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			Dedication

			FOR PETER LEWIS

		

		
			Prologue

			This is not a business book nor a corporate history, even though it would never have been written at all if a tempestuous family saga had not been inseparable from the story of the business which dominated their lives.

			One day, wandering along London’s Oxford Street, I looked up, and read the familiar name JOHN LEWIS in the familiar lettering. I wondered, who was John Lewis anyway? After some preliminary investigating, I was hooked. John Lewis was an orphan, born into poverty in a small Somerset town not far from where I was living. He made a pot of money and just banked the lot. His obsession with the family fortune distorted his own life and the lives of his wife and children.

			I had no idea at the beginning what an extraordinary family I would be taking on. It is a tale of ferocious conflicts, and rows of epic proportions, between John Lewis and his sons, Spedan and Oswald. In Spedan’s case, these involved shouting, face-slapping, emotional blackmail, a kidnapping – and much litigation, between father and both sons and between the brothers, and a spell in prison for Father.

			Yet the family never broke up. These were obstinate people of preternaturally high nervous energy. There is glee in Spedan’s letter to Oswald recounting a physical fight with Father, hurling the office waste-paper basket at his head. Much in this book is borderline comedic; but there is bleak tragedy too.

			That particular row was about Father’s treatment of Mother. The story is loud with the voices of women – not only Mother but the brothers’ attachments, wives and families, plus a slew of feisty ‘shop girls’, all contributing to the clamour from private letters and diaries, the public record, and the memories of survivors.

			If the family story were all, it would be riveting enough. But the personal is embedded in the equally riveting story of the family firm. In 1864 the young John Lewis opened a little drapery business on Oxford Street, in a narrow-fronted shop which had been a tobacconist’s. Fuelled by prosperity and the rise of an aspirational middle class, thousands of dim little shops were swallowed up or transformed into sumptuous shopping palaces, ‘universal providers’, ‘department stores’, with glittering plate-glass windows and dazzling floor displays. The new department stores became destinations. Visiting a department store was a sensual experience and an adventure. John Lewis rose on the wave of an unprecedented retail revolution.

			His elder son Spedan reacted violently against his father’s self-serving business values. Nevertheless he was a chip off the old block, steeped in the romance of retail. When very young, he elaborated a vision of ‘Partnership’ – of the business as a close community, putting purpose before maximising profits, with every employee having a stake in the enterprise.

			Oswald was their mother’s darling, destined by her for great things beyond shopkeeping. It was agreed that Spedan was perilously unstable and unpredictable. So he was. He was also single-minded and inspirational. A pragmatist, he saw Partnership as a model for workplace happiness and, as a result, for commercial success. Partnership was to provide an ethical corrective to the inequalities and industrial unrest inherent in unreconstructed capitalism.

			The family business did not die with Spedan and Oswald. On the contrary, it thrived. Today, however, the sector is in the throes of another retail revolution. Apparently unassailable department stores, including the iconic John Lewis & Partners, are in limbo. Spedan’s ideas of Partnership are being put into practice in some form or other by countless grassroots and community enterprises, and may be part of the way forward for the struggling high streets. Sound ideas don’t die – they survive to meet the good moment.

		

		
			1

			Shepton Mallet

			John Spedan Lewis retired from the chairmanship of the John Lewis Partnership in 1955, at the age of seventy. In the spring of 1959, clearing the attics of Longstock House, his Hampshire home, he decided to take a look at his father’s diaries.

			‘I should have done it long ago,’ he told his younger brother, Oswald. He had expected just ‘a record of litigation and other matters of business’. But the diaries were personal and Spedan himself figured in them, not always in ways he would have supposed. Quarrels and crises which were cataclysmic for Spedan seemed to have affected his father not at all.

			Spedan had read up to the year 1922 – his father died in 1928 – when he dictated an emotional six-page single-spaced letter to Oswald. He had no one at home to confide in. His wife Beatrice was dead. He dictated all his letters, even the most private, to his long-time secretary Muriel, who lived in the house. ‘I have no secrets from Muriel.’

			Spedan’s response to the shock of reading the diaries was to burn them. ‘Nearly all of the many volumes that I have found so far are now ashes, and the remainder will be very soon.’ They would have been ‘a rich picking for muck-rakers’ and, for ‘an outsider of a much better type, it would have been an extremely tempting combination of the beautiful, the admirable, with the contrary’.

			In his book Partnership for All (1948), Spedan had written of his father that ‘the conditions of his early life had so overdeveloped in him a passion for accumulating money and a dread of losing it that, where money was concerned, he was like a man driven by a demon’. His father’s desire for an heir was not ‘for the sake of the business as a thing in itself but for the sake of the fortune’.

			Father never retired from the family business. He clung on until he died, in his nineties. In his letter to Oswald, Spedan ascribed their father’s ‘really insane greed of money and power’ to early hardship: ‘The naturalist, that I was born to be’ interprets their father’s personality ecologically. He had great qualities of character, and also the nervous energy that Spedan considered essential to success. (He had it himself.) If Father had been reared ‘in a fully civilized home’, if he had been to a good school and to a good college, ‘the world would have seen another Mr John Lewis of Oxford Street’. Some influences in Father’s development he would not wish changed, though. He had been ‘the delicate boy with several good sisters’, and ‘wisdom and backbone are factors independent of culture’.

