

development of 'professional standards of objectivity', 17  which, again, I would 

consider a measure of professionalisation. 

The professionalisation of sports journalism across the full range of the 

newspaper industry will be studied, from the provincial title to what became a 

recognisably national press in the years spanning 1900.18  For the purpose of 

the study, the term, sports journalist, will be used to describe editorial staff 

charged with the job of producing sports news. The roles of the sports 

reporter, the sports columnist and the sports sub-editor gradually diverged as 

the industry matured and as the opportunity and the need for specialism 

15 Brown, Victorian News, p.94. 
16 Philip Elliott, 'Professional ideology and organisational change: the journalist since 1800', in 
George Boyce, James curran, Pauline Wingate, Newspaper history from the seventeenth 
century to the present day (constable), London, 1978, p.185. 
11 Mark Hampton, '"Understanding media*:  theories of the press in Britain, 1850-1914', Media, 
Culture, and Society, Vol 23, No 2, March, 2001, p.217. 
IS Lucy Brown, 'The Growth of a National Press', p.133, and Jones, 'Local Journalism', pp.63-
64, in Brake, Jones, Madden, Victorian Journalism. 
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emerged, even though the same man might well undertake all three tasks, 

especially on the provincial press. Whereas the reporter might primarily be 

said to have covered sports events, producing a factual account of the action, 

the columnist was given greater scope for comment and speculation. The 

sports sub-editor came to specialise in a production role following a need for 

page layout skills as the influence of the compositor in editorial matters waned 

in the early decades of the twentieth century. 

Time span 

The period chosen to illustrate the thesis is guided by developments in both 

sport and the newspaper industry. The 1 850s saw the gradual lowering and 

then abandonment of punitive newspaper taxes. 19  The wider period saw a 

steady improvement in living standards, increasing educational opportunities 

and a growth in disposable incomes. These factors, combined with urban 

expansion, led to the emergence of a reading public of commercial 

proportions. Advances in rail transport together with technological innovations 

in printing and the telegraph system eased the way for a rapid expansion in 

newspaper production and the adoption of the newspaper reading habit by 

significant sections of the population. Allied to these developments, the focus 

of the industry itself shifted. A new, cheaper product was offered to potential 

readers, as, 

Profits replaced ideals as the motor force of the new industry of 

journalism, while, as an accompaniment to this shift, a market for 

19  For a summary of the circumstances surrounding the removal of the taxes on the press, 
see Virginia Stewart Berridge, 'Popular Journalism and Working class Attitudes 1854-1886. A 
Study of Reynold's Newspaper, Lloyd's Weekly Newspaper and the Weekly Times', 
University of London PhD thesis, 1976, pp.12-26. 
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journalism was located somewhere near the point on the social scale 

where the 'man on the knifeboard of the omnibus' sat. In readership 

terms, classlessness edged past class as the circulation of newspapers 

soared into the millions. 20  

Sport, too, underwent significant changes in the second half of the nineteenth 

century, with the establishment and development of clubs, ruling bodies and a 

sporting calendar for spectator and player alike. 

One of the clearest signs of this 'revolution' in sporting practice was the 

dramatic increase in the range of sports available and in the number of 

people who played and watched them?1  

These two immensely important cultural phenomena became fused and 

melded in the sports column, and then the sports page, in the period under 

review. 

Modern sport and the modern press grew up together. The intricacies of 

the relationship perhaps remain to be unravelled. But ifs a 

commonplace that newspapers contributed to the growth of sport in 

many ways. They provided free publicity, described the events, 

published the results. In the early days - the last quarter or so of the 19th 

century - they offered prizes, management, commitment, even judges 

and referees. Newspapers helped to form those sporting sub-cultures 

that grew up around particular sports and particular competitions? 

Extending the thesis to include the inter-war years makes the study of long- 

term trends of continuity and change within sports reporting possible, against 

20 Joel H. Wiener (ed), Papers for the Millions. The New Journalism in Britain, 18505 to 
1914 (Greenwood Press), London, 1988, p.Xll. 
21 Neil Tranter, Sport, economy and society in Britain 1750-1 914 (cambridge University 
Press), 1998, p.16. 

Tony Mason, 'All the Winners and the Half-Times', Sports Historian 13, 1993, p.3. 
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a background of post-i 900 developments in a maturing sporting sub-culture 

and in an established popular press. 

James Catton 

James Canon began his career as an apprentice reporter in 1875 and he 

retired as editor of the Manchester-based specialist sports weekly the Athletic 

News in 1924, later spending the final 12 years of his career as a London-

based sports columnist and reporter. His working life all but spans the period 

of this thesis and his career covers the full spectrum of sports journalism, from 

work as an apprentice with part-time sporting assignments, to national 

recognition as an expert on sport and sports journalism. His working 

environment, from provincial weekly and then daily titles, Saturday evening 

football and cricket editions, to a specialist sports paper and then a Fleet 

Street Sunday paper, metropolitan evening, and assorted sports periodicals, 

makes him the ideal exemplar in a review of sports journalism history. His 60-

year career at such a formative period in an expanding and maturing 

newspaper industry provides a valuable guide to the variety of journalistic 

roles associated with sport, and their changing nature over time. 

Catton's dual role - as sports reporter and sports columnist - for the majority 

of his career, has made the thesis a practical proposition. The ability and 

opportunity to develop, at some length, his own thoughts on the sporting 

issues of the day through a variety of sports columns raises his profile beyond 

that of a more anonymous reporter hemmed in by considerations of a more 

restrictive writing style, brevity (of sorts), and objectivity. With due 
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acknowledgement that Catton may not have had a completely free hand in the 

expression of his own opinions, his work still provides the historian with a 

deeper insight into the man and his occupation. 

Catton can fairly be described as having reported most of the popular sports 

of his day, apart from horse racing. This gap in his career record is, I think, 

significant. Racing journalism soon became a specialised field. The 

development of the racing journalist is touched upon in the thesis, but it is my 

intention to cover sports journalism as a whole and not to be drawn into a 

close study of individual specialisms. Issues of space within the thesis dictate 

that racing journalism must await a separate study. It should be stressed at 

this point that although Catton is a central figure in the work, details from the 

careers of several other sports journalists will feature in the thesis. 

Literature review 

There has been much written on press history, with a significant growth in 

studies in recent years. But the literature on the history of the sports journalist 

is sparse, and, as a consequence, it is my intention to keep this section of the 

introduction brief, restricting my comments, by necessity, to those secondary 

studies that approach the subject at a tangent. 

The place of sport in society, together with the growth of codified and 

commercialised games and the creation of urban sporting loyalties in the 

decades spanning 1900, have attracted comment and research over the past 

20 years, in particular. Within that body of work there has been considerable 
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recourse to the evidence of newspaper reports delineating the expansion of a 

variety of sporting sub-cultures, especially those surrounding football and 

cricket. 23  The press as agent in the dissemination and popularisation of the 

Victorian and Edwardian games playing cult has been a feature of many of 

those studies, together with more specific works on the topic. 24  But historians 

of this sports history sub-discipline have often failed to penetrate the cloak of 

anonymity masking much of the reportage. The pages of the Athletic News 

have proved a significant source of material in a number of these studies and, 

where occasionally an individual journalist from the period has been identified, 

it has often been James Catton, writing under the pen name, 'Tityrus'. The 

Athletic News has been recognised as a popular, influential, and 

comprehensive recorder of Britain's sporting sub-culture, with a seamless 

production history stretching from the 1870s to the 1930s. Catton's editorship 

spanned the years 1900 to 1924. The two, combined - the man and the paper 

- provide a convenient point of access to a potentially rich vein of 

contemporary news and comment But there is need for a fuller picture of the 

23 Wray Vamplew, The Turf. A Social and Economic History of Horse Racing (Allen Lane), 
London, 1976; Mason, Association Football; W. Vamplew, Pay up and play the game. 
Professional sport in Britain 1875-1914 (cambridge University Press), 1988; N Fishwick, 
English Football and Society 191 0-1 950 (Manchester University Press), 1989; John 
Lowerson, Sport and the English middle classes 1870-1914 (Manchester University 
Press), 1993; Sandiford, Cricket; J. Hill and J. Williams (eds), Sport and Identity in the 
North of England (Keele University Press), 1996; Dave Russell, Football and the English. 
A Social History of Association Football in England 1863-1995 (carnegie Publishing), 
Preston, 1997; Tranter, Sport, economy and society; Jack Williams, Cricket and England. 
A Cultural and Social History of the Inter-war Years (Frank cass), London, 1999; M 
Huggins, Flat Racing and British Society 1790-1914. A Social and Economic History 
(Frank Cass), London, 2000; Mike Huggins and Jack Williams, Sport and the English 1918-
1939 (Routledge), London, 2006. 
24 Tony Mason, 'Spoiling News, 1860-1 914', in M. Harris and A. Lee (eds), The Press and 
English Society from the Seventeenth to Nineteenth Centuries (Associated University 
Press), London, 1986; John M. Osborne, '"To keep the life of the nation on the old lines": the 
Athletic News and the First World War, in Journal of Sport History 14, 1989; Mason, All 
The Winners'; Mason, Spoil'; Kate Jackson, 'C. B. Fry: The Sportsman-Editor', Victorian 
Periodicals Review Vol 34, No2, Summer, 2001; Jeffrey Hill, Anecdotal Evidence. Sport, the 
Newspaper Press, and History', in Murray G. Phillips (ed), Deconstructing Sport History. A 
Postmodern Analysis (University of New York Press), 2006. 



16 

journal and its editor. This is not to argue that the use of anonymous press 

reports is in any way flawed. But I would contend that the current lack of 

knowledge concerning sports reporting places the historian at a disadvantage 

when assessing the worth of those reports. 

Among the first questions which any student of history needs to ask of 

his or her source material are: who wrote it? When? And why? These 

questions pose immediate problems for the reader of any newspaper or 

periodical article, for the answers are neither obvious nor easily 

discovered. Yet the content of the press can only be interpreted with 

confidence once answers, however inadequate, have been found. 

The provincial journalist has sometimes to be dug out of the census 

returns, Post Office directories or poll books. Some remain concealed for 

ever. Even when we have a considerable amount of information, the 

identity of a journalist can remain but a shadow. 

It could be argued that historians studying the newspaper industry's treatment 

of sport have failed to deliver a detailed appraisal of the role of the reporter, 

with little attempt to lift him from the 'shadow' of the past. But I also 

acknowledge that those selfsame historians have contributed significantly to 

an understanding of the symbiotic relationship between sport and the press, 

whereas research conducted primarily into the creation of a modem 

newspaper industry has tended to ignore the place of sport as a component in 

that advanGe. 26  The point is best illustrated with a consideration of sport within 

the concept of the 'new journalism' of the 1880s and 1890s. Historians of the 

press are agreed on the make-up of the 'new journalism', a concentration on 

25 Edward Royle, 'Newspapers and Periodicals in Historical Researcfl', in Brake, Jones, 
Madden, Victorian Journalism, pp.48-50. 
26 Lee, Origins; Brown, Victorian News; Wiener, Papers for the Millions; Laurel Brake, Bill 
Belt, David Finkelstein, Nineteenth-Century Media and the Construction of Identities 
(Palgrave), Basingstoke, 2000; Jeremy Black, The English Press 1621-1861 (Sutton 
Publishing) Stroud, 2001. 
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the personal, the human element, crime, scandal, shock-provoking news, and 

sport, often at the expense of political news and comment. But whilst agreeing 

on sport's role as a central feature in the widening appeal of the popular 

press, they have failed to examine the issue in any detail? 

I would suggest the literature on the evolution of the reporter, the humble 

gatherer of news, whether at a police court, racecourse, or political meeting, is 

singularly lacking, and the subject awaits a close study. As such, much of the 

research in this thesis providing an insight into the practicalities of reporting 

sport should be of value to the student of the full spectrum of newspaper 

reporting. Chapter Two of this thesis, in particular, should contribute to the 

wider history of newspaper journalism. Perhaps the fullest picture of the 

journalist can be found in the works of Lee and Brown? 8  But even here, he is 

subsumed in reviews taking in the status of editors, men seeking to make 

their mark through journalism of a literary stamp, and the question of 

journalism as a profession or trade. Details of the practicalities of reporting, of 

the experience of the man covering the courts and the council chamber, of 

their recruitment and working conditions are sparse, with the sporting media 

all but ignored. 

Anyone seeking a more direct reference to the sporting media, the treatment 

of sport in newspapers, and, by reference, the occupation of sports reporting, 

must consult the work of historians who have approached the newspaper 

industry primarily with a view to exploring the social, economic and cultural 

27 
Lee, Origins, pp.117-1 30. 

28 Lee, Origins, pp.104-117, Brown, Victorian News, pp.75-94. 



it;' 

development of sport. 29  An insubstantial and generalised image of the sports 

journalist is presented in these works, partly because, as Mike Huggins and 

Jack Williams note, 'Only a few sports journalists were known to the sporting 

public, since many, and particularly racing journalists, wrote under 

pseudonyms'. 30  The authors refer to the post-i 918 press. But the cloak of 

anonymity shrouds the work of journalists across the full time span of this 

thesis. The task of identifying the common practitioner, below the level of 

editor, especially for the Victorian period, is substantial. The picture that does 

emerge, includes an impression of the 'class conscious' cricket reporter, 

'obsessed with respectability', burdened by an 'innate snobbery'; the football 

reporter as 'enthusiast', earning 'a special, if not always harmonious, 

relationship with the local football establishment; the ranks of the racing press 

being swelled by the inter-war recruitment of 'public school and university 

men'; a tendency for some early twentieth century journalists to adopt 

'thoughtful, articulate, broadly philosophical approaches', building on an idea 

adopted by an earlier generation of reporters that sport 'was about good 

sportsmanship and civilised culture', with, in contrast, others eschewing any 

idea of 'reflective' iournalism. 31  

Jeffrey Hill, in identifying the press report as a primary source for sports 

historians, cites Mason's Association Football as a prime example of an 

29 Vamplew, The Turf, pp.219-223; Mason, 'Sporting News', pp.168-186; Fishwick, English 
football, pp.94-107; Mason, Association Football, pp.187-203; Mason, 'All the Winners', 
pp.3-13; Mason, 'Sport', pp.291-297; Jeff Hill, 'Rite of spring: cup Finals and community in 
the North of England', in Hill and Williams, Sport and Identity, pp.85-I11; Russell, Football, 
pp.30-36, 62-69, and 103-113; Williams, cricket and England, pp.65-68; Huggins, Flat 
Racing, pp.27-29; Huggins and Williams, Sport and the English, pp.24-28 and 45-46. 
3° Huggins and Williams, Sport and the English, p.45. 
31 Sandiford, Cricket, p.12; Russell, Football, p.36, Fishwick, English football, p.94; 
Vamplew, The Turf, p.222; Mason, 'All the Winners', p.12; Mason, 'Sporting News', p.168. 
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'outstanding' work 'copiously constructed from primary evidence in which 

press accounts of various kinds occupy a principal place'. 

Historians of sport in particular have resorted to the press. The files of 

the provincial press have been rigorously excavated, particularly for the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the period most sports historians 

have studied. Press reports have become a staple - perhaps the staple 

- source in the task of reconstructing the history of sport and games. 

But Hill goes on to suggests an over-reliance on newspaper reports, 'to the 

exclusion of other sources', can work to 'the detriment of the history' 

produced. Hill's essay highlights what he sees as the 'fictive elements' of 

newspaper reports and 'the opaqueness of the source itself, especially in the 

sub-genre reporting style of the local press 'football celebration story'. 32  It is a 

fair question to ask. How much credence can one give to the anecdotal 

sports-fans-in-London 'colour' piece regularly produced by local newspapers 

when clubs reach a national final? Perhaps by drawing a fuller picture of the 

reporter writing the article, with a consideration of his economic and social 

background, his working schedule, and employment experience, such reports, 

and others, can be rendered more understandable and more useful to the 

historian, thereby clearing some, at least, of the 'opaqueness' that Hill 

complains of. 

Catton's work as editor of the Athletic News has, as noted above, provided a 

means of furthering research into wider issues connected with Britain's 

sporting culture. Mason credited the paper with a central role in the reporting 

of football's growth in the years spanning 1900, describing it as 'the country's 

32 Hill, 'Anecdotal Evidence', pp.117-129. 
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leading football weekly', with mention of Catton's influential position as editor. 

Nicholas Fishwick, in his 1989 work English Football and Society 1910-

1950, devoted a chapter to the role played by the press and broadcasting in 

helping popularise football, paying particular attention to how press coverage 

changed over the period. In that context, Catton is mentioned briefly among, 

'The old school of football journalist ... producing long, detailed descriptions 

of matches or almost academic discussions of football news'. Canon is 

described as presiding over a title that had failed to move with the times and 

of favouring a style and reporting policy that had become 'anachronistic'. The 

impression of Catton as a writer bound by Victorian stylistic conventions to 

produce 'heavy and detailed' reports, whilst at the same time commanding a 

reputation as a 'distinguished sports journalist', is repeated in Hill's 2002 work, 

Sport, Leisure and Culture in Twentieth Century Britain. Catton's tenure 

as Athletic News editor is deemed significant enough to be included in a 23-

date chronology of events summarising the relationship between sport and 

the media in the period 1822-1999. 33  Canon is treated as a central figure in 

John M. Osborne's 1987 review of the Athletic News during the First World 

War, a study of the paper's, and by inference, Canon's attitude to the worth of 

sport in bolstering public morale at a time of national crisis? The author 

mistakenly places Canon as an old boy of Malvern public school and thereby 

a member of the upper rungs of the aspiring middle classes seeking 'status 

education' in mid century. Canon's family background was, in fact, located 

more on the lower margins of the middle class, circumstances that, I believe, 

Mason, Association Football, pp.189-191, Mason, 'All the Winners', p.9; Fishwick, 
English Football, pp.102-103; Jeffrey Hill, Sport, Leisure and Culture in Twentieth 
Century Britain (Paigrave), Basingstoke, 2002, p.44 and p.58. 

Osboume, 'Athletic News', 1987, pp.137-150. 
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influenced his attitude to the key issue of late-Victorian sporting ethics, the 

standing of the professional sportsman. 

In attempting to place the job of reporting within a wider context of 

developments in white-collar occupational structures in Victorian and 

Edwardian Britain, the studies in clerical employment written by David 

Lockwood and Gregory Anderson have been particularly useful. Patrick 

Duffy's 2000 work on the compositor has provided a valuable insight into a 

newspaper trade with a relatively successful record of occupational solidarity 

in protecting employment terms and conditions. The work of Lee and Brown 

has provided an invaluable framework detailing the growth of a popular press 

upon which the thesis could be developed. 

Methodology 

A wide variety of primary and secondary sources have been researched in 

order to produce this thesis. The files of newspapers and periodicals from the 

mid-nineteenth century through to the mid-twentieth century have been 

consulted, along with trade journals associated with the newspaper business, 

newspaper histories, and general works on the history of individual sports and 

sports clubs. Journalism instruction manuals were produced regularly 

throughout the period of the study, and they have proved particularly useful in 

building a coherent picture of the job of reporting as it developed and matured 

to meet changes determined by the industry's drive to appeal to ever-wider 

David Lockwood, The Blackcoated Worker. A Study in Class Consciousness (George 
Allen and Unwin), London, 1958; Gregory Anderson, Victorian Clerks (Manchester 
University Press) 1976; Patrick Duffy, The Skilled Compositor, 1850-1914. An Aristocrat 
Among Working Men (Ashgate), Aldershot, 2000; Lee, Origins; Brown, Victorian News. 
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circulations. The autobiographies and biographies of journalists, sportsmen 

and administrators have provided a significant aid to research. The fact that 

some of the journalists' biographies were written suggests the authors were 

successful or boasted exceptional careers. For a historian looking for a ttype', 

for the general, and the commonplace, an over-reliance on the exceptional 

could prove misleading. In these circumstances, it is up to the historian to 

identify those circumstances and characteristics that helped single the 

individual out for success, and to identify those elements common to the 

occupational group, the common experience of the majority. Sports writing 

has, throughout the period of the study and beyond, invariably involved news 

reporters covering occasional sporting events. As a consequence, the 

reminiscences of journalists who did not specialise in sports reporting can still 

contain interesting asides on the press's involvement with sport and provide 

substance when finding answers to the practical question of how a reporter 

worked. 

In pulling together the finer details of James Catton's career and family life, I 

have utilised the Census, street directories, town and city histories, and more 

personal items, such as wills, birth, marriage and death certificates. 

Fortunately, a limited amount of correspondence directed to Canon during the 

course of his career has survived. Pasted into a series of volumes of cuttings 

of a small selection of Cafton's work, and in the possession of Arsenal 

Football Club, the letters proved particularly useful in compiling the section of 

the thesis on the practicalities of gathering sports news. The correspondence 

has also proved invaluable in tracing the web of contacts central to Canon's 
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work, in highlighting issues of concern to Catton and his contemporaries, and 

in considering the standing of the journalist in the eyes of his sporting 

correspondents. Catton's own review of the sporting times he lived through, 

Wickets and Goals. Stories of Play, compiled from a series of articles 

written to mark his retirement from the Athletic News and published in 1926, 

has been a vital pointer to many of the significant personalities and issues in 

Catton's life. 36  But the volume is typical of its day, with only brief mention of 

the author's personal life, leaving questions regarding his motivations and 

aspirations, the practicalities of his job, interaction with fellow sports 

journalists and pay and conditions unanswered. 37  

The study has involved a close reading of the Manchester-based Athletic 

News and associated titles founded by Edward Hulton, including the Sporting 

Chronicle and Sunday Chronicle. Catton's journalism in Manchester is more 

accessible than his earlier work on the Preston Herald and Nottingham Daily 

Guardian because of the use of his pen name 'Tityrus' But the thesis makes 

use of earlier work, identified through a close reading of Catton's later 

journalism and references made to particular incidents he clearly witnessed 

first hand. The identification of Gallon's early journalism helps in tracing the 

development of his reporting style, together with issues of continuity and 

change in the type of material he produced. Gallon's later work on a variety of 

London titles has also been studied. 

J. A. H. canon TityruC), Wickets and Goals. Stories of Play (chapman and Hall), 
London, 1926. 

The memoirs of journalists, whilst providing a ñcti source of anecdote and social comment, 
can be singulaily lacking in basic career details. It is a point confirmed by Brown, Victoflan 
News, p.75. 
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A point consistently made by historians of the press, is the sheer volume of 

material available to study. Historians are 'forced to improvise typologies, 

methodologies, and morphologies', in order to make their research 

manageable. 38  In the case of a journalist of Gallon's longevity, the comment is 

particularly relevant. Through tracing James Gallon's career as a journalist in 

Preston, Nottingham, Manchester and London, through following the 

development of significant trends in a variety of sports, but in particular, 

football and cricket, and through an analysis of developments in newspaper 

production and the role of the journalist, the thesis has taken shape. The three 

strands of research provide, at times, an uneven route through the story of 

sports journalism's development in the formative years from 1850 to 1939. 

When, occasionally, those strands briefly converge before separating again, 

the career of James Catton assumes a welcome clarity, and goes some way 

towards illuminating a wider experience of countless anonymous sports 

journalists. 

Chapter structure 

The thesis chapter structure is developed around two themes. Chapters One, 

Two and Three consider the development of sports journalism, with particular 

emphasis on the occupation's growth from the mid nineteenth century to the 

opening decades of the twentieth century. Within this section, Chapter Two 

also deals with wider issues affecting newspaper journalism as a whole. The 

broadening of the research at this point is necessary in order to provide a 

Michael Wolff, 'Urbanity and Journalism: The Victorian connection', the H. J. Dyos 
Memorial Lecture, May 29, 1979, Victorian Studies centre, University of Leicester, pp.12-13. 
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foundation upon whith to construct the more detailed study of the sports 

journalist. The second half of the thesis, Chapters Four to Six, contains a 

significant biographical element centring on a review of James Catton's career 

from 1875 to 1936, and how it relates to the industrial trends and occupational 

practices outlined in the opening chapters. The nature of the sources 

available to chart sports journalism's development renders a fixed 

chronological cut-off point post-1900 unsatisfactory for certain topics studied 

in Chapters One to Three. As a consequence, the examination of several of 

these themes will include material relevant to the 1920s   and 1930s.   But for 

the most part, Chapters Four, Five and Six, in presenting Canon's career, will 

also take up the story of sports journalism's mid- to late-Victorian beginnings 

and explore developments beyond 1910. 

Chapter One will examine the rapid growth of the newspaper industry in the 

second half of the nineteenth century, and how sport came to be an important 

ingredient in the make-up of an expanding popular press. The development of 

the evening press's ubiquitous late Saturday sports editions and the 

associated demand for up-to-date sporting results, together with the 

practicalities of gathering news to meet that demand, will also be studied. The 

role of the reporter in the expansion of the Victorian newspaper industry will 

be featured in Chapter Two. The popular image of the reporter, and the reality 

of an occupation maturing to serve an unprecedented public appetite for news 

of all kinds, including sport, will be assessed. Particular attention will be paid 

to issues of pay and status, with an attempt to locate editorial recruits within 

the burgeoning ranks of Victorian 'white-collar workers. Brief career sketches 
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of a small number of men and boys recruited by the press in the 1 870s, the 

decade of Catton's entry to the business, will conclude the chapter, with a 

view to placing some of the earlier trends and issues in a human context. The 

thesis, en route to opening up the neglected field of sports journalism, will 

also, by necessity, open up the wider one of the journalist in general, and 

Chapter Two represents part of that process. Chapter Three will continue the 

theme of the individual, by identifying a handful of journalists, already 

considered masters of the business of sports reporting at the time of Catton's 

apprenticeship in reporting. The style of much late-century sports reporting 

will be touched upon in order to set the scene for stylistic advances post-

1900. The chapter will then consider some of the attractions of sports 

reporting to would-be recruits before examining the development of whatever 

associational culture the journalist could call upon, with particular reference to 

the workings of the sporting press box. The theme of associational culture will 

be extended to briefly consider similarities between the economic and social 

standing of the sports reporter and the Victorian commercial traveller, again 

with the aim of assessing the place of the reporter in the commercial 

economy. A study of the peculiar relationship between sports journalists and 

the sportsmen who dabbled in journalism, will close the chapter, highlighting 

the economic competition the sports writer could face. 

Catton's introduction to newspaper work, as an apprentice reporter in 1875, 

will open Chapter Four, with the intention of locating the individual within the 

milieu of Victorian journalism. His family background will be examined as fully 

as possible in order to help locate Catton within the Victorian class system 
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and to gauge, if possible, how typical the young Canon was as an editorial 

recruit. To further that theme, his educational background will also be studied. 

Canon's introduction to sports reporting whilst an apprentice, and the way an 

interest in sport shaped his early working life, will lead into an examination of 

career moves to Nottingham in the 1880s, and Manchester in the 1890s. The 

review of the practical processes involved in gathering the sporting news, 

featured in Chapter One, will be extended to the post-i 900 period. Chapter 

Five will comprise a study of Canon's career as editor of the Athletic News 

from 1900 to 1924. On a more thematic note, the take-up of trade unionism 

within journalism, and Canon's involvement, will be looked at. His opinion of 

the professional sportsman, a controversial figure in the growth of spectator 

sport in the decades spanning 1900, will be a particular feature of the chapter. 

Canon's relationship with the sportsmen he wrote about will also be 

considered before the chapter closes with Canon's retirement as Athletic 

News editor. Chapter Six will consider his final 12 years as a sports journalist 

in London. In concluding a review of Canon's career, two important themes 

will be considered. The value Canon placed on sport in the cultural make-up 

of the nation will be assessed, and the issue of writing style, highlighted in 

Chapter Three, will be examined with reference to Catton's journalism. The 

chapter will include a section examining Canon's posthumous reputation, as a 

guide to the impact contemporaries felt he had on sports journalism. In turning 

to the Conclusion, it should be noted that the absence of other studies 

examining the work of the sports journalist and the practicalities of reporting in 

general, presents an obstacle in comparing the thesis' findings and in arguing 

their full significance. Nevertheless, the Conclusion will naturally include a 
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synopsis of the study's overall findings and the place of those findings within 

the fields of journalism history and sports studies history, in the expectation 

that further research into the history of sports journalism will add to the 

significance of this work. The Conclusion will close with suggestions for 

further research. 
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1:1 Introduction 

This chapter will attempt to identify early features in the occupational 

development of the sports journalist by looking first at a general picture of 

industry-wide expansion, and then nan -owing the focus to consider a specific 

development, the exploitation of the market for Saturday sports news, 

together with the practical means of gathering the news to serve that market. 

Such a course should help locate the sports journalist in the wider context of 

the press. 

The chapter opens with an examination of developments in the British 

newspaper industry in the second half of the nineteenth century. The rapid 

expansion of titles, the establishment of a newspaper reading culture, and the 

place of sports news within that culture, will be considered. The late-century 

growth of newspapers generated a demand for journalists and, in a sense, 

was the prime factor in the development of sports reporting as an occupation. 

The culture of enterprise that lay behind the spread of the press created new 

working conditions for the journalist as fresh markets for potential readers 

were opened up. To illustrate the nature of that enterprise, the introduction of 

Saturday 'sports specials', weekend editions of the evening press specifically 

targeted at the sports enthusiast, will be studied. Technological innovations in 

printing facilitated a speeding up of production methods, and were 

accompanied by advances in communication techniques that together 

impacted directly on the role of the reporter. The demands and opportunities 

created by contemporary means of transmitting the news, in particular, the 

use of homing pigeons and the telegraph, will also be considered. 
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1:2 'An essential reference point in the daily lives of millions': The 
Victorian newspaper industry and sport. 

The British newspaper industry was riding a flood-tide of change in the mid-

1 870s. A host of new titles were being established to cater for an expanding 

readership and a heightened demand for news. No daily papers had been 

published outside London before 1855, but in the second half of the century 

the sale and readership of the popular press took off. The expansion was 

unprecedented in terms of the number of titles, their circulations, their 

geographical spread, and the variety of print times, from morning to evening, 

to suit local tastes and commercial considerations. In 1868 six towns in 

provincial England could boast of both a morning and evening paper, and 16 

towns were home to at least one daily title. By 1872 the daily paper numbers 

had increased to 91 in the United Kingdom, outside London, and the figure 

had reached 159 by 1892. By 1900, towns with both a morning and evening 

press had risen to 34, with 71 hosting at least one daily. The rise of the cheap 

evening press - morning papers tended to sell for a penny and evenings for a 

halfpenny - was particularly dramatic. Evening titles multiplied in number from 

22 in 1872 to 85 in 1892. Weekly titles, too, increased in number, rising from 

under 400 in 1856 to an estimated 2,072 in 1900. Annual newspaper sales 

spiralled from 85 million in 1851 to 5,604 million by 1920, the number of 

newspapers purchased per capita over the age of 14 leaping from six copies 

at the earlier date to 182 copies by 1920 . 1  

Alan J. Lee, The Origins otthe Popular Press in England 1855-1914 (Croom Helm), 
London, 1976, p.288; Lucy Brown, Victorian News and Newspapers (clarendon Press), 
Oxford, 1985, p.33; James curran, Jean Seaton, Power Without Responsibility. The Press 
and Broadcasting in Britain (Routledge), London, 1991, p.43. 
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The industry's remarkable late-century growth was in stark contrast to the 

situation that had prevailed in the first half of the century, where a press 

hamstrung by taxation, governed by a narrow news agenda and attracting 

limited investment had generated a limited appeal among the lower classes. 

Provincial weeklies had contained a 'meager (sic) and stale' diet of news 

alongside columns of political comment. Most copies of a London-based daily 

newspaper would pass through 'a dozen or even scores of hands', probably 

through subscription reading rooms and coffee houses across the country, as 

taxation saw cover prices as high as 7d, well out of the price range of even 

many middle class families. The London-based Sunday newspapers had 

grown in popularity, with a decided radical sentiment allied with 'generous 

helpings of the week's scandal and crime'. But in general, 'The 4d newspaper 

duty, the tax on advertisements (3s 6d each), and the paper tax combined to 

make cheap journalism a decidedly unattractive field for the profit-seeking 

enterpriser'. 2  The situation changed dramatically in 1855 with the abolition of 

the newspaper stamp tax and, in 1861, the only surviving 'tax on knowledge', 

the paper duty. A market for a new, cheaper press opened up for would-be 

newspaper entrepreneurs, and the newspaper-reading habit spread 

throughout the country, extending beyond the educated middle classes. 

