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Such is the gift of hindsight that only 
when I pieced together a number of iso-
lated memories did it become apparent 
to me. The Co-op seems to have been 
a thread running through the first 
twenty years of my life growing up in 
Dudley. 

In my early years, for a child learning 
words, there were pitfalls. In its abbrevi-
ated form ‘Co-op,’ you obviously had to 
respect its hyphen even to pronounce 
it. Then, I remember grappling with its 
initialised title which appeared on its 
branch buildings: CWS. I could grasp 
that C was for Co-op and S for Society 
but I was baffled by the mystery W in 
the middle. ‘Wholesale’ was a difficult 
answer to accept! The silent W didn’t 
help, for a start. And what did it have to 
do with shopping?  

As a family, we spent a lot of time at my 
Nan’s house on The Broadway. A series 
of clear memories centre on something 
approaching ritual: sticking lots of small 
and thin paper receipts onto a large self-
adhesive sheet in order to claim ‘divi,’ 
the dividend you were entitled to as a 
Co-op Member. My Nan was keen to get 
her ‘divi’! I must have been a spectator 
for most of this time as it was far too 
precise an activity to allow a small child 
to help. As I got older, my assistance 
was permitted but I would never have 
been trusted to do it on my own. I don’t 
remember that there were any markings 
on the sheet, so it was left to the 
Member to be comprehensive in the 
filling of the page or else you wouldn’t 
get your ‘divi’ sheet accepted.  

Although the local branches of the Co-
op must have been numerous in Dud-
ley, it was the one on Nith Place, en 
route to The Broadway, that I remember 
well. So much so that I do wonder 
whether my mind has embroidered 
some of the detail. The shop was built 
into a bit of an embankment, built flat 
into the steep gradient of Nith Place. 
You could enter by one of two doors, 
along a straight pathway from Nith Place 
or from the perpendicular Holly Road. 
We always entered from the former, the 
opening door setting off a short, sharp 
bell announcing our arrival. The stone 
floor was made up of black and white 
small tiles which immediately gave you 
the sense of entering somewhere 
special like a shopping emporium. On 
your left and ahead of you ran the 
counter along two sides, behind which 
stretched walls of shelves containing 
many of the goods. Two or three assis-
tants were available and one of them 
would assemble your order either from 
your list or while you asked for items in 
turn. Once the shopping was com-
pleted, ritual took over. The assistant 
would total your order and put your bill 
and money into a circular metal con-
tainer which they screwed onto a metal 
lid on an overhead wire. They then 
pulled a handle and dispatched the con-
tainer overhead to a counting house, a 
separate locked space behind the cus-
tomer. Here another staff member of fi-
nancial responsibility reversed the 
process, receiving the metal cup, un-
screwing it, checking the bill and money 
and providing change and receipt, before
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screwing back the cup in place onthe 
wire and dispatching it back to the as-
sistant. That was ideally how the system 
worked but, as I recall, there wasn’t al-
ways a specialist in the counting house, 
so the assistant dispatched the cup and 
then followed it over as an independent 
action, checked the money, gave 
change and sent the cup back to the 
serving counter, to follow and retrieve 
the change. This is where the small 
paper receipt (a carbon copy, I think) 
that customers stuck to their ‘divi’ sheet 
was given to them with their change. I 
was fascinated by the process of shop-
ping in this traditional way!   

Once I was old enough to start school, 
Mom would meet me from first St 
James’ and then Jesson’s on a Friday 
afternoon to do the weekly shop at The 
Co-op in Dudley town centre. This store 
was on the High Street, partway up the 
incline towards ‘Top Church’, not far 
from where the entrance to The Trident 
Centre is now. Some time in our visits, 
the store went self-service in the mod-
ern style. I can remember the novelty of 
it all, helping yourself to goods and put-
ting them in a basket! I also recall being 
channelled in different queues to the 
checkouts by a series of parallel metal 
rails. 

The climax of the Friday shopping trip 
came suitably at the top of the High 
Street at the Co-op department store, 
on the corner facing ‘Top Church.’  Of 
course, this was more specialist shop-
ping, with different floors selling par-
ticular goods. There was a lift and, to 
either side of it, symmetrical pairs of 
stairs on each floor, so I was able to race 
up one side to beat my Mother, walking 
sedately on the other staircase, to the 
next floor. Dad would meet us on his 
way back from work in Tividale at the  

 

 

café on the top floor for tea (orange 
squash and a chocolate bar for me), 
after which he drove us home with 
the groceries. I must have devel‐
oped my life‐long love of depart‐
ment stores in the Co‐op in Dudley!  

It never occurred to me at the time that 
I had had a shopping experience at all 
levels in the retail hierarchy of the Co-
op: local branch; town centre supermar-
ket; and department store. Nor that I 
had seen both the end of traditional 
shopping and the advent of the new 
supermarket. I loved these places but I 
do remember that Mom and Nan 
weren’t always entirely complimentary 
about the company, claiming they were 
‘rough around the edges.’ When I event-
ually went away to university and 
through everyday conversations, I was 
to find that the Co-op was not necess-
arily a strong presence in some other re-
gions of the country. Indeed, the store 
was sometimes looked down upon as 
working class and northern (which as a 
Midlander particularly annoyed me). 
Undeterred, when I was looking for a 
summer job at the end of my second 
year, I heard that the Co-op bakery were 
taking on students. I applied unsuccess-
fully but was offered a job at the adjac-
ent milk depot as a milkman. I was told 
that this would involve driving a lorry 
cab with crates stacked on an open 
frame, rather than a milk float. I had a 
driving licence and so I gratefully ac-
cepted.  

