
 

The rise of the High Street 
Jefferys argued that industrialisation did not fundamentally transform 
the distribution sector until the mid-nineteenth century. This has been 
challenged by later authors, who proposed a longer process of change, 
encompassing both the earlier development of fixed shops, and the 
persistence (or even prosperity) of 'traditional' forms of retailing, such 
as markets and itinerant traders throughout the nineteenth century.[l, 
7] However more recent, detailed, research regarding the decline of 
traditional retailing outlets has largely confirmed Jeffrey’s' views. 
Work by Winstanley has indicated that while the number of itinerant 
traders may not have declined, itinerant trading nevertheless became 
an increasingly marginal occupation during the second half of the 
nineteenth century, restricted to workers who could not get regular 
industrial employment.[11] Similarly, Shaw has supported the broad 
lines of Jeffrey’s' thesis, arguing that the food distribution system met 
increased demand during the first half of the century primarily via an 
increase in the number of outlets (especially shops) rather than by 
major changes in structure and organisation.[9] There is strong 
evidence (from trade directories and other sources) that fixed-shop 
retailing was experiencing rapid growth by the end of the eighteenth 
century and continued to expand after 1800, though the substantial 
development of large-scale retailers, of all three types outlined below, 
can be dated from the 1840s at the very earliest. Their appearance at 
the middle of the nineteenth century was influenced by transport and 
communications improvements (especially the railways), together 
with the extension of factory production techniques to goods such as 
footwear, clothing, and processed food, leading to product 
standardisation and cost reductions that considerably facilitated large-
scale distribution. 

 

 

Retailing is often viewed as one of Britain's few economic success 
stories. Large-scale, integrated, nationally -based enterprises emerged 
in retailing prior to similar developments in most areas of British 
manufacturing, with the largest retail organisations ranking among 
Britain's biggest companies in 1914. The history of retailing also 
sheds considerable light on the evolution of consumption, and 
consumerism [see Refresh, 23, 1996]. However, despite the sec- tor's 
historical importance, its development has been relatively neglected 
until recently. For example Jefferys' seminal 1954 study remains the 
major statistical source for the early growth of large-scale retailers.[5] 
However, recent work on the history of consumption, studies of 
particular types of retailer, and case-studies of individual retailing 
organisations, have considerably extended our knowledge of the 
sector's historical development. This article draws on research in 
these areas to provide an overview of trends in large-scale retailing 
from the mid-nineteenth century to the First World War. 

During the second half of the nineteenth century urban retailing 
underwent a radical transformation, in which several basic elements 
of the modern retail industry became firmly established. In particular, 
an industry which had hitherto been dominated by single units, 
operating as family businesses and employing, at most, a handful of 
people, experienced the rise of giant, nationally-based enterprises. 
Meanwhile a much greater number of concerns which had not yet 
reached this stage nevertheless grew sufficiently large to enjoy 
considerable cost savings, as a result of economics of scale in areas 
such as purchasing and advertising. There was also an increasing 
concentration of retail outlets in 'High Street' areas and other major 
thoroughfares, facilitated by transport improvements such as railways 
and, later, trams. The new large-scale retailers took three forms: 
multiple chains, Co -operative societies, and department stores. 

Multiple retailing 
A multiple retailer is defined as an individual retailing concern which 
operates several branch premises (some definitions would require a 
certain minimum number of branches, such as 10).[5] While some 
locally-based multiples emerged during the first half of the nineteenth 
century, there is very little evidence of multiple retailers operating in 
more than one urban centre during this period.[10] Indeed, despite the 
earlier successful launch of what were to become nationwide 
enterprises - such as the newsagents W.H. Smith and J. Menzies, and 
Singer's sewing machine retail chain - the number of multiple traders 
only became substantial from the 1870s. Firms controlling ten or more 
branches, estimated by Jefferys at only 29 in 1875, experienced 
consistently rapid growth during the following decades, numbering 
433 by 1915.[5] Meanwhile from the niid-1880s the average number 
of outlets per firm also accelerated, as is shown in Figure 1. 

