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EDITORIAL

On behalf of the Journal’s Editorial Collective, it is my privilege to edit
the 2012 volume. As a member of the Society since the late 1960s,
it has made me reflect upon the changes in the articles and format of
the Journal; transformed over the years in both scale and scope. It has
maintained the research, analysis, historical exposition, and oral history,
but now also encourages interested volunteers, labour movement activists,
‘amateur’ and local historians, library and museum professionals alongside
academics to contribute articles. We are truly for anyone interested in the
history of the working folk of the North East.

From the informal First Tuesday sessions, there has been a ferreting
out of lost sources producing a synthesis of local and national histories and
the richness of the personal aspects of history. This has been enhanced by
the fresh ideas about the direction our Society should take, especially with
the development of the North East Popular Politics Project, (NEPPP)
reaching beyond the surface history. All of this has had an impact on the
contributions to our Journal. This is why I feel it is a privilege to follow
those other editors from the past and to play my part in its production.

This year it has two basic themes, the Co-operative movement in the
North East and the Coalmining Communities, together with the usual
format of other articles and reports.

CO-OPERATIVES IN THE NORTH EAST: With 2012 designated as
the UN International Year of Co-operatives, it is fitting that the history of
Co-ops is a theme this year. These articles remind us what a remarkable
contribution the Co-ops have made to the life of working people. I myself
benefited from their education resources when working at Gateshead Co-
op in the sixties. I am also reminded of the brief pamphlets produced for
the Northern Area Co-operative Members Education Group in the early
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1990s by Archie Potts (our current President) and the late Ray Challinor,
(previous President), a link with our Society. All this and the articles show
conclusively that the running of small, medium and large scale enterprise
is not confined to the capitalist class. Working men and women have rhar
ability through their collective organisation and development together
with their added social and democratic ethos.

The article by Ray Challinor, which first appeared in the Journal’s 1982
edition, draws upon the interconnection between the radical social reform
movements in the early Victorian North East: Chartists, Co-operatives
and socialists and the interplay of ideas and overlap of individuals. In
reading this, one can sense the separate and distinct philosophies, the
debate between social or political ideologies, radical or revolutionary
reform; particularly the fact that it was the Chartists in the North East
not the Owenite socialists who initiated the Co-operative retail outlets.
But as Ray concludes.... “by the 18505 Chartism had lost most of its mass
SUPPOTE........... it was left to other forces in society to assist in the development
of the Co-operative Movement on a much bigger and surer basis.”

My thanks to Don Watson, NELHS secretary for sourcing and
transcribing this article.

Nigel Todd follows on from that period by showing the growth of
the Co-operative Movement and its’ changing identity in the second half
of 19" Century Tyneside. In this article, you find all the great radicals,
former Owenites and Chartists, in the period Joseph Cowen called “
militant democracy”. From the Co-op Movement’s launch in Blaydon in
1858 we follow the social, community and organisational developments:
from retail to the co-operative operations like the Ouseburn Engineering
Works and an Industrial Bank through to the main element of the article,
Co-operation and education in Wallsend, a rapidly growing industrial
town.

The “bigger and surer basis“is, in many ways, the subject of the article
from Katarina Friberg. In a comparative study of the Newcastle upon
Tyne Co-operative Society and Konsumentféreningen Solidar, Sweden
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in the late 19" and early 20" century, retail society membership policies,
governance and practices are studied. It shows the effect of these in
terms of exclusivity, openness and gender. Attention is drawn to how
underneath the neutral open membership rules there were mechanisms
that favoured men. In the campaigns to change this, specific reference is
made to the Women’s Co-operative Guild in England as a campaigning
body for open membership, which links neatly to the next article.

The Women’s Co-operative Guild (WCG) was responsible for
important radical changes both to the membership of the movement
and the wider community. Kath Connolly’s article explains this and
is, furthermore, a testament the achievements of the NEPPP. As the
coordinator of the Co-operative Movement volunteer group and an active
participant, she researched the article and also made an initial presentation
at a First Tuesday session, then wrote up the material on the Sunderland
Poor Store (1902-1904).This showed, as she says in her introduction, the
WCG was ‘an influential and radical organisation of mainly working class
women”. 'Their poverty campaign, the Co-operative settlement, the Poor
Store and their closure, are fully documented in the article.

COALMINING COMMUNITIES: The communities in what was
the Durham coalfield are still known as the Coalmining Communities.
With the pit heaps landscaped and pit head winding gear relegated to
museums, it might be thought that the past had no resonance within
these communities. However the heritage of the mining past continues
to have a powerful presence in the North East and particularly in these
mining communities. Like the Co-ops., most North East families have
a link to our mining past. The Beamish Museum, especially with events
like the reenactment of the Silksworth Colliery strike and the eviction of
miners from their homes in 1890, the Community Banner Committees
and of course the Durham Miners Gala itself are keeping this heritage
alive. These articles add to this.

The history of the early growth of one such a community, Easington
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, in Harry Barnes’ article continues from his piece in last year’s Journal
(Vol.42 ). From the early part of the 20" century to just after the first
world war it was to become a “fully-fledged pit village”, a close working
class community. This was not merely a demographic shift, but the
development of a strong sense of identity. The full flavour of life in such
a community is given, from the social, the class struggle and the solidarity
to the domestic. On the latter aspect one paragraph outlines the fact that
the rigours of the pitmen’s life at that time was mirrored by that of the
women in the community.

The next article moves us to the end of the 20* century and the
struggle continues with women from a variety of backgrounds joining
in a community’s struggle. The author, Deborah Smith, was a worthy
winner last year of the Society’s Sid Chaplin Award with her submission,
of which the next article is an edited version. In her research into the
women’s vigil at the Vane Tempest Colliery, Seaham, during the first
six months of 1993 until its closure in June of that year, she clearly
indicates the complexity of gender and class in collective action. The vigil,
a pit front camp against its closure, was a women-only group inspired
by the Greenham Common Peace Camps. In describing the extending
political and feminist ideology, and direct activism of the participants,
she underlines the forging of links with other women activist groups. She
then evidences gender stereotyping and its effect. Explicit in this thought
provoking article is a challenge to continue to examine of the historic role
of women in collective action.

