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‘The faithful, unflinching and unexampled organ of the working classes...’ 

How the Northern Star was published  

‘I ASK MR NEESOM if he supposes that the labour attendant on preparing 

matter for a weekly paper is only equal to that of a tailor who makes a suit of 

clothes per week? If he does, he is strangely mistaken,’ declared William  

Rider, assistant clerk at the Northern Star, in a somewhat condescending  

response to criticisms raised by the London Chartist and tailor Charles 

Neesom. ‘One tailor and one shopboard is quite sufficient for the suit, but it 

requires more than one pen or one desk to do the work at the Star office.’1 

From the start, Feargus O’Connor conceived of the Northern Star as some-

thing on a far grander scale than the typical radical journal. O’Connor first 

talked to the Leeds publisher and printer Joshua Hobson about his ideas at 

the West Yorkshire anti-poor law meeting at Hartshead Moor on 15 May 

1837. He wanted to launch a truly national newspaper, based in the North of 

England, and able ‘to bring coherence to local protest and radical organisa-

tion’2. O’Connor was, he confided, fed up with speaking at endless radical 

meetings only to have his words ignored by the press and his message to the 

radicals of one town quite unknown to those of its neighbours. 

When the two men met again a few days later, Hobson advised O’Connor 

that no provincial printer had the machinery needed to produce a paper of 

the scale he envisaged, and that none would risk the large capital outlay 

needed to launch one when it might soon fail. O’Connor returned to London 

to consider his options, but weeks later he was back to assure Hobson that 

he intended to go ahead, and to suggest to him that money would not be 

lacking. Hobson would later claim that O’Connor told him, ‘Hobson, I pay 

ready money for all I get; mind that’ (Manchester Examiner, 6 November 1847, 

p7). 

Eventually, as Hobson recalled: ‘The machine was set up, the type “laid,” 

men engaged; and at the latest moment (when sureties at the stamp office 

had been found by a friend of mine, O’Connor not having himself any that 

the authorities would accept), with 3,000 stamps brought on the Thursday by 

Mr O’Connor himself on the coach, the Northern Star first saw the light, 

amidst difficulties and hair-breadth escapes “too numerous to mention”.’ 

Within eighteen weeks the Northern Star was ‘considerably a-head of any  

other provincial paper in the Empire – a fact utterly unparalleled in the  

history of newspapers’, and just a year after its launch it could claim an  

average weekly sale of 11,932 (NS, 17 November 1838, p4). Speaking at an 
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anniversary dinner, Samuel Healey, secretary of the Dewsbury 

Radical Association raised a toast, ‘To the faithful, unflinching 

and unexampled organ of the working classes, the Northern Star.’ 

It was drunk ‘amid the deafening cheers of the company’ (NS, 

17 November 1838, p8). 

But what financial and human resources were required to pro-

duce a weekly eight-page newspaper of the scale and scope of 

the Northern Star? How many people worked in the editorial and 

commercial offices, or in the print workshop – and what jobs did 

they do? How much were they paid?  

The answers to all these questions would undoubtedly have 

evolved over time. Starting with its first issue in November 1837 

(no example of which survives), and ending in 1852 after George 

Julian Harney merged it with his Friend of the People to create a 

short-lived Star of Freedom, the paper had no fewer than three 

proprietors, four titles, and four or possibly five editors  

depending on how you count Harney’s occupation of the  

editor’s chair for two periods separated by a gap of three years (see Appen-

dix 1). There were numerous and often unheralded changes in editorial and  

business staff, and with the paper’s move from Leeds to London in 1845 and 

Hobson’s departure, it seems highly unlikely that any of the compositors or 

printers of 1837 were still there to see the final issue roll off the press. 

What follows focuses mainly on the period from 1837 to 1844 when the 

Northern Star was edited, printed and published from Joshua Hobson’s prem-

ises at Market Street in Leeds. It attempts to uncover the practicalities of 

launching and sustaining a great radical newspaper at its peak, but necessari-

ly ranges through time in searching for the sometimes sparse evidence of 

how it all worked.  

Pages, columns, words and characters 
The Northern Star and its direct successors published 755 issues between 18 

November 1837 and its final appearance on 1 May 1852 (after which, under 

the new ownership of George Julian Harney, it began renumbering from 

vol.1, no.1 until its eventual disappearance after eight weeks). Every issue 

from start to finish contained eight broadsheet pages, each page just over 24 

inches (61cm) high by 16 inches (41cm) wide, and with each page having six 

columns of mostly closely set text. As Malcolm Chase noted: ‘There were 

barely a dozen illustrations of any note in nearly eight hundred issues of the 

paper.’3 

Ensuring that the paper appeared on time every week was a challenge for all. 

‘We regret much that we cannot persuade our friends to practically to  

observe the very plain and clear directions which we have so often given and 

repeated about the sending of matter for the Star,’ declared its editor, William 

Earliest surviving copy of 

the Northern Star, from 2 

December 1837. 
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Hill (NS, 2 October 1841). ‘Every word of the paper has to be put together by 

single letters, and the whole space filled before we can go to press, and it is 

impossible to do this in one forenoon.’ Given the scale of the task facing him 

every week, it is hard not to sympathise. 

Rough calculations based on counting the words in randomly chosen pages 

suggest an average of around 1,950 words in a full column of type or around 

8,660 characters, excluding spaces between words. An unbroken page of text 

would run to 11,700 words (51,960 characters). This, however, would have 

been a rare occurrence even for the text-heavy Northern Star. A typical page 

might include section headings (‘To readers and correspondents’, ‘Chartist 

intelligence’ or ‘Police report’), headlines or short items set on increased 

leading between lines of text, or horizontal rules to break one article from the 

next. Some issues included poems and lists of donors or subscribers to Chart-

ist causes, both of which were less word-intensive. The masthead and date-

line on the front page also took up space. Even taking account of all this, 

however, it seems wholly reasonable to suggest that each page of the North-

ern Star ran to an average of 10,000 words or 45,000 characters – a total of 

80,000 words or 360,000 characters per issue. 