The 1870s and 1880s saw the rise of a large number of food 
multiples, such as Lipton, Home and Colonial, and Sainsbury, the 
number of food multiples overtaking those in footwear (the first major 
sector to experience the 'multiple revolution') during the 1880s. 

Many early food multiples were based around selling a very limited 
range of produce, mainly imported goods such as ham, 
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bacon, and tea, at cut prices. Booming world production, and the 
impact of technology on their long-distance transport (including 
chilled and refrigerated shipping) led to rapid price falls in these 
commodities during the late nineteenth century, and similarly 
dramatic consumption increases. Traditional suppliers, such as the 
producer-retailers who resisted the introduction of imported meat and 
therefore could not match the price cuts, left the market open to the 
new food multiples.[9] Other factors contributing to the emergence of 
multiples in food, and other areas of retailing, were rising real living 
standards, the growing urbanisation of Britain's population, the 
production of cheap, factory -made, consumer durables (and factory -
processed food), and improvements in inland transport which 
increased the accessibility of urban centres. 

The most rapidly growing early multiples based their expansion on 
a strategy of low prices and rapid turnover, low profit margins being 
compensated for by high sales. Costs were kept low by not 
undertaking order and delivery trade, and by avoiding credit, except 
for 'institutional' clients.[6] Such a strategy required a high volume of 
custom. Thus the food multiples (and those selling cheap 
manufactured goods such as clothing and footwear, which adopted a 
similar sales policy) concentrated their stores in the main 
thoroughfares of towns, or in other areas with substantial pedestrian 
flow. This led to the growing concentration of retail activity in central 
'High Street' urban areas, a trend which was to continue, and 
accelerate, over the next 70 years. 

Another consequence of the multiples' strategy of high turnover 
and low profit margins was a growth in average shop size. However, 
available statistical evidence (largely based on In land Revenue data), 
while subject to a number of serious imperfections, indicates that the 
number of shops per head of population actually increased during the 
second half of the nineteenth century, despite larger stores.[5] This is 
probably due to a combination of rising living standards, the 
increased 'commercialisation' of distribution (the use of shops rather 
than direct purchases from farmers and other producers) and the 
displacement of other forms of retailing by fixed shops. The new, 
larger, stores were vigorously promoted, via newspaper and other 
advertising, while the development of prestigious fascias and 
interiors themselves constituted highly effective advertisements for 
their contents. By 1914 a number of major retailers had developed a 
clear 'corporate style' for their shop exteriors, 

The Co-operative alternative 
The Co-operative movement experienced meteoric 
growth from the 1850s in terms of both 
membership and retail sales. This growth is 
illustrated, from 1881-1915, in Figure 2. Retail Co - 
operatives and their associated activities marked the 
only successful large-scale attempt in Britain at 
conducting business enterprise based on co- 
operative, mainly lower-middle and working class, 
effort. Rather than operating for profit, Co -
operative retailers distributed any surplus they 
accrued as dividends to their members, the amount 
of dividend being based on the extent of purchases 
undertaken. The movement facilitated local 
participation in the organisation (and profits) of 
retailing, and developed and promoted a reputation 
for honest trading in areas such as fair weights and 
unadulterated food. Many Co -operative societies 
also played a wider role in their local communities, 
spending resources on housing, health care, 
education and recreation for their menibers.[8] The 
movement's radical political orientation, combined 
with its rapid growth, led to considerable hostility 
from private traders, manifested in a large number 
of local boycotts and a short -lived and unsuccessful 
national campaign via a Traders Defence 
Association, formed in 1902 and mainly composed 
of small and medium retailers.[4] However, such 
opposition had relatively little long-term impact on 
the movement's national growth during this period 
(despite some local setbacks). 

