Belfast News Letter completes historic digitisation of archives dating back to 1738
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The Belfast News Letter, the world’s oldest continuously published English-language daily newspaper, has recently completed a major initiative that digitises its historic archives, making them accessible to a global audience. Founded in 1737 by Francis Joy, a lawyer of Huguenot descent, the News Letter has witnessed and recorded significant historical events that shaped both Ireland and the wider world. With its earliest surviving edition dating back to 3 October 1738, the publication has now opened the doors to its rich and diverse history, covering everything from the American Declaration of Independence to the Crimean War.
This digitisation project, a collaborative effort between the Northern Ireland Office, the British Library, and online platform Findmypast, aims to enhance the understanding of Northern Ireland's cultural heritage. As anyone with a library pass or an online subscription can now access these editions, the initiative offers a unique glimpse into a bygone era, filled with social mores and events that have been pivotal in shaping contemporary society. The breadth of coverage includes ordinary happenings alongside significant milestones, such as the French Revolution, which dominated reports in 1789, reflecting the paper’s dual role as a chronicler of historical upheaval and local anecdote.
Ben Lowry, the current editor, emphasised the engaging nature of the paper's early editions, stating that despite their austere appearance, they were filled with a variety of content. “They look so severe that they’re like a reminder of an almost ancient age of poverty and hangings,” he noted, “but actually, you see the genesis of newspapers in them. They’re full of fun. They have gossip. They have salacious stories.” The initial run of the News Letter, which comprised just two pages, largely featured letters and relay news, restrained by the stringent censorship of the time. As Beth Gaskell, the lead curator of news and moving images at the British Library, mentioned, the focus was heavily tilted towards international news, indicating a clear prioritisation of reporting urgent events across the globe.
Throughout its history, the News Letter has held firm to its mission of documenting both local and international happenings. The edition that announced the sinking of the Titanic on 16 April 1912 exemplifies this niche; it was reported with a tone that would resonate with modern readers: “1,500 lives lost,” succinctly encapsulating the tragic event just days after it had covered the ship's departure. Such examples showcase how the paper has adapted its reporting styles and content to retain relevance across centuries.
Moreover, the digitised archives provide access to an impressive array of stories beyond just major historical events. For instance, one notable anecdote was published in 1739, detailing a wedding near Dunluce, where the inebriated bride’s antics led to the amusing mention of her falling and breaking her nose immediately after marrying. This blend of formidable historical reporting with local flavour underlines the newspaper’s capacity to capture the full spectrum of life as it unfolded, making it an invaluable source for historians and casual readers alike.
With the completion of the digitisation process, which was initially initiated to commemorate the paper’s 275th anniversary, Lowry articulated a hope that more historic editions may yet be discovered, further enriching the archive's offerings. “It is thrilling,” he remarked, alluding to the prospective future of the digital collection. “It’s very important history, but above all, it’s very readable and enjoyable history.” This commitment to making historical documents accessible stands as a testament to the Belfast News Letter’s enduring legacy, ensuring that its pages continue to resonate with readers long into the future.
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