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Abstract 

Our Young Folks Weekly Budget (1871–97) is among the longest-running Victorian periodicals designed 

for child readers. Beginning as a halfpenny weekly, it soon doubled its price to establish its format as a 

children’s story paper similar to The Boy’s Own Paper (1879–1939) and comparable children’s weeklies. 

Throughout its publication, Young Folks displays an explicit concern with value for money, balancing 

assertions of quality with a desire to maintain its price. This article explores some of the ways in which the 

paper’s editors built their community of readers, explained changes to the paper’s length, format, and price 

and incorporated reader contributions to promote circulation. Through an examination of interactions 

between “the Editor” (James Henderson’s editorial team) and readers of Young Folks, this article charts a 

concerted effort to keep readers persuaded that every change made to the paper was in service of value to 

the consumer. At a time when periodicals strove to satisfy readers’ appetites for high-quality content while 

also keeping prices low, Young Folks employed specific strategies to remain a penny weekly that adapted 

to significant changes in its readership for over two decades. 
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Editor, Reader, and Value for Money in Young Folks 

 

Madeline B. Gangnes 

 

One of the difficulties with publishing children’s periodicals is that, no matter how earnestly 

parents and editors might wish otherwise, children inevitably grow up. An ever-maturing audience 

joins many issues that a long-running children’s publication necessarily must navigate, such as 

inflation, increased competition, changes to the cost and quality of paper and reproductive 

technologies, and shifts in consumer preferences. These challenges faced the editors of Our Young 

Folks Weekly Budget 1  (1871–97), which is among the longest-running Victorian periodicals 

designed for child readers (Bashford 2009: 473). In order to maintain and grow readership,                  

James Henderson2 and his editors kept the material characteristics, content, and other features of 

Young Folks3 in continual flux, so that noticeable changes appeared frequently. Such changes 

suggest conscious efforts to retain their existing reader base and attract new readers, and to 

maximise profits (which might be done through increased circulation, reduced production costs, 

 
1 The paper had seven titles over the course of its publication, which Sheila Egoff (1951: 23) and Christina 

Margaret Bashford (2009: 474) list as follows: Our Young Folks’ Weekly Budget (1871–6), Young Folks’ 

Weekly Budget (1876–9), Young Folks’ Budget (1879), Young Folks (1879–84), Young Folks Paper (1884–

91), Old and Young (1891–6), and Folks at Home (1896–7). However, some issues are titled Our Young 

Folks Weekly Budget (no apostrophe) and Young Folk’s Weekly Budget (apostrophe before the final ‘s’). 

Ray (1919) argues that Folks at Home (1896–7) was so different from previous iterations of Young Folks 

as to be another paper entirely. Kirkpatrick (2013: 410, 268) marks the switch to Old and Young as the 

point at which the paper became a family periodical, and agrees with Ray’s assessment of Folks at Home. 

However, as Bashford and others include Folks at Home as a continuation of the paper, I account for it in 

the publication date range. 
2 James Henderson, who launched Young Folks, was a major figure in the late-Victorian penny periodical 

market. His Weekly Budget (1861–1910) was a family penny miscellany, and his penny weekly comic, 

Funny Folks (1874–1914) began as a supplement to Young Folks (Kirkpatrick 2013: 410). Though Graham 

Law (2000: 252) argues that Henderson’s “substantial periodical empire” was “centered on the [Weekly] 

Budget” and that Young Folks was one among his several “cheap children’s adventure story papers,” Young 

Folks remains the publication that secured Henderson’s place in scholarly discourse of popular fiction.  
3 I will refer to Our Young Folks Weekly Budget and its many other titles as Young Folks or YF. I refer to 

issue rather than volume numbers throughout. 
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and/or other means). Initially published as an eight-page halfpenny weekly, the paper soon doubled 

in length to sixteen pages, doubling its price to match. As this article discusses, the paper’s4 length 

and price have a complicated arc, but it remained a penny weekly for all but the first two years of 

its nearly twenty-six-year publication. 

Such changes to length, price, and other features are bound up in the process of establishing 

and expanding the paper’s popularity. In his discussion of several mid-1800s penny weeklies, 

Andrew King observes that any commodity trying to distinguish itself for consumers “suffers the 

dilemma of having to be new-and-not-new” (2000: 82). Efforts to address this challenge are 

evident in the initial design and content of YF, and they are reinforced in early editorial addresses 

to the reader that simultaneously compare the paper to similar publications while also asserting its 

superiority. However, concerns about continued appeal are also at play during alterations to a 

product; any major change is a gamble made in the hope that the number of consumers lost will 

be smaller than those gained. And a gamble is more likely to pay off if it employs risk mitigation 

strategies. The pages of YF display a consistent presence of an editorial voice reassuring the reader 

of the paper’s value for money. 

In its initial marketing and in every instance of a major change to the paper, we witness 

“the Editor” (representative of Henderson’s editorial team)5 employing a variety of strategies to 

convince readers to keep buying the paper, promote it to their friends and relatives, and embrace 

any changes to its format and/or content as logical and desirable improvements. Especially in the 

early and middle years of the paper’s life span, the Editor’s many assertions of quality (and thus 

value)  heavily  emphasise  the paper’s  several  serials  and  their accompanying  illustrations.6                      

As Toni Johnson-Woods (2000: 355) points out, serials were ubiquitous among a large portion of 

Victorian periodicals because they are a simple and effective means of increasing and retaining 

readership: “Even after the serial was finished, the numbers remained constant, demonstrating that 

reader loyalty outlasted the life of a serial.” On the subject of The Boy’s Own Paper,                        

Richard Noakes (2004: 158) writes that the serial format “gave writers and illustrators the chance 

to try something different each week” within a loose continuity. While YF began to increase its 

incorporation of competitive reader contributions as an additional means of attracting readers, 

illustrated serials remained the paper’s selling point – or, at the very least, the point its publisher 

hoped would sell it based on their understanding of their target market.  

 
4 Though many scholars (including some cited here) refer to YF as a magazine, I have chosen “paper,” as 

that is the term YF uses to describes itself.  
5 I have declined to make definitive statements about the authorship of specific materials credited to “the 

Editor” because it is impossible to know which pieces were written by which of the paper’s several editors. 