Modern historians of the press have ascribed the expansion in the newspaper 

industry, in variable degrees, to the gradual lowering and then abandonment 

of punitive taxes on the industry in mid-century; the emergence of a reading 

public of commercial proportions; a steady improvement in living standards 

2 
Richard D. MUck, The English Common Reader. A Social History of the Mass Reading 

Public 1800-1900 (University of Chicago Press), 1963, pp.322-331. 
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and disposable incomes; advances in rail transport; technological innovations 

in printing; the falling cost of newsprint; the growth of advertising; and the 

evolution of the telegraph system. 3  But the human element in that jigsaw 

should not be forgotten, and Curtis L. Perry has pointed to 'the emergence of 

some remarkably able proprietors and editors' playing a part in the economic 

advance. 4  Alan Lee, in his survey of the popular press up to the First World 

War, commented, 'The trends which do appear, increasing literacy, growing 

population, increasing numbers of newspapers with increasing circulations, 

seem all to fit together, but it is difficult to see exactly what the fit was'. 5  

Whatever the fit, the end product, in terms of an expansion in titles and sales, 

is not in dispute. In his study of the development of the Manchester City 

News, founded in 1864, Lee noted that 'proprietors all over the country were 

beginning to recognize that profitable small journals could be run, with a 

sizeable local readership attracting valuable and consistent advertising, all at 

a modest cost'. 6  Lee suggests the return on capital investments in 

newspapers could be as high as 20 per cent in the late nineteenth century. 

The Manchester Guardian made £20,000 a year profit most years from the 

1 860s to the turn of the century; the Daily Telegraph generated £120,000 a 

Raymond Williams, The Long Revolution, (Penguin), London, 1971; Lee, Origins; George 
Boyce, James curran, Pauline Wingate, Newspaper History from the Seventeenth 
Century to the Present Day (constable), London, 1978; Harold Perkin, 'The Origins of the 
Popular Press', in The Structured Crowd. Essays in English Social History (Harvester 
Press), Brighton, 1981; Brown, Victorian News; curran and Seaton, Power Without 
Responsibility; Aled Jones, Powers of the Press. Newspapers, Power and the Public in 
Nineteenth-Century England (Scolar Press), Aldershot, 1996; Jeremy Black, The English 
Press 1621-1861 (Sutton Publishing) Stroud, 2001. 

Curtis L. Perry, Jack The Ripper and the London Press (Yale University Press), 2002, 

Lee, Origins, p.34. 
6 

A. J. Lee, 'The Management of a Victorian Local Newspaper, the Manchester City News, 
1864-1 900', in Business Histo,yVoIXV, 1973, p.132. 
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year profits in the 1880s. A circulation of around 40,000 to 50,000 was 

enough to make a penny daily a success and a paper with a sale of 20,000, 

'could still expect to make a good profit'. As the century progressed the cost of 

entering an increasingly competitive market escalated as the industry adopted 

new print technologies and earlier ventures became established. An 

investment of £25,000 was enough to launch a London daily pre 1850, but at 

least £100,000 was needed by 1870. 

But profitability was not guaranteed. The Manchester City News initially 

incurred only modest weekly costs of around £15, and despite attracting 

weekly advertising revenue of £9 with a circulation of around 1,425, still failed 

to cover outgoings. °  The move into newspaper publishing would no doubt be 

eased if the investor was already an established printer with the ability to 

defray overheads for plant and staff, which appears to have been the case in 

a number of instances. Michael Harris suggests many printers were spurred 

on by the incentive of securing a more regular income, with their enterprise 

supported by a network of established commercial contacts. 9  But many new 

newspaper titles were supported by limited capital in a highly competitive and 

untried market. This under-investment and lack of acumen in an expanding 

industry adapting to a changing commercial emphasis, saw titles cease 

publication at not infrequent intervals. Lee suggests that 'journalists often 

Alan Lee, 'The structure, ownership and control of the press, 1855-1914', Boyce, cun -an, 
Wingate, Newspaper History, pp.120-124. 

Lee, 'Management', p.133. 
Michael Harris, London's Local Newspapers: Patterns of change in the Victorian Period', in 

Laurel Brake, Aled Jones, Lionel Madden (eds), Investigating Victorian Journalism 
(Macmillan), Basingstoke, 1990, p.107. 
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found themselves cast out suddenly and without compensation'.' 0  Of the 25 

newspapers known to have been founded in Northumberland and Durham 

between 1855 and 1868, for example, nine had ceased trading by the latter 

date, with only eight surviving to the new centuryY' The spectre of financial 

failure, it would seem, was a constant accompaniment to the rapid 

establishment of an economically buoyant popular press. But, 'The weeding 

out, as with other companies, came early... once established, a newspaper 

property was a sound investment'. 12  

For a significant number of these new proprietors and their editors, sport was 

recognised as a means of selling newspapers. The new evening press, in 

particular, adopted sport, especially racing and football, as an essential selling 

point, and played 'a crucial role in defining sport as part of a commercialised 

mass culture' 13. In her study of the Victorian newspaper trade, Lucy Brown 

suggests, 'Sports news and business news had emerged as integral parts of 

the well-informed daily newspaper, and had developed their own conventions 

of presentation and content', by the closing decades of the nineteenth 

century) 4  It is a point agreed upon by Raymond Williams in his examination of 

the growth of the popular press: 'With the rise of interest in sport, particularly 

° Lee, Origins, p.113. A. Arthur Reade, Literary Success: Being A Guide To Practical 
Journalism (Wyman and Sons), London, 1885, pp.138-141, suggests a scale of 
compensation had come to be accepted, backed by legal precedence, with editors entitled to 
six months' compensation, sub-editors to three, daily reporters to a month's notice, and 
weekly reporters to a week. 
" Mautice MiThe, 'Survival of the fittest? Sunderland newspapers in the nineteenth century', in 
Joanne Shattock and Michael Wolff (eds) The Victorian Periodical Press: Samplings and 
Soundings (Leicester University Press), 1982, p.193. 
12 

Lee, Origins, p.81. For a review of the business organisation of titles new to the mailcet, 
see pp.79-93. 

Williams, Long Revolution, p.220; Brown, Victorian News, pp.271-272; Lee, Origins, 
?.127 R. Holt, Sport and the British (Clarendon Press), Oxford, 1992, pp.306-307. 
' Brown, Victorian News, p.254. 
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football, the evening paper had a new function, and the new London evenings 

of the eighties (Evening News, 1881; Star, 1888) were eventually to found 

themselves on this as a main interest'. 15  Brown further suggests the new, 

cheap provincial evening newspaper had begun to develop sports coverage in 

order to better reflect the local scene, in contrast to an earlier reliance on 

London matters. 16  Football and cricket were among the main beneficiaries of 

this increased press coverage. James Walvin explains, 

In the case of football, knowledge about the game's increasingly 

complex organisation - its fixtures, venues, times, transport 

arrangements, personnel and results - was actively promoted through 

the medium of the press. Newspapers (led by the locals) rapidly 

established themselves as football's information service. 17  

As far as cricket was concerned, Dave Russell states, 

It was to the press that the task of matching myth and actuality largely 

fell. It has long been appreciated that the press played a crucial role in 

representing sporting culture to a mass audience, but its role was 

especially important in the case of county cricket where the limited 

size of the live audience gave the press enhanced powers. 18  

New titles were, by their nature, speculative ventures, and the consistent 

impression given in memoirs of the period is of small numbers of journalists 

employed on each title. As a consequence, editors had little alternative but to 

tap into the services offered by news agencies. These agencies sprang up to 

answer the demand, particularly from the daily press, for London-based news 

15 Williams, Long Revolution, p.220. 
16 Brown, Victorian News, pp.271-272. 
17 James Walvin, The People's Game. The History of Football Revisited (Mainstream), 
Edinburgh, 1994, p.67. 
IS Dave Russell, 'Amateurs, Professionals and the construction of Social Identity', The 
Sports Historian, 16, May 1998, p.73 
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and specialist reports, such as political commentary, society gossip, and 

sports results, which their clients' full-time staff could not provide, either 

through lack of staff, expertise or resources. Several news agencies were 

founded from the mid-Victorian period onwards to supply a racing results 

service, together with associated sporting news, to both the press and 

sporting clubs equipped with their own wire service. Mason suggests, 

It is doubtful if many newspapers employed specialist sports reporters 

before 1870. Before that it was the age of the freelance and the small 

agency, and even afterwards they played an important role in news 

collection and distribution. 19  

But awareness of sport's commercial potential and its use as a circulation aid, 

meant that by the late 1880,'. . . most daily newspapers had a sporting 

editor gathering and selecting information for several columns every day'. 20  

The Press Association, founded in 1868, and owned by a number of leading 

titles in the provincial newspaper industry, restricted its early, tentative, sports 

coverage to horse-racing and cricket, two sports sufficiently well organised 

and popular to justify expenditure on results-gathering. Other small agencies 

had been providing the telegraph companies with a results and news service 

from the courses - which they in turn supplied to the clubs, 'sporting houses', 

and hotels across the country. A series of partnerships and mergers over the 

closing decades of the nineteenth century saw a handful of agencies come to 

dominate the market, among them Central News, established five years 

19  Tony Mason, 'Sporting News, 1860-1914', in M. Harris and A. Lee (eds), The Press and 
English Society from the Seventeenth to Nineteenth Centuries (Associated University 
Press), London, 1986, p.179.  For the growth of the news agencies, see Brown, Victorian 
News, pp.112-126. 
20 J. K. chalaby, The Invention of Journalism (Macmillan Press), Basingstoke, 1998, p.91. 



before PA, and the Exchange Telegraph Company (Extel), founded in 1872 . 21  

It was in the field of sport that some of the keenest and most expensive 

struggles to be first with the news were fought. By the 1 890s some of the 

most expensive telegrams used in the London papers were for the scores of 

England cricket matches from Australia. 22  For owners and editors, the 

expense of agency material would appear to have been justified as an aid to 

sales and as a check on staffing costs. 

The daily and local weekly press were not alone in accommodating sports 

events in their columns. Sports news was a staple of the Sunday press, too. 

According to Virginia Ben-idge, the Sunday papers represented something of 

'a half-way stage' in the establishment of a modern popular press. Titles such 

as Reynold's Newspaper and Lloyd's Weekly Newspaper, were industry 

leaders, with the former achieving sales of 300,000 a week in the 1 880s and 

the latter 600,000 in the early 1890s?3  Sunday papers are considered to have 

specialised in sensation and sport. 24  They, 'were a more or less direct 

reflection of growing demand for cheap entertaining reading matter, and 

catered for 'a largely working-class audience'?3 By 1890, some two million 

copies of Sunday papers were sold each week. The Sunday titles thrived, 

despite, apparently, failing to achieve respectability in the eyes, at least, of 

contemporary commentators. David Scott Kamper writes of a 'cultural dividing 

21 
George Scott, Reporter Anonymous. The Story of the Press Association (Hutchinson), 

London, 1968, p.39, and pp.122-1 28. See also J. M. Scott, Extel 100. The Centenary 
History of the Exchange Telegraph Company (Ernest Benn), London, 1972. 
22 Lee, Origins, p.127 

Virginia Benidge, 'Popular Sunday papers and mid-Victorian society', Boyce, curran, 
Wingate, Newspaper History, pp.247-249. 
24 

Lee, Origins, p.125. 
25 

Lee, 'control of the press', pp.123-124. 
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line' between daily paper and Sunday paper readers. Kamper, whilst 

acknowledging the important place of sport within the Sunday press, 

questions its extent, suggesting sports coverage was 'not as significant' as 

imagined, partly due to practical issues. Sunday papers produced several 

editions, some as early as Thursday, with the bulk printed on Saturday 

afternoons for provincial sales. As a consequence, news of Saturday fixtures, 

probably the week's busiest day for sport, was limited? This seeming 

uncertainty regarding sport in the Sunday press, provides a timely reminder 

that there is much work still to be done in analysing the make-up of the 

industry in Victorian times. 

The growth of the specialist sporting press in many ways mirrored that of the 

wider industry outlined above?1  Monthly journals in the first half of the 

nineteenth century, such as the Old Sporting Magazine, New Sporting 

Magazine, Sporting Review, and Sportsman, had catered for an audience of 

sporting enthusiasts drawn from the middle- and upper-classes, with prices 

ranging from 1 s6d to 2s6d. Even the cheaper early weeklies, such as Bell's 

Life 'were clearly aimed above the heads of even the literate lower-class 

punter'. The sector had developed in response to the popularity of horse 

racing, country pursuits and the prize ring. They were activities that had often 

David Scoll Kamper, 'Popular Sunday newspapers, respectability and working-class culture 
in late Victorian Britain', in Mike Huggins and J. A. Mangan (eds), Disreputable Pleasures. 
Less Virtuous Victorians At Play (Frank cass), London, 2004, pp.83-1 02. One problem 
facing historians researching the press of any period is the issue of multi-edition papers. 
content and, at a later date, presentation might change significantly from one edition to the 
next. The chances of several editions of a day's paper being filed in archives are slim, with 
the risk, therefore, of only a limited record of a paper's news agenda surviving for any 
particular day. In the case of Sunday papers, compiled over several days for different 
markets, the risk is obviously greater. 
21 

For an overview of the development of the sporting press of the period see Tony Mason, 
Association Football and English Society 1863-1915 (Harvester Press), Brighton, 1980, 
pp.187-203, and Mason, 'Sporting News', pp168-186. 
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been overlooked or given meagre attention by the general press. Editors 

would read to the occasional circulation opportunities offered by local racing, 

say, with no sign of concerted efforts to introduce a regular service. Their 

papers 'would break out into a rash of turf articles at the time of their local 

meeting, but racing columns were not a regular feature'. In his study of horse 

racing, Wray Vamplew adds, 

Really there was no racing press as such. However, coincident with 

the substantial rise in working class spending power came a rapid 

development of the popular racing press. By the late 1 870s there were 

one daily, one bi-weekly, and six weekly papers wholly devoted to 

sporting, particularly racing mailers... 

This expansion of specialist press coverage mirrored the growth in activity on 

the turf in the second half of the century. 'In the 1850s and 1860s 161 new 

horserace meetings were established. By the 1 890s even minor horserace 

meetings regularly attracted daily attendances of 10,000-15,000'? 

There was a market for sports news both before and after the event, and it 

was a demand that was by no means restricted to actual spectators. 

Thousands viewed the proceedings from a distance, with the aid of the 

sporting press. An idea of how this potential commercial opportunity was 

exploited, in terms of both racing and other developing sports, is hinted at in 

Fred Leary's History of the Manchester Periodical Press, written in the last 

28 Wray Vamplew, The Turf. A Social and Economic History of Horse Racing (Allen 
Lane), London, 1976, p.220. 

Neil Tranter, Sport, economy and society in Britain 1750-1 914 (cambridge University 
Press), 1998, p.17. 



41 

decade of the nineteenth century. 30  Leary's research reveals a culture of 

enterprise among a body of, now largely anonymous, print entrepreneurs, of 

varying resources. These men sought to tap into what was clearly a 

potentially lucrative market for racing news and comment. No doubt, it was a 

scenario repeated in other major cities across the country. The start of each 

new turf season saw a rash of publications on the city's streets to meet the 

demand from racing - or betting - enthusiasts. They took their place 

alongside often more substantial journals covering a wider sporting 

panorama. In 1871 The Manchester Sporting Chronicle was published four 

times a week, price id. Each afternoon during the racing season the paper 

would also issue 'two tissues' - often single sheets of paper printed on just 

one side - carrying details of betting and race results. It was joined in 1875 by 

The Athlete: A Weekly Journal of Sports and Pastimes for Manchester and 

District, also 1 d, which ceased trading in 1881, and by the penny Athletic 

News: A Weekly Journal of Amateur Sport. But there was a more pronounced 

expansion in the city's sporting press in the 1 880s. One of the longer running 

publications appears to have been the Turf Telegraphic News, later the 

Sporting Telegraphic News, which published for about four years starting in 

1880, with 'the latest sporting intelligence' carried in two editions a day, 

followed in the afternoon by 'tissues' containing racing results. In April, 1882, 

The Northern Athlete. A Weekly Journal of Sports and Pastimes was begun, 

only to cease trading the same year; in September it was joined by Bat and 

3° F. Leary, History of the Manchester Periodical Press (handwritten/bound) Manchester 
central Library, 1896. For an assessment of the place of Leary's work in the history of the 
Manchester press, and an examination of his motives and success, see, Michael Powell and 
Terry Wyke, 'Manchester Periodicals: Some New Readings. charting the Manchester 
Tributary of the Golden Stream: Leary's History of the Manchester Periodical Press', 
Manchester Region History Review, 2006, pp.43-62. 
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Ball, at 2d, covering football, cricket, and amateur athletics; The Sporting 

Chronicle Annual was also.first published that year. The following year saw 

the arrival of the seasonal Sporting Chronicle Monthly Coursing Record which 

ran until about 1889, and the weekly Sporting Opinions, price 2d. The first 

issue of The Umpire appeared in May, 1884. On sale for id, and covering 

sport, the theatre, and 'general' news, it later dabbled briefly with a midweek 

edition. The weekly Judex's Opinion (or Index's Opinion), an eight-page 

sports journal, priced 2d, made its bow that year, but was not a success and 

for several years following 'a circular' under the same name was sold for is 

during the racing season. That year also saw the arrival of the seasonal 

weekly, the Manchester Turf Telegraph, priced is. The Cricketers Herald, 

Athletic and Football Times, 1 d, was printed in Manchester that year, 

relocating later to Blackburn. The Result, a new Saturday evening sports 

paper, lasted just two issues in February, 1885. The Sunday Chronicle, also 

i d, was launched, and the Lacrosse Journal, a review of the 1884-85 season 

made one appearance, costing is. The Cricketers Year Book, at 6d, was 

printed in 1886 and discontinued in 1889. 1887 witnessed the debut of The 

Sporting Chronicle Weekly Handicap Book, i d, The Sporting Echo, i d, the 

penny Latest Sporting News, published daily, but with a run of only a few 

weeks, and the weekly The Athletic Journal, priced i d. The two-edition The 

City Racing Record first appeared in 1888, as did The Umpire Tissue, a 'folio' 

sheet printed on one side, which appeared each race day during the season, 

and sold for id. By March, 1889, the city's appetite for sporting intelligence, 

and the drive for sporting press profits, prompted the debut of penny titles, 

The Manchester Sporting Telegraph and Athletic World, The Umpires 
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Handicap Book, weekly, printed during the turf season, and, in December, 

The Football Programme, a 'weekly register of rugby and association games', 

printed each Wednesday, with prizes offered for the greatest number of 

correct predictions of results. 31  In the next six years, a further 11 sporting titles 

were launched. The market for sporting news and results attracted a profuse 

array of journals, to suit a variety of pockets, as a keenly fought struggle for 

readers was played out on the streets of Manchester. The competitive nature 

of the city's sporting press is underlined by the fact that the rush of new titles, 

however ephemeral, was accompanied by an increased coverage of sports 

news in the city's numerous weekly and daily non-sporting titles. The total 

circulation of daily papers, alone, had risen to around 125,000 in Manchester 

by 1876 . 32  

Part-time racing writer and full-time barber Richard Wright Procter provides a 

more colourful contemporary account of the Manchester newspaper market in 

the years spanning the end of the newspaper taxes. He provides a flavour of 

the novel realisation among the city's artisan classes that a regular 

newspaper was within their means, and of the rush to meet the new demand. 

The luxury of a daily paper is becoming commonplace, and news grows 

old in a few hours. Editions chase each other through the day like Indian 

runners, each one bearing a telegram ... There is a charming variety of 

fresh ventures, plain, pictorial, and even coloured, starting forth from 

every direction. 

31  Leary, Periodical Press, pp.343-361, p.391, pp.408-492. 
32 Altick, Common Reader, pp354-356. 

Richard Wright Procter, Literary Reminiscences and Gleanings (Thomas Dinham), 
Manchester, 1860, pp.33-34. 



Possibly the most famous sporting title of the period was Bell's Life in London. 

Tony Mason has described the paper in the 1860s as a model for the sports 

journals that followed. It was, 'something of a national institution ... without 

which a gentleman's Sunday was incomplete'. Founded in 1822, Bell's 

concentrated increasingly on sporting matters. 'Reliability, expert comment, 

and good writing made Bell's the sort of paper which could be taken into some 

of the best houses'. After a spell when it came out twice a week, probably in 

response to competition from new titles, Bell's sealed on a Saturday 

publication in 1872, priced 5d for 12 pages. Most space was devoted to horse 

racing and hunting, although the majority of sports received a mention. Chief 

rivals after mid-century appear to have been the penny titles, Sporting Life 

(1859), 'dealing mainly with the sport of kings, which it was determined to 

clean up', the Sportsman (1865), and Manchester's Sporting Chronicle ( 1871) 

- the outstanding success among that city's expanding sporting press scene, 

described above. By 1886, following a change in ownership, the competition 

had become too fierce for Bell's and its name was sold to the Sporting  Life. 

Mason highlights three main characteristics which he believes Bell's and its 

chief rivals had in common: a heavy concentration on sport to the exclusion of 

most other issues, detailed coverage of horse racing, and the promotion and 

sponsorship of sport. 34  They all published annuals, guides, and other sporting 

material. By the mid-1880s the sporting 'national' dailies were also competing 

with a flourishing weekly sporting press, headed by The Field, the Farm, the 

Bell's Life in London reporter Ned Smith estimated he had officiated, on behalf of the paper. 
at 4,000 sporting contests between 1833 and 1883, The Sporting Times, March 7, 1891, p.6. 
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Garden, the Country Gentleman's Newspaper, and Manchester's Athletic 

News. The latter stood alone in ignoring the turf. 

The 1 880s is acknowledged as the decade when, making full use of the 

electric telegraph system, mass gambling, aided by the press, was first made 

possible, as evidenced by Leary's record of publishing initiatives. It was not 

until the 1880s that general improvements in the standard of living saw the 

working classes with enough disposable income to regularly indulge a taste 

for betting. 'The growth of betting was both followed and furthered by the 

tipster and the sporting press'. To place 'an intelligent bet', the punter required 

the 'age of the horse weight, sire, dam, dam's sire, owner, money won, 

previous form, jockey, handicap, position on course, and the like', and the 

sporting press duly obliged. 36  J. Hargreaves, highlighting the specialist 

sporting press's commercial shift to cater for the working man, after an earlier 

focus on the more affluent enthusiast, notes, 

'As sports acquired a bigger following among working-class people, 

sporting papers for the working-class reader sprang up. By the 1 890s 

there were three dailies and twelve weeklies for horse-racing alone, 

and by 1900 twenty-five sporting papers were being published in 

London. The sports pages were absolutely vital from the beginning, 

both in the successful selling of this form of popular press to working-

class people and in the place sport achieved in working-class 

culture.' 37  

Mason, 'Sporting News', pp.168-173. Fora fascinating and detailed account of the work 
undertaken by atone of the papers longest-serving reporters, Ned Smith (1 833-1883), see 
Smith's reminiscences in the Sporting Times, Jan 10, 17, 24, 31, Feb 7, 21, 28, March 7, 
1891. 

Ross Mckibbin, 'Working-class Gambling in Britain 1880-1939', Past and Present, 82, 
February, 1979, p148, and p.166. 

J. Hargreaves, Sport, Power and Culture. A Social and Historical Analysis of Popular 
Sports in Britain (Polity Press), Cambridge, 1986, pp.66-67. 
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Accurate newspaper circulation figures for the nineteenth century press are 

notoriously difficult to come by. Quoting Deacon's Newspaper Handbook, 

Mason offers a weekly figure of 102,000 for the then twice-weekly Sporting 

Life in 1880. The weekly Sporting Opinion sate stood at 13,500 copies, and 

the Sporting Times at 49,000. A 30,000 sale is claimed for the Sporting 

Chronicle in 1883, and 19,700 for the Birmingham-based weekly Saturday 

Night in 1885. Mitchell's Press Guide listed a figure of 20,000 for the weekly 

Athletic News in 1888, increasing to 50,000 in the 1891 edition. 

Entry to the business of sports newspaper publishing looks to have been as 

open as the news side of the industry. John Corlett is said to have bought 'the 

derelict' Sporting Times in the 1 870s for £50, half of it borrowed. 39  Edward 

Hulton and Edward Bleackley began what was to turn out to be the sporting 

press success story of Hultons, in Manchester, with £100 capital in the early 

1 870s. °  

Although sport came to be accepted, and even championed, by large sections 

of the newspaper industry, its integration into the editorial agenda was not 

without problems. The press, in all its forms, had a commercial imperative to 

respond to changes in public taste, and the different sports were competing, 

however unwittingly, for a share of press coverage. Bell's Life in London and 

Mason, 'Sporting News', p183. Sales would fluctuate depending on the news offered. Bell's 
Life in London reporter Ned Smith estimated that a special afternoon edition of the paper, 
carrying his report of the Sayers v Heenan prize fight in 1860 sold 84000 copies, priced 6d, 
before midnight that evening, The Sporting Times, Feb 7, 1891, p6. 

J. B. Booth, "Master' and Men: Pink 'Un Yesterdays (T. Wemer Laurie), London, 1926, 
p.28. 
4° Alex M. Thompson ('DangIe, Here I Lie. The Memorial of an Old Journalist 
(Routledge), London, 1937, p.41. 
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its treatment of prize fighting in mid- to late-century is illustrative of the at 

times uncertain nature of the press-sport relationship. The journal had 

immersed itself in the sporting milieu of the day, including the prize ring. The 

paper's editors had allowed their writers to officiate, if necessary, at bouts, 

before attacks upon staff covering this sporting demi-monde forced a 

withdrawal from too close a relationship in 1863. The editor, seen as an 

honest go-between in a sport riddled with corruption, had held stake money 

for prize fights, pedestrian events, and bets, and had been active 'as sporting 

organiser'. 41  By the 1850s the paper was estimated to have held some £8,000 

to £10,000 of stake money a year. 42  But concern over the question of what 

constituted a respectable sporting pastime for a Victorian audience, saw a 

clear change in policy. In an 'awkward period of transition' between the legally 

questionable bareknuckle, prize-fight version of the sport and the growth of 

regulated boxing, the paper withdrew its patronage. Dennis Brailsford notes, 

'New leisure opportunities and new leisure provision were revolutionising the 

sporting life of Victorian EnglandY 3  

Perhaps the most serious concern for the press in its relationship with sport 

was the link with gambling. Editors and owners were obviously aware of the 

encouragement to bet that their racing news, tips and comment presented. 

Mike Huggins writes that opposition to racing among society's opinion formers 

stemmed, 

41 Dennis Bralisford, Bareknuckles, A Social History of Prize-Fighting (Lutterworth Press), 
cambridge, 1988, p.156, p.165. 
42 Mason, 'Sporting News', p.169. 

Bralisford, Bareknuckles, p.156. Pedestrianism appears to have suffered a similar setback 
in late-century, with serious questions over the integrity of events. 
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partly from fear of the crowds, their language and behaviour, 

together with broader concerns about absenteeism from work, working-

class spending on pleasure and the travelling criminals who followed the 

races. 

A press seeking to establish itself as an acceptable part of respectable family 

life was naturally sensitive to the anti-gambling sentiments expressed by a 

vociferous and influential section of society. Alan Lee notes that an intimate 

association with sport and its concomitant, gambling, proved to be a 

hindrance for the new evening newspapers of the 1870s and 1880s, 'as far as 

the politically minded were concerned'. Nevertheless, the late nineteenth-

century evening press 'formed an important part of the structure' of both sport 

and gambling. 45  Writing in 1893, Robert Black, in his sporting survey, Horse-

Racing In England, provides a revealing picture of the position he felt the 

Victorian press had carved for itself in racing circles, noting, 'the prodigious 

extension of the betting nuisance' and, 'the all but absolute immunity of the 

'tout' under the patronage and the aegis of the said press...'. He describes a 

sport receiving extensive press coverage. 

A small number of press proprietors and editors sought to appease the anti-

gambling lobby by ignoring racing news, especially so among the more 

upmarket morning press. The Leeds Mercury did not carry racing news until 

the 1890s, the 1894 Derby merited only a single line report in the Northern 

Echo, and three Manchester morning papers agreed not to publish betting 

"M. Huggins, Flat Racing and British Society 1790-1 914. A Social and Economic 
History (Frank cass), London, 2000, p.14 

Lee, Origins, p.127. 
Robert Black, Horse-Racing in England. A Synoptical Review (Richard Bentley and 

Son), London, 1893, pp.225-227, and p.262. 
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news in 1870, but only the Manchester Guardian persevered, and at some 

cost to circulation. At the turn of the century, London evening newspapers 

were estimated to lose between one-quarter and one-third of their sales at the 

end of each racing season. 47  Inevitably, the anti-betting stand taken by some 

titles proved less comprehensive than others. The Sunday paper, the Weekly 

Times and Echo, dropped its racing tips and predictions column in 1890, but 

still carried betting odds, prizes and details of upcoming meetings .48  In 

pragmatic fashion, the author of a journalism manual of 1902, argued that at 

least the easy access to the betting odds in the press, 'may save the time and 

money of the infatuated person who would have gone in quest of the 

information eIsewhere'. 

The language in which sports news was presented was also an issue of 

debate, whether in the popular daily press, as part of the make-up of the 'new 

journalism' mentioned in the Introduction, or in the more conservative weekly 

press where stylistic changes and content innovations inevitably took longer 

to be adopted. The hallmark of much Victorian sports writing in the general 

press was the 'time-table' cricket and football match report, with a laboured 

blow-by-blow account of the action, occasionally gilded with a strained 

classical reference or Latin phrase, and couched in stock sporting 

terminology. It was a style that came to be ridiculed by later generations of 

reporters and, even at the time, the language used was occasionally satirised 

41 Lee, Origins, pp.127-128. For the attitude of the Morning Post to the issue in mid-century, 
and its decision to embrace racing after first stiunning it, see Wilfrid Hindle, The Morning 
Post 1772-1 937. Portrait of a Newspaper, (Routledge), London, 1937, p.210 

Kamper, 'Popular Sunday newspapers', p.100. 
John Pendleton, How To Succeed As A Journalist (Grant Richards), London, 1902, 

p.155. 
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by writers on literary journals. The Saturday Review poked fun at the sports 

writers' stock turn of phrase in an 1856 essay on prize fight reporting. 

The more savage the sport, the more flowery, and yet technical, is the 

description; and it seems as if a sort of sanction was supposed to be 

gained for a pursuit, if the narrative affords ample room for brilliant and 

striking metaphors. 

The essay highlighted phrases in use, such as, 'tap the ruby', 'fib the conk', 

'exchanging taps on the knowledge-box', and 'going whack with your left on 

the smelling bottle', adding, 

the gravity of the style, the extent to which the different performers 

are absorbed in their performance, and the mystery of the technical 

language employed, have something in them irresistibly comic. 50  

It was a style of writing and a vocabulary popularised by an earlier generation 

of sports writers, with Brailsford attributing its adoption and spread to the 

influence of sports journalist Pierce Egan (1772-1849), whose language, 

grew steadily more and more extravagant, larded with slang terms and 

exaggerations... the language of the street and the tavern, embellishing it 

unashamedly'. 51  It was only natural that a later generation of reporters, many 

newly recruited to an expanding genre of journalism, should look to earlier 

specialists for a lead as to how to present their stories. Their 'extravagant 

language' was condemned as 'an abomination' by industry commentators. 52  

5° 'The Sporting Press', The Saturday Review of Politics, Literature, Science and Aft, Feb 9, 
1856, pp.275-276. 
51 Dennis Brallsford, 'Pierce Egan', Oxford Dictionary of National Biography online (Oxford 
University Press) 2004-7. Golf journalist Bernard Darwin, 'Sporting Writers of the Nineteenth 
century', in Geoffrey cumbedege, Essays Mainly on the Nineteenth Century Presented to 
Sir Humphrey Milford (Oxford University Press), 1948, pp.117-1 26, suggests Egan was 'the 
garent or rather the great-grandparent of that strange jargon'. 

Ernest Phillips, How to Become a Journalist. A Practical Guide to Newspaper Work 
(Sampson Low, Marston), London, 1895, p.83. 
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Sports journalism was not alone in its reliance on the stock phrase. 

Newspaper language 'became ponderously stereotyped' and reliant on 'a 

traditional phraseology'. 53  Former Sunday Times editor W. F-ladley joined the 

Northampton Mercury, aged 15, in the 1880s, later moving to the Rochdale 

Observer. He witnessed at first hand the lack of a pool of experience for the 

emerging press to tap into, with a command of shorthand often the means of 

entry to reporting. 

I soon met some of the men who had been recruited in the way just 

described. Shorthand was still their prime qualification. They were slaves 

of the book and, when they had to do anything but transcribe notes, 

became the victims of clichés which often they did not understand .M 

This is an issue I will return to in more detail in Chapter Three. 