This experience was to offer an edge of 
harsh reality to my on-going relation-
ship with the Co-op. These were the 
‘70s and training and welfare were not 
high on the list of priorities. The nearest 
I got to in-service training was three 
days with a ‘checker,’ an experienced 
milkman who would teach a newcomer 
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a particular round. He was a rather 
brusque individual and didn’t offer me 
any real sense of camaraderie. To add 
insult to injury, he had the habit of cal-
ling me “Knob-rot.” I was told by 
another milkman that I should not take 
the nickname personally and that it was 
a term of endearment he bestowed on 
any stranger! I wasn’t convinced. 

There were two of us students learning 
a different round each. As I understood 
it, my training would take one to two 
weeks, after which I was on my own.  
However, what actually happened was 
that on the fourth day of my employ-
ment, a Friday, my ‘checker’ was off sick: 
the training plan was blown away.  

So, I was “given” the other student and 
we had to do the round on our own. Fri-
day was not a good day for this to 
happen because many people paid their 
weekly milk bill on that day, so here was 
a reason for the round to take longer. 
Even worse, when we started the round 
I realised that the ‘checker’ had been 
teaching me in a different order to the 
order book in the cab that we were sup-
posed to follow.  

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

   

Of course, this was a disaster and prog-
ress was painfully slow as the route ac-
cording to the order book didn’t make a 
great deal of sense. We struggled on 
against the clock but I remember having 
to phone up the depot from a phone 
box to let them know what the problem 
was. Brief conversations on doorsteps 
increasingly became statements about 
how late the delivery was, which later 
turned to why this was. There were cus-
tomer phone calls to the depot as well 
and, in the end, another pair of experi-
enced milkmen came out to help us fin-
ish. I’m sure that this must have been 
Black Friday for the Co-op milk cus-
tomers of Netherton, Rowley Regis and 
Old Hill. 

Management were not particularly sym-
pathetic, barely seeming to accept my 
explanation of what had gone wrong. 
Fellow milkmen found it a bit of a joke, 
expressing disbelief about so-called 
educated students failing to understand 
an order book. Back at home, my 
Mother was, of course, sympathetic – 
but she didn’t find it hard to believe. 
“Typical Co-op!“ she said. However, al-
though no one changed their stance, the 
returning ‘checker’ raced me through the 
round the next day and then we went 
back to his house for him to re-arrange 
the order book. But there was no 
apology. There were two traits, however, 
that I did admire in him. Firstly, he had 
the ability to carry on a polite conversa-
tion with a customer as he walked up a 
garden path, deposited bottles and re-
turned to 
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Black Country dialect with “thee” and 
“tha” included, which was as charming 
as they were. However, the overall ex-
perience was testing.  

Back in the Nith Place depot, you had to 
reverse your cab into one of a line of 
berths, so that you could load the milk 
more easily the next morning. Early on 
in the job, I was concentrating so much 
on reversing the cab straight that I man-
aged to wrap my bumper around a sup-
porting column and bent it back. Amids 
howls of laughter from the other 
milkmen, a supervisor kicked the 
bumper back into place, exclaiming, 
“Bloody students!”When September 
came, I made my apologies and gave 
notice in having to start back to college. 
I left with some regret but an awful lot 
of relief: I’m sure the management felt 
the same. And probably so did some of 
my customers. 

The story of Dudley Co-op and me does 
not quite end there. In 2018, my Mother 
passed away in Dudley and we came 
back to arrange the funeral. Over the 
years, we had regularly visited Mom and 
I had noted when driving along Salop 
Street that The Salamander pub at the 
top of Nith Place had become first a 
Chinese restaurant and finally a funeral 
parlour, run by who else but The Co-op. 
It seemed appropriate then to ask them 
to arrange Mom’s funeral, which they did 
with both dignity and sympathy. More 
sympathy for the Co-op customer in 
2018 than the Co-op employee in 1973, 
I reflected.  

Meanwhile, Nith Place remains a short 
street of mixed emotions, indelibly link-
ing me to the ‘good old’ Co-op.  
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 the cab, hence losing no time and no 
customer confidence. Secondly, he 
could carry four bottles of sterilised milk 
between the fingers of each hand. I 
never mastered such a skill over the two 
months of the job! I would say that 
these were the slimmer design of milk 
bottle used for sterilised milk, which was 
the most common type I delivered.  

That summer of ’73 “on the milk” was an 
exhausting but interesting one. Working 
for the Co-op milk department was in-
deed a “rough-and-ready” experience. 
Character-building, you might say. It 
taught me a lot about the big wide 
worldto complement my academic 
studies in London. There was plenty of 
meeting people but so little time to 
enjoy it. I even acquired a backstreet 
knowledge of parts of the Back Country 
I had barely known. I found that pa-
tience was a virtue in the matter of what 
by now was the new system of calculat-
ing ‘divi’: blue shield stamps.  

My view was global: I calculated to the 
best of my ability the number of stamps 
I was to give out. A customer’s view was 
local: they had an intimate knowledge 
of how many stamps they expected to 
receive. On more than one occasion was 
I chased down the street by a breathless 
pensioner who felt I had diddled them 
out of one blue shield stamp. There was 
an elderly couple in one street in Old Hill 
who I was tipped off about because 
they spoke an earlier version of the 


