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Co—operation, it has recently been claimed, ‘remains virtually ignored by

both business and labour historians and its historiography seems to

have impinged little on the public or academic consciousness’.1 Currently,

however, the movement is attracting increased interest and historians

are now beginning to gain a clearer understanding of the mechanisms

by which c0roperative principles were disseminated, the changing

philosophy of the movement and the cultural, social and economic

significance of cooperative society membership.Z

To date, studies have tended to focus on co—operation’s northern hear,

tlands, whilst the south has received rather less attention.3 Yet the fact

that co—operative societies could form and, on occasion, flourish, in

localities where conditions were far from ideal demands explanation; even

where the movement did not take firm hold, the reasons underlying its

failure invite analysis. By 191 1 more than 420,000 co’operators, some 20

per cent of the English total, lived south of the Warwickshire—Oxfordshire

border and, although their greatest concentration in absolute terms

occurred around London, society membership was widely diffused across

the region; there were, for example, 58,703 co’operators in Devon, 47,256

in Kent, 37,871 in Gloucestershire and 26,928 in Hampshire.4 Even

distant Cornwall was home to almost 7,000. In the present paper, the

development of co—operation up to 1913 in the southern county of Berk;

shire is explored, with the aim of widening the range of evidence from

which an informed assessment of the movement’s evolution eventually

may be made.

Whilst co—operation’s origins long predate the founding of the Roch—

dale Equitable Pioneers Society in 1844, this event was undoubtedly a

turning point in the movement’s history. Over the next fifteen years

more than 130 societies were established, mainly in Lancashire, Cheshire

and Yorkshire, joining the few survivors from the pre—Rochdale era.5

Then at the end of the 1850s the rate of foundation accelerated and
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Figure 1: Geographical Distribution of Retail Cooperative Activity

in Berkshire, 1860—1913

more than 500 new societies were formed over the next decade. About

60 per cent of the new foundations were outside the north—west, and it

was during this phase of expansion that the movement came to Berkshire.

The pattern of Berkshire cooperation is summarised in Figure 1 and

Table 1.6 By 1911, out of a total of 12,193 society members, 81 per cent

belonged to the Reading Industrial with two other urban societies, the

Windsor District and the Maidenhead Industrial, contributing a further

9 per cent and 7 per cent respectively. The remainder were accounted

for by three small village societies in Sunningdale, Aldermaston and

Wittenham, whilst a fourth village society, at Ardington, had a small

though unquantified membership.7 Their experience, and that of other

Berkshire societies which did not survive to 1913, raises a number of

questions. What factors determined the timing and location of founda—

tions? Why were some societies more successful than others.7 What sort

of people did cooperation attract as leaders and members, and what

motivated their interest? In what ways and to what extent did the
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Table 1: Chronology of Berkshire Retail Co—operative

Societies 1860-1913

 

Society Dates Extant Peak Membership
 

Reading Industrial Cooperative

Maidenhead National Industrial Provident

[Branch]

Windsor Cooperative and Industrial

Wantage Co—operative

Sunningdale Industrial Provident

Long Wittenham Co—operative Industrial

and Provident

Pangbourne and Whitchurch Cooperative

Industrial and Provident

Aldermaston Cooperative Industrial and

Provident

Maidenhead Mutual Co’operative

Abingdon Industrial Co—operative

Newbury

Challow and Wantage Co—operative

Yattendon Cooperative and Provident

Ardington

Windsor District Cooperative and Provident

Maidenhead Industrial Cooperative

Sunningdale and District Co’operative

Compton Stores and Trading

1860—1913+

1860—1861

1 865c. 1871

1866—c. 1868

1867—1869

1869—1912

(absorbed by

Oxford)

1870—1872

1871—1913+

1872—1873

1 873—1 88 1

(absorbed by

Oxford)

1 884—1 884

(absorbed by

Reading)

1884c 1890

1887—1905

1889—1913+

1893—1913+

1899-1913+

1899—1913+

1909-1910

9,710 (1910)

Unknown

626 (1867)

Unknown

Unknown

74 (1889)

30 (1871)

124 (1912)

Unknown

93 (1876)

76 (I 884)

44 (I886)

115 (1904)

Unknown

1,113 (1913)

850 (I905)

152 (1912)

23 (I909)

movement affect the lives of Berkshire’s working people? These questions

are, of course, locally important but they also have a wider relevance,

shedding light on the development of cooperation as a national phe—

nomenon.

Right up to 1913, the extent of the movement’s national co’ordination

was limited and the diffusion of cooperative activity depended primarily

on the level of local enthusiasm. It has been suggested that in urban—

dominated regions initial expansion was likely to be from towns out to
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their hinterlands, whilst in areas of dispersed and autonomous settlement,

independent co—operative initiative might be taken by communities at

an early stage.8 In Berkshire, both mechanisms operated, but even

together they provide an incomplete explanation, since the degree of

interest varied considerably across apparently similar localities. As The

Co—opemtor acknowledged in 1861, Berkshire was ‘not one of the most

progressive counties in England’.9 Small conservative communities prea

dominated and the one large town, Reading, was reliant on biscuit

manufacture, an industry particularly associated with unskilled and semi,

skilled work.10 This was hardly promising ground for cooperative

pioneers, who had to contend with ‘a sparse population, wages low, [and]

with intellectual grasp not always sufficiently vigorous to take in the

principles in which we are deeply interested’.11 It is, then, not surprising

that whilst by 191 1 cooperative society membership extended to around

30 per cent of families nationally, Berkshire’s percentage was only 1 7.6,

and that among those who were members, sales per head were less than

60 per cent of the national average.12 Even in comparison with close

neighbours, Berkshire’s record was not very impressive. In Oxfordshire,

for example, co—operation attracted 32.8 per cent of families, in Wiltshire

26.6 per cent, in Gloucestershire 24.6 per cent, and in Buckinghamshire

22.9 per cent. Yet, among the movement’s Berkshire adherents were

many whose enthusiasm was strong and the level of membership was by

no means the lowest in the south; only 13.3 per cent of Hampshire

families were co—operators while in both Surrey and Sussex the figure

was below 7 per cent.