Attempts at retail co-operation can be traced back to the eighteenth 
century, the number of Co-operative societies becoming substantial 
during the 1820s.[8] However, few Co -operative societies were of 
long duration prior to the 1840s, their subsequent success being 
largely based on the trading methods popularised by the Rochdale 
Pioneers during the middle of the nineteenth century (particularly the 
dividend). The Co -operative movement evolved a structure of 
autonomous local Retail Societies, associated with each other through 
the Co -operative Union and two massive 

which further served to distinguish their products 
from those of their competitors in the eyes of their 
customers. 

 

Fioure 1: The estimated number of retailers with 10 or more branches, 
and their average number of branches, 1875-1915 

Co-operative Wholesale Societies (English and Scottish), which 
offered powerful economies of scale in wholesaling. 

Apart from their distinctive ownership and political dimension, 
Co-operative retail societies operated as (generally small) multiples, 
their trade being concentrated on foodstuff and other household items 
in mass demand. Many Co -ops also extended their range of stock to 
include drapery, footwear and hardware. Like the multiples  

Source: J. B. Jefferys, Retail Trading in Britain (1954), P. 22. N.B. Jefferys acknowledged 
that his figures underestimated the number of multiples(particularly smaller firms). 
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The department store 

 

they adopted a policy of clearly marked prices and, 
initially, no credit provision (though most societies had 
begun to offer credit facilities by the end of the century). 
[8] The Co -op's influence was strongest in its original 
heartlands of the North and Scotland, which accounted 
for nearly three quarters of its total retail trade in 1914, 
though by this time branches had been established in 
most parts of the country.[8] 

 

Unlike the two forms of- large-scale retailing outlined 
above, department stores represented an attempt at 
increased scale primarily via expansion in the size of 
individual shops, selling different lines of goods in a 
number of 'departments'. Their origins can be found in 
the development of 'monster shops' and other retail 
innovations during the first half of the nineteenth 
century, though it was only after 1850 that their numbers 
became significant. Their growth was substantial during 
the third quarter of the century, further accelerating from 
the 1880s and reaching its zenith during the first decades 
of the twentieth century. 

The rise of the department store has been closely 
associated with the emergence of modern 'consumerism'. 
As John Benson has noted, while the birth of the 
consumer revolution in Britain has been given dates 
ranging from the seventeenth century to after the     
Second World War, the period from 1880-1900 - which 
witnessed a 50 per cent increase in average per capita 
spending, the establishment of new leisure outlets, and 
the 

Figure 2: Membership and retail sales of Co-operative 
Societies, 1881-1915 

Source:B. Jefferys, Retail Trading in Britain 954), p. 461 
 

emergence of large-scale working class demand for a variety of 
'luxury' goods - is a strong candidate.[2] 

Rising living standards, together with the appearance of mass 
produced consumer durables such as factory -made furniture, created a 
new market in luxury goods which began to fall within the reach of a 
substantial proportion of Britain's population. Mass advertising 
(partly by the department stores) promoted the virtues of these new 
goods, while middle class and upper-working class purchasing power 
was supplemented by the growth of hire-purchase facilities. 
Department stores also developed a substantial mail- order catalogue 
trade, thus allowing them to cover a wide geographical area from 
their central stores, while many accrued further scale economies from 
the development of wholesale trading. [11] 

Department stores generally established themselves initially as 
drapery and clothing retailers, later branching out into other lines. As 
their numbers expanded in the late Victorian period average store size 
grew considerably, generally by the purchase and amalgamation of 
adjoining premises. However, from the 1890s there was some 
tendency towards comprehensive store redevelopment or 
construction, the most impressive example being London's Selfridges, 
built in 1909. 

