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Co-op History: Re-visiting the Rochdale Pioneers

R.C.Richardson(University of Winchester UK)

The Co-op in England has been battling against depressingly bad publicity in
recent months both in the newspaper press and on television. Its market share
of retailing has continued to fall; self-evidently it has long since been overtaken
by the top supermarket chains such as Tesco and Sainsbury's. Fundamentally
backward-looking, its business organization and strategy, and the structure
and quality of its management team have all been called into question. It has
proved itself ill-equipped to cope with the increasingly intense competition
of today's recession-stricken economy. The proudly ethical and 'green' Co-op
Bank, once a jewel in the crown, has teetered on the brink of collapse due to
incompetent and morally bankrupt leadership and the ill-advised absorption of
a faltering building society and all its branches. Probing external audits of the
Co-op group's management structures and business model has been resisted
and, in the end, only partly implemented. Confronted by colossal debts the Co-
op group has been compelled to sell off some of its major assets, in particular
its huge 40,000 acre agricultural enterprise, its pharmacy division, and some
of its property portfolio. It has been a real question for some of today's
commentators and economists whether the Co-op group in England and its
inherited ideals have any significant future. Even with the very recent sell-
offs and the belated implementation of some reforms stabilization and growth,

perhaps even survival, are likely to be a real struggle.

Faced with the depressing picture offered by the state of the Co-op in
England in 2014 it is refreshing to turn back to the glory days and lofty

170 FEE 22014 712 (163)

principles of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and to the founding
fathers of the Co-operative Movement in the Lancashire textile town of
Rochdale in 1844. Rochdale, which nestles next to the Pennine hills in the
border country between Lancashire and Yorkshire, the original heartland of
the first Industrial Revolution, was justly designated the global capital of Co-
operation in 2011. In October 2012 a greatly enlarged museum (re-vamped at
a cost of over 2.3 million pounds sterling) devoted to the early days of the Co-
op opened in Rochdale. It incorporated the original store in Toad Lane - see
the below photograph - which had first opened as a museum on a very modest
scale in 1931.

The new museum attracts visitors and dedicated pilgrims from all over the
world and its glossy guidebook has been translated into several languages,
Japanese among them. Some of the furniture and fittings of the 1844 store and

some of the original minute books and other records are on display.

of|Aflo] | Co-op History: Re-visiting the Rochdale Pioneers 171



A successful television docu-drama about the Rochdale Pioneers and their
importance was given a prime-time viewing slot in the same year (2012),
strategically adding useful publicity. Clearly, while the present misfortunes
of the Co-op in England have been the subject of much hostile comment and

criticism its past has been repeatedly applauded and celebrated.

But it is as well to be clear what exactly is celebrated. The original Rochdale
Pioneers of 1844 — mainly weavers and skilled workers and craftsmen of other
kinds, with a combined initial working capital of only £28 and with sales in the
first year of trading of just over £700 — cannot be credited with the invention of
the fundamental principles of Co-operation. These can be traced back in part to
the seventeenth century and, more completely, to the late eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries when men like Robert Owen and William King paved
the way in developing an articulate agenda. Early Co-op experiments took
place in other places, among them Chatham and Sheerness in Kent, Brighton,
London, Hull, and New Lanark in Scotland — and even in Rochdale itself. A
Co-operative Congress — the first of its kind — was held in Manchester (only a
few miles from Rochdale) in 1831.

But the Rochdale Pioneers pulled off — against all the odds — the first
successful and sustained venture in Co-operative retailing when they opened
in December 1844 their extremely basic and hastily improvised shop on
the ground floor of a former woollen warehouse at 31 Toad Lane. They
were careful to learn from the mistakes of their predecessors. The Rochdale
principles were democracy, profit-sharing, cash-only trading, fair prices, honest
weights and measures, and guaranteed pure quality goods (at a time when

commercial malpractices and adulteration were commonplace).

172 AAH 22014 712 (162)

Within the space of only six years of the opening annual sales at the
Rochdale Co-op had increased exponentially to over £13,000 and the Society
had a membership of 600. By 1867 the Pioneers had far outgrown the original
premises and moved further up the same street into a large new, imposing, four-
storey, building which housed the different departments of their flourishing
business and provided space for the other services (among them education and
a members' library) which by that point the Society offered.

By that date, too, the Rochdale model of Co-operation had been embraced
in many other parts of the North of England and elsewhere. By 1914 there
were no fewer than 1,500 Co-op retail societies in the UK. The Co-op had
also moved into production, manufacture and wholesale trading; the CWS
(the Co-operative Wholesale Society) with its headquarters in Manchester
had begun operations in 1863. In the last decades of the nineteenth century
the Co-op further diversified its activities and range of manufactured goods,
and had successfully opened up banking and insurance divisions. It had also
entered in a big way into the different branches of agriculture, not only in
the UK tea plantations in what is now Sri Lanka acquired in 1902 were one
notable overseas farming enterprise. But the Co-op's wider socio-economic
and political belief was also expanded. The role and rights of women were
championed from the outset not only within the Co-op itself but in society at
large. At local level the Co-op became a provider of working-class housing,
first of all in Rochdale itself. The Co-op's educational activities also continued
and culminated in 1919 with the establishment of the Co-operative College
which offered residential courses and bursaries. The democratic politics of the
Co-operative Movement — there from the beginning — finally found formal

expression in 1917 in the originally separate Co-operative Party (with its

of|Aflo] | Co-op History: Re-visiting the Rochdale Pioneers 173



own Members of Parliament) which in due course merged with the nascent

Labour Party.

All this, and more, are appropriately commemorated in the new Rochdale
Pioneers Museum. Children who visit — both individually and in school
parties — are well provided for with a range of special programmes designed
to arouse their interest. A good range of publications about the Co-op and its
activities and significance are on sale. — All this is very different from the
very traditional, rather forbidding former museum which though quaint and

undeniably authentic was more like a mausoleum.

Today's Museum is energetically and imaginatively managed by the Co-
operative Heritage Trust (formed in 2007) which also cares for the central
archives of the Co-op Movement housed in Manchester. Long may the
Museum flourish as living history — not as a remnant of a dead past but as
a vibrant reminder that the original ideals, energy and commitment which
guided the Rochdale Pioneers in the middle of the nineteenth century still
have relevance in the very different conditions which prevail in different parts
of the world today. But the relevance consists in part in inspiring the courage
and determination to be forward-looking and to confront daunting challenges,
not in providing a universal blueprint offering instant, ready-made solutions
which can be unthinkingly implemented at all times and in all situations. The

Rochdale Pioneers of 1844 were bold visionaries not mere passengers.

R.C.Richardson is Emeritus Professor of History at the University of
Winchester and the author of many scholarly books and articles on English
social history. His earlier article 'Living history: working at the Co-op in north-

west England' appeared in this journal in 2012 (pp.102-11). icoop
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