For comparison, over its lifetime the Northern Star published some 

60,400,000 words; the novels of Charles Dickens run to just over 4 million, 

the complete works of William Shakespeare to 884,647, and the King James 

Bible to a little under 790,000. This rather lengthy article has a little over 

9,000 words, or less than a single page of the Northern Star. 

To modern sensibilities, the paper looks daunting. There was little to break 

up the solid wall of words, and where used, headlines were usually in the 

same font and in the same type size as the body text (as a second font or size 

of type would have required the purchase of a whole additional type face 

from the letter foundry). As a compromise, headlines might be set in capitals, 

small capitals or a combination of the two to differentiate them and break up 

the text; they might be centred in the column where the body text was  

invariably justified; and they were given a little more space to breathe, with 

additional leading between the rows of text. One exception to this uniformity 

is the Gothic ‘Olde English’ font used sparingly to signal the paper’s various 

sections. Most likely such section headings were kept set up in type from 

week to week. 

 

 

Above: exception to the rule: a Gothic font for section headings 
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Equipping the print office 
Joshua Hobson was a Huddersfield man, but he chose to estab-

lish the Northern Star office in Leeds for good reasons. Feargus 

O’Connor had been clear in wanting a paper based in the North 

of England rather than in London so that it could be close to and 

identifiable with the radical working-class communities of the 

West Riding, and Lancashire, and enable them in turn to have 

easy access to the paper and its staff. And Leeds was the obvious 

location. 

On a practical level, the town was already at the heart of newspaper publish-

ing in the North, and home to three widely read weekly papers – the radical-

liberal Leeds Times, Tory Leeds Intelligencer and Whig Leeds Mercury4. This 

meant that Hobson had a pool of skilled workers from which to recruit for 

the new paper, and an established local infrastructure of companies able to 

supply the paper, ink and other requirements of a busy newspaper office. 

The opening of the first Leeds railway station in 1834 also meant easy  

access to an ever-expanding rail network able to distribute the paper nation-

wide; without it, the Northern Star would barely have circulated beyond its 

heartlands, and this in turn would have badly undermined the organisation of 

a national Chartist movement.  

Hobson established his office at 12 and 13 Market Street, Briggate, and the 

paper was published from his home at number 5, as the paper said in each 

issue. There was an ‘internal communication existing’ between the buildings, 

and together they constituted ‘the whole of the said Printing and Publishing 

Offices, one Premises’. It must have been a substantial space to accommo-

date the scale of business that the Northern Star rapidly became.  

A few years earlier, Hobson had famously made the wooden frame of his 

first printing press himself. Such a device, however, would have been unable 

to print more than 200 ‘pulls’ per hour – or 100 pages of a double-sided 

broadsheet. This had been sufficient for Hobson’s Friend of the West Riding, 

launched in 1833 with a limited local circulation; but it was completely inad-

equate for the large print-run paper he and O’Connor envisaged in 1837. The 

Northern Star would need a modern press and industrial quantities of type. 

And Hobson would need to find and fit out a printing office. 

While O’Connor was supposedly seeking out a printing press, Hobson 

sourced the fonts he needed from a Sheffield letter foundry (‘John Ardill and 

his traducers’, The Manchester Examiner, 6 November 1847). He later recalled 

visiting Bower, Brothers ‘with whom I had done business, and with whom I 

was in credit’. Hobson told the foundry’s senior partner that he had confi-

dence in the project and had O’Connor’s assurances that he could pay ‘ready 

money’, for which he hoped to get a ‘handsome discount’ on the type. ‘The 

result was that Mr. Bower undertook the order to supply Feargus O’Connor 

with all the type, chases, leads, cases, galleys, and rules, necessary to bring 

Lower Briggate in the 1860s. 
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out a newspaper of a certain size.’ Within ‘a very few weeks’, everything was 

on its way to Leeds where Hobson was busily setting up his new print shop. 

Newspaper fonts can be difficult to identify with certainty, especially when 

working from digitised copies. With a few minor exceptions, from its launch 

until its move to London in 1844 the Northern Star is set throughout in the 

same serif font). In addition to the font’s standard roman typeface (used for 

body copy), Hobson would have had to acquire the font’s bold, italic and 

small capitals variants, all of which are used to a lesser extent in the paper. 

And within each typeface, he would, of course, have needed both upper and 

lower case letters. He appears, however, to have bought just one size of type 

in any significant volume: possibly, though it is impossible to be certain with-

out access to the original paper and a typescale, 8½pt Baskerville, which the 

paper then typically used throughout for  body text on 9pt leading.  

Hobson must have bought vast quantities of type. There were some 360,000 

characters in a typical issue of the Northern Star, but the typesetters would 

have required far more than this to work from - or risk running out of the let-

ters they needed as, of course, the precise number of each letter used in each 

issue would have varied considerably. 

While Hobson was getting hold of the print, O’Connor had, after some delay, 

found a company run by a Mr Lloyd in Southwark that could make the print-

ing press. Eventually, and after some scrabbling around for money from po-

tential shareholders in Leeds, O’Connor paid for the machine and it, too, was 

packed and shipped.  