Despite shortcomings of style and presentation, and the whiff of hypocrisy 

attached to 'respectable' newspapers courting the betting constituency, the 

expanding popular press became 'an essential if problematic part of a 

"speeded up" society'. The newspaper had been transformed, 

into the most dynamic and profitable of all products of the printing 

press by the end of the century, but it had also been securely implanted 

into the cultural landscape as an essential reference point in the daily 

lives of millions of people. That was not accomplished without 

considerable effort...  

C. F. car and F. E. Stevens, Modem Journalism. A Complete Guide to the Newspaper 
Craft (Isaac Pitrnan), London, 1946, first published 1931, p.13. 
54 W W. Hadley, 'The Reporter, The Kemsley Manual of Journalism (Cassell), London, 
1954, p.226. 

Jones, Powers of the Press, pp.2-5. 
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The press came to represent a society 'characterized by mobility and change, 

an immediate present dominated by speed and punctuality'P The gathering 

and presentation of news and sport, the raw material of competition, came to 

be dictated by that quest for 'speed and punctuality'. Daily papers 'were 

among the first commodities to be mass-produced and distributed', making 

use of economies of scale to make the penny and half-penny title possible? 

The advances in print technology that made the ever-speedier production of 

huge quantities of papers a reality, lie outside the scope of this study. But one 

of the by-products of that modernisation, the Saturday evening sports special, 

had, from the outset, a significant impact on the working lives of the Victorian 

sports journalist, and the next section will examine that impact. 

1:3 'A ubiquitous feature of Saturday-night urban life': The Saturday 
sports edition. 

The 1 880s witnessed the establishment and growth of the 'football special', a 

Saturday night late edition of the local evening press carrying that day's 

football reports and associated weekend sports news. They went on sale at 

tea-time and were designed to satisfy a growing demand for up to date sports 

news in towns and cities across the North and Midlands. Mason suggests the 

football special was to become'. . . as much a part of the cultural scene as 

the gas lamp and the fish and chip shop'. 58  Russell describes them as 'a 

ubiquitous feature of Saturday-night urban life'. 59  In the joint introduction to 

Michael Wolff, 'Urbanity and Journalism: The Victorian Connection', the H. J. Dyos 
Mernotial Lecture, May 29, 1979, Victorian Studies centre, Univers4ty of Leicester, p.10. 
51 cnalaby, Invention of Journalism, p.41. 

Mason, Association Football, p.193. 
Dave Russell, Football and the English. A Social History of Association Football in 

England 1863-1995 (camegie Publishing), Preston, 1997, p.104. 
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their comprehensive and hagiographic review of football's rise to prominence, 

the 1905 four-volume Association Football and The Men Who Made It, 

sports journalists Alfred Gibson and William Pickford are quick to include the 

brightly-coloured Saturday sports specials among the inventory of sporting 

literature attached to the game. 

Newspapers and periodicals pour their daily and weekly contributions on 

the game in a steady avalanche ... A game that has created such a 

profusion of special journals, and the great playing days of which are 

illuminated by innumerable broadsheets in colour like unto the rainbow, 

devoted solely to the purveying of fact and fancy on the one topic. 

The sports specials were made possible by Victorian society's adoption of 

Saturday afternoon as the 'validated time to play'. Writing of Saturday sport, 

Dennis Brailsford, suggests, 

Its contribution to the late Victorian sporting revolution was far-reaching. 

The reconstructed leisure time-table, of which the free Saturday 

afternoon became the dominant feature, altered more than the simple 

timing of play. It modified sports themselves, urging upon them a new 

compactness and order. 61  

The Birmingham-based Saturday Night, launched in 1882, appears to have 

been one of the first of its kind. By 1884 the Wolverhampton Express and Star 

was publishing a Saturday night sports edition. The Blackburn Football 

Journal launched to coincide with the start of the 1883-84 football season and 

was on sale from 7pm, and by 1889 the town's Evening Express was printing 

four Saturday editions, starting at 5.40pm. By the 1890s, Mason suggests 'few 

Alfred Gibson and William Pickford, Association Football and The Men Who Made It, Vol 
I (caxton Publishing), London, 1905, p.111. 
Cl  Dennis Brailsford, Sport, Time and Society. The British at Play (Routledge), London, 
1991, pp.65-66. 
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towns of any size in England were without their football special'. 62  Entry to the 

market was not confined to the closing decades of the nineteenth century. 

The Nottingham Evening Post for example, launched its Football Post in 

1903 with Mason noting several other new ventures in that decade. 63  In 

London, the Evening News was first in the field with its Saturday evening 

edition, launched in 1889 and printed on white paper, followed by the Football 

Star, on pink paper, in 1893, and the blue Football Sun in 1894. Editorial 

responsibility for the smooth running and content of the Saturday titles 

appears to have devolved on to the evening press's sports editors. In London, 

the Evening News' sports editor J. M. Dick was in charge of the sports edition, 

and the extra responsibilities would seem a natural extension of the role of a 

sports specialist. 64  The Bolton Football Field seems to have been run as an 

enterprise at one remove from the Bolton Evening News. Just how much 

editorial licence the 'specials' editors had, though, is difficult to gauge. It 

probably extended to a weekly or occasional comment article, selling forward 

the editorial opinion on the important sporting issues of the day, as well as 

administrative tasks, plus commissioning match reports and supervising an 

editing team on a Saturday afternoon and early evening, although the finer 

working details of the arrangement remain hidden from the historical record. 

A brief examination of the Bolton-based Football Field is revealing in terms of 

the means by which a Saturday sports special came to be launched. The 

paper's first 'editor' was William Fairhurst who raised the idea of a penny 

Mason, 'Sporting News', pp.177-178, and Association Football, pp.1 91-1 93. 
H. Simonis, The Street of Ink. An Intimate History of Journalism (Cassell and Co), 

London, 1917, p.217, and Mason, Association Football, p.193. 
'Three Football Editors', The Sketch, Dec 19, 1894, provides a brief biographical sketch of 

the capital's 'football editors', p.10; Simonis, Street of Ink, p.66. 
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Saturday sports edition with his employer's, the owners of the Bolton Evening 

News. After studying shorthand in his own time, Fairhurst had joined the 

Tillotson family's newspaper business as a reporter in 1872, aged about 30, 

following early employment in the 'saddlery' trade. Fairhurst had seemingly 

recognised a growing demand in the town over the previous two years for a 

more comprehensive sports coverage. He became frustrated by the 

'inadequate space' devoted to sport in the local press. A player and 

administrator in Bolton cricket circles, a keen cyclist, a football referee and, by 

1884, a sub-editor on the Evening News, Fairhurst was ideally placed to 

assess potential demand and to set the groundwork for the first edition of 

the Football Field. 65  The paper launched on September 20, 1884, with 

Fairhurst writing under the pen-name, 'Olympian', and the editorial, under the 

headline, 'Our kick-off, proclaimed, 

The Captain has given the word, the uniforms are donned, the leather is 

flying, and we bound over the ropes aspiring and anxious for the 

approval of our patrons. We are not unheralded Our debut is made after 

careful preparation, and we come to the line fit and ready for the fray. 

Pledging to cover the full spectrum of popular sports, the editorial made no 

apology for the primacy of football in its news agenda. 

The game has fairly earned the Crown of the Athletic Kingdom, and our 

endeavour must be to make its reign glorious in achievements, pure in 

Fairtiurst obituary, Bolton Journal and Guardian, May 7, 1905, p.2; Cricket and Football 
Field, May 8, 1909, p.1. Evening News wage books of the period show Faithurstto be listed 
first among the weekly-paid editorial staff, commanding the highest wage, £3.7s.6d, in 1684, 
he was obviously a senior member of staff, probably second in the editorial hierarchy after the 
editor - see wage books in the Bolton Evening News Archive, Bolton Archive and Local 
Studies Service. 



morals, and conducive to the best interests of its subject votaries ... We 

appeal to a big and critical constituency - Sporting Lancashire. 

The Football Field launched at a time of crisis in English football caused by 

the growing controversy surrounding professional players, with Preston North 

End having been expelled from the FA Cup earlier that year in a bitter row 

over the use of 'imported' players. By October, Lancashire's senior clubs were 

threatening to form a breakaway British Football Association. 67  The fact that 

Fairhurst was appointed secretary of the pressure group of clubs agitating for 

a wider acceptance of professional players within the game, speaks volumes 

for the significant role being adopted by newspapermen within the football 

sub-culture. 68  As Mason has pointed out, newspapers provided 'management' 

and 'commitment' to help 'form those sporting sub-cultures that grew up 

around particular sports and particular competitions'. 69  In some cases, the 

possession of an accurate shorthand note, regular attendance at meetings 

and the expectation of favourable publicity might have been enough to secure 

a reporter's acceptance within urban sporting circles. In others, perhaps, such 

as with Fairhurst, a long-standing interest in Lancashire sport, together with 

the knowledge accrued from that close association, made them welcome 

allies in any dispute. Fairhurst proved to be sympathetic to the campaign to 

bring professionalism into the open and expose the sham amateurs. He was 

to later write that the Football Field, 

came just in the nick of time to fight the battle for the paid player. I 

am glad to say that in this respect it bore no inconsiderable part. It was 

Football Field, Sept 20, 1884, p.2. 
Russell, Football, pp.25-26. 
Football Field, Oct 18, 1884, p.5. 
Tony Mason, 'All the Winners and the Half-Times', Sports Historian 13, 1993, p.3. 
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in going about as the representative of the 'Football Field' that I saw a 

good deal of what was behind the scenes, wholesale corruption in the 

shape of paid 'amateurs' being rife, both in Lancashire and the 

Midlands. 70  

A fortnight after its launch, the Bolton Saturday sports paper carried a 

forthright denouncement of 'the deception' within football on either side of the 

professional debate. The editorial suggested, 

It is all very well to say that football is a strictly amateur game, but why 

should it be? We have professionals in every class of sport, many of 

whom are just as much respected as those who play for enjoyment 

alone. 	71 

The paper continued to provide sympathetic coverage for the Lancashire 

clubs' demands for a change of heart by the Football Association over paid 

players. But it must be borne in mind that, whatever Fairhurst's personal 

views on the issue/2  much of the Football Fields ' critical constituency - 

Sporting Lancashire' - were siding with the professional argument. In 

particular, local clubs like Bolton Wanderers, Bolton Association, Astley 

Bridge, Great Lever, Halliwell, and Turton were among those pressing for an 

accommodation of professionals within the game, and it would have been 

commercially naive for the new title to have alienated the Bolton area's senior 

clubs and their supporters. 

° Quoted in the Cricket and Football Field, May 8, 1909, p.1. 
71 Football Field, October 4, 1884, p.4. 
72  on a personal level, Fairtiurst's obituary described him as a 'member of the Wesleyan 
Methodist church', a supporter of the temperance cause, and an advocate of'. . . a 
Christianity which aims to provide a sound and well-developed body, as the fitting home of a 
vigorous and joyous soul'. 
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The sense of the enterprise being driven from the editorial floor, rather than as 

an initiative of the proprietors, is underlined by the 'Memorandum of 

Agreement' for the Football Field, which has survived, between Tillotsons, 

Fairhurst and a third party, John Steed! 3  The 'management, direction, control' 

of the title, to run at 16 pages, priced 1 d, is placed in the hands of the 

'preferential employees', Fairhurst and Steed. The Football Field is to operate 

rent free, with no cost for the use of staff reporters at matches, although 

telegraph expenses are to be met by the new title. Charges for the use of the 

printing press, labour and materials are detailed, with profits to be split in nine 

parts, three to Tillotsons, two to Fairhurst and Steed, with four parts 

'distributed among the Sporting staff and other approved employees on a 

scheme to be drawn up by the preferential employees and submitted to the 

approval of the Firm'. Unfortunately, the surviving wage books for the 

business do not appear to record the amount of money the reporters made in 

the profit-sharing deal, possibly one of the first of its kind in the newspaper 

industry. The memorandum specifies that the new paper be 'edited by 

Olympian', and that any title, 'or any personality' featured, 'becomes by the 

act of publication the copyright and property of the Firm'. The newspaper 

'owned' the pen names adopted by reporters at a time when a writer's true 

identity was rarely revealed, and that served only to depress the earning 

potential of staff, whilst protecting the intellectual capital of the business. It is 

an issue that will be returned to later in the study. 

Evening News Archive, BEN/i 3/1. Bolton Archive and Local Studies Service. 
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One can only speculate just how widespread were initiatives such as 

Fairhurst's, driven by editorial 'shop floor' enterprise, in the spread of the 

Saturday specials. There is no reason to doubt that sports enthusiasts among 

the ranks of daily paper journalists, men with local sporting knowledge and 

contacts, were involved in the planning and launch of many of the new 'sports 

specials'. 

The Saturday evening editions were produced, primarily, to meet the demand 

for news of the day's important football fixtures. They in turn produced a 

demand for sports journalism. The sports editor, no doubt, needed to cajole 

news reporters into spending their Saturday afternoons covering matches, 

with some taking less persuasion than others. With most papers' specialist 

sports journalist confined to the office to co-ordinate a high-speed sub-editing 

operation, or covering the most important fixture of the day, the limited ranks 

of full-time reporters would be swelled by occasional contributors enlisted, 

perhaps, to cover the exploits of their village team or a club they were 

associated with in some official capacity. It became a condition of employment 

for print room apprentices on the Bolton Evening News, between the ages of 

14 and 18, to act as football copy messengers on Saturday afternoons, 'or to 

report junior matches locally, for the Football Field. Aged 18, they graduated 

to spending their Saturday afternoons operating the linotype machines, 

probably for the sports edition - an indication, perhaps, of the value placed on 



the two tasks by senior management, with sports reporting a secondary 

consideration. 74  

The demand for sports news generated by the Saturday evening specials 

created new opportunities to earn money through reporting, in the form of 

lineage work - a report written by outside contributors and paid for on the 

basis of the wordage or number of lines of type used. Lineage might well 

provide a welcome addition to a reporter's wages if, say, he provided a 

second report of the sports match he covered and sent it off to the visiting 

team's local paper. Or it might represent additional income to a contributor 

outside the newspaper trade, with the associated risk of undermining the 

status of the sports reporter, possibly lowering editorial standards, and 

introducing an 'amateur element' into the business of journalism. But the 

practise was industry-wide and by no means restricted to sports reporting. 

The absence of professional entry standards made the nineteenth-century 

journalist, in particular, prey to competition from many directions, and 

constituted a serious threat to pay, conditions, and status. Lee notes that 

journalism, 

• had always been populated with amateurs, free lances and casuals, 

a truly rootless semi-intelligentsia. The job had always been a popular 

system of out-relief for the unemployed of every other profession. . 

When the national Press Association was created correspondents outside 

London included 'journalists employed by the provincial papers but they also 

Evening News Archive ZBENI9/3. Galley proof of career details of A. Boardman, upon his 
retirement. Boaiximan joined the Evening News in 1905. PhUlips, How to Become A 
Journalist, mentions the practise of compositors covering Saturday football matches, p.81. 

Lee, Origins; p.115. 
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included clergymen, solicitors, town clerks, businessmen, school masters, 

anyone, in fact, who could be trusted to supply reliable information'. 76  It is an 

issue that will be returned to in Chapter Two. 

There can be little doubt that an assignment covering a football match for the 

Saturday football editions was often the first introduction to sports reporting for 

many journalists. The need to provide quick, accurate 'copy' would shape the 

development of daily paper sports journalism for the rest of the period under 

review, and beyond. The manner in which reporters met this growing demand 

for speed, epitomised by new sports edition deadlines, together with the 

industry's seemingly ever-keener appetite for sports news in general, will be 

examined in the following section. 

1:4 'Running for dear life to the telegraph office': To be first with the 
news 

In his work on the development of the English popular press up to 1914, Lee 

noted, 

The communications revolution which so deeply affected nineteenth-

century society enabled news to be gathered, processed and distributed 

at a pace and on a scale which became almost an obsession of the 

Victorians. The question of speed was crucial, for it was the speed of 

communication, together with the speed of production, which made a 

mass press possible, albeit that before 1914 it had hardly become a 

realityi7  

16 Scott, Reporter Anonymous, p.43. 
Lee, Origins, p.59. 
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The sports reporter was a direct beneficiary of the 'communications 

revolution', in that his copy could be transmitted to the office from the football 

ground, the finishing post, or the prize ring in ever-quicker and more reliable 

fashion by use of a variety of overlapping methods, whether it be homing 

pigeons, telegraph, foot, cycle, train or, post-1900, the car and telephone - or 

a combination of several of these. Speed of composition, of assimilation and 

description, and of action, allied with a cool head and focused news sense 

came to be among the prized assets of the sports reporter. On the debit side, 

the need for 'instant' journalism must have been a significant factor in the 

adoption of stock reporting phraseology, a formatted, hackneyed style of 

writing designed to make speedy composition easier. 

In the mid-nineteenth century, the railway boom had enabled well conducted 

and resourced provincial papers to tap more fully into an up-to-date London 

and international news system, through the use of agency material, 'ready-

made' articles in stereotype, 'all sent up to them in the same, or even in an 

earlier train, than that which brought them the London papers. They were thus 

able to keep not too far behind their bigger rivals.Th  A less expensive 

alternative entailed copying the news in the London titles, delivered by rail that 

day. Persistent accounts of the 'scissors and paste' approach - of literally 

cutting out any articles in the London dailies deemed worthy of inclusion and 

having the same story or a close version set in type in the local press, with or 

without suitable attribution - suggest the cheapest means of providing a 

service often prevailed over issues of exclusivity and integrity. Railway 

78 Lee, Origins, p.59. 
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investment also facilitated the growth of commercial sport on a regional and 

national scale. In a re-evaluation of the role of the railways in the growth of 

Victorian sport, Mike Huggins and John Tolson suggest the greatest impact of 

rail travel was felt, not in mass sports spectatorship but in elite participation, I . 

initially top rowers, jockeys or pugilists and later top football or cricket 

teams'. 79  It was in the wake of these professional sportsmen that the sports 

reporter, in particular, those working for the specialist sporting titles and the 

sports agencies, criss-crossed the country by rail. 

Prior to the development of a 'modem' telegraph system, newspapers relied 

upon reports sent by rail, road, foot or homing pigeon. Some pigeons were 

believed to have been able to travel the 55 miles from the racecourse at 

Goodwood to London in 75 minutes, sometimes with a 'tissue' message 

attached to each leg for means of balance. 80  The carrier pigeon was an 

essential feature of the newspaper office, many of which would have boasted 

a pigeon loft of sorts, with trained handlers, although just how long into the 

twentieth century the system persisted is open to debate. A short article in the 

Manchester Sunday Chronicle, of July, 1898, introduced the readers to some 

of the finer points of a pigeon service, explaining, 

Their work, as a rule, lies in carrying to the office the reporter's copy 

from the many cricket, golf, football, and sporting fields that encircle the 

city, and which, with one or two exceptions, are not in connection with 

either the telegraph or telephone systems. Every Saturday ... as many 

as thirty or forty birds are requisitioned as messengers by a single paper. 

Mike Huggins and John Tolson, The railways and sport in Victorian Britain. A critical 
reassessment', in Journal of Transport History, Vol 22, No2, Sept, 2001, p.109. 
80  J. B. Booth, Bits of Character. A Life of Henry Hall Dixon, "The Druid" (Hutchinson and 
Co), London, 1936, p.77. 



The article adds, 

The reporter writes his copy on what is known as "flimsy" - a light oiled 

paper - and uses carbanised paper to obtain a duplicate. The "flimsy" is 

attached to the leg or legs of the pigeon by means of elastic bands, and 

at football and cricket matches the tossing of the birds from time to time 

is always watched by the crowd with great interest. 

The 'ingenious' method for handling the birds on their arrival at the newspaper 

office is described, with mention of a specially activated bell in the sub-editor's 

room to alert staff of the arrival of copy and to hasten the despatth of a copy 

boy to retrieve the hand-written report. To cover the risk of the bird going 

astray, a duplicate report might be sent via 'the nearest railway, car, or 

telegraph station by hand-messenger'. 81  

Fleet Street journalist B. J. Evans, recalling his early days in provincial sports 

reporting, outlined a situation that must have been familiar to countless 

newsmen over the previous thirty years. An apprentice on the Western Daily 

Mercury, in Plymouth, pre-1911, Evans explained that he regularly took two 

carrier pigeons in a basket when he attended amateur soccer matches in 

'inaccessible parts of South Devon'. He would write his impressions of the 

first-half action in a special notebook containing the very thin, 'flimsy', paper. 

At half4ime, I tore out the tissue paper - perhaps a dozen sheets of it - 

folded them carefully, placed a piece of elastic round the packet, and 

attached this to the leg of my first pigeon. The bird wheeled over the 

ground, often cheered by the two or three hundred spectators, and then 

81 Sunday Chronicle, July 17, 1898, p.4.  Bell's Life in London reporter Ned Smith provides a 
detailed explanation of the use of pigeons for press work in mid-century in the Sporting 
Times, Jan 10, 1891, p.6, explaining the modus operandi of sporting journalists supplying 
results news to both the press and sporting clubs. 
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made its way to the pigeon-loft of the Western Daily Mercury and 

Evening HeraId. 

The release of a pigeon relaying details each time a goal was scored appears 

to have been particularly popular among spectators, although the reception 

would probably depend upon which team had scoredl 

Evans' sporting ability was put to the test when, as a 1 7-year-old, he was 

despatched by bicycle to cover an away match of Plymouth Argyle reserves, 

complete with a basket of homing pigeons for his match report. He was on 

hand to see the keeper sprain his ankle as he stepped off the horse-drawn 

charabanc and, having played in goal at school, Evans was pressed into 

service as emergency cover. 

I placed my basket of pigeons inside the goal-net, and I honestly believe 

that it was anxiety for them even more than the desire to acquit myself 

well that enabled me to keep my end up. I even stopped a penalty. 

Fortunately, Argyle won easily... I had to write my report mostly during 

half-time as I sucked a piece of l emon.M 

Evans, a talented cyclist in his youth, put his prowess on the road to good use 

when, at a Royal visit to a point-to-point meeting on Dartmoor, he had orders 

82 B. J. Evans, How to Become a Sporting Journalist (W. H. Allen), London, 1946, pp.48-
49. 

Philip Bussy, 'A Private View Of The Press Box', in CB Fr/s Magazine of Action and 
Outdoor Life, Jan, No 22, Vol IV, 1906, p.371. See also, Arnold Bennett, 'Football Match', 
Things That Have Interested Me (chatto and Windus), London, 1921, p.78. Fora 
fascinating account, post-1900, of the process of sending a match report for a Saturday 
evening football special by homing pigeon, seemingly based on detailed knowledge, see 
Arnold Bennett, The Matador of the Five Towns (Chatto and Windus), London, 1972, first 
gublished 1912, pp.10-24. 

Evans, Sporting Journalist, p.49. Bell's Life in London reporter Ned Smith refereed the 
1860 championship prize fight between Sayers and Heenan in the countryside near 
Famborough and made time to write a running report of the bout, extending over two hours 
with 37 rounds, filing his tissues' after every two or three rounds and sending them off by 
pigeon, The Spoiling limes, Feb 7, 1891, p.6. 



to rush my superior's copy to the nearest telegraph office on my racing 

bicycle'. 35  

Despite the potential for mishap associated with the carrier pigeon, through 

bad weather, predators, and bad luck, the persistence of the system testifies 

to its worth and the lack of an economic and practical alternative. The pigeon 

and the telegraph systems operated alongside one another, and occasionally 

complemented each other. Arthur Binstead covered his last Waterloo Cup in 

1882 as a junior in a small sports agency run by Joe Capp. The 20-year-old 

was assigned the task of watching the coursing action in rural West 

Lancashire over several days and, with the aid of a local pigeon keeper, 

relaying news of the winning dogs to his chief, waiting at the post office in 

Formby, where Capp would then telegraph the results far and wide. 35  

The first message to be transmitted by telegraph for a newspaper was said to 

have been sent in May, 1845, for the Morning Chronicle along the London and 

South Western Railway Company's line from Portsmouth to the capital. But 

even in the 1860s the method was said to be expensive and unreliable, due to 

demand and delays. After the Post Office took over the telegraph system, with 

its first telegraphs sent in 1870, cheaper press rates, a gradually more reliable 

service and a reasonably comprehensive network opened up new possibilities 

for the newspaper industry, reflected in the growth of news agencies 

Evans, Sporting Journalist, p.65. 
Arthur M. Binstead, A Pink 'Un And A Pelican (BUss Sands), London, 1898, pp.25-27. 
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supplying reports by telegraph, with 20 based in London alone by 1900 . 67  In 

1870, private customers were charged one shilling for 20 words, with press 

telegrams costing a shilling for 75 words, expanding to 100 words on the 

cheaper night rate. Duplicates cost just 2d a message. Post Office revenue 

from press telegrams doubled between 1879 and 1899, with the average 

weekly wordage climbing from 4.2 million in 1874 to 15.7 million in 1899. 88  

The gradual development of the telegraph system created fresh opportunities 

within, and demands upon, the newspaper industry. 

The telegraph created a pressured world within journalism. It made 

possible the idea that a daily newspaper should encompass the events 

of a 'day'. . . henceforth daily journalism operated within a new tense, as 

it were, of the instantaneous present. °  

Mike Huggins has written of the significant impact information supplied over 

the electric telegraph had on horse racing, and especially betting. The Electric 

Telegraph Company had laid a line direct from Doncaster as early as 1852, 

with Epsom boasting a 'permanent circuit' by 1857. Huggins goes onto note 

an increase in telegraph messages sent from United Kingdom race meetings, 

from 114,479 (135 meetings) in 1870, to 436,603(264 meetings) in 1875. 

87 Lee, Origins, pp.60-61. For a brief summary of how the telegraph developed from a 
method of 'signalling the movements of railway stock' in mid-century to a means of turning 
'information into packets of carefully measured words', see Iwan Rhys Mows, 'Telegraphy 
and Commercial culture in Early Victorian England', Victorian Studies, Vol 39, No3, Spring 
1996, pp.  367-378. For an overview of the efforts made by the provincial press for reform of 
the telegraph system pie-i 870, see David Ayerst, Guardian. Biography of a Newspaper 
(Collins), London, 1971, pp.142-147. For a brief first-hand account of how the advent of a 
cheaper telegraph service impacted on the provincial press in the years after 1870, see 
Wemyss Reid, 'Some Reminiscences of English Journalism', The Nineteenth Century, Vol 
XLII, July-Dec, 1897, pp.58-60. 
° Brown, Victorian News, pp.13-14. 

Anthony Smith, 'The long road to objectivity and back again; the kinds of truth we get in 
journalism', in Boyce, Curran, Wingate, Newspaper History, p.167. 



Certainly in the early 1 870s much of the traffic at meetings was still 

generated by bookmakers, owners and other regular racegoers, but the 

volume of press messages was growing relative to it. The impact varied 

with the perceived general importance of the race result. 

The telegraph companies had sent news to 173 newspapers in 1868, but the 

figure had risen to 467 newspapers by 1870, and Huggins notes, 'The special 

rates for news brought in the halfpenny evening paper with its racing results. 

The evening paper brought more immediacy to betting. Bets could be 

placed during the day and the result known that evening; the attraction 

of this to working-class communities may be seen in the rise of betting 

alongside the growth of the evening press. 90  

Chambers's Journal in 1873 carried a descriptive article on the work of the 

staff manning the telegraph operation for big sporting occasions. The piece 

mentions a 'Travelling Telegraph Office', an 'office on wheels', that had 

recently been established, first used at the Boat Race, then Windsor, Henley 

regatta, the Canterbury cricket week, Lord's and a number of race meetings. 

The feature describes how a travelling telegraph staff of 17 would be 

augmented for an especially popular event, say the St Leger week at 

Doncaster. Readers were given a glimpse behind the scenes as the telegraph 

clerks, all 'hand-picked staff, coped with demand at a race meeting, boasting 

a knowledge of newspaper deadlines and styles, and bringing errors in copy 

to the notice of the reporters. 91  

9° Huggins, Flat Racing, pp.27-29. The significant rise in the number of press messages sent 
from individual courses is highlighted in a table on p.28, with, for example, 204 press 
messages sent from Lincoln in 1870, rising to 2,243 in 1875, and 266 in Nottingham in 1870, 
rising to 1,096 by 1875. 
91 'The Special Staff, Chambers's Journal of Popular Litetture Science and Art, Jan 11, 
1873, pp.18-20. 
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Sports writer Martin Cobbett noted the relationship between the sports 

reporter, particularly the racing journalist, and the *Special  Telegraph Staff 

who, 	. get to know each writer's business as well as he knows it himself'Y 2  

Cobbett, later to make a name for himself in racing journalism working for 

Sporting Life, the Globe, the People as its first sporting editor, the Referee, 

the Penny Illustrated, the News of the World, and Tribune, reported the 

1882/83 England cricket tour to Australia for The Sportsman. The paper's 

coverage of the tour makes fascinating reading. Cobbett filed lengthy travel 

articles and match reports, mailed back to London to save costs, together with 

brief telegraphed summaries of the more important matches. The end product 

could be something of a confusing mix, with month-old travel reports 

appearing out of sequence with the telegraphed news which was, at times, so 

brief as to leave the reader and Sportsman staff perplexed as to events. But 

the series of reports is illustrative of the nature of the medium and the way it 

was adapted for press purposes. 93  Cobbett was making the best use he could 

of the technology available to him, with one eye on the prohibitive cost of 

international cable communication. The success or otherwise attached to The 

Sportsman, in terms of newspaper sales or industry kudos, following on from 

its decision to send a reporter to cover the Australian tour, cannot now be 

gauged. One suspects it was considerable. On a more personal level, 

Cobbett's presence on the tour merited mention in his obituary almost 25 

years later, and his daughter later felt his work in Australia, undertaken when 

Martin Cobbelt, The Man on the March (Bliss, Sands and Co), London, 1896, pp.32-33. 
For example, see The Sportsman, Oct 7, p.8, and Oct11, p.4. Nov 15, p.3, Nov 22, p.3, 

Nov 24, p.4, Nov 28, p.4, and Dec 19, p.3, all 1882. 
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he was already 36, 'may perhaps be taken to have established Martin 

Cobbett's position as a sporting joumalist'Y 4  

The Oxford and Cambridge University Boat Race appears to have been one 

of many sports events where competition to be first with the news became a 

feature of the day. J. B. Booth, who worked for The Sporting Times, recalled a 

period when, among those reporters covering the race, 'The custom had 

gradually arisen of sending the result away before the actual finish, and taking 

the risk. . .' To speed up the relaying of the result back to the newspaper 

offices, rockets were used to signal the winner, and eventually the Post Office 

stationed a van at the winning line with a staff of telegraph clerks. Two 

reporters would position themselves on the van roof armed with binoculars 

and drop a message through a lid on the roof announcing the winner, with the 

news to be sent to a list of newspaper addresses supplied in advance to the 

clerks waiting expectantly below. 95  In 1894, the Exchange Telegraph 

Company was credited with sending the result of the Boat Race to 800 

subscribers within three seconds of the final declaration, with a dozen 

'temporary telegraph stations' lining the route? 6  

Arthur Binstead, mentioned above, noticed the quickening tempo of the 

reporter's working day on the racecourse in the final two decades of the 

nineteenth century. Writing in 1898 of his entry to the ranks of sports 

journalism in the early 1880s, Binstead noted, 

The Times, April 25,1906, p.9; Martin Cobbett, Wayfaring Notions (Sands and Co), 
London, 1906, p.XVI. 

J. B. Booth, A Pink 'Un Remembers (T. Werner Laurie Ltd), London, 1937, pp.36-37. 
William G. Fitzgerald, 'The Romance of Our News Supply', The Strand Magazine, July to 

Dec, Vol X, 1895, p.77. 
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There were some good fat berths knocking about in those days, and the 

holders of them could stroll about leisurely, back losers, mix with the 

highest followers of the sport, and still keep ihe tale" going; now all that 

is altered. Two-thirds of the good fellows in the reportorial cockloft are in 

the employ of one or other of the big Press Agencies, and, from the time 

the numbers go up for the opening race until ten or twenty minutes after 

the last winning jockey has been weighed in, they are so punctiliously 

busy that only occasionally can they slip out to "oil the machinery." 97  

When stripped of the note of whimsy and mild mockery, Binstead is describing 

an occupation under pressure to perform in tandem with a demanding 

technology. The rush for speed was not restricted to sport. In 1895, the 'News 

Gallery' handling press work at the General Post Office, London, was fine-

tuned to the needs of both the morning and evening press, housing between 

14 'telegraphists' at around 8am, rising to about 140 between 6pm and 8pm. 

