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A Note on Terms: printer, publisher, bookseller

This thesis is an examination of the career of James Magee and his involvement in the 

Belfast book trade as a printer, publisher and bookseller. However these were terms 

which were not clearly defined in the period under question. As Terry Belanger has 

noted, “The distinction between publishing and retail bookselling was not a precise one in 

the early eighteenth century; most dealers in London, and virtually all those in the 

provinces, were likely to be concerned with both sides of the business”. The printer 

essentially was the person who himself or through his employees did the actual printing 

operation. It was the publisher who was responsible, financially, for putting the book on 

sale. The word publisher, although dating from the early seventeenth century, was not in 

frequent use until the early nineteenth century. And it was the bookseller who undertook 

the retail distribution of a work.2 3 The term bookseller was also used throughout the 

century to describe a publisher as well as a wholesale dealer or retail bookseller.4 

Bookselling therefore referred not simply to the sale of an item, as we may understand it 

today, but to the printing, publication, sale and distribution of printed matter.

During the eighteenth century one individual could combine all the roles of the 

printer, bookseller and publisher and frequently did in small establishments. Imprint 

details ultimately alert readers to information about the various roles occupied by 

bookmen in the publication process. However this information is not always accurate and

2 Terry Belanger, “Publishers and Writers in Eighteenth-Century England” in Isabel Rivers (ed.). Books 
and their Readers in Eighteenth-Century England (Leicester: Leicester University Press, 1982), 8.
3 Michael Treadwell, “On False and Misleading Imprints in the London Book Trade, 1660-1750” in Robin 
Myers & Michael Harris (eds.,) Fakes and Frauds: Varieties of Deception in Print & Manuscript 
(Winchester: St. Paul’s Bibliographies, 1989), 30.
4 John Feather, A Dictionary of Book History (London & Sydney: Croom Helm, 1986), 44-45; James 
Raven, “Notes on the Text” in Judging New Wealth: Popular Publishing and Responses to Commerce in 
England, 7750-/500 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1992).
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sometimes it is deliberately misleading.5 Moreover, it can also be deliberately vague, 

suggesting that in the eighteenth century these sorts of distinctions between printer, 

publisher and bookseller, were not vital to readers.

Imprints are of particular importance in investigating the Irish print trade since 

they provide the only body of evidence we have of how members of the trade worked 

together.6 There are few primary documents relating to the book trade in Ireland in the 

eighteenth century and consequently imprints are vitally important for what they 

communicate about the trade. This is especially so in the case of Belfast printer James 

Magee for whom there are no records or accounts. Magee’s imprints usually followed a 

standard pattern: “Belfast: printed by James Magee”, followed by the year.7 8 This 

information reveals that Magee was responsible for the physical printing of the work, but 

it also probably indicates that he was the publisher and the retailer. It cannot be said in all 

instances that Magee funded the publication of a work. Occasional imprints reveal that 

others did finance the printing of a work. In these instances Magee indicated the agents 

responsible for publication using the word “printed for” and supplying their name. I have 

encountered only six of Magee’s publications where he indicated the person who 

financed the printing of the work. Such a small number makes it probable that he printed

5 A useful account is given in John Feather, The Provincial Book Trade in Eighteenth-Century England 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985), 60-62.
6 Mary Pollard, Dublin‘s Trade in Books, 1550-1800 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1989), 184.
7 Magee’s imprints sometimes however stated that they were “printed by and for” Magee. See Appendix 1 
for an example of a Magee imprint.
8 These were John Taylor, The Scripture-Doctrine of Original Sin (1746, printed by Magee for John Hay, 
bookseller); Answers by the Associate Presbytery, to Reasons of Dissent (1751, printed by Magee for 
Robert Johnston, bookseller); Edward Smyth, Twelve Sermons on the Most Important Subjects (1778, 
printed by Magee for the author); Laurence Dermott, Ahiman Rezon: Or, a Help to a Brother (1782, printed 
by Magee for the editor); James Glass, Libertas. A Poem (1789, printed by James and William Magee for 
the author) and The Patriot Soldier; Or Irish Volunteer (1789, printed by J. & W. Magee for the author 
1789).
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more texts than this for individuals occupying the role of publisher but that he did not 

always reveal that information on imprints.9

In addition to imprints I have made use of the Belfast News-Letter to retrace many 

titles in order to produce a bibliography of Magee’s publications (1735-89). In News- 

Letter advertisements Magee never indicated that publications had been printed for 

others, suggesting that this sort of information would have been of little interest to 

readers. In advertisements Magee announced that works had been ‘published’ with 

‘published’ acting as a synonym for ‘sold by’ and he indicated the places where texts 

could be purchased and their prices. Oftentimes Magee indicated himself as the seller of a 

work but not as its printer. However from the late 1770 period onward there was an 

attempt in some of his advertisements to indicate those works ‘published’ by him and 

those printed by him. In not all instances though is this distinction clear. It appears his use 

of the term ‘published’ was sometimes used to indicate arrangements with other 

bookmen, whether retail or pecuniary arrangements or both, but in the absence of papers 

or accounts it is difficult to know the precise details. As a result there are a number of 

publications in which Magee’s involvement in the printing of a work as well as his 

association with his book trade contemporaries is far from clear.10

9 Sometimes, congregations were identified as having “requested” the publication of a sermon, suggesting 
that they were possibly responsible for advancing the capital for its printing.
10 These are Henry Brooke, Juliet Grenville: Or, The History of the Human Heart (‘published’ Hay & 
Magee); Samuel Johnson, A Journey to the Western Islands of Scotland (‘published’ Hay, Magee & Hay 
junior, 1775); Piltophilos Philecclesia, Letters of Importance (imprint stated it was printed by Robert Smith 
in 1775, but BNL advert claimed it was ‘published’ by Magee & Smith); Laurence Dermott, Ahiman Rezon: 
Or, a Help to a Brother (imprint stated that it was printed by Magee, 1782, but BNL advert stated it was 
‘published’ by both Magee, and Margaret Hart). Hart was a bookseller in Downpatrick who retailed 
Magee’s publications from 1782 and who engaged in a number of collaborations with him in the following 
year. These collaborations include between Magee and Hart include The Festival of Wit, or Small Talker 
(1783), Observations on the Linen Manufacture, Particularly Bleaching (1783), and A Remedy for the 
Distilliries [sic] of Ireland (1783) - BNL advertisements asserted that these were “published” by Magee and 
Hart. BNL, 21-15 Mar. 1783.
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Throughout this work Magee is referred to variously as a printer, or by the more 

generic designation of bookseller or bookman. I use each of these terms interchangeably 

to refer to Magee’s role as having funded, printed and sold the printed text and thus 

indicate only when necessary, or when the information is available, incidents in which 

Magee operated in only a publishing or retail capacity.
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Abstract

This thesis investigates the Belfast printer James Magee (1707-1797) and assesses his 

contribution towards the Belfast book trade in the eighteenth century. The first chapter 

discusses the peripheral nature of Belfast printing, outlining the details of Magee’s career 

(1735-1791) and examining his practices in terms of its provinciality. The second chapter 

focuses on material produced by Magee throughout the American War of Independence 

and argues that by his reprinting of original and riskier texts from the American colonies, 

as well as his first-time printings of local authors engaging in the Revolutionary debates, 

Belfast politics and print were moving out from the margins by means of Magee’s 

publications. The final section considers how the Volunteer sermons, published by 

Magee in 1779-1781, witnessed Belfast printing break out of its provincial parameters to 

challenge its peripheral status. Furthermore, these sermons, printed at the request of local 

congregations, were an expression of the emergent confidence of Belfast Presbyterianism 

that sought to occupy a more central space in the public sphere.

The thesis breaks new ground in providing the first appraisal of printer Magee - a 

figure who has been long neglected. It sheds important light on provincial printing as a 

whole and its relationship to the metropolis. Moreover, it also provides valuable 

knowledge concerning the Belfast print trade, contextualising its move from the margins 

onto the growing self-assurance of the Presbyterian community.

This study also provides supporting appendices and a comprehensive 

bibliography of Magee’s entire corpus of publications 1735-89.

11



Magee Chronology

1707 Birth of Magee

1735 Beginning of his career. Magee worked with Samuel Wilson and John Potts 

1737 Magee and Wilson worked from Burnet’s Head in North Street, while Potts 

operated from Broad Street

1739 Potts had left partnership

Magee, Wilson and Francis Joy were involved in papermaking in local paper 

mills

Purchase of engine mill at Ballymena

1740 Purchase and rent of other premises (2 paper mills, several houses and gardens 

and 6 acres in Ballygrooby), which were taken on 1 November 1740 for a term of 

31 years, with an annual rent of £10

1741 Paper mill at Ballymena taken for a term of five years from 15 May 1741 at a 

yearly rent of £15

1745 Beginning of Magee’s independent career

Setting up in “Bible and Crown” near the Four-Comers, Bridge Street 

Publication of bi-weekly newspaper Belfast Courant, printed on paper 

manufactured by James Blow

1746 Belfast Courant ceased publication

Magee engaged in printing material for John Hay, who acted as publisher

1747 One joint publication with Blow and Hay

1749 Another joint publication with Blow and Hay

1750 Possible date ofbirth of Magee’s son John Magee (17507-1809)

1751 One joint publication with Wilson

1757 Thomas Magee, son of James bom Thursday 27 October

1759 Birth of Magee’s younger son William Magee (1759-1827)

1760 Member of Session of the First Presbyterian Congregation (Rosemary Street 

non-subscribing)

1764 Magee’s brother Thomas was working in Philadelphia as a publisher and 

bookseller from 1764-1769
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1766 Theatre closed until 1768 (March 1766-August 1768)

Magee’s publications were sold in Philadelphia via Thomas

Letter from David Hall, bookseller in Philadelphia, to Magee requesting a small

parcel of books, “forty or fifty Pounds Value”

1774 Beginning of trade between Magee firm and John Murray (London)

The rent for Magee’s house and garden on the lands of Dremasole was 1/. 2s. 9d. 

One joint publication with John Hay

1775 Stipend payer for a seat in the north gallery of the church of the first non

subscribing congregation of Belfast

Signatory of a petition with other tradesmen of the town addressed to the King 

which lamented the outbreak of hostilities with colonies and its impact on trade. 

One joint publication with Hay and John Hay junior

1776 End of trade with Murray

1781 Contributed to the building fund of the new meeting house 

1785 Signatory of a petition that Belfast should be represented in the National 

Assembly of Delegates and that a representative be elected as a Member of the 

National Congress

1789 Magee and William working together on imprints

Magee’s last printed item, although he continued as a retailer of books

1790 Magee and son William members of the Rev. Dr. Bruce’s congregation (Minister 

of First Congregation)

1791 End of Magee ’ s career 

1794 Death of Magee’s wife 

1797 Death of Magee
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Introduction

James Magee (1707-1797) was crucially important to the eighteenth-century Belfast book 

trade. He was the chief Belfast printer throughout the century, a view confirmed by 

Richard Cole, who deems him “Belfast’s best-known printer and bookseller”.11 Magee 

was also the foremost printer in the town of plays, sermons, chapbooks and political 

tracts and pamphlets. He had a career spanning an impressive fifty-six year period: 

beginning in 1735 and terminating in 1789, although there is evidence that he continued 

in a retail capacity until 1791. The greater part of this career was spent working 

independently (1745-1789), although in the early years he did engage in collaboration 

with his contemporaries. He took subscriptions to Dublin publications and stocked Bibles 

and novels in his bookshop, as well as patent medicines, musical instruments and items of 

haberdashery.

Despite his prominence in eighteenth-century printing in Belfast very little is 

known about Magee. The earliest reference dictionary of printers and booksellers 

working in the eighteenth-century Irish trade noted that Magee was a “printer in Belfast, 

(i) ‘Near the Fourcomers in Bridge Street’; (2) ‘At the Crown and Bible in Bridge 

Street’” between the years 1736-89 and cross-referenced him with a number of other 

Belfast bookmen including John Hay, John Potts and Samuel Wilson, whose entries were

11 Richard Cargill Cole, Irish Booksellers and English Writers 1740-1800 (London: Mansell Publishing 
Ltd., 1986), 41.
12 William Taplin, For the Draft, Road, Field, or Turf. The Gentleman's Stable Directory: Or Modem 
System of Farriery. Vol. 2. ([Dublin]: London printed; and Dublin reprinted: by W. Wilson; sold also by T. 
White, Cork; Watson & Co. Limerick; and J. and W. Magee, Belfast, 1791).
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similarly brief.13 The slight, even negligible, material was derived from Plomer, Bushnell 

and McClinton Dix’s important Dictionary of the Printers and Booksellers who were at 

Work in England Scotland and Ireland from 1726 to 1775 (1932); the section on Irish 

printers having been compiled by Eman McClinton Dix, whose bibliographic labours 

have been acknowledged as the initial building blocks for modem scholarship on the 

history of the Irish book.14 McClinton Dix’s significance notwithstanding, his entry on 

the Belfast printer simply cited Magee’s location, the name of his shop and the dates in 

which he worked - Magee actually worked 1735-1791 not 1736-1789 as he noted - and 

pithily summed up an impressive and lengthy career in the space of one excessively 

modest sentence. This was thoroughly inadequate in the face of Magee’s achievements 

and failed to do justice to the printer who was pivotal to the kinds of material which were 

accessed and read by the common man throughout Ulster.

That Dix’s reference to Magee should be so scant is very surprising, especially 

since there were two published works which could have extensively expanded upon the 

entry on the Belfast printer. These were John Anderson’s bibliographic project charting 

all Belfast books printed between 1694 and 1830 (1890-1902) and Francis Joseph 

Bigger’s biographical pamphlet on the Magee family (1916).15 The latter is especially 

important since The Magees of Belfast and Dublin, Printers compiled by the Belfast

13 E.R. McC. Dix, “Irish Printers, Booksellers, and Stationers, 1726-1775” in H.R. Plomer, G.H. Bushnell 
& E.R. McC. Dix (comps.), A Dictionary of the Printers and Booksellers who were at Work in England 
Scotland and Ireland from 1726 to 1775 (Oxford: Oxford University Press 1932 (for 1930)), 388, 394, 399, 
408, 375-408.
14 Raymond Gillespie & Andrew Hadfield (eds.), The Oxford History of the Irish Book, Volume 3: The Irish 
Book in English 1550-1800 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), xii-xiii; W.G. Wheeler, “The Spread 
of Provincial Printing in Ireland up to 1850”, Irish Booklore, 4 (1978), 7.
15 F.J. Bigger, The Magees of Belfast and Dublin, Printers: With Some Notes on the Wilson, Callwell and 
Other Belfast Families, the McCalmonts and their Relations (Belfast: W. & G. Baird Ltd., 1916); John 
Anderson, Catalogue of Early Belfast Printed Books, 1694 to 1830 (Belfast: Linen Hall, 1890); 
Supplements, 1894 (Belfast: McCaw, Stevenson & Orr, ltd., 1894) & 1902 (Belfast: Me Caw, Stevenson & 
Orr, 1902).
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bibliographer Bigger was, and still remains, the only work to provide biographical 

information on the Belfast printer. Aside from this pamphlet, no other work has 

specifically been addressed to the career of Magee. It supplies details on the genealogy of 

the Magee family and outlines their connection with Dublin. As such it is a useful 

account of Magee’s biography but it is limited. The work is short and does not go as far 

as it might to provide the details of his life; it has not used imprint details and a 

bibliography of Magee’s publications to illuminate his career and his practices; it is 

further limited in that the sources he used were anecdotal, which has resulted 

unfortunately in some small inaccuracies.16

Bigger’s research was conducted by correspondence with historians and those 

interested in Belfast antiquarianism, such as Isaac Ward whose information on the Magee 

family was useful to Bigger. However, the material was sketchy and it was also drawn 

from the recollection of his letter writer: “I cannot at present put my hands on the notes, 

but writing from memory”. The consequent dating of events by Ward was imprecise: 

“James Magee, was a printer in Bridge Street (at the sign of the Bible & Crown I think) 

and was at it as early as Francis Joy {say 1736/37)" [my emphasis].17 Despite its 

shortcomings, the work of local historians and bibliographers such as Bigger and 

McClinton Dix has been vitally important for the resurrection and preservation of people 

and places centrally important to Irish provincial history. The Rev. Henry B. Swanzy, 

writing to Bigger in 1924 from Newry, thanked him for sending a copy of the Magee

16 For example, Bigger begins Magee’s career in 1736, not 1735. Other studies of the twentieth century 
have repeated these errors. Adams and Marshall have also begun Magee’s career in 1736. Adams, The 
Printed Word and the Common Man (Belfast: Institute of Irish Studies, QUB, 1987), 24-25; J.J. Marshall, 
“Notes on Old Belfast Printers”, Belfast Municipal Museum and Art Gallery, Quarterly Notes, 52 (1937), 
15-18.
17 Isaac W. Ward, letter to Francis Joseph Bigger, 13 December 1907, F.J. Bigger Collection, Belfast 
Central Library.
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pamphlet, complimented Bigger on the publication, and asserted the necessity of 

recording information about provincial history given the absence of documentary 

evidence:

It is very important to have send [sent?] information on record, and you 

did a good work in publishing it. I am beginning to print some genealogical 

details about Co. Cavan people in Notes and Queries. The sources of information 

being destroyed, it is all the more necessary to stereotype what has been rescued 

and could so easily be lost.18

Swanzy’s determination to chronicle events for posterity, given added impetus in the 

light of scant and incomplete source material, was the modus operand! of Digger’s work. 

It also informs the scope of my own project which aims to investigate Magee and 

document the facts relating to him and his career. This is all the more imperative a task 

given the paucity of primary material that is available in relation to the eighteenth- 

century Irish print trade. This has been acknowledged by Pollard, whose contribution to 

charting the evolution of the Irish book trade has been momentous, who declares that 

“Major original sources for this work are few. Irish historians in all fields suffer from the 

destruction of the Public Record Office in 1922, and it seems that surviving primary 

documents connected with the book trade are particularly rare”.19 As a result of this 

dearth of sources, Irish printing from its beginnings in the seventeenth century and

18 Rev. Henry B. Swanzy, letter to F.J. Bigger, 16 May 1924, F.J. Bigger Collection.
19 Mary Pollard, Dublin’s Trade in Books (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1989), viii.
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throughout the 1700’s has not been examined in the way that the English, and especially

20the London trade, has been in by studies by Myers, Harris, Raven and Feather.

The information about Magee and his printing business provided by Rigger’s

booklet is thus unfortunately scant, which is no doubt attributable to the lack of primary

sources and evidence the historian had at his disposal. The hindrances facing Rigger’s

task in the early twentieth century are much the same in the twenty first - those being the

absence of accounts and papers relating to the Relfast bookman. It is unsurprising

therefore that in the latest edition of the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography

(ODNB) - a collection of 55,000 entries in which any person of note is included who has

had a significant connection with the Rritish Isles - Magee should, once again, escape

critical attention. His son John, journalist, editor and proprietor in 1779 of the Dublin

Evening Post, which soon became one of Ireland’s most influential newspapers, however

21has gained entry, but his father is only given the briefest mention in passing.

That no extensive and systematic study has been devoted to the Relfast printer is 

curious, given the importance of Magee and his family in the Relfast and Dublin trades. 

Significant attention has been given to John Magee, largely because of his criticism of the 

government’s attempts to control the press and the furore surrounding his imprisonment 

for libel, the result of a travesty of a trial conducted by Lord Clonmell in 1789. The 

Magees were not nameless personalities, John most especially, nor were they 

inconsequential, minor figures. They were responsible for bringing the printed word to

20 The absence of primary material is compounded by the fact that only in 1988 did the first known Dublin 
printer’s records of the eighteenth century, those of the firm of Graisberry and Campbell, who ran the 
University Press, come to light.
21 James Magee is referred to as a “Presbyterian printer of books and pamphlets”. ODNB vol. 36 (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2004), 106-107.
22 See Pollard, Dublin’s Trade in Books, 26-21.
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Belfast and Dublin and towns further afield.23 Their careers were high profile in these 

two locations, particularly among the educated and middle-classes of Irish society. 

Margaret Leeson, who worked as a courtesan among the elite of Dublin society in the 

1770-1790 period, enthused about the merits of the Magee family in her memoirs, 

deeming John, who was at work in the Dublin trade, “one of the best of men” and 

professing “there does not exist better characters than his worthy old father, his brother 

the worthy William Magee of Belfast, and indeed all his family”.24 Moreover, Magee was 

mentioned in a contemporary travel memoir, published in London and which went 

through three Dublin editions, which singled out his publications for high praise. These 

same comments were repeated in Johan Jakob Volkmann’s German travel account in 

1784 entitled Neueste Reisen durch Schottland und Ireland. And in the correspondence 

between Belfast polymath William Drennan and his sister Martha, William advised 

Martha to avail herself of the medicinal items sold by the Belfast bookmen, suggesting 

that she “ought to try some of the cephalic snuff sold at Magee’s”. The Magees were 

also immortalised in painting, their portraits evincing the family’s eminent social 

standing. The artist Joseph Wilson completed portraits of John and William Magee at

23 William Magee (1750-1827) worked in Belfast with his father. His name appeared in imprints in 1789 
indicating that both James and William worked together on publishing ventures. Magee’s younger son John 
(17507-1809) worked with his father in Belfast from at least Jan 1774 until November 1776 when he 
moved to Dublin and set himself up in trade there.
24 Mary Lyons (ed.). The Memoirs of Mrs. Leeson, Madam 1727-1797. In Three Volumes (Dublin: Lilliput 
Press, 1995), 175.
25 Richard Twiss, A Tour in Ireland in 1775. With a Map, and a View of the Salmon-Leap at Ballyshannon 
(London: printed for the author; and sold by J. Robson, in New Bond-Street; J. Walter, at Charing-Cross; 
G. Robinson; in Paternoster Row; and G. Kearsley, in Fleet-street, 1776), 78.
26 Johan Jakob Volkmann, Neueste Reisen durch Schottland und Ireland: vorziiglich in Absicht auf die 
Naturgeschichte, Oekonomie, Manufakturen und Landsitze der Grosser. Aus den besten Nachrichten und 
neuern Schriften (Leipzig, 1784), 404. Cited in Barbara Traxler-Brown, “Continental Travel Memoirs: A 
Source for the Provincial Booktrade?” in John Gray & Wesley McCann (eds.), An Uncommon Bookman: 
Essays in Memory of J.R.R. Adams (Belfast: Linen Hall Library, 1996), 14-15.
27 Jean Agnew (ed.), The Drennan-McTier Letters 1776-1793 (Dublin: Women’s History Project in 
association with the Irish Manuscripts Commission, 1998), 338.

19



Ardrigh, Belfast (John’s is dated 1782) and James’ portrait has been attributed to 

Strickland Lowry (1737- c.1785), the English portrait painter who was working in Belfast 

from around 1762.28

Given their prominence, it is surprising that James Magee especially has not been 

studied in the level of detail that his career merits. This is all the more necessary since 

information on Magee has not been completely accurate. Richard Twiss’ unflattering 

portrayal of Ireland in A Tour in Ireland in 1775 (London 1776) remarked of the Belfast 

book trade:

A few books have been printed in Belfast, by one James Magee, in a much neater 

manner than in any other part of Ireland, both as to the beauty of the types, and 

the fineness of the paper.

Moreover in a footnote to these comments, he noted that Magee “was a taylor, who, by 

mere dint of genius, made the types, the ink, the paper, and the press. He has retired upon 

an easy fortune, and has resigned the business to his sons”. That Twiss should mistake 

Magee for his contemporary Francis Joy compounds the lack of recognition which Magee 

has received and the confusion that appears to exist in relation to him.30 Nonetheless in 

singling Magee’s publications out for praise - he listed them specifically - there is an 

acknowledgment of Magee’s craft set against a thoroughly provincial trade - suggested 

by “a few books have been printed”. In scholarship following Twiss, dating errors have

28 I am indebted to Dr. Eileen Black, Curator of Fine Art, Ulster Museum for her assistance here. These 
portraits are reproduced in Bigger, The Magees of Belfast and Dublin, Printers, 6, 10, 22, 23. See Appendix 
2: Magee Family Portraits.
29 Twiss, A Tour in Ireland, 78, footnote pp79-80.
30 Joy was believed to have been a taylor. For entries on the Joy family, see ODNB. vol. 30 (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press), 770-771.
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also occurred in information on Magee.31 Anderson in his Catalogue of Early Belfast 

Printed Books dates Magee’s first book as James Duchal’s sermon in 1736, when Magee 

had printed material with others from 1735. Moreover, Anderson records Magee working 

independently in 1744 when the first imprint with Magee’s name as sole printer did not 

occur until the following year.

In scholarship of the last twenty years greater attention has been given to the 

subject of the history of the book. This new interest has meant that Magee has been

33frequently cited in a number of studies on the Irish, Scottish and colonial book trades. 

For example Adams’ work on Irish chapbook literature discusses Magee in relation to the 

most sought-after texts and chapbooks and situates Magee in terms of the popular 

material of Belfast presses. But Adams’ study is not a study of Magee and it is inevitable 

that in any examination of eighteenth-century Irish publishing, focusing particularly on 

Belfast, that Magee’s name is mentioned. This is the case with many of these recent 

studies in which there has been little more than passing or even parenthetical references

31 Other studies have perpetuated this error. Adams and Marshall have also dated Magee’s career as 
beginning in 1736. Adams, The Printed Word and the Common Man, 24-25; Marshall, “Notes on Old 
Belfast Printers”, 16-17.
32 Anderson, Catalogue of Early Belfast Printed Books, 1694 to 1830 (1890), 15, 16-17.
33 Adams, The Printed Word and the Common Man, 3, 5, 19, 23-24, 27, 28, 30, 31, 32, 33, 34, 47, 50, 182- 
190; Cole, Irish Booksellers and English Writers 1740-1800, 41,43, 77, 119, 125; Maire Kennedy, French 
Books in Eighteenth-Century Ireland (Oxford: Voltaire Foundation, 2001), 15n, 16n, 17n, 19, 85n; Wesley 
McCann, “The Distribution of Books from Belfast: The Evidence of Subscription Lists” in Gerard Long 
(ed.), Books beyond the Pale: Aspects of the Provincial Book Trade before 1850 (Dublin: Rare Book 
Groups of the Library Association of Ireland, 1996), 78, 79, 80, 83; Warren McDougall, “Smugglers, 
Reprinters, and Hot Pursuers: The Irish-Scottish Book Trade, and Copyright Prosecutions in the Late 
Eighteenth Century” in Robin Myers & Michael Harris (eds.), The Stationers’ Company and the Book 
Trade 1550-1990 (Winchester: St. Paul’s Bibliographies; New Castle, DE.: Oak Knoll Press, 1997), 164, 
167; Warren McDougall, “Scottish Books for America in the Mid 18th Century” in Robin Myers & Michael 
Harris (eds.), Spreading the Word: The Distribution Networks of Print 1550-1850 (Winchester: St. Paul’s 
Bibliographies; New Castle, DE.: Oak Knoll Press, 1990), 31; Christopher Morash, “Theatre and Print, 
1550-1800” in Raymond Gillespie & Andrew Hadfield (eds.). The Oxford History of the Irish Book, 
Volume 3: The Irish Book in English 1550-1800, 328-329; Robert Munter, A Dictionary of the Print Trade 
in Ireland 1550-1775 (New York: Fordham University Press, 1988), 178.
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to Magee or his practices.34 However scholars have attempted in providing information 

on Magee to assess his contribution to the trade in which he worked. Greene has 

recognised Magee’s importance as the chief printer of plays in the town throughout the 

century.35 Cole has asserted Magee’s centrality to the Belfast trade and offered 

information on a number of his reprinted editions of popular English authors.36 Neuburg 

has noted that “Magee, in fact, was a notable and largely overlooked producer of 

traditional chapbooks for the mass market. Something like forty of his publications are 

preserved among the eighty-three chapbooks that James Boswell collected, and are now
->7

in the Houghton Library at Harvard”. This is a view confirmed by Adams who asserted 

that “Various ... printers were active during the century in Belfast, but as far as the 

supply of popular literature is concerned the most important was James Magee, who was
o o

also a bookseller”.

While this recent scholarship has been long-awaited, unfortunately also some 

have continued to repeat errors: Traxler-Brown in her investigation of continental travel

• . . . "30

memoirs repeats Twiss’ mistaking of Magee for Joy. In addition there are numerical

34 For example, Robert D. Harlan, “David Hall’s Bookshop and its British Sources of Supply” in David 
Kaser (ed.), Books in America’s Past: Essays Honouring Rudolph H. Gjelsness (Charlottesville, NC.: 
University Press of Virginia, 1966), 12; Kennedy, French Books in Eighteenth-Century Ireland, 15n, 16n, 
17n, 19, 85n; Alastair J. Mann, The Scottish Book Trade 1500-1720: Print Commerce and Print Control in 
Early Modern Scotland (Phantassie, East Linton: Tuckwell Press, 2000), 227; James W. Phillips, Printing 
and Bookselling in Dublin, 1670-1800. A Bibliographical Enquiry (Dublin: Irish Academic Press, 1995), 
127; Isaiah Thomas, The History of Printing in America with a Biography of Printers & an Account of 
Newspapers, ed. Marcus A. McCorison, (New York: Weathervane Books, 1970), 385, 472; Mary Pollard, 
A Dictionary of Members of the Dublin Book Trade 1550-1800 (London: Bibliographical Society, 2000), 
390.
35 John C. Greene, Theatre in Belfast, 1736-1800 (Bethlehem: Leigh University Press; London: Associated 
University Presses, 2000), 18.
36 See Cole, no.33
37 Victor Neuburg, “Chapbooks in America: Reconstructing the Popular Reading of Early America” in 
Cathy N. Davidson (ed.), Reading in America Literature & Social History (Baltimore & London: John 
Hopkins University Press, 1989), 87-88.
38 Adams, The Printed Word and the Common Man, 23.
39 Traxler-Brown, “Continental Travel Memoirs: A Source for the Provincial Booktrade?”, 15.
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inaccuracies in the work of McCann. For example, he is incorrect with a number of his 

calculations respecting Magee’s subscription publications. He has wrongly calculated that 

Coade’s A Letter to a Clergyman printed by Magee in 1747 was subscribed for 344 

copies; it was subscribed for 346 copies. Also, Magee’s most successful subscription 

publication, The Messiah (1768) by John Cameron included 815 names and was 

subscribed for 1022 copies, not 1021 as McCann has recorded.40

As well as research on Magee, studies on Belfast printing have been inaccurate 

also. McCann contended that of the books published by subscription in Belfast before 

1800 only Cameron’s The Messiah (1768) and Wetenhall Wilkes’ An Essay on the 

Existence of God (1730) were first editions, thus overlooking seven other editions 

published by subscription, including The Patriot Soldier which Magee and his son 

William printed in 1789. It must be noted that McCann’s research was conducted using 

ESTC in 1994. At this time ESTC recorded 583 titles printed in Belfast. Since then a 

significant amount of titles have been added and as of March 2007 the same search yields 

785 titles.41 As a result there were titles published by subscription that were not available 

to McCann using ESTC in the early 1990s. But even today (March 2007) ESTC offers an 

underestimate of the scale of Belfast printing.42 For example, ESTC records 308 items 

printed by Magee throughout his career when the Belfast printer had produced 377 works 

and this figure is likely to increase.43

40 McCann, “The Distribution of Books from Belfast: The Evidence of Subscription Lists”, 81, 83.
41 Ibid., 75-86.
42 All subsequent references to ESTC throughout this thesis have been consulted in March 2007.
43 It is certain that Magee printed more titles than this. In this study however all calculations respecting 
Magee’s career only take into account texts whose dating is certain and whose entries have been included 
in Magee’s Bibliography. Publications where questions remain, such as Magee publications with 
approximate dating are not included in my calculations. See Magee’s Bibliography with approximate 
dating for further details.
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While our knowledge about Magee from these studies has unquestionably 

expanded and is ever increasing, the fact remains that there is no systematic study 

devoted to the Belfast printer. This is a fate thoroughly undeserving for one who was 

responsible for bringing print to Belfast and the greater north east of Ulster. The lack of 

Magee accounts or papers, it is likely, may have discouraged anyone from investigating 

Magee’s business practices. In addition, it appears that Magee has been overshadowed by 

the successes of the Joy family in historical accounts of the town. Henry and Robert Joy, 

contemporaries of Magee, printed the Belfast News-Letter which was the principal 

newspaper of the town between the years 1737 and the later years of the eighteenth 

century and was widely read and distributed throughout Ulster.44 It rose in popularity to 

boast sales of 3225 in 1794 and it was estimated that each copy was read by six people.45 

It was the only Irish provincial paper to be a success in the period 1726-1760 making it 

the most financially sound newspaper outside of Dublin.46 Moreover, the Joys were 

involved in papermaking and the family was actively involved in the municipal affairs of 

the town.47 The Joys consequently have been written into accounts of the town’s history, 

not undeservedly so for their significant undertakings. However it is regrettable that their

44 The BNL commenced on 6 September, 1737.
45 Robert Munter, The History of the Irish Newspaper 1685- 1760 (London: Cambridge University Press, 
1967), 88; Adams, The Printed Word and the Common Man, 36.
46 Munter, The History of the Irish Newspaper 1685- 1760, 62.
47 They were involved in the creation of the Belfast Charitable Society in 1752; Robert Joy with others was 
responsible for masterminding the first mill in Ireland to be driven by water for spinning cotton yam in 
1784; Henry was intimately connected with the Volunteer movement from its inception, being the secretary 
of the Committee of Correspondence. Robert Young (ed.), The Town Book of the Corporation of Belfast 
1613-1816 (Belfast: Marcus Ward & Co. Ltd., 1892), xii; D.J. Owen, History of Belfast (Belfast: W. & G. 
Baird, 1921), 415; Mary McNeill (ed.), The Life and Times of Mary Ann McCracken 1770-1866 (1960. 
rept. Belfast: Blackstaff Press, 1997), 26-29; R.W.M. Strain, Belfast and its Charitable Society (London; 
New York: Oxford University Press, 1961), 35.
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fame seems to have eclipsed that of Magee as in these studies he has not been 

mentioned.48

Yet Magee is thoroughly deserving of study on a number of counts. He was not an 

inconsequential printer. He was, without question, the foremost printer working in the 

town in the eighteenth century. To place this primacy in context, English Short Title 

Catalogue records 785 titles printed in Belfast in 1700-1800, of which Magee produced 

377 works, making him responsible for forty-eight percent of the printed output of 

Belfast throughout the century, although he is likely to have produced more works than 

this.49 As well as being a prolific printer, he printed the most popular texts and genres 

sought by readers. As such, he is deserving of study, not simply owing to his 

productivity, but because his prolific corpus also signals contemporary reading appetites 

and maps the changing contours of literary tastes throughout eighteenth-century Belfast 

and Ulster. Magee’s publications confirm the perennial favourites such as devotional 

works, chapbooks and schoolbooks, as well as those works whose popularity, brilliant 

and rapid, was nonetheless short-lived, for example the Volunteer sermons of 1779-1781.

This thesis is an examination of a single printer, but it provides information 

beyond one solitary bookman. To study Magee is to investigate eighteenth-century 

Belfast printing, of which Magee was not simply a vital representative, but thoroughly a 

central figure. Information on Magee consequently illuminates more than his personal

48 See [Henry Joy (ed.)], Historical Collections Relative to the Town of Belfast, from the Earliest Period to 
the Union with Great Britain (Belfast: George Berwick, 1817), 89; George Benn, A History of the Town of 
Belfast from the Earliest Times to the Close of the Eighteenth Century (London & Belfast: Marcus Ward & 
Co., 1877), 437-441; John S. Crone & F.C. Bigger (eds.), Articles and Sketches: Biographical, Historical, 
Topographical by Francis Joseph Bigger (Dublin: Talbot Press, 1927), 92; J.C. Beckett, “Belfast to the 
End of the Eighteenth Century” in J.C. Becket et al (contributors), Belfast: The Making of the City 1800- 
1914 (Belfast: Appletree Press, 1983), 19; Edna C. Fitzhenry, Henry Joy McCracken (Dublin: Talbot Press, 
Ltd., 1936), 13.
49 ESTC only records 291 titles printed by Magee.
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biography and the practices he engaged in, but sheds light on Belfast printing and 

eighteenth-century town or provincial printing at a time of rapid development, both 

commercially and politically. Since there has been no detailed study of the Belfast printer 

this work breaks new ground and hopes to encourage further research on the eighteenth- 

century Belfast book trade, which despite being a vibrant trade - by 1775 eighteen 

bookmen had worked in the town - has unfortunately remained a neglected area.50 

Ultimately, a study of Magee revises Belfast history, reintegrating him into the history of 

the town, where previously he had been excluded. A study of Magee will necessarily 

illuminate Belfast printing, Irish provincial printing and book trade studies more 

generally.

In studying Magee however there have been a number of difficulties. Firstly, there 

are no surviving day-books, ledgers or accounts, making it impossible to know the 

precise financial arrangements of Magee’s business. Secondly, the survival rate for 

ephemera such as his chapbooks and almanacs is lower than it is for books. Thirdly, 

while it has been possible to reconstruct a bibliography of works published by Magee 

using English Short Title Catalogue, library catalogues (both eighteenth-century and 

present day), consulting extant imprints and newspaper advertisements, it is not possible 

to know the publishing arrangements of many of these texts. In some instances the 

distinction between Magee as printer and publisher (i.e. financier) is unclear.51

The picture thus constructed of Magee is incomplete. It may never be possible to 

retrieve a comprehensive account of his life, replete with solid biographical facts or the

50 This included thirteen printers, four booksellers and one bookbinder.
51 In my Magee Bibliography I have drawn attention to those works where doubt exists over Magee’s 
precise role in the production of the text. These are indicated with the inclusion of a question mark, 
signifying that Magee may not have printed the work but ‘published’ it.
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pecuniary details of his undertakings. As a result it has been necessary to fill in the gaps 

and in the absence of primary material speculation has been necessary. Calculated 

deductions based on remaining evidence have been made. Information has been gathered 

through consulting Magee’s publications - many of which are extant and are held in 

libraries in Belfast - analysing imprints and investigating newspaper sources. These 

sources have made it possible to investigate Magee’s practices and offer an assessment of 

the Belfast printing trade. Indeed newspaper advertisements have been used particularly 

to investigate the London and provincial book trade. The Belfast News-Letter has been 

centrally important in this study - there are 637 references to Magee in the newspaper.53 

Most of these are book advertisements, making it possible to retrace many of Magee’s 

business practices and also those publications which ESTC does not record. This has 

been a crucial source revealing information about Magee’s printing, publication, retail 

distribution, the printed and non-printed items that were sold in his shops, the marketing 

strategies utilised to promote the newest work, including citing favourable reviews, the 

notices for apprentices, and information about leases. Light can even be shed on his 

politics when his name is discovered on political appeals and parliamentary petitions. 

Most of all, the advertisements placed by other booksellers in the town make it possible 

to study Magee in relation to the town trade, to confirm his primacy in terms of Belfast 

printing and suggest the increasing development of the book trade as the century 

progressed.

52 Beverelly Schneller, “Using the Newspaper Advertisements to Study the Book Trade: A Year in the Life 
of Mary Cooper” in O.M. Brack Jr., (ed.), Writers, Books, and Trade: An Eighteenth-Century English 
Miscellany for William B. Todd (New York: AMS Press, 1994), 123-143; Frank Felsenstein, “Some 
Eighteenth-Century Provincial Book Advertisements”, Library Review, 44.3 (1995), 32-43.
53 This includes 544 references to “James Magee” and a further ninety-three references to “J. Magee”. This 
information was ascertained by the Belfast News-Letter Index 1737-1800. John C. Greene (comp.), 1 May 
2006 <http://www.ucs.louisiana.edu/bnl/>.
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Such developments were witnessed by Magee throughout his time in the Belfast 

printing trade. These included the establishment of the Belfast News-Letter in 1737 by 

Francis Joy and the Belfast Courant which Magee was briefly responsible for publishing 

in 1745-46; the founding of paper mills and the beginning of Irish papermaking, in which 

Magee was briefly involved. The period in which he worked also saw the proliferation of 

print in which the printed word extended to almost every domain and genre, and was not 

exclusively concerned with works of divinity or theological dispute, with which the early 

beginning of Belfast printing was associated. In addition, Magee saw publishing 

partnerships and congers come and go, and contemporaries attempt to eke out an 

existence by diversifying into various fields: everything from papermaking, to selling 

music, stationery, lottery tickets, and patent medicines for various ailments. In this 

respect, the Belfast book trade throughout the eighteenth century was fairly typical of the 

provincial trade throughout Britain and Ireland, which lagged behind the developments 

and technical innovations of London. This is hardly surprising since Belfast was a small 

town, and printing was relatively new.

Many of the developments occurring within the Belfast trade however, its growth, 

particularly the increasing significance of Magee’s business in terms of the national trade, 

can be witnessed in the ten year period from 1771-1781, which is the focus of this study. 

This was a pivotal moment in Magee’s printing career because there was a move towards 

first-time printings and he engaged in printing material that was original and not reprinted 

from London. During this ten year period he printed 148 publications, of which thirty- 

seven were first-time printings (including a reissue of a first-time printing). He had 

printed native material prior to this date but the 1779 period in particular was significant
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for a conspicuous increase in first-time publications including Volunteer sermons. His 

productivity during this time must also be noted: these were the busiest years for Magee 

for he produced a substantial output. Magee was responsible for at least two thirds of the 

printed output of the town, making him the foremost printer in this period/4 The next 

most significant printers were the Joy brothers who printed eighteen titles (excluding 

their publication of the bi-weekly Belfast News-Letter) and who lagged considerably 

behind Magee’s impressive output.

In this ten year period he also printed texts which were more politically 

controversial. Magee took greater risks with the material he printed and demonstrated 

confidence, attributable to the fact that he had been involved in the book trade for over 

thirty years. But this confidence also derived from the growth and development of 

Belfast, fast becoming an important seat of commerce and politics. The town was 

prosperous, its Georgian architecture was striking and, despite only having been 

chartered in the seventeenth century, Belfast was growing rapidly. It was the commercial 

centre of the linen industry in Ireland. The existence of two linen halls - the Brown Linen 

Hall (1773) and the White Linen Hall (1785) - made the importance of commerce to the 

town evident. McDowell notes the “White Linen hall was one of a series of buildings 

which marked the growing importance of the town, the exchange or assembly room 

(1769), the new parish church (1774), the poor house (1774), and the new theatre (1778),

54 ESTC record 161 items printed in the town 1771-1781 of which Magee printed 149 titles (ESTC only 
record 106 publications by Magee). Unquestionably, there were a higher number of publications printed in 
Belfast during this time than ESTC allows but Magee is likely to have printed at least two thirds of the 
material produced by Belfast presses over this ten year period, if not more.
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soon superseded by a larger building (1784)”.55 This was a period of substantial change 

and economic growth.

Also, Magee’s confidence in publishing ventures at this time can be explained by 

the emergent confidence of Presbyterianism. The town had a thriving Presbyterian 

community in the eighteenth century, many of whose members were involved in trade. 

Therefore it is unsurprising that printers such as Magee and others should print material 

which captured and reflected the concerns and issues affecting their faith community. 

Presbyterians were a highly literate community and also, significantly, they possessed the 

means to purchase these publications. The distribution of wealth in Presbyterian Ulster 

drawn up at the end of the century reveals that the four Presbyterian congregations in 

Belfast could afford a stipend of £100 or more - The First Congregation exceeded £200 - 

and that Belfast had some of the wealthiest congregations in Ulster.56 Belfast, as the 

Dissenting capital in Ireland, stimulated the origins of Belfast printing and throughout the 

century provided occasional material for local publication. Yet in the 1779-1781 period 

Dissenting sermons, preached before Volunteer companies, offered Magee a tremendous 

source of original publication. The establishment of Volunteer associations in 1779 saw 

Dissenters venture en masse into the public sphere. They sought to stave off a foreign 

threat, and, in doing so, were rewarded with the removal of restrictions barring them from 

public office. Thus the printing of these sermons indicated a marriage of Magee’s self- 

assurance as a printer and that of the Presbyterian community to which he belonged.

^ R.B. McDowell, Ireland in the Age of Imperialism and Revolution, 1760-1801 (1979. rept. Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1991), 36.
56 Ian McBride, Scripture Politics: Ulster Presbyterianism and Irish Radicalism in the Late Eighteenth 
Century {Oxford-. Clarendon Press, 1998), 58.
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Other local material and first-time publications in this period included almanacs 

and sermons by ministers not simply in the greater Belfast area, for example Umey 

Dissenting minister Andrew Alexander (1771, 1772). Furthermore, Magee printed letters 

of theological dispute between New and Old Lights (John Cameron and Benjamin 

McDowell respectively) between 1769 and 1772 which demonstrated the usefulness of 

theological debate for a local printer such as Magee.57 Indeed by his printing of this 

material Magee was actually facilitating, even endorsing, further counter-response and 

riposte, in this manner, securing further work for himself.

The town saw print culture being fostered by the printing and sale of the latest 

pamphlet, play and novel, as well as the establishment of circulating libraries. This was a 

time of growing affluence and power and all such factors were instrumental in the 

development of the print trade and particularly Magee’s choice of original, local material 

for publication.

In this period he continued to reprint the usual modish plays being performed in 

London and Dublin, as well as chapbook material. However he also began printing 

novels - Richardson’s Pamela is one example - which demonstrated the widening of 

Magee’s corpus since he generally refrained from producing novels owing to the 

costliness of their production. Magee printed at least two and ‘published’ three novels in

581771-1781, where before he had only printed one (Sterne’s A Sentimental Journey). 

Also, Magee reprinted poetry by Goldsmith, Aikin and Milton, in addition to other works 

of verse, whereas prior to 1771 he had printed very little poetry. Thus genres and material 

which up to that time Magee had infrequently printed were taken on in this decade. This

57 For a discussion on New Light Presbyterianism see chapter three.
58 See chapter one for further details of his involvement in novel printing and ‘publication’.
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was a crucial period in Magee’s career, signifying his emergence as something more 

significant that a small town printer reprinting texts from London. New genres were 

embraced, first-time printings of local material were printed and texts at the heart of 

political crises such as the American situation and the Volunteer threat were produced in 

significant number from Magee’s presses, indicating a town as well as a printer 

increasing in wealth, resources and self-confidence.

The Belfast Book Trade in the Eighteenth Century

While all printing outside of London in the eighteenth century was ‘provincial’, in the 

sense of being conducted in the provinces, throughout the eighteenth century Belfast 

printing occupied doubly peripheral status both in terms of the Irish and English trades. 

The basis of Irish printing was the reprinting of London editions of texts which sold more 

cheaply than the original editions and were primarily intended for a domestic audience 

(although there is evidence of Irish reprints being exported to England, Scotland and the 

American colonies).59 That the Irish print trade was a reprint trade was largely because of 

copyright legislation that failed to include Ireland within its remit. The Copyright Act of 

Queen Anne of 1709 which only applied to England and Wales was the first copyright 

Statute ever passed in any country which gave publishers exclusive rights of publication 

for a period of twenty-one years for books already printed and fourteen years for those

59 For a discussion on the Irish-American book trade see Cole, Irish Booksellers and English Writers 1740- 
1800, 40-61, 148-199; Pollard, Dublin’s Trade in Books, 141-53; McDougall, “Scottish Books for America 
in the Mid 18th Century”, 35-36. The latter work also provides a brief account of Belfast-Scottish- 
Philadelphia book trading links. For the Irish-Scottish book trade, see Warren McDougall, “Smugglers, 
Reprinters, and Hot Pursuers: The Irish-Scottish Book Trade, and Copyright Prosecutions in the Late 
Eighteenth Century”, 151-184.
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authors not yet published. It did not apply to Ireland, since Irish printing was in such a 

fledging state, leaving Irish bookmen disburdened from restrictions which the rest of the 

trade were subject to.60 The law had serious deficiencies and booksellers claimed before 

and even after the Act that under common law the author or his assignee had a perpetual 

copyright. This notion of a perpetual copyright, which was not established by the 1709 

Act, was vitally important to the London trade and until 1774 ensured the London 

booksellers’ monopoly in England and Wales.

Freed from having to pay the price of copy or of being subject to the exclusive 

publication rights set down by copyright, Irish printers were free to reprint London 

editions of texts, which in England only the copyright holder was permitted to print. 

Despite it being perfectly legal for Irish printers to do so, London booksellers cried loud 

with accusations of piracy towards their Irish bookmen counterparts. These accusations 

of piracy, Pollard has argued, “have passed unchallenged into folk memory”, which 

recent studies, including Pollard’s own work, have attempted to redress through giving 

examples of collaboration between the Dublin and London trades.61 Technically however, 

Irish reprints only became pirated editions when they crossed the water and were sold in 

Britain, as was prohibited following an amendment in 1739 to the copyright act.62 This 

amendment “prohibiting the Importation of Books reprinted Abroad and first composed 

or written, and printed in Great Britain” made Irish reprints sold in Britain illegal and

60 The Act did not come into force until 10 April 1710. Cole, Irish Booksellers and English Writers 1740- 
1800, 1. For the subject of the Copyright Act of 1709 and Ireland, see John Feather, Publishing, Piracy and 
Politics: An Historical Study of Copyright in Britain (New York & London: Mansell, 1994), 2-11; Pollard, 
Dublin's Trade in Books, 69-81.
61 Pollard, Dublin’s Trade in Books, 66. See 97-102 for a discussion of those Dublin printers who entered 
into agreements with London copyright holders for reprint rights.
62 See Phillips, Printing and Bookselling in Dublin, 1670-1800, 107-108.
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subject to seizure in British ports.63 As a result of being free to do so, Belfast printers, 

like those in Dublin, reprinted London editions of texts, with this fast becoming the core 

of the Irish book trade, resulting in few original publications and essentially creating a 

reprint industry.

The late departed Mary Pollard in her preface to Dublin’s Trade in Books, 1550- 

1800 (1989), the chief study on Dublin printing, defended the study of the Dublin book 

trade. If, as she rightfully mused, Dublin was regarded as a “pale and inferior reflection 

of London”, Belfast must have been regarded even more so. Pollard however asserted 

that the Dublin trade deserved study because of its reprint industry and because its 

prosperity was largely based on it.64 Her rationale for investigating the Dublin trade can 

be further applied to Belfast printing: in this way, eighteenth-century Belfast printing 

merits study not in spite of the fact that it derived most of its material from the metropolis 

but because of it. Reprinted material, which was almost completely intended for a 

domestic audience, confirms the dominant influence of London printing on provincial 

tastes. The result was that Belfast acted as a minor satellite to the London trade. Where 

London booksellers printed and sold original publications, Belfast bookmen printed and 

sold reprints. Where London printers sought to safeguard their monopoly over the trade, 

this was in sharp relief to Belfast trade where its bookmen aimed not to run at a loss and, 

if possible, to make a small profit. It should be noted that not every individual within the 

London trade had surplus capital, engaged in prestigious publications and achieved 

prominence and power for there were many of its members who struggled with exactly

63 Cole, Irish Booksellers and English Writers 1740-1800, 2; Feather, Publishing, Piracy and Politics: An 
Historical Study Copyright in Britain, 76; Phillips, Printing and Bookselling in Dublin, 1670-1800,105.
64 Pollard, Dublin’s Trade in Books, v.
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the same kinds of problems as Magee did. But the London trade generally did act as the 

nexus of the book industry to which Belfast functioned as insignificant vassal.

It is therefore easy to see Belfast printing in terms of double dependency: it 

engaged in the reprinting of London as well as to a lesser extent Scottish texts, but was 

also reliant on the Dublin trade.65 Belfast printers subscribed to Dublin publications 

(which were more usually than not, the latest reprinting of a London edition), engaged in 

joint printings and publications and looked to the more experienced Dublin printers with 

greater capital/resources to assist them in their trade. Belfast’s dependency on London 

and other lesser important printing centres firmly established its status as provincial 

throughout the century.

This study subsequently focuses on the centre-periphery, metropolis-province 

paradigm: London, as the metropolis, juxtaposed against the provinces. The terms 

‘centre’ and ‘metropolis’ are arguably celebratory markers designating sophistication and 

authority - cultural and otherwise - as well as originality. ‘Provincial’ however is both a 

neutral, descriptive term and a potentially derogatory label. In its first sense, provincial 

denotes a physical space, a geographical region removed from a dominant urban centre. It 

is therefore used to indicate location. But the term also carries a second and pejorative 

connotation and is applied in a more critical manner. It can suggest simplicity and a lack 

of sophistication, as well as a lack of autonomy. Kugler notes that in the eighteenth 

century the term ‘provincial’ held these strong negative associations: “To be ‘provincial’ 

still clung to the sense of loss of self-mastery and independence ... province was a

65 Scottish texts also had an important impact on the town, doubtlessly resonating with Dissenters and 
Seceders looking to Scotland as their mother church.
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common epithet for a culturally retarded region”.66 This is confirmed by Johnson who, in 

his Dictionary, defined provincial both in its neutral sense as ‘relating to a province’ but 

also the more disparaging characterisation as ‘rude’ and ‘unpolished’.6' Discussions of 

provincialism repeatedly refer to Matthew Arnold and the nineteenth-century debates 

concerning these concepts. Arnold viewed provinciality - the causes of which he 

described as “remoteness from a centre of correct information ... want of a centre of 

correct taste” - as a low stage in the development of a culture which had to be 

overcome.68 Provinciality therefore is contingent on the positioning to that “centre of 

correct information”. Provinciality is not however solely determined by physical location 

and the actual distance from the centre but is shaped also by social and cultural terms. 

Consequently the idea of centre and periphery is not only a matter of place but of social 

perspectives and social values.69 The designation ‘provincial’ printer therefore can be 

used in its most literal meaning to indicate a printer situated in the provinces but may also 

be used in an unflattering context to signify a printer whose trade and practices are 

inconsequential and perhaps even inferior.

In eighteenth-century London this depreciatory regard for the provinces was 

manifest as London as the undoubted centre looked upon the provinces, noting their 

insignificance and backwardness. As the chief arbiter of taste and fashions, London 

exerted hegemony in the political, economic and cultural life of Britain that no other city 

could match. Raven writes that “London was the dominant centre of both production and

66 Michael Kugler, “Provincial Intellectuals: Identity, Patriotism, and Enlightened Peripheries”, The 
Eighteenth Century: Theory and Interpretation,'})! (1996), 161.
67 Samuel Johnson, A Dictionary of the English Language. Second Edition. Carefully Revised (Dublin: 
George & Alexander Ewing, 1764).
68 Hans-Wemer Ludwig, “Province and Metropolis, Centre and Periphery: Some Critical Terms Re
examined” in Hans-Wemer Ludwig and Lothar Fietz (eds.), Poetry in the British Isles: Non-Metropolitan 
Perspectives (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1995), 50.
69 Ibid., 33.
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consumption”.70 By 1750 London’s population matched that of all country towns put 

together, and by 1780 its population exceeded 700,000, which was almost a third larger 

than Paris and indeed all other European cities. With its ascendancy came a disdainful 

regard for towns and activities performed outside of London.

Provincial culture as a whole was regarded as marginal and derivative with little 

evidence of original character or sophistication. In general, culture travelled out from 

London to the provinces rather than from the provinces towards London with Porter 

contending that “provincial culture was more imitation than innovation”.72 In this way the 

provincial towns made little impact upon the metropolis and existed almost completely in 

a dependent and subordinate relation with London. This is hardly surprising given the 

magnitude and power of London.

However this was not completely the case. Borsay has noted that in 1700 London 

was at least seventeen times as large as its nearest competitor (Liverpool, 82,000). 

Consequently there “existed no tier of substantial cities to occupy the middle ground 

between the metropolis and the provinces” but that within “the British Isles as a whole, 

Dublin came nearest to such a role”.73 Barnard writes that in Dublin “London fashions 

could be slavishly and uncritically adopted, or angrily repudiated. Sometimes the cultural 

scene in Dublin spoke of a metropolitan dynamism. At other moments, insecurity was

70 James Raven, Judging New Wealth: Popular Publishing and Responses to Commerce in England, 1750- 
7500 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1992), 164.
71 James Raven, “Publishing and Bookselling, 1660-1780” in John Richetti (ed.), The Cambridge History of 
English Literature, 1660-1780 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 26.
72 Roy Porter, “Science, Provincial Culture and Public Opinion in Enlightenment England” in Peter Borsay 
(ed.), The Eighteenth-Century Town: A Reader in English Urban History 1688-1820 (London & New 
York: Longman, 1990), 251.
73 Peter Borsay, “London, 1660-1800: A Distinctive Culture?” in Peter Clarke & Raymond Gillespie (eds.), 
Two Capitals: London and Dublin 1500-1840, Proceedings of the British Academy, 107 (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2001), 167.
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uppermost, as inhabitants chafed at a depressed provincial or colonial position”.74 This 

conflicting position of Dublin as a place of urban vitality and cultural sophistication, with 

that of a cultural dependency, influenced by and imitative of London, captures the sense 

that while the provinces did not completely challenge the ascendancy of the metropolis 

they did not always exist in a derivative or marginal relationship with London or indeed 

the nation.

Studies investigating the role of the provinces and their relationship to London of 

late have highlighted this. These are urban histories of English cities and towns and 

cultural histories of England, not least of all John Brewer’s impressive The Pleasures of 

the Imagination (1997). Such works have produced a more vigorous portrait of provincial 

life, representing how these regions were expanding and growing in importance.75 Indeed 

Porter contends that these studies “have directed attention to ‘the rise of the provinces’ as 

part of a major ‘English urban renaissance’ which had massive consequences before the 

age of heavy industrialization”.76 Also recent scholarship on printing has paid attention to 

the role of the provincial book trade, demarcating its association with London but also 

outlining the growth of printing outside of London in the second half of the century.77

74 T.C. Barnard, ‘“Grand Metropolis’ or ‘The Anus of the World’? The Cultural Life of Eighteenth-Century 
Dublin” in Peter Clarke & Raymond Gillespie (eds.), Two Capitals: London and Dublin 1500-1840, 187.
75 P.J. Corfield, The Impact of English Towns, 1700-1800 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1982); Peter 
Clark (ed.), The Transformation of English Provincial Towns (London: Hutchinson, 1985); Peter Borsay, 
The English Urban Renaissance: Culture and Society in the Provincial Town 1660-1770 (Oxford: 
Clarendon, 1989); John Brewer, The Pleasures of the Imagination: English Culture in the Eighteenth 
Century (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000). For an Irish context, see Peter Borsay & Lindsay 
Proudfoot (eds.), Provincial Towns in Early Modern England and Ireland: Change, Convergence and 
Divergence, Proceedings of the British Academy: 108 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002); Peter 
Clark & Raymond Gillespie (eds.), Two Capitals: London and Dublin 1500-1840, Proceedings of the 
British Academy, 107 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001).
76 Porter, “Science, Provincial Culture and Public Opinion in Enlightenment England”, 244.
77 John Feather, The English Provincial Book Trade before 1850: A Checklist of Secondary Sources 
Occasional publications; Oxford Bibliographical Society, 16 (Oxford: Oxford Bibliographical Society, 
1981); Feather, The Provincial Book Trade in Eighteenth-Century England (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1985); C.Y. Ferdinand, Benjamin Collins and the Provincial Newspaper Trade in the

38



This thesis engages with these studies so that an investigation of Magee and his practices 

sheds light on Belfast printing and subsequently offers an assessment of Belfast as a 

province, in this way renegotiating the supposed marginal role exerted by the periphery.

For the terms of this study, London is the centre or core and the periphery denotes 

printing outside of London, whether it is conducted in Britain, Ireland or the American 

colonies. Unquestionably, Belfast is located firmly in the periphery, existing in the 

extreme margins or periphery, being marginal both to London and Dublin. The study 

however argues that Magee’s publications in the 1771-1781 period witnessed Belfast 

moving out of this peripheral place for it acted as a core to printing in the smaller towns 

of Ulster and also in turn made a vital impact on the national trade.

The first chapter examines Magee’s corpus of printed material and his business 

practices throughout his career (1735-1791), assessing his dealings in terms of the 

typicality of the provincial book trade. However, a closer investigation of Magee’s 

career, focusing specifically on the 1771-1781 period, suggests that Magee was not 

simply a ‘provincial’ printer in the sense of being inconsequential and unsophisticated but 

was responsible for moving Belfast printing into a more central position in terms of Irish 

printing. Belfast printing could never compete with the dominance of London but it did 

grow to occupy national importance at this time in which it was ‘satellited’ by printing in 

smaller towns. During this period, Magee began to take greater risks in terms of his 

publications and his printed output was not simply derivative material, reprinted from

Eighteenth Century (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997); John Hinks & Maureen Bell, “The Book Trade in 
English Provincial Towns, 1700-1849: An Evaluation of Evidence from the British Book Trade Index”, 
Publishing History: The Social, Economic and Literary History of Book, Newspaper and Magazine 
Publishing, 57 (2005), 53-112; Peter Isaac (ed.), Six Centuries of the Provincial Book Trade (Winchester: 
St. Paul’s Bibliographies, 1990); Gerard Long (ed.), Books beyond the Pale: Aspects of the Provincial Book 
Trade in Ireland before 1850 (Dublin: Rare Books Group of the Library Association of Ireland, 1996); & 
Jan Fergus, Provincial Readers in Eighteenth-Century England (forthcoming by Oxford University Press).
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London. Chapter two considers material produced by Magee throughout the American 

War of Independence, during which time Magee sought to bring to a Belfast audience 

material that was fresh and original. During this period Magee did engage in the 

reprinting of texts however Magee reprinted material not confined to the metropolis. 

Magee reprinted American sermons which were Philadelphia printed, in this way 

demonstrating the growing importance of printing outside of London and the capabilities 

of the provinces. Furthermore by his publication of native sermons concerning the 

conflict, Magee was demonstrating that as a small town printer he was capable of 

publishing original material, and, moreover, that Belfast was capable of engaging in the 

Revolutionary debates. In this way, both Belfast politics and print were moving out from 

the margins by means of Magee’s material. The final chapter considers how the 

Volunteer sermons, published by Magee in 1779-1781, were a dramatic instance of 

Belfast printing breaking out of provincial parameters. These sermons, all of which were 

examples of first-time printings, saw the Belfast bookman become the chief printer of 

Volunteer sermons in Ireland and demonstrate that Belfast printing was capable of 

original publications, material which could transcend the limits of parochial geography to 

resonate with the nation as a whole. These sermons had a significant impact upon 

printing in the towns outside of Belfast, indeed, stimulating the beginnings of book 

printing in towns such as Strabane. Furthermore, these sermons, printed at the request of 

local congregations, were mapped onto the emergent confidence of Belfast 

Presbyterianism that sought to occupy a more central space in the public sphere. In that 

moment, it is difficult to contend that Magee was simply another provincial printer, 

unimportant and essentially peripheral to the book trade. I argue that he brought Belfast
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printing out from the margins of the trade to occupy a prominent place within the national 

trade.

James Magee is consequently deserving of study not simply because he has been 

overlooked in Belfast historiography and Irish printing, not simply because he was a 

prolific printer who was responsible for bringing popular print to the inhabitants of 

Belfast and further afield - providing schoolbooks and chapbooks which were sold 

throughout Ulster - but, significantly, also because of his impact on the Belfast print 

trade, challenging its provincial status and demonstrating the growing importance of the 

provinces in the closing decades of the eighteenth century. The thesis breaks new ground 

in providing the first appraisal of printer Magee - a figure who has been long neglected. 

It sheds important light on provincial printing as a whole and its relationship to the 

metropolis. Moreover, it also provides valuable knowledge concerning the Belfast print 

trade, contextualising its move from the margins of the trade within the growing self- 

assurance of the Presbyterian community which was itself conspicuously moving to a 

more central position within the public sphere.
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Chapter one

James Magee: Belfast printer

Throughout Magee’s time in the Belfast print trade he was at work in the provinces. 

Being located there determined the scope of his trade and set him out as a provincial 

printer. This was especially true of the early part of his career in which his practices 

conformed to the features of the provincial trade but also during this time his business 

may be deemed ‘provincial’ in the sense of being slight and unsophisticated. As we will 

see, the beginnings of his career indicate that he engaged in other activities beyond the 

printing and sale of books and he found it necessary to join other bookmen in publishing 

ventures. This view of Magee as being a small-scale printer in a small town trade may be 

one of the reasons that explain why there has been a comparative neglect of the Belfast 

bookman.

While little is known of Magee there are however a number of definite points in 

relation to his career. The first certain moment at which it is possible to locate him in the 

Belfast book trade is 1735. Magee was twenty-eight years old and is likely to have served 

a period of apprenticeship, most likely seven years. This makes it possible to date his 

entrance to the Belfast book trade to 1728, prior to which there is evidence that he

78 Perkin suggests that seven years was the normal period for an apprenticeship. Magee was seeking an 
apprentice in 1778 for a term of seven years - yet in some cases it could be shorter. For example, 
Philadelphia printer Robert Aitken was prepared to cut short the normal term by two years. Michael Perkin, 
“Egerton Smith and the Early 19th-Century Book Trade in Liverpool” in Robin Myers and Michael Harris 
(eds.), Spreading the Word: The Distribution Networks of Print 7550-1850, 155; RAT,,13-17 Feb. 1778; 
Robert Aitken, letter to John Nicholson, 16 August 1796, Ferdinard J. Dreer Autograph Collection, HSP, 
Philadelphia.
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worked as a carpenter.79 His name first appeared on a Belfast imprint in 1735 alongside 

Samuel Wilson and John Potts. During the first two years of Potts-Wilson-Magee 

activity, Potts appears to have been the senior partner as his name was placed first in four 

imprints in 1735-36. The order was chosen to reflect Potts’ higher status as a freeman, 

despite the likelihood that it was Wilson and Magee who were involved in the actual
OA

physical printing of the works. Having been placed last on the title pages Magee 

evidently had the least experience in terms of the trade. The order of names on the 

imprints changed in 1737 when the publication details of Samuel Delap’s Sermon 

Preach’d before the General Synod at Antrim indicate that Wilson and Magee were 

working together from Burnet’s Head in North Street, while Potts operated from Broad
o 1

Street. Potts remained part of the partnership until 1738, after which his name no longer

appears in any Belfast imprint. The reason why Potts discontinued working with Wilson

82and Magee is uncertain and the following year he left the book trade business.

Throughout Magee’s partnership with Wilson (without Potts: 1737-1744), the 

placing of Wilson’s name first on imprints suggests that he was the senior partner and 

that Magee occupied a subordinate role in the relationship. During the period they did

79 The roll of the freemen of the town at this time records one John Fleming, “an apprentice to James 
Magee Carpenter”, as being sworn free on 22 September 1727. Young (ed.), The Town Book of the 
Corporation of Belfast 1613-1816, 290.
80 On the roll of the freemen of the town, Potts was sworn free as a bookseller on 15 September 1731. Ibid., 
293. Eighteenth-century imprints generally reflected the status of the booksellers listed, with those of 
greatest seniority placed first. C.Y. Ferdinand, “The Economics of the Eighteenth-Century Provincial Book 
Trade: The Case of Ward and Chandler” in Maureen Bell et al (eds.), Re-constructing the Book: Literary 
Texts in Transmission (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2001), 47-48; Pollard, Dublin’s Trade in Books, 186.
81 Samuel Delap, A Sermon Preached before the General Synod at Antrim; on the 21sr day of June, 1737 
(Belfast: printed by and for S. Wilson and J. Magee, at Burnet’s Head in North Street; and J. Potts, 
Bookseller in Broad street, 1737).
82 In May 1739 Potts set up business at the Angel and Two Bibles in Bridge Street. He continued 
bookselling here until July when he sold off his business in favour of the woollen-draper trade. By 1749 
Potts had become part owner of a ship named the Lord Russell that was in involved in the trading of goods, 
including the sale of Philadelphian slaves and American flour and rum. I am indebted to Tony Drennan for 
his help here. BNL, 11 May 1739; 6 July 1739; 19 Jan. 1749.
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some printing and publishing and took subscriptions to many Dublin publications 

including Tilotson’s Sermons (1738), Rollin’s Ancient History (1740), and Sale’s 

Universal History (1744).83

1745 marked the beginning of Magee’s independent career although he did 

engage sporadically in collaborative ventures with printers Hay and Blow, among 

others. He trained at least two apprentices (Andrew Steuart and Hugh Gaine) who 

established themselves as important printers in the American colonies. Throughout his 

entire time working in Belfast he remained located in Bridge Street, just off High Street, 

which set his trade within the town’s central business district. It was the nexus from 

which Belfast merchants, booksellers, linen-drapers and apothecaries operated. The 

location was significant since Bridge Street was the centre of the book trade for at least 

the first half of the century but it also permitted Magee to forge business relationships 

with merchants other than the bookmen who operated here. This was important since 

Magee was not simply a bookseller, he was also one of the town’s prominent 

businessmen. His constant use of advertising in the Belfast News-Letter indicates his 

importance to the Belfast book trade, as well as to the wider merchant community and 

suggests the vital contribution he made to the life of the town.

While available evidence has made possible this general survey of Magee’s 

career, the biographical details of Magee’s life are less precise. The only known facts of 

his life are as follows. He was bom in 1707 and lived to the age of ninety, dying on 25

83 Munter, Dictionary of the Print Trade in Ireland 1550-1775, 308.
84 See Magee Chronology for further information.
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August 1797. His wife predeceased him by three years, she died on 1 July 1794. 

Together they had two sons, John and William, who were both involved in the print trade 

so that the Magee family were printers from the years 1735 until 1803. The rent for 

Magee’s house and garden on the lands of Dremasole in Antrim, leased under the Earl of 

Antrim, cost 1/. 2s. 9d. in 1774.86 We know also that Magee was a member of Session of 

the First Presbyterian Congregation (non-subscribing) in 1760. In 1775 his name 

appeared as a stipend payer for a seat in the north gallery of their church. Magee 

contributed to the building fund of the new meeting house in 1781 and by 1790 both 

James and William were members of the Reverend Dr. Bruce’s congregation, who was
on

the then Minister of the First Congregation.

There is evidence that he did get involved in affairs of local politics. In 1775 he 

signed a petition with other tradesmen of the town which was addressed to King George 

III expressing regret at the outbreak of hostilities with the American colonies and
oo

lamenting its effect on trade. In 1785 he agreed that Belfast should be represented in the 

National Assembly of Delegates and that a representative be elected as a Member of the
OQ

National Congress.

While the biographical details of Magee’s life are scarce we do have an extensive 

bibliography of his publications that can provide considerable information at the very 

outset.90 Knowing what he published, we can recover information about Magee’s career 

and what genres of material were popular. The bibliography can be studied for what it

85 O’Kelley has noted however a reference to the death of “the wife of Mr. James Magee” much earlier in 
Freeman’s Journal 26 Feb, 1780. Francis O’Kelley, catalogue book, green notebook ‘M’, Royal Irish 
Academy.
86 BNL, 13-16 Sept. 1774.
87 Bigger, The Magees of Belfast and Dublin, Printers, 11.
88 BNL, 29 Dec. 1775-2 Jan. 1776.
89 Belfast Mercury, 11 Jan. 1785.
90 See Magee Bibliography.

or
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might tell us about Magee’s practices and that of the Belfast book trade. It is thus 

possible to attempt to reconstruct Magee’s business using this information, to establish 

reading tastes, to offer suggestions as to why titles were printed in certain formats, and 

even to suggest potential readers. We are in a better position to do so today. Data on 

Belfast printing has significantly increased in the last decade because of the records of the 

English Short Title Catalogue. Moreover information provided by Pollard concerning the 

Dublin trade offers a vital template with which to compare Magee and Belfast printing 

during the century.