The final article in this section considers how the Durham Miners
Gala was pivotal in the historic development of the union, the Durham
Miners Association (DMA) and community solidarity. The Gala, or the
Big Meeting as it was and still is known, was a beacon for the miners’
union in Durham. Dave Hopper takes us from it’s early celebration of
working class solidarity in 1871 to the end of the 20* century when no
coal mines are left in Durham County. Even though the industry has
gone, that solidarity is still significant in the the villages in the former
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coalfield, and in fact the North East, in the 21* century. The Gala has
extended the attendance, not only to the banners and recommissioned
banners of the coalfield community Banner committees, but also the
whole Labour Movement.

SPECIFIC INTEREST:

Keith Armstrong’s Poem, 7he Hartley Pit Disaster Januaryl6” 1862 is
taken from the commemorative book, Still the Sea Rolls On, marking its
150" Anniversary. The poem gives voice to the devastated community.
This greatest of mining disaster, where 204 perished after being buried
alive in an avoidable catastrophe, destroyed the lives of a generation of
sons and husbands.

Peter Livsey last year offered his initial investigation and study for
discussion at a First Tuesday session; the refined research is presented here
in this article. It is the most interesting story of the arrest and trial of the
baker Alexander Whyte in 1793 in Newcastle. The British establishment
was panicking. The French revolution and the after effects of seditious
libel charges against Thomas Paine was the background to the arrest. The
arrest, trial, the eventual ‘not guilty’ verdict and the after effect which
sees the establishment having got what it wanted, is a story which has a
contemporary feel.

RECOLLECTIONS:

For me it is indeed a privilege that Michael Chaplin has given us, as an
article for the Journal, the Introduction to his new book Zyne View -
A Journey Around The Port Of Tyne'. In this introduction to his book,
which celebrates the importance of the River Tyne to the Tynesiders,
their work, community and culture, he recollects the influence of it’s
environs on his father the novelist Sid Chaplin. To a degree it completes
the trilogy of Journal articles by his mother Rene (Journal Vols. 39 — 41).
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APPRECIATION is the way the Society records the life of Society
members who have died since the last Journal. Val Duncan’s life is
suitably celebrated in this appreciation of her political life, by her
friend and comrade Vicki Gilbert. As the Society’s Secretary, Val will
be remembered for not only the work she carried out on our behalf,
but fondly remembered by many, including me, for her help and
friendship.

INTERVIEW. Lee Hall. John Charlton interviewed Lee Hall on his
latest project, the new production of “Close the Coalhouse Door”, a co-
production between Northern Stage and Live Theatre. (See REVIEWYS)

REVIEWS this year are, as usual, on a wide variety of subjects. The
Editorial Collective thanks those colleagues who have given time to so
ably review books and, in this instance, two reviews of the play, “ Close
the Coalhouse Door”. My thanks are extended to Willie Thompson, our
Reviews Editor, who made sure the selection to be reviewed would be of
interest to all our members and readers.

‘At the back... is the usual Society matters.

Secretary Report Don Watson gives an overview of the Society”s year
North East Popular Politics Project Report. John Charlton updates last
years report showing great progress. To illustrate the oral history part of
the project, the report includes a piece by John Stirling which underlines
the fact that personal testimony is important for anyone interested in the
history of working folk, bringing experiences that would otherwise go
unrecorded into the public domain.

And finally the usual list of those who give their time and skills to make
the Society work. And, of course, membership forms ... why not get a
work colleague, friend or member of your family or your organization/
branch/institution to join.
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In preparing this volume my thanks to John Charlton and the 2011
editor Sandy Irvine and particularly Margaret Mound for her excellent
proof reading and more in assisting this “apprentice” editor.

One final reflection. The study of labour history is to be put in the
presence of people of heroic stature, some of whom “history” overlooks,
but for me it is to feel history, a cause, come alive.

As Walter Crane, headlined his political cartoon in The Labour Leader
1894.

“the cause of labour is the hope of the world”.

John Creaby, on behalf of Editorial Collective:

John Charlton, John Creaby (editor 2012) , Lewis Mates, Paul Mayne
(Society Chair), Ben Sellers. Win Stokes, Willie Thompson, (reviews
editor), Don Watson (Society Secretary).
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COVER NOTES AND
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Front Cover: THE BANNER OF THE WOMEN’S CO-OPERATIVE
GUILD.

This is a national banner of the Women’s Co-operative Guild (which
changed its name in the mid 1960s, to what we now know, the Co-
operative Women’s Guild, CWG). I am grateful to Colette Harber,
General Secretary of the CWG for permission to use this photo.

Founded in 1883, the CWG was a pioneering organisation for
working class women. At a time of dual exploitation, exploited at home
and at work, and no public voice, this was an organisation, truly radical
and feminist, which gave them this voice. It became a powerful means of
educating them.

It is inspiring to note their early action against sexual prejudice, calling
for the vote, maternity benefit, child care, and demanding easier divorce.
With regards the latter, such was the culture of the time, the majority on
the male dominated Co-operative establishment withdrew their funding
and demanded they desist from making such a demand. They stuck to their
principles, even though it had a dire effect on their finances. Eventually
the establishment gave in. They were (and are) eminent campaigners for
peace and in 1933 produced the first White Poppies. This was not started
as disrespectful of the Red Poppy Appeal which appeared at that time. As
many had lost or had injured husbands, sons, brothers, lovers due to that
conflict, it was a symbol for peace and no more war!

The CWG has a long history of being the voice for women, peace and

co-operation.

For info. www.cooperativewomensguild.coop

12



north east history

The Back Cover: FOLLONSBY (WARDLEY) LODGE
RECOMMISSIONED BANNER.

The reproduced Banner was inaugurated in Wardley on 18th June 2011
and had its first showing at the 2011 Gala. The success of bringing the
Banner back to life is due to the efforts of Dave Douglas: a miner,
academic, but mainly a miner : a socialist. Raised in the Wardley Coal
community and at first working in “Wardley’ seams”, he went via other
pits, Ruskin College, and university education to being awarded a post
graduate degree, always though remaining a miner. Using his research
and linking to his local community, a Banner Community and Heritage
Group was established supported by the Gateshead Local Authority. This
is what has been happening across most of the old Coal Communities,
Banner Groups keeping the working class culture alive.