The first Berkshire societies were founded independently by small groups

of working men in urban locations. Isolated from other co—operators, they

acquired information piecemeal and imperfectly from a variety of sources.

In 1860 the Reading Industrial Co—operative Society was established by

boiler makers employed at the agricultural engineering works of Barratt

Exall and Andrewes, their leader’s interest in working’class advancement

deriving apparently from the speeches of John Bright.13 In the same year,

a branch of the London/based National Industrial and Provident Society

was formed in Maidenhead. This rather curious organisation, a hybrid

cooperative and friendly society, had been founded in 1859 and by late

1860 it had thirty—one branches widely dispersed across England and south

\Wales.14 How one of these came to be located in Maidenhead, with no

others nearby, is unknown, but a correspondent to the Society’s journal

claimed that there were ‘certainly a few energetic members’ there.15 A

shop was opened in the town in 1861, but soon afterwards the whole

society collapsed amid capital shortage and internal disagreements. Mean;

while, Reading was gradually building up its membership and extending
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its links with co’operators elsewhere. Visiting speakers at social meetings

brought news of achievements in the north and reports of its activities

began to appear in the pages of The Caroperator. Locally, however, it

remained alone until 1865 when the Windsor Cooperative and Industrial

Society was commenced by ‘a few working men’ from the town’s Liberal

Club.16 At first, their knowledge was poor, but through The Canperator

they obtained a parcel of tracts and these, together with subscription to

The Coloperator and contacts with Reading, gave them both practical

information and encouragement to persevere.17 Indeed, by 1867 Windsor’s

membership of 626 was considerably greater than Reading’s 493 and for

a short period Windsor seemed set to become Berkshire’s first real co~

Operative success. The proceeds of compulsory purchase of its shop lease

for road widening enabled it to move to larger premises and a branch

store was opened at nearby Slough (Buckinghamshire). It even ventured

into co’operative production with the manufacture of shoes. However,

membership slumped to only 236 in 1869 and by 1871 the society had

completely disappeared.

In the decade following Windsor’s foundation the pace of activity

accelerated. Of the origins of short—lived societies at Wantage, Sunning—

dale, Pangbourne and a second attempt at Maidenhead, little is known,

but the village society at Long Wittenham was essentially the creation

of the vicar in 1869 and, two years later, middle~class initiative was also

instrumental in taking cooperation to another village, Aldermaston.

Here, the instigator was the schoolmaster, supported by ‘a large resident

landlord’.18 Then in 1873 a society was formed in the town of Abingdon,

the inaugural meeting being attended by ‘a number of assistants belonging

to the firm of Messrs Clarke and sons, clothiers’.19 In urban localities, it

seems, working men were more able to take the initiative themselves,

though even in Abingdon, there was middle~class involvement, for the

meeting was presided over by the rector of Little Wittenham, who ‘gave

a very practical and amusing address'.20 Another speaker was the secretary

of the Banbury (Oxfordshire) Cooperative Society, at that time the most

dynamic society in the southern region. This marks the beginning of a

second phase in the movement’s Berkshire diffusion — the direct trans;

mission of knowledge and experience by established cocperators to assist

in the creation of societies in new locations.

After Abingdon, there was a lull in formations. In part, this was a

reflection of a downward national trend, perhaps linked with the onset

of economic depression in 1873, but local factors also operated. None

of the societies so far established had done well, with only Reading,

Abingdon and the small societies at Wittenham and Aldermaston sure

viving beyond the early 18705. Continued progress depended on the
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demonstration of co’operation’s potential by the larger town societies,

yet both Abingdon and Reading were struggling even to survive. Reading

was deeply in debt from the excessive granting of credit to members,

and, with mounting losses and, on occasion, no dividend at all, memr

bership fell below 300 while sales slumped by half. At Abingdon the

membership was stagnant at around 90 and, although the society got

through the 18705, it failed to make any progress. With sales falling

sharply, it sought refuge from the Oxford Society, of which it became a

branch in 1881, but its position continued to deteriorate and the branch

was closed two years later.21

By the mid—18805 Reading was beginning to recover, with its member;

ship climbing to 1,585 by 1884. In that year two new societies, at Challow

and Newbury, were formed. Of the former very little is known, though,

since Challow, a village just outside the town of Wantage, was the home

of a substantial engineering works, it seems probable that workers from

this formed the nucleus of the membership. The society struggled from

the outset, never attracting more than 44 members and by 1889 it was

reported to be ‘on the verge of dissolution’.22 A further report in the

following year stated that ‘a few faithful members are still holding on,

and hoping for better days’, but their hopes were in vain, for the society

was dissolved soon afterwards.23 Newbury originated from a meeting

addressed by a representative of the Guild of Coloperators, with ‘the

employees of ten of the largest firms in the town entering into the matter

with earnestness’.Z4 The Guild had been formed in London in 1878 with

the aim of spreading cooperation in southern England by delivering

lectures and encouraging the establishment of new societies, but whilst

its speaker persuaded seventy’six people to join at Newbury, their initial

‘earnestness’ was not matched by their subsequent organisational ability.