Magee as Printer

Throughout Magee’s fifty-six year career working in the Belfast trade he printed and sold 

books and pamphlets. He worked with contemporaries within the town, established 

contacts with printers and booksellers in England and the American colonies and was 

engaged in a number of money-making projects that sought to bring in additional 

revenue. The town book trade in which he worked was small-scale however and lacked 

the capital and technical innovation occurring in London printing. Indeed Belfast printing 

was in its infancy and Magee set about printing at a time when it was only recent to the 

town. Belfast printing had its origins at the end of the seventeenth century, prior to which 

the population was too small to have been able to support a book trade of any size.91 

Belfast was one of only four towns outside of Dublin to receive printing by the end of the 

century and was distinct in that book production predated the arrival of a town

91 Wesley McCann, “Patrick Neill and the Origins of Belfast Printing” in Peter Isaac (ed.), Six Centuries of 
the Provincial Book Trade, 126.
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newspaper.92 Patrick Neill, the town’s first printer, arrived in 1694 at the request of the 

Belfast sovereign William Crawford. However there is some doubt as to whether 

Crawford’s request for Neill to establish printing in the town was in his official capacity

Q-J

or not. Furthermore, it has been convincingly suggested that the desire for the 

Presbyterian community to defend itself against attack from the established Church was 

the impetus behind the requisition of Neill by Crawford.94 The possibilities afforded by 

print can be witnessed in Magee’s publications in which the Presbyterian community 

utilised the printed word as a powerful medium in order to express their political and 

religious beliefs.

Belfast printing in its early years was characterised by a small number of 

publications, mostly works of devotion or religious polemic. Drennan identifies the 

earliest extant Belfast printed item as the Westminster Confession of Faith printed by 

Patrick Neill in 1694. In due course, printing in the town did grow to sustain the careers 

of four printing families: the Blows, Joys, Hays and Magees.95 The conventional reasons 

used to explain the growth of printing in England outside of London (the lapse of 

licensing and the defeat of claims to perpetual copyright in 1774) do not apply to Belfast 

printing since Ireland was subject to legislation that differed from the English book 

trade.96 We might recall here Wheeler’s advice that in the Irish context, too much should

92 Wheeler, “The Spread of Provincial Printing in Ireland up to 1850”, 8-9; Joanna Finnegan, “Georgian 
Drogheda and the Printed Word” in Gerard Long (ed.). Books beyond the Pale: Aspects of the Provincial 
Book Trade before 1850, 40.
93 See McCann, “Patrick Neill and the Origins of Belfast Printing”, 129-130.
94 Raymond Gillespie, Reading Ireland: Print, Reading and Social Change in Early Modern Ireland 
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2005), 78-79.
95 Anthony S. Drennan, “On the Identification of the First Belfast Printed Book”, Library. The 
Transactions of the Bibliographical Society, 7th series, 1 (2000), 193-196.
96 Printing in the English provinces was first opened up by the lapse of the Printing (or Licensing) Act in 
1695, which specified that all printed material no longer needed to be registered with the Stationers’ 
Company, depriving the Company of its monopoly on printing and publishing.
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not be made of the arguments customarily employed to explain the slow development of 

provincial printing in England. There was no act comparable with the lapse of licensing 

in Ireland. Furthermore, there was little evidence of direct governmental control.Q7 In 

Ireland the monopoly of the entire trade of the country was bestowed upon the King’s 

Printer rather than a company of stationers and the King’s Printer was commissioned to 

print acts of Parliament, Bibles, prayer books, Testaments, psalters and so on. The patent 

lasted in theory from 1604 to 1732, though in practice it was broken by the end of the 

seventeenth century, as early as 1680. Consequently town printing, beginning in Belfast 

in the 1690s, now grew significantly." By the end of the eighteenth century there were 

thirty-seven presses in Irish towns.100 Magee was in a position to take advantage of the 

developing print culture occurring throughout this period by establishing contacts with 

bookmen and making use of networks with the ever increasing numbers of booksellers 

and printers.

Magee was one of the foremost printers in the Belfast book trade, a trade 

comprising thirty-four bookmen throughout the course of the century.101 With the 

exception of important family firms such as the Magees, Joys, Hays and Blows, who 

were responsible for the mainstay of the trade, this figure denotes short-lived printing 

careers and short-lived printing partnerships, such as that of R. McConnel, printer in 1768 

whose imprint was one chapbook in that year, or Hugh Dowell who printed perhaps as

97 Wheeler, “The Spread of Provincial Printing in Ireland up to 1850”, 10.
98 Pollard, Dublin's Trade in Books, 1-3. See also Mary Pollard, “Control of the Press in Ireland through the 
King’s Printer’s Patent, 1600-1800”, Irish Booklore, 4 (1978), 79-85.
99 Raymond Gillespie and Andrew Hadfield, “Introduction” in Raymond Gillespie & Andrew Hadfield 
(eds.), The Oxford History of the Irish Book, Volume 3: The Irish Book in English 1550-1800, 7.
100 Wheeler, “The Spread of Provincial Printing in Ireland up to 1850”, 8-9.
101 Munter records eighteen bookmen at work in the Belfast trade between 1694-1775, moreover Belfast 
imprints 1775-1800 reveal a further sixteen bookmen working in the trade, totalling thirty-four names, with 
at least five not working as printers. Munter, Dictionary of the Print Trade in Ireland 1550-1775.
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few as two items in 1794.102 Moreover, imprints reveal brief business partnerships, for 

example, D. Simms (1786) became Simms & McIntyre (1794) and later Doherty & 

Simms (1799). It should also be noted that printing partnerships such as the above 

possibly hide further bookmen - pressmen, journeymen, compositors - whose names do 

not appear on imprints. The sum total of those working in the Belfast book trade must be 

increased also by anonymous publications, which do not indicate those involved in the 

printing of an item. This is particularly the case in the 1790s when there are significant 

numbers of Belfast imprints which do not acknowledge who is responsible for printing, 

undoubtedly due to the politically sensitive nature of the decade.102 Magee’s prominence 

therefore, both in terms of his longevity and his productivity, is especially noteworthy 

when set against a small town trade.

Throughout his career Magee printed a variety of texts and he was involved in 

commercial ventures allied to the bookselling business. In terms of the texts that he 

produced, he sought to appeal to as extensive a readership as possible and consequently 

printed a diverse range of publications. The result is that Magee catered to a wide church 

specifically through the provision of an assortment of publications and goods. Such 

diversity and diversification was a feature of Irish printing. Unlike the London trade, 

which did not suffer from a lack of members, the Belfast trade was not developed enough 

to sustain speciality printers or publishers. Barnard notes: “Although the growth of 

schools and that of the literate increased the demand for books, it was as yet too modest

102 Munter, Dictionary of the Print Trade in Ireland 1550-1775, 175.
103 The high preponderance of anonymously printed publications can be explained by the fear that printers 
would be charged with sedition at this time.
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to justify many specialists outside the capital”.104 In London it was possible for bookmen 

to concentrate on specific genres of material, for example John Newbery working as a 

printer of children’s literature, or Joseph Johnson specialising in rational Dissenting 

literature and radical tracts.105 In Belfast this was not the case.

Since copyright legislation did not apply to Ireland Magee’s publications 

consisted largely of reprinted editions of London texts. Original publications were 

possible but were infrequent and it was more sustainable and less risky financially to 

reprint material which had been published in London and which had proven popular in 

England and Ireland. In consequence of this, Magee and other Belfast printers, as was 

true of the entire Irish book trade, printed works that were popular and that were 

guaranteed to sell. Indeed the first item printed in Belfast was a reprinted edition. In most 

cases the Belfast reprint was simply a word-for-word copy of the London edition with 

very few changes made to the original. Usually the only difference in appearance was 

that the Dublin or Belfast edition was printed on inferior paper and printed in a smaller 

format than the London edition. There are rare examples in which the Dublin and Belfast 

reprint corrected and amended the London copy but these were exceptional cases.106

Given this freedom to reprint first editions of texts without having to pay copy, 

coupled with the need to attract every potential reader, Magee’s corpus of publications 

was a plentiful mix of secular and spiritual texts, works of entertainment, and others 

concerned with edification. From this perspective Magee may be inherently viewed as

104 Toby Barnard, “Print Culture, 1700-1800” in Raymond Gillespie & Andrew Hadfield (eds.). The Oxford 
History of the Irish Book, Volume 3: The Irish Book in English 1550-1800, 35.
105 For further information on specialisms within the London trade, see Raven, “Publishing and Bookselling 
1660-1780”, 26.
106 For example, Magee’s reprinted edition of Goldsmith’s Poems in 1775 in which the selection of poems 
differed from the London edition. See chapter two for further details.
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something of catch-all printer, producing material to appeal to various ages, tastes, and 

backgrounds, as well as reading habits. The young were provided for with Magee’s 

printing of school texts and his more populist literature such as chapbooks catered to less 

affluent readers, although undoubtedly they attracted weaker readers too. His reprinting 

of political and polemical tracts and pamphlets would have appealed to more literate 

readers. Pious works reprinted by Magee, especially those classics of nonconformist 

divinity by Puritan stalwarts such as Flavel, Baxter and Fox, encompassed a wide 

spectrum of readers, ranging from those who were in the initial stages of religious 

instruction to more seasoned believers returning to core devotional texts. Magee’s 

religious material would have appealed to a wide church: catechetical neophytes, 

instructive parents and ministers, and those simply wishing to renew their spiritual life. 

Throughout his career Magee consistently reprinted play literature and that he was able to 

perform this while also publishing local sermons, works of religious controversy and 

devotion, signifies that it did little to damage his career and suggests that there was no 

inconsistency in a Dissenting publisher printing both secular and religious texts.

For the most part of Magee’s career there were fewer than ten thousand 

inhabitants in Belfast.107 In a town of such a small size - there were 2046 houses in the 

town in 1782 - it is evident that Magee would have had to appeal to every potential 

reader in order to make his business viable. Magee therefore set about printing material 

not only from the more popular genres of sermons and chapbooks, but also occasional 

medical publications (Culpepper’s Directory for Midwives reprinted by Magee in 1766), 

biographical extracts {Authentic Particulars on the Life of the Late John Macnaughten,

107 Belfast had a population of 8549 inhabitants in 1757, rising to 13,105 in 1782, and 18,320 at the end of 
his career in 1791. Joy MSS, box 5, Linen Hall Library.
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1762) and works of history (Nathaniel Crouch’s The History of the Kingdom of Ireland, 

1776). This assortment is typical of many provincial printers who produced a sundry 

mix that is remarkable by its variety and range. This assortment notwithstanding, there 

are trends that can be discerned in Magee’s publication choices. Quite typically, he 

engaged in publishing genres that were marketable, saleable and commercially astute. 

That medical and historical texts were printed infrequently suggests that these types of 

material were commercially unsuccessful and could be met more judiciously in a retail, 

rather than publishing, capacity.

Sermons

One of the predominant genres in Magee’s corpus of publications was sermon literature, 

occurring during an age “when the sermon trade was flourishing”.109 The sermon was 

certainly the staple genre of bookmen working across the trade in Britain and Ireland. 

Sermons were short, usually under forty eight pages, cheap and easy to produce. The 

production values were relatively simple, with no illustration and little ornamentation. 

They were recommended from the pulpit. Moreover, because they were read aloud 

among families, in homes and meeting places, they reached a literate and non-literate 

audience. The first original Belfast sermon publication occurred four years after printing 

came to the town. ESTC records seventy-five sermons printed in the town during the

108 In eighteenth-century Ireland midwifery texts were used not simply by practitioners but also by women 
who lived in the country, remote from the assistance of skilled midwives. Magee’s publication of medical 
texts is therefore likely to have targeted these kinds of readers, skilled and unskilled alike. His publication 
of Crouch moreover was consonant with the cheaper end of the market for works of history in Ireland since 
Crouch catered to these kinds of readers in England and Ireland. Maire Kennedy, “Reading Print, 1700- 
1800” in Raymond Gillespie & Andrew Hadfield (eds.), The Oxford History of the Irish Book, Volume 3: 
The Irish Book in English 1550-1800, 153; Bernadette Cunningham, “Historical Writing, 1660-1750” in 
Raymond Gillespie & Andrew Hadfield (eds.), The Oxford History of the Irish Book, Volume 3: The Irish 
Book in English 1550-1800, 211.
109 James Downey, The Eighteenth Century Pulpit (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1969), 58.
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years that Magee worked as a printer (1735-1789) although this is certainly an 

underestimation for Magee, both in partnership and on his own, printed a total of sixty- 

one sermons. More than half of his sermons were original local material, making Magee 

indisputably the chief printer of sermons in the town.110

The importance of this genre to the Belfast book industry is hinted at early in 

Belfast printing: one of the first sermons printed in Belfast was John MacBride’s sermon 

in 1698.* 111 Before Magee began working with Wilson and Potts in 1735, one fifth of 

Belfast printing up until this point was constituted by sermons.112 It was inevitable given 

the popularity of the genre that Magee should throughout his career continually print and 

reprint sermons, original and local, as well as non-indigenous material.

Sermons were not the cheapest items Magee printed - they usually retailed for 

b'/id. - but they were eminently affordable and were a great deal less expensive than 

novels, multi-volume works, or prestigious editions. It made good business sense for 

Magee to print sermons. The range of material was diverse, he printed old discourses 

(classics of Puritan nonconformist by authors such as Baxter and Alleine) as well as 

contemporary addresses and he consistently reprinted addresses by Scottish Seceders. 

Furthermore, military and political anniversaries offered opportunities for new sermons 

to be published and for individuals to affirm their patriotism and Protestant identity by 

buying them. For example, the Pretender threat in 1745 and the Volunteer situation in 

1779-1781 offered Magee the opportunity for sermon publication. In total, he printed

110 Magee printed thirty-two sermon publications that were local, original material.
111 John MacBride, A Sermon before the Provincial Synod at Antrim. Preached June 1. 1698... (Belfast,? 
[s.n.], 1698). It was seventeen years before Belfast printers reprinted any non-native sermons. This was 
James Cobham’s Preparation for Death Describ'd in a Sermon Occasion'd by the Much Lamented Death of 
... Mrs. Anna-Helena Edmonstone ... (Belfast: James Blow 1711). However it is likely that the reprinting 
of non-native sermons occurred earlier than this date.
112 This information was ascertained using ESTC.
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fourteen political sermons: in 1745-46 during the Pretender threat Magee printed three 

sermons, during the American crisis in the years 1775-1778 he printed four sermons and 

in the years 1779-1781 when the threat of foreign invasion was imminent he printed 

seven Volunteer sermons.

Magee printed funeral sermons, conversion sermons, General Synod addresses 

and patriotic and thanksgiving sermons also. The greatest incidence however are obituary 

sermons, sermons preached on the death of a member of the clergy, and Synod sermons. 

These were addresses given before the Synod of Ulster, as well as the Antrim 

Presbytery. That the greater number of sermons were obituary (nine) and Synod 

sermons (six) which were preached locally, suggests a local audience for this material. It 

indicates that Magee was responding to local market forces - almost half his sermon 

publications were preached locally - and was providing material for which he had 

secured a readership. In total Magee printed nine obituary sermons (on the death of the 

clergy) and one funeral oration (for a member of the laity), these tending to adhere to a 

stock model of scriptural exegesis followed by panegyric on the deceased. However, 

Magee did not avoid the publication of material that challenged this archetype. For 

example, Alexander Colvill in his funeral address on the late Rev. Thomas Nevin in 1745 

complained “I never much affected funeral Panegyricks, because by drawing Characters 

too perfect we generally give Disgust. It is far from my Intention to represent your late 

Reverend Pastor free from Failings, or even from Faults”.114

113 The General Synod of Ulster was the main ecclesiastical body of the Presbyterian Church in Ireland. A 
schism within the Synod over the practice of subscription to the Westminster Confession of Faith led to a 
reshuffle in the Sub-Synod of Belfast so that all non-subscribers were gathered together in the Presbytery of 
Antrim. McBride, Scripture Politics, 28, 40-46.
114 Alexander Colvill, A Sermon Occasioned by the Death of the Late Reverend Mr. Thomas Nevin ... 
(Belfast: James Magee, 1745), 23.
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Magee’s sermon publications, which were mainly printed in octavo format, 

ultimately reflect a culture in which the sermon was highly valued. This was especially 

the case in a town such as Belfast with its Dissenting population and emphasis on 

learning and Scriptures. Indeed, the church was one of the most significant institutions 

facilitating Magee’s publications, confirming Gillespie’s comments that in Ireland the 

“most important set of ideas which came to rely on print for their diffusion were 

religious”.115 The output of presses in Belfast throughout this period would 

incontrovertibly have been slighter, arguably even nominal, if Belfast had not been a 

Presbyterian town. The impetus for printing in the town appears to have derived from the 

Presbyterian community who realised the need for print in order to produce printed 

ripostes to the pamphlets of William King, bishop of Derry, against their church.116 Print 

became a vital medium for Presbyterians in countering the objections of other faith 

communities, outlining the precepts of their own faith, the explication and examination of 

their own theology and doctrine, and ultimately it developed into a powerful tool that was 

utilised in the propagation of faith as well as overtly political purposes. The demand for 

reading material and the literary culture fomented by the Presbyterian community had a 

significant bearing on Belfast printing and is made evident by Magee’s sermon 

publications.

115 Raymond Gillespie, “The Circulation of Print in Seventeenth-Century Ireland”, Studia Hibernica, 29 
(1995-7), 47.
116 Gillespie, Reading Ireland: Print, Reading and Social Change in Early Modern Ireland, 78-79. For 
further information, see Gillespie, “Irish Print and Protestant identity: William King’s Pamphlet Wars, 
1687-1697” in Vincent Carey and Ute Lotz-Heumann, (eds.). Taking Sides?: Colonial and Confessional 
Mentalities in Early Modern Ireland (Dublin, Four Courts Press, 2003), 241-242.
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Plays

Alongside this substantial interest in homiletic literature, there was an equal demand for 

plays. Magee dominated the Belfast market on play literature, a view confirmed by 

Greene who deems Magee to be “the principal Belfast printer of dramatic works during 

this era [1736-1800]”.117 One quarter of Magee’s overall output was plays and farces, all 

of which were reprinted editions. In total, Magee printed approximately 110 plays, of 

which forty-two titles were printed more than once. Most of the plays printed by 

Magee were staged first in Drury Lane or Covent Garden in London, some time later 

were performed in Smock Alley and Crow Street in Dublin, and sometimes came to 

Belfast, which housed four theatres throughout the century. The first recorded 

performance took place in Belfast in 1736 when the Smock Alley troupe from Dublin 

travelled north for a summer season. From this date and for some six decades thereafter 

drama was extremely popular, with Byrne asserting that until the end of the century 

Ulster supported performances and found an easy market for published drama.119

The incidence of plays printed by Magee confirms the popularity of the genre. 

The Belfast bookman first began to print drama in 1738: Robert Dodsely’s Sir John 

Cockle at Court (printed Wilson & Magee; and Potts). Comedies, musical farces and 

ballad operas fared especially well in Magee’s publications. However he did reprint more 

serious pieces, such as the tragedies by the Rev. John Home who worked primarily in this 

genre. Magee’s printing of plays indicates a conspicuous absence of local material. In

117 Greene, Theatre in Belfast, 1736-1800, 18.
118 This must be regarded only as a provisional number, since some of these are likely to have been 
reissues; it includes publications that are no longer extant and in one instance I have counted a single title - 
The Mock Doctor: Or, the Dumb Lady Cur’d (1763) - as constituting two publications because it was 
printed in both duodecimo and octavo formats.
119 Ophelia Byrne, The Stage in Ulster from the Eighteenth Century: Selected from the Theatre Archive of 
the Linen Hall Library (Belfast: Linen Hall, 1997), 1.
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some cases, Magee’s publications corresponded to contemporary performances in which 

Magee sought to generate sales by the printing of a play which had recently been staged 

in the town. For example, Flome’s tragedy Agis was performed in Belfast on Friday 14 

April 1758 and was printed by Magee on 21 April. The speed in having the text printed 

within a week of the play’s performance shows clearly that Magee was seeking to tap 

into its recent performance in the town. Magee’s plays moreover appeared in duodecimo 

format, their size undoubtedly facilitating them to be taken into the theatre and read 

alongside the performance, if the play came to Belfast.121

However Magee’s most significant period for the publication of plays occurred in 

1767 when the theatres in the town were actually closed. Almost seventy percent of his 

publications in this year were plays. Between March 1766 and August 1768 there were 

no performances in the Belfast theatre and the lack of dramatic performances over a two 

year period seems to have only heightened the appetite for play literature. Plays were 

sought in print, one imagines, as a substitute for seeing them being performed and Magee 

exploited this demand. Nine plays in total were printed; this included three tragedies 

(Ashton’s The Battle of Aughrim; Otway’s The Orphan', and Shakespeare’s Romeo and 

Juliet), two comedies (Farquhar’s The Beaux Stratagem and Smollett’s The Reprisal), 

three farces (Cibber’s Damon and Phillidw, Dodsley’s Sir John Cockle at Court; and 

Townley’s High Life Below Stairs) and one musical afterpiece (Bickerstaff s Thomas and 

Sally). Magee’s extensive printing of plays indicates a voracious appetite for this material 

among Belfast readers throughout the century and displays his commercial acumen and

120 Home’s Agis was one of the few mainpieces performed in Belfast that had not previously been 
performed in Dublin. Greene, Theatre in Belfast 1736-1800, 66; BNL, 21 Apr. 1758.
121 They usually consisted of thirty-six pages or under; tragedies exceeded this length, but usually were no 
longer than sixty pages. Plays retailed for O'Ad., while farces sold for 3d.
122 Greene, Theatre in Belfast 1736-1800, 90.
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sagacity as a printer. This demand for dramatic publications was, as Adams has recorded, 

located primarily in Belfast and the larger towns which could afford a theatre, therefore 

Magee’s plays are likely to have been available to readers in Belfast and Dublin as well

123as smaller towns such as Newry and Derry.

Political Material

This main output of plays and religious material may suggest a fairly innocuous figure, a 

printer shying away from politics and affairs of state. But this is clearly not the case. This 

can be seen forcibly in the Volunteer sermons that Magee was involved in publishing in 

1779-1781, and the political tracts and sermons that he printed in relation to the 

American crisis during the years 1775-83. Throughout the early stages of the Revolution 

Magee seized upon the interest which the conflict generated in Belfast, a town which was 

sympathetic towards the colonies and which lamented the outbreak of the war.124 His 

political pamphlets at this time included parliamentary speeches, political sermons and 

orations, and combined non-native and indigenous material. While his publications 

relating to the American crisis clearly supported American complaints against the parent 

land this is not to say that only Patriot sympathisers would have purchased and perused 

these texts for some of this material also lamented the repercussions of the war at a local 

level. Magee may have been a Dissenter but he was also a businessman and isolating 

certain audiences would not have been especially prudent. Texts which were likely to 

ensure as wide a readership as possible, either through contention, such as William 

Smith’s Oration in Memory of General Montgomery (1776), or material which tapped

123 Adams, The Printed Word and the Common Man, 69.
124 See chapter two for a more detailed discussion of Belfast and the American context.
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into common concerns and fears, such as the implications of the situation on home trade 

and defence, were inevitably a more astute publishing choice.

Magee’s political tracts and pamphlets, usually printed in octavo or duodecimo 

format, were short in length, topical and retailed within the vicinity of G'Ad. His political 

tracts were not in every instance controversial. Indeed he reprinted material from figures 

such as Pitt, the essence of establishment respectability, as well as Burke whose History 

of American Taxation he ‘published’ in 1775, making Magee the chief printer in the town 

of American political tracts. The rationale behind Magee’s publication of political tracts 

was similar to that of his publication of plays and sermons; these were short works, easy 

and cheap to produce, requiring little in the way of ornament and illustration and placing 

less stress on resources than multi-volume expansive works. The production values were 

basic: the chief focus was on the text and these publications were normally stitched in 

blue paper. Accordingly, all such factors meant that his political pamphlets retailed 

cheaply. However they are likely to have secured readers as much because they were 

highly current as because they were cheap to buy.

Chapbooks

His political tracts and polemical works were undeniably topical, as was the case with 

many of his sermon publications. However, many of the cheaper works which Magee 

printed were perennial favourites which had consistently been popular in previous 

centuries. This was the case with Magee’s short works of prose fiction, the folktales and 

chivalric romances that comprised some of his chapbooks. His chapbooks were likely to 

have been his most popular material. They were constant sellers, this coupled with their
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highly economical price ensured they were bought and read time and again. Indeed, as

Barnard has asserted repeated readings conventionally account for why chapbooks have

perished and it can be assumed that popularity caused them to fall apart, in this way

1explaining why only a small percentage of Magee’s chapbooks are extant.

Like many involved in the book trade Magee was a retailer of books, as well as 

being a printer, and sold chapbooks throughout his period at the Bible and Crown. He 

sold chapbooks for a penny or a dozen “to those well-disposed Persons who buy in 

Quantities to bestow” for nine pence, which was at trade prices.126 For the most part it 

was mainly sheet books - small booklets comprising a single sheet of paper folded to 

give sixteen or thirty two pages - which sold for \d. that were retailed by the chapmen. 

His prices were entirely typical of the book trade in England, Ireland and the American 

colonies.127 A penny or halfpenny was not a considerable sum for the poor at this period 

and chapbooks were therefore potentially democratizing because they provided the poor 

with access to the printed word. Magee may have bought these chapbooks from specialist 

trade dealers. However there is evidence that Magee did print some himself.

Magee reprinted popular chapbook material such as The Blind Beggar’s Garland 

(1759) and The Wandering Jew (1783). These were in many cases, as Altick has asserted, 

vulgarized version of old chivalric tales. These works, characterised by their cheap 

price, small size and basic woodcuts, would have been sold at Magee’s shop but must 

have been sold also to pedlars, hawkers and other itinerant merchants, all generally

125 Barnard, “Print Culture, 1700-1800”, 46.
126 BNL, 11-15 Feb. 1774.
127 Leslie Shepard, The History of Street Literature: The Story of Broadside Ballads, Chapbooks, 
Proclamations, News-sheets, Election Bills, Tracts, Pamphlets, Cocks, Catchpennies and Other Ephemera 
(Newton Abbot: David & Charles, 1973), 26; Victor E. Neuburg, The Penny Histories: A Study of 
Chapbooks for Young Readers over Two Centuries (London: Oxford University Press, 1968), 31.
128 Richard Altick, “The English Common Reader: From Caxton to the Eighteenth Century” in David 
Finkelstein and Alistair McCleery (eds.), The Book History Reader (London: Routledge, 2002), 347.
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known as chapmen. In 1750 he advertised at the back of a school-book a catalogue of 

fifty chapmen’s books which he sold and which were also available from travelling 

chapmen. It is very likely that Magee printed many of these titles, including devotional 

works, spelling books and works of fable and romance. Adams’ analysis of printed 

material in eighteenth-century Ulster has demonstrated the popularity of school-texts 

throughout the province.130 Magee’s chapbook material included garlands, ballads, songs 

and jests, cautionary tales, medieval romances, fairytales or stories of giants and 

monsters, accounts of pirates and highwaymen, often being compressed editions of 

longer works. The works he sold included such titles as Reynard the Fox, Dyche’s 

Spelling Book, Aesop’s Fables, and the wonderfully titled, Laugh and Be Fat. Sometimes 

sermons were specially noted as being available from the chapmen: John Semple’s The 

Survey Impartially Examin'd by Sacred Scriptures and Sound Reason which Magee

131printed in 1754 was “sold by the bookseller, and by the hawkers”.

His chapbook publications generally were plain in appearance and almost always 

lacking illustrative matter. Sometimes Magee used woodcuts, although these occasions 

were extremely rare and they were normally only inserted on the title page. This is 

unsurprising given that there is no evidence of an engraver working continuously in 

Belfast throughout this period. Engraved illustrations would have placed an even greater 

stress on the time and expense surrounding a publication. The Belfast trade is unlikely to 

have been specialised or wealthy enough to have sustained an engraver working

129 See Appendix 3: Magee’s Catalogues of Chapmen’s Books (1750, 1777, and 1780).
130 Adams, The Printed Word and the Common Man, 17.
131 BNL, 11 June 1754.
132 One noteworthy exception is Valentine and Orson (1782) with its inclusion of multiple woodcut images. 
See Appendix 4: Woodcuts used in Magee’s Chapbooks.
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throughout the century and so woodcuts were a cheaper alternative for printers such as 

Magee, which he used in chapbook material.

Among those who are likely to have read his chapbooks were the young and the 

poor. Magee did not advertise these texts in the News-Letter, which is highly significant 

since practically all his new publications were announced in the newspaper. It suggests 

those reading chapbook material were different and distinct from those readers of 

political pamphlets and sermons whose publication was publicised in the News-Letter. 

Physical elements of the chapbooks moreover bring to bear information on the readership 

of this material. Images and ornamentation formed an intrinsic component of these texts 

with the inclusion of woodcuts and illustrations appealing to those who did not possess 

literacy. These works were read across social divisions, but were popular especially with 

children and those from lower social classes where, even if literacy was not possessed by 

the reader, the story could still be communicated via the woodcuts, which framed and 

accompanied the narrative.

For the smaller chapbook material, texts comprising fewer than eight pages, 

Magee would have seldom included more than one woodcut, if he inserted one at all. 

Magee probably had a limited selection of woodcuts, obtained when other printers sold 

their stock, or he could have borrowed woodcuts from other printers. This was the case in 

the colonial trade. Thomas Magee, James’ brother working in the Philadelphia print 

trade, borrowed from William Bradford a woodcut for a New England Primer relating to 

the martyrdom of John Rogers, an anti-Catholic anecdote of the kind that traditionally 

comprised the primer.133 This practice of sharing woodblocks was common across the

133 Thomas Magee, letter to Bradfords, (undated), Bradford Papers, Historical Society of Pennsylvania, 
Philadelphia.
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trade as a whole. This is likely to have been more true of a town printer like Magee who 

must have had little selection in his woodcut images.

In 1782 Magee printed the English translation of the classic French prose romance 

The History of Valentine and Orson, being “Newly Corrected and Amended; with new 

PICTURES, lively expressing the History", unusual for being printed in quarto format.134 

It was also noteworthy for its inclusion of multiple pictorial images. The work contained 

seven woodcuts (measuring between 9.5-10cm in width and 7.5-9cm in length), making it 

unquestionably one of Magee’s most illustrated publications. However the woodcuts 

themselves are rudimentary. This is not a twenty-first century bias. A late nineteenth- 

century antiquarian bookseller working in London, Bernard Quaritch, analysing the 

pictorial representation in the publication contended that:

[The woodcuts] are far too crude to be confounded with even the coarsest 

productions in London of the seventeenth century, and the probability is that they 

were executed by an untrained provincial workman. I notice that he copied as well
1 a c

as he could the old “London” designs.

Magee is here censured for his technical deficiency. His woodcuts are identified as 

lagging two centuries behind even the most unrefined material produced within the 

London trade. However, that these woodcuts were even attempted argues for Magee’s 

versatility as a printer, considering Magee is unlikely to have undergone any formal 

training in this art.

The production of chapbook material by Magee is another instance of the 

commercial acumen of his business for he was engaged in printing genres that were

134 This work was listed in Magee’s Catalogues of Chapmen’s Books (1750, 1777 & 1780).
135 Bernard Quaritch, letter (correspondent unnamed), 15 September 1884. Letter appended to Valentine 
and Orson (Belfast: James Magee, 1782) held in the Linen Hall Library.
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popular and inclined to sell well. Moreover his printing of chapbooks and school texts 

indicates a printer reaching beyond Belfast. Chapbooks are likely to have had a wide 

appeal: they constituted school texts (romance and adventure, spelling books, prayer and 

catechetical works) but must have had an appeal beyond this also. Families for whom 

books were a luxury would have had chapbook copies of Puritan religious writers such as 

Flavel, Bunyan and Alleine, key texts within the Dissenting faith. The chief virtue of 

Magee’s chapbooks was of course their cheapness and their distribution by pedlars, 

whom Magee targeted, ensured that his publications reached country readers and those
i t/:

removed from the town of Belfast. As Gillespie points out, using a chapman or pedlar 

would have been a more orthodox and probably more effective means of distribution than 

a bookseller, especially for those in rural areas. This suggests that by his publication 

and retail of chapbook material Magee was catering for a wider readership than simply 

the town and the immediate vicinity. In doing so, he was a vital agent in the publication 

of cheap printed material throughout the north of Ireland and he was the means by which 

many in remote places without a printer or bookseller had access to the printed word.

This was also the case with Magee’s printing of school books, which reached 

country readers throughout the province by means of such chapmen. The school books 

carried by the travelling chapmen during the century, Adams has noted, do not reveal any 

market for the classics, foreign languages, geography or history, nothing but elementary 

essentials. This is hardly surprising since the education provided in some schools was

136 Michael Harris, “A Few Shillings for Small Books: The Experiences of a Flying Stationer in the 18th 
Century” in Robin Myers and Michael Harris (eds.), Spreading the Word: The Distribution Networks of 
Print 1550-1850,91.
137 Gillespie, Reading Ireland: Print, Reading and Social Change in Early Modern Ireland, 90.
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very basic.138 Moreover while Belfast did not have a university which could have acted as 

a stimulus for the print trade - in Ireland there was only one university press, that of 

Dublin which had been established in the early 1730s - local schools did provide a steady 

source of publication for printers such as Magee. Magee printed texts which were used in 

schools such as the Belfast Academy (which opened in Donegal Street on 1 May 1786). 

One such text was John Hamilton Moore’s Young Gentleman and Ladies Monitor, a text 

first printed in London and which Magee reprinted in 1788.139 These school publications 

would have been extremely useful to a town printer. Indeed in July 1778 the sale of the 

stock of Matthew Anketell (printer and stationer in Armagh) was advertised as an 

especially solid investment because of its supply of school texts: “The Situation is 

remarkably good for said Business, particularly on Account of supplying the Revd. Dr. 

Gruber’s School, which is esteemed the first in Ireland”.140 This may suggest that 

Magee’s printing of school texts was also potentially lucrative.

Adams has persuasively argued that Magee’s printing of chapbook material and 

school books indicates a readership of young school students.141 It is likely that his 

publications were used in schools not simply in Belfast but throughout Ulster. However it 

may be possible that school books that he printed were available beyond this domain. 

Barnard has noted that in 1766, John Black, a merchant with Presbyterian leanings, sent 

“some instructive good books” from Belfast to his grandsons in France which included

138 J.R.R. Adams, “Some Aspects of the Influence of Printed Material on Everyday Life in Eighteenth- 
Century Ulster” in Alan Gailey (ed.), The Use of Tradition: Essays Presented to G.B. Thompson (Cultra: 
Ulster Folk and Transport Museum, 1988), 112.
139 There were London editions of The Monitor from 1773 and Dublin editions from at least 1781 (and 
indeed in New York in 1787 by Hugh Gaine). Magee retailed The Monitor, neatly bound and lettered for 
2s. S'Ad. in January 1781 and the evident demand for such material in local schools led Magee to reprint the 
text in 1788, with the imprint attesting that it was used in the Academy. BNL, 12-16 Jan. 1781; Hamilton 
Moore, The Young Gentleman and Ladies Monitor (Belfast, 1788).
140 BNL, 17-21 July 1778.
141 Adams, The Printed Word and the Common Man, 17-20.
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titles such as The Pleasing Instructor and Rich and Poor Preceptor and Scholar.142 

Perhaps then Magee’s instructional literature might even have reached readers beyond 

those of the northern counties and beyond Ireland too.

Novels

Magee was also involved in the publication of novels. He is likely to have printed 

shortened versions of popular novels. By 1772 he had printed Richardson’s Pamela and 

Clarissa which each sold for the extremely low price of G'Ad. - the price for pamphlets 

and shorter works - and suggests that these were abridged versions of the novels.143 But 

Magee was also involved in printing complete versions of contemporary fiction. This 

included the issuing of reprints of popular authors and texts such as Sterne’s A 

Sentimental Journey (1768) and Davys’ The Reformed Coquet (1780). Magee ‘published’ 

both A Letter from a Father to his Daughter at the Boarding-School and Henry Brooke’s 

Juliet Grenville in 1774, and The Irish Guardian in 1776.144 For the most part, the latest 

novel in vogue was not produced by Magee’s presses but the demand was met by the 

Belfast bookman in a retail capacity or through the town’s circulating libraries.

Novels placed a greater demand on ink, paper, type and wages, than shorter 

publications such as tracts or sermons. Moreover, they required bindings which were an 

added expense. It was of greater convenience for the reader to purchase a novel bound

142 Toby Barnard, “Children and Books in Eighteenth-Century Ireland” in Charles Benson and Siobhan 
Fitzpatrick (eds.), That Woman!: Studies in Irish Bibliography: A Festschrift for Mary ‘‘Paul’’ Pollard 
(Dublin: Lilliput Press for the Library Association of Ireland, Rare Book Groups, 2005), 224.
143 No extant copy of these texts exists. This information was ascertained by means of an advertisement leaf 
placed in the eighteenth edition of Addison’s Cato which Magee printed in 1772. In this same year the third 
edition of an abridged version of Clarissa was printed in London. Samuel Richardson, Clarissa: Or the 
History of a Young Lady ... Abridged from the Works of Samuel Richardson (London: F. Newbery, 1772).
144 It is not clear if Magee’s use of the term ‘published’ in these instances denotes that he was responsible 
for publishing the material through the investing of capital or whether it meant that he simply retailed the 
material.
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rather than stitched, ensuring its durability and that it could be read and re-read without 

the danger of leaves falling loose and coming unstitched. However Magee’s printed texts 

were usually sold sewn in blue paper and not bound. Stitched binding was, as Pickwoad 

has noted, one of the cheapest forms of binding available and could be easily executed by 

a printer or bookseller. This allowed Magee to free up capital to invest in other 

publications or business ventures. The absence of binding also made books easier to 

transport because they were less heavy than bound texts, and this too had implications for 

profit margins.145 But readers of novels expected hard board binding and Magee did not 

have the capital to meet the kind of outlay that was required of novel publication. Quite 

simply, for a small town printer whose business was based on the printing of short, 

topical works, met by reader demand and ensuring that he did not run at a loss, the 

printing of novels was too risky a venture.

Those instances in which he did print novels may have been an exploratory 

attempt by Magee to gauge the Belfast market for reprinted novels at a time when the 

genre was becoming increasingly popular. In England new and reprinted fiction was 

particularly productive in the 1740s and 1760s, while the publication of novels reached 

unprecedented levels in the late 1780s.146 Moreover novels were an especially important 

component of the libraries in the town. Hugh Warrin’s circulating library opened in 1772, 

and announced its twentieth anniversary on 3 January 1792.147 While John Hay Junior’s 

circulating library, boasting the “greatest Variety of Novels” and the latest bestselling

145 Nicholas Pickwoad, “Onward and Downward: How Binders Coped with the Printing Press before 1800” 
in Robin Myer & Michael Harris (eds.), A Millennium of the Book: Production, Design & Illustration in 
Manuscript & Print 900-1900 (Winchester: St. Paul’s Bibliographies; New Castle, DE.: Oak Knoll, 1994), 
63,89.
I4<> Raven, Judging New Wealth, 38.
147 Cole, Irish Booksellers and English Writers / 74(9-1800, 36.
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work of prose fiction, opened in 177 5.148 The novel comprised a key element of these 

subscription libraries, indicating its increasing importance as a form in the literary tastes 

and culture of Belfast as the century progressed. It was through libraries and reading 

societies such as these, as well as the bookmen of the town subscribing to Dublin 

reprints, that the people of Belfast would have had access to novels. As in the case of 

works of history and law or prestigious editions in multi-volumes, Magee acted as a 

retailer rather than printer of novels, indicating his business sense for he was acutely 

aware that he operated within a trade that would not have had a surplus of capital.

Having considered all the major genres which Magee printed, we can see that 

Magee was a typical bookseller of his day. He was involved in the printing and selling of 

genres that were widespread and popular. By printing such an array of material Magee 

sought to appeal to as wide a readership as possible, which was a necessity considering 

the smallness of the town. However the printing of traditional material on religious or 

local topics, in addition to a diverse range of secular literature and new literary genres, 

Finnegan has noted, demonstrates the presence of a sophisticated readership.149 The range 

of Magee’s publications is suggestive of this sophisticated readership since it is evident 

that individuals were reading more than prayers and works of instruction. The subsequent 

mix of secular and spiritual texts within his corpus is striking and religious tracts and 

polemical pamphlets are positioned alongside the more traditional literary forms such as 

novels creating a broad spectrum of forms, which suggests both an increasingly 

developed reading audience as well as Magee’s significance as a catch-all printer.

148 BNL, 8-12 Sept. 1775; 3-7 Nov. 1775.
149 Finnegan, “Georgian Drogheda and the Printed word”, 47.
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Magee as Print Retailer

That Magee diversified into various other commercial endeavours throughout his career 

suggests that the printing of texts did not generate substantial profit on its own. Other 

activities include his sale of books and stationery, his retail of medicinal items, lottery 

schemes, and his brief foray into newspaper production and papermaking. Many of these 

tasks were ancillary and supplementary practices to augment his salary. Bearing in mind 

that Belfast was a small, albeit wealthy town, with wealth coming from trade, the town 

which had a population of fewer than twenty thousand until the final years of the century 

must have had a small market for books compared with Dublin. It is true that the trade 

was able to sustain four family firms throughout the century (the Joys, Magees, Blows 

and Hays) but all of these were engaged in other activities than the business of printing 

texts. The Joys were involved in newspaper production (they ran the Belfast News-Letter 

from 1737), and were involved in paper mills. So too were the Blows - David Blow is 

listed as a paper-maker in Belfast News-Letter in 1780.150 Also, John Hay Junior, 

bookseller and stationer, established a circulating library from his shop in September 

1775 and James Magee attempted a number of these activities at some stage throughout 

his career.

The most noticeable items for sale in Magee’s shop were of course the books 

themselves. He sold his own publications, as well as those of his contemporaries in the 

Belfast trade. The latest London publication or Dublin reprint was also available for sale 

by Magee. In this way both local publications and non-native material could be accessed 

by means of Magee. As Lennon has pointed out, “the products of the presses were

150 BNL, 5-9 May 1780; 8-12 Sept. 1775.

69



distributed throughout much of the island, with Dublin and Belfast serving as nodal 

points”, so that Magee was an important retailer and supplier of printed items in Ulster.151

Texts printed in Dublin were stocked by Magee and throughout his career he took 

subscriptions to publications produced in the Irish capital. In some cases this was for a 

single copy: in 1774 he subscribed for a single copy of Herman Witsuis’ The Oeconomy 

of the Covenants between God and Man (Dublin: R. Stewart, 1774). In other instances, he 

subscribed for a low number of copies. In 1780 Magee appeared as a subscriber for two 

copies (and Hay junior of one copy) of the prestigious Views of the Most Remarkable 

Public Buildings, Monuments and Other Edifices in the City of Dublin by artist Robert 

Pool (Dublin: J. Williams, 1780). Beyond this limited demand Magee gauged that there 

was not sufficient interest to encourage him to subscribe for multiple copies for his 

bookshop.

One of the most substantial subscriptions that Magee made to a Dublin 

publication was to Sheridan’s Dictionary in 1784. Magee subscribed for one hundred 

copies, which was matched by Eugene Daly, a bookseller in Cork, John Fulton, a 

bookseller in Coleraine and Robert Stevenson, a bookseller in Newry. Stevenson retailed 

Magee’s publications from 1775 and Fulton sold Magee’s works from 1778. However 

both are likely to have established retail links with Magee prior to these dates. The 

subscription for the exact same number of copies among Magee, Fulton and Stevenson, 

when the greater number of subscribers were subscribing for single copies, suggests that

151 Colm Lennon, “The Print Trade, 1700-1800” in Raymond Gillespie & Andrew Hadfield (eds.). The 
Oxford History of the Irish Book, Volume 3: The Irish Book in English 1550-1800, 69.
152 Thomas Sheridan, A General Dictionary of the English Language... (Dublin: P. Wogan, and P. Byrne, 
1784).
153 In March 1775 Stevenson distributed Letters of Importance, a theological tract which Magee had 
‘published’ (not recorded in ESTC). And in December 1778 Fulton sold Magee’s Belfast Almanack for 
1779 (also not recorded in ESTC). Both texts sold for 3d. BNL, 7-10 Mar. 1775; 11-15 Dec. 1778.
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they were taking their cues from each other, perhaps from Magee, who was the senior of 

the three.154 It was no means assured that Fulton and Stevenson should subscribe for one 

hundred: Hugh Warren, another bookseller working in Belfast at this time, only 

subscribed for six copies. Most prominent on the list of subscribers were Henry 

Lawrence, late President of the Congress of the United States of North America, and 

George Washington, Commander in Chief of all the forces of the United States who both 

subscribed for a single copy each, while Benjamin Franklin, billed as “Minister 

Plenipotentiary from the United States of North America at Paris” subscribed for twenty 

copies. That Magee was one of the most significant subscribers to a publication that bore 

such illustrious company suggests the widespread commercial appeal of the Dictionary 

and Magee’s consequence as a bookseller. In this instance Magee recognised the sale 

potential of the work and in placing such an extensive order of copies he prevented the 

other booksellers of the town from subscribing to anything other than single copies of the 

work. As a result Magee acted as the chief retail agent for Sheridan’s publication in the 

greater Belfast area.

It is intriguing to ascertain if the books that Magee supplied in his shop, such as 

the above described, were directly requested by potential readers or that, based on his 

judgements of the market and contemporary reading tastes, it was ultimately Magee who 

would have decided that a certain title should be stocked. It is certain that ministers had 

bearing on what was printed and sold in Belfast at this time. In October 1775 Charles 

Elliot (a bookseller and stationer in Edinburgh) sent a parcel of two Miscellanies to 

Magee for Mr. William Steel Dickson, the minister of Ballyhalbert congregation. This

154 For information on Stevenson see Munter, Dictionary of the Print Trade in Ireland 7550-1775, 260.
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indicates how ministers influenced the orders placed by bookmen.155 This is 

demonstrated more dramatically the following year by trade with a London bookman. In 

August 1776 John Hay wrote to John Murray requesting twenty-five copies of Gordon’s 

Inquiry into the Powers of Ecclesiastics, on the Principles of Scripture and Reason.1'6 

These were duly sent to Belfast five weeks later at a sum of 2s. 9d., which was 2d. per 

book lower than they were sold in London. Gordon, who was a friend of the Rev. 

Crombie (minister of the First Congregation) was “sanguine in expecting a Sale at Belfast 

from Mr Crombie’s recommendations”, assured that Crombie would endeavour to do all 

he could to encourage sales in the town. It seems that Crombie must have approached 

Hay about the requisition of the work, giving a guarantee that he would promote its sale. 

These incidents serve as a useful reminder of the central role occupied by readers, the 

necessity of reader demand for the successful publication and retail of a text. The 

provincial bookseller needed to gauge the levels of interest before making decisions 

about the publication and sale of a work. It also confirms the importance of individual 

personalities within a trade - and a town - as small as Belfast.

In addition to books, Magee sold other printed wares that were entirely typical of 

a standard bookseller such as stationery, paper and Bibles. The sale of Bibles was part of 

the stock of all booksellers, however this is likely to have had a greater impetus in a 

Presbyterian town such as Belfast where religious material was consistently printed by 

Magee throughout his time at Bridge Street and where Bibles even constituted part of the 

shop’s sign - The Bible and Crown. On the whole, Magee, as was the case with other

l5:> Charles Elliot, letter to William Magee Belfast, 29 September 1785. Charles Elliot Letter books, JMA, 
London.
156 Thomas Gordon, An Inquiry into the Powers of Ecclesiastics, on the Principles of Scripture and Reason 
(London: J. Murray, 1776).
157 John Murray, letter to John Hay, 1 October 1776, John Murray correspondence, JMA, London.
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Belfast bookmen, did not advertise Bibles in the News-Letter, save for a few instances in

which new family editions of the Bible or new Bible dictionaries were published and 

which Magee had subscribed for sale. The sale of Bibles and other religious material 

such as prayer books was so commonplace that it was unnecessary for Magee to utilise 

newspaper advertising. Rather he publicised the sale of “Bibles, Testaments, and 

Common-Prayer-Books ... Psalm-Books, Psalters, Primers, Child’s-Guides, Horn-Books, 

&c” using end-leaf adverts in school texts and chapbooks.159 Their positioning here was 

strategic since the Bible constituted one of the chief texts of schools, even more so for the 

Belfast charity school where the spartan reading material provided in 1775 (twelve 

Bibles, twelve prayer books and twelve copies of The Whole Duty of Man) highlighted 

the centrality of the Bible.160

As well as providing standard texts such as the Bible, Testaments and psalters, 

Magee would also have supplied stationery items. This would have been a further stock 

element of his bookselling business, so well established that it would have required little 

publicity. In spite of the recurrent references to Magee as printer, bookseller and 

stationer, advertisements in the Belfast News-Letter infrequently record precisely what 

items of stationery Magee sold. Once again, like the above example of Bibles, it was 

conventional wisdom that a bookseller would stock papers and pens and such items. Of 

the assortment of papers that Magee sold, he retailed English, Dutch and Irish writing 

papers, plain, gilt, and mourning paper, writing parchment, sealing-wax and wafers. He

158 BNL, 12-16 Mar. 1779; 5-8 Feb. 1782.
159 •This was taken from “A Catalogue of Chapmen’s Book” inserted as end-leaf adverts in Robert Russel’s 
Seven Sermons (Belfast, 1750[?]). See Appendix 3.
160 Adams, The Printed Word and the Common Man, 15. The Whole Duty of Man used in the Belfast charity 
school is likely to have been an edition printed by Blow. Richard Allestree, The Whole Duty of Man, Laid 
Down in a Plain and Familiar Way for the Use of All, but Especially the Meanest Reader (Belfast: Daniel 
Blow, 1772).
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also retailed paper books, drawing books (plain and ruled books in various bindings), 

playing cards, coffee-house cards and plain and gilt message cards.

Besides paper and cards, writing and drawing books, Magee provided law 

stationery and materials for use among merchants and housekeepers. He stocked copies 

of processes, decrees, books of promissory notes, and bills of exchange, labourers’ 

accounts, agents’ returns, tithe, washing, and housekeepers’ books, stamped parchment 

and paper, leases, Kerry bonds, bonds and warrants, and indentures, as well as writing 

implements.161 The effective day-to-day running of business for those employed in 

professional work or those involved in trade relied heavily upon such stationery. The 

wide range of stationery sold by Magee, it is clear, provided an important source of 

income for him, while serving as a reminder that booksellers in this period were involved 

in many allied trades. Stationery, Feather insists, was economically more important than 

books to booksellers working outside of London, providing “the solid basis for a 

business, and, for many, the bulk of their income”. The sale of stationery incurred 

fewer risks than printing or publication and it did not require the same outlay in capital, 

which was vitally important for printers in the county trade. For a town bookseller such 

as Magee, his stock of stationery was a necessary means of supplementing the business of 

printing, of providing opportunities for profit, but, essentially for bringing money in that 

could be invested into forthcoming publications and printing projects.

1(’' BNL, 14-18 Mar. 1783; 2-5 Nov. 1773; 12-16 July 1776.
162 Feather, The Provincial Book Trade in Eighteenth-Century England, 82.
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Paper Manufacturing

Few items in the bookseller’s shop were not paper-based and the high demand for paper 

led some booksellers into the papermaking business. The advantages were attractive. If 

the paper produced was of sufficient quality it would mean having to import less paper 

from the continent, where the most superior papers were manufactured. Also home- 

produced paper could be utilised in local publications, tracts, sermons and local 

newspaper printing, where the quality of the paper was not as essential as the more 

deluxe publications in which the quality of paper, type and binding was requisite, as 

suggested by the high retail price.

Magee and his fellow booksellers of the town, recognising the commercial 

potential that existed in the production of paper, were occupied in a number of 

papermaking ventures throughout the century. The greater preponderance of mills was 

located in Dublin yet the production of paper did occur in Belfast at this time. Paper mills 

in Ireland had been in existence from the later years of the seventeenth and beginning of 

the eighteenth century, however, the trade was slow to develop. It was only from mid

century that events gained momentum when the industry began to expand rapidly. This 

was overwhelmingly due to the level of financial support provided by the Royal Dublin 

Society which cultivated and nurtured the Irish paper industry. Furthermore, the Irish 

Parliament bestowed grants and subsidies onto the industry, through the agency of the 

Royal Dublin Society.164

3 For a discussion on paper see Pollard, Dublin’s Trade in Books, 111-120, 144-146; and Phillips, 
Printing and Bookselling in Dublin, 1670-1800, 121-196.
154 Both Blow and Joy received such subsidises. Phillips, Printing and Bookselling in Dublin, 1670-1800, 
165, 169.
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Magee alongside Wilson and Joy was involved in these papermaking projects in 

his early years working in the town. In February 1739 they announced in the News-Letter 

that they had taken the engine mill at Ballymena from the Hon. Robert Adair, Knight, 

intending to carry on the paper manufacture there using linen rags.165 They had taken the 

paper mill at Ballymena for a term of five years from 15 May 1741 at a yearly rent of 

£15. Around this time they were involved in the purchase and rent of other premises (two 

paper mills, several houses and gardens and six acres in Ballygrooby), which were taken 

on 1 November 1740 for a term of thirty-one years, with an annual rent of £10. Joy, who 

was stipulated as the operator of the mills, was evidently the bigger partner in both these 

ventures with him and “his heirs to be entitled to one equal undivided moiety or one half 

of the holdings”, while Wilson and Magee acted a second part in the indenture.1661 would 

suggest that by 1745 Magee was no longer involved in this trade. His setting up of a 

newspaper publication to rival that of the Joys’ is hardly indicative that he and Joy were 

still working together in the papermaking trade. Moreover, that Magee’s newspaper was 

printed on paper produced by Blow would have been an added expense if Magee was still 

involved in paper mills of his own. It would appear that by 1745 Magee’s brief foray into 

the business of making locally produced paper was at an end.

1<>:’ This advertisement is dated 29 February 1739. BNL, 4 Mar. 1739.
166 A quadripartite indenture of 19 January 1741 made between Francis Joy of Belfast (first part), Samuel 
Wilson and James Magee (second part), Henry Joy - his father Francis Joy acting as trustee (third part) and 
Andrew Wilson (farmer of Largee) and Thomas Magee (of Ballydrean) - Samuel Wilson and James Magee 
acting as trustees (fourth part). Registry of Deeds, volume 111, page 57, deed no.75607, PRONI 
MIC/311/73; Articles of agreement dated 5 Febmary 1740: Registry of Deeds, volume 107, page 32, deed 
no.73078, PRONI MIC/311/71. lam indebted to Allison Muir for alerting me to this.
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Newspaper Production

Around this same period Magee diversified into another paper-related venture, the 

printing of a newspaper. Robert Young in the Town Book of the Corporation of Belfast 

1613-1816 (1892) declared that in 1745 the Belfast Courant was printed by James Magee 

on paper made by James Blow. The same claim was echoed two years later in a lecture 

given by John J. Marshall on the progress of the city of Belfast, which was published that 

year.167 That no copy of the Belfast Courant exists makes it difficult to assess these 

apparent ‘facts’, leaving modern-day scholars to repeat the assertions of Young and 

Marshall, who, one imagines, would not have made the pronouncement without 

supporting evidence. Nonetheless, one is forced to seek out alternative sources to 

verify the existence of this newspaper, information about when it was published and on 

what paper it was produced. A letter from Henry Joy to his brother Robert in 1745 from 

Carrickfergus around the time the Belfast Courant is believed to have been started, does 

make mention of a rival newspaper publication. The rival publication is almost certainly 

Magee’s newspaper. Joy commented that having met with “no manner of 

encouragement” he envisages that “they’ll be obliged to drop it”.169 Magee’s foray into 

newspaper publication was brief: 1745-46. But, how might we confirm the claim that 

Magee printed it on Blow’s paper? It seems entirely viable that during Magee’s brief 

foray into newspaper publication he should make use of paper produced by Blow since

167 Young, (ed.) The Town Book of the Corporation of Belfast 1613-1816, xi; John J. Marshall, Old Belfast: 
The Origin and Progress of the City (Belfast: J. W. Boyd, 1894), 11.
168 For example, Munter who states that Magee printed The Belfast Courant, 1745-46. Munter, Dictionary 
of the Print Trade in Ireland 1550-1775, 178.
159 Cited in McNeill, The Life and Times of Mary Ann McCracken 1770-1866, 21.
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Joy used his own locally produced paper for the News-Letter around the same time and 

home manufactured paper may not have been fit for the printing of books.

Marshall’s lecture was given with limelight illustrations - the projection slides of 

their day. One of the lantern slides used showed a copy of Magee’s Belfast Courant}10 

Having accessed the slide, it can be confirmed that both Young and Marshall were 

correct. The copy is dated Tuesday 22 April 1746 and it is apparent from Anderson’s 

dating of the Courant (22 April 1746) that he used this source, unsurprising given that he 

was at work in the same period.171 The copy is issue number fifty-two, which having 

been issued twice a week, makes it possible to trace the first issue to the beginning of 

October 1745 and it confirms that Magee was publishing a rival paper at the time of 

Francis Joy’s Belfast News-Letter. Moreover, it states in the colophon, “on Paper 

Manufactured by JAMES BLOW”. The bi-weekly periodical (published every Tuesday 

and Friday, like Joy’s News-Letter), was “delivered to Subscribers, at their Houses in 

Belfast, at one British Shilling each Quarter: and Three British Sixpences to those in the 

Country". Moreover, advertisements “of a moderate Length" were priced at a British 

Shilling each for the first instance and for each continuance a further 3d.

There is more than a suggestion of professional rivalry with Joy with the 

appearance of the Courant. It imitates the same format of Joy’s newspaper, which 

originally was printed as a small folio in three columns, with text headed by a factotum 

initial. Moreover, the News-Letter at this time reprinted news from the London Gazette, 

providing general London and European news, Irish news notes, ship movements, lists of

170 Lantern slide no. Y14137, History Dept, Photographic Collections, Ulster Museum. The Museum does 
not appear to have the newspaper itself. I am indebted to Allison Muir for alerting me to this.
171 Anderson, Catalogue of Early Belfast Printed Books: 1694 to 1830. Supplement to the Third Edition, 
Published 1780 (Belfast: McCaw, Stevenson & Orr, ltd., 1894), 6.
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new books and other advertisements. The Courant similarly reprinted English news - 

from the London Gazette and the Evening Post - providing local and national news, 

shipping news, advertisements and the sale of books. This professional rivalry against Joy 

is further compounded by the fact that Blow, Wilson and Hay were taking subscriptions 

and advertisements to Magee’s newspaper. This offers very clearly an image of the 

Belfast book trade as firmly demarcated between Joy on one side and the other 

booksellers and printers on the other. The reason for Joy’s exclusion is clear: he was not 

trained in the book trade - he was a lawyer before becoming printer of the News-Letter. 

Moreover, his success with the News-Letter and his paper mills may have been a source 

of resentment to other Belfast bookmen, all of whom were at work in the town before Joy 

entered into printing. Magee may have had a disagreement with Joy, perhaps over the 

papermaking business, with Magee next embarking on the printing of a paper to compete 

with his former associate.

This rivalry notwithstanding, the production of a newspaper was a profitable 

business and Magee set about printing the Courant for commercial reasons other than 

simply competition with the Joys.172 However, since the News-Letter had been 

established for some eight years before Magee set about printing the Courant, he was at 

an distinct disadvantage. Moreover the smallness of the town - in 1745 Belfast had fewer 

than nine thousand inhabitants - made it difficult to facilitate the production of a second 

newspaper. The lack of success of Magee’s short-lived newspaper could only have served 

to increase further the animosity towards Joy. It is unsurprising then that no congers or

172 For a discussion of the provincial newspapers in England see Feather, The Provincial Book Trade in 
Eighteenth-Century England', for the Irish trade, see Richard Madden, The History of Irish Periodical 
Literature from the End of the Seventeenth to the Middle of the Nineteenth Century, 2 vols. (London: T.C. 
Newby, 1867) & Munter, The History of the Irish Newspaper 1685-1760.
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one-off publishing ventures were entered into with Joy by any bookmen of the town. If 

anything, Magee’s failed attempt at newspaper production consolidated Magee, Hay, 

Blow and Wilson as allies within the trade. The incident demonstrates also that Magee, 

once more, was quite typical in terms of the publishing practices that he made use of and 

it offers a tantalising portrait of town printing, as made up as much of cliques and 

alliances, which again illustrates the importance of personalities in a small town trade. 

More than this, it taught Magee an admonitory lesson about the market and the necessity 

of exercising caution in relation to trade practices. In 1746 he published only two works 

and one of those was printed for John Hay. Magee’s capital was invested in the 

printing of the Courant and following its demise in that year his publications were very 

few indeed.

Non-Printed Items

Magee sold wares other than books and printed matter in his shop in Bridge Street, which 

is another indicator that printing, for small-scale bookmen, was not enough financially. 

The details of Magee’s career, ascertained from newspaper and book advertisements, 

make evident that his shop was typical of other booksellers whose premises “may have 

commanded a far wider clientele than merely those wishing to stick a nose into a good 

book”.174 It is extremely likely that those who patronized his shop extended beyond the 

literate. This can be seen especially by his retail of tickets to various lottery schemes, 

both English and Irish. Single tickets in the Belfast scheme were sold at 55. WAd.

173 See section on ‘Joint Publications’ for further details.
174 Felsenstein, “Some Eighteenth-Century English Provincial Book Advertisements”, 33-34.
175 He sold tickets to the Belfast, Exchange, Weavers, Free Masons, Canal and House schemes, from 
“Magee’s State Lottery Office” in his shop. BNL, 2-5 Nov. 1773; 23-27 Oct. 1778; 7-11 Mar. 1783.
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each. William Magee apparently obtained £500 in this scheme. In December 1777 

William Drennan, writing to his sister Martha McTier, maintained the scheme “has 

gained near eighteen hundred pound already”. However, he disparaged the scheme for 

being mishandled, claiming that “it has been ill-managed by which a great number of 

tickets remain unsold, many were subscribed to and the rest were risked by the 

scheme”.176

The Belfast printer also sold a mixed bag of other goods in his shop. Musical 

instruments were among the more unusual items that he retailed, including various kinds 

of violins, guitars, flutes, in addition to cases, strings, bows and mouth pieces. These he 

began selling in 1773, having been imported from London: “made by some of the most 

capital Hands in London” and “sold at the lowest London prices”. In addition to musical 

instruments, Magee sold a selection of sheet music, including church music and books of 

psalmody, Scotch songs, reels, country dances and tuition books and assured the Belfast 

buying public that they “may be supplied with any Article in the Musical Way from 

London at the shortest Notice”.177

It is evident that Magee was much more than a seller of books for he acted as a 

general merchant and also sold articles of haberdashery. These ranged from objects such 

as umbrellas, wax candles and rapee snuff, to perfumes, lotions and pastes, essential for
1 ”70

making one’s toilette. In addition to this Magee acted as a wholesaler of material, 

targeting those in other trades. In 1782 he imported a considerable quantity of blue glazed 

paper, which he offered to linen drapers at the reduced price of two English shillings per

176 Agnew (ed.), The Drennan-McTier Letters 1776-1793, 28. The Ulster Museum holds a copy of a British 
Lottery ticket from William Magee’s Lottery office. The museum number is Zgl4352.
177 BNL, 6-10 Aug. 1773; 20-23 Aug. 1774.
178 BNL, 24-27 Apr. 1781; 18-22 Nov. 1774; 9-12 Apr. 1782.
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quire, cut into stripes for ‘white webs’, as well as selling black and clear marking liquid
1 -7Q

for ‘brown webs’.

The sale of musical instruments by Magee was certainly not common among all 

booksellers, but that he stocked patent medicines was fairy typical of the trade. As 

Feather notes, patent medicines had a very special role in the country book trade and he 

cites various examples of booksellers acting as regional suppliers of items other than 

print to demonstrate that distribution networks established for books and printed material 

were also used for the sale and dissemination of medicine during this time.180 Magee was 

no exception in this regard. Some of the earliest advertisements for medicines occur in
1 O I

1771, but he is likely to have sold these goods much earlier than this. His shop stocked 

various medicines: Dr. Anderson’s genuine Scots Pills (Is. \d. per box); genuine British 

Oil (Is. \d. per bottle); Balsam of Liquorice (3s. 2d. per bottle) and packets of “Pure 

Refined Liquorice” (b'AJ.), recommended as a cure for all and every ailment. He also 

retailed the famous “Dr. James’s Fever Powders” (a packet for 2s. %Vid.). This was one of 

the most common of the patent medicines. It is alleged to have killed Goldsmith, caused 

the insanity of George III, and saved the life of Christopher Smart.182 Magee sold the 

Fever Powders from December 1773 and offered encouragement to those buying 

wholesale: “Good Allowance made to those who buy Quantities”, hinting that his stock 

of medicine and medicinal items was evidently something more substantial than the retail 

of a limited number of linctuses. In September 1778 he advertised a list of almost three

m BNL, 9-12 Apr. 1782.
180 Feather, The Provincial Book Trade in Eighteenth-Century England, 83-84. See also John Alden, “Pills 
and Publishing: Some Notes on the English Book Trade, 1660-1715”, Library, 5th series, 7 (1952), 21-23; 
Munter, The History of the Irish Newspaper, 1685-1760, 5\-52.
181 BNL, 3 Dec. 1771.
182 BNL, 31 Dec. 1773-4 Jan. 1774; Feather, The Provincial Book Trade in Eighteenth-Century England, 
84.

82



dozen medicines.183 That he stocked such a vast amount of medicines may not have been 

entirely a financial necessity. That Magee dealt in patent medicines in such a significant 

way offers further evidence of his business acumen and his desire to generate profits. 

Newberry substantially increased his fortune by his ownership of the Fever Powder from 

1746 onwards and this was a time when patent medicines had the potential to produce 

great wealth.184

His vending of patent medicines saw the Belfast printer establish business 

relations with two prominent London publishers: John Newbery and John Murray. 

Regarding the latter, Magee was appointed licensed agent by Murray in March 1774 for 

the sale of Edinburgh Powders.185 There are ten letters from Murray to the Belfast firm 

and these are significant for being among the few primary sources which delineate 

Magee’s dealings with his book trade contemporaries.186 Moreover, Murray’s letters to 

booksellers throughout Ireland provide one of the richest sources of information about 

aspects of the late eighteenth-century Irish book trade. Writing to Magee’s son John, who 

was at work with his father in Belfast before his move to Dublin around 1776, Murray 

sanctioned the sale and advertisement of the powders to the Magees: “I give you leave to 

advertise the Edinburgh Powder in what you judge a reasonable manner in the Belfast 

paper and hope the success will be answerable”. A later letter reveals he covered the costs

BNL, 1-4 Sept. 1778.
184 Feather, The Provincial Book Trade in Eighteenth-Century England, 84.
185 Murray was responsible for promoting the sale of the Powders, which was a rival to Dr. James’s 
Powder, and it was he who appointed the agents throughout Britain and Ireland. William Zachs, The First 
John Murray and the Late Eighteenth-Century London Book Trade (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1998), 47-48.
186 The John Murray correspondence contains a total of twenty-seven letters to Belfast. Among this number 
includes fourteen letters to Belfast booksellers: ten letters to John Magee (18 Jan. 1774-1 Oct. 1776) and 
four letters to John Hay (18 Jan. 1774-10 Oct. 1776). I am indebted to Warren McDougal for alerting me to 
this archive and Mrs. Virginia Murray for allowing me access.
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of advertising in the News-Letter.m The affable tone set by Murray’s letter soon gave 

way to frustration and disappointment on both sides as trade between the two proved 

unproductive. Less than six months after advertising the Powders, John Magee 

complained to Murray about its slow sale. Murray’s response expressed regret but no 

blame: “I am sorry for its slow sale: but this neither you nor I can help”. Despite 

Magee selling the medicine at a reduced rate - he sold the Powders for 2s. 9V2d., coming 

in under the 2 shillings per packet recommended by Murray (in April 1774) - there 

appeared to be little improvement four months later, by which time Murray was growing 

increasingly anxious. On 30 January 1775 he wrote:

I am concerned to find the Edinb[urgh], Powder move so slow[.] It 

appear[s] too that the Business at Belfast is not remarkable brisk otherwise I 

should have had an order from you. Or have you thrown these into another 

channel.190

Murray’s final letter in October 1776, twenty-one months after trade had been set up, 

called for a settling of the account (a sum of £15 5s. Ad. outstanding) and a return of the 

remainder of the Powders. Murray instructed “instead of giving what remains of the 

Edinburgh Powders to Dr. Apsley [Murray’s personal friend living in Belfast] pray 

forward the same to London by the 1st Vessell [sic] from your part”.191 What had begun 

with smiles and promise concluded with latent hostility on Murray’s behalf, aggrieved 

that trade with the Magee firm had not been more lucrative and suspicious that business

187 John Murray, letter to John Magee, 12 March 1774; letter to John Magee, 20 January 1776, JMA, 
London.
188 John Murray, letter to John Magee, 9 September 1774.
18l> Price advertised in BNL, 16-19 Aug. 1774; John Murray, Letter to Mr Kinlay 28 April 1774.
190 John Murray, letter to John Magee, 30 January 1775.
191 John Murray, letter to John Magee, 1 January 1776.
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had been transacted elsewhere: “But from your silence of late you either want nothing or 

are Inguaged [sic] to another Correspondant [sic]”. The transactions with Murray 

usefully indicate something central about the bookselling business. It operated on the 

basis of profit, dealings had to be remunerative quite quickly and booksellers offering 

items on credit sought to recoup their funds as soon as possible. Trade which did not 

generate sales almost immediately was rarely continued over a long-term period.

The retail of the Edinburgh Powders was not entirely a fruitless venture for it 

allowed the Magee firm to deal with Murray in lottery tickets and other commodities, as 

well as to access and order a number of publications.193 Moreover, during this time 

business was transacted with other London printing firms and those specialising in the 

production of type.194 That the Murray-Magee correspondence deals almost entirely with 

the trade of medicines rather than publications may strike us as odd considering that 

Murray was a highly prominent publisher in eighteenth-century printing. However, it 

indicates the potential for profit in the retail of patent medicines and it sheds light on the 

bookselling business which was more diverse than simply the sale of books and paper.195

The above examples, Magee’s paper publication and papermaking, the sale of 

stationery and miscellaneous goods, the running of lotteries and the taking of 

subscriptions to London and Dublin publications, serve to demonstrate two, not-

192 It was around this time that John moved to set up on his own in Dublin, perhaps offering an explanation 
for his “silence of late” respecting Murray. John Murray, letter to John Magee, 1 January 1776. Pollard 
dates John Magee in the Dublin trade to November 1776, when he was selling lottery tickets at Magee & 
Hope’s office. Pollard, Dictionary of the Members of the Dublin Book Trade 1550-1800, 390.
193 These included William Perry’s The Man of Business, and Gentleman's Assistant (Edinburgh: printed 
for the author, by David Willison, 1774: and sold by J. Murray, London); and Theophilus Lindsey’s The 
Apology of Theophilus Lindsey ... on Resigning the Vicarage of Catterick, Yorkshire (London: Joseph 
Johnson, 1774).
194 See John Murray, letter to John Magee, 30 January 1775.
195 Murray’s dealings with Belfast booksellers were not especially profitable. Worst of all was his trade 
with John Hay, who did not settle his bill in full. John Murray, letters to John Hay, 18 January 1774; and 20 
January 1776.
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unrelated, points. Firstly, they establish the typicality of Magee’s publishing practices, 

which are consistent with the provincial book trade. The second point is that although 

some of these endeavours were rendered necessary because bookselling, particularly 

outside of London, was not commercially profitable, Magee’s decision to try a number of 

these activities, some short-lived and unsuccessful, nevertheless indicates that he was 

seeking profit. To achieve this he took risks, all the while building up a business portfolio 

and developing his business acumen.