Originally the department stores, like the multiples and Co -ops, 
emphasised low prices as their key attraction. However by the 1890s 
a trend had emerged towards competition in terms of the range of 
goods offered, and the amenities of what were the largest retail 
outlets of this period. 'Selection, amenity, comfort and service appeal' 
became the main selling points of these stores, which grew to become 
important leisure centres in their own right.[5] People were able to 
see and inspect a vast range of new, modern goods - many of which 
would have been beyond the price range of the ordinary consumer - 
attractively displayed in elegant surroundings, and illuminated by the 
new electric lighting. By the time the great department stores had 
reached their Edwardian zenith they offered facilities such as tea 
rooms and restaurants, hair- dressing salons, rest and club rooms, 
toilet and washing facilities, and so forth. Gordon Selfridge was thus, 
to some extent, justified in his  boast that his store was 'a social centre, 
not a shop.'[11] Consumerism had come of age. 

Marks and Spencer’s Branch in Portsmouth opened in 1911. 
 (By permission of M&S) 

The rise of giant retailing enterprises 
 
Alfred Chandler's condemnation of pre -1914 British manufacturers 
for failing to follow the American corporate pattern of becoming 
incorporated as public companies, diversifying their range of goods, 
and vertically integrating to lower costs,[3] cannot be applied to 
British retailing. By 1914 a significant number of retailers were truly 
national; there were 16 multiples with over 200 
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Table 1: The distribution of national retail sales 1900-1939 (%) 

* Multiples with 10 or more branches  

** The 'Other' category is a residual, the difference between estimates for the 
defined categories and the total volume of retail trade. 

Source J. B. Jeffery  Retail Trading in Britain (1954), p. 29 

nevertheless marked the start of a transformation in the 
nature of the shopping experience. The personal 
relationship between an independent local trader and his 
customers, aspects of which included the provision of 
credit and the widespread practice of haggling over price, 
was being replaced by an impersonal relationship between 
the individual and a retailing company. Henceforth 
Britain's consumers were to rely increasingly on the 
national reputations of large-scale retail chains, together 
with the manufacturer's reputation in the case of branded 
goods (both pro moted by aggressive advertising), rather 
than the reputation and advice of local traders. Thus, to a 
considerable extent, Britain's ‘modern' retail sector can be 
said to have emerged by the First World War, subsequent 
development being largely (though by no means 
exclusively) the continuation of established trends. 

branches each, seven of which had over 500 branches.[5] Almost all 
the largest multiples had become public companies by 1914, some 
ranking alongside Britain's biggest firms, though in some cases, such 
as Lipton and Boots, public flotation had not removed problems of 
autocratic management by the company's aging founder. Multiples 
were also generally successful in integrating businesses which they 
acquired into their corporate structures and several, such as Boots, 
Burton, Lipton, and Sainsbury, also integrated backwards into 
manufacturing. The success of retailers in expanding the scope and 
structure of their activities in a manner not achieved by contemporary 
British manufacturers may be the result  of the late development and 
rapid growth of the sector, which led companies to reach the stage 
where further expansion required such development before an 
entrenched 'family firm' structure impeded adaption. 

Britain's largest distributive organisations were not monopolised 
by the multiples; of eight retailers with a capitalisation of over 
£600,000 in 1905 three - Maple & Co., Harrods, and Whiteley's - 
were department stores; the last two of these employed 6,000 and 
4,000 people respectively by 1914.[10] Meanwhile, on the eve of the 
First World War the turnover of the English Co -operative Wholesale 
Society had reached almost C35 million, making it one of the world's 
largest businesses.[4] Nevertheless, total retailing activity was still 
dominated by small-scale traders, as is shown in Table 1. The Table 
probably underestimates the size of the multiples (which are defined 
using a restrictive definition of firms with 10 or more branches) and 
the department stores, as a result of the survey method by which the 
data were compiled - retailers which were not positively identified in 
one of the 'large-scale' categories were automatically allocated to the 
'Other' category. Despite this, it is clear that the domination of 
retailing by large-scale enterprises was not to occur until well after 
1914. 

Conclusion 
Although large-scale retailing concerns still accounted for a low 
proportion of retail trade in 1914, the trends outlined above had 
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