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Special Column

Living History.
Working at the Co-op in north-west England fifty years ago

R.C.RICHARDSON

During three long school vacations in 1960, 1961 and 1962 I had summer jobs
at the local Co-op in my home town of Middleton in Lancashire. Only a few miles
from Rochdale, where the Pioneers started the first Co-operative retail store in 1844
and in the same heartland which spawned the Co-operative Wholesale Society
in 1863, Middleton in my teenage years had a thriving Co-operative network.
Technically this was the Middleton and Tonge Industrial Co-operative Society, the
name signifying that it served the two townships on each side of a dividing river
(the Irk). The Society had been founded in 1850, not long after the original one in
Rochdale, and in all kinds of ways [ remember it as the dominant economic presence
in the town in which I was born and lived until my University education took me
to another part of the country. Middleton at this time was a relatively small town
and was overwhelmingly bound up with the cotton industry; huge cotton factories
(many of them dating from the pre-Ist World War boom) had a striking presence in
the urban landscape and employed thousands of people in spinning and weaving.
One of them was given over to producing fine velvets. Man-made fibres such as
rayon and nylon had joined cotton in some of the others. There were associated
factories which specialised in dyeing and printing the finished cloth and one or two
others which produced clothing. The CWS had three factories in Middleton, one
making jams and marmalade, another vinegar and pickles, and the third specialising
in fruit cordials and fizzy drinks. My family lived not very far from all these and
as the wind changed different aromas, not all fragrant, wafted over. The town

had two small railways stations, and frequent bus services to adjacent towns and
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cities such as Manchester. There was a medieval parish church, a grammar school
(which I attended) dating back to 1572, many Nonconformist chapels (especially
of the Methodist denomination), a reasonably good public library, three cinemas,
and a flourishing local culture in which sport (especially cricket), drama, music-
making, art and gardening competed with each other for public attention. There
were some notable buildings, mainly the work of Edgar Wood, a locally renowned
early twentieth-century Arts and Craft architect. The town had its own newspaper,
the Middleton Guardian. Reinforced at every level with family connections and
intermarriage this was a predominantly working-class town with a proud local
identity which the Co-op helped reinforce. Only the building from the late 1950s of
a vast outlying estate to house some of Manchester's overspill population started to
challenge and eventually weaken all this. Ignoring or keeping the newcomers at bay
was an old town strategy not calculated to succeed in the long-run.

Physically as well as commercially the Co-op in 1960 dominated the town centre
of Middleton, one side of the old market place consisting almost entirely of different
Co-op shops and stores. There was a grocery supermarket — the first of its kind in the
town. Other retail outlets selling foodstuffs were still at that time old-style counter-
service establishments; customers queued to be served with the goods they wanted.
There were separate Co-op fishmonger s and butcher s establishments, a bakery, a
Co-op pharmacy, and Co-op shoe shop. Larger than these, and housed in a separate
two-storeyed building one street away from the others, were the men’s and women's
clothing departments, and a furniture and furnishing department which also sold
carpets and rugs.In the street behind this row of shops and stores were the Co-op
offices, the Funerals Department — this Co-op, like others of the day, catered for the
whole life span. The Co-op Dairy was in the same street with vehicles which provided
daily deliveries to people’s homes across the town. The central grocery warehouse
was close by in another street. Conveniently situated near Middleton railway station

was the coal department; virtually all houses in Middleton at that time burned solid

Special Column | Living History. Working at the Co-op in north-west England fifty years ago 103