Magee’s use of the town’s newspaper demonstrates both this commercial wisdom 

and that he was central to the Belfast book trade. He placed advertisements more than any 

other bookman in the town (there are 637 references to him in the News-Letter), 

indicating that he clearly recognised the importance of advertising and self-promotion but 

also that he had the available funds necessary to cover this expense. Acutely aware that 

he needed to capture the public’s attention and imagination before he secured their 

custom, he issued catalogues, end leaf advertisements, News-Letter adverts and inclusion 

of reviews from the Monthly Review to bolster the sale of a publication which he had 

printed or sold. Indeed, the inclusion of appraisals from the Monthly and Critical Reviews 

was particularly suited to those readers far removed from the metropolis. A letter in the 

Public Advertiser for Thursday, 14 May 1761, signed P.D. and dated from York, asserted 

that:
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You must know, we Country Readers are apt to be guided in the Choice of Books 

and Pamphlets by the Decisions of our Periodical Critics, scarce ever venturing to 

purchase without the Sanction of their Opinion.196 

This is likely to have been the case for the most remote and secluded readers throughout 

the province who must have felt geographically, socially and culturally removed from 

London. Indeed, Magee specifically targeted country customers, those far removed from 

the Belfast area by means of such advertising strategies. Kennedy notes that the issuing 

of catalogues and newspaper advertising was used by booksellers who wished to inform a 

dispersed readership, some of whom may have been unable to visit the bookshops in the 

city.197 An equally important element of his marketing techniques was the composition of 

Magee’s advertisements. He foregrounded the novelty of publications, or that works that 

were “just imported” from London, Scotland or the American colonies. Most of all, he 

sold his firm as a byword for quality, reliability and respectability, with one 

advertisement proudly boasting: “At MAGEE’S may be had every new Publication of 

Merit in Great Britain or Ireland”.198

Despite such advertising strategies, working in a town trade with a low 

population meant low print runs, small-scale publications and the avoidance of high-risk 

practices. Necessary caution involved weighing up the material demands for the 

publication of a work, the extent of potential interest in that work and deliberating its 

commercial feasibility. Magee certainly did take risks; indeed, every printer publishing a

196 Cited in Jan Fergus and Ruth Fortner, “Provincial Subscribers to the Monthly and Critical Reviews, and 
Their Book Purchasing” in O.M. Brack, Jr., (ed.), Writers, Books, and Trade: An Eighteenth-Century 
English Miscellany for William B. Todd, 157.
197 Maire Kennedy, “At the Exchange: The Eighteenth-century Book Trade in Cork” in Charles Benson & 
Siobhan Fitzpatrick (eds.), That Woman!: Studies in Irish Bibliography: a Festschrift for Mary “Paul" 
Pollard, 150.
198 BNL, 3-7 Mar. 1775.
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work was risking the capital invested in the publication. No sale could ever be completely 

assured, nor a readership guaranteed. But while every title printed by Magee was a 

potential gamble, some were greater risks than others. To a greater extent, these risks 

were tempered throughout Magee’s career by the reprinting of works which had sold well 

in London and Dublin. Having a sense of how titles fared in these capitals provided 

Magee with some gauge, however approximate, as to whether it would be commercially 

viable to reprint, or if he should order the publication for retail. This strongly suggests 

Magee’s professional caution and is further corroborated by the size of his publications 

themselves.

Publication Formats

Magee’s publications were produced in smaller formats such as octavo and duodecimo. 

Octavos were usually adopted in the popular market when the bookseller sought to give 

publications a certain distinction, without the expense of the more luxurious quarto 

formats. Duodecimos, as Raven has noted, were the favoured format for popular book 

production throughout the period. Indeed the novel came to be referred to as the ‘twelve’ 

because of its format.199 These smaller formats used by Magee were typical of the Irish 

trade. Irish publications were smaller than the London editions for reasons of paper 

economy and this resulted in cheaper retail prices than their London counterparts.200 

Magee’s formats offered the advantage of requiring less paper than the larger sizes, they 

ensured cheaper retail prices and undoubtedly cultivated the sense of the book as portable

199 James Raven, “The Book Trades” in Isabel Rivers (ed.), Books and their Readers in Eighteenth-Century 
England: New Essays (London & New York: Continuum, 2003), 24, 25; Phillips, Printing and Bookselling 
in Dublin, 1670-1800, 285.
200 Phillips, Printing and Bookselling in Dublin, 1670-1800, 285-286.
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commodity for it could be carried around and read in various environments and 

scenarios.201 These compact sizes, clearly offering a cost advantage to the printer as well 

as the consumer, had important implications for how and where one read.

This is demonstrated best in Magee’s sermon publications. His sermons were, for 

the most part, printed in octavo format, with some examples of duodecimos. Throughout 

his career Magee consistently reprinted sermons by the Scottish Seceding brothers, Ralph 

and Ebenezer Erskine, which he printed in duodecimo format and not in their original 

octavo. The format chosen by Magee possibly indicates that he was marketing these 

texts as pocket book exhortative and devotional works, rather than solely as sermons, 

impacting upon the circumstances and places that these sermons were read. Also, these 

sermons may have been shipped to Scotland, where the smaller format would have 

facilitated transportation, making these texts eminently portable.

If the smaller format sizes were Magee’s preferred choice, quartos were 

infrequently produced. Quartos were traditionally associated with the more prestigious 

expensive London editions. Seven quarto publications in his entire career were printed, 

which is a very minor amount. Two were obituary sermons, one a devotional work, one 

reply from the Presbytery of Armagh, one popular medieval chapbook, one work of 

political poetry, and one work of verse epistle.203 These rare instances in which quarto 

formats were chosen by Magee should be regarded as significant, denoting publications

201 Kennedy, “Reading Print, 1700-1800”, 152.
202 The only exception was Ebenezer Erskine’s A Robbery Committed, and Restitution Made, Both to God 
and Man (Belfast, 1779), which Magee reprinted in octavo.
203 These were A Reply to a Late Anonymous Paper, Entitled, An Answer to the Appeal of the Presbytery in 
Armagh (Samuel Wilson & James Magee, 1744); Alexander Colvill’s Sermon Occasioned by the Death of 
the Late Reverend Mr. Thomas Nevin, Preached at Downpatrick (1745); Isaac Ambrose’s Looking unto 
Jesus: A View of the Everlasting Gospel (1763); The Satyric Muse (1771, not recorded in ESTC); William 
Steel Dickson’s Te Shall Appear with Christ in Glory. ’ A Sermon, Occasioned by the Death of Revd. 
James Armstrong (1780); History of Valentine and Orson (1782) and The Patriot Soldier; Or Irish 
Volunteer (James & William Magee, 1789).
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with some cachet. For example, that Magee chose to print only two obituary sermons in 

quartos, but that seven others were printed in smaller formats, suggests the special esteem 

in which these two ministers were held. These ministers derived from towns (Portaferry 

and Downpatrick) that did not have their own printers throughout the century.204 For 

these places, the publication of a sermon preached in the town on the death of the town 

minister was a noteworthy event, hugely significant, with Magee maximising the sense of 

singularity through issuing the work in quarto.

Magee issued quartos therefore for highly esteemed material and venerable 

subjects and for which he anticipated the market would be willing to pay. Very small 

sizes did also occur among Magee’s publications, being mainly chapbook material, or 

devotional tracts “printed in a very neat small Size, so convenient as to lie in a Pocket- 

Book”.205 Pocket books were particularly profitable publishing ventures in the expanding 

English market of the 1770s, with publishers assuring potential customers of portable 

reading: they could be read at the hairdressers, in the carriage, by the billiards table, or at 

the racecourse.206 This demand was similarly in evidence in Belfast at this time. 

Advertisements in the News-Letter from the 1770s drew attention to the smaller format of 

publications: “The above Book is printed in a neat Pocket Size, and on a small Letter, so

as to contain as much, in Quantity as Books nearly double the Price”, with works being

207“adapted for the pocket”, or “intended as a compleat Pocket Companion”.

204 Downpatrick did not print anything other than sporadic publications, mostly single sheet material, until 
1790 and there is no evidence of Portaferry imprints in the eighteenth century.
205 For example, Some Directions How to Impress Losses, Crosses, and Afflictions was printed by Magee in 
1766 in twentyfourmo format (24mo); its format indicating its use as a pocket meditative book; BNL, 11-15 
Feb. 1774.
206 Raven, Judging New Wealth, 53.
207 BNL, 21-25 Aug. 1778; 6-9 Jan. 1789; 14-17 Mar. 1780.
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Subscription Print Runs

If the formats of his publications were an indication of his professional caution this is 

even more the case with the estimated print runs. Irish editions typically had smaller print 

runs than their English counterparts. Pollard suggests five hundred copies as the press run 

for the average Dublin edition.208 This is echoed in the comments of an anonymous writer 

in the Hibernian Journal in April 1785, who remarked: “in Ireland we seldom exceed 

500 [copies], and are tedious in the sale of them, and of that 500 a few are taken out of 

the kingdom on account of their comparative cheapness”. This same writer remarked of 

Thomas Ewing’s reprint of Johnson’s Dictionary in 1775 that: “the publisher, after 

reducing the price below the half of the English copy, could not find a market in ten years 

for two thousand copies”.209 Titles exceeding a thousand copies were thus far from the 

norm in Ireland.

Magee, as was true of the Irish trade more generally, is likely to have engaged in 

small press runs. Subscription lists make it possible to measure, in very rough terms, the 

size of print runs. He published seven works in total by subscription. These were Jacques 

Benigne Bossuet, Introduction to, or a Short Discourse Concerning, Universal History 

(Magee and Wilson, 1742), subscribed to for eighty-seven copies; John Taylor, The 

Scripture-Doctrine of Original Sin (printed for Hay, 1746), 142 copies; George Coade, A 

Letter to a Clergyman (1747), 346 copies; John Cameron, The Messiah (1768), 911 

copies; William Enfield, Sermons for the Use of Families (1776) 231 copies; Jean- 

Alphonse Turretin, Dissertations on Revealed Religion (1777) 362 copies ordered; and 

The Patriot Soldier; Or, Irish Volunteer (James and William Magee; 1789), 319 copies.

208 Pollard, Dublin's Trade in Books, 119-120.
209 Cited in ibid., 118.
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With the exception of Cameron’s Messiah, which is likely to have had a 

remarkably high press run of almost one thousand copies, Magee’s subscription 

publications did not raise a significant amount of capital for the printing of the work and 

only low numbers of copies were subscribed to. This is consistent with Raven’s 

assessment of the England trade: that subscription publication in the later part of the 

century was associated with the least popular works. To illustrate the point, Magee’s 

first subscription publication was a translation of Bossuet’s Discours sur L’Histoire 

Universelle, printed with Wilson in 1742. Subscription proposals announced that the 

work “shall be printed Page for Page with the London Edition ... and put to Press as soon 

as 150 copies are subscrib’d for”, the price being two British Shillings, one to be paid in 

advance and the remainder at the delivery of the book. McCann posits that 150 advance 

subscriptions of one shilling, even a British shilling, would provide only £7-10-0, which 

was not a great sum, though there was of course the promise of the same amount 

immediately upon publication.211 The publication did not receive 150 advance 

subscriptions. Only fifty-seven individuals subscribed and then for only eighty-seven 

copies. In spite of falling short of the required 150 copies, Magee and Wilson continued 

with the publication of the work. The book was published in 1742, and a reissue the 

following year reproduced the same list. McCann contends that this reissue “points to a 

much greater demand for the book than was evidenced by the number of subscriptions 

taken”."12 Notwithstanding this subsequent demand for the work, Magee’s print runs for

210

211

212

Raven, Judging New Wealth, 56.
McCann, “The Distribution of Books from Belfast: The Evidence of Subscription Lists”, 79-80. 
Ibid, 85.
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subscription publications denote that he fell short of the Dublin average of 500 copies for

213a press run and that he was lagging behind the printers in the Irish capital.-

Magee used subscription publication like any other bookman as a means of 

financing the work without tying up the capital, while at the same time the response to 

proposals gave a useful indication of the level of interest.214 A small number of copies 

was always available to those who did not subscribe. Surprisingly, Magee utilised 

subscription publication not for the printing of native works but rather for reprinted 

material. Cameron’s multi-volume devotional work, The Messiah and the political poem, 

The Patriot Soldier were the only examples of first-time printings published by 

subscription. Lennon makes the persuasive point that printing by subscription was a safe 

way of financing a publication venture, especially when the market had been tested by 

the appearance of an English edition of a book. This situates Magee’s subscription 

publication of reprint material, especially those reprints of London editions, within this 

pattern for the Irish book trade.

Joint Publications

Engaging in joint publications was a further means by which Magee demonstrated 

professional caution, as it allowed him to spread the costs with other bookmen.216 This 

occurred particularly in his early career. Magee was not performing anything novel or

213 In the London trade a standard edition for a non-subscription novel appears to have been about 800. 
Editions over one thousand copies were only produced for the most popular authors or books. Raven, 
Judging New Wealth, 36.
214 Pollard, Dublin's Trade in Books, 118.
215 Lennon, “The Print Trade, 1700-1800”, 84.
216 John Taylor, The Scripture-Doctrine of Original Sin (printed by Magee for John Hay, 1746); George 
Lyttelton, Observations on the Conversion and Apostleship of St. Paul (Blow, Hay & Magee, 1747); 
Gilbert Kennedy, The Great Blessing of Peace and Truth in Our Days (Blow, Hay & Magee, 1749); James 
Moody, A Sermon Occasioned by the Death of the Reverend Mr. George Lang (Wilson & Magee, 1751).
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unusual by means of such collaborations. Bookmen frequently joined with others, 

enlisting friends and contemporaries working in the same town or city, or utilising 

contacts beyond this to issue joint publications or conger works. It offered the advantage 

of freeing up capital that could be invested in other publishing or even non-publishing 

projects. This means of publishing was of particular importance for the London trade as 

the price of copy was expensive. For the Irish trade, which, for the most part, did not pay 

the price of copy, congers were nonetheless a means of spreading the costs involved in 

publishing a work, including overheads such as paper, ink, type, printer’s wages and 

advertisements.

Bookmen in Belfast, as anywhere else, were always looking for ways to save 

money, thereby explaining Magee’s collaborative ventures with his contemporaries. For 

example, a third edition of John Taylor’s The Scripture-Doctrine of Original Sin was 

printed by Magee for John Hay in 1746. Even with the money from subscribers Hay 

found it necessary to involve Magee in its printing. This suggests that Hay did not have

717the resources to produce the printing of the text.

Magee’s joint publications with Hay and Blow in the 1740 period are the earliest 

collaborative ventures following Magee’s establishment on his own. Having been in 

partnership with Wilson where the costs were shared between the two, it is not surprising 

that within a two year period Magee should turn to ventures which allowed him to issue 

publications with others while only having to cover a fraction of the costs. This mutually 

beneficial practice was undoubtedly as attractive for Hay and Blow as for Magee. 

Together they printed a devotional tract that was a London reprint and a local sermon:

217 It is likely that Hay seldom operated in a printing capacity for he worked in various publishing 
arrangements with other Belfast booksellers and printers suggesting that he put forward the capital for the 
printing of this material.
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George Lyttelton’s Observations on the Conversion and Apostleship of St. Paul (1747) 

and Gilbert Kennedy’s The Great Blessing of Peace and Truth in our Days (1749).

Magee worked with Hay intermittently throughout his career with imprints and 

advertisements attesting to their joint sale and throughout the early 1770 period to titles 

which they had jointly ‘published’. It is likely however that the term ‘published’ was 

used to indicate the sale of an item by Magee and Hay and not that they had been 

responsible for the printing of a work."18 Also, Magee worked with Margaret Hart, a 

bookseller in Downpatrick who retailed his publications from 1782, but who in 1783 was 

involved in joint ‘publishing’ ventures with him. While it was the case that congers 

and partnerships were a means of raising capital for large, lengthy and expensive 

projects, in the Belfast trade these collaborations, being neither lengthy nor multi-edition 

works, suggest that bookmen in the town particularly lacked capital. This also suggests 

the high level of professional caution that existed in the Belfast trade and hints at the 

greater risks that were involved in the publication of a work in a small town compared 

with the established printing centres of Dublin or London.

Conclusions

Magee’s status as a ‘provincial’ printer is suggested by his corpus of publications, 

comprising mainly reprinted editions. His embracing of all kinds of material 

demonstrated that publication choices were motivated by a desire to appeal to every 

potential reader, a need compounded by the smallness of the town. Working within a

218 See A Note on Terms: printer, publisher, bookseller for details.
219 BNL, 21-15 Mar. 1783. I suspect that Magee printed these titles and Hart was involved in retail. See A 
Note on Terms: printer, publisher, bookseller for details.
220 Brewer, The Pleasures of the Imagination, 135.
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trade that was confined to a very small number of family firms, Magee can be seen as a 

small-scale printer. His print runs were small, his publications themselves were mostly 

reprints and were executed in small formats, with Magee avoiding the more expensive 

editions. His works were usually plain in appearance with minimal ornamentation and in 

those cases where woodcuts were applied, these were crudely executed. Moreover, his 

publications did not place exorbitant demands on paper, ink and type. Genres that were 

popular in his corpus were sermons, pamphlets and plays, which were usually under 

forty-eight pages in length.

Unlike a London printer, Magee had to exercise professional caution because of a 

lack of capital. The dealings with John Murray serve as an important reminder of how 

unproductive trade was with Belfast and how business was slow. This caution respecting 

his trade practices however can be read as shrewdness on Magee’s behalf, allowing him 

the ability to gauge the market, to estimate interest and to make judgements about the 

commercial potential of titles. This caution need not automatically be regarded 

pejoratively since it was cultivated through business mistakes and unsuccessful ventures, 

such as his involvement in papermaking and newspaper publication which were both 

short-lived. This intimate knowledge of the trade in which he worked, the needs and 

tastes of his customers and the practicality, indeed, viability of performing certain tasks 

was developed through both success and failure. Those instances in which he took a risk, 

say for example first-time printings, were all the more notable given his status as a small 

town printer.

His diversification into various related areas of the bookselling business such as 

newspaper production and retail of goods suggests that, like most town printers, printing
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was not commercially lucrative enough on its own to sustain a career or raise significant 

revenue. Those at trade in the thriving London industry were able to afford the substantial 

price of copy and engage in expensive editions of works, but printers in the provinces 

worked under a shortage of ready capital and publications subsequently had to be 

practical to produce and with conspicuous commercial potential. As a result, 

supplementary activities, other than the sale of books, were adopted in order to generate 

other sources of revenue. Ancillary practices that had the potential to be lucrative, such as 

the sale of medicines and stationery as two prominent examples, were adopted in an 

effort to augment the printer’s salary. Finnegan notes that reliance on these areas such as 

stationery to supplement income from book production, jobbing work and also 

involvement in local newspaper production, all of which Magee made use of throughout 

his career, indicates the status of printing within the provinces. Magee’s career 

therefore may appear to suggest that he was a provincial printer and that his business 

exhibited the hallmarks of the provincial bookman.

If Magee can be regarded as a typically provincial printer it is Belfast’s provincial 

status and, in particular, that of its print trade that creates Magee’s provincialism. The 

town trade in which Magee worked dictated the terms and scope of his business. He was 

at work in a trade in which printing was in its infancy and where printing on its own 

would not have been profitable enough to sustain him. As an Irish printer Magee could 

reprint texts without having to buy a share in copyright. However being located in the 

Irish trade created problems. From its commencement, Irish printing lagged behind the 

innovations and advances occurring elsewhere: the first book printed in Ireland using 

movable type was produced on a printing press in Dublin in 1551, whereas most 

221 Finnegan, “Georgian Drogheda and the Printed Word”, 40.
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countries on the fringe of Europe had adopted printing as a technique half a century

,• 222earlier.

The sheer size of Belfast printing when set against the metropolis is one 

unmistakable indication of its ‘provinciality’. London was the nexus of the book trade in 

the eighteenth century. London printing was central because of its magnitude, the extent 

of its commercial enterprises, control of copyright and number of original publications. 

London housed scores of bookmen: printers, publishers, trade publishers, booksellers, 

bookbinders, engravers, book illustrators. It was in the streets of Paternoster Row and 

Grub Street that new authors were published and printed works issued. Herein beat the 

heart of the trade. In Belfast all of the main associates in the town’s book trade operated 

from a single lane - Bridge Street: James Magee (1735-91), John Hay (1735-59), Francis 

Joy, (1737-48), Henry and Robert Joy (1747-some point before 1765) and John Potts 

(1739). This concentration of printing in Bridge Street in Belfast for the greater part of 

the century illustrates the comparative smallness of the Belfast trade in comparison with 

London’s bustling bookselling districts. When set against that of the metropolis, Belfast 

printing was insignificant, but it was also secondary to Dublin printing. Belfast printing 

therefore occupied a doubly subordinate position. Compare the estimate of fifty Belfast 

bookmen to the 2190 bookmen working in Dublin printing between 1550 and 1800 and 

one gains an appropriate sense of just how small Belfast printing was.223 Located in a 

small street, which housed the entire trade for the most part of the century, Belfast

222 Gillespie, Reading Ireland: Print, Reading and Social Change in Early Modern Ireland, 55.
223 Thirty-four bookmen have been identified as working in the Belfast trade, but the number is more likely 
to be closer to fifty. The size of the Dublin trade is indicated in Pollard, Dictionary of the Members of the 
Dublin Book Trade 1550-1800, ix.
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printing emerged from very humble beginnings. It was small-scale by Dublin standards 

and miniscule by those of London.

The Dublin trade also had a guild for its booksellers but Belfast did not. The 

Belfast trade throughout the century saw little need to consolidate all of its members into 

a trade organisation, as was the practice for printing in the more significant centres such 

as London and Dublin. The Stationers’ Company, which was granted its royal charter in 

1557, was the trade guild for the London book trade and its members exerted great power 

over London printing.224 If the London book trade was powerful and formidable, in 

contradistinction, its Irish counterpart, the Guild of St. Luke the Evangelist, appeared 

parochial and unsophisticated. Firstly, the Guild (established in 1670 and applying only 

to the Dublin trade) was not exclusively a Stationers’ Company for it was a composite 

one, consisting of different trades and crafts. It comprised three groups of tradesmen that 

were in no way allied and stationers only became the dominant grouping eighty years into 

the organisation’s existence.225 Moreover, the supervision of the Guild appears less 

stringent than its London counterpart. It had little power to enforce decisions or made 

little effort to do so.226 By the end of the century the Guild had become more a social club 

than a trade union and was utilised by those ambitious for power through the 

Corporation’s Common’s Council and Board of Aldermen. The Belfast book trade

224 The Company ruled the London trade because it placed limitations on how many bookmen were allowed 
to work and because of its copyright shares and its ownership of the English stock - a royal patent which 
gave the Company the monopoly rights to publish almanacs, ABCs, catechisms, psalters and schoolbooks. 
In effect all printing and bookselling in England was controlled by the hundred-odd men who made up the 
Stationers’ Company at the time of its incorporation. Colin Clair, A History of Printing in Britain, (London: 
Cassell & Co., 1965), 108.
225 The trades were the Faculty of Cutlers, the Faculty of Painter-Stationers and the Faculty of Stationers. 
Phillips, Printing and Bookselling in Dublin, 1670-1800, xiii.
226 Munter, Dictionary of the Print Trade in Ireland 1550-1775, 5; see also, Phillips, Printing and 
Bookselling in Dublin, 1670-1800, 3-25.
227 Mary Pollard, “George Faulkner”, Swift Studies: The Annual of the Ehrenpresis Center, 1 (1992), 79.
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however lacked an organisation at all. Put simply, there were insufficient numbers to 

warrant a trade company in the vein of London and Dublin.

The output of the presses in the town also suggests Belfast’s minor position in 

terms of the overall trade. The publications were generally produced on poor quality 

paper, styled in small, uncomplicated formats, almost completely lacking illustration and 

with little ornamentation. The number of publications printed each year suggests also the 

smallness of the Belfast trade. A statistical analysis of the English Short Title Catalogue - 

accessed in March 2007 - indicates that Belfast published less than 0.5% of the printed 

output of London.228 Moreover Belfast printing may have had a yearly average of 7.4 

titles throughout the century, but the reality was that there were high-yielding years and 

periods of drought. Indeed, there were ten years in which Belfast printers did not produce 

a single printed item, albeit this was in the early years of print production: 1695-1696, 

1701, 1704-1705, 1708-1709, 1712, 1719 and 173 3.229

The ‘provincialism’ of the Belfast print trade was undoubtedly largely due to the 

minor status of the town. The town was small and the church was practically the only 

local institution which provided native material for printers. Magee’s corpus of 

publications demonstrates this by his printing of sermons, tracts and works of theological 

controversy that were authored by local ministers. Outside of this however, other 

institutions offered little material for Belfast printers. Corporation politics of the town has 

left little impression on the existing Belfast printed material: there is not one single 

Magee publication that deals with the Belfast Corporation. This is remarkable since

228 At this time ESTC records that 785 titles were produced in the town 1694-1800, which averages a yearly 
output of 7.4 publications. While for the same years the Dublin trade produced a yearly average of 219.8 
titles and the London trade some 1971.5 titles. All subsequent references to ESTC were consulted at this 
same date.
229 This information was ascertained using ESTC.
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Belfast’s first printer (Neill) was invited at the behest of the town sovereign. 

Furthermore, it is especially surprising since government at all levels became cognisant 

of the growing importance of print with Gillespie contending that in the seventeenth 

century government resorted to print more frequently, increasing print runs for 

proclamations and also subsidising the printed word on some occasions to ensure it made 

maximum impact. There is certainly little evidence of government publication in 

eighteenth-century Belfast printing. That every single appointment of the King’s Printer 

in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries was conferred upon printers only in Dublin 

meant that printers in Belfast were not permitted the right to print acts of Parliament, 

Bibles and various catechetical works, which may explain the absence of government- 

related material in the town.

The ‘provinciality’ of the town, which had repercussions on the size, scope and 

capabilities of the town’s book trade, is arguably best demonstrated by its subordination 

to London. As a small town, Belfast was governed by the influence of the capital. It 

constantly turned to London, seeking to imitate its sophistication of manners and 

fashions, its grandeur in architecture and its trendsetting literary tastes and customs. 

Borsay captures this sense of London as a source of innovation, exerting a powerful 

impact on non-metropolitan society:

In 1761 The Annual Register declared that ‘the several great cities, and we may 

add several poor country towns, seem to be universally inspired with becoming 

the little Londons of the part of the kingdom wherein they are situated’; six years 

later John Trusler claimed that ‘the several great cities and large towns of this 

island catch the manners of the metropolis ... the notions of splendour that prevail 

230 Gillespie, “The Circulation of Print in Seventeenth-Century Ireland”, 46.
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in the Capital are eagerly adopted’; and in 1808 Richard Warner proclaimed

231London ‘the central point where arts originate, and from whence they ramify’. 

Belfast was no exception in this regard. A visitor to Belfast at the close of the 1780s 

remarked that it had an ‘“English look,’ being, except for a few cabins built of brick, ‘full 

of inhabitants who seem busy and are all wealthy’”. English fashions and style were a la 

mode and attempts were even made to downplay any Irish brogue in favour of a less 

provincial accent. This was undoubtedly related to Belfast’s position as a province, 

dependent on the centre for information and instruction and leading many to feel self- 

conscious about almost every aspect of its regional culture. Kugler comments that this 

was the collective experience of the provincial whose “language was different, or at very 

least his dialect and pronunciation, requiring him to master a foreign tongue in order to

711communicate and participate in the enlightened culture of the metropolis”.

The impact of London on the town consequently was immense. The Belfast News- 

Letter often read like a local advertisement periodical with the latest news reprinted from 

London newspapers. Aside from cribbing information and developments from London 

papers, merchants and traders in the town broadcast their most recent wares which were 

‘just imported from London’. Incontrovertibly, London constituted the hallmark of 

sophistication. In terms of literature, London editions of texts were prestigious products 

carrying considerable cachet and representing the high point of publishing. Printers in the 

town sought to replicate, or, at the very least, tap into that eminence with subscription 

publications announcing: “The Work shall be printed Page for Page with the London

Borsay, “London, 1660-1800: A Distinctive Culture?”, 173-174.
232 McDowell, Ireland in the Age of Imperialism and Revolution, 1760-1801, 36, 146.
233 Kugler, “Provincial Intellectuals: Identity, Patriotism, and Enlightened Peripheries”, 164-165.
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Edition” and “Printed verbatim from latest London Folio Edition”, although not, 

significantly, at its pricing.234

Magee and other booksellers in the town stocked the latest novel, play and 

periodical from London, either subscribing to the latest London edition or reprinting the 

text themselves. Indeed, advertisements in the News-Letter would draw attention to the 

popularity of the London edition of a work in order to bolster sales of the reprinted Irish 

edition. For example, John Hay Junior selling a Dublin reprint of Gibbon’s History of the 

Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire (1776) announced that “The London Edition of 

the ... Work, Price one Guinea was sold off in three Days”. Such was the influence of 

London upon the town that one essayist declared at the end of the century that Irishmen 

were so dominated by England “in everything, taste as well as politics, that they seem 

absolutely afraid to give the stamp of approbation to anything in the first instance and 

hesitate whether it has merit or not until they see an English review”.236

This is demonstrated best by the plays staged in the theatre in Belfast, which were 

the latest London successes or perennial favourites in Drury Lane. Greene notes that 

aside from the rare original composition by a local playwright, Belfast audiences 

generally were content to watch the plays that were popular elsewhere, comprising a 

repertory of tried-and-true stock plays, including stalwarts such as Shakespeare, 

interspersed occasionally with new pieces that had recently been successful in Dublin and 

London. There was some local theatre material but this was scarce. This original, 

native material included The Humours of Belfast, a two act ballad farce (1766) or Dr.

BNL, 14-17 Mar. 1775; 14-17 Feb. 1775.
^ BNL, 9-13 Aug. 1776; Edward Gibbon, The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire 
(Dublin: printed for William Railhead (successor to A. Leathley), 1776).
236 Cited in McDowell, Ireland in the Age of Imperialism and Revolution, 1760-1801, 146.
237 Greene, Theatre in Belfast, 1736-1800, 35, 36.
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Maryats’ comic opera Love in a Bog (1772). None of this was published or is known to 

have been performed outside of Belfast. Magee, as the chief printer of plays in Belfast, 

did not publish this local material. This suggests its lack of commercial appeal and that 

for the readers in Belfast, London stood as the centre of foremost influence. Even while 

towns such as Cork and Newry looked to the Dublin stage, Belfast looked to its London

239counterpart.

Plays printed in Belfast confirm the importance of London as a cultural centre: 

imprints assured readers that the text they were reading was the same as that seen by a 

London audience. The London performance, actors and company were noted, even if 

Magee was selling a play to coincide with its performance in the town by a non-London 

troupe. Belfast readers were interested in the London premiere of a work and plays 

printed in the town tapped into that demand.240

Sensing its own insignificance when compared to the dominant metropolis, 

Belfast for the greater part of the century imitated the practices and fashions of London. 

This can be seen in the sale of the latest London publication and the reprinting of London 

editions of texts. The lack of revenue moreover resulted in few original publications and 

compounded the fact that it was less risky financially for Belfast printers such as Magee 

to reprint material that had proven popular in London and would be likely to ensure

238 Clark has argued, counter to Greene, that the Belfast theatre produced “a not inconsiderable body of 
original dramatic entertainment”. Greene, Theatre in Belfast 1736-1800, 67; Clark cited in Byrne, The 
Stage in Ulster from the Eighteenth Century, 2.
239 Byrne, The Stage in Ulster from the Eighteenth Century, 1.
240 For example, Magee reprinted Douglas by Home in 1758. His reprint was complete with a list of the 
dramatis personae of actors who performed the various characters in London, in Edinburgh, and in Dublin. 
That Magee’s Belfast reprint of the play did not allude to the company of actors (Sherriffe’s company) who 
staged the play in the town on 21 February nullified the Belfast performance as minor and subsidiary to 
Drury Lane, Smock Alley and the Canongate theatre (Edinburgh). John Home, Douglas: A Tragedy 
(Belfast: James Magee, 1757); Greene, Theatre in Belfast, 1736-1800, 65.
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commercial success in the town. This may suggest that bookmen such as Magee in their 

business endeavours were cautious because of their ‘provincial’ status. It is true that, 

unlike a London printer, Magee had to exercise professional caution because of a lack of 

capital and the lack of available capital was a result of the smallness of the town and its 

provincial book trade. Trade was not always highly profitable in the town. Moreover 

because of its small-scale status there were limited options for bookmen of the town. 

Expensive projects or large-scale undertakings were generally not entertained and they 

were all the more unfeasible without available capital. This being so, Magee worked 

within the narrow constraints of the Belfast book trade. He printed popular material for 

which sales would be assured and he embarked upon practices that were necessary to 

generate revenue and to supplement the main business of printing. However, he pushed 

beyond the restrictive boundaries of the trade at which he was at work and those 

instances in which he took risks were all the more noteworthy because of his 

‘provinciality’.

This chapter has demonstrated that Magee was undeniably a provincial printer in 

so much as the development of his career was inevitably shaped by working in the 

provinces. His trade was defined by his location in a small town removed from London. 

But also the more critical and negative understating of ‘provincial’ may be also applied 

here to Magee, particularly in the case of his early career. His involvement in 

collaborations with contemporaries, short-lived ventures such as papermaking and his 

unsuccessful attempt at newspaper production clearly suggests that Magee was struggling 

to make a profit. His trade in these early years was far from productive and Magee was 

forced to branch out into other areas, for example in his sale of stationery, to secure his
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business. In Magee’s later career however the picture is dramatically different and his 

trade resists the pejorative designation of a ‘provincial’ printer. Throughout this time he 

may have been at work in the provinces but he proved himself to be far from ‘provincial’.

The remaining two chapters will focus on Magee’s publications over the ten year 

period 1771-1781 and will argue that Magee was not a typical ‘provincial’ printer who 

occupied a peripheral position within the trade and engaged only in commercially risk

free ventures. These chapters will counter the potentially derogative sense of the term 

provincial to demonstrate that Magee was not a simple and trivial town printer. In this 

decade the Belfast printer engaged in original publications; he printed 148 titles, among 

the most prolific of his career. Of this number thirty-seven titles were first-time printings, 

which is not an inconsiderable sum for a printer working in the provinces.241

It was during the 1770s, throughout the deteriorating relations between England 

and the American colonies, that Magee began taking more risks with his publications. 

During this time he began to produce material that was not simply the latest reprint from 

London. Magee reprinted American texts and signified in his imprints that his 

publications were reprinted from important American centres such as Philadelphia. In 

associating Belfast with this American city which was growing in power, prosperity, and 

cosmopolitanism and was fast becoming a significant print centre, Magee was connecting 

Belfast and indeed Belfast printing with a political centre that was challenging the 

primacy of London. Magee’s reprinting of American texts, in addition to his publication

241 See Appendix 5: Magee’s First-Time Publications, 1771-1781.
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of original material, suggests the growing output of the provincial presses and reflects 

upon the developing confidence of Belfast’s print trade.
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Chapter two

Magee’s American Material 1775-1778: looking beyond London

The next two chapters focus on Magee’s publications in the decade 1771-1781. These 

were the most productive years of Magee’s career during which he grew in confidence.24' 

His publications included reprints from a number of printing centres, including London. 

Dublin and Philadelphia. However, there was a marked increase in first-time printings: 

one quarter of his publications in this period were first-time printings. Magee engaged in 

joint publishing ventures with other bookmen at this time, he printed novels and was 

actively engaged in meeting reader demand by his publications. Political material 

featured prominently in his corpus during this decade and Magee became bolder through 

competing with the Dublin trade and by printing polemical and controversial texts. 

Indeed, his texts were part of the literature of radicalised Dissent that influenced Ulster 

Dissenters to become involved in mainstream politics such as the Volunteer movement 

and which laid the groundwork for the powerful political consciousness and activity of 

the 1790s.

At this time Belfast was fast becoming an enlightened centre, which was, in no 

small part, owing to the town’s print culture and book production. In this ten year period, 

not only did Magee’s publications grow in significance, but Belfast printing also came to 

occupy a more prominent and important role in terms of the Irish trade. Belfast printing 

was becoming increasingly vibrant and some of the most exciting developments

242 During this period Magee printed 148 titles. These include ninety reprints, thirty-seven first-time 
printings and twenty-one texts whose publication history I have been unable to ascertain, but these are also 
likely to be reprints.
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occurring within the town trade were taking place at this time. The most central 

development was the discernible confidence exhibited by printers such as Magee. This 

confidence was manifested in the Amencan texts that he printed, signifying a moment of 

major transition in Magee’s career. His relationship with London became fractured as 

Magee looked beyond the metropolis to print centres in the American colonies at a time 

when provincial printing, including Belfast printing, was rising in influence and power. 

Consequently, this chapter deals with three connections of interest: the relationship 

between Belfast and London printing, Belfast and Philadelphia printing, and Belfast and 

Dublin printing. This chapter delineates the balance of power between these printing 

centres and examines how this power was subtly changing in tandem with Belfast’s new 

connections with Philadelphia.

During the years 1771-1778 Magee published fifteen publications that dealt with 

the highly topical subject of the deteriorating relations between the American colonies 

and England. Throughout 1775-1778 Magee was the chief printer and supplier of 

American political material in the town. These American publications included political 

letters, tracts, sermons and also maps relating to the American situation. The first of these 

publications occurred in 1771, but it was the outbreak of war in 1775 which essentially 

stimulated demand in Belfast for printed matter relating to the conflict. Seven key texts 

can be confirmed as having been printed by Magee. These are Thomas Coombe’s Sermon 

Preached before the Congregations of Christ Church and St. Peter’s Philadelphia on 

Thursday, July 20, 1775 (1775); William Pitt’s Speech on the 2(fh of January 1775 

(1775); Abbe Raynal’s Sentiments of a Foreigner, on the Disputes of Great-Britain with 

America (1775); Caleb Evans’ British Constitutional Liberty. A Sermon, Preached in

109



Broad-mead, Bristol, November 5, 1775 (1776); William Smith’s Oration in Memory of 

General Montgomery, and of the Officers and Soldiers, who Fell with him, December 31, 

1775 (1776); William Steel Dickson’s collection of Sermons (1778?); and John Wesley’s 

Compassionate Address to the Inhabitants of Ireland (1778). With the exception of one 

polemical piece by Raynal, all of these were works of public address (three sermons, one 

oration, one parliamentary speech and one epistolary address).

These texts formed part of the American Revolutionary debates occurring at this 

time in which the sense of interest and anxiety generated by the rupturing of Anglo- 

American relations and the outbreak of war was felt especially keenly in the town of 

Belfast. This chapter deals with texts which we can be certain that Magee printed. The 

English Short Title Catalogue does not reveal the complete picture, for advertisements 

placed by Magee in the town newspaper show that he was engaged in the publication and 

sale of more texts of American material than extant Magee imprints reveal. Using the 

Belfast News-Letter and Anderson’s Catalogue of Early Printed Books (1890-1902), 

there are eight further works relating to the political situation with the American colonies 

which Magee is presented as having ‘published’.243

243 Edmund Burke’s Letter to the Sheriff of Bristol on Affairs of America (1771), Thomas Hutchinson’s The 
Letters of Governor Hutchinson, and Lieutenant-Governor Oliver (1774), Burke’s The History of American 
Taxation from the Year 1763, to the End of the Last Session (1774), a map of Boston (1775), a map of 
North America with geographical description (1775), The Authenticated Charters of All the British 
Colonies in North-America (1776), A Concise Historical Account of All the British Colonies in North 
America (1776) and Abbe RaynaTs Philosophical and Political History of the British Settlements and 
Trade in North-America (1776). None of these eight publications can be confirmed as having being printed 
by Magee; they are not recorded in English Short Title Catalogue, no extant copies exist that bear Magee’s 
name on the imprint and there is some ambiguity about whether Magee ‘published’ these works in the 
sense of acting as a retailer of the material or that he was responsible for their financing and printing. Just 
as in the case of those novels that he was engaged in ‘publishing’ and where no extant copies exist, it is 
difficult to establish what Magee’s role exactly was in the publication process. As a result, this chapter will 
deal only with those seven texts whose imprints acknowledge Magee as printer and will subsequently focus 
on the period 1775-1778. BNL, 3-6 May 1774; 3-7 Mar. 1775; 29 Aug.-l Sept. 1775; 5-8 Mar. 1776; 8-12 
Mar. 1776; 30 Aug.-3 Sept. 1776. Anderson has recorded a number of the above works as having been 
printed by Magee. This may be accounted for if he made use of the BNL, which I suspect was the case.

110



Magee’s reprints of American political material throughout this time demonstrate 

that he was taking advantage of contemporaneous material and contentious texts and 

authors. He was also a significant retailer of this material, for he sold pamphlets and 

tracts relating to the dispute that had been printed in England, Ireland and in America. 

Both by his printing and retail of this material, Magee was undeniably the foremost 

source of American political texts in the town.

His American publications were not simply the latest reprinted editions from 

London - which the previous chapter suggested was characteristic of Magee’s corpus of 

works and the Irish trade in general - but included material that had been originally 

published outside of the metropolis. Three of the texts were Philadelphia reprinted 

editions (the titles by Coombe, Smith and Raynal), which were the culmination of 

Magee’s involvement in the colonial book trade. The remainder included one London 

reprint (Pitt), one Bristol reprint (Evans), and two first-time printings (Dickson and 

Wesley). These publications are significant for two reasons. Firstly, in this period we 

witness the Belfast bookman making the transition between exclusively reprinting 

London editions of texts to reprinting American publications. His publications 

subsequently indicate the growing importance of printing outside of London, especially 

places such as Philadelphia, where printing was becoming increasingly vibrant. Secondly, 

Magee’s printing of American material signifies his confidence as a printer, which is 

evidenced by his printing works of polemic and the move towards more original 

publications. In printing original publications relating to the American situation, we can

BNL advertisements declare titles to have been ‘published’ by Magee, which Anderson may have 
interpreted as proof that Magee printed them. John Anderson, Catalogue of Early Belfast Printed Books: 
1694 to 1830. Second Supplement to the Third Edition, Catalogue (Belfast: Me Caw, Stevenson & Orr, 
1902), 12, 15, 16.
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see the impact the American Revolution had on a Belfast audience. It also demonstrates 

that Magee was willing to take risks at this time with more contentious material.

Belfast and America: connections with Philadelphia printing

Magee’s position as the chief Belfast supplier and printer of American printed matter 

owed much to the political sympathies of the town, a town which was supportive of the 

American colonies. The interest generated in the town by the conflict resulted in the 

American crisis becoming a dominant issue in the political arena, but also, in the church 

pulpit, and in commercial circles too. The war was regarded as “shocking to Humanity” 

and “ruinous to our Interests”.244 Ministers condemned the outbreak of the war and, 

especially among traders, there was deep uneasiness as to its effects on commerce. 

William Steel Dickson in a fast-day sermon at Ballyhalbert in December 1776 bemoaned: 

“If America support her Independence, Commerce must be arrested in her Channel, and, 

under the prodigious Expence of a fruitless Attempt to conquer, we must inevitably 

sink”.245 The repercussions of the political situation, specifically its impact on the local 

economy, caused palpable disquiet.

In November 1775 Belfast merchants and traders offered a petition to the King in 

which they expressed a desire for the cessation of civil conflict with America and a 

subsequent restoration of trade. The King had declared the colonies closed to all 

commerce, leading the colonies to boycott British and Irish goods, which in turn moved

244 William Steel Dickson, Sermons on the Following Subjects. I. The Advantages of National Repentance. 
II. The Ruinous Effects of Civil War. III. The Coming of the Son of Man. IV. The Hope of Meeting, 
Knowing, and Rejoicing with Virtuous Friends, in a Future World (Belfast: James Magee, 1778?), 44.
245 Ibid., 19.
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Belfast traders to entreat George III to restore good relations with the colonies and 

thereby ensure the resumption of trade. The address lamented “the injury done to our 

staple manufacture, by the cessation of all intercourse with America” and warned that 

“the danger with which the remains of it are threatened, we conceive to be truly grievous 

and alarming”. The petition, which was printed in the final issue of the News-Letter for 

the year ending 1775, had been presented to the Lord Lieutenant.246 It contained a list of 

almost two hundred and fifty names, including Magee, his son John, and other printers 

such as Henry Joy and Daniel Blow, but also, as McDowell has identified, included the 

names of over half a dozen of those who were to be conspicuous liberals in the 

nineties.247 That we should find Magee’s name as a signatory of the petition is not 

surprising: the deterioration in relations with America had significant implications for 

merchants and traders in the exportation of Irish goods such as linen, flaxseed, and butter 

to the colonies, but also must have caused disruption to any dealings between Irish and 

American bookmen. As a result of these boycotts there were calls from Irish ports 

urging reconciliation. Throughout 1775 there was a flurry of Irish petitions to the British 

Parliament bewailing the “‘alarming and ruinous consequences’ that must inevitably 

attend the trade of Ireland if a solution to the differences [is] not immediately found”.249 

The Belfast entreaty therefore was part of a national campaign directed by Irish 

merchants lobbying for an end to hostilities.

If Ireland was concerned about how events would unfurl and the consequences for 

trade, it was equally supportive of the colonies and critical of the manner in which they

246 BNL, 29 Dec. 1775-2 Jan. 1776.
247 McDowell, Ireland in the Age of Imperialism and Revolution, 1760-1801, 242.
248 Thomas M. Truxes, Irish-American Trade, 1660-1783 (Cambridge & New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 1988), 236.
249 Cited in ibid., 237.
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had been treated by England. Lord Midleton, a young Irish peer closely connected with 

the English opposition, wrote from Cork, “we are all Americans here except such as are 

attached securely to the castle or are papists”.250 United by ties of sentiment, sharing 

constitutional grievances and objectives and bound by commerce, Ireland inevitably 

came to support the colonial cause. This was especially the case in the north of Ireland 

in which high levels of emigration to the new world gave further resonance to the 

outbreak of war.2^2 Belfast, as the centre of the Presbyterian community in Ireland, was 

especially likely to sympathise with the American colonists. Dissenters were, as Bradley 

has asserted, “friends of America and advocates of parliamentary reform, but while they 

were ‘radical’ ... the majority were neither levellers, nor republicans”. Their 

opposition to unjust or oppressive statutes, deriving from their own experience of penal 

legislation, made them sensitive to the colonists’ complaints concerning their lack of 

political voice. At the heart of Dissenting ideology was the pursuit of justice, which 

throughout the American conflict led Dissenters to be critical of the government. 

Dissenting ministers taught their congregations that the appropriate response to the 

government’s colonial policy was to resist established authority. This emphasis on the 

duty of political resistance saw Dissenters challenge government policy. However few 

explicitly defended the concept of colonial independence.254

250 Cited in McDowell, Ireland in the Age of Imperialism and Revolution, 1760-1801, 241.
251 For an analysis of how the Revolution was received among the various Irish denominational groups, see 
Vincent Morley, Irish Opinion and the American Revolution, 1760-1783 (Cambridge & New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2002).
2:12 The popularity of emigration at this time is reflected in the sale of emigration manuals in the town. For 
example, see BNL, 8-11 Feb. 1774.
253 James E. Bradley, Religion, Revolution, and English Radicalism: Nonconformity in Eighteenth-Century 
Politics and Society (Cambridge & New York: Cambridge University Press, 1990), 7.
254 Ibid., 154.
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Similarly, Dissenters throughout the north of Ireland naturally gravitated towards 

supporting their colonial counterparts. William Campbell in his unpublished manuscript 

Sketches of the History of Presbyterians in Ireland (1808) noted that Dissenters 

denounced the war as “unjust, cruel, & detestable”. William Steel Dickson said in a 

sermon he gave in Belfast, “there is scarcely a Protestant Family of the middle Classes 

amongst us who does not reckon Kindred with the Inhabitants of that extensive 

Continent”.256 Furthermore, Bardon has noted:

When the Revolution broke, the sympathy of the northern Protestants was with 

the colonists ... Lord Harcourt moreover informed London that Ulster 

Presbyterians were Americans ‘in their hearts’ and ‘taking in all companies in 

such a way that if they are not rebels, it is hard to find a name for them.’257 

McBride has illustrated the enthusiastic level of support among Ulster Dissenters towards 

the American colonies, citing commercial, cultural and religious reasons why they 

opposed the war and sympathised with their colonial counterparts. Large scale 

emigration from Ulster throughout the eighteenth century, the result of economic 

hardship, had made Presbyterians regard the colonies as the holding place of friends and 

family. America was conceived of as a land of plenty and potential. The printer John 

Dunlap from Philadelphia, writing to his brother in Strabane in post-independent 

America, advised if “the young Men of Ireland ... Wish to be free and happy[,] [they]

255 William Campbell, “Sketches of the History of Presbyterians in Ireland” (1803), PHSI, Campbell MSS, 
235.
256 Dickson, Sermons on the Following Subjects, 45.
2'7 Jonathan Bardon, A History of Ulster (Belfast: Blackstaff, 1992), 211.
258 McBride, Scripture Politics, 113-123.
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should leave it and come here as quick as possible. There is no :e in the world where a 

man meets so rich a reward for good conduct and industry as imerica”.

Significant emigration from northern ports to the Amen colonies provided the 

province with personal ties to the new world. However, the dion to leave Ireland at 

this time could be seen as overtly political, an indication ot/alty to the American 

cause. John Moore, writing to Arthur Annesley in London in Cber 1775, noted that in 

the course of the previous month “a ship sailed from one of oiorthem ports crowded 

with passengers (mostly young men) who went avowedly to aieir Dissenting brethren 

in America, as well as to get clear (of what they call) oppion at home”.260 This 

‘oppression’, referring to the burdens and restrictions experieit by Ulster Dissenters, 

was mirrored, they felt, in the colonists’ struggle. At ho 1775 witnessed the 

frustration of the Ulster commercial classes, many of whowere Dissenters, who, 

despite their growing affluence, had no say in county and tugh politics and who 

consequently identified with the colonists’ struggle for reputation at Parliament. 

Patriot ideas moreover were treated sympathetically in this cultof radicalized Dissent, 

a tradition that Magee, as a Presbyterian and printer, was undotdly part of. Indeed, so 

popular was the cause of America in the north that, ascFarland has argued, 

“‘Americanism’ became a fashionable stance in Belfast . with] the Newsletter 

supporting] the colonists’ rights with an enthusiasm whichd'igured the Northern 

Star's championing of revolutionary France a generation later”.

’yl John Dunlap, letter to his “brother”, 12 May 1789, Dunlap Papers, PRON
260 John Moore, “To Arthur Annesley”, 4 October 1775, Letters from an U Land Agent 1774-85 {The 
Letter-books of John Moore of Clough, County Down), W.H. Crawford (ed.)lfast: PRON1, 1976), 5.
261 E.W. McFarland, Ireland and Scotland in the Age of Revolution: Planting Green Bough (Edinburgh: 
Edinburgh University Press, 1994), 50.

116



The significance of the News-Letter in advocating the cause of the colonies had 

been recognised in the Irish capital as early as September 1774. A letter and resolutions 

affirming support for the Patriots, which had been circulated through Dublin in handbills, 

were sent to Belfast to be inserted into the newspaper because of its extensive Ulster 

circulation. The resolutions were prefaced by an explanation of their objective: “This will 

shew our Rulers, that the aggregate body of the Irish Nation, LIKE the BRAVE and 

VIRTUOUS AMERICANS, feel with brotherly affection for the Distresses of each 

other”.262 These were politics which would have found a receptive audience in Belfast. 

These sympathies were suggested most of all by the paper’s reprinting of the Declaration 

of Independence (the News-Letter was the first newspaper to report the Declaration in 

Europe).202 In the 1760s and 1770s newspapers grew to become the major vehicle of 

popular print — the Belfast Newsletter and Freeman’s Journal are two prominent 

examples - which was the result of larger social forces such as improving literacy.264 

Throughout these years Joy’s newspaper attested to the Whig and Patriot sympathies that 

were felt in Belfast particularly, but which also resonated throughout the province.

Throughout the Revolution the paper documented the latest developments on the 

battlefield, as well as in Congress. This material was mainly derived from London and 

colonial newspapers, including Dunlap’s Pennsylvania Packet and Gaine’s New York 

Gazette, as colonial booksellers had sent newspapers across the Atlantic to England from 

as early as the 1750’s. However, intelligence was also received by means of American

262 BNL, 16-20 Sept. 1774.
263 See BNL, 20-23 Aug. 1776.
264 See James Kelly, “Political Publishing, 1700-1800” in Raymond Gillespie & Andrew Hadfield (eds.), 
The Oxford History of the Irish Book, Volume 3: The Irish Book in English 1550-1800, 227.
265 Philadelphia newspapers were available in Belfast in 1775. For example, see BNL 11-15 Aug. 1775. 
David Hall, letter to R. Williamson, 12 January 1757, David Hall Letter books, APS. All subsequent 
references to Hall’s letters are taken from the Hall collection at APS.
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vessels docking in Belfast harbour in which crew members reported the most recent 

developments. Every source that could be taken advantage of was utilised in order to 

bring the most up-to-date information to readers. As a result, the paper noted the most 

recent developments in the crisis, which nestled alongside advertisements for the newest 

political pamphlet or sermon. The News-Letter whetted the appetite among its readers for 

political publications and this complemented the printing of such material in the town. 

For example, Magee’s printing of Chatham’s speech in the Lords in January 1775 was 

undoubtedly influenced by the paper’s account of the speech, in which it was given 

precedence as the first news item. A precis of the debate was provided and excerpted 

quotes were given, all of which had been reproduced from a London newspaper.267 

Captions moreover ran with terms such as “America” or “American contest” and 

“AMERICAN MAPS AND PRINTS”. This kind of gesturing would have facilitated 

those publications, particularly those whose relevance to the colonial situation was not 

explicitly suggested by the title.

The furious pace with which American material was advertised in the News- 

Letter, beginning in February 1775, suggests that the shelves of local bookshops were 

quickly filling up with these kinds of texts. Magee was responsible for meeting this heavy 

reader demand. He retailed the first American political text in the town - the 

surreptitiously obtained letters of the colonial governor of Massachusetts, The Letters of 

Governor Hutchinson, and Lieutenant-Governor Oliver - which he sold in May 1774. In 

addition, he reprinted the first document relating to the crisis: Lord Chatham’s Speech on

266 For example, see BNL, 13-15 Oct. 1775.
267 BNL,3\ Jan.-3 Feb. 1775.
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the 2(fh of January 1775 (1775), which he printed the following onth.268 Prior to this, 

occasional items, such as sheet maps of America, or Hutchinson’setters, were available 

in the summer of 1774, but there was no systematic campaigro bring to a Belfast 

reading public American material on anything other than a sporic basis. The shift 

however occurred in the early months of 1775, set in motion by M;ee when he reprinted 

works by Chatham, Raynal and advertised an impressive consignrnt of polemical tracts 

and pamphlets which were flagged up as “Political Publications”ewly “imported from 

America”. Magee’s connections with the Philadelphia book tie and possibly with 

printers in New York gave the Belfast bookman a clear advantagover his competitors, 

and he can be credited with being the first printer to respond to thlemand for American 

material by making available such texts to the reading public.

Other Belfast printers - such as the Joys and Robert Smil- printed only single 

texts.272 Magee certainly printed seven texts and may have inted fifteen, which

268 BNL, 3-6 May 1774; 21-24 Feb. 1775.
269 The Letters (which Magee ‘published’) were sold in May and the map wasailable in June. BNL, 3-6 
May 1774; 7-10 June 1774.
270 These imported publications, seven in total, included titles such as Free Thohts on the Proceedings of 
the Continental Congress (1774); The Congress Canvassed; Or, An Examinan into the Conduct of the 
Delegates (1774) and A View of the Controversy between Great-Britain and HColonies (1774). BNL, 7- 
10 Mar. 1775.
271 It may be possible that these American political publications had been ac<red by Magee from New 
York since they were mostly printed there by James Rivington. Magee’s fonr apprentice Hugh Gaine 
(1726-1807) was working in the city at this time so his presence might expn a possible connection. 
Gaine, like Steuart, appears to have maintained his links with Belfast. He repriid a Belfast publication in 
1776 (The Young Clerk’s Vade Mecum: Or, Compleat Law-Tutor) and was aibstantial retailer of Irish 
printed publications. Cole, Irish Booksellers and English Writers 1740-1800, 43
272 William Smith, A Sermon on the Present Situation of American Affairs Preaid in Christ Church, June 
23, 1775 (Belfast: H. & R. Joy, 1775) and John Witherspoon, The Domini of Providence over the 
Passions of Men. A Sermon, Preached at Princeton, on the 17,h of May, 777<3elfast: Glasgow printed, 
and Belfast reprinted: and sold by Robert Smith, Mil). Furthermore, the was an anti-war ballad 
published in Belfast: A New Song Called the Beautiful Phoenix, Together withe Battle of Bunker’s Hill 
(Belfast: [s.n.], 1779?). There is some discrepancy over its dating. McBride i dated it as having been 
printed in 1776, while ESTC declares the text was printed in 1779. Unfortunaf, the only extant copy of 
the work - held in the Linen Hall Library - has been lost. Since I cannot affirm th any certainty its dating 
I do not include this work with the other American publications printed Belfast 1775-1778. See 
McBride, Scripture Politics, 119.
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indicates his dominance in printing American texts. The texts printe in Belfast opposed 

the war, denounced the government and supported the colonists, reecting the political 

sympathies of the town. Occasionally, loyalist texts were made arilable, sold by the 

booksellers, but these were works which were printed in Dublin. Even works whose 

titles suggested explicitly loyalist sentiments (such as Ode to the B tish Empire, 1775) 

were actually critical of British policy in America.274 Thus, almost whout exception, the 

printed material on the American situation, material printed, repnted or retailed in 

Belfast, was supportive of the colonial side.

In addition to reprinting English texts which were safe choice and inclined to sell 

- for example, Magee’s reprinting of Pitt’s parliamentary speech (175), a text generating 

assured interest in Belfast - Magee reprinted material from the Arerican colonies and 

issued publications which were first printed in Belfast. This we in addition to the 

substantial number of texts that he retailed during this time. He lainly sold sermon 

pamphlets and works of polemic but he did also sell law documents, ach as charters {The

276Authenticated Charters of all the British Colonies in North-America) nd constitutions. 

There was a high degree of illustrative matter also sold in the town, f which Magee was 

a significant purveyor. He sold maps and engravings of North Amrica (Boston, New 

York), plans of its cities (Quebec, Montreal), and prints of its militar leaders and heroes 

(Washington, Lee, Putnam and President Hancock in both plain and olour), which were

273 For example, Hay and Magee sold Ambrose Serle’s Americans against Liberty,'\nc\i John Exshaw had 
reprinted (fourth edition) in 1776. BNL, 8-12 Nov. 1776.
274 This was sold by John Hay Junior in April \115.BNL, 11-14 Apr. 1775.
275 Chatham as the champion of the Whig interest would have had enthusiastic suoort in Belfast. Indeed, 
on his death the newspaper included an ode in celebration of him, indicating the Pel of esteem in which 
he was held by the inhabitants of the town. See BNL, 26-30 June 1778.
276 For example, see BNL, 5-8 Mar. 1776; 27-30 May 1783.
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imported from London.277 The range of the material available to readers suggests that the 

Revolution was a source of interest, fascination and even celebration for many 

sympathisers and throughout this time Magee established himself as the town’s foremost 

printer and supplier of American material.

The level of interest in American material during 1775-1776 reached such fervour 

that Belfast printers exploited the demand through audaciously advertising works as 

pertinent to the current political situation, even though, in actuality, they may have had 

only tangential relevancy to the crisis. Works were explicitly sold in the light of new 

political realities, which reveal how American politics imbued all aspects of life: Belfast 

trade, literature and politics. One case in point is A Vision of St. Malachias, which was 

printed in Belfast in September 1776. Its title claimed this was the saint’s revelations 

which had been found in a convent in the Holy Land by Fr. Dominic O’Sullivan, a Jesuit, 

who translated it from the old Milesian manuscript.278 By this title, it set itself up as a 

work of spiritual divination, not unrelated to the genre of hagiography. However, its 

advertisement in the News-Letter sought to market it differently, mapping it explicitly 

onto the American situation through declaring: “wherein, among other extraordinary 

Predictions, the present unhappy Disputes between GREAT-BRITAIN and AMERICA, 

with their Consequences, are minutely foretold”. In taking full advantage of the work’s 

apparent application to current political events, the example indicates two useful points. 

Firstly, it suggests the popularity of American material at this time, an appeal which

277 For Magee’s extensive retail of this material see BNL, 29 Aug.-l Sept. 1775; 19-23 Jan. 1776; 23-36 
Apr. 1776; 12-16 July 1776; 27-30 Aug. 1776; 15-18 Oct. 1776; 8-12 Nov. 1776.
278 Dominic O’Sullivan. A Vision of St. Malachias, One of the Most Famous Successors of St. Patrick; 
Which was Found in a Convent in the Holy Land, by Father Dominic O'Sullivan, a Jesuit; And by him 
Translated from the Old Milesian M. S. ([Belfast]: [s.n], 1776). ESTC has deemed the work to be spurious. 
219 BNL, 17-20 Sept. 1776.

121



bookmen in the town, most notably Magee, responded to by their publication and retail 

(and also advertising) of tracts, pamphlets and sermons pertaining to political events. 

Secondly, it is helpful in reminding us that the marketing of a text was essential for its 

successful sale. To this end, bookmen made use of strategies that capitalised upon trends 

in order to achieve those sales.

In this regard Magee was especially notable in terms of his advertising strategies 

during this period. The announcement of his reprint of Coombe’s address (1775) was 

prefaced with the title “REMARKABLE AMERICAN SERMON”, where the word 

“REMARKABLE”, which was not contained in its initial advertisement but was added 

subsequently, was an exercise in magnifying potential sales of the work. Also, his 

advance advertising of Smith’s Oration in Memory of General Montgomery (1776) in 

which its forthcoming publication was proclaimed, sought a similar objective. These 

instances were a significant deviation from his normal practices for Magee seldom used 

advance publication notices and rarely offered superlatives to augment a text’s selling 

prospects. Magee must have felt that there was a significant level of potential readers 

which warranted the insistent nature of the advertising. This hints at the potential success 

of these works in a community sympathising with Patriot politics. Moreover, through this 

considered marketing of texts Magee was quite consciously cultivating his role as 

Belfast’s chief printer and supplier of American political matter.

280 flAX, 3-7 Nov. 1775; 7-10 Nov. 1775.
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Magee’s Connections with Philadelphia

The incidence of reprinted editions from Philadelphia in Magee’s output in 775-1776 

indicates both the growing importance of that city in terms of publication, as \ell as the 

political sympathies of Belfast, which rested with Philadelphia’s Patriot politics Colonial 

printing, however, prior to the Revolution had consisted, for the mosl part, of 

publications that would have had a limited interest beyond the colonies. Indeet colonial 

printing was of such a limited character that it was more economical to import boks than 

to print them. Books on general subjects were not locally printed and the mot popular 

books in all fields continued to be imported until after the Revolution. Capita costs for 

printing were high in America. American paper, which was not producd in any 

significant quantity, was of a poor quality and the expense of importing Ine paper 

contributed directly to the relatively high costs of American printing. Morover, the 

availability of printing presses also impacted upon the high capital costs inolved in 

printing: the first press manufactured in the colonies occurred in the 1760 priod, but 

throughout the century printing presses were imported. These basic :conomic

considerations of paper, printing equipment, and labour costs resulted in fe\ original

282publications and a trade that imported works rather than printing them.

Printing in Philadelphia nonetheless occupied a more conspicuous role s the city 

swelled in size, power and status, and throughout the Revolution this city was rcponsible 

for the publication of original material relating to the conflict, which qmkly was

281 Edwin Wolf, The Book Culture of a Colonial American City: Philadelphia Books, Bokmen, and 
Booksellers (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988), 4, 29.
282 James Raven, London Booksellers and American Customers: Transatlantic Literary Commuity and the 
Charleston Library Society, 1748-1811 (Columbia, SC.: University of Couth Carolina Press, 202), 6.

123



reprinted in England, Scotland and Ireland. Important colonial rinters such as John 

Dunlap, printer to the Continental Congress, printed significant )litical documents as 

America moved towards independence and Magee reprinted t> addresses that had 

originally been printed by Dunlap. Indeed, he indicated Dunlap name as the original 

publisher in one imprint. In total, Magee reprinted three texts thaiad been first printed 

in Philadelphia: works by Raynal, Coombe and Smith. This is ide significant by the 

fact that prior to 1775 Magee had not reprinted any American te>, or, at the very least, 

his imprints had never attested to America as the place of origimpublication. Yet with 

the deterioration in relations between the colonies and Englan Magee brought to a 

Belfast reading public texts which had been preached and pited in Philadelphia, 

material which was at the heart of the colonies’ political foment.

The connection between Magee and Philadelphia had bet established from the 

1760 period through a number of bookmen working in the townlowever even before 

these contacts had been cultivated, Magee’s imprints were avable: one of Magee’s 

publications was held in the Library Company of Philadelphia by 57. The catalogues of 

the Library Company reveal that by 1770 at least four Belfast rrints, three of which 

were works of religious devotion, had been obtained by the lib-y and had made the 

expansive journey from Belfast presses to one of Philadelphia leading centres of 

learning and enlightenment. It must be remembered that the wcs held by the library

283 These four texts were (1) John Bunyan’s Grace Abounding to the Chief Sinners... (Belfast: [s.n.], 
1714). (2) The Gazetteer; or the Newsman’s Interpreter (Belfast: Francis Joy,'40). (3) Edward Fowler, 
The Design of Christianity (Belfast: Wilson & Magee, 1741) and (4) Jaccs Benigne Bossuet’s An 
Introduction to, or a Short Discourse Concerning, Universal History (BelfasvVilson & Magee, 1742). 
The latter work may have belonged to Thomas Magee - James Magee’s brothei work in the Philadelphia 
book trade - as he is listed as a subscriber. This information was ascertained ing TCP catalogues. The 
Charter, Laws, and Catalogue of Books, of the Library Company of PMaf/e/p/iiPhiladelphia: B. Franklin 
& D. Flail, 1757), 112; The Charter, Laws, and Catalogue of Books, ojie Library Company of
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had been selected by its directors, which marked a dramatic change in how books had 

been chosen in earlier college and church libraries, which had been essentially didactic. 

In the case of the Library Company the desire for the book stemmed from the readers 

themselves. Every effort was made to obtain “the latest and best Editions” which

284indicates that works reprinted in Belfast met the needs of Philadelphia readers.

Two of these works were Wilson-Magee reprints. Fowler’s Design of Christianity 

(1741) was held by the library by 1757, and Spence’s English translation of Discours sur 

L’Histoire Universelle by Jacques Benigne Bossuet (1742) was in the possession of the 

library by 1770. These Belfast imprints demonstrate that Belfast texts found themselves 

in the American colonies possibly before Magee (and indeed other Belfast printers) had 

established firm contacts with Philadelphian bookmen. It is probable that these works had 

been transported by Belfast men and women who had come to settle in the new world, 

which was not an uncommon means by which new books arrived in the colonies. Wolf 

writes that “books were imported, published, and dispersed in various ways. Some were 

brought by immigrants in their baggage and some came as gifts from abroad, whole 

libraries at a time or single volumes”.285 The size of texts had important implications for 

the ease of shipping. Magee’s two works were eminently portable since their sizes - 

octavo and duodecimo - not only meant they could be easily transported but also had 

implications for profit margins, if material was being sent wholesale to the colonies.

Philadelphia (Philadelphia: Joseph Crukshank, 1770), “Books in Duodecimo G”, nos. 150 & 527; “Books 
in Octavo U”, no. 128.
284 Edwin Wolf, The Book Culture of a Colonial American City: Philadelphia Books, Bookmen, and 
Booksellers (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988), 41-42. David Hall, letter to Mr. Strahan, 14 May 1763. David 
Hall was responsible for placing the orders for the Library Company and utilised his network of contacts, 
especially William Strahan, to obtain the required texts.
285 Wolf, The Book Culture of a Colonial American City, 3.

125



It is remarkable that Irish books were sent to the new world at all since for most

of the eighteenth century Irish trade with the colonies was prohibited by the Navigation 

Acts which were not revoked until 1780. Book smuggling from Ireland to the colonies 

did however occur prior to this date and certainly Dublin booksellers had close links with 

counterparts in Philadelphia and other cities. Trade occurred between Belfast and 

Philadelphia also. The extent of these links can be seen in the David Hall correspondence 

held in the American Philosophical Society. Hall was a Scotsman who had emigrated to 

the colonies to Benjamin Franklin’s printing house where he successfully worked from 

1714-1772 as a printer, publisher, bookseller, and stationer. Hall dealt mainly in imported 

books and his chief agent was William Strahan of London who had been Hall’s former 

employer.287 The majority of Hall’s titles were imported from abroad. His books came 

from a variety of sources, including his own presses, Dublin, Belfast, Edinburgh, and 

London.288

On 4 February 1766 Hall wrote to Magee requesting a small parcel of books, 

“forty or fifty Pounds Value” which he hoped would mark the beginning of business 

between the two.289 The letter is of significance because it confirms that colonial 

booksellers were keenly interested in purchasing Irish reprinted editions and to this end 

some, like Hall, initiated contact with Irish printers. The letter suggests also that Magee 

had a potential agent in America selling his publications in Philadelphia to booksellers

286 Lennon, “The Print Trade, 1700-1800”, 86.
287 See Robert D. Harlan, “David Hall’s Bookshop and its British Sources of Supply” in David Kaser (ed.). 
Books in America’s Past: Essays Honoring Rudolph H. Gjelsness, (Charlottesville, NC.: University Press 
of Virginia, 1966), 1-24; Also, Harlan, “A Colonial Printer as Bookseller in Eighteenth-Century 
Philadelphia: The Case of David Hall”, Studies in Eighteenth-Century Culture, 5 (1976), 355-369.
288 Harlan, “A Colonial Printer as Bookseller in Eighteenth-Century Philadelphia”, 362. For example, 
Dublin printer David Hay (brother of John Hay, bookman in Belfast) who worked from 1767-1773 was 
involved in sending books to Hall. David Hall, letter to John Balfour, 20 November 1764; Cole, Irish 
Booksellers and English Writers 1740-1800, 41.
289 David Hall, letter to James Magee, 4 February 1766.
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like Hall. Furthermore, it confirms the legitimacy of Botein’s argument that personal 

correspondences often may have been more instrumental than commercial exportation in 

moving books across the ocean.290

In writing to Magee, Hall stipulated the titles and authors that he wanted, mainly 

works of religious devotion, an assortment of chapbooks, plays and “Two or three Reams 

of Ballads - and any thing else you may think will answer”. The letter implies that this 

was the first correspondence between Hall and Magee, although Magee and Hall had 

transacted business via James’ brother, Thomas Magee. Thomas worked in Philadelphia 

as a publisher and bookseller from 1764-1769 and it was from him that Hall had 

previously bought some of Magee’s books. This is also revealed by Hall’s letter in 

which he writes: “I have, at different times, bought some Books of yours from your 

Brother here, of which a Parcel lately arrd [arrived] and shall pay him for them next 

Month”. Hall evidently hoped that his acquaintance with Thomas would allay any 

anxieties the Belfast printer might have.

The initial order was deliberately low, being “a small Cargoe [sic] for Tryal 

[sic]”, with Hall intending it as a litmus test for how the envisaged trade with Magee 

would fare. Harlan notes that, owing to the hazardous and expensive nature of oceanic 

transportation, American buyers preferred placing infrequent and large orders to frequent 

and small ones.292 Therefore, if the order placed with Magee had proven satisfactory to

290 Stephen Botein, “The Anglo-American Book Trade before 1776: Personnel and Strategies” in William 
Leonard Joyce, David D. Hall, Richard D. Brown and John B. Hench (eds.), Printing and Society in Early 
America (Worcester, MA.: American Antiquarian Society, 1983), 50.
291 Thomas Magee worked at the bookshop the Bible-in-Heart in 1769. He acted as the administrator to 
Andrew Steuart’s estate when Steuart died tragically in 1769. Glenn H. Brown & Maude O. Brown, A 
Directory of the Book-Arts and Book Trade in Philadelphia to 1820. Including Painters and Engravers 
(New York: New York Public Library, 1950), 79; Pennsylvania Gazette, 19 October, 1769.
292 Robert D. Harlan, “William Strahan’s American Book Trade, 1744-76”, The Library Quarterly, 31 
(1961), 240.
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Hall, further orders of greater amounts may have been requisitioned by the colonial 

bookseller.

