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‘Talk about navigators and explorers, we publishers get more fun out of life than they ever did. The books we pledge our hopes to that never come off; the other books with only a fighting chance for which we strived that become best-sellers! There’s joy in the game, and it’s the biggest game in the world.’


Sir Ernest Hodder-Williams










Introduction


For the first ten weeks of my working life I was paid to paint the sitting room and drink beer. I joined Independent Television News as a graduate trainee in 1979, just as the technical unions took ITV off the air for the duration of an epic pay strike. ITN’s journalists were not asked to cross picket lines, but we were required to be contactable and available for work – thus the big painting job. And once a week the NUJ chapel met in the Green Man pub behind ITN’s Wells Street headquarters – thus the beer drinking. When the strike was settled we all got a whopping rise. ‘Trebles all round,’ to use the slang of the day.


I was reminded of this extraordinary episode in Britain’s industrial history because it played a minor role in the Hodder & Stoughton story; ITV’s silence drove up the audience for John le Carré’s Tinker, Tailor, Soldier, Spy, which was airing on the BBC, and so helped Hodder sales.


There were reports that some viewers stayed faithful to ITV despite the strike – switching on the telly to stare at a blank screen. It is difficult to imagine oneself back into that world; even when ITV, BBC1 and BBC2 were all on air, viewers faced a very limited choice of fare when they sat down for an evening’s entertainment.


It meant that those of us making programmes enjoyed the near certainty of vast audiences. At ITN we took pride in being nimbler and less stuffy than the BBC; we were told that our reports must be pitched at a mythical viewer known as ‘Mum in Wigan’, and the art of storytelling was highly prized. But I do not remember having to worry too much about seducing an audience; it was a given that millions of people would tune into News at Ten each night.


I did not realise what a privilege that was until, in my forties, I started writing books. The first one was such a thrill that I did not worry very much about the sales figures – simply seeing my name on the cover of a book that could actually be bought in the shops was validation enough. But about halfway through the second – which was published by Hodder & Stoughton – I was struck by the awful reality that it would only be read if people were willing to pay good money for it.


The book was based on a BBC Radio 4 series about a journey I made round the eastern Mediterranean in the footsteps of the apostle Paul, and the series had benefited greatly from the clever way my producer used the sounds of the journey and the people we met along the way. Somehow, I realised, I had to replicate that on the page, to persuade people that the story I had to tell was, of course, important, but also one they would enjoy reading. And ever since then I have tried to think about the reader with every sentence I write.


And that, of course, has made me wonder about the mechanism that connects me to readers – the complex, sometimes mysterious business we call publishing, the alchemy by which a manuscript bashed out in my writing shed becomes an artefact on the bedside table of someone I have never met. So when Hodder & Stoughton invited me – flatteringly – to write the firm’s history, it was not difficult to make up my mind; this book has been something of a treat.


It has, inevitably, involved an extended conversation with the last Hodder history – John Attenborough’s A Living Memory, which was published in 1975. It is a heroic piece of research work, and has been an invaluable resource. Attenborough was descended from Matthew Hodder, one of the firm’s founders, and his book is written with both great pride in the family firm and, occasionally, irritation with some family members. It is, like all history, a distinctive perspective that reflects the author’s time and character – just as this book is bound to reflect my own assumptions and, no doubt, prejudices.


Fortunately, a substantial amount of archive material from the firm’s history has survived; the truest witness is borne by documents – like Matthew Hodder’s American diaries – that were written very soon after the events they describe. But part of the fascination of a story like this is the way the telling of it changes over time. John Attenborough’s decision to omit, edit or stress certain aspects of the narrative is itself part of the story. The history of a publishing house is one way of telling the history of a nation, because publishers live or die by their success or failure in discerning – and sometimes moulding – the tastes, customs and opinions of their age.


I claim one stroke of real genius in the writing of this book; when Hodder offered me some help with research I immediately thought of Sarah Harrison, a BBC producer I have worked with on some big Radio 4 and BBC television programmes. She is married to Jamie Hodder-Williams, so she too is a member of the Matthew Hodder clan, the family that have run Hodder & Stoughton for most of its history. The combination of BBC rigour and family connections has made her an unbeatable asset.


Hodder staff past and present have been generous with their time and memories, and a number of their best-known authors have talked or written to us about their relationship with the firm.