I have also followed the paper’s lead in declining to assign a gender to “the Editor.” Frank Jay (1919) names 

“Miss S. Holland” as the paper’s first editor and the author of many of its early stories. A supplement to the 

1875 Christmas double number includes portraits of the paper’s editors and leading authors and artists, 

listing James Henderson (“the Governor”), Miss S. Holland, and Charles A. Read as its editors (YF 5, 406 

and n.p.). Jay writes that “Roland Quiz” (Richard Quittenton, who regularly contributed fiction to YF) 

edited the paper “throughout the greater period of its long run.” Robert J. Kirkpatrick (2013: 268) echoes 

this information. Eric Sutherland Robertson also served as an editor, and was succeeded by William Sharp; 

Sharp, too, published fiction in YF (Halloran 2018: 614). 
6 As I discuss at several points in this article, illustration is clearly a crucial consideration in the marketing 

and success of YF; however, a more detailed study of YF’s illustrations with reference to the paper’s budget 

and circulation lies outside the scope of this article. 
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The serials and short stories published in YF cover a wide range of topics and styles; unlike 

many of the most successful Victorian children’s periodicals (most notably The Boy’s Own Paper 

[1879–1967] and The Girl’s Own Paper [1880–1956]), 7  YF did not target a gender-specific 

market.8 Robert J. Kirkpatrick (2013: 269) suggests that YF “was clearly competing with the large 

number of boys’ periodicals that came and went during its run,” but acknowledges that its 

readership was wide and varied in terms of gender and age, and Christina Margaret Bashford 

asserts that YF “was aimed at boys and girls alike” (2009:474). Kirkpatrick calls the fiction 

published in YF “immensely varied, and it included school stories, historical yarns, re-telling of 

Greek myths, romances, adventures set in exotic locations, and the occasional rags-to-riches story” 

(2013: 269). As the paper moves through the years, its content appears to more consciously account 

for older readers, whether they be the growing children who read the paper when they were 

younger, adult family members of child readers,9 or adults looking for a wholesome10 general-

interest weekly. By about halfway through its run, it was publishing the three serials that would, 

as Richard Altick puts it, ensure its “solid claim to the literary historian’s remembrance”                     

(1957: 262): Robert Louis Stevenson’s Treasure Island (October 1881 – January 1882,                             

The Black Arrow (30 June – 20 October 1883), and Kidnapped (May – July 1886). The latter two 

stories were both the leading serial during their run in YF, and illustrated by one of the paper’s 

earliest and most prominent artists, William Boucher.11 

This article explores the financial considerations of marketing YF as a penny paper of high 

quality. I demonstrate the ways in which the weekly’s editors consciously establish a community 

of loyal readers, explain and justify significant changes they make to the paper’s content and 

format, as well as use reader contributions to promote circulation. Through an examination of 

interactions between “the Editor” and readers of YF, I show a clear preoccupation with value for 

money  at  the centre  of such efforts.  At a time  when periodical editors  strove to satisfy  readers’ 

 
7 Kirsten Drotner (1988: 115) writes that The Boy’s Own Paper and The Girl’s Own Paper “were deemed 

by far the most popular magazines for adolescents” by the late 1880s. 
8 Historical evidence shows that girls read papers marketed toward boys, and vice versa. As Kristine Moruzi 

(2019: 300) writes, “Despite editors’ attempts to define their readership based on gender, children read a 

variety of materials that crossed gender lines. [...] Although many publishers felt that gender differentiation 

was instrumental to marketplace success, others felt that magazines targeted at both boys and girls would 

be more successful.” Henderson is clearly among the latter group of publishers. 
9 Indeed, the paper’s first title, Our Young Folks Weekly Budget, emphasises (through “our”) that adults – 

family members of children, in partnership with the editorial team – are invested in providing children with 

the paper. 
10 Whether its claims to wholesomeness are justified is debated; Egoff calls the magazine “fairly blood-

and-thunderous” despite its “innocent-sounding title” (1951: 22) and Stephen Basdeo refers to it as a 

“supposedly respectable magazine” (2020: 128). Kirkpatrick opines that despite the fact that YF appeared 

to be “unsensational,” “the penny dreadful type of school story [like YF serial Young Tom Rodman] was all 

but unavoidable at the time” (2013: 269). As Richard Oakes points out, publications that sought to provide 

an alternative to penny dreadfuls and penny bloods “would have to ape some aspects of these lower 

publications” if they were to attract readers (2004: 155). 
11 For more about Boucher and his relationships with Young Folks and Stevenson, see Scully (2013 and 

2018), and Gangnes (2020). 
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appetites for high-quality content while also keeping prices reasonable, YF devised ways to remain 

a one-penny paper that minimised outside advertising and was suitable “for old and young boys 

and girls”12 for well over two decades. Consequently, YF also provides a useful model for the ways 

in which closely examining editor-reader interactions in one paper can lead to a greater 

understanding of the ways in which children’s periodicals navigate unstable and unpredictable 

markets. 

Friends and Family, Halfpenny to Penny 

A crucial task for a new periodical is to quickly generate interest and build a robust readership to 

ensure increasing circulation. Kirsten Drotner calls the “period between 1880 and 1918 […]                       

the halcyon days of the boys’ paper” (1988: 123), but YF pre-dates the most popular Victorian 

boys’ paper, The Boys’ Own Paper, by roughly eight years. Entering the market before the 

market’s strongest point, YF may have either benefitted from the presence of fewer competitors, 

or had to think strategically about how to market itself as a wholesome children’s publication. 

Since a child’s recreational budget is likely to be smaller than an adult’s,13 the need to distinguish 

one’s product and secure strong and lasting reader loyalty may be greater. Jochen Petzold writes 

that since Victorian periodicals sold “for as little as a penny an issue,” they were “an extremely 

important – and popular – medium of recreational reading for children and young adults”                     

(2016: 76). Ymitri Mathison likewise observes that “literature in Britain became increasingly 

affordable for those with lower incomes, such as […] the young” in the nineteenth century,                           

and that “fiction was more frequently marketed to children” through periodicals (2008: 174).                         

However, increased buying power does not mean ample buying power, so the child consumer 

might need to be choosy. Consequently, a paper initially priced at half the cost of many of the 

cheapest weeklies might have been well positioned to capture and retain its target market.  

A key strategy YF employed to this end was devoting a section of its paper to directly 

addressing its readers. The inclusion of such a feature was, of course, not a practice unique to YF, 

but YF’s use of it evidences a specific strategy for inviting a connection between the paper’s 

editor(s) and its young readers. YF followed similar publications in setting aside such a section to 

build such a connection. Kate Jackson speaks of George Newnes’s concerted efforts to create a 

loyal reading community for his penny weekly, Tit-Bits (1881-1894), which is likely the most 

popular penny paper of the late nineteenth century (2001: 56). Newnes, Jackson writes,                         

“created a popular movement out of Tit-Bits, with his advertising stunts, his competitions and his 

stimulation of a sense of community among those whom he referred to as ‘loyal Tit-Bitites’” (69). 

Jackson  also argues that Newnes “relied heavily on editorials and correspondence columns to 

create and maintain a bond of sympathetic intimacy with readers” (2000: 13). Ten years before 

Tit-Bits, we find a clear effort by YF to create and nurture exactly this kind of editor-reader 

dynamic through these same means, but with attentiveness to the age gap between the paper’s 

editors and its early target market. 