The society failed even to find premises from which to trade and before

the close of the year had to appeal to Reading to take it over as a branch.

Towards the end of the 1880s two more village societies were created,

at Yattendon and Ardington. Yattendon was founded in 1887 by the

architect Alfred Waterhouse who was resident at Yattenclon Court. In

the village Waterhouse and his wife ‘carried out their duties as principal

landowners with love and thoroughness. Cottages were restored and new

ones built, the church repaired and a vestry and porch added, a tem’

perance reading room was built, and a co—operative shop established’.ZS

With Waterhouse’s Estate Agent as the society secretary, Yattendon’s

membership grew, though only very slowly. In 1894 it was reported to

Coloperative Congress that ‘is making no headway, but is receiving the

special attention of the district committee’; nevertheless the situation

did not improve and in 1905 the society was dissolved.26 Ardington,
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established in 1889, was similar to Yattendon in that it too owed its

existence to a major local landowner, in this case Lord Wantage. On his

Lockinge estate, the largest in the county, Lord Wantage conducted one

of the most advanced experiments in model community building, pro;

Viding not only a high quality physical environment for estate workers

but also an elaborate profit sharing scheme in which all were in;

cluded.27 The cooperative store was housed in impressive premises

constructed, like much of the estate, in mockrTudor style. It was ‘spa—

ciously planned and equipped with outbuildings, such as a bakery, a

slaughterhouse, cart’sheds etci, around a courtyard, while attractive front

gardens were laid out which included a fountain and rockery’.28 Just how

many people enjoyed this unique co—operative facility is, however, un—

known, since Ardington seems not to have registered as an industrial

and provident society and therefore made no annual membership return.

By 1890, despite three decades of c0’0peration in Berkshire, activity

was confined to Reading, with 3,284 members including around 270

in Newbury, with perhaps another 200 co—operators in the villages of

Wittinham, Aldermaston, Yattendon and Ardington. A decade earlier

an Oxford District inter—society conference had expressed concern at the

lack of progress in the region, and whilst acknowledging that ‘it would

be unwise to force cooperative work upon an unwilling or ignorant

people’, it urged greater efforts to take the movement to ‘those places

where already a combination for selfvhelp exists’.29 In particular, it was

agreed that ‘the attention of Reading should be called by this

conference to the great need of propaganda work in their immediate

neighbourhood’.30 But that society remained a reluctant evangelist, Ac’

cording to its own historian, its ‘strongest motive seems to have been to

make sure of complete success in Reading’, a somewhat insular attitude,

probably arising from the internal difficulties which periodically afflicted

the society right up to 1913.31 Consequently, unlike Banbury and Oxford,

which played leading roles in the diffusiOn of cooperation in neighbour—

ing Oxfordshire, Reading was ‘disinclined to accept responsibility for

outside areas’.32 Unwillingly, it did take in struggling groups of co—oper—

ators outside the town but persistent pressure was then put on them to

stand alone.” It is, therefore, perhaps not surprising that when a meeting

was held at Windsor in 1893 to propose the creation of a new society

there, the chief speakers were not from Reading, but an Eton schoolmaster

and, as at Newbury, a representative of the Guild of Coloperators.34 The

Windsor District Cooperative and Provident Society made good progress,

its membership passing 1,000 in 1905, with two branches and a fine

newly built central stores. For a small society, it also made impressive

attempts to disseminate coloperative principles, hosting interasociety
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conferences, forming a Women’s Guild and publishing a regular journal

for its members, the Windsor Cooperative Record.

Towards end of the century Reading’s willingness to take on a leaderr

ship role increased. Indeed, by this time its officials were playing a

prominent part in the work of the Cooperative Union’s Oxford District

within which Berkshire lay. When, therefore, members of the Amalga—

mated Society of Railwaymen made a third attempt at co—operation in

Maidenhead in 1899, it was Reading men who addressed the formative

meeting. The District, whilst ‘anxious’ to spread co—operation more

widely, advocated the opening of branches by existing societies ‘in places

where the elements of success are wanting’ in preference to the estab—

lishment of additional independent enterprises.3i But Reading’s leaders

were still ‘firm in their belief in the advantages of the small, single town

society’, and that is what was created in Maidenhead.36 In the event, the

District was proved right, since the new society’s career was ‘chequered

from start to finish’ with poor sales and low dividends, and eventually

it had to be rescued by Reading.37

Also in 1899, the Sunningdale and District Cooperative Society was

formed. This was to be the last foundation in the county, with the

exception of a very brief attempt in the village of Compton in 1909—10.

