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Preface

The face looking out from the cover of this book is that of Piara Singh Hayre,
photographed in his Knox Road shop in late 1960s Wolverhampton. His
lived experience and the wider history of the British Asian shopkeeper sits
at the confluence of the local and the global, which is a prominent theme
in this book. Yet this is not where the idea for the book began. First came
a rather different question: where does the emergence of the charity shop
so familiar on British high streets today fit into the history of retail and
consumption? As a charity historian turning his eye to the various ways
charities had entered the world of retailing over recent centuries, I could
find little trace of them in the historical scholarship. Things were very
different for the co-operative movement, another case of retailing with a
social purpose, the importance of which had long been recognized alongside
supermarkets, chains and department stores. Once I started engaging with
these wider histories, it was clear there was a bigger question in play: in the
case of retailing — whether charitable, co-operative or commercial — what
did it mean to be modern? A focus on either connection with, alienation from
or exploitation of various communities, from the local to the global, can
render very different ideas of what we understand to be modern retailing,
the modern consumer or indeed the modern age.

To explore these questions, I gravitated towards the Centre for the
History of Retailing and Distribution (CHORD) at the University of
Wolverhampton. Founded in 1993, this continues to be a major hub for
retail history scholarship, and most of the chapters in this collection began
as papers presented at CHORD workshops by academics and PhD students
from a host of disciplines, as well as archivists and heritage professionals. Five
of them were given at the May 2019 workshop on the theme of Retailing
and Community: The Social Dimensions of Commerce, which ended with plans
for a collection of some kind to be headed up by myself and Grace Millar,
who was working in the department as a researcher on a major project on
the oral history of mining communities. We brought in a number of other
contributors and set about pinning down the common themes and threads
that ran through our eclectic set of case studies. This was a deliberately
collaborative process, with every contributor reading other chapters and
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helping with the broader task of sensemaking that shaped the collection as
a whole.

Global connections and contexts emerged as one of the major themes
shaping our English retail histories. This ranged from real and imagined global
connections to post-imperial encounters and comparisons. We slowed down
the process to allow for Commonwealth migration and the end of empire
to receive greater attention from chapters being refocused and reimagined as
well as a new addition to our slate of contributors. The COVID-19 pandemic
then slowed us down further, providing some contributors with time for
writing while preventing others from visiting archives. The project was then
re-energized when contributor Alix Green joined the editorial team. Where
Grace was central to the task of organizing the collection and establishing
its core themes, Alix took the lead on how they speak to us today. Alix’s
work on tightening the chapters and Grace’s on sharpening the writing and
getting the manuscript ready for publication have been invaluable. Without
either of them, this book would likely never have been realized.

We would like to thank the anonymous readers and the editorial team at
Bristol University Press, who have helped to strengthen the book and brought
it to publication as speedily and smoothly possible. We are also grateful to
Anand Chhabra of the Apna Heritage Archive project, who supplied the
cover image, and all the archivists who have enabled the research presented
in this book. Finally, we would also like to acknowledge that open access
publication of this book would not have been possible without the generosity
of both the Library and the Centre for Historical Research at the University
of Wolverhampton.

George Campbell Gosling
University of Wolverhampton



Retail and Community: English
Experiences and International
Encounters in the Long
20th Century

George Campbell Gosling, Alix R. Green and Grace Millar

Introduction

‘A good position is one of the great secrets of success in business’, declared
Gordon Selfridge at the 1922 grand opening of a new shop on Regent
Street, less than a mile away from his famous department store in London’s
fashionable West End. This was the new flagship store of the charity St
Dunstan’s, which had been providing rehabilitation and retraining for blind
veterans since the early days of the First World War. The mats, baskets,
wooden trays and other craft items made by St Dunstaners were sold from
this prime location until the 1960s, and of it, said Selfridge, ‘no organisation
in the country is more deserving’.'

At the turn of the 20th century, many charities ran workshops training
the disabled or the poor in handicrafts and helped sell the items made.” St
Dunstan’s was notable for two reasons. First, it was a remarkably successful
high-end example of this model, combining modern retailing with elite
philanthropy. Their business-like approach embraced contemporary styles
for store design, lighting and window displays while emphasizing the quality
of products for sale. Aristocratic and even royal endorsements reinforced the
clear message presented in shop windows and mail order catalogues alike that
being a customer was a way of living up to the community’s responsibility
to aid ‘victory over blindness’.” St Dunstan’s usually avoided saying explicitly
that buying from them was an act of charity. Yet that would have been clear
to passers-by reading:
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All the goods in this window have been made by Sailors, Soldiers and
Airmen blinded in the Great War: they are strong, well finished and
good value: the proof by sales that their work is appreciated is a great
encouragement to them

BUY SOMETHING TO-DAY

ONE GOOD TURN DESERVES ANOTHER..!

The second reason St Dunstan’s is a notable example is that it not only
trained its charitable recipients but often set them up as small shopkeepers.
Whenever possible St Dunstaners were expected to open their own shops,
using their new artisan skills to serve local communities around the country,
while the charity found ways ‘to sell those goods which cannot be disposed of
locally’.” By 1951, the After Care Department was paying regular visits to 140
shopkeepers. Many had branched out beyond selling their own craft goods,
with picture framers selling art supplies and others trading as confectioners,
newsagents and tobacconists. Only rarely were these stores owned by the
charity, yet photographs show it was common for a sign over the door to
announce that the shopkeeper had been ‘trained by St Dunstan’s’. The
reputation of the charity was thus traded on and customers made aware of
the social purpose of lending their support, not to a fundraising effort but
to a commercial venture in which the St Dunstaner was working to make
a profit just like any other shopkeeper.

Across much of the early and mid-20th century there were a significant
number of blind shopkeepers all around the country being supported by
the charity. At a time when the presence of broken and brutalized men was
widely seen as posing a moral threat to the community, there was a further
dimension to supporting blind veterans to set themselves up in business.
Where disabled and unemployed veterans might constitute a radical political
force in other countries, St Dunstan’s was part of a wider effort that sought to
re-establish them as ‘breadwinning fathers and husbands’.” Yet in the case of
the shopkeepers, cultural reassurance went beyond breadwinner domesticity,
with the St Dunstaner as head of both a household and a small business.
The new identity and social position offered was not that of the respectable
worker, aligning instead with an old idea of England as being traditionally
a ‘nation of shopkeepers’.* The long-serving chairman of St Dunstan’, Ian
Fraser, himself blinded at the Somme, hoped the St Dunstaner opening his
own shop would have ‘the added advantage of stimulating local interest in
his welfare’.” Setting up shop in a community was assumed to be one and
the same as establishing oneself as a member of that community.

Such close and complex interrelationships between retail and community
more widely are at the heart of the following chapters, which present some
of the latest research on the histories of retailing over 150 years, from the late
19th to the early 21st centuries. The focus here tends to be on small-scale,
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urban retailing. It was in urban settings that we find the key developments
in the emergence of modern retail, while in small-scale retailing we find
the clearest evidence that the dramatic changes of the 20th century were
only part of the story. Meanwhile, the chapters’ specific case studies are
drawn from across England, rather than the Four Nations. This allows for a
complex and diverse picture to be presented without any implication that
the distinctiveness of Irish, Scottish or Welsh retail was a mere variation of
a shared retailing culture.

Each of the following chapters speaks to one or more of our three
overarching themes. The first of these is how social contexts and networks
have influenced and in turn been influenced by retailing. Trading initiatives
as social projects to aid the disabled or the poor place this front and centre,
but they can also be seen in retailers’ practices of employment, payment and
credit, and their relationships with the local communities within which they
operate. As a multidisciplinary collection, the chapters here engage with a
variety of ways in which community has been understood. This includes
the investigations of sociologists and others into networks of kinship and
explorations of who has historically belonged or been excluded. We also
contribute to debates rooted in human geography and community studies
on what has been lost as the social consequences of economic change — and
importantly what was not lost.

The second theme brings together the emergent scholarship on the history
of charity retail with new thinking in more established areas of retail history.
The St Dunstan’s case shows a difterent kind of charity shop to that which is
familiar today, neither selling second-hand goods nor trading as a form of
fundraising, and offers a glimpse into a longer and more varied history of
charity retail than is often imagined. The prominence of charity retail in this
collection, with case studies including but also going far beyond the late-
Victorian bazaar and the postwar charity shop, is a conscious effort to redress
an imbalance. Bringing histories of charity retail into conversation with those
of co-operative and commercial retailers’ social aims and interconnections
invites a rethinking of familiar narratives of ever-increasing depersonalization
and instrumentalization in modern retail.

Third, our analytical frame embraces both the local and the global. Some
chapters emphasize the importance of local communities, bringing politics,
class, race and gender to the forefront. Specific case studies are drawn from
London and Leamington Spa, the Black Country, Manchester and the
North East of England, and are all located within a broader frame. This
framing recognizes the ways in which local stories play out against much
wider backdrops. Britain’s place in the world and how this was understood
at home were central to the local-to-local cultural transmission evident in
exotically themed markets or in the neo-imperial project to export the
Oxtord charity shop tradition to a former colony. St Dunstaners lived this
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complexity, establishing themselves as shopkeepers in local communities,
supported by a national charity working with imperial veterans in the
aftermath of two world wars. These chapters demonstrate the potency of
retail to explore historical connections between the local and the global.

While the chapters in this collection share these core concerns, they
approach them in a variety of ways. As a multidisciplinary collection, the
contributors employ different methods, draw upon different types of sources
and use different scholarly languages to make sense of the multifaceted
historic relationship between retail and community."” In some cases, this
means making explicit the sociological or ethnographic nature of the
research presented, or its relevance to the heritage industry or archival
contexts within which the research was conducted. In others, it is implicit
in the routine use by historians of theories developed in other disciplines,
reflecting the fact that, as Ludmilla Jordanova has convincingly argued,
‘history is profoundly interdisciplinary’. “Thematic overlap, shared concepts
and broad approaches’ are at the heart of a deep-rooted ‘kinship’ between
history and the social sciences, which might be expected given the ‘absence
of watertight categories, and the subject matter, approaches, concepts and
themes shared between the many fields that concern themselves with human
existence, individual and collective’.!" We do not take interdisciplinarity to
mean the subsumption of history; if anything, the interdisciplinary enterprise
relies on a keen sense of disciplinarity: what is distinctive about a field’s
approaches and methods. This might be the historian’s preoccupation with
disrupting or complicating too-neat structures of time or her attentiveness
to archival sources in the contexts of their production and retention,
resisting conceptualizations of the archive as a site of data extraction and of
the archivist as gatekeeper.'” Record creation, organization and retention
require our critical attention — not just the content we can glean from their
present-day presentation. This applies across retail settings to the records
produced by charities and voluntary organizations, co-operative societies
and commercial retailers large and small, and is a task immeasurably enriched
though engagement with archivists.

This collection takes a porous understanding of historical practice as
both necessary and generative for the study of retail and community.
Beyond informing individual chapters, the involvement of scholars from
a range of disciplines, working in a variety of academic and other research
environments, has been integral to the dialogic development of the book
and its treatment of its overarching themes. The remainder of this chapter
serves to locate the following chapters within the scholarship on each
of these three themes: the community and social dimensions of modern
retailing, the place of charity retail within this, and the significance
of wider global contexts in influencing the development of retailer—
community relationships.
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Community in retail history

This collection contributes to a strand of scholarship that complicates the
dominant narrative of a transition from traditional to modern retail by
challenging the assumption that the social dimensions of retailing were left
behind in the process. In presenting case studies of continuity and adaptation,
rather than decline, we break from views of modernity that draw binary
distinctions between traditional lives, deeply embedded within a series of
social relationships and rooted in a specific place, and unrooted modern lives.
As far as there was any clear transition from the traditional to the modern, it
was more than a matter of shedding social entanglements and did not always
render encounters between increasingly atomized individuals ever more
transactional. The history of modern retail — as of modernity itself — is not
one in which community is simply something lost. A fuller understanding
requires us to ask questions about the changing nature of belonging and the
boundaries of inclusion and exclusion.” In order to understand how the
social dimensions of retail played out over the long 20th century, we must
first trace the changes seen in the world of retail during this time.