Magee’s answer to this letter however has not been preserved, so it is not possible 

to determine the full extent of dealings between the two bookmen. Even before 1766, 

when Hall had first written to Magee, he had received shipments from other Belfast 

bookmen. John Balfour of Edinburgh instigated the shipment of Hay’s Bibles (1761-64) 

but the Bibles had not been ordered by Hall and he was ignorant of their arrival. His letter 

to Hamilton and Balfour of 3 March 1763 expresses his chagrin at their seizure by 

customs at Carlingford and indicates the difficulty in getting Irish books through. Hall 

bemoaned that this trade had caused him “great Delay” and added expense. The books 

“were so Slender” and had been “so ill packed” that he was surprised he “got one Half of 

them”. Moreover, the books arrived by one ship and the invoices by another. Despite 

this litany of shortcomings and the unfavourable portrait of the Belfast trade which Hall’s 

experience with Hay conjured, he was prepared to initiate trade with Magee. Despite his 

directive to “please to order no more from that Quarter, unless in a Vessel directly for this 

Port”, Hall found himself writing to Magee a few short years later requesting to re

establish trade with Belfast.294

The various nuisances and impediments caused by Hall’s commerce with Belfast 

were, it should be noted, not unusual for the process of book importation involved many 

potential difficulties. Colonial booksellers could, and did, encounter high pricing with 

their suppliers and errors in their orders. For example, incomplete sets could be sent, 

which was especially problematic in the case of magazines or multi-volume works, as

293 David Hall, letter to Hamilton & Balfour, 3 March 1763; letter to Hamilton & Balfour, 20 July 1761; 
letter to Strahan, 28 June, 1761.
294 David Hall, letter to William Strahan, 28 June 1761; letter to Balfour, 20 November, 1764.
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readers often refused to pay until they received the complete work.295 Financially also, 

booksellers had to pay costs other than the price of the books shipped, including interest 

upon the freight of goods.296 The actual transportation of the material was not without its 

attendant dangers. Shipments could be delayed if vessels sprung a leak and readers often 

had to wait for extended periods before the books had made the expansive journey across 

the Atlantic. Poor packing and damp conditions on board caused damage to books, 

including mildew and harm to gilding. As a result, booksellers such as Hall gave specific 

and repeated instructions for care to be taken “in getting the Books well packed up”, with 

each work secured by having pieces of paper wrapped round them. Even though 

colonial booksellers were only too aware of the potential problems that could be incurred, 

David Hall most especially, the order of Hay’s Bibles from Belfast caused particular 

problems for Hay. Their seizure caused added delay and expense and since, initially, 

there was no invoice with them Hall was “at a Loss how to Sell them”.299 His subsequent 

decision to write to Magee suggests Hall must have been sufficiently impressed by 

Magee’s publications for him to seek out the Belfast bookman, given his unfortunate 

experiences with the town trade in the past. Perhaps, the very competitive rates at which 

Belfast texts were being offered cancelled out any difficulties that would inevitably 

occur.

In addition to Magee’s brother Thomas working in Philadelphia, and ‘Thomas 

Magee Junior’ (who is likely to have been a relative of Thomas), Magee’s former

295 David Hall, letter to Rivington, 22 July 1758; letter to William Strahan, 9 August 1759;
296 David Hall, letter to Johnson and Unwin, 9 August 1759.
297 David Hall, letter to Johnson and Unwin, 21 August 1759; letter to Hamilton and Balfour, 2 July, 1760.
298 For example, David Hall, letter to Hamilton and Balfour, 22 December 1760; letter to William Strahan, 
2 April 1761; letter to Alexander Kincaid, 17 December 1765.
299 David Hall, letter to Hamilton and Balfour, 20 July 1761.
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apprentice was at work in Philadelphia, providing another likely means of explaining his 

relationship with the colonial book trade.300 Andrew Steuart, whom Magee had trained in 

Belfast, was working in Philadelphia in the 1760s: he produced one hundred and forty 

imprints in 1758-1769.301 Steuart established Laetitia Court in 1758 and moved into

‘7.07various premises in the seven years that he lived in Philadelphia. Thomas notes that 

about 1764, Steuart went to Wilmington, North Carolina, leaving some types and his
TAT

book shop in the care of Thomas Magee and that of his apprentice Joseph Cruikshank. 

Following his departure from Philadelphia and even after his untimely death in 1769 

Thomas Magee acted as his administrator, until 1770.

Magee had been supplying Steuart with chapbooks throughout this period and the 

links with his former apprentice remained long after Steuart had emigrated. This is a view 

supported by Neuburg, who argues that Magee was the source of much of Steuart’s 

imported chapbook material.304 Steuart advertised ballads alongside chapmen books, the 

source of which was probably Magee himself. A catalogue of histories, novels and other 

chapmen’s books, sold wholesale and retail by Steuart, placed as an advertisement leaf in 

one of Steuart’s publications (Robert Russel’s Seven Sermons, 1763) offers a list of 

chapbook titles that are strikingly similar to those chapbooks that Magee had printed and 

sold, and which he also advertised in his publication of Seven Sermons, possibly in 1750.

300 A case can also be made for Magee supplying Thomas Magee Junior with his reprints in 1773. In July of 
that year Thomas Magee Junior (presumably Magee’s nephew) sold newly “imported” works, all of which 
Magee had printed earlier that year. These included Goldsmith’s She Stoops to Conquer, John Home’s 
Alonzo and John MacGowan’s Familiar Epistles to the Rev. Dr. Priestley. Pennsylvania Gazette, 21 July, 
1773.
301 Cole, Irish Booksellers and English Writers 1740-1800, 44.
302 For further details see Brown & Brown, A Directory of the Book-Arts and Book Trade in Philadelphia to 
7520, 114.
303 Thomas, The History of Printing in America with a Biography of Printers & an Account of Newspapers, 
386.
304 Neuburg, “Chapbooks in America: Reconstructing the Popular Reading of Early America”, 87-88.
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The chapbook titles that are common to both are considerable, adding force to the view 

that Steuart was selling material which had been imported from Magee.

It would certainly have been commercially advantageous for colonial booksellers, 

such as Steuart, to buy cheap Irish reprints. Copyright legislation did not apply to the 

colonies and in this respect mirrored the Irish trade.305 If we consider that it was more 

practical and cost effective to import books, especially if a colonial bookseller knew that 

he had a small and select number of buyers, it appears logical that Steuart - and indeed 

Hall for that matter also - should request books from his former master. Indeed, colonial 

booksellers often imported single titles of works for individual customers, indicating the 

potential losses that they would incur through reprinting a work for such a low 

readership.300 This is confirmed by Remer’s research on the Philadelphia trade in which 

she argued that “colonial markets were not highly developed or diverse, and importing a
•207

few copies of a book cost less than producing a whole edition locally”. It was 

commercially astute therefore to import Irish books, which could be sold more cheaply 

than the London editions, than to expend the capital for the printing of books, especially 

if recouping the capital was to prove risky. Moreover, since binders were scarce in the 

colonies and binding was even more expensive there than it was in London - David Hall 

gave explicit and repeated instructions to his British agents always to bind the books 

before sending them - cheap Irish editions, which were sent bound to the American
T AO

colonies, offered a number of economic advantages for the colonial booksellers.

305 Copyright was extended to Ireland in 1801, while the American Copyright Act of 1790 protected only 
American writers and British writers were not protected until the Chace Act of 1891.
306 For example, David Hall, letter to William Strahan, 3 September 1764.
307 Rosalind Remer, Printers and Men of Capital: Philadelphia Book Publishers in the New Republic 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1996), 12.
308 Harlan, “David Hall’s Bookshop and its British Sources of Supply”, 6.
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Colonial bookmen, particularly those who had connections with the Irish print trade, are 

likely to have taken advantage of those connections in order to provide their customers 

with books at competitive prices.

Magee’s publications therefore would have offered an attractive prospect for 

colonial booksellers, for whom the business of printing required greater expense and 

posed a greater financial risk than the trade in England and Ireland. Moreover, in a 

culture in which, as Raven has noted, “Books were notable luxury goods - totems of 

respectability and conveyors of metropolitan thought”, imported books in the colonies 

were much sought-after commodities.309 Well placed with the Philadelphia book trade by 

his relations and former apprentice, Magee’s American trade occurred at a time when 

many English bookmen were involved in establishing trade with the colonial book 

industry. Some merely seem to have experimented with a few trial shipments to this or 

that colonial dealer.310 But there was little incentive for wholesalers who had to sell at a 

rate that did not risk their own profits, while colonial bookmen sought titles as cheaply as 

possible. Printers, also, usually had to wait up to a period of a year, sometimes longer, to 

get paid.311 As a printer working in a town trade such as Belfast with a likely shortage of 

capital, it is clear that Magee could not have afforded such a delay. The apparent 

drawbacks notwithstanding, Magee recognised the advantages in having access to the 

colonial book trade. His contacts provided him with opportunities to make available his 

publications in colonial bookshops as well as enabling him access to original American 

publications. This was particularly the case during the War of Independence in which 

Magee made use of his connections in order to bring to a Belfast reading public the latest

309 Raven, London Booksellers and American Customers, 8.
310 Botein, “The Anglo-American Book Trade before 1776”, 59.
311 Ibid., 62-63.
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tract and sermon that had been printed in America. This trade crucially set him apart from 

his competitors.

Magee used his contacts to bring to Belfast readers material that was fresh, 

original, supportive of the colonists’ position, and not simply the latest London reprint or 

loyalist tract. He reprinted three Philadelphia publications by Raynal, Coombe and Smith 

that had been printed in 1775-1776, during which time colonial printing was growing in 

significance, not least of all in Philadelphia, which became the focus of colonial foment 

during the political crisis. As such, these publications would have carried a certain cachet, 

having being published in the centre of colonial political dissent. In choosing to reprint 

material from North America, rather than from the metropolis, Magee was doing 

something significantly different than his earlier London reprints. These American 

reprints moreover suggest that provincial printing was starting to challenge the primacy 

of London.

Magee’s Philadelphia Reprints: Raynal, Coombe, Smith.

Magee’s Philadelphia reprints championed the colonists’ cause and argued that their right 

to resistance was self-defence. They contended that it was their entitlement to seek 

political representation: “we ask not a superiority, we only claim an equality with our 

brethren”, as Raynal reasoned.312 Raynal was Magee’s first reprinted edition of a text that 

had been published in America. Sentiments of a Foreigner, on the Disputes of Great- 

Britain with America by the Abbe Guillaunme-Thomas Raynal was printed by Magee on

312 Abbe Raynal, The Sentiments of a Foreigner, on the Disputes of Great-Britain with America (Belfast: 
James Magee, 1775), 19.
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11 April 1775.313 It was not unusual for Belfast bookmen to sell the works of French 

authors. Magee sold a twenty-four volume Dublin edition of Voltaire’s Works in 1773, 

but rarely did Magee reprint French authors.314 In the exceptional case of Raynal, Magee 

was printing a document which was not available, nationally, in English until the 

following year.

In this work Raynal argued that the right to impose taxation upon the colonies 

should “reside exclusively in the provincial assemblies of the new world” and that 

through such taxation English Parliament was in breach of its compact with the colonies. 

The colonists, he proclaimed, were an enslaved people who had no political voice, no 

“assembly or body of men vested with power to defend its rights against the 

encroachments of the authority which governs it”.315 Most radical of all was his 

envisaged destruction of the master-vassal relationship, couched in language which 

suggested that such a response was both necessary and inevitable, offering a forbidding 

prospect for the English government: “When once the slave of despotism hath burst his 

chains asunder, hath committed his fate to the decision of the sword, he is obliged to 

massacre his tyrant, to exterminate his race and his posterity, to change the form of that 

government of which he had been the victim thro’ successive ages”.316

The text was excerpted from Raynal’s Histoire Philosophe et Politique des 

Establissments et du Commerce des Europeens dans les Deux Indes (1772) which was
O 1 *7

first translated into English in London 1776. Before this however extracts of the work

313 BNL, 11-14 Apr. 1775.
314 BNL, 26-29 Oct. 1773.
315 Raynal, Sentiments of a Foreigner, 23, 21.
316 Ibid., 28.
317 It was translated by J. Justamond and printed for T. Cadell in London in 1776. Hereafter, I use Histoire 
dans les Deux Indes as its short title. For a list of English translations of Histoire dans les Deux Indes see 
Appendix 2, “French Books connected with the French Enlightenment Published in Ireland, 1700-1800” in
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were printed in translation in Philadelphia by James Humphreys and in Belfast by Magee 

(both in 1775), suggesting the progress of printing in the provinces in that they 

anticipated the complete London translation.318 Magee’s Sentiments was a reprint of 

Humphrey’s text, which made use of the first edition of Histoire dans les Deux Indes. 

Magee’s reprinted edition was available for sale on 11 April, less than five weeks after 

Sentiments was published by Humphreys. From this short time frame, Humphrey’s text 

(either an advance copy or proofs) would have had to have been sent to Magee before the 

work was for sale in Philadelphia, since the passage across the Atlantic to Belfast is likely 

to have taken at least six weeks.319 This may have been performed with Humphrey’s 

knowledge and consent but there is also the possibility that the sheets used by Magee as 

the source of copy-text were surreptitiously obtained before Humphrey’s edition had 

even appeared in bookshops in Philadelphia. Such dealings were not unfamiliar among 

Irish printers. There is the famous example of the Dublin pirated edition of Richardson’s 

Sir Charles Grandison in 1753. The sheets had been obtained by Dublin pirates Wilson, 

Exshaw and Saunders who had bribed some workmen in Richardson’s printing-house to

send over sheets as they were printed off, with the result that volumes five and six of the

320novel were published in Ireland several weeks before the first London edition.

In reprinting the first English translation of Histoire dans les Deux Indes, albeit 

only in excerpted form, Magee had reprinted a text that was not available in complete

Graham Gargett & Geraldine Sheridan (eds.) Ireland and the French Enlightenment, 1700-1800 
(Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1999), 268-269.
318 This dating of Humphrey’s text has been ascertained by the advertisement, pp[iii]-iv, which is dated 
March 17,1775. Magee’s reprint was printed and available for sale on April 1. See BNL, 11-14 Apr. 1775.
319 A journey between Lame and New York was a passage of thirty-two days, while the passage between 
Derry and Philadelphia took six weeks. BNL, 24-27 Nov. 1778; Stephen A. Royle & Caitriona Ni Laoire, 
‘“Dare the Boist’rous Main’: The Role of the Belfast News Letter in the Process of Emigration from Ulster, 
1760-1800”, The Canadian Geographer/Le Geographe Canadien, 50.1 (2006), 58.
320 Pollard, Dublin's Trade in Books, 88-89; Cole, Irish Booksellers and English Writers 1740-1800, 11.
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translation until the following year. His reprint would undoubtedly have whetted the 

appetite for Raynal’s work that was met more fully by the Justamond edition and various 

Irish reprints of this text in 1776.321 Prior to Magee’s reprint of Sentiments only those 

who could read French would have been in a position to study Raynal’s arguments as 

they pertained to the American situation. The occasional sentence in French did appear in 

the News-Letter, suggesting many contemporary readers may have had some fluency. 

This is corroborated by the fact that in 1779 Magee also retailed a new Paris edition of 

Raynal’s Histoire dans les Deux Indes at a time when French-language magazine 

publication occurred in the capital.322 Evidently, there were French speakers in the town 

but the acquisition of French was an accomplishment of the literate classes and educated
•3 t-j

elite. Therefore in reprinting Sentiments in English, Magee was making a selection of 

Raynal’s work available to a wider readership.

Sentiments was a significant publication for Magee. He had reprinted a text that 

had originated not in London but in Philadelphia and he had made use of his colonial 

connections in order to access Humphrey’s edition in advance of its sale in America. 

Magee was possibly engaged in furtive dealings to do this, but, certainly it suggests the 

extent of Magee’s collaboration with the Philadelphia trade. The text also anticipated the 

complete English translation of Histoire dans les Deux Indes, which Magee retailed (and 

possibly printed) seventeen months later so that a selection from this work was made 

available to a Belfast reading audience almost one year and a half in advance of this.

321 There is also the possibility that Magee reprinted the complete English translation of Raynal’s work at 
the end of August 1776. A BNL advertisement credited Magee with ‘publishing’ the work which appeared 
“neatly printed in two Pocket volumes, on fine Writing Paper, Price 4s. Ad. bound”. BNL. 30 Aug.-3 Sept. 
1776.
322 BNL, 11-14 Apr. 1775; 17-20 Dec. 1776; 16-19 Feb. 1779. In 1777 and 1778 a French-language 
periodical, the Magazine a la mode, was published in Dublin by William Whitestone. See Kennedy, “At the 
Exchange: The Eighteenth-century Book Trade in Cork”, 153.
323 Kennedy, French Books in Eighteenth-Century Ireland, 49-65.
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Magee was demonstrating that he had the contacts and the capabilities to produce 

material relating to the American crisis that was the latest American publication and that 

he was not a small town provincial printer, slavishly deriving material from the 

metropolis.

Further evidence of Magee’s confidence emerged six months later when Magee 

printed another pamphlet critical of English actions in the American colonies. It 

apportioned blame to “that lawless lust of dominion on hers” and was unequivocal in its 

defence of American resistance, both commercial and military.324 The short pamphlet 

(twenty-four page octavo) was printed and available for sale on 3 November. The work 

was entitled A Sermon Preached before the Congregations of Christ Church and St. 

Peter’s Philadelphia, on Thursday, July 20, 1775 by Thomas Coombe and was another 

text which Magee reprinted from a Philadelphia publication. The fast day sermon was a 

rousing address celebrating the endless potential of America, in which its author 

venerated the continent as “indefinite in its limits, teeming with all the bounties of 

existence, and which you can now call your OWN”.326 Lamenting the collapse of union 

with England, he self-assuredly envisaged a utopian future where perfect liberty would be 

accomplished. In the address, Coombe’s Edenic vision of the American colonies as a land 

of bounty was resituated into an overtly political idiom in which lawlessness, he 

imagined, would be supplanted by democracy and egalitarianism. Emphasising English 

culpability and American capability to determine in the most positive of ways the path of 

its own destiny, the work was a vigorous endorsement of the united colonies:

324 Thomas Coombe, A Sermon Preached before the Congregations of Christ Church and St. Peter’s 
Philadelphia, on Thursday, July 20, 1775 (Belfast: James Magee, 1775), 21.
325 BNL, 3-7 Nov. 1775.
326 Coombe, Sermon Preached before the Congregations of Christ Church, 17.
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[0]ut of the present jarring interests, A NEW AND MORE PERFECT SYSTEM

WILL ARISE; which rescued from the capricious mutilations of arbitrary men,

shall perpetuate the liberties of these UNITED COLONIES to the end of time.327 

As with Raynal’s work, this text wholeheartedly eschewed loyalist polemic in favour of 

Patriot politics.

These political sympathies, most of all, were made evident by the fact that the 

sermon had been preached on a day that was selected for fasting and humiliation for the 

American colonies. These days of ritual were a means by which the colonies expressed 

their unity as a political community, serving an important function in mobilising political 

opinion. In doing so, Coombe’s address stood to legitimate the authority of Continental 

Congress, at whose directive the fast day was appointed. It is unsurprising given this tacit 

acknowledgment of Congress as representing the American body politic that it was 

published by Philadelphia printer John Dunlap, who was printer to the Continental 

Congress and famously printed the Declaration of Independence in 1776. Through 

reprinting a fast-day sermon from the American colonies - days which were appointed by 

Congress - rather than those from Britain, which had been appointed by George III, 

Magee was bringing to his readers material that demonstrated the rising authority and 

influence of the provinces, indeed dramatising this tension between the colonies and 

England, between province and metropolis. The text also indicated Belfast sympathies 

regarding the dispute.

327 Coombe, Sermon Preached before the Congregations of Christ Church, 19.
328 Peter van Rooden, “Public Orders into Moral Communities: Eighteenth-Century Fast and Thanksgiving 
Day Sermons in the Dutch Republic and New England” in Kate Cooper & Jeremy Gregory (eds.), 
Retribution, Reconciliation and Repentance, Studies in Church History, 40, (Woodbridge: Boydell & 
Brewer Ltd, 2004), 218, 219.
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While such sympathies, one might have suspected, would have led Belfast 

printers to reprint English fast and thanksgiving sermons which sympathised with the 

colonies, this was not the case. Magee refrained from reprinting sermons from the 

Dissenting community in England, which were a source of anti-govemment polemic and 

effused pro-American sentiment, such as those printed by Joseph Johnson. Their 

absence can be explained by the fact that throughout the early stages of the Revolution, 

until 1778 at least, support for the colonial cause translated into an appreciation of 

American products. Apologists for the colonies among English Dissenters could not 

speak for the colonists and that Coombe’s sermon was preached and printed in the 

American colonies was undoubtedly one of its greatest selling points for Magee’s 

reprinted edition. This was a text which was originally addressed to a congregation in 

Philadelphia, published there, and expressive of the sentiments of the American people. It 

derived from the centre of colonial foment and would have appealed to a Belfast audience 

as such. Moreover, it was critical of English actions respecting the colonies and that it 

had been issued by a body that was illegal (Congress) may have made the work carry a 

frisson of danger, which is likely to have added to its appeal. In reprinting the direct 

sentiments of the colonists, Magee’s reprint consequently indicates something useful 

about the partiality of the town towards colonial resistance. It demonstrates his desire to 

produce a more diverse range of publications than reprints of London printed texts would 

allow, it hints at the growing significance of Philadelphia and indeed the provinces as 

both a centre of print and political ideas and, through this, it is possible to witness Magee 

gravitating towards more novel material, a trend that becomes more pronounced at the

329 See Helen Braithwaite, Romanticism, Publishing and Dissent: Joseph Johnson and the Cause of Liberty 
(Houndsmills, Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2003), 47.
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end of the 1770s. It also marks the bourgeoning identity of Belfast as an important civic 

centre in its own right, as a town which is not simply a satellite of London, but becoming 

self-confident.

Part of this growing confidence was due to the identification between Belfast - 

even Ireland - and America. As provinces both were dependent on London, culturally 

and geographically and their position made them feel, Porter has noted, painfully aware
OTA

that they “existed in the shadow of the metropolis”. However American moves towards 

independence gave rise in Belfast/Ireland to an increasing consciousness of the need for 

political autonomy and the affirmation of its own sense of self. In this context, 

Magee’s reprinting of An Oration in Memory of General Montgomery, and of the Officers 

and Soldiers, who Fell with him, December 31, 1775, which was available for sale on 3 

May 1776, was especially significant.332

Preached by William Smith, the pamphlet address mourned the loss of Richard 

Montgomery (1738-1775), a general of the Patriot army who was killed in the fall of 

Quebec (December 1775). Printed in Philadelphia and reprinted in Belfast, the address 

was a fulsome panegyric on an American hero. This was a document testifying to 

American capabilities and celebrating the inherent potential of its citizens to achieve 

status and success, independent of the parent land. Despite Smith’s call for reunification 

with England which, as the footnotes indicate, were sentiments that were not shared by 

Congress, the work was nonetheless an overtly American document, essentially a 

manifesto attesting to American possibilities, demarcating that which could be achieved

330 Porter, “Science, Provincial Culture and Public Opinion in Enlightenment England”, 251.
331 For example, the advertisement in Hay’s reprinted edition of Molyneux’s The Case of Ireland (1776) 
explicitly drew the parallel between the restrictions placed upon Irish trade and infringements to the 
constitutional rights of the colonists.
332 BNL, 3-7 May 1776.
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in the provinces. Indeed, the American possibilities which the text celebrated seemed to 

suggest colonial ambitions for independence as much as reconciliation with England.

In honouring the memory of Montgomery in a funeral oration, Congress was not 

exercising a disinterested choice. Montgomery had achieved a cult-like status by his 

death, in death he stood as a noble martyr and he was enshrined into the hearts and 

memories of Americans. He became a figure of veneration and was celebrated in verse, 

print and other mediums.333 Indeed, nineteen years following his death he continued to be 

immortalised in print alongside such other American heroes as Washington.334 That 

Montgomery, a man of humble birth could become the subject of a full-blown panegyric 

stood as a glowing endorsement of the American colonies and the possibilities achievable 

within the provinces. Brewer’s work has suggested that these possibilities were eminently 

attainable within provincial life as towns and cities outside of London grew in size and 

stature as the century progressed and he cites case studies of individuals who were able to 

make contributions of national importance despite being removed from London.335

But despite the increasing contribution of the provinces to national life, London 

continued to regard the provinces unfavourably. This was most especially so in the case 

of the colonies, as Britain regarded both the colonies and Congress in an overtly 

depreciatory light:

THERE are also many whose minds are so little, that they can conceive nothing 

great, which does not court the eye in all the trappings of dress, titles, and

333 On the cult of Montgomery, see Charles Royster, A Revolutionary People at War: The Continental Army 
& American Character, 1775-1783 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1979), 120-126; 
Stephen Brumwell, Redcoats: The British Soldier and War in the Americas, 1755-1763 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2002), 311.
334 Jedidiah Morse, The Life of Gen. Washington, Commander in Chief of the American Army During the 
Late War, and Present President of the United States. Also, of the Brave General Montgomery. 
Embellished with Cuts (Philadelphia: Jones, Hoff & Derrick, 1794).
335 See chapter three below.
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external splendour. An American-Patriotl a Blanket-Herol a General from the 

plough', all these are terms of ridicule and reproach among many.336 

Smith, by way of his address, sought to lose the pejorative connotations of these terms 

(“a Blanket-Hero! A General from the plough") and resituate them in a potentially 

celebratory mode. Thus that Montgomery was able to rise up from lowliness to fame was 

less a source of censure than applause.

In celebrating the life of Montgomery, Congress wished to demonstrate that there 

were heroes within its army whose bravery warranted celebration. Seeking to refute 

loyalist criticism, the address had a three-fold aim. Firstly, it intended to commemorate 

someone worthy of the honour of a national panegyric. Secondly, it sought to signify the 

sophistication of Congress and counter accusations that it consisted largely of uncouth 

agitators and radicals. It was an opportunity to enhance its reputation, through showing it 

could do things with the appropriate style and decorum. Thirdly, it aimed to augment the 

image of the American forces in both the eyes of its supporters and opponents, which was 

important given that loyalists were fond of depicting the American forces as 

undisciplined, untrained and ill-equipped to cope with the demands of warfare.337 By 

reprinting the text Magee was therefore bringing to local readers an address which sought 

to counter the sources of loyalist censure, which suggests his own political sympathies, 

and those of Belfast itself, for the American colonies.

The subject of Magee’s reprint would certainly have resonated in Ireland. 

Montgomery was bom in Dublin and there was substantial interest in Ireland following 

his death: in 1776 the funeral oration was reprinted in both Belfast and Dublin and a

336 Smith, An Oration in Memory of General Montgomery, 18-19.
337 Royster, A Revolutionary People at War, 43.
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further tribute entitled Freedom, Sacred to the Memory of General Richard Montgomery

•J TO

... in the Reduction of Popery and Canada was Dublin printed. In Belfast its resonance 

was also potent. At this time, support for the colonies manifested itself in a campaign of 

resistance to army recruitment. Moreover, the high levels of deserters indicated that 

among those who did sign up there was dissatisfaction with the English cause. John 

Moore of Co. Down noted in March 1776, “so great is the aversion of the people to the 

present war that I am informed not fewer than 1,800 have deserted since the present 

levies commenced, a thing unparalleled in our annals”. At the heart of pro-American 

sentiment stood the figure of Montgomery, who featured as the most positive symbol of 

the colonial forces.

Magee’s reprint of the Oration is likely to have been well received. He even 

found cause to pre-advertise the work: two separate advertisements were placed in the 

Belfast News-Letter prior to its publication and sale.340 This would have generated 

advance interest in the work but this was an extremely unusual strategy for Magee, who 

rarely indicated forthcoming publications, and strongly suggests that Magee thought his 

reprint would have substantial appeal. The text, which sold for S'Ad., the usual price for 

pamphlets, was also available on “superfine writing Paper, elegantly printed” for the 

more expensive price of Is. Id.341 Magee issued luxury editions such as these 

infrequently - they were usually reserved for works of poetry and literature. This

338 Freedom, Sacred to the Memory of General Richard Montgomery... (Dublin: printed for W. Bingley, 
and sold by the booksellers, 1776).
339 John Moore, “To Arthur Annesley”, 23 March 1776, Letters from an Ulster Land Agent 1774-85 {The 
Letter-books of John Moore of Clough, County Down), W.H. Crawford (ed.), 13.
340 BNL, 26-20 Apr. 1776; 30 Apr.-3 May 1776.
341 BNL, 2-1 May 1776.
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suggests that readers were willing to pay a more premium price, and signifies the level of 

interest that the work generated.

The appeal of this work is likely to have been on a number of levels. 

Montgomery’s connection with Ireland would have been a cause for pride for Irish men 

and women.342 The oration would further have resounded to an Irish audience, Belfast 

particularly, because of its validation of peripherality. In the text its author asserted that 

valour and fame could be found even in the humblest of places: “it sometimes basks in 

the sunshine of courts, it frequently lies hid in the shades of obscurity, like the latent fire 

in the flint, till called forth by the collusive hand of oppression”.343 Smith suggested that 

it was personal achievement, not social status that created heroes, in this way celebrating 

the egalitarian possibilities of America, a meritocracy that stood apart from the parent- 

land. The counter-class and counter-metropolitan impulses of the text would have struck 

a chord in a small town such as Belfast, which at this time felt “inconsiderable” and 

acknowledged its own sense of “Remote[ness]”.344 As in the case of Raynal’s Sentiments 

which countered stereotypes of Americans as uncouth, Smith, Heimert writes, “intended 

his oration as an assertion that American gentlemen had demonstrated they were not 

muckers”.345 Such an assertion would have resounded strongly in Ireland that, like the 

colonies, occupied a subordinate position to London and existed at the periphery of the 

British empire.346

342 Montgomery was bom in Swords, Co. Dublin and enrolled at Trinity College, leaving college after two 
years in 1756 for a career in the army.
343 Smith, An Oration in Memory of General Montgomery, 19-20.
344 These were the terms used in the Belfast traders’ address to the King in 1775. See BNL, 29 Dec. 1775-2 
Jan. 1776.
345 Alan Heimert, Religion and the American Mind: From the Great Awakening to the Revolution 
(Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1968), 440.
346 Travel accounts certainly confirmed an unfavourable portrait of Ireland as being socially, culturally and 
economically unsophisticated and deficient, relegating the country to the fringes of enlightened civilisation.
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If Smith’s Oration would have brought encouragement to those apparently living 

in cultural backwaters, the details of Magee’s imprint page stood to counter Belfast’s 

provinciality and indicate its rising stature. Magee’s reprint confidently announced that it 

was “Philadelphia: printed by John Dunlap, and, Belfast: reprinted, by James Magee, 

1776”. This explicit gesture of linking Magee with a specific Philadelphia printer was 

intended to augment Magee’s status but it also reflected back upon a town trade that was 

growing in significance. His acknowledgment of Philadelphia as the place of original 

publication was not remarkable, since it was not unusual for reprinted texts to indicate 

where the work was first printed. However, Magee’s inclusion of Dunlap’s name as the 

original publisher was distinctly unusual. No other publication by Magee imitated this 

practice. Moreover, to illustrate how exceptional this was, it should be borne in mind that 

the word “reprinted” occurred 415 times in pre-1801 American imprints, but only in 

thirteen of those imprints was the first printer named.347 Bearing in mind that Magee’s 

imprints were often ambiguous, the explicitness of the publication detail here is 

especially salient. Evidently, there was a special purpose for Magee’s signposting of such 

information.

One possibility is that Dunlap’s name was known in Belfast. Despite leaving his 

home in Strabane when he was young there were still extant family members in Ulster
-140

with whom he communicated. Moreover, in 1770, although the date is open to 

question, Dunlap reprinted a Belfast primer (spelling book) written by David Manson

For example, Twiss asserted: “Ireland is yet considerably behind-hand with the rest of Europe” and that 
“nothing is to be expected in making the tour of Ireland, beyond the beauties of nature, a few modem- 
antiquities, and the ignorance and poverty of the lower class of the inhabitants”. Twiss, A Tour in Ireland, 
10.

347 This information was ascertained by performing a search of Evans Online. I am grateful to Jim Green of 
the LCP for this information.
348 See the Dunlap letters held at PRONE
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who was a school-teacher in the town.349 The primer, which was Belfast printed about 

1760 and was very much specific to the province, possibly indicates mutual links 

between Dunlap and the printers of Belfast and suggests that his name was known in the 

town.350 Local connections would explain this familiarity as Dunlap would not have been 

known as the printer of the Declaration of Independence at this point.351 Perhaps 

Dunlap’s name was inserted in order to authenticate the work. Two versions of the 

Montgomery Oration were in circulation, neither of which was approved by Congress. 

The Dunlap version, which Magee reprinted, included Congress’ request for an oration 

on Montgomery and was signed at the beginning by Charles Thomson (Secretary of the 

Continental Congress, 1774-1781). This was followed by the notes about the controversy, 

written by Smith himself; and the various footnotes which chronicled the tension between 

author and Congress in which Smith’s prayer for harmony between Britain and the 

colonies was not shared by the assembled Congress. This edition was reprinted in 

Newport by Solomon Southwick, in London by J. Almon, in Dublin by John Beatty and 

by Magee in Belfast, all in the year 1776. The other version, printed in New York by 

John Anderson and in Norwich by Robertson and Trumbull, included no Thomson note, 

no author’s note, and no footnotes at all, thereby deleting the entire controversy of 

Smith’s remarks.353 Perhaps Magee was aware that there were different versions 

circulating and in reprinting the Dunlap edition and indicating Dunlap’s name, he may

349 David Man son, A New Primer; or, Child's Best Guide (Philadelphia: John Dunlap, 1770?).
350 Adams, The Printed Word and the Common Man, 18.
351 The Declaration was not reprinted in Belfast until August when it appeared in the Belfast News-Letter 
with the names of Hancock and Thomson (President and Secretary respectively), but did not include the 
name of the printer. BNL, 20-23 Aug. 1776.
352 Thomas R. Adams, American Independence: The Growth of an Idea. A Bibliographic Study of the 
American Political Pamphlets Printed between 1764 and 1776 Dealing with the Dispute between Great 
Britain and her Colonies (Providence, R.I.: Brown University Press, 1965), 167, 228a.
353 1 am indebted to Jim Green for his assistance here.
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have been making it clear that his reprint remained true to the actual address: it was the 

more authoritative version since it included the Congressional instructive. It was also the 

more controversial.

Since the non-Dunlap version was not reprinted in Belfast or Dublin, it seems that 

the inclusion of Dunlap’s name may not necessarily have been used in order to 

differentiate between different editions because there was only one edition available in 

Ireland. Outside of America, only the Irish reprinted editions (by Magee and Beatty) 

added Dunlap’s name, despite the fact that Dunlap’s edition was also used as the source 

of copy text for reprints elsewhere (London and possibly Newcastle). The inclusion of 

Dunlap’s name by Magee and Beatty therefore does not seem to be connected at all with 

the textual variant that existed (the non-Dunlap version), but it appears to have been an 

attempt to associate with Philadelphia, to affirm secure, tangible, even personal 

connections with Philadelphia. Magee was actively engaged in selling to his readers these 

connections with the colonial print trade, whether they were actual or feigned, direct or 

oblique, first-hand or something further removed than this.

This is significant and it suggests two related points. Firstly, Magee’s reprints 

were seeking to identify and claim connection with Philadelphia, rather than London. By 

this, Magee was indicating the pro-American sentiment of his publications, feelings 

which were felt throughout Ulster and which are likely to have translated into readership 

sales. Secondly, it reflects the bourgeoning confidence of Belfast as a town. No longer 

was it content to follow that which was being propounded in the centre (London), Belfast 

sought the example of other cities existing in the provinces (Philadelphia especially) that
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were growing in commercial and political importance and which were challenging the 

primacy of London.

Charges of provincialism, particularly relating to the colonies, however persisted. 

It is no accident that the American political texts reprinted by Magee offer a defence 

against these accusations of parochialism, accusations which would have resonated in 

Belfast. For example, Raynal’s designation of the colonists as “a civilized and of course 

moderate people” stood to counter English stereotypes in which the colonies were 

frequently presented as a land of uncouth farmers, an inferior people, far removed, in 

every sense, from a civilized culture.3'^4 Raynal’s challenge to these stereotypes, through 

the elevation of the colonists and the depiction of the British as despots, was significant. 

The point that Raynal was making was equally applicable to other provincial centres, 

such as Belfast. These texts therefore encouraged those on the periphery and challenged 

the condescension of the centre at a time when the provinces were capable of becoming 

loci of power and innovation. But Belfast’s new confidence is most significantly seen in 

Magee’s first-time printings at this time and the confidence of Belfast printers in issuing 

original publications.

Magee’s Original American Publications: Dickson

Throughout the conflict, Magee was taking greater risks with his reprinting of texts that 

were not derived from the metropolis, and this confidence was also manifested by his 

first-time printings. Local ministers began debating the consequences of the war not 

simply on the empire but also on a local level, suggesting the keenness of northern

354 Raynal, Sentiments of a Foreigner, 13.
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Dissenters to engage with the international political situation. In publishing this material 

which was original and new, Magee was demonstrating a town printing trade that was 

becoming less cautious and a town that was growing in self-assurance.

This became especially evident as the conflict progressed in which the costs of the 

war, financial and otherwise, were foremost in the minds of Irishmen and women. 

William Steel Dickson (1744-1824) in two sermons preached at this time articulated such 

concerns. These two addresses were bound up in a collection of Dickson’s sermons, four 

in total, which were printed by Magee in the closing years of the 1770’s, possibly 1778. 

The work was titled Sermons on the Following Subjects. I. The Advantages of National 

Repentance. II. The Ruinous Effects of Civil War. III. The Coming of the Son of Man. IV. 

The Hope of Meeting, Knowing, and Rejoicing with Virtuous Friends, in a Future World. 

Unlike the other material relating to the dispute between Britain and the American 

colonies, these sermons were not the product of American loyalists, British politicians, or 

foreign polemicists but the work of a local clergyman.

The Advantages of National Repentance and The Ruinous Effects of Civil War 

were set against a highly politicised backdrop of Revolution and announced the need for 

peace. They argued that the current civil discord between England and America wounded 

the strength of the empire, the strength of Protestantism and left Ireland vulnerable to 

foreign enemies. These sermons were noteworthy because they were the first instance in 

which Magee had published material relating to the American situation that did not 

derive from the metropolis or the American colonies. Most significant of all, they aroused 

the ire of Ulster conservatives and the landed interest since both discourses were 

occasions set as fast days by the government, in which the nation was expected to engage
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in prayer and sacrifice to secure Britain’s success in America. Dickson however 

denounced the war with the colonies as “unnatural, impolitic and unprincipled”, telling in 

his autobiography how “my mind instantly revolted against the mad crusade; and, while I 

regretted its folly, I execrated its wickedness”.355

The first of Dickson’s sermons on the political crisis, The Advantages of National 

Repentance, was preached to the Protestant Dissenting Congregation of Ballyhalbert on 

13 December, 177 6.356 Given the successes of the British forces in overpowering the 

colonist army at this specific time - by the end of 1776 the Americans had received only 

one minor victory: Washington’s attack of 1500 Hessians at Trenton in December 1776 - 

the sermon conspicuously overlooked British military might. Instead its author 

sympathised with the vulnerability of American forces:

AND here, the State of our Affairs upon the Continent of America, first arrests 

our Thoughts, and claims our Notice - A State of Affairs, gloomy, perplexed, and, 

truly, unpromising! There, War already rages with, even, more than its natural 

Horrors. Brother points the fatal Minister of Death against Brother, and Father 

against Son; and Children imbrue their Hands in their Parents Blood. Nor, is that

355 W.S. Dickson, A Narrative of the Confinement and Exile of William Steel Dickson D.D. Formerly 
Minister of the Presbyterian Congregations of Ballyhalbert and Portaferry, in the County of Down, and 
Now of Keady, in the County of Armagh (Dublin: J. Stockdale, 1812), 7.
356 Two other fast day sermons were preached in Belfast on this day. These were given by William Blakely 
and James Bryson respectively. William Blakely, The Nature and Foundation of Civil Government, and 
Duty of Subjects ... Preached in Carrickfergus on December 13, 1776, Being the Fast Day Appointed by 
Government (Belfast: Mil). Unfortunately this sermon has been lost. See Thomas Witherow, Historical 
and Literary Memorials of Presbyterianism in Ireland, Second Series: 1731-1800 (London and Belfast: 
William Mullan & Son, 1880), 329. McBride suggests that Bryson’s address, which was not printed, is held 
in a MS collection of Bryson’s sermons at QUB but I have been unable to locate this material. McBride, 
Scripture Politics, 119, footnote 32.
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all. Should the Contest be prolonged, America must be ruined; and, in its Ruins,

357we must suffer.

Dickson’s abhorrence for the armed conflict among brethren stirred him to denounce the 

war, justifying the force of his admonition against the administration. Compelled to 

express candidly his political views, he discussed the Revolution as the corollary of 

“wicked Counsels”, “oppressive Measures” and “rebellious Dispositions”. His 

acknowledgement of English political blame, though also couched in American filial 

(ir)responsibility, sought essentially to emphasise English guilt, for, as he reasoned, “fVky 

Beholdest thou the Mote that is in thy Brother’s Eye, but considerest not the Beam that is 

in thine own Eye?”.359

Topical questions, such as the legality of Parliament’s actions in taxing the 

colonists, how justifiable colonial resistance had been, and teasing out the implications of 

contract theory, were not broached in Dickson’s address. Deeming such inquiries as 

unprofitable Dickson instead foregrounded the effects of war at a local level. He asked,

[Djoes it not appear that we are already suffering, by the Restrictions of our 

Commerce, the Capture of our Vessels, and the growing Weight of our Taxes; and 

that, if the present Contest continues, we must suffer, more and more, every 

day?360

The address subsequently articulated concerns expressive of the community, particularly 

middle-class mercantile interests. Worries such as the fear of war breaking out in Europe, 

Ireland’s vulnerability to foreign attack, the financial strains caused by the military

357

358

359

360

Dickson, Sermons on the Following Subjects, 18-19. 
Ibid., 22.
Ibid., 22.
Ibid., 20.
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campaign, increased taxation and the sustained impact of hostilities on commerce later 

led Dickson to excoriate the war with unflinching sternness that would antagonise loyalist 

supporters throughout the north.

This sermon was entitled The Ruinous Effects of Civil War and was preached 

before the same congregation on 27 February, 1778, another fast day discourse that was 

appointed by the government. The fiercely controversial sermon prayed for pardon for 

mistakes made, foregrounding “our Political Offences” and the folly of “our Senators” 

who, he made clear, needed to be taught wisdom.361 In asserting that those ruling were 

lacking in wisdom by engaging in a war that was thoroughly impolitic, Dickson was 

seizing upon the fast day as another opportunity to criticise the government rather than to 

offer prayers for British military success, thereby contravening government propaganda. 

Although he prayed for the pardon of sins and pleaded for a restoration of peace and 

prosperity, significantly, he did not entreat God’s blessings to help His Majesty’s troops, 

which was a glaring omission. During this period Dissenting ministers such as Dickson 

felt that observing government appointed fast-days was hypocritical given their 

principled opposition to the war. Campbell asserted that for ministers to have “made a 

shew of observing them, while they & their people held such principles, would have been 

hypocrisy: But, to have offered up prayers for success to the English arms in a war they 

thought so very iniquitous, would have been a prostitution of character, a solemn

'if.')

mockery of divine things, approaching perhaps to blasphemy”.

This need for candour led Dickson to be vociferous in his criticism of the 

government. The sermon subsequently achieved notoriety for contentious remarks made

361 Dickson, Sermons on the Following Subjects, 58.
362 Campbell, “Sketches of the History of Presbyterians in Ireland”, 236.
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in its close in which he boldly censured the war, opposing it on a number of grounds, and 

urged his listeners to do likewise:

[I]n whatever Point of View we consider the present civil War we have Cause to 

reprobate it. If we consider it as trampling Humanity under foot, and violating the 

Ties of Blood, it is unnatural, and barbarous: And, if we consider it, as dissolving 

the Bonds of Protestantism, wounding the Interests of Britain thro’ the Sides of 

America, or exposing us to the Inroads of a jealous Enemy, it is foolish, impolitic 

and wicked.363

In citing the war as wrongful because of its offences against man’s humanity to man, 

British Protestantism, British imperial interests, and British security, Dickson offered an 

extensive and audacious censure of the government.

These two sermons which encapsulated the radical element of northern Dissent 

caused considerable offence, particularly among the Tory faction. In his autobiography 

Dickson acknowledged that “my expressions gave great offence to all the dependants of 

government. ... A general outcry was raised against me ... “Traitor,” “Rebel,” 

“Trumpeter of sedition,” were levelled at my name”.364 The reaction to Dickson’s 

sermons demonstrates, as McDowell had indicated, that Irish opinion was not 

unanimously favourable to the American cause.365 Dickson’s ‘radical’ politics, the 

breakaway of his congregation and his upsetting of those supporters of the government 

ensured that Dickson’s sermons would have received widespread notice. His

363 Dickson, Sermons on the Following Subjects, 55-56.
364 Dickson, A Narrative of the Confinement and Exile of William Steel Dickson, 8.
365 McDowell, Ireland in the Age of Imperialism and Revolution, 1760-1801, 244.
366 Dickson’s congregation seceded and established a new church at Kircubbin in 1777. Commissioners 
from neighbouring congregations of Greyabbey and Portaferry maintained that the Kircubbin seceders had 
not separated ‘“on account of any religious concern, matter of or objection against the conduct or ministry 
of Mr Dixon’”. ODNB vol. 16 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), 129.
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complaints that Ireland was left unprotected against prospective foreign invaders also 

struck a chord, expressing the concerns of many who saw the need to establish a Belfast 

Volunteer movement.

The controversy generated by Dickson’s politics is likely to have augmented the 

selling potential of the printed work and Magee’s decision to publish Dickson’s Sermons 

was commercially shrewd. Indeed, the work was a publishing success: Dickson claimed 

with relish “they were read with avidity”, suggesting that their controversy translated 

directly into readership sales.367

Magee’s printing of the text was crucially important on a number of other 

grounds. He was involved in a first-time printing rather than reprinting, which was the 

hallmark of his business. Moreover, it was a politically contentious work, which would 

have augmented his reputation as a printer of political material. Indeed, Magee was 

aligning himself with riskier and more controversial texts and that his most divisive text 

of the material relating to the American situation was a first-time printing, penned by a 

local author, connotes Magee’s confidence. This is even more the case considering that 

Dickson had infuriated those sympathetic to the government prior to his two Ballyhalbert 

discourses.368 Magee therefore had published a work whose author had consistently 

throughout 1776 caused outrage. But Magee did not temper Dickson’s remarks. Dickson 

noted that the sermons were printed “as they were preached, without the retraction, 

alteration, or addition, of a single word”.369

Throughout 1775-1776 Magee’s American political texts not only adhered to a 

consistent political stance - support for the American colonies and, with the outbreak of

367 Dickson, A Narrative of the Confinement and Exile of William Steel Dickson, 8.
368 Ibid., 7-8.
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the war, censure of English actions - but the vigour of their reproof of English actions 

intensified as the war progressed, so that Magee embraced the divisiveness of Dickson’s 

sentiments to signify the strength of anti-government polemic, as well as his own 

boldness and confidence as a political printer.

The consistency of the political stance of his American political publications is

• ^70evident when set in the context of what other Belfast bookmen were printing. No 

Belfast printers printed material that celebrated British successes in the war. This 

suggests the unity of the town in opposing the conflict. And of the singular loyalist tracts 

that found themselves in the bookshops of Belfast, these were published by virtue of 

Dublin printers and probably catered to an extremely small audience of loyalist 

sympathisers. Belfast moved rather to identify with cities such as Philadelphia, rather 

than London, and reprinted material evinced these colonial sympathies.

While the anti-English sentiment expressed by Dickson evidently had supporters 

in Belfast, the publication of Dickson’s sermons nonetheless carried a risk. An original 

work expressing a local perspective on international affairs reveals how the work broke 

with previous patterns. Provincial printing at this time was growing in significance and 

productivity, yet first-time printing nonetheless posed the greatest risk to a printer. Town 

printers such as Magee were becoming more confident but the risk to capital, indeed to 

one’s business, still remained. The need for subscription publication in this period 

remained, indicating that despite the advances made in Belfast printing Magee, like other

370 The increase in anti-English sentiment as the war progressed is reflected in another Philadelphia sermon 
which was reprinted in the town in 1777. The work attacked English ministers as “corrupt or profligate”, 
denounced the governing of the colonies by England as imprudent and unconstitutional and intimated that 
separation was inevitable, using an analogy that foregrounded American progress and English 
powerlessness. John Witherspoon, The Dominion of Providence over the Passions of Men. A Sermon, 
Preached at Princeton, on the 17,h of May, 1776. ([Belfast]: Glasgow printed, and Belfast reprinted: and 
sold by Robert Smith, Mil), 25, 26.
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printers, was restricted by a lack of ready capital. He issued William Enfield’s Sermons 

for the Use of Families in December 1776, which was a lengthy nine months after 

subscriptions plans for the work had been announced. The significant delay indicates 

Magee’s reliance upon the subscription money raised in order to print the work. Such 

commercial realities impacted upon Magee’s business and his printing of Dickson is all 

the more remarkable when situated in this context. Belfast printing was becoming 

innovative, riskier, not simply a trade based on the reprinted editions of London texts, but 

its progress was nonetheless determined by and impeded by commercial considerations.

The work also however revealed the self-assurance of Belfast as a town, 

signalling bourgeoning local radical Dissent that would soon find expression in the 

Volunteer movement. Material from the centre of colonial foment had been important 

particularly in the initial stages of the conflict. At this time, however, the publication of 

Dickson’s addresses points towards the way in which the town felt assured by the validity 

of its own experience and identity. Dissenters felt they could engage in the Revolutionary 

debate and that their own experiences and concerns warranted being made public, 

indicating both the self-assurance of printing and politics in the town.

The expression of these sentiments by Dissenters however led to accusations, 

among the Tory faction at least, of disaffection and republicanism.373 McBride has noted 

that Presbyterian sympathy for the colonial cause alarmed the defenders of Church and 

State, reopening old divisions between Anglicans and Dissenters.374 Keen to fend off

371 BNL, 5-8 Mar. 1776; 6-10 Dec. 1776.
372 At this time also the News-Letter records one bookseller (William Seed, a merchant in books and 
chapbooks) whose trade collapsed, suggesting the attendant financial risks involved in the Belfast book 
trade. BNL, 20-23 Aug. 1776.
373 Campbell, “Sketches of the History of Presbyterians in Ireland”, 236.
374 McBride, Scripture Politics, 118.
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these charges of subversion, Dissenters indicated their opposition to the war, while all the 

while asserting their loyalty to the crown and extolling the benefits of the British 

constitution. In an attempt to defend their actions and sentiments, Presbyterians drew 

up an address in March 1778, having been entreated to do so by “friends in both houses 

of parliament”. Two drafts were prepared but since Dissenters refused to disguise their 

opposition to the war - they actually remonstrated the ministry as having “violated the 

rights and liberties of the American colonies” - the affair was dropped.377 Feeling that it 

would be unconscionable to conceal their views, Dissenters felt compelled to honesty.378

Driven partly by their abhorrence of dissimulation, as well as their abhorrence for 

the civil conflict, Dissenters clamoured loudly their opposition to the war and Magee 

responded by his publication and retail of material for which there would be a widely 

appreciative audience. Publications by Magee that reflected Belfast’s sympathies would 

have exacerbated the view that Dissenters were firebrands and radicals. While knowing 

that their criticism of the war made them vulnerable to charges of treachery and 

radicalism, Dissenters lamented such accusations, but they still denounced the war. This 

reveals the strength of their opposition to the conflict and that northern Dissenters were 

boldly expressing their political resistance. This boldness gave encouragement to printers 

such as Magee that the publication of riskier material, such as Dickson’s sermons, would 

be well received, prompting him to respond to reader tastes by his publications during

375 In April 1776 Magee reprinted Caleb Evans’ British Constitutional Liberty (first published in 1775). In 
the sermon Dissenters were vindicated from the charge of subverting the government and the constitution 
was venerated as the perfection of civil government. Caleb Evans, British Constitutional Liberty (Belfast: 
James Magee, 1776), 13.
376 “The humble Address of the Protestant Dissenters of Ireland”. Two drafts were drawn up: the first draft 
was dated 26 March, the second draft was dated 31 March. For a copy of these drafts see Campbell, 
“Sketches of the History of Presbyterians in Ireland”, Appendix, 109-112.
377 Ibid., Appendix, 113, 114.
378 See Dickson, Narrative and Confinement of the Exile of William Steel Dickson, 7.

157



this time. However it was not simply Dissenters, augmented by their success in 

commerce and the growing affluence of Belfast, that prompted Magee’s confidence as a 

printer, but also changes which were happening within provincial printing at this time.

Printing in the Provinces: challenging the centre

Throughout the conflict Belfast allied itself with colonial print centres, Philadelphia in 

particular. One of the prime reasons for this connection was the political sympathies that 

Belfast readers felt with the American colonists. Such readers sought the newest pro- 

American polemic and tract and contacts in the Philadelphia book trade made this 

possible. This trade could only have blossomed in the aftermath of legislative changes in 

1780 when trading restrictions between Ireland and America were dropped. The lapsing 

of the Navigation Acts, which had placed severe restrictions upon Irish trade with 

America, meant that Irish booksellers could now export their reprints legally to the 

United States, and, as Cole has noted, the growth of this export trade was rapid.379

The Philadelphia book trade appeared a natural choice for Belfast bookmen to 

transact business. Links between the Irish and Philadelphian book trade had been 

established from as early as mid-century.380 Moreover, there were a number of 

Philadelphian bookmen who had strong Ulster connections (William and John Dunlap, 

and Samuel and William Delap). Belfast printers also had former employees working 

there, such as Steuart, and John Dean, bookbinder and bookseller in Philadelphia in 1765

379 Cole, Irish Booksellers and English Writers 1740-1800, 46. But, until this date, illegal smuggling 
continued to be carried out, which had been the case from the 1740’s.
380 Ibid., 40-55
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and from 1775 until 1779, who had learned the trade in Belfast and also Dublin.381 The 

increasing significance of Philadelphia printing also gave further cause for sustained 

trading connections.

Throughout the years of the American Revolution (1775-1783) Philadelphia 

printers produced an output of works that was drawing closer to the total of the Dublin
•jot

trade. Philadelphia was the most important printing city in America throughout the 

course of the eighteenth century but the political conflict saw the city’s print trade occupy 

an especially significant role. The city became the centre of colonial dissent and the 

bastion of revolutionary sentiment. Congress was assembled at Philadelphia and its city 

print trade became the mouthpiece of that body, espousing its directives and concurring 

with its outlook. The result was that two of the most momentous political documents of 

the eighteenth century were printed in Philadelphia in 1776, the Declaration of 

Independence and Paine’s Common Sense. That this material was printed in Philadelphia 

and not London stood as an indication of the rising significance of the provinces and that 

it was the periphery of the empire that cultivated and gave rise to the enlightened political 

discourse, far-reaching and influential, which resounded throughout the world. This 

inextricable alliance between Philadelphia printing and political dissent, a connection that 

was cemented throughout the conflict, acted as a source of inspiration to town printing at 

a time when the possibilities afforded by printing outside of the metropolis were 

becoming more evident, namely the printing of original publications and the possibility 

of creating a vibrant trade outside of London.

381 Cole, Irish Booksellers and English Writers 1740-1800, 45.
382 Philadelphia lagged behind Dublin by twenty-five percent. These calculations were performed using 
ESTC.
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Throughout the course of the century town printing had occupied a marginal 

place. In the English trade, printing in the provinces could not expand and develop 

significantly until the lapse of perpetual copyright in 1774 when London printing lost the 

monopolistic control it had enjoyed for centuries. In the case of Becket v. Donaldson in 

February 1774 the House of Lords ruled against the notion that copyright entitled the 

copyholder to a perpetual existence of copy in common law. Printers were now 

permitted to reprint texts cheaply that had formerly been protected under copyright 

legislation. Values of shares in copy decreased and entrepreneurial publishing was a 

direct result of the Beckett v. Donaldson case. Thus the last quarter of the century 

witnessed printers embarking on more risk-taking ventures with new and untried 

books. New authors and provincial printing benefited from these changes. Provincial 

printers were able to reprint texts and authors that previously had been denied to them 

and this opened their printing up to substantial growth.

Printing in the provinces throughout England and Ireland during the 1770s 

certainly increased in number. In the case of Newcastle, for example, where there had 

been two firms in 1700 and between ten and fifteen between 1730 and 1770, there were 

twenty-six in 1776, thirty in 1782 and between thirty and thirty-five in 1790.385 Such 

changes were apparent in the Irish trade also. Finnegan has noted that the second 

significant period of Irish provincial printing took place between the middle of the 

eighteenth and the start of the nineteenth century. Between 1766 and 1790 printing

383 In the following year, the Stationers’ Company’s also lost its monopoly of almanac publishing.
384 John Feather, “Publishers and Politicians: The Remaking of the Law of Copyright in Britain 1775- 
1842”, Publishing History, 24 (1988), 49-51. See also Feather, “The Publishers and the Pirates. British 
Copyright Law in Theory and Practice, 1710-1775”, Publishing History, 22 (1987), 5-32.
385 Feather, The Provincial Book Trade in Eighteenth-Century England, 29. For an indication of the growth 
of provincial printing throughout the century, see figure 1, C.J. Mitchell, “Provincial Printing in 
Eighteenth-Century Britain”, Publishing History, 21 (1987), 21.
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started in about eighteen Irish towns as a result of local demand. Development was 

initially concentrated mainly in the north and north-east with printing appearing in Derry, 

Armagh, Newry, Downpatrick and Drogheda within short succession.386 In Belfast there 

had been two printers working in 1700 (Patrick Neill and James Blow), between 1730
TOT

and 1775 there were thirteen printers at work, and by the end of the century there were
TOO

sixteen others whose names appeared in imprints. The newspaper trade which 

“supported and stimulated the Irish book trade much as it did in England” certainly had a 

significant impact in stimulating provincial printing in Ireland. Similarly, as in 

England, the development of the trade in Ireland can be attributed to the 

commercialisation of literature, increasing literacy, the commercial expansion of towns, 

and the increased disposable income among the middle classes, who had a greater amount 

of leisure time and who engaged in greater cultural activity.

The self-assurance discernible in Magee’s publications at this period was a 

reflection of the progress of provincial printing throughout Britain and Ireland. Magee’s 

publications make evident that Belfast printing was taking greater risks while it was 

simultaneously increasing in size and scope. From 1775 there were at least two new 

bookmen working in the town trade: Robert Smith (1775) and Hugh Warrin (1777). 

Moreover, outside of London, trade associations were being formed among bookmen in 

important print centres in Scotland and Ireland, an indication of the development and

386 Finnegan, “Georgian Drogheda and the Printed Word”, 37.
387 These were James Blow, Daniel Blow, Robert Gardiner, John Hay, Richard Johnston, Francis, Henry 
and Robert Joy, James Magee, R. McConnell (one printed item in 1768), John Potts, Robert Smith and 
Samuel Wilson.
388 These were E. Black, D. Simms, Doherty & Simms, Simms & McIntyre, Hugh Dowell, J. Hughes?, 
Henry Joy junior, Hu. Kirk & Co., William Magee, ‘Miles’s boy’, John O’Connor, John Rabb, J. Smyth, 
Thomas Storey, John Tisdall, and Hugh Warrin.
389 Finnegan, “Georgian Drogheda and the Printed Word”, 38.
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increasing sophistication of printing there. These associations in their turn influenced the 

Belfast trade.

In the 1770s the Society of Booksellers was formed in Dublin and Edinburgh. A 

fraternity of booksellers emerged in Dublin about 17 74.390 It was a formal publishers’ 

group that had been brought into being because of mid-century disputes among Dublin 

booksellers surrounding copyright. Those Dublin booksellers who had obtained 

publication rights with London booksellers were keen to protect their interests.391 Lennon 

writes:

Either to mask the identity of the Dublin publishers in the case of unofficial 

printing or, as happened more commonly towards the end of the century, to 

protect copyright and its holders in London and Dublin, the imprint [‘Company of 

Booksellers’] was employed for what were termed ‘conger publications’, or

392associative ventures among booksellers.

The use of the term in imprints at this time was also utilised for very practical reasons: 

Pollard notes that “imprints in the 1770s had certainly grown to a monstrous size, 

reaching a peak in 1777 with forty-six booksellers named in one edition of William 

Robertson’s History of America”.393 In time the term ‘Company of Booksellers’ made the 

inclusion of a catalogue of printers’ and booksellers’ names unnecessary and increasingly 

it became a convenient label for use in imprints.

Aside from the practical usage of the term, the Dublin Company of Booksellers 

was an actual physical body. Pollard notes that in the late 1770s its members held

390 See Phillips, Printing and Bookselling in Dublin, 1670-1800, 32-35.
391 Lennon, “The Print Trade, 1700-1800”, 81; Phillips, Printing and Bookselling in Dublin, 1670-1800, 32- 
35.
392 Lennon, “The Print Trade, 1700-1800”, 81.
393 Pollard, Dublin's Trade in Books, 168.
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meetings and social events, dined together and sought to promote home manufacturing at 

a time of non-importation agreements.394 The formation of the organisation at this time 

indicates the increasingly formal structures appropriated by the Dublin trade. This 

denotes its maturity and its increasing size, and also that there was a very real need to 

offer a remedy to the internal copyright battles of the middle years of the century.

A similar band of booksellers was established in Scotland around the same time. 

The Edinburgh Booksellers’ Society was formed on 7 February 1776 and at the first 

official meeting a number of resolutions were passed, including a ban on members 

purchasing any book printed in Ireland or elsewhere that was in violation of the Statute of 

Anne. These initial resolutions related to practices which concerned the Edinburgh 

booksellers, such as the sale in Scotland of illegal reprints, including Irish imports; the 

legal reprinting of books by Edinburgh printers unaffiliated with Edinburgh booksellers; 

and competitive pricing of London books for sale in Edinburgh.395 It was an attempt to 

establish regularity and control over the trade, especially important in the aftermath of the 

relative liberty the press achieved in 1774. Moreover, it sought to impose formality of 

business procedures among its bookmen, practices which had characterised the London 

trade.

Both companies were partly formed in order to establish the authority of 

booksellers over printers and each operated by playing an important part in controlling 

the right to copies among its members. The increasing growth and sophistication of 

printing that necessitated the establishment of these bookselling fraternities was soon 

mirrored in Belfast. In 1775-1776 there were at least two Belfast imprints that mimicked

W4 Pollard, Dublin's Trade in Books, 169.
395 Richard B. Sher, “Corporatism and Consensus in the Late Eighteenth-Century Book Trade: The 
Edinburgh Booksellers’ Society in Comparative Perspective”, Book History, 1 (1998), 55-56.
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the example of Dublin and Edinburgh, through replacing the name of the printer 

responsible for publication with the generic label ‘printed and sold by the booksellers,’ 

possibly indicating that these were conger publications.396 The name of the printer was 

dispensed with, replaced rather with a body of booksellers, which was extremely unusual 

in Belfast imprints. It is tempting to posit a connection between the formation of such 

bookselling fraternities in Ireland and Scotland with Belfast’s attempt at this time to 

augment the image of its bookselling trade. The date of these imprints and, specifically, 

their proximity to the establishment of the Company of booksellers in Dublin and 

Edinburgh, strongly suggests the influence of these organisations on printing in Belfast. 

There is no evidence that there was any formal bookselling group in the town but these 

imprints give the impression that there were formal arrangements conducted between the 

booksellers of the town for a number of associative venture publications. Whether these 

collaborative projects were real or feigned, the significant point is that the imprints betray 

the influence of practices utilised by impressive bookselling bodies at this time in 

printing centres outside of London. Belfast printers saw what booksellers in Dublin and 

Edinburgh were doing and sought to emulate them.

But if Belfast printers aspired to the Dublin trade, they were also determined to 

challenge it, to counter the primacy of its trade. From 1774 Magee began reprinting texts 

that competed directly with Dublin editions. In June Magee reprinted Lord Chesterfield’s 

Letters, which was available seventeen days after the Dublin edition was first sold in the

'IQ’J

town. The Dublin edition, which also was a reprint, was printed by George Faulkner,

396 These publications were Penelope Aubin’s, The Noble Slaves (1775) and J. Cosgrave’s A Genuine 
History of the Lives and Actions of the Most Notorious Irish Highwaymen ... (1776).
397 Philip Dormer Stanhope, Earl of Chesterfield, Letters Written by the Late Right Honourable Philip 
Dormer Stanhope, Earl of Chesterfield, to his Son, Philip Stanhope, ... Published by Mrs. Eugenia
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who was one of the most well-established and significant of Dublin printers. He was 

known in England and Ireland and he was one of the few Irish printers to pay London 

printers the price of copy for reprinting English texts. Through offering a competing 

edition to Faulkner’s reprint, Magee was determined to take on the might of Dublin 

printing in issuing a work that was phenomenally popular: one contemporary 

advertisement suggested that the Letters “at present form the conversation amongst all 

polite companies” and claimed to contain “every instruction necessary to complete the 

gentleman and man of fashion, to teach him a knowledge of life, and make him well 

received in all companies”.399 Printed immediately after the Dublin reprint, Magee sought 

to distinguish his edition from Faulkner’s for both sold for the same price and format 

(two volumes octavo bound for the price of thirteen shillings). As a result his edition 

included Chesterfield’s will, which the News-Letter advertisement announced was “not in 

any other Edition”.400

Magee’s contest with the Dublin trade continued the following year and is 

illustrated more dramatically by his reprinting of Blackstone’s Commentaries on the 

Laws of England. Magee reprinted the work in August 1775, at the same time as an 

edition (the sixth edition) was printed in Dublin. The Belfast and Dublin reprints were 

published simultaneously, however Magee’s reprint anticipated the Dublin edition by

Stanhope, ... (Dublin: G. Faulkner, 1774). The Dublin edition was available on 24 May. It retailed in 
Belfast by John Hay and Henry and Robert Joy while Magee’s edition was printed and available for retail 
on June 10, sold solely by Magee. BNL, 24-27 May 1774; 10-14 June 1774.
398 See James E. Tierney, “Dublin-London Publishing Relations in the 18th century: The Case of George 
Faulkner” in Arnold Hunt, Giles Mandelbrote & Alison Shell (eds.), The Book Trade & its Customers, 
1450-1900 (Winchester and New Castle, DE: St Paul’s Bibliographies and Oak Knoll Press, 1997), 133- 
140. Also, see Robert E. Ward (ed.), Prince of Dublin Printers: The Letters of George Faulkner 
(Lexington, Kentucky: University of Kentucky Press, 1972) and Pollard, Dictionary of the Members of the 
Dublin Book Trade 1550-1800, 198-205.
399 Freeman's Journal, 14-16 Mar 1775, cited in Kennedy, “Reading Print, 1700-1800”, 152.
400 BNL, 10-14 June 1774.
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four days.401 Commentaries were derived from a series of lectures which William 

Blackstone, the foundation Vinerian professor of common law at All Souls Oxford, had 

given. The first volume of his Commentaries appeared in 1765, with the remaining three 

following over the next four years. The work fast became the most celebrated, widely 

circulated, and influential law book ever published in the English language. The work 

had profound resonance in the light of the crisis brought about by the American situation, 

particularly inquiries into the constitutionality of the government’s actions. Moreover, in 

the fourth volume, Blackstone’s condemnation of nonconformity, which provoked 

retaliating pamphlets from Joseph Priestley and Philip Fumeaux, would have made this 

work eagerly consulted, especially by Dissenters. Its extreme topicality and relevance to 

the political situation gave rise to numerous reprints in England, Ireland and the 

American colonies.

In Dublin all four volumes of the work had been reprinted separately (between 

1766 and 1775), but in 1775 the work was printed in its entirety under the auspices of the 

newly formed Dublin Company of Booksellers.402 Magee’s reprint stood to compete with 

the Dublin edition. Both sold for the exactly same sum, bound in four volumes for 10s. 

10c?. Both the Belfast and Dublin reprints were sold in Belfast - Magee sold his edition, 

and John Hay Junior retailed the Dublin reprint - suggesting that Magee had deliberately 

issued a competing edition to rival Dublin’s. Moreover, there is evidence to suggest that 

Dublin booksellers felt that Magee had, by design, encroached upon their territory by his 

edition. In consequence of this, Dublin bookmen set in place a strategy to distinguish 

their reprint from that of Magee’s and poach their would-be customers back. Firstly, the

401 BNL, 4-8 Aug. 1775; 8-11 Aug. 1775.
402 Sir William Blackstone, Commentaries on the Laws of England. In Four Books ... The Sixth Edition 
(Dublin: printed for the Company of Booksellers, 1775).
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advertisement in the News-Letter used considerable puffing to announce that this was a 

“NEW, BEAUTIFUL, and CHEAP EDITION, being the Sixth” edition. It gave details of 

illustrations and engravings, which stood in contrast to the simple and unassuming 

advertisement placed by Magee.403 Secondly, the Dublin reprint offered to all purchasers 

“an engraved Head of the Author, finely executed, by a capital Artist, from an original 

Portrait, and esteemed a striking Likeness” which would “shortly be delivered” to them. 

This offered an advantage over Magee, since all of the most eminent engravers worked in 

the Dublin trade. Most significant of all, customers were directed to choose the Dublin 

edition in an audacious display of marketing. The announcement read: “The Public are 

therefore requested to be careful in enquiring for the Edition printed for the Company of 

Booksellers”. The explicitness of the directive and the boldness of the marketing strategy 

indicate that Magee had antagonised them. Evidently, this was not the first instance 

where Magee’s reprints would harm sales in Belfast and Dublin bookmen were not 

prepared to be passive in the face of such competition. Nevertheless, the fact that 

advertisements for both reprints appeared in similar editions of the News-Letter 

throughout August demonstrates that Magee was not cowed by the Dublin offensive.

Magee’s challenge to the Dublin trade was not serendipitous. It was not accidental 

that his reprint of this material occurred at the same time as the Dublin publication, rather 

Magee’s challenge to Dublin was conducted deliberately and with premeditation. In the 

absence of copyright, Dublin printing had established in the early eighteenth century a 

system whereby a title claimed by publication was posted up in the Tholsel, and later 

perhaps at Stationers’ Hall, as the headquarters of the Guild of St. Luke came to be

403 No extant copy of Magee’s reprint of Commentaries exists and the newspaper advertisement does not 
indicate whether Magee’s edition included illustration and engravings as the Dublin reprint did.
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known. Printers posted up a title page as an announcement of their intention to publish or 

reprint a work. The system, which operated solely by mutual consent and with no 

authority to enforce it, did on occasions give rise to competing Dublin editions.404 Since 

Magee operated out of Belfast he did not have to conform to this practice. But he must 

have been aware that Dublin bookmen were engaged in reprinting Blackstone’s 

Commentaries: his connection with the Dublin trade, not least of all the fact that his son 

worked there, make this likely. His reprint therefore, having come out in advance of the 

Dublin edition, indicates that he was consciously competing with the might of the Dublin 

booksellers which suggests daring and bourgeoning confidence on his part. This daring is 

further compounded by the fact that he was the only retail agent of his reprints 

(Chesterfield’s Letters and Blackstone’s Commentaries) in the town since other bookmen 

sold the Dublin editions. Magee, evidently,- had no qualms with producing a competing 

edition. A favourable commercial opportunity, such as the sale of Blackstone’s 

Commentaries, was too tempting to resist. Most of all, his competing editions in 1774- 

1775 suggest the way in which Magee was demonstrating that Belfast printing could pose 

a very real and direct challenge to vibrant printing centres such as Dublin.