At loam the staff numbered around 40 and at 2pm about 90Y8  By 1906 one 

sports reporting agency, at least, had installed 'transmitters' at the Oval and 

Lord's. As late as 1902, 'there was much grumbling' over the absence of 

telegraph facilities inside Old Trafford for a Test match, suggesting the 

omission was an exception rather than the norm. The shortcoming was 

overcome by a corps of messengers on cycles 

Personal endeavour, even physical risk, could play a part in being first with 

the news. Martin Cobbett recalled a reporting assignment in Newcastle, 

where, in the race to be first to telegraph the result of a boat race on the Tyne, 

he hired a man with a row-boat to take him off the umpire's steamer at a pre- 

91 Binstead, A Pink 'Un, pp.23-24. 
Fitzgerald, 'News Supply', p.72. See also, Vamplew, The Turf, p.222. 
Bussy, 'Press Box', p.369, and p.371. 
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arranged point at a cost of £5, with strict instructions to allow no one else on 

the boat. His athletic leap on to the smaller boat was to no avail, for the 

oarsman opted to supplement his earnings by taking the rival pressmen to 

shore, as well, at a shilling a head. 'I was first ashore and running for dear life 

to the telegraph off ce', recalled Cobbett. With the aid of a friend, who took 

over the mission when Cobbett fell exhausted, the result was sent, 'and the 

wires broke down before the next despatch arrived'. On another occasion, 

Cobbett was knocked overboard from the 'Press boat', along with the 

Sportsman reporter, at Barnes on the Thames, when covering a skulling race. 

Cobbett swam ashore and filed a story from the nearest post office before 

being ordered to leave because of his dishevelled condition. 100  

Judged at this distance in time, the sometimes frenetic rush, admittedly in 

extreme examples, to swim a river, fire a rocket, race a colleague, and be first 

with the sports result, appears a little extreme, with the end product an 

occasionally marginal time advantage over a rival publication or news agency. 

But that is to lose sight of what, for contemporaries, must have been a 

circulation imperative. Sports results sold papers. A 1913 study of the 

industry, pronounced, 'Incomparably the keenest competition in the 

newspaper world is developed as the result of rivalry to bring out the earliest 

news of sporting events'. 101  For the general public, the essence of reporting 

was probably summed up in the title of an 1895 article in The Strand 

Magazine, 'The Romance of Our News Supply'. The author introduced his 

examination of the technology behind the news story, 

cobbelt, Wayfaring Notions, pp.XlII-XVI. 
101 G. Binney Dibblee, The Newspaper (Williams and Norgate), London, 1913, p.82. 
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One almost despairs of conveying, in a single article, an adequate idea 

of the fascinating romance of the news supply to this country. When one 

of our dashing war correspondents, fired with feverish enthusiasm, 

performs a feat that astonishes Europe, or when cricket lovers are 

enabled to follow, almost over by over, Stoddarts Antipodean innings, 

then, indeed, the public appreciate the marvels of modem journalism. 102  

Lee sums up the sense of awe attached to the news gathering process, 'Other 

aspects of the popular press were important - style, capital, readership and 

so forth, but Victorians were quite rightly most impressed by the sheer pace of 

it all.' 103  There was to be no let-up in that pace, as the competition on the 

telegraph wires eventually developed into a competition over the telephone 

lines in the first decade of the new century between PA and its chief sporting 

rival Extel, with both organisations investing heavily, especially in their racing 

services. 14 

1:6 Conclusion 

The above chapter has illustrated an industry undergoing considerable 

change. New business opportunities had been created by the repeal of the 

'taxes on knowledge', and they would be further enhanced by the expansion 

of a potential urban readership with the means of supporting a cheap popular 

press. Newspaper entrepreneurs were recognising and reacting to fresh 

commercial possibilities. It was a period of transition for all concerned in the 

industry. Expansion created an increased demand for journalists and the 

adoption of new working procedures and new roles. 

102 Fitzgerald, 'News Supply', p.69. 
103 Lee, Origins, p.59. 

Scott, Reporter Anonymous, pp.122-128. 
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The advent of the Saturday evening sports special is a prime example of the 

industry responding to a potential market. The sports specials were 

introduced at a time when popular sports journalism was in its infancy. The 

shortage of specialist sports staff available to cover a busy Saturday sports 

programme, compounded by a relative shortage of general news reporters on 

a paper's payroll, necessitated the hiring of outside correspondents, or the 

use of print apprentices, presumably with an aptitude for reporting. The 

opportunity, however fleeting, for the journalist of the time to dictate the 

occupational structure of the new product to his own advantage, possibly to 

restrict the use of outside workers and to protect the primacy of the bona tide 

journalist's work, was lost. It is a particular irony in the sports journalists' 

development that a product like the Saturday specials, shaped significantly by 

their own initiative and expertise, should prove a notable factor in the 

undermining of the reporter's professional standing by attracting a pool of 

unregulated and casual competitors. The sports journalist operated in too 

fragmented an occupation to impose standard rules and conditions. There is, 

in fact, no evidence to show that the editorial floor put up any resistance to the 

recruitment of 'outsiders' at this period. As much of the evidence in this study 

will highlight, new press initiatives were tackled on an ad hoc basis. There 

were probably as many different working arrangements, in terms of pay, 

responsibilities, working hours and resources, as there were different 

Saturday sports specials. The invitation to extend reporting assignments to 

non-journalists was to prove significant in sports journalism's long-term 

occupational development. The absence of a union structure and lack of 
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evidence of any occupational body to negotiate change in the workplace in 

the journalist's favour, meant the market dictated that change. 

The growth of sports news in the popular press helped establish the reporter 

as a significant actor in the late-Victorian sporting world. Men like Bolton's 

William Fairhurst played a central role in popularising spectator sport. The 

knowledge that their day to day work contributed to the spread of a thriving 

sub-culture, of which many were no doubt enthusiastic supporters, and their 

probable acceptance among the local sporting fraternity, can only have added 

to their sense of status and self-esteem. Many of the comment articles of the 

time, associated with sporting developments and points of contention, such as 

Fairhurst's criticism of sham amateurism, are couched in a tone of shared 

endeavour, of proprietary concern, even. True, commercial necessity may 

have occasionally prompted a forced air of fraternity, although there must also 

have been times when a genuine sense of shared enterprise directed the pen 

of the reporter. 

The public's fascination with the speed of production associated with the daily 

press may well have engendered a sense of reflected glory on the part of the 

reporter who played a central role in that process. But that occupational pride 

came at a cost. The speeding up of newspaper production placed new 

physical and mental strains on editorial staff. The expectation of 'immediate' 

news, the circulation potential of new and multi-edition titles with rival papers 

in the same city competing to be first with reports and results, and the means 

available to transmit news quickly and accurately, can only have added to an 
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established ethos of competition. There was a developing keenness to be first 

with the news and to outdo a rival title and a rival reporter. It was a 

competitive element that would eventually come to represent almost the 

essence of the reporter, and would undermine any shared action to improve 

group conditions and status. 

Before turning, in the next chapter, to assess in more detail the men and boys 

recruited to fill the editorial vacancies created by an expanding industry, it is 

important to stress that, despite a picture of a press consumed by change, the 

rate of that change differed considerably across the industry. New sporting 

titles, racing sheets, big-city daily papers and county weeklies, jostled for 

readers with established businesses. A relatively lighter news agenda, where, 

increasingly, sport began to feature, developed alongside a more staid 

approach, and even where the new agenda was introduced, the modern 

reader might struggle to be aware of it, grounded, as it was, in the social, 

cultural and economic mores of another century. News content was still 

dictated by convention and tradition. The political essay, the leader column, 

verbatim reports of 'Corporation business', annual general meetings, the 

criminal courts, train timetables, and news of Empire and society culled from 

the London dailies, were the standard fare of the provincial weekly papers, 

and the weekly papers accounted for the majority of the titles of the time. 
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2:1 Introduction 

This chapter will examine the development of the occupation of reporting in 

the second half of the nineteenth century. In order to better understand the 

growth of sports journalism, the wider field of the journalist in general must be 

addressed, and this chapter continues that process. The economic position of 

editorial workers in the industry will be assessed together with their status in 

society. The brief career details of eight journalists recruited in the 1 870s, the 

decade when James Catton began his reporting career, will be highlighted in 

an attempt to place industry trends, outlined earlier, in the context of individual 

lives. 

In a telling phrase used in the introductory chapter, Lee describes many mid-

to late-Victorian journalists as, 'the rootless product of an expanding society, 

and men seeking the upward social mobility of the burgeoning professions in 

far greater numbers than the professions could provide places for them'. 1  The 

opening section of this chapter will look at how the press recruited and 

moulded this seemingly mobile pool of workers to meet a demand created by 

unprecedented expansion. The role of the reporter will be outlined along with 

the manner in which the industry hired candidates to fill that role. The image 

of the reporter, the news gatherer, is a particularly strong one throughout the 

period of this thesis and beyond, and sections one to three of this chapter will 

look at how that image, how that powerful sense of identity, developed, and 

will touch upon the ideal and the reality behind the stereotype. Pay and status, 

Alan J. Lee, The Origins otthe Popular Press in England 1855-1 914 (croom Helm), 
London, 1976, p.113. 
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key issues in the everyday life of the reporter and factors in the recruitment of 

staff, will be highlighted, along with lineage, the selling of stories to rival 

newspapers, and how that practice impacted on the sports reporter. The 

fourth section will provide examples of the type of men and boys drawn to the 

business of reporting, with the emphasis on sport, and will provide career 

outlines with which to compare and contrast the working life of James Catton 

in the thesis' later chapters. 

2:2 'Armed only with his pencil and note-book, and a splendid self-
reliance': The reporter 

The enormous increase in newspaper production in the second half of the 

nineteenth century, outlined in Chapter One, in turn created a demand for 

extra editorial staff. Census figures, although fraught with difficulty in their 

interpretation, provide an idea of rising numbers, with 2,403 authors, editors, 

and journalists listed for England and Wales in 1871, 6,096 in 1881, and 

8,145 in 1891, despite classification changes. 2  Although there were increased 

opportunities to become a reporter, competition for vacancies in the press 

appears to have been intense throughout the century. John Robinson wrote 

enquiring about the possibility of a vacancy arising on a Worcester paper in 

1846, a decade before social and economic circumstances triggered the 

industry's expansion. The editor, J Moake, replied, 

2  Brown, Victorian News, p.38. John Beveridge Mackie, Modem Journalism. A Handbook 
of Instruction And counsel For The Young Journalist (Crosby Lockwood), London, 1894, 
p.104, claimed a membership of the Institute of Journalists approaching 4.000 in 1894, with 
Ernest Phillips. How to Become a Journalist. A Practical Guide to Newspaper Work 
(Sampson Low, Marston), London, 1895, p.2, estimating the total number of reporters to be 
8,000. The rapid expansion in numbers appears to have slowed in the following three 
decades, with an estimated 10,000 newspaper journalists, based on the 1931 Census, 
according to F. J. Mansfield, The complete Journalist. A Study of the Principles and 
Practice of Newspaper-Making (Pitman), London, 1935, p.11. 
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I can only say that advertisements for reporters appear very rarely, and 

when they do there are a hundred apptications immediate'y. The best 

plan is to appear personally in the field and not to rely on advertisements 

or the recommendations of friends. . 

More than 30 years later, in the midst of an employment boom in the industry, 

competition for jobs was equally intense. Chambers's Journal of 1881 carried 

an essay on contemporary reporting trends and revealed that more than 200 

applicants had replied to a recent advertisement in the jobs column of the 

London Daily News for an 'assistant reporter on an unspecified newspaper. 

But the article was not written with the intention of marvelling at an occupation 

in the full bloom of development. The essayist was lamenting how an 

expanding newspaper industry was, in his eyes, opening the door of 

opportunity to the wrong type of candidate. The Chambers's essay railed 

indignantly that the increased popularity of shorthand as an aid to commercial 

employment had prompted growing numbers to apply for reporting jobs, 

under,'. . the popular fallacy that shorthand writing and reporting are 

synonymous terms'. The Chambers's writer, warming to his subject, 

lamented, 

• the fact is thereby disclosed that there are, at the most moderate 

computation, hundreds of young men eager to find an opportunity of 

crossing the threshold of a profession which would seem to be 

increasingly regarded as a haven of refuge for the discontented and 

incompetent in well-nigh every other rank and calling. Every newspaper 

proprietor and editor with an experience dating back some fifteen or 

Frederick Moy Thomas (ed), Fifty Years of Fleet Street. Being The Life and 
Recollections of Sir John R Robinson (MacmilLan) London, 1904, p.17. 
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twenty years, knows well, and probably to his cost, that matters in this 

direction are very different now as compared with his earlier days' . 

No accounts remain of any entrance examinations associated with newspaper 

recruitment, or of any specific educational requirements, although the growing 

popularity of shorthand among potential recruits is a constant feature of 

memoirs and literature surrounding the industry. The sole attempt to establish 

a dedicated training facility for press workers at this time, appears to have 

been the creation of a short-lived 'Newspaper Institute', at Crewe in the mid-

1870s, operated by a Cheshire newspaper chain owner. The aim was to 

provide a six-month course in type-setting, proof-reading, 'reporting by 

teaching Pitman's phonography', sub-editing and book-keeping. The course 

was considered adequate for the training of potential reporting 'assistants', 

with the rider that, 'no amount of mechanical training, however valuable in 

itself, will make up for the lack of tact and general aptitude needed in a 

reporter'. The initiative was welcomed as a means of overcoming the lack of 

resources available in newspaper offices to train the editorial apprentice, who 

was left 'very much to himself. 

and as complaints are now becoming very numerous as to the falling 

off in ability of reporters, sub-editors, and readers, the establishment of 

an Institute of this kind seems to meet a want of the time'. 

Anonymous, 'concerning Reporting', Chambers's Journal of Popular Literature, Science 
and Arts (N. R. chambers), LORUQR, Jan 15, 1881, pp.36-37 

Anonymous, 'A Newspaper Institute', Chambers's Journal of Popular Literature, Science 
and Arts (W. R. chambers), London, 1879, pp.395-397. According to A. Arthur Reade, 
Literary Success: Being A Guide To Practical Journalism (Wyman and Sons), London, 
1885, the scheme was eventually abandoned due to a shortage of students, pp.9-10. Lee, 
Origins, suggests it was an attempt by the founder 'to provide labour for his cheshire chain 
of papers', note, p.258. The enterprise does not seem to have been repeated at any level until 
the University of London offered a diploma in journalism in 1919, seemingly in response to 
demand following World War One demobilisation, see chapter Five. 
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One senses in the higher echelons of journalism a certain disdain and alarm 

over the issue of recruitment, a sense that a broadening of the ranks of the 

reporter had been accompanied by, or even necessitated, a less rigorous 

recruitment policy in terms of intellectual standards. 

'Lads yet at school; young men in their teens; men of maturer years, 

even if not of much riper judgment; and fond parents entertaining 

ambitious designs in reference to their peculiarly gifted sons - all these 

must have their minds disabused of the idea that by investing some few 

shillings in shorthand books, and giving for a few months an occasional 

spare hour to their study, one is thereby fully qualified to take rank in the 

Fourth Estate of the realm. There is no such royal road to journalism; 

and it is because of the influx of large numbers who have acted upon 

this idea, that the efficiency and character of the profession are in 

danger of being lowered, and its avenues blocked up by crowds of 

incompetent pretenders'. 6  

The introduction of compulsory elementary education in late century had 

broken 'the hitherto monopolistic position' of the Victorian blackcoated worker, 

according to Lockwood. 'Every literate person became a potential clerk'. 7  An 

enlarged pool of suitably qualified labour could only serve to depress wages 

and conditions of white-collar employment. A sustained high level of 

competition for the greatly increased number of reporting vacancies in the 

closing decades of the century is evidence that journalism, in its lower 

reaches, was subject to similar employment strains. Newspaper editor John 

B. Mackie noted in 1894 that a glut of qualified shorthand writers meant 

newspaper proprietors could 'insist on a knowledge of phonography or 

6  'concerning Reporting', pp.36-37. 
David Lockwood, The Blackcoated Worker. A Study in Class Consciousness (Geowe 

Allen and Unwin), London, 1958, pp.36-37. 



stenography' as a basic requirement of reporters 'without adding to the rate of 

remuneration formerly paid'. Pitman's Phonographic Teacher was said to 

command a sale of 150,000 copies annually. 8  

This uncertainty surrounding the calibre of candidates for an industry 

seemingly in a state of almost permanent flux, was exacerbated by the lack of 

any standardised recruitment policy. The press's largely unstated 

expectations of its potential recruits, ensured a wide constituency for job 

vacancies. Just what personal qualities editors and proprietors looked for in 

assessing job applicants is open to speculation. John Naylor secured his start 

as a reporter after answering general knowledge questions at his interview in 

Bolton in 1879. Nat Gould's interview in 1878, secured after his mother 

replied on his behalf to a vacancy, involved a walk around Newark's finer 

features and a talk about the countryside and history with the paper's editor. 1°  

Recruitment was dictated by market conditions. 11  The individual editor 

assessed the raw material represented by job applicants and offered the pay 

and conditions required to fill the vacancy. Although editors' expectations of 

Mackie, Modem Journalism, pp.1-5. Of the six evening schools in Manchester in 1890, five 
had offered shorthand classes and had taught 2,000 pupils over a two-year period, 
Manchester City News, May 23, 1891, p.7. Even the authors of shorthand manuals were 
aware of the false expectations that could arise as to a students suitability for a reporting 
post, armed only with a knowledge of shorthand. W. Mattieu Williams, in his Shorthand for 
Everybody, 1867, cautioned, 'I beg most emphatically to repudiate any pretensions to make 
reporters of those who learn the simple system of shorthand which this book expounds', 
quoted in E. H. Butler, The Story of British Shorthand (Pitman), London, 1951, p.121. For 
an account of the growing popularity of shorthand as a means of entering the world of late-
Victorian commerce, see Gregory Anderson, Victorian clerks (Manchester University Press) 
1916, pp.101-104. 

Frank Singleton, Tillotsons 1850-1950. Centenary of a Family Business (Tillotson), 
Bolton, 1950, p.12. 
° Nat Gould, The Magic of Sport (John Long), London, 1909, pp.93-95. 

For a fascinating contemporary insight into the method of advertising press vacancies and 
the type of written response a job advert might elicit, in terms of style, presentation, wage 
negotiation, career outlines, the nature of editorial responsibilities, and time-scale, see file 
DDX 1101/27/8, Lancashire Record Office, Preston, Burnicy Gazette correspondence, 
'Application for post of reporter and sub-editor', March, 1867. 
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academic attainment among recruits remained unstated, there were a few 

general qualities looked for, at least according to industry commentators. An 

appetite for literature, in order to broaden the mind and complete one's 

education, was suggested almost unanimously by a number of manuals 

offering advice to newspaper recruits, with Reade insisting, 'Without 

hesitation, without compromise, he must resolutely choose the best books, 

and read them only'. 12  

General knowledge was placed at a premium, with the youth advised to have, 

• a knowledge of Latin and French, and of geography, history, and 

politics. He should know something of art, science, literature, industry, 

and sport; and, indeed, pretty well everything from heathen mythology to 

the rules of debate in the House of Commons'. 13  

Expectations had not risen post-i 900. James Haslam, a former president of 

the National Union of Journalists, writing in the 1920s,   echoed earlier advice 

by highlighting grammar, English composition, and general knowledge as 

prime attributes. He recommended the youth stay on at school until 16. But on 

that point, after almost two decades of NUJ efforts to regulate pay and 

conditions, together with the Institute of Journalists' struggle to elevate 

journalism and protect standards, the ex-NUJ president was forced to 

concede, 

But this is not binding. Very much depends upon the intelligence and 

aptitude of the beginner. If he has the real "journalistic sense", that is the 

journalistic mind or instinct - watches others do their work, and takes the 

advice of his seniors, he will gradually become reliant to fill a post, 

12  Reade, Literary Success, p.131. 
John Pendleton, How To Succeed As AJournaflst (Grant Rtctiards), London, 1902, p.67. 
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perhaps of an inferior character at first in the reporting or sub-editorial 

section of the newspaper. 14  

This lack of a formal recruitment policy after more than a half-century of 

expansion is summed up in the 1911 guide, Choosing A Boy's Career. The 

guide's author explained, 'Many still consider that no special journalistic 

education is needed beyond that to be picked up in the office of a paper, 

preferably a small one', adding, 'however ... a good groundwork of general 

education is increasingly necessary'. 15  

The means of entry to the editorial department for the aspiring junior included 

an apprenticeship as a reporter after leaving school or after a spell in 

alternative employment. Internal transfers appeared common, from clerical 

duties, the advertising office, the reading room and from among the 

compositors where experience of handling all classes of 'copy' - from news to 

advertising - offered a grounding in newspaper practice and style, and where 

any shortcomings in education could be addressed through night school 

classes. A formal apprenticeship meant that, '. . . by the time he has 

completed his seven years' training, he has learned more than can be 

acquired at either school or college'. 16  

But there must have been many informal arrangements concerning the hiring 

of would-be reporters, especially in the early years of what was an 

14  James Haslam, 'careers For Boys. Hard Work and Joys of Journalism', Evening Chronicle, 
Manchester, March 9, 1925, p.S. 
15  Henry C. Devine, Choosing A Boy's Career. A Practical Guide for Parents, Guardians, 
Schoolmasters (Simpkin, Marshall, Hamilton, Kent), London, 1911, p.51. 
16  Mackie, Modern Journalism, pp.17-19. 



unregulated boom in recruitment. Edward Hulton is claimed to have not taken 

on a formally indentured apprentice reporter until 1898, almost 30 years after 

he had launched the first of his highly successful sporting titles in 

Manchester. 17  The employment of more mature candidates as 'trainees' 

certainly points to a flexible approach. Terms of indenture ran from three 

years to seven, in contrast to the strict seven-year apprenticeship for 

compositors, noted by Duffy. 18  Hamilton Fyfe graduated to the reporting ranks 

on The Times in the 1890s after first working as the editor's secretary. 19  

Graduate W. Hutcheon secured his first paid job as a reporter in Bradford in 

1887 after working for free for 10 months on the Aberdeen Free Press. 2°  Like 

so much associated with the development of the popular press, advances in 

formalising an apprenticeship system, to the satisfaction of employers and 

journalists alike, were uneven. The NUJ began an investigation into editorial 

apprenticeships in 1912, and reported its findings in 1914. With information to 

hand from 58 branches, the union could report, 'It is evident in a good number 

of offices apprentices and what are described as boy reporters are exploited 

for the purpose of keeping down wages'. Members were informed that among 

the worst cases of exploitation, one news agency employed a sub-editor 'and 

17 
Bernard Falk, He Laughed in Fleet Street (Hutchinson), London, 1937, p.27. The author 

claimed to be Hutton's first apprentice reporter. 
18 

Patrick Duffy, The Skilled Compositor, 1850-1 914. An Aristocrat Among Working Men 
(Ashgate), Aldershot, 2000, p.9, p.59, p.69. The relative strengths of the two occupational 
groups, the printer and the journalist, are clearly marked by the issue of apprenticeships. The 
seven-year print apprenticeship controlled numbers, maintained skill levels, and added to 
status and exclusivity among compositors. The lack of a strictly adhered to indenture period 
left reporting prey to unregulated competition. 
19 

Hamilton Fyfe, Sixty Years of Fleet Street (W. H. Allen), London, 1949, pp.24-25. 
20 	

Hutcheon, Gentlemen of the Press (John Murray), London, 1933, p.46. It is interesting 
to note that although Dufty, Skilled Compositor, pp.52-54, states that entry to printing might 
involve the payment of 'a premium' by the parent or guardian of an apprentice, especially a 
compositor, it does not appear to have been widespread among reporters judging from the 
absence of evidence among joumalists' memoirs. 
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five apprentices and boys'. The prevailing situation appeared to be some way 

short of the union's goal of one apprentice to four seniors. 21  

The route from the composing room to the editorial floor remained open and 

popular throughout the period under discussion and, as new technology was 

introduced, further internal openings were created, including the promotion of 

'telephonists in daily newspaper offices'. 22  A trained compositor was likely to 

earn more than a reporter on the weekly press, in part due to the compositors' 

occupational strength, derived from competition among newspaper proprietors 

for their services, and the vulnerability arising from 'the perishable nature of 

the product'. 23  The decision to switch trades, albeit within the same firm, 

suggests the development of latent literary ambition coupled with a 

determination to join the white-collar class of workers, perhaps after a 

truncated schooling brought about by economic necessity. 24  The work of the 

compositor required 'a high standard of literacy'. 25  F. J. Mansfield entered the 

newspaper industry in Kent on the printing side of the business in the 1880s, 

although he classed himself as a 'budding journalist'. Like his father before 

him, also a journalist, Mansfield served time setting type, reading proofs, 

feeding the printing-press. He was then given reporting assignments, 

21 
 NUJ National Executive council Minutes, Jan, 1914, MSS.86I1INECI4, Modem Records 

Centre, University of Warwicic. 
22 

Haslam, 'Hard Work', Evening Chronicle, 
23 

Duffy, Skilled Compositor. p.78. 
24 

James Haslam, who began his newspaper career in Lancashire in the closing years of the 
nineteenth century, was eaming 22s a week and was in charge of a compositor-reporter 12 
months his junior but who earned 35s a week as he was a member of the Typographical 
Society, quoted in F. J. Mansfield, "Gentlemen, The Press!" Chronicles of a Crusade 
(Official history of the National Union of Journalistsj(W. H. Allen), London, 1943, p.189. 
There may well have been friction in the industry as compositors took up reporting posts, and 
the question of wage levels, social standing, and advancement in such instances awaits 
further study. 
25 

Duffy, Skilled Compositor, p.17, p.21, p.38. 
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'including a good deal of sport... Columns of football had to be written at the 

week-end'? 

Reporting apprenticeships were largely taken up by teenagers. Brown writes, 

most journalists had begun their careers in their teens, or as soon as 

they left the University. Journalism was seen as a specialized craft. The 

discipline of writing, to a specified theme, at a fixed length, to a precise 

deadline, is probably one that can only be acquired when young. This 

early entry alone gave journalists a distinct identity. 

But there is a distinct sense of a two-tier recruitment policy within the industry. 

Pendleton noted 'a tendency', by the turn of the century, for graduates to 

enter journalism in 'the literary departments of the daily papers', and among 

the leader writers. But the youth, 'obliged to bustle for a livelihood long before 

his beard comes', might begin a career in journalism as, 'a "printers devil," 

copyholder, or editor's amanuensis, or is articled to learn the art and mystery 

of reporting'. 28  Journalism was said to have become 'an attractive career' for 

university graduates with restricted prospects, men with, 

no desire at all to become under-masters in public schools, possess 

little or no capital to take them into commercial pursuits, and cannot 

afford to wait for the great prizes which law and medicine have to offer to 

the astute and to the diligent. It is from men of this indeterminate class 

that journalism is continually enlisting recruits?9  

26  Mansfield, The Complete Journalist, pp.117-118. 
27  Brown, Victorian News, p.80. 
28  Pendleton, How To Succeed, p.27. 

F. S. A. Lowndes, 'Journalism for University Men', The Contemporary Review, Vol L)OO(, 

1901, p.814 



But journalism held an appeal even for those graduates with a more secure 

future mapped out. George Brodrick trained to be a barrister and secured 

employment as a leader writer on The Times in 1860 when an essay he had 

published on 'Representative Government' attracted the attention of the 

paper's proprietor. 30  Oxford graduate Henry Spenser Wilkinson was an 

examiner in German for the Civil Service Commissioners when, in 1895, a 

personal recommendation from a peer he knew, to the proprietor of the 

Morning Post, helped secure appointment as the paper's dramatic critic on 

eight guineas a week, and later as a leader writer. 31  

Training for the job of reporting appears to have developed, or been 

improvised, along fairly pragmatic lines. In a hit-and-miss fashion, now 

partially hidden to the historical record, the human resources available to 

proprietors and editors, themselves often untried in the publishing field, were 

utilised in a fairly informal and unstructured manner. According to memoirs of 

the period, the youth was soon put to work on minor reporting assignments. 

Once 'qualified', or at least experienced in the demands of the job, Brown 

highlights the 'roving careers' and the extreme mobility of the reporter. It was 

a trait partly explained by the fact, 'Promoters of new or expanded papers 

looked for professional and experienced people to run them, rather than for 

people with local connections'. 32  

3° George charles Brodrick, Memories and Impressions 1831-1900 (James Nisbet), 
London, 1900, pp.129-130. 
31 

Henry Spenser Wilkinson, Thirty-Five Years 1874-1909 (Constable), London, 1933, 
pp.198-i 99. 
32  Brown, Victorian News, pp.81-82. 



Whatever the route to seniority, newspaper reporting generated a distinct 

occupational image. Chambers's Journal ran a series of articles throughout 

1881 examining the role of the journalist and, in particular, the place of the 

reporter in the newspaper industry. 33  The author, or authors, of the essays 

appear particularly well informed about the state of the industry, and go on to 

present a brief outline of the qualities believed to be needed to meet the 

demands of the job. The journal suggests the reporter, 

• . must possess the faculty of intuitively seizing upon the essential 

features of any occurrence which he may be instructed to report... He 

must also have an intuitive perception of the relative value of words with 

all their shades of meaning... A reporter, too, requires a well-balanced 

mind, a cool head, and an impartial judgment. We do not say a reporter 

should have no fixed principles, no private opinions of his own; but he 

must be careful not to allow these opinions to influence his reports... A 

reporter also requires to be able to concentrate his thoughts upon his 

work in any circumstances. Whilst others around him are in a state of the 

wildest enthusiasm, he must be perfectly cool, and absorbed only in his 

work... He must be acquainted not only with the history of the past, but 

also with the occurrences of the present... he must possess the power 

of assimilation ... Of course, this means in many cases a good deal of 

superficiality; but all journalists must, from the exigencies of their 

situation, be more or less supefficial'. 

The Chambers's series was part of a growing body of literature devoted to the 

phenomenon of late-Victorian newspaper expansion. Judging by the number 

and variety of essays and commentaries published in journal and book form, 

Anonymous, 'Concerning Reporting, Jan 15, 'Literary Beginners', Jan 29, 'Some Curiosities 
of Journalism', February 19, 'Some curiosities of Reporting', Aug 6, Chambers's Journal of 
Popular Literature, Science and Arts (W. R. Chambers), London, 1681. 

Anonymous, 'concerning Reporting', pp.37-38. The superficiality highlighted appears to 
have been a feature of the educational requirements of the late-Victorian clerk, too, according 
to Lockwood, Blackcoated Workers, pp.20-21. 
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the educated public had developed a fascination for the speed of newspaper 

production the increase of titles 1  advances in technology from telegraphy to 

the presses, and the organisation and management of newspaper offices. All 

were deemed suitable subjects for discussion and analysis. 35  Together with 

this curiosity of a general nature, there developed a steady flow of manuals 

and guides devoted to practical advice for the would-be editorial recruits. A 

feature of these guides was the attempt to build a composite picture of the 

'ideal' reporter, as well as outlining the rewards and pitfalls associated with 

newspaper work. 

Perhaps somewhat surprisingly, the issue of health and the need for a robust 

constitution is a recurring theme in a series of titles running from the 1 880s 

through the Edwardian period to the inter-War years. A. Arthur Reade in his 

1885 work, Literary Success: Being A Guide To Practical Journalism, 

warns, 

• . By day and night, in fine weather and in foul, Sunday and week-day 

alike, the reporter must be ready to go wherever duty calls. He must also 

be prepared to go without regular meals; to expose himself to varieties of 

temperature; and to toil when others play. Such conditions, to which all 

reporters must submit, are, it is quite obvious, unfavourable to health 

and long life. Even strong men not infrequently break down, and retire 

into less laborious occupations'. 

The warning was probably introduced, in part, with a view to discouraging the 

less committed from applying to join the editorial ranks. There is though, I feel, 

John Pendleton, Newspaper Reporting In Olden Times and To-day (Elliot Stock), 
London, 1890, p.205, lists 29 articles on journalists and newspapers carried in a variety of 
literary journals between 1864 and 1886. 

Reade, Literary Success, p.132. 
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a risk of the modern reader dismissing too readily Reade's alarm over 'the 

perils to health', couched as it is in unappealing hyperbole, and associated 

with what many might see as a predominantly sedentary occupation. The 

practical difficulties, discomfort and time-consuming nature of nineteenth 

century transport and the rudimentary character of communication technology 

- both central elements in the successful discharge of the reporter's duties - 

should not be ignored. The frequency with which the 'health warning' is 

repeated in subsequent manuals demands it be taken seriously. Even by 

1925, with significant advances in both transport and communications, 

Haslam, in a newspaper advice column on careers, wrote, 'Journalism 

becomes more rather than less strenuous, and physical health and strength 

are as essential as versatility of mind'. 37  Both Reade and Haslam, in works 

written 40 years apart, touch upon the mental strain associated with the role 

of reporter, with Reade citing 'fast writing' as an issue and Haslam 

suggesting, 

if a journalist is not at any time actually applying himself to an urgent 

daily necessity, he is invariably troubled about the work he has done - 

as to whether or not it is satisfactory or correct - or he is thinking of the 

work he knows he may be called upon to do within the next few hours'. 