fuel in their fireplaces. There was no separate branch of the Co-op Bank in Middleton
at this time but its headquarters were in Manchester, the capital city of the cotton
industry. The Co-operative Insurance Society was also based there but local agents
— one of my uncles among them - came at regular intervals to homes in Middleton
to receive dues and make payments when called for. Above the main row of central
shops was a spacious Co-operative Hall in which public meetings, ballroom dances,
fashion parades, parties, and other entertainments took place and which played host
to the annual, high-profile show of the Middleton Chrysanthemum Society. The Hall
also housed the Co-op’s catering service which supplied sandwiches, savouries and
cakes for weddings, funerals and other special events at different local venues. As
a young boy I went each year to the Hall to attend the children’s party organised by
this Co-operative Society’s Women's Guild. (My mother never belonged to it but
two of my aunts were very active in the organisation and, at different times, served
as its president). One of these aunts was also an elected member of the management
board of the Middleton and Tonge Co-op. It was she who “put in a good word’
with the general manager of the grocery section to get me my temporary summer
employment. In addition to the various shops and facilities in the centre of town the
Middleton & Tonge Society also had branches of its grocery business, seventeen
or eighteen of them in all, scattered around the small town, each with a separate
manager and small staff.

Hardly any of these branches in my day were supermarkets. The rest, a number
of them built in the same architectural style and uniformly painted, still clung to
traditional ways and were spartan in their appearance; bare wooden floors were
standard. Customers were served from behind wooden counters. One or two chairs
were provided on which elderly customers could sit while waiting. Commodities
like bacon, cooked meats and cheese were sliced or cut on request. (Butter, however,
by this date was pre-packed). Most of these stores did not have refrigerated display

cabinets but kept the goods in question behind the scenes in an enormous single
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refrigerator. Frozen food had hardly made its appearance. Fruit and vegetables were
sold from large bins or boxes by weight and were not pre-packaged. Commodities
like starch and strong-smelling household carbolic soap, rarely seen today, were
stocked and still found a ready market among the older age group of customers.
These customers, too, it was patently clear, were chiefly women. Household
shopping was still viewed primarily as part of the women's world into which men
rarely trespassed.

In this Co-op, like all others, the main customers were the share-holding members
whose stake in the organisation was recognised by a unique membership number.
This was cited when paying for goods and a hand-written receipt issued which
contained this number and the amount of money involved in the transaction. It was
a simple, but clearly labour-intensive, method of accounting, and was made more
complicated still by the fact that the same number could be quoted when buying
goods from any other Co-op store in the nation so that the value of these external
purchases could be added to a member’s accumulating annual total of spending.
Based on this grand total, twice a year, the Society paid a cash dividend to its
members, which could be collected on specified days from the Society s finance
office. 5% was the going rate (in pre-decimal English currency this was one shilling
in the pound). As a small boy I remember going with my mother to queue to get the
latest pay-out of the treasured ‘divi’. Only later than my own time as an employee
at the Co-op in Middleton were trading stamps introduced as a more convenient
alternative to the old cash dividend system. These stamps had to be stuck on to
the sheets or books provided and exchanged in due course for goods purchased. It
was a practice which had originated with other retail (and petrol) companies; the
Co-op caught up with the trend rather late and used it, surreptitiously, as a means of
reducing the relatively high rate of loyalty-inducing dividend which had up to then
prevailed.

My summer jobs at the local Co-op were always in the grocery department, twice
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in branch shops and once (for my final season) in the town-centre supermarket. As
a young and raw recruit my main tasks initially were related to goods themselves
rather than to customers. As cargoes of commodities were delivered from the central
warehouse to the shops on designated days I would have to help in unloading what
was brought and in taking the boxes of goods to storage areas either behind or above
the shops in question. Potatoes and other root vegetables were delivered in bulk
and the heavy sacks had either to be carried in or hoisted by pulleys to an overhead
storage area where, when required, they could be sent down by chutes into large
metal bins in the shop. (This was exhausting, messy work for a teenage boy, as
was carrying into the shop whole sides of bacon from the delivery vehicles!) From
these bins the goods were dispensed when required, weighed on large metal scales,
and handed over to customers to put in their own shopping bags or baskets. Free,
disposable, plastic bags arrived in Co-op and other shops much later.

Three other responsibilities came my way. Filling up shelves with canned
and packaged goods was one of them. In the Co-op branches, as opposed to the
supermarkets, these shelves were all behind the counters, and sometimes (to
maximise the available space) stretched up to the ceiling. ‘Special offers” for the
week were either stacked in small piles at the side of the counters or heaped up
in small displays on the customer side of the counter. Advertising matter in these
branch shops was minimal, and window displays, by modern standards, were
embarrassingly bad. Small retail branches of this kind had no separate cleaning staff
so a considerable share of sweeping, mopping, wiping, and scrubbing came my way.