At Sunningdale, Reading’s officials were again instrumental. Initially

only slow progress was made and in 1901 the District reported that ‘it

will need an active propaganda . .. to pull the society along’.38 However,

it appeared by 1911 ‘to have turned the corner in its long lane of

difficulties’, and two years later, with the members taking ‘a real live

interest’, they were ‘fast regaining the high»water mark in their history’.39

The above account sheds light on the mechanisms by which co—oper—

ation spread across Berkshire, but a closely related issue is why some

societies survived whilst others did not. In some cases failure can be

attributed to particular misfortune, such as the second Maidenhead so,

ciety whose secretary wrote in 1873 that they had ‘given up the business

owing to a destructive fire. Everything is lost’.40 But recent research has

identified a variety of general factors which had a bearing on the prob,

ability of success. Purvis, for example, suggests that the best chances

occurred in ‘middle»ranking industrial settlements’, or ‘centres in which

the social climate most favoured independent exercise of group initiative

by workers’41 This is consistent with Walton’s View that co—operation

was most likely to succeed in communities with an established tradition

of working»class action, well—paid and regular employment, and a rate of

expansion sufficient to require growth in retail services but not so fast

as to obscure the local sense of identity.42 These factors are certainly all

pertinent, but there is nevertheless no general ‘model’ or set of essential
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community features. The present author, in a study of Oxfordshire co;

operation, found strong and competent leadership to be the key

prerequisite for cooperative survival, with the extent of local support,

the degree of private trader opposition and local economic circumstances

also playing important roles.43 The Berkshire evidence points to similar

conclusions. Thus, Reading’s survival was in doubt for many years owing

to ‘the inevitable blunderings of inexperienced and inexpert people’, and

by the late I87os frequent management changes and bitter internal

disputes had brought the society to the brink of dissolution.44 Then in

1880 it appointed as secretary W. T. Carter, ‘an outstanding personality

of co»operation’ and a man with a remarkable background.45 Born in

Colchester, he was taught first at home by his mother before going to a

middlevclass school and then London University. Subsequently, he be,

came private tutor to the Persian Ambassador and travelling tutor to

several English noblemen, before fighting with Garibaldi and then teach—

ing English at a school in Dijon. He returned to England to establish his

own school at Worthing (Sussex), where he became secretary of the local

cooperative society, eventually fullrtime, giving up his school. Following

this he made a ‘vain endeavour’ to restore the fortunes of the Shanklin

(Isle of Wight) society, after which he turned his attention to Reading.46

This society was then ‘a sickly puny thing, the despair of its pioneers

and the derision of its opponents’, and immediately he set about analysing

the cause.47 His conclusions were spelled out to the members in the

pamphlet Cooperation: Its Difficulties in Reading. He identified the town’s

highly competitive retail environment as partly responsible, but the chief

problem was a split within the society’s management which an apathetic

membership had allowed to go unchecked. The pamphlet, later judged

to be ‘the happy means of saving the Society’, marked the beginning of

Reading’s recovery, a process accelerated by the choice of David Rose

as President in 1886 and subsequently as General Manager, with

J. E. Johns then becoming President/i8 Rose, Johns and Carter brought

much needed stability to the society's management but, more importantly,

their expertise greatly enhanced its reputation and influence both within

the cooperative movement and also in the local community. It was they

who addressed meetings in locations where new societies were proposed,

with Johns also serving for six years as secretary of the Cooperative

Union’s Oxford District. All three were active in local affairs. Carter

became Reading’s first co’operative public representative when he was

elected to the School Board in 1895, and both Rose and Johns were

appointed JPs. Johns also played a leading local role in the friendly society

movement, eventually becoming the permanent secretary of the Reading

District Oddfellows.
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Although none of the other urban societies attracted officers of

the stature of Carter, Johns and Rose, both the Windsor District and the

Maidenhead Industrial benefited from enthusiastic leadership. At

Windsor a key role was played by Eddie Perkins who gave up his job as

a printer to become secretary, but who continued to make use of his

journalistic skills by editing the Windsor Cooperative Record. At Maiden;

head the first President was Charles Rockley, a local official of the

Amalgamated Society of Carpenters, who became Berkshire’s first co—

operative town councillor in 1901, elected on ‘the working man’s ticket’.49

By contrast, those urban societies without able leadership failed to

survive, as happened at Newbury and also Abingdon, where ‘COroperative

faith was not sufficiently strong to remove the mountains of distrust

and business methods were not sufficiently understood’.5O

Successful Village societies, too, needed strong leadership, though in

Berkshire this was almost invariably autocratic and from above. At

Ardington, for example, Lord Wantage’s views were described as ‘borde—

ring on benevolent despotism’, whilst Long Wittenham was ‘worked

without a committee’, its management being ‘mainly in the hands of a

village clergyman’.51 But whilst such societies had a much greater chance

of survival than those without patronage their nature hardly encouraged

the members to take an active interest in their affairs. At Wittenham,

so firm was the grip of the vicar that the District Secretary despaired of

the society’s position ‘practically outside the cooperative movement’.52

And at Ardington, where almost all the capital had been subscribed by

the patron, it proved ‘difficult to get any real co’operative spirit displayed

among the members’.53 Here, paternalism, however well intended, stifled

independence for, as the Liberal Daily News observed, Lord Wantage

has done for the people what the people ought to be able to do

for themselves collectively and unitedly, and by their own sturdy

independent and manly effort The people control nothing, have

no part whatever in anything like public life, nor any voice in matters

directly affecting their own welfare.S4

Generally in Berkshire, as was demonstrated earlier, the level of in,

terest in co—operation was lower than in most neighbouring counties.

Even so, some societies, especially in villages, managed to attract a

substantial membership in proportion to the size of their local community.

