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WELCOME TO TOPIC # 060…  TODAY, WATSON AND I WILL 
LOOK AT AGONY COLUMNS IN VICTORIAN NEWSPAPERS.



DESPITE DESCRIBING THE AGONY COLUMN — PERSONAL 
ADVERTISEMENTS APPEARING THE NEWSPAPERS — AS 'A 

CHORUS OF GROANS, CRIES, AND BLEATINGS'. I 
NONETHELESS PERUSED THAT COLUMN AS WELL AS 

OTHER ADVERTISEMENTS RELIGIOUSLY, EVEN KEEPING 
THEM IN SPECIAL SCRAPBOOKS.



THIS HABIT WAS DESCRIBED IN 'THE COPPER 
BEECHES,' 'THE ENGINEER’S THUMB,' AND THE 
VALLEY OF FEAR, AND PROVED USEFUL IN 'THE 
ADVENTURE OF THE BRUCE-PARTINGTON PLANS' 

AND 'THE ADVENTURE OF THE RED CIRCLE'…



…WHERE I WAS ABLE TO FOLLOW COMMUNICATIONS 
BETWEEN THOSE INVOLVED IN THE CASE, AND AN 
ADVERTISEMENT LED TO UNCOVERING THE TRUE 

IDENTITY OF JOHN GARRIDEB.



YOU WERE ALSO NOT ABOVE PLACING AN 
ADVERTISEMENT YOURSELF TO LOCATE SOMEONE 

CONNECTED TO A CASE, AS IN A STUDY IN 
SCARLET, THE SIGN OF FOUR…



…'THE NAVAL TREATY,' 'THE BLUE CARBUNCLE,' 
'THE DISAPPEARANCE OF LADY FRANCES CARFAX,' 

AND 'THE GREEK INTERPRETER' — THE LAST 
ACTUALLY PLACED BY MYCROFT.



THE EARLIEST REFERENCE TO AN AGONY COLUMN 
APPEARED IN 1853, BUT PERSONAL 

ADVERTISEMENTS HAD ALREADY BEEN APPEARING 
IN THE TIMES OF LONDON.



THESE USUALLY SOUGHT MISSING RELATIVES OR 
FRIENDS OR SENT SECRET MESSAGES BETWEEN LOVERS.



FOR ME, THESE REPRESENTED SOURCES OF DATA (AS 
A MEANS OF MONITORING CRIMINAL ACTIVITY AS 

WELL AS BITS OF INFORMATION THAT, WHEN 
CONNECTED WITH OTHER BITS PROVIDED A MORE 

COMPLETE PICTURE OF AN EVENT OR INDIVIDUAL) AS 
WELL AS A SOURCE OF AMUSEMENT, SUCH AS 

DECODING THE SECRET MESSAGES BETWEEN LOVERS.



SO POPULAR WAS THE COLUMN AND READERS’ 
INTEREST IN DECIPHERING AND FOLLOWING THESE 

SHORT MISSIVES ALICE CLAY IN 1881 PROVIDED 
INSTRUCTIONS ON HOW TO DECODE THE 

MESSAGES IN HER COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS OF 
SOME THAT APPEARED FROM 1800-1870.



SHE NOTED THAT THE EARLY ANNOUNCEMENTS 
APPEARED TO BE DIRECTED AT MATRIMONIAL 

REQUESTS AND QUITE SUPPORTED THE ROMANTIC 
NOTION OF 'LOVE AT FIRST SIGHT.'



TODAY’S PUZZLERS CAN TO TRY THEIR HAND AT 
DECODING USING JEAN PALMER’S 2008 COLLECTION 

THE AGONY COLUMN CODES & CIPHERS.



FAIR WARNING, THIS PASTIME COULD PROVE 
QUITE ADDICTIVE, AS I NOTED IN 'THE 

ADVENTURE OF THE NOBLE BACHELOR' AS ONE OF 
ONLY TWO PARTS OF THE PAPER I READ.



BY THE MID-20TH CENTURY, THE AGONY COLUMN 
HAD BECOME AN ADVICE COLUMN OVERSEEN BY AN 

'AGONY AUNT’ ALTHOUGH THE ROOTS OF PUBLISHED 
LETTERS FROM THOSE SEEKING GUIDANCE COULD BE 

TRACED BACK TO JOHN DUTTON.



HE ALLOWED READERS TO SEEK GUIDANCE IN 
LETTERS WHICH HE PUBLISHED IN HIS ATHENIAN 
GAZETTE… OFTEN SUCH CORRESPONDENCE SOUGHT 
ADVICE ON HOW TO CARRY ON AN ADULTEROUS 

AFFAIR, BUT ALSO OFFERED AUDIENCE 
PARTICIPATION AS OTHERS PROVIDED ANSWERS 

TO THE QUESTIONS RAISED.



AFTER WORKING FOR DUTTON ANSWERING SOME 
OF THESE REQUESTS, DANIEL DEFOE CREATED HIS 

OWN PUBLICATION, REVIEW, AND BECAME ITS 
AGONY UNCLE IN 1704.