The threat to a reporter's health and well being posed by the insalubrious 

working conditions encountered as standard in 'white-collar' employment of 

Haslam, 'Hard Work', Evening Chronicle. 
38 On the subject of health as an issue in reporting, see also PendLeton, Newspaper 
Reporting, pp.50-51, and MacIde, Modem Journalism, pp.23-25. 
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the time would have been exacerbated by the need to work unsocial hours 

and the readiness to undertake unpredictable assignments. 

On a more positive note, the guides of the time paint a rather romantic picture 

of the adventurous reporter, the 'contemporary historian', a man of action, 

dashing to railway accidents and political meetings, untainted by vested 

interest and party allegiance, free of cynicism, an honest, unbiased servant of 

the community, a man living on his wits with an instinctive appreciation of 

news values, blessed with tact and resource. It's an image sure to have 

appealed to a boy or a young man seeking a career slightly out of the 

ordinary. John Pendleton saw the reporter as 'courageous, sharp as a hawk, 

mentally untiring, physically enduring'. 

When "on duty' he does not admit the word danger into his vocabulary. 

He will risk death at a Fenian meeting, go down a pit choked with after-

damp, penetrate into the vilest fever den, take notes in the midst of a 

riot, disguise himself as a tramp and sleep in a lodging-house - go 

anywhere and report anything at any time of the day or night, armed only 

with his pencit and note-book, and a sp'endid setf-retiance. 4°  

Of course, the days of high drama and excitement are tempered by warnings 

of municipal reporting, covering public meetings and, on the smaller weekly 

papers, non-journalistic work such as canvassing, collecting accounts, book- 

The office situation of the reporter, judging by contemporary accounts, was, at times, 
remarkably similar to that of the commercial cleric. For a review of the often 'cramped and 
unhygienic' conditions experienced by Victorian clerks and the threat posed to their health, 
see, Anderson, Victorian Clerks, pp.15-20. and p.9 for a contemporary account. The 
physical development of newspaper offices is not dealt with in any detail in secondary 
sources, but the impression given by journalists is one of cramped, insalubrious and 
improvised accommodation. 
40 Pendleton, Newspaper Reporting, pp.160. 
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keeping, proof-reading and the like. 4' Mackie warns of "fag" work', with the 

rider that, 'If he is really anxious to make progress in his profession, he will not 

object to the drudgery, but rather will welcome it'. 42  But the 'common-place' 

was said to be leavened with 'the most wonderful combination of variety and 

opportunity for personal adventure'. 43  Apprentices on the Bolton press in the 

1880s were expected to work in the 'Counting Office', 'from time to time', a 

proviso that, I would suggest, would not be uncommon across the industry in 

small-scale concerns attempting to ensure staff flexibility in the face of an 

uneven workloadt Physical labour was occasionally the lot of the apprentice 

reporter, at least if the experience of Nat Gould was in any way typical. As 

'pupil' to the editor he responded to a mechanical crisis on the Newark 

Advertiser press, stripped to the waist and, with the editor, helped the 

printers. 

For Mackie, the reporter had to be 'always, and above everything, strictly loyal 

to fact and fair play'. 

'The public affairs of the district, civil and ecclesiastical, are at his finer 

ends. He knows public men of all types and ranks, and is more or less 

trusted by them. To secure, however, the full use of his opportunities, 

and the full development of his powers, he must never permit private and 

41  Reade, Literary Success, pp.38-39. Forty years later, in 1925, the 'young reporter is 
cautioned that he may be expected to canvass for advert(sements, with commission on wtlers 
forming part of his wages, Alfred Kingston, Pitman's Popular Guide to Journalism. A 
practical handbook for all engaged in or seeking to qualify for professional work on the 
newspaper press (Pitman), London, 1925, p.35. 
42 Mackie, Modem Journalism, p.21 

H. A. Boswell, About Newspapers. Chiefly English and Scottish (St Giles), Edinburgh, 
1888, p.104. 

Apprenticeship indentures for Thomas Bamett (1889), Bolton Evening News Archive, 
Bolton Archive and Local Studies Service. 
' Gould, Magic of Sport, pp.103-1 04. The difficulties surrounding the occupational etiquette 
of asking an editoilal recruit to engage in physical labour appears to have been regularly 
circumvented, as in the case of Mansfield, mentioned earlier, by employing potential 
apprentice reporters initially as 'general apprentices', with an expectation they would engage 
in a wide variety of tasks before specialising in journalism, Mansfield, The Complete 
Journalist, pp.117-118. 
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personal interests to warp his judgment or affect his impartiality. He must 

strive to win the reputation of a truth-seeker and a truth-teer.' 

The guides and commentaries appear uniform in their endorsement of weekly 

paper journalism as an ideal grounding for the aspirant reporter. The early 

exposure to a great variety of assignments and the responsibilities associated 

with being part of a small workforce are rated as highly desirable. The number 

of editorial staff employed on each paper would vary according to size, how it 

was managed, and its profitability. Small weekly papers of the period might 

get by with 'a man and a boy', a half-penny daily with 'a manager, leader 

writer, sub-editor, and two reporters'. The Yorkshire Post employed an 

editorial staff of 28 in 1866, the Manchester Guardian got by with seven 

reporters in 1868. The major London papers would have employed many 

more. 47  The size of the paper would no doubt dictate the type of training a 

recruit could expect, and his level of exposure to more senior reporting tasks. 

Even at this distance in time it is not difficult to imagine what attractions 

reporting held for the late-Victorian job seeker. The wish to escape the drab 

conformity and strictures of the counting house clerk would certainly be one. 

As would the realisation that entry to the traditional professions was out of 

reach without patronage, financial independence, or academic excellence. 

The wish to see one's work in print and to experience an occasional brush 

with drama and excitement must also have figured prominently. W. N. Watts, 

a 'prime mover' in the creation of the NUJ, had, during his time reporting in 

Mackie, Modem Joumalism, p.11 
47 Brown, Victorian News, pp.82-84. 
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Blackburn in late century, worked with editorial colleagues, 'young men 

sometimes of good education though generally self-taught, who had dreaded 

the atmosphere of mill or factory and the interminable turmoil of industrial 

conditions'. 48  The Journalist and Newspaper Proprietor, the paper of the 

Institute of Journalists, admonished would-be recruits that the 1890s press, 

had no cheap welcome for the young man who took to reporting for 

the love of beer and skittles, thinking only of the freedom, the 

Bohemianism, the famous men and places he would see, the notorious 

women he might chance to meet, the free dinners and champagne. 

But one can't help but speculate that that is precisely what many young men 

hoped to encounter when opting for life as a newspaper reporter. The 'beer 

and skittles' might compensate, in part, for the limited pay and ambivalent 

status of the reporter, examined in the next section. 

2:3 Wild and exaggerated notions': Journalists' pay 

Potential newspaper recruits scanning the literature on journalism outlined 

above, found little attempt to put a gloss on the question of pay. In 1885 

Reade cautioned that a reporter covering a 'country district' might be 

considered fortunate if he receive from thirty to forty shillings a week', with the 

average in Wales falling to 25s. 50  Twenty-three years later, the newly-formed 

National Union of Journalists was moved to condemn an advertisement for a 

'Reliable zealous junior (improver). Verbatim shorthand, news gatherer, 

Mansfield, The Pressl, p.23. 
Journalist and Newspaper Proprietor, Jan 3, 1891, p6, quoted in Aled Jones, Powers of 

the Press. Newspapers, Power and the Public in Nineteenth-Century England (Scolar 
Press), Aldershot, 1996, p.125 
50  Reade, Literary Success, p.7. 
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cyclist, football. Country district affording good experience. Salary 22s. 

Officials noted, . . the remuneration offered is considerably below the 

amount paid to many street sweepers'. 51  The unregulated and competitive 

nature of the industry was spelled out by Mackie in 1894, 

There is no fixed scale of wages in the profession. The working journalist 

is left to get the best price he can for his services. As a general rule, the 

most liberal employers secure the most competent and trustworthy 

workmen. 52  

The low-pay message was spelled out equally clearly in the 1895 guide, How 

to Become A Journalist, with R. H. Dunbar, assistant editor of the Sheffield 

Daily Telegraph and former National Association of Journalists vice-president, 

suggesting in the introduction, 

very wild and exaggerated notions are entertained as to the salaries 

usually paid even to the ablest and most experienced men on high-class 

papers. Do not take to journalism in the expectation of either gaining 

fame or making a fortune by it. You will get more fame by taking the 

Queen's shilling, and if fortune is your object you will do much better as 

a brewer's traveler'. 

In 1872, William Fairhurst, mentioned in Chapter One, joined the Tillotsons 

family newspaper group in Bolton as a reporter, aged about 29, after early 

work in the saddlery tradet' There is no record of what Fairhurst, as a mature 

starter, was initially paid, but in 1887, by the time he was 44, he was earning 

£3.7s.6d a week, the top earner in the editorial department after the editor. 

SI  National Union of Journalists (NUJ), Minute Book of the Executive council, sub-committee, 
Jan 29, 1908, Modem Records centre, University of Warwick. 
52 Mackie, Modem Journalism, p.80. 

R. H. Dunbar, assistant editor Sheffield Daily Telegraph, in introduction to Phillips, How to 
Become a Journalist, p.XXl. On the subject of pay, see also, Lowndes, 'University Men', 
p.814-816 and Kingston, Pitman's Popular Guide, pp.10-11 and pp.110-11. 

Fairhurst obituary, 80/ton Journal and Guardian, May 7, 1905, p.2. 



His eight editorial colleagues earned between 7s and £3 a week. 

Apprenticeship indentures for a reporter on the Bolton titles in 1889 reveal a 

wage rate on a scale rising annually from 5s6d a week in the first year, to 

8s6d, 1 Os, 11 s6d, up to a figure that seems to read 13s at the end of a six-

year term. By 1905 the scale runs from 6s a week to 15s in the final year of a 

six-year apprenticeship. 55  In what appears to be a standard requirement, the 

parents or guardians of the apprentices were expected to provide suitable 

food, lodging, and clothes, and to provide for the young men during periods of 

ill health. 

By way of contrast, figures produced by Alan Lee reveal that leading 

journalists - a status reached either through seniority and promotion in the 

provinces, or a position on the London press - could earn a very comfortable 

living. By the 1 870s the going rate for the editor of an average London 

morning newspaper was probably £1,000. The pay of an editor in the 

provinces was often lower, with W. T. Stead's 1872 salary on the Northern 

Echo - £200 - estimated to be the average outside Edinburgh, Glasgow, 

Birmingham, Manchester and Leeds, where the figure could climb to the 

London rate. But even by the 1890s the editor of a small weekly might only 

earn £70 or £80. 'These salaries were low compared to those received at the 

upper reaches of other professions.' The leader writer, when employed full-

time, could earn £1,000 a year in London in the 1870s, with a good provincial 

Wage ledgers, various dates, and apprenticeship indentures for Thomas Bamett (1889) 
and charles Hoyle (1904), Bo/ton Evening News Archive, Bofton Archive and Local Studies 
Service. For an insight into the wide variety of non-reporting duties assigned to apprentice 
reporters, see Reade, Literary Success, pp.38-39. See also indenture of apprenticeship of 
Blackburn Times reporter Isaac Fish, for 1867, a three-year agreement on similar rates, file 
DDX 900/1 59, Lancashire Record Office, Preston. 



daily paying up to £400 by 1885. A sub-editor on a London daily in the 1860s 

might earn a quarter to a third of an editor's salary. Average rates in the 

1870s had put the sub-editor on a level with the experienced bank or 

insurance clerk and by the end of the century the leading London dailies were 

paying £400 to £500, the rest £250 to £300. Provincial rates were around the 

£150 to £300 mark in the 1870s to 1880s, rising to £400 in the 1890s. The 

ordinary reporter in London earned around £200 a year in the late 1860s, 

rising to £500 or £600 in the 1 890s. Smaller papers in the provinces might pay 

only £1 a week in the 1 890s. Apprentices and junior reporters, as already 

illustrated, might only earn lOs a week in mid-century. 

Following the formation of the NUJ in 1907, its initial policy on pay rates was 

to leave negotiations in the hands of local representatives, with the ultimate 

goal of a national standard a more long-term consideration, to be pressed for 

when the union had grown in strength and influence. In the gradual build-up to 

the formulation of national standard rates, a 1913 union meeting in Glasgow 

was informed that of the union's 3,600 members, some 2,100 earned less 

than £160 a year, with some of the worst paid reporters in the industry yet to 

join the union. A report to senior union officials in 1915 revealed a reticence 

among members to reveal their annual wages, with only about 20 per cent of 

wage enquiry forms returned. Of those that had been filled in correctly, 71 

different pay rates were described among 454 reporters and 110 sub-editors. 

Four reporters were earning less than 1 Os a week, with the top rate that of a 

sub-editor on £7 a week. Just over 11 per cent of the sample members 

Lee, Origins, pp.108-111 
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earned less than 30s a week, 45 per cent were on 30s to 45s a week, with 18 

per cent on £3 and above. No one aged under 20 earned more than 30s. 

By January, 1919, the NUJ could announce it had reached a minimum wages 

agreement with the Newspaper Society, the leading employers' body. Pay on 

weekly papers for seniors aged 23 and above would start at £3. Depending on 

the type of paper involved, the starting pay might rise to £4.4s a week. 58  The 

above evidence suggests that wage rates cited by Lee for London-based 

reporters represented the industry's top earners. Rates cited by the NUJ may 

well have been towards the lower end of the scale, based on the union's 

appeal to lower-paid journalists. 

The pay situation regarding sports journalists is complex and varied. At one 

level, that of the sporting editor, a combination of roles, of writing and sub-

editing, secured a rate of pay above many in the industry. But at the level of 

the sports reporter, whether on a general newspaper or specialist title, there 

was an expectation among colleagues and employers that he would earn less 

than his colleagues covering news. 

Not until the first two decades of the twentieth century do reliable industry-

wide pay rates become available, through surveys instigated by the NUJ as 

part of its wages campaigns. It is not unreasonable to presume the post-1900 

figures reflect pay 'bands' prevalent in the late-Victorian period, if not the 

actual rates of pay. Figures compiled by the union's Central London branch in 

Mansfield, The Press!, pp.184-211; NUJ NEC, July 10,1915, MSS.86/1/NEC/6, Modem 
Records centre, University of Warwick. 

Mansfield, The Press!, pp.207-208, and p.273. 
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1916 suggest journalists on the specialist sporting press could expect a 

starting pay significantly below that enjoyed by staff on general newspapers, 

approximately one guinea lower for junior journalists compared to those on 

weekly papers. A branch survey carried out three years earlier appears to 

confirm the impression. The lowest paid morning paper reporter was a 27-

year-old on the Sporting Life, with seven years' experience, earning £2.13s, 

and barred from supplementing his pay through lineage. In negotiations with 

employers in 1917, the NUJ confirmed the London experience by its 

readiness to accept significantly lower rates of pay for its sporting members, 

compared to news staff. The union wanted an industry minimum of £5.5s for 

junior news reporters on daily papers, with £6.6s for senior reporters and sub-

editors. But the claim for sports staff, whether reporter or sub-editor, was for 

£4.4s for juniors and £5.5s for seniors. Sports staff were expected to work an 

extra two years before annual increments would lift them to the minimum pay 

level of news staff. To cushion the apparent snub, the NUJ wanted those 

sports journalists assigned 'descriptive' work, together with 'Note Writers', to 

start on £6.6s, no doubt in recognition of the requirement for original 

composition that those roles demanded. The union reckoned a guinea would 

compensate staff drafted in for a Saturday shift covering sport, whether 

reporting or sub-editing. The reduced rates for sports journalists on the daily 

general press were repeated for staff on the specialist sporting press. The 

employers' response to the claim, although differing on several points, 

perpetuated the acceptance of lower rates for sports staff. But the newspaper 

proprietors were not prepared to introduce a special provision for 'the note 

writer'. The union responded, 



102 

This omission places sports journalism, sometimes highly technical 

work, on a pSane more inferior than we intended. In suggesting a lower 

salary for sports reporters and sub-editors we had in mind the 

opportunities that arise for men of ability to reach the £6.6s standard by 

specialising as note writers on some branch of sport. 

The NUJ's compromise claim on behalf of sports staff ranging from a £4.4s 

minimum rising to £6.6s over four years, was also rejected by the 

employers. 

The union's attitude to 'sporting pay' seems, not unnaturally, to have created 

some ill will among sports journalists. A former member of the NUJ executive 

council, himself a sports journalist, blamed his colleagues for not objecting 

'when we were relegated to bottom place in the scale of wages'. 60  The NUJ 

president in the run-up to pay bargaining was sports editor AIf Martin, who 

was to later complain that putting the sports journalist on a lower wage level 

than others in the industry was 'the most absolute nonsense'. 61  

There are few more sensitive issues, or more revealing, in any occupation 

than that of pay, and for both the NUJ and the employers to have reached 

agreement, in part, on the place of the sports journalist at the bottom of the 

editorial wages hierarchy is significant. The accord must have reflected 

industry norms established over many years. Granted, there was an initial 

expectation among the union negotiators that minimum wages for the sports 

journalist would be offset by premium payments for 'expert' writing in the form 

Mansfield, The Press!, pp.222-241, and p.563. 
The Journalist, Nov, 1923, p.193. 

61 Mansfield, The Press!, p.416. 
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of the notes column, a literary feature common across the industry. But the 

union had been prepared to countenance an 'inferior pay rate in general, with 

the prospect only of 'men of ability' being able to improve their earnings. It is 

suggestive of an occupational group struggling to achieve parity with 

colleagues, and one hampered by an inferior status, within the industry, at 

least. There may well have been an understanding that sports reporting, 

especially of professional clubs, provided ample opportunities for extra 

income through lineage. But even in that area, the sports journalist faced a 

keen struggle, as will be outlined later. 

In an attempt to place the earnings of the reporter in context, a 1901 series of 

articles assessing family earnings, carried in Cornhill Magazine, provides a 

valuable framework. The journal located a lower middle-class budget in the 

range of £150 to £200 a year. Examples included younger reporters on the 

'best metropolitan papers', and senior reporters on the 'best local papers'. 

They shared their financial status with, among others, senior telegraphists, 

county council clerks, police inspectors, certain skilled mechanics, bank clerks 

and teachers in 'London Board Schools'. Those earning slightly above £200, 

according to the essayist, might be prepared to spend £12 a year on servants' 

wages, while those at the lower end of the scale would not be expected to 

' G. S. Layard, 'A Lower-Middle Class Budget', Comhill Magazine, Vol X, 1901, pp.656-666. 
Eli ioU, 'Professional ideology', pp.174-175, states that 'Studies or the prestige associated with 
different occupations in Britain have shown journalists rated among the lower professionals 
and small businessmen. These are the customary standards of comparison for earnings'. 
Anderson, Victorian Clerks, pp.2-3, writes of 'a variety of service and white-collar 
occupations' emerging and expanding in late century below 'the capital-owning and 
professional middle classes', and although he does not include the journalist among 'the low-
ranking civil servants, commercial travellers, draughtsmen, shop workers, telegraphists and 
telephonists, warehousemen and... teachers and c%ergymen', that he felt constituted that 
class of worker, there can be liftle doubt that, on social and economic grounds, the journalist 
occupied that strata of society. 
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employ domestic staff. It was a strata of society that encompassed many of 

the country's clerks, the 'blackcoated workers', '. . poised precariously 

between the middle and working classes'. For Lockwood, the clerk's 

economic position, 

made him forward-looking, striving and individualistic. His working 

life brought him into close contact with members of the middle classes 

and from them he borrowed the prestige that surrounds authority. 

The description bears a similarity to the position of the provincial reporter. The 

wage rates of the reporter, outlined above, approximate to those listed by 

Lockwood and Anderson as applicable to certain ranks of clerk, and, just as 

with the journalist, there was 'a bewildering lack of uniformity' over pay.M 

Clerks, 'as a class, were fragmented and isolated in small groups in a great 

many offices'. 65  Clerks shared 'the prospect of upward income and job 

mobility', with 'great opportunity for those who rose and respectable poverty 

for the unfortunate'. 66  These were all characteristics of the occupation of 

reporting. But Anderson noted, 'One way of ensuring the respectability and 

integrity of clerks was by recruiting only men who were known personally', or 

'nominated' by associates. This 'local' connection does not seem to have 

been a requisite in the newsroom, as suggested above by Brown when noting 

the geographical mobility of journalists.' That in itself might well have left the 

issue of 'respectability' among reporters open to question. For the clerk, 

respectability was a central tenet of his social standing, with low pay 'not 

Lockwood, Blackcoated Workers, p.99. 
Lockwood, Btackcoateci Workers, p.22. 
Lockwood, Blackcoated Workers, p.32, Anderson, Victorian Clerks, p.10. 
Anderson, Victorian Clerks, p.21. Lockwood, Blackcoated Workers, p.25. 

67 Anderson, Victorian Clerks, p.12. 
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necessarily' implying low status. For the reporter, as this section will go on to 

illustrate, low pay was not necessarily compensated by respectable status. 

Relatively low pay at the bottom end of the career structure was exacerbated 

by an expectation among editors and proprietors that their staff would appear 

each day dressed smartly, in the expectation that their reporting duties would 

bring them into contact with civic dignitaries and professionals in a wide range 

of social and business settings. The gap between the pay of a reporter and 

the earning power of those higher up the economic scale who he might be 

expected to move among, is illustrated by Haslam. In late century he was 

earning little more than £1 a week, 

and it was hinted to him that he should appear in the district with a 

dignified mien, consort with the big-wigs of the place as much as 

possible - 'as much as possible' was a happy touch, he says - and 

make himself generally popular. 

The necessity, or expectation, to present an image beyond one's means was 

recognised by commentators to be a not uncommon characteristic among 

white-collar workers on a lower middle-class budget, 

• through the action of certain economic laws, the average 'lower-

middle' bread-winner is forced into an extravagance in the matter of 

clothes out of all proportion to his income. 

Quoted in, clement J. Bundock, The National Union of Journalists. A Jubilee History 
1907-1957 (Oxford University Press), 1957, p.7. 

Layard, 'Budget', pp.656-666. See also contemporary comments of journalists on the issue, 
Hamilton Fyfe, Sixty Years of Fleet Street (W. H. Allen), London, 1949, p.7, and George F. 
Allison, Allison Calling (Staples Press), London, 1948, pp.9-10, and p.20. 
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The issue of 'extravagance in the matter of clothes', could be said to be a 

symptom of what Anderson noted among clerks as, 'a false class 

consciousness which bore no relevance to economic realities'. The clerks' 

own union levelled the charge against its members at the turn of the century, 

and it was a charge repeated several years later, although this time by the 

NUJ against its members. 70  

For the reporter seeking to fund a smarter sartorial image, there were 

opportunities to supplement his salary through lineage work, as mentioned 

above and in Chapter One, either with the tacit or express approval of the 

editor or proprietor. But the lineage openings were likely to be closed to all but 

senior reporters. Lineage appears to have been a contentious and divisive 

issue throughout the period of this study, and beyond. In keeping with the 

makeshift character of so much associated with the reporting business, there 

was no uniform organisational structure, with practices varying from office to 

office. The lineage payments might be pooled, paid solely to the writer, 

divided up according to seniority, or even 'milked' by an office-bound sub-

editor handling the final draft of a report. The existence of established 

opportunities, or even merely the suggestion of future earning potential, can 

only have served to depress wage levels, with employers using the lineage 

issue, the chance to make money 'on the side', as a tool in whatever informal 

pay negotiations might have arisen. Those reporters with recourse to good 

lineage opportunities would probably be unwilling to risk wages agitation that 

might upset the status quo. A union report into pay levels in 1915 revealed 

70 Anderson, Victorian Clerks, p.126, and Mansfield, The Press!, pp.13-30. 
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that out of a survey group of 30 reporters aged 40 and above receiving £2 a 

week or less, it was recorded, 

The majority of these are district men, and in a good proportion of cases 

it is stated by arrangement with proprietors much free time is availab'e 

for lineage work. In several cases it is stated that employers take lineage 

into consideration when fixing salary. 

But the reporter found competition for this potential extra income. It does not 

appear to have been unusual for lineage work to be taken up by non-

journalists. The NUJ's National Executive Council suggested lineage work in 

'100 towns' was in the hands of non-journalists in 1914, and noted 11 

complaints of 'proprietors and editors who compel their reporters to do the 

work but pay them little or nothing at all for the labour'. 72  The persistence of 

the lineage practice, together with evidence drawn from the career stories of 

several reporters, suggests a robust supply and demand structure. The 

benefits for the newspapers purchasing lineage included the obvious one of 

widening the scope of their news coverage, lessening the risk of being 

'scooped' by rival titles, and the potential of keeping overheads down by 

limiting the need for bigger staffs. 

The memoirs of Bernard Falk serve to illustrate the experience of many 

newspaper staff. Falk joined the Hulton group of newspapers in Manchester in 

1903 and the teenager soon found his news reporting duties for the Evening 

Mansfield, The Press, outlines the NUJ's progress to a national negotiating rate, pp.184-
211; NUJ NEC, July 10, 1915, MSS.8611 (NEc(6, Modem Records Centre, University of 
Warwick. 
12 NUJ NEC Minutes, Jan 31, 1914, MSS.86/1/NEC/4, Modem Records Centre, University of 
Warwick. The issue was so serious, that years NEC noted in its study of national pay 
bargaining, 'In approaching the question of salaries, it may be found impossible in many 
cases to deal with it independently of lineage'. 
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Chronicle expanding to take in football matches - the common lot of the 

apprentice - despite a parental ban on playing the game as boy, which had 

denied him more than a passing knowledge of the sport. His induction into the 

world of sports reporting included an early insight into the means of making 

extra money. 

There were always ways and means of earning a little more money in 

Manchester. Sometimes you obliged a local sports agency with a 

duplicate; that meant an extra 2s6d or 5s in your pocket; sometimes you 

obliged a solicitor with a verbatim report of a law case; that meant 

anything up to £10— at times more; sometimes you were given a 

commission by a London newspaper. One way or another I generatty 

managed to augment my small income. 73  

In 1913, in union circles, the question of lineage was said to be, 

the burning issue in most of the branches - especially the 

appointment by newspapers of the motley crowd of outsiders, 

magistrates clerks, newsagents, relieving officers, clergymen, officials of 

football associations, and many others, as accredited correspondents. 74  

The date is almost immaterial. The practice was endemic from the union's 

formation onwards. Opposition was not restricted to concern over financial 

disadvantage, either. There was a professional concern with union members 

complaining of 'inaccurate reports and fairy tales'. 75  

Falk, He Laughed, p.48. See, Arthur christiansen, Headlines All My Life (Heinemann), 
London, 1961, p.19, brIbe situation in Merseyside in the 1920s. 

clement J. Bundock, The National Union of Journalists. A Jubilee History 1907-1957 
çoxford University Press), 1957, p. 37 . 

Report to NUJ Annual Delegates Meeting, Manchester, May, 1912, M5S86/1/ADM/2, 
Modem Records centre, University of Warwick. 

Chronicle expanding to take in football matches - the common lot of the 108 
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But for the sports editor, and others occupying a more elevated position in the 

editorial hierarchy, the attitude to contributed copy was likely to be more 

ambivalent. The supply of sports lineage to the press was a keenly contested 

business, with competition between journalists on the staff of rival 

newspapers, freelance reporters, and the public. For a sports editor with a 

responsibility to fill a given number of column inches a day, or to ensure the 

coverage of a number of sports fixtures on a Saturday, the work of 

contributors could prove essential. Their efforts could broaden the scope of 

the paper's coverage, provide detailed information, compensate for meagre 

staffing resources, and help stay ahead of the opposition. However, for the 

reporter seeking to earn extra money on a Saturday sports shift by sending a 

lineage report to another paper, the non-journalist contributor might prove an 

unwelcome competitor, equally so for the freelance reporter looking for 

commissions. The business of gathering news could also be complicated by 

the attitude of club officials with a penchant for lineage pay, seeking to make 

money from information that might legitimately be provided to the press for 

free upon enquiry, or favouring one title ahead of another on the prospect of 

financial gain. The NUJ Central London branch was discussing the possibility 

of checking the spread of sports reporting by non-journalists in 1910, and in 

1914 the same branch was concerned about tennis reporting being carried 

out by 'non-professional reporters'. 76  The situation was serious enough for the 

NUJ to approach the FA in 1913 to protest about officials contributing official 

news to the press'. FA secretary Frederick Wall was instructed to reply that 

the association, 'does not consider it has any right to interfere with the private 

76 NUJ papers, MSS86/1/BR/CL/1, and MSS86/1/BR/cL/2, Modem Records centre, 
University of Warwick. 
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and personal occupation of any of its members'. But the FA was prepared to 

remind senior representatives of earlier edicts, issued in 1904 and 1907, to 

the effect that'. . . it was not desirable that the official position of Members of 

the Council should be made use of in connection with their journalistic 

communications'; and'. . . a Member of the Council should not publish or 

comment in the Public Press, or in any way publicly, upon any matter upon 

which he may be called upon to act as a judge'. The FA Council believed'. 

that Referees and Players ought not to report matches in which they take 

part'? 7  The NUJ complaint appears to have been used by the FA as an 

opportunity to reinforce its own stand against leaking information to the press 

as a breach of privilege, and to caution against potentially embarrassing 

situations arising from reporting on games that players and referees were 

directly involved in. But there was no effort to call a halt to the seemingly 

widespread habit of contributing paid-for material to the press. 

The union was fighting a losing battle over the issue, which appears to have 

been raised regularly at both national and local levels. One example of many, 

concerns the secretary of the Kent FA who drew the ire of the union by 

offering a weekly summary of county football news for 5s a week, information 

that came his way in the normal course of his duties. For several seasons he 

had also written 'signed articles', used by four local papers, 'which embody all 

the information which can only be obtained from him as secretary'. Union 

protests succeeded in forcing the official to withdraw his 'summary' offer and 

provoked the county press to cease using his signed articles. But the change 

77  FA minutes! Dec, 1913. 
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of heart by the newspapers was said to have been based on financial 

grounds, 'an objection to paying for what they considered should be supplied 

free'. The Journalist conceded that the official had never refused press 

requests for information. 78  It was an isolated success. 

In June, 1931 the NUJ general secretary was writing to the FA and Football 

League clubs 'appealing to them to take steps to prevent footballers and 

those holding administrative posts in football clubs from competing with 

professional journalists by writing reports and comments'. The Journalist 

reported, though, that Wall was of the opinion 'that the journalists might very 

well consider approaching the newspaper proprietors instead of asking the FA 

to intervene'. 79  In 1934, the annual delegates' meeting at Stirling carried a 

motion instructing the NUJ National Executive Council to press the FA and 

Rugby Union to bar officials from 'providing for publication in the Press 

information of matches played which should be placed, freely, at the disposal 

of journalists'. 80  

Lineage, whether by full-time reporters, freelances, sports club officials or the 

public was too deeply ingrained in the very fabric of the newspaper industry to 

be abandoned. 81  The related issue of sportsmen writing for the press, and the 

threat that posed to the sport's reporter's livelihood and reputation will be 

raised in Chapter Three. 

78 The JournaList, Dec, 1930, p.262, and Jan, 1931, p. 13 . 
The Journalist, June, 1931,p.115 

80 NUJ papers, MSS86/1/ADMI5, p.52, Modem Records Centre, University of Warwick. 
81 The Newspaper World, Sept 7, 1935, p.10, carried a complaint from a freelance reporter of 
seven 'non joumalists' reporting 'first-class football matches' for the Manchester press. 
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2:4 'A visitor unwelcome': The journalist's status 

The uncertain economic standing, outlined earlier, that might accompany work 

as a reporter on the provincial press, was compounded by a certain 

ambivalence surrounding the social status of the newspaperman. It must be 

emphasised, though, 'The situation of the journalist has always been in part 

dependent on the status of the audience for which he worked'. °  The paper he 

worked for would also dictate the type of assignment he might be expected to 

undertake and the nature of the welcome awaiting him on assignments. His 

work might involve unpleasant confrontation. Pendleton reveals this less 

appealing aspect of the job when he writes that the reporter might need to rely 

on 'downright native impudence' in the pursuit of hard-to-get news. 

The reporter ... is sometimes a visitor unwelcome; for the enraged 

father does not like to be questioned about his daughters elopement, 

nor does the manufacturer, tracked by some vague rumour on 'Change, 

care to disclose to the indefatigable and unabashed pressman the 

coming downfall of his firm. 