 

 
12 This was one of YF’s straplines for issues 734-809 (December 1884 through May 1886). 
13 By “recreational budget” I mean either money they may spend directly or money an adult may spend for 

them if they ask. 



Victorian Popular Fictions   Volume 4: Issue 2 (Autumn 2022) 

 

ISSN: 2632-4253 (online)  84 

In the first issue’s “Our Weekly Chat” column – an editorial letter section that expanded 

over time – YF actively works to establish an editor-reader relationship, firstly as a dear friendship 

across age groups. This notion of periodical editors and readers as “friends” is not unique to YF,                           

but the dynamic is different than those created in,  as an example,  family miscellanies. 14                       

Dixon provides a view into the ways in which editorial addresses in children’s periodicals 

transform over the course of the nineteenth century and into the twentieth. Such addresses,                    

she argues, evidence a shift in the editor-reader relationship in children’s periodicals:                                  

early in the nineteenth century, this relationship was instructive, with the editor asserting a clear 

authority over their young readers as a kind of instructor; at the end of the century, this relationship 

was more likely to be presented as a friendship (Dixon 1986: 63, 67). Marysa Demoor sums up 

the emergence of this kind of friendlier and more approachable editorial voice as follows: 

“Towards the end of the century, the job of the editor was no longer as mysterious an occupation 

as it had been at the beginning” (2019: 99). I suggest that the tone and content of YF’s various and 

evolving editorial addresses position the paper as straddling the perceptible transition from 

instructor to collegial friend that Dixon and Demoor identify. As its child readers grow,                            

YF renews its relationship with them through an evolution of its editorial voice. 

Dixon opens her article with an overview of her observations about this trend, supported 

by excerpts from the first issue of the Child’s Companion (1824), an 1831 issue of the Juvenile 

Forget-Me-Not, an 1864 issue of Young England, and a 1909 issue of the Children’s Friend              

(Dixon 1986: 63–4). A comparison of the four shows a clear progression in tone, with the 

Children’s Friend standing in stark contrast to the Child’s Companion. Dixon identifies the excerpt 

from Young England as indicative of when “attitudes relaxed” and editorial addresses in children’s 

periodicals became less didactic (63). In her more detailed discussions of the 1860s and 1870s,  

she includes an 1870 issue of Every Child’s Friend, an 1874 issue of Lads of the Village,                          

and an 1878 issue of the Juvenile Instructor (64, 66). As these three examples and the issue of                       

Young England are the closest in chronology to the first issue of YF (2 January 1871), they offer  

a valuable model for comparison. The former two, Dixon points out, both exemplify efforts by 

publishers to provide “an editor with whom [readers] could identify” (64). She quotes an editor of 

the Lads of the Village stating that “it is intended not only to be amusing but instructive,”                       

and an editor of Every Child’s Friend reassuring readers that their “object in publishing this little 

work is to contribute to the instruction and amusement of each and every one of you” (64).                   

Such phrasing echoes what would become one of YF’s official straplines from its first issue 

through issue 431 (8 March 1879): “To Inform. To Instruct. To Amuse.”15 While YF did not have                    

the religious associations of these other periodicals, it nevertheless explicitly sought to strike             

a balance between instruction and entertainment. 

 

 
14 Jackson (2000: 14) writes that Tit-Bits (a family miscellany) “was infused with a deep sense of editorial 

presence. Editorial interjection, often characterised by a familiar tone and containing references to readers 

as ‘our friends’, was the very essence of Tit-Bits.” 
15 Similar language remains in subtitles for issues 432 through 733: “An Instructive and Entertaining 

Magazine for Boys and Girls of All Ages” (432–47), “A Magazine of Instructive and Entertaining Literature 

for Boys and Girls of All Ages” (448–99), “A Boys’ and Girls’ Paper of Instructive and Entertaining 

Literature” (500–666), and “A Weekly Paper of Instructive and Entertaining Literature for Advanced Boys 

and Girls” (667–733). 
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YF framed its role of combined instructor and amuser as that of a trusted friend. The first 

“Our Weekly Chat” opens: “Under this heading, dear Girls and Boys, we hope each week to have 

a little friendly talk with you, and, in a little while, to have little friendly answers from you. You 

must try to imagine that we have shaken hands, and are the best of friends” (“Our Weekly Chat.” 

1871a: 4; emphases in original). The second issue’s “Chat” expands on this relationship:                       

“[W]e are quite sure, my dear young friends, you can make [the new year] very happy for us, if 

you learn to care for your new friend, ‘the Editor,’ and to feel, as the weeks pass away, that our 

little journal is becoming more and more welcome to you” (“Our Weekly Chat.” 1871b: 12). By 

its fourth issue, YF begins to link this notion of close friendship with the paper’s success:16                 

“[W]e are growing really proud of being called the children’s friend, and we are trying our best to 

deserve it more and more. […] ‘Our Young Folks’ Weekly Budget’ is a great success, and the 

Editor thanks the young friends who have helped make it” (“Our Weekly Chat.” 1871c: 28).               

While repetitions of words “little” and “young” in these first several issues establish and reinforce 

an age difference between the Editor and their readers, an effort is made to de-emphasise that 

difference as necessarily tied to a power imbalance. Indeed, in some ways the usual adult-child 

power dynamic is reversed; the Editor invites input from child readers, humbly offers                                  

“a little friendly talk,” extends a handshake, expresses a hope that they [the Editor] will be                   

cared for by the child reader, amiably requests that the child reader assist in increasing the                 

paper’s circulation, and thanks them for doing so. 

These friendly overtures and humble requests very soon evolve into invocations of 

partnership. The friendly Editor asserts their readers’ investment in the paper in statements such 

as “We are quite sure you will all be pleased when your new friend tells you that this                               

little journal of ours – ours and yours – is rapidly growing into favour, and […] we begin now to                                   

look forward to the certainty of addressing you until we become old friends, ‘true and tried’”                                        

(“Our Weekly Chat.” 1871d: 52; emphasis in original); in this same “Our Weekly Chat,” the Editor 

credits the “little boys and girls” reading YF are a large part of the paper’s early success, asking 

them to continue encouraging their playmates to read it. In issue 10, the “Chat” asks YF readers                             

“to become a little band of helpers,” to consider themselves as “‘The Editor’s Volunteers,’ and to 

work for us by speaking a good word on our behalf to those around [them]” (YF 10, 76).                     

Within the first ten issues of the paper’s publication, the reader has been addressed as a dear friend, 

placed in a position of partnership with the Editor, and conscripted as a “volunteer” salesperson 

who is invested in the paper’s continued growth and longevity. 