			This degree of insight never alleviated Spedan’s resentment against his father. Reading the diaries just brought back all the old rows, bullyings, misunderstandings and injustices. ‘What a mess life is!’

			So who and what was this father – the John Lewis who in 1864 opened a little drapery shop in the narrow premises of a former tobacconist on London’s Oxford Street?

			*

			He was born in Shepton Mallet in Somerset – known familiarly as Shepton, the ‘Mallet’ deriving from the name of its Norman overlord.

			If you drive to Shepton Mallet today, on your way perhaps to Wells, Bath or Bristol, you pass across the top of the High Street – No Entry – and never see the town at all. You are whisked past Tesco and ring-roaded away before you know it.

			In the old stone-built town the High Street slopes from south to north, opening out into the Market Square, and continues on downhill. Beyond the square, the thoroughfare narrows, becoming Town Street. On either side of these ‘backbone’ streets rises a hidden network of lanes, alleyways and courts, following the steep contours of the valley. The network was, in John Lewis’s childhood, even more extensive. Old buildings, domestic and industrial, grouped around once-important mills, were bulldozed for re-development. Kilver Street, now just a section of the busy A37, used to be an integral part of Shepton.

			The steep and curling alleys and pathways were commonly referred to as ‘streets’, and indeed some would accommodate a horse and cart, though most are just wide enough for two people to walk abreast. In 1790 the Reverend John Collinson described the town as lying in ‘a low, reclusive valley, interrupted with winding, rocky shelves and dingles’ comprising around ‘twenty streets and lanes which are in general narrow, acclivitous, and dirty’ – and that was in a period of optimum prosperity. Some open out into level spaces lined by the fine homes of eighteenth-century mill owners – known locally as ‘manors’ – and by mullion-windowed cottages. Sheptonians rich and poor lived side by side.

			The lanes and alleyways run between the high stone walls of old houses, old factories, mills and warehouses, some built at odd angles to the path or presenting their blank stone backs. Shepton has been in decline for a long time, especially since it lost its rail links in the 1960s; it once had not just one railway station, but two. The core of Shepton is as it ever was, give or take the insertion of a few 1970s architectural statements, gifted to the town by the Showering family of Babycham fame.

			Old Shepton has simply remained. Walking the lanes and alleys now it is easy to imagine little John Lewis, in the hungry 1840s, scuttling along in leaky boots on his way to see one of his aunts.

			*

			When ‘old’ John Lewis, father of our John, was born in 1798, Shepton Mallet was thriving. The prosperity of this part of south-west England was built on sheep. Wool was the only material for clothing, apart from linen and luxurious silk, and imported Indian muslins. Woollen cloth, in different weaves and weights and dyes and finishes, was spun and woven on handlooms in manufactories or in the upper rooms of Shepton’s cottages, and sold throughout the kingdom and beyond. The industry supported the town for hundreds of years, peaking in the late eighteenth century when, out of a population of something over 5,000, 80 per cent were employed in the textile trade, and their employers became gentry.

			A little gazetteer, The Beauties of England, published in the 1750s, describes Shepton Mallet as ‘the Residence of many Considerable Clothiers’, before the inevitable description of the unique ‘streets’ – ‘narrow, steep, very irregular and uneven; but well watered with Rivulets, convenient for the Clothworkers’. The actual river which flows through Shepton was more than a rivulet but scarcely more than a wide, fast-running stream, which powered many mills. In the past, it was just ‘the river’. Only in the nineteenth century, which did not tolerate vagueness, did it become regularly called ‘The Sheppey’.

			The writer of the little gazetteer missed the parish church, which lies back from Market Square. The glory of it is its wagon-roof, made up of 350 little wooden panels linked by carved bosses, each little panel painted with a lattice pattern, with carved angels around the sides. Simon Jenkins, in his England’s Thousand Best Churches, called the roof ‘superb’, like ‘an oaken quilt’. When our John Lewis was a baby, the footprint of the church was enlarged by widening the side aisles.

			Not that the Lewis family went to church, as such. Shepton had a community of Quakers, and a Roman Catholic chapel and convent, but the Lewises were Nonconformists, or Dissenters. Very broadly speaking, the gentry and upwardly mobile went to church, and tradesmen and artisans did not. Dissent was widespread in the West Country, and there were four different dissenting chapels in Shepton. (Dissenters dissented even among themselves.) The Lewises attended the handsome ‘Independent’ Hephzibah chapel, built in 1801 and later extended to house a congregation of 700. John would have received his elementary teaching in the school attached to the chapel.

			Opposite the church, downhill across the laneway is the old grammar school, set back in its garden. The great prison, dating from around 1610, squats between the lanes on the other side of the church behind intimidatingly high blind walls. On the west side of town was the old workhouse. These three institutions loomed over John Lewis’s childhood.