The press previously used by Hobson for the Voice of the West Riding would 

have been of a design tried and tested over hundreds of years. Once set up in 

type, the page would be inked by hand, and the paper lowered flat to pick up 

the impression. It was a time consuming process. But technology had moved 

on. More modern machines used rollers to ink the flat metal forme and press 

the paper against the metal type, which was faster and meant more pages 

could be printed. A further technological advance enabled the paper itself to 

be rolled across the forme, which was faster still. The addition of steam pow-

er, pioneered by The Times as far back as 1814, raised print speeds to 1,200 

pulls an hour, and this would increase over time, enabling mass circulation 

newspapers for the first time. Intriguingly, although the Northern Star’s print-

ing press was supposed to have come from Southwark, an advertisement 

placed by Leeds manufacturer Joseph Priestley advertising printing presses 

for sale notes that: ‘One of the Victoria-Presses may be seen on application 

at the Office of the Northern Star’ (NS, 20 January 1838, p2). 

It seems, however, that whatever press they used, for the first four months of 

its existence, copies of the Northern Star were still cranked through the  

machine by hand. It was not until March 1838, by which time circulation had 

risen above 10,000 copies a week, that the paper announced that it was now 
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using a steam engine supplied by Smith, Beacock and Tannett of Leeds.  

Evidently delighted by his purchase, the Star’s editor, William Hill declared: 

‘The Engine is of two horse power, and the whole of it, with the exception of 

the fly wheel, stands in a space not more than two feet six inches square. The 

working of it is most satisfactory; indeed it commenced work without the 

least difficulty the first moment the steam was properly applied to it’ (NS, 31 

March 1838, p4). 

But as circulation continued to rise, hitting 50,000 in exceptional weeks, even 

this was not enough, and in September 1839, Hill announced in a note ‘to 

readers, agents and correspondents’ that: The new Machine we some time 

ago announced, as in the course of erection, is now at work. We shall, there-

fore, now be able to supply the Agents much more promptly, and much more 

amply.’ He added: ‘Our machinery was only calculated at its utmost stretch 

to supply a circulation of about 20,000, while the demand, for more than 

eight months, has been greatly more than double that number.’ (NS, 7 Sep-

tember 1839 p4). 

Despite the compact size of the steam engine, the press itself would have 

been of substantial proportions, and the print shop must also have had space 

for warehousing. The paper used up vast quantities of paper every week. 

With stamp duty payable on every sheet, newspapers had not yet moved 

over to the great rolls of paper that could feed continuously through the 

press and further speed up the process, so like its competitors, the Star used 

sheets of paper each of which could accommodate a whole paper (four 

broadsheet pages printed on each side) before folding for despatch. By 1839, 

the Northern Star had an average sale of 36,000 copies, rising to 50,000 at its 

peak that summer. For comparison, the Chartist leviathan petition of 1842 

was made up of 20,000 broadsheet pages – or the equivalent of 5,000 sheets. 

Even if there was a fresh delivery of paper each week, Hobson’s print shop 

must have had sufficient space to store a quantity of blank paper some ten 

Left: A Babcock press. 

The printer standing on 

the machine is feeding in 

the large sheets of paper 

on which each copy was 

printed. In the back-

ground, compositors can 

be seen at work. Although 

the press used by the 

Northern Star may have 

looked very different, this 

shows the level of technol-

ogy it used. Getty Images. 

https://www.chartistancestors.co.uk/the-1842-leviathan-petition-in-numbers/
https://www.gettyimages.co.uk/detail/news-photo/illustration-of-the-cottrell-and-babcock-cylinder-printing-news-photo/517454182?adppopup=true
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times the size of the petition, and room in which the printed copies could be 

held awaiting despatch. 

Additionally, of course, although the Star formed the greatest part of Hob-

son’s business, the building and press were put to wider uses: Hobson was 

one of a triumvirate of radical printers, along with John Cleave in London 

and Abel Heywood in Manchester, who stocked and sold each other’s mate-

rial; Hobson himself published much else beside the Star, including between 

1838 and 1842 the weekly Owenite New Moral World; and at the front of the 

premises facing on to Market Street, Hobson’s shop stocked and sold not 

just radical tracts and newspapers but a wealth of Chartist products, includ-

ing a wide selection of pills, herbal remedies and ointments, breakfast pow-

ders and boot blacking. This was also a space for passing radicals to call in 

and exchange news and gossip. 

Men at work: staffing levels, roles and responsibilities 
The production of a weekly newspaper on the scale of the Northern Star 

takes an enormous amount of work. In the late 1830s, all copy had to be 

hand-written and corrected; it meant, as William Hill told his readers, assem-

bling the entire paper, one letter at a time, setting every line of text upside 

down and back to front from huge type cases; and it required press men to 

insert and remove giant sheets of paper, each sufficient for an eight-page  

paper, one at a time. Only later in the century would the invention of the 

typewriter and the linotype machine and the introduction of great rolls of  

paper enabling continuous high-speed printing revolutionise the press.  

What follows introduces some of the men and boys who made publication of 

the Northern Star possible each week, and looks at the work of its editorial, 

commercial and print shops. 

The editorial office 

In-house writers, editors and contributors 
Three names are most associated with the Northern Star in its early years: 

Feargus O’Connor, its proprietor and guiding spirit; Joshua Hobson, its pub-

lisher, printer and subsequently editor; and William Hill, the Swedenborgian 

minister and editor from its launch until his dismissal in 1843. O’Connor 

wrote extensively most weeks, but his contributions (in the form of a lengthy 

signed letter to readers) were of variable length and O’Connor himself was 

frequently elsewhere in the country on speaking tours and other business: 

planning the space to allocate in the coming week’s paper must have been 

difficult. Hobson also wrote bylined pieces and must have contributed much 

else which is unattributed simply to fill the pages, but he had other work to 

attend to as publisher, overseeing the print shop and managing other aspects 

of his business – printing a range of radical publications and selling them 

through his shop. And Hill would have been busy both with his weekly leader 

articles and with the section titled ‘To Readers and Correspondents’ in which 

Joshua Hobson by  

Richard Waller, © Kirklees 

Museums and Galleries  

https://www.chartistancestors.co.uk/joshua-hobson-1810-1876/
https://www.chartistancestors.co.uk/william-hill-1806-1867/
https://artuk.org/discover/artworks/joshua-hobson-18101876-21831
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he replied publicly, though usually briefly and sometimes abruptly, to those 

who had written with questions, poems and reports for publication, and in 

which he passed on news of O’Connor’s travels to those hoping to see him 

speak. But no newspaper on the scale of the Northern Star could hope to ap-

pear in print with such a sparse editorial office. 