I have had most fun, however, from the books. Sir Ernest Hodder-Williams, probably the greatest of the publishers in the century and a half covered here, advised publishers to ‘travel books yourself’. This project has been an excuse to do exactly that, and in the course of it I have met or renewed acquaintance with a wonderfully varied list of authors. The shelves of my writing shed now groan under the weight of my new friends – great mountains of Hodder & Stoughton material I have read, half-read, skipped through, simply handled and admired or, most excitingly, marked down for future pleasure.
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Not slothful in business, fervent in spirit, serving the Lord


The first book on the first Hodder & Stoughton list sounds a little worthy, but The Beggars; the Founders of the Dutch Republic is in fact a ripping adventure story. The Beggars of the title are an underground brotherhood of sixteenth-century Dutch Protestants and patriots struggling to throw off the yoke of Catholic Spain. The villains are an enjoyably wicked and wily bunch – Jesuits, Inquisitors and the like – while the hero is a clean-cut, brave, open-hearted fellow, a literary ancestor, indeed, of later Hodder heroes like Bulldog Drummond and the Saint. The Spanish are vanquished, the hero gets the enthusiastically Protestant girl, and the two are married by a pastor who has ministered to the rebels during their campaign. The triumph of Reformed Religion crowns their union. ‘That their marriage was a happy one will scarcely be doubted,’ the final paragraph declares, ‘and their happiness was all the greater because Wouter Barends [the pastor] lived with them, and openly preached the reformed doctrines, no longer in the barn of Van Alphen, but in the cathedral.’


Matthew Hodder read those words on board ship while returning from the United States, and judged the book ‘capital’ in his diary. He was fighting his own religious crusade at the time. He had met a couple on board who were what he called ‘backsliders’; they had been converted to Christ but subsequently lost their way. With their failings in mind he preached to the ship’s company on the theme of the Prodigal Son, but ‘one man, I presume a Catholic’ was ‘disposed to be troublesome’, and had to be silenced by the captain. Mr Hodder was undaunted. He soon had the passengers in steerage singing hymns, and he handed out improving literature – ‘little books, which were gratefully received’.


The Beggars went through several editions and sold solidly into the twentieth century; my edition (the seventh) of 1891 has a touch that was characteristic of the marketing enthusiasm of the young publishing house; opposite the title page there is a puff for the latest work by the author, J. D. De Liefde, promising a ‘handsomely bound’ historical novel, a ‘story of Heroism and Adventure’. Many of the books offered by the new partnership of Matthew Hodder and Thomas Stoughton were inherited from the list built up by the firm of Jackson, Walford and Hodder, where Matthew had served his apprenticeship, and they reflected a vigorous religious tradition. Three of the five on that first list, which was advertised in the Publishers’ Circular of 1 July 1868, were explicitly religious, and one of them, a translation of C. Tischendorf’s The Origin of the Four Gospels, was a landmark work of nineteenth-century biblical scholarship.


Matthew Henry Hodder, the senior founding partner of the firm that is the subject of this book, began his publishing career in 1844. He arrived in Fleet Street by stagecoach on 5 August that year, and walked up Ludgate Hill to the great cathedral of St Paul’s. Half a century later, at the celebration of his jubilee year in publishing, he recalled how, ‘I travelled from Windsor to London to take up my duties with Messrs Jackson and Walford, whose premises were 18 St Paul’s Churchyard. The firm were publishers of the Congregational Union.’


The term ‘Dickensian’ is much overused, but the world Matthew Hodder describes really could have come from the pages of Nicholas Nickleby or Great Expectations; ‘There was only one other assistant in the house beside myself,’ he remembered. ‘During my apprentice days I wore a blue coat with brass buttons, and used to sit on a stool waiting for customers. We did not close till 8 p.m., and there was no Saturday half-holiday. An hour was allowed for dinner, but we had no break for tea.’ It sounds like the beginning of a great Victorian adventure story – and it was.


The book trade had been flourishing around St Paul’s since the late Middle Ages; manuscripts were copied, bought and sold there – and sometimes stored in the cathedral itself – even before Caxton printed The Canterbury Tales at Westminster in 1476. A printer called Julian Notary set up shop in St Paul’s Churchyard – just next door to Matthew Hodder’s new place of business – at some point between 1510 and 1515, and after the Dissolution of the Monasteries the Crown sold many of the buildings in the cathedral precinct to booksellers.


By the mid-sixteenth century, thirty-seven booksellers’ signs – with names like ‘The Row Greyhound’ and ‘The Black Boy’ – could be seen hanging in the churchyard. Many early editions of Shakespeare’s works and those of his contemporaries were published there; the frontispiece of a 1600 edition of The Merchant of Venice, for example, states that it was ‘sold in St Paul’s Churchyard at the sign of the Greene Dragon’. The area became, according to James Raven in his essay St Paul’s Precinct and the Book Trade, ‘one of the greatest publishing centres of Europe. From here, booksellers despatched books, magazines and other print to the country towns of England but also to the colonies in North America, the Caribbean, India, Africa, Australasia, and the Far East.’