At Aldermaston membership grew from around one third of the number

of resident families in 1881 to over 90 per cent in 1911, whilst Yatten—

don’s membership by 1901 actually exceeded the number of village

families, suggesting either multiple membership within families or a

catchment area extending beyond the immediate community, and
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possibly both. Elsewhere, village societies were less successful. Witten'

ham’s membership peaked at 1 13 in 1887 but thereafter declined sharply.

By 1891 it had fallen to 69, even though there were 118 families in the

Village at the time, and by 1911 it had dropped further to only 52, less

than half the family population.55 Challow, too, had difficulty in attract—

ing members, though here this could be explained by the fact that ‘the

headquarters are situated away from the homes of the members, who

mostly reside at Wantage, and in consequence, trade languishes’.56 In

urban areas, communities were less close—knit and physically more dis—

persed, and urban retail environments were also more competitive. Town

societies could, therefore, not expect to attract a high proportion of local

families. In 1911, for instance, membership equalled 39 per cent of

families at Windsor and 24 per cent at Maidenhead, and Reading’s leaders

repeatedly expressed their disappointment over the lack of interest shewn

by the town’s inhabitants. As late as 1909 the management committee

complained that ‘if the workers of Reading throw off apathy and join

this Society, they will reap the advantages of mutual self—help'.57 Perhaps

their exhortations had some effect, since membership which had stood

at around 40 per cent of families in 1901, reached above 50 per cent ten

years later.58 But it was not merely disinclination to join which frustrated

Reading’s leaders. They were also discouraged by the low level of pur—

chases made by those who were members. Little direct evidence of sales

per member survives for any Berkshire society, but approximate figures

can be found by dividing total sales by membership. At Reading, this

exceeded 85. per week in only four years between 1860 and 1913 and

generally ranged from around 45. 6d. to 65. 6d.59 ‘A great number of the

members‘, Carter lamented in 1880, ‘are not so faithful as could be desired

in the Cooperative cause, nor so careful as might be expected to promote

the advancement of their own interests’.60 And twenty—two years later,

when sales per member averaged 65. 2d., Johns expressed similar frustrar

ti0n, complaining that ‘from the prosperous appearance of the members

present [at the quarterly meeting] he adjudged that many of them spent

more than 65. 2d. per week on their families’.61 Elsewhere, too the level

of weekly sales was low — Windsor averaged 65. 8d. per member with

little variation from its foundation in 1899 to 1913, whilst Maidenhead

could only average 55. 4d. Surprisingly perhaps, in View of lower wage

levels, village societies tended to do rather better. Over their respective

lifespans, weekly sales per member averaged nearly 155. at Aldermaston,

135. at Yattendon and 125. at Wittenham. Possibly village sales figures

were inflated by non’member purchases giving rise to overestimates in

these crude calculations, but perhaps also the watchful eye of Village

patrons encouraged a greater degree of loyalty among the members.62
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With middle— and upper—class endorsement, Village co—operatives es;

caped much of the opposition with which most town societies had to

contend. Particularly in their formative stages urban co—operators faced

hostility, arising both from middle»class suspicions concerning their

underlying motives and also from private traders resentful of competi—

tion.63 Thus, the secretary of the first Windsor society reported that

‘opposition met us at the outset, even to being denied a room to meet

in to frame laws’.64 And when they sent an order for goods to a local

wholesaler, they received the reply that ‘our customers in Windsor have

a great objection to co’operative stores, and as our doing business with

you would be certain to do us mischief with our general trade, we must

decline sending any goods'.65 The Reading boilermakers held their first

meeting in a public house, having been refused permission to meet at

their place of work, and at Abingdon local bakers refused to bake Sunday

dinners for members of the newly’formed society. Reading overcame the

opposition, though not without a real struggle in its early days, but the

Abingdon and Windsor societies, in much smaller towns where vested

interest was more entrenched, failed to survive.

Finally, societies’ fortunes were affected by local economic circum—

stances. ln villages, the withdrawal of patronage could have serious

consequences, as was feared at Aldermaston in 1894 following the remo—

val of the large landowner ‘who since the foundation of the society did

everything to forward its interests It is just possible that his successor

may lack in the cooperative interest’.66 In the event Aldermaston not

only survived but continued to expand, but other societies may have

been less fortunate. For example, the dissolution of Yattendon in 1905

seems puzzling in view of the fact that its membership had reached a

peak in the previous year. It might, though, be significant that 1905 was

also the year in which its patron, Waterhouse, died. Urban societies

operated in a very different economic environment. From its location in

a large and expanding town, Reading’s potential was greatest, though

even here frequent recessions brought problems. For example, a 20 per

cent drop in sales between 1891 and 1893 was blamed on ‘the depressed

condition of local trade’, whilst in 1908 falling prices were the cause of

another ‘exceptional and startling .. . decline in trade’.67 Smaller societies

were even more vulnerable to short’term fluctuations, such as Windsor

which in 1907 was ‘feeling keenly the prevailing depression’, and

Sunningdale which was hit in the following year by ‘the suspension of

a large works in the locality and the consequent removal of many

members’.“ And, societies in towns like Wantage and Abingdon where

the industrial base was fundamentally weak, faced probably the most

difficult challenge of all.
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Analysis of the pattern of Berkshire coroperation leads on to evaluation