From asides and explanations of the paper’s operation in its pages, it is possi-

ble to identify additionally an assistant editor, a sub-editor and a reporter. 

Though not credited by name for their work, there are passing mentions of 

both a sub-editor and reporter. In one of his lengthier letters, ‘To the Fustian 

Jackets, Blistered Hands and Unshorn Chins’, O’Connor explains how an 

earlier article had come to be: ‘The sub-editor of the Star thought it worth the 

insertion, and gave it accordingly, with other news’ (NS, 30 January 1841). 

And later that same year, after Hill was arrested, Hobson writes that he had 

been unable to be in court: ‘The Sub-Editor and Reporter had to go to pro-

cure a report of the proceedings; and it was impossible that we could both be 

away at that time’ (NS, 8 October 1842, p4). This is interesting both in adding 

two otherwise uncredited members of staff, but also in that it shows both that 

Hobson could substitute for Hill in his absence, and that to some extent their 

work overlapped with that of the sub-editor.  

In 1843, George Julian Harney would be brought in as sub-editor, and it is 

often assumed that the job title suggests he was Hobson’s deputy. More usu-

ally, however, a sub-editor is responsible for the editorial production of a pa-

per – correcting and editing text written by others, marking it up so that the 

compositors know the type size, leading and measure across which it is to be 

set, overseeing the flatplan and dealing with page proofs. On a paper with 

just half a dozen editorial staff, however, there must have been times when 

everyone had to do their share of whatever work was required, and the sub-

editor, or assistant editor, may have been able to deputise for the editor on 

occasion. 

The role of the role of the assistant editor was helpfully explained by William 

Rider in his put-down of Charles Neesom (NS, 6 October 1841), when he 

wrote that, ‘all letters addressed to the office, either to the Editor, to the Pub-

lisher, to the Clerk (Mr Ardill), or to Mr O’Connor, go first into the hands of, 

and are opened by, either Mr Hobson or Mr Ardill, just which may happen to 

be in the way. These gentlemen, when they open the letters, pass those ad-

dressed to the Editor, and all for publication, as news, &c into the hands of 

Mr Thompson, the Assistant Editor, who looks them through, and prepares 

such as are on ordinary business for the compositors, into whose hands the 

“copy” thus prepared frequently passes without being seen by the Editor. 

Such of the correspondence as needs to be seen by him is reserved for his 

inspection and decision.’ Between them, the sub-editor and assistant editor 

would have been responsible for much of the day-to-day work dealing with 

the flow of less contentious items and ensuring that every last inch of space 

https://www.chartistancestors.co.uk/george-julian-harney-1817-1897/
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was filled. The identity of the Northern Star reporter who was in court for Wil-

liam Hill’s trial is even less publicly acknowledged in the paper’s pages than 

that of the assistant editor. It seems likely, however, that if you were to visit 

the Northern Star offices at its peak, you might well have found an editorial 

office consisting of Hill and Hobson, Thompson the assistant editor, and the 

unnamed sub-editor and reporter. But even this would hardly have been 

sufficient to fill eight pages every week. 

The paper relied on paid contributors. James Bronterre O’Brien contributed 

a column each week from January to October 1838 for which he was paid a 

guinea a time. In London, Thomas Martin Wheeler was engaged as full-time 

correspondent for the paper in 1841, followed by Edmund Stallwood, who 

took on the role in 1843 (though Wheeler would return some years later). 

George Julian Harney on his release from prison in 1841 was paid by  

O’Connor for a dual role as Star correspondent and 

Chartist organiser in Sheffield before joining the paper’s 

staff in 1843 as sub-editor. And George White was the 

paper’s paid Birmingham correspondent. In 1842, the  

paper listed eight local correspondents, although whether 

they were unpaid, part-time or full-time employees is not 

known. 

And from time to time, Hill and Hobson might have brought in freelance re-

porters to help. Later, in 1848, the paper’s printer McGowan said that he had 

hired ‘an eminent London reporter’ to provide an accurate account of the 

London convention. 

Contributed copy and letters 
‘If we were to print all the communications we receive, we should some 

weeks, want six or seven Northern Stars,’ William Hill wrote despairingly of 

the task facing him (NS, 24 February 1838, p.7). But to a significant extent, 

the paper’s unpaid contributors were what made it unique.  

Every week, reports of small local events poured in by post from Chartist 

localities all over the country. Robert Gammage wrote in his near contempo-

rary history of Chartism: ‘There was not a meeting held in any part of the 

country, in however a remote a spot, that was not reported in its columns, 

accompanied by all the flourishes calculated to excite an interest in the read-

er’s mind, and to inflate the vanity of the speakers by the honourable men-

tion of their names. Even if they had never mounted the platform before, the 

speeches were described and reported as eloquent, argumentative and the 

like; and were dressed up with as much care as though they were parliamen-

tary harangues fashioned to the columns of the daily press.’5 Though  

Gammage wrote this disparagingly, it was in fact a key strength of the paper, 

building the Chartist identity as a single great movement in which all played 

their part. And much the same might be said of the paper’s letters page, 

which provided space for Chartists everywhere to contribute their opinions 

Above: Northern Star  

correspondents, 7 May 

1842. 

https://www.chartistancestors.co.uk/james-bronterre-obrien-1805-1864/
https://www.chartistancestors.co.uk/thomas-martin-wheeler-1811-1862/
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and engage in the movement’s controversies. 