The emergence of modern retail has traditionally been seen as beginning
in the late 19th century. Although historians have been keen to highlight
earlier innovations, the notion remains influential that there was a change
across Western Europe and North America around this time when, as
Selfridge put it, ‘a few shop-keepers became inoculated with the spirit of
enterprise’ and ‘grew beyond the little shop’."* He saw ‘the modern spirit
of organization’ represented by the new department store, both through
the scale of its operation and its impact in the locality: ‘It is intimately
associated with every family in the community in supplying them with the
necessities of life, and thus by force of circumstances enters into the daily life
of the city in which it is."® Historians have tended to agree that department
stores had a significant impact in a number of respects. For retail historians,
they relocated consumption to city centres and were instrumental in the
establishment of new practices for displaying, advertising and pricing the
goods on sale, alongside rationalization and a ‘managerial revolution’.'®
Meanwhile, cultural histories of the department store have explored the
extent to which it was architecturally and symbolically something new and
exciting, promising democratized luxury and the opportunity to browse as
a form of leisure activity."”

Writing in the 1950s, James B. Jefferys identified the emergence of the
department store alongside two other defining trends over the late 19th and
early 20th centuries. One was the growth of the co-operative movement,
strongest in its industrial heartlands in the North West and East Midlands."®
Local societies typically established themselves by selling groceries and
provisions, always adhering to the model set out in 1844 by the Rochdale
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Pioneers which saw surplus profits returned to members in the form of
a dividend." The other trend was the rise of multiple store retailers (or
chains), whereby expansion was made profitable through economies of scale,
standardization and prioritizing low prices over luxury. By 1914, both the
newsagent WH Smith & Son and the Singer Sewing Machine Company
had over 1,000 sales outlets, with the likes of Lipton Ltd, the Home and
Colonial Tea Company and the Boots Pure Drug Company not far behind.*

It was only over the middle of the 20th century, however, that these
and other new forms of retail became the norm. Mass retailing and mass
consumption developed less rapidly over this period than it did in the United
States, though the transformation was still dramatic.”’ As John Benson
noted, by the 1980s ‘British shoppers [had] transferred the bulk of their
custom from small, local retailers ... to larger, more centralised, and more
impersonal outlets’.*> At the forefront of retailers adopting the practice of
selling pre-packaged branded goods at a fixed price were the new self-service
supermarkets.” Increasingly the customer’s guarantee of quality came from
the standardized product and the way it was mass advertised, rather than
through negotiation and relationship with a specialist retailer. What might
be celebrated as greater freedom for the consumer could also be regretted as
a loss, though felt differently according to class. This might be a loss of the
economic advantages of credit and bargaining for working-class consumers,
and equally a loss of the subservience displayed to middle-class customers.?!

If the mid-20th century saw the relationship between buyer and seller
depersonalized and disentangled from local relationships, then the past
half-century has seen it commonly relocated from localities altogether. By
the 1990s, out-of-town British versions of the North American shopping
mall were being developed.” Retailing moved further away from traditional
urban sites when it then migrated online more dramatically in the United
Kingdom than elsewhere in Europe. This was evident long before the
COVID-19 lockdowns, with one in five Britons having bought food online
by 2012, and 15 per cent of all retail sales taking place online by 2014.%
These changes combined have prompted an existential crisis for the high
street and bricks-and-mortar retailing more generally.”

The core narrative of these changes is one in which retailing has been
standardized, depersonalized and essentially uprooted from the communities
within which it operates. Where historians have explored the limits and
counternarratives to this, they have tended to do so with a focus on credit.”
For Margot Finn, ‘Victorian and Edwardian tradesmen remained hostages to
traditions of consumer activity rooted in credit, character and connection’,
which worked against the emergence of economic relationships entirely
defined by the cash nexus.” Sean O’Connell has seen some continuity
despite the further developments of the 20th century, as ‘agents from within
working-class communities made many business decisions on behalf of mail
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order catalogue companies or the large-scale moneylenders’.”” Meanwhile,
in his study of working-class credit in Tyneside, Avram Taylor looked to
‘the interpenetration of instrumental and affectual spheres of action’ to
explain the apparent contradiction that small shopkeepers ‘were part of the
communities that they exploited’.”’ The chapters in this collection consider
credit as one of a variety of ways to explore the place of retailers within
those communities.

This is clearest when looking at small-scale retailing, which has, despite
the modernizations and consumer revolutions of the 20th century, remained
an important part of the retail landscape. Michael Winstanley acknowledged
this for the early part of the century, noting that the great many independent
traders and small shopkeepers who survived tended to be skilled specialists
rather than the general stores more easily displaced by the supermarket.”
Moreover, and significantly for our purposes, he found they often ‘value|d]
social and psychological rewards which find no place in the balance sheet
or the economic textbooks’, placing independence and respectability ahead
of a simple calculation of profits made.” The tendency to overlook small-
scale retailing continued into the 21st century, as John Benson and Laura
Ugolini noted: ‘“The hawker and peddler, the Saturday-night market, the
corner shop and even the specialist grocer, clothes shop and oft-license can
all too easily be relegated to a sepia-tinted, Christmas-card version of the
world we have lost.**

These traders have undoubtedly had to operate alongside increasingly
large-scale, automated and depersonalized alternatives, but small-scale
retailing — often with a local and personal character — has never stopped being
an important part of modern retail. Indeed, in 2018, those with fewer than
five employees accounted for three-quarters of VAT (Value Added Tax) or
PAYE (Pay As You Earn) based enterprises in the UK retail sector.” Despite
the challenges and disruptions of the COVID-19 pandemic, discussed in
Chapter 14, small traders are still an important part of contemporary retailing.
We therefore cannot understand retail, historically or today, if we overlook

small-scale and local retailers.*

And it 1s the tailor in Leamington Spa,
the fundraising bazaar in Darlington, the womenswear shop in the Black
Country, the charity shop in Manchester, the fish and chip shop in County
Durham and the British Asian corner shops up and down the country which
occupy much of this book.

‘Successtul small shopkeeping’ in the early 20th century, as Christopher
Hosgood put it, ‘demanded an investment by the proprietor in the social
life of the community’.”” In Chapter 7, Nadia Awal and Jenny Gilbert
document this in the cases of two small female-owned clothing retailers
trading throughout the 20th century. As brought to the surface in a new
heritage project at the Black Country Living Museum, the buying and selling
of women’s clothing was and continued to be social, tactile and embedded
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in community networks, deeply rooted in place and regional identity.
Meanwhile, it is local contexts and cultures that Ian Mitchell tells us, in
Chapter 4, explain not only the business success or otherwise of individual
co-operative societies, but also the choices made in balancing paying out
the members’ dividend and funding a range of educational, social, cultural
and political projects. In doing so he adds to our understanding of both
co-operative retailing and the political movement.*

Credit was often central to a small shopkeeper’s standing in their
community. In Chapter 3, Nick Gray sheds new light on its social dynamics
at the turn of the 20th century, focusing on a Leamington Spa tailor
shop as a case study. He shows how important male, middle-class social
relationships were to credit, and credit to the business, with customer loyalty
more significant than social status for understanding business practices. In
working-class communities, shopkeepers have been described as ‘bankers
of the poor’, with a moral obligation to support regular customers through
times of hardship.”” Mitchell tells us in Chapter 4 that similar practices
were to be found in local co-op stores, despite their supposed insistence
on cash payments. Meanwhile, in Chapter 12, the authors find this to be
true on the other side of the world in 1950s New Zealand and at the other
end of what might be called the short 20th century during the 1980s Miners’
Strike. Prolonged industrial action in each case led to credit and other
forms of economic and material support being provided not only by small
shopkeepers and co-ops, but even supermarkets, presenting a challenge to
typical narratives of the impact of supermarkets on the relationship between
retailers and the communities within which they operate. Rather than it
being customers who maintained older modes of shopping and forms of
social relationships, the authors find times of widespread hardship revealing
that retailers continued to be rooted in community networks of solidarity.

Large-scale retailers” histories of community relationships also include
the co-operative John Lewis Partnership. As Alix R. Green discusses
in Chapter 10, John Lewis found the racial politics of Commonwealth
immigration complicating its principles of ‘colour-blind’ recruitment.
Through relationships with their staff and local communities, large-scale
retailers found they were not so insulated from the political environments
they operated in. Meanwhile, geographers have identified cases where
consumers have come to treat out-of-town shopping centres as in some
senses a ‘new town centre’, suggesting a greater degree of continuity in the
relationship between retail and community spaces — even if relocated — than
critics envisaged.” Optimistic impressions of this kind run counter to Robert
Owen’s initial scepticism about the precursors of the Rochdale movement
two centuries ago, paraphrased as the view ‘that a community might set
up a shop, but a shop could never set up a community’.*" In contributing
to this literature, the chapters presented here suggest that the ways retailers
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engaged with their social contexts was far from unaltered by the changes of
the modern era, but neither were they entirely swept away.

Charity retail

This collection addresses the very limited inclusion of charity retail in retail
history scholarship. This is especially striking given the attention from
scholars across a wide range of disciplines prompted by the growth in the
number of charity shops in the final decades of the 20th century. These
were retail outlets run usually as one of a number of shops trading to raise
funds for the same charity, typically staffed at least in part by volunteers and
primarily selling donated second-hand goods. At the time of writing, there
are over 10,000 such shops in the United Kingdom.*

Charity shops are not an exclusively British phenomenon, although the
latest available figures do show the United Kingdom to have more per head
than any other country in the world, at 15.22 charity shops per 100,000
population in 2023.* This is significantly more than the equivalent figures
for North American charity-run thrift stores, which (even grouped together
with other kinds of resale retailers) would be roughly half the UK rate in
the United States and only a quarter in Canada.* The only other countries
to come close are New Zealand (12.56) and Australia (9.60), where they
tend to be called opportunity shops or op shops for short, and the Republic
of Ireland (10.42).* The most common charity-run stores across the rest
of Europe are the world shops (previously third world shops) selling foodstuffs
and craft items produced ethically in the Global South. Germany leads the
way with 900 of Europe’s 2,500 world shops today, though compared to
population this is only around one per 100,000 people.*®

Most of the United Kingdom’s charity shops are in England, along with the
vast majority of the population. However, pre-COVID-19 figures showed
that, of the constituent Four Nations, England in fact had the lowest number
of charity shops per head (at 16.61 per 100,000), behind Wales (17.86) and
Northern Ireland (17.83) and noticeably lower than Scotland (18.48)." An
independent Scotland would therefore have the highest number of charity
shops per head in the world. This stands in stark contrast to only 68 South
African charity shops listed by Charity SA (1.13 per 100,000).* In Chapter 9,
Jessica Field looks to the 1970s as a time when there were efforts to export
the British model of the charity shop to the former colony. The difficulties
these efforts ran into offer some insight into the geographical boundaries
of this retailing phenomenon.

It is this distinctly, though not uniquely, British form of charity retail
that first came under serious investigation from a range of disciplinary
perspectives in the 1990s, led initially by retail and marketing researchers.
The reasons for growth were identified as both the increased popularity of
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supporting charities as customers and donors, and the willingness of charities
to embrace the fundraising opportunities presented by turbulence across the
retail sector, including vacated premises.” In 1992 researchers found that
41 per cent of charity shops were run by medical or disability charities,
18 per cent by international development organizations and 14 per cent by
children’s charities.”” Detailed surveys profiled the charity shopper, finding
that more than half the population had bought from a charity shop, and
investigated how distinctions of class, education, gender and generation
played out in patterns of and motivations for charity shopping, donating
and volunteering.’’ Contemporary charity shop retailing and consumption
was mapped out.