WOMEN ENTERED THE ADVICE WORLD IN 1740 
WHEN MRS. ELIZA HAYWOOD AT THE FEMALE 

SPECTATOR AND MISS FRANCES MOORE AT THE 
OLD MAID ADDED SUCH COLUMNS TO THEIR 
PUBLICATIONS, FIRMLY ESTABLISHING THE 
COLUMN AS ADVICE FROM 'AGONY AUNTS.'



DESPITE THE DECLINE IN NEWSPAPER READERSHIP 
IN RECENT YEARS, A NEED STILL EXISTS FOR 
SUCH ADVICE BUT REQUESTS NOW APPEAR IN 

BLOGS, ONLINE MAGAZINES, FORUMS, FACEBOOK, 
AND OTHER DIGITAL OUTLETS.



THOSE RESPONDING TO QUESTIONS ABOUT 
MONETARY, RELATIONSHIP, FAMILY, OR OTHER 

PERSONAL PROBLEMS NOTE THAT WRITERS PURSUE 
SUCH ANONYMOUS ADVICE DUE TO A LACK OF 
TRUSTED FAMILY OR FRIENDS WITH WHOM 
SENSITIVE INFORMATION CAN BE SHARED.



THE AGONY AUNT OR UNCLE STILL SEES THEIR 
ROLE AS ACKNOWLEDGING THE CORRESPONDENT’S 
STORY, PROVIDE FEEDBACK AND SHARING OTHER 
SOURCES OF HELP, WHERE NEEDED… FOR THOSE 

SEEKING COMPANIONSHIP RATHER THAN ADVICE, 
PERSONAL ADVERTISEMENTS STILL EXIST.



OFTEN REFERRED TO AS 'LONELY HEARTS 
COLUMNS,' THESE PROVIDE AN AVENUE FOR THOSE 

SEEKING A RELATIONSHIP TO PROVIDE A 
DESCRIPTION OF THEMSELVES AS WELL AS THEIR 

PREFERENCES FOR A COMPANION. 



AND GIVEN LIMITED SPACE WITH WHICH TO DO 
SO (OFTEN BEING CHARGED BY THE CHARACTER OR 
LINE) A CODE HAS DEVELOPED — JUST AS WITH 

THE PERSONAL MESSAGES IN THE AGONY 
COLUMN—IDENTIFYING RELATIONSHIP STATUS, 
(E.G. DIVORCED OR WIDOWED) ETHNICITY OR 

NATIONALITY, AND GENDER.



ANOTHER SET OF ABBREVIATIONS PROVIDES 
ADDITIONAL INFORMATION, SUCH AS LTR FOR 
'LONG TERM RELATIONSHIP' OR NSA FOR 'NO 

STRINGS ATTACHED.'



WITH THE ADVENT OF VERY PRIVATE DIGITAL 
COMMUNICATIONS, THE AGONY COLUMN AS A 

MEANS FOR NOT-SO-SECRET MESSAGING BETWEEN 
LOVERS HAS GONE BY THE WAYSIDE.



AS RECENT AGONY AUNTS NOTE, HOWEVER, THE 
NEED FOR ADVICE STILL EXISTS AS DOES A 

MEANS FOR MEETING OTHERS.



I WOULD MOST LIKELY FIND SUCH COLUMNS EVEN 
MORE FULL OF 'GROANS, CRIES, AND 

BLEATINGS' THAN IN 1902, BUT STILL A MEANS 
TO KEEP A FINGER ON SOCIETY’S PULSE.



SO, WE HAVE COMPLETED TOPIC # 060 IN OUR SERIES… 

IN TOPIC # 061, WE WILL BE LOOKING AT TRAVEL THROUGHOUT ENGLAND IN THE 
VICTORIAN PERIOD.



ORIGINAL SOURCE MATERIAL FOR THIS TOPIC:

• HTTPS://WORDHISTORIES.NET/2017/01/27/AGONY-COLUMN/
• KEAGHAN TURNER, “SHERLOCK HOLMES AND THE ‘AGONY COLUMN’: A STUDY IN CONVERGENT MEDIA,” 

ENGLISH LITERATURE IN TRANSITION, 1880-1920, 61: 4, 2018
• ALICE CLAY (EDITOR). THE AGONY COLUMN OF THE “TIMES”: 1800-1870. LONDON: CHATTO AND 

WINDUS, 1881
• JEAN PALMER, AGONY COLUMN CODES AND CIPHERS, ENGLAND: AUTHORS ONLINE, 2005.
• HTTPS://WWW.THEGUARDIAN.COM/LIFEANDSTYLE/2009/NOV/13/AGONY-AUNTS
• ROBIN KENT, AUNT AGONY ADVISES. LONDON, W.H.ALLEN, 1979
• PETRA MONICA BOYNTON, “AGONY, MISERY, WOE: A NEW ROLE FOR MEDIA ADVICE COLUMNS” IN THE 

LANCET/PSYCHIATRY. VOLUME 2. MARCH, 2015
• HTTPS://WWW.REVOLVY.COM/PAGE/PERSONAL-ADVERTISEMENT
• HTTPS://FOURTHGARRIDEB.COM/2018/09/03/DATA-DATA-DATA-THE-RED-CIRCLE/
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