Many of those who wrote to the Northern Star were, of course, not at all  

accustomed to writing for publication. Their handwriting had to be  

deciphered, and their spelling and punctuation quietly corrected, before their 

contribution appeared in print. But this was time-consuming work for the  

editorial staff and compositors alike, and William Hill regularly urged  

contributors to obey a series of simple rules: 

‘1. Write legibly. Make as few erasures and interlineations as possible. 

In writing names of persons and places be more particular than usual 

to make every letter distinct and clear – also in using words not Eng-

lish. 

2. Write only on one side of the paper. 

3. Employ no abbreviations whatever, but write out every word in 

full.’ 

(for example, NS, 7 May 1842, p1). 

The frequency with which the message appeared in the paper suggests it 

was a hopeless ask. But it should probably be noted that neither the prolix  

Feargus O’Connor nor his later editor George Julian Harney, both of whom 

wrote vast amounts for publication had especially neat or legible  

handwriting, so evidently practice did not make perfect. 

‘Borrowed’ copy 
The practice of ‘scissors and paste’ journalism was a widespread and essen-

tial part of newspaper production. The launch of Reuters (1851), the Press 

Association (1870) and other news agencies would later in the century give 

even the smallest paper access to political news from the capital and the 

professional reporting of events all over the country and abroad. But before 

that, editors had to rely on cutting stories from the pages of papers that ar-

rived in their offices, editing and amending them to a greater or lesser extent 

to their requirements, and republishing them with or without attribution. 

Although this practice enabled the Northern Star to provide more compre-

hensive coverage than it would otherwise have managed, even with its own 

network of paid and unpaid contributors, editors always want to publish  

original content, and Hill particularly objected to having to fill space set 

aside for readers’ letters with borrowed copy because people had missed the 

deadline. ‘It often happens, that on Monday and Tuesday we have scarcely 

any letters, and on Wednesday comparatively few till the night post arrives. 

The consequence is that those letters which do arrive in the early part of the 

week are carefully attended to and given generally at length; while we are 

obliged to have recourse to the London papers and various sources, for mat-

ter to fill up the remaining portion of so many columns of the paper as must 

be set up before Wednesday night’ (NS, 2 October 1841). 
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The commercial department 
As publisher of the Northern Star, Joshua Hobson was responsible for the 

general management of the whole paper. But on a paper with the scale and 

ambition of the Star, he could no more be expected to keep the books him-

self than sit in the editor’s chair or print it. As plans were being made for the 

paper’s launch in the autumn of 1837, Feargus O’Connor introduced Hobson 

to John Ardill, who joined the Star as clerk – a now much devalued job title 

but then suggesting a job of some significance. Ardill had been apprenticed 

as an iron founder, but during the 1830s had also become secretary to a 

number of Leeds money clubs, gaining the experience which would enable 

him to keep the Northern Star’s books and manage its commercial affairs.  

Ardill was responsible for ensuring that agents paid up in full and on time, 

that they got the papers they had ordered, and that arrangements with other 

radical printers to sell each other’s publications were carried through. He al-

so liaised with engravers commissioned to produce the portrait series that 

made the Star a commercial success. 

But Ardill was not alone in this work. William Rider, a long-time working-

class activist who had been secretary of the Leeds Radical Political Union in 

1831 and Leeds Working Men’s Association from 1837, became assistant 

clerk. A loyal supporter of Feargus O’Connor, he was one of the few on the 

paper who moved with it to London in November 1844. When O’Connor fell 

out with both Hobson and Ardill, he became first clerk (NS, 30 October 1847, 

p1) and then publisher of the Northern Star. His name only disappeared from 

its pages when O’Connor finally sold the paper to George Fleming in 1852. 

Advertisements 
The Northern Star carried paid advertising from the start. The first two surviv-

ing issues (for 2 and 16 December 1837) devote half of the front page and the 

whole of page two to adverts, and by the autumn of 1838, the entire front 

page was taken up with adverts – their small woodblock logos making these 

the most visually arresting pages in most issues. It was not until the spring of 

1839, when news from the General Convention of the Industrious Classes 

came to dominate the paper that Hobson cleared the front page of adverts, 

probably in the belief that the increased income from sales of the paper 

would outweigh any loss of advertising revenues. 

There is, unfortunately, nothing to indicate who at the Star’s office would 

have handled advertising, but as a straightforward financial transaction it 

would be surprising if this did not fall to Ardill and Rider. The paper did,  

however, regularly list the names of its agents in Yorkshire and Lancashire 

who could accept adverts, and warned that these would need to arrive at 

Briggate by midday on the Friday eight days before publication.  

And what adverts they were. Some, inevitably, were for radical meetings and 

radical publications. William Hill promoted his books on syntax and gram-

https://www.chartistancestors.co.uk/john-ardill-1811-1869/
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mar. William Whitehead offered a variety of black and green teas, coffees, 

spices and refined sugars from his retail establishment at 175 Briggate. And 

B. Joseph sold ‘trowsers’, woollen and cotton breaches, coats, waistcoats, 

cloaks and children’s dress, with the offer of ‘a suit of clothes made to meas-

ure at five hours’ notice’. 

But by far the greatest number were for medical cures. Mr Eskell could fit a 

set of spring-loaded ‘incorrodible mineral teeth’ without giving the least pain. 

Dr Bird offered his bone-setting services beneath a not especially reassuring 

skull and bones woodcut. J.L. Ward of Trafalgar Street, Leeds, and Liverpool 

Street, Salford, offered a ‘cure for cancer, and for every variety of tumour, 

fistula, &c.’. C.F. Cheddon provided testimonials from doctors for the claim 

that his herbal tonic pills would cure ‘Scrofula, Scurvy, Scorbutic Affection, 

Eruptions and Pimples on the Face and other parts of the body, Swellings 

and Ulcerations of the Neck, sore Breasts’ and a host of other conditions. 