Sociologists and geographers were among those who brought a heightened
focus on the charity shop as a site of alternative modes of consumption, with
the commodification of donated and sold items complicating the supposedly
linear process of production and consumption. This means that ‘goods are
not only potentially resaleable but are open to re-enchantment; they have
consumption histories and geographies just as much as production histories
and geographies’.”” The motivations for consumers to engage in this process
can range from affordable provisioning to using obscure purchases for
positioning themselves within subcultures or as a political choice to engage
in ‘alternative economies’ as a way of ‘fighting against the capitalist system’.>

By the turn of the 21st century, the distinctiveness of this model of retailing,
and the tax advantages it brings, were widely seen as being undermined
by the increasing professionalization of the charity shop.”* Suzanne Horne
mapped this onto a continuum, whereby the development of a charity
retailing operation entailed moving from a ‘social service orientation’ to a
‘commercial service orientation’, resulting in ‘a retail sector which at one
end of the scale shows unrivalled retail professionalism and at the other a
safety net for the socially excluded in society’.” The social and community
functions that a charity shop might leave behind in its professionalization were
listed by Elizabeth Parsons as including ‘providing a contact point between
the parent charity and the general public, providing clothes and household
goods cheaply for customers, providing useful employment, support and
training for a range of volunteers, and recycling unwanted household
items’.”® Researchers emphasized the complexity of these developments.”’
Richard Goodall noted that ‘professionalisation and commercialisation’
were accompanied by ‘alternatives and counterposed resistances’.*® Equally,
Parsons’ typology of charity shops revealed that the most profitable were
not always the most professionalized, with community-rooted local hospice
shops a clear counter-example.”

This debate took place during a temporary decline in the number of
charity shops, which was widely mistaken for the onset of a period of
retraction after decades of growth. As growth returned, there was a let up
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in the pressure to address the ‘unusual cocktail of values’ informing the retail
practices of what had become ‘a hybrid sector’.”” Triona Fitton’s ethnographic
participant observation research set out to observe in sifu the ongoing and
unresolved heterogeneity of everyday practices in charity shops, moving
the discussion on from ‘top-down processes’ to ‘how these are played out
by actors within the physical space of the charity shop itself”.*" She found
professionalization’s bureaucracy, rationality and impersonality countered
by price negotiations, the continued importance of unpaid staff’s informal
obligations, and connections with the public and private sectors.® It is
the last of these which is the focus of her contribution here (Chapter 13),
historicizing this changing aspect of charity shop retailing practices not only
in relation to developments in the sector but also the wider political and
economic context of the period following the global financial crash of 2008.
In doing so, she documents the sometimes-perverse implications recent
practices have had on the gift relationship in the charity shop, establishing
a ‘subversive moral economy’ that reveals the complexities of interactions
between social and economic goals in charity retailing.

More widely, this collection locates the charity shop of recent decades
within a longer and more varied history of charities engaging in retail. In the
1970s, Frank Prochaska identified bazaars as a notable aspect of middle-class
women’s involvement in 19th-century public life, as seen in the fact they
were sometimes referred to as ‘ladies’ sales’. He traced the growth of the
charity bazaar, in parallel with the commercial bazaar, between the 1810s
and the 1840s. Estimating there were still annually over 1,000 bazaars across
the country at the end of the century, he projected tens of thousands raised
over the century as a whole by bazaars ranging from the grandest which
might be patronized by the Duke of Wellington or Queen Victoria to
small rural sales, of which little trace has been left behind.®” The Anti-Corn
Law League Bazaar of 1845, which Prochaska thought ‘probably the most
profitable and long-lived fancy fair of the century’, was said by Peter Gurney
to have ‘collapsed consumption and politics together and perfectly captured,
both materially and symbolically, the ultimate ambition of the League: to
turn the whole world into a giant bazaar’.** By the end of the 19th century,
organizers had moved beyond exploiting the ‘captive bazaar audience’ for
fundraising purposes to work with commercial partners on developing the
charitable commodity on offer, which was one of many ways the likes of
Dr Barnardo and the Salvation Army have been seen as leading the way in
the emerging ‘charity market’.”” In these changes the elements of spectacle
and entertainment increasingly took on international and ‘exotic’ themes,
as explored by Massimiliano Papini in Chapter 2, focusing on the Mikado
Festival in the North East of England in the 1880s.

The contemporary scholarship on charity shops occasionally briefly
acknowledges bazaars as part of a longer history of fundraising retail,
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including the earliest incarnations of Salvation Army thrift stores.”” A more

comprehensive account of Salvationist retailing is offered here across two
chapters. The idea of retailing that not only adheres to the values and
principles of the Salvationist movement, but also raises funds that can
be reinvested into growing that movement, is discussed in Chapter 5 by
Marjorie Gehrhardt. She traces the impact of the 1890 ‘Darkest England’
social scheme on the various retailing operations run by the Salvation
Army’s Trade Department, which developed beyond fundraising initiatives
to become a vehicle for the Army’s core social mission. The fact that some
of its schemes were highly profitable exposed it to fierce criticism, to which
the response was partly an argument that consumption of the goods for sale
was the material embodiment of belonging to the Salvationist community.
This rationale could apply beyond the central Trade Headquarters, to the
early thrift stores attached to local social centres and the retail activities run
from the women’s rescue homes. In Chapter 6, Ruth Macdonald explains
that it was keeping these trading operations separate that allowed them to
remain so firmly embedded in the social mission to rescue women from
lives of poverty and immorality, restoring them to respectability. Beyond the
moral environment of the homes as sites for needlework, the production
and sale of the items they made were opportunities for the women to build
connections and strengthen their membership of the Salvationist community,
reinforcing their newfound respectability. As with the St Dunstaners running
shops, economic considerations were not unimportant, yet they were firmly
enmeshed with the social and moral dimensions of buying and selling that
meant charity retailing was never simply transactional.

It is within this diverse history of charity retailing that we ought to see
the development of the modern British charity shop, charted by George
Campbell Gosling in Chapter 8. Whereas developments since the 1990s have
been well documented, significant contributions on the preceding decades
have been notably rare and tend to focus on the retailing operations of the
international development charity Oxfam. ‘Business acumen and concern
for social change became tangibly entwined’ when the charity’s flagship
store opened on Broad Street in Oxford in 1947, Jessica Field has argued,
constituting ‘consumption and giving as mutually reinforcing ethics’ and
‘charity shopping as a key form of popular philanthropic action’.”” Between
its shops and its trading company, established in the mid-1960s, Tehila Sasson
has gone as far as to suggest that ‘Oxfam changed consumerism into an
ethical act, a choice that went beyond what one wants to what one ought to
purchase’.”® Yet the same connection between items for sale and the social
projects from which they originate, fusing charity and consumption, might
be seen in the ‘one good turn deserves another’ sales pitch of disability
charities like St Dunstan’s or the retailing linked to the Salvation Army’s
rescue work and other job creation schemes discussed in Chapters 5 and 6.

12
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When our focus shifts from consumption to retailing, Gosling suggests,
we find postwar charity shops rooted in the associational culture of local
communities, largely independent of the fundraising or fair trade aims of
the parent charity.

All of which suggests the need to locate Oxfam and the contemporary
charity shop in the context of a wider history of charity retail, something
to which numerous chapters in this collection contribute. It is equally
enlightening to bring the history of charity retail into conversation with the
histories of commercial and co-operative retailing, as this collection does.
Offering historical perspective sheds new light on more recent concerns in
relation to charity retail: assessments of the relative merits and dangers of
replacing charity shop volunteers with paid staff, reducing the predominance
of second-hand goods in the merchandising mix, and implementing more
business-like and commercially oriented retail practices. Doing so reveals
that these all echo the tensions, discussed earlier, which characterized the
(supposedly linear) transition from traditional to modern retailing.

From the local to the global

The chapters in this collection respond to the call of Benson and Ugolini
that historians ‘should look to the broader economic, political and social
environment within which retailers (and potential retailers), customers (and
potential customers) found themselves’.”” Those environments, and the
factors that shaped them, did not stop at the water’s edge. For this reason,
the following chapters consider the international and global dimensions of
modern retail’s social embeddedness alongside the local, the regional and
the national. They are therefore in step with a broader disciplinary shift that
recognizes the extent of transnational connections; no longer treating national
borders as stable, inevitable markers of historical analysis nor of human
organization or identity.”’ Efforts by British historians in the 1990s ‘to recast
the nation as an imperialized space ... materialize[d] the traffic of colonial
goods, ideas and people across metropolitan borders and indeed [threw]
into question the very Victorian distinctions between Home and Away that
defined the imaged geography of empire’.”! Gregory A. Barton’s favoured
response was a ‘British World model’ focused on the ‘elite transtormations,
trading patterns, and cultural exchange that gave rise to a single global
culture’.” Although critiqued for its lack of engagement with the diversities
and power dynamics of imperial history, this scholarly project has shed new
light on the histories of global Britishness and Britain’s place in the world
through its networks across the globe.” This adds to the longer-running
explorations of imperialism as a cultural phenomenon, focusing instead on
the impact of the world, including the British Empire, on Britain itself.”
In keeping with this diversity of scholarly approaches, various chapters in
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this collection adopt different ways of exploring the movement of people,
practices and products in, to and from modern English retailing.

Within retail histories at the local level, we can see wider global
entanglements playing out through the impact of migration. It was not
uncommon historically for migrants to secure an income from itinerant
trading as hawkers or pedlars. As Benson and Ugolini have noted, ‘the
economic disadvantages and cultural discrimination faced by many working-
class and minority families encouraged them to enter trades like hawking
and peddling and small shopkeeping, which demanded only a small initial
investment and provided the opportunity to turn their working-class/
minority identity to economic advantage’.”

Mui and Mui drew a distinction between 18th-century hawkers and
pedlars in the North of England, whose trading they saw as complementing
the range of goods on sale in local shops, and those in the South who
were widely perceived to be in more direct competition with local
shopkeepers.”® Tt was those southern concerns that prompted reforms in
1832, whereby acquiring a licence required character references to prove
local connections and social standing. Among those who suffered were
the Scottish and Irish itinerant sellers identified by Alison Toplis as filling
a gap in the rural retailing of non-elite women’s clothing in early 19th-
century Herefordshire and Worcestershire.”” The same can be assumed
of the Jewish traders commonly associated with the itinerant selling of
second-hand clothes by this time.”

Historians and migration scholars, as Léa Leboissetier has noted, have
viewed the more recent history of itinerant trading differently. Historians
have typically written it off as a form of retail that fell into decline over the
19th and 20th centuries and was not a significant part of modern retailing,
while migration scholars have recognized its continuing significance for
those seeking to make a living in a new place.”” Despite this, the opportunity
dramatically declined over the postwar period as traditional door-to-door
sellers lost out to the new mail order catalogues, whose part-time agents
were more often women drawn from the local community than offering
an entry point into it.*” At the same time, other forms of employment were
becoming easier to find. For the first generation of postwar Commonwealth
immigrants, as Kennetta Hammond Perry has noted, manual work was both
easy to find and assumed by employers and the state to be suitable for Black
workers.*! By contrast, the widespread manufacturing redundancies in the
1970s prompted growing numbers of Sikhs and other Punjabi migrants to
pool family savings and purchase a shop.*” These patterns and the wider
relationship between retail and migration over the 20th century remain ripe
for further study.

One area of immigrant retailing which is better addressed in the scholarship
(more often by migration studies scholars than historians) is that in relation
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to food. ‘Historically’, as Marta Rabikowska and Kathy Burrell have noted,
‘food has always been central in maintaining ethnic identity away from
the original homeland, and an important means of asserting a presence on
the new landscape through market stalls, shops and restaurants’.*> As Anne
Kerschen observed:

[I]t is not only hunger which impels the migrant. Perceived economic
opportunity either in the exporting or importing of ‘exotic’ foodstuffs
or in the transportation of culinary cultures has been a determining
factor in the migrant’s rationalisation of destination. The burgeoning
of ethnic food purveyors and restaurants bearing witness to this
phenomenon of voluntary migration. Within the British context it
has to be recognised that, allied to the beacon of upward economic
mobility has been the legacy of imperialism which set in place the
chain migration of immigrants from Pakistan and Bangladesh, countries
which today provide the bulk of Britain’s Indian restaurant owners
and workers. It is a chain forged out of a British colonialism which
employed Indian lascars, mainly from east Bengal, to work on the ships
that carried the spices, fruits and tea — that most English of drinks —
from lands far away to the heart of the Empire.**

The association between food selling and Italian immigrants in London had
grown from the ice cream street vendor to the many restaurants serving
Italian and other cuisines by 1928, when the first Indian grocery shop was
opened to serve the growing number of Indian students, businessmen and
officials in the city.* Nearly a century later, Rabikowska and Burrell have
noted that ‘the need for Polish food has dominated business activities among
and aimed at the new immigrants’ of the early 21st century.* In the decades
in between, historian Panikos Panayi has traced a shift from the era of ‘the
foreign restaurant’, when relatively small numbers of migrants opened shops
and restaurants, to a ‘culinary revolution’ in the postwar period.” This
included the proliferation of Indian and Chinese restaurants which provided
an opportunity for (often exploitative) employment through family and
networks of newcomers.*

The relationship between migration and retail work in the postcolonial
period is the specific focus of two chapters in this collection. Alix R. Green,
in Chapter 10, uses the John Lewis archive to explore racialized definitions
of inclusion in different communities within and beyond the retailer’s
co-operative partnership. She explores moments of tension in the 1950s
and 1960s when the exclusion of Black Commonwealth migrants from
employment were discussed internally, revealing tensions between a rhetoric
of equality and the power given to imagined customers and their imagined
views. In Chapter 11, Harshad Keval turns his attention to both the lived
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realities and deeply embedded narratives of the postcolonial ‘encounter
at the counter’ in the British Asian corner shop over the last half century.
Together, these chapters shed new light on how the racial politics of
Commonwealth immigration in the postwar period was inscribed onto the
world of retail, ranging from the large multiple trader to the independent
small shopkeeper.