Now working closely with the local primary school where the Follonsby
Banner has been on permanent display in their school hall, the children
are engaged in the mining community heritage project. School events
have been arranged; history walks to pit sites, to the graves of Tommy
Hepburn and the 1812 Felling pit disaster victims. The children could
connect with these victims as many were the same age, had the same
names and local community connections. The children and parents with
the school have commissioned there own ‘Lodge banner’ as part of the
project, with it being paraded at the Durham Miners Gala 2012.

*

An excellent history booklet * was produced for the inauguration
event. This not only gives the stories behind this intriguing banner, but
also the individuals whose images appear on it, Lenin, Keir Hardy Arthur
Cook , but particularly the local Follonsby Pit working class giant George
Harvey. Space doesn’t allow me to give worth to this But contact details
follow: to support Follonsby (Wardley) miners lodge banner association
or to purchase the *Follonsby Lodge Banner History (£10 post paid.)

contact Dave Douglass at: djdouglass@hotmail.co.uk

This photograph was taken at the inauguration ceremony on 18* June 2011.
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NOTES ON CONTRIBUTORS

Harry Barnes was born at Easington Colliery into a mining family. A
railway clerk, national serviceman, adult student, university lecturer, MP
and, now retired, lives in Derbyshire.

Ray Challinor, a respected academic was a much loved, leading light in
the area’s left wing politics from his arrival from Lancashire in 1970. For
many years was President of the North East Labour History Society and
published numerous articles in North East History. Ray died in 2011.

Michael Chaplin has written extensively for theatre, radio and television.
His memoir of the most beautiful picture house in Britain, ‘Come and
See - The Beguiling Story of the Tyneside Cinema’ appeared last year.

Kath Connolly is a volunteer with our North East Popular Politics
Project and has coordinated the group of interested Co-operators . She is
currently serving as an elected member of the Durham Area Committee
of the Co-operative Group.

Katarina Friberg is Lecturer in History at Linnaeus University, Vixjo/
Kalmar, Sweden. Her research interests include studies of organisational
practice and theory, social movements (in particular the Consumer Co-
operative Movement) and town planning. In 2008 she was Leverhulme
Research Fellow at Teesside University, Middleborough.

Vicki Gilbert was a design Technology Teacher in South Tyneside for over
twenty five years. She has been a political, trade union, Co-operative and
CND activist for most of her life. She helped form and is a member of
Tyne & Wear Left Unity, Keep Our NHS Public, Stop the War and now,
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North East Womens* Voices and the Making Waves Choir.’

Dave Hopper is currently General Secretary of the Durham Miners
Association. A coal miner all his working life, in Wearmouth Colliery,
becoming a lodge official. In 1985 was elected General Secretary of
the Durham Area of the National Union of Mineworkers until the last

working pit was closed. He heads up the organizing of the Durham
Miners Gala.

Peter Livsey was Senior Inspector with Durham Local Education
Authority. He was very involved in the 2007 Remembering slavery project
and is a key member of the North East Popular Politics Project. His
previous article on Newcastle in the 1790s was published in NEH 2010.

Deborah Smith graduated from Newcastle University in 2011 and won

the Sid Chaplain Memorial Prize the same year. She is currently working
within the NHS.

Nigel Todd is a co-operative activist based in Newcastle upon Tyne. A
recent North East Regional Director of the WEA, he serves on the Board
of Governors of the Co-operative College and was Education & Member
Relations Officer of the former North Eastern Co-operative Society for a
number of years.
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NORTH EASTERN AND CUMBRIAN
CO-OPERATIVE PARTY

SISTER PARTY OF THE LABOUR PARTY

2012

27/
ional 72/3 B 2K
:{r:etaerrg?t onal I)/\

Cooperatives

POLITICS FOR PEOPLE:
THE FEELINGS MUTUAL

“Cooperatives are a reminder to the international community
that it is possible to pursue both economic viability and social
responsibility’ UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon, at the
International Year of Cooperatives 2012

From our History we learn....in the Present we act.....
for the Future that is better

FORALL

To Join Us and for further Information contact:
Peter Smith, Region Secretary
Tel: 0191 213 2102 Mob: 07548 381543

EMAIL: PSMITHQTD@ANOTHER.COM
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CHARTISM AND CO-OPERATION IN
THE NORTH EAST.
Ray Challinor

he highpoint of North East Chartism coincided with a burst of

Owenite socialist activity in the region. The two movements were
complementary and competitive. Both appealed to the disgruntled,
those seeking to accomplish radical change, but they possessed separate,
distinct philosophies. Not surprisingly, when their paths crossed it led to
disagreement as often as it did to agreement. Representatives of the two
organisations were in the habit of holding public debates. The Owenite
socialists argued that the fundamental evil was the existence of a class
society; the political system was a product of this evil, not the cause.
Chartists, on the other hand, saw the State as the immediate enemy.
Parliamentary legislation, such as the Poor Law Amendment Act and the
food taxes, cruelly hurt working people. They would only be abolished
once the masses could elect their own representatives to Parliament. By
raising other, less urgent issues, Chartists thought the socialists divided
and weakened the forces striving for change. Arguments about property,
sexual morality and theology tended to distract, making people less
concerned to win the Charter; to which the socialists replied, it was
necessary to understand the laws of human nature before it would be
possible to make changes for the better.

The Owenites had a much smaller following, confined to the more
intellectual section of the working class. They had established branches of
the Universal Community of Rational Religionists by 1841 in Newcastle,
Sunderland and Darlington, as well as having little knots of adherents in
Gateshead and South Shields. The branches enjoyed a rich internal life,
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with numerous debates, lectures, socials and even a tea party where four
special types of bread were eaten.! The Owenites did not strive to have the
immediate impact or the mass support secured by the Chartists. Rather they
saw conversion as a slow, gradual process: people would eventually be won
over by the force of rational argument and the personal example they set.

In their relations with the Chartists, the socialists sought to maintain
a dialogue while criticising aspects of Chartist policy with which they
disagreed. Hence they deplored the use of violence for political ends, but
nevertheless called for clemency for the leaders of the Newport Rising.
They invited two prominent Chartists to open a social function of the
Newcastle branch. On another occasion, they invited a Chartist speaker
to address them. But such overtures were always liable to be rebuffed: a
Sunderland meeting, where socialists had passed a resolution calling for
reconciliation with the Chartists, shortly afterwards ended in confusion
when a violent row broke out with Chartists in the audience! ?