			‘Lewis’ is a surname frequently adopted by Jewish immigrants to Britain, as an anglicisation of Levi, Levy or Elias. ‘Lewis’ is also thoroughly Welsh, and the sixth most common surname in Wales. (To answer your question – the most common is Jones.) Spedan Lewis thought of both Jews and Welshmen as peculiarly suited to the retail trade, and of his father as ‘a typical Welshman’. There is no evidence of any Jewish antecedents. The Welsh filtered into the English West Country from the earliest days by ferry across the Severn estuary, part of the continuous commercial traffic between Cardiff and Bristol and beyond. There had been Lewises in Shepton for four generations, and many more Lewises – shopkeepers, tradesmen and artisans – in the towns and villages around. Not all were related, but there was a large, diffuse cousinage.

			John Lewis was born on 24 February 1836. His family lived in Town Street, composed of small, terraced shops and workshops with living quarters above. His father, John, was one of many bakers in the town. He married Elizabeth Speed, who was brought up in nearby Cowl Street. Hers was the fourth recorded generation of Speeds in Shepton, and there are memorials to eighteenth-century Speeds in the parish church. Elizabeth was twenty-seven when she married, a year older than her husband. They had five daughters and just the one son, John, the second youngest.

			These children were born into a bad time. Prosperity ebbed from Shepton within just three decades. There were some improvements, which provided employment: in 1826 the Turnpike Trust caused the Waterloo Bridge to be built over the river, carrying a road out from the end of Town Street towards Bath and Bristol. In 1848, the workhouse was rebuilt.

			A history of Somerset by the Reverend W. Phelps, published in 1839, when our John Lewis was three, describes the cloth trade in Shepton Mallet as ‘nearly lost’. It survived the loss of valuable contracts for cloth for uniforms when the wars with France ended. It was the introduction of steam-driven machinery into the textile industry which was its undoing. Sheptonians would have no truck with the new technology, and the manufacturers, from a mistaken opinion that manual labour would be able to compete with machinery, soon found that ‘they were superseded in the market’, according to Phelps. Another interpretation is that manufacturers were so fed up with the resistance to modernisation that they simply closed their Shepton mills and set up elsewhere. There was, at the time Phelps was writing, just one manufactory of crepe and velvet, ‘and some silk throwing’, and ‘the town is reduced to much distress’.

			This was the dismal economic climate when John Lewis’s mother Elizabeth died of tuberculosis in the spring of 1841. She must have been the one who held everything together, including the bakery. Her husband died two years later, on 12 April 1843 – not at home in Town Street, but in the old, decrepit Shepton Mallet Union workhouse.

			The death certificate is discreet. The word ‘workhouse’ does not figure, but the informant of the death was James Cogle, master of the Shepton workhouse. Mr Lewis at the time of his death had been an inmate for eighty-nine days – nearly three months, so admitted during the winter. Applications to the workhouse always increased during the winter months. But in order to have reached this depth of hopelessness, Mr Lewis can hardly have been an effective parent even before his wife died.

			The failed baker had six siblings who might have helped him, including a successful younger brother, William Lewis, a grocer, tea dealer and tallow chandler on Market Square, married to Eleanor Byrt, from a numerous and enterprising local family. But neither William Lewis nor anyone else in the family saved their brother from the workhouse, perhaps because he had other and intractable problems. His cause of death was given as ‘Epilepsy’ – a condition still evoking fear and shame and vestigial connotations of demonic possession. There was no treatment. No anti-convulsant is recorded before the late 1850s. The nurses in workhouse infirmaries were female inmates, likely to be illiterate. Medical officers were third-rate because the posts were put out to tender and the cheapest appointed.

			Spedan and Oswald Lewis knew that their father came from Shepton Mallet, and that he was orphaned, and had a deprived childhood. He made sure they clocked that. But Spedan and Oswald – prosperous, prominent, confident – never knew of their grandfather’s death in the workhouse.

			If Spedan had known, he would hardly, in the 1930s, have engaged the College of Arms to investigate the family pedigree, in the hope of acquiring a coat of arms for himself by right of descent. Oswald was warned off the family’s past when he was a parliamentary candidate for North Dorset just before World War I. His constituency agent wanted details of his West Country credentials for publicity purposes, and he turned to his mother for information. She herself was from the nearby town of Bridgwater. She replied that it would be ‘easier to say that both Dad and I come from Somersetshire, simply, without mentioning the names of the two towns’. This was because ‘the fortunes of both my family and of Dad’s were at a very low ebb before the younger generation migrated elsewhere and made positions for themselves, and as it is a frequent custom with unscrupulous opponents in parliamentary elections to rake up long forgotten matters with a view to discrediting a candidate – unless fathers, grandfathers, in short ancestors – are distinctly a help to a man, it is best not to give any precise information.’

			Who looked after the children? The six of them ranged in age between sixteen and three years old when their mother died. John was five. With both parents gone, the girls kept the shop going for a while with cakes and sweets – a trade directory of 1844 listed John Lewis in Town Street, but as ‘Confectioner’. The local economy was still tanking. Stocking-knitting had been an important Shepton cottage industry, but there were only five knitters left. And four silk-throwers.