Atkinson’s Infant’s Preservative, which apparently sold 50,000 bottles a year, 

would both prevent and cure ‘Affections of the Bowels, Difficulty Teething, 

Convulsions, Rickets &c.,’ not to mention being an ‘admirable Assistant to 

Nature’ in helping children through hooping cough, measles and cow pox’. A 

perhaps surprising number advertised cures for sexually transmitted infec-

tions. Mr Wilkinson, surgeon, claimed to cure venereal diseases within a 

week from his consulting rooms at ’13 Trafalgar Street (back entrance in Nile 

Street), Leeds, and every Thursday at No. 2 Dead Lane, Bradford’. 

 

The print shop 

Compositors 
Compositors, who took copy supplied by the editorial staff and set it in type, 

still worked through an entirely manual process in the 1830s and 1840s,  

selecting individual lead letters from the cases in front of them and slotting 

them into a ‘stick’ to create a line of type which could then be transferred to 

a galley and then into a larger frame or forme in which the page was put  

together. The letters were reversed (mind your ps and qs), and slotted into 

the stick upside down so that the second line set would, when printed, come 

below the first. A fast-working and experienced compositor could achieve 

speeds of around 2,000 characters an hour working in this way, and with a 

typical eight-page issue of the Northern Star typically running to some 

360,000 characters, each issue would have taken 180 hours (or 18 working 

days of ten hours each) to put together. With each compositor working six 

days a week, the paper must have employed at least three men working at 

full speed in this department alone.  

It is worth noting, however, that much of the copy for the Northern Star was 

contributed by working men of varying standards and styles of handwriting – 

which must have slowed the work, and even with experienced compositors 

familiar with the subject matter and the handwriting of regular contributors, 

William Whitehead adver-

tises his tea and coffee 

shop, NS 31 March 1838. 
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this probably meant the workload was practically impossible without the  

addition of a fourth man.  

There were also multiple editions of the Star, with new editorial matter  

replacing less important content for papers printed on the Friday, and this 

would have taken up still more compositor time, perhaps adding another two 

men (taking the total to six). Further, as the calculations above allow no time 

for proofing and correcting pages, or for the lengthy process of breaking 

down page frames and sorting type back into its cases at the end of each 

week, the number of compositors in the workshop can probably realistically 

be increased to as many as seven or eight.  

Some of those working on the paper were apprentices. Though cheaper than 

journeymen, they would have worked more slowly, could not be trusted with 

more difficult or important jobs, and would have required supervision. Print-

ers also faced pressure from compositors’ societies and from their peers not 

to employ more than two, or in the largest firms three, apprentices at any 

one time. Interestingly, though, because the Star’s apprentices lived in with 

Hobson, it is possible to tell something of the story of one of them.  

Joshua Hobson had no immediate family, but he hardly led a solitary home 

life in Market Street. Census returns show that in 1841 the household includ-

ed his housekeeper, Elizabeth Millenson, two teenage apprentices, two mes-

senger boys, and a younger female servant. One of these apprentices was 

Benjamin Brown. Born a few miles up the road in Otley, seventeen-year-old 

Benjamin probably began his print apprenticeship at fourteen, soon after 

Hobson started work on the Star. He and Hobson remained close until the 

Left: A compositor makes 

up lines of text one letter at 

a time using a stick to hold 

them. 
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older man’s death thirty-five years later. When Hobson sold his business in 

1848, he transferred his stock in trade and his print to Brown (Huddersfield 

Chronicle and West Yorkshire Advertiser, 7 December 1850, p7). And when 

Hobson returned to his home town of Huddersfield, Brown went with him, 

and lived at his house into the 1860s. Later, with a home and family of his 

own, Brown printed and published the Tory-leaning Huddersfield Weekly Ex-

aminer, which for a time towards the end of Hobson’s life employed him as 

editor. Brown did well out of the news business: when he died in 1903, he left 

an estate valued at more than £10,000.  

His is not the only life story that can be associated with the Star. Among the 

more established compositors working for Hobson was Henry Lundy. Born 

at Malton in North Yorkshire in 1807, he was by the time he began work at 

the Northern Star the secretary of the Leeds Typographical Association.  

Despite having just nineteen members in 1837, the union split over the issue 

of apprentice numbers, and remained divided between two rival branches for 

five years – Lundy serving as secretary to one, and William Hicks of the rival 

Leeds Times to the other. Lundy had already married and settled in Leeds by 

the time he worked for Hobson. He remained there for the rest of his life, ap-

pearing as a printer-compositor in census records up until 1871, just a year 

before his death (though in 1861 he gave his occupation as ‘beerhouse keep-

er and printer-compositor’).  

Press men 
Once the compositors had finished their work and handed over the complet-

ed metal-framed pages of print, these became the province of the press men. 

The advent of steam power had considerably reduced the number of men 

required to operate the new presses, and the Times had introduced its own 

steam press back in 1814 under conditions of the utmost secrecy because 

there was such opposition to it among London’s printers. By the time the Star 

appeared, this new technology was still a cause for concern among press 

men, although their protests were mostly over the use of steam presses to 

produce parliamentary papers, bibles and other works where speed was 

hardly of the essence. In a newspaper trade expanding rapidly thanks to 

steam power, the new technology may actually have increased the number 

of jobs. 

The function of the press men was to oversee and maintain the printing 

press, the folding machine and now the steam engine. They and any ware-

housemen and printers’ assistants (it has not been possible to identify any) 

had to keep the press running, to ensure that the paper was fed in swiftly and 

smoothly, to keep the ink topped up, and to check that the printed pages 

were clean, straight, folded and bundled up for despatch. A misaligned sheet 

of paper fed into the press could bring work to a sudden halt and take pre-

cious time to clear.  