But, once a week, an even bigger and more demanding task presented itself. This
was packing customers’ orders into re-used cardboard delivery boxes. There was a
time-honoured system governing this practice. Each Co-op branch had an appointed
home delivery day. Two or three days prior to this regular customers, invariably
members of the Society, would call in with their order book (with membership

number clearly displayed), containing a list of their wants for the coming week. I
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would then have to go round the shelves in the shop collecting the canned, packaged
or bottled goods in question and pack them neatly into cardboard boxes of a suitable
size. Loose vegetables like potatoes and onions were placed in the bottom of them.
Perishable produce and wrapped up bacon, cooked meats and cheese, obviously,
were put in at the last minute on delivery days. Alternatives were supplied if
particular items requested were out of stock. Unless named brands were specified
the CWS's own products were always given priority. Prices of each item had to be
carefully entered into the order books and totals inserted. A small delivery charge
was added to each bill. These totals were then checked by the manager or his deputy
and entered in a ledger. Finally customers” own orderbooks were placed at the top
of the cardboard boxes containing the goods requested. Customers then paid for the
previous week s order when bringing in their new one. It was a cash economy only.
There were no credit cards, of course, at this date, and cheques in my experience
were never used by the predominantly working-class clientele. Customers were not
allowed to run up large bills. An unwritten rule was that last week s order had to be
paid for before the next one was delivered. Deliveries for the Middleton & Tonge
Society, as for others at this date, were centrally organised. A small staff of drivers
went round to different branches on the different designated days to collect and
deliver the boxes which, by the time they arrived, were waiting on the shop floor for
them to take away.

The delivery system was taken for granted and expressed the traditional values
and conscientiousness which the Co-op represented. Its staff, many of them long-
serving, considered themselves to be the elite of the local retail trade, though devoid
of'the airs and graces which many of those working in the larger, more sophisticated
stores in Manchester — the nearby big city — gave themselves. Dress codes were
strictly observed. Staff in the town-centre Co-op specialist shops were always smart-
looking; suits and ties were a requirement for male managers and workers in all but

the fishmonger's and butcher’s. (Ties, however, as the basic badge of respectability,
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were worn by every male member of staff). In the grocery shops, too, male workers
sported ties, light-coloured jackets and aprons, or long white coats. That was the kind
of work clothing I wore, even though carrying greasy sides of bacon and humping
sacks of potatoes dirtied them very quickly.

As a temporary employee of the Co-op during the summer I tended not to remain
continuously at the same workplace but instead had to move around as needed to fill
in for regular staff who were away on holiday. This was good in some ways since it
introduced me to a wider range of staff, some of them of my own age, but it meant
that my learning curve was made more steep and continuous by having to accustom
myself quickly to the different lay-outs and regimes of each shop in which I found
myself. In my first summer with the Co-op I was based only in the old-style service-
provided branches. Thereafter in the two following summers I spent several weeks
in both the central grocery supermarket and in one of the rare branch supermarkets.
These were still small by today s standards and did not feature the shopping trolleys
which later become standard. They were largely unnecessary. Not only was there no
parking close by but far fewer people had cars, certainly not the working women who
did virtually all the shopping. Stacking shelves in these busier shops was practically
anon-stop activity for me though as I became more experienced I was permitted to
serve customers in the specialist greengrocery or bacon, ham, cooked meats, and
cheese sections. In a relatively small town some of these customers were people
I already knew — schoolfriends, former schoolteachers and people from the local
Methodist church which my family attended. As I recall the normal working week
was forty to forty five hours — with overtime available at least in the central grocery
supermarket. My first take-home pay (in one of the smaller, old-style, branches)
was just under £5 per week — derisory by today’s very different standards, but at
the time and in my very first job acceptable enough. In any case I had no yardstick
with which to make comparisons. Three or four years later when, more ambitiously,

I'secured my first summer job as a temporary school-teacher in a secondary school
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the weekly salary was £22.50. It seemed a princely sum in those days.