That aspect of the reporters work was considered prevalent enough to 

warrant bringing to the attention of the potential recruit, in particular the 

graduate. There was probably an assumption that the graduate had sprung 

from higher up the social and economic ladder than the mere apprentice, with, 

perhaps, a more heightened sense of what constituted respectable behaviour 

and company. The university recruit was warned, '. . . the journalist must mix 

82 Philip Elliott, 'Professional ideology and organisational change: the journalist since 1800', in 
George Boyce, James curran, Pauline Wingate, Newspaper history from the seventeenth 
century to the present day (constable), London, 1978, p.179. 
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freely with his fellow-creatures of every class. Nothing, within reasonable 

limits, must be to him "common or unclean" ... 

In assessing the position of the journalist, Lee writes that, 'the reasons for 

journalists having failed to secure a higher status are complex'. He notes the 

impression of 'venality, licentiousness and sedition' attached to the 'early 

radical journalists', a lingering 'feeling that in some sense journalists were 

realty spies against whom 'Society' should be secured'. They were engaged in 

a search for 'unpalatable and often embarrassing facts.M  The political 

leanings of a particular paper might well create an unfavourable impression of 

its reporting staff among those of a different political persuasion, with the bias 

of the leader column clouding the perception of the, purportedly, otherwise 

unbiased news columns. 85  In the early 1800s, journalism 'was regarded as 

neither a dignified nor a reputable profession'. But in a review of the 

occupation, seemingly focussed on the political commentator and leader 

writer, prejudice against the newspaperman 'was beginning to break down' as 

the century progressed. 

In an attempt to lessen this status anxiety, many commentators on the late-

Victorian press, particularly those drawn from the editorial ranks, lauded the 

journalist's virtues of integrity, fairness and incorruptibility. The industry's shift 

from a heavy reliance on party politics to a more popular news agenda freed 

Lowndes, 'University men', p.818. 
Lee, Origins, pp.105-107. 
For a breakdown of the political leanings of the daily press of late-Victorian England see, 

Lee, Origins, pp.281-1 87. 
A. Aspinall, 'The Social Status of Journalists at the Beginning of the Nineteenth Century', 

The Review of English Studies, Vol Xxi, 1945, pp.216-230 
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much of a newspaper's content from the taint of political bias. As a 

consequence it was claimed, the journalist, 

acquires influence in proportion as he shows himself independent, 

incorruptible, whole-heartedly devoted to the public good. When his 

character is spelled in such letters, known and read of all men, he 

becomes a true 'king of men.' 87  

Journalists themselves appear to have had little difficulty in defending their 

occupation. Memoirs consistently refer to their calling as a 'profession'. But 

the two standard studies of the rise of the professional classes indict 

journalism with failing to control access, with the lack of appropriate 

qualifications and examinations, with a lack of stability, questionable 

standards, and the lack of specialised intellectual training. 88  There is an easy 

recourse to the word 'profession' in the reporters' memoirs consulted. It is a 

word adopted, seemingly without great care or consideration and, I would 

suggest, refers only to the sense of a 'professional outlook' within the 

occupation, of a commitment to high standards in the quest for accuracy, 

speed and exclusivity, as suggested in the Introduction. The newspaper 

reporter might define himself as a professional, emphasising the occupation's 

guiding principles of objectivity and incorruptibility, but they were features, 

however closely adhered to, that could not elevate him to the status of the 

professions. 

87  Mackie, Modem Joumalism, p.117. For contemporary advice on how the reporter should 
conduct himself when offered a bribe to suppress news, see Kingston, Poputar Guide, p.117. 

A. M. car-saunders and P. A. Wilson, The Professions (Frank cass), London, 1964 (first 
published 1933), pp266-270; W. J. Reader, Professional Men. The Rise of the 
Professional Classes in Nineteenth-Century England (Weidenfeld and Nicolson), London, 
1966, pp.146-151 
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At the other end of the newspaper spectrum from the reporter, among the 

'men of letters', the political columnists and the leader writers, recourse to the 

description, 'profession', might well infer a belief that their work met some of 

the criteria associated with the 'traditional' professions. But even here, 

commentators agreed that their credentials were sadly lacking. Writer and 

human rights campaigner H. R. Fox-Bourne examined the question, 

'Journalism as a Profession or Trade', for a newspaper industry audience in 

the 21st  edition of Sell's Dictionary of the World Press and highlighted the 

distinction between the reporter and those occupying the 'higher branches' of 

the occupation. He suggested the gulf between the two had widened. 

Reporting had become, 'more of a trade, or an aggregate of trades, than it 

used to be', despite the training necessary to master the 'more technical' 

aspects of the job. The work of the commentator had shifted to become 'more 

of a profession', but Fox-Bourne insisted, 'Anyone of ordinary intelligence and 

literary aptitude may become a journalist at a day's notice', if they had 

something to say of interest to the public. The end product was that journalism 

never could be a profession. Even distinctions within the occupation could, of 

necessity, be dismantled. 

Nor, among journalists themselves, can any barriers they endeavour to 

set up, prevent, say, a reporter from being also, or from becoming, a 

leader-writer or an editor, or both at once. 

H. R. Fox-Boume, 'Journalism as a Profession or Trade, Sell's Dictionary of the World 
Press (Henry Sell), London, 1901, pp.19-20. See also, Hamilton Fyfe, Sixty Years of Fleet 
Street 	. H. Allen), London, 1949, p.83, and Joel H. Wiener, 'How New Was the New 
Journalism?', in Joel H. Wiener (ed), Papers for the Millions. The New Journalism in 
Britain, 1850 to 1914, pp.57-58, for the gulf between the leader writers and the reporter in 
the Victorian editorial hierarchy. W. H. Wafts, wilting in 1862, noted various grades of 
reporter, with the 'dismounted' covering news stories, and the 'regular, with 'higher aims', and 
dealing with debates and more weighty matters, W. H. Wafts, My Private Note-Book; or 
Recollections Of An Old Reporter (Tinsley Brothers), London, 1862, p.2. 
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For Lee, 

• . journalism, even in the lOBOs, could claim few of the generally 

accepted qualifications of a profession. It could provide little stability, no 

great remuneration, was hardly recognised by the state, and had no 

position of monopoly privilege.' 

He further adds that, 

in terms of respectability and security the journalist held a low 

position amongst the professional men of whom he claimed to be one. 

Most lived on the fringe of the intelligentsia, but were not a part of it...  

Jones, though, notes two positives in the quest for respectable status among 

journalists. In late century, biographical studies of the capital's leading editors 

and journalists began to be published, together with descriptions of the 

internal workings of the newspaper industry, providing role models for less 

elevated journalists and an improved image among the public. The 

establishment of regional press clubs further aided the image of the reporter. 91  

Nevertheless, the daily working experience for many reporters was often 

circumscribed by petty snubs and inconvenience. The reporter seeking to fulfil 

his duties might be bullied by minor officials over what they should report at, 

say, a meeting. 

now and then some citizen who has scrambled into brief authority 

thinks he has a sort of prescriptive right in him - that he may order him 

about, tell him, not always in the most courteous language, what to 

chronicle and what to waive...  

Lee, Origins, p.107, p. 113 . 
91  Jones, Powers of the Press, pp.123-124. 

Pendleton, Newspaper Reporting, pp.84-85, p.185, pp.157-i 58. 
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Aspden recalled the brusque treatment handed out to reporters of his youth. 

Often they were treated as something in the nature of a nuisance 

towards whom no consideration was to be extended. They were 

expected to endure the snubs of some Jack-in-office. 

For an image-conscious industry, the seemingly widespread drinking culture 

attached to newspaper work posed further problems. The threat to a 

reporter's health and well being posed by insalubrious working conditions and 

unpredictable assignments, highlighted in the opening section, appears to 

have been exacerbated by an easy recourse to drink. Lee notes the great 

deal of attention' that the 'widespread addiction of journalists to alcohol' 

attracted, 'at a time when temperance was a militant movement'Y 4  It is 

tempting to see the reputation of the heavy drinking journalist as some 

unfortunate literary stereotype, generated in part by the image of the larger-

than-life, seedy and imprudent mid-Victorian Bohemian writer. However, the 

accusations cannot be dismissed so easily. The reporter's work took him into 

the community, often in the evening, where it was necessary for him to make 

contacts, to be approachable and amenable. Official engagements would 

invariably involve drink. Reade highlights the availability of alcohol at many 

engagements covered by the reporter, with a temptation to indulge in drinking 

to smooth social intercourse. Reade, writing in 1885, admits that 'all who have 

written upon the habits of journalists refer to drinking as an evil', but qualifies 

that image by suggesting a change in attitude - 'reporters and journalists of 

our day are men of sober habits, though their predecessors, it cannot be 

Hartley Aspden, Fifty Years A Journalist (Advertiser and Times Printers), clftheroe, 1929, 
g.36. 

Lee, Origins, p.113. See also Jones, Powers of the Press, p.121. 
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denied, could scarcely lay special claim to such virtues'? 5  John Pendleton in 

his 1902 work How To Succeed As A Journalist, felt it necessary to inform 

recruits of the fate of 'the shabby and thirsty bar-haunters of Fleet Street', and 

to warn them to give drink 'a wide berth, and be strong against temptation'; 

and despite Reade's assertion that the drinking culture associated with press 

work was being addressed in late century, the issue, or 'peculiar temptation', 

was still being highlighted in a 1925 journalists' guide. 97  Edmund Robbins, 

Press Association manager between 1880 and 1917, was said to have been 

'shocked' by the effects of the 'bohemian' life of Fleet Street, with drink taking 

a heavy toll on the careers of many journalists? 8  In contrast, H. Simonis in his 

press history, The Street of Ink, could claim in 1917, 'you will find no more 

sober class to-day than newspaper men', although in a short section entitled 

'The Old-Time Journalist in The Then "Street of Drink", he admits the social 

side of reporting presented a temptation to drink, and 'with regard to the rank 

and file, many a promising young man was ruined mentally and morally by his 

associates'?5 There was a clear attempt to create a clean, new image that, to 

some degree, served only to harden the old one. The strong link between 

drink and reporting is illustrated in a brief note in the history of the Manchester 

Press Club. Based in a pub in the town, it was said in a description of 1880 to 

be 'a place of refuge' for "the victims", the men "on duty", which means that 

they are kept in town like so many waiters upon Fate, until a dismal hour of 

Reade, Literary Success, pp.133-135. 
9° Pendleton, How To Succeed, p.20. 
97 Kingston, Pitman's Popular Guide, p.118. 
9° George Scott, Reporter Anonymous. The Story of the Press Association (Hutchinson), 
London, 1968, p.89. 
9°  H. Simonis, The Street of Ink. An Intimate History of Journalism (cassell and co), 
London, 1917, p.8 
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the night'. 1°°  There is even a suggestion that the police might turn a blind eye 

to the late-night drinks trade of the local press haunt. 101  The drink problem 

associated with the journalist may well have its antecedents in the more 

established print industry. Duffy outlines the 'tradition of printers taking a drink 

during working hours' and it may well have been an industry trait adopted by 

the editorial department 

Its nutrient and thirst-quenching properties were important to men who 

had to work tong hours in the hot and dusty atmosphere of the 

composing room... communal drinking practices provided a tangible 

social bond among workers. 

The problem, understandably, was not confined to the ranks of the reporter. 

James Grant, writing of the mid-century state of affairs, and the pressure 

placed on editors by proprietors to produce a commercially viable product, 

remarked, 

I have personally known several instances in which Editors of daily 

journals, having found their position . . . altogether intolerable, have 

sought solace for their sorrows in so immoderate a resort to the brandy-

bottle, that they have become confirmed drunkards.' °3  

For the sports reporter, the problem was possibly accentuated by sport's 

close association with alcohol and the drinks trade. Tony Collins and Wray 

Vamplew have highlighted that close association, with reference to how the 

idea of drink being an aid to sporting performance, in certain situations, 

100 Anonymous, Fifty Years of Us. A Jubilee Retrospect of Men and Newspapers, by the 
Manchester Press C(ub (Manchester), 1922, pp.70-71. 
101 Mackie, Modem Journalism, p.111. 
102 Duffy, Skilled Compositor, pp.47-47. 
103 James Grant, The Newspaper Press: Its Origins - Progress - And Present Position 
(Tinsley Brothers), London, 1871, p.435. See also, Jones, Powers of the Press, p.121, and 
Lee, Origins, pp.113-114. 
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persisted throughout the nineteenth century. 104  Martin Cobbett highlighted the 

habit of drinking among 'the cricket ring' of reporters who covered London 

fixtures for a variety of weekly newspapers in the 1 870s and early 1 880s. In a 

far from flattering description he wrote of 'the old stagers', who, 

saw batting, bowling, and fielding through the kindly influence of well-

cellared and treated Bass drawn for choice from the wood and served in 

its stoneware mug - shandy-gaff also... My experience is that you can 

almost gauge the tap's quality by the ring's demeanour. 106  

Despite contradictory contemporary evidence, drinking posed a serious threat 

to the reporter's reputation throughout the period, with the drinking culture 

maintained partly through tradition, the working environment and social 

convention. 

The attendance at night-time engagements likely to pose a temptation to 

drink, was part of the unsocial hours working culture associated with 

journalism, and it may well have singled the newspaperman out as beyond 

the pale of normal social convention, as slightly suspicious, even. Brown 

suggests reporters had acquired an air of 'separateness ... reinforbed by 

their unsocial hours'. 106  Night work could be a strain on home life, too. 'He is 

in a sense a pariah from society; or rather a slave to his profession ... The 

nature of his work renders him so unconventional. 

104 Tony Collins and Wray Vamplew, Mud, Sweat and Beers. A Cultural History of Sport 
and Alcohol (Berg), Oxford, 2002, pp.91-118. 
105 cobbett, Sporting Notions, pp.159-160. 

Brown, Victorian News, p.80. 
107 Pendleton, How To Succeed, p.16. 
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The reporter's questionable image was highlighted by Fleet Street sports 

columnist Trevor Wignall when writing of his start in journalism in the first 

decade of the twentieth century. Wignall, an unemployed labourer with few 

prospects, was offered a job on the Cambria Daily Leader, in Swansea, on £1 

a week through the efforts of a former schoolmaster. But the offer did not 

produce an instant acceptance. 

'I was not acquainted with any reporters, but even in my limited circle I 

was aware they were not looked upon as the kind of person it was nice 

to know... My social position was not much higher than that of a 

guttersnipe, but I felt that the donning of the regalia of a reporter was 

nevertheless a step down. I argued and hummed and hawed and 

objected ... to take what I very seriously thought was a risky and 

somewhat awful chance.' 108  

A reminiscence of Old Trafford odd-job man W. E. Howard, who was 

appointed to take charge of the pavilion and amateurs' dressing rooms in 

1888, reveals an interesting issue related to the question of status. Howard 

states the club's honorary secretary between 1869 and 1905, S. H. Swire, 

had strong objections to pressmen and publicans becoming 

members of the Club. He had a new proposal book prepared, in which 

candidates for election had to describe their occupation... (and when 

asked the reasons for his objection, replied), "It is not the men I object to 

every member has the privilege of obtaining a ticket for his wife on 

payment of ten shillings extra." He was most particular in keeping the 

ladies' enclosure as select as possible. 

108 Trevor Wignall, Never A Dull Moment (Hutchinson), London, 1940, pp.21-22 
109 W. F. Howard, Fifty Years' Cricket Reminiscences of A Non-Player (Lancashire county 
cricket Ground, Old Trauford), Manchester, 1928, pp.19-21. 
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Swire's attitude suggests a suspicion, on the part of one sports official at 

least, that reporters, as a body, were marrying into a social class whose 

women were not be encouraged to mix with Old Trafford members' wives. 

The pinched financial circumstances of the reporter, in his early years at least, 

might well dictate a choice of partner from among the lower classes, perhaps 

lower down the social scale than his own background might have suggested. 

On top of the more practical aspects of the work likely to undermine the status 

of the reporter, there was a widespread loathing among the higher reaches of 

respectable society for popular journalism as a concept, together with what it 

was seen to represent. Mackie noted the 'distrust and dread' of the press 

among commentators who 'sit in judgment on the contents of the daily 

sheets', and 'find cause for censure in the conspicuous publicity given to 

details of horrible crimes, or cases of gross immorality, and complain that the 

circulation of this kind of literature has a demoralising effect'. 110  For 'the 

articulate classes of Britain', the Victorian popular press came to resemble, 'a 

sort of Juggernaut of growth and innovation'. In the eyes of the well-to-do, the 

city and the press were, 'the main agents through which the have-nots 

registered their presence and through which the haves received the 

unwelcome message'. For a society undergoing intense change, 'with the loss 

of traditional institutions and values', with 'the collapse of a putative 

hierarchical community', the press and city were 'distasteful or horrifying'. 'The 

bliss of ignorance was being contaminated', by the journalist. 111  

110 Mackie, Modem Journalism, p.118. 
" Michael Wolff, 'Urbanity and Journalism: The Victorian Connection', the H. J. Dyos 
Memorial Lecture, May 29, 1979, Victorian Studies centre, University of Leicester, pp.13-26. 



123 

2:4 A start in journalism: Recruits to the 1870s press 

This section will briefly examine the careers of a small number of journalists to 

illustrate how the expanding Victorian newspaper industry attracted and 

moulded its editorial staff. Brown writes of the 'energy and drive' associated 

with the creation of the later nineteenth century popular press. 'The 

specialized skills involved in collecting the news, putting it to9ether in print, 

and distributing it, were developed apparently without strain.' 112  By adopting 

the point of view of the individual, rather than an industry-wide perspective, 

this record of seemingly unhindered occupational innovation and endeavour 

can be put in a narrower focus. This approach will go some way towards 

exposing the make-up and motivation of the individuals involved in a narrative 

of progress 'without strain'. The choice of journalists to illustrate this section 

was guided by their start in newspapers around the period of the 1 870s and, 

where possible, an association with either sport or Lancashire, or both, 

bearing in mind the study's goal of examining the career of James Catton in 

the light of trends and practices in the wider industry he served. Just as the 

preceding investigation of occupational developments helps locate these brief 

'lives' in a specific industrial context, a knowledge of their route into journalism 

will help further contextualise the experiences of James Catton in the later 

stages of this thesis. 

In 1875, sixteen-year-old Hartley Aspden was taking his first rather tentative 

steps into journalism. The son of a Clitheroe book keeper, Aspden had left 

school at 15 to become a clerk with a firm of Blackburn solicitors. He studied 

shorthand and spent his spare time reporting the town's public meetings for 

112 Brown, Victorian News, p.274. 
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the Preston Guardian and occasionally the Craven Pioneer in Skipton, 

Clitheroe lying on the main road between the two towns. The work, or at least 

the payment side of the bargain, appears to have been conducted on a fairly 

ad hoc basis. Aspden's contributions to the Guardian would earn him 'a 

couple of sovereigns' whenever the paper's joint proprietor John Toulmin 

visited Clitheroe to collect advertisement accounts. During this time the 

teenager harboured hopes of becoming a novelist, but his work was regularly 

rejected by publishers. Aspden eventually opted for a full-time career as a 

reporter and his first newspaper job saw him earning £1 a week, aged 20, on 

the Warrington and Mid-Cheshire Examiner. His introduction to full-time 

journalism appears to have been on rather informal lines. There is no mention 

of an apprenticeship, and, 

After nine months of practical experience in the collection and 

presentation of news, reading proofs and doing everything pertaining to 

newspaper production except the setting of type, I was regarded as the 

finished article able to walk and carry on without assistance. I was 

accordingly despatched to one of the branch offices at Northwich in 

Cheshire where I had the sole responsibility of getting all the news of the 

town and district for publication. 

By the time Aspden was 22, he had had moved again, this time to the 

Nottingham Daily Guardian where he doubled his weekly wage to £2 and 

described himself as a 'journalist and newspaper reporter'. 113  

Frederick Higginbottom was taking his first steps in the Lancashire newspaper 

business in the mid-i 870s, too. Born in Accrington in 1859, the son of a 

113 Aspden, Fifty Years, pp.5-16; census 1871 and 1881. 
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schoolmaster whose career took him across the North West, Higginbottom left 

school at 12 to work in a book shop and wholesale newsagency. Six months 

later he joined a lawyers office in Southport on 5s a week, using his spare 

time to attend night classes. Aged 15, he joined the 'counting house' of the 

Southport Daily News, again on 5s a week, at a time when the chief reporter 

earned £2 a week, and a junior reporter £1. 1-ligginbottom was encouraged to 

read proofs of the editorial matter and to learn shorthand and soon believed 

he had acquired a tolerably good all-round knowledge of the work of a daily 

newspaper and a general printing business, though on a diminutive scale'. 

The paper was selling 2,000 copies a day at the time. Aged 18 he took on the 

editorship of a 'social paper in the resort before, aged 20, joining the 

South port Visiter. He became a correspondent for the Liverpool Daily Post 

and joined the Press Association in London in 1881 as a 'junior sub-editor'Y 14  

Preston Herald compositor Frank Coupe was born in Canada, the son of a 

sergeant major, and brought up at the Preston 'Militia Stores'. Coupe was an 

apprentice printer on the Preston Guardian in 1861, aged 14, before a move 

to the Herald. Although the records are a little contradictory, he appears to 

have graduated from the composing room to the editorial floor some time in 

the late 1 870s, when he would have been in his early thirties. Coupe became 

part owner of the Preston Chronicle in the late 1880s before its sale and 

amalgamation. He made a name for himself as a 'sports writer' and was 

acknowledged as 'the father of Preston journalism' by the time he retired in 

114 Frederick J. Higginbotlom, The Vivid Life. A Journalist's Career (Simpkin Marshall), 
London, 1934, pp.3-I0. 
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the 1920s   after what was described by colleagues as an estimated '60 years 

in journalism', all spent in the area of Preston and Blackburn. 115  

In the early 1880s, John James Bentley had begun dabbling in sports 

journalism with the Bolton Evening News. Bentley, a keen and gifted 

footballer, and the son of the village grocer in Turton, Lancashire, submitted 

cricket and football reports to the paper for several years while working full-

time as a clerk. His sports reporting was a constant sideline as he developed 

a career as an 'incorporated accountant' and 'collector of income tax'. But his 

failure to commit himself full-time to journalism proved no bar to advancement 

in the newspaper business, and by the time he was 32 he had been appointed 

editor of the influential Athletic News weekly sports paper in Manchester. 116  

Bentley was a leading light in football circles both in Lancashire and 

nationally, and his contacts and influence must have played a significant role 

in his progress as a sporting journalist. 

William Pickford, born in 1862, was a contemporary of Bentley's on the Bolton 

Evening News, joining the paper as an advertising clerk in 1878. His uncle 

was advertising manager. Pickford, the son of a Methodist minister had lived 

in Little Lever, near Bolton, until the family relocated to the South Coast in 

1871. Educated at a Wesleyan day school and later the 'Congregational 

School for the Sons of Ministers' at Lewisham in Kent, he returned to the 

Bolton paper in a commercial capacity, to find the district transformed into a 

115 coupe obituary, Northern Daily Telegraph, Blackburn, Aug 28, 1930, p9; The Journalist. 
The Organ of the National Union of Journalists, March, 1926, p.47; census 1861, 1871, 1881, 
1891. 
116 Bentley obituaries, all 1918, Athletic News (incorporated in The Sporting Chronicle), Sept 
3, p.4; Bolton Journal and Guardian, Sept 6, p.3; St Mnes-On-The-Sea Express, Sept 6, p.2. 
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hot-bed of football, and he 'fell in love' with the game. The county 'was all 

ablaze with the successes of some of its clubs in the Football Association 

Cup'. 

During these seasons the "News" began to realise the value of football 

notes and reports. Members of the staff went to matches, and I supplied 

frequent short notices... One of my jobs, and I enjoyed it, was to go to 

the office on a Saturday evening when the big football results were 

telegraphed, write them on big sheets of paper and stick them in the 

windows. The street used to be crowded with people at such times. 

In 1883, Pickford joined the Bournemouth Guardian as a book keeper, and 

such was his skill and enthusiasm for the game of football, he joined 

Bournemouth Rovers where his goal-scoring exploits became the central 

theme of a comic song at the resort's Theatre Royal. Contributing news items 

and sports reports to the paper, he launched a weekly column of football 

notes, 'Under the Cross-bar', and believed them to be 'the first football notes 

in any paper south-west of London'. He became a reporter, editor and later 

managing director of the paper, combining his newspaper career with senior 

appointments within the Football Association and within refereeing. 117  

Charles Stewart Caine covered sport for the London-based Cricket Reporting 

Agency, founded by Charles Pardon. Born in Portsmouth in 1861 and 

educated at Stationers' School, London, Caine had, upon leaving school, 

joined a sports news agency run by George Kelly King, supplying the capital's 

117 W. Pickford, A Few Recollections of Sport (Boumemouth Guardian) 1939, pp.7-24. 
Pickford's involvement with sports reporting in Bolton in the seasons pñor to the launch of the 
Football Field, and the newspaper group's treatment of soccer news and results illustrates the 
manner in which potential demand for a Saturday night sports special may well have been 
gauged at a time of rudimentary or non-existent market research. 
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press with cricket reports. Upon King's death in 1879, Pardon, a sub-editor 

with the Press Association, together with his two brothers Sydney and Edgar, 

took over the business and Caine was retained. The cricketing activities of 

Harrow Wanderers and Uppingham Rovers at the time merited match 

coverage, and Caine was deputed to travel with the players. In 1880, he 

travelled to Preston with a Harrow Wanderers cricket touring party. He also 

covered rugby and football, including international matches. The freelance 

nature of the work meant Caine bypassed a newspaper office-based 

apprenticeship and the need to involve himself in news stories. His working 

life revolved around sports matches from his start in journalism as a teenager 

until his death in 1933 as editor of Wisden's Cricketers' Almanack and senior 

partner in the Cricket Reporting Agency. 118  

Caine's route into journalism through a metropolitan-based sporting agency 

was mirrored by another contemporary, Arthur Binstead. Born in London in 

1861, Binstead, whose father ran a West End 'picture show', had ambitions to 

become an illustrator, but he was found a position in 'the counting house' of a 

furniture factory. He later joined a press agency run by Joe Capp, known in 

the business as 'T'owd Mon'. The work consisted of touring the country's 

racecourses, coursing meetings, and other sports events to provide a 

telegraphed results service for licensed clubs and the London and provincial 

press. Binstead began his 'apprenticeship' in the early 1880s among a coterie 

of race writers, representing a number of papers, such as the Sporting Life 

and Sportsman, travelling together by train to the big meetings, often 

118 Caine obituaries, The limes, April 17, 1933, p.12; Wisden's Cricketers'Alrnanack, 1934, 
pp.25-29; The Observer, April 16, 1933, p.18. 
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accompanied by Post Office telegraph staff, working together on the courses, 

staying together in country town hotels, renewing acquaintances with the local 

sporting editor, and socialising at the theatre or music hall on their nights 

away from home. Binstead conveys a sense of 1880s racecourse agency 

work operating on the edge of respectable journalism and, indeed, 

respectable society 1  with gambling among the reporters endemic. In a light-

hearted but critical vignette of the working habits of Capp, said to have gone 

through life 'fearing nothing but closing time', Binstead describes a business 

operating where the sport of racing intersected with gambling and the 

newspaper industry, with the day's work sometimes achieved more by luck 

than good judgement. Binstead had joined the Sporting Life as a sub-editor by 

the early to mid-i 880s. And, just as for Caine, entry to journalism through 

sports agency work had seen him bypass a stint as a news reporter before 

specialising in sports work. He later established a reputation as one of the 

leading writers on the Sporting Times, or 'Pink'Un', where he stayed for 28 

years, writing under the pen-name 'Pitcher, promoting an image of the 

Bohemian journalist with stories 'of the racecourse, of barmaids and tipsters, 

and music-hall stars'. He later founded and edited Town Topics, a man-about-

town paper with considerable sports coverage. 119  

Manchester-born Nat Gould developed 'a desperate love of sport' as a child in 

the 1860s. At school in Southport, where a professional cricketer was 

employed, he had excelled at bowling, captaining the cricket team, and he 

played both codes of football. His infatuation with sport saw him break school 

119 Ahur M. Bjnsteaci, A Pink 'Un And A Pelican (Bliss Sands), London, 1898, p.25; Town 
Topics, Nov 21, 1914, p.1 and pp.4-5; The Times, Nov 16,1914, p.3. 
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rules to visit the Waterloo Cup coursing at nearby Altcar. His father had 

established a tea and grocery business, and shortly after his death Gould had 

followed him into the trade, although he occasionally skipped work to attend 

sports meetings in Manchester, even competing at athletics events. Later, 

when invited to try his hand at farming with relations in Derbyshire, he 

competed in the Shrove Tuesday football game at Ashboume. A return to the 

tea trade, and disillusion with the work, was broken when, in 1877, aged 20, 

on his mothers prompting, he secured the position as 'a pupil' to the editor at 

the Newark Advertiser to learn press-work. Despite family warnings that the 

work 'was full of temptation', and that he 'would never make a decent living at 

it', and concern on the part of the editor that his pupil was slightly older than 

he felt appropriate, Gould excelled under his tutelage, covering the full gamut 

of local reporting assignments, including some sport. He took full advantage 

of the lineage opportunities the work presented, filing stories for the Press 

Association, the Nottingham Daily Guardian and the London Daily Chronicle. 

Fascinated by racing, Gould had opened 'books' on meetings, taking the bets 

of friends and colleagues, and occasionally losing heavily. In 1884, he quit his 

job and moved to Australia and continued his newspaper career, eventually 

specialising as a racing correspondent and later as a prolific author of sporting 

novels. In his time in the Midlands, Gould had been favoured with 'descriptive' 

assignments and in later life he believed his aptitude for race reporting was 
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'born in me, because even as a schoolboy I took particular notice of 

everything connected with the sport'i °  

The brief biographies outlined above are illustrative of several issues 

surrounding the background and recruitment of reporters in the 1 870s. The 

men and boys drawn to the occupation appear to share family backgrounds 

rooted in the middle class white collar and commercial strata of society, where 

an education was valued but where career opportunities were limited by 

family circumstances. They fit Lee's description, mentioned in the chapter 

introduction, of young men seeking upward social mobility. Their means of 

entry to newspaper journalism were varied and unregulated, with a hint of 

arbitrariness surrounding the entire business, and many of them were 

prepared to move to gain employment and to further their careers. 

2:6 Conclusion 

The above evidence points to an industry exhibiting little difficulty in attracting 

applicants for editorial jobs, with intense competition for a first foothold in the 

business. But there was a lack of conformity in the mailer of recruitment and 

training, and certain misgivings about the calibre of would-be recruits. The 

absence of any formal entry requirements raises the intriguing possibility that 

editors and proprietors looked beyond the question of formal education and 

120 Nat Gould, Nat Gould's Sporting Sketches. Being Recollections And Reflections On 
A Variety Of Subjects Connected With Sport, Horses and Horsemen, Never Before 
Published (Everett and co), London, 1900, p.8; Gould, Magic of Sport, pp.5-126. At the 
time of his death, Gould had written more than 150 novels, and his publisher had 22 in hand 
still to appear, The limes, Jul 26, 1919, p.15. See also, A. Henry Higginson, British and 
American Sporting Authors. Their Writings and Biographies (Hutchinson), London, 1951, 
pp.178-1 79. 
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assessed the candidate in terms of personality and initiative. Further research 

is necessary into the memoirs of Victorian journalists and, in particular, editors 

and owners, with a view to establishing the nature of job interviews and the 

expectations of employers. Until then, the possibility that editorial recruitment 

was based on an assessment of the singular characteristics of the individual, 

or a streak of individuality, remains open to debate. 

The common experience of editorial recruits would seem to have involved 

training in the gathering and writing of news. Rudimentary advice of a trial-

and-error nature, reliant on the patience and goodwill of senior colleagues, 

suggests that those who did progress from these beginnings to make a mark 

in the industry were already predisposed to excel. Much would depend on the 

initiative and skill of the individual. For the reporter, at least, a grounding in the 

news story usually preceded any opportunity to specialise in a particular field 

of journalism, such as sport. 

Despite the romantic image of the reporter mentioned in the advice manuals 

of the time, the reality for a junior was grounded in the matter-of-fact business 

of civic affairs, the courts and social engagements. The job of reporting was 

seen by informed commentators to be a laborious one featuring considerable 

mental and, surprisingly, physical strain. The attraction of the job, despite 

relatively low pay, the threat of tedium, and unsocial hours, points to potential 

recruits being drawn from a strata of society where the alternatives were even 

less appealing. Similarities with the economic and social status of the clerk 

suggest editorial recruits from the lower middle classes chose newspaper 



133 

work as an alternative to the heavily supervised world of the 'counting house'. 