PRINTING PRESS 

Presses were made to a 

wide range of designs, but 

the technology shown in 

the YouTube video at the 

link below is the same as 

that used in Hobson’s print 

shop: typeset pages laid flat 

on a forme and inked, with 

large sheets of paper rolled 

across them. The job of 

feeding paper onto the 

press required constant  

attention. Video. 

PRINT TERMS 

Flatplan Page-by-page 

listing of content usually 

compiled by the sub-editor 

but used by all as a guide 

and to ensure there are no 

gaps or duplicatio 

Forme Metal frame in 

which pages of type are 

laid to create a page for 

printing. 

Justified Text spaced to 

ensure that each line fills 

the full available width, so 

that it is aligned to both 

margins. Alternatives in-

cluding centred or ranged-

left text. 

Leading Distance between 

two baselines of text. More 

leading leaves greater 

space between two lines 

without affecting type size. 

https://www.chartistancestors.co.uk/henry-lundy-1807-1872/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qhPBQpAcJiQ
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Wages 
Feargus O’Connor claimed that the editorial costs alone of the Northern Star 

came to more than £500 a year (NS, 9 January 1841, p4). There is only lim-

ited and partial information on the paper’s wages bill, and some of that was 

published during a dispute between O’Connor and his former employees, so 

may not be entirely reliable. But the figure may even be an underestimate. 

After Hobson’s departure, O’Connor maintained that the weekly wage bill 

included £6 for Hobson, £3 for George Julian Harney, £2 for his parliamen-

tary reporter George Fleming, and £1 for the London correspondent Edmund 

Stallwood (NS, 26 August 1848, p1). This alone would have totalled £624 a 

year. But at an earlier period, there must have been more people on the pay-

roll: Hobson, Hill, the assistant editor Mr Thompson, and the unnamed sub-

editor and reporter at the very least. Additionally, some of the paper’s local 

correspondents were paid: Joseph Crabtree got £10 year to send reports 

from Barnsley; and both George White in Birmingham and Harney in 

Sheffield before he became sub-editor were on the payroll.  

O’Connor’s figures for 1848 also included wages of £3 for John Ardill, £1 5s 

for William Rider, and £2 for William Hewitt, who had become the paper’s 

publisher in 1847 - a total of £325 a year.  

The cost of composition and printing was far higher. O’Connor put it at £25 a 

week, but this was after the paper moved to London and was being printed 

under contract by Dougal McGowan in Great Windmill Street. Although 

London wages were higher than those in the provinces, there is no surviving 

figure for the wages paid to the Northern Star’s compositors, print men and 

warehousemen in Leeds. However, there is data, originally collected by the 

Typographical Association, to show that compositors in Leeds were paid on 

average 26 shillings a week6.If there were indeed as many as eight composi-

tors working on the paper, their pay alone could have added £10 8 shillings a 

week to the wage bill. Press and warehousemen might have taken this up to 

something closer to £20 a week, or a little over £1,000 a year. 

In total, then, the wages bill must have been not far off £2,000 a year. 

The weekly schedule 
Life in the Northern Star office revolved around its weekly schedule. If copy 

arrived late from the paper’s correspondents, it could be omitted, and reluc-

tantly the editors would replace it with news cut from the London papers; if 

there was no smooth flow of copy from editorial to compositors throughout 

the week, they would be unable to set and make up the pages in time for the 

press; and if the final pages were not read to print by Thursday lunchtime, 

the paper would be late, it would miss the train, and readers would not get it 

on Saturday morning. A deadline really was a deadline. 

 

The paper was printed on two sides of a single sheet of paper, each the size 
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of four broadsheet pages, then folded to make the final eight-page paper (see 

Appendix 2). This meant that one side (consisting of pages 2, 3, 6 and 7) 

could go to press late on Wednesday, and the second side (consisting of pag-

es 1, 4, 5 and 8) on Thursday (NS, ‘To Readers and Correspondents’, 2 Octo-

ber 1841, p4).  

 

Typically, the paper followed this schedule: 

Monday: This was the deadline for non-urgent copy. As Hill warned his read-

ers: ‘Original papers, letters to the Editor, personal correspondence, poetry, 

&c., must be here at the beginning of the week, or we shall not hold ourselves 

bound even to notice them’ (NS, ‘To Readers and Correspondents’, 2 Octo-

ber 1841, p4). Though Hill or Hobson would doubtless make a decision on 

which poetry to include and which to decline (often with a slightly withering 

putdown – ‘There is not enough of merit in these poems for publication’, [NS, 

To Readers and Correspondents, 16 May 1840, p4]), most of this material 

could be lightly edited and handed directly to the compositors to begin work. 

When away from the office, Feargus O’Connor would sit down to write his 

weekly front-page letter, posting it on Tuesday to arrive in the first post on a 

Wednesday. 

Tuesday: More in hope than expectation, Hill would regularly remind his 

readers that, ‘All matters of news, reports of meetings &c &c referring to  

occurrences on Friday, Saturday or Sunday, should reach us by Monday’s 

post; such as refer to Monday’s occurrences by Tuesday evening’s post’ (for 

example, NS, ‘To Readers and Correspondents’, 7 May 1842, p1). Some of 

these reports would have come from the paper’s regular paid correspond-

ents, most notably Thomas Martin Wheeler then Edmund Stallwood in Lon-

don, and George Julian Harney in Sheffield, and probably required relatively 

little editing. Much more, however, was written by local Chartist activists and 

newsagents, and needed more work by the Star’s editorial staff. As Hill  

noted: ‘Many of our correspondents might ease us much if they would be less 

prolix, and give us facts instead of speeches, comments, and opinions. We 

have very often to wade through four or five pages of manuscript to get out 

of them the fact of some meeting having been held, or some man’s having 

lectured, which we chronicle in two lines’ (NS, 3 September 1842). Despite 

this, some at least of the pages making up the first side of the paper would 

have to be completed on Tuesday, with space left on others to fill the follow-

ing day. 