As the paper and its readers grow – both in number and in age – the Editor-reader 

relationship deepens and becomes more complex.  Within two years, the YF community expands 

from  friendship  and  partnership  to  a  model  well suited  to  a  children’s periodical:  the family.17  

 
16 The Editor alleges success, at any rate, and “success” may be relative; I was unable to locate reliable 

circulation data to differentiate the paper’s first issue sales from its second issue sales. 
17 A gap in available archival materials means that I cannot say with certainty when the term “family” was 

first used by the Editor to refer to the paper’s readers, but the shift appears to have occurred between July 

1872 and January 1873. In many of the issues preceding and including those of June 1872, the Editor refers 

to YF readers as “my dears” and “my dear children” with whom they are having a “friendly chat,” and often 

closes “Our Weekly Chat” with a metaphorical shaking of hands like the temporary parting of friends. As 

I describe, the language of family was clearly established before the 4 January 1873 issue (YF 106). 
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In its New Year’s Double Number for 1873 (YF 106, 4 January 1873), the Editor tells the “toddlers 

or teeners, misses or masters, big or little” who read YF that  

I have had thousands of kind and friendly members added to the great “happy family,”                               

and I am happy and proud to think of you as if you were round me now another year begins.                    

Here is my hand, held out to grasp yours. Reach up to it – stretch out your hands – that’s the way; 

so, with a good hearty shake, I wish you truly – “A Happy New Year!” […] [T]he happy thought 

of your young smiling faces all clustering round me, as I write, gives me a fond, tender hope that 

we shall long be, what we now are, “the best of friends – faithful and true.” Then I look forward to 

it JOYFULLY, because a feeling, down at the very bottom of my heart, tells me that the efforts to 

please my immense “happy family” will not be in vain. 

(“Our Weekly Chat.” 1873a: 7; emphasis and capitalisation in original) 

Again, the age gap is not elided – indeed, it is reinforced by the image of a child of small stature 

reaching up their hand to a taller adult – but the friendly handshake and the fervent wish that the 

“happy family” of readers could be with the Editor on this holiday underscores a close, personal 

relationship and sense of community. The reader is both a faithful best friend and a much-beloved 

family member to the Editor, and every improvement to the “quality of our paper, […] the first-

class pictures […] [in] this wonderful spread of literary and artistic delights” is “a labour of love” 

by the Editor for their readers (“Our Weekly Chat.” 1873a: 7; emphasis in original). This is not a 

business, the Editor suggests, but a “happy family” that simply requires a mere halfpenny a week 

per person to help it thrive. 

This attitude continues, so that by the time the paper was preparing to transition from its 

original format to a larger, more expensive version, it had shifted its presentation of the editor-

reader dynamic from that of an adult editor treating child readers as “dear friends” to an adult 

editor treating readers of all ages as a family. With issue 126 of the paper (24 May 1873), YF 

expanded from an eight-page halfpenny weekly to a sixteen-page penny weekly.18 As this was the 

first major change to the paper’s format and because it would involve doubling its price, the Editor 

used the “Our Weekly Chat” feature to prepare the reader. Before announcing the big change, the 

Editor addresses the paper’s readers as “my dear children, happy family-ers, and true friends,” and 

presents an extended metaphor comparing YF to a house in a kingdom that was built so that all 

children “might meet, and be happy” (“Our Weekly Chat.” 1873b.: 182). The king “planned the place, 

and devised various things, some to ‘amuse’ and some ‘to instruct’ those who entered it” (again, 

we find the language of instruction and amusement). The Editor compares the growth of the 

paper’s readership to an increasing population of children living in one house:  

In they came, flocking and crowding, thousands after thousands, and the ruler of the place met them 

in one of the eight rooms specially set apart for the purpose; and they talked together hour after 

hour, in pleasant, homely, friendly chat, until they grew such true and loving friends that they called 

themselves the “happy family.” Month after month passed away and became years, and yet the 

crowd of little ones increased each time the door was opened. At length the good founder of the 

house resolved that for the children’s sake it should be enlarged by the addition of another story, 

so that instead of EIGHT rooms there should be SIXTEEN[.] 

(“Our Weekly Chat.” 1873b: 182; capitalisations in original) 

 

 

 
18 The paper had published sixteen-page penny issues before, but only as special double numbers. 
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The eight-roomed house here refers to the eight pages of the original format, with one “room” 

(page) set aside for the “Chat” and “The Editor’s Letter-Box” sections, in which the Editor interacts 

with their readers. Doubling the size of the “house,” this parable reasons, will allow more space 

for the increasing number of children who “live in” (read) it.19 The announcement includes details 

about new and expanded features, additional and improved illustrations, and more space dedicated 

to editor-reader interactions.  

The “Weekly Chat” ends with a more formal summary of the changes, which is then turned 

into a larger block announcement/advertisement in the final halfpenny issue: 

TO OUR FRIENDS AND READERS. On and after May the 24th OUR YOUNG FOLKS 

WEEKLY BUDGET WILL BE DOUBLED IN SIZE AND PRICE. […] “The Chat,” “Letter-Box,” 

and Riddles will be extended, and a variety of new matter introduced, both instructing and amusing, 

that together will make it, beyond doubt, UNRIVALLED AS A CHILDREN’S JOURNAL. 

(“Our Weekly Chat.” 1873b: 164; capitalisations in original; figure 1) 

Here again we find the language of instruction and amusement, plus bold assertions of superiority 

over other similar periodicals – a tactic present in editorial addresses to the reader throughout its 

publication, as I discuss further below. YF’s establishment of a robust community of readers as 

affectionate “friends and family” primes readers to accept significant changes in its format and 

content; they are assured, time and again, that such changes are to their benefit and are made in 

response to their wishes. This “happy family,” who are all personally invested in the paper’s 

success, would be crucial during the paper’s continued shifts in price, length, and format. 

 

 

Young Folks, Fig. 1 

Notice to the Readers of Young Folks. Our Young Folks Weekly Budget 125: 164 (10 May 1873). 

Reproduced from digital scans of microfilm under Fair Use. 

 
19 The Editor later explains the metaphor in case it was not understood. 

 



Victorian Popular Fictions   Volume 4: Issue 2 (Autumn 2022) 

 

ISSN: 2632-4253 (online)  88 

Quality and/or Quantity; Is Less More? 

The history of YF’s price and length is far more complicated than existing scholarship has 

acknowledged. In her entry on YF for the Dictionary of Nineteenth-Century Journalism in Great 

Britain and Ireland (2009: 474), Bashford writes that the paper doubled in length and price in 1873. 