Movement in the other direction is explored in Chapter 9, where Jessica
Field considers efforts in the 1970s to export the British model of the
charity shop to South Africa. The relationship she details is a paternalistic
and a racialized one, reflecting the entwined histories of charity retailing
and global humanitarianism. She also demonstrates the conflict between
the imagined community that charities believed they were helping, and the
much more complicated relationships that existed within. If Field finds the
limits of a British world of retail, in Chapter 12, Millar and her co-authors
identify similar retailing practices employed during times of prolonged
industrial disputes in both 1950s New Zealand and the United Kingdom
in the 1980s. Independent traders, co-ops, department stores and even
supermarkets all contributed to networks of solidarity and support. Even if
the methods for doing so might vary with changing business practices, their
role within the community was similar in the industrial North of England
and the farthest reaches of the Commonwealth. Both chapters, in different
ways, contextualize and complicate narratives of British exceptionalism in
modern retailing.

Two chapters, including the next, consider the transcultural significance
of selling global products. In Chapter 2, Massimiliano Papini presents the
1887 case study of a charity bazaar in the North East of England, where
the local steel industry’s connections with Japan had little impact on the
middle-class organizers’ construction of an idealized imagining of pre-
modern Japan. Papini’s transcultural framing acknowledges the importance
of imperialism alongside other discourses. For Gosling, in Chapter 8, it is the
end of empire and the rethinking of British global responsibility that provides
the context for international development charities’ forays into alternative
trading in the 1960s and 1970s. In both cases, the impact of international
dimensions is limited, though from different directions. At the bazaar, the
Japanese-themed fantasy to the setting and the goods for sale had a tenuous
relationship to Japan itself and the money raised went to a local religious
charity. For Oxfam, Christian Aid and others, the objective was to find new
markets for craft items and later foodstuffs produced in the countries where
they operated: the aim was global and charitable. These efforts, however,
struggled to find a place within a domestic charity retail sector that was
already well established as being geared towards local second-hand selling.
The postwar charity shop was not a space where the local and the global
found an easy accommodation.
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Conclusion

Two decades ago, Benson and Ugolini made a strong case for ‘a more nuanced
approach to retail “patterns and processes”, with a greater awareness of local
circumstances, of small as well as large enterprises, and of the “traditional”
alongside the supposedly “modern””.* The chapters brought together in this
collection do so in a variety of ways, drawing upon a range of disciplinary
methods to engage with our three overarching themes of the social and
community dimensions of retailing, the place of charity alongside commercial
and co-operative retailing, and the significance of wider international
connections and global contexts. They each explore different histories of
retailers with significant community connections, though not only the local
community within which they were geographically located. From the local
to the global, social contexts and community networks have shaped and
been shaped by retail operations, even as the development of the modern
consumer society was thought to be leaving them behind.

The following chapters show, in different ways, that change in 20th-
century retailing was about much more than ever-larger chains competing
for their share of a globalized market. The changes in retail practice and
technology were real and they transformed consumer culture.” They were,
however, not the full story. By exploring retail and community, we hope to
draw attention to socially contextualized experiences of buying and selling
that defy easy attribution of scale. By looking beyond shopping malls and
multinational chains, we find the spaces of personal interaction where global
stories played out at street level.
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The Commodification of Japanese
Culture in Transcultural
Charity Bazaars: The Mikado
Festival and Feast of Lanterns
in Darlington, 1887

Massimiliano Papini

Introduction

On Wednesday 19 October 1887, Sir Joseph Whitwell Pease, a member of
one of the great Quaker industrialist families of the 19th century, opened a
charity bazaar at the Central Hall in Darlington with a speech:

A little while ago [I] travelled with a gentleman who ... informed [me]
that he was the English agent of the Canadian and Pacific Railway. He
was a man who seemed to have been all over the world, and showed
[me] a map of the route from England to Japan, how we could be
taken by English steamboat to Canada, across that country by rail, and
thence again by English steamboats be transported at once to where
[we are] all supposed to be [today].’

Pease mentioned Japan because the fundraising event at which he was talking
was arranged in order to resemble a Japanese traditional village.? The purpose
of the Mikado Festival and Feast of Lanterns was to sell articles made or
donated locally to clear the debts of the Paradise Chapel of Darlington and
to collect funds to build the new Sunday School.

In exploring this local context, the chapter demonstrates the relationship
between the cultural dynamics of local fundraising and commercial retailing

23



RETAIL AND COMMUNITY

practices. The opening of a retail premises named Japanese Shop by William
Mossom two years after the Mikado Festival reveals the influence of
fundraising events over commercial retail in a market town such as Darlington.
In addition to signalling Victorian imperialism and cultural appropriation,
this study also aims to investigate the commodification of the representation
of Japanese culture for philanthropic ends, resulting in an ambiguous and
manifold phenomenon that also impacted local retail practices.

This chapter employs a transcultural methodological approach. Originally,
the term transculturation was coined in 1940 by the anthropologist Fernando
Ortiz to identify ‘the transitive process from one culture to another’, involving
both ‘the acquisition of culture’ and ‘the loss of uprooting one’s preceding
culture’.” The transcultural approach advocates that cultural relationships
are an ongoing unresolved negotiation rather than a static power relation.
Monica Juneja has underlined that transculturality is a methodological tool
to deconstruct concepts such as society, class or gender, while preserving
the inner complexity and ambiguity of encounters between different
cultures.” Mary Louise Pratt has argued that encounters occur in a specific
environment, with the resulting social space functioning as a contact zone
in which cultures ‘meet, clash and grapple with each other, often in highly
asymmetrical relations of domination and subordination’.?

Transculturality has often been employed to study extraterritorial
environments at the margin such as Japanese treaty ports, but it has rarely been
used to investigate cultural encounters that occurred in Europe and North
America. For instance, Luke Gartlan reveals how Japanese photographers
adopted what appeared to be an imperialist view of Japan while at the same
time modifying ‘such themes in subtle ways to challenge the visual primacy of
their foreign counterparts’.® The present chapter transposes the methodology
used by Gartlan to a different context. Rather than the city of Yokohama,
which was the main Japanese gateway to the West and vice versa, the focus
of this research is an English market town, which reveals that transcultural
phenomena occurred even within a peripheral region of Britain.

The popularity of Japanese objects in Britain entailed another cultural
phenomenon: the commodification of Japanese culture in public events.
This chapter uses the definition of a commodity provided by Arjun
Appadurai: ‘commodities can provisionally be defined as objects of economic
value’; however, the extent of their value is not ‘the inherent property
of objects, but is a judgment made about them by subjects’.” Appadurai
underlined that consumption means both sending and receiving social
messages.” This study asks what social messages were sent and received in the
commodification of Japanese culture in Darlington at the Mikado Festival,
and later in the Japanese Shop.

This chapter draws upon newspaper articles and archival materials to
compare the complex transcultural encounter of a charity bazaar decorated
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to resemble a foreign location with a specific shop.” Thanks to the British
Library’s British Newspaper Archive, I was able to read newspapers published
in Darlington and its surroundings from the late 1880s to the mid-1890s,
which have been almost fully digitalized." By using keyword searches
including ‘Japan’ or ‘Japanese’ in combination with terms such as ‘bazaar’,
‘festival’and ‘shop’ across multiple digitalized newspapers, it is was possible to
unearth a great quantity of articles and advertisements which mentioned the
Mikado Festival and the Japanese Shop. As a whole, these newspaper articles
not only bring two forgotten examples of the late Victorian fascination with
Japanese culture and aesthetic to light, but also show how Japan was discussed
within provincial newspapers, providing a quite detailed case study of how
Japanese culture was represented and commodified in peripheral Britain.

More specifically, newspapers have real advantages in studying encounters
like this. The daily reports of the charity bazaar published in different
newspapers offer multiple perspectives of the philanthropic event from its
opening to the final day, shedding light on the ways Japanese-style decorations
were arranged and how they were perceived by local journalists and visitors.
Similarly, the numerous advertisements of the Japanese Shop that appeared
in the local press allow to draw a significant picture of the commercial
venture. While the advertising material of a shop may tell us more about
the promotion strategy of its owner, William Mossom, than the reality of
the shop, how the shop was promoted is important information. There are
also limitations of newspapers, such as the subjective perspectives of specific
journalists. Therefore, this study was complemented by extensive research
at the Darlington city archive, which has provided further detail and an
alternative view of the fundraising event.'!

This chapter first offers a brief overview of the charity bazaar as a typical
Victorian event, the British fascination with Japan during the late 19th
century, and the economic and cultural relationship between Japan and the
North East of England. Then it turns to the Mikado Festival as a contact
zone between Japanese and British culture. The global and the local
connotations of this cultural encounter are further explored by discussing
William Mossom’s opening of a Japanese shop. This study demonstrates
that in a provincial town such as Darlington, the idea of Japan became a
commodified, transcultural concept.

The charity bazaar and the fascination with Japan in
late 19th-century Britain

The charity bazaar was a temporary fundraising event which relied mainly
on voluntary work and became popular in Britain in the early 19th century."
Bazaars supported a designated cause, such as a hospital, school, missionary
society or religious institution. They drew heavily on entertainment,
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including musicians, dancers and actors, to attract visitors and supporters.
Decorations and entertainment followed an overarching theme. Foreign
locations were among the most common. Attending a charity bazaar
represented a chance for many Victorians to have a first contact with objects
from an exogenous culture, not dissimilar to what took place during world’s
fairs."”

Charity bazaars became popular in the 1820s, as they adapted features
from newly developed commercial bazaars, a permanent premises ‘in which
counter space was let for the sale of non-food goods’." John Trotter opened
the first commercial bazaar in London in 1816, which offered a controlled
and respectable environment and accessibility to a wide range of stallholders,
who could take advantage of the daily average of around 2,500 visitors."
Following Trotter, many other bazaars of this kind were opened all over
England; however, their commercial success waned from the early 1840s
and most of them closed by the 1850s."° Features from the commercial
bazaar were almost immediately transposed into its charity counterpart. For
example, in a commercial bazaar the organization of each counter space was
left to whoever was renting the space; in the charity bazaar this model was
further developed, and volunteers provided and sold the objects at their stall
in almost complete autonomy. However, crucial differences helped charity
bazaars avoid the decline which commercial bazaars faced in the second half
of the 19th century. While a commercial bazaar was permanent, a charity
bazaar lasted just a couple of days and could therefore be promoted as an
entertaining spectacle such as a fancy fair or a festival.'”” In addition, as
posited by Sarah Roddy, Julie-Marie Strange and Bertrand Taithe, even if
‘charitable fundraising could entail the consumption of goods in commercial
contexts ... this was frequently reframed by consumers’ desire to express
their compassion while consuming’.'® The charity bazaar’s ephemeral nature
and philanthropic vocation created a social activity that was simultaneously
attractive and respectable for a wide range of Victorian people.