Even so, the Owenites soon discovered their approach secured results.
Several prominent Chartists joined their ranks. Gamsby, of Lambton
Street, Bishop Wearmouth, left the Chartists and became secretary of the
Sunderland socialists. Richard Ayre, a leading figure in Newcastle working
class politics, tried to remain active in both organisations. The same was
true, at least for a time, of George Binns and James Williams. They were
both of considerable stature in the Movement. In 1840, Binns was so
popular that he was elected to the six-man committee of the National
Charter Association. The influence of the two men is described by R.G.
Gammage in his book on Chartism: “Williams and Binns kept the County
of Durham in a perpetual state of agitation. There was scarcely a day in
the week that did not witness one or two meetings. Where rooms were
not to be obtained the broad canopy of heaven served for a covering, and
a large number of meetings were thus held in the open air.”

The authorities, angered by their activities, arrested George Binns at
Darlington in April 1840. Along with Bragg, manager of the local Co-
operative Store, he faced charges of obstructing the Market Place on Easter
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Tuesday. Binns claimed the bye-law under which he was arrested had been
meant to deal with carts, cattle and dogs, not to prevent public assembly.
This did not stop him being sentenced to three months’ imprisonment.
Enduring the ordeal with fortitude, he found time to fling defiance at his
persecutors in the form of a poem published in the Northern Star. *

Almost immediately on his release from Durham gaol, George Binns
returned to resume his agitation in Darlington and South Durham. In his
absence, he discovered that the Co-operative Store, which had been used
for Chartist meetings and organising activity, had grown increasingly
popular with the town’s inhabitants. As a consequence it had become
very prosperous.

This good news probably did little to mitigate Binns’ anxiety. Hardly
had the prison gates clanged behind him than he had to face, along with
his colleague Williams, other, more serious charges — those of sedition
and illegal assembly. They arose from a meeting Williams and Binns had
addressed at Sunderland Town Moor on 15" July 1839. It had taken
place in a highly fraught atmosphere: Parliament had just rejected the
first Chartist petition, with its 1,300,000 signatures; the authorities had
arrested many of the Chartist leaders, including Julian Harney and Dr.
John Taylor, two of the North East’s delegates at the Convention; and
the Convention had called upon working people throughout Britain to
reply by the adoption of ulterior measures, such as withdrawing money
from the banks, exclusive dealing and a general strike. The meetings
purpose had been to rally Chartist supporters in the area. Tremendous
cheering came from the crowd when miners from South Durham,
who had commandeered a railway train, arrived to swell the numbers.
Undoubtedly, feelings were running high throughout Durham County.
When Harney was arrested at Bedlington in Northumberland, he was
taken to be tried at Birmingham by a rather circuitous route, which
included going to Carlisle. Perhaps the authorities adopted this stratagem
because they feared there might be attempts to secure Harney’s release
had he travelled through the industrial parts of the North East. ¢
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Williams and Binns were fortunate that they came before Durham
Assizes only in July 1840. In the intervening year relative tranquillity
had been restored. The authorities could afford to take a more lenient
attitude. Indeed, they were anxious not to make martyrs. So the two men
were both found guilty. Both were given six-months sentences, but Binns’
was suspended for two years.

Chartism may have suffered a severe setback in 1839, yet in some
respects it nevertheless had made progress. Admittedly, Britain’s rulers
had not conceded the vote. They had remained unmoved, despite the
mass meetings, petition and illegal drilling with arms. While the general
strike had proved abortive and the run on the banks ineffective, there
was one of the ulterior measures that helped to implant an important idea
in working class consciousness that had significance for generations to
come. Co-operative retail trading ventures sprung up in various parts of
the region.

Interestingly, the Chartists, not the Owenite socialists, were usually
responsible for initiating them. Robert Owen himself reacted rather
unenthusiastically, as G.J. Holyoake states in his account: “When Mr.
Owen first came over from America, he looked somewhat coolly on these
“Trading Associations”, and very candidly declared that their mere buying
and selling formed no part of his grand co-operative scheme’.® Similarly,
his followers in the North East never believed the socialist millennium
would be borne in on slices of bacon or pounds of butter. In contrast,
the Chartists had a much more sanguine attitude. As Thomas Devyr told
a Newcastle meeting, co-operative businesses would have their directors
democratically elected, and therefore would be an example of Chartists
principles in action. > Other advocates argued that co-operative retailing
would cut prices, which would make working people more affluent.
Concomitantly, as wealth and activity grew, so would political influence.
James Williams envisaged that, with increased co-operation and less
competition, they would also become more enlightened and culturally
aware. They might also win seats on town councils. '
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In the first few giddy months, almost everything seemed attainable.
It was calculated that if all people living in Tyne and Wear paid a shilling
each week, it would bring in a regular income of between £200,000 and
£250,000. It would, as Devyr pointed out, be sufficient to transform the
whole nature of society:

“They could accomplish almost anything. They could purchase
coalfields to employ men persecuted by the present tyrants; they could
build ships, employ sailors, and give the famished of London a cheap
fire. If any of them through disease or misfortune came to destitution,
it would be easier for the company to locate him in a neat little cottage
with a garden of vegetables, fruit and flowers instead of sending him to
the tender mercies of the philosophic Whigs’ scientific skill and to solitary
confinement. Let this system be carried out on an extended scale and it
would sweep social misery and political tyranny from the face of the land
and make idle schemers do honest labour for their living.” !