So Matthew was entering a world soaked in tradition, and in later years he enjoyed describing the leisurely daily routine of one of the old school partners, Mr Jackson; he would, Matthew told a colleague, ‘come to the office at little after eight. He spent the time till eleven poring over the morning papers. Then he began to tackle the correspondence of the firm. His labours were interrupted by luncheon, which occupied a considerable time. After that the letters were resumed along with other affairs, and this went on till eight at night.’


But the London of the mid-nineteenth century was also a city on the move, and for the thousands of young men who arrived from the country seeking their fortune change meant opportunity. Matthew quickly lost patience with the gentle ways of an earlier era. ‘Young Hodder reacted violently against this waste of time,’ wrote his friend and colleague. ‘To the end he could not bear delays, or long interviews, or protracted negotiations.’


The life stories of Matthew Hodder and some of the close friends he made in the capital are a testament to the extraordinary social mobility of the period. Matthew’s background certainly was not privileged; his father was a chemist with a shop in Staines. Hodder Senior’s papers suggest that his real talents lay in the direction of marketing rather than medicine. A modern chemist might raise an eyebrow at the idea of treating gonorrhoea with a mixture of gum arabic, balsam and castor oil, but Mr Hodder’s own-brand Aperient Antibilious Pills sound truly amazing; they could treat, according to the bill he had printed, ‘Costive and Bilious Complaints, Attacks of Fever, Disorders of the Stomach and Bowels, Gout, Acute and Chronic Rheumatism, Cutaneous Eruptions, Indigestion, Dimness of Sight, Pain and Giddiness of the Head, Worms, Piles and Dropsical Complaints’.


The recipes and remedies preserved in the Hodder family archive suggest a small businessman of energy and commercial ambition, and all three of his sons seem to have been determined to grasp the opportunities for advancement the Victorian world offered. Their lives would take them a very long way from the high street in Staines. Reginald travelled furthest in a geographical sense – all the way to New Zealand, in fact, where he established a new branch of the family, and became a successful writer (his Daughter of the Dawn was described in an obituary as ‘a remarkably imaginative New Zealand novel of Maori lore and magic’). Edwin was also an enthusiastic traveller as a young man, but settled back in Britain as a civil servant; he too became a writer – a prolific one – with a strong line in religious biography.


And Matthew founded a publishing dynasty. It took him seventeen years to amass the capital to buy himself into partnership, but in 1861 he was able to pay £6,335 to acquire a share in the business, and Jackson and Walford became Jackson, Walford and Hodder. During his time as a partner, the firm took over another long-established business, Thomas Ward & Co., which was ‘a celebrated theological business issuing many cheap editions of the Puritans, and for many years The Evangelical Magazine and the Eclectic Review’. Ward’s list also included a French textbook that ‘was yielding £500 a year’ and was still earning good royalties half a century later – a success story that Hodder & Stoughton would build on with its ventures into educational publishing. Mr Jackson retired in the year that Matthew Hodder bought into the partnership, and Mr Walford was also looking forward to an easier life. By the end of the decade Matthew Hodder was ready to complete his transformation from country boy and chemist’s son to entrepreneurial publisher.


But the Victorian world that offered so much opportunity was also shot through with moral jeopardy. The Hodders were Nonconformists, pious Christians who refused to ‘conform’ to the teachings and practices of the Established Church, and to any godly young man the temptations of London could be truly terrifying. Matthew’s brother Edwin painted a revealing picture of the moral landscape ambitious young men faced in a novella called Life in London; or The Pitfalls of a Great City (published, of course, by the family firm).


It tells the story of a young man called George Weston, who is forced to leave his boarding school on the sudden death of his father, and seeks employment in the City. His uncle secures him an interview for a position as a clerk, and when he is asked to demonstrate the neatness of his handwriting he chooses a passage from St Paul’s Letter to the Romans, ‘Not slothful in business, fervent in spirit, serving the Lord’. This proves a passport to a good position, and, by dint of diligence and clean living, George flourishes at the firm, earning his employer’s trust, promotion and a good salary.