			Their mother’s family, the Speeds, came to the rescue. She had five sisters, of which she was the second. Her elder sister Christian was already in her late forties when she married James Clark in 1842, in between the deaths of the children’s parents. Decades later, Oswald Lewis wrote out in his diary ‘Notes About My Father’, compiled after questioning the old man about the past. Oswald recorded that his father’s aunt, ‘Mrs Clark (whose husband was a schoolmaster), brought up Father and his sisters in Shepton Mallet’.

			Schoolmaster? No. James Clark was the principal turnkey, or chief warder, at the prison. He rose to be deputy governor. There were executions within the prison walls. Official reports record insanitary conditions, overcrowding and smallpox epidemics. Prisoners developed hernias from toiling on a forty-man treadwheel which powered a grain mill outside the walls. Uncle James Clark’s cheerless profession was something else that John Lewis did not want his sons to know about.

			The Clarks lived in Garston Street, over the little river from the prison, and Aunt Christian opened her home to her nieces and nephew. Another Speed aunt, Ann, was the widow of a William King. With a son of her own, she was living in Castle Cary, ten miles from Shepton. John spent some time with Aunt Ann Speed in Castle Cary.

			‘It is profoundly pitiful,’ wrote Spedan, in his 1959 letter to Oswald, ‘to read in several years of the diaries’ his father mentioning that ‘on a particular day in May he started at the grammar school and two mentions that for all his first year he was very unhappy’. That is unsurprising as, parentless and uprooted, John was probably unhappy already, and sudden immersion in a grammar school curriculum could be pretty traumatic. Oswald recorded in his ‘Notes’ that ‘Father was delicate as a child’, and that ‘about this time a doctor in Castle Cary said, “If you press this boy unduly with mental work he will become an idiot”’. Aunt Ann’s doctor may not have said exactly that. But he spotted some disorder in young John, and it was remembered.

			The person that John loved best was his eldest sister, Elizabeth. He wrote in his diary, according to Spedan’s long letter to Oswald, that ‘his passionate love for his eldest sister was largely gratitude for her having secured him even that amount of schooling’. This beloved eldest sister, named after their mother, was twenty-two years old when, aged eleven, John entered the grammar school in May 1847. His intelligence must have been evident to Elizabeth, and her confidence and powers of persuasion considerable. She was at that time a domestic servant in the house of a Somerset clergyman, who may have lent his support to the application. A boy was only admitted to the grammar school for free if he were nominated by the trustees.

			Another benign influence was Aunt Julia, their mother’s youngest sister, who married Robert Collett when she was twenty. Aunt Julia’s father-in-law, also Robert Collett, lived on the High Street and was the registrar who signed off Mr Lewis’s death certificate in the workhouse. No secrets there, then.

			Aunt Julia and her husband lived in Longbridge House, 78 Cowl Street, where the Duke of Monmouth stayed in July 1685 before the battle of Sedgemoor. John Lewis never lived with them at Longbridge House, because Robert Collett died when his only son, yet another John – John Kyte Collett – was two years old. The cousins were the same age, and John Lewis, when he was two, was still with both his parents and sisters, in Town Street.

			After her husband died, Aunt Julia Collett moved to Garston Street, near her elder sister, Christian Clark, and supported herself, her son John and her daughter Ann Mary, with a little grocery business. John Lewis spent time at Aunt Julia’s house, and John Kyte Collett too went to the grammar school. They were companions out of school hours as well, fishing in the river and, with their gang of friends, trespassing on private property to play. A favourite place was land belonging to Mr Garton, who made a lot of money importing maize from the United States. This piece of land was attached to Langhorne House, his residence on Paul Street, and the boys were continually being chased out. They considered these fields to be common property, and indeed there was a public footpath across them.

			John Kyte Collett, outraged by this injustice, did not forget. Half a century later and in the next generation, Major James Garton, co-founder of the Anglo-Bavarian Brewery in Shepton, removed himself to the greater splendour of Clarendon Park near Salisbury in Wiltshire. Langhorne House and park, and the adjacent fields, were auctioned off at the George Hotel in Shepton. John Collett, now a rich man, moved in for the kill. (He did not want the house, which became a Roman Catholic convent school.) There were other bits and pieces of land available nearby, and John Collett scooped them up too. Then he had it all planted and landscaped, and gifted to the town no less than thirteen acres of parkland and recreation space, with woodland, playing fields, a lake, and a bandstand.

			Collett Park was opened on a fine day in June 1906. Shepton was festooned with wreaths, floral arches, flags and banners, and the whole town came out on to the streets. There were parades of schoolchildren, bands played, speeches were made, and a ‘Public Dinner’ given for Mr and Mrs Collett. No other modest Somerset town has anything remotely like Collett Park within its purlieus; and John Lewis never did anything remotely similar for his birthplace when he too became rich.

			Although John Lewis was, like many overbearing men, something of a sentimentalist, there are only one or two known mentions of his returning to Shepton Mallet in adult life. In 1893, on 7 November, he went to Shepton to visit John Allen, a widowed cheese and corn factor who lived at Highfield Farm on Park Road, and wrote in his diary: ‘Seeing JA was unequal to the cold and winds, I walked about the old scenes alone all day. Dined at 1pm with John Allen, then walked to Cannards Grave, back to Charlton round by the stream where I used to catch minnows, through Kilver Street, Garston Street, Lower Lane, Bowlish, up over Ham down to Ham Lane and Croscombe, back through Darshill, Bowlish, back to JA by 5pm.’