The popularity of Japan-themed bazaars and retailing practices which sold
Japanese imported goods needs to be understood in the context of world’s
fairs, and more generally with the widespread enthusiasm that Japanese
objects stirred among Victorian consumers after the reopening of Japan to
the West in 1854. Scholars recognize the London International Exposition
(1862) as the turning point.'” On that occasion, Japanese decorative art was
exhibited in an individual pavilion that attracted the attention of artists,
critics and collectors. Elizabeth Aslin outlined the growing popularization
of Japanese objects throughout British society. In the 1860s, Japanese articles
were mainly appreciated as artistic objects in circles of artists, collectors and
critics. By the 1870s, Japanese art began to be associated with the Aesthetic
Movement and appreciated among a wider, but still select, audience. It was
only in the 1880s that Japan mania fully took hold in British popular culture.”
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This was an important decade, even if the complex array of motivations
related to the acquisition and display of Japanese decorative objects defies
strict periodization.?’ For example, in 1885 two pivotal events occurred in
London that played a crucial role in popularizing the British fascination
with Japan: the Japanese Native Village and the premiere of the operetta
The Mikado; or, The Town of Titipu. The former was an exhibition built
to resemble a traditional Japanese village, featuring Japanese artisans and
entertainers recruited directly in Japan by the mastermind behind the
event, Tannaker Buhicrosan. As scholars have suggested, the Japanese
Native Village introduced ‘ordinary British people to a variety of aspects
of Japanese popular culture in a more effective way than could have been
gleaned from the books about Japan that were available in England at the
time’.? It also reinforced the commodified idea of Japanese culture in late
Victorian Britain, exemplified by the alienation inflicted by Tannaker on
the Japanese workers.”

Similarly, the critical and commercial success of William Gilbert and Arthur
Sullivan’s operetta The Mikado both confirmed that the British fascination
with an idealized image of Japan had become an established part of Victorian
popular culture and reinforced it. The musical operetta, by Gilbert and
Sullivan, premiered in London in March 1885 and in Newecastle seven
months later.” The breadth of its influence can be seen in the reviews in
regional newspapers that praised almost every aspect of the production, which
was described as ‘bright and sparkling, witty and paradoxical, redolent of
pungent satire, and laughter-provoking comicalities’.”” During the following
years, the word ‘Mikado’ began to be used to promote Japan-themed events
and shop departments.”

Japan and the North East of England

The popular image of Japan in the North East was influenced by cultural
encounters, such as public lectures and entertaining spectacles, where
Japanese artefacts played a crucial role in attracting the public. From the
1860s, there were numerous public lectures on Japan in major towns such as
Newcastle or Durham and also in Humshaugh, a small village near Hexham.”’
For instance, Christopher Dresser (1834—1904), one of the main promoters
of Japanese art in Britain at that time, came to Newcastle in 1863 to deliver a
series of lectures entitled ‘Ornamental Art’, in which he showed his collection
of Chinese and Japanese articles purchased at the Great London Exposition in
1862.% In addition, various troupes of Japanese acrobats arrived in the North
East from the 1860s.”” Tannaker Buhicrosan, famous for having organized the
Japanese Native Village in London in 1885, was the manager of the Royal
Tycoon Troupe, whose tour reached various towns in the North East from
1869 to 1883.%° From 1877 Tannaker advertised the giveaway of a Japanese
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curiosity to all attendees who purchased a ticket, testifying to the popular
appeal of decorative objects manufactured in Japan.’

In the North East in the 1880s, Japan-themed bazaars were a frequent
occurrence, in line with the national trends in late Victorian Japan mania.
Various religious institutions organized Japan-themed charity bazaars, in
which it was possible to admire Japanese decorations as well as purchase
Japanese articles. Among the total of 17 Japan-themed bazaars organized
in the second half of the 19th century, 14 were held between 1882 and
1889.”2 The popularity of these philanthropic events further demonstrates
that the enthusiasm for Japanese culture was inextricably tied with the
consumption of Japanese decorative goods, promoting a commodified,
idealized and stereotypical representation of Japan which was disconnected
from the real country. At the same time, the local economy in the North
East of England was intertwined with modernizing process embraced by the
Asian country. As Marie Conte-Helm observes, Japan looked to the North
East as a model of industrialization and became a significant client of the
heavy industries based in the British region.” In the 1880s and 1890s, the
Japanese Imperial Navy ordered the warships that were to be important in
the military victories of Japan over China (1894—1895) and Russia (1904—
1905) from Newcastle shipyards.’* Moreover, the Japanese government and
Japanese private companies started to buy a large amount of pig iron from
Middlesbrough furnaces.” For this reason, in 1896 Nippon Yusen Kaisha, a
semi-governmental shipping company, decided to establish a new European
route, with Middlesbrough as the main loading port in Britain.”® A few years
later, Middlesbrough was chosen to host an honorary Japanese consul.”’
However, as this chapter unearths, these economic and industrial relations
had no great bearing on the presence of Japanese objects and Japanese-style
decoration in local charity bazaars and shops.

Mikado Festival and Feast of Lanterns

The Mikado Festival in Darlington was opened on 19 October 1887 and
lasted three days. The name was a direct reference to the Emperor of Japan,
also known as the Mikado, as well as an allusion to the musical. Songs from
The Mikado were performed during the charity bazaar in Darlington by a
group of musicians named the Japanese Minstrels.” It was building on, rather
than introducing, popular ideas of Japan in Britain. The people of Darlington
who attended could have engaged with previous events presenting Japanese
culture. For instance, Tannaker and his troupe of acrobats performed at least
three shows in Darlington between 1875 and 1883.% The first Japan-themed
charity bazaar in the region was organized in Darlington in 1882 and, two
years later, a public lecture entitled ‘The Physical Features of Japan’ was
delivered by W.M. Angus."’
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Invited to speak by the Reverend Irving, Joseph Whitwell Pease first
underlined the importance and the urgency of a new Sunday School in
Darlington, then praised the arrangement of the bazaar and the articles
on sale.'" Although no photographs of the Mikado Festival survive, it is
possible to imagine the way in which the bazaar was arranged thanks to
the official guide and articles in newspapers. Produced by a local publisher
and lithographer named William Dresser, the guide of the bazaar includes
a detailed description of the arrangement:

The bazaar represents a Japanese village during the feast of lanterns.
... The stalls are arranged in the form of Japanese houses or cottages
of varied construction, most elaborately decorated, and include many
quaint drawings for which Japan is famous. Overhead a canopy of
lanterns, novel in shape and profuse with colour, which adds materially
to the scenic effects. At the top of the room stands the temple, with
its immense pagoda, 40 ft. high, and is surrounded on either side
with enchanting scenery of the Land of the rising Sun. The front of
the pagoda is bright with gold while the supporting columns give the
building a substantial and magnificent appearance. In the centre of
the hall is a correct representation of the Sacred Bridge of Kumkismi
Gardens, all bright with colour and emblazoned with lanterns of
diversified shape and beauty.*

Most of the stalls were named after Japanese towns or regions. The
enthusiastic tone of the article in the Northern Echo suggests the illusion
captivated and convinced contemporary audiences: ‘[I|t was at first difficult to
conceive that it was the Central Hall, so completely had it been transformed
to resemble a Japanese village.*

Virtual travelling

The secret of the Mikado Festival’s success was its representation of Japanese
style according to British popular perception of the East Asian country. This
kind of spectacle had been popular since the previous decade in Britain and
many people from the local community were familiar with such a display.
The idea of a Japanese Village on display began in the Japan Pavilion at
the International Exhibition held in Vienna (1873), in which the Japanese
government built a model of the five-storey pagoda and recreated a traditional
garden with a Shinto shrine.** Christopher Dresser purchased the structures
of the Japanese garden at the end of the international exposition. In 1875,
he re-erected his purchase in London at the Alexandra Park, bringing over
also an ‘entire Japanese colony’ from Vienna.” Named ‘TJapanese Village’,
the arrangement appealed to the British thirst for the curious and exotic,
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and, as suggested by Anna Jackson, Dresser’s spectacle addressed the ‘escapist
longing by those coming to terms with the complexities of life in the
industrialised West™.*

In the North East, the first Japanese Village bazaar was probably arranged
in Darlington in 1882 by a company of decorators from Leeds named
Womersley. They fitted up the local Central Hall with ‘the representations of
Japanese architecture’, described in the local press as ‘perfectand ... tasteful’.”
The same company was called back to Darlington for the Mikado Festival in
1887, suggesting that the local community appreciated their work. Taking
into consideration that Womersley affirmed in an advertisement published
in 1881 that they were able to arrange a Japanese Village,* it is more than
plausible that both bazaars in Darlington were fitted up with the intention to
resemble the prototype Dresser arranged at Alexandra Park, which consisted
of a couple of Japanese-style buildings and a bridge.

The Northern Echo reported that at the Mikado Festival in Darlington,
the ‘ornamentation of the front of the temple is very chaste, and being in
golden hue, it presents a most brilliant a finished appearance. Grapes cluster
in profusion around the front. This is a characteristic feature in Japanese
architecture, [s0] as to hide the otherwise bare aspect of the buildings’.” The
York Herald confirmed the impression, praising the decorators for having
‘fitted up the bazaar in truly Japanese style’.”” The sensation of being in Japan
was the result of the decorators’ability to arrange a display that would appear
authentic to individuals such as newspaper reporters and visitors, who had
limited familiarity with the country at that time, but were acquainted with
an idealized image of Japan.

The illustrations that decorated the official guide reveal the way Japan was
intended to be represented. There was a profusion of decorative elements
traditionally associated with an idealized Japan throughout the entire
publication. The cover itself was the best example: along with an egret with
retracted neck, and stylized bamboo leaves, there was a generic monster
from Japanese folklore that provided a fairy tale atmosphere.”" This dream-
like vision of Japan strongly contrasted with the country that, at the end of
the 1880s, was embracing a successful modernizing process. Following the
Meiji Restoration in 1869, Japan began to adopt Western political, social and
economic organization and this transformation was perceived as a threat to
the ‘elf-land’ so appreciated in Britain from the early 1870s.>* As suggested
by Anna Jackson, this stereotyped Old Japan began to be idealized in order
to keep images of East Asian country as similar as possible to the pre-modern
vision corresponding to Victorian desires.”” This attitude is demonstrated
with the Mikado Festival; there was no reference to the trade relationship
between the North East and Japan in the official guide or newspaper articles.
In other words, despite the first-hand experience with modern Japan in the
other parts of the North East of England, the orientalist attitude towards
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Japanese culture and the representation of Japan as an exotic Other was not
subverted in Darlington.”

When people in the North East felt themselves transported to Japan
upon entering the Darlington Central Hall, that Japan was the pre-modern
image which satistied their exotic desire of escapism. This way of looking
at a foreign country resembles John Urry’s concept of tourist gaze, which:

is directed to features of landscape and townscape which separate them
oft from everyday experience. Such aspects are viewed because they
are taken to be in some sense out of the ordinary. ... People linger
over such gaze which is then normally visually objectified or captured
through photographs, postcards, films, models and so on. These enable
the gaze to be endlessly reproduced and recaptured.®

In the example of the Mikado Festival, the gaze was captured through
a constellation of elements related to the British fascination with Japan.
Womersley connected with this fascination by displaying Japanese decorative
objects such as lanterns and incorporating Japanese traditional houses and a
pagoda. Urry argued that ‘places are chosen to be gazed upon ... through
daydreaming and fantasy’, helping to explain why such an arrangement
was considered authentic even though it contrasted with the image of the
country which at that time was purchasing warships and pig iron from the
North East.>® As discussed by Emile de Bruijn, in his study of the meaning
of Chinese wallpapers in country homes, this kind of virtual travel had a
long tradition in Britain.”’ Initially, virtual travelling was exclusive to the elite
families. From the second half of the 19th century, however, this privilege
was extended to the rising middle class, who achieved a disposable income
that enabled them to buy exotic goods to decorate their homes or attend
public events such as the Mikado Festival in Darlington.

Cross dressing

At the Mikado Festival, Womersley provided a full set of Japanese costumes
which stallholders could wear.” Local newspapers emphasized this feature,
writing that ‘the lady attendants are attired in Japanese, and their costumes
add greatly to an otherwise attractive scene’.”” The practice of cultural
cross dressing was one of the many ways European and American people
embraced the orientalized vision of Japan in the second half of the 19th
century. Christine Guth suggested that cultural cross dressing more generally
was fundamentally a ‘strategy of self-presentation ... that simultaneously
reinforced and subverted dominant colonial ideologies’.”” Guth also affirmed
that such phenomenon partly naturalized Asian Otherness in the West,
echoing David Bate, who posited that ‘by incorporating the Orient into his
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or her self-image, the European also acknowledges that the East has entered
into the West’.®! As Elizabeth Kramer concluded, the assimilation of Japanese
traditional costumes into British fashion and visual culture ‘resonated not
only with Victorian yearning to preserve Old Japan, but also with the desire
to recapture a time before Britain’s own industrialisation’.®?

