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Because of the longstanding interest of historians in the intellec-
tual and cultural life of colonial Philadelphia we now have a clear idea of
what the reading interests of that city's elite were during the mid-eight-
eenth century./ Moreover, because of craftsman and artisan participa-
tion in that cultural life it is possible to make some sound inferences
about the kinds of books and pamphlets less prominent Philadelphians
enjoyed. 2 Outside of the metropolis, however, it is a different matter;
there is very little material available indicating what back-country
Pennsylvanians read at mid-century.

It is obvious, of course, that despite comparatively low literacy
rates in rural Pennsylvania many individuals did read in their leisure
time for in backcountry inventories of estates are frequently listed "a
small parcel of books" or some other such entry. 3 Beyond that we know
that large book-dealers in Philadelphia did send consignments of books
to country retailers for distributikon in the hinterland. It cannot be
assumed, however, that a cross-section of the well-known book stocks
kept by Philadelphia bookdealers were simply sent along to the country
outlets. The country retailer, operating on a closer margin than his
Philadelphia supplier, could not afford to carry books in stock which
were of questionable marketability. Moreover, the periodic auction
sales that Philadelphia bookdealers resorted to in order to clear out un-
sold stock were as much an acknowledgement of their poor judgement
of what volumes their country retailers could dispose of, as of their
failure to read the demands of the Philadelphia market. The point is
that one cannot ascertain what types of books rural Pennsylvanians
read by looking at the bookstocks of Philadelphia dealers and until
someone reconstructs the commercial dealings between a Philadelphia
wholesaler and his country retailers there will always be some doubt as



to what the exact nature of the backcountry book market was.4

The one easily available indicator of backcountry reading habits is
the 1762 to 1774 lending record of the Union Subscription Library in
Hatboro, Pennsylvania published in the 1932 volume of The
Pennsylvania Magazine of History and Biography.5 There is, however,
an obvious objection against inferring the reading preferences of rural
Pennsylvanians from that list. The members of the library composed a
very small elite group which clearly was disssatisfied with what local
booksellers could provide and had the financial means that enabled
them, through their subscription library, to pursue their broader
interests. Like the private libraries of Philadelphia merchants the
Hatboro Library record throws ". . . light on the cultural background
and intellectual ambitions . . ." of the province's social leaders; 6 it does
not, however, indicate what sorts of material most Pennsylvanians read.

It is in answer to this objection that Patrick Orr's inventory gains
its importance. Mr. Orr was a retailer residing in Lancaster town when
he died in 1754. Along with a whole series of trade goods such as
knives, ribbons, shoebuckles, and buttons that he had in his possession
when he died, were 172 volumes of books. Here, evidently, was a stock
of books chosen for their marketability among the backcountry
residents of Pennsylvania.

The books that Patrick Orr had in his possession may be broken
down into 5 rough categories: Belles-Lettres 80 (47%), Religious 63
(36%), School books and Guides to Practical Arts and Conduct 19
(11%), History, Travel, and Biography 6 (4%), and Unidentified 4
(2% '). The heavy emphasis on belles-lettres, of course, is the most
significant feature of this book list. Consisting of almost 1/2 of Mr.
Orr's supply they, undoubtedly, constituted the kind of books most fre-
quently read by backcountry inhabitants. Even religious material,
which excluding the Bible includes approximately 1/4 of Mr. Orr's vol-
umes and including the Bible a little over 1/3 of his stock, does not
measure up well in comparison with the heavy emphasis on fine arts.
One might argue, of course, that this mainly reflected the preferences
of Presbyterian backcountrymen for the religious literature Mr. Orr
carried was clearly intended for Presbyterian, Congregational, or
Covenenter hands. Finally, in comparison to the largest two categories
there was but a smattering of other kinds of reading. Apparently, there
was not as much interest as one might suppose in the kind of didactic
literature that school books, practical guides, and history and travel
books represented.

Just as the books in Patrick Orr's possession reveal something of
the character of backcountry society so does the absence of certain
kinds of volumes from his stock. Recently, colonial historians have laid
heavy stress on the kind of political culture that colonists shared
through their widespread acquaintance with English, radical whig
literature. 8 One such historian has gone so far as to suggest that in the



process of politicization that apparently occurred in the American
colonies in the quarter-century prior to the Revolution was dependent
upon an educational revolution in which colonists were exposed to and
absorbed a set of liberal ideas which were to become basic "American"

assumptions.9 In broad terms, of course, these interpretations may well
be true but Patrick Orr's inventory does raise the question of true for
whom. What is notoriously absent from Orr's stock of books, is a whole
range of books on politics, law, philosophy, and history which
apparently contributed so much to the formation of the American politi-
cal culture. If Patrick Orr's inventory of books is indicative of the kinds
of literature backcountry Pennsylvanians read in 1754, they had a long
road to travel before they became the educated, politicized colonists
who fully understod and accepted the peculiarly American whig
ideology of the immediate pre-Revolutionary years.

PATRICK ORR'S STOCK OF BOOKS

s d

1. 3 Large Bibles 	 2/8/0
2. 3 Robison Cruesoes 	 0/2/6
3. 4 Labelle Assamblee 	 1/0/0
4. 2 Newfairy Tayles 	 0/8/0
5. 5 Speling books 	 0/5/5
6. 2 dozen Comides & 2 doz Tragedies 	 1/15/0
7. 3 Boston on the covenant 	 0/8/0
8. 2 do: on four fold State 	 0/8/0
9. 4 Dun-Quixote 	 1/0/0

10. 1 Tour throu Ireland 	 0/3/0
11. 20 Shorter catechisms 	 0/2/0
12. 1 mare's Book-keeping 	 0/5/9
13. 4 Abernatheys Sermons 	 1/12/0
14. 3 Willisons Sacramentall Cathechism 	 0/8/0
15. 3 Tom Joanes 	 0/13/0
16. 11 Fishers Arthmaticks 	 2/15/0
17. 6 Psalters 	 0/5/0
18. 3 Willison on the Sabath 	 0/8/0
19. 3 Peregin Pickle 	 0/15/0
20. 4 Pamelia 	 1/0/0
21. 4 Female Spectors 	 1/0/0
22. 8 Spectators 	 110/0
23. 1 Salmon Gazater 	 0/5/0
24. 4 Gilt Bibles & 4 common do 	 1/11/0
25. 1 Art of pretching 	 0/1/6
26. 11 Testements 	 0/14/8
27. 2d, 3d, & 4th Volumes of military history 	 0/12/0
28. 1 Reflection on redicule 	 0/2/6
29. 1 Clevlands life 	 0/5/0
30. 1 Ansons Voyages 	 0/5/0
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