But lest one argue that such a contest was highly ambitious for Belfast printing 

and even more unlikely to have been achieved by a single bookman, Philips has 

contended that the Belfast trade presented a real danger to Dublin. He suggests it was the 

only trade which could rival Dublin throughout this period, arguing that it had the 

potential to “pose a serious threat to the supremacy of the Dublin trade”.405 In this 

instance the threat was caused by Magee and thus in dramatic fashion, Magee single-

404 Lennon, “The Print Trade, 1700-1800”, 85; Pollard, Dublin’s Trade in Books, 169-73.
405 Phillips, Printing and Bookselling in Dublin, 1670-1800, 126.
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handedly challenged the Dublin trade, which was a significant achievement for the 

Belfast bookman. This serves to demonstrate the power of the individual, how one 

individual such as Magee was able to make a profound impact upon the balance of power 

between Dublin and Belfast printing, thereby suggesting his significance to the national 

print trade.

In other less dramatic ways the traditional understanding of the scope and 

capabilities of provincial printing were also being radically renegotiated in the figure of 

Magee. As well as competing with the might of the Dublin booksellers, Magee was 

challenging the notion that the corpus of town printers comprised only word-for-word 

copies of London editions. His reprint of the perennially popular children’s book The 

Lilliputian Magazine (1775) omitted all illustrations, substituted a hymn for the original 

preface, and added hymns and prayers at the end.406 Magee offered changes to a work 

that is likely to have had a more significant readership than simply students in Belfast: his 

school texts reached readers throughout Ulster and the market for teach-yourself books 

and primers in the eighteenth century included readers other than students.407 This 

variation on the London edition indicates that Magee was prepared to work in an editing 

capacity, offering emendations and substitutions to the original text.

This is further seen in Magee’s reprint of Goldsmith’s Poems (also 1775) which 

was, by no means, a simple reprint of the London edition. Magee dispensed with the 

original selection of the poems to produce his own unique edition.408 Moreover, the

406 Adams, The Printed Word and the Co?nmon Man, 19.
407 Harry Solomon, The Rise of Robert Dodsley: Creating the New Age of Print (Carbondale, Illinois: 
Southern Illinois University Press, 1996), 125.
408 Cole, Irish Booksellers and English Writers 1740-1800, 125. The London edition (printed for W. 
Griffin, 1775) contained Goldsmith’s poems: Retaliation, Edwin and Angelina, Double transformation, A 
New Simile. Magee’s reprint contained Glover’s biographical sketch, which appeared as a preface, and this 
was followed by four poems: The Traveller, The Hermit, The Deserted Village and Retaliation.
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edition, which was seen by the English traveller Richard Twiss, was commended as 

especially fine; he extolled Magee’s publication for its beautiful type and superior 

paper.409 But in offering changes to the selection of poems Magee was taking a 

conspicuous risk. This was especially so in the case of a work which did not sell cheaply 

(it cost Is. Id.) and which was not assured as wide a readership as sermon or pamphlet 

publications.

There was also a concerted effort by Magee for his publications and his practices 

to make the maximum amount of impact. An especially salient illustration of this 

ambition is indicated by his publication of Letters of Importance in March 1775 410 The 

work was ‘published’ by Magee and fellow Belfast bookseller Robert Smith - it is likely 

that Magee printed it for Smith and both were involved in retailing the work - but there 

was also a list of eleven agents distributing the text. The extensive retail distribution of 

the work was notable: it was sold in Belfast, Newry, Derry, Coleraine, Ballymena, 

Hillsborough, Dromore, Ballynahinch and Newtownards, signifying that Magee was 

utilising widespread contacts to maximise sales of the work. This attempt to distribute the 

work over a wider geography was a practice that Magee would later take advantage of 

with his Volunteer sermons in 1779-1781 to reach an audience outside of Belfast.

Through such small actions, allied with impressive instances of advances in 

printing practices, such as original publications, or offering daring competition to the 

Dublin trade, Belfast printing was moving out of provincial parameters at this time, 

which was, in an overwhelming degree, owing to Magee. The confidence of Belfast 

printing demonstrated in Magee’s publications and practices from 1775 onwards was also

409 Twiss, A Tour in Ireland, 78. This is quoted in chapter one.
410 BNL, 7-10 Mar. 1775.
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a reflection of the town’s increasing commercial confidence. At this time, Belfast was 

undergoing substantial change and economic growth. The 1770s witnessed many new 

buildings, for example, which reflected the growing affluence of Belfast’s merchant 

community and represented their trading, religious, philanthropic and cultural interests: 

the Exchange (1769), the upper storey was added, to create the Assembly Rooms, 

designed by Sir Robert Taylor (1776), the Brown Linen Hall (1773), the new parish 

church (1774), the Poorhouse (1774), and the new theatre (1778). The rising prosperity of 

its inhabitants led to the growth of leisure and cultural activity, especially among the 

middle classes, and literature, in accordance with trends throughout Britain and Ireland, 

was becoming increasingly commodified.

Three circulating libraries operated in the town in 1775: the Belfast Library 

(1774) with which the Reverends Crombie and Mackay were associated, John Hay 

Junior’s circulating library (September 1775), and that of Hugh Warrin which was 

Belfast’s first commercial circulating library.411 It opened in the early 1770s, possibly in 

1772 when he began lending books.412 In 1780 Warrin produced a catalogue of more than 

one thousand volumes of “History, Novels, Travels, Voyages, Lives, Memoirs, Plays, 

&c.” that he had available, which was followed by a further appendix produced in 1782, 

suggesting a diverse range of material.413 The catalogue, which also contained the rules 

of the library, was sold by Warrin for 2d. Books were leant by “the Day, Week, Month or 

Year” and each book required the paying of a deposit fee.414 Single books could be read

411 BNL, 1-4 Nov. 1774; 8-12 Sept. 1775.
412 It is likely that Warrin opened his circulating library in 1772, and it existed until at least 3 January 1792, 
when he announced his twentieth anniversary in the Belfast News-Letter. Cole, Irish Booksellers and 
English Writers 1740-1800, 36; Adams, The Printed Word and the Common Man, 37-38.
413 BNL, 31 Dec. 1779-4 Jan. 1780; 26-29 Nov. 1782.
414 BNL, 4-8 July 1777; 19-22 Nov. 1782.
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if cash was paid at the time of borrowing, so that if a reader was especially keen to read a 

particular work they could do so at a price much cheaper than purchasing the work.415

Hay’s library operated in direct competition with Warrin’s. Hay charged a yearly 

fee of 13 shillings, or 4s. Ad. per quarter, or a sum of Is. IVid. for a monthly rate. A 

catalogue detailing the conditions on which members were to adhere plus, one also 

imagines, the titles that were available for lending was made available at Hay’s shop and 

Cooper’s Coffee-Room.416 The existence of a coffee house in Belfast by this period 

perhaps indicates the early beginning of a coffee-house culture where, in London 

particularly, literature was discussed, periodicals and magazines perused, and political 

and parliamentary debates deliberated. The association between Hay’s library and the 

coffee house suggests that the latter was more than simply a space in which to drink, but 

also a forum to read literature and to become informed, and points to a middle-class 

culture where literature and wealth went hand in hand. This close relationship between 

coffee house and book trade in Belfast was also in evidence in Dublin and Cork. Coffee 

houses there disseminated information through taking subscription proposals for 

forthcoming publications and made subscription books available. Practices which were 

common in important Irish centres were soon adopted in Belfast, an indication of its 

commercial and cultural development.417

It is no accident therefore, given the commercialisation of literature occurring at 

this time, that book auctions first began to take place in the town in 1775. Practices that

415 Adams, The Printed Word and the Common Man, 38.
416 BNL, 8-12 Sept. 1775; in November 1782 the BNL announced the opening of another coffee house. 
BNL, 19-22 Nov. 1782.
417 Kennedy, “At the Exchange: The Eighteenth-century Book Trade in Cork”, 145.
418 For examples of book auctions see BNL, 31 Oct.-3 Nov. 1775; 23-26 Apr. 1776. For information on the 
culture of book auctions see Robin Myers, “Sale by Auction: The Rise of Auctioneering Exemplified in the 
Firm of Christopher Cook, the Langfords, and Flenry, John and George Robins (cl720-1847)” in Robin
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were synonymous with the London trade began to be adopted in the provinces. The 

lending of books, the auctioning of books and the printing of novels all became possible 

in the last quarter of the century outside of London. Practices and establishments that had 

been instituted earlier in the century in London were now coming to Belfast, indicating 

its increasing maturity and sophistication and greater wealth. Indeed, the sum total of 

these developments in the town indicates the growth of Belfast as an increasing urban 

space, whose urbanity was dependent on the town’s commercialism. The developing 

architecture of the town, new leisure facilities and the shift in an economy which 

concentrated on the manufacturing and marketing of luxury goods, including books 

(thereby illustrating greater personal spending), denotes the growth of a leisured urban 

life in Belfast, which was occurring throughout the cities and larger towns of Britain in 

the second half of the century.419

In addition to the confidence of Belfast’s commercial and urban life as reflected 

in its printing, Belfast was emerging into a more central space in terms of politics at this 

time with Magee’s American publications of 1775-1776 emblematizing that new-found 

assurance. Magee reprinted material from Philadelphia, the centre of colonial foment, and 

Bristol, an important Dissenting centre that supported the colonies. That each of these 

places was outside of London was significant, suggesting the growing importance of the 

provinces, particularly their ability to engage in the political debate. These publications 

testified to the power of American and English Dissenters, and gave encouragement to

Myers & Michael Harris (eds.), Sale and Distribution of Books from 1700 (Oxford: Oxford Polytechnic 
Press, 1982), 126-163.
419 See Peter Borsay, “The English Urban Renaissance: The Development of a Provincial Urban Culture c. 
1680-C.1760” in Peter Borsay (ed.), The Eighteenth-Century Town: A Reader in English Urban History 
1688-1820, 159-187.
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Ulster Dissenters to find their own expression, as we will see in dramatic fashion in the 

Volunteer sermons.

Most of all, Magee’s publications indicate the progress of printing in the town. In 

flagging up the names of Philadelphia printers (in this way, indicating to readers possible 

connections), Magee self-consciously moved away from the limiting provincialism of 

Irish town printing and consolidated his reputation as an innovative and progressive 

printer of Dissenting tracts and polemics. His reprinting of American political texts 

forged links (real and ideological) with the colonies and rooted Irish men and women 

firmly in an imperial dispute in which they, like the colonies, existed at the periphery of 

the empire. Moreover, by taking greater publishing risks, and reprinting material from 

places other than London, Magee was endeavouring to construct an image of himself as a 

far-reaching printer, quite literally in the case of his ties with the American book trade. 

The result was that through Magee Belfast printing was moving from the margins. No 

longer content to issue word-for-word reprints from the metropolis and operate as a 

printing dependency of London, Belfast printing was renegotiating its status as a small 

town trade and was consciously occupying a more prominent place both nationally and 

internationally.
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Chapter three

Magee’s Volunteer Sermons (1779-81): Belfast, a discovered centre

It was during the late 1770s and throughout the 1780s that Ireland began agitating for 

reform, both political and economic. Undoubtedly influenced by the American situation, 

Ireland began renegotiating its role as a colonial dependency and its position in relation to 

the British state. McBride notes that the colonial campaign had forced British subjects 

everywhere to weigh up the expenses and moral implications of the imperial project and 

it led to the very constitutional framework of the Empire being held under intense 

scrutiny. Eventually “the American rebellion would create the backdrop against which 

the Irish elite was able to negotiate a new commercial and constitutional settlement with 

London”.420

During this period politics featured prominently in Irish life, not least of all 

throughout the Volunteer period when national defence became a predominant concern of 

the country. The Volunteers, drawing upon the eighteenth-century ideal of the citizen- 

soldier, affirmed their civic identity and patriotism by taking up arms to fend off potential 

foreign aggression and invasion.

It was at this time that Magee rose to prominence in a national context by his 

publication of Volunteer sermons. This chapter consequently examines Magee’s 

publications in the period 1779-1781, during which time Magee became the chief printer 

in Ireland of Volunteer texts. By his publication of these Volunteer texts Magee exerted a 

monopoly over all other printers working in the Irish trade. In total he printed seven 

420 McBride, Scripture Politics, 114.
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patriotic addresses which were delivered to Volunteer companies in Belfast and in the 

surrounding counties of Down, Antrim and Derry.421 The seven texts which can be 

confirmed as Magee’s Volunteer publications are Joseph Chamber’s What Circumstances 

Render a War Compatible with Christianity (1779), James Crombie’s The Expedience 

and Utility of Volunteer Associations (1779), William Steel Dickson’s The Propriety and 

Advantages of Acquiring the Knowledge and Use of Arms, in Times of Public Danger 

(1779), William D. Nevin’s The Nature and Evidence of an Over-Ruling Providence 

Considered (1779), Robert Sinclair’s Fortitude Explained and Recommended (1779), 

John Bell’s Righteousness the Best Friend of Bravery (1780) and James Crombie’s The 

Propriety of Setting Apart a Portion of the Sabbath for the Purpose of Acquiring the 

Knowledge and Use of Arms (1781).422

During this time Volunteer addresses were preached to congregations throughout 

Ireland, but the core of the movement was Belfast. As the nucleus of the Volunteer 

organisation, Belfast emerged as an important political centre with Magee’s publications 

standing as a vivid illustration of the manner in which print was harnessed by the 

movement. Volunteer material, an expression of the town’s increasing political 

consciousness, was printed by bookmen such as Magee and Joy. It was Magee however 

that occupied the pivotal role by his Volunteer texts: he was the sole printer in Ireland to 

publish Volunteer texts in the quantity that he did. This significance is all the greater 

given the impact which the Volunteer movement exerted upon the nation, particularly the

421 However, this number may be augmented by patriotic addresses in which there was no printer’s name 
given. For example, James Crombie’s A Sermon on the Love of Country. Preached before the First 
Company of Belfast Volunteers, on Sunday, the iV1' July, 1778 ([Belfast?]: [s.n.] 1778).
422 The full titles and publication details of these sermons can be seen in Appendix 6: Volunteer Sermons, 
1778-1781. For each first reference of Magee’s Volunteer sermons in footnotes I refer only to the shortened 
form of the title followed by the year of publication.

176



pressure they brought to bear on the government to achieve legislative change for Irish 

trade and Irish Parliament. When this is further compounded by the fact that English 

printers, first in the provinces and later in London, were printing Volunteer material, it 

situates Magee’s prominence as the chief Irish printer of Volunteer addresses in a larger 

national context, which challenges the assessment that he was simply a ‘provincial’ 

printer producing material relevant only to the local community.

Magee’s publication of these addresses, first-time printings rather than reprinted 

editions, saw the Belfast bookman embrace original material as the heart of his corpus. 

This was a key moment in his career. The high preponderance of first-time printings 

witnessed Belfast printing thoroughly challenge its ‘provincial’ status. Furthermore, these 

sermons, printed at the request of local congregations, were an indication of the emergent 

confidence of Belfast Presbyterianism that sought to occupy a more central space in the 

public sphere. The resulting move of Belfast from the margins is encapsulated in Magee’s 

addresses in the intersection between politics and print. These Volunteer addresses 

ultimately signify Magee’s significance as a printer, the emergent confidence of Belfast 

printing and, concurrently, the self-assurance of Belfast’s Dissenting community in the 

period 1779-1781.

Belfast and the Volunteers

In 1779 Ireland faced an invasion crisis resulting from the campaign against America. 

The country was denuded of British troops and trade embargoes, war expenses and an 

economic slump meant that government did not have the resources to finance a militia.
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The fear of foreign attack from continental Europe and the imperative for self-defence at 

this moment of national vulnerability set in motion the establishment of Volunteer 

companies which occurred enthusiastically throughout the country at this time, but most 

especially in Ulster.

While the political situation in America had been mainly received in Belfast with 

support and sympathy for the colonists, the entry of France (June 1778) and Spain (June 

1779) into the war caused consternation. The fear of foreign attack loomed large and 

Patriot politics became concerned with issues of self-defence.423 Fears of invasion were 

soon transposed into Volunteer associations and these fears were reflected in print. Such 

concerns were expressed in Magee’s publication of Wesley’s Compassionate Address to 

the Inhabitants of Ireland (1778). Wesley’s address, written in Limerick, captured the 

state of terror that existed in Britain and Ireland at this time, sought to counter existing 

fears that “the French will swallow us up”, and allayed such anxieties by offering 

encouragement that “things are not in altogether so desperate a situation as you 

imagine”.424 Wesley wrote the address in Limerick on Saturday 9 May, he arrived in 

Belfast on 9 June and found his address printed there by Tuesday 23 June.425 It is likely 

that it was printed in Belfast rather than Dublin because of the urgency Wesley felt in 

getting it published.426 However that it was not published in Limerick is curious since

423 Interest in the colonial situation did not cease overnight as American news continued to be reprinted in 
the News-Letter. However the frequency with which American news and American political publications 
were printed in Belfast at the time suggests American affairs in a very significant manner lost something of 
the topicality they had enjoyed during 1775-1778 among Belfast readers.
424 John Wesley, A Compassionate Address to the Inhabitants of Ireland (Belfast: James Magee, 1778), 6, 
4.
425 BNL, 23-26 June 1778.
426 There was no other edition of the Address other than its inclusion in Thomas Jackson’s editions of John 
Wesley’s Works (1829-31), and subsequent reprintings. I am indebted to Robin Roddie of the Wesley 
Historical Society for his assistance here. John Wesley, The Works of the Rev. John Wesley, Thomas 
Jackson (ed.), vol. 11 (London: John Mason, 1829-31), 148-54.
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printers there would certainly have had the capabilities to print the work - it was an 

eleven page duodecimo. The choice of Belfast over Limerick may suggest something 

about the superior printing which Belfast possessed over Limerick and that Magee was 

selected as publisher indicates something about his pre-eminence over other Belfast 

bookmen.

Wesley’s discourse captured the sense of foreboding that was felt throughout the 

nation, feelings that had already given rise to the formation of Volunteer associations. In 

March 1778 the first Belfast Volunteer company was formed and a further second 

company was established following an invasion threat on 13 April when the American 

privateer John Paul Jones entered Belfast Lough and carried off the British sloop Drake. 

Their aim was to defend the coast against foreign incursions. The onset of the war 

precipitated a rash of these defence associations: by October 1779 three Volunteer 

Companies had been established in Belfast - the First Company of Belfast Volunteers, 

the United Companies of Belfast Volunteers, and the Belfast Volunteer Company - and 

their example was soon imitated in the smaller towns throughout Ulster.427 Throughout 

the country as a whole Volunteerism took hold: McDowell notes “by the beginning of 

July 1778 there were said to be thirty-eight Volunteer corps in the counties of Cork and 

Tipperary; two months later the First Dublin company elected the duke of Leinster as its 

commander; and the growing popularity of the movement was indicated by the launching

49 Rof an insurance scheme to cover Volunteers killed in action against a foreign invader”.

As an organisation the Volunteers were not provided for by the government. The 

government did supply arms; however, the Volunteers received no pay and had to supply

427 For example, by June 1778 there was a Lisburn Volunteer company and three corps in Derry.
4*8 McDowell, Ireland in the Age of Imperialism and Revolution, 1760-1801, 256.
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themselves with uniforms and various other accoutrements.429 A writer in 1779 

commented that “no man thinks of Volunteering who is not able to cloath himself in a 

handsome uniform”, in this way hinting at the financial costs which had to be met by the 

individual.420 Patrick Morgan deemed the Volunteers as “all men of business who lose at 

least half their time in learning the use of arms” and Grattan famously described the 

movement as “the armed property of the nation”.431 It was only landlords, substantial 

farmers, merchants and professional men who could afford the uniforms, the price of 

weapons, ammunition and subscription fees.432 Accordingly, they derived essentially 

from the middle classes, those who could afford the cost of the equipment, as well as 

incurring the negative cost of lost earnings.433

In the countryside Volunteers were primarily tenants that had been raised by their 

gentry landlords; however, in towns Volunteers tended to be merchants and professional 

men: tradesmen, lawyers and bankers.434 In Ulster this middle-class community 

comprised mainly of Dissenters, many of whom were engaged in commerce. This class, 

which was most dissatisfied with the government, had the practical means to be 

Volunteers. James Crombie hinted at the bourgeois nature of the organisation in a sermon 

addressed to the United Companies of Belfast Volunteers in 1779, revealing that

429 In some instances company leaders or the more affluent members of the Volunteer unit would make 
financial contributions. See BNL, 3- 6 Aug. 1779; 6- 10 Apr. 1781.
430 Cited in David H Smyth, “The Volunteer Movement in Ulster: Background and Development 1745-85”, 
unpublished Ph.D. thesis, QUB, 1974, 75.
431 Patrick Morgan, letter to Lord Hillsborough, 1 June 1779. Morgan’s letter is reproduced in The 
Volunteers, 1778-84, Education Facsimiles, 14-160 (Belfast: HMSO for PRONI, 1974). Grattan cited in 
Allan Blackstock, Double Traitors?: The Belfast Volunteers and Yeoman 1778-1828, Belfast Society 
Publications, 2 (Belfast: Belfast Society in association with the Ulster Historical Foundation, 2002), 3.
432 See Smyth, “The Volunteer Movement in Ulster”, 75-76 for details of the various typical costs incurred 
by Volunteering.
433 For a brief discussion of the class base of the Volunteers see A.T.Q. Stewart, A Deeper Silence: The 
Hidden Roots of the United Irish Movement (London & Boston: Faber and Faber, 1993), 21-22.
434 Patrick Rogers, The Irish Volunteers and Catholic Emancipation (1778-1793): A Neglected Phase of 
Ireland’s History (London: Bums, Oates and Washboume, 1934), 45.
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Volunteering would encroach upon the time dedicated to one’s business and also one’s 

free time to spend in polite amusements.435 Consequently, as William Steel Dickson 

would later note, it was the clergy and the “physician, surgeon and apothecary, lawyer 

and attorney [that] all were soldiers”.436

The Volunteers - as was true of all forms of Volunteer associations at this time - 

were a new political form in the eighteenth century and, as John Brewer has argued, 

enabled provincial merchants, tradesmen, and professionals “to exercise collectively an 

influence in the community far beyond that conferred by their individual incomes”. These 

associations were therefore a form particularly suited to the needs of the commercial and 

professional elites.437 They were a means of locating authority in a political space which 

had been denied to them and of creating class identity. Small notes that “since English 

society denied this group structured opportunities to exercise their influence and 

meaningful acknowledgment of their social prestige, they had to create their own 

institutions and these institutions helped to create class identity”. The middle-class 

grouping was already dominant in Belfast by virtue of their economic and social 

influence. However their status as Dissenters denied them access to corporation politics 

and public office. Their coming together as a united body confirmed their dominant 

position in the town and was a significant moment in the creation of middle-class 

consciousness.

435 Crombie, The Expedience and Utility of Volunteer Associations (1779), 29.
436 Dickson, A Narrative of the Confinement and Exile of William Steel Dickson, 9-10.
437 John Brewer, “Commercialization and Politics” in Neill McKendrick, John Brewer, and J.H. Plumb 
(eds.), The Birth of a Consumer Society (London: Europa Publications, 1982), 224, 225.
438 John Small, The Origins of Middle-Class Culture: Halifax, Yorkshire, 1660-1780 (Ithaca & London: 
Cornell University Press, 1994), 121.
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Belfast Volunteers brought Protestant men, especially Presbyterians (merchants, 

manufacturers, and professionals) into the public sphere, which was highly significant 

given the restrictions that were at this time placed against Dissenters entering public 

life.439 The Volunteer movement provided a forum in which Presbyterians, despite legal 

restrictions, were able to negotiate access to civic and political life. The indelible 

connection between the Ulster Volunteers and the Dissenting community was made 

especially apparent by the Volunteer addresses in which Dissenting ministers, at the 

request of Volunteer companies, delivered patriotic sermons. These addresses sought to 

encourage recruitment, sustain motivation and ultimately to validate the legitimacy of the 

movement. Congregations may also have financed the publication costs of these sermons 

and ministers were not simply advocates of the movement but acted as chaplains or even 

officers to local companies.440

Spurred on by their minister’s recommendations Volunteer corps were established 

throughout towns and cities in Ireland. Their numbers swelled to such a height that in 

1780 there was an estimated forty thousand members in the organisation.441 While it was 

the initial fear of attack that had caused men to enlist in their local corps, Volunteering 

quickly began to operate beyond such defensive capabilities. It grew to become a social 

movement: companies would perform military exercises, parades and the firing of arms 

on the review field. In the evening this would be followed by lavish banquets, the 

drinking of toasts, even in some cases the lighting of bonfires and illuminations. These 

kinds of celebrations were performed particularly on political anniversaries in which

439 The imposition of the Sacramental Test meant that Dissenters could not be admitted to public office.
440 This was the case with James Crombie; he was a strong supporter of the Volunteers and preached before 
the Belfast companies on a number of occasions.
441 For further details, see McDowell, Ireland in the Age of Imperialism and Revolution, 256.
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dining and entertainment became as important as martial exercise.442 The movement also 

rapidly emerged as an important political organisation with the Volunteers agitating for 

free trade and parliamentary reform. The popularity of the movement, undoubtedly 

reflected in the size of its membership, did however cause anxiety. Robert Sinclair in a 

Volunteer address delivered to the Lame Volunteers in 1779 expressed disquiet that the 

love of arms was spreading because it had become a vogue rather than because of 

Ireland’s susceptibility to foreign attack.443

The worry that armed conflict was becoming a fashionable stance may have been 

partially justified as Volunteering impacted upon all aspects of society throughout this 

time. The constant reviews and parades, in addition to the celebration of the Volunteers in 

literature, pottery and paintings demonstrated a society in which Volunteerism was 

paramount. Attendance at Volunteer public displays and the attachment of Volunteer 

motifs to textiles and print indicated the public’s general endorsement of the movement. 

The Volunteers were a conspicuous public presence, not simply on the field, but in the 

meeting house and at the theatre.444 Indeed, in 1780 one traveller wrote:

On my last visit to Ireland I thought the people feverish, but now I think they are 

nearly frantic; every male above the very ragged gave the military salute; nothing 

hardly is spoke of but Volunteers; the Battle and Siege of Derry lately performed 

in mock array.445

The zealous regard for Volunteerism is indicated in the Belfast News-Letter at this 

time, which serves as an extremely useful gauge for outlining the centrality of the

442 For example, see BNL, 19-23 Feb. 1779; 16-19 Mar. 1779.
443 Sinclair, Fortitude Explained and Recommended (1779), 20-21.
444 For example, on Wednesday the 4lh November 1778 Tamberlaine the Great was performed at the desire 
of the Belfast Volunteers to commemorate the birthday of William III. See BNL 30 Oct.-3 Nov. 1778.
445 Cited in McBride, Scripture Politics, 125.

183



movement to Belfast culture. The profusion of material concerning the organisation in the 

newspaper throughout 1778-1781 reveals that all elements of Volunteer life and 

Volunteer culture, no matter how insignificant, were regarded as news-worthy. From 

April 1778 the newspaper reported Volunteer parades and reviews, included 

parliamentary intelligence, reprinted news from Irish newspapers, including Cork and 

Dublin - though especially the former, which felt especially vulnerable on the south west 

coast - reproduced petitions and resolutions of the movement and included letters from 

the public offering their suggestions regarding the invasion threat. News was given of 

Volunteer toasts and reviews and the latest patriotic address and political pamphlet was 

also advertised. Information about goods and services stimulated by the emergence of the 

Volunteers was also communicated in the newspaper: Volunteer-related items such as 

fifes, drums, Volunteer flags, uniforms, even buttons were advertised regularly at this 

time.446

The result was that the Volunteer movement imbued all aspects of town life: civic 

matters, church life, and even polite amusements such as the theatre. It fast became an 

unstoppable vogue.447 One partial reason which accounts for the Volunteers’ ability to 

dominate the hearts and minds of the Belfast public was the harnessing of print by 

publishers such as Magee and Joy. Volunteer addresses and political pamphlets by these 

printers informed of the invasion threat, recommended individuals to join up to local 

corps, and encouraged them in their task of defence. Print was utilised as a medium to 

encourage the swelling numbers of companies. Throughout the early years of the 1780s 

print became an important means of disseminating political ideas, which corresponded to

446 See BNL, 26-19 Jan. 1779; 18-22 June 1779; 14-17 Sept. 1779; 5-8 Oct. 1779; 19-23 Nov. 1779; 4-7 
Jan. 1780; 30 June-4 July 1780; 22-25 Aug. 1780.
447 See McBride, Scripture Politics, 124-125.
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the politicisation of the movement.448 Even those who did not actively partake in the 

polite amusements of Belfast bourgeois culture, who did not go to the theatre, nor 

attended Volunteer addresses, would still have been acutely aware of Volunteer culture 

by perusing Magee’s Volunteer addresses or the News-Letter. For example, Funny has 

noted that the periodical had a prominent role in education as early as 1750s, when the 

pupils of David Manson, school teacher in the town, read the News-Letter in class.449 

This indicates that those who did not have admittance to Belfast’s emerging coffee-house 

culture, its theatre productions and circulating libraries, could still be informed of the 

latest developments in the town through access to the newspaper. For those who were 

removed socially, culturally or geographically from the events of Belfast and the 

Volunteer organisation, the News-Letter acted as a vital source of information in which 

news of political events as well as the latest publication was easily ascertained.

During times of intense public upheaval, the printed word became vitally 

important to transmit speeches, debates, and proclamations.450 This was undoubtedly the 

case throughout the Volunteer period in which newspapers reprinted parliamentary 

intelligence, Volunteer sermons were printed with great frequency and tracts and 

pamphlets debating Ireland’s commercial and political status emerged from presses in 

Dublin, Belfast and indeed the smaller towns. The ability of print culture to make such a 

profound impact upon Belfast and the surrounding area was owing to the progress of

448 This is demonstrated best by the political tracts and pamphlets published by the Joy brothers at this time; 
see no. 452. For political pamphlets printed in Newry and Strabane at this time, see p. 235.
449 Linda Lunny, “Knowledge and Enlightenment: Attitudes to Education in Early Nineteenth-Century East 
Ulster” in Mary Daly & David Dickson (eds.). The Origins of Popular Literacy in Ireland: Language 
Change and Educational Development 1700-1920 (Dublin: Department of Modem History, Trinity College 
Dublin, and Department of Irish History, University College Dublin, 1990), 106.
450 See Kennedy, “Reading Print, 1700-1800”, 148.
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printing in towns throughout Ulster and the expansion of the newspaper press, the rise in 

literacy, as well as greater economic prosperity.

This connection between print and the Belfast Volunteers is made especially 

evident in the figures of Belfast printers Henry and Robert Joy. The Joy brothers had 

political and commercial reasons to advocate the Volunteers, which they did in the News- 

Letter and in the political tracts and pamphlets that they printed. Commercially, the 

mania for Volunteerism was potentially remunerative: the size of Volunteer numbers and 

their essentially middle-class basis was an encouraging prospect for Belfast printers, 

including Magee. The Joys were also however personally involved in the movement. 

Henry Joy was secretary to the Committee of Correspondence which had been appointed 

in 1782 to consult with leading reformers in Ireland and England and draft a programme 

of constitutional reconstruction.451 Later, he was one of the delegates for Belfast on the 

National Congress. When one considers Henry Joy’s political pedigree, evidenced by his 

involvement in the Volunteers, his support for the campaign for reform and the United 

Irishmen movement in the closing years of the eighteenth century, the Joys’ publication 

of Volunteer material can be regarded as an expression of the radical Volunteer agenda.

It is useful to remember that becoming a Volunteer, as was also the case with the 

membership of any club or society in the eighteenth century, “enabled the tradesman to 

extend the ambit of his acquaintance, to meet potential customers, creditors and partners 

in a highly convivial, amicable atmosphere”.452 As part of the Belfast Volunteers the Joy 

brothers mingled with fellow tradesmen and professionals and such connections must 

have proved beneficial for business. However, while membership of the organisation

451 McBride, Scripture Politics, 139-140.
452 Brewer, “Commercialization and Politics”, 222.
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provided undoubted opportunities for printing patriotic sermons they printed no 

Volunteer addresses, although they did publish four Volunteer-related texts.453 Despite 

their closer involvement in the organisation, the Joys published fewer Volunteer texts 

than Magee and published no Volunteer sermons. This suggests Magee’s primacy as 

publisher of patriotic addresses, since all Volunteer sermons preached in Belfast and also 

in the smaller towns which did not have a printer were printed by Magee at the Bible and 

Crown.

Considering the voracious appetite that existed for Volunteer news and Volunteer 

texts, most demonstrably indicated by the News-Letter throughout 1779-1781, it is 

unsurprising that printers such as Magee published patriotic addresses. Indeed, print 

became so central to Volunteer culture that Frances Hardy, looking back on this time in 

his memoirs of the Earl of Charlemont, teased out the implicit connection between the 

Volunteers and literary culture in arguing that the Volunteer period saw a dramatic 

increase in the sale of books. His remarks on literature and print are particularly worthy 

of mention. While undoubtedly partisan and possibly guilty of embellishment, they 

nonetheless hint at the way in which Volunteerism and literature formed an important 

connection, which printers such as Magee and others were responsible for forging. Hardy 

noted:

Almost every man of a liberal education throughout Ireland was now, 

occasionally at least, in the field, and many gentlemen of literary acquirements

453 These texts were Frederic Jebb, The Letters of Guatimozin, on the Affairs of Ireland (Belfast: Henry & 
Robert Joy, 1779); [Francis I.S. Conway, Viscount Beauchamp], A Letter to the First Belfast Company of 
Volunteers, in the Province of Ulster (Belfast: Henry & Robert Joy, 1782); A Letter to Henry Flood, Esq. 
on the Present State of Representation in Ireland (Belfast: Henry & Robert Joy and Co., 1783); 
Proceedings Relative to the Ulster Assembly of Volunteer Delegates: On the Subject of a More Equal 
Representation of the People in the Parliament of Ireland. To which are Annexed, Letters from the Duke of 
Richmond, Dr. Price, Mr. Wyvill, and Others. Published by the Committee of Correspondence (Belfast: 
Henry & Robert Joy, 1783).
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devoted no inconsiderable portion of their time to the camp, and such military 

knowledge, as, in their situation, they could obtain. The different ranks of society 

became more mingled. Those who were uninformed, frequently, often daily met 

those who were not so. Liberal intercourse took place, and many were ashamed of 

continuing ignorant. Reading became, though slowly, a fashion, and what was 

originally fashion, gradually changed into a favoured, and pleasing habit. ... 

unquestionably, more books were bought, and continued to be so, after the 

voluntary institution was formed, than ever before in Ireland.454 

The democratizing potential of the Volunteer organisation - a movement which permitted 

men of various rank to mix together - Hardy argued, led to the subsequent exchange of 

ideas and an emphasis placed upon literary accomplishments. His contention that the 

impetus for knowledge led the unlearned on a programme of self-improvement through 

reading draws attention, albeit obliquely, to printers such as Magee who were central to 

that literary culture.

While the Volunteers did not create this emphasis on learning and literacy, for it 

had developed throughout the century, they did however significantly enlarge and expand 

it. Adams has noted that “the anonymous author of Letters between Henry and Francis 

... noted [in 1770]: ‘indeed they read more in the north than in the south. I have met with 

twenty booksellers’ shops on this circuit, and there is not one from Dublin to Cork.’ To 

judge from contemporary advertisements, this was true to the extent that virtually every 

town had at least one shop that sold books on occasion”.455 The Volunteers cannot be

454 Francis Hardy, Memoirs of the Political and Private Life of James Canfield, Earl of Charlemont, Knight 
of St. Patrick, 2nd ed., vol. 2 (London: printed forT. Cadell & W. Davies, 1810), 208-209.
455 Adams, The Printed Word and the Common Man, 26. The anonymous Letters between Henry and 
Francis cited here is Richard Griffith and Elizabeth Griffith, A Series of Genuine Letters between Henry
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credited single-handedly with creating a culture for books. However the movement did 

accentuate reading and the exchange of ideas and this emphasis cut across class 

boundaries and occurred on a national scale that had not been witnessed before.

Hardy’s remarks thus provide a crucial understanding of the Volunteer 

organisation as necessarily annexed with the printed text and with igniting an enthusiasm 

about reading and books that incorporated diverse social elements. The vogue for 

Volunteering was reflected in print and was harnessed by printers such as Magee by their 

publications. Also, as the political aspirations of the Volunteers became evident - their 

objectives turning to political reform - print became an especially important medium for 

the fomenting and dissemination of those ideas to the rank and file of the movement. The 

impact which the movement had upon printing in the town is illustrated by the fact that 

Volunteer companies influenced the preaching and printing of all of Magee’s Volunteer 

addresses and commanding officers were also able to bring about the publication of 

material such as reviews and works of military instruction.456

The central role played by print throughout the Volunteer period is indicated by 

the types of Volunteer material that emerged from the presses in Belfast. Texts at this 

time fell into three main areas. Firstly, there were patriotic addresses which articulated 

the invasion fears of the community, sought to harness that anxiety by increased 

recruitment and offered encouragement to existing Volunteers corps. As such these 

discourses were exercises in sustaining morale and generating confidence. The second 

type of material included military guidebooks and instruction, offering direction,

and Frances, 3rd ed., rev., vol. 3 (London: [s.n.], 1770), 98. The work was published in six volumes 
between 1757 and 1770.
456 For example, The Plan of Review ([Belfast?: [s.n.], 1780?]) which had been published by order of the 
commanding officer. BNL, 11-12 Apr. 1780.
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oftentimes quite literally, to Volunteers for assemblies, reviews and parades and 

explicitly for the purposes of edifying a force untrained in military life. The third type of 

Volunteer texts comprised political tracts and pamphlets corresponding to the 

politicization of the movement and its campaign for political reform. These texts 

discussed constitutional questions, teased out laws and considered Ireland’s legislative 

position in relation to Britain.457 In addition, there was printed ephemeral material that 

related information about Volunteer meetings, reviews and their social activities such as 

tickets, handbills, cards and posters. Chronologically, patriotic addresses were the first 

Volunteer texts to be printed. After this point the Volunteer material that was printed 

assumed an overtly political focus and the primacy of Magee’s position as printer of 

Volunteer addresses was supplanted mainly by various printers working throughout 

Ireland. No one printer retained a monopoly on Volunteer texts at this time in the 

manner which Magee did in the 1779-81 period.

The range of Volunteer material printed throughout this period signifies the 

bourgeoning of the movement as a political force while also indicating the manner in 

which print was utilised to educate its members concerning issues both on and off the 

review field. The following sections examine Magee’s Volunteer sermons in the period 

1779-1781, which were the only Volunteer texts Magee printed. The frequency with 

which he printed them at this time suggests their popularity and their publication led 

Magee to make a vital contribution to the national book trade.

457 See nos. 452, 582 & 583 for further details.
458 For example one of the most prominent publishers of political tracts and pamphlets respecting Ireland at 
this time was Dublin printer William Railhead.
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Magee’s Volunteer Sermons

The printing of local Belfast sermons did occur throughout the eighteenth century. 

Addresses which were preached locally and printed in the town included (1) conversion 

narratives, (2) sermons on the occasion of the ordination of a local minister, (3) funeral 

addresses given on the death of a local clergyman, (4) addresses given before 

Presbyterian bodies such as the General Synod of Ulster or the Presbytery of Antrim, and 

(5) those patriotic sermons preached before military associations in times of public 

danger. For the most part, the sermons printed by Magee involved the latter three of these 

categories but Volunteer sermons were unquestionably the most popular local sermons 

printed in this period. At least seventeen Volunteer sermons were published in Ireland 

(1779-1781) and Belfast was the chief publishing centre for this material. Eight 

Volunteer sermons were printed in Belfast (seven of these were printed by Magee); four 

sermons were printed in Strabane; three were printed in Newry; one was Edinburgh 

printed, yet was preached in Ulster; and one was printed in Dublin. Moreover, Witherow 

records four further sermons although it is not clear if they were published.459 McBride 

notes that '‘many more were recorded in the pages of the provincial press, and since 

Volunteer services were regular occurrences for several years we can safely assume that 

this figure represents only a tiny proportion of those actually preached”.460

Magee’s publication of Volunteer sermons was a significant moment in his career 

in which he assumed national importance as the foremost printer of Volunteer addresses 

throughout Ireland. The moment was also significant because there was a move towards 

original publications. The greater preponderance of the patriotic addresses printed by

459 See Appendix 6 for further details.
460 McBride, Scripture Politics, 127.
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Magee occurred between May 1779 and February 1780, with one final address printed in 

1781. During this ten month period Magee took advantage of the enthusiasm for 

Volunteering at a time when the “spirit-stirring drum was heard through every 

province”.461 Smyth however has suggested that the zeal for Volunteerism grew fainter in 

1779:

By the middle of 1779, it was alleged that even in Belfast, the home of the 

Volunteer ethic, ‘The Volunteers ... are as tired of military exercise as children 

are of a rattle ... after the amusement of the year, ... [they] rest satisfied with a 

fine coat and a firelock.’462

Smyth’s contention that Volunteering was on the wane by the middle of 1779 is difficult 

to accept in the light of Magee’s publications, since this was the period at which he set 

about printing Volunteer sermons. The demands of Volunteering may certainly have 

caused ennui, however the consistent publication of Volunteer addresses in the period 

May 1779-February 1780 signifies that in Belfast and its immediate surrounding area 

Volunteering did not diminish but remained steadily popular.

After spring 1780 Belfast did experience an apparent wane in enthusiasm for 

Volunteer sermons, although Magee printed a further Volunteer address by Crombie - his 

final patriotic address - in April 1781.463 By means of this publication Magee was 

possibly attempting to re-stimulate the demand for these texts. This publication was 

controversial in arguing that the duty to observe the Sabbath was a ritual institution, not a 

moral law and that Volunteering was hence compatible with the Sabbath law. No other

461 Hardy, Memoirs of the Political and Private Life of James Canfield, 380.
46‘ Smyth, “The Volunteer Movement in Ulster”, 69.
46' James Crombie, The Propriety of Setting Apart a Portion of the Sabbath for the Purpose of Acquiring 
the Knowledge and Use of Arms (1781).
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Volunteer sermon was printed by Magee after this time but throughout the period from 

May 1779-April 1781 he dominated the market for this material and rose to national 

significance by his publications of these addresses.

In addition to Magee’s importance in a national context, these sermons were 

further significant since all seven of Magee’s Volunteer texts were first-time publications, 

indicating that Belfast printing had a new found assurance about its role and importance. 

The texts were printed in octavo format, comprised less than forty-eight pages and there 

is no evidence that they were sold bound in hard boards but were likely to have been sold 

with stitched bindings. Such features were entirely typical of the greater preponderance 

of Magee’s texts. They sold for GVid., the standard price that was charged for sermons 

and plays in the Belfast trade; in general, most pamphlet productions - being octavos 

under forty-eight pages - retailed for this amount. Sometimes the price was cheaper if the 

printer sold at a reduced rate in order to sell remaining copies, which was especially the 

case if contemporary works had lost something of their original topicality. In England 

octavos under forty-eight pages were sold for a British sixpence, which was slightly more 

than bVid. in Irish currency. Nonetheless, Magee’s Volunteer sermons sold for the 

average price of octavo pamphlets published and retailed in the English book trade. Since 

the price had implications for the kinds of reader who could purchase the text these 

patriotic addresses targeted an especially bourgeois readership.

This is further suggested by the lack of advertisement leaves in these sermons, 

which was also the case with Magee’s American political texts. If one considers that 

Volunteer enthusiasm reached fever pitch in the 1779-1780 period - by August 1779 the 

movement was an estimated force of 47,000, 22,000 of which derived from Ulster
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companies - the absence of advertisement leaves is perplexing.464 Any astute printer 

would have realised the advertisement potential, a potential with greater potency in the 

case of highly popular works. Magee understood this principle well for he inserted 

advertisement leaves into schoolbooks and chapmen’s books, devotional works and a 

number of plays and farces.465 These works were extremely popular and were received 

enthusiastically by the Belfast reading public throughout the eighteenth century. Drawing 

upon Adams’ analysis of printed material in eighteenth-century Ulster, Magee utilised 

advertising in those publications which had and were likely to have a wide readership 

base.466 The absence therefore of advertising in Magee’s Volunteer sermons suggests that 

these works, popular as they undoubtedly were, nonetheless did not have such a wide 

social appeal as other publications which had a more varied and extensive readership.

The sermons themselves were diverse, though highly stylized texts, functioning as 

patriotic addresses and political sermons and capable of encompassing a wide range of 

sentiments. They sought to allay fears and anxieties, offer consolation to their audience, 

as well as practical guidelines and suggestions for the Volunteers in which Volunteer 

behaviour became increasingly codified. Seeking to arouse patriotic feeling, these 

sermons also perhaps endeavoured to heighten fears and tensions; they sought to harness 

current anxieties in order to promote Volunteer recruitment and to prevent apathy in the 

civic sphere.

464 There were almost 4000 Volunteers in Down and Antrim. The Belfast companies had a total of 340 
men. BNL, 14-17 Sept. 1779. This information is reprinted in [Joy (ed.)], Historical Collections Relative to 
the Town of Belfast, 141. See pp. 141-145 for a breakdown of the Volunteer companies in the Counties of 
Antrim and Down which by September 1779 numbered 3925.
465 My bibliography on Magee’s publications denotes titles in which he inserted advertisement leaves. See 
Magee Bibliography for details.
466 Adams, The Printed Word and the Common Man, 17.
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At the heart of these discourses was the appeal to family and religion in which the 

defence of the family unit and the Protestant religion were flagged up as the purpose of 

Volunteer associations. Magee’s sermons mapped the Volunteer’s task of defence onto a 

Protestant lineage that had persistently and effectively repelled threats to the established 

order from the Catholic faith.467 The signposting by ministers such as James Crombie of 

the invasion threat in terms suggestive of a religious crusade - a Protestant war against 

Catholicism - fed into the anti-papal rhetoric common in the eighteenth century which 

regarded Catholicism as unscrupulous and scheming.468 Consequently the Volunteer 

sermons were sprinkled liberally with allusions to events such as the Boyne, Siege of 

Derry, Enniskillen, or moments of Protestant victory over papal machinations - the 

accession of the house of Hanover, or the defeat of the Jacobite plots of 1715 and 1745 to 

create a catalogue of Protestant successes.

The stress on the inherent justifiability of the Volunteer corps, given the reduction 

in the military establishment caused by the American war, was a pattern repeated 

throughout Magee’s Volunteer texts. The insistence on the organisation’s defensive 

objectives in these patriotic sermons sought to shut down other possibilities, such as their 

acting as a military conquering force, or with territorial invasion. When one remembers 

that the Volunteer movement was essentially illegal - they received governmental thanks 

but no explicit document or expression formally sanctioning them - recommending 

Dissenters to take up arms and encouraging them to occupy a central space in the public 

sphere at a time when they were debarred from public office was a message that many 

ministers felt could not be advocated on mere whim. It is for this reason that all of the

467 One noticeable exception here is Dickson’s address which was noteworthy for failing to cite these 
moments of Protestant victory over Catholic threats.
468 Crombie, The Expedience and Utility of Volunteer Associations, 5.
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Volunteers sermons from this period engaged in an assiduous justification of the 

Volunteers, debating their importance to the creation of civic virtue, state protection and 

the maintenance of British liberty.

Each of Magee’s Volunteer sermons began with scriptural invocations that either 

extolled social values such as bravery and fortitude, which were important for the civic 

sphere, or provided biblical referents which teased out the justifiability of armed defence. 

This use of scriptural text pinpoints one of the ways in which the Volunteer sermons were 

schematized so that apposite passages from the Bible formed part of a common fund of 

reference. The influence of civic humanism was evident also in these sermons in which 

luxury was decried and citizen armies were represented as the best defence against 

corruption and the dissolution of liberty in the state. Magee’s sermons articulated 

standard Whig thought and were particularly characteristic of eighteenth-century British 

Protestantism with their celebration of the British constitution and the anti-papal rhetoric 

on which these addresses were founded.

In these sermons ministers, fractious at the impending prospect of foreign attack, 

represented the current threat as critical.469 Volunteers regarded the threat with equal 

alarm and addresses were eagerly sought by congregations. Delays in publication stood to 

endanger reader sales. This was especially the case since it was congregations that sought 

this material. Magee could not run the risk of delaying the publication of these addresses 

since this would mean frustrating reader demand and upsetting the fervent pace with 

which Volunteer texts were delivered to readers. His quickness in the production of these

469 One chief exception is Sinclair Kelbum. Reading the existing condition less pessimistically and less 
dangerously than others, he argued that the current threat had been inflated and depicted the situation with 
cool restraint. Sinclair Kelbum’s The Morality of the Sabbath Defended. A Sermon, Preached in the Third 
Meeting-House in Belfast (Belfast: [s.n.], 1781), 40.
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addresses is illustrated by the fact that they were printed within an expeditious time 

period of five to six weeks from their delivery.470 As demonstrated by a number of his 

publications relating to the American colonies Magee set about working fast, a practice 

that he repeated in the printing of these patriotic addresses.471

The relatively speedy time frame between pulpit oratory and printed text suggests 

not only the immediacy of the material, that Magee recognized the topicality of these 

sermons but that there was great interest in such material. He subsequently moved 

quickly in his printing of these texts so that he could satisfy readers, shape and cultivate 

that interest by further publications and curb competition, in denying opportunities to 

other printers.

That these addresses were undoubtedly topical further suggests their commercial 

appeal. It is important to bear in mind that once titles were printed, books had to be stored 

and then transported for sale. Failure to sell a print run tied up capital for long periods of 

time which printers and booksellers could ill afford; moreover, it discouraged further 

investment in other projects.472 The undoubted success of Magee’s Volunteer sermons is 

therefore suggested by the haste with which they were published and the high level of 

interest in the material during this time. Also, the high output of Magee’s presses in this 

period suggests that Magee had available capital to invest in other publications, which

470 There were only two deviations from this five-six week period. Crombie’s The Expedience and Utility of 
Volunteer Associations (1779) was published by Magee less than three weeks (nineteen days) after its 
delivery, which sets it out as Magee’s quickest Volunteer production. Also, Bell’s Righteousness the Best 
Friend of Bravery (1780) was published eight weeks (fifty-four days) after its delivery. There are, however, 
no details of the time span for Magee’s publication of Joseph Chambers’ What Circumstances Render a 
War Compatible with Christianity (1779), which was printed in the closing months of the year.
471 Pitt’s speech in the House of Lords is an one clear example. The speech was printed by Magee within a 
four week period of its address.
472 Gillespie, Reading Ireland: Print, Reading and Social Change in Early Modern Ireland, 57, 84.
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would not be possible if works - the Volunteer addresses especially - were unpopular or 

took long to sell.

Given Magee’s business in this period - his publication of Volunteers texts, as 

well as devotional works, sermons and ephemeral items such as almanacs - Volunteer 

addresses also appear to have been given priority over less topical material. For example, 

Magee printed a Synod address by Robert McClure on 19 October 1779, which was 

almost fifteen weeks after the sermon had been delivered.473 The sermon, an exposition 

of classic New Light Dissenting philosophy, called for moderation, the toleration of 

others with different religious beliefs and endorsed the right of private judgement.4'** The 

lack of urgency with which the text was printed, suggested by the time delay, reflects 

back upon a text that was not especially topical nor pressing when set against a potential 

invasion threat. It suggests that Belfast readers were more ardent about the publication of 

Volunteer texts at this specific moment than with less pressing material.

This connection between Volunteer enthusiasm and its impact upon printing in 

the town is made most explicit by the fact that these sermons were preached and printed 

at the request of Volunteer congregations. In March 1779 Dickson penned a dedication 

for the publication of the sermon he delivered to the Echlinville Volunteers. It was dated 

seven days after he preached the address, revealing that it was prepared for publication 

extremely quickly.475 Since the discourse was at the request of the congregation this

473 Robert McClure, Moderation Explained and Recommended. A Sermon, Delivered before the General 
Synod of Ulster, on the 3C/h of June, 1779 (Belfast: James Magee, 1779). BNL, 19-22 Oct. 1779.
474 McClure, ibid., 5, 6.
475 Dickson, A Sermon, on the Propriety and Advantages of Acquiring the Knowledge and Uses of Arms, in 
Times of Public Danger (1779).
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suggests their desire to see the work immediately in print 476 Ministers such as Dickson 

responded to the appeals of congregations for the delivery of patriotic addresses and their 

requests for subsequent publication. Magee, as printer, was also centrally involved, 

alongside ministers, in this congregation-led demand. This acquiescence to the needs and 

requirements of local readers demonstrates how reader demand was influencing, indeed 

shaping, Magee’s publications at this time. It was demand from the pamphlet-buying 

public, in keeping with trends nationally, that was driving Belfast printing. Raven has 

noted that “for the bookseller involved with fewer subscription schemes and greater 

gambling on the market-place, the identification and satisfaction of public tastes became 

increasingly critical”.477 This was the case with Magee: between January 1779 and April 

1789 Magee did not issue any subscription publications. Moreover, the growth of Belfast 

as a printing town, the emergence of lending libraries, the existence of competitors - for 

example new booksellers such as Hugh Warrin - meant that Magee had to cater to the 

needs of the public in order to maintain his relevancy and vibrancy in the closing decades 

of his career.

Congregation-led demand for the publication of addresses was not uncommon in 

Magee’s corpus of publications. However, the significantly high preponderance of 

Volunteer sermons published as a result of this congregation demand over a ten month 

period suggests the way in which readers were conspicuously influencing the publication 

of texts. Before Magee’s Volunteer sermons he had printed only two sermons in which

476 A second example is John Rogers, Sermon Preached at Lisnavein (Edinburgh: D. Patterson, 1780) 
which was preached to the Lisnavein Independent Rangers on 10 June 1780. They resolved that the address 
be printed five days later.
477 Raven, Judging New Wealth, 65.
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the imprint stated that they had been requested by the congregation. Yet this number 

must have been higher: Magee’s funeral sermons on the death of ministers were also at 

the request of congregations, although Magee did not state this on the imprint.479 This is 

important since the details provided in Magee’s imprint pages, which was typical of most 

printers in this period, are significant and provide useful information on the nature of his 

publishing arrangements. Imprint details were never superfluous but purposeful and 

obliquely reveal important information surrounding the publication of a work. The 

imprint detail in the above case indicates something noteworthy about the role of these 

congregations in getting the text printed and may suggest that congregations in these 

instances had actually financed the publication costs.

The same detail was advertised in Magee’s patriotic addresses. With only one 

exception, each of his Volunteer sermons declared that they were printed because of 

congregation-led demand.4™ Each sermon bore on the imprint that they had been 

“PUBLISHED AT THEIR [the congregation’s] REQUEST”.481 In including this phrase 

Magee was acknowledging those who had made the printed work a reality, possibly 

suggesting the financial nature of their contribution. The form of words might be 

compared to “printed for the author” and variants in which case those person/s desiring 

the publication of a work, while also desiring anonymity, could hide behind this label of 

convenience. For the main part, a large percentage of a publishing bookseller’s work was

478

478 These were James Moody, A Sermon Preached at Donoughmore, on Thursday October the Ninth, 1746 
... Published at the Desire of Captain Johnston’s Independent Company of Militia, to whom it was 
Preached (Belfast: James Magee, 1746) and Gilbert Kennedy, The Great Blessing of Peace and Truth in 
Our Days ... Publish'd at the Desire of Some of the Hearers (Belfast: James Blow, John Hay, and James 
Magee, 1749).
479 Alexander Colvill, A Sermon Occasioned by the Death of the Late Reverend Mr. Thomas Nevin (Belfast: 
James Magee, 1745). The dedication makes evident that the publication of the work was “in Compliance 
with ... [the congregation’s] unanimous and earnest Request”.
480 The exception was Chamber’s What Circumstances Render a War Compatible with Christianity (1779).
481 In the case of Nevin’s Volunteer sermon the word “REQUEST” was replaced with “DESIRE”.
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for private clients, in effect who paid for the job, something which is disguised in too 

many accounts.482 This was certainly true of Magee as it was in only six of his 

publications that the individual financing the publication of the text (the publisher) was 

named.483

That congregations were flagged up as agents of publication - whether they 

covered publications costs or not - is likely to have been advantageous for Magee. By 

insisting that ministers and congregations could influence, indeed, bring about the 

publication of an address, readers were encouraged into a centrally important place in the 

publication process. They were presented as agents responsible for initiating works into 

print. Moreover, Magee’s advertisements in the Belfast News-Letter broadcast the 

congregation-led dynamic of these texts to a readership not simply confined to Belfast 

and its immediate vicinity since the News-Letter had an impressive readership throughout 

the Ulster hinterland.484 Thus, even those who had not purchased or read any of Magee’s 

Volunteer sermons would have known the role which congregations held in requesting 

the publication of patriotic addresses. This encouraged other congregations to imitate this 

example.

Maxted’s contention that book trade history is the story of many individuals, not 

just the printer, for it also involves those who distribute books, purchase them and read 

them, is especially resonant in the case of these Volunteer addresses. The final printed 

Volunteer texts by Magee gave employment to printer, bookseller and minister alike.

482 1 am indebted to James Raven for his suggestions here.
483 See A Note on Terms: printer, publisher, bookseller.
484 By 1795 the Belfast News-Letter claimed (admittedly in an advertisement for the sale of the paper) to 
print about 3000 copies, with each copy reckoned to have been read by six persons. Adams, The Printed 
Word and the Common Man, 36.
485 Ian Maxted, ‘“4 Rotten Combags and Some Old Books’: The Impact of the Printed Word in Devon” in 
Robin Myers & Michael Harris (eds.). Sale and Distribution of Books from 1700,69.
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Magee created the final printed text but the publication process involved many others: 

ministers as authors of these sermons, congregations seeking publication, bookmen 

(including small town retail distributors) and also ministers involved in retailing the 

printed work, those who bought the text and those who read it.486 In commercial terms, 

the Volunteers provided employment to the book trade and generated considerable trade 

for printers and booksellers. Moreover, it is evident that other industries were being 

supported by the Volunteer movement at this time: aside from the book trade, tailors and 

those dealing in muskets and munitions also benefited conspicuously from the 

organisation.

But if these Volunteer sermons benefited local printers they were also 

advantageous for Dissenters for their cause was championed in these addresses. Issues 

affecting the Dissenting community such as religious tolerance and their position in the 

public sphere were being negotiated through their involvement in the Volunteer 

organisation and in these sermons. By the prominence of their role in the Volunteer 

period Dissenters achieved new found confidence and Magee’s sermons reflected their 

sense of validation and increasing self-assurance.

Volunteer Sermons and Dissent

Magee’s Volunteer sermons adhered to a stock formula of conventions, tropes and even 

scriptural invocations. Each address followed a similar pattern of thematic concerns and

486 Ministers were not simply authors of these discourses but also acted as distributors of the text. For 
example, John Bell was listed as a retail agent of the printed sermon that he had delivered before the Drum- 
bridge Volunteers in February 1780. Since it was not unusual for printers to save money by ‘paying’ the 
author in copy, the rule of thumb being ten percent of an edition, it may be likely that this was the nature of 
the publishing arrangement in this instance. BNL, 28 Jan.-lFeb. 1780; David Hall, “The Uses of Literacy in 
New England, 1600-1850” in David Hall (ed.), Cultures of Print: Essays in the History of the Book 
(Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 1996), 43.
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minister recommendations. This being so, there were a number of Magee’s Volunteer 

sermons which deviated from the standard model for these addresses: these discourses 

were especially noteworthy for their contentiousness in which critiques of sectarian 

animosities and government were expressed. The most controversial material derived 

from New Light ministers James Crombie and William Steel Dickson, whose sentiments 

in these sermons provoked the indignation of moderates.

New Lights or non-subscribers were those Dissenters who did not sign up to the 

articles of faith contained in the Westminster Confession.487 The Westminster Confession 

of Faith, which was drawn up in 1643, became the principal document of the Church of 

Scotland and all those who belonged to the Scottish Church were required to subscribe to 

it. Since the Church of Scotland was the mother-church of the Synod of Ulster, all Ulster 

ministers were expected to subscribe formally to the Westminster Confession. However 

many did not since it was left to the discretion of individual congregations.488 Those who 

did not subscribe to the Confession did not object to its tenets but rather to the imposition 

of man-made creeds and articles of faith which were perceived as trespassing against the 

individual to make choices for him/herself. New Light Dissenters consequently opposed 

creeds, confessions and state religion, all of which were regarded as obstructing that 

individual right of judgement. Indeed, the private right of the individual to make choices 

in accordance with his/her own conscience was one of the defining characteristics of the 

New Lights. This had been the central issue in the subscription controversy in Belfast in 

the 1720 period in which New Lights contested church power, not doctrine. Believing

487 One’s subscription to the Westminster Confession cannot in all instances be taken as denoting Old Light 
beliefs. An excellent exposition of New Lights is given in McBride, Scripture Politics, 41-61.
488 Robert Mahony, “‘New Light’ Ulster Presbyterianism and the Nationalist Rhetoric of John Mitchel” in 
Laurence M. Geary (ed.), Rebellion and Remembrance in Modem Ireland (Dublin & Portland: Four Courts 
Press, 2001), 150-151.
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that matters of conscience were exempt from human judgement, New Light sentiment 

was summed up most perfectly by John Abemethy’s pronouncement: “Let every man be 

persuaded in his own mind”.489 Abemethy’s hostility to ecclesiastical authority was 

expressive of New Lights as a body.490 The New Light opposition to state religion 

stemmed from their belief that civil interference obstructed the faith of the individual. It 

was, as McDowell has noted, “many of the more intellectual ministers that were 

latitudinarians [i.e. New Lights], consciously enlightened and eager to reconcile religion 

with modem thought”.491 Open to the intellectual currents of the Enlightenment, New 

Lights were associated with a rational Dissent whose ideas were expounded in sermons 

and pamphlets consistently throughout the century.

Throughout the eighteenth century New Lights were in the minority in Ulster but 

an overview of the material printed in the second half of the century gives an inflated 

impression of its size and scope, for non-subscribers dominated Belfast presses in this 

period.492 This may also owe something to the fact that the principal printing firms of the 

town belonged to New Light congregations: the Magee, Blow and Hay families were all 

members of the First Congregation (non-subscribing).493 The New Light dominance was 

noted by Thomas Witherow who published Historical and Literary Memorials of 

Presbyterianism in Ireland (1879-80). He counted eighty-six ministers who published

489 McBride, Scripture Politics, 51; John Abemethy, Religious Obedience Founded on Personal Persuasion 
(Belfast: James Blow, 1720), 7.
490 R.F.G. Holmes, “The Reverend John Abemethy: The Challenge of New Light Theology to Traditional 
Irish Presbyterian Calvinism” in Kevin Herlihy (ed.), The Religion of Irish Dissent 1650-1800 (Dublin: 
Four Courts Press, 1996), 103.
491 McDowell, Ireland in the Age of Imperialism, 1760-1801, 172.
492 For example, Gilbert Kennedy, Andrew Alexander, William Steel Dickson and John Cameron were 
prominent New Light ministers in print, whose addresses had been printed by Magee. Magee also however 
printed material by Old Lights including Benjamin McDowell, who was one of its most uncompromising 
spokesmen.
493 [Alexander Gordon and G.K. Smith], Historic Memorials of the First Presbyterian Church of Belfast 
(Belfast; New York: Marcus Ward, 1887), 98.
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sermons during the eighteenth century, forty-one of whom could be classified as New 

Light.494 Subscribers may have been slightly in the majority. However they lacked the 

intellectualism and authority of their New Light counterparts. McBride contends that the 

Old Lights “could not match the non-subscribers for intellectual vigour or social 

responsibility, but their more populist brand of Dissent was probably more important in 

mobilizing rank-and-file reformers”.495 This disparity between Old and New Lights in 

print was also attributable to significant social factors. New Lights were dependent upon 

the middle-class circles of Belfast and the towns. As such, they were the wealthier 

congregations who could afford to finance publications.‘t96 They played a conspicuous 

role in philanthropic organisations also. For example, New Lights had a prominent role in 

the establishment of the Belfast Charitable Society in 1752 and a Poor Law system five 

years later.497 Compared to their growing affluence and important involvement in the 

corporative life of the town, New Light Dissenters had little say in county and borough 

politics which made them more likely to be critical of existing political structures.

Their criticism of the political sphere was especially significant. Historians have 

traditionally perceived New Light Presbyterianism as naturally leading to political 

liberalism.498 Both A.T.Q. Stewart and Marianne Elliot have viewed the non-subscribers 

as “carriers of classic republican ideals”.499 Moreover, studies by Stewart and McBride

4 McBride, Scripture Politics, 57.
495 Ib,d„ 7.
496 Ibid., 9.
497 Ibid., 35.
498 This has been ably demonstrated in the pioneering work of A.T.Q. Stewart. See “The Transformation of 
Presbyterian Radicalism in the North of Ireland, 1792-1825”, unpublished Ph.D. thesis, QUB, 1956; “‘A 
Stable Unseen Power’: Dr William Drennan and the Origins of the United Irishmen” in John Bossy and 
Peter Jupp (eds.), Essays Presented to Michael Roberts (Belfast: Blackstaff Press, 1976), 80-92; The 
Narrow Ground: Aspects of Ulster 1609-1969 (Belfast: Blackstaff Press, 1977); A Deeper Silence: The 
Hidden Origins of the United Irishmen (London: Faber & Faber, 1993).
499 McBride, Scripture Politics, 7.
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have located the origins of Irish republicanism in the culture of the Dissenting north. New 

Light opposition to state religion made them reject autocratic structures in favour of 

democratic ones which, in turn, made them more likely to advocate these kinds of 

structures in the state. Mahony has observed:

The practical tolerance that generally prevailed among eighteenth-century Ulster 

Presbyterians extended to politics as well. It has become a truism among modem 

Irish nationalists that Presbyterians were prominent among their eighteenth- 

century political forebears. As early as 1759, the ‘New Light Presbyterians’ were 

taken as ‘totally republican and averse to English government’ by the duke of 

Bedford, lord lieutenant at the time. Their potential for rebellion, of course, lay in 

their presumed desire to extend the democratic ethos of their faith’s principles and 

practice of church government to the secular polity.500 

This democratic impulse was especially evident in Dickson’s Volunteer address to the 

Echlinville Volunteers in 1779 and can be witnessed in his recommendation of religious 

tolerance with respect to the Catholic community. Other Volunteer sermons published by 

Magee highlight a public sphere that New Light rationality exposed as undemocratic, 

corrupt and lacking, in this way suggesting the political significance of these sermons and 

their status as works of polemic.

It is difficult to compute with complete accuracy how many of Magee’s Volunteer 

sermons were preached by New Light ministers for it was entirely possible to sympathize 

with New Light beliefs while remaining in the moderate mainstream. It is certain 

however that Crombie and Dickson were prominent in New Light circles. Moreover 

William Nevin might also be a New Light; his father, Thomas, had been a non-subscriber 

500 Mahony, ‘“New Light’ Ulster Presbyterianism and the Nationalist Rhetoric of John Mitchel”, 151.
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during the subscription controversy in the 1720s and was tried for heresy. Although this 

is no guarantee that William was a New Light - indeed Reid suggests William was “of 

suspected orthodoxy” - his celebration of “Liberty of Conscience, and the undisturbed 

exercise of our Understandings in the worship of our heavenly Father” is suggestive of 

New Light leanings, particularly regarding the right of individual conscience.501 Joseph 

Chambers may be a potential New Light since his opposition to the imposition of religion 

into “bloody political contentions, with which she had no concern” is compatible with the 

New Light opposition to creeds, confessions and beliefs imposed by authoritarian 

structures which undermine the right of individual conscience. Magee therefore 

published Volunteer sermons principally given by ministers who demonstrated evidence 

of New Light leanings. In total he printed six authors (seven texts), two of whom were 

definitely New Lights (Dickson and Crombie - three texts in total), two who may be 

regarded as possible New Lights (Nevin and Chambers) and two whose position I have 

been unable to ascertain (Sinclair and Bell).

Among Magee’s Volunteer sermons, it was the leading New Lights who were the 

most contentious. The publication of Magee’s first Volunteer address provoked 

widespread controversy because of its expression of pro-Catholic sentiment that derived 

from its author’s radical New Light outlook. This was William Steel Dickson’s Sermon 

on the Propriety and Advantages of Acquiring the Knowledge and Use of Arms, in Times 

of Public Danger which was preached before the Echlinville Volunteers on Sunday 28 

March 1779. In the address, but equally also in his conversation with others, Dickson

501 James Seaton Reid, History of Congregations of the Presbyterian Church in Ireland and Biographical 
Notices of Eminent Presbyterian Ministers and Laymen (Belfast: James Cleeland; Edinburgh: James 
Gemmell, 1886), 120; William Nevin, The Nature and Evidence of an Over-Ruling Providence Considered 
(1779), 22.
502 Chambers, What Circumstances Render a War Compatible with Christianity, 24.
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objected to the exclusion of Catholics from the Volunteer organisation. He grieved that 

Catholics were offering themselves throughout the country as Volunteers but that 

“[tjhrough the greater part of Ulster, if not the whole, their offers were rejected, and, in 

some places, not without insult”. Dickson claimed that in his own neighbourhood “this 

was universally the case. Hence jealousy and distrust became prevalent, and in some 

instances, excited alarm” and he was convinced of the “impolicy and danger of such 

conduct, and equally so with its injustice”.503 In discussing the matter of Catholics and 

their relationship to the emerging Volunteer companies and regiments, Dickson’s 

sympathetic position was too forward-thinking, indeed revolutionary, for the movement 

to embrace at this early stage. McDowell has noted that this was because Protestants 

probably felt it was unwise to give Catholics weapons. That it was illegal for Catholics to 

bear arms gave legal support to this anxiety.504

The contentious remarks were considerably lessened in the printed text in which, 

at the advice of friends, he offered “a modification of the part respecting the admission of 

Catholics to the Volunteer ranks”.505 In his autobiography Dickson hinted at the furore 

that his comments in the pulpit provoked in which he “offendjed] all the Protestant and 

Presbyterian bigots in the country”. He wrote that he was denounced as a ‘“Papist in my 

heart’” and in a bid to pacify the community, whose ire he had aroused, he reluctantly 

qualified the offending passage when the work came to be published.506 The revised 

passage, as it appeared in the printed text published by Magee, advised the Volunteers to

503 Dickson, A Narrative of the Confinement and Exile of William Steel Dickson, 10.
504 McDowell, Ireland in the Age of Imperialism and Revolution, 1760-1801, 257. For a fuller discussion of 
the Catholic question in the Volunteer movement see Rogers, The Irish Volunteers and Catholic 
Emancipation (1778-1793).
505 Dickson, A Narrative of the Confinement and Exile of William Steel Dickson, 11.
506 Ibid., 10, 11.
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avoid party politics and denominationalism. The war in which they were engaged, he 

stressed, was not directed exclusively against the popish religion but in the defence of 

liberty and country:

As our Enemies are generally of the Popish Persuasion, those of that 

Denomination, among us, are apt to construe Measures of public Security into 

private Design, and attribute every Armament to Enmity against them. To remove 

such injurious Suspicions is an object well deserving your serious Attention: and 

your Conduct ought to shew that ye have not taken up Arms for this, or the other

S07Denomination; but for your Country.