While this is true, it leaves out length and size changes that occur later. Frank Jay (1919) offers a 

more detailed account of the transition from halfpenny to penny, but it is inaccurate. Jay identifies 

the 22 January 1873 issue (YF 106) as the point at which the paper changed from an eight-page 

halfpenny to a sixteen-page penny paper. Robert J. Kirkpatrick likewise asserts that the paper’s 

length and price were doubled in January of 1873 (2013: 268). However, issue 106 is a special                     

New Year’s double number. The first long-term switch actually occurs several months later,                      

in the 24 May 1873 issue (YF 126). 

I say “long-term” because this change was not permanent. Despite being called the “Grand 

Jubilee Double Number,” the paper’s 500th issue (3 July 1880) was only sixteen pages and priced 

at a penny: the same length and price as issue 499 (26 June 1800), though with some formatting 

changes. The perplexing fact of a sixteen-page penny paper’s “double number” being sixteen pages 

and a penny becomes clearer with the paper’s next issue; 501 (10 July 1880) remains priced at a 

penny, but it is only eight pages – the “double” nature of 500 is only clear in retrospect.                     

However, this seeming reversion to the paper’s original length is complicated by the fact that the 

size and quality of its paper was altered.20  

The alterations made to the paper with issue 500 included another change in size, as well 

as in materials: the dimensions increased in issue 500 to 11½″x16½″ (likely from 9½″x 14″; see 

foornote 20) and the quality of the paper on which it was printed was improved.21 Apart from some 

holiday double- and triple-numbers (for twopence and threepence, respectively, with some free 

supplements and an outlier twopence triple-number [YF 682]), from issue 501 onward,                             

YF remained an eight-page penny weekly with these larger dimensions and paper quality through 

13 December 1884 (YF 732). Its 1884 “Christmas Double-Double Number” offers thirty-two pages 

for twopence: a length and price that make no sense mathematically until the following issue                      

(3 January 1885), which marks the return of the sixteen-page penny format but in the larger paper 

size, published under the new title established in the “Christmas Double-Double”:                                  

Young Folks Paper. This time, the “double” (or, in this case, quadruple) nature of the holiday issue 

is not dependent on a retrospective lens.  

 
20 This was not the first alteration to the paper’s size. As part of a project on YF serial contributor Charles 

E. Pearce, Paul Flo Williams (2015) tracks changes in the dimensions of YF’s pages. He observes that the 

original eight-page halfpenny YF measured 9”x12½” – a size that was maintained through the first run of 

sixteen-page issues, until the beginning of Volume 9 (YF 281, 1 July 1876), when it was increased to 

9½x14”. I have taken these figures as accurate, as I have not had the opportunity to examine any issues of 

the paper prior to 448 (5 July 1879) firsthand. I can, however, attest to the improvement in paper quality 

and image reproduction; I found observable (to both sight and touch) changes across volumes of YF held 

at the National Library of Scotland.   
21 It is unclear whether the paper’s dimensions changed again after this point, as digital archives of YF have 

not reliably catalogued page size. However, my research at the National Library of Scotland suggests that 

the paper remained 11½”x16½” through at least issue 839 (20 December 1886). 



Victorian Popular Fictions   Volume 4: Issue 2 (Autumn 2022) 

 

ISSN: 2632-4253 (online)  89 

This exhaustive account of dates, prices, and dimensions offers a glimpse of major shifts 

in the paper’s content, material features, and sales strategies. Particularly in combination with 

frequent changes in the paper’s title, subtitles, and straplines, such changes evidence                                       

a decades-long process of maximising readers’ perceptions of value-for-money. This complex 

process has been glossed over by simple declarations that the paper began as an eight-page 

halfpenny paper and transitioned to sixteen pages for a penny; while several scholars have 

described YF as chiefly a sixteen-page penny weekly similar to the plethora of other such papers,22 

there is a period of four and a half years – nearly one-fifth of the paper’s life span – wherein YF 

was neither an eight-page halfpenny paper nor a sixteen-page penny paper. Neither the paper’s 

price per page nor its price per square inch are consistent. Quantifying the paper’s value by quantity 

of content alone, the best deal for the consumer by far is the final version of the paper. It may also 

be the least profitable for the publisher.23 Of course, as the editors of YF explicitly argue on 

multiple occasions, value-for-money cannot be measured solely through a price-per-page model, 

but it may be a consideration for some consumers. 

Frequent format alterations such as those described above are a tricky prospect for 

publishers and editors to navigate. Expanding a paper’s length and altering its price proportionally 

is unlikely to disappoint most readers, as they are, at worst, paying the same price per page,                    

even though they are paying more each week. Expanding a paper’s length without raising its price 

is likely to be well received; the reader is getting twice as much “bang for their buck”                    

(“pop for their penny”?). Maintaining a paper’s price and reducing its length, however, is a risky 

move, even if this decision is accompanied by a change in paper size and quality.                                        

YF’s editors were clearly aware of the danger. The several issues preceding the “Grand Jubilee 

Double Number” – which heralds the decrease from sixteen to eight pages – incorporate editorial 

matter designed to prepare readers for this change. This is not atypical; YF also included similar 

material when announcing the first expansion of the paper, as I discuss above. However, the price 

of the paper in relation to its surface area was now increasing, and the Editor was tasked with 

convincing the reading community that this was a benefit for the consumer.  

In issue 497 (12 June 1880), the “Our Weekly Party” section (which replaced “Our Weekly 

Chat”) begins breaking the news of this planned change. The Editor explains that YF has, of course, 

published double holiday numbers before, but this one “will be larger; it will be more varied in its 

contents; it will be richer in its illustrations, and it will be printed on paper far better in quality than 

any of the special numbers which you have hitherto received with so much pleasure” (“Our Weekly 

 
22 Andrew King describes the ubiquitous format of nineteenth-century penny weeklies as follows: “sixteen 

pages of triple columns [was] the norm. Besides single episode tales, poetry, articles on domestic, historical, 

biographical and scientific topics and various kinds of filler […], the main attraction of the penny fiction 

weekly comprised the three or four serialised novels in each issue” (2018: 187). Toni Johnson-Woods writes 

that the weeklies “all looked the same: 16 unbound quarto pages, most had a picture on the upper half of 

the front page and two or three columns of small print underneath” (2000: 352). Jennifer Phegley offers a 

similar description: “The standard sixteen-page issue featured [fiction and] domestic, historical, 

biographical, and scientific articles as well as poetry” (2019: 279). The sixteen-page YF fits these 

descriptions, though it expanded from three columns of text to four when it increased its dimensions at issue 

500 (3 July 1880). 
23 Here is some rough math on the technical specifications at play: The original dimensions work out to 

1800 square inches per penny; the sixteen-page penny version with increased dimensions offers 2128 square 

inches per penny; the largest eight-page version decreases to 1518 square inches per penny; the largest 

sixteen-page is 3036 square inches per penny. (This does not account for page margins.) 
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Party.” 1880a: 430). The “Charming, Startling, and Marvellous New [Serial] Story” St. George; 

or, the Seven Champions is promoted as the most attractive feature of the special number.                              