But a chance encounter with an old school friend changes everything; the primrose path to perdition begins with a glass of wine at his friend’s smart lodgings in south London, progresses, shockingly, to a trip to the theatre, and within a couple of chapters George is gambling at cards, stealing from his employer to pay his debts and cooking the books to conceal the crime. When he is discovered he flees to Plymouth with the intention of seeking a new life in South Africa, but at the last minute he attends a chapel service at which he experiences a new conversion: ‘That night there was joy in the presence of the angels of God over a new-born soul’, Edwin Hodder wrote. ‘As George listened to the voice of the preacher, there fell from his eye as it had been scales, and he saw the Father running to embrace the returning prodigal, and felt the kiss of His forgiving love.’ George was rescued and also forgiven by his mother and some of his friends, and the story has a happy ending, but, as the title suggests, the book was clearly designed to serve as a warning about the moral perils of city life.


Matthew’s friend George Williams (who would find fame and title as the founder of the YMCA), took an even more bracing view; he was of the opinion that ‘the first twenty-four hours of a young man’s life in London usually settle his eternity in heaven or hell’. He was not speaking metaphorically; for Christians of this cut the threat of eternal damnation was all too real (which is why Matthew was so concerned about the souls of the ‘backsliders’ and that troublesome Catholic he encountered on board ship). ‘In those days a young man was either burning hot or ice-cold’, wrote one of Williams’ biographers, ‘was utterly and completely possessed of God or just as completely given over to the power of darkness. There was no middle road between the saint and sinner.’


The key to Matthew Hodder’s approach to publishing lies in that powerful conviction that day-to-day life is lived in the shadow of eternity. In his History of British Publishing, John Feather argues that the connection between evangelical Christianity and the book trade can be traced right back to the Reformation: ‘Protestant reformers had argued that since personal salvation was to be obtained only by a personal understanding of religion, and this could only be acquired by reading the Bible,’ he wrote, ‘literacy was an essential element of religious faith.’


In the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century that idea underpinned the Sunday School movement, which was also driven by a philanthropic ambition to better the lot of the urban working class created by the Industrial Revolution. One of the Sunday School pioneers, Hannah More, founded the Religious Tract Society, producing cheap but morally sound reading material for the newly literate readers who emerged from her schools – those ‘little books’ Matthew Hodder handed out on board ship were part of the tradition she established.


Most of the books and pamphlets published under the imprint of her Cheap Repository Tracts were written and also bought by middle-class philanthropists who gave them to the poor, but their huge success suggested a significant untapped commercial market. ‘The lesson was not lost on publishers whose interests were far from the high-flown moral principles of Mrs More,’ Feathers writes. ‘The penny-a-part novel of the 1840s and yellowback of the 1870s are both direct descendants of the Religious Tracts of Hannah More.’


The Religious Tract Society gave birth to the British and Foreign Bible Society (now more generally known simply as the Bible Society), which is one of the great publishing stories of Victorian Britain. It was inspired by the experience of a young Welsh girl, Mary Jones, who was unable to find a copy of the holy book in her native Welsh language; this moved the secretary of the Religious Tract Society to propose the creation of a new society that would make good the deficit, and he famously declared, ‘If for Wales, why not for the Empire and the world?’ The BFBS was duly established in 1804, with the support of William Wilberforce and the so-called Clapham Saints who drove the campaign to abolish slavery, and the widespread distribution of Bibles very soon became a symbol of the civilising mission of nineteenth-century Britain.


In 1810 a pamphleteer and Bible Society supporter contrasted the image of ‘Great Britain standing in the attitude of presenting the Bible to all the world’ with Napoleonic France and ‘the tyrant of the continent wielding his bloody sword’. He went on, ‘I confess I derive more hope of salvation to my country from Britannia in this posture, than from Britannia in her posture of defence, with her trident in her hand, and surrounded by fleets and armies. Let Britons only study, and practise, and circulate the Bible, and we have nothing to fear.’ In his study Cheap Bibles, Leslie Howsam writes, ‘This institution [the BFBS] consisted not only of the bricks-and-mortar of Bible House, or the paper-and-ink, leather and glue of the books, but of the Bible transaction itself, the powerful idea that this was the secret of England’s greatness, the way to avoid revolution at home and to disseminate English values abroad.’


The Society represented itself as a charity, and it was supported by donations and subscriptions, but it was also a highly successful commercial operation. Its business model was to sell – not give away – cheap Bibles in Britain, and to use the income to finance the production of foreign-language Bibles for free distribution in far-flung corners of the Empire. And the appetite for cheaply produced Bibles in Victorian Britain appears to have been almost inexhaustible. During the decade from 1837 to 1847 the three main printers of Bibles – Oxford and Cambridge University Presses and the Queen’s Printer – churned out nearly eleven million copies between them, and the combination of missionary zeal and market dominance had a profound impact on the publishing industry and the way it worked. ‘The single-minded tenacity of these men and women [of the BFBS] – dedicated as they were to the production of a single text, in durable volumes, at low prices, in massive quantities – transformed the book trade at large’, he writes.