of its significance. This is a matter of objectives and outcomes — what

were the aims of co’operators and what impact did societies have on the

lives of their members and in their local communities? The oncerheld

view that co—operation over the course of the nineteenth century slid

into a dividend dominated commercialism is no longer tenable. In fact,

as Gurney has observed, the movement ‘opened up a specific range of

historical possibilities, some of which were decidedly utopian in reach’,

and the eventual outcome of today’s consumerism ‘was neither given not

inevitable.” In Berkshire, as elsewhere, co’operation meant different

things to different people, since the lack of central direction permitted

a choice of objective across and even within societies. The village so—

cieties were least radical in their aims, though even these varied in their

interpretation of cooperative philosophy. At one extreme was Long

Wittenham of which it was noted that ‘the Vicar of the parish (who is

president of the society) sees no necessity for doing more than teaching

the members the advantage of ready money dealing’.7O Repeated attempts

by the District Secretary to bring the society into contact with others in

the region were resisted, the president seeing ‘no necessity of introducing

any propagandist efforts’ and throughout its life Wittenham remained

‘isolated’ and ‘very difficult to approach’.71 At Yattendon the society was

operated less autocratically as a component of Waterhouse’s broader

scheme to improve the quality of life in the village. But most ambitious,

at least in theory, was Lord Wantage’s advocacy of ‘a large increase of

cooperative institutions, factories as well as stores where capable men

should have charge of works for grinding and dressing wheat, making

butter, purveying meat, milk, eggs etc’.72 Whilst co‘operative practice

at Ardington fell far short of this, it was an aspiration which many

workingaclass co—operators would share, albeit from a fundamentally

different standpoint.

Had Berkshire co—operation been confined to a few small rural com~

munities introduced, or perhaps more accurately imposed, from above,

its relevance would have been marginal. However, in urban areas, the

movement’s character was fundamentally different, for in towns working

men of independent spirit and firmly held principles embraced co—oper—

ation as the key to radical social reform. Competitive capitalism was

denounced as ‘sordid’, ‘brutal’ and ‘demoralising’ in its exploitation of

labour. ‘We are the producers, the only producers of wealth’, wrote Carter:

‘wealth is continually passing away from the producers We, the pro—

ducers, are in forced dependence on the possessors of wealth for houses

to live in, food to eat, and clothing to wear’. The cooperative solution

was a world in which capital was owned jointly by the producers, ‘an
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honest attempt to bridge the gulf between capital and labour’. This was

‘the workers’ only salvation’. But the transformation was not to be

achieved by seizure of private capital, or by the ‘terrible warfare' implicit

in labour disputes between employer and worker. Co—operation offered

instead ‘a peaceful social revolution’ in which the accumulative surplus

from cooperative retailing would be directed towards the acquisition of

capital. Even conventional political activity was eschewed, partly on the

grounds that ‘class or sectional legislation in any shape was to be deprer

cated as being opposed to the principles of the movement’, but also

because of lack of faith in Parliament’s ability to deliver fundamental

reform. Co—operation ‘would accomplish what statesmen failed to do’,

the creation of a fairer social system, as the movement gradually expanded

across society simply on the strength of its proven success. According to

Carter, writing in 1905,

If only working men will allow the profit made to go on accumu»

lating year after year, you can judge what a difference it will make in

a few years in your social position. Then it may be seen how working

men can have houses of their own; how they may acquire capital

sufficient to become their own employers; how they may have the

means to educate themselves as free men in a great free state ought

to be educated; how they may possess the means of enjoying most of

the comforts and refinements of civilised life to which in common

with their fellow»citizens they are justly entitled.

The substitution of cooperative for competitive capitalism was the

utopian ideal, and, of course, practical co—operators recognised that their

achievements would necessarily fall short of this. Moreover, as the situ—

ation of working people improved within the existing social system with

the passage of time, the pressure for radical change diminished. Never;

theless, as Reading’s president affirmed in 1904, the movement retained

its importance as ‘an endeavour to elevate and uplift the working classes’,

promoting the principles of thrift, citizenship, fraternity and selfrimprove—

ment.73 Reading co—operators aimed ‘to raise the standard of life by moral,

social, and intellectual intercourse’, and similar objectives were held by

the other urban societies. Abingdon, for example, sought to ‘to promote

the intellectual and moral advancement of its members, by providing

means for social intercourse and literary culture’, and ‘to afford means

for practically working at various questions of social reform’.74 Indeed,

the striking feature of co—operation, when compared with other working—

class reform movements, was the paramount importance it placed on the

role of the individual in raising the condition of the group as a whole.

The social and economic impact of co—operation was transmitted
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through membership and to evaluate this it is necessary to ask who the

members were and what benefits society membership conferred. Village

societies could draw support from a wide cross’section of their com—

munities. At Aldermaston, for instance, it was claimed that ‘nearly all

the inhabitants of the village are members’ and Yattendon, too, judging

from the number of members in relation to the Village's size, must have

attracted most of the local residents,75 Town societies tended to rely, at

least in their early years, on particular occupational groups — clothing at

Abingdon, railway workers at Maidenhead and engineers at Reading —

though Windsor may have been more broadly based, being ‘a striking

instance of how far co—operation can succeed in towns where there are

no manufactories, and where the population is somewhat of a migratory

character’.76 Unfortunately, most Berkshire societies have left no mema

bership records, but for Reading a valuable source survives in the

candidates for membership listed over the period between July 1881 and

May 1886 in the minute books.77 These are summarised in Tables 2 and

3. Of 1278 applicants, 602 — 47 per cent — were female, and of these

479 were listed simply as ‘wife’. Forty—one of the fifty—three whose em—

ployment is recorded were dressmakers, laundresses or in domestic service,

and a further five were schoolmistresses. Among the men, 14.2 per cent

of the total were labourers. Carpenter/joiner was the next largest occu»