Alternatively, the colourful image of the reporter might well have attracted 

capable young men with a penchant for literary work with enquiring minds 

and a yearning for variety in their working lives. Further research into the 

popular image of the late-Victorian reporter, perhaps within the fiction of the 

period, would help create a clearer picture. 

For the junior reporter showing an aptitude for sport, the rewards were mixed. 

There might be the opportunity to improve basic wages with payment for 

Saturday sports shifts, possibly also to indulge in lineage opportunities. If 

sports reporting appealed to a relative minority within the industry, as seems 

likely given the above considerations, then the prospects for promotion to the 

rank of sports editor must have increased. However, as the popular press 

matured and opportunities to make a living as a full-time sports reporter 

widened, the issue of lower starting pay and, seemingly, a questionable status 

among editorial colleagues, must have posed significant concerns. The 

reporting of sport was not a closed shop. The very nature of most sporting 

fixtures, held in the open with public access encouraged, left the sports 

reporter peculiarly exposed to competition from the non-journalist. 
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3:1 Introduction 

This chapter will be used to focus in detail on the development of sports 

reporting to consider its attractions, together with the demands that covering 

sport placed on the reporter. The growth of an associational culture will also 

be traced. To illustrate the opportunities that sports reporting offered, the 

chapter opens with a brief review of the careers of a handful of prominent 

Victorian journalists, men working for the specialist sporting press, and men 

considered a success in their chosen field. The chapter then turns to consider 

those aspects of the occupation of sports reporting that proved popular to the 

late-Victorian journalist, together with an examination of the peculiar demands 

of the job and, in particular, the struggle to rid the business of what was 

perceived as a reliance on a 'hackneyed' and contrived style of reporting. The 

issues of style and reporting language provide invaluable insights into the 

business of sports reporting, the calibre of early recruits, the question of 

occupational image, the presence of internal divisions within newspaper 

journalism, and the ambition to elevate the occupation to a higher level of 

competence. In order to assess the growth of an associational culture among 

sports journalists, the development of the press box, or press bench, will be 

considered. The nature of press accommodation at sports fixtures will be used 

to help gauge the reporter's standing in the sporting sub-culture. The 

behaviour associated with the use of those press facilities, in terms of editorial 

etiquette, provides a further means of assessing the establishment of an 

occupational image. The chapter will feature a brief comparison of the 

travelling sports reporter and the Victorian commercial traveller, in order to 

highlight any occupational similarities and to help further define sports 
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journalism's claim to an associational culture, such a strong feature of the 

travelling salesman's working environment. To close the chapter, the place of 

the sportsman-journalist in the editorial hierarchy will be considered. The 

figure of the sports star earning a living through newspaper work looms large 

in the history of sports journalism. The ubiquitous presence of the sportsman-

journalist, his means of accommodation within the business of sports writing, 

and the strains and divisions that accommodation created among full-time 

sports reporters, in turn throws light on the issue of a sports reporter's ability 

to report sport. In particular, the hiring of talented sportsmen by newspapers, 

and the sportsman's willingness to cash in on his 'expert' opinion, or at the 

very least his name, posed the question as to whether the rank and file 

reporter needed sporting credentials of his own in order to claim professional 

competence in the eyes of sportsmen, the public and his own colleagues. 

3:2 'A celebrity in the sporting world': Some leading Victorian sports 
correspondents 

Any young man looking for a role model among the sporting journalists of the 

period would have been confronted by mere pen names, rather than easily 

identifiable writers. The sports reporter, like his counterpart in news, laboured 

anonymously, although the commonly assumed nom de plume, associated 

with the 'column of notes' they filled on a regular basis, did help raise the 

profile of sports journalism. If the writer moved on, the column would continue 

under the same name but with a different writer in order to protect the 

interests of the paper, to preserve a sense of continuity for readers - and to 

safeguard any feelings of readership loyalty developed through informed 
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writing or, in the case of racing reporters, successful tipping. It was not a 

system designed to aid the journalist whose public reputation, at least, was 

tied up with his by-line. 

The Sporting Mirror in 1881 deemed it newsworthy to run a series of short 

sketches on those writers it considered the leading lights of contemporary 

sporting journalism. Noting the growth in sporting titles since Be/I's Life in 

London had enjoyed almost a monopoly of coverage, the Mirror considered, 

sporting journalism has assumed such vast proportions, and at the 

present time there are many gentlemen who, attached to sport for the 

love of it, devote their time to improving its position by joining in its 

literature as a profession and a means of a livelihood) 

There is a distinct sense of the successful sports writer being seen as a 

promoter of sport, of being 'on the inside', charged with improving its image. 

It is worthwhile to put the series to brief use here in order to better understand 

the career routes taken by those who had already established themselves as 

successful 'sporting correspondents' by the time of the newspaper industry's 

remarkable late-century expansion. 

George Atkinson, of The Sporting Life, born in 1844, had received a grammar 

school education in Lincolnshire before studying at King's College, London. At 

one time a theatrical printer, he had acted as 'dramatic correspondent' for 

several London periodicals before contributing a weekly 'theatrical article' to 

The Sporting Mirror, edited by 'Diomed' (H. Etheringlon), London, Vol I, May, 1881, p.105. 
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the Sporting Life in the early 1 870s. By 1874 he was the paper's cricket editor, 

later taking on responsibilities for pedestrian, athletic and 'aquatic' matters by 

1877. Atkinson was tote found refereeing 'at nearly all the leading pedestrian 

feats of the day'. 2  

Charles Ashley, part owner of The Sportsman since 1874, had been born in 

Sheffield in 1834 where his father kept a hotel. He was apprenticed to the 

printing trade on the Sheffield Times, developing an interest in sport and 

taking on turf reporting duties for the Sheffield Daily Telegraph. By 1862 he 

was on the Sporting Life payroll as a racing reporter, becoming 'principal 

racing reporter' on The Sportsman when it was launched. He had also 

branched out to set up an agency to supply 'sporting information' to a variety 

of newspapers. 3  

Tom Whitefoot, editor of The Sportsman, had been 'apprenticed as a 

Government pupil teacher' aged 13 in 1861 before working as an assistant in 

the reading room at the Birmingham Daily Post, later becoming chief reader at 

the Sheffield Daily Independent. He passed the 'reading examination' for The 

Times in London and was offered the next vacancy to arise, but in the 

meantime he had studied shorthand and took up a reporting job in 

Rotherham. Five years later he moved to the Birmingham Daily Post as a 

reporter, joining The Sportsman as a 'descriptive writer' in the late 1 870s. 4  

2 The Sporting Mirror, Vol II, July to Dec 1881, pp.49-50. 
The Spoiling Mü'ror, Vol It, pp.117-118. 
The Sporting Mirror, Vol Il, ppl-2. The position of 'reader on the press of the time entailed 

reading galley proofs, copies of stories set in type, to check for errors before the final article 
was printed. 
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Henry Sampson, 'Pendragon' of The Referee, born in 1841, the son of a 

journalist, began work in a printing office aged 12. A successful all-round 

sportsman, by 1866 he had become a proof-reader and had begun writing for 

the press. He secured jobs on two titles that subsequently folded before a 

wide variety of writing assignments for a number of papers led to him joining 

The Referee as editor when it launched in 1877, and where his columns of 

sporting criticism became a feature. 5  

Grammar school-educated Charles Blake, 'Augur' of The Sporting Life, 

studied at the Royal College of Veterinary Surgeons and practised as a vet in 

the West Country and London, contributing articles to the newspaper before 

joining the racing staff in 1868. He began writing the 'Augur' column following 

the death of the previous post holder in 1874.6 

Jack Mitchell, born in Cumberland in 1846, was apprenticed as a compositor 

on the Carlisle Patriot Before he had completed his indentures he was 

appointed a junior reporter and his work included covering wrestling bouts and 

race meetings. Through his friendship with the clerk at Carlisle racecourse the 

way was paved for an appointment as a junior reporter on the Sporting Life 

racing staff in 1866. A move to The Sportsman saw him assume 

responsibilities for the influential racing news column, 'Vigilant's Notebook', in 

The Sporting Mirror, Vol I, Jan to June, 1881, pp.72-74. 
6 

The SportingMirror,  Vail, pp.  105-107. 
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1874. The Minor considered him 'a celebrity in the sporting world'. 7  

Drawn from the middle classes, four of the six had print trade backgrounds, 

perhaps indicative of a more restricted means of entry to the business of 

newspaper reporting in mid century. The press's unprecedented expansion in 

late century forced a widening of the industry's recruitment base, as illustrated 

by the 1 870s reporters featured in Chapter Two. They are presented as 

experts in their chosen field, men with the ear of sports administrators, 

performers and financiers. Of particular significance is the fact the compiler of 

the series limited his review to writers on the specialist press. The expansion 

of the popular press was not advanced enough yet to see its sporting staff 

elevated to the rank of celebrity. 

But away from the spotlight of Sporting Mirror acclaim, a job on the specialist 

sporting press could be as far removed from sporting glory, or what passed 

for 'celebrity' status, as that of a reporter on a provincial weekly. Robert 

Blatchford, later to found the Socialist journal The Clarion, began work on the 

London title, Bell's Life. in 1885. He recalled, 

The Sporting Mirror, vol i, pp.148-149. Although the generation of sporting writers who 
came before Mitchell, Blake and their kind, is outside the scope of this thesis, an impression 
of their backgrounds and working environments can be gained through a number of works. 
The careers of early nineteenth century writers charles James Apperley, known as 'Nimrod' 
and Rober Smith Surtees, who specialised in country pursuits, are explained in E. W. Bovill, 
The England of Nimrod and Surtees 1815-1854 (Oxford University Press), 1959, and John 
Welcome, The Sporting World of R. S. Surtees (Oxford University Press), 1982. Henry Hall 
Dixon, 'The Druid', who began contributing to Bell's Life in 1839, was the subject of a study by 
J. B. Booth, Bits of Character. A Life of Henry Hall Dixon "The Druid" (Nutchinson), 
London, 1936, and Dixon's memoirs, The Post and Paddock by The Druid (Vinton), 
London, 1856, although disappointing in the coverage of his reporting duties, does have an 
interesting chapter on the mileu of the racecourse with mention of some early century sporting 
journalists, pp.1  66-183. Manchester racing writer and poet Richard Wright Procter, born in 
1816, who combined his journalism with his barber's business, awaits a modem study. See, 
Richard Wright Procter, The Bathers Shop (Thomas Dinham), Manchester, 1856, Literary 
Reminiscences and Gleanings (Thomas Dinham), Manchester, 1860, and Our Turf, Our 
Stage, and Our Ring (Dinham and Co), Manchester, 1862. 
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I was often at work from ten o'clock one morning until one o'clock the 

morning following. I was sent to all kinds of places to do special articles 

on all kinds of subjects. I attended cricket matches, football matches, 

boat races, horse races, boxing contests, swimming contests, theatres, 

coach meets, sailing matches, military tournaments, picture exhibitions, 

brewers' exhibitions, sporting exhibitions, Imperial exhibitions, Lord 

mayor's shows, pigeon shooting contests, dairy shows, cattle shows, 

and committee meetings of all kinds, including one committee meeting of 

sporting noblemen - real live dukes, earls and baronets. 8  

3:3 'A departure from sanity'?: The attraction of sports reporting, and 
the demands 

For many young reporters the opportunity to cover sport, to escape other, 

more mundane assignments lacking the potential for drama, must have 

proved appealing. Despite Blatchford's sardonic allusion to 'real live dukes, 

earls and baronets', the opportunity to mix with sporting stars, or even just to 

view them performing from a distance, and to pass comment on them, must 

have carried a certain thrill. The sheer variety of assignments listed as a chore 

by Blatchford, may have held genuine appeal for a journalist wearied by a 

round of municipal engagements. Chalaby surely pinpoints one of the 

attractions of sports writing when he suggests that sporting events 'can be 

reported as narratives'. 

Sport gives much freedom to reporters to interpret sporting events in the 

way that they want. For this reason journalists often dramatize the 

contest they report, even though the competition may lack any dramatic 

Quoted in, A. Neil Lyons, Robert Blatchford. The Sketch of a Personality: An Estimate 
of some Achievements (clarion Press), London, 1910, p.72. 
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ingredient. Playing up on drama and suspense; journalists are able to 

stir up intense fee'ings and spur emotions in the audience. 9  

That appeal would have been heightened had the reporter an interest in, and 

understanding of sport. Gordon Robbins provided a sense of the excitement 

sports reporting could offer the enthusiast, when he wrote, 

It does not seem possible for the non-journalist to realise the rapture felt 

by a reporter of 21 on being handed the plums of the season, permits to 

view and write about conquering Australian cricketers and storming New 

Zealand footballers. 10  

That sense of thrill is confirmed by Trevor Wignall in his memoirs concerning 

his start in journalism around 1902. His first assignment was a village football 

match. A few weeks later the reporter covering Wignall's beloved Swansea 

Rugby Club left and the junior was requested to fill his place. 'Now this was 

promotion. Even more than that: it was an ascension of the heights,' he wrote. 

I had gone up in one bound to the top of the bill. As a reporter of funerals 

or of the police court I was nobody, but as "The Watchman", the 

commentator of the victories and the defeats of the celebrated All 

Whites, I was entitled to respect and attention. 11  

A Saturday afternoon by the sports field might well offer a welcome change of 

environment to that encountered during the week. Mackie warned of 'the 

drudgery' likely to be faced by 'the youngest member of the reporting staff of 

J. K. Chalaby, The Invention of Journalism (Macmillan Press), Basingstoke, 1998, pp.92-
93. 
° A. Gordon Robbins, 'Foreword' in V. A. S. Beanland, Great Games and Great Players. 

Some thoughts and recollections of a sports journalist (Allen and co), London, 1945. p.7. 
11  TrevorWignall, Never A Dull Moment (Hutchinson), London, 1940, pp.22-23. 
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a daily paper'. 12  Marsiand Gander summed up the air of desperation that must 

have driven many young reporters to seek to widen their reporting horizons. 

After four years working on an East End bi-weekly paper, he wrote, 'I noted 

with misgivings that I was approaching my twenty-second birthday and still 

saw no end to the round of bazaars, inquests, council meetings, police courts 

and organ recitals'. That same year Gander secured a job on The Times of 

India. 13  The provincial reporter's lot was said to be, 'exceedingly laborious, is 

mainly concerned with masses of dull detail, and does not often lead to 

promotion'. 14  But even among more senior colleagues, the mundane was 

rarely far away. The 'drudgery' entailed in much reporting is illustrated by the 

work of the 'reporting ring', where journalists from different papers combined 

to cover a public meeting, often a political rally, by taking it in turns to take a 

verbatim note of a speech, to be relieved by a colleague, with the note-taker 

then transcribing his shorthand. Messengers would then rush the report, as 

each 'take' was completed, and telegraph it to all the papers concerned. The 

practice was said to be common and was a feature at important occasions. 15  

Hartley Aspden writes of his own experience of the reporting ring and offers a 

picture of the men involved being skilled and reliable journalists. 1 
6  If shorthand 

writing in relays was considered to be an accomplishment of the late-Victorian 

reporter, how welcome might the verbal freedom of the sports pitch have 

seemed as an antidote to what passed for the newsroom 'fag' work? 

12 John Beveridge Mackie, Modem Journalism. A Handbook of Instruction And Counsel 
For The Young Journalist (Crosby Lockwood), London, 1894, p.20. 
a Marsland Gander, After These Many Quests (Macdonald), London, 1949, p.56. 

14 F. S. A. Lowndes, 'Journalism for University Men', The Contemporary Review, Vol LXXX, 
1901, p.819 . 

Mackie, Modem Journalism, pp.34-39, 
16 Hartley Aspden, Fifty Years A Journalist (Advertiser and Times Printers), clitheroe, 1929, 
pp.21-37. John Pendleton, Newspaper Reporting In Olden Times and To-day (Elliot 
Stock), London, 1890, pp.154-156, desthbes reporters of the ring as 'skilful', and 'thoroughly 
up to their work'. 
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From an occupational point of view, a sporting fixture offered recourse to a 

widened lexicon free from the pinched and formulaic reporting of the 

courtroom and corporation business. For a reporter capable of improvisation, 

of injecting colour and possibly humour or a lighter touch into his writing, the 

sports match could be a release. Sport, when mentioned in the journalism 

self-help journals of the era, is invariably listed alongside 'descriptive work', 

the ability to present an image to the reader of an incident or an occasion, 

without recourse to the verbatim quotes and procedural matters associated 

with civic affairs and local politics. For the gifted writer, 'these appointments 

are very pleasant ones, and are a welcome relief from the wearying round of 

alternate note-taking and transcribing'. Descriptive writing was 'the highest 

branch of the reporter's art'. 17  For Pendleton, the journalist with a talent for 

'descriptive writing', whether at a cricket match or race meeting, pit explosion 

or ship launch, 'is relieved to a considerable extent from the "slog" of note-

taking, and secures practically the cream of newspaper work'. 18  It would seem 

sport represented, for the journalist capable of imparting to his work a sense 

of personality, of opinion and authority, an outlet for his talent. These stylistic 

attributes were central to the 'new journalism' of late century, which was said 

to centre on the 'personal', a 'notion of personality'. 19  The New Review of 

1895 summed up the genre, as 

that easy personal style, that trick of bright colloquial language, that 

weatth of intimate and picturesque detai', and that determination to 

17  Ernest Phillips, How to Become a Journalist. A Practical Guide to Newspaper Work 
çSampson Low, Macstan), London, 1895, pp.81-89. 

8  John Pendleton, How To Succeed As A Journalist (Grant Richanis), London, 1902, 
p.123. 
19  Richard Salmon, 'A Sirnulacrurn of Power Intimacy and Abstraction in the Rhetoric of the 
New Journalism', in Laurel Brake, Bill Bell, David Finkelstein (eds), Nineteenth-Century 
Media and the Construction of Identities (Paigrave), Hampshire, 2000, pp.27-29. 
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arrest, amuse, or startle, which has transformed our Press during the 

last fifteen years?°  

Sports reporting on even the humblest of weekly titles could still provide an 

opportunity to 'amuse, or startle', through the medium of the ubiquitous 

sporting notes column, a feature offering a rare opening for original 

composition. The average weekly paper was said to concentrate on football 

and cricket to the exclusion of most other sports. 

All local matches will be reported fully; district matches will be supplied 

by correspondents or clipped from other papers; and any general items 

of special importance will also be "transferred" from other columns by 

means of scissors and paste, the whole making up the week's sporting 

news. Then, in ninety-nine out of a hundred cases there will be the 

inevitable "notes," these being written by the reporter who makes this 

department a special feature of his work This represents really the 

whole of the sporting work required from the reporting staff, and every 

junior reporter ought to feel that if called upon he would be equal to the 

proper performance of these duties. 21  

The notes column was open for the reporter to 'set out his opinions, make his 

suggestions, and offer his advice', whereas match reports were restricted to 'a 

word-picture of what took place'. 

However, for the writer with no interest in sport, faced with inclement weather 

and an alien pastime, the assignment might become a chore, an imposition at 

20 E. M. Phillips, 'The New Journalism', The New Review, No 75, Aug, 1895, p.182. 
21 Phillips, A Practical Guide, p.82. The expectation that junior reporters would share the 
burden of sports reporting appears to have been a constant in the industry, with Alfred 
Kingston, Pitman's Popular Guide to Journalism. A practical handbook for all engaged 
in or seeking to qualify for professional work on the newspaper press (Pitman), London, 
1925, p.23, noting of the 1925 junior, 'He will be frequently called upon to look after athletic 
fixtures'. 
22 Phillips, A Practical Guide, p.83. 
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the end of the working week. A reporter signing himself 'Twenty Years' 

Experience' wrote to The Journalist in 1917 in response to a query in the 

paper from the NUJ president Alf Martin, himself a sports journalist, 

concerned that 'more reporters do not cultivate a knowledge of sport, and 

thereby add to their incomes'. The letter writer complained of the lot of the 

sports journalist, 

all that there was to be got out of it was the loss of Saturday leisure - 

in my case traveing with a League team, a good part of Sunday as well 

- and no return except infinitesimal sums to be saved out of expenses I 

have heard similar complaints from men in other towns, who usually 

agreed that the reporter who knew nothing about sport and had 

successfully evaded efforts to teach him its rudiments, had done the best 

for himself?3  

In addition, the chance, or expectation, to broaden one's reporting style could, 

for the less gifted writer, prove an ordeal. If combined with a demand for 

speedy copy for a Saturday sports edition, the task must surely have 

generated the kind of laboured and pompous language touched upon in the 

opening chapter. The call to produce 'copy' with colour and flair could produce 

'anxious dread as to how he is going to turn it out'. 24  

Whatever the personal predilection of the reporter, or the standard of his 

writing, by the close of the century sports reporting, as noted above, 

represented a significant feature of popular daily journalism, and it was only 

natural it would develop its own conventions and working practices. 

23 The Journalist. The Organ of the National Union of Journalists, Sept, 1917, p.5, Oct, 1917, 
p.5. 
24  Phillips, A Practical Guide, pp.87-89. 
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In former days the sporting reporter was under the direction of the chief 

of the staff. Sporting news. . has, however, asserted for itse'f so 'arge 

and important a place in the work of the daily paper, that it has latterly 

been assigned a department for itself, with which neither the editor, nor 

the chief sub-editor, nor the chief reporter takes much concern. Within 

certain defined limits as to cost and space, and general character of the 

news supply, the sporting staff is left in a condition of happy 

independence. 25  

By 1895 the author of one journalism self-help manual felt able to declare of 

sports journalism, 'The last few years have seen immense strides made in this 

department of reporting, which is now, to all intents and purposes, a 

profession to itself. 26  The boast appears to be a reflection on the specialist 

nature of the work rather than any claim to 'professional' status. However, 

much of the work, especially on the weekly press, was in the hands of the 

non-specialist, with the general news reporter fitting in sporting engagements 

around his other responsibilities. It is impossible to provide an accurate figure 

for the number of full-time sports journalists in England in the closing decades 

of the nineteenth century. A rough calculation for the 1 880s, though, using a 

variety of criteria, would suggest fewer than 150 daily paper sports journalists, 

and considerably fewer on the specialist sporting press and in the agencies. 

Mason doubts that many papers employed specialist sports staff before 1870 

but, in a reflection of the changing news agenda, Chalaby estimates that by 

the 1880s the situation had been transformed, with most daily papers 

employing a sporting editor. Lee puts the number of daily papers in England in 

the 1880s at approximately 85 evening and 71 morning. With many morning 

25 Mackie, Modem Journalism, pp.32-33. 
26 Phillips, A Practical Guide, p.80 
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and evening titles produced by the same company and, in all probability, 

sharing staff and copy, the total of sports editors on the daily press must have 

been below 156. Turning to the specialist press, the British Newspaper Library 

public catalogue lists 27 papers published in 1885, using a search for titles 

including the words spor-t, sporting, turf, racing, athletics, athlete, cricket or 

football, and discounting 'repeats', and titles obviously associated with a daily 

paper, such as Bolton's Football Field, which would not have had an 

independent staff. Career details of sports journalists on some of the 

specialist sporting titles suggests they combined their staff jobs with freelance 

work providing reports for the press agencies, some of which were their own 

businesses. As intimated by Leary's work on the Manchester press, many of 

the specialist titles would get by on the efforts of an editor and contributed 

material from freelance sources. Even accounting for staff numbers on the 

better-resourced titles, it would seem the specialist press and agencies 

accounted for a minority of sporting journalists of the period. 27  However, these 

men would be augmented by scores of weekly paper and daily paper 

reporters seconded to cover sport at the weekend. How seriously the part-

timer took his work is open to conjecture. A reporter on a weekly title 

employing only a small staff expected to turn their hand to all types of 

assignment, was encouraged to 'acquire a knowledge of the leading points' of 

the popular sports. 

In some instances. . there are reporters who have inclinations towards 

sport, and when this is so it may be taken for granted that their 

21 Tony Mason, 'Sporting News, 1860-1914', in M. Harris and A. Lee (eds), The Press and 
English Society from the Seventeenth to Nineteenth Centuries (Associated University 
Press), London, 1986, p.179, Chalaby, Invention of Journalism, p.91, Alan J. Lee, The 
Origins of the Popular Press in England 1855-1914 (croom Helm). London, 1976, p.284 
and Maps 4 and 5. 
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knowledge will be utilized to the full, and they will find themselves 

marked for every engagement in which their special aptitude will be of 

service... 

The experience of Trevor Wignall, in Swansea, was probably familiar to most 

provincial sports journalists. Wignall wrote a daily rugby article, with more on a 

Monday after the weekend matches. He contributed a half-page on Saturdays 

and 'had charge' of the Saturday football edition. On top of his sports duties, 

Wignall reported 'the Assizes, helped at the meetings of the Council, and did 

all the other tasks that fall to the country reporter'? 9  

There is a hint of an industry struggling to keep pace with new demands, with 

talented writers at a premium. In 1902, Pendleton noted the 'eagerness of 

editors to obtain men who are able to write gracefully and authoritatively on 

sports and pastimes'. The editor of a daily paper had written seeking his help 

in filling a vacancy. The editor explained he was seeking, 

a first-rate cricket man to do us special introductions for the 

Lancashire matches played at Old Trafford. Can you recommend one? It 

is indispensable that the work should be done in a critical and 

picturesque style, and not be a mere catalogue of hits. 3°  

The sense of the industry being at times under-resourced in terms of sports 

coverage, of it existing in a semi-permanent state of 'catch-up' with a 

seemingly insatiable public appetite for news, is suggested by V. A. S. 

Beanland who had an intimate knowledge of the provincial newspaper 

28  Phillips, A Practical Guide, p.81. 
WignaU, Dull Moment, p.23. 

30  Pendleton, How To Succeed, pp.48-49. 
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industry in the north of England. Beanland believed that sports reporting pre-

1890 had suffered in the hands of 'a coterie of outside contributors', employed 

on a daily press 'failing to keep pace with the growth of football'. The 

untrained part-timers had resorted to the hackneyed phraseology lampooned 

by press critics, until replaced by 'men of education and sound newspaper 

training'. But, for Beanland, the damage had been done, and as a 

consequence the sports reporters of his day had been saddled with an unfair 

image. His views on sporting vocabulary, of the calibre of sports reporters, 

and sports reporting's place in newspapers, were aired in rather incongruous 

fashion in The Journalist, in late 1918. A quarrel over an obituary notice for a 

former sports reporter killed on wartime service in France, revealed 

occupational sensitivities to perceived slurs from within the press. It also 

illustrates the status of some sports journalists in the eyes of their colleagues 

in other departments. An unsigned obituary notice on the death of Lancashire 

Daily Post sporting writer Capt W. F. Burdett, known as 'Hermes' in pre-war 

cricket and football circles, concluded that, 'He was a credit to the profession 

in every way, and, though a sporting journalist, found it worth while to give his 

work a literary finish' (author's italics). The next edition of the paper brought a 

response from Beanland, who, in a lengthy article, lost no time in rebutting 

what he saw as 'an undeserved slur' on the sports reporter in general. He 

condemned, 

this sneer at sporting journalism, and, by inference, at the men who 

have thought fit to devote their talents to describing and criticising the 

games of the people, but it is the fashion of a certain type of person in 

our profession . . . to affect an attitude of lofty superiority towards his 

sporting colleagues ...  
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Beanland criticised 'this singling out of sporting journalism for a gratuitous 

affront'. In defence of his colleagues, Beanland listed a number of sports 

journalists regarded as the elite among their craft, together with sports 

reporters who had gone on to edit newspapers, in order to prove 'that literary 

merit is as adequately represented in sport as in any other branch of 

newspaper journalism'. They were men who had taken to sports reporting, 

'sometimes through expediency, more often because of the healthy Briton's 

innate love of sport'. The following month, the obituary author, 'J. T. K.', did 

little to soothe bruised egos, responding that the phrase used 'was quite a 

proper one... there exists, even at the present day, a type of football 

journalist ... whose conception of their duties is to be regretted'. The work of 

the 'experts' was 'only one side of the ledger. 31  

The air of defensiveness suggested above is not uncommon in the writing of 

senior sports journalists when considering the place of sport in newspapers. 

They convey a sense of the business of sports reporting being under insidious 

attack, not just from outside the press, but from within, too. Writing in 1929, 

John Brierley, who, as 'Perseus', covered sport for the Lancashire Daily Post, 

in Preston, and who began his career in the 1890s, bemoaned 'the old idea 

that anything is good enough for sport', going on to place the blame for, what 

he saw as a questionable image, firmly at the door of the sports journalist. For 

31  The Journalist, Oct, p.11, Nov, p.4, Dee, p.5, all 1918. Beanland recalled the disagreement 
21 years later in his memoirs, Beanland, Great Games. He wrote that the obituary comment 
had left him 'incensed'. His thoughts are not recorded, though, on the sentiments expressed 
in the foreword to his book by ex-sports reporter Gordon Robbins, who, perhaps 
unfortunately, wrote that he was pleased to find in Beanland's book 'revelation of a literary 
style not always associated with the rough-and-tumble of daily journalism', in itself, a 
confirmation of the uncertain image sports reporters laboured under and of the persistence of 
that image, p.7. 
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Brierley, the sports reporter's Achilles' heel was the matter of style. Sports 

journalism's print vocabulary was an issue of keen sensitivity throughout the 

period of this study, and it is one that I will return to later when assessing 

James Catton's reporting career. Brierley believed the public had come to 

associate 'what is contemptuously labelled "journalese"' with sports news. 

We have been too often content to approach the work slackly, too apt to 

think that the subject did not demand thought, originality of idea, and 

felicity of expression. We have thought and talked in terms of stupid 

hyperbole. We have had a language of our own. We have alluded to the 

ball in football as the sphere, the leather, the inflated windbag - anything 

but what it is, a batt. 

It was a style of reporting, 'supremely silly, and calculated to make the 

educated person curl a scornful lip'. 32  Efforts were being made to wean the 

sports reporter away from his diet of clichés. Reade's 1885 reporting guide 

carried a section on language with a plea to reporters to cut out the 

hackneyed, over-elaborate and long-winded vocabulary that had come to be a 

feature of the press. 33  Phillips' 1895 guide suggested, 

Extravagant language should be avoided. The sporting reporters of 

these tatter days have invented a jargon of their own which is an 

abomination ... Football reporting should not necessarily indicate a 

departure from sanity. 

J. A. Brierley, 'The Sports Writer And His Job', The Journalist, Jan, 1929, p.3. 
A. Arthur Reade, Literary Success: Being A Guide To Practical Journalism (Wyman 

and Sons), London, 1885, pp.25-27. Bernard Falk, covering football in Manchester around 
1900, recalled 'an unassuming Guardian reporter who invariably took a Greek lexicon with 
him to the football match', Bernard Falk, He Laughed in Fleet Street (Hutchinson), London, 
1937, p.37. 

Phillips, Practical Guide, pp.83-84. 
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Pendleton, writing in 1902, noted the survival of 'antiquated or hackneyed' 

language, of 'slang and the pet terms of the professional' in sports reports. 

But he believed standards had improved? But Kingston, writing in 1925, still 

felt it necessary to berate the journalist who littered his reports with slang, 

slipshod English, and the ever-present 'hackneyed words'. He reserved 

particular opprobrium for the sports reporter, a 'class of writers who 

deliberately twist and torture the King's English'. 

A number of historians have highlighted a stylistic change in the press 

coverage of football, in particular, as the twentieth century progressed. 

Mason, reviewing the years between 1860 and 1914, points out that the 

traditional, long-winded match report, bursting with 'classical or literary 

quotations', needed time for composition. 

The pressures on both space and time which increasingly beset 

newspapers of all kinds as the twentieth century dawned p'aced hmits on 

the utilization of other than a most economical style. Straightforwardness 

became more fashionable and the tendency clearly was for the colourful 

language and the rhetorical style, along with the literary quotations, to 

disappear. 37  

Russell pinpoints the 1930s as a period of, 

stylistic revolution in football reporting, pioneered by the People but 

rapid'y, if sometimes retuctanty, foowed by many other papers. 

Influenced to an extent by American models, it featured shorter 

Pendleton, How To Succeed, pp.49-50. 
Kingston, Popular Guide, pp.86-87. 

37 Mason, 'Sporting News', p.182. 
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sentences and paragraphs; more gossip, often with a somewhat 'anti-

estabSishment' sSant; a rather aggressive, combative tone. 

But innovation, whether commercial or editorial, was often adopted in a 

piecemeal and uneven fashion across the industry, a point noted by Russell 

who adds, 'Some sections of the press were little touched by these 

developments', with the more traditional and meagrely funded weekly market 

bringing up the rear in terms of change. The industry boasted a huge variety 

of titles, with weekly, evening, morning, specialist, local, regional and, 

eventually, national titles, all open to subtle differences in development 

prompted by varied levels of investment, entrepreneurial competence and 

staff recruitment The 'pressures on both space and time' would have been 

felt less keenly on the far more numerous weekly titles. 