Matthew Hodder took his first steps in publishing at the high point of this national mania for printing Bibles. In mid-Victorian Britain the production of books was seen by many people as a religious mission and a significant contribution to social reform. It was often closely associated with the Temperance Movement; the early Hodder & Stoughton lists include F. Sherlock’s Virtuous Abstainers and a book called Sunlight and Shadow – a Temperance Gift Book for the Christmas season. The firm also distributed Cook’s Tourists’ Handbooks; Thomas Cook, who established a shop in Fleet Street in 1865, had begun his career as a travel agent by organising trips for Temperance supporters.


And like the new fashion for tourism, religious publishing was, of course, also big business.
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A partnership ‘of the Lord’


The friendship between Matthew Hodder and George Williams was long and consequential. Its enduring impact on Hodder & Stoughton is reflected in the fact that, at the time of writing, more than a century and a half later, the head of the firm, Jamie Hodder-Williams, bears the surname of both men. Their shared beliefs and ideas are part of the Hodder & Stoughton DNA.


They both arrived in London in the early 1840s, and Williams’ chosen trade also brought him to St Paul’s Churchyard; the premises of the drapers’ firm of Hitchock and Rogers, which he joined as an assistant in 1841, were at nos. 72–75. Williams came from a Devon farming family, and had served as a draper’s apprentice in the town of Dulverton, so the two young men were of similar social standing. And both were animated by a deep, Dissenting Christian faith that drew them to one of the most prominent features on the London religious landscape, the King’s Weigh House church.


It took its name from its original (seventeenth-century) location above a customs house in the City where the goods of foreign merchants were weighed. After the appointment of Thomas Binney as minister in 1829, the congregation soon outgrew the meeting house, and a new one was built on Fish Street Hill, which runs up from the river and the site of the old Billingsgate market. Binney remained as minister for forty years, earning himself the popular title of the ‘Archbishop of Nonconformity’ (a curious nickname, since Congregationalists like Binney did not believe in bishops). The deacon of the Weigh House described Binney thus: ‘tall, thin, eloquent, natural, with a feeble voice and very rapid’. He used that feeble voice to develop a distinctive style in the pulpit, establishing a reputation as one of the most seductive preachers in London – no small achievement in the religion-soaked society of the Victorian age.


And Binney was a powerful advocate of a link between evangelical Christianity and middle-class commercial enterprise. ‘How the devil must chuckle at his success,’ he once told his congregation, ‘when he gets a fellow to think himself wonderful because he can dress in scarlet or blue, and have a sword by his side and a feather in his hat; and when he says to him (the poor fool believing it), “Your hands are far too delicate to be soiled by the counter and by the shop.’’’ Matthew Hodder and George Williams would have found plenty of business contacts as well as soulmates in the pews; two scions of another great publishing dynasty, Daniel and Alexander Macmillan, were also members of the church. ‘To ambitious countrymen the Weigh House was a gateway to every prospect . . . the church had great business standing, some social standing, and increasing political standing’, writes Clive Binfield in George Williams and the YMCA – a Study in Victorian Social Attitudes. And he argues that there was a certain clannishness at work in both Dissenting Religion and the business world where the two young men were making their way. ‘The freshness and self-sufficiency of self-made men’ was, he argues, ‘balanced by a host of connections. It was almost a freemasonry.’


The conditions George Williams endured at his drapers’ house, which employed 140 assistants, were tougher than those faced by Matthew Hodder at his small firm of publishers. At some shops, assistants were required to work for seventeen hours out of twenty-four. Hitchcock and Rogers was more enlightened than many, but the first team of assistants had to be at work by seven, dusting down the warehouse, and in the summer months the shop might not close until eleven in the evening. Meals were snatched on the run; a campaigning pamphlet published in 1843 complained that ‘while the mechanic or day labourer has half an hour allowed him for breakfast, and an hour for dinner, out of his twelve hours of labour, the assistant draper has no fixed time for either . . . We may assert that at nineteen shops out of twenty the average time spent at the three meals – breakfast, dinner and tea – is not more than half an hour.’