Three weeks later, addressing a public demonstration organised by the
Co-operative Joint Stock Bank, Devyr went on to hold out exceedingly
enticing prospects before his audience:

‘By combination, the workmen of Tyne and Wear could shortly become
possessed of more money than the whole of their oppressors put together;
could have their own estates, their own coalfields, their own ships..."2

Amid great expectations, the North East Joint Stock Provisions
Company began trading. At first, the response was exceptionally warm.
Branches started up all over Tyneside. Demand was buoyant. Each week
a Company agent journeyed to Morpeth, where he bought £500 of beef
to be sold in the stores. As custom grew, other butchers were compelled
to stop trading; grocers and cheese-mongers generally felt the lash of
this new competition.”? Chartists looked on, quietly satisfied, at the
difficulties of the shopocracy, which helped to buttress the conservative
Establishment. Retailers who were hostile to Chartism soon discovered
themselves victims of exclusive dealing, where workers only patronised
co-operative stores and pro-Chartist shops.” In some mining villages
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housewives organised a strike ‘to have no more provisions except at a scale
of prices set by them’. ©®

Yet, alittle overayearlater—in October 1840 — the North East Provisions
Company ran into grave economic problems. With the splendid vision
of what they hoped to achieve through co-operation still fresh in their
memories, many supporters felt extremely bitter. They looked around for
a scapegoat. One of the most vocal critics, William Cook, of the Bluebell
Inn, Gateshead, went so far as to hint that Richard Ayre had been guilty
of financial irregularities. '® Almost certainly, however, the causes of the
catastrophe lay much deeper than personal deficiencies: more important
were the inadequate amount of capital available, the over-ambitious plans
and the absence of proper accountancy. On top of all this, there was the
hostility of the authorities. The police harassed co-operative activities and
arrested some of the leading members. 7 Obviously, this created strains
not usually experienced by normal businesses.

The collapse of the Chartist trading venture did not result in a return
to the position which previously prevailed. Rather it meant fragmentation,
the proliferation of a large number of tiny enterprises run by the workers
themselves. These utilised the knowledge and skills acquired during the
ill-fated project. From the Chartist standpoint, these new developments
were a mixed blessing. It was undoubtedly good for working class families
to buy their provisions more cheaply and, perhaps, have better quality. On
the other hand, the involvement of quite a lot of their leading members
in managing and running these small co-ops sapped the strength of the
political organisation. George White, who had been Newcastle’s delegate to
the Chartist Convention in 1840, claimed they had weakened themselves
by starting an extensive system of co-operative ventures, ‘the attention of
their most active members being almost solely engrossed in weighing tea
and sugar, and measuring potatoes, they neglected the public meetings.
The splendid spirit of Chartism, which previously existed, was allowed to
die away’. '® Frequently, in the next few years, the same criticism was heard.
For instance, Ernest Jones, the most popular speaker at North East Chartist
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meetings in the 1850s, stoutly maintained that they had to achieve political
power first and co-operation second; to do it the other way round would
be to put the cart before the horse. ' Yet, despite such opinions being
expressed, a strong tendency in North East Chartism clung to its belief in
the value of co-operation and sought to promote suitable projects. 2

The problem was that by the 1850s Chartism had lost most of its mass
support, its vitality, its ability to foster new ventures within the working
class. In the third quarter of the nineteenth century, therefore, it was left
to other forces in society to assist in the development of the Co-operative

north east history

Movement on a much bigger and surer basis.

(This article first appeared in North East Labour History no16 1982)

Notes

00 N O\ N W=

24

New Moral World 27" February 1841

Tbid 22nd May 1841

R. G. Gammage, History of the Chartist Movement p. 32-2
Northern Star 9™ May 1840

Northern Liberator 23* May 1840

A. R. Schoyen, The Chartist Challenge p.73-5

R. G. Gammage, op cit p.181; Northern Liberator 1 August 1840
G.]. Holyoake, The History of Co-operation p.73

Northern Liberator 12 October 1939

Ibid 7* September 1839

Ibid 12 October 1839

Ibid 26™ October 1839

T. A. Devyr, The Old Book of the Nineteenth Century p.163
Port of Tyne Pilot 14™ December 1839

Tyne Mercury 14* July 1843

Northern Liberator 10™ October 1840

ibid

Northern Star 2" September 1843

R. G. Gammage op. cit. 357-8

Northern Star 13" July 1850



north east history

THE WALLSEND OWENITES
Nigel Todd

he day before the centenary of the birth of Robert Owen on 14

May 1871, the Newcastle Daily Chronicle, owned by the prominent
Tyneside Radical Joseph Cowen, published a lengthy editorial celebrating
Owen as inspiring ‘the onward path along which we have been travelling.’
Owen, a ‘great and good man’, was described as the guiding influence
behind many movements for reform, despite being ‘assailed by bigotry
and intolerance ... in the name of religion’. He had been ‘the persevering
advocate of universal education, when education had few friends.” And
Owen’s pioneering efforts in establishing infant schools, his insight that
‘crime was the product of ignorance and neglect’, and his fostering of the
Co-operative Movement with its ‘material and educational advantages’
were all listed as lasting achievements. Owen, it was said, ‘did not live in
vain’ and ‘no one now questions’ that his belief that social circumstances
shape human behaviour ‘contains a large amount of truth.” !

THE OWENITE ‘DIASPORA’

These were bold statements, even in the setting of a widespread political and
industrial ferment that gripped Tyneside in the early 1870s. Yet they had deep
roots in an Owenite heritage informing not just individual activists, such as
Cowen, but also the co-operatives. Though long finished as an organised
movement, Owenism could still count adherents in the 1860s and 1870s
constituting an informal Owenite intellectual ‘Diaspora, especially among
co-operators who regarded Owen’s ideas as a formative influence on their own
Movement. For the latter, Owen’s championing of the value of education in
‘the system of co-operation, not only in the work of distribution, but in that
of production’ underpinned their principles and ambitions. 2
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The dispersal of Owenites and their ‘fellow travellers' over the
1840s-1870s into ‘separate channels: trade unionism, practical co-
operation, social science, spiritualism, free thought (which after 1850
was known as Secularism) and the new women’s movement was well
described by Barbara Taylor in her book Eve and the New Jerusalem
that focussed principally on women. * Men also followed the Diaspora,
including a robust Tyneside fragment. Joseph Cowen, for example, has
already been mentioned. He regarded Owen’s methods as ‘dreamy’, but
Owen’s portrait had been one of those displayed to inspire people at
the huge garden party held by Cowen to celebrate the radical Blaydon
Mechanics’ Institute in 1859.