Since the late 1960s I have lived in the south of England and worked in universities
and now rarely go back north to Middleton; all of the most recent visits there have been
for family funerals. The Co-op still has a residual presence in the town but nothing
like what it had in the period I worked there. The Co-operative Hall, eventually
deemed redundant, was an early casuality. The old town-centre shops and stores
have all gone, as have all the small outlying branches of the grocery department.
The Middleton and Tonge Co-operative Society ceased to be an independent entity
in the 1970s. An amalgamation with the nearby Society in Oldham came first and
then, a few years later, this combined organisation itself merged with the Rochdale
Society to create an even larger grouping which, it was hoped, by means of greater
bulk purchases and other economies of scale, would compete more effectively with
new rivals such as Tesco. The world of retailing had changed in other ways by
then, of course. The age of small shops was in eclipse. Supermarkets, no longer the
exception, became the norm. And men, no less than women, were to be seen doing
the shopping.

Looking back on this work experience gained fifty years ago it is pertinent to ask
what I gained from it. Pondering this for a while it became clear to me that there are
more answers to this question than I first suspected. Anyone’s first employment,
of course, represents a landmark, a major dividing line in the life cycle. The
wages — small though they were — bestowed some degree of temporary financial
independence. But working in shops was valuable in other ways. It brought more
social immersion. Moreover, doing menial tasks and serving others brought new
perspectives and enabled me to break out of the narrow, enclosed, ivory-tower world
of the grammar school. Such work facilitated social interaction. But in a deeper
sense I now recognise that working at the Co-op as a teenager was in some ways
surprisingly relevant to my later career trajectory as an academic historian coming

to specialise in social history. The Co-op itself was a historic institution, proud
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of its past and defensive of its legacy; such things were especially evident in the
Middleton and Tonge Society which was one of the first of its kind in England. But
beyond this, I worked there at a critical juncture. These I now see - though it was
not obvious at the time - were the last days of old-style retailing in England, the last
days of smaller, community-oriented, shops serving a known clientele. Close, often
friendly, relations existed between Co-op staff and their regular customers. Even
1, as a temporary employee, got to know these regulars pretty well and recognised
particular “characters’ among them. Shopping in these stores was a more frequent
habit anyway than it is today. Since the branches, at any rate, were strategically
close to people’s homes, many customers were able to slip in for odd items as soon
as it was noticed they were needed and also to socialise. With the exception of the
regular delivered weekly orders packed in boxes the few items that were bought
on a shopping visit had to be carried away by a purchaser who had arrived on foot.
Buying a large assortment of supplies at one time made no sense; it simply created
a transportation problem. No cars were waiting close by into which the goods could
be conveniently loaded.

The Co-op in Middleton was also closely bound up with its specific context
of an interdependent economic community revolving very largely around a single
industry, in this case cotton. These were the final days, it can be seen in retrospect,
of the Lancashire cotton industry before it was killed off by foreign competition
from India and the Far East. Middleton today is a very different place from the
one I remember as a schoolboy. The cotton mills and associated factories have all
disappeared. So have most of the Co-op shops. So, too, have most of the Methodist
and other Nonconformist chapels. So, for that matter, has the traditional working
class. So, indeed, has the old sense of local ‘community . All these elements, I now
see as a practising social historian, were closely bound up together. The Co-op was an
integral part of the fabric of local life; in a deep-seated way the Co-op was a social as

well as an economic institution. Historically it was both an expression of community
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life and a force which helped to define it. It was a pillar of society. Industrial towns
took great pride in what they produced and in their work ethic; even if Britain had
ceased by then to be the undisputed workshop of the world British goods were still
considered to be the best. These industrial towns also took pride in their rich and
varied social and cultural life and their distinctiveness.

Romanticising the past, of course, is wrong and should always be avoided, but it is
surely reasonable to say that the Co-op was a major integral part of the urban scene
and functioned as a force for the common good. As an Englishman looking from a
distance at the current growth and strengthening of the co-operative idea in South

Korea it is heartening to see others recognising the same potential.

skeoksk
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