Williams’ great-nephew Ernest Hodder-Williams (of whom much more later) wrote the earliest biography of the YMCA founder, and he reflected that ‘Young men engaged in shops do not differ from their fellows in their craving for some kind of recreation and amusement. Their late hours prevented them from the enjoyment of what little rational and wholesome recreation was available at that time in London.’ The inevitable result, he observed, was that they sought ‘gratification in the lowest form of sensual enjoyment. When at last they were free they turned, by an irresistible impulse, to the tavern, to strong drink, to the grossest forms of immorality.’


Hitchcock and Rogers exercised a strict curfew at 11 p.m., and the outer door of the establishment was banged shut – Oxbridge college style – when the cathedral clock chimed the hour. But there was plenty of opportunity for wickedness after lights out; a pub called the Goose and Gridiron – which Christopher Wren had used as an office when he was rebuilding the cathedral – stood at one end of the premises, and one of Williams’ contemporaries recalled that ‘One or two bedrooms having windows overlooking the Goose and Gridiron were occupied by young men who had an understanding with the landlord, so that when he heard a whistle he was to be on the qui vive, and, the coast being clear, a Wellington boot was lowered at the end of a string, and bottles of beer having been placed in it, another whistle was the signal to heave it up again.’


At Hitchcock and Rogers there were two or three beds crammed into even the smallest rooms, and two assistants were crammed into each bed. This led Ernest to speculate – in a roundabout way – about the possibility of even greater depravity: ‘The effect upon a boy fresh from the country of being compelled to live and work, to share a bedroom, and in many cases the bed itself, with veterans of vice – men so sunk in debauchery that they took hellish delight in contaminating and defiling all around them – these things are best left to the imagination’, he wrote.


There was no danger of George Williams becoming caught up in the Wellington boot carry-on, as he had ‘signed the pledge’ before coming up to London; a handwritten note on the flyleaf of a volume of sermons records, ‘January 30th, 1839, Signed the teetotal pledge after hearing a convincing lecture from G Pilkington, at the Friends Meeting House, Bridgewater’. He was twenty when he arrived in the capital, and ‘found no means of grace of any kind’ among his fellow assistants. So he set about converting them.


‘Going to bed at night was an undertaking calling for much careful scouting on the part of those who had attracted his attention’, according to Ernest’s biography, ‘and they must carefully examine the passages leading to their bedrooms to make sure of the coast being clear, for their zealous comrade was often lying in ambush, and, given the opportunity, would not be denied.’ As well as trying to save souls he campaigned for better working conditions, and became involved in the Early Closing Association (originally known as the Metropolitan Drapers’ Association), which campaigned for shorter working hours. And it was from these twin impulses – religious and philanthropic – that the Young Men’s Christian Association was born.


The foundation of the YMCA is generally dated to a meeting at the Hitchcock and Rogers premises on 6 June 1844 – two months before Matthew Hodder arrived in London. The meeting was held in a bedroom where a group of young men had gathered for prayer, and in later tellings of the story much was made of the echo of the biblical ‘upper room’ where Christ broke bread with his disciples on the eve of his Passion. One of those present recorded in his diary, ‘Met in G Williams room for the purpose of forming a society the object of which is to influence young men (Religious) to spread the Redeemer’s Kingdom amongst those by whom they are surrounded.’ There is some controversy over whether it is right to identify George Williams as the sole inspirer of the movement, but he did two things that made him a natural Victorian hero, and they help explain why his name has become irrevocably linked with the movement: he proved an extremely successful businessman, and he married the boss’s daughter. His wedding to Helen Hitchcock took place on 9 June 1853. He ended his life as a knight and was buried in St Paul’s Cathedral, close to where his remarkable upward journey through Victorian society began.


Matthew Hodder slipped easily into this world of Dissenting Religion, commercial ambition and kinship ties, and it had a decisive impact on his personal life and the firm he founded. He met his wife, Frances Ann Biddulph, through the King’s Weigh House where he and George Williams both worshipped, and his daughter Mary married George Williams’ nephew John. And it seems likely that it was the YMCA connection that brought Matthew Hodder into contact with his new partner, Thomas Wilberforce Stoughton. Thomas’s father, Dr John Stoughton, a minister at a chapel in Kensington at the time, appears on the first list of YMCA Vice-Presidents, and when the organisation sponsored the series of hugely popular public meetings that became known as the Exeter Hall Lectures, Dr Stoughton, who was a distinguished church historian as well as a minster, was invited to address the first event.