So far there is no mention that this new “larger” paper’s format will contribute to a lasting change 

in the paper: “larger” here, as becomes clear later, refers to dimensions, rather than number of 

pages. The following issue’s (19 June 1880) “Party” (“Our Weekly Party.” 1880b: 445-6) includes 

some playful banter about how, supposedly, the Editor mistakenly “let the cat out of the bag”                    

by announcing the “Holiday Number” several weeks before publication, and that it only occurred 

to them at the last minute that it would be more appropriate for the special number to be their 500th. 

While this may be true, it seems unlikely; a special issue is best planned several months in advance, 

especially if it will herald a major change in format. 

At this stage, the Editor begins to explain how the contents of the Midsummer Number 

(previously the “Holiday Number”) will differ, emphasising that its content will expand without 

fundamentally altering the paper: 

While several new and pleasing features are to be introduced into the MIDSUMMER NUMBER, 
all the well-known features […] will be strictly retained. […] In short, we hope to produce the most 

attractive MIDSUMMER NUMBER ever issued from the press at its price; and we depend upon 

you, young friends, and you who are old friends, though young, to secure for your own paper a 

cordial reception […]. 

(“Our Weekly Party.” 1880b: 445-6; capitalisations in original) 

Here we find the invocation of the familiar language of readers as “young friends,” as well as a 

phrase that is used again and again by the Editor in addresses to readers and in promotional 

materials over the paper’s life span: “at its price.” This phrasing emphasises that YF excels at being 

the best children’s periodical to be bought for a penny. The issue also contains an advertisement-

styled notice (“Our Weekly Party.” 1880b: 445; figure 2) about issue 500 that includes another 

frequently used phrase: “of its kind.” If we take “kind” here to mean “illustrated penny weekly 

paper suitable for child readers,” then both phrases amount to the same argument: if you’re looking 

for a children’s periodical, YF is the best value for your money (see figure 3). 

 

 

Young Folks, Fig. 2 

Notice to the readers of Young Folks. The Young Folk’s Budget 498: 445 (19 June 1880).  

Reproduced from digital scans of microfilm under Fair Use. 
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Young Folks, Fig. 3 

“Our Weekly Party.” Young Folks Budget 499: 461 (26 June 1880).  

Reproduced from digital scans of microfilm under Fair Use. 
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Issue 500, the long-awaited “Grand Jubilee Double Number” is then published, and it is 

larger in dimensions than 499, but not in length. The “Party” lays forth the fact that the special 

number exemplifies the dimensions and quality of the paper going forward, and explains the 

publisher’s reasoning in making these changes: 

[W]e have […] determined to make this publication a real pattern of respectability of appearance, 

in so far as good paper, good pictures, and excellent printing shall enable us to do so. The present 

number is A DOUBLE NUMBER. That which we shall issue next week will be a single, or ordinary, 

number, and will be, therefore, just half the size of that you are now reading. […] We fancy we can 

see some wry faces made at this announcement […]. But pause a moment, young friends, and try 

to ascertain whether you will lose anything by the alteration. […] Some may say that eight [pages] 

are not so many as sixteen […]; but eight may be as valuable as sixteen […]. 

(“Our Weekly Party.” 1880d: 14; capitalisation and emphases in original) 

Here, some of the paper’s “young friends” are pre-emptively chastised for balking at the page 

reduction. The publication will remain superior to weeklies “of its kind”; it will simply emphasise 

quality over quantity. The main virtue of the shift toward more expensive paper, the Editor writes, 

is the vast improvement which will be made in the appearance of our illustrations. Up to the present 

time […]  [t]he niceties of art have been almost lost to our readers, because the best paper                              

we could afford to use was not of that good quality on which the illustrations                                                    

could be presented with their proper effect. 

(“Our Weekly Party.” 1880d: 14) 

Now, by printing their serials’ illustrations on higher-quality paper and with improved printing 

technologies, YF can “gratify the eye as well as the mind” (14). YF has gone all-in on gambling 

that a more attractive, “respectable” version of itself that emphasises high-quality illustrated serials 

will generally please its current readers and increase its circulation. The fact that the paper 

continues in this eight-page penny weekly format for the following four-and-a-half years suggests 

that it was at least a moderate success; as this shift in format aligns with Drotner’s positioning of 

“the halcyon days of the boys’ paper” as beginning in 1880 (1988: 123), then perhaps                                 

YF participated in and benefited from this trend. However, as I will discuss, an Editor must always 

face some measure of less-than-complimentary feedback. 

Feedback and Rebuttal, Competitions and Compromises 

Once a periodical has attracted a community of readers, it must endeavour to hold their attention 

and ensure they will not only buy the paper on a regular basis, but also encourage others                             

to do the same. I have described above several strategies that YF employed to that end,                    

including conscripting its young readers as “The Editor’s Volunteers” in promoting the paper early 

on, aggressively asserting its superiority to similar publications in editorial addresses,                    

adapting its format over time, and publishing several overlapping illustrated serial novels 

throughout its run. The former two of these strategies were mainly carried out in the “Our Weekly 

Chat”/“Party” section of the paper. This section, however, lasted for less than half of the paper’s 

publication life.  In  issue  509  (4 September 1880),  it  was  announced  that  “Our Weekly Party”  
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would be retired to make room for other content, and that a restructured version of the                       

“Letter-Box” would soon be the primary avenue through which the Editor would interact with 

readers. This final “Party” has very little of the warmth present in earlier issues, especially those 

of the first few years of the paper’s publication. It is now all business: 

OUR readers will not fail to be struck by the alterations we have made in this number of Young 

Folks, and we cannot doubt that they will notice the great increase in the quantity of interesting 

reading with pleasure. For a considerable time past it has been made clear to us that our “Parties” 

were not so largely attended as we desired. […] [W]e, therefore, act upon the friendly hint our 

readers have given us. We prorogue the “Parties” – we put them off – we shall think of them as 

things of the past, and we shall expect the applause of our readers to greet this resolution. 

 (“Our Weekly Party.” 1880e: 87; emphasis in original) 

We may infer from the above that YF received significant feedback from readers expressing a 

dislike for, or at least lack of interest in, the “Party” section. The Editor bows to reader opinion in 

this matter, and explains how the letter-box feature will be altered to be “more practically useful 

to the general reader,” and that, “Acting on a suggestion offered by many correspondents,”          

they will no longer take space in the paper to acknowledge declined contributions (“Our Weekly 

Party.” 1880e: 87). YF has made a significant change to the paper in direct response to reader 

feedback, only eight issues after their first eight-page penny issue. 