As stated in a York Herald article, the role of the ladies and gentlemen
in cross-cultural attire was to ‘personate by their costumes some of the
notabilities of Japan’.®® This was part of providing an engaging spectacle to the
visitors. As Yuko Matsukawa has pointed out, the practice of cross dressing
as Japanese ‘substitute[d] white bodies for Japanese ones’as ‘any woman with
the right accessories ... could become “Japanese”.®* The disappearance of
Asian bodies allowed for what Josephine Lee termed decorative orientalism: ‘the
fantasy of a particularly close and intimate relationship with Asian objects
that were easily acquired and just as easily disposed of”.® In other words,
cross dressing in Japanese attire turned Western people into ‘powerful agents
in the production of Orientalism’, as suggested by Yoshihara Mari.®

Simultaneously, the experience of the people who wore Japanese
costumes also functioned as a potential transcultural dialogue motivated
by an aesthetic appreciation. Since the early contacts, British people had
favourable impressions of Japanese traditional dress, which epitomized
the main characteristics of the Japanese style: beauty, decorativeness and
simplicity. By wearing Japanese traditional costumes, stallholders attempted
to embrace part of the artistic connotation attributed to a Japanese aesthetic,
making a statement with regard to their status within the Darlington
community. Emma Ferry argued that at the Loan Exhibition of Women’s
Industries, held in Bristol in 1885, the ladies involved in the organization
were not only supporting working-class women displaying their works,
they were also shaping an environment in which to promote their
philanthropic values, and their active role as middle-class women.®” Ferry
defined this phenomenon as double display, which might be extended to
the stallholders who presided at the Mikado Bazaar. As well as displaying
works, they were also enhancing their public persona by embracing part
of the refinement associated with Japan. Following the ideas suggested by
Guth and Kramer, this cross-cultural phenomenon epitomized not only
the unequal power relationship between the dominant British Empire and
subaltern Meiji Japan in terms of decorative orientalism, but also the necessity
for Victorians to incorporate Japanese elements to highlight and support
their artistic aspirations.

Local community

While virtual travel and cross dressing emphasized the global connotations
of the Mikado Festival, the purpose of the fundraising event exemplified
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the local character. The event was organized to clear the debts of the
Paradise Chapel of Darlington and to collect funds to build the new Sunday
School. The Darlington community knew that the very local purpose of
the charity bazaar was completely unrelated to the Japan-themed setting.
This contrasts with missionary bazaars, in which the exotic setting was often
connected to the foreign country or countries where missionary activities
% The choice of a Japan-themed event was an attempt to
take advantage of the British fascination with Japan as a novelty in the late
Victorian period. As discussed by Roddy et al, providing novelty was ‘one
vital element of fundraising success’.”” Addressing enthusiasm for everything
Japanese was a profitable strategy both for provincial bazaar organizers and
for companies of decorators that specialized in charity bazaars.”

The prominent and active role played by local volunteers in the Mikado
Festival demonstrated its local connections. The official guide stated the event
was ‘supported by various Ladies and Gentlemen of the Town and District’.”!
Members of local Methodist families such as Kipling and Horsley, and Quaker
families such as the Peases, offered their help as volunteers.”” Local industrial
magnates, bankers and political figures attended the opening ceremony and
were individually mentioned in newspaper articles.” The entrance fee was

were in progress.

one shilling, with a child discount, so middle-class families were probably
the main target of the organizers, although working-class audiences were
incentivized by a special ticket costing six pence on the last day.”

Although the decorative scheme was in Japanese style, the origin of the
articles on sale was mainly local, with a few exceptions. The goods displayed
at each stall consisted of works made by local volunteers — mainly ladies —
and other objects donated or bought for the occasion.”” On the Nagasaki
and Yokohama stalls, for example, specimens of embroidery works were
the main articles on sale, and in both cases, the guide underlined how
they were the result of hard labour from local ladies.”
vases, Russian leather cases, and Dresden ceramics provided a glimpse of
cosmopolitanism and the few Japanese items on sale were displayed on the
Matsmai stall. However, even in the latter booth, other articles such as
dolls and ‘London Novelties’ represented the main attractions, according
to the local newspaper.”

By displaying British and international goods in a Japan-themed setting,
local stallholders took advantage of the popularity of Japan and its aesthetic
to attract visitors. As suggested in The Lady’s Bazaar & Fancy Fair Book,
employing Japanese decorative objects such as fans and parasols added an
artistic appearance to the stall, which enhanced the goods for sale.” In
addition to attracting people to the bazaar by offering the chance to visit
an idealized representation of a Japanese traditional village, each stallholder
also took advantage of the excellence attributed to Japanese artistic and
decorative objects to increase sales of non-Japanese products.

Indian trays and
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Japanese Shop

While this fundraising strategy was built upon the popularity and commercial
success of Japanese decorative objects in Britain, it is noteworthy that local
charity events also served as mediators of national trends into provincial towns
such as Darlington. Commercial enterprises and voluntary organizations did
not exist in separate worlds, and it was common to find similarities between
fundraising and retailing practices in Victorian times.” Two years after the
Mikado Festival, William Mossom (1847—1933), a local retailer, decided to
name his new retail store the Japanese Shop. Mossom was part of a family
of ‘housepainters, paperhangers, and art decorators’.” The few biographical
notes obtained from his obituary suggest he was aware of the major artistic
trends in Europe, as he ‘travelled extensively and had visited most European
countries’ in his younger age.*' Before the opening of the new branch, he
managed another shop in town at 82 Bondgate. In 1884, an advert for this
shop mentioned the availability of “a large stock of Japanese and other Eastern
pottery ware’;* while in the following years, it was the turn of generic terms
such as ‘Japanese goods™ and Japanese ‘novelties’.” Mossom was therefore
already selling Japanese items before he opened his Japanese Shop.

The name of the Japanese Shop was not an indication of the articles on
sale, but, as with the Mikado Festival, a statement about late Victorian taste.
Mossom published advertisements in local newspapers for the Japanese Shop
from 1889 to 1893.% In those adverts, instead of reinforcing the presence of
Japanese articles, he limited the references to Japan to ‘British and Oriental
art pottery’.™
newspaper, the details provided with regard to the Japanese objects were
quite generic in comparison with British wares. For instance, an advert lists
‘British and Oriental art pottery, including Abbotsford, Bretby, Burmantofts
and Doulton Wares, Japanese, Chinese, Indian, and other Oriental Pottery’.*’
The presence of a wide selection of British wares in a shop called Japanese
confirms that in Darlington the idea of Japan developed into a synonym
of aesthetic excellence that was able to enhance objects manufactured in

Even when he purchased a larger advertising space in a minor

other countries.

Following Appadurai’s theory of consumption, it might be advanced that
Mossom commoditied the local appreciation of Japanese culture in order
to provide a vocabulary that his customers could use to send and receive
social messages. These messages relied on the transcultural values attributed
to the stereotyped vision of Japan, such as beauty, exoticism and novelty.
Paraphrasing from Roland Barthes’ Rhetoric of the Image, the Japan mentioned
by Mossom is not the actual country, but it connotes what Barthes would
have called Japanicity, namely ‘the condensed essence of everything that
could be’ Japanese in the broadest sense, including the idealized image of
Japan.® In contrast to the charity bazaar, in which the supposed accuracy of
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the setting was a key component of the advertising strategy to attract visitors
and benefactors, Mossom relied on the symbolic message associated with
Japanicity, which had become part of the body of knowledge within people
in Darlington thanks to Japan-themed events such as the Mikado Festival.

Conclusion

As demonstrated by the Mikado Festival and the Japanese Shop, the
popularity of Japan in Darlington was so high that both fundraising retailers
and commercial retailers considered its idea an effective tool to attract visitors
and clients. In addition, the idea of Japan represented not only a link to a
global trend, but also an appropriate setting to promote local endeavours
such as fundraising campaigns and British manufactured products.

Despite the relevant economic and industrial relationship between Japan
and the North East of England, the bazaar organizers overlooked this
successful trade, deciding to reproduce an idealized vision of Old Japan: a
pre-modern Japanese village that wiped out any reference to the country’s
successtul modernization. In a similar manner to contemporary exotic
spectacles in other parts of Britain, the appeal of the Mikado Festival in
Darlington lay in its function as a vehicle for virtual travel to an idealized,
pre-industrial society, while stallholders wearing Japanese costumes erased
the indigenous bodies, objectifying the appreciation of Japan and its culture.

However, reinforcing British imperialist discourse was not the only narrative
of the Mikado Festival. The effort to arrange an ‘authentic’ representation
of Japan by the company of professional decorators involved a degree of
admiration of Japanese culture, which, according to the Victorian design
reformers, did not suffer the same artistic decline due to industrialization.®
Accordingly, by dressing up in Japanese costumes, stallholders also promoted
their public persona in line with the late Victorian cosmopolitan taste and
fashion. As well as erasing the physicality of the Japanese, the practice of
cross dressing in charity bazaars and fairs also transformed the British body
into a contact zone for the sake of a philanthropic cause.

Two years after the Mikado Festival, William Mossom decided to promote
his new branch, naming it the Japanese Shop. Instead of focusing on Japanese
or East Asian products, he opted to promote decorative objects manufactured
in any other country but Japan. This strategy demonstrates that the idea of
Japan was so popular that provincial retailers took advantage of it and that the
Japanese aesthetic became a transcultural synonym of artistic excellence. The
ongoing and unresolved negotiation that characterized the idealized image of
Japan in Britain allowed Mossom to take advantage of that image to promote
his shop even though most of the goods on sale were not manufactured in
Japan. Rather than creating a conflict and reinforcing Japanese Otherness,
Mossom probably believed that by investing in a new shop and naming it
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the Japanese Shop, he would gain the support of the Darlington community,
demonstrating that even in a provincial town such as Darlington the idea
of Japan equated to cosmopolitan beauty and artistic taste. Furthermore,
it exemplified that fundraising retail and commercial retail practices were
inextricably linked to each other, occasionally serving as mediators of national
and global trends into provincial towns such as Darlington.

The transcultural approach employed in this chapter has allowed me to
take into consideration the coexistence of the imperialistic and cosmopolitan
narratives that ultimately shaped the social recognition of Japan as well as the
commodification of Japanese culture in a provincial town such as Darlington.
Transculturality as a theoretical framework provided a lens through which to
view local events such as Japan-themed charity bazaars and retailing premises
advertised as Japanese. While reinforcing an unequal power relationship
between the dominant British Empire and foreign countries, the resulting
image of the Japan also suggests that transcultural phenomena could become
so popular to transform retail spaces into contact zones between British and
non-British cultures, going beyond concepts of a homogeneous West or
East. Charity retailing and commercial retailing practices both played crucial
roles as mediators between local communities and transnational trends such
as Japan mania. At the same time, however, they remained resistant to the
rapidly modernizing and militarizing Japan, its political relationship with
Britain, and its trading connection with the North East.
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Hall and Spindler, Bespoke Tailors
and Outfitters of Leamington

Spa, 1878—-1895: A Study in Retail
Credit, Trust and Loyalty

Nick Gray

Introduction

This chapter explores the social and community relations of Hall and
Spindler, a firm of bespoke tailors and outfitters in Leamington Spa, through
the lens of the credit that they extended to their customers during an 18-year
period at the end of the 19th century. It is a business history that engages with
the relationship between retailing and community through economic records
by examining the giving and repayment of credit, particularly from a social
and cultural perspective. It analyses the firm’s response to a rising level of
bad (unrecoverable) debt and to an increase in the time taken to repay credit,
and identifies customer loyalty as the most important factor in sustaining the
firm’s trust in its customer base. During a period that has been associated
with increasing anonymity in retail processes, personal connections between
the firm’s partners and their customers emerge as key to its sustainability.
Along with Chapter 12, it brings out the social embeddedness of retailing,
particularly where credit was concerned.