			We know about this entry because of Kenneth Hudson who, preparing to write a biography of Spedan, was the only person who had a sight of the diaries before Spedan threw them on his bonfire. Just eighteen A4 pages of Hudson’s almost illegible handwritten notes survive. There may have been other visits to Shepton, and other reminiscences of ‘the old scenes’. It is worth noting that on this particular walk of around seven miles John chose not to remain within the town but spent much time in the outlying communities and countryside.

			It is not much to go on. Yet to understand what John Lewis became, one has to follow him in the freedom of the woods and fields, which relieved the orphan boy’s insecurity and deprivation; along with the sisters and aunts who sustained him so long as they lived. Shepton and its rural environs, until he was a teenager, was the whole world. Awareness of a world elsewhere extended no more than twenty miles in any direction, and fuzzily. This is not only how people lived, it is how people were. To live among strangers in a strange place was, for the many, quite inconceivable. But John Lewis, and most of his aunts and all sisters, were among those who would have no trouble about moving away and moving on.

			The grammar school at Shepton was already antiquated in John Lewis’s time, ‘a picturesque and curious structure’, as described by John E. Farbrother in 1859. It was founded in the seventeenth century by the Strode family – responsible for funding the almshouses behind the church, the Bread Hall for dispensing bread to the poor, and for most of the charitable institutions in Shepton Mallet, over generations. There was the schoolhouse, and a residence for the master, a chapel, and accommodation at one end for five poor widows. The schoolboys, with the widows, had to attend prayers, morning and evening ‘according to the liturgy and usage of the Church of England’. The history of the school, however, was one of gross mismanagement and scandals.

			In the 1760s the son of a deceased master usurped the mastership, claiming a right of heredity, until the trustees had him arrested. He had, meanwhile, hidden or destroyed the ‘Ledger Books’ and all legal documents relating to the school’s constitution and endowments. The school was closed for more than thirty years before being successfully re-established, with ‘most of the gentry around, as well as the respectable inhabitants of the Town’ sending their sons there. But soon afterwards it was closed down yet again and its bungled affairs placed in chancery.

			New trustees managed to reopen it only four years before John Lewis and John Collett started there – and for the last few years ‘it has been in a very improving and flourishing condition’, according to Mr Farbrother. He would say that, since he took over as master in 1851. By that time the two Johns had just left.

			*

			The romance of retail, which informed John Lewis’s whole life and that of his elder son, germinated in the small drapery shops of Shepton Mallet, a model which in spite of his later wealth John never really transcended, to the despair of both his sons.

			The textile industry may have collapsed, but cloth was in Sheptonians’ bloodstream, and drapers’ shops remained essential to everyday life. A draper sold woollens and linens by the yard or by the piece, and sometimes silks, in which case the draper styled himself, additionally, as ‘silk mercer’. There were no ready-made clothes in John Lewis’s childhood. There were dressmakers and tailors in the town, but artisan families had their clothes made at home, stitched by hand. Treadle sewing machines had not yet reached Shepton Mallet.

			All John Lewis’s five sisters, none of whom married, spent some or all of their working lives standing behind shop counters, as did their aunts. Drapery was the default position, but not all could succeed. Another aunt, Mary Speed, married John Godfrey who had a linen drapery in Town Street. John Lewis told Oswald, for his ‘Notes’, that Mr Godfrey ‘ultimately went mad’.

			Both John Lewis and John Collett became apprenticed to drapers as soon as they left the grammar school, but not in Shepton, which was not cut off from its immediate neighbours. Carriers trundled back and forth between the towns nearby at regular hours. Stage coaches, en route between larger towns, stopped at Shepton once or twice a week. Apprenticeships lasted for six or seven years, not necessarily with the same master. John Collett began his twenty miles away, in Bristol; while John Lewis joined his sisters Maria and Ann, who worked in Peter Marquand’s drapery in Glastonbury.

			Marquand died within a month of John’s arrival. Uncle William Lewis now came up to scratch. According to what John told Oswald for his ‘Notes’: ‘On July 6 1851 being then fifteen years of age, his Uncle William took him to Wells, and apprenticed him to a draper called Tusker.’

			In August 1955, when Spedan was just beginning to sort out the family papers, he wrote to Oswald:

			I remember clearly Father saying he had been apprenticed to a little draper in ‘the little cathedral town of Wells’, whose wife was kind to him. From Wells he went as an improver to Nicholls at Bridgwater, a business owned and managed by two brothers. … I have heard Father say that he could remember seeing our grandmother come into the shop with a child, who must have been his future wife … from Bridgwater he went to Liverpool where his life seemed so dreary and his prospects so poor that he thought of committing suicide. He borrowed a screwdriver from a friend … and went for a day’s outing to London, in the hope of getting there a post, as he did.