Moreover he suggested that moves should be made to make Catholics feel less 

mistrustful, in this way gesturing at the inclusion of Catholics into Volunteer ranks, but 

refraining from explicitly voicing this desire.508 While Dickson insisted that the 

modification retained the spirit of his original remarks, the amendment did withdraw the 

submission that Catholics should be incorporated into Volunteer ranks.509

Dickson’s Catholic sympathies expressed in the sermon can be explained by the 

liberal views that were making headway among those New Lights who regarded the 

penal laws as unjust because their existence signified the state trespassing against the 

private right of conscience in the matter of religion. Samuel Barber in a Volunteer 

address in October explicitly voiced his objection with the penal laws on this ground:

[A]s a religious society they [i.e. Catholics] have been subjected to penal laws, 

shocking to enumerate. May the happy time soon arrive, when religion in every

507 Dickson, Sermon on the Propriety and Advantages of Acquiring the Knowledge and Use of Arms, in 
Times of Public Danger, 25.
508 Ibid., 25.
509 Dickson, A Narrative of the Confinement and Exile of William Steel Dickson, 11.
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part of the globe, shall be as free as the sun that shineth ... when every creature of 

God may worship him in sincerity, and truth, in mode agreeable to their

510consciences.

In bemoaning the penal laws he also called for unity with Catholics: “let us arm, and be 

prepared for the worst that can happen, to defend ourselves, to protect the Roman 

Catholics, or even to join with them in a common cause”.511 O’Connor notes that the 

debate on the penal laws at this time was carried out in print by John Curry, Charles 

O’Conor and Arthur O’Leary. O’Leary, for example, defended the oath of allegiance, 

repudiated the threatened French invasion of 1779, but also made the case for liberty of 

conscience in An Essay on Toleration published in 1780.512 It is hardly accidental at a 

time in which Catholic publications in Ireland were becoming increasingly prominent, 

particularly throughout the second half of the century and when Catholics were calling 

for toleration, that ministers such as Dickson and other New Light ministers were 

engaged in this national debate.513

This tendency to look favourably, or, at the very least, sympathetically, upon their 

Catholic neighbours, was led in Ulster by New Light Presbyterians Dickson, Pollock, 

Barber and Crawford.514 In the same year as Dickson and Barber’s Volunteer addresses,

510 Samuel Barber, A Sermon, Delivered in the Meeting-House of Rathfriland, October 24, 1779, to the 
Castlewellan Rangers, and Rathfriland Volunteers (Newry: Joseph Gordon, 1779), 9.
511 Ibid., 9.
512 Thomas O’Connor, “Religious Change, 1550-1800” in Raymond Gillespie & Andrew Hadfield (eds.), 
The Oxford History of the Irish Book, Volume 3: The Irish Book in English 1550-1800, 191.
513 The second half of the eighteenth century saw an increase in Catholic literature. Catholics began 
publishing newspapers. Works of devotion, pastoral aids for clergy and official church publications as well 
as more politically motivated work calling for an end to penal legislation and advocating religious 
toleration were printed. Ibid., 188-189.
514 For example, see William Crawford, A History of Ireland. From the Earliest Period, to the Present 
Time. In a Series of Letters, Addressed to William Hamilton, Esq. vol. 1. By William Crawford (Strabane: 
printed by John Bellew, 1783), vii-viii. Dickson was minister of Ballyhalbert, Barber was minister of 
Rathfriland, Crawford was minister of Strabane and Pollock was captain of the Newry First Volunteer 
Company.
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Letters to the Men of Ireland by Owen Roe O ’Neal was published. Written by a barrister 

Joseph Pollock, who was also the Captain of the First Newry Company, its author argued 

that a united community was essential for the Volunteer cause and argued that this could 

not be fully realised until Catholics were admitted to partake in public life. Pollock was 

not advocating complete Catholic emancipation but a gradual change. In discussing the 

plight of Catholics in these discourses it appears that New Lights were aware their 

remarks would encounter hostility and were fully conscious of the politically sensitive 

nature of the matter. Pollock recommended: “[t]he Roman Catholics, might, with justice 

indeed, expect a more compleat toleration. But it would require peculiar delicacy to grant 

this without offending those Protestants who at present enjoy but a toleration 

themselves”.515

This ostensible sympathy for the Catholic plight became more visible nationally 

in the early 1780s and two examples have often been cited to demonstrate the softening 

of anti-Catholic feeling at the height of Protestant patriotism.516 These two events were 

the Dungannon manifesto of 15 February 1782 and the march of the Belfast First 

Company to St. Mary’s Roman Catholic chapel, having collected £84 for the benefit of 

the congregation on 30 May 1784. A more tolerant Volunteer policy towards Catholics 

did emerge in 1780 and 1781, due to the liberal sentiment of Dickson and Pollock, and 

also partly due to the influence of Henry Grattan. Dickson, however, was the first

515 Owen Roe O’Nial [Joseph Pollock], “Letters to the Men of Ireland, by Owen Roe O’Nial” in William 
Molyneux, The Case of Ireland’s Being Bound by Acts of Parliament Made in England, Stated by William 
Molyneux, of Dublin (Dublin, [s.n.], 1782), 80.
516 McBride, Scripture Politics, 152.
517 Ibid., 152-153. The thirteenth resolution of the Dungannon manifesto affirmed the sanctity of the right 
of private judgement and the fourteenth resolution celebrated the relaxation of the penal laws against “our 
Roman Catholic fellow-subjects”. For a copy of these resolutions see [Joy (ed.)], Historical Collections 
Relative to the Town of Belfast, 180-5.
518 Rogers, The Irish Volunteers and Catholic Emancipation (1778-1793), 65.
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minister in the Volunteer sermons published in this period to voice his objections to the 

treatment of Catholics and call for their incorporation into the Volunteer ranks. The 

radical nature of his ambitions for his Catholic brethren, which were too advanced for the 

majority of Volunteers, chafed against the Dissenting mainstream and he consequently 

found himself having to cull his opinions in the printed version.

In publishing Dickson’s address, Magee was therefore printing material which 

was extremely contentious. Aside from being notable as the first Volunteer sermon 

published nationally that included the printer’s name, Magee’s publication of Dickson’s 

discourse was most significant for its political sentiment that jarred with conservative 

Protestants and Old Light Dissenters. This was a pattern to be repeated in Magee’s final 

Volunteer address in 1781 in which Old Lights were again antagonised by the 

progressivism of New Light philosophy.

Other Volunteer sermons printed by Magee provoked the indignation of orthodox 

Dissenters. Some conservatives objected to the way in which ministers exaggerated the 

critical nature of the invasion threat in their addresses.519 Most of all, these conservatives 

were enraged by the sanctity of Sabbath observance being renegotiated in the light of 

Volunteer practice. One such sermon that provoked the ire of traditionalists was James 

Crombie’s The Propriety of Setting Apart a Portion of the Sabbath for the Purpose of 

Acquiring the Knowledge and Use of Arms in 1781 which was preached before the 

Belfast Volunteer Company on Sunday 4 March in the Old Dissenting Meeting-House. 

Notable for its challenge to Sabbath doctrine, the sermon gave rise to a printed riposte by 

Sinclare Kelbum of the Third Congregation.

519 For example, Kelbum, The Morality of the Sabbath Defended, 40-41.
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In the address Crombie infuriated traditionalists in arguing that military practice 

and training were compatible with the law of the Sabbath. Drawing upon an incident 

taken from Mark’s Gospel to give force to his thesis, Crombie argued that the sanctity of 

the Sabbath could never be violated by acts whose ends were concerned with “the 

preservation, the welfare and happiness of our brethren”. The printed address was 

dedicated to the officers and gentlemen of the company, at whose request the discourse 

was published, indicating that Crombie’s sentiments were consistent with the opinions of 

the Belfast Volunteers. It hints at the way in which the Volunteers influenced political 

sermons of the period since companies requested addresses from local ministers who 

would be assured of endorsing the activities and objectives of the organisation. Ministers 

chosen to deliver addresses were those who would wholeheartedly sanction Volunteerism 

as both a patriotic and heroic endeavour. Often ministers were not simply strong 

advocates of the movement but acted as chaplains or even officers to local companies. 

This was the case with James Crombie; he was a fulsome supporter of the Volunteers and 

preached before the Belfast companies on three occasions (in 1778, 1779, and 1781). At 

least two of these sermons were printed by Magee. In these discourses he advocated the 

principles of defence, approved the conduct of the assembled Volunteers and 

demonstrated the significant endorsement that the Volunteers received from the New 

Light community.

The evidence of New Light beliefs in Crombie’s sermon - the recommendation of 

its message on rational, practical grounds, the stress on the private right of judgement, the

520 Crombie, The Propriety of Setting Apart a Portion of the Sabbath for the Purpose of Acquiring the 
Knowledge and Use of Arms, 11.
521 See William Thomas Latimer, A History of Irish Presbyterians, 2nd ed. (Belfast: James Clelland; 
William Mullan & Son, 1902), 363.
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individual interpretation of Scriptures and the censure of rigid attendance to ritual in 

religion - was clearly well received by its congregation. However it did provoke 

reaction from the Third Congregation (Old Lights or subscribers). This could easily have 

been foreseen by Crombie since one of the sermon’s chief themes - essentially the 

necessity of religious law to be malleable and that the observance of religious law and 

practice should be more responsive to the social landscape - sought to situate religion and 

religious observance within a wider framework than simply the meeting house. This 

stood as a direct challenge to the prescriptivism of subscribers.

Crombie’s text is likely to have been very useful for Magee: it was the only 

Volunteer sermon to provoke a riposte in print, not only among Magee’s publications but 

throughout Ireland. The counter-reply was by Sinclare Kelbum who was himself an 

advocate for the Volunteer cause, though his doctrinal conservatism made him feel that

523the Sabbath law could not be breached through Volunteering on that day.

Both the publication of Crombie’s Sabbath-day address and Dickson’s Echlinville 

sermon indicate that Magee did not eschew the printing of controversial material. That 

these addresses generated the greatest contention among Magee’s Volunteer sermons 

usefully reveals something about the scope of New Light Dissent. New Lights were 

involved in challenging the status quo and making changes to advance the progress of 

both church and state. It is unsurprising then that New Lights should be conspicuous 

innovators in the life of the town. Dickson and Crombie were involved in making

522 Crombie’s New Light emphasis is demonstrated very explicitly by its appeal to individual judgement. 
See Propriety of Setting Apart a Portion of the Sabbath for the Purpose of Acquiring the Knowledge and 
Use of Arms, 12.
523 Kelbum’s subscription to the Westminster Confession of Faith is demonstrative of his doctrinal 
orthodoxy, which is captured in his response to Crombie. Records of the General Synod of Ulster, from 
1691 to 1820. In Three Volumes. Vol. III. 1778-1820 (Belfast: John Reid & Co., 1898), 25.
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sweeping changes to the educational history of Belfast and were seeking to drive forward 

the progress of the town in all its facets, including its political, religious and cultural life. 

Magee’s sermons by Crombie and Dickson therefore serve to accentuate that correlation 

between New Light latitudinarians and cultural progressivism.524 In printing material by 

Dickson and Crombie throughout the 1778-1781 period Magee engaged in publishing 

authors who were agents for change, not least of all in the intellectual advancement of the 

town.

Discourses by Dickson and Crombie were unquestionably Magee’s most 

contentious sermons. But even in the case of other ministers whose standpoint was 

equivocal regarding important New Light concerns, their sermons were not without their 

moments of polemic. These sermons engaged in a critique of contemporary culture, 

obliquely alluding to the ‘unrepresentativeness’ of Parliament and the present state of the 

constitution at a historical moment when these kinds of political concerns were forming 

the nexus of debate. Issues that underwent intensive consideration throughout the 

American crisis, such as political representation, continued to be subject to scrutiny in 

this period and ministers used Volunteer addresses as an opportunity to comment upon 

important matters of government, however briefly. For example, Robert Sinclair in an 

address delivered to the Lame Volunteers on 1 August 1779 suggested:

OUR constitution of government ... is now in a consumptive state, and that 

noxious vermin are feeding and fattening upon its discharged humours, tho’ it is 

now threatened by the rude and heavy hand of the house of Bourbon; yet we hope

524 See pp. 238-239 for details.
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in God, and the valour of its sons, that it will be healed, defended, and continued

525to us, and convey its blessings to our latest posterity.

The unprepossessing depiction of the constitution, conceived of in language denoting 

malignancy, sought to foreground its corrupt and ailing state. This was echoed by 

comments made by Dickson in which he castigated the incompetence and inefficacy of 

Irish parliamentarians, whom he deemed a “cumbrous Load of Mutes, and nominal 

Representatives”, who are incapable of “publickly express[ing] a few Sentences without 

degenerating into Nonsense, or Absurdity”.526 The potential insurgency of Magee’s 

sermons was evident in charged moments of polemic such as these in which challenges to 

the status quo were offered and ministers cast a diagnostic eye on government and state.

Magee’s sermons challenged the old order in other ways too. Dissenters were 

encouraged to take charge, shunning passivity for an active role in the affairs of the state. 

Nevin advised: “This only is sure and undoubted, that God helpeth not those, that will not 

help themselves. ... And without exerting that means of defence that are in our own 

power, it is equal impudence and folly, to raise up our hopes and request to God”. In 

positioning the individual in a central space in the political sphere Nevin suggested that 

for God to realise His ambitions for His people, the individual must be compelled 

actively and meaningfully to contribute to civil society, in this way empowering and 

validating Dissenter participation in the public sphere. This was especially important

525 Sinclair, Fortitude Explained and Recommended, 23.
526 Dickson, A Sermon, on the Propriety and Advantages of Acquiring the Knowledge and Uses of Arms, 
17.
527 Nevin, The Nature and Evidence of an Over-Ruling Providence Considered, 24.
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since the Test Act which denied Dissenters from admittance to public office was not 

repealed until the following year.

The stress on active participation in the public sphere was echoed by Sinclair 

when he recommended that Dissenters should meet challenges “not by shunning them, 

but by meeting them in the face”. He continued:

THIS gallant principle, in a state of nature, where no civil, judicial mode of 

redress can be had, is a man’s only defence against unjust violence; nay, even in 

the best ordered governments, in the best regulated societies, it still retains its 

province, and right of operation, in a certain degree.530 

Sinclair’s comments would have resonated strongly with Dissenters, particularly 

Covenanters and Seceders, since they did not have recourse to the law because their 

religious practices forbade them from the swearing of oaths. Ministers of the Synod had 

to kiss and touch the Bible when they testified; Seceders and Covenanters however swore 

with an uplifted hand, as prescribed by scriptural teaching. This meant that both Seceders 

and Covenanters were not able to use the courts for civil cases which left them open to 

harassment.531 Despite the civil and judicial restrictions they faced, Dissenters were 

encouraged to overcome these constraints through the assertion of courage and the 

meeting of dangers head on.

The purpose of these addresses was to encourage recruitment. However in 

Magee’s sermons ministers worked beyond that objective by entering into 

pronouncements on the position of Catholics in the political process (Dickson), the

528 For information on the Sacramental Test Act (1704), see John Dunlop, A Precarious Belonging: 
Presbyterians and the Conflict in Ireland (Belfast: Blackstaff Press Limited, 1995), 25-26.
529 Sinclair, Fortitude Explained and Recommended, 16.
530 Ibid., 16-17.
531 McBride, Scripture Politics, 77.
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current ailing state of government (Sinclair), and also interpreted political events within a 

schema that endorsed and validated political activity on the Sabbath (Crombie). These 

ministers used these discourses as opportunities to comment upon the political process, to 

highlight inequalities or merely to couch their criticisms of government. The blatantly 

polemical aspects of these texts - the gesturing of political dissatisfaction, which was 

expressed most potently in Dickson’s address - hint at their political significance. These 

addresses consequently reflect the increasing boldness of the Dissenting community in 

Belfast and the confidence of Magee as a printer who was willing to publish material 

which was both original and riskier in terms of its political standpoint.

Undoubtedly one of the central reasons why Magee printed these addresses was 

because of the insatiable vogue for Volunteerism that existed in the town and indeed 

throughout Ulster during this period. This is suggested by the size of the congregations 

and Volunteer companies which together provide a useful indication of the potential 

readership for Magee’s addresses. In the case of the Volunteer sermons Magee printed 

which were delivered outside of Belfast, the Volunteer regiments were small, usually 

numbering between sixty and one hundred members. Through retailing these sermons in 

Belfast Magee however sought to target an audience of greater Volunteer numbers: 

during this period Belfast had three Volunteer companies numbering 340 men.532 The 

greater the size of the company the greater potential the work had to be a commercial 

success. To illustrate the point, Magee published Joseph Chamber’s Volunteer address - 

What Circumstances Render a War Compatible with Christianity (1779) - a sermon 

which Chambers had delivered to the field-officers of the battalion of Louchnashillin, and 

the Volunteer company of Castledawson on 3 October 1779. This battalion consisted of 

532 [Joy (ed.)], Historical Collections Relative to the Town of Belfast, 142-143; Joy MSS, box 5.
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ten companies, comprising 662 Volunteers which suggests a sizeable readership and hints 

at the potentially lucrative nature of the publication. Magee’s retail distribution of 

these texts also illustrates how the Belfast bookman was tapping into the commercial 

appeal of these texts by making them available in towns throughout the counties of 

Antrim and Down.

The enthusiasm for Volunteering that was witnessed in Belfast - evidenced by the 

parades and reviews, toasts and dinners, the giving of patriotic addresses and the 

proliferation of Volunteer material in print - provides one indication of the commercial 

potential of Magee’s addresses. But these sermons possessed further significance, they 

were an expression of Dissenter confidence occurring at a moment when some of the 

restrictions which faced Dissenters were removed. The Sacramental Test, which denied 

public office to all those who did not take communion in the Anglican Church at least 

once a year, was abolished in 1780. Having been introduced in 1704, it was one of the 

chief Presbyterian grievances: in consequence of this act, Dissenters were ejected from 

corporations which, in some cases, as in Derry and Belfast, they had previously 

controlled.534 The eradication of this legal restriction was partly a reward for their 

participation in defence associations and partly motivated by political expediency: from 

the late 1770s onwards the struggle against commercial and constitutional restrictions, 

which was waged by many in the Dissenting community, became the chief focus of Irish 

liberals. The objectives of the Volunteer movement moved towards free trade and later

533 BNL, 29 Oct.-2 Nov. 1779.
534 R.F.G. Holmes, Our Irish Presbyterian Heritage (W & G Baird Ltd and published by the Publications 
Committee of the Presbyterian Church in Ireland, 1985), 57; Dunlop, A Precarious Belonging: 
Presbyterians and the Conflict in Ireland, 25.

219



parliamentary reform and in an effort to assuage Dissenter dissatisfaction the Test Act 

was removed.

If, as McBride has noted, Volunteering was an “opportunity for the middling 

ranks to affirm their civic identity, particularly important for Dissenters who were barred 

from public office until the repeal of the Test Act in 1780”, the removal of that Test Act 

signalled an opportunity for Dissenters to engage actively in civic life.535 Until its 

removal however Dissenters increasingly felt the frustration of a body of people that were 

rising in prosperity, power and prominence in commercial terms but found that this did 

not extend to the political sphere. Consequently they were far from passive in 

campaigning for the removal of legal restrictions: they canvassed for legal toleration, the
r-5/:

recognition of their marriages and for the removal of the Sacramental Test. A petition 

drawn up by the Dissenters of Belfast on 25 October 1779 drew attention to the 

“injurious” nature of the Test Act, citing it as “dishonourable to the cause of religion and 

civil liberty in this protestant country”. The petition also expressed the pain felt by 

Dissenters by these restrictions in which they suggested that the sole effect was to 

“alienate their hearts from a country in which they are not equal Citizens; and from laws

537by which they are branded with unmerited disgrace”.

The 1780 period however witnessed a number of developments that benefited 

Dissenters directly; the most notable was the removal of the Test Act. Further 

concessions followed in 1782 with the first recognition of Presbyterian marriages, and a

535 McBride, Scripture Politics, 126.
536 Presbyterian marriages were not recognised by ecclesiastical courts: married couples were regarded as 
living in fornication and children were seen as illegitimate. This had important legal implications and raised 
questions about inheritances, particularly as probate of wills had to be obtained in church courts. Holmes, 
Our Irish Presbyterian Heritage, 60.
537 Campbell, “Sketches of the History of Presbyterians in Ireland”, Appendix, 117-118.

220



specific concession to Seceders allowed them to swear with uplifted hands instead of 

kissing the Bible.538 Magee’s Volunteer sermons testified to the increasing confidence of 

Dissenters and the existence of a political culture in which they were centrally involved; a 

political culture in which they were seeking to change the status quo and remedy 

inequalities in the church and state. Indeed, Magee’s sermons witnessed a politically 

literate and increasingly self-assured audience venturing confidently into the public 

arena.

Belfast, a discovered centre

As the focus of the Volunteers, Belfast emerged as a centre in its own right in these years. 

It was, as Bigger has asserted, “a seething focus of excitement at this time”.539 The years 

1780 and 1781 were an especially significant moment for Belfast: the town was 

brilliantly illuminated to celebrate the reforms effected by Parliament, the Belfast 

Volunteers issued an address to Henry Grattan and Barry Yelverton on the theme of the 

independent rights of Ireland, and the first grand review of Volunteers was held in the 

town in 1781, being performed by the Earl of Chariemont. This Volunteer review was the 

largest gathering of Volunteers ever to take place with 5,383 Volunteers in attendance.540 

The importance of politics in this period, articulated in addresses and petitions, pamphlets 

and polemics, foregrounds the contribution of Dissenters who were assessing what role 

they should play in the public sphere. Important commercial and political issues such as

538 Pieter Tesch, “Presbyterian Radicalism” in David Dickson, Daire Keogh and Kevin Whelan (eds.), The 
United Irishmen: Republicanism, Radicalism and Rebellion (Dublin: Lilliput Press, 1993), 44.
539 Crone & Bigger (eds.), Articles and Sketches: Biographical, Historical, Topographical by Francis 
Joseph Bigger, 133.
540 McBride, Scripture Politics, 125.
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the promotion of home industry, the removal of stringent trade restrictions, restrictions 

against Dissenters occupying public office, and questions about the ‘representativeness’ 

of the political process were raised in these Volunteers publications also.

As a force in Irish society at this time, the Volunteers did bring about political 

change. The Declaratory Act of 1719 was repealed in 1782: Westminster no longer 

retained the right to legislate for Ireland and legislative independence to the Irish 

Parliament was conceded. This was soon followed by a campaign seeking a formal 

disavowal by the Westminster Parliament of the power to legislate for Ireland. Recent 

historians however have conceded that these constitutional changes owed as much to the 

changing international situation and political developments in London as to the Volunteer 

conventions of Ulster.541 Notwithstanding, the movement brought to bear pressure on the 

government and emerged as a significant force whose alliance with Patriot MPs gave rise 

to the renegotiations in the relationship between Ireland and Britain in this period.

That Magee conspicuously ceased printing Volunteer material during this period 

of vigorous political activity is noteworthy and may indicate a fragmentation between his 

personal and professional politics. Magee’s publications suggest that he supported the 

Volunteers when they were primarily a defence force. However once they began 

campaigning for constitutional reform he distanced himself from publishing material 

from the organisation. But such a view is resisted by the biographical details of Magee. In 

his personal life there is evidence to suggest that he endorsed the Volunteers as a political 

force agitating for constitutional change: in 1785 he agreed that Belfast should be 

represented in the National Assembly of Delegates and that a representative be elected as

541 McBride, Scripture Politics, 124.
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a Member of the National Congress.542 Moreover is a nber of the New Light 

Congregation he is likely to have been sympathetic to volunipolitical objectives. This 

alerts us to questions which remain concerning Magee ind hractices, which redoubles 

our interest and curiosity in Magee the man as well as Magee printer. These questions 

include why did Magee stop printing Volunteer texts ;fter 1, what was the extent of 

Magee’s trade with the American book industry and vhat; his specific role in the 

‘publication’ of novels throughout the 1770s?

But if questions still exist regarding Magee in ths per there is little doubt over 

the prominence of the role he occupied in respect of he V(teer movement in 1779- 

1781. Further, there is little uncertainty as to the domnanceBelfast in respect of the 

movement and of national politics. The addresses prinbd by gee demonstrate that the 

people of the town were not merely political spectaors b'.ould exert considerable 

political influence. Indeed in political terms Belfast energeda centre in this period; it 

was the chief focus for the Volunteer movement h Irel. Military reviews and 

inspections took place in the town that incorporated Volirrs from throughout the 

nation.543 At a time when the town, Hardy asserts, \ “much tinctured with 

republicanism”, the Belfast Volunteers moreover correspondcith important politicians 

and radicals, including Richard Price, who offered advi:e on es such as parliamentary 

reform and the involvement of Catholics in the poliical ;ess.544 Most of all, the 

Belfast Volunteers challenged moderates in the aftemath independence in 1782 

arguing that a simple repeal of the Declaratory Ait waot enough. During this

542 Belfast Mercury, 11 Jan. 1785.
543 Volunteers assembled in their thousands at Belfast for the annud sumreview in 1781 and 1782.
544 Hardy, Memoirs of the Political and Private Life of James Caujeld, 2(or further information on this 
correspondence, see Proceedings Relative to the Ulster Assembly d Volur Delegates (Belfast: Henry & 
Robert Joy, 1783).
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renunciation debate a letter to the Belfast Volunteers from the English nobleman Lord 

Beauchamp was printed in London, Dublin and Belfast, suggesting the impact the Belfast 

Volunteers had on national politics.545

The undoubtedly significant contribution Belfast made to Irish political life 

resulted in the town emerging as a sphere of power and influence; its dominance 

occurring not simply within its own regional boundaries but rather on a national stage. In 

achieving this, Belfast demonstrated the capabilities of the provinces to challenge their 

peripheral place and move closer to the metropolis. This is consonant with Brewer’s 

argument that as the century progressed the rapid expansion of the provinces witnessed 

their increasing prominence in national and even international life. Brewer cites the 

examples of three prominent individuals who were able to make important national 

contributions in the fields of art, literature and music even though they did not operate 

from London.546 Moreover he argues that their achievements actually derived from their 

provincial context since cultural life outside of London was likely to have been more 

varied and their being removed from London benefited their art and achievements.547 

From the specific details of these case studies, Brewer makes the broader argument that 

the provinces “saw themselves not as distant extensions, much less poor imitations of

545 Following the repeal of the Declaratory Act some of the more radical patriots felt that a formal 
disavowal by Westminster of the power to legislate for Ireland was necessary. At this time in the British 
Parliament the cause of renunciation was advocated by Beauchamp. McBride, Scripture Politics, 131. See 
[Francis I.S. Conway, Viscount Beauchamp], A Letter to the Belfast First Company of Volunteers, in the 
Province of Ulster. By an English Nobleman (Belfast: Henry & Robert Joy, 1782).
546 Brewer discusses the examples of engraver Thomas Bewick at work in Newcastle, John Marsh an 
amateur musician from the provinces - he resided in Salisbury, outside Canterbury and in Chichester - and 
English poet Anna Seward, known as ‘the Swan of Lichfield’.
547 See Brewer, The Pleasures of the Imagination, 499-612.
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metropolitan culture, but as integral and important parts of national, even international 

character”.548

This was no less the case in Belfast at this time, 'he town’s emergence as a 

national centre in its own right is further indicated by the incasing confidence of Belfast 

as a printing town. In the years 1778-1780 Magee printed a ttal of forty-six texts, sixteen 

of which were first-time printings. That more than a thircof Magee’s publications in 

these years were first-time printings is extremely significant nd this emphasis on original 

material indicates a marketplace in which an increasing preiium was being placed upon 

local texts.

This increase in original publications occurred when ome manufacture was being 

recommended throughout the nation. In Belfast the champicing of local products began 

as early as 1778: the purchase of stationery goods was flaggl up as opportunities for the 

public to support home manufacture. Magee’s son John waengaged in the sale of lead 

pencils from College Green, which Magee retailed from Beast, a venture which sought 

to support “some few of the distressed Artists of this Kingom, and discountenance the 

shameful Importations of Goods, that might be procured stter and cheaper from the 

Manufacturers of this Country”.549 The merchant Hugh Mdlwain advertised goods for 

the summer trade comprising “chiefly of Irish MANUFATURE”.550 In Dublin, one 

newspaper reported: “scarcely a woman is to be met with in ur streets, that is not clad in 

Irish manufacturers”.551 This was true also of the Dublin Company of Booksellers in 

1778 who, Pollard noted, dined together on the anniversar of their institution, clad in

548 Brewer, The Pleasures of the Imagination, 498.
549 &VZ, 15-18 Dec. 1778.
550 BNL, 4-7 May 1779.
551 BNL, 2-6 Apr. 1779.

225



new suits of Irish manufacture.552 Ladies, school-mistresses and milliners were all 

entreated to save linen rags in order to aid home manufacture.553 Irish merchants and 

traders moreover were encouraged not to engage with English or Scottish traders who 

opposed the extension of Irish trade.554 Indeed, a non-importation agreement was entered 

into by the citizens of Dublin refusing to import any English goods which could be 

manufactured in Ireland and some Dublin clubs even refused to drink British porter, 

preferring Irish porter instead.555 The opportunity to support, buy, even wear home 

manufacture at this time was an attempt to counter the commercial strictures which Irish 

industry faced but also became a mark of one’s patriotism at a time when love of country 

was the defining spirit of the nation.

Dublin publications dealing with Irish commerce were sold in Belfast, including 

Thoughts on News-Papers and a Free Trade (1779) and The Commercial Restraints of 

Ireland Considered (1779), and these publications, it was advised, “should be carefully 

perused by all Rank of People”.556 The Patriot’s agenda of commercial (and later 

constitutional) reform throughout this period was heartily endorsed in Dublin and was 

supported by the most energetic newspapers of the day: the Hibernian Journal 

(established in 1772) and Dublin Evening Post (founded in 1778). In Belfast too such 

concerns were championed by the Belfast News-Letter and local writers sought to bring 

about improvements to Irish trade. C. Hyndman offered advice on the raising of flax 

which Magee printed on 12 April 1774. It was written from Ballymena on 25 March 1774 

with the purpose of promoting home industry through producing flax in greater quantity

552 Pollard, Dublin s Trade in Books, 169.
553 BNL, 6-9 Apr. 1779.
554 BNL, 12-16 Feb. 1779.
555 McDowell, Ireland in the Age of Imperialism, 1760-1801, 253.
556 BNL, 28 Apr.-2 May 1780; 17-21 May 1780.
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and quality, but at less expense than had previously ben the case. Extracts of 

Hyndman’s work were reprinted in the News-Letter in 1779 luring the national campaign
r ro

for free trade in which special attention was given to home iidustry.

If Irish industry was seeking to promote its own prooicts and producers, the book 

trade was also influenced by its example. The Dublin Sociev sought to encourage the art 

of copper-plate engraving in Ireland at this time by offering premiums to engravers who 

excelled in the art.559 Furthermore, in the 1770s there was arattempt to produce a general 

catalogue of Irish books in print, which would serve all bocksellers and their customers. 

The work was first issued in 1774 and the catalogue, renaned The Dublin Catalogue of 

Books, was updated in 1779.560 This publication made it asier for country booksellers 

and out-of-town book-buyers to order texts. It was a mans of reaching a dispersed 

reading public, in this way promoting regional-centre links. lowever this publication was 

also an expression of the expanding scope of the Irish trade: the initial catalogue 

contained roughly two thousand titles and by the end of he century this number had 

increased to five thousand.561 Magee’s first-time printing throughout the Volunteer 

period must be set against this important background of the iromotion of local goods and 

services and the attempt by industry - traders, merchants, artisans and bookmen - to 

represent its cause to a newly patriotic public.

Although there was certainly a conspicuous incrase in original publications 

throughout this period, Magee also continued to reprint title, albeit works that could not

557 C. Hyndman, A New Method of Raising Flax... (Belfast: James Mago, 1774); BNL, 12-15 Apr. 1774.
558 BNL, 26-30 Mar. 1779.
559 BNL, 14-18 May 1779.
560 The Dublin Catalogue of Books, in all Arts and Sciences. ... Includin^all Articles Published to the Year, 
M.DCC.LXX1X(Dublin: John Parker, 1779).
561 Pollard, Dublin’s Trade in Books, 189-190.
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be categorised as current. Puritan classics such as Alleine’s An Alarm to Unconverted 

Sinners (1779) and Flavel’s A Token for Mourners (1780) and sermons from the 1740 

period by Ralph and Ebenezer Erskine were reprinted by Magee in which he advertised 

the advantages which his reprinted editions offered over those of others. His 

advertisement for Alleine’s An Alarm to Unconverted Sinners (1779) recommended that 

readers would “find it in every Respect vastly superior to the Scotch Edition, which was 

indeed scarce legible”. The stress on new publications as well as the self-professed 

quality of reprinted editions suggests a town trade fully confident of its product.

In addition to indicating the advancement of Belfast printing, Magee’s 

publications at this time, primarily his Volunteer sermons, were also significant for their 

effect on printing throughout Ulster. His sermons stimulated small town printing thereby 

underscoring the centrality of Magee and his publications with respect to the Irish book 

trade. Belfast inspired the emulation of smaller towns throughout Ulster. In towns such as 

Strabane and Newry Volunteer companies were formed and patriotic sermons, delivered 

exclusively by New Light ministers, were preached before assembled Volunteer 

companies. Sermons made the transition from pulpit to press, being printed in these 

towns by provincial bookmen. In total four Volunteer addresses were published in 

Strabane and three were published in Newry.564 Magee’s sermons stood as beacons 

demonstrating the Volunteer zeal that existed in Belfast, the centre from which the 

movement began. That Magee’s Volunteer sermons impacted upon the fringe can be seen 

in the example of the town of Downpatrick in 1779. In May Dickson’s Volunteer address

562 BNL, 6-9 Apr. 1779.
563 For example, New Light ministers such as William Crawford, Alexander Andrew and Samuel Barber 
delivered addresses in Strabane and Newry.
564 See Appendix 6 for further details.
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was retailed by John Hart in the town. Five months later, Hart was selling an address 

which had been given in the town. Following the example of Dickson, Thomas Nevin 

preached an address before the Down Volunteers and Fusiliers, who requested that the 

address be printed and in doing so imitated the Belfast companies.

This suggests the discernible impact Volunteerism had outside of Belfast and also 

confirms Magee’s primacy as Ireland’s chief Volunteer printer since the total number of 

patriotic addresses that he printed (seven) was equal to the total of all Volunteer sermons 

published outside of Belfast.565 The towns however lagged behind the latest Volunteer 

developments occurring in Belfast by roughly about half a year: one of the earliest 

sermons printed in the smaller towns is likely to have occurred in October-November 

17 7 9.566 This sets it as almost half a year after Magee had published Dickson’s Volunteer 

address to the Echlinville Volunteers which was printed at the beginning of May.

Printing in towns such as Strabane and Newry did exist prior to the Volunteer 

situation. In Strabane it was newspaper printing that predated the arrival of book 

production, which is in keeping with Wheeler’s assessment of town printing in 

eighteenth-century Ireland.567 Printing in the town first began with the Strabane Journal 

in 1771. In Newry occasional printed items occurred prior to newspaper production - 

Carpenter’s Newry Journal was founded about 1761 - but it was not until the 1770 

period when a number of successive newspaper titles were launched that Newry printing 

was able to develop. These newspapers included Jones Newry Journal (about 1770),

565 This number does not include John Rogers, A Sermon Preached at Lisnavein ... (Edinburgh: D. 
Paterson, 1780) as, despite being preached locally, it was printed in Scotland. See Appendix 6.
566 William Crawford, The Connection betwixt Courage and the Moral Virtues Considered (Strabane: 
James Blyth, 1779). By mid-October when Crawford’s sermon was liable to have been printed - if he 
operated to the standard five-six weeks between preaching and publication, as was the case with Magee - 
Magee had printed four Volunteer sermons (Dickson, Nevin, Crombie, Sinclair), thereby demonstrating 
that he was in advance of other printers publishing Volunteer sermons.
567 Wheeler, “The Spread of Provincial Printing in Ireland up to 1850”, 8-9.
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y 568Stevenson ’s Newry Journal (about 1774), and Gordon’s Newry Chronicle (1777). Such 

newspapers brought news and advertising into the smaller towns and were invaluable, 

Kennedy notes, for “opening up rural Ireland to broader ideas and to an awareness of the 

world outside the community”.569

Evidently, printing in these towns occurred a number of years before the invasion 

crisis. However in Strabane the first printed books (that is non-periodical material) were 

Volunteer sermons, which must be predicated upon two core elements: interest in this 

material and the necessary commercial wherewithal within the town to publish such 

material.

Readers in the towns of Strabane and Newry probably demanded the publication 

of these kinds of texts. This reveals the impact which Magee’s sermons had upon the 

Ulster hinterland and those towns that were removed geographically and perhaps to a 

lesser extent culturally from the centre. His sermons were able to achieve this discernible 

impact because Magee distributed this material outside of the Belfast area. Of the seven 

Volunteer sermons, six were advertised in the News-Letter making it possible to discover 

their retail distribution. All Volunteer texts retailed in Belfast, but three addresses retailed 

beyond this: Dickson’s address retailed in Belfast, Coleraine, Lisburn and Downpatrick; 

Kevin’s address was sold in Belfast and Downpatrick by Nevin (presumably the author); 

and Bell’s sermon sold in Belfast but was also distributed by the author in Drumbridge.570

568 Adams, The Printed Word and the Common Man, 35.
569 Kennedy, “Reading Print, 1700-1800”, 153-154.
570 The distribution of these sermons undoubtedly suggests the popularity of the material. In the case of 
Dickson’s address, that the work was retailed by a number of booksellers in Belfast, Coleraine, Lisburn and 
Downpatrick is significant. Maxted has made the point that a printer would have to be “certain of his 
distribution system before producing large quantities” of material. Having arranged the text’s sale in towns 
outside of Belfast, the retail of Dickson’s address suggests that Magee was actively engaged in targeting as 
high a readership as possible, which may suggest a high print run in this instance. Ian Maxted, “Single
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Moreover it is extremely likely that Chambers’ address which was not advertised in the 

News-Letter retailed in Belfast but also beyond this, Derry in particular: the sermon was 

preached before the field-officers of the battalion of Louchnashillin, and the Volunteer 

Company of Castledawson. It may have been sold by booksellers there or simply 

distributed by the author as in the case of publications by Bell and Nevin.571 The wider 

retail distribution of Magee’s Volunteer texts in towns outside of the normal distribution 

radius of Belfast and its immediate vicinity resulted in his sermons reaching both an 

urban and rural public.

These centre-regional links were facilitated by networks which were established 

for newspaper distribution in this period. O’Ciosain has observed that trade with 

important printing towns such as Belfast, Cork and Limerick frequently developed in 

tandem with regional newspapers from about the 1760s: the production of a newspaper 

was a printer’s first line of business, and the printing of books followed. The ability of 

printers such as Magee to reach a wider readership than simply the larger towns was 

made possible by this penetration of the newspaper press in the second half of the 

century. Kennedy notes: “Readers in the remotest areas could become aware of the latest 

publications issued by Dublin and provincial booksellers, and orders could be placed 

through the local newspaper office or agent”.573 From 1789 to 1794 the Belfast News- 

Letter boasted that it had circulation figures ranging between 2,050 and 3,225 per issue 

over the nine counties of Ulster. However these figures did not include its sale in

Sheets from a Country Town: The Example of Exeter” in Robin Myers and Michael Harris (ed.), Spreading 
the Word: The Distribution Networks of Print 1550-1850,118.
571 BNL, 4-7 May 1779; 20-24 Aug. 1779; 7-10 Sept. 1779; 12-15 Oct. 1779; 28 Jan.-l Feb. 1780; 13-17 
Apr. 1781.
572 O’Ciosain, Print and Popular Culture in Ireland, 1750-1850, 57.
573 Kennedy, “Reading Print, 1700-1800”, 164.
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different parts of Ireland and Britain.574 These impressive figures must also be accounted 

for by larger social forces such as rising literacy rates that gave impetus to the 

development of town printing at this time. Kelly writes that “Fifty-one percent of males 

and 30 per cent of females both in Ireland between 1766 and 1775 could read, which 

made possible the ‘surge in provincial printing’ that saw the extension of printing to 

eighteen provincial centres between 1766 and 1790”.

In extending beyond the greater Belfast district, the circulation of the News-Letter 

to the smaller towns established regional links with their bookmen and printers, links 

which Magee utilised. It is for this reason that Magee’s publications in the 1770 period 

onwards reached readers in towns such as Coleraine, Lisburn, Downpatrick, Strabane and 

Newry. This is in addition to Dublin where John Magee sold Volunteer addresses “lately 

published” by his father.576 The advantages were undoubtedly mutual: Magee’s texts 

reached a wider audience thereby increasing the potential for profit and readers in these 

remote rural towns had a means of connecting with the latest urban developments.

At this time it was only Magee’s works that possessed widespread commercial 

appeal which retailed in smaller towns - for example, Magee’s devotional works, 

almanac publications or General Synod addresses. His sale of Volunteer sermons in 

such towns suggests the commercial potential for his Volunteer publications to sell well. 

Volunteer forces swelled to 3,925 in the counties of Down and Antrim and the 

surrounding areas by September 1779 and Magee used distribution as a means of

574 Munter, The History of the Irish Newspaper 1685- 1760, 88.
575 Kelly, “Political Publishing, 1700-1800”, 227.
576 Pollard, Dictionary of Members of the Dublin Book Trade 1550-1800, 390.
577 For example, McClure’s Moderation Explained and Recommended was sold by booksellers in Belfast 
and Lisburn, as well as merchants in Hillsborough and Dromore. BNL, 19-22 Oct. 1779.
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reaching much of this substantial demographic.578 The emergence of retail alliances 

between Belfast and small town booksellers at this time - for example, Magee and 

Margaret Hart of Downpatrick (established around 1779) and John Hay Junior and 

Thomas Ward of Lisburn (formed from 1777 onwards) - indicates the growth of the 

Belfast trade.579 It reveals how booksellers in the smaller towns were utilised by Belfast 

bookmen in order to reach as wide an audience as possible and hints at how the book 

trade in Ulster was expanding considerably in the final decades of the century.

Magee’s Volunteer sermons, by means of this retail distribution, undoubtedly 

helped to link the smaller towns to the developments occurring in Belfast, hinting at the 

importance of the printed word to inform those in the outskirts of the latest news from the 

centre. The result was thus to collapse geographical distances and even the division 

between Belfast as a centre (of Volunteerism) and its periphery (smaller towns at the 

outer reaches of Ulster). This was a pivotal moment for printing in the town, signalling its 

increasing sophistication; original publications were distributed outside of the Belfast 

area where before it had normally only been popular reprinted editions of London and 

Dublin texts that were made available beyond the town.

While it is evident that Magee utilised booksellers for the distribution of his 

Volunteer sermons, this material was also distributed by other kinds of retail agents, 

including ministers, and possibly may have been distributed informally between

578 [Joy (ed.)], Historical Collections Relative to the Town of Belfast, 145.
579 Thomas Ward sold Belfast publications from 1776. See BNL, 17-20 Sept. 1776. For evidence of Hay 
Junior and Ward’s retail of texts, see BNL, 15-18 Apr. 1777; 5-8 Aug. 1777; 5-8 May 1778; 26-29 May 
1778; 24-27 Nov. 1778. Ward also retailed Magee’s publications. For example, BNL, 11-15 Dec. 1778; 4-7 
May 1779; 11-14 May 1779; 19-22 Oct. 1779. The name of Margaret Hart, Downpatrick bookseller, 
appears in BNL adverts in December 1779 in which she is listed as a retail agent of Magee’s publications. 
For examples, see BNL, 10-14 Dec. 1779; 11-14 Jan. 1780; 25-28 Jan. 1780. The frequency of 
advertisements in which Magee and Hart are listed as retail agents perhaps suggests a formal business 
arrangement between the two bookmen throughout the late 1770s and early years of the 1780s.
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con
congregations and town communities throughout the province. Gillespie notes that in 

seventeenth-century Belfast, books reached the hinterland by distribution networks that 

involved bookmen and general merchants, but also that specific individuals sold and 

distributed books, particularly those aiming to propagate a political or religious message. 

He notes that “William Tisdall, the vicar of Belfast, for instance was told that a 

Presbyterian woman, the wife of an Elder, was seen in Belfast shortly after the 

publication of The parallel or persecution of Protestants was published ‘with a whole 

apronful of them in order, as must be presumed, to place them in the proper hands”’.581 

Given the wholesale popularity of Volunteering and patriotic addresses it is not 

inconceivable that Magee’s addresses were distributed also beyond the established 

network of bookselling agents.

If the publication of Volunteer addresses in towns such as Strabane and Newry 

was predicated upon reader demand and emerging distribution networks, they equally 

owed their existence to the material circumstances making publication a possibility. 

Black has argued that in the provinces the press depended for its viability on sales and 

advertisements and the expansion of the provincial press was an indication of the 

growing wealth and sophistication of ‘provincial’ society. In Strabane and Newry the 

existence of town papers and town-printed addresses suggests communities where the 

commodification of literature had begun. We should remember that these sermons were 

at the request of local congregations who could only have facilitated publication if they 

had the financial resources. Both Newry and Strabane had a stipend of £100 or more -

580 John Bell as one example.
581 Gillespie, Reading Ireland: Print, Reading and Social Change in Early Modern Ireland, 89.
582 Jeremy Black, “‘Calculated upon a Very Extensive and Useful Plane’: The English Provincial Press in 
the Eighteenth Century” in Peter Isaac (ed.), Six Centuries of the Provincial Book Trade, 62.
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Newry’s stipend actually exceeding £200 - and were some of the wealthiest 

congregations in Presbyterian Ulster. Economic considerations are paramount in the 

case of congregation-financed works. Wealthier congregations meant that the costs of 

publication could be met but also those belonging to the more affluent congregations may 

have been more likely to have raised regiments, as they had most to fear from the 

inevitable economic upheaval of a foreign attack. This provides some explanation as to 

why the Volunteer sermons printed at this time were published in towns with New Light 

congregations such as Belfast, Strabane and Newry, which had a wealthier share in the 

regium donum - the grant which the Synod of Ulster received from the government - 

than congregations elsewhere.

It is evident that the cultural and political developments occurring in Belfast at 

this time were partly able to achieve such a profound impact not solely owing to the 

popularity of Volunteering but also because of other important material concerns. The 

increased wealth in the province, greater literacy, the development of the Ulster book 

trade including town printing and greater communication networks made it possible for 

the smaller towns to be connected to the activities and developments occurring in Belfast. 

The development of printing in the smaller towns and the progress of newspaper 

distribution made it possible for Magee’s sermons to reach an audience beyond Belfast 

and such developments also made it possible for readers in remote rural areas to be 

informed of what was occurring in Belfast, thereby collapsing the physical, cultural and 

material distance between rural and urban towns.

As the centre of the Volunteer movement in Ireland, Belfast became a metropolis 

in its own right and the smaller towns became its satellites. Patterns established in Belfast 

583 McBride, Scripture Politics, 58.
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were soon imitated by these satellites: the establishment of Volunteer companies, the 

preaching of patriotic sermons and the publication of that material. Also, influenced by 

the example of Belfast printing, bookmen in Newry and Strabane engaged first in the 

publication of Volunteer addresses which was subsequently followed by the printing of 

more overtly political material. This can be explained by the politicization of the 

movement. For example, in Strabane the printing of Volunteer addresses (1779-1780) 

was soon followed by the printing of Dobb’s Letter to the Right Honourable Lord North, 

on His Propositions in Favour of Ireland (1782) and other political works.584 In Newry a 

similar pattern emerged; political material such as Henry Flood’s Letter to the People of 

Ireland, on the Expediency and Necessity of the Present Associations in Ireland (1779)

c o c

was printed almost simultaneously with the publication of Volunteer addresses. This 

movement from patriotic address towards political enquiry reflected the bourgeoning of 

the Volunteer organisation as a movement agitating for reform, rather than one operating 

simply as a defensive force.

The impact however was more than local. Volunteer material was soon printed 

outside of Belfast: in Dublin, in smaller towns of Ulster and even in London. Three 

political pamphlets, under the pseudonym of “a Volunteer”, concerning the Volunteers’

586commercial and political objectives were printed in London at this time for R. Faulder.

584 Francis Dobbs, A Letter to the Right Honourable Lord North, on his Propositions in Favour of Ireland 
(Strabane: James Blyth, 1780); William Crawford, A History of Ireland. From the Earliest Period, to the 
Present Time... (Strabane: John Bellew, 1783).
585 Flenry Flood, Letter to the People of Ireland, on the Expediency and Necessity of the Present 
Associations in Ireland. In Favour of our own Manufactures, with Some Cursory Observations on the 
Effects of an Union (Newry: Joseph Gordon, 1779).
586 Three pamphlets by Edward Burnaby Greene were published in London 1779-1780. These were (1) 
Substance of Political Debates on his Majesty's Speech, on the Address, and the Amendment. November 
25th, 1779. With Remarks on the State of the Irish Claim to a Free Trade... (London: printed for R. 
Faulder, 1779); (2) Political Reasonings of Edmund Burke, Esq. in his Speech, February 11th, 1780, for
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Moreover, throughout England - in the counties of Sussex, Middlesex and Devon - 

Volunteer forces were raised and print was utilised to inform the public of the 

establishment of these organisations.587 The profound impact of Volunteering upon Irish 

society and print culture could hardly have escaped attention outside Ireland. This was 

almost certainly likely since, as Kennedy notes: “Irish newspapers made their way to 

England ... formally to coffee houses and taverns, and informally through the post to 

family and acquaintances. In this way Irish audiences in England could keep up to date
roo

with Irish concerns”. This suggests the impact which Volunteerism and its literary 

culture had upon towns and cities in both England and Ireland.

The inhabitants of Belfast therefore were likely to have felt extreme pride at the 

central position the town enjoyed during the Volunteer period. Indeed, the expression of 

this confidence in Magee’s sermons owed much to the increasing wealth and growth of 

cultural activities in the town. The popularity of the theatre, the beginning of public 

lectures and the establishment of circulating libraries in the town reflected a literate, 

increasingly sophisticated and affluent community, primarily middle-class merchants and 

professionals with disposable income, many of whom were Dissenters. In keeping with 

national trends, the growth of cultural activity in towns in the eighteenth century was, as 

Borsay notes, not only a form of leisure but also a means of conferring social status and 

Belfast at this time was certainly increasingly bourgeois, indicated by its own signs of

Reform of Public Expenditure, ... (London: printed for R. Faulder,1780); (3) Strictures on a Pamphlet 
Entitled Facts to Landholders, Stockholders, &c. c&c... (London: printed for R. Faulder, 1780).
387 A number of documents were printed in 1779 concerning the defence of the western coast of England 
and the need for Volunteer associations to stave off a foreign invasion threat. For example, At a Meeting of 
the County of Sussex, Held at the Town-Hall, in Lewes, on Thursday the 26th of August, 1779, in 
Pursuance of an Advertisement from the High Sheriff ([Lewes?: [s.n.], 1779]) & Devonian, To John Parker 
and John Rolle Walter, Esqrs. Representatives for the County of Devon (Exeter: R. Trewman, 1779).
588 Kennedy, “Reading Print, 1700-1800”, 154.
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‘urban renaissance’. New commercial activities came to the town at this time: glass

making was introduced to the town in 1776 and cotton manufacture was first started in 

the Belfast Poorhouse in 1778. The late 1770s and 1780s witnessed the erection of 

numerous civic, commercial and religious buildings: the first mill in Ireland to be driven 

by water for spinning cotton yam, built by Messrs. Joy, McCabe and McCracken (1784); 

the opening of a second bank in the town (1784); St. Mary’s Roman Catholic chapel built 

in Chapel Lane (1784); the completion of the White Linen Hall, and two further banks 

which were opened in 17 8 5.590 The establishment of a Belfast Chamber of Commerce in 

1783 and the formation of the Ballast Board and a Discount Office in 1785 were further 

expressions of the prosperity of Belfast’s commercial classes. The sale of luxury goods 

such as snuff, perfumes, and coffee also suggests a community with money to spend on 

non-essentials and hints at its growing wealth. Indeed, one need only peruse the News- 

Letter in these years to gain a glimpse of the town’s commercialism which merchants and 

traders sought both to appeal to and exploit.

Evidence of rising charitable activities and organisations also affirm this 

increasingly bourgeois community. The care of the poor and the sick was regarded as the 

responsibility of the more affluent members of society and thus denotes particularly 

middle-class consciousness in the town. But, as Brewer has noted, membership of such 

charities could confer considerable status on the individual, especially anyone who was

589 These signs included the development of public amenities and architecture, leisure facilities, in addition 
to the growth of printing and its associated trades. For details see Borsay, “The English Urban Renaissance: 
The Development of a Provincial Urban Culture c. 1680-C.1760” in Peter Borsay (ed.), The Eighteenth- 
Century Town: A Reader in English Urban History 1688-1820, 160-171. See also P. Borsay and A. 
Mcinnes, “Debate: The Emergence of a Leisure Town: or an Urban Renaissance”, Past and Present, 126 
(1990), 189-202.
590 Owen, History of Belfast, 411 -421.
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of insufficient rank to occupy civic office.591 For Dissenters this was especially resonant 

prior to 1780 and charities became a means of locating authority and power for this 

grouping within the municipal life of Belfast. In the town a Poorhouse and fundraising 

activities for those in reduced circumstances emerged at this time. Such charities and 

civic improvements also created jobs and patronage and were, as Brewer has noted, 

“employment opportunities for precisely the social group which had founded the 

enterprise in the first place”.592 Print was also harnessed in this rising air of philanthropy. 

Copies of A Plan of the Attack and Defence of the Town of Belfast (1781), printed in 

Belfast and made available by the booksellers of the town, as well as in Newry, 

Downpatrick, and Lisburn, were published for the purpose of raising money for the 

Poorhouse and infirmary.593 But while it was an opportunity to demonstrate the 

benevolence of Belfast townspeople, it was also used as an occasion by Belfast printers to 

advance their own interests through the sale of other Volunteer-related texts.

The establishment of public schools at this time also reflects the emergence of this 

bourgeois community where wealth and education went hand in hand. William Steel 

Dickson’s school in Portaferry was opened in May 1781, offering such subjects that were 

“necessary for genteel business, or a college education”.594 A few years later James 

Crombie proposed the establishment of an academy for the training of ministers that 

resulted in the opening of the Belfast Academy in Donegal Street on 1 May 1786. Like 

Crombie and Dickson, Magee’s work was part of the new, confident and wealthy Belfast

591 Brewer, “Commercialization and Politics”, 227.
592 Ibid., 227.
593 BAI, 8-12 June 1781.
594 BNL, 11-15 May 1781.
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that was emerging at this time, driven by the vision and ambition of New Lights and 

drawing heavily upon the prosperity and literacy of the town’s middle-class community.

That Crombie and Dickson should emerge again to occupy such a prominent 

place in the intellectual life of the town - not for political controversy in this instance but 

as drivers of educational change - suggests the importance of New Light Dissent on the 

advancement of the town. It also crucially serves to confirm the importance of individuals 

and personalities in a small town such as Belfast and suggests that cultural life was more 

varied in the provinces than in London because, as Brewer has argued, culture there was 

not professionalized and rested on the talents of diverse polymaths who devoted 

themselves to various activities.595 Crombie and Dickson’s prominent involvement in the 

life of the town, their preaching of sermons (not least their most contentious addresses), 

their ordering of books from London via the town’s booksellers, their association with the 

new libraries in the town and role as instigators of changes in education, confirms that 

they were deeply active in the affairs of the town and pivotal to Belfast’s political and 

cultural evolution.

But such advancement in the life of the town could only have emerged in the light 

of the wealth and literacy of the middle classes. Other educational ventures throughout 

this period confirm such a portrait. For example, Mr. Dinwiddle’s course in experimental 

philosophy, comprising eighteen lectures, began in July 1779. Gentlemen’s tickets sold at 

one guinea, ladies’ for half a guinea, but tickets for single lectures could be acquired at a 

sum of 2s. SVid.596 A labourer working in the town in 1773 earned \3d. per day; it is thus

595 Brewer, The Pleasures of the Imagination, 497-498.
596 BNL, 20-23 July 1779.
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likely that these prices were beyond any but the middle-classes.597 Roy Porter has drawn 

attention to the fact that in the English provinces little evidence survives of cheap fees for 

scientific lectures (for example, 6d.) and suggests that scientific lecturers did not seek, or 

get, audiences from below the ranks of the comfortably-off. In Belfast, Dinwiddle’s 

lectures indicate a similar social makeup. Together these developments occurring in the 

town pinpoint an exclusively literate community where emphases were placed on 

knowledge and schooling and where financial resources made the pursuit of these 

ambitions possible.

In very tangible ways such intellectual and cultural activities facilitated printing in 

the town. It is evident that schools offered useful trade to booksellers such as Magee in 

respect of the printing and sale of school texts.599 Gillespie contends that since most 

scholars required at least a few basic textbooks, the schoolbook trade was a steady and 

profitable one.600 Indeed, the Freeman’s Journal reported in 1773 that “the greatest 

consumption of books, here, is in our publick schools”.601 Moreover, it is likely that 

bookmen printed syllabi for school and lecture programmes.

The self-assurance of the town, represented by such cultural activities, was 

predicated upon its commercial development and growing wealth. Developments in print 

and politics also reflected that increasing confidence. The undoubted parallelism between

597 Joy’s unpublished manuscript collection held in the Linen Hall Library provides wage information for 
the labouring classes at this time. A bricklayer in 1762 could expect to earn anything from 20d. to 2s. 2d. 
per day and thus the price of attending a single lecture was within the reach of this group of people but only 
the wealthiest bricklayers would have been able to attend. Moreover, they would have had to pay out an 
entire day’s wages to attend one lecture. Joy MSS, box 5, 204-205.
598 Porter, “Science, Provincial Culture and Public Opinion in Enlightenment England”, 255-256.
599 See chapter one.
600 Gillespie, Reading Ireland: Print, Reading and Social Change in Early Modern Ireland, 165.
601 Cited in Kennedy, “Reading Print, 1700-1800”, 151.
602 The syllabus for Dinwiddle’s experimental philosophy course was available at Joy’s shop. BNL, 20-23 
July 1779.
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Belfast politics and printing at this time, both moving from the margins to occupy 

national significance, is captured by Magee’s Volunteer sermons. These publications 

illuminate the self-assurance of the town in both spheres and challenge the view of 

Belfast as a ‘provincial’ town for in this period the town became a metropolis in its own 

right and had satellites in the smaller towns that imitated its example. As instances of 

first-time printings, these sermons indicate how Belfast printing began to embrace the 

publication of new and original material. No longer content to issue reprinted editions, 

printers like Magee began publishing local material, which reflected an increasingly 

aspirational community keen to see the addresses of its ministers in print and prepared to 

finance the publication of that material.

Magee’s Volunteer sermons moreover can be linked to the emergence of an 

indigenous culture of political discourse. The fact that there was a considerable market 

for this printed political matter attests to a politically literate audience who were also 

prosperous enough to sustain a political print culture. The impact which Magee’s 

sermons were able to have was undoubtedly facilitated by the expansion of print culture 

at this time. Increased literacy, the establishment of new schools, new and enhanced 

systems of distribution, technological developments in print, rising wealth and greater 

political awareness were factors which drove printing in Belfast, as indeed throughout 

Ireland as a whole.603 Most of all, Magee’s Volunteer sermons indicated the maturing 

political culture of Belfast that soon engulfed the smaller towns throughout Ulster and 

prepared the way for the political pamphlets of the 1780s and 1790s and the town’s 

central involvement in radical politics in this decade.

603 Kelly, “Political Publishing, 1700-1800”, 215.
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Conclusion

James Magee worked during a century in which developments occurring nationally 

within the print trade - such as copyright legislation, the commodification of literature, 

the rise in education and the emergence of circulating libraries - fundamentally 

transformed the notion of literary property, who could access and buy texts, where texts 

could be perused, as well as influencing the context of reading such material. Printers 

whose careers began at the outset of the century found themselves working in a trade 

which a few decades later had altered radically. Indeed, the world of Belfast printing 

which confronted Magee at the beginning of his career in 1735 had transformed 

considerably at the end of his career, both in terms of size and scope. At the outset of his 

time working in the town, Belfast printing was ‘parochial’; his publications were limited 

in size and scope and were likely to have sold only in Belfast. This stands at variance 

with the developments which had occurred by the final decades of his time in the book 

trade when his publications retailed extensively outside of Belfast and he had made an 

impact upon the national trade. The town trade in which he worked had developed 

significantly throughout the century. One clear indication of its progress is illustrated by 

its yearly output. The English Short Title Catalogue records a single item for 1694, when 

printing was first introduced into the town, and it took practically half a century for the 

output to reach a dozen (1745). Compare this to 1797 when thirty-one items were 

produced, the greatest output from Belfast presses throughout the century.

The increasing productivity occurring within the Belfast trade - suggested by the 

slowly rising printing output and increasing numbers of bookmen - did not occur in
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isolation of the political, social and economic developments of the town but rather was 

predicated upon them. The escalating political and commercial confidence of the town 

acted as an important stimulus for the book trade, as Magee’s Volunteer sermons testify. 

The establishment of book auctions, circulating libraries and coffee houses moreover 

were dependent on a literary culture and a community of readers where information was 

prized and where disposable income was available, which is further confirmed by the 

establishment of school and lecture programmes at this time. Indeed without the 

increased wealth of Dissenters in Belfast, Magee’s career is unlikely to have spanned the 

century or have produced the volume of material that it did. This explains why Magee at 

the outset of his career in the 1730s and 1740s engaged in many ventures allied to the 

book trade. These were an attempt to supplement the business of printing which could not 

and did not flourish given the smallness of the town, as well as the fact that the 

commercial growth of Belfast did not occur until the second half of the century.

Throughout his time at work Magee worked amidst this commercial reality, profit 

was achievable only through issuing publications for which there was high demand, 

which it was hoped would translate into reader sales. As the century progressed Magee 

sought new material to satisfy an ever expanding and demanding reading public and to 

distinguish himself from his competitors. This led him to establish connections with 

various bookmen and to utilise those contacts in order to produce material which was 

distinctive. This was seen most especially during the American crisis in Magee’s 

reprinting of Sentiments of a Foreigner on the Disputes of Great-Britain with America 

(1775) in which he was the first printer to reproduce the text outside of the American 

colonies. This desire to bring the newest of texts to readers can be seen again in
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September 1787 in which Magee printed Robert Bums’ Poems, Chiefly in the Scottish 

Dialect two and possibly three months before the appearance of the London edition in 

November or early December. Unfortunately this has only served to confirm the 

stereotypical image of the Irish printer as pirate: Egerer deemed Magee’s reprint a 

“pirated edition”.604 However the absence of copyright legislation in Ireland meant that 

Magee, so long as he retailed Bums’ collection of poems in Ireland, was not performing 

anything illegal.

Magee therefore must be considered chiefly as a Belfast printer; his trade was 

rooted in the realities of the town and his original publications were by local authors 

engaging with and responding to issues that resonated in the community of the greater 

Belfast area. The political sympathies of the town, for example in Magee’s Volunteer 

material, cannot be ignored or isolated from these texts and in many of the publications of 

Belfast bookmen it is the expression of sentiments felt within the town that distinguish 

them as especially local. This is even more pronounced in the case of theological dispute 

occurring between ministers and congregations and having little application outside of an 

Ulster Dissenting context. But while Magee catered to readers in the town and his 

publications were a response to the needs of such local readers, Magee’s publications 

extended far beyond the limited confines of Belfast and its vicinity, suggesting the 

progress of provincial printing. His texts were sold in the counties of Down and Antrim, 

but also reached readers in Derry and Strabane and possibly beyond this. Outside of the 

north there is evidence of his publications being purchased and accessed in Dublin as 

well as Cork and even as far as the American colonies. Book sale catalogues reveal that 

two of Magee’s publications found themselves in the Library Company of Philadelphia 

604 J.W. Egerer, A Bibliography of Robert Burns (Edinburgh & London: Oliver & Boyd, 1964), 11.
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by 1770, five texts Magee had printed were contained in the library of Anglican cleric 

Rev. James Kingston in Cork by 1774 (three plays, one work of poetry and a collection of 

sermons); and two works of poetry were listed for sale in the catalogue of Dublin printer 

Luke White in 17 84.605 Magee evidently made an impact upon readers beyond the town 

of Belfast. That his publications were purchased and perused by members of august 

institutions such as the Library Company, important booksellers such as White, as well as 

serious collectors - Kingston’s library had amassed 2,500 titles in 1774 - challenges the 

suggestion that Magee was essentially a ‘provincial’ printer catering to a limited local 

audience.606 It also demonstrates how increased advertising and improved networks of 

distribution made Magee’s texts available to a wider audience than that of the greater 

Belfast area.

This contrasts sharply with the image of Belfast printing at the beginning of 

Magee’s career when the town trade was very much in its infancy. Indeed by the end of 

Magee’s career the landscape of the Belfast book trade was fundamentally altered from 

when he set out in 1735. A culture of indigenous political discourse had emerged in this 

period and people were evidently reading more than prayers and devotional works. 

O’Connor notes that the broadening range of Irish printed material in the closing decades

605 White dealt in trade with John Murray of London from 1775 and the Societe Typographique du 
Neuchatel between 1779 and 1785, from which he ordered some 150 titles and became a millionaire.
605 Magee’s publications in Luke White’s Sale Catalogue were William Hayward Roberts, Poetical Essays 
(1774) and John Aikin, Miscellaneous Pieces, in Prose, by J. and A.L. Aikin (1774). Magee’s publications 
owned by the Rev. James Kingston of Cork included Samuel Colvil’s The Whigg’s Supplication; or, the 
Scotch-Hudibras (1741), Robert Russel’s Seven Sermons (1750?), Charles Johnson’s The Cobbler of 
Preston (1751) and Robert Dodsley’s Sir John Cockle at Court (1738) and The King and the Miller of 
Mansfield (1750). For Magee’s publications in LCP see chapter two. [Luke White], White’s Sale 
Catalogue, for the Year 1784, Consisting of a ... Collection of Books. In Most Languages, Arts and 
Sciences, Many of them Rare and Curious... By Luke White ... [Dublin: [s.n.], 1784], 69, 72; Toby Barnard, 
“Gathering Ideas: A Clerical Library in Country Cork, 1774” in Martin Fanning & Raymond Gillespie 
(eds.), Print Culture and Intellectual Life in Ireland 1660-1941 (Dublin: Woodfield Press, 2006), 51. I am 
grateful to Toby Barnard for providing me with the titles of the seven Belfast texts which Kingston held in 
his library.
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of the century encouraged extensive reading to the detriment of intensive reading, which 

had been one of the distinguishing features of early modem religious culture. This 

extensive reading, he associates with a maturing political climate, arguing that this was 

“one of the hallmarks of politicization and of the downward expansion of the public 

sphere”.607 This is suggested not only by the diversity of publications Magee engaged in 

printing but also by the readers of this material.

Readers of Magee’s publications moved easily between works of Dissenting 

ministers delineating the grounds of their opposition to the enforcement of creeds and 

confessions to overtly political works, such as those contemplating the impact of the 

American Revolution and assessing whether it was a force of good or evil. A case in 

point is James Henderson of Hillsborough who owned two of Magee’s publications.608 

The first of these was John Cameron’s The Catholic Christian; Or, the True Religion 

Sought and Found (1769), expressing its author’s latitudinarian views respecting the right 

of private judgement and of individual conscience in the matter of religion.609 Henderson 

also owned Magee’s reprint of J. Hector St. John de Crevecoeur’s Letters from an 

American Farmer (1783).610 Here Magee was reprinting and selling a work which 

celebrated the potential of the American colonies through a vision of Edenic plenty but 

which also recognised the paradox of freedom in a land fraught with inconsistencies. The 

dichotomy of Revolution was illustrated in very real terms as a force augmenting 

American possibilities, while at the same time destroying others. Henderson’s possession

607 O’Connor, “Religious Change, 1550-1800”, 191.
608 Henderson’s name is signed in both publications which are held in the Linen Hall Library.
609 This was a work which led to a two-year dispute in print with the Revd. Benjamin McDowell, a 
subscribing minister at Ballykelly.
610 The handwritten note reads “James Henderson his Book 1793”. Moreover there is a stamp (probably 
later) indicating this as the property of “JAS. HENDERSON. HILLSBOROUGH”. The stamp has a 
crest/family logo of a crown and a harp.
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of these texts is suggestive of the culture of extensive reading O’Connor has referred to in 

which religious and non-religious texts freely mixed together.

The reasons for reading and purchasing such texts were as diverse as the texts 

Magee printed and sold: readers sought to be educated and edified, as well as to be 

entertained and diverted. Works were issued for patent practical purposes (almanacs, 

works of husbandry), others aimed to elevate the mind to spiritual concerns, and other 

texts aimed to raise awareness of theology and elements of faith or the contemporary 

political state of play. Magee’s publications consequently embraced diverse genres and 

indicate increasingly sophisticated readers by the end of his career. Book catalogues and 

subscription lists indicate that those who bought and read his texts included merchants 

and traders, Dissenting and Anglican ministers, and the gentry. And while the majority of 

readers appear to have been solidly middle-class, Magee’s publication of chapbooks and 

the cheaper tracts imply that he also catered for less socially privileged readers.

While Magee’s corpus of works was characterised by small format publications, 

low print runs and the reprinting of texts which had proved commercially sound in 

London and Dublin, Magee in the ten year period under study embarked on notable risk

taking strategies. During this time Magee took on the might of Dublin printing, his 

publications competing with editions produced by congers of Dublin bookmen. As a 

printer working in a town trade this was a defining moment in Magee’s career. Moreover, 

he reprinted texts that were not simply from London but from other provincial centres 

such as Philadelphia, which were fast growing in importance. This was undoubtedly 

owing to the nature of the material that he was reprinting - American political sermons of 

the Revolution - but it also suggests that the approbation which the town of Belfast
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bestowed upon London was weakened in this period. Most of all, Magee’s greatest risks 

involved the publication of new material. Not simply content to issue reprints, there was a 

pronounced increase in the amount of original publications produced by Magee in the 

period resulting in the Belfast bookman emerging as an increasingly confident printer by 

the beginning of the 1780 period. Magee’s publication of sermons and tracts respecting 

the American situation and the Volunteer crisis firmly established him as an important 

printer of political matter and reveals a maturing political culture in Belfast. As has been 

outlined, in many of these cases this political material was unique, being either preached 

locally (Volunteer sermons) or that Magee was the first printer in the British isles to 

reprint this material (Raynal’s Sentiments of a Foreigner). His significance as Ireland’s 

chief printer of Volunteer addresses and Belfast’s foremost printer of American political 

texts was in addition to his position as the foremost printer of plays in the north of 

Ireland, which clearly indicates how his influence extended beyond the confines of the 

town where he lived and worked.

The ability of Magee’s publications to reach an audience beyond Belfast was 

reflected in the progress of northern printing in the closing decades of the century: During 

this period publications were able to exert an impact beyond the towns of Ulster. If the 

Dublin market was important to the London booksellers, as Pollard has argued, at the end 

of the century printing in the north had developed to such an extent that London 

booksellers were purchasing its publications. In October 1778 London booksellers J. 

Wilkie (St. Paul’s Church-yard), E. Johnston (Ludgate-hill) and A. Williamson in 

Liverpool (the Exchange) were taking subscriptions to The Rudiments of Bookkeeping, 

written by Robert Dickson, schoolmaster and accountant in Newry. This was a significant
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moment indicating the growth and sophistication of publishing in Ulster. That a Newry 

publication, both penned and published in the town, was subscribed to outside of Ireland, 

in addition to places such as Cork, Dublin and Belfast, indicates the increasing 

importance of publications printed in Ulster.