There were others, too. Cowen’s friend, John Elliott, a former Chartist
and a Tyneside detective folk-hero, controversially became Gateshead’s
chief constable in 1863. As ‘a follower of Mr. Robert Owen, who
laboured so assiduously to popularise the maxim that man is a creature
of circumstances’, Elliott invented an early form of social enquiry report,
used with the local magistrates when he considered that poverty and
illiteracy had contributed to the criminality of those he prosecuted.
Others included Charles Haslam, another one-time Chartist and later
a Newecastle chemist and restaurant owner, who had known Owen in
Manchester at the end of the 1830s. Haslam was central to Secularism
on Tyneside in the 1860s and 1870s. > W.E. Adams, Cowen’s crusading
editor of the Newcastle Weekly Chronicle, was another who had glided
into the fringes of Owenism in the 1840s and who retained connections
with ex-Owenites such as George Jacob Holyoake. ¢

It was Holyoake and the Co-operators who provided the main bridge
between the Owenite period and the rest of the nineteenth century. Many
leading Co-operators, like Holyoake, had been deeply involved with
Owenism, including E.T. Craig, E.O. Greening, Lloyd Jones, William
Pare, and several of the Rochdale Pioneers, and they remained significant
in the Co-operative Movement as it grew during the second half of the
century. As elsewhere, several North East co-operative societies owed

26



north east history

something of their origins to reading groups that studied Holyoake’s
book, Self-Help by the People: History of Co-operation in Rochdale,
published in 1858, and the author maintained frequent contacts with
the area, notably through Cowen, and then in the active republican and
secularist movements of the early 1870s.

On the other hand, the Owenite Diaspora also represented an
adaptation to the changed conditions of mid-Victorian Britain. Now,
Owenite ideas shaped more limited social reform, leaving behind the
ideal of self-supporting Villages of Co-operation and communities as the
basis for a New Moral World. This was evident even in the more radical
Co-operators’ commitment to the value of education, where they faced
an incomplete and uneven framework of charity, church, colliery, and
private enterprise schools catering for working class children.

CO-OPERATION AND EDUCATION

The Rochdale Pioneers adopted the Owenite zeal for schools and
education, providing ‘a school for young persons’ between 1850 and 1855.
This had to close when the Industrial and Provident Societies” Act was
amended in 1855 in a way that made provision for education technically
illegal, and it was not until 1862 that the authority to spend co-operatives’
money on education was clearly restored. 7 Yet the aspiration did not fade
away. Although the legal restriction probably dissuaded numbers of new
societies from including education in their original objects, members of
the Rochdale Pioneers’ Society worked hard to keep the flame alive, with
Abraham Greenwood telling a co-operative gathering in July 1860:

‘in time they expected to behold a people’s college, where they could
send their children to be educated, and they would neither be sent to one
charity school or another (Loud applause). He felt that in course of time
they would be able to engage first-class teachers, and give their children a
first-class education.” ®

Adverse trading conditions, accompanying the Lancashire ‘Cotton
Famine’ produced by the American Civil War, prevented the Rochdale
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Society from re-opening a school, though one of the founding Pioneers,
William Cooper, was optimistic in November 1866:

“We also entertain the hope that the day is not too far distant when
Schools will be established in connection with the [Rochdale] society, to
educate the rising generation of Co-operators.” *

Sadly, Cooper died two years later at the early age of 46, and while
Greenwood continued to promote education within the Movement, his
energies were largely required in building up the Co-operative Wholesale
Society.

Fortunately, education had other allies, and not least Henry Pitman,
editor of the influential monthly magazine, The Co-operator, from 1860.
Many societies got around the legal ban on spending money on education
by distributing copies of The Co-operator to their members as ‘propaganda.’
And Pitman gave editorial prominence to the whole range of Co-operative
principles. In 1865, the year when he made a speaking tour of North East
co-operatives, most issues of the magazine contained a lead feature stressing
education as good in itself. In the spirit of adaptation, Pitman argued
that societies should take the lead in campaigning for a national system of
state schools by organising petitions and deputations. Whilst displaying a
degree of over-confidence in the potential power of the Movement to head
a growing national discontent about the piecemeal provision of education —
a pressure for reform that led to the foundation of the National Education
League in 1869 to promote non-sectarian schools - it also marked a change
from envisaging schools run directly by Co-operators.

WALLSEND

One of the societies that subscribed to The Co-operator was at Wallsend

whose secretary, Robert Douglass, wrote to Pitman in November 1865:
“The ‘Co-operative Dialogues” you sent were distributed amongst the

members, with the request that when read by them they would give them

to some person unacquainted with Co-operation and the benefits to be

derived therefrom, and a recommendation to read “The Co-operator’, 12

28



north east history

doz. of which we take every fortnight. A resolution was unanimously
passed [at the Society’s 13" quarterly meeting] that we subscribe 1d. per
member annually to the Editorial Fund. Enclosed you will find R.O.
order for £1. 1s., our number of members being at present 250.” 1°

The Wallsend Industrial Co-operative Society had its origins in 1861,
as Robert Douglass explained in an earlier report to The Co-operator:

‘In November, 1861, a few working men of this village, with much
difficulty, got up a meeting to try and impress on the minds of their fellow
workmen the utility of bettering their condition by Co-operation. 30
names having been taken down as subscribers, and a room got for holding
meetings on Saturday evenings, after toiling for the space of six months we
found we had raised a sum of £86. 12s. We took a dwelling-house, the only
suitable place we could get, to commence a grocery and provision store....
We opened on 1% May last, to the great disappointment of our shopkeeping
neighbours and other opponents of the Co-operative movement who kept
firing upon us with unabated fury until we held our first quarterly meeting,
when they found that their shot had taken no effect on either our ship or
crew, for every man was still at his post, with our ship in first-rate trim.”

Douglass was astute about the opposition. The original members had
to deflect ferocious hostility from their competitors and local cynicism,
so much so that children were sent furtively to pay the members’ initial
subscriptions in a room above the Duke of York public house so that
their parents could avoid disparaging ‘banter’. There were obstacles in
renting shop premises, until the sympathetic Charles Adams, who acted as
a property manager for a colliery company, offered a shop at Long Row.
Douglass recalled that ‘Mr. Adams was subject to great insults and was
very much censured by the opponents of the Society.” But Adams knew
his Co-operator friends very well. Asa former coal miner who had become
an ‘efficient’ self-educated teacher after an accident, Adams had taught
Douglass and some of the others as children at his colliery school. Even
so, parts of the initial activity necessarily displayed a ‘cloak-and-dagger’
flavour. The first consignments of flour, for instance, had to be sent ‘from
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the mill in strange carts, as there was always a risk of the miller losing his
trade if it became known who the merchants and millers were who had the
audacity to supply the store. An intimation to this effect was made known
to some of them previously.’