			We can unpack this, apart from – yet – the bit about his future wife. Joseph Tusker’s drapery was on the High Street in Wells, the small cathedral city only a few miles west of Shepton. Sadness hit the Lewis family again the following year, when Ann – the younger of the Glastonbury sisters – died aged twenty. Maria moved from Glastonbury to establish herself at King’s, a big draper’s shop in Bath.

			The writer H.G. Wells started out in life as a draper’s apprentice, and left in his novel Kipps (1905) a fictionalised account of the experience. He had hated it, and got out as soon as he could. Wells was thirty years younger than John Lewis, so apprenticeship for him, in the 1880s, was certainly no harder, but maybe less intimate and familial. Wells recorded the unrelenting physical strain on adolescent arms and legs of the dead weight of bales of cloth, ‘things heavy and difficult to handle in bulk, that one folded up, unfolded, and cut into lengths’. Linen tablecloths were ‘collectively, as heavy as lead’. Apprentices did not serve customers, and if not occupied stood by, ‘plunged into an abyss of boredom’, waiting to fetch and carry goods as the sales assistants required. Bread and margarine, and potatoes, were the staples of the fictional Kipps’s diet. At night ‘he dreamed of piles of woollen blankets as he lay exhausted and footsore beneath his overcoat, his spare undershirt, and three newspapers’.

			The daily routine of a draper’s apprentice as described by Wells was standard, and John Lewis’s own apprentices, in his early years as an employer, would have endured the same. Up at 6.30 a.m. in old clothes and a scarf, to dust cardboard boxes, take down the dust wrappers from the goods, and clean the shop windows. Much fetching and carrying for the window-dresser, and packing of parcels. ‘Certain sorts of goods that came in folded had to be rolled on rollers, and for the most part refused absolutely to be rolled … and certain other sorts of goods that came from the wholesalers rolled had to be measured and folded, which folding makes young apprentices wish they were dead.’ Then at 7.30 p.m., ‘a fever of activity’, the ‘straightening up’ – closing the shutters, hanging wrappers over the stock, scattering wet sawdust on the wooden floors and sweeping up. The front door was locked at 10.30 p.m. and the gas lights extinguished at 11 p.m.

			Yet John Lewis seems to have enjoyed his time with Mr Tusker, who was only twenty-eight. The fictional Kipps felt that ‘the whole business was unjust and idiotic’. John Lewis never felt that. His energy, ambition and desire were focused on what H.G. Wells, with an irony that John Lewis would never have shared, called ‘the whole art and mystery of the trade’.

			*

			John Lewis’s first paid employment, from the age of eighteen, was with Nicholls & Co. in Bridgwater. He was now a shop assistant in a high collar and a tail coat, leaning forward, hands spread, palms down on the counter in the approved manner, to listen to the customer’s requirements, always showing her not one but two bales of material, in the hope that she would choose the more expensive. There were few goods on display except in the windows, and no browsing and fingering.

			Bridgwater, twenty miles from Shepton, was a larger and busier place than John had yet known, an inland port on the River Parrett near the mouth of the Bristol Channel and thence to the open sea; the main trade was in coal from Wales, and timber bound for the Baltic and North America. Henry Nicholls’s shop, one of fourteen drapers and mercers in Bridgwater, had a prime site on Cornhill in the heart of town. According to Oswald’s ‘Notes’: ‘He [Father] always said that the good food he had at Nicholls was the making of him. He was still delicate, and was then growing fast.’ The inference must be that he was hitherto undersized and skinny. So he grew, but he was always a lean, small man, and always had health worries.

			John left Nicholls & Co. and took off for Liverpool, that booming port city on the Lancashire coast with a population, in 1851, of 376,000 people. It had grown by nearly 100,000 in the past decade, and would add nearly another 100,000 in the next. Liverpool was an import–export hub, and its prosperity was based on cotton. By 1850, more than a million bales a year were coming in from the West Indies and the Americas. There was employment for dockers, warehousemen, porters, carters and clerks. Fortunes were made by ship owners, shipbrokers and entrepreneurs. Liverpool was cosmopolitan, with brokers from all over Europe and as far away as Russia opening up offices. The white fluff of samples blew across the flagstones. The opportunity of the Liverpool cotton trade might have suggested a career option. But John Lewis was wedded to retail, and he loved silks.

			Just one of Father’s diaries, by chance or choice, escaped Spedan’s conflagration. It is for the year 1856. It starts in Liverpool. The diarist is twenty years old, already established, and ‘living in’, at Carmichael’s drapery in Church Street. Aunt Mary and Uncle John Godfrey from Shepton – the latter presumably not yet ‘mad’ – were now in Liverpool, and Oswald’s ‘Notes’ report that: ‘While he was there he saw the Godfreys a good deal’, and racketed around in his spare time with their son, his cousin Percy.

			He wrote the Liverpool diary in very bad French. The first entry, for 7 January: ‘J’allais a Argy et je dansais tres beaucoup.’ (‘I went to the Argy and I danced a great deal.’) On 11 January: ‘Je parais la fenêtre avec de fleurs brocatelles pour la fois premier.’ (‘I dressed the window with brocade flowers for the first time.’) 18 January: ‘J’allais a Argy mais je ne dansais pas beaucoup. Je envoyė une lettre a Tante Clark.’ (‘I went to the Argy but I didn’t dance much. I sent a letter to Aunt Clark.’)