In his history of Hodder & Stoughton, John Attenborough, a member of the extended Hodder family, speculated that the first meeting between Henry Hodder and Thomas Stoughton ‘may have taken place at the Young Men’s Christian Association, which had begun to provide Matthew Hodder with a very congenial circle of friends and which was to play a central part in his life, or it may have started with a casual meeting between the two young publishers at Dolly’s Chop House in Paternoster Row.’ Thomas Stoughton was working at another St Paul’s publisher, James Nisbet & Co. The Stoughtons were a notch above the Hodders on the social scale; Attenborough describes them as ‘a yeoman family of ancient lineage. They had owned land both in Surrey and East Anglia at various periods of their long history, supplying their quota of men in the service of Parliament, the Law and the Church.’ John Stoughton was a literary powerhouse who generated hundreds of thousands of words. Hodder & Stoughton published the first of his many volumes of English Church history in 1870, and he kept the printing presses busy for much of the rest of the century.


And his contacts would have been extremely useful to his publisher son: John Stoughton knew everyone who was anyone in religious circles, and his cultural reach extended into the more free-thinking areas of late-Victorian intellectual life too. When he joined the Athenaeum, that great bastion of lunching bishops and public servants at the heart of London’s clubland, his proposer was Matthew Arnold, the author of On Dover Beach, one of the nineteenth century’s most powerful evocations of the ‘melancholy long withdrawing roar’ that marked the end of the universal sway of Christian faith.


A twentieth-century researcher into the company’s history remarked that John Stoughton ‘in fact wrote so much that one cannot imagine how he found time to do anything else’. The younger Stoughton was a surprisingly unbookish son to such a father. He loved cricket, and ‘used to be found at Lord’s whenever a great cricket match was on, watching with the keenest joy’. In fact, he seems to have very much preferred the great outdoors to the book-lined world where his father spent his time; a friend and contemporary wrote that he ‘was keenly interested in horses and the open-air life generally’.


He enjoyed making the journey from his home in Norwood to St Paul’s by driving his own horse and carriage, and, although he ‘took a legitimate pride’ in his own firm’s books, he was ‘not a great reader’. Like Matthew Hodder, he had ‘very strong and fundamental’ religious convictions, and he was a fellow disciple of Thomas Binney’s. But the stern world view projected from the pulpit of the King’s Weigh House does not seem to have dimmed his sense of fun; an obituary recorded that ‘His great strength was a certain childlike delight in everything. Life was always full of wonderful things for him.’


Matthew Hodder and Thomas Stoughton made a good team. One of those closely involved in the firm’s early days wrote that ‘Mr Stoughton was considerably younger than his partner, but had much experience in the publishing business, and the two men made a remarkable combination. They were essentially of the same mind in many things, but in many ways complementary.’ And it was a propitious time to start a new venture. 1868 was a year of change and challenge to the old order; it saw the election of a reforming Liberal government, the abolition of the practice of buying commissions in the army, the introduction of competitive entrance to the Civil Service and the admission of Dissenters – Christians outside the Established Church – to Oxford and Cambridge. The same writer recorded that ‘When they started, the quiet little firms with which they were surrounded were gradually fading’, but new opportunities were there for the taking. An 1890s letter to the Publishers’ Circular, which is preserved in the Hodder archive, provides a flavour of the optimism of the era: ‘I have found in book-selling what I could not find in any other business’, wrote ‘a Provincial Bookseller’. ‘I succeeded from the first. And now my profits average about £15 a week. Book-selling to me has always been comparatively easy. Why, as a grocer I used to work ten times as hard.’


Messrs Hodder & Stoughton established themselves and their families in the newly popular London suburbs – Matthew Hodder in Bromley and Thomas Stoughton in Norwood – and their homes became local hubs for networks of kinship and religious relationships, which in turn fed into the way they ran their business. Carisbrooke, the Hodder home by Bromley Common, was said to be ‘imposingly Victorian in its simple grandeur’. The Canadian publisher George Doran, a frequent visitor, recorded that ‘one of the chief features was a huge room looking out over the lovely gardens and arranged as a chapel for the services conducted each week by Mr Hodder. From Carisbrooke there was dispensed real English hospitality. Here had been entertained many of the great evangelicals.’ The establishment was presided over by ‘a Victorian in the manifestation of an indomitable will’ in the person of Mrs Hodder, and their only child, Mary, lived just across the lawn with her husband, John Williams, George Williams’ nephew. One of their grandsons, Ernest, who was to be a hugely influential figure in the publishing world, made his first home in a Gothic lodge next door. ‘That family would have provided Galsworthy with yet another saga,’ Doran remarked.