The firm’s business records show how credit was used in practice.
The entries in the firm’s ledgers follow the principles of double-entry
bookkeeping and show the name and place of residence of each customer,
the items purchased, the amount of credit given, and details of when credit
was repaid including whether a discount was given.! The chapter examines
a sample of customer accounts extracted from three ledgers that provide a
continuous record of the firm’s transactions with 113 customers from 1878 to
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circa 1896.% In addition, all the bad (unrecoverable) debts that were recorded
in the account books have been analysed, as have claims made by the firm
against debtors in Warwickshire County Court.’

Historians have debated the role of social factors in credit relations between
retailers and their customers, particularly factors to do with class. In her
landmark study of credit and debt in English culture during the long 19th
century, Margot Finn argued that customers were awarded differential credit
terms on the basis of their perceived social status and that this reinforced
hierarchical social relations.* Jan de Vries challenged her view about the
significance of class, arguing that, while credit relations were undoubtedly
‘socially charged’, they were nevertheless rational commercial agreements.”
Finn also stressed the importance of retailers’ personal knowledge of their
customers and sociable behaviour towards them. Drawing on work by
anthropologists, she argued that recipients of credit had a sense of having
received a gift that placed an obligation on them.® This study of Hall and
Spindler examines the extent to which the firm’s relations were affected by
the social status of customers, and it explores the part that social and cultural
factors played in their business.

Examining Hall and Spindler begins to fill a gap in knowledge about how
credit operated between small-scale retailers and male customers from the
middle classes. The forms of late 19th-century retailing that have received
most attention from historians have been those that sold mainly to women,
such as department stores, co-operatives, corner shops, credit drapers or
‘tallymen’, and mail order companies.” Shops that sold mainly to men have
received less attention, as have men as consumers.® It is also the case that,
while some historians have observed that long credit could be problematic
for traders that dealt with middle- and upper-class customers, there are no
detailed studies of how it operated in practice to compare with work that
has been carried out on working-class credit.’

Historians have called for a greater focus on small-scale retailing and this
chapter responds to that call. Reviewing the composition of the global retail
sector in the 20th century, Heinz-Gerhard Haupt has stressed the persistence
of small-scale shops in varying degrees throughout Europe, Japan and China."’
He has argued that small-scale forms of retailing merit more study, and other
historians such as John Benson and Laura Ugolini have made the same point
in relation to retailing in England."" Haupt has taken the argument a stage
turther by calling, in particular, for more insight into the cultural aspects of
small-scale retailing and on the ‘social practices’ that were involved.'

The study reflects calls from both sides of the Atlantic for work on the
acquisition of material goods to be complemented by studies of how they
were actually paid for. Lendol Calder has referred to how ‘the financial arts’
have been overlooked in the history of consumption, and Frank Trentmann
has argued that meaning and representation have been emphasized at the
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expense of saving and spending.” Viviana Zelizer argued that finance has
been wrongly perceived as an uninteresting force in the social sciences and
Calder suggested that it has not received the attention it deserves from
historians for the same reason."

The chapter explores the example of Hall and Spindler in the context of
Finn and de Vries’ differing views about the nature of credit, in particular
the part played by social class in the firm’s credit relations with its customers.
[t examines the extent to which personal knowledge of customers and social
connections with them were important to the firm, and whether customers
may have felt a sense of obligation on account of the credit they received.
[t contributes to understanding more about credit relations between small-
scale retailers and male customers from a mainly middle-class background.

The chapter begins by setting out the context within which Hall and
Spindler operated and their approach to retailing. It goes on to examine the
composition of the firm’s customer base, the credit that customers received,
the payment of debts, and how the firm adapted their trading in response
to experience. It draws conclusions about the part that social and cultural
factors played in their credit relations, and how the partners maintained
trust in their customers.

The town and the firm

Spa towns in England declined during the second half of the 19th century
and retailers in Leamington Spa operated within a somewhat stagnant local
economy that was characterized by a stasis in overall population numbers
and out-migration by men of working age."” The early decades of the
19th century had seen a rapid increase in the population of the Parish of
Leamington Priors with the emergence of the spa town. By mid-century,
growth had slowed and during the period that is the focus of this study the
population remained almost static at around 25,000.'° In 1891, the Medical
Officer of Health for Leamington Spa commented that the near stasis in
population over the previous ten years was not surprising given that, for
the most part, the population was elderly, the town was not a centre for
manufacturing, and it had no rising industry to cause an influx of workers.
He added that economic depression had caused out-migration by artisans,
and that the birth rate was low."” While the town was no longer a haunt of
the fashionable London elite, guidebooks nevertheless continued to promote
it on account of its attractive built environment, the availability of a wide
range of leisure activities and amenities, and its convenient location for
visiting other places of interest.'

The retail sector in the town comprised mainly small-scale independent
traders. Trade directories and local newspaper advertisements referenced
just two multiple branch boot and shoe dealers and a drapery store with a
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branch in another town."” There was one large-scale store, the firm of Burgis
and Colborne, which sold mainly household goods and no enterprise that
could be classed as a department store.” Against that background, bespoke
tailoring held its own, with approximately 40 firms trading during the last
two decades of the 19th century.”!

George Hall and John Spindler announced the formation of their
partnership in the Leamington Spa Courier in April 1878.% Their
advertisements stated that both partners had been foremen at J. Franklin &
Co., a bespoke tailoring firm in the town, and that they were going into
business on their own account following Franklin’s retirement.” During the
early years of trading, they set up once a week at a hotel in Coventry and
in Banbury to take orders.” Franklin had operated in both towns before
he retired and the new firm therefore had an existing client base in those
locations as well as in Leamington Spa.® In 1888, they relocated from Bath
Street, which was situated in the old and less fashionable part of the town,
to The Parade, one of the streets where premier shops were located.”® The
partnership between them was dissolved on 30 September 1896 ‘by mutual
consent’, and Hall continued to trade with his son, Edgar, as ‘Hall and Son’.”’

George Hall was the lead partner in the firm. The 1881 census showed that
he and his family lived on the premises and that he was a “Tailor, employing
12 men’.”® He continued to live above the shop when the firm relocated to
The Parade. In the 1891 census his younger son, Edgar, aged 19, was present
in the household and involved in the business as a “Tailor’s assistant’.*” Against
the background of what James B. Jefferys described as decline in the family
tradition of retailing and a rise in the number of lock-up shops, Hall’s family
involvement and residency in his shop suggests that he was a traditional retailer
who would have taken a close personal interest in his customers.”

Hall appears to have remained private in his personal socializing, but
regarded his business as an integral part of the Leamington Spa community.
His death notice recorded that he was one of the town’s ‘oldest and most
respected business men ... of a quiet, retiring disposition ... [who] never
took part in public life’.’! The firm did however contribute, in its own
name, to civic and sporting enterprises. They made donations to the town
cricket club and were subscribers to the agricultural show and to the town
improvement association.”

The firm’s customer account books showed their concern to fulfil
customers’ individual sartorial requirements. A wide range of woollen fabrics
were available, including cheviot wool, and finer types such as cashmere,
saxony, beaver and angora. A surviving purchase ledger shows that from
1899, they were sourcing fabrics from merchants such as Holland and
Sherry in London, as well as high-quality ready-made items such as shirts
and hats from London suppliers.”” The descriptions of bespoke clothing in
the firm’s account books are detailed and consistent and they varied little
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between 1878 and 1895: they specified the material and colour to be used,
the style, and whether any additional features were required. The majority
of the firm’s advertisements stressed the quality of their work with phrases
such as ‘Every attention [would be| given to style and fit’.”* They ceased
advertising in 1884, showing they could rely on repeat business, referrals
from existing customers, their reputation for quality, service and value, and
on the credit terms they offered.

Customers and the credit they received

Customers included in the sample were classified according to their social
status following the principles used by Alan Armstrong, who attributed social
classes to people on the basis of the details about them that were recorded
in census enumerators’ books.” Any such method of classifying customers
by social class is to some extent artificial, but Armstrong’s approach has
achieved a high degree of support, at least as a starting point for analysis.*
The three social classes that feature in this study are:

e Social Class I: Professional occupations, including lawyers,
clergymen, businessmen who employed 25 or more people, those
whose income came from the ownership of land or property.

e Social Class II: Intermediate occupations, those who employed at
least one person outside of their family but fewer than 25.

* Social Class III: Skilled occupations, skilled workers who were
not employers.

The firm’s customer base was concentrated around the partners’ lower-
middle-class social peers, such as the owners of small businesses and
small-scale farmers. It also included a significant proportion of customers
who were their upper-middle-class social superiors as well as a number
of skilled manual workers and clerks. Table 3.1 shows how credit was
distributed from the perspective of social class. Approximately half the
customers were the partners’ social peers, and they obtained 47 per cent
of the total credit that the firm gave. The remaining credit was divided
almost equally between customers who belonged to Social Class I, and
those in Social Class III.

Customers do not seem to have received more or less credit on account of
their social class. Those in Social Classes I and II received almost the same
amount of credit per head. Customers in Social Class I1I received less. They
also spent almost twice the proportion of the credit they received on cleaning,
alterations and repairs compared with their social superiors. It seems most
likely that customers from Social Class III obtained less credit because they
had less disposable income to spend on new clothes.
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Table 3.1: Allocation of credit to customers in the sample, by social class

Social Number of Total credit Percentage of Credit received per

class customers received the total credit customer (mean average
(nearest £) given to nearest shilling)

Social 28 582 26 £20 16s

Class I

Social 52% 1,066 47 £20 10s

Class II

Social 40% 601 27 L£15 10s

Class III

Totals 120* 2,249 100

Note: * Seven customers were classified in two social classes (II and I1I) at different times.

Source: Customers Ledgers, 1878—c1896, Hall and Son, Tailors, Leamington Spa, CR 3446/
1-3, WCRO, totals for 1879-1880, 1887-1888, 18941895 (‘The Sample’).

Payment of debts

The credit that the firm gave was informal in the sense that that customers did
not sign a contract, as was the case with the retailers featured in Chapter 7.
However, the evidence suggests that there were clear expectations on both sides.
All customers were able to continue to obtain credit after they had accumulated
unpaid debts and they all received the same discount terms: a shilling in the
pound on credit repaid within six months of receiving it. From the firm’s
perspective, Hall and Spindler were prepared to pursue debtors from all walks
of life in the courts if they defaulted: they made more use of Warwickshire
County Court than any other tailoring firm in the town.*” The overall sense
is that the firm’s credit relations with its customers were characterized by
equality of treatment, irrespective of the social status of customers.
Compared with the equal treatment that customers received from Hall and
Spindler, they varied widely in how they treated the firm. Certain categories of
customer stand out as particularly fast or slow payers. In contrast to findings by
historians about a general laxity in the payment of debt by middle- and upper-
class customers, and in particular debts that were owed to tailors, Hall and
Spindler’s customers who belonged to Social Class I generally paid their debts
much more quickly compared with those in other social classes.” Table 3.2
compares the cumulative percentage of the credit received by customers that
was repaid. Nearly two-thirds of the credit received by customers that belonged
to Social Class I was repaid within three months, compared with a third by
customers in Social Class II and less than a third by those in Social Class III.
Two groups of customers stand out as particularly slow payers: farmers, and
those who appear in census returns as ‘sons’living in a parent’s household. If
these groups are excluded from the calculation, a different pattern emerges,
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Table 3.2: Time taken for credit given to be repaid by customers in the
sample: comparison between social classes

Social class Within three Within six Within Within
months months 12 months 18 months

Social Class I 60 77 91 96

Social Class II 34 64 86 93

Social Class III 29 65 84 95

Source: The Sample

Table 3.3: Time taken for credit given to be repaid by customers in the
sample: comparison between social classes, excluding farmers and ‘sons’

Social class Up to Up to Up to Up to
three six 12 18
months  months months months

Social Class I 60 77 91 96

Social Class II, excluding farmers 42 79 93 100

Social Class III, excluding ‘sons’ 38 74 91 99

Source: The Sample

as shown in Table 3.3. While customers in Social Class I repaid a higher
proportion of the credit they received within three months, there was little
difference at the six-month point and beyond. From this perspective, Hall
and Spindler’s social superiors emerge as marginally faster payers, but class
was not a major determinant of repayment rate. Farming as an occupational
category, and whether a customer was living in a parent’s household, were
more significant factors in the matter of paying debts.