			Those entries can stand for all. The ‘Argy’ is the Argyle, a music hall and place of entertainment, with girls. The aspiration always is to ‘go home’ with one of them, though it’s not clear whether John achieves this or not. He writes regularly to Aunt Clark, to his sister Elizabeth, and to his youngest sister Eliza. Aunt and Uncle Godfrey move to London; a fellow employee, whom he calls ‘Italy’, goes to Manchester to study the fashions. John stays in the shop till half past ten two nights in a row, rolling and ‘cataloguing’ the ribbons. He likes this work. He goes to chapel on Sundays, sometimes twice. He sends £10 to Aunt Clark ‘to pay part of my debt to them’ – so the Clarks had given him a float. He gets his hair cut regularly, his boots mended, buys hair oil and stamps and cigars, and keeps meticulous accounts.

			There is no indication in the diary to suggest that, as he apparently told Spedan, his life was so dreary and his prospects so poor that he actually thought of suicide. Perhaps it was just a figure of speech. Certainly John is impatient for advancement, applying for a raise in salary and asking his boss, Mr Allard, to let him work in ‘Silks’. Before the raise comes through he gets into a fight with a fellow assistant called Creighton who interferes with his window display of ribbons, and Creighton ends up with a bloody mouth. This is the first and by no means the last recorded instance of John Lewis’s violent temper. Mr Allard dismisses them both. Next morning John goes to see Mr Allard to apologise and ask to be kept on. He is told to come back in the evening. But Mr Allard does not change his mind.

			Shop assistants had their own slang. A position in a shop was ‘a crib’. To ‘swap’ was to leave for a position elsewhere; to be ‘swapped’ was to get the sack. John Lewis had been swapped. In H.G. Wells’s novel, Kipps, too, gets swapped, and is advised by a fellow worker: ‘Go straight up to London, get the cheapest room you can find, and hang out.’

			That is what John Lewis did. He was swapped on a Saturday. That evening he wrote: ‘I decided at once to go to London.’ On the Tuesday, he took the train, and a very slow train it was: ‘May 6: I left Liverpool at 7.45 and reached London at 6.30 pm.’ He may later have told Spedan that it was planned just as a short trip, but he seems to have prepared the ground.

			He walked from the station to Peter Robinson’s shop on the corner of Oxford Street and Regent Street – ‘saw Miss Prothero in the window, went in, and spoke with her’. (Perhaps she was a former colleague from Liverpool.) He then headed south to Vauxhall, where Aunt Hippisley lived – his mother’s married sister Sarah – and where his cousin Percy Godfrey, now training as a solicitor, was visiting. William Speed (another uncle) turned up, ‘and I walked home with him’. John had been corresponding from Liverpool with both Aunt Hippisley and Aunt Godfrey, who was lodging with her family in Holloway Road in north London. So he had contacts, and the cushion of family.

			Next morning, 7 May 1856, he called at a drapery shop, Hodges & Lawson, on Regent Street, came to an immediate agreement with them, and ‘entered’ the following day. He had a new crib. His real life was beginning.

		

		
			2

			Retail Revolution

			Once in London, John Lewis wrote in his diary mostly about his adventures after closing time – visiting the Crystal Palace, seeing ‘the Illuminations’, patronising a ‘singing saloon’. He was seeing a Miss Cox, whom he met playing cards at Aunt Hippisley’s. Hodges & Lawson was not an inspiring shop and he was not improving his prospects by staying there.

			So, ‘I swapped’, on 22 October 1856. He was getting in first, hearing a rumour that the boss ‘intended to swap someone’. No notice had to be given on either side. He left in mid-afternoon. He now had to find somewhere to live. That night, ‘Percy took me to show his bedroom at 4 Acton St’ (off Gray’s Inn Road), and he took a room in the same house.

			The next day he applied to Shoolbred’s, a long-established drapery on Tottenham Court Road. He saw the boss, ‘but no go’. He – and the aunts – already had it in mind that he should start up on his own, but he was only twenty, and needed more experience. He tried other shops, including Swan & Edgar on Piccadilly Circus. William Edgar was running a market stall when he met George Swan, and they had been trading on their Piccadilly site long before the creation in 1819 of Piccadilly Circus – previously just a crossroads – in the course of Nash’s Regent Street development. Many of the early London stores, like Swan & Edgar – which, surviving takeovers, closed only in 1982 – were founded by young working-class men in partnership with a friend or relative, starting very small. They themselves were factors in the transformation of London and other big cities.

			The economic climate favoured the young and hungry, although for every successful start-up there were unnumbered failures. And the future of drapery – in the sense of a small business selling only fabrics by the piece or by the yard – was doomed. There had always been some shops that diversified. In Mr Polly, H.G. Wells’s second novel about the drapery trade, his eponymous hero is apprenticed ‘in one of those large, rather low-class establishments which sell everything from pianos and furniture to books and millinery – a department store in fact, called The Drapery Bazaar’. Department stores ceased to be ‘rather low-class’ and the terms ‘draper’ and ‘drapery’ no longer correctly described either the entrepreneur or his enterprise. Yet the terms survived. John Lewis, on official documents, always described himself as ‘draper and mercer’.