That this publication derived from Newry and not Belfast was highly significant 

since the two towns at this time were both growing in commercial importance but within 

four years were to become rivals in the linen trade in the north. In an attempt to curb the 

dominance of Dublin over the linen industry - before the 1780s Ulster cloth had been 

exported to England via the White Linen hall in Dublin - northern linen drapers 

assembled at Dungannon in August 1782 to protest against an act of Parliament which 

had been introduced by the Dublin Linen Board. It was also agreed that a White Linen 

Hall should be erected in Ulster, an attempt to challenge the supremacy of Dublin. The 

candidates were Belfast and Newry and while both towns erected linen halls, it was 

Belfast which emerged as the undisputed capital.611 Crawford notes that “what started out 

as a battle of wills between the northern linen-drapers and the Linen Board in Dublin 

escalated into a controversy between Belfast and Newry as to the most suitable location 

for an Ulster White Linen Hall, and thence into Belfast’s assertion of its claims to be 

capital of the North”.612 This competition between Belfast and Newry, vying for the 

position of Ulster’s commercial and indeed cultural core was a significant moment in the 

history of the north of Ireland. It was the desire for power and prestige which was the 

force driving forward the progress of printing and trading in these two towns in which

611 McBride, Scripture Politics, 31.
612 W.H. Crawford, “The Belfast Middle Classes in the Late Eighteenth Century” in David Dickson, Daire 
Keogh, & Kevin Whelan (eds.), The United Irishmen: Republicanism, Radicalism and Rebellion, 66. See 
pp. 65-69 for a discussion of the northern linen situation.
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Belfast emerged as central.

If publications produced in the north of Ireland assumed greater importance, this 

was in part owing to the improved networks of distribution and circulation there. The 

expansion of the book trade and developments in transport made printed matter available 

beyond the limited scope of one or two northern towns. English merchants moreover 

were keen to exploit these favourable conditions through advertising their services and 

products in the Belfast News-Letter. This suggests both an increasingly commercialised 

society in the northern towns, at least in the larger towns, and also indicates that the 

circulation of the newspaper was extensive enough to make the use of advertising 

worthwhile. For example, T. Vallance, paper-maker and stationer at no. 120 Cheapside, 

London advertised his sale of “WRITING, WRAPPING, and PRINTING PAPERS, of 

his own Manufactory, together with all Sorts of STATIONARY WARES”, which readers 

were assured, “he is enabled to sell much lower than they are generally sold”.613 That 

London merchants were using the town’s newspaper to sell their wares may suggest that 

the News-Letter was available in the metropolis. Such advertisements suggest the 

growing affluence of the north of Ireland and that Belfast particularly was increasingly 

recognised as a source of potential for English traders. In all of these respects, Belfast 

occupied a pivotal role in the north of Ireland as well as increasingly making an impact in 

an international context wherein we witness the development of a town moving 

confidently from its provincial borders.

613 SM,, 12-16 Jan. 1781.
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Print: collapsing the centre/periphery antithesis

My specific interest in this study has been Magee and the Belfast trade in which he 

worked. I have argued that Magee was central in the town trade; moreover that Belfast 

became a centre of print by the beginning of the 1780 period. My other interest has been 

in the general conceptual scheme of centre and periphery and the provinces, particularly 

in relation to print but also examining the emergence of the provinces politically, 

culturally and commercially.

For most of the eighteenth century it appeared that Belfast conformed to the 

experience which was typical of the provinces, being seen in every respect to be 

‘provincial’ in the sense of cultural, political and economic inferiority. It depended on the 

refinements of the metropolis for its amusements and cultural activities. For example, 

touring London playing companies performed in the town’s theatre, portraits were 

painted by English artists and goods were imported from London - fashions, musical 

instruments and patent medicines to name but a few. This is in addition to London 

editions of texts which were important to the Belfast print trade.

But if Belfast had its sights firmly on London, this thesis has argued that this was 

not the entire picture. Brewer has argued that the Georgian facades of provincial 

architecture which betrayed the influence of London conceal as much as they reveal:

Like the many Georgian street fronts that hid a vernacular architecture that was 

quickly apparent once you crossed the thresholds, the provinces’ ostensible 

conformity to the cultural values of London concealed their varied foundations. 

What we see depends on the place from which we look. From the provinces
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themselves, from behind the Georgian faipade, local culture appears more diverse 

and much less derivative.614

This is also true of Belfast. Belfast was one of the few Irish towns whose culture and 

identity drew upon a rich diversity of sources, indicating both conformity to and 

divergence from the metropolis. While Belfast sought the example of London, its range 

of influences was more composite in nature. Crawford suggests that Ulster provincial 

society “aspired to Dublin manners and tastes” but that even while “Belfast society was 

strongly influenced by Dublin at this time, it was fundamentally different in character”. 

The distinctly Scottish makeup of Belfast’s character was especially noted: Crawford 

asserts that the “population was Presbyterian in character and Scottish in inclination. The 

several Presbyterian sects had always looked to Scotland for the education of their clergy 

and even imported religious distinctions that were meaningless in an Ulster context”.615 

This varied mix of influences denotes a town and population that occupied an ambiguous 

and shifting relationship to the metropolis, at times acceding to its customs and 

development, at others diverging to imitate the example of fellow provinces (Glasgow, 

Dublin and the American colonies) to produce a culture and identity that was distinctive 

in its scope and diverse in its range. This was all the more pronounced in the period under 

study.

During this period the importance and influence of the provinces was markedly 

rising, and this is certainly true of Belfast. It is hardly coincidental therefore at a time in 

which the provinces were expanding and capable of contesting the authority and 

dominance of the metropolis, demonstrated most saliently by the example of the colonies,

614 Brewer, The Pleasures of the Imagination, 496.
615 W.H. Crawford, “Ireland: Small Towns in Ulster” in Peter Borsay & Lindsay Proudfoot (eds.), 
Provincial Towns in Early Modern England and Ireland: Change, Convergence and Divergence, 116, 117.

253



that Belfast too was challenging its peripheral status. In Belfast increased wealth, 

consumerism and print capitalism, as was occurring nationally, were driving forward the 

progress of the town, in addition to an indigenous political culture, with Magee’s 

publications signifying Belfast’s evolution from a parochial space to a locus of power. 

This power, of course, could not have by any means overridden London’s dominant place 

in the empire, but it was significant in its own right for placing Belfast on a national and 

international stage where previously it arguably existed only in the margins.

Proof of such an international context is suggested by Magee and other Belfast 

printers’ publications being reprinted outside of Ireland and purchased and read far 

beyond Belfast. This occurred conspicuously in the 1770 period in which Belfast 

publications were reprinted in the American colonies. John Nelson’s A Letter to the 

Protestant Dissenters in the Parish of Ballykelly which had been printed for John Hay in 

1766 and reprinted by Magee in 1770 was reprinted in America in Salem, Massachusetts 

(1771 and 1772) and in Newburyport (1798).0116 Also, instructive material for students 

that is likely to have been first published in Belfast was reprinted in Philadelphia. A New 

Primer; or, Child’s Best Guide by David Manson, schoolmaster and educationalist in the 

town, was printed by John Dunlap in 1770.617 The ability of Belfast publications to reach 

readers in England and the American colonies, indeed being reprinted there, indicates that 

Belfast publications reached an international audience and demonstrates the evident

616 In Salem it was reprinted and sold by Samuel Hall in 1771 and again by Samuel and Ebenezer Hall in 
1772. The Newport reprint (1798) claiming to be the second American edition was printed by Angier 
March.
617 The date however is open to question.
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capacity of print to bridge gaps between countries and communities and potentially
/r 1 o

nullify physical distance.

This was especially important in the case of Magee’s political texts in which the 

expression of political sentiments and critiques of government were disseminated to the 

smaller towns of the north, in this way ensuring that such communities were not isolated 

from the political developments occurring at the core. As my third chapter has suggested, 

the influence of Belfast on the smaller northern towns in terms of political development 

and mobilisation was manifest. Indeed, the centrality of print as a vehicle for political 

mobilisation has been argued in relation to the United Irishmen in the 1790 decade. For 

example, Whelan has suggested that through print the United Irishmen made everyman a 

politician. The reliance on the power of print - pamphlets of Enlightenment writers such 

as Godwin, Locke, Paine and Voltaire were disseminated among the lower orders - in 

addition to the democratization of the printed word, in which expensive books were 

displaced in favour of cheap pamphlets, newspapers, songbooks, prints and broadsheets, 

was pivotal in the creation of the vibrant ‘republic in the village’.619 This widespread 

political mobilisation became possible because of the utilisation of print. Such 

developments were already evident in the Volunteer period although Magee’s 

publications tended towards the middle orders and did not systematically target the lower

618 The ability of print to minimise geographical and cultural distances between provincial towns and 
metropolitan centres has been demonstrated by Ian Maxted who has investigated the impact of print in 
Devon and the way in which a provincial town such as Exeter was able to collapse the division between 
centre and periphery by means of the printed word. He has argued that provincial newspapers informed of 
the latest development in the capital and the establishment of distribution networks with the London trade 
made it possible to access the newest books. Maxted, ‘“4 Rotten Combags and Some Old Books’: The 
Impact of the Printed Word in Devon”, 37-46.
619 Kevin Whelan, “The Republic in the Village: The Dissemination and Reception of Popular Political 
Literature in the 1790s” in Gerard Long (ed.), Books beyond the Pale: Aspects of the Provincial Book 
Trade in Ireland before 1850, 101-140. See also David Dickson, “Paine and Ireland” in David Dickson, 
Daire Keogh & Kevin Whelan (eds.), The United Irishmen: Republicanism, Radicalism and Rebellion, 135- 
150.
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classes in the manner of the United Irish movement in the years leading to 1798. 

Nonetheless the impact which Magee’s political publications had in the ten year period 

under examination should not be discounted when compared to the dramatic impact 

achieved by print in the following decade; Barnard has noted how the “increase in a 

powerful and literate bourgeois cherished a distinctive culture of print, which in turn 

opposed and subverted the state, first by criticising and then replacing it”.620 Indeed the 

importance of print in fomenting a culture of politicised dissent was recognised by the 

government at this time - harsh measures imposed on newspapers were passed in the 

1790s in an attempt to curb opposition to the government.621 Magee’s Volunteer 

publications particularly testify to this maturing political climate, signifying that the 

hypothesis of Habermas was possible: Dissenters denied entrance to public office 

nonetheless gained admittance to a public sphere through print, which meant access to 

this public sphere of ideas, politics and influence. Print provided an important space 

for the Dissenting community to vent their grievances and offer appraisals of government 

and state until a more active involvement in the political affairs of the nation became 

possible, which was realised in the political culture of the 1780s.

But if Magee’s publications were able to collapse divisions between centre and 

periphery and were instrumental in the political mobilisation of the Dissenting 

community in this period, they also assisted in forging a sense of community. Indeed the 

creation of a national identity - the ultimate imagined community - Anderson has

620 Toby Barnard, “Reading in Eighteenth-Century Ireland: Public and Private Pleasures” in Bernadette 
Cunningham & Maire Kennedy (eds.), The Experience of Reading: Irish Historical Perspectives (Dublin: 
Rare Books Group pf the Library Association of Ireland and Economic and Social History Society of 
Ireland, 1999), 62.
621 See Kelly, “Political Publishing, 1700-1800”, 232-233.
622 Jurgen Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere: An Inquiry into a Category of 
Bourgeois Society. Trans. Thomas Burger & Frederick Lawrence (Cambridge: Polity, 1989).
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maintained was created by print media. He has argued that the concept of nation was 

facilitated by a print-capitalism, where, in order to maximise the circulation and therefore 

sale of texts, capitalist entrepreneurs printed their books and media in the vernacular 

(print languages) instead of script languages such as Latin. This had implications for the 

creation of a new form of imagined community, even fostering nationhood, for readers 

speaking various local dialects became capable of understanding each other, and a 

common discourse emerged: a ‘national’ language. Anderson notes:

Print-capitalism created languages of power. ... The convergence of capitalism 

and print technology on the fatal diversity of human language created the 

possibility of a new form of imagined community, which in its basic morphology

623set the stage for the modem nation.

Print-capitalism was therefore an engine for change at the level of ideology, ultimately a 

force creating community.

But Anderson’s thesis is less stable and more problematic in an Irish context 

where such ‘languages of power’ had to negotiate and overcome ‘confessional’ 

differences. These differences created various strands of identity and a coherent national 

identity was tenuous. As Connolly has remarked, Irish society had “deep structural 

conflicts beneath an apparently tranquil surface”.624 It is not that imagined communities 

were not created, indeed consolidated, by print but that the complicity of print-capitalism 

and national consciousness say, for example, in Magee’s Volunteer sermons may not 

have had as expansive or coherent an impact as Anderson’s thesis would argue. To

623 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origins and Spread of Nationalism, rev. 
ed. (London & New York: Verso, 2006), 46.
624 S.J. Connolly, “Eighteenth-Century Ireland” in D. George Boyce & Alan O’Day (eds.), The Making of 
Modern Irish History: Revisionism and the Revisionist Controversy (London & New York: Routledge, 
1996), 28.
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illustrate the point, Magee’s Volunteer sermons can be situated in an overtly consumerist 

context in which their commercial appeal within the market was manifest. Part of this 

appeal was the expression of a Protestant identity that marked them as distinctly British - 

for example, the celebration of the constitution and the citing of important markers of 

Protestant victory over Catholic threats of insurgence and upheaval - at a time when, as 

Colley has argued, Protestantism bonded together members of the British Isles, indeed 

arguing that it was Protestantism which gave rise to the concept of British national 

identity that emerged in this period.625 The validity of Colley’s theory however is more 

difficult to gauge in an Irish context and this only serves to highlight one point: theories 

of nationalism and the impact of print media in forming that identity are more complex in 

the Irish situation where national identity incorporated diverse elements and was not 

uniform. This is especially so since as Connolly has remarked “it could be argued that the 

key feature of eighteenth-century Ireland was in fact its ambiguous status: too physically 

close and too similar to be a region of the metropolitan centre; inheriting an undoubted 

division between settler and native, yet without the radical distinctions that could make 

these absolute”.626

Magee’s career and his publications therefore illustrate the specificity of the Irish 

context, a country bearing both similarities and differences to Britain, a country 

conforming to the standards of the metropolis while at other times resisting these and 

constructing its national identity/identities in relation to multiple influences. 

Consequently it is all the more important to return to Ireland since it offers an unique case

625 Colley discusses the concept of Britain as an “invented nation heavily dependent for its raison d’etre on 
a broadly Protestant culture”. Linda Colley, Britons: Forging the Nation 1707-1837 (London: Pimlico, 
1994), 6, 8. See especially pp. 11-54 for a further discussion of this.
626 Connolly, “Eighteenth-Century Ireland”, 26.
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in relation to Britain and it is only by working on Irish debates and issues, including 

research on Irish printing, that the distinctive nature of the Irish position can be 

delineated.

This study began by outlining the position of Belfast printing in the eighteenth 

century as doubly peripheral, peripheral to both London and Dublin. However by the 

beginning of the 1780 period the position of both Belfast as a town and its printing trade 

had dramatically altered. Belfast emerged as central in the worlds of politics as well as 

print and it was shaking off the image of its provincial self. Magee as the foremost printer 

in the town of political matter was at the heart of these pivotal developments.627 Indeed, 

this thesis has argued that Magee was responsible for augmenting the town trade by 

means of his political publications and that the increasing confidence of Belfast printing 

evidenced by such publications must be seen in the context of its commercial and 

political confidence in the closing decades of the eighteenth century. In responding to the 

demands of an increasingly diverse and sophisticated audience of readers in the later 

years of his career, Magee drew upon consumers in a thoroughly print-literate culture, a 

culture which invariably sustained his business and that he was in no small measure 

responsible for creating. This was his legacy. As a central figure in Belfast printing, 

Magee’s publications not only impacted significantly upon the cultural and political life 

of the town, but were partly responsible for shaping it.

On the 28 August 1797 the Belfast News-Letter announced the obituary notice of 

Magee: “DIED On Friday night, in the 90th year of his age, Mr. James Magee, late

627 The Joys were also involved in the publication of political matter (the Belfast News-Letter as one 
example) but were not as important as Magee in terms of non-periodical printed political matter.
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Bookseller, in this town”.628 The brief notice which was positioned unobtrusively, nestled 

as it was between miscellaneous news and advertisements, was ultimately Magee’s 

resting place until the later nineteenth century. The noting of his passing in such a muted 

way was in contrast to the vibrant and thoroughly central role he created within the 

Belfast book trade, which in the period under study was certainly anything but muted.

628 fi/VL, 28 Aug. 1797.

260



Appendices

Appendix 1: An Example of a Magee Imprint

Title page of James Crombie’s, The Propriety of Setting Apart a Portion of the Sabbath 
for the Purpose of Acquiring the Knowledge and Use of Arms (Belfast: James Magee, 
1781).

Source: ECCO

The Propriety of fetting apart a Portion of the 
Sabbath for the Purpofe of acquiring the 
Knowledge and Use of Arms, in Times 
of public Danger, illuftrated.

A

Preached before the

Self aft Volunteer Company ̂
On Sowday the 4th of March, 1781.

IN THE

Old Diflenting Meeting - Houle,
and published at their request.

B Y

JAM E S CROMBIE, A. M.

BELFAST:
fAIMTSD BY JAMBS MAGEE, AT THE BIBLE A W l> 

CEOWW, IN BRIDGE-STREET, M, D C C> L X 3C X T.

[PRICE 6d.*]
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Appendix 2: Magee Family Portraits

Portrait of James Magee (1707-1797)
Source: Francis Joseph Bigger, The Magees of Belfast and Dublin, Printers (Belfast: W& 
G Baird, 1916), 6.
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Portrait of John Magee (17507-1809) 
Source: ibid., 23

Portrait of William Magee, (1750-1827) 
Source: ibid., 10.



Appendix 3: Magee’s Catalogues of Chapmen’s Books (1750, 1777, and 1780) 

Catalogue of Chapmen’s Books, 1750.
The list is taken from advertisement pages at the end of Robert Russel’s Seven Sermons 
(Belfast: James Magee, 1750). These books obviously were sold by Magee and many 
were printed by him also.

A CATALOGUE of Chapmens Books sold by the Printer aforesaid.

Allein’s Alarm.
--------- Catechism
Almost Christian.
Argalus and Parthenia.
Brown’s Spelling Book.
Bruce’s Wars.
Boston’s Fourfold State of Man. 
Brown’s Hope of Glory.
Bunyan’s Come and Welcome.
--------- Grace Abounding.
--------- Sighs from Hell.
--------- Holy War.
--------- Pilgrim’s Progress, 3 Parts.
Book of Knowledge.
Confession of Faith.
Ditto with the Scriptures at Large. 
Campbell’s Sacramental Meditations. 
Cocker’s Arithmetick.
Dyer’s Christ’s Famous Titles. 
Doctrine of the Bible.
Divine Breathings.
Doolitle on the Sacram.
Dyche’s Spelling Book.
Aesop’s Fables.
English Empire in Amer.
Flavel on the Heart.
Fox upon Time.

Guthery’s Tryal of a saving Interest. 
History of the Pirates.
History of England’s Monarchs.
H. of the Nine Worthies.
Jews Wars.
Life of Christ.
Life of God in the Soul of Man. 
Laugh and be Fat.
London Jests.
Mute Christian.
Practice of Piety.
Pearse on Death.
Rutherford’s Letters.
Reynard the Fox.
Surprizing Miracles.
Sincere Convert.
Secretary’s Guide.
Token for Children.
Vincent on Judgement.
--------- On the Catechism.
Valentine and Orson.
Winter Evening Entertainments. 
Welwood’s Glimpse of Glory.

ALSO,
Bibles, Testaments, and Common- 
Prayer-Books, of several Vols.

Catalogue of Chapmen’s Books, 1777.
The list is taken from advertisement pages at the end of Ovid, Ars Amandi: or, Ovid’s Art 
of Love (Belfast: James Magee, 1777) pp. 179-180.

Fisher’s Arithmetic. To this Edition is added, an Appendix, containing the Construction 
and Uses of Tables, for calculating questions in Compound Interest, and Annuities, or 
leases in Possession or Reversion 
Manson’s Spelling Book
The Reform’d Coquet, or Memoirs of Amoranda, A surprising Novel. By Mrs Davys.
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The complete history of Valentine and Orson
A new Academy of Compliments, or the Lover’s Secretary, being Wit and Mirth 
improved
A Pocket Companion for Free Masons
A Collection of Songs to be sung by Free Masons, with Prologues, Epilogues, etc. To 
which is added, Solomon’s Temple, an Oratorio, as it is perform’d at the Philharmonic- 
Room in Fishamble-street, Dublin
The Life of JOSEPH the Son of ISRAEL. In Eight Books. Chiefly design’d for the Use of 
youth. By the Rev. John Macgowan.
The DEATH of ABEL. In Five Books. Attempted from the German of Mr GESSNER 
Solomon in all his Glory: or, the Master-Mason. Being a True Guide to the minutest 
Recesses of Masonry, both ancient and modem, etc. Illustrated with Copper-Plates, most 
elegantly engraved, etc.
GOUGH’S ARITHMETICS FOR THE USE OF SCHOOLS. To this Edition is added, 
an Appendix of Algebra, by W. ATKINSON, Teacher of the Mathematicks in BELFAST 
Manson’s Pronouncing and Spelling Dictionary, Being an excellent Pocket Companion 
for Young People, Tradesmen, and others, who desire Improvement in reading, Spelling, 
and the Knowledge of Words, etc. etc.
Forty-two Stories, Fables and Allegories, such as were thought most proper to please, and 
form the Minds of Youth. Collected from the Spectator, Guardian, Adventurers, Rambler, 
etc.
Wit’s Cabinet. Containing, a Select Collection of the best English, Scotch, and Irish
Songs, in the true Spirit and Taste of the Three Different Nations. The Art of
Complimenting - curious Letters and Answers - Titles of Honour, and Directions for
Letters - Interpretations of Dreams - Palmestry - The mystery and Art of Canting, etc.
Solomon’s Temple Spiritualiz’d. By J. Bunyan
Arabian Tales
Winter Evening Tales
Seven Champions
Parismus and Parismenus
Lilliputian Magazine
Seven Wise Masters
Charles the 12th
Hocus Pocus
Aristotle
Book of Knowledge 
Secretary’s Guide 
Anson’s Voyages 
Reynard the Fox 
Moll Flanders 
Twelve delightful novels 
Irish Rogues 
Life of St. Patrick 
Laugh and be Fat 
Noble Slaves 
History of Ireland
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Esop’s Fables 
Boyle’s Voyages 
Gulliver’s Travels 
Watt’s Spelling Book 
Dilworth’s ditto 
Dyche’s ditto 
Penning’s Universal ditto 
Drake’s Voyages
Garden of Love, or, Flower of Fidelity

With Variety of Plays, Farces, School-Books, Histories, Novels, etc.

Catalogue of Chapmen’s Books, 1780.
The list is taken from advertisement pages at the end of John Flavel, A Token for 
Mourners (Belfast: James Magee, 1780), 180.

Allein’s Alarm 
Almost Christian 
Ambrose looking unto Jesus 
Brown’s Spelling-Book 
Boston’s Fourfold State of Man 
Bunyan’s Holy War
— Grace Abounding
— Signs from hell
— Pilgrim’s Progress 
Culpepper’s Midwifery 
Confession of Faith
Ditto with the Scriptures at Large
Campbell’s Sacramental Mediations
Dickson’s Psalms
Dye’s Christ’s Famous Titles
Divine breathings
Doolitle on the Sacrament
Dealer’s Companion
Elizabeth West
Fisher’s Arithmetick
Flavel on the Heart
Fox on Time
Guthery’s Trial of a saving Interest 
Grove on the Sacrament 
Henry on the Sacrament 
Life of Joseph the Son of Israel 
Manson’s Spelling Book 
Pearse on Death

The Death of Abel. In Five Books. 
Attempted from the German of 
GESSNER
Protestant Dissenters Cathechism 
Seven Champions 
Valentine and Orson 
Vincent on Judgement
— On the Cathechism 
Welwood’s Glimpse of Glory 
War with the Devil 
Webster’s Communion Sermons 
Willison’s Sacramental Meditations
— Balm from Gilead
— On the Sabbath

ALSO
Bibles, Testaments, and Common- 
Prayer-Books, of several sizes, 
Psalm-Books, Psalters, Primers, Child’s 
Guide, etc. etc.
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Appendix 4: Woodcuts used in Magee’s Chapbooks

Woodcut on title page of The Unhappy Hunting of Chevy Chase (Belfast: James Magee, 
1773)
Source: ECCO

THE ’

Unhappy HUNTING ♦
O F

Between Earl Douglas 
of Scotland zr\& Earl 

Piercy of England.

BELFAST:
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Appendix 5: Magee’s First-Time Publications, 1771-1781.

Over this ten year period Magee printed a total of 148 publications. Thirty-seven were 
first-time printings (including a reissue of a first-time printing). Undoubtedly, 1779 was 
the high point for such original publications: Magee printed eight titles in this year. I 
include all first-time printings by Magee 1771-1781. I include the name of author and 
short title. For full details see Magee Bibliography.

1771:
Alexander, Andrew. The Nature, Rise, and Pernicious Effects of Religious 

Enthusiasm.
McDowell, Benjamin. A Second Letter to the Rev’d J—n C-----n ...

1772:
Alexander, Andrew. The Gradual Increase and Progress of Religious Knowledge. 
Cameron, John. Theophilus and Philander; a Dialogue.

1773:
The Belfast Almanack. . .for the Year. . . 1773.
Colvill, Alexander. Some Important Queries Humbly and Earnestly Recommended... 
Mackay, James. The Character and Future Reward of the Wise...

1774:
Campbell, William D. The Presence of Christ with His Church ...
Hyndman, C. A New Method of Raising Flax.
King, John. Remarks on the Reverend S.M. Stephenson’s Declaration of Faith.
McDowell, Benjamin. A Vindication of the Westminster Confession of Faith... 
Stephenson, Samuel Martin. The Declaration of Faith Approved of by the Reverend 

Presbytery of Bangor. . .
____ . A Review of the Reasons of Dissent of the Presbytery of Belfast. . .

1775:
Crawford, William [trans]. Dissertations on Natural Theology (vol.l).
King, John. A Vindication of the Presbytery of Belfast. . .
?Philecclesia, Piltophilos. Letters of Importance (‘published’ James Magee and 

Robert Smith)

1776:
Magee’s Belfast Almanack. . .for the Year. .. 1777

1777:
Crawford, William [trans]. Dissertations on Natural Theology (vol.l).
McDowell, Benjamin. The Doctrine of Salvation, by Grace, Proved. . .
Ranken, John. The Exercise and Improvement of the Understanding Recommended, 

as Highly Requisite in a Minister of the Gospel. . .
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1778:
Crawford, William [trans]. Dissertations on Natural Theology (vol.2).
Dickson, William Steel. Sermons . . . (1778?)
Magee’s Belfast Almanack. . .for the Year... 7 779.
Smyth, Edward. Twelve Sermons on the Most Important Subjects.
Wesley, John. A Compassionate Address to the Inhabitants of Ireland.

1779:
Chambers, Joseph. What Circumstances Render a War Compatible with Christianity 
Crombie, James. The Expedience and Utility of Volunteer Associations . . .
Dickson, William Steel. A Sermon, on the Propriety and Advantages of Acquiring the 

Knowledge and Uses of Arms.
Magee’s Belfast Almanack, for the Year... 7 780.
McClure, Robert. Moderation Explained and Recommended.
Nevin, William D. The Nature and Evidence of an Over-Ruling Providence 

Considered.
Sinclair, Robert. Fortitude Explained and Recommended.
Stouppe, James. The Uncertainty of Human Life.

1780:
Bell, John. Righteousness the Best Friend of Bravery.
Dickson, William Steel. A Sermon, Occasioned by the Death of Revd. James 

Armstrong.
Magee’s Belfast Almanack, for the Year of Our Lord, 1781.

1781:
Crombie, James. The Propriety of Setting Apart a Portion of the Sabbath for the 

Purpose of Acquiring the Knowledge and Use of Arms.
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Appendix 6: Volunteer Sermons, 1778-1781.

1778:
August:
Crombie, James. A Sermon on the Love of Country. Preached before the First

Company of Belfast Volunteers, on Sunday, the 19th July, 1778. [Belfast?]: [s.n.] 
1778. 39,[l]p.; 8°.

Magee’s Volunteer Sermons, 1779-1781:

1779:
May:
Dickson, William Steel. A Sermon, on the Propriety and Advantages of Acquiring the 

Knowledge and Uses of Arms, in Times of Public Danger; Preached before 
Echlinville Volunteers, on Sunday the 28th of March, 1779; and Published at their 
Request; by the Revd. fV.S. Dickson. Belfast: James Magee, 1779. 29, [l]p.; 8°. 
Sold by the Booksellers in Belfast; by Mr. Fulton, Coleraine: Mr. Ward, Lisburn; 
and Mr, Hart, Downpatrick, Price CAd.

August:
Crombie, James. The Expedience and Utility of Volunteer Associations for Natural 

Defence and Security in the Present Critical Situation of Public Affairs Considered, 
in A Sermon, Preached before the United Companies of the Belfast Volunteers, on 
Sunday the first of August, 1779, in the Old Dissenting Meeting-House; and 
Published at their Request. By James Crombie. Belfast: James Magee, 1779. 32p.; 
21cm. 8°. Price CAd.

September:
Sinclair, Robert. Fortitude Explained and Recommended. A Sermon, Delivered before the 

Larne Volunteers, the first of August, 1779. And Published at their Request. By 
Robert Sinclair, A.M. Belfast: James Magee, 1779. 28p.; 8°. Price OAd.

October:
Nevin, William D. The Nature and Evidence of an Over-Ruling Providence Considered. 

A Sermon, Preached before the Downe Volunteers, and Fuzileers, on the 5th of 
September, 1779. And Published at their Desire. By the Rev.d William Nevin. 
Belfast: James Magee, 1779. 32p.; 8°. Price OAd. Sold by the Booksellers in 
Belfast, and by Messrs. Potter and Nevin in Downpatrick.

November-December?
Chambers, Joseph. What Circumstances Render a War Compatible with Christianity, and 

the Great Probability of Success when the Principal Persons Offer themselves 
Willingly Among the People, Considered. A Sermon, Preached before Some of the 
Field-Officers of the Battalion of Louchnashillin, and the Volunteer Company of 
Castledawson, on the Third of October, 1779. By the Rev. Joseph Chambers, M.A. 
Belfast: James Magee, 1779. 27, [l]p.; 8°. Not advertised in BNL. Price OAd.
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I have been unable to date Magee’s publication of Chambers’ Volunteer sermon since 
there is no BNL advertisement for this text. However given that the address was delivered 
on 3 October 1779 and since Magee printed the Volunteer sermons within a five week 
period, it is likely that the work was printed in November-December 1779.

1780:
January:
John Bell. Righteousness the Best Friend of Bravery, A Sermon Delivered in Hill-Hall 

Meeting-House, December fifth, MDCCLXXIX; on a Visit of Drumbridge 
Volunteers, and Published at their Request. Belfast: James Magee: 1780. Price 
GVid. This text is missing from the Ulster Museum and consequently no extant copy 
of this work exists. Sold by Magee in Belfast and by Bell in Hill-Hall, which 
possibly may have been part of the publication arrangement. Also sold in Dublin by 
John Magee.

1781:
April:
Crombie, James. The Propriety of Setting Apart a Portion of the Sabbath for the Purpose 

of Acquiring the Knowledge and Use of Arms, in Times of Public Danger, 
Illustrated. A Sermon, Preached before the Belfast Volunteer Company, on Sunday 
the 4"' of March, 1781. In the Old Dissenting Meeting-House. And Published at 
their Request. By James Crombie, AM. Belfast: James Magee, 1781. 39, [l]p.; 8°. 
Price CAd.

Volunteer Sermons Printed Outside of Belfast, 1779-1781.

James Blyth (Strabane):
1779:
Andrew, Alexander. The Advantages of a General Knowledge of the Use of Arms, A 

Sermon, Preached before the Strabane, Fin-Water, and Urney Volunteers, and 
Strabane Rangers, in the Meeting-House of Urney, October 10, 1779. Published at 
their Request. Strabane: James Blyth, 1779. [4], 32p.; 4°.

Crawford, William. The Connection betwixt Courage and the Moral Virtues Considered, 
in a Sermon, Preached before the Volunteer Company of Strabane Rangers, on 
Sunday the Twelfth of September, 1779. And Published at their Desire. Strabane: 
James Blyth, 1779. [4], 26p.; 8°. Price CAd.

1780:
Crawford, William. The Nature and Happy Effects of Civil Liberty Considered, in a 

Sermon Preached before Colonel Stewart Lieut. Col. Charlton, the Strabane 
Volunteers, Strabane Rangers, and Urney Forresters. On Sunday, the 19th of 
March, 1780. And Published at their Desire. By William Crawford .AM. One of the 
Chaplains of the Barony of Strabane Battalion. Strabane: James Blyth, 1780. Price 
6 Ad.
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James M’Creery (Strabane):
1779:
Delap, Hugh. An Inquiry, Whether and How Far, Magistracy is of a Divine Appointment, 

and of the Subjection Due Thereunto. A Sermon, Preached in the Old-Bridge 
Meeting-House Near Omagh, the 14th, of November 1779: before the Omagh and 
Cappagh Volunteers. Published at their Request by the Revd. Hugh Delap. 
Strabane: James M’Creery, 1779. [4], 24p.; 4°.

Joseph Gordon (Newry):
1779:
Barber, Samuel. A Sermon, Delivered in the Meeting-House of Rathfriland, October 24,

1779, to the Castlewellan Rangers, and Rathfriland Volunteers. By Samuel Barber, 
M.A. Newry: Joseph Gordon, 1779. [4], 12p.; 8°.

Daniel Carpenter (Newry):
1780:
Samuel Livingstone, The Obligation Men are Under to Exert themselves for the Defence 

of their Country. A Sermon Preached before the Clare Volunteers on the 9lh of 
January, 1780. 32p, 8°. Newry: Daniel Carpenter, 1780. No extant copy of this text 
exists.

Anonymous Newry Publications:
1780:
James Carmichael, The Protestant Volunteer Characterised, and the Warrantableness 

and Necessity of his Appearing in Arms Stated and Illustrated from Judges 5:2-9. A 
Sermon Preached December 21, 1779, at Donacloney, to the Volunteers of that 
Congregation. Newry, [s.n.],1780. 48p.; 12°. OAd. No extant copy of this text 
exists.

D. Patterson (Edinburgh):
1780:
Rogers, John. A Sermon Preached at Lisnavein, Otherwise Ballybay New Erection, on 

Saturday, June 10 1780. To the Lisnavein Independent Rangers, Trough 
Volunteers, Lisuney Volunteers, and Monaghan Rangers. Published at the Desire of 
the LISNAVEIN INDEPENDENT RANGERS. 42p.; 8°. Edinburgh: D. Paterson,
1780.

W. Hallhead (Dublin):
1780:
Booker, John Rev. A Sermon Preached at Edgworthstown, March 19, 1780. Before the 

Edgworthstown Division of County of Longford ... By the Rev. John Booker. 
31,[3]p.; 8°. Dublin: printed by William Hallhead, 1780.

Other Four Volunteer Addresses.
These Volunteer sermons are cited in Witherow’s Historical and Literary Memorials of 
Presbyterianism in Ireland (1880), however there is much uncertainty as to whether these
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sermons were ever published. There are no extant copies of the following material and 
ESTC holds no records for this material.629

1777:
Blakely, William. The Nature and Foundation of Civil Government, and Duty of 

Subjects. A Sermon from Rom. Xiii. 1-3, Preached in Carrickfergus on December 
13, 1776, Being the Fast Day Appointed by Government. Belfast: publisher?, 1777. 
23p.

1783:
McDowell, Benjamin. Sermon Preached at Mary’s Abbey on 16th March, 1783, and 

Published at the Request of the First Regiment of the Irish Brigade. Place of 
publication?: Publisher?, 1783.

Date unknown:
Ferguson, Andrew, Jun. A Sermon Preached before the Volunteers. Ferguson (1725- 

1787), minister at Burt.

Hutton, Joseph. A Volunteer Sermon.

629 Thomas Witherow, Historical and Literary Memorials of Presbyterianism in Ireland, Second Series: 
1731-1800 (London and Belfast: William Mullan & Son, 1880) 145, 332.
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from clear whether Magee ‘published’ such works in the sense of simply selling them, or 

that he was involved in the printing arrangements and/or pecuniary arrangements for the 

text’s sale/retail. Also, all works whose dating is uncertain or approximate are placed at 

the end of Magee’s bibliography in a section entitled “Bibliography of works printed by 

Magee with approximate dating”.
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1735:
Henry, Matthew. A Method for Prayer, with Scripture-expressions proper to be usd 

under each head. By the late Reverend Matthew Henry. Eighth edition. Belfast: 
printed by and for John Potts, Samuel Wilson, and James Magee, 1735. [12], 264 
p.; 12°. [Reprint]

Willison, John. A Sacramental Catechism: or, a Familiar Instructor for Young 
Communicants. Belfast: Belfast: printed by and for John Potts, Samuel Wilson, and 
James Magee, 1735. xxi, [1], 280, [10] p.; 12°. Price \s. Ad. [Reprint]

1736:
[Defoe, Daniel]. Religious Courtship: Being Historical Discourses, on the Necessity of 

Marrying Religious Husbands and Wives only. As also of husbands and wives being 
of the same opinions in religion with one another. With an Appendix. Fifth edition. 
Belfast: printed by and for John Potts, Samuel Wilson, and James Magee, 1736. [8], 
287, [l]p.; 12°. [Reprint]

Duchal, James. A Sermon occasioned by the death of the Reverend Mr. Hugh Scot. 
Preached at Newton, the fourth of April, 1736. Belfast: printed John Potts, Samuel 
Wilson, and James Magee, 1736. 28p.; 8°. [First-time printing]

1737:
Delap, Samuel. A Sermon preached before the General Synod at Antrim; on the 21s' day 

of June, 1737. Belfast: printed by and for S. Wilson & J. Magee, & J. Potts, 1737. 
36p.; 8°. [First-time printing]

[Wilson, Thomas]. A Short and Plain Instruction for the Better Understanding of the 
Lord’s Supper; with the necessary preparation requir’d: for the benefit of young 
communicants; ... To which is annexed, the office of the Holy Communion, ... By 
the Right Reverend Father in God, Thomas, Lord Bishop of Sodor and Man. 
Belfast: Belfast: printed by Samuel Wilson, James Magee, and John Potts, [1737?] 
xi, [1], 184, p.; 12°. [Reprint]

1738:
Dodsley, Robert. Sir John Cockle at Court. Being the sequel of The King and the Miller 

of Mansfield. A Dramatick Tale. Belfast: re-printed by and for S. Wilson and J. 
Magee; and J. Potts, 1738. 27, [1] p.; 8°. [Reprint]

[Hildrop, John], A Letter to a Member of Parliament. Containing a proposal for bringing 
in a bill to revise, amend or repeal certain absolute statutes, commonly called the 
Ten Commandments. Fourth edition. Belfast: printed by and for Smmuel [sic] 
Wilson and James Magee, and John Potts, 1738. 46p.; 8°. [Reprint]
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Shower, John. Serious Reflections on Time and Eternity. And some other Subjects, Moral 
and Divine. With an appendix, concerning the first day of the year. Eighth Edition. 
Belfast: printed by and for Samuel Wilson and James Magee, and John Potts 
bookseller, 1738. 208, [8]p.; 12°. [Reprint]

1739:
Aprichard, Richard. [A] Narrative of the Proceedings of the General Synod, which met at 

Dungannon, 1739; relating to some scruples, against subscribing the Westminster 
Confession of faith, referr’d to their consideration. Belfast: printed by Samuel 
Wilson and James Magee, 1739. 39, [1] p.; 8°. [First-time printing]

Howe, John. The Obligations from Nature and Revelation to Family-religion and 
Worship. Represented and pressed in Six Sermons. . .. Belfast: printed by and for 
Samuel Wilson and James Magee, and John Potts, bookseller, 1739. [4], 93, [l]p.; 
12°. [Reprint]

1740:
Carey, Henry. The Honest Yorkshire-man. A ballad farce. As it was acted at the Theatre 

Royal in Aungier Street. Belfast: printed by and for Samuel Wilson and James 
Magee, 1740. 24p.; 8°. [Reprint]

The Conduct of His Grace the D-ke of Ar—lle [John, Duke of Argyll] for the four last 
years Review’d. Together with His Grace’s speech April 15th, 1740, upon the state 
of the Nation. Belfast: re-printed by and for Samuel Wilson & James Magee, 1740. 
39,[l]p. ; 8°. [Reprint]

Kennedy, Thomas D. and William Dick. A Defence of the Principles of the Westminster- 
Confession of faith, and the Proceedings of the Reverend General Synod of Ulster, 
held at Dungannon, June 19-22, 1739, against the groundless aspersions of Mr. 
Richard Aprichard. In two parts. Belfast: printed by Samuel Wilson and James 
Magee, 1740. [4], 85 [i.e. 98] p.; 8°. [First-time printing]

Moody, James. A Sermon occasioned by the death of the Reverend Mr. Archibald 
Maclaine. Preached at Banbridge, the second of March, 1739 . . . Belfast: printed 
by Samuel Wilson and James Magee, 1740. 30 [2] p; 18.5cm ; 8°. [First-time 
printing]

?Ramsay, Allan. The Gentle Shepherd; a Scots pastoral comedy. By Allan Ramsay. 
Belfast: printed by and for Samuel Wilson & James Magee, 1740. vi, 58p 8°. 
[Reprint]

[Scougal, Henry]. The Life of God in the Soul of Man: or, the Nature and Excellency of 
the Christian religion . . . With a preface, by Gilbert Burnet. Belfast: printed by and 
for Samuel Wilson, and James Magee, 1740. [8], 106, [4]p.; 12°. [Reprint]
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Speed, Robert. The Counter-scuffle; written by R.S. Whereunto is added the Irish 
entertainment. Written by W. & G. Belfast: S. Wilson & James Magee, 1740. 12°. 
[Reprint]

1741:
Baxter, Richard. A Call to the Unconverted to Turn and Live, and Accept of Mercy while 

Mercy may be had, . . . To be read in families where any are unconverted. Seventh 
edition and thirtieth edition, with the addition of some prayers. Belfast: printed by 
and for Samuel Wilson and James Magee, 1741. 220, [4]p.; 12°. [Reprint]

Colvil, Samuel. The Whiggs Supplication, or, the Scotch-Hudibras. A mock-poem. In two 
parts. By Sam. Colvil. Belfast: printed by and for Samuel Wilson and James Magee, 
1741. 1[12], 153, [3]p.; 12°. [Reprint]

Fowler, Edward. The Design of Christianity; or, a Plain Demonstration and Improvement 
of this Proposition. Belfast: Belfast: printed by and for Samuel Wilson and James 
Magee, 1741. [16], 270, [2]p.; 12°. Price bound in Calf, 2s. 2d. [Reprint]

1742:
Bossuet, Jacques Benigne. [Discours sur THistoire Universelle]. An Introduction to,

or a Short Discourse concerning, Universal History. In two parts. Belfast: printed 
by and for Samuel Wilson and James Magee, 1742. viii, 228, [4]p.; 8°. [Reprint]

Squire, Francis. An Answer to The Independent Whig; so far as it relates to the Church of 
England, as by law established. Belfast: printed by and for Samuel Wilson and 
James Magee, 1742. xx, [2], 243, [3]p.; 12°. Price 2s. 2d. [Likely to be a reprint]

Whitefield, George. The Marriage of Cana. A Sermon preached in Black-Heath in the 
year 1739. Belfast: printed by and for S. Wilson and J. Magee, 1742. 12°, 24p. 
[Reprint]

1743:
Bossuet, Jacques Benigne. [Discours sur THistoire Universelle]. An Introduction to, or a 

Short Discourse concerning, Universal History. In two parts. ...(with some little 
alterations) .... Belfast: printed by and for Samuel Wilson and James Magee, 1743. 
viii, 228, [4]p.; 8°. [Reprint]

Dodsley, Robert. Sir John Cockle at Court. Being the sequel of The King and the Miller 
of Mansfield. A dramatick tale. Belfast: printed by and for Samuel Wilson and 
James Magee, 1743. 23, [l]p.; 8°. [Reprint]

____. The Toy-shop; a dramatick Satire. Belfast: printed by and for Samuel Wilson
and James Magee, 1743. 23, [l]p.; 12°. [Reprint]

Flavel, John. A Saint Indeed: or, the Great Work of a Christian, opened and pressed. 
Belfast: Belfast: printed by and for Samuel Wilson and James Magee, 1743. xii, 
168p.; 12°. [Reprint]
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Memoirs of an Unfortunate Young Nobleman, return’d from a thirteen years slavery in 
America, where he had been sent by the wicked contrivance of his cruel uncle. . . 
Part I. Belfast: printed by and for Samuel Wilson and James Magee, 1743. 47, 
[l]p.; 8°. [Reprint]

Ramsay, Allan. The Gentle Shepherd; a Scots pastoral comedy. By Allan Ramsay. 
Carefully corrected according to the Edinburgh copy. Belfast: printed by and for 
Samuel Wilson and James Magee, 1743. Samuel Wilson & James Magee, 1743. v, 
[1], 58p.; 8°. [Reprint]

1744:
Michelbome, John. Ireland Preserv’d; or, the Siege of Londonderry. A tragic-comedy. 

Written by a gentleman who was in the town during the whole siege. Belfast: 
printed by and for Samuel Wilson and James Magee, 1744. 72p; 15.9cm ; 8°. 
[Reprint]

Presbyterian Church in Ireland. Presbytery of Armagh. A Reply to a Late Anonymous 
Paper, entitled, An answer to the Appeal of the Presbytery in Armagh. By the 
Presbytery of Armagh. Belfast: printed by Samuel Wilson & James Magee, 1744. 
22, [2]p.; 4°. [First-time printing]

Willison, John. The Afflicted Man’s Companion: or, a Directory for Families and 
Persons afflicted with Sickness or any other Distress. Belfast: printed by and for 
Samuel Wilson and James Magee, 1744. xix, [5], 259, [5]p.; 12° 16cm. [Reprint]

1745:
(Magee as independent publisher.)

Carlisle, John D. The Nature of Religious Zeal. A Sermon on Phil. Hi 6 preached at a 
General Synod held in Antrim, June the eighteenth, 1745. Belfast: printed by James 
Magee, and sold by him and the other booksellers in town; as also by the 
booksellers of Londonderry, Newry and Armagh, 1745. 32p ; 17.1cm x 11cm; 8°. 
Price 4d. [Reprint]

Colvill, Alexander. A Sermon Occasioned by the Death of the Late Reverend Mr.
Thomas Nevin, Preached at Downpatrick, the Twenty Fourth of March, 1744. 
Belfast: James Magee, 1745. 28p.; 4°. [First-time printing]

The Layman’s Sermon. Occasioned by the Present Rebellion; which was (or ought to 
have been) preach’d at St. Paul’s Cross, on the first of October, 1745. Belfast: 
Dublin printed: and Belfast re-printed by and for James Magee, 1745. 24p.; 8°. 
[Reprint]

Moody, James. A Sermon occasioned by the Present Rebellion in Scotland. Preached at 
Newry October the sixth, 1745. By James Moody. Belfast: printed by James Magee, 
1745. 19, [l]p.; 8°. [First-time printing]
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Thomson, James. Tancred and Sigismunda. A tragedy. As it is acted at the Theatre-Royal 
in Drury-Lane. By His Majesty’s servants. Belfast: London printed: and Belfast 
re-printed by James Magee, 1745. 72p.; 12°. [Reprint]

1746:
Moody, James. A Sermon Preached at Donoughmore, on Thursday October the Ninth, 

1746. Being the General Thanksgiving for the Suppression of the Late Rebellion. 
Published at the Desire of Captain Johnston's Independent Company of Militia, to 
whom it was Preached. Belfast: printed by James Magee, 1746. 16p.; 8°. [First
time printing]

Taylor, John. The Scripture-doctrine of Original Sin proposed to free and candid 
examination In three parts. By John Taylor. The third edition, with large additions. 
To which is added, a supplement, &c. containing some remarks upon two books ... 
Belfast: James Magee, 1746. Printed by J. Magee, For John Hay, Bookseller at the 
Two Bibles in Bridge-street, MDCCXLVI. [6], iv, [2], 452, [4]p.; 12°. [Reprint]

1747:
Carey, Henry. The Honest Yorkshire-man. A ballad farce. As it was acted at the Theatre 

Royal in Aungier Street. Belfast: printed by James Magee, 1747. 32p.; 8°. [Reprint]

Coade, George. A Letter to a Clergyman, relating to his Sermon on the Both of January: 
being a compleat answer to all the Sermons that ever have been, or ever shall be, 
preached, in the like strain, on the anniversary. Third edition. Belfast: printed by 
James Magee, 1747. [2], xi, [3], 79, [l]p.; 8°. [Reprint]

Dodsley, Robert. The King and the Miller of Mansfield. A dramatick tale, as it is acted 
with great applause at the Theatre-Royal in Drury-Lane. Belfast: printed by and for 
James Magee, 1747. 24p.; 16.4cm; 8°. [Reprint]

Lyttelton, George Baron. Observations on the Conversion and Apostleship of St. Paul. In 
a letter to Gilbert West Esq.; By Mr. Lyttelton. Belfast: printed by James Blow, 
John Hay, and James Magee, 1747. 72p.; 12°. [Reprint]

Towgood, Micaiah. The Dissenting Gentleman’s answer to the Reverend Mr. White’s 
Three Letters; in which a separation from the establishment is fully justified; the 
charge of schism is refuted and retorted. Third edition. Belfast: printed by James 
Magee, 1747. 32p.; 8°. [Reprint]

____. The Dissenting Gentleman’s second letter to the Reverend Mr. White, in answer
to his Three Letters. In which his various misrepresentations of the dissenters 
are corrected... To which is added a postscript, containing remarks on Mr.
White’s Defence of his Three Letters, &c. Belfast: printed by James Magee,
1747. iv, 88p.; 8°. [Reprint]
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White, John. A Defence of the Three letters to a Gentleman dissenting from the Church of 
England, against a pamphlet, entitled, The Dissenting Gentleman’s answer to the 
Reverend Mr. White’s Three Letters, &c. [Belfast]: London printed: and Belfast: 
reprinted by James Magee, 1747. 44p.; 8°. [Reprint]

1748:
[Bates, Dr.] Christ in the Clouds coming to Judgment: or, the Dissolution of all Things. 

Wherein is plainly set forth the Second Coming of Christ in Judgment. . . . Being 
the substance of a Sermon preached by that reverend divine, Doctor Bates, lately 
deceased. Belfast: printed by James Magee, 1748. 24 p.; 12°. [Reprint]

Dodsley, Robert. Sir John Cockle at Court. Being the sequel of The King and the Miller 
of Mansfield. A dramatick tale. Belfast: printed by and for James Magee, 1748. 23, 
[l]p; 16.4cm; 8°. [Reprint]

Leslie, Charles. An Essay on Design and Beauty. A philosophical poem. By Charles 
Schaw Leslie. Belfast: printed by James Magee, 1748. 16p.; 8°. [Reprint]

Ramsay, Allan. The Gentle Shepherd; a Scots pastoral comedy By Allan Ramsay. Belfast: 
printed by and for James Magee, 1748. vi, 56p.; 8°. [Reprint]

Towgood, Micaiah. The Dissenting Gentleman’s answer to the Reverend Mr. White’s 
Three Letters; in which a separation from the establishment is fully justified; with 
the charge of schism is refuted and retorted. Fourth edition. Belfast: printed by 
James Magee, 1748. 32p.; 8°. [Reprint]

White, John. A Defence of the Three Letters to a Gentleman dissenting from the Church 
of England, against a pamphlet, entitled, The Dissenting Gentleman’s answer to the 
Reverend Mr. White’s Three Letters, &c. By John White. London printed and 
Belfast reprinted: James Magee, 1748. 44p.; 8°. [Reprint]

1749:
Kennedy, Gilbert. The Great Blessing of Peace and Truth in our Days. A Sermon 

preach’d at Belfast, on Tuesday, April 25th, 1749. . . Publish ’d at the Desire of 
some of the Hearers. Belfast: printed by James Blow, John Hay, and James Magee, 
1749. 26p.; 8°. [First-time printing]

Leslie, Charles. A Vindication of Masonry, and its Principles demonstrated from Nature 
and Reason; with a full refutation of the objections against it... and now published 
at the request of the brethren of the Lodge (No. 182) of Free and Accepted Masons 
in Belfast. Belfast: printed by and for James Magee, 1749. iv, 28p.; 8°. [First-time 
printing]
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1750:
Bower, Archibald. A Faithful Account of Mr. Archibald Bower’s Motives for leaving his 

Office of Secretary to the Court of Inquisition; including also, a relation of the 
horrid treatment of an innocent gentleman, who was driven mad by his sufferings. 
Belfast: printed by and for James Magee, 1750. 15, [l]p.; 8°. [Reprint]

Dodsley, Robert. The King and the Miller of Mansfield. A dramatick tale, as it is acted 
with great applause at the Theatre- Royal in Drury-Lane. Belfast: printed by and 
for James Magee, and sold at his shop, 1750. 24p.; 8°. [Reprint]

____. The Toy-shop; a dramatick satire. Belfast: printed by and for James Magee,
1750. Pp.1-16; 8°. [Reprint]

Erskine, Ralph. The Best Security for the Best Life: or, a Life hid with Christ in God. A 
Sermon preach’d...at Dunfermline, August ll,h 1745. To which are added, the 
discourses before the tables. Belfast: Edinburgh Printed and Belfast re-printed by J. 
Magee, and sold at his shop,1750. 60p.; 12°. [Reprint]

Henry, Matthew. A Method for Prayer, with Scripture-expressions proper to be us’d 
under each head. Tenth edition. Belfast: printed by and for James Magee, 1750. 
[12], 264p.; 12°. [Reprint]

[Hippisley, John.] Flora; an Opera. As it is acted at the Theatre-Royal in Lincoln’s Inn- 
Fields, and at the Theatre in Dublin. Being the farce of The Country-wake, alter’d 
after the manner of The Beggar’s Opera. Written by a gentleman. Belfast: printed 
by and for James Magee, and sold at his shop, 1750. 32p.; 8°. [Reprint]

An Impartial Enquiry into the Principles and Practices of the Seceders. The whole 
contained in the following sections. Sect. I. A general view of religion . . . Sect V. 
Remarks on the seceding teachers. Belfast: printed by James Magee, and sold at his 
shop in Bridgestreet; and by Mr. Joseph Malcolm, Colerain, 1750. 34 [i.e.24]p.; 8°. 
P. 24 misnumbered 34. [?First-time printing]

[Michelbome, John.] Ireland Preserv[’d] or, the Siege of London-Derry. A tragic- 
comedy. Written by a gentleman who was in the town during the whole siege. 
Belfast: printed by and for James Magee, 1750. 72p.; 8°. [Reprint]

Russel, Robert. Seven Sermons: viz. I. Of the unpardonable sin against the Holy Ghost: 
... II. The saint’s duty and exercise: ...III. The accepted time, and day of 
salvation... VII. The future state of man: or, a treatise of the resurrection. Forty- 
third edition. Belfast: printed by and for James Magee, 1750? 172, [4]p.; 12°. 
[Reprint]

A Supplement to the Bishop of London's Letter to the Clergy and People of London and 
Westminster, on occasion of the late earthquakes. The sixth edition revis'd and 
corrected. Belfast: printed by and for J. Magee, 1750. 24p.: ill. ; 8°. [Reprint]
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Walker, George. A Guide to Eternal Life: or, the Way to Heaven and Happiness, 
prepared in the blessed Gospel of our Lord Jesus. Belfast: printed by James Magee, 
1750. 24 p.; 12°. [First-time printing]

Wesley, John. A Collection of Hymns. By the Reverend Mr. John Wesley. Belfast: printed 
by James Magee, 1750. 36p.; 12°. [Reprint]

1751:
Associate Presbytery. Answers by the Associate Presbytery, to reasons of dissent, given 

in to the said Presbytery, at Stirling, December 23, 1742; . . . Together with a 
declaration and defence of the Associate Presbytery’s principles anent [sic] the 
present civil government. Belfast: printed by James Magee, for Robert Johnston, 
1751. viii, 96p.; 12°. [Reprint]

Crooks, Thomas. A Few Occasional Remarks, upon a paper sent to Thomas Crooks in 
Donaghadee, by way of answer to a letter which he wrote to one tennant an 
itinerant seceding preacher, respecting some queries before sent to said tennant, to 
which are added the queries themselves, with an account of those places in the 
seceders act and testimony which gave rise to the most important of them. Belfast: 
James Magee, 1751. [First-time printing]

?Erskine, Ralph. Christ the People’s Covenant. Belfast: James Magee, 1751. [Reprint]

Garrick, David. Miss in her Teens: or, the Medley of Lovers. A farce. In two acts. As it 
was perform’d at the Theatre-Royal in Covent-Garden. Fifth edition. Belfast: 
printed by and for James Magee, 1751. 35, [l]p.; 12°. [Reprint]

Johnson, Charles. The Cobbler of Preston. As it is acted at the theatres, with applause. 
Belfast: printed by James Magee, 1751. 32p; 16.7cm; 8°. [Reprint]

Moody, James. A Sermon occasioned by the death of the Reverend Mr. George Lang. By 
James Moody. Belfast: printed by Samuel Wilson and James Magee, 1751. 24p.; 
8°. [First-time printing]

A Select Collection of English Songs. With a contents; in which the names of the tunes to 
each song are set down. The third edition. To which are added some of the most 
celebrated Scots songs; not printed in any of the former impressions. Belfast: 
printed by James Magee, and sold at his shop, 1751. [4], 102p.; 12°. [Reprint]

1752:
Blandy, Mary. The Genuine Trial at Large of Mary Blandy, spinster, for poisoning her 

late father Francis Blandy, ...at the assizes held at Oxford, ...on Tuesday the third 
day of March, 1752. Belfast: printed by James Magee, 1752. Pp.1-34; 12°. 
[Reprint]
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Erskine, Ebenezer. The Stone rejected by the Builders, exalted as the head-stone of the 
Corner. A Sermon preach’d at the opening of the Synod of Perth and Stirling, at 
Perth, October, 10, 1732. To which is subjoin ’d a Sermon preach ’d June 4,h 1732... 
Both by Mr. Ebenezer Erskine. Fifth edition. Belfast: printed by James Magee, and 
sold at his shop, 1752. 64p.; 12°. [Reprint]

Farquhar, George. The Recruiting Officer. A comedy. Written by Mr. Farquhar. Belfast: 
printed by James Magee, and sold at his shop,1752. 82, [2]p.; 8°. [Reprint]

?Gay, John. The Beggar’s Opera. Belfast: James Magee, 1752. [Reprint],

Reach, Benjamin. The Travels of True Godliness, from the beginning of the world, to this 
present day, in an apt and pleasant allegory ...The seventh edition. Belfast: printed 
by and for James Magee, and sold at his shop, 1752. 155, [l]p.: ill.; 12°. [Reprint]

The Mock Doctor: or, the Dumb Lady Cur’d. A comedy. Done from Moliere. As it is 
acted at the Theatre-Royal in Drury-Lane, by His Majesty’s servants. Fourth 
edition, with additional songs and alterations. Belfast: printed by and for James 
Magee, 1752. 31, [l]p.; 8°. [Reprint]

Poor Robin's Almanack, for the year of our Lord, 1752. Belfast: printed by and for James 
Magee, for the year,1752. [16]p.; 8°. [?Possibly a reprint]

1753:
Bunyan, John. Solomon’s Temple Spiritualiz’d; or, Gospellight fetch ’d out of the Temple 

at Jerusalem, to let us more easily into the glory of the New-Testament-truths. By 
John Bunyan. Eighth edition. Belfast: printed by and for James Magee, 1753. 
144p.; 12°. [Reprint]

Cibber, Colley. [Love in a Riddle. Abridgments]. Damon and Phillida; a pastoral farce. 
As it is acted at the two Theatres-Royal in London and Dublin. Third edition. 
Belfast: printed and sold by James Magee, 1753. 22, [2]p.; 8°. [Reprint]

Court, Antoine. An Historical Memorial of the most Remarkable Proceedings against the 
Protestants in France, from the year 1744 to 1751. Translated from the French 
original, printed at Amsterdam. With an appendix. Containing the French King's 
ordinance of the 17!h of January, 1750...To which is added, a letter from the curate 
of L-, to the Lord Bishop of v4ge«...Belfast: printed by J. Magee, and sold at his 
shop, 1753. 95, [l]p.; 8°. Price Six-pence halfpence. [Reprint]

Dodsley, Robert. Sir John Cockle at Court. Being the sequel of the King and the Miller of 
Mansfield. A dramatick tale. By R. Dodsley. Belfast: printed by and for James 
Magee, 1753. 23, [l]p.; 8° 12°? [Reprint]
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Maclaine, Alexander. A Sermon occasioned by the death of the late Reverend Mr. John 
Henderson. Preached at Dunean, January 7th, 1753. By Alexander Maclaine. 
Belfast: printed by James Magee, and sold at his shop, 1753. 22p.; 8°. [First-time 
printing]

[Ward, Henry], The Vintner Trick’d: or, the White Fox Chas ’d. A new farce: as it is acted 
at the theatres in London and Dublin. Belfast: printed by James Magee, 1753. 34p.; 
12°. [Reprint]

1754:
Erskine, Ebenezer. A Robbery committed and restitution made, both to God and Man. A 

Sermon on Psal. Ixix. 4... Preached upon a thanksgiving-day after the sacrament 
in Dunfermline, Monday August 11 1746. Belfast: printed and sold by James 
Magee, 1754. 28p.; 12°. [Reprint]

Semple, John. The Survey impartially examin'd by sacred Scriptures and sound Reason. 
Being an answer to a late pamphlet entitled, A survey wrote by Mr. Thos. Clark, 
Seceding Minister at Ballybay. Belfast: printed and sold by Magee, 1754. 104p. 
[?Possibly a first-time printing]

The Garland of Withered Roses: containing a tragical account of two loyal lovers of 
Exeter...To which are added, two other songs. Viz I. Saney and Jockey. II. The 
Galloway shepherds. Belfast: printed by James Magee, 1754. 8 p.: ill.; 8°. Woodcut 
on title page. [?Possibly a reprint]

Vivian, Thomas. A Sermon preached in the church of St. Andrew, Plymouth, at the 
Archdeacon’s visitation, June 1, 1750. Belfast: printed by James Magee, 1754. 35, 
[l]p.; 12°. [Reprint]

Willison, John. The Young Communicant’s Catechism: or, a help both short and plain, 
for instructing and preparing the young to make a right approach unto the Lord’s 
table...By Mr. John Wilson. Ninth edition. Belfast: printed by and for James Magee 
and sold at his shop, 1754. 64p.; 8°. [Reprint]

1755:
Hill, Aaron. The Walking Statue: or, the Devil in the Wine-cellar. A farce. As it is acted 

at the theatres. With great applause. Belfast: printed by James Magee, and sold at 
his shop, 1755. 22, [2]p.; 12°. [Reprint]

Ramsay, Allan. The Gentle Shepherd: a Scots pastoral comedy. With new songs. Belfast: 
printed by and for James Magee, 1755. 70, [2]p.; 12°. [Reprint]

Walker, Patrick. [The Life of Mr. Alexander Peden. Abridgments], Some remarkable 
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Drury-Lane, by His Majesty’s servants. Belfast: James Magee, 1759. 32p; 15.5cm; 
8°. [Reprint]

Marsh, Narcissus. The Church-catechism explained, and proved by apt texts of Scripture. 
Recommended by his Grace Narcissus, Lord Archbishop of Dublin, for the use of 
his diocese. Divided into XXVIparts. Belfast: James Magee, 1759. 67, [l]p.; 8°. 
[?Possibly a reprint]

[Michelbome, John]. Ireland Preserved; or, the Siege of London-Derry. A tragic-comedy. 
Written by a gentleman who was in the town during the whole siege. Belfast: James 
Magee, 1759. 72p.; 8°. [Reprint]

1760:
[Centlivre, Susanna]. A Bold Stroke for a Wife. A Comedy. By the author of The busie- 

body and The gamester. Belfast: James Magee, 1760. 71, [l]p.; 12°. [Reprint]

Brskine, Ralph. Heaven Pos’d and Press’d with Questions and Demands: or, Faith 
Freedoms with God warranted. A Sermon, preach’d at Glasgow, Monday July 21sl, 
1746. Belfast: James Magee, 1760. 51, [l]p.; 12°. [Reprint]

The King of Bohemia: or, the Royal Courtly Garland. In six parts. Belfast: James Magee, 
1760. 8 p.; 8°. [Reprint]

[Murphy, Arthur], The Way to Keep Him, a comedy in three acts; as it is preformed at the 
Theatre-Royal in Drury Lane. Belfast: James Magee, 1760. 60p.; 12°. [Reprint]

287



Shirley, William. Edward the Black Prince; or, the Battle of Poictiers: an historical
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[Garrick, David]. The Irish Widow. In two acts. As it is performed at the Theatre-Royal in 
Drury-Lane. Belfast: James Magee, 1773. 36p.; 12°. [Reprint]

Goldsmith, Oliver. She Stoops to Conquer: or, the Mistakes of a Night. A comedy. As it is 
acted at the Theatre-Royal in Covent-Garden, written by Doctor Goldsmith. 
Belfast: James Magee, 1773. [6], 65, [l]p.; 16.9cm; 12°. [Reprint]
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[Home, John], Alonzo. A tragedy. In five acts. As it is performed at the Theatre-Royal, 
Drury-Lane. By the author of Douglas. Belfast: James Magee, 1773. 58, [2]p.; 12°. 
[Reprint]

[MacGowan, John]. Familiar Epistles to the Rev. Dr. Priestley, of Leeds, in Yorkshire; in 
which it is shewn, I. That the charges brought by him against the orthodox, are 
applicable to none but people of the doctor’s own persuasion. . . By the author of 
the shaver’s Sermon on the Oxford expulsion. Belfast: James Magee, 1773. 104p.; 
12°. [Reprint]

____ . Priestcraft Defended. A Sermon occasioned by the expulsion of six young
gentlemen from the university of Oxford, ... By the shaver. The thirteenth edition, 
corrected and much enlarged. Belfast: James Magee, 1773. 48p.; 12°. Price Four- 
pence. [Reprint]

Mackay, James. The Character and future reward of the Wise, and of those who turn 
many to Righteousness. A Sermon preached in the New Meeting-House Belfast, . . . 
on occasion of the death of the late Reverend Mr. Gilbert Kennedy. Belfast: James 
Magee, 1773. 44p.; 8°. Price 6d. [First-time printing]

Murphy, Arthur. The Apprentice. A farce, in two acts. As it is performed at the Theatre- 
Royal in Drury-Lane.. Belfast: James Magee, 1773. 34, [2]p.; 12°. [Reprint]

Oliphant, James. A Sacramental Catechism, designed for Communicants old and young. 
Wherein it is essayed to explain, the doctrine of the two covenants; the offices 
which Christ executes with reference to the covenant of grace. .. .To which is 
subjoined, An abstract of that solemn mode of public Admission of young 
communicants to the Lord’s table, which has been practised in the parish of 
Kilmarnock, almost since the Revolution. The Third edition. 63p. Price 3<7. 
[Reprint]

[Serle, Ambrose]. An Address to the serious and candid Professors of Christianity, on the 
following subjects, viz. I. The use of reason ... VI. Atonement. London printed, and 
Belfast reprinted: James Magee, 1773. 59, [l]p.; 12°. [Reprint]

[Sheridan, Thomas]. The Brave Irishman: or, Captain O’ Blunder. A farce. As it is acted 
at the Theatre-Royal in Smock-Alley: with the genuine songs, not in any other
edition. Supposed to be written by T----------s S----------n, Esq [Thomas Sheridan];
and revised with several corrections and additions. By J-—n B-----s T-—n.
Belfast: James Magee, 1773. 24p.; 12°. [Reprint]

?Stevenson, William. The Shipwreck: a Real Event; but considered also, as emblematical 
of human life : To which is added, a specimen of a new translation of Virgil's 
Aeneid / by William Stevenson, M.D. Belfast: James Magee, 1773. [?Possibly a 
reprint]
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The Unhappy Hunting of Chevy-Chase. Between Earl Douglas of Scotland and Earl 
Piercy of England. Belfast: James Magee, 1773. 8p.: ill.; 8°. Woodcut on title page. 
[Reprint]

1774:
Aikin, Anna Laetitia [Mrs. Barbauld], Poems. By Anna Laetitia Aikin. Fourth edition 

corrected. Belfast: James Magee, 1774. 79, [l]p.; 8°. Price sewed Is. Id. [Reprint]

Aikin, John. Miscellaneous Pieces, in Prose, by J. and A. L. Aikin. Belfast: James Magee, 
1774. [4], 107, [l]p.; 17.6cm; 8°. Price sewed Is. Id. [Reprint]

?Brooke, Henry. Juliet Grenville: Or, The History of the Human Heart. By Henry 
Brooke, Esq; Author of the Fool of Quality, Gustavus, Vasa, &c. 3 vols. Belfast: 
‘Published’ by James Magee & John Hay, 1774. Price sewed 6s. 6d. neatly bound 
8s. \d. [Reprint]

A Bundle of Myrrh; Or, Rules for a Christian s Daily Meditation and Practice. Price only 
One Penny, or Nine Pence a Dozen to those well-disposed Persons who buy 
Quantities to bestow. Belfast: James Magee, 1774. [?Possibly a reprint]

Campbell, William D. The presence of Christ with his church in every age and period of 
it, explained and explained and improved. A discourse delivered of Antrim, June 
28, 1774. At a General Synod of the protestant dissenting ministers of the 
Presbyterian persuasion in Ulster. Belfast: James Magee, 1774. 48p.; 8°. Price 6<7. 
[First-time printing]

Chesterfield, Lord. Lord Chesterfield’s Letters. 2 Vols. 8°. “To this Edition is added his 
Lordship’s WILL not in any other Edition”. Belfast: James Magee, 1774. [Reprint]

Glover, Richard. Hosier's ghost, to Admiral Vernon. Together with Vernon's answer. To 
which is prefix'd lamentation of James the Jesuit, of Charles the young man. 
Belfast: printed by J. Magee, 1774. 8p.; 8°. [?Possibly a reprint]

[Hitchcock, Robert D], The Macaroni. A comedy. As it is performed at the Theatre-Royal. 
In York. Belfast: James Magee, 1774. 78, [2]p.; 12°. Price 6d. [Reprint]

Hyndman, C. A New Method of Raising Flax; By which it is Proved that Ireland may 
Raise Annually Many Thousand Pounds Worth More Flax from the Usual Quantity 
of Land, and from One Fourth Less Seed than by the Common Method. With 
Tables. Belfast: James Magee, 1774. 40p.; 19 cm. 8°. Price sewed \s. Id. [First
time printing]
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?Hutchinson, Governor. The Letters of Governor Hutchinson, and Lieutenant-Governor 
Oliver, &c, Printed at Boston, on which was Founded an Address to his Majesty 
from the Assembly of Massachuset’s Bay, Praying the Removal of the Said 
Governor and Lieutenant-Governor. To Which is Added, Remarks on Said Letters, 
and the Proceedings of the Lords Committee of Council; Together with Mr. 
Wedderburn ’s Speech Before Said Committee, Relating to Those Letters. Belfast: 
‘Published’ James Magee’: 1774. Price Is. \d. [Reprint]

[Kelly, Hugh], The School for Wives. A comedy. As it is performed at the Theatre-Royal 
in Drury-Lane. Belfast: James Magee, 1774. [6], iv, [2], 71, [l]p.; 12°. Price 6 'Ad. 
[Reprint]

King, John. Remarks on the Reverend S.M. Stephenson ’s Declaration of faith. And his
Reasons for not subscribing the Westminster Confession of Faith. To which are 
annexed, reasons of the dissent, of some members of the old Presbytery of Bangor, 
now members of the Presbytery of Belfast. Belfast: James Magee, 1774. 24p.; 8°. 
Price 3d. [First-time printing]

1A Letter from a Father to his Daughter at the Boarding-School. Belfast: ‘Published’ 
James Magee, 1774. Price bound in Calf and lettered 2s. 2d. sewed Is. Id. [Reprint]