The letter-box feature proved to have a longer life than “Our Weekly Chat”/“Party”; as 

Atkins (2019: 165) observes, the “Letter-Box” – initially called “The Editor’s Letter-Box” and 

later retitled “Our Letter-Box” – “appeared on a near weekly basis” between 1871 and 1889.24                      

Most Victorian penny periodicals published a similar section. King describes this “particular 

characteristic of the penny fiction weeklies” as “a page of responses to correspondents’ queries on 

matters which ranged from legal questions to how to dye hair” (2018: 188). Jennifer Phegley writes 

that such letters columns were “considered a bizarre and perhaps even dangerous feature of the 

penny press,” printing answers to readers “on everything from love and etiquette to home remedies 

and legal advice” (2019: 281). Throughout its run, the YF letter-box feature printed similar content, 

in the typical format of an editorial response with little or no quoting from the reader letter.                    

But, owing to the paper’s expanding incorporation of reader contributions, it was at times in danger 

of devoting a great deal of space to reader queries about their submissions. 

With issue 735 (26 March 1885), when the paper returned to sixteen pages and retained                    

its penny price, the letter-box feature was reframed as part of a larger section entitled                                     

“The Editor’s Chair,” which encapsulated some framing editorial comments not unlike the weekly 

Chat/Party section, “Our Letter-Box,” the “Literary Olympic,” and the “Riddle Tournament.”                  

The latter two are longstanding and increasingly popular sections that include reader submissions. 

Readers would submit poetry and prose works to the “Literary Olympic” for consideration.                

Those contributions that were judged to be best were published and awarded a cash prize.                 

“Second Class” contributions were also published, accompanied by critical evaluations and 

suggestions for improvement. The “Riddle Tournament” likewise invited reader contributions, 

 
24 Atkins relies on the Gale’s Nineteenth Century UK Periodicals online collection, which only offers a run 

of YF through the end of 1899. It is possible that a letter-box feature continued in the paper in some form 

after 1899. 
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with the answers to each riddle printed in the following week’s issue.25 These features underscore 

a financial component to Linda K. Hughes and Michael Lund’s emphasis on the periodical press’ 

“community of readers”: readers were sometimes paid to contribute their “voices in print,”                      

and their “pleasure and excitement of anticipation” for the paper’s next issue – and a reason                       

to buy it – was sometimes motivated by the possibility of financial compensation and the 

gratification of seeing their work in print (1991: 10). 

Providing direct editorial commentary on reader submissions led to a further layer of 

commentary by readers, who clearly understood the Editor’s position as difficult, even unenviable. 

Some took the time to show explicit appreciation for the way in which the Editor responded to 

reader submissions. Though, as was common practice, editors of YF usually respond to readers’ 

letters without quoting them, they occasionally do so if the letter is particularly complimentary.               

In one such case, the editors quote at length from a letter by a reader identified as                                    

“M. M’Enerney.” Among M. M’Enerney’s several points, there is a statement of appreciation for 

the “Literary Olympic”: 

I don’t know whether your paper is the best of its kind in the world, […] but I do know it is the best 

I have ever read. I consider the last five pages of it [the Literary Olympic, Riddle Tournament,                

and Letter-Box] interesting and instructive […]. I like very much the kind tone of your answers to 

young and old. You never discourage or cast down young, sensitive writers by making fun of them 

or their simple offerings, and that is an admirable thing. 

(“Our Letter-Box.” 1886: 416) 

M. M’Enerney’s comments suggest a long-term knowledge of the paper, as well as an opinion that 

runs contrary to the idea that serials are the main draw for readers of penny fiction weeklies: 

writing during the period in which Stevenson’s Kidnapped was being serialised, M. M’Enerney is 

more interested in reader contributions. The editor’s response reveals that they are familiar with 

M. M’Enerney, and that this reader has submitted to the paper for publication in the past: 

We have been favoured with two sketches from his [M. M’Enerney’s] pen […]. It has not been 

possible to accept them, however, for the reason that the incidents in the one were a trifle too 

melodramatic in tone; while those in the other were not of sufficient importance for anything 

beyond a brief sketch. 

(“Our Letter-Box.” 1886: 416) 

This response evidences M. M’Enerney’s comment: the Editor explains their decision directly and 

honestly, but without harsh criticism. Dixon writes that “Religious periodicals generally adopted 

a more conciliatory tone” when rejecting or critiquing reader contributions (1986: 66), but YF,                    

a secular children’s periodical, seems to adopt a similar policy. As M. M’Enerney indicates,                         

a light touch is necessary, especially when offering feedback to children. Editors who offer 

critiques of reader contributions must manage a balancing act wherein they continually reject 

reader submissions while doing so in a way that does not discourage reader-writers from 

continuing to purchase the paper. Rejection must somehow be part of the paper’s value. 

 
25 Atkins (2019) provides an extensive account of the “Literary Olympic” in the context of children’s 

participation in mid-to-late 1800s periodicals. 
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Other readers offer their appreciation for the Editor’s managing of reader letters and 

submissions in a conciliatory or sympathetic fashion. One example of this is a poem entitled               

“The Editor’s Letters” by a contributor identified as “Lavengro,” which is printed not in the letter-

box, but in the “Literary Olympic” itself, as a kind of metatextual commentary on the Editor’s role 

in the “Olympic” and “Letter-Box”: 

A nice life has an editor, 

As clearly would appear, 

If you could but his letters read; 

Some samples we give here. […] 

I pity thee, O Editor, 

When every week doth bring 

Hundreds of tales, songs by the score, 

And countless “Odes on Spring!” 

(Lavengro. 1886. “The Editor’s Letters.”: 77; full text in figure 4) 

The Editor takes a diplomatic tone in their short commentary: “That touch about ‘Odes on Spring’ 

strikes us as funny, and goes to our heart. We can assure LAVENGRO that, although we like                           

his verses, we also enjoy the letters at which he pokes his fun” (77). According to Phegley,                           

letter-box features “invited amusement and sometimes derision” owing to the strangeness of their 

content  (2019: 281), and we find that here in Lavengro’s poem. However, the Editor of YF refuses 

to participate in making fun of readers’ submissions and letters, instead asserting that they are all 

appreciated. Every reader is a valued member of the YF “happy family,” even if their questions 

may sometimes seem inane or their submissions are not suitable for publication. 