A mixture of antagonism and disbelief was not uncommon, but
Douglass and his colleagues had to contend, as well, with the hard
circumstances of Wallsend as Tyneside’s ‘wild west' town that did not
always make for social solidarity. Wallsend was growing rapidly based
on coal, chemicals and shipbuilding, but housing and public health
conditions were primitive, and there were few school places before
the 1870 Education Act. Opposition to improvements was fierce and
generally driven by manufacturers keen to minimise their rates bills. Yet
the social pressures were accumulating as the recorded population rose
from 6,715 in 1861 to 10,458 by 1871.

In some ways, the formation of the Wallsend Society was typical.
Led by a few working men — in this case enginemen and pressers from
various oil works and the shipyards — the first foodstuffs were collected in
a handcart from Newcastle and wheeled to Wallsend where the ‘shop’ was
run by volunteers. Mistakes were made, of course, and one of the original
members later recalled, jokingly, that ‘when they first began to purchase,
they bought sugar that no one could use, tea that no one could drink, and
butter that no one could eat.” ©?

Ultimately, experience and dedication won through, combined
with a passion for social change and an acknowledgement that ‘the
commencement of a co-operative society was in itself an education to all
who were identified with it.” '

The Wallsend pioneers evidently developed very competent people
among their leaders. Chief of these was Robert Douglass. Born at
Wallsend in 1831, Douglass began working life as a Tyne waterman and
then as crane engineman removing ships’ ballast at the Carville Shore.
At the age of 30, he learned an entirely new trade, serving as manager
and secretary of the Society for the next 37 years, as well as spending 21

30



north east history

years as an elected member of the Wallsend Board of Health and then the
Urban District Council. When he died in 1900, his obituary recorded
that ‘his name has been synonymous with Co-operation not only in
Wallsend but generally in northern co-operative circles.” A particular
reference was made to his ‘commercial integrity’ and ‘administrative
ability.” He was known for ‘simple tastes, frugal habits, and mild pursuits’
namely gardening and his rather soft dogs. Regarded as ‘ever ready to
assist’ others, he was seen as someone with a ‘strong personality’ and a
man for whom ‘organised religion had ...little or no appeal.’

Douglass was not alone in his scepticism about religion. Another
principal initiator of the Society, Thomas Blenkinsop, who served as
treasurer, trustee and cartman, and general operational problem solver,
until his death in 1891, ‘made no pretensions to piety’ either. Together,
they were a classic double act. The ‘reserved, genial and kindly’
Douglass, a bachelor who preferred to live quietly with his brother and
other relatives, made a fine contrast with Blenkinsop, an ‘ardent’ member
of the Wallsend Cycling Club, and a ‘character’ of ‘ponderous physical
proportions, brusque in manner, and unceremonious in deportment’
who, once met, was not easily forgotten.

A key point to register about Robert Douglass and the Wallsend Co-
operative Society was their wider vision for Co-operation than simply
shop keeping and paying dividends. In 1873, the Co-operative News
noted, tellingly:

“This society may be said to take the first place among the stores in
Northumberland. They do not merely confine their attention to the
sale of tea and coffee, butter and eggs, but seek to elevate the social and
intellectual condition of the members.” '°

THE MILITANT DEMOCRACY

Context was significant, too. Reforming zeal placed Douglass and the
Wallsend Co-operators at the heart of Tyneside’s distinctive ‘militant
democracy’ in the early 1870s. This was a dynamic episode shaped by
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a mixture of industrial militancy, political radicalism, Irish nationalism,
and Co-operation that had been germinating since at least the middle
of the 1860s. It spanned the trade unions’ Nine Hours League that
won shorter working days across the British engineering industry in
1871 after an intense struggle with the Tyneside employers. Strikes and
disputes broke out in other trades, and there were overlaps with political
campaigns for abolishing the monarchy and promoting Secularism
(with republican clubs and Secular Society branches formed in villages
and towns around Newcastle). The National Education League that had
a strong branch at Newcastle in 1869 (with Cowen at its head) held
meetings in surrounding districts, and there was local sympathy for the
Paris Commune. In addition to a vibrant Irish agitation for Home Rule
and the release of Fenian political prisoners, there was a considerable
demand to win the vote among the miners who had been left out of the
1867 extension of the household franchise due to their housing tenure
arrangements. Women added to the mix in 1872 by boycotting butchers
who had increased their prices in the mining villages of Northumberland
and Durham, revealing, as their mass campaign swept the coalfields and
into Tyneside, an ability to organise meetings and demonstrations that
articulated an acute awareness of the politics of women’s rights.

At the centre of the agitations stood Joseph Cowen. In fact,
he coined the phrase the ‘militant democracy’ at a meeting
connected with the national Co-operative Congress held at
Newcastle upon Tyne in April 1873. Cowen, chosen to preside
over the Congress, marshalled all his political stage-management
skills and press resources to make the event absolutely spectacular.
During the Congress, and at a coincidental trade union rally of 200,000
people on Newcastle’s Town Moor, held in support of the miners’ claim
for the franchise, Cowen argued that the ‘militant democracy’ required
strong trade unions, a co-operative economy to end the divide between
labour and capital and a parliament elected on a wide suffrage (which, for
Cowen, like Holyoake, included women as well as men).
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Co-operation was fundamental to the ‘militant democracy’. The
Movement’s North East launch took place in 1858 at Blaydon, where
Cowen had read chapters from Holyoake’s book about Rochdale each
week to potential Co-operators. It reflected the rapid growth of the
consumer co-operatives in the North East, numbering over 43,000
members in Northumberland and Durham by 1873. And within fifteen
years of Blaydon Co-operative Society opening its doors, co-operation
was marking out a niche in industrial production. Producer co-operatives
appeared in cabinet making, tailoring, corn milling, printing, coal
mining, shipbuilding, brush making, gas and lighting, and dairying.
Then, in the hothouse of the Nine Hours Strike, a large, high profile co-
operative engineering works was started at Ouseburn, Newcastle, in July
1871, managed by Cowen’s associate, Dr. John Rutherford, a popular
local educator and Radical.

To help fund the producer co-operatives, and particularly the
Ouseburn Engineering Works, Cowen and Rutherford appealed to trade
unions and co-operatives to come forward as investors. “The Wallsend
Society became the first of many to respond’, earning its chairman barbed
criticism from a hostile newspaper that portrayed him as ‘an honest if
simple minded gentleman’ because he advocated that co-operatives were
right to limit each member to one vote instead of weighting votes in
favour of the largest investors. 17 A corollary of the Ouseburn Works was
the creation of an Industrial Bank to process and direct investments, and
Wallsend’s Robert Douglass became one of the Bank’s directors.