The Life of Joseph the Son of Israel. In eight Books. Chiefly designed for the Use of 
Youth. By the Author of Familiar Epistles to Doctor Priestley, Priestcraft defended, 
&c. &c. Belfast: James Magee, 1774. Price Is. Id. sewed. [Reprint]

Lindsey, Theophilus. A Sermon preached at the opening of the chapel in Essex-House, 
Essex-Street, in the Strand, on Sunday, April 17, 1774. Belfast: James Magee, 1774. 
24p.; 8°. Price 3d. [Reprint]

McDowell, Benjamin. A Vindication of the Westminster Confession of Faith : from the 
attacks of two late writers : addressed to Presbyterians in general. Belfast: printed 
by James Magee . .., 1774. 79 p. Price 6d. [First-time printing]

Palmer, Samuel. The Protestant-dissenter’s Catechism. Containing I. A brief history of 
the Non-conformists: II. The reasons of the dissent from the national church. 
Designed to instruct . . . young persons . . . Fourth edition, corrected. Belfast: 
James Magee, 1774. xii, 82, [2]p.; 12°. [Reprint]

[Radcliffe, Ebenezer], Two letters, addressed to the Right Rev. Prelates, who a second 
time rejected the Dissenters ’ bill. Belfast: London printed, Belfast reprinted, James 
Magee, 1774. 81, [l]p.; 8°. [Reprint]
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Roberts, William Hayward. Poetical Essays, in Three Parts. I. On the existence of God. 
II. On the attributes of God. III. On the providence of God. ... To which is added, a 
poem on the immortality of the soul. Translated from the Latin of Isaac Hawkins 
Browne, Esq, by Soame Jennyns, Esq; in two books. Belfast: James Magee, 1774.
110,[2]p.; 8°. [Reprint]

Stephenson, Samuel Martin. The Declaration of Faith approved of by the Reverend 
Presbytery of Bangor, and read publickly before the dissenting congregation of 
Grayabby, by S.M. Stephenson, at his ordination the 21s‘ day of June, 1774. To 
which his reasons for not complying with the form of subscription to the 
Westminster confession . . . are prefixed. Belfast: James Magee, 1774. 15, [l]p.; 8°. 
Price 2d. [First- time printing]

____ . A Review of the Reasons of the Dissent of the Presbytery of Belfast, from the
Resolution of the Presbytery of Bangor: And of the Remarks upon a late 
Declaration of Faith and Reasons for not Subscribing to the Westminster 
Confession of Faith. Addresses to the Protestant Dissenters in the North of Ireland. 
By S.M. Stephenson of Grayabby. To which is annexed, A genuine Copy of the 
Reasons of Dissent. Price Ad. Belfast: James Magee, 1774. [First-time printing]

[Stevens, George Alexander], The Trip to Portsmouth; a comic sketch of one act, with 
songs. Belfast: James Magee, 1774. 36p.; 12°. [Reprint]

1775:
Blackstone, Joseph. Commentaries on the Laws of England. By Joseph Blackstone, one of 

his Majesty’s Justices of the Hon. Court of Common Pleas. Sixth edition. 4 vols. 
Belfast: James Magee, 1775. Price 105. 10^. [Reprint]

Coombe, Thomas. A Sermon, Preached before the Congregations of Christ Church and 
St. Peter’s Philadelphia, on Thursday, July 20, 1775. [Belfast]: Philadelphia 
printed, and Belfast reprinted: James Magee, 1775. 24p.; 8°. Price 3d. [Reprint]

Fisher, George. Arithmetick in the plainest and most concise Methods hitherto extant. 
With new improvements for the dispatch of business in all the several rules. As also 

fractions vulgar and decimal, . . . The nineteenth edition, with considerable 
additions, and curious improvements by the author of Geo. Fisher, ... To this 
edition is added an appendix, not in some of the former. Belfast: James Magee, 
1775. [10], 326p.; 12°. [Reprint]

[Garrick, David], Miss in her Teens: or, the Medley of Lovers. A farce. In two acts. 
Seventh edition. Belfast: James Magee, 1775. 35, [l]p.; 16.1cm ; 12°. [Reprint]

Goldsmith, Oliver. Poems by the late Dr. Oliver Goldsmith ... To which is prefixed the 
life of the author. Belfast: James Magee, 1775. 64p.; 8°. [Reprint but offers 
variation on London edition]
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IThe History of American Taxation from the Year 1763, to the End of the Last Session. In 
which is introduced, An Account of the Official Abilities of the Following Ministers, 
and How Far they have been Concerned either in Pursuing or Receding from the 
Present Scheme of Governing America: The Right Hon. Charles Townshend; the 
Hon. Mr. Grenville; Lord Rockingham; and Lord Chatham. With an Account of the 
Act Asserting the Entireness of British Legislative Authority. By Edmund Burke, 
Esq; Member for Bristol, and Delivered by Him in a Speech to the House of 
Commons. Belfast: ‘Published’ James Magee, 1775. Price Is. \d. [Reprint]

?Johnson, Samuel. A Journey to the Western Islands of Scotland. Belfast: ‘Published’ 
John Hay, James Magee & John Hay junior, 1775. Price bound 2s. 8d. [Reprint]

King, John. A Vindication of the Presbytery of Belfast, against Mr. Stephenson’s review 
of Mr. King’s remarks Belfast: James Magee, 1775. 32p.; 8°. Price Four-pence. 
[First-time printing]

Lord Belhaven's Unhappy Voyage. To which is added, Amachree. Belfast: James Magee, 
1775. 8p.: ill.; 12°. b'Ad. [?Possibly a reprint]

The new Lilliputian Magazine; or, the Young Gentleman and the Lady's Golden Library. 
Being an attempt to mend the world, . . . [To be read after the spelling book.] 
Belfast: James Magee, 1775. 180p.; 12°. Price bound 8d. [Reprint]

IMap of North America, and Geographical Description. Belfast: ‘Published’ James 
Magee, 1775. [?Possibly a reprint]

?Map of Boston. Belfast: ‘Published’ James Magee, 1775 [?Possibly a reprint]

Pitt, William. Lord Chatham’s Speech on the 2(f' of January 1775. Taken by a Member. 
Belfast: James Magee, 1775. 16p.; 8° [Reprint]

?Philecclesia, Piltophilos. Letters of Importance: Wherein are contained some serious 
Queries Upon several very Interesting Points; Most Humbly And Respectfully 
Directed To the ensuing Venerable Synod Of Ulster: Craving that they may be 
read, and seriously considered at their next Meeting 1775. With An Appendix 
Containing A short and serious Address to the Protestant Dissenters in the North of 
Ireland, Under the pastoral Inspection of the foresaid respectable Synod. Belfast: 
‘Published’ James Magee & Robert Smith and sold by the Booksellers in Belfast; 
R. Stevenson and D. Carpenter, Newry; Mrs. Stevenson and James Blyth, Derry; 
Mrs. Mitchell, Coleraine; Alexander Mitchell and William Crab, Ballymena; James 
Henderson, Hillsborough; John Martin, Dromore; Richard Halliday, Ballynahinch; 
and James Puree, Newton-Ards. Price 2d. [First-time printing]

The Psalms of David in metre. . . Allowed by the authority of the General Assembly of the 
Kirk of Scotland, . . . Together with the annotations of David Dickson. Belfast: 
James Magee, 1775. 372p.; 12°. [Reprint]
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Raynal, Abbe. [Histoire Philosophique et Politique des Etablissemens. Selections]. The 
Sentiments of a Foreigner, on the Disputes of Great-Britain with America. 
Translated from the French. Belfast: James Magee, 1775. viii, 3-33, [l]p.; 8°. 
[Reprint]

Stephenson, Samuel Martin. A review of the reasons of the dissent of the Presbytery of 
Belfast, from the resolution of the Presbytery of Bangor: . . . Addressed to the 
Protestant dissenters in the north of Ireland. By S.M. Stephenson of Grayabby. To 
which is annexed, a genuine copy of the reasons of dissent. Belfast: James Magee, 
1775. 32p.; 8°. [First-time printing]

The Waterford Tragedy or the Loyal Lovers. To which is added, The Mock Soldier. 
Belfast: James Magee, 1775. 8p.: ill.; 12°. [?Possibly a reprint]

Watts, Isaac, D.D. Divine Songs attempted in easy language for the use of Children by I. 
Watts. The fifteenth edition, with large additions. Belfast: James Magee, 1775. vi, 
49 [l]p.; 12°; 17cm. [Reprint]

1776:
IThe Authenticated Charters of all the British Colonies in North-America. Belfast: 

‘Published’ James Magee, 1776. 8°. Price 2s. 2d. [?Possibly a reprint]

[Burton, R.] (pseud, of Nathaniel Crouch). The History of the Kingdom of Ireland: Being 
an Account of all the Battles, . . . during the Late Wars there, till the entire 
reduction of that country by .. . King William . . . The fourteenth edition, enlarged 
by R.B. Belfast: James Magee, 1776. 180p.: ill.; 18°. [Reprint]

Captains Cooke and Furneaux's last Voyages round the World. Published in one volume 
octavo. Belfast: James Magee, 1776. Price 5s. 5d. Bound, illustrated with a Chart, 
in which the Tracts of both Vessels are accurately laid down. [?Possibly a reprint]

lA Concise Historical Account of all the British Colonies in North America: 
Comprehending their Rise, Progress, and Modern State. Belfast: ‘Published’ James 
Magee, 1776. Price bound 2s. Rd. [?Possibly a reprint]

Enfield, William. Sermons for the Use of Families. Fourth edition. Belfast: James Magee, 
1776. 2v.; 12°. [Reprint]

Evans, Caleb. British Constitutional Liberty. A Sermon, Preached in Broad-mead, 
Bristol, November 5, 1775. Belfast: James Magee, 1776. 32p.; 8°. Price Is. \d. 
[Reprint]

Fordyce, James. The Character and Conduct of the Female Sex, and the advantages to be 
derived by young men from the society of virtuous women. A discourse, in three 
parts. Belfast: James Magee, 1776. 72p. ; 8°. [Reprint]
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Francklin, Thomas. The Contract: a comedy, of two acts. As it was performed at the 
Theatre Royal, in the Hay-Market. Belfast: James Magee, 1776. [4], 32p.; 12°. 
[Reprint]

The Golden Bull. In four parts. Belfast: John Magee, 1776. 8p.: ill.; 12°. [Reprint]

?The Irish Guardian: A Pathetic Story, in two Volumes. Written by a Lady. Belfast: 
‘Published’ James Magee, 1776. Price bound 55. 5d. sewed 45. Ad. [Reprint]

Lee, Nathaniel. The Rival Queens, or, the Death of Alexander the Great. As it is acted at 
the Theatre-Royal, by His Majesty’s servants. By Nat. Lee. Belfast: James Magee, 
1776. 69, [3]p.; 12°. [Reprint]

Magee's Belfast Almanack (Revived) for the Year of our Lord 1777: Containing the Days 
of the Week, Fasts, Feasts, Moon’s nightly rising and setting, Age and Change 
every Day of the Year; also the Sun’s rising and setting, Observations on each 
Month, State of the Weather, Fairs of Ulster, Fairs of Bristol and Chester, Terms 
and their Returns, Eclipses, Vulgar Notes; Earth’s Diameter, according to Mr. 
Whiston; Distances of sundry Cities, &c. from each other; Table of Guineas, four 
Quarters of the Year, &c. Belfast: Printed by James Magee, 1776. And sold by the 
Booksellers in Coleraine and Derry, by Mr. Edward Hopes, Ballymena; Mr. John 
Hart, Downpatrick; and Mr. Martin, Dromore. Price 3d. [First-time printing]

?[Raynal, Abbe], A Philosophical and Political History of the British Settlements and 
Trade in North-America with Considerations on the Attempts of Great-Britain to 
Establish Taxes in Her Colonies; and, Whether Her Claims are Founded in Right: 
How Far the Colonies Ought to Carry their Opposition to Taxation; Whether it 
would be of Use to Them to Break Through the Ties which Unite Them to the 
Mother Country; and Whether it Would be Proper for the Europian [sic] Nations to 
Endeavour to Render the British Colonies Independent of the Mother Country. 
From the French of the Celebrated Abbe’ Raynal. Belfast: ‘Published’ James 
Magee, 1776. Two Pocket volumes, on fine Writing Paper, Price 45. Ad. bound. 
[Reprint]

Shakespeare, William. Hamlet, Prince of Denmark. A tragedy, by Shakespeare. As
performed at the Theatre-Royal, Covent-Garden. Regulated from the prompt-book 
... by Mr. Younger, prompter. Belfast: James Magee, 1776. 84p.; 8°. [Reprint]

Smith, William. An Oration in Memory of General Montgomery, and of the Officers and 
Soldiers, who Fell with Him, December 31, 1775 before Quebec. Philadelphia 
printed by John Dunlap and Belfast reprinted: James Magee, 1776. 48p.; 20cm; 8°. 
Price 614 . [Reprint]
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1777:
Crawford, William [trans.]. [Cogitationes et Dissertationes Theologicae]. Dissertations 

on Natural Theology. By John Alphonso Turretine, . . . Translated into English by 
William Crawford, AM. Belfast: James Magee, 1777. [16], 41 Ip.; 8°. Vol. 1. List 
of subscribers. 21cm; 8°. [First-time printing]

[Dibdin, Charles.] The Waterman: or, the First of August. A ballad opera, in two acts. As 
performed at the Theatre-Royal, Crow-Street, with great applause. Belfast: James 
Magee, 1777. 36p.; 12°. [Reprint]

[Garrick, David.] May-day: or, the Gipsy. A musical farce, of one act. As it is performed 
at the Theatre-Royal, in Crow-Street. Belfast: James Magee, 1777. 24p.; 16°. 
[Reprint]

MacGowan, John. Socinianism brought to the Test: or, Jesus Christ proved to be either 
the adorable God, or a notorious impostor: in a series of letters to the Rev. Doctor 
Priestley. Belfast: James Magee, 1777. [4], 91, [l]p.; 12°. [Reprint]

Me Dowel, Benjamin. The Doctrine of Salvation, by grace, proved; objections against it 
answered; In two Sermons, from Ephesians ii. 8, 9. Belfast: James Magee, 1777. 
48p.; 12°. [First-time printing]

Ovid, (var translation). Ars Amandi or Ovidis. Art of Love. Ars amandi. Art of Love. Wife 
of Bath. Court of Love. Remedy of Love. January and May : In three books : Taken 
from Chaucer : or, Ovid's Art of love : To which are added, the Court of love, 
January and May and, the Wife of Bath : Together with his Remedy of love 
translated into English verse by several eminent hands. Belfast: James Magee, 
1777. [?Possibly a reprint]

Ranken, John. The exercise and improvement of the Understanding recommended, as 
highly requisite in a Minister of the Gospel. A Sermon preached before a general 
synod of the protestant dissenting ministers in Ulster, the second day of their 
annual meeting, in Lurgan. Belfast: James Magee, 1777. 29, [l]p.; 8°. [First-time 
printing]

1778:
Alleine, Joseph. An Alarm to the Unconverted Sinners . . . Whereunto are annexed, divers 

practical cases of conscience judiciously resolved. By Joseph Alleine. A new edition 
improved. Belfast: James Magee, 1778. xxiii, [1], 149, [1], 68p.; 12°. [Reprint]

[Bickerstaff, Isaac], Lionel and Clarissa: or, the School for Fathers. A comic opera. As it 
is now performing in all the theatres with the songs. Belfast: James Magee, 1778. 
72p.; 12°. [Reprint]
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Crawford, William [trans.]. [Cogitationes et Dissertationes Theologicae]. Dissertations 
on Natural Theology. By John Alphonso Turretine, . . . Translated into English by 
William Crawford, AM. Belfast: James Magee, 1778. [12], 400p.; 21.5cm; 8°. Vol. 
2. [First-time printing]

Dickson, William Steel. Sermons on the Following Subjects. I. The Advantages of
National Repentance. II. The Ruinous Effects of Civil War. III. The Coming of the 
Son of Man. IV. The Hope of Meeting, Knowing, and Rejoicing with Virtuous 
Friends, in a Future World. Belfast: James Magee, [1778?]. [4], 108p.; 12°. Price 
stitched together, Is. Id. [First-time printing]

Erskine, Ebenezer. The Plant of Renown. Being two Sermons on Ezek. xxxiv. 19.
preached by the Reverend Mr. Ebenezer Erskine. Belfast: James Magee, 1778. 35, 
[l]p.; 12°. [Reprint]

Jones, Henry. The Earl of Essex. A tragedy. As it is acted at the Theatre-Royal in Covent- 
Garden. Written by Mr. Henry Jones. Belfast: James Magee, 1778. 58, [2]p.; 12°. 
[Reprint]

Lillo, George. The London Merchant: or, the History of George Barnwell. As it is acted 
at the Theatre-Royal in Drury-Lane, by His Majesty’s servants. Eleventh edition. 
Belfast: James Magee, 1778. 71, [l]p.; 12°. [Reprint] [100]

Magee’s Belfast Almanack. For the Year of our Lord 1779. Belfast: James Magee, 1778. 
Price 3d. stitched in blue Paper. [First-time printing]

More, Hannah. Percy, a tragedy. As it is acted at the Theatre-Royal in Covent-Garden. 
Belfast: James Magee, 1778. [8], 62, [2]p.; 16.9cm; 12°. Price 6d. [Reprint]

Smyth, Edward. Twelve Sermons on the most important Subjects. Belfast: printed for the 
author, by James Magee: and sold by Hugh Warrin of Belfast; Wm. Black of 
Lisburn; Frans. Tate of Down, and Wm. Whitestone of Dublin, 1778. [2], 254, ii p.; 
12°. Price 2s. 2d. sewed. [First-time printing]

Wesley, John. A Compassionate Address to the Inhabitants of Ireland. By John
Wesley, M.A. Belfast: James Magee, 1778.11, [l]p.; 12°. Price W.[First-time 
printing]

1779:
Alleine, Joseph. An Alarm to Unconverted Sinners. In a Serious Treatise Shewing I. What 

Conversion is not, and correcting some Mistakes about it. II. What Conversion is, 
and wherein it consisteth. III. The Necessity of Conversion. IV, V. The Marks and 
Miseries of the Unconverted. VI, VII. Directions for, and Motives to, Conversion. 
Wherein are annexed, Divers practical Cases of Conscience judiciously resolved. 
By Joseph Alleine, late Minister of the Gospel at Taunton in Somersetshire. Belfast: 
James Magee, 1779. Price Is. \d. bound [Reprint]
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Chambers, Joseph. What Circumstances Render a War Compatible with Christianity, and 
the Great Probability of Success when the Principal Persons Offer themselves 
Willingly among the People, Considered. A Sermon, Preached before some of the 
Field-Officers of the Battalion of Louchnashillin, and the Volunteer Company of 
Castledawson, on the third of October, 1779. By the Rev. Joseph Chambers, M.A. 
Belfast: James Magee, 1779. 27, [l]p.; 8°. Price SVid. [First-time printing]

1 Contemplation on the Transfiguration of our Blessed Saviour, as recorded by the 
Evangelist Luke. Belfast: James Magee 1779. 12°. [?Possibly a reprint]

Crombie, James. Crombie, James. The Expedience and Utility of Volunteer Associations 
for Natural Defence and Security in the Present Critical Situation of Public Affairs 
Considered, in A Sermon, Preached before the United Companies of the Belfast 
Volunteers, on Sunday the first of August, 1779, in the Old Dissenting Meeting- 
House; and Published at their Request. By James Crombie. Belfast: James Magee, 
1779. 32p.; 21cm. 8°. Price SVid. First-time printing]

Doolittle, Thomas. A Treatise Concerning the Lord’s-Supper; with Three Dialogues. The 
more full information of the weak, in the nature and use of this sacrament. 1 Cor. 
XL 24. Do in remembrance of me. Belfast: James Magee, 1779. 180p. [Reprint]

Dickson, William Steel. A Sermon, on the Propriety and Advantages of Acquiring the
Knowledge and Uses of Arms, in Times of Public Danger; Preached before 
Echlinville Volunteers, on Sunday the 28,h of March, 1779; and Published at their 
Request; by the Revd. W.S. Dickson. Belfast: James Magee, 1779. 29, [l]p.; 8°. 
Price 6 Vid. [First-time printing]

Erskine, Ebenezer. A Lamp ordained for God’s Anointed. Being the substance of two
Sermons. The first preached ... in and about Glasgow, October 8th, 1741. The 
other, preached ... in Stirling, the third Sabbath of October, 1741... Glasgow 
printed: and, Belfast: reprinted by James Magee, 1779. 58, 2p.; 12°. Price 2>d. 
[Reprint]

Erskine, Ebenezer. A Robbery committed, and restitution made, both to God and Man.
A Sermon preached upon a thanksgiving-day, after the sacrament in Dunfermline, 
Monday, August 11. 1746. By the Reverend Ebenezer Erskine. Belfast: James 
Magee, 1779. 31, [l]p.; 8°. [Reprint]

Erskine, Ralph. The Best Security for the Best Life: or, a Life hid with Christ in God. A 
Sermon preach’d ... at Dunfermline, August 11, 1745. To which are added, the 
discourses before the tables. James Magee: Edinburgh printed, and Belfast 
reprinted, 1779. 60p.; 12°. Price 2>d. [Reprint]
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Farral, Charles. A Sermon, preached in the Church of St. Michan’s Dublin, on Sunday, 
the 14th of March, 1779. By the Rev. Charles Farral, on the occasion of his 
renouncing the Romish Communion, and embracing the Protestant Religion. 
Published at the request of the parishioners, in vestry assembled. Dublin, Printed: 
And Belfast, Re-printed, by James Magee, at the Bible and Crown, Bridge-Street. 
1779. Price 7>d. [Reprint]

The Liverpool Tragedy. In five parts. Shewing how Mr. Robert Fuller of Liverpool, in 
Lancashire, grazier, and his wife, for the sake of gold murdered their only son, 
after he had been fourteen years from them in the East Indies. Belfast: James 
Magee, 1779. 8p.: ill.; 12°. [Reprint]

Magee’s Belfast Almanack, for the Year of our Lord, 1780; containing the Pairs of 
Ulster, Table of Guineas, Terms and their Returns, Magnitude of the Planets and 
their Distance from the Sun, Vulgar Notes, Eclipses, Bristol and Chester Pairs, 
Quarter Sessions the principle and cross Roads of Ulster, Chronology of 
memorable Things, &c. To which is assed, the Tradesman and Dealer’s ready 
Reckoner, calculated chiefly for the Use of Buyers and Sellers of Linen Cloth; 
shewing at one View, the Price of a Piece of Linen 25 Yards long, from Wd per 
Yard to 2s. 6d. Price 3d. Belfast: James Magee, 1779. [First-time printing]

McClure, Robert. Moderation Explained and Recommended. A Sermon, Delivered
before the General Synod of Ulster, on the 30th of June, 1779; Being the Second 
Day of their Meeting. Belfast: James Magee, 1779.Price 6d. [First-time printing]

Nevin, William D. Nevin, William D. The Nature and Evidence of an Over-Ruling 
Providence Considered. A Sermon, Preached before the Downe Volunteers, and 
Fuzileers, on the 5th of September, 1779. And Published at their Desire. By the 
Rev.d William Nevin. Belfast: James Magee, 1779. 32p.; 8°. Price OVjd. Sold by the 
Booksellers in Belfast, and by Messrs. Potter and Nevin in Downpatrick. [First
time printing]

A New Introduction to Latin Grammar. Compiled from Ruddiman and other Modern 
Grammarians. For the Use of Schools. Belfast: James Magee, 1779. Price bound 
%d. [?Possibly a reprint]

Price, Richard. A Sermon, delivered to a congregation of Protestant Dissenters, at
Hackney, on the 10th of February last, being the day appointed for a general fast... 
The third edition. To which are added, remarks on a passage in the Bishop of 
London’s Sermons on Ash Wednesday, 1779. Belfast: James Magee, 1779. 48p.; 
12°. Price 6d. [Reprint]

Sinclair, Robert. Sinclair, Robert. Fortitude Explained and Recommended. A Sermon, 
Delivered before the Larne Volunteers, the first of August, 1779. And Published at 
their Request. By Robert Sinclair, A.M. Belfast: James Magee, 1779. 28p.; 8°. Price 
CAd. [First-time printing]
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Stouppe, James. The uncertainty of Human Life. A Sermon, delivered at Lisburn, April 
18th, 1779. Occasioned by the death of the Revd. George Kennedy M.A. late Pastor 
of the Protestant Dissenting Congregation of that Place; and published at their 
Desire. Belfast: James Magee, 1779. 32p.; 8°. Price 6d. [First-time printing]

Young, Edward. The Revenge. A tragedy. . . . Marked with the variations in the 
manager’s book, at the Theatre-Royal in Drury-Lane. Belfast: James Magee, 1779. 
63, [l]p.; 12°. [Reprint]

1780:
January and May in Verse. Belfast: James Magee, 1780. 16°. [?Possibly a reprint]

Bell, John. Righteousness the Best Friend of Bravery, A Sermon Delivered in Hill-Hall 
Meeting-House, December fifth, MDCCLXXIX; on a Visit of Drumbridge 
Volunteers, and Published at their Request. Belfast: James Magee: 1780. Price 
OAd. [First-time Printing]

Bunyan, John. Solomon’s Temple Spiritualized. Belfast: James Magee, 1780. 144p.; 12°. 
[Reprint]

Davys, Mary. The Reformed Coquet; or, Memoirs of Amoranda. A Surprizing Novel. 
Belfast: James Magee, 1780. Price a British Sixpence. [Reprint]

Dickson, William Steel. ‘Ye shall appear with Christ in glory. ’A Sermon, Occasioned by 
the Death of Revd. James Armstrong, Later Protestant Dissenting Minister of 
Portaferry: Preached, by Desire of the Congregation of that Place, November 14th, 
1779. Belfast: James Magee, 1780. 40p.; 4°. Price GVid. [First-time printing]

Erskine, Ebenezer. The Rainbow of the Covenant surrounding the Throne of Grace. 
Being the substance of same Sermons, preached at the sacrament of Muckart, June 
23, 1728. Belfast: James Magee, 1780. 59, [l]p.; 12°. [Reprint]

Farquhar, George. The Beaux Stratagem. A comedy. Sixteenth edition. Belfast: James 
Magee, 1780. 83, [l]p.; 16.6cm, 12°. [Reprint]

Forty-two stories, Fables, and Allegories. 16°. Belfast: James Magee, 1780. [?Possibly a 
reprint]

F[lavel], J[ohn]. A Token for Mourners: or, the Advice of Christ to a distressed mother, 
bewailing the death of a dear and well beloved son. Belfast: James Magee, 1780. 
178, [2]p.; 18°. [Reprint]

The Garland. Belfast: James Magee, 1780. 16°. [? Possibly a reprint]
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Magee’s Belfast Almanack, for the Year of our Lord, 1781, carefully corrected: 
Containing, besides the usual Quantity of useful Matter, a List of the Post Towns in 
Ireland, with their Rates of Postage, and how often they come in and out in the 
Week. Belfast: Printed by James Magee: sold also by Mrs. Hart, Downpatrick; Mr. 
John Fulton, Colerain; and Mr. Robert Sherrard, Newtownlemavaddy. Price 3d. 
stitched. [First-time printing]

Marshall, Walter. The Gospel-mystery of Sanctification, opened, in sundry directions. 
Eleventh edition. Belfast: James Magee, 1780. xvi, [2], 324, [6]p.; 12°. [Reprint]

Priestley, Joseph. Miscellaneous Observations relating to Education. More especially as 
it respects the conduct of the Mind. To which is added, An Essay on a Course of 
liberal Education for civil and active life. Price neatly bound 35. 3d. Belfast: James 
Magee, 1780. [Reprint]

The Scolding Wife. Belfast: James Magee, 1780. [?Possibly a reprint]

The Wandering Young Gentlewoman, or Catskin. In five parts. To which is added,
Dear Sally, thy charms have undone me. Belfast: James Magee, 1780. 8p.: ill.; 12°. 
[?Possibly a reprint]

The Wanton Wife of Bath. To which is added, Since rebellion and treason are quite out of 
tune: or, a new song in praise of Prince William. Belfast: James Magee, 1780. 8p.: 
ill.; 12°. [?Possibly a reprint]

1781:
The Babes in the Wood. Belfast: James Magee, 1781. 16°. [?Possibly a reprint]

Cogitations upon Death; or, the Mirrour [sic] of Man's Misery. Being very choice and 
profitable lessons, for putting all Christians in a prepared condition for mortality. 
Belfast: James Magee, 1781. 12p.; 12°. [Reprint]

Crombie, James. The Propriety of Setting Apart a Portion of the Sabbath for the Purpose 
of Acquiring the Knowledge and Use of Arms, in Times of Public Danger, 
Illustrated. A Sermon, Preached before the Belfast Volunteer Company, on Sunday 
the 4th of March, 1781. In the Old Dissenting Meeting-House. And Published at 
their Request. By James Crombie, A.M. Belfast: James Magee, 1781. 39, [l]p.; 8°. 
Price bVid [First-time printing]

The Doors of Salvation Opened; or, a loud and shrill Voice from Heaven to unregenerate 
Sinners on Earth: Plainly shewing the necessity of opening your hearts, that the 
King of Glory may enter in: or else he will open Hell’s mouth to devour you. 
Belfast: James Magee, 1781. 12p.; 24°. [Reprint]
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Erskine, Ralph. The Lamb in the midst of the Throne. A Sermon, upon Rev. vii. 
IV.preached . . . June 10, 1733. Belfast: James Magee, 1781. 48, 1, [l]p.; 12°. 
[Reprint]

Garrick, David. The Lying Valet. As it was acted at the theatre in Goodman ’s-Fields. 
Belfast: James Magee, 1781. 36p.; 12°. [Reprint]

The Mock Doctor: or, the Dumb Lady Cur’d. A comedy. Done from Moliere. As it is 
acted at the Theatre-Royal in Drury-Lane, by His Majesty’s servants. Sixth edition, 
with additional songs and alterations. Belfast: James Magee, 1781. 31, [l]p.; 8°. 
[Reprint]

?0’ Keefe, John. The Dead Alive; a comic opera. In two acts. As it is performed at the 
theatres in London and Dublin. Belfast: James Magee, 1781. [Reprint]

Willison, John. The Balm of Gilead, for healing a diseased land; with the glory of the 
ministration of the spirit: . . . The ninth edition. To which are added, five Sermons, 
preached upon sacramental occasions. Belfast: James Magee, 1781. viii, 284p.; 
12°. [Reprint]

1782:
Dermott, Laurence. Ahiman Rezon: or, a help to a Brother. Shewing, the excellency of 

secrecy, and the first cause of the institution of firee-masonry; ... To which is 
added, a large collection of masons songs, ... By Brother Laurence Dermott. Fifth 
edition, with additions. Belfast: printed by James Magee, (for the editor), 1782. 
xxiii, [3], 192p.; 12°. Printed for the editor by Magee. Price bound in calf and 
lettered. 2s. 8 Vzd. sewed 2s. 2d. [Reprint]

[Dibdin, Charles]. The Quaker; a comic opera, as performed at the theatres in London 
and Dublin. Fifth edition. Belfast: James Magee, 1782. 36p.; 12°. [Reprint]

Dyer, William D. Christ’s famous titles; and a Believer’s golden chain: handled in divers 
Sermons. Together with his cabinet ofjewels: or, a glimpse of Sion’s [sic] glory. As 
also, Christ’s voice to London. The day of God’s wrath. - The necessity of watching 
and praying. Belfast: James Magee, 1782. 358p.; 12°. [Reprint]

Plain Reasons for being a Protestant Dissenter: or, the Foundations of Religious Liberty 
explained. With a serious Exhortation to the Practice of Religion. Belfast: James 
Magee, 1782. Price 4d. [Reprint]

The History of Valentine and Orson: two sons of the emperor of Greece. Newly corrected 
and amended; with new pictures, lively expressing the history. Belfast: James 
Magee, 1782. [2], 94p.: ill.; 4°. With seven woodcuts. [Reprint]

Ramsay, Allan. The Gentle Shepherd: a Scots pastoral comedy. With new songs.
Belfast: James Magee, 1782. 66, [2]p.; 12°. [Reprint]
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The World Displayed; or, a curious Collection of Voyages and Travels, selected from the 
selected from the Writers of all Nations, in which every Relation is made concise 
and plain, and the Divisions of Countries and Kingdoms are clearly and distinctly 
noted: Illustrated with near 200 Engravings, executed by the most capital Artists. 
The Whole comprised in twenty neat Volumes, Price neatly bound at 5s. 6d. or 
may be had in single Volumes weekly, Price Is. Id. each, sewed in blue Paper. 
[Reprint]

1783:
Crevecoeur, J. Hector St. John de. Letters from an American farmer; describing certain 

provincial situations, manners, and customs, not generally known. Belfast: James 
Magee, 1783. [8], 208 p.; [2] folded leaves of plates : maps; 17 cm 12°. Belfast: 
Printed by James Magee, Bible & Crown, Bridge-street; sold also by Mrs Hart, 
Downpatrick; Mr. Carpenter, Newry; Mr. Ward, Lisburn; and Mr. Fulton, 
Coleraine. Price only 2s. 2d. neatly bound and lettered, and Is. Id. sewed. [Reprint]

The Dealer s Companion, and Traders Assistant. Improved. Containing, I. Tables, for 
shewing the value of any quantity of goods or wares, at any rate ... II. Tables of 
interest, or interest in epitome, in a shorter method than any hitherto published 
from one pound to ten millions, at five and six per cent. By Israel Falgate at the 
Bank of England. III. A table of exchange of English and Irish money at par, for 
any sum from 300 pounds to one penny. To which is prefixed, a new table of coin, 
with the weight and value of each piece, according to the present currency in 
Ireland. The fifth edition, much enlarged, and carefully corrected. Belfast: James 
Magee, MDCCLXXXIII [1783], 143p.; 18.5cm length, width 7cm. [Reprint]

Erskine, Ralph. Christ in the Believer’s arms. A Sermon preached at the celebration of 
the Lord’s-Supper in Srathmiglo, May l(fh M, DCC, XXIV. Belfast: James Magee, 
1783. 48p.; 12°. [Reprint]

2The Festival of Wit, or Small Talker, consisting of Anecdotes, Bon Mots, Epigramatic 
Flashes, Repartees and Poems. Royal, Noble, Naval, Military, Clerical, &c. by G- 
K-, summer resident at Windsor. Belfast: ‘Published’ James Magee & Margaret 
Hart (Down), 1783. Price 2s. 2d. sewed. [Reprint]

lObservations on the Linen Manufacture, particularly Bleaching; with Strictures on the 
Act of Parliament made last Session, with remarks on Agricultural Knowledge, and 
a few on Mineral Waters; by M. Deane, M.D. Belfast: ‘Published’ James Magee & 
Margaret Hart (Down), 1783. Price Is. \d. [Reprint]

2A Remedy for the Distilliries [sic] of Ireland, by the Author of a Letter to the Duke of 
Portland. Belfast: ‘Published’ James Magee & Margaret Hart (Down), 1783. Price 
Is. Id. [Reprint].

The wandering Jew. To which is added, Tom and Will. Belfast: James Magee, 1783.8p.: 
ill.; 12°. [Reprint]
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1784:
Boston, Thomas. The Everlasting Espousals: being a Sermon preached at the 

administration of the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper, August, 1714. Eight edition. 
Belfast: James Magee, 1784. 48p.; 12°. [Reprint]

[Dibdin, Charles]. Poor Vulcan, a burletta, in two acts, as performed at the Theatre- 
Royal in Covent-Garden. Belfast: James Magee, 1784. 36p.; 12°. [Reprint]

The Larger Catechism: first agreed upon by the Assembly of Divines at Westminster, and 
approved of by the General Assembly of the Church of Scotland. Belfast: James 
Magee, 1784. [Reprint]

O’ Keefe, John. The Dead Alive; a comic opera. In two acts. As it is performed at the 
theatres in London and Dublin. Belfast: James Magee, 1784. 36p. ; 12° .[JM, 
Bookseller at the Bible and Crown, no. 9 Bridge Street] Belfast: printed for the 
company of stationers, [1784?]. 30p.; 12°. [Reprint]

Rosina: a comic opera, in two acts, performed at the Theatre-Royal, in Covent Garden. 
Belfast: printed by James Nagee [sic], . . . 1784. 36p.; 17.4cm.; 12°. [Reprint]

Willison, John. Westminster Assembly. An example of plain catechising upon the 
Assembly’s shorter catechism: humbly offered as an help for instructing the young .
. . With a preface, . . . Fifth edition, corrected by the author. Belfast: James Magee, 
1784. 348p.; 12°. [Reprint]

Willison, John. Sacramental Meditations and Advices, grounded upon scripture-texts. 
Proper for communicants. Belfast: James Magee, 1784. x, [2], 333, [3]p.; 12°. 
[Reprint]

1785:
Erskine, Ralph. The harmony of the divine attributes display’s in the redemption and 

salvation of sinners by Jesus Christ.: being a Sermon preached at Dunfermline 
upon the 29th of September 1723, immediately after the celebration of the lord’s 
Supper, from Psal. 85.10 by the Revd. Ralph Erskine. Belfast: James Magee, 1785. 
59, [l]p; 17cm; 12°. [Reprint]

The Comical sayings of Paddy from Cork with his coat button’d behind. Being an elegant 
conference between English Tom and, Irish Teague Belfast: James Magee, 1785. 
24p.; 24°. [?Possibly a reprint]

O’ Keefe, John. The Agreeable Surprise. A comic opera. In two acts. . . . The music 
composed by Dr. Arnold. Belfast: James Magee, 1785. 36p.; 14.1cm 12°. [Reprint]

_____ . Peeping Tom, of Coventry. A comic opera. As it is performed at the Theatre-
Royal, Smock-Alley. Belfast: James Magee, 1785. 36p.; 12°. [Reprint]
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O’ Keefe, John. The Poor Soldier, a comic opera. In two acts. With all the original
songs. ... As acted at the Theatre Royal, Covent Garden. A new edition. 
Improved and carefully corrected. Belfast: James Magee, 1785. 35, [l]p.; plate; 
12°. [Reprint]

1786:
Belfast Academy. Belfast Academy. Belfast: James Magee, 1786. 23, [l]p.; 8°. [First

time printing]

Burgoyne, John. The Heiress. A comedy in five acts. As performed at the Theatre-Royal 
Drury-Lane. Belfast: James Magee, 1786. xi [i.e.x] , [2], 74p.; 12°. [Reprint]

Me Kay, Thomas. Addresses proper for sacramental occasions. Belfast: James Magee, 
1786. 36p.; 12°. [?Possibly a first-time printing]

[Ward, Henry.] The Vintner Trick’d; or, the White Fox Chas’d. A farce: as it is acted at 
the theatres in London and Dublin. Belfast: James Magee, 1786. 34, [2]p.; 12°. 
[Reprint]

1787:
Ash, John. Grammatical Institutes; or, an easy introduction to Dr. Lowth's English 

Grammar, designed for the use of schools, and to lead young gentlemen and ladies 
in to the knowledge of the first principles of the English Language: With an 
appendix, containing, I. The declension of irregular and defective verbs. II. The 
application of the Grammatical Institutes. III. Some useful observations on the 
ellipsis, &c. Belfast: James Magee, 1787. [Reprint]

[Bickerstaff, Isaac]. The Padlock: a comic opera: as it is performed by His Majesty’s 
servants, at the Theatre-Royal in Drury-Lane. Belfast: James Magee, 1787. 36p.; 
12°. [Reprint]

Bums, Robert. Poems, chiefly in the Scottish dialect. By Robert Burns. Belfast: James 
Magee, 1787. x, [2], 274p.; plate: port.; 12°. [Reprint]

Letters by a Farmer: originally published in the Belfast Evening Post; with several 
alterations and additions. Belfast: James Magee, 1787. vi, 138p.; 8°. [First-time 
printing]

[MacGowan, John.] The Life of Joseph, the son of Israel. In eight books. Chiefly 
designed for the use of youth. Belfast: James Magee, 1787. [Reprint]

The Psalms of David in metre: . . . Allowed by the authority of the General Assembly of 
the Kirk of Scotland, . . . Together with annotations of David Dickson. Belfast: 
James Magee, 1787. 372p.; 12°. [Reprint]
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Willison, John. The Afflicted Man’s Companion: or, a directory for families and persons 
afflicted with sickness, or any other distress ... To this edition are added, the 
author’s dying words to his wife and children: and some of his dying ejaculations. 
Belfast: James Magee, 1787. xix, [4], 268, [4]p.; 12°. [Reprint]

1788:
Milton, John. Paradise Lost. A poem, in twelve books. The author John Milton. Correctly 

printed from the text of Thomas Newton, D.D. Belfast: James Magee, 1788.[8], 
332p.; 12°. [Reprint]

The Way to Wealth, as clearly shewn in the preface of an old Pensylvanian almanack, 
intitled, Poor Richard Improved. Written by Dr. Benjamin Franklin. Extracted from 
the Doctor’s political works. To which is added the Old and New Testament 
Dissected. Belfast: James Magee, 1788. 24p. ; 12°. [Reprint]

Moore, Hamilton. The Young Gentleman and Ladies Monitor, being a collection of select 
pieces from our best modern writers: . . . adapted to the use of schools and 
academies. . . Used in the Academy, Belfast. Belfast: James Magee, 1788. [2], xi, 
[1],3 23, [l]p.; 12°. [Reprint]

1789:
The A, B, C; with the shorter Catechism: appointed by the General Assembly, to be a 

directory for catechising of such as are of a weaker capacity. Belfast: James 
Magee, 1789. [24]p.; 8°. [Reprint]

Bums, Robert. Poems, chiefly in the Scottish dialect. Belfast: James Magee, 1789. x, [2], 
274p.; plate : port. ; 12°. [Reprint]

Cameron, John. The Messiah in nine books. Belfast: James & William Magee, 1789. 
Edition: first issued: Belfast 1768. 312p.; 12°. [Reprint]

Glass, James. Libertas. A Poem. Belfast: printed for the author, by J. & W. Magee, 1789. 
16p,; 8°. [First-time printing]

Magee’s Belfast Almanack. Belfast: James and William Magee, 1789. Price 4g?. [First
time printing]

Magee’s Universal Sheet Almanack. Belfast: James and William Magee, 1789. [First
time printing]

The Patriot Soldier or Irish Volunteer. Belfast: printed for the author, by J. & W. Magee, 
1789. 24p.; 4°. List of subscribers. [First-time printing]
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Bibliography of works printed by Magee with approximate dating:

Printed by Wilson and Magee (prior to 1745)
The British School-master: or, the English spelling-book. Teaching to read, spell, and 

write true English exactly, without learning of Latin, and in less than a quarter of 
the time commonly spent therein. In a new method; more rational, short and easy, 
and therefore more agreeable to the capacities of children, than any yet extant; and 
containing many considerable Improvements to the art of true spelling, and writing 
English words. With an introduction, containing some directions to teachers. Price 
5d. Must have been printed before 1738. [Reprint]

The Christian Monitor: containing an earnest exhortation to an holy life, with some 
directions in order thereto. [Reprint]

Barnard, John, Sir. A Present for an Apprentice: or, a sure guide to gain both esteem and 
estate. With rules for his conduct to his master and in the world. By a late Lord 
Mayor of London. Price in half Binding a British Sixpence. Printed in 1743 or 
before. [Reprint]

Dickson, David. True Christian Love. To be sung with any of the common tunes of the 
Psalms. Written by the late Reverend and learned Mr. David Dickson. Price \d. 
[Reprint]

Erksine, Ebenezer. The Plant of Renown. Being two Sermons on Ezek. Xxxi. 19. And I 
will raise up for them a plant of renown. By the Revd. Mr. Ebenezer Erskine. Price 
7>d. [Reprint]

____ . The Rainbow of the Covenant surrounding the Throne of Grace: being the
substance of some Sermons preached at the sacrament of Muckart, June 23. 1728. 
By Ebenezer Erksine, minister of the Gospel at Stirling. Price Stitch’d 3 c/. [Reprint]

Erskine, Ralph. The power and policy of Satan bounded and baffled by the Lord Jesus 
Christ; in three Sermons preached on Saturday, Sabbath, and Monday, before, at, 
and after, the celebration of the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper; at Stirling, June 
13th, 1741. By the Revd. Ralph Erskine, minister of the Gospel at Dunfermline. 
[Reprint]

The History of Sir Eager, Sir Grahame, and Sir Gray Steel. Price 3c/. [Uncertain as to 
whether it is a reprint or first-time printing]

Peden’s Prophecy. [Life and prophecies of the Reverend Mr Alexander Peden, late 
minister of the Gospel, at New Glenluce, in Galloway. In which he fortells what is 
to happen to Ireland and Scotland in these latter days, . . .]. Price 2d. [Reprint]

Thomas Rhymer’s Prophecy. [The Whole Prophecies of Scotland, England, France, 
Ireland, and Denmark, prophesied by Thomas Rymer...]. Price 2d. [Reprint]
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Robin Hood’s 24 Songs. Price 4c/. [Reprint]

Russel, Robert. Seven Sermons [viz. I. Of the unpardonable sin against the Holy Ghost:.
. . II. The saint’s duty and exercise: . . . III. The accepted time, and day of salvation 
. . . VII. The future state of man: or, a treatise of the resurrection]. Price GAd. 
[Reprint]

Shirley, John. The Triumph of Wit: or, ingenuity displayed. Being a diverting and useful 
academy. In three parts. Price 6c/. Printed 1743 or before. [Reprint]

Watts, Ian. Divine Songs attempted in easy language for the use of Children: also, 
prayers composed for the use and imitation of children, &c. By I. Watts. Price 3d. 
[Reprint]

Whitfield, George. The great Duty of Family Religion: a Sermon preached by the 
Reverend Mr. George Whitfield. [Reprint]

Printed by Magee:
1740-1769:
Watts, Ian. Entrance upon the World: or, a few short advices to Youth, in that situation 

and state of Life. London printed: and Belfast re-printed, by J. Magee, 1769? Price 
S’/zc/. [Reprint]

Before 1750:
The History of fair Rosamond, mistress to Henry II. And Jane Shore, concubine to 

Edward IV. Kings of England. Shewing how they came to be so. With their lives, 
remarkable actions, and unhappy ends. Extracted from eminent records and the 
whole illustrated with cuts suitable to each subject. [Reprint]

Lang, Robert. The Father’s Catechism, in a legacy to his eight children, or, a help for the 
young and ignorant, in order to their better understanding the Assembly's 
catechism. [Reprint]

Willison, John. The Mother’s Catechism for the young child: or, A preparatory help for
the young & the ignorant, in order to their easier understanding the Assembly's

630shorter catechism. By J. W. minister of the Gospel at Dundee. [Reprint]

630 Verified by advertisement leaves in Robert Russell’s Seven Sermons (Belfast: James Magee, 1750).
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1759?
Manson, David. A New Spelling Book, containing above six thousand familiar words, 

ranged in tables according to the various tones of the vowels, with due regard to 
the consonants that change or lose their sound, and the manner in which the 
syllables are expressed in long words; ascertaining the pronunciation with more 
accuracy than any book of the kind extant. With variety of reading lessons. To 
which are added, tables of words alike in spelling but differently accented; and 
others that agree in sound but differ in spelling: as also numeration both by figures 
and letters. By David Manson, schoolmaster in Belfast. Price 9d. Bound in red 
Leather. (1766).

1766
“Books printed and sold by J. MAGEE.”631

A Choice Collection of Songs for Free-masons. [Reprint?]

The Compleat History of Valentine and Orson; with pictures, lively expressing the
history. [Reprint]

Davys, Mary. The Reform’d Coquet; or, Memoirs of Amoranda: a surprising novel. By 
Mrs. Davys. [Reprint]

[Glasse, Hannah], The Servant’s Directory improv’d: or, House-keeper’s Companion. 
[Reprint]

The History of fair Rosamond and Jane Shore. [The Unfortunate Concubines: or the 
History of Fair Rosamond, Mistress to Henry II. And Jane Shore, Concubine to 
Edward IV]. [Reprint]

The Lady Cornelia. A Novel. To which is added, The Loves of Edgar King of England. 
[Reprint]

The Prevalence of Blood. A Novel. [Likely to have been a reprint]

[Shirley, John], The Triumph of Wit; or Ingenuity Display’d,, &c. [The Triumph of Wit; 
or Ingenuity Display’d in its Perfection: being the Newest and Most Useful 
Academy. In Three Parts]. [Reprint]

[Stanhope, Hugh], The Fortunate and Unfortunate lovers. [The Fortunate and 
Unfortunate Lovers: or the History of the Lives, Fortunes, and Adventures of 
Dorastus and Fawnia, Hero and Leander. Made English from the Originals, 
Written in the Bohemia and Grecian tongues, by a gentleman, ... ]. Magee had 
printed and was selling this in 1752. [Reprint]

631 The Vintner Trick’d: or, the White Fox Chas'd. A Farce: as it is Acted at the Theatres in London and 
Dublin. Belfast: Printed by James Magee, 1766. Final leaf is an advertisement leaf.
632 Advertisement leaf in Benjamin Keach, Travels of true Godliness (1752).
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The Lilliputian Magazine: or, the Young Gentleman’s [and Lady’s] Golden Library. 
[Being an Attempt to Mend the World ...].633[Reprint]

The Goldfinch. A Collection of Celebrated New Songs (some of which were never
before printed). To which is added, a select collection of above one hundred 
English and Scots songs.634 Price sew’d in blue Paper, SVid.

PLAYS, &c.

[Arne, Thomas Augustine]. The Guardian Out-witted. A Comic Opera. [Reprint]

[Cumberland, Richard], The Banishment of Cicero, a tragedy. By Richard Cumberland, 
Esq. [Reprint]

[Foote, Samuel], The Patron, a Comedy in Three Acts. By Samuel Foot, Esq. [Reprint]

[Johnson, Richard], The Seven Champions. [The Famous History of the Seven Champions 
of Christendom. ... Shewing their Honourable Battles by Sea and Land: their Tilts, 
Justs, Tournaments, for Ladies: their Combats with Giants, Monsters and Dragons 
...]. [Reprint]

Seven Wise Masters. [The History of the Seven Wise Masters of Rome]. [Reprint]

1772:
Works “Lately printed by and for James Magee”
Advertisement leaf in Joseph Addison’s Cato, 18th edition, printed by Magee in 1772:

The Farmer’s Daughter of Essex; a most entertaining novel. Price only bVid.

Samuel Richardson, Clarissa [or the History of a Young Lady]. Abridged version? Price 
SVid. [Reprint]

____. Pamela; or, Virtue Display ’d. Abridged version? Price Ad. [Reprint]

Nicholas Rowe. Tamerlane: a tragedy. [Reprint]

John Willison. Sacramental Meditations and Advices, grounded upon Scripture texts. By 
the Revd. John Willison. (reprinted in 1784) [43] [Reprint]

633 Magee printed this also in 1775.
634 All verified by advertisement leaf in Benjamin Keach, Travels of true godliness (1764), except for The 
Lady Cornelia, the prevalence of Blood and Valentine and Orson.
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Suspect Magee publications:
1769:
?Hart, John. A godly Sermon of Peter’s repentance, after he had denied his lord and 

master Jesus Christ, as it is in his repentance, he wept bitterly for his sin. 
Corrected and enlarged, and set forth for the good of all those that truly fear God. 
By a Godly pastor. Belfast, 1769. With an advertisement leaf of Magee 
publications?? Linen Hall. Did Magee print this?
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Publications before 1800:

Abemethy, John. Religious Obedience Founded on Personal Persuasion. A Sermon 
Preach’d at Belfast the 9th of December, 1719. Belfast: James Blow, 1720.

Allestree, Richard. The Whole Duty of Man, Laid Down in a Plain and Familiar Way
for the Use of All, but Especially the Meanest Reader. Belfast: Daniel Blow, 1772.

Andrew, Alexander. The Advantages of a General Knowledge of the Use of Arms, A
Sermon, Preached before the Strabane, Fin-Water, and Urney Volunteers, and 
Strabane Rangers, in the Meeting-House of Urney, October 10, 1779. Published 
at their Request. Strabane: James Blyth, 1779.

At a Meeting of the County of Sussex, Held at the Town-Hall, in Lewes, on Thursday
the 26th of August, 1779, in Pursuance of an Advertisement from the High Sheriff. 
[Lewes?: [s.n.], 1779].

Aubin, Penelope. The Noble Slaves: Or the Lives and Adventures of Two Lords and
Two Ladies, who were Shipwreck’d, and Cast upon a Desolate Island Near the 
East-Indies ... To which is Added a Pleasant New Novel. By Mrs. Aubin. Belfast: 
printed and sold by the booksellers, 1775.

Barber, Samuel. A Sermon, Delivered in the Meeting-House of Rathfriland, October
24, 1779, to the Castlewellan Rangers, and Rathfriland Volunteers. By Samuel 
Barber, M.A. Newry: Joseph Gordon, 1779. [4], 12p.; 8°.

Blackstone, William. Commentaries on the Laws of England. In Four Books. By Sir
William Blackstone, Knt. One of his Majesty's Judges of the Court of Common 
Pleas. Re-printed from the British Copy. Page for Page with the Last Edition. 
Philadelphia: Robert Bell, 1774.

------. Commentaries on the Laws of England. In Four Books ... The Sixth Edition.
Dublin: printed for the Company of Booksellers, 1775.

Blakely, William. The Nature and Foundation of Civil Government, and Duty of Subjects 
... Preached in Carrickfergus on December 13, 1776, Being the Fast Day 
Appointed by Government. Belfast: [s.n.], 1777.

Booker, John Rev. A Sermon Preached at Edgworthstown, March 19, 1780. Before the 
Edgworthstown Division of County of Longford ...By the Rev. John Booker. Dublin: 
William Railhead, 1780.

Bunyan, John. Grace Abounding. To the Chief of Sinners; or, a Brief and Faithful
Relation of the Exceeding Mercy of God in Christ, to his Poor Servant John 
Bunyanj.J ... all which was Written by his own Hand. The Ninth Edition 
Corrected and Mu[ch] Enlarged by the Author. Belfast: pri[..] and are to be sold 
[.., 17]14.
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Campbell, William. A Vindication of the Principles and Character of the
Presbyterians of Ireland. Addressed to the Bishop of Cloyne, in Answer to his Book, 
Entitled, The Present State of the Church of Ireland. The Fourth Edition, with Some 
Additions. Belfast: Joy, Senr. & Junr., 1788.

Carmichael, James. The Protestant Volunteer Characterised, and the Warrantableness 
and Necessity of his Appearing in Arms Stated and Illustrated from Judges 5:2-9. A 
Sermon Preached December 21, 1779, at Donacloney, to the Volunteers of that 
Congregation. Newry, [s.n.],1780. 48p.; 12°. GVid.

The Charter, Laws, and Catalogue of Books, of the Library Company of Philadelphia. 
Philadelphia: B. Franklin & D. Hall, 1757.

The Charter, Laws, and Catalogue of Books, of the Library Company of Philadelphia. 
Philadelphia: B. Franklin & D. Hall, 1764.

The Charter, Laws, and Catalogue of Books, of the Library Company of Philadelphia. 
Philadelphia: Joseph Crukshank, 1770.

Cobham, James. Preparation for Death Describ'd in a Sermon Occasion'd by the
Much Lamented Death of that Pious and Worthy Lady Mrs. Anna-Helena 
Edmonstone (by the Title of her Late Husband’s Family, and Estate in North- 
Britain) Lady Duntreath. Who died, Janu: The 17th, 1710/11 Preach’d at 
Broadisland. Belfast: James Blow 1711.

The Confession of Faith. And the Larger & Shorter Catechism; First Agreed upon by
the Assembly of Divines at Westminster. And Now Approved by the General 
Assembly of the Kirk of Scotland, to be Part of Uniformity in Religion between the 
Kirks of Christ in the Three Kingdoms. [Belfast?: Patrick Neill?], 1694.

[Conway, Francis I.S., Viscount Beauchamp.] A Letter to the Belfast First Company
of Volunteers, in the Province of Ulster. By an English Nobleman. Belfast: Henry 
& Robert Joy, 1782.

Cosgrave, J. A Genuine History of the Lives and Actions of the Most Notorious Irish
Highwaymen, Tories and Rapparees, from Redmond O Hanlon , ... to Cahier na 
Guppul, ... To which are Added, The Gold-finder; Or, the History of Manus 
Maconiel, ... The Ninth Edition, with Additions. Belfast: printed and sold by the 
booksellers, 1776.

Crawford, William. The Connection betwixt Courage and the Moral Virtues
Considered, in a Sermon, Preached before the Volunteer Company of Strabane 
Rangers, on Sunday the Twelfth of September, 1779. And Published at their 
Desire. Strabane: James Blyth, 1779.
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Crawford, William. The Nature and Happy Effects of Civil Liberty Considered, in a
Sermon Preached before Colonel Stewart Lieut. Col. Charlton, the Strabane 
Volunteers, Strabane Rangers, and Urney Forresters. On Sunday, the 19lh of 
March, 1780. And Published at their Desire. By William Crawford AM. One of 
the Chaplains of the Barony of Strabane Battalion. Strabane: James Blyth, 1780.

——. A History of Ireland. From the Earliest Period, to the Present
Time. In a Series of Letters, Addressed to William Hamilton, Esq. vol. 1. By 
William Crawford. Strabane: John Bellew, 1783.

Crombie, James. A Sermon on the Love of Country. Preached before the First
Company of Belfast Volunteers, on Sunday, the 19th July, 1778. [Belfast?]: [s.n.] 
1778.

Delap, Hugh. An Inquiry, Whether and How Far, Magistracy is of a Divine
Appointment, and of the Subjection Due Thereunto. A Sermon, Preached in the 
Old-Bridge Meeting-House Near Omagh, the 14lh, of November 1779: Before the 
Omagh and Cappagh Volunteers. Published at their Request by the Revd. Hugh 
Delap. Strabane: James M’Creery, 1779.

Devonian. To John Parker and John Rolle Walter, Esqrs. Representatives for the 
County of Devon. Exeter: R. Trewman, 1779.

Dobbs, Francis. A Letter to the Right Honourable Lord North, on his Propositions in 
Favour of Ireland. By Francis Dobbs, Esq. Strabane: James Blyth, 1780.

The Dublin Catalogue of Books, in all Arts and Sciences. ... Including all Articles
Published to the Year, M.DCC.LXXIX. Dublin: printed for, and sold by John 
Parker, [1779].

Dunn, John. Thoughts on News-Papers and a Free Trade. Dublin: William Hallhead,
1780.

Echard, Laurence. Echard, Laurence. The Gazetteer’s; Or, Newsman’s Interpreter.
[Belfast]: London, printed: and Belfast, reprinted, by Francis Joy, 1740. With a 
list of subscribers.

Flood, Henry. Letter to the People of Ireland, on the Expediency and Necessity of the
Present Associations in Ireland. In Favour of our own Manufactures, with Some 
Cursory Observations on the Effects of an Union. Newry: Joseph Gordon, 1779.

Freedom, Sacred to the Memory of General Richard Montgomery, Commander in
Chief of the Continental Forces, in the Reduction of Popery and Canada. Whose 
Glorious Fall, ... (in the Storm of Quebec, on Sunday the 31st of December) 
Closed the Important Year, 1775. Dublin: printed for W. Bingley, and sold by the 
booksellers, 1776.
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Gibbon, Edward. The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire. Dublin: 
printed for William Railhead (successor to A. Leathley), 1776.

Goldsmith, Oliver. Select Poems by Oliver Goldsmith, M.B. Consisting of Retaliation,
Edwin and Angelina, Double Transformation, A New Simile. London: printed for 
W. Griffin, 1775.

Gordon, Thomas. An Inquiry into the Powers of Ecclesiastics, on the Principles of 
Scripture and Reason. London: J. Murray, 1776.

Greene, Edward Burnaby. Substance of Political Debates on his Majesty's Speech, on
the Address, and the Amendment. November 25th, 1779. With Remarks on the 
State of the Irish Claim to a Free Trade. By a Volunteer. London: printed for R. 
Laulder, 1779.

------ . Political Reasonings of Edmund Burke, Esq. in his Speech, February 11th,
1780, for Reform of Public Expenditure, ... By a Volunteer. London: printed for R. 
Laulder,1780.

—---- . Strictures on a Pamphlet Entitled Facts to Landholders, Stockholders, &c. &c.
By a Volunteer. London: printed for R. Laulder, 1780.

[Griffith, Richard and Elizabeth Griffith]. A Series of Genuine Letters between Henry
and Frances. The Third Edition, Revised, Corrected, Enlarged, and Improved, by 
the Authors. London: [s.n.], 1770.

Hely-Hutchinson, John. The Commercial Restraints of Ireland Considered. In a
Series of Letters to a Noble Lord. Containing an Historical Account of the Affairs 
of that Kingdom, so Far as they Relate to this Subject. Dublin: William Railhead, 
1779.

Jebb, Lrederic. The Letters of Guatimozin, on the Affairs of Ireland. Belfast: Henry & 
Robert Joy, 1779.

Johnson, Samuel. A Dictionary of the English Language. Second Edition. Carefully 
Revised. Dublin: George & Alexander Ewing, 1764.

Kelbum, Sinclair. The Morality of the Sabbath Defended. A Sermon Preached in the
Third Meeting-House in Belfast. And Published at the Request of the 
Congregation. Belfast: [s.n.], 1781.

A Letter to Henry Flood, Esq. on the Present State of Representation in Ireland.
Belfast: Henry & Robert Joy and Co., 1783.

Lindsey, Theophilus. The Apology of Theophilus Lindsey ... on Resigning the 
Vicarage of Catterick, Yorkshire. London: Joseph Johnson, 1774.
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Livingstone, Samuel. The Obligation Men are Under to Exert themselves for the Defence 
of their Country. A Sermon Preached before the Clare Volunteers on the 9th of 
January, 1780. 32p, 8°. Newry: Daniel Carpenter, 1780.

MacBride, John. A Sermon before the Provincial Synod at Antrim. Preached June 1.
1698. By Mr. John Mac-Bride, Minister of Belfast. Published at the Desire of 
Some Persons then Present. [Belfast?: s.n.], Printed in the year MDCXCVIII. 
[1698],

Manson, David. A New Primer. Or, Child's Best Guide. Philadelphia: John Dunlap,
1770?.

Molyneux, William. The Case of Ireland’s Being Bound by Acts of Parliament in
England, Stated by William Molyneux, of Dublin, Esq. 1698. rept. Belfast: printed 
for John Hayjunr., 1776; rept. Dublin, [s.n.], 1782.

Morse, Jedidiah. The Life of Gen. Washington, Commander in Chief of the American
Army During the Late War, and Present President of the United States. Also, of 
the Brave General Montgomery. Embellished with Cuts. Philadelphia: Jones, Hoff 
& Derrick, 1794.

The New-England Primer: (Enlarged and Much Improved) for the More Easy
Attaining the True Reading of English: To which is Added the Assembly’s 
Catechism and Also Spiritual Milk for American Babes, Being the Catechism of 
Mr. John Cotton ... Philadelphia: Andrew Steuart, [1763?].

A New Song Called the Beautiful Phoenix, Together with the Battle of Bunker’s Hill. 
Belfast: [s.n.], 1779?.

Nelson, John. A Letter to the Protestant Dissenters in the Parish of Ballykelly;
Occasioned by their Objections Against their Late Minister ... Belfast: printed for 
John Hay, 1766; rept. Salem, Mass.: Samuel Hall, 1771; rept. Salem, Mass.: 
Samuel and Ebenezer Hall, 1772; rept. Newburyport, Mass.; Angier March, 1798.

O’Nial, Owen Roe. [William Pollock], “Letters to the Men of Ireland, by Owen Roe
O’Nial”. William Molyneux. The Case of Ireland’s Being Bound by Acts of 
Parliament Made in England, Stated by William Molyneux, of Dublin. Dublin, 
[s.n.], 1782.69-93.

O’Sullivan, Dominic. A Vision of St. Malachias, One of the Most Famous Successors
of St. Patrick; Which was Found in a Convent in the Holy Land, by Father 
Dominic O'Sullivan, a Jesuit; And by him Translated from the Old Milesian M. S. 
[Belfast]: [s.n], 1776.
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Perry, William. The Man of Business, and Gentleman's Assistant: Containing a
Treatise of Practical Arithmetic, ... Book-Keeping by Single and Double Entry, ... 
Together with an Essay on English Grammar. Edinburgh: printed for the author, 
by David Willison: and sold by J. Murray, London; J. Bell, Edinburgh; D. Baxter, 
Glasgow; T. Slack and W. Chamley, Newcastle; A. Graham, Alnwick; J. 
Richardson, Berwick; and G. Elliot, Kelso, 1774.

A Plan of the Attack and Defence of the Town of Belfast, by the Volunteers, on July
20, 1781. As Given Out (with the Approbation of the Earl of Charlemont, 
Reviewing General) by the Exercising Officer. Belfast?: [s.n.], 1781.

The Plan of Review, for the Volunteer Corps, which are to Assemble at Belfast, in 
July, 1781. [Belfast?, [s.n.], 1780?].

Proceedings Relative to the Ulster Assembly of Volunteer Delegates: On the Subject
of a More Equal Representation of the People in the Parliament of Ireland. To 
which are Annexed, Letters from the Duke of Richmond, Dr. Price, Mr. Wyvill, 
and Others. Published by the Committee of Correspondence. Belfast: Henry & 
Robert Joy, 1783.

Raynal, Abbe. [Histoire Philosophique et Politique des Etablissemens. Selections].
The Sentiments of a Foreigner, on the Disputes of Great-Britain with America. 
Translated from the French. Philadelphia: James Humphreys, junior, 
M,DCC,LXXV. [1775],

____ . [Histoire Philosophique et Politique des Etablissemens]. A Philosophical and
Political History of the Settlements and Trade of the Europeans in the East and 
West Indies. Translated from the French by J. Justamond, ... London: printed for 
T,. Cadell, 1776.

Richardson, Samuel. Clarissa; Or the History of a Young Lady. Comprehending the
Most Important Concerns of a Private Life. Abridged from the Works of Samuel 
Richardson. London: F. Newbery, 1772.

Rogers, John. A Sermon Preached at Lisnavein, Otherwise Ballybay New Erection, on
Saturday, June 10 1 780. To the Lisnavein Independent Rangers, Trough 
Volunteers, Lisuney Volunteers, and Monaghan Rangers. Published at the Desire 
of the LISNAVEIN INDEPENDENT RANGERS. Edinburgh: D. Paterson, 1780.

[Seabury, Samuel], The Congress Canvassed: Or, an Examination into the Conduct of
the Delegates, at their Grand Convention, Held in Philadelphia, Sept. 1, 1774. 
Addressed, to the Merchants of New-York. By A. W. Farmer. Author of Free 
Thoughts, &c. [New York]: Printed [by James Rivington], M,DCC,LXXIV. 
[1774],
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[Seabury, Samuel]. Free Thoughts, on the Proceedings of the Continental Congress, held 
at Philadelphia Sept. 5, 1774: Wherein their Errors are Exhibited, their 
Reasonings Confuted, and the Fatal Tendency of their Non-Importation, Non- 
Exportation, and Non-Consumption Measures, are Laid Open to the Plainest 
Understandings ... By a Farmer. [New York?]: Printed [by James Rivington?], 
M.DCC.LXXIV. [1774],

____. A View of the Controversy between Great-Britain and her Colonies: Including
a Mode of Determining their Present Disputes, Finally and Effecually [sic]; And 
of Preventing All Future Contentions. In a Letter, to the Author of A Full 
Vindication of the Measures of the Congress, from the Calumnies of their 
Enemies. ... By A.W. Farmer. Author of Free Thoughts, &c. New-York: Printed 
by James Rivington, M,DCC,LXXIV. [1774],

Serle, Ambrose. Americans against Liberty: Or, an Essay on the Nature and
Principles of True Freedom, Showing that the Design and Conduct of the 
Americans Tend Only to Tyranny and Slavery. The Fourth Edition, with 
Additions. [Dublin]: London printed: and Dublin re-printed by J. Exshaw, 1776.

Sheridan, Thomas. A General Dictionary of the English Language. One Main Object
of which, is, to Establish a Plain and Permanent Standard of Pronunciation. To 
which is Prefixed A Rhetorical Grammar. By Thomas Sheridan, A.M. Dedicated 
to the Volunteers of Ireland. Dublin: P. Wogan, and P. Byrne, 1784.

Smith, William. A Sermon on the Present Situation of American Affairs Preached in
Christ Church, June 23, 1775 at the Request of the Officers of the Third Battalion 
of the City of Philadelphia, and District of Southwark. Belfast: H. & R. Joy, 1775.

Stanhope, Philip Dormer, Earl of Chesterfield. Letters Written by the Late Right
Honourable Philip Dormer Stanhope, Earl of Chesterfield, to his Son, Philip 
Stanhope, ... Published by Mrs. Eugenia Stanhope. Dublin: G. Faulkner, 1774.

Taplin, William. For the Draft, Road, Field, or Turf. The Gentleman’s Stable
Directory: Or Modern System of Farriery. Vol. 2. [Dublin]: London printed; and 
Dublin reprinted: by W. Wilson; sold also by T. White, Cork; Watson & Co. 
Limerick; and J. and W. Magee, Belfast, 1791.

Twiss, Richard. A Tour in Ireland in 1775. With a Map, and a View of the Salmon-
Leap at Ballyshannon. London: printed for the Author; and sold by J. Robinson, 
in New Bond-Street; J. Walter, at Charing-Cross; G. Robinson, in Paternoster 
Row; & G. Kearsley, in Fleet-street, 1776.

Views of the Most Remarkable Public Buildings, Monuments and Other Edifices in
the City of Dublin, Delineated by Robert Pool and John Cash, with Historical 
Descriptions of Each Building. Dublin: J. Williams, 1780.
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[White, Luke], White’s Sale Catalogue, for the Year 1784, Consisting of a ...
Collection of Books. In Most Languages, Arts and Sciences, Many of them Rare 
and Curious... By Luke White ... [Dublin: [s.n.], 1784],

Wilkes, Wetenhall. An Essay on the Existence of a God. Particularly in Answer to
Two Atheistical Letters of Mr. I- T- Dated from Dublin, 1729 ... Belfast: Robert 
Gardner, 1730. With a list of subscribers.

Witherspoon, John. The Dominion of Providence over the Passions of Men. A
Sermon, Preached at Princeton, on the 17,h of May, 1776. To which is Added, An 
Address to the Natives of Scotland, Residing in America. [Belfast]: Glasgow 
printed, and Belfast reprinted: and sold by Robert Smith, 1777.

Witsuis, Herman. The Oeconomy of the Covenants between God and Man,
Comprehending a Complete Body of Divinity ... Faithfully Translated from the 
Latin, and Carefully Revised, by William Crookshank. Dublin: R. Stewart, 1774.

Young, Arthur. A Tour in Ireland with General Observations on the Present State of
that Kingdom: Made in the Years 1776, 1777, and 1778. And Brought Down to 
the End of 1779. 2nJ ed. London: printed by H. Goldney, for T. Cadell, 1780.

The Young Clerk’s Vade Mecum: Or, Compleat English Law-Tutor. Containing, a
Variety of the Most Useful Precedents, ... Improved in this Eighth Edition ... 
Belfast: Henry and Robert Joy, 1771; rept. [New York]: Belfast printed: New- 
York, re-printed by H. Gaine, in Hanover-Square, M,DCC,LXXVI. [1776],

Publications after 1800:

Adams, J.R.R. Northern Ireland Newspapers: Checklist with Locations. Belfast:
Library Associations in association with PRONI: 1979.
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(1983), 10-14.
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DOO. Belfast: Institute of Irish Studies, QUB, 1987.
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326



Adams, Thomas R. American Independence: The Growth of an Idea. A Bibliographic
Study of the American Political Pamphlets Printed between 1764 and 1776 
Dealing with the Dispute between Great Britain and her Colonies. Providence, 
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