 

Young Folks, Fig. 4 

“The Editor’s Letters” by Lavengro. The Young Folks Paper 818: 77 (31 July 1886). Photographed by 

Madeline B. Gangnes at the National Library of Scotland (reproduced with permission). 
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Both M. M’Enerney and Lavengro appear to be long-time readers of YF, or at least long 

enough that they have been able to discern patterns in the paper’s content and become familiar to 

the Editor. Both identify the number and range of YF readers and the efforts made by the Editor      

to satisfy them. This might have been an ever-increasingly complicated task as the paper and                                      

its readers grew. The Editor writes often about their efforts to ensure that the paper appeals to a 

wide variety of readers (in terms of age, gender, and other distinguishing factors). As an example, 

in the “Our Letter-Box” of issue 502 (17 July 1880), the Editor responds to a letter from a reader 

identified as “A. J.” on this subject: 

The age of the readers of this journal varies much more than you may think. Certainly, the tens of 

thousands who form the vast majority of our patrons are young folks […]. But there are other 

thousands who do not come under [that] description […]. […] We seek to make the contents of our 

paper as varied in character as possible, and we think persons of different tastes, as well as of 

different ages, can find something in our columns to please them. 

(“Our Letter-Box.” 1880: 31) 

It is unclear whether A. J. wrote with a complaint about the paper’s content, but the tone of the 

Editor’s response seems gently defensive. The Editor touts the paper’s contents as simultaneously 

appropriate and entertaining for “persons of different tastes [and] different ages.” Nearly a decade 

into its run, the paper here defines itself as both a children’s periodical and a penny miscellany, 

offering something of interest to a range of readers. 

YF’s continued efforts to please a shifting “family” of readers are evident in its many title 

and subtitle changes. Sheila Egoff suggests that YF’s frequent name changes may have been a 

tactic to maintain, generate, and/or recover reader interest: 

The Victorian domestic reading circle certainly included young folks and old folks, and the changes 

in title show the business acumen of the editors in keeping up with their initial public. Yet, if the 

status quo is a success, why change? A new title gives a magazine a new lease on life, but a publisher 

could never admit a magazine was discontinued because it lacked success. The trick of many a 

magazine […] was to create sufficient excitement over the new title so that no one would bother to 

ask why the old one had been changed. 

            (Egoff 1951: 23) 

This explanation is plausible, but without reliable circulation data, it is impossible to know whether 

title and subtitle changes were made at points in the paper’s publication where reader interest was 

flagging. Egoff’s argument risks oversimplifying the strategies required to keep YF relevant and 

appealing to its community of readers for over two decades. She asks, “if the status quo is a success, 

why change?” There are several possibilities other than her suggestion that the paper was in danger 

of becoming less successful. For example, the publishers might have sought not only to                           

“keep up” with their readership, but also to expand it, and a rebranding could aid that endeavour. 

It might also be that the editors were proactive about altering the paper’s format or features to suit 

readers’ interests, and new titles were devised to better reflect the paper’s content. 

As I said, we cannot know the reasons for each change made to YF without reliable 

circulation data or internal records from the publisher. However, I have established in this article 

that YF made many substantial and nuanced changes to its format and content, and that it did so in 

a clearly strategic manner. Every change to the paper’s title was accompanied by significant 

alterations to its content, and many substantial alterations were made without a change to its name. 
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The reason for the paper’s ultimate demise may be that, after two decades, it had become so 

different from its beginnings as a children’s halfpenny weekly that it aged itself out of its own 

market.  It might also have run up against the limits of its ability to remain “instructive and amusing” 

to an ever-widening range of readers. It might simply be the case that the labour and capital 

necessary to produce a paper of its specifications in terms of content and materiality no longer 

turned a profit when priced at a penny. Regardless, it is clear that, through every change, YF 

considered its readers’ feedback and factored their contributions into its financial strategies. 

Conclusion 

Maintaining a children’s periodical for several decades is a tall order. One must gather a robust 

base of readers who have limited spending money, modify the paper’s format and content to meet 

shifts in reader demand and production costs, and navigate the inevitability that all young readers 

grow up. A penny weekly of high quality might cost more to make and distribute in 1897                        

than in 1873, and a penny was worth more in 1873 than in 1897. Readers are unlikely to have the 

same interests at age thirty as they did at age ten. Moreover, the very culture of children’s literature 

continually evolves. YF was not James Henderson’s most profitable enterprise, and it was not the 

final one to shut its doors, but it outlasted many of its competitors and was the first venue of 

publication for several enduring children’s novels. 

Neither YF’s struggles to acquire and retain a large reader base, nor its strategies for doing 

so, are unique to the paper. However, YF offers us a view into, firstly, how this condition of 

periodical publishing may differ based on a paper’s target age group(s) and gender(s);                           

secondly, how a paper explains its decisions to make significant changes to pricing and format to 

its readers; and, finally, how a sense of community among readers consciously engendered by the 

editor can persist and evolve over a fairly long period of time. My examination of editor-reader 

interactions in YF supports Dixon’s observation of a trend in editorial attitudes across                                  

the nineteenth century by identifying evidence of such a trend within a single children’s periodical 

that spanned more than two decades. Moreover, it suggests that this shift in tone within YF                   

might not have been simply a response to child readers’ increased buying power (direct or through 

family members), but also a response to child readers’ inevitable aging into adult readers, and a 

desire to attract adult readers who had not read YF as children. 

This article demonstrates that closely examining editor-reader interactions enables scholars 

to identify indications of the ways in which publishers navigate transitions that risk the loss of 

certain readers in an effort to secure a net gain in circulation. In YF, an essential tactic for 

mitigating this kind of risk is an explicit and consistent invocation of value-for-money,                    

justified by assertions of quality. YF repeatedly tells its readers that it is “the best of its kind,” 

unrivalled by any similar periodical “at its price.” It conscripts its readers in saying as much to 

their friends and family members, for the “young folks” (and older readers) are friends and family 

to the paper’s editors – a loyal community that works together to promote the paper’s circulation 

throughout its many changes in price, size, format, content, titles, and other features. The 

effectiveness of such efforts is difficult to quantify, but the paper’s longevity suggests at least some 

measure of success. 
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Ultimately, Henderson’s team was forced to choose between remaining a children’s 

periodical and risk losing readers who “aged out” of its content, or attempting to transition into                

a family weekly and risk leaving a familiar market to tackle a competitive new one.                                   

They chose the latter, and the paper ceased publication soon thereafter. YF did not reach the levels 

of popularity attained by gender-targeted children’s periodicals like The Boy’s Own Paper and       

The Girl’s Own Paper, nor those of the most popular general-interest weeklies. However, it did 

attain longevity, and it did so without choosing a gendered market and without religious backing.                          

It established itself as a successful children’s penny weekly years before The Boy’s Own Paper 

and The Girl’s Own Paper were launched, during a period when children’s buying power and 

tastes were in flux and the role of the Editor as a figure was evolving in response.                                           

YF consciously altered its format and content to accommodate the growth – both in number and in 

age – of their readership. Young Folks never compromised on remaining a penny weekly, even as 

a penny’s value lessened over time. And, if you believe what the Editor tells their readers again 

and again, you will not find a better paper for your penny. 
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