There is no doubt that many journalists who came to write of their experiences 

covering sport in the years after 1900 were aware that they operated on the 

cusp of change, especially in terms of writing style. Two anecdotes retold by 

successful reporters in mid-century serve to illuminate this sense of change. 

They poke fun at industry stereotypes, standard, well worn images of 'old-

timers', men identified through a limited reporting vocabulary, slaves to habit. 

They were no doubt instantly recognisable to younger recruits in reporters' 

rooms and on press benches across the country in the opening decades of 

the twentieth century and well beyond. They convey a sense of the modern 

versus the traditional, the new professional and the tradition-bound veteran - 

Dave Russell, Football and the English. A Social History of Association Football in 
England 1863-1995 (carnegie Publishing), Preston, 1991, p.104. 
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a theme that is touched upon in passing, but consistently, in the memoirs of 

the inter-war years' journalist. There is an element of ageism at work, a 

feature of the industry that I will return to later. 

V. A. S. Beanland. began writing on sport as a youth in 1892 and went on, 

over almost 50 years 1  to cover important sporting events for provincial 

newspapers in four northern cities. 

In my own time newspaper writing has changed almost as noticeably 

as transport and warfare... In my younger days a story was told of 

one of the old-time reporters (who never varied the opening sentence 

of his account of a cricket or football match from: "These two teams 

met"), deputed to attend a charity function at which a match of sorts 

was to be played. it was impressed upon him by his editor that the 

occasion called for sympathetic treatment, and that the game, as a 

game, counted for little; and he was desired to get the atmosphere of 

the thing, to abandon stereotyped methods, and to turn out a brightly 

written story. The old-timer weighed in this: "There are three cardinal 

virtues, faith, hope and charity, and the greatest of these is charity. 

These two teams met' etc. In those far-off days the reporter of a 

cricket match would laboriously chronicle every boundary hit, every 

maiden-over, every bowling change in its due sequence, an irritating, 

uninteresting mass of detail even to the expert cricketer, while the 

writer of football laid in a stock of phrases, of which "give and take play 

followed", and "stung by this reverse" were such favourites that they 

might also have been kept in type with "oval", and "sphere", and "set in 

motion", in the newspaper composing room. 

John Macadam who began in sports journalism a generation after Beanland, 

in the 1920s, and graduated from the provincial press to Fleet Street, working 

Beanland, Great Games, pp.11-12. 
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as the chief sports columnist on the Daily Express either side of the Second 

World War, tells a similar story. As far as he was concerned, the old-timers, 

the 'odd lot scrabbling with their weights and runners round the Sports Desk', 

survived 'mostly in the Provinces' until after the Second World War, 'still 

reeling off their times and results and figures with a nod at the younger ones 

in the trade who couldn't hold all those forgotten facts'. 

On one of the Midlands football grounds the Press box is a long strip 

at the front of the stand. The match had just begun when oki Charlie 

arrived. Now old Charlie had been covering this team's home matches 

since he was a boy. He knew every blade of grass on the ground, and 

could give you the life history of every player who ever passed through 

the books. There is an old Charlie attached to every football ground in 

Britain. He does a running story for the local evening paper. He does a 

story for one or more of the Sunday papers. He does another story or 

stories for one or more Monday morning papers. The word of old 

Charlie goes far and it goes wide. He is a type. However he may dress 

as he goes about his ordinary journalistic chores during the week, he 

always dressed the same way for the Match - long, heavy coat, 

muffler, cloth cap and probably goloshes. Well, on this day, old 

Charlie, flustered a little at being late, wheezed and panted along the 

line of newspapermen until he came to his seat. He dropped into the 

seat and undid the lower buttons of the great-coat and began to 

fumble in his side jacket pockets pretty much as a London taxi-driver 

fumbles for the odd sixpence in the change. From these pockets he 

took programme, notebook, telegraph forms. He spread the 

programme open on the ledge before him, opened the notebook on 

one side, placed the telegraph forms on the other. Then, from his 

waistcoat pocket, reached after a great deal of grunting and leaning 

across the man next door, he produced a large turnip of a watch and a 

penknife. He placed the watch above the open programme, speared it 

through the ring with the small blade of a penknife, so that it was 

securely anchored. From an upper layer of waistcoat pockets he took 
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anything up to half a dozen already sharpened pencils which he laid 

aIongsde the programme. He s&ected one of the pencils and drew 

the notebook towards him portentously. Only then did he look up. 

"Which side," he said to the next man, "kicked off with a rush?" 

Old Charlie - all the old Charlies - had been using the sacred soccer 

jargon for so long in his numerous reports that he even talked it.' 

The jargon - . . was practised seriously by only a select few. The rank 

and file were mere imitators who learned off the synonyms and the 

oblique phrases and then scattered them throughout their reports as 

the occasions arose to fit them. But they have no creative power and 

are merely stringing accepted clichés together because they are 

incapable of straight fresh writing. 40  

Both anecdotes are redolent of the condescension of youth. No doubt the 

stories, and many similar ones, prompted an image familiar to successive 

generations of young journalists jostling the 'old-timers' for possession of the 

plum sporting assignments and the seat of honour in the press box. But like 

many stereotypes, they carry a ring of truth. The image of the tradition-bound, 

men lacking in inspiration, slaves to routine, encapsulated all that was 

decrepit in sports journalism for each fresh intake of writers. Each new 

generation, it seemed, wished to cast off the stigma of the old-fashioned rank 

and file, of the traditionalists, the aged, and the seemingly less talented. 

Perhaps they recognised the uncertain standing of their chosen occupation 

and blamed an earlier generation of sports reporters for the malaise. 

Despite the above comments on the issue of style, it would be misleading to 

give the impression that advice on how to report sport was readily to hand in 

40  John Macadam, The Macadam Road (Jarrolds), London, 1955, pp.130-131. 
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the Victorian period. Sport frequently received meagre coverage in the 

journalism manuals and commentaries of the time, in itself a reflection on the 

secondary status of sports reporting in most offices. When mentioned, it was 

as an addendum to the weekly duties of the young news reporter, or treated 

solely, and briefly, in terms of turf reporting and, as such, seen as out of the 

ambit of the audience addressed in the manuals. The virtues associated with 

reporting in general, as outlined earlier in this chapter, were applicable, 

seemingly, to sports reporting, a situation due, in part, to the slow 

development of any specialism in the industry. 41  Of the early guides 

consulted, Phillips' 1895 work provides the fullest treatment of sports 

reporting, perhaps an acknowledgement of sport's late-century rise in 

prominence and maturing conventions. Phillips combines 'sport and 

descriptive work' in one chapter, suggesting of the 'colour' article that the 

reporter keep his story original and light, '.. . enlivened with illustrations drawn 

from his reading or personal knowledge, and with the introduction of an 

occasional quotation or two to point an argument or enforce a fact'. The 

reporter is cautioned that in his sports report there should be, 

no favouritism or partiality displayed, and if the game or the players 

have not the reporter's sympathy, his own feelings should be entirely put 

out of sight. In the report opinions should not be introduced ... a word-

picture of what took place should be given without the introduction of any 

expressions of opinion at all. 

The young reporter was advised to be sparing in his criticism. 

41 Turf reporting was undoubtedly one of the first specialisms to develop within popular 
journalism, certainly, when mentioned by journaLists ttlroughQut the time-span of this study, 
the racing journalist is portrayed as a man apart, due in part to the skills and knowledge 
required to perform his duties correctly, due to his working environment, and also because of 
racing's, and gambling's, peculiar association with the press. 
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It is according to the extent of a man's knowledge of the game, to the 

number of matches he has seen, that he is enabted to compare and 

criticise, to set up a standard of excellence by which he judges all other 

games 42 

When criticism is justified, it should be delivered, 'in a gentlemanly manner, 

such as will cause it to contain no sting nor leave behind it no bitter reflections 

temper justice with mercy'. 

The availability of advice improved in the inter-war years, reflecting sport's 

established prominence in popular journalism, the efforts of the NUJ and IQJ 

to improve training, and the presence of the first coterie of successful and 

veteran sports reporters experienced in handling sport for the popular press. 

Daily Chronicle sports editor Percy Rudd, in one of a series of advice articles 

commissioned by the NUJ for its members, urged the sports reporter to 

dissect a sporting engagement, possibly of a day's play at cricket, to reduce it 

to one key moment and to build the report around that. 'Turn your sentences 

as elegantly and distinctively as you can; try to acquire style'. But above all 

else, he wrote, the cardinal rules that applied to the news reporter were 

paramount in sport, too, speed and accuracy. 43  In an earlier article, Rudd had 

urged that the reporter, '. . . should know something about every sport under 

the sun, but should specialise in one or two of them, if he wants to do the best 

for himself't 

42  Phillips, Practical Guide, pp.80-91. 
43  Percy Rudd, 'What Is Required Of A Sports JoumaUst?', The Journalist, Oct, 1928, p.206. 

Percy Rudd, 'Sporting Journalism', The Journalist, June, 1922, p.83. 
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Veteran Lancashire sports journalist Brierley, who covered his first FA Cup 

Final in 1894, suggested the sports reporter 'should take pains to understand 

what he is writing about... he should make himself master of its rules and 

their application'. 

It takes courage, independence of judgment, and sincerity of conviction 

to make the sort of impression upon the pub'ic consciousness in sport 

that you wish to achieve, the ability to analyse and weigh, and to arrive 

at a balanced decision. One may not possess all of these qualities. 

but they are the ideal at which we should aim. 

Kingston, in his 1925 guide, suggested, 

• . the newspaper reporter is not expected to act as a coach to a 

football team, or to address his remarks to the players at all. His 

business is to describe fairly what happens for the benefit of those not 

present, and if he departs from this course he may find himself in 

undignified squabbles which bring no credit upon himself or his paper. 

But the risk of 'undignified squabbles' was seemingly one worth embracing for 

a few. Trevor Wignall, a young man with ambitions to go far in journalism, 

made an early decision to push the boundaries of what was permissible and 

expected in contemporary sports reports. 

In 1902 it was not the habit of football reporters to gaze too greedily on 

the misdeeds and the faults of their own sides. The other fellows were 

the dirty dogs; it was they who started the roughness or caused 

regrettable incidents. I strove to introduce a new note into that sort of 

reporting. I was critical of local heroes, I advocated the heaving of some 

of the more eder1y into retirement, and I was ¶requent, controversiaS. 

Very quickly any popularity I may have had vanished. I was threatened 

Brietley, 'Sports Writer 1 , p.3. 
Kingston, Popular Guide, p.24. 
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with removal from the ground, I was cut by my few friends, and once, on 

tour in Devonshire, I was denied admission to the hotel where the 

players were housed. 

Wignall found an ally in his editor. 

He told me I had found a new line. He instructed me to continue as I had 

started. Sales were going up. People were talking about the Leader and 

cursing "The Watchman". That was my first acquaintance with the fact 

that saying something, even if the controversy engendered breeds 

anger, is more advantageous to a newspaper than sitting on the fence. 

And to the writer. 47  

Judging from the reminiscences of contemporaries, Wignall was something of 

an exception in the confrontational attitude he claimed to have adopted. But 

his summary of the reporting norms he breached is informative in terms of the 

standards he felt the majority adhered to. 'The other fellows' were commonly 

portrayed as 'the dirty dogs', with the 'home' side often escaping censure. 

Match reports, generally in support of the local team, followed a trend 

seemingly expected by readers who were assumed by journalists to be 

favourably disposed to the local sporting club. Conformity made the gathering 

of news easier, it opened doors to offcials and tour hotels. It paved the way to 

acceptance. 

3:4 'No applause is permitted': The press box 

The sports reporter, no matter what type of paper he worked for, would, by 

definition, spend part of his time out of the office covering sports fixtures. The 

Wignall, Dull Moment, p.23. 
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facilities provided for the reporter to do his job at the sporting venue - if any 

were offered - would inevitably vary depending upon the sport involved, the 

nature of the fixture and its standing in the sporting calendar, whether local, 

regional or national. Mason has outlined the 'arduous business' of collecting 

the sports news and the slow development of press facilities at sports events 

for the period 1860 to 1914. He notes the lack of privileges or special 

facilities' at Newmarket, for example, as late as the 1860s. 'A position was 

reserved for the press at the Scotland-England football match in Glasgow in 

1884, as it had been at the recent rugby match between the two countries, but 

the fact that the Athletic News saw fit to comment suggests it was not the 

usual occurrence'. Reporters often found themselves placed at a table in front 

of the spectators with no cover, although by the 1890s the first press boxes on 

football and cricket grounds appeared. 

Mike Huggins in his study of Flat racing up to 1914, noted the, 'constant 

pressure from the press for improvements' to facilities, in general, at the 

nation's racecourses. 49  Sports reporters were working in an environment of 

change in the 1880s and 1890s as, for example, football grounds were 

established and redeveloped to cater for a sport becoming increasingly 

popular and commercial, with ancillary facilities changing accordingly. 50  The 

piecemeal nature of ground development, with reporters expected to do their 

work in close proximity to spectators, could create unease on the press 

Mason, 'Sporting News', pp.179-1 80. 
g M. Huggins, Flat Racing and British Society 1790-1914. A Social and Economic 

History (Frank Cass), London, 2000, pp.156-157. 5° For a brief overview of the development and expansion of football grounds for this period, 
see Ray Physick, 'Grounds', pp.i&4-169, in Richard Cox, Dave Russell, Wray Vamplew (eds), 
Encyclopedia of British Football (Frank Cass), London, 2002. 
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benches. The page one notes column of the Athletic News in October, 1892, 

complained of rowdiness at a rugby ground, 

Press stands - or reporters' benches, as they are more generally termed 

- are provided with more or less sumptuousness at the various football 

grounds, and the officials of the clubs recognise the importance of the 

scribe's work by providing this necessary isolation and convenience. But 

when, however, we come across a stand like that at Tyldesley, where 

the public are allowed to crowd round, we feel inclined to protest. We 

don't mind partisans giving expressions to their feelings down our coat 

collar, but when blathering idiots are allowed to shout at reporters, and 

cannot be choked off, then we think it is time the committee found 

another place for reporters or muzzled offenders. 51  

The conditions for cricket reporting at this period, a press tent by the boundary 

rope, say, appear to have been, in general, fairly rudimentary. But the early 

absence of segregated areas for the press at one remove from pitch side, was 

conducive to an informal mixing of sportsman and sports reporter. Writing of 

the 1880s, Martin Cobbett recalled the easy relationship between the reporter 

and cricketer in the intervals between play. 

What joy it used to be for some to get hold of a ball and trundle to the 

actual players in the few minutes between the luncheon's end and the 

stated time for the interval to close. 52  

However, a seat by the pitch could also have its serious disadvantages. 

Gordon Robbins recalled his written description of play being obliterated by 

rain and sleet falling on the exposed press seats at Hunslet rugby ground. 

51 Athletic News, Oct 24, 1892, p.1. 
52  Marlin cobbett, Sporting Notions Of Present Days And Past, edited by Alice cobbett 
Sands and co), London, 1906, p.162. 

Beanland, Great Games, p.8. 
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Being too close to the action might pose a physical risk, too. In 1902, officials 

at Newcastle United felt it necessary to enclose the press box with wire-

netting, 'to save the faces of the fourth estate from a stray ball.M 

The experience of reporters covering the 1893 FA Cup final between Everton 

and Wolverhampton Wanderers, although extreme, serves to illustrate some 

of the shortcomings of early press accommodation. The match was staged at 

the Manchester Athletic Ground at Fallowfield, and reporters were allocated 

seats and desks on the track around the pitch. But policing arrangements 

were inadequate for the big crowd attracted to the tie. 55  The Sunday Chronicle 

reported that spectators, 

broke through the barricades on the Levenshulme side of the ground 

and swarmed on to the running track in thousands, with the result that 

from the press seats there was no possibility of seeing the field of play. 

The police were powerless to stop them, and altogether it looked very 

much as if the match was to be spoiled. 

Spectators clambered over the press tables to get a better view of play, 

destroying them in the process. Abandoned by the police and officials in the 

swell of over-enthusiastic fans pressed half-a-dozen deep along the touchline, 

the reporters watched as 'the remainder of the Press seats were soon 

wrecked', and they then retreated to the Pavilion enclosure to 'do their work 

under most disadvantageous circumstances. 56  A diagram of the athletics 

ground shows the press and 'complimentary' seats directly by the side of the 

Ath!etic News, March 10, 1902, p.1. 
The crowd was put at 50,000 by the Manchester-based Sunday Chronicle, with a 45,000 

figure in Bryon Butlers Official Illustrated History of the FA Cup (Headline), London, 1998, 

p.61 . 
Sunday Chronicle, March 26, 1893, p.6; see also Sporting chronicle, March 25, p.2, 

Sporting Chronicle, March 25, p.2, Athletic News, March 27, (all 1893), p.S. 
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pitch, in front of a grandstand, among the 5s section. 57  Judged on the cost of 

admission, with a reserved stand charging lOs 6d, other stands 4s and 3s, 

and the rest of the ground is, the 5s seats 'inside the rails', were considered 

by the organisers to be amongst the best, although the view from pitch side 

would have been lacking in perspective. 58  The pressmen fared little better a 

week later at Richmond Athletic Club for the England v Scotland international, 

when their allocated seats were taken up at the last minute by minor royalty 

and replaced by alternative seats with a much poorer view of the game. 59  The 

reporters' predicament is revealing on two counts; one, that their seats were 

deemed good enough to accommodate the royal visitors; and two, they were 

evicted with seemingly little compunction. 

Clearly, individual journalists would have pressed, with varying degrees of 

success, for improvements at a local level. The NUJ also appears to have 

played a role in urging sports organisations to have a care for the pressmen 

covering their fixtures. The union's executive council wrote to the FA Council 

in 1913 suggesting that at representative matches, 

adequate covered accommodation is provided for representatives of 

the press. Both cast season and the season before we received 

complaints from journalists who suffered great inconvenience owing to 

lack of this accommodation. 

Sporting Chronicle, March 24, 1893, p.4. 
Sunday Chronicle, March 19, 1893, p.4. 
Sunday Chronicle, April 2, 1893, p.7. 
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FA secretary Frederick Wall was instructed to reply that, 'The Council will be 

pleased to meet the comfort of Journalists ... as far as possible'. 60  

The press box, or press benches, helped define the public image of the sports 

reporter. Whether sitting prominently at pitch side or perched in the upper tiers 

of a grandstand, the reporter became a regular presence at all manner of 

sporting fixtures. Improvements to facilities can only have boosted the self-

image of the reporter and appear to have reflected the gradual acceptance by 

clubs and organisations of the need to accommodate the press. 61  

Those sports not restricted to a pitch, or court, would naturally present a 

different variety of challenges to the journalist. The physical effort of covering 

a game of golf was said by Beanland to be 'the supreme test... of condition, 

and stamina, and patience', with the swapping of notes with fellow reporters, 

an integral' part of the work'. He wrote with feeling of the conditions faced by 

reporters at 1930s   major golf tournaments alongside spectators who 

Football Association, minutes of The Council, Dec 15, 1913, pp.2-3. The PA Cup Final had 
been held at Crystal Palace in previous seasons and was to be staged there again in 1914, 
but the FA finance committee, meeting in February, did not specify any improvements to 
press accommodation, despite ordering improvements elsewhere to the ground, Further 
Report of the Finance Committee, Feb 2, 1914. 
SI For two contemporary and informed opinions on the state of press facilities at cricket 
grounds spanning 1900, and the gradual improvement of the reporter's lot, together with 
practical innovations pioneered by the pressman to help him conduct his business, see, C. 
Stewart Caine, 'Hints From The Press Box', John 144sden's Cricketers'Almanack for 1893 
(John Wisden and Co), London, pp.XLV-XLVIII, and Philip Bussy, 'A Private View Of The 
Press Box', in C. B. Fry's Magazine of Action and Outdoor Life, Jan, No 22, VolIV, 1906, 
p.370. B. J. Evans, How to Become a Sporting Journalist(W. H. Allen), London, 1946, 
p.48, provides a snapshot of facilities and working practices for the 1920s football ground. E. 
H. D. Sewell, Rugger: The Man's Game (Hollis and Carter), London, 1944, pp.16-17, 
provides a contrast in terms of the much more rudimentary press facilities provided at an 
important 1920s   rugby union fixture, indicative, perhaps, of a more sophisticated commercial 
outlook adopted by professional football clubs. The scene Sewell describes is not too 
dissimilar to the chaos outlined above at Fallowfield almost 30 years earlier. Charles Buchan, 
A Lifetime in Football (Phoenix House), London, 1955, pp.116-117, provides an alternative 
opinion on the afleged benefits of the reporter's elevation from the touchline to a grandstand 
press seat at a distance from the sporting action. 
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rampaged' over the courses at the climax of play. At the British Amateur 

Championships at Royal Lytham and St Annes in 1935, 

forgetting the disabilities of advancing years, I ran and scrambled 

with the mob, determined not to miss a singte shot that human ingenuity 

and physical effort and endurance might make it possible to see. 

The final hole on the final afternoon of the Open Championship at Muirfield 

that same year saw the players, '. . . followed in seconds by a raging, tearing 

mob, entirely out of hand'92  Bernard Darwin wrote his copy on the final day of 

the Open Golf Championship at Sandwich, in 1911, 'sheltering under the lee 

of sandhills, sitting on the sheets as they were written in order to prevent them 

from flying away'. 63  For race reporters, the problem of keeping a check on the 

horses and jockeys as the action receded to a distant part of the course was 

said to have been overcome through a team effort by rival journalists. 

One of them - usually the most experienced, who can distinguish every 

horse at a glance by the colours of its jockey - takes up the most 

advantageous position, and watches the race with a powerful pair of 

glasses. He narrates every movement and every development as it is in 

progress —just as though he were thinking aloud. His colleagues, 

around him, take notes of his observations, and are then in a position to 

write a graphic and an exact account of the race. 

Conditions were not always ideal for the clear-thinking composition of a 

reasoned report at ringside for a boxing match, either. Trevor Wignall, 

acknowledged as one of Fleet Street's finest sports journalists between the 

wars, noted, 'I was in a number of boxing riots, and more than once I climbed 

Beanland, Great Games, pp.81-100. 
Bernard Darwin, Green Memories (Hodder and Stoughton), London, 1928, p.72. 

64 Bussy, 'Press Box', p.373. 
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under rings to escape flying bottles and the stamp of heavy feet'9 At a bout 

in Cardiff in December, 1910, Wignall was felled by a swinging chair and a 

colleague was cut by a thrown bottle. 

It is only to be expected that stories of extreme conditions and a breakdown in 

order feature prominently in journalists' memoirs, at the expense of the 

matter-of-fact, reporting practical ities encountered at most sporting 

assignments. There is an absence, too, of details surrounding the 

introduction, or establishment, of occupational conventions governing 

behaviour, etiquette, and working practices on the press benches. Those 

anecdotal details that do emerge suggest a limited associational culture 

based on a loose affiliation of individuals, developed on pragmatic lines to 

expedite the job in hand. The need for quiet, if the sport allowed, and a 

willingness to share an opinion as to how an incident on the field of play might 

be interpreted, appear to be the limit of the press box protocol. But even these 

customs might not be adhered to, and much would depend on the personnel 

involved and a camaraderie possibly built up over several years. 

Mason notes how, for important fixtures generating a great demand, a senior 

journalist, au fait with the needs of the press, might be handed responsibility 

by the organisers to oversee the allocation of press seats?' But it would seem 

that even at more humble gatherings a local reporter might well supervise the 

basic running of the press benches on behalf of the sports club. 'Standard 

Bearer', in a letter to The Journalist in 1924, highlighting a lack of co-operation 

TrevorWignaII, Almost Yesterday (1-lutchinson), London, 1949, p.131. 
Trevor Wigriall, Ringside (Hutchinson), London, 1941, p.35. 
Mason, 'Sporting News', pp.179-180. 
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between sports reporters, complained, 'Take the case of where a senior Press 

man controls the tickets for refreshments and only allows his few chosen 

friends to go in the room'. 68  The scenario would at least suggest some scope 

on the part of pressmen to control their own working environment. 

It is safe to speculate that the senior reporters working in a particular press 

box would set the tone for the type of behaviour deemed acceptable. Those 

standards would obviously vary according to the nature of the sport covered. 

The atmosphere in a football ground can be considerably different from that of 

a cricket ground, with the behaviour and proximity of spectators having a 

profound impact on the working environment. Whatever the circumstances, 

there was an expectation that a reporter's sporting affinities would be 

suppressed. Charles Stewart Caine was said by a fellow sports writer to be 

'firmly insistent on the dignified neutrality of the press-box'. 69  Cricket writer R. 

C. Robertson-Glasgow recalled, 'Cricket reporting used to be a solemn affair, 

and the Press Box, anyhow at Lord's, recalled the Silence Room of a 

Carnegie Library in Scotland', with the tone 'championed' by the Pardon 

brothers, owners of the influential London-based Cricket Reporting Agency. 7°  

Former player F. H. D. Sewell, at one time sports editor of the London 

Standard, recalled only two occasions when he saw Sydney Pardon 'with his 

feathers really ruffled' at Lord's, one of them involving press box behaviour. 

I had ushered into the old press box on the stand, just to the right of 

the sight-screen looking from the pavilion, my friend the then 1-larrovian, 

The Journalist, Oct, 1924, p.183. It would appear the practice of providing the press with a 
refreshments room at games, if facilities allowed, had become an estabtithed feature. 

Percy Rudd, 'Epilogue', Inc. W. Miles (ed), They're Off! A Journalistic Record of British 
Sports (Denis Archer), London, 1934, p.273. 
70 R. C. Roberston Glasgow, 46 Not Out (Hollis and carter), London, 1948, p.178. 
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S. E. Walmsley... The occasion was Eton v Harrow, and the Hill were 

at the wicket. On the stroke of a particularty good four, I think but am not 

sure Mike Falcon had struck it, Walmsley fairly let himself rip, he not 

knowing or caring a damn about the tradition of the press box. "No 

applause is permitted in the press box," shouted Sydney Pardon from 

the end of our row, and though Harrow didn't collapse out on the middle 

their representative did in the staid atmosphere of the press box. 

In the above instance, admittance to the press box was not limited to working 

journalists, a practice that appears widespread and one that would undermine 

attempts to impose fixed standards. 

Arthur Porritt, later to become editor of The Christian World, began his career 

in journalism in the Manchester Examiner London office in 1890 and spent 

two summers covering cricket in London and following Lancashire on their 

visits to the southern counties. For Porritt, 'the camaraderie among the 

reporters in the press box made the days go by like a song'. But it did not 

seem out of bounds for a reporter to take a friend, or even a partner, along to 

sit among the press. 72  The sense of an unsupervised access policy for the 

reporting seats is supported by Bernard Falk's experience. To disguise his 

shortcomings on the finer points of football he relied on a local enthusiast, 

'mad' on football, who talked him through the play in the press box at 

Manchester United matches around 1900, 'for an occasional packet of 

cigarettes, and a more frequent glass of beer!'. 

I learned his phraseology and comments, and shouted them through 

the telephone to the approving murmur of a football "fan" at the other 

71 E. H. D. SeweD, An Outdoor Wallab (Stanley Paul), London, 1945, pp.81-82. 
72 Arthur Ponilt, More and More of Memories (George Allen and Unwin), London, 1947, 
p.50. 
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end, otherwise a shorthand writer. The office thought my reports so good 

that I was invited to spread mysetf further over the pages of the Sunday 

Chronicle and the Athletic News. 73  

Martin Cobbett, looking back on a 30-year career in sports journalism that 

included work for the Sportsman and Sporting Life in the 1 870s, could 

declare, 

I venture to say that no unhandsome turn will be given to a member of 

the profession, and if he is in difficutty he will be seen out of it - and no 

charge made nor price accepted. Say I was 'doing' cricket, or football, or 

fighting, or rowing, or racing, and I was hors de combat, does anyone 

suppose that some good fellow of a competing paper or service wouldn't 

see me or my stuff through, or do the same for anyone else in the tine of 

business? I give you my word they would, and be pleased to do so/ a  

The same sentiments rang true for B. J. Evans who recalled the regular help 

of fellow reporters when doubling up to cover the Boat Race in the morning 

and a top rugby match at Twickenham in the afternoon. A reporter for a rival 

sports agency, 

knew I was going to have a rush to get to Twickenham in time, and I 

gave him, the previous day, my numbered pad of copy paper. He 

promised that, if I could not arrive by the kick-off time, he would write the 

first page or two and hand it to my usual messenger, just as if I had been 

there. Kindness like that is common among journalists, who may be 

keen rivals but will never take unfair advantage of a colleague. 

However, there were limits to co-operation and, for example, at a cricket 

match, if Evans had kept his own 'analysis' of a particularly effective bowler, 

Falk, He Laughed, p.47. 
74 Martin cobbeti, Wayfaring Notions (Sands and co), London, 1906, pp.X-XI. 



172 

he would turn a deaf ear to the enquiries of a less 'industrious' colleague 

'scrounging' information. 'I regret to say those questions have not been 

answered by me. I have always tried to help any colleague in distress, but I 

have refused to earn his living for him.' 75  His attitude appears to encapsulate 

the essence of reporting's associational culture at the practical level. In the 

cricket press box men were said to be able to rely on colleagues to acquaint 

them with the play they missed when, during quiet periods in the game, they 

wandered off for a drink or for a little exercise. 76  The level of co-operation was 

not uniform, however, and 'Standard Bearer', a cricket and football reporter 

quoted above, in his letter to The Journalist, complained of a lack of mutual 

aid in the press box on even basic matters. Highlighting several instances of 

colleagues refusing to help with the names of goal-scorers, he laments, 'I take 

it we are all brothers working for the good of all, and out to help each other. 

No journalist who is a real brother would take up that action'. The writer 

mentions reporters being given assignments to cover matches and facing 

hostility and suspicion from men who 'control the lineage' at that particular 

ground. The complaint calls for, 'more of the Masonic spirit' among union 

members, and suggests the presence of 'penny liners' and 'non-union men' in 

the sports reporting business made co-operation a problem. The writer 

suggests the introduction of badges or passwords, to be used by union 

members in 'Press accommodation', would force the adoption of a more co-

operative attitude]' For 'Standard Bearer', at least, a hoped-for improvement 

in the reporter's associational culture lay in the actions of the NUJ and greater 

union solidarity, rather than individual efforts. 

Evans, Sporting Journalist, p.46, and p.52. 
76 Bussy, 'Press Box', p.373. 
77  The Journalist, October, 1924, p.183. 
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The press benches could be a testing ground for innovation and the exchange 

of ideas. On a visit to Belmont Park racecourse, near New York, in 1923, turf 

reporter Sidney Galtrey found the press room, 

a noisy hive of speed work, with direct cabling going on, and much 

discord from typewriters. I returned to one of our typical Press Rooms to 

find our purveyors of racing news slogging away with pen and pencil. 

But a portable typewriter was soon introduced and after 'A beautiful blend of 

horror, outrage, indignation, pain and annoyance' on the part of the British 

reporters, 'the barrier of tradition and old conventions had been breached. 

The pioneer rapidly had a following'. 78  

Depending on the standing of the reporter, his temperament, and the 

occasion, the press box could be the scene of 'sheer fun... the easy, 

pleasant work, the congenial environment', experienced by the teenaged 

Porritt, 79  or something of an ordeal, as experienced by Neville Cardus of the 

Manchester Guardian early in his career. Cardus recalled his introduction to 

press box work. 

But not all at once did I dare go into the company of the elect, especially 

when I visited Lord's. I was diffident about the aristocratic Sydney 

Pardon, editor of Wisden; he would glance at me with his quizzical, 

experienced eyes, and I decided he was putting me down mentally as an 

enthusiastic provincial. 80  

78 
 Sidney Galtrey, Memoirs of a Racing Journalist (Hutchinson), London, 1934, pp289-290. 

As with so much attached to the development of cepcaing, the take-up of new initiatives was 
uneven, and as late as 1930, spoils editor Ernest Edwards found it necessary to urge young 
reporters to buy typewriters and to use them to save time when writing their reports at football 
matches, The Journalist, April, 1930, p.101. Edwards' audience was made up of provincial, 
small-town journalists, a section of the industry invariably under-resourced. The practicalities 
of rnanoeuvring the heavy typewriters of the day to and from football grounds are not touched 

u?on. 
Poriitt, Memories, p.49. 

80 
Neville cardus, Second Innings (Collins), London, 1950, pp.179-180 
















































































































































































































































































































































































































