The story of the ‘militant democracy’ and the co-operative adventures
of the early 1870s is fascinating, but it has been told elsewhere. ** For
present purposes, it is sufficient to note these developments as the broad
milieu in which the Wallsend Society grew and flourished.

THE WALLSEND ‘OWENITES’
By April 1873, the Wallsend Society had almost 1000 members, substantial
reserves and share capital, and was profitable enough to pay a members’
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dividend of 25 6d for each pound of purchases in its shops. ' The Society was
planningtobuild newcentral premisesin LongRow thatwould contain, atits
opening in 1876, shops for grocery, drapery and millinery, boots and
shoes, hardware and furnishing, as well as committee rooms and offices, a
library, reading room and a hall seating 600 people. 2 It was an impressive
record made more interesting by the concern for elevating ‘the social and
intellectual condition of the members.’

The Society had started to buy land and build houses for sale ‘at cost
price’ for its members in1868, partly to utilise surplus share capital, but
improving social conditions may have been an extra motivation (offering
allotments on land bought by the Society was a clue). In doing so, it was
not unusual. Many other North East co-operatives soon became active in
house building, though Wallsend may have been one of the earliest, and
certainly saw itself as ‘a pioneer of house building and allotment holders
in the Co-operative Movement.” Forty-three houses had been erected by
1876. Robert Douglass and his brother, William, eventually took one of
the later houses at 6 Industrial Terrace, and Douglass credited Charles
Adams with teaching him the skills of ‘land survey and measurement’ at
school which proved so useful subsequently. 2!

The Society had been circulating The Co-operator but felt that a more
substantial commitment to education ought to be made. Accordingly, an
education committee was elected in October 1870 charged with opening
alibrary and newsroom. Their discussions to frame ‘rules and regulations’
led to a ban on alcohol, smoking, games and Sunday opening. There was
also a tussle with a sitting tenant at the house that was rented for the
library, delaying the newsroom for three months, but ultimately the new
library began during the evenings at 119 High Street West in July 1871,
and the newsroom was opened by Dr. Rutherford in October. Books were
found from the remains of a defunct local library and from book sales,
and a librarian was appointed at a salary of £5 a year. Over 800 books
were stocked by 1873 and three daily and thirteen weekly newspapers
together with magazines were available in the newsroom. Pointedly, one
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of the first items bought to decorate the new library in 1871 was ‘a bust
of Robert Owen.” 22

In embracing education, the Wallsend Society was fairly distinctive in
the North East. Most societies were too small to do more than circulate
The Co-operator, or its successor the Co-operative News, and gradually
open newsrooms, but some, including Newcastle, showed little interest
in education until later in the century (or even into the next century).
Wallsend, however, quickly emerged as one of the ‘big four’ North Eastern
societies that regularly spent hundreds of pounds on members” education
— libraries, classes, newsrooms, lectures, social events - each year from the
1860s-1870s. The others were Blaydon, Jarrow and Sunderland. »» Where
Wallsend was strikingly unique was in opening an elementary school and
combining this with the creation of a Co-operative housing estate.

THE WALLSEND CO-OPERATIVE
SCHOOL
The proposal to open an elementary school
emerged from a mutual improvement class
(or discussion and lecture group) set up
by the education committee in November
1871 — ‘from it sprang the idea of starting
= an elementary day
school.” > Holyoake had
suggested in 1870 that

any organisation, not just
- churches and charities,
could claim a Government
grant for a school, and the
1870 Act made this more
feasible (if highly unusual).
Wallsend Co-0p School now Kingdom Hall ~ As Wallsend had no school

Blenkinsop Streer Wallsend board and, as usual, there
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was little rush to set one up, there was an opportunity for independent
action. Interestingly, the Wallsend Co-operators were in touch with the
National Education League that held a public meeting in support of its
programme at the ‘new Temperance Hall, Wallsend” on 16 April 1872. It
was addressed by John Burnett, recently the secretary of the Nine Hours
League, and James McKendrick, a well-known Co-operator from the
Ouseburn Engineering Works episode. * Wallsend’s Co-operative day
school seems to have opened in the same hall the following month.

The Temperance Hall in Blenkinsop Street was part of the Primitive
Methodists’ new chapel, erected in 1871 on land owned by the Wallsend
Society. Described rather grandly as being of ‘Gothic [style] of the
early English period’, and built with red bricks and stone dressings, the
building was

‘used by the education committee formed in Wallsend under the
financial guarantee of the Co-operative Society, for the purpose of a day—
school, under the management of a certificated master, and on the non-
denominational system as advocated by the national education league.” ¥

The education committee’s endorsement of a school had resulted in
a circular to parents inviting interest in sending their children to the
school, and ‘nearly 300 children were promised to commence with.” This
convinced the committee, and the mutual improvement class, to jointly
seek financial support from the Wallsend Society’s next quarterly meeting
in April 1872, asking ‘for a guarantee for the payment of salaries and
other expenses.” Approval ‘was readily given’, which was quite remarkable.
Co-operative members meetings were often loath to spend money on
ventures that could detract from dividends, but possibly the ‘militant
democracy’, clear evidence of demand, and the Owenite tendencies of
influential members, combined to make a difference. 28

The Society met the costs of the school that was formally opened with
130 children on 1 July 1872. To claim the Government grant, Robert
Douglass acted as ‘correspondent for the school.” The first teacher, Alex
McClintock from Dumbarton, was appointed at £90 a year, or a quarter
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of the Government grant, and a Miss Pullen became ‘the infant and
sewing mistress’ and responsible for the ‘teaching of the girls.” It looks as
if the school had its own committee for the first month, but then control
passed to the Society’s education committee. »

Frustratingly, the story of the school is one of conflicting fragments.
Neither the school log books nor the school inspector’s reports have
survived, and the Wallsend Society’s records for the period have vanished.
Part of the story may be found in positive accounts published by the Co-
operative News and Cowen’s Newcastle Chronicle. The News, keen to
encourage other societies, said in January 1873 that:

“The different educational departments in connect