Wednesday: As the compositors completed the setting and make-up for pag-

es 2, 3, 6 and 7, and continued to fill the second side, the Star’s editorial staff 

would have been kept busy editing late news as it arrived, identifying spaces 

still to be filled, and thinking about what they themselves would write. They 

would also have to check proofs and sign off on the finalised pages. As  

William Hill told his readers: ‘Wednesday night and Thursday morning’s 
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posts bring us a shoal of letters from all parts of the country these come upon 

us just in the hurry of writing and attending to what are called the leading arti-

cles; while in the early part of the week we have more time to attend to  

correspondence. The consequence is that one half of these letters are passed 

over entirely; and the other half compressed into the smallest possible 

amount of space – and the next consequence is, that in the following week 

we have letters of complaint from various parties about their communica-

tions being treated with neglect’ (NS, 2 October 1841). Late on Wednesday 

afternoon, or into the evening, the first side of the paper was printed. 

Thursday: ‘It seldom happens that more than one or two columns, besides 

the necessary space for editorial comment, remain to be filled on Thursday 

morning,’ Hill told his readers (NS, 2 October 1841). Barring major and unan-

ticipated news, the paper was now closed to further new content from the 

outside world. With the last in-house articles written, and the pages made up 

and signed of, the press men could finally print the remainder of the paper 

that afternoon. Or at least, its first edition, which could then be taken to 

Leeds station for distribution by rail so that even the most distant readers 

could get it on Saturday. Responding to complaints from readers in Newcas-

tle and Sunderland that their papers did not arrive until Saturday evenings, 

Hill wrote: ‘We go to press with our first edition on Thursday afternoon and it 

is all we can do to get off in time for post … the number required for Glas-

gow and that part of Scotland; and if the Papers for that quarter are not post-

ed in Leeds on Thursday evening, they are not delivered in Glas-

gow, &c., until Monday morning!’ 

Friday: Although the second and third editions of the paper could 

not be entirely remade, it was possible to update them as events 

unfolded. These later editions, made up the bulk of the circulation 

and were distributed to the rest of the country. During his trial for 

a libel published by the Star, Feargus O’Connor told the courts 

that the first edition consisted of just 3,000 copies, and the second 

and third of 37,000 between them. In one development especially 

close to home, when police arrested William Hill in the street out-

side the Star office in September 1842, Joshua Hobson immedi-

ately pulled the front page that had appeared on the first editions 

of that week’s paper, stripped out the first column of text, and sub-

stituted the breaking news. His final update has a timeline of 3pm 

Friday. The headline (shown right) is larger than any other that 

appeared in the Star, and appears to be in a different font - perhaps borrowed 

for the purpose from another job (NS, 1 October 1842). Advertisements for 

the following week’s paper were required by noon on Friday. A notice to ad-

vertisers warned that the paper had been ‘compelled’ to reject several late 

adverts because its ‘enormous circulation’ meant the page had to go to press 

at that time (NS, 13 January 1838). 

Above: First and third 

editions, Northern Star,  

1 October 1842. 
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Saturday: Late editions of the Northern Star and other radical papers pub-

lished that week would have been in great demand in the shop that fronted 

Market Street. But behind the scenes, the main project on a Saturday was to 

return the print shop to a state where it was ready to begin the following 

week’s paper. Tens of thousands of letters needed to be cleaned of old ink 

and sorted back into the correct slots in their cases – a task which must have 

fallen quite substantially on the printer’s apprentices. The press and steam 

engine could be cleaned and any minor repairs made. This would have been 

a good day to take in deliveries of paper. In the editorial office, the editor, 

assistant editor and sub-editor would be giving thought to the coming week’s 

events and how they might be covered in the paper, with space allocated on 

the flatplan for reports of significance.  

Sunday: A day of rest. In 1847, a printer’s apprentice in Liverpool took his 

employer to court for stopping his wages after he refused to work on Good 

Friday. The magistrate ruled in his favour: ‘Mr Rushton [the magistrate] said 

the lad had a right to all the protection which his indentures afforded, and 

could not be required to work on Sunday or Good Friday. He considered it 

improper to work apprentices on those days, and the complainant 

must have his wages’ (NS, 24 April 1847, p5). 

But extraordinary events required exceptions to the schedule. On 

Tuesday 16 October 1838, the Northern Star produced an 

‘extraordinary’ stand-alone edition of two pages to report the previ-

ous day’s meeting on Hartshead Moor called by the Great Northern 

Union. The paper was priced at 3d and was not included in the pa-

per’s numbered sequence. Exceptionally, too, during trial of those 

involved in the Newport rising a fourth edition of the main paper 

went to press on the following Monday to carry news of Saturday’s 

hearing (NS, 4 January 1840, p4). 

And sometimes, there were unexpected and unavoidable delays. 

Much later in the paper’s life, after the move to London, a small 

item appeared at the top of first column of page 1. Dated ‘Friday 

night’ – long after the paper should have gone to press – it apolo-

gised to readers and agents for the late delivery of the second edi-

tion: ‘An accident, against which no care nor foresight could have 

guarded, occurred at the moment of our going to Press, by which 

two of the pages of type were demolished, and, in consequence, the 

Papers which should have been posted on Friday afternoon were delayed by 

some hours, and posted by Saturday’s day Mail.’ (NS, 16 January 1847, p1).  

It is only possible to imagine the horrified silence that ensued in the print 

shop when the pages met with their accident – and the long overnight shift 

that must have ensued for compositors and press men alike. 

Above: Extraordinary edition 

of the Northern Star, Tuesday 

16 October 1838. 
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