pation at 11.4 per cent of the total, ahead of fitter, with 6.5 per cent

and clerk with 5.5 per cent. Overall, craft workers contributed 23.5 per

cent of the membership, with engineering trades second in importance

at 14.8 per cent. Distribution represented 9.8 per cent and transport

services, mainly railway, 5.9 per cent. At the other end of the scale,

professional men numbered only nine, including two schoolmasters and

two policemen. Along with two clergymen and two gentlemen, these

seem to be the extent of nonvworkingaclass candidates. In Reading, as

in most towns, co’operation was ‘purely a working man’s movement

managed by working men for working men'.78 It is interesting, though,

that whilst the town’s main industries of biscuit making, brewing and

seed supply were all represented in the membership, none contributed a

large proportion.79 In particular, whilst there were fifteen tin workers,

presumably engaged in the production of tin boxes for biscuit packing,

biscuit making itself, though Reading’s largest industry, provided few

c0v0perators.

In his 1880 appraisal of the Reading Society, Carter estimated that

‘among our 1,300 members there are not one in five who have but the

most confused idea of the great aims and possibilities of cooperation.

The highest and only purpose that cooperation has seems, in their minds

to be that it is set on foot for the purpose of creating dividends only’.8O



198 Malcolm Bee

Table 2: Occupations of Male Applicants for Membership

of Reading Industrial Co—operative Society 1881—6

(Excluding Branches)

 

 
Occupation Number Occupation Number

carpenter/joiner 77 Engine Driver 9

other woodworker I 3 Other Railway I 5

Baker 20 Coach/Carman I I

Tailor I 9 Other Transport 5

Shoemaker 9

Saddler 5 Retailer 30

Printer 4 Dealer/Agent I 7

Other Craft I 2 Hotel/Innkeeper I 4

Traveller 5

Painter I 6

Bricklayer I 4 Messenger/Postman 7

Other Building 5 Servant/Groom

Barber 2

Fitter 44

Turner/machinist I 8 Gardener I 5

Smith I 3 Seedsman 5

Foreman 7 Agricultural Worker 5

Other engineering I 8 Farmer 3

Tinworker I 5 Labourer 96

Biscuit Maker 7

Brewery Worker 7 Professional

Other Manufacture I I Clergyman

Gentleman 2

Clerk 3 7

Porter 8 Other/lndecipherable 2 5

Warehouseman 6 No Occupation 8
 

Source: R.I.C.S. Minute Books.

This assessment could confidently be extended to other societies and

over the entire period of this study. Generally, Berkshire dividends were

low. The Maidenhead Industrial rarely paid more than a shilling in the

pound, whilst a comparative table of dividends for 1904 reproduced in

the Reading Cooperative Record shewed Reading’s 15. 8d. falling just below
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Table 3: Occupations of Female Applicants for Membership

of Reading Industrial Co—operative Society 1881—6

(Excluding Branches)

 

 

Occupation Number Occupation Number

Dressmaker 20 Wife 479

Laundress 1 1 Widow 29

Spinster 7

Domestic Servant 8

Other/lndecipherable 1 1

Schoolmistress 5 No Occupation 32
 

Source: R.I.C.S. Minute Books

the average for twelve southern urban societies, but considerably below

the 25. 10d. of nine from the north.“ Reading’s highest ever dividend,

25. 2d., had been declared five years before.

The dividend may have been the most attractive incentive to society

membership, but even this does not necessarily imply complete disinterest

in co—operatiori’s higher aims. Indeed, Gurney has argued that ‘the divi~

dend itself was an “ideal’”, a demonstration that ‘profit—making was

unnecessary or even immoral’.82 And, by facilitating saving, the dividend

enabled working people to amass funds for the purchase of expensive

items, or even perhaps for investment in improved housing. Reading

certainly encouraged this, building houses for rent and, in 1888, intro,

ducing a housing loan scheme as means of utilising surplus funds. By

1913 the society owned thirtyrfour cottages and had extended nearly

£50,000 on loans and mortgages to members.

In Berkshire, membership interest in co—operation’s more radical

aspirations was limited. Paternalistic village societies did not, of course,

identify with fundamental social reform, but the leaders of town societies

must have been disappointed by the lack of enthusiasm shown by the

mass of members. Those at Reading, for instance, rejected the only

scheme the society considered for cooperative production (apart from

baking), the taking of a farm in 1885. And neither did they feel inclined

towards direct political activity. When, for example, it was proposed to

form a local electoral representation committee in association with other

workingrclass organisations in the town in 1899, ‘only three assented to

the resolution, the result being received with laughter’.83 Generally, the

consolidation of cooperative ‘culture' in the years leading to 1918 which

Gurney perceives at national level, was not evident in Berkshire.84 Poss’

ibly this reflected local economic and social circumstances which,
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according to Yeo, were challenging all ‘Voluntary’ organisations from the

18905, but it was also a consequence of the dominance in the county of

the Reading society, and the fact that by the time Reading had resolved

its internal difficulties the main focus for working—class advancement had

shifted to personal improvement and self—education.85 In these spheres,

Reading demonstrated ongoing commitment. In particular, the society

was renown for its pioneering work in the field of working’class education.