He was less kind about the Stoughton establishment in Norwood, which he characterised as ‘the perfection of Victorian austerity and discomfort’. Thomas Stoughton did not build quite such an extensive family fiefdom, but his enthusiastic religious activism provided him with a local network of suitable employees. After studying the firm’s early records John Attenborough noted that ‘the nominal roll of the firm bears record that in those early days almost every member of staff came from the Norwood area’. These included two stalwarts of the firm, Cuthbert Huckvale and Joseph Apted, who both gave half a century of service to Hodder & Stoughton. Huckvale was in charge of the counting house (as the accounts department was then called), and Joseph Apted became – in Attenborough’s judgement – ‘one of the greatest and most daring production managers in London publishing’. The two recruited other young men from the Norwood area, and Attenborough writes that ‘These two young men from Mr Stoughton’s bible class . . . formed the local nucleus around which was developed a corporate belief in the firm’s destiny which was to remain a constant and vital factor in many future vicissitudes.’


There is a touching letter from Matthew Hodder to Thomas Stoughton preserved in the archives, which gives a flavour of the way business, family and God were inextricably bound up in these late-Victorian minds. It was written on the day of Thomas’s marriage; ‘I cannot refrain from adding a few words to those already spoken’, Matthew Hodder begins, ‘in wishing you on the morning of the consummation of your third partnership the earnest blessings which shall be rich and increasingly precious. You have already long enjoyed that union with our Divine Master which is of endless duration, and which I desire may be vividly realised now that you enter upon a relationship which is second in importance to it. I do not by any means think lightly of the minor relationship, in which I am personally concerned, and therefore most heartily desire that each may increasingly prove a source of much happiness to you. I am perfectly satisfied that our partnership is “of the lord”, and I already know sufficiently of you to assure me that the same is the fact in reference to your marriage. May God bless you both, and may you find, as I have found, an increase of blessing with an increase of the years! I feel that every year brings with it an additional and more substantial happiness. In proportion to our conscious nearness to Christ will our happiness and prosperity be in relation to Home, business and all the duties of life.’


The premises at 27 Paternoster Row, just north of St Paul’s, had been acquired with the takeover of Ward & Co, and the new partners set about smartening them up. Memories of those early days were recorded in a trade journal many years later. No. 27 had one foot planted in Matthew Hodder’s Dickensian past and the other very firmly in the future. The original St Paul’s publishers sold books directly from their offices, so there was ‘The old double-fronted shop with its window displays, rigorously changed and daily dusted, though in fact the books could only be seen from outside by pressing one’s nose to the glass.’ The activity within, however, reflected Matthew’s restless energy; on the office floors ‘the proprietors and their executive people carried on conferences and interviewed authors, contributors, printers, engravers, binders and other frock-coated gentlemen who reeked of literature’.


There were soon touches of modernity too: ‘On the first landing was a telephone, a wall instrument and very public; a great privilege and a great nuisance to use’. The article continues, ‘Presently there came another great innovation. A typewriter arrived, and with it a lady – the first one to join the staff.’ The attic was used to store files, and ‘a terrifying and dusty mix-up it seemed to small boys ordered to search for some document required’. But, the article adds, ‘the boys were happy and busy enough, so too must have been the partners and directors, conscious that their great enterprise was flourishing’.


They did not, perhaps, foresee one persistent problem the new enterprise would face. Even today, 150 years later, the correct pronunciation of the second partner’s name remains a challenge for many people. In the 1970s a member of staff devised a rhyme to help, and it is worth quoting so that we can settle the matter before we set off on the Hodder & Stoughton journey.


 


The Tale of a Stoat


For those who pronounce the name Stoughton


(qua Hodder),


We offer this rhyme as mnemonic fodder:


It’s not Stough as in rough.


It’s not Stough as in bough.


We’ve heard quite enough of this kind of rough


(sorry) row.


And, perish the thought, it’s not even stort.


But it’s O as in proton,


To push out the boat on,


The name authors dote on,


And merchant banks float on,


As in, sow a wild oat on,


Or go to deep throat on,


So button your coat on,


And pray make a note on:


IT’S (UNISON PLEASE) Hodder and STOAT on.
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Like Cerberus, three gentlemen at once


‘The two men might be described as Imperialists in publishing’, wrote one of those who watched the founding partners in action. They were both enthusiastic travellers, and, in the best imperial tradition, carved out complementary spheres of influence. As the Canadian publisher George Doran put it, ‘It appeared that Messrs Matthew Hodder and Thomas W Stoughton as individuals had divided the world geographically for purposes of intense cultivation and operation, for in addition to being evangelical publishers they were, each in his own way, evangelists and propagandists.’ They were also, he added, ‘ever the shrewd merchants’.
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