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 Co-operative Business History Project 

ÅProject began in 2009 ï research and write 
new history of The Co-operative Group  
since 1863 ï first to be published since  
1970s 

ÅBring understanding of co-operatives into mainstream 

ÅResearch coincided with National Co-operative 
Archive project, to preserve records during  
Co-operative Group move into 1 Angel Square 

ÅMany of the records consulted were available to 
historians for the first time 

 

 



ÅSnapshots from 150+ years of co-operative history 

ÅRise & reign 
British co-operative development,1850s-1950s  

ÅRetreat 
Co-operative decline, 1960s-90s 

ÅRenaissance 
Reversal of fortunes since 1990s 

 

 Todayôs talk 

1863 1913 1963 2013 



Origins 

Rochdale Pioneersô Equitable Co-operative Society, 1844 

Samuel Ashworth 

(early CWS employee) 

William Cooper 

(CWS Pioneer) 

James Smithies 

(CWS Pioneer) 

Charles Howarth 

(CWS Pioneer) 



Rochdale model co-operatives 

ÅDemocratic business ï one member, one vote 

ÅMet real needs ï tackling market failures! 

ÅGood quality food at affordable prices 

ÅHelp families save via the  
dividend 

ÅShare resources with the  
community ï education 

ÅChange marketplace  
and change the world 

ÅModel replicated across  
Britain, 1850s-60s 

 

 

 



óGreater Manchesterô co-ops, c1860 

Consumer  

co-operatives 

c1860 

Rochdale (1844) 

Firgrove (1854) 

Healey (1857) 

Heywood (1850) 

Littleborough (1853) 

Middleton & Tonge (1850) 

Shawforth (1860) 

Wardle (1860) 

 

Oldham 

Crompton (1851) 

Delph Junction (1857) 

Failsworth (1859) 

Lees (1851) 

Oldham Equitable (1857) 

Oldham Industrial (1851) 

Royton (1857) 

Uppermill (1860) 

 

Bury (1856) 

Radcliffe & Pilkington (1860) 

Ramsbottom (1858) 

 

 

Manchester & Salford (1859) 

Eccles (1857) 

Pendleton (1860) 

Swinton Moorside (1860) 

 

Bolton (1859) 

Eagley (1859) 

Edgeworth (1860) 

Heywood (1850) 

Westhoughton Friendly (1858) 

 

Wigan 

Leigh (1858) 

 

Tameside 

Ashton-under-Lyne (1857) 

Mossley (1856) 

Stalybridge (1859) 

 

Stockport (1860) 

Compstall (1852) 

Stockport Great Moor (1831) 

Woodley (1860) 

 

 



The CWSémade in Middleton? 

Lowbands Farm, Jumbo, Middleton 



The óJumbo Tea Partyô 

Å12 August 1860 ï social 
gathering, tea in the barn 

ÅDiscussion of need for a  
co-operative wholesale ï and to 
change the law to make it work 

ÅMeet in Manchester, Middleton, 
Oldham & Rochdale  

ÅNovember 4 1860 - first entry in 
the óJumbo minute bookô 

Å25 December 1860 - report to 
conference at óTemperance Hallô 
in Hewitt Street, Manchester 

 



CWS Pioneers 

ÅRochdale 
William Cooper, Charles Howarth,  
James Smithies; Thomas Cheetham,  
Abraham Greenwood, Samuel Stott 

ÅMiddleton 
John Hilton 

ÅOldham 
Henry Hewkin, William Marcroft  

ÅManchester 
James Dyson, John Charles Edwards,  
Edward Hooson 

Å48 societies become members, 1863 

 

Abraham Greenwood 
(1824-1911) 

CWS trademark 



North of England 

Co-operative Wholesale Society 

ÅRegistered 
11 August 1863 

Å1st official meeting 
10 October 1863 

Å1st membersô meeting 
21 November 1863 

ÅCommenced trading 
14 March 1864 

 

 

 
3 Cooper Street, Manchester 



Spectacular growth 

ÅBranches 
Newcastle (1872) & London 
(1874) 

ÅManufacturing 
Crumpsall biscuits (1873) 
Leicester boots (1873) 
Durham soap (1874) 

ÅShipping 
SS Pioneer (1879) 

ÅInternational sourcing 
Ireland (1866) 
New York (1876)  
Rouen (1879) 
Copenhagen (1881)  
 

Crumpsall 

New York 



Co-operative dynamics 

Co-operative societies 

ÅCan buy from any source 

ÅNeed to supply what members/ 
customers want 

ÅSocieties need to keep local suppliers on side 

ÅWill support CWSéif the price/quality are right 

CWS 

ÅCanôt sell to private firms 

ÅWants to be main, if not sole supplier to co-ops 

ÅServes as a ócommercial hothouseô ï have to have the best quality 
at the best price to attract co-operatives  

ÅControl over supply chain ï source of goods to delivery 

ÅConflict! óThe dysfunctional federationô! 

 

 



Huddersfield saleroom  

(est. 1885) 

Cardiff depot (est. 1891) 

 

Spreading co-operation 

Co-operatives  

c1875 



Vertical integration 

ÅOwnership of supply chain  
= control over price, quality 

ÅRoden Farm, Shropshire 

ÅMiddleton Preserve Works 

 

 

 

 

 

Roden 

Middleton 



CWS & the 

Manchester 

Ship Canal 

Opening day,  

1 January 1894 

JTW Mitchell 

SS Pioneer 



CWS & Manchester in the 1930s 



Crumpsall Biscuit Works 

Established 1873 



Irlam Soap Works 

Established 1894 



Manchester Tobacco Factory 

Established 1898 