Hall and Spindler’s credit relations contrast with Margot Finn’s view that
considerations of social status dominated credit relations between retailers
and customers. The firm’s customers who were members of the professions,
owners of large businesses and of independent means did not receive
differential credit terms, in respect of the amounts of credit, the discounts
that they received, or how long they were allowed to repay it. This group
may have settled their debts relatively quickly simply because they had the
means to do so, but there is no sense that they withheld payment because
they held the firm in low esteem or for any other reason. Rather than
reinforcing the social hierarchy, as Finn suggested may have been the case,
Hall and Spindler made common terms available to all their customers.

The firm faced increasing long credit and escalating bad debt and its
response suggests the factors that were most important to them in their
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credit relations. The speed with which debts were paid changed through
the period 1878-1895, slowing significantly between the beginning and the
middle of the period. Table 3.4 shows a comparison of the overall speed
of repayment by customers in all social classes in 1879-1880, 1887-1888
and 1894-1895. Whereas half of the credit given in 1879-1880 was repaid
within three months, less than a third was repaid within three months in
1887-1888. By the end of the period, there was little change, suggesting
that the firm had gained a measure of control over the problem.
Increasing laxity in the payment of debts during the first half of the period
was accompanied by a rise in the level of bad debt. This was followed by
a significant fall, suggesting that the firm had significantly reduced their
exposure to the risk of bad debt, as well as gaining a measure of control over
the use of long credit. Figure 3.1 shows how the level of bad debt changed

Table 3.4: Time taken for the credit given to customers to be repaid

Period <Three months <Six months <12 months <18 months
1879-1880  49% 80% 95% 98%
1887-1888  31% 60% 83% 99%
1894-1895  33% 61% 80% 90%

Source: The Sample

Figure 3.1: Total bad debt (/) on purchases made in each year (1878—1895)
80
70

60

Bad debt (£)
(] w =3 w
(=] Qo (=] o

=
o

Source: Customers Ledgers 1878—c1896, Hall and Son, Tailors, Leamington Spa, CR 3446/
1-3, WCRO: all bad debts recorded in the ledgers.
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through the period. Overall, bad debt accounted for only around 1 per cent
of the total value of the credit that the firm gave. There was, however, a
seven-fold rise in the first half of the period, followed by a sharp fall, after
which it remained at a relatively low level. The firm’s account books show
that a small number of customers were responsible for a high proportion of
the total value of the bad debt.

Examination of the accounts of customers who failed to pay their debts,
alongside census returns and vital records, show that they were either
customers who were relatively mobile (they were not present at the address
shown in the firm’s account books in a census year — the majority of the
firm’s customers were), or who lived some distance away from Leamington
Spa and had died. The next section will outline how the firm mitigated
the risks that arose from long credit and bad debt, and the factors that were
most important to them to maintain trust in their customer base.

Trust and loyalty

There were significant changes in the social mix of customers and in the
distribution of credit during the period, which are illustrated in Table 3.5.
Social Class IT was the most prominent group throughout, in terms of both

Table 3.5: Changes in credit received by customers in the sample, by social class

over time
Number of  Percentage of Percentage of Credit per
customers all customers total credit customer
who made who made given by the (mean
purchases purchases firm average)
1879-1880
Social Class I 12 23% 24% L13 155
Social Class II 20 38% 46% L£16 5s
Social Class IIT 20 38% 30% L£1010s
1887-1888
Social Class I 12 20% 22% L14 8s
Social Class II 30 51% 51% L13 125
Social Class IIT 17 29% 27% L12 115
1894-1895
Social Class I 11 24% 32% L2225
Social Class II 24 52% 44% L13 18s
Social Class IIT 11 24% 24% L1625

Source: The Sample
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the number of customers and the proportion of the total credit received.
The proportion of Social Class II customers in the firm’s customer base
rose from 38 per cent in 1879-1880 to 51 per cent by 1887—-1888, and the
absolute number increased by 50 per cent. By the end of the period, the
number had fallen, but this class still accounted for half the total number of
customers, and they received just under half the total credit. The number
of customers in Social Class III fell sharply between the middle and the end
of the period, but the amount of credit that they received, per head, increased
and exceeded that received by customers in Social Class II. The number
of customers in Social Class I remained at a constant level throughout the
period, however, by 1894-1895 they accounted for a higher proportion of
the firm’s customers, and the amount of credit that they received, per head,
had increased significantly.

Changes in the sample over time suggest that Hall and Spindler increasingly
focused their business on those who had been known to them for a relatively
long time. Customers in Social Class I, which was the dominant social group
throughout the period, generally had much longer trading relationships with
the firm compared with those in other social classes. Few of them made
a single purchase, and those that made repeat purchases continued to buy
from the firm for six years and three months, on average, compared with
three years and four months for those in Social Class I, and four years and
four months for those in Social Class ITII.*” Almost two-thirds of those who
made purchases in 1894-1895 had been customers in 1887-1888.

Customers who belonged to Social Class III generally had relatively short
trading relationships with the firm, however, of the 11 that made purchases
in 1894-1895, seven of them had been customers of the firm for over six
years. The evidence suggests that the firm became more selective in giving
credit to customers from Social Class III based on how long they had dealt
with them, advancing relatively high amounts of credit to a small number.

It also seems that customers who belonged to Social Class I earned Hall
and Spindler’s trust, as a class, irrespective of the length of their association
with the firm. They had the shortest trading relationships with the firm
compared with those in other classes: in 1894—1895, only two out of the 11
customers who made purchases had been customers of the firm in 1887—
1888. As noted earlier, however, customers from this class were significantly
faster payers compared with other social groups, and it seems likely that the
firm would have had a high level of trust in them as a class, notwithstanding
their relatively brief trading relationships as individuals.

Loyalty, long credit and social connection

Many of Hall and Spindler’s customers continued to purchase from the
firm over many years even though there was a wide choice of tailors in
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Leamington Spa and beyond. The evidence suggests that a social connection
with the partners may have played a part in sustaining their loyalty to the
firm. A high proportion of Hall and Spindler’ social peers lived outside the
town, and many of them were closer to other bespoke tailors. There was
little difference in the degree of loyalty shown by out of town customers
compared with town dwellers, suggesting that out of town customers had
particular reasons for continuing to patronize the firm. It seems likely, in the
absence of any economic explanation, that the reasons for their exceptionally
long association with the firm was to do with the social and cultural aspects
of the relationships they had with the partners. It is possible that a social
connection with them, possibly based on the common interests of small
businessmen, fostered the long-term loyalty of this group. To that extent,
the evidence supports Margot Finn’s view that sociable behaviour between
retailers and customers played an essential part in cultivating trust, in this
case through the longevity of the relationships that resulted from it.*

Farmers had very long trading relationships with the firm and they also
enjoyed some of the longest credit. Farmers continued to purchase from the
firm for six years and one month, on average, notwithstanding the fact that
many of them had alternative sources of bespoke tailoring in market towns closer
to where they lived. Their laxity in paying their debts persisted through the
period: in 1894-1895, only 29 per cent of the credit they received was repaid
within three months, 46 per cent within six months and 77 per cent within
a year. They nevertheless accounted for a larger proportion of the customer
base at the end of the period compared with the middle and early years, and
the amount of credit that they received per head had increased. In common
with other members of their social class, it is possible that social and cultural
factors played a part in the degree of loyalty that they showed to the firm, and
they may have felt a sense of obligation on account of the exceptionally long
credit they received, as suggested by Finn.*' They would certainly have found
long credit attractive given the fluctuating fortunes of farming. From the firm’s
perspective, the evidence suggests that the risk associated with the long credit
that these customers enjoyed was outweighed by the trust that resulted from
the length of time over which they had been known to the firm.

Evidence about customers that were recorded in censuses as sons adds
weight to the suggestion that granting long credit inspired loyalty in
customers, possibly involving a sense of obligation towards the firm. They
enjoyed exceptionally long credit: apart from one case that resulted in a bad
debt, the remaining 20 sons repaid only 20 per cent of the credit they were
given within three months, 55 per cent within six months and 77 per cent
within 12 months. Ten per cent of the credit that they were given remained
outstanding after 18 months. Sons also had exceptionally long trading
relationships with the firm: a median average of seven years and ten months.
While those customers who began purchasing from the firm at a young age
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would have been more likely to have had long trading relationships compared
with older customers, sons stand out prominently compared with other
members of the social class to which they belonged, for whom the median
average trading relationship was four years and four months. Seven customers
who first purchased from the firm when they were recorded as sons in the
censuses migrated from Social Class III to Social Class II during the course
of the period, and they had particularly long trading relationships with the
firm: five of them made purchases over a period exceeding 16 years. The
correlation between the degree of trust and tolerance that the firm showed
towards this group of customers and their exceptional loyalty is striking. It
supports the suggestion that the receipt of credit could result in a sense of
obligation on the part of the debtor.

Customers, particularly farmers and sons, may have remained loyal to Hall
and Spindler over long periods simply because the credit terms that were
available were attractive to them. However, long credit was widely available
from bespoke tailors and the evidence points to social connections with
customers, possibly involving a sense of obligation on their part, as important
factors in securing loyalty, and thereby the firm’s trust, during a period in
which retailing was becoming less socially embedded in communities.

Conclusion

In the case of Hall and Spindler, the evidence supports de Vries’ view that
credit relations were based on rational economic judgements in which
considerations of social status played little part. The firm’s customers did
not gain more or less credit or different terms on account of the social
status they held. Finn’s argument that credit relations were dominated by
considerations of social status may have applied to retailers that dealt more
with the upper classes but, as far as Hall and Spindler’s mainly middle-class
clientele was concerned, this was not evident. Rather than reinforcing the
social hierarchy, as Finn suggests may have been the case, Hall and Spindler
offered common credit terms.

The particular significance of the social status of customers in the case of
this firm lay in the high degree of loyalty shown by customers who were
the partners’ lower-middle-class social peers. They were the dominant social
group throughout the period 1879-1895 and they generally had significantly
longer trading relationships with the firm compared with customers from
other social classes. In the absence of any other likely explanation, it seems
that a social connection with the partners, possibly born out of shared
interests and culture as small businessmen, may have played a part in their
loyalty to the firm. The finding supports Finn’s view about the importance
of social behaviour between retailers and customers. Notwithstanding Hall’s
apparently quiet and retiring disposition he seems to have regarded sociability
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towards these customers, as well as contributing to local endeavours in the
town, as an important parts of his role as a businessman.

Customer loyalty emerges as key to the firm’s sustainability. When
the level of bad debt escalated and the time taken for credit to be repaid
increased, Hall and Spindler focused their business around a smaller number
of customers that had dealt with them for a relatively long time. These
included a significant number of farmers and young men who lived in a
parent’s household despite them being among the slowest payers, further
suggesting that customer loyalty was the most important factor for the firm
in maintaining trust. The findings support Margot Finn’s view that personal
knowledge of customers was important in credit relations. The correlation
between the degree of trust and tolerance that the firm showed towards
farmers and particularly sons, and their exceptional loyalty, supports Finn’s
view that recipients of credit could feel a sense of obligation. The trust that
the firm placed in them was reciprocated by loyal patronage.

Purchasing by middle-class men emerges from the study of Hall and
Spindler as fundamentally different from that of their female counterparts,
as do the business models operated by the retailers that they patronized. If
the department store is taken to be the shopping experience of choice for
many middle-class women at the end of the 19th century, the equivalent
for men might be seen as a visit to their bespoke tailor, which involved a
very different kind of relationship between consumer and retailer. In the
case of Hall and Spindler, most of their customers would have been known
to them. Without those personal ties, and the trust that resulted from them,
the firm’s business model would have been unsustainable.

This study of Hall and Spindler’s credit relations supports the opinions of
historians who have argued that there is much to be gained from studying
how goods and services were paid for, as well as those who have stressed the
importance of the social and cultural aspects of small-scale retailing. The
firm emerges as an integral part of the social fabric of the community that it
served, and its sustainability depended on the high degree of embeddedness
that it achieved.
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