From the early 1890s the society had been closely involved with Reading

University College in the provision of lectures and evening classes for

its members, and in 1901 the CanpeTative News had described it as being

‘notable among our southern organisations for its educational work’.86 A

particular feature of this was the regular excursion organised to places of

interest in the town, including the water, gas and electricity works and

the abbey ruins, and sometimes further afield in the surrounding country—

side. These were reported, along with other educational activities in the

society’s journal, the Reading Cooperative Record, edited by the enthusi—

astic ‘ESROM’ (E. R. T. Morse) and circulated to all members.87 More

significantly, in 1904, largely owing to the efforts of Henry Sanderson

who chaired the society’s education committee, Reading was instrumental

in the creation of the country’s first branch of the Workers’ Educational

Association.88 Admittedly, the attendance at educational functions often

fell short of organisers’ expectations, but together with the concerts,

Women’s Guild meetings and other social events, and perhaps even the

dividend itself, they signalled to the members an ethical code of respon—

sibility and mutuality whilst giving them a sense of their own value

within the community. And even for those who did not see membership

in such ‘improving’ terms, the society offered opportunities for entertain—

ment, friendship and conviviality which could significantly enhance the

quality of working~class life. The same assessment holds, albeit on a lesser

scale, for the other urban societies, Maidenhead and \X/indsor.89

It remains to consider the extent to which Berkshire’s experience was

typical of southern England. The membership figures quoted at the outset

of this study indicate a level of interest above some but lower than most.

On the movement’s own admission, Berkshire was a difficult county for

the implantation of cooperative ideology. The only other southern

county which has been examined in detail is Oxfordshire and the key

difference there was the presence of strong urban societies eager to spread

co—operative philosophy and practice to surrounding areas. Oxfordshire

by 1913 had three successful town societies at Chipping Norton, Oxford

and Banbury. All of these accepted a local leadership role, especially

Oxford in its willingness to rescue ailing societies and Banbury with its

mission of taking cooperation to the Villages via a unique string of rural
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branches.90 And for much of the period up to 1913 Oxford and, even

more so, Banbury were enthusiastic in their embrace of cooperation’s

higher aims. In contrast, Berkshire cooperation was dominated by Read,

ing, a society for many years distracted by internal difficulties and so

reluctant to take on a wider role. Consequently, successful workervled

cooperation was largely absent from the county’s rural communities,

whilst it came only late to other towns. Yet there were similarities

between Berkshire and Oxfordshire. In both, urban working’class inde—

pendence co—existed rather warily with rural middle— and upper-class

paternalism, and both counties experienced similar difficulties from op—

position, lack of understanding and apathy. But the most significant

common factor was the presence of a core of idealists for whom cooper—

ation offered a radical alternative to competitive capitalism, a superior

social framework in which all people would coexist in harmony and

receive the full value of their labour. These were augmented by a larger

body who, though not seeking such far reaching change, nevertheless

viewed the movement as a key mechanism for raising the self’esteem

and status of working people. It would be interesting to discover how

widely these characteristics extended to other parts of the country away

from the main centres of cooperative activity, for even in Berkshire,

where cooperation became a way of life for only a small minority, it was

still much more than merely a way of shopping.
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for, is a dividend at the end of every quarter’, Cooperator, 1 Sept. 1866.

To combat this, a regular order was placed for three dozen copies of The

Cooperator and a thousand cooperative tracts were distributed to members.

A reading room and library were also planned, though whether these came

to fruition before the society’s collapse is uncertain.

RCR, Oct. 1905.

Gurney, Cooperative Culture, p. 10.

RCR, Dec. 1899.

Gurney, op. cit. This does not imply that radical cooperative ideology was

entirely absent from Berkshire; clearly, as the text demonstrates, that was
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not the case. But it does raise questions concerning the timing and precise

nature of the movement’s challenge outside its heartlands.

S.Yeo, Religion and Voluntary Organisations in Crisis (1976) explores the

‘crisis’ experienced by a range of community organisations in Reading in

the period 1890—1930. For the Reading Cooperative Society, see especially

ch. 10, pp. 253—89. But despite Yeo’s somewhat pessimistic assessment,

reforinism should not, at least in the context of cooperation, be seen as a

second best solution to the problems facing working people. It was, rather,

a logical evolution of strategy in response to altered conditions.

Quoted in RCR, Oct. 1901.

As RCR editor, Morse played a major role in promoting cooperative

principles locally. He was also active the Clerk’s Union (he was employed

as a commercial clerk), the Ancient Order of Foresters and The Reading

Philanthropic Institution. For a biography, see Yeo, op. cit, p. 374.

For an account of Reading's educational work and its association with the

WEA, see B. ]. Morley, ‘Reading Cooperative Society and the founding of

the first branch of the Workers' Educational Association’ (unpublished MA

thesis, University of Westminster 1996).

Educational and social activities were open to, and enjoyed by, both men

and women and as time went on, the focus of the Women’s Guilds shifted

from flower arranging and sewing to social issues such as women’s wages

and school clinics; Lockwood, op. cit. p. 107. Even so, society activities and

management remained male~dominated, despite the often high proportion

of female members.

Bee, ‘Oxfordshire ...’. For Banbury’s exceptional contribution to the dis—

semination of cooperation, see M. Bee, ‘Unity, Industry, Plenty: The

Banbury Cooperative Society, 1866—1970’, Midland History, XXIII (1998),

pp. 136—52.