			Big department stores were the future. There were not only Lewis’s of Liverpool and Kendal’s of Manchester, but their equivalents springing up everywhere, their very names becoming part of the identity of each town and city. In the last decades of the century, the amalgamations of small units incrementally acquired gave way to grandiose edifices, each apparently as permanent as a town hall.

			Their golden age lasted for more than a hundred years, until takeovers, mergers and acquisitions unwittingly destabilised the sector. The department store founded by three Welsh brothers in London’s Holloway Road had, above the main entrance of their new 1890s building, the words ‘Jones Bros’ carved in stone. Nothing, figuratively speaking, is carved in stone. The John Lewis Partnership acquired Jones Bros during World War II and in 1990, in the face of local protest, turned it into a Waitrose.

			*

			In the mid-nineteenth century, with the confidence of Empire and the profitable exploitation of the colonies, came the rise of a new, rich upper middle class whose requirements were increasingly met by department stores. The spreading railway network speeded up supply chains and brought people looking for jobs from the country into the towns. For women and children working, say, in Manchester cotton mills, it meant lives not far from slavery. For others, commercial expansion spelled opportunity.

			Fabrics remained a department store’s principal stock-in-trade, while sewing machines transformed dressmaking and tailoring. Ready-made garments, and garments made to order, became essentials to a department store. At first ready-made clothes were left with open side seams, to be fitted to the customer’s figure. New synthetic aniline dyes allowed for silks and cottons to be produced in rich, bright colours. Previously, beyond twenty shades of black and fifty shades of grey, choice was limited to a spectrum of browns, fawns and muted greens and blues. (Scarlet was costly to produce and reserved for ceremonial and military clothing.) In John Lewis’s young days window-dressing was limited by space and obscured by small-paned windows. In the last quarter of the century it became an art form. New glass technology allowed for electric lighting and large plate-glass windows. ‘Window-shopping’ became a pastime.

			Once inside the doors, the customer was questioned as to her requirements by a ‘shopwalker’ – something between a doorman (to keep tabs on the customer) and a supervisor (to keep the shop assistants on their toes). In the first wave of this retail revolution, a customer might not wander around freely. She said what she was looking for, and accepted guidance whether it was to buy fabrics, foods, housewares, furniture, boots, shoes, hosiery, lingerie, furs, hats, blouses, mantles, handbags and suitcases, gloves, umbrellas, stationery … all under one roof, along with everything previously bought from the haberdasher’s – tapes and laces, ribbons, braids and trimmings, ostrich feathers, artificial flowers, buttons and buckles, pins, needles and thread.

			So John Lewis came of age professionally at the right time, even though in 1856 Swan & Edgar had no vacancy for him. He could have tried Marshall & Snelgrove, a long-standing family business, recently expanded into new premises on the corner of Oxford Street and Vere Street, and calling itself the ‘Royal British Warehouse’. He might not have considered Harrods, on the site of the present department store in Knightsbridge, which originally opened in just one room. Charles Henry Harrod was an Essex boy. In 1824, aged twenty-five, he set up as a haberdasher and draper in Borough High Street, Southwark. He added grocery and tea dealing to his businesses, moving around, before settling for Knightsbridge. Both he and his wife – to judge, unfairly, from their photographs – were rough diamonds. In the year of John Lewis’s birth, Charles Harrod was arrested for handling 112 lb of currants, stolen for him by the porter of a nearby grocery. He spent a year in prison and the porter was deported to Tasmania. It was Harrod’s son, Charles Digby Harrod, who grew the business into an opulent department store, with an emphasis on high-class groceries.

			John Lewis went back to Peter Robinson’s shop on Oxford Circus, and perhaps Miss Prothero put in a word for him. After missing one appointment with Mr Robinson by oversleeping at his digs in Acton Street, he arrived in a cab at 9 a.m. the next day, and was immediately ‘engaged for Mantles’. A week later he recorded: ‘Mr R. in very bad temper.’ Soon after, Peter Robinson ‘told me he intended to make a draper of me. I was very mortified’ – because he felt he was already a qualified draper – ‘but he spoke satisfactorily of my service’. He was moved from ‘Mantles’ to ‘Muslins’, and by December he was in ‘Silks’, much more to his liking, and dressing the Silks window.

			On Christmas Eve 1856 he went with Percy to a venue in Holborn: ‘I danced with —— and intended to go home with her’, but she went off with someone else. He had to work at Peter Robinson’s for half of Christmas Day, changing his collar and brushing his hair before ‘going upstairs’. Later he ate two Christmas dinners – of goose and then boiled mutton – in Tottenham Court Road with Percy, and drank a lot of brandy and water. He walked with Percy down to Haymarket feeling ‘pretty miserable’. By eleven o’clock that night he was back in the dormitory at Peter Robinson’s, feeling ‘pretty unwell’. He and Percy determined ‘never to spend another Christmas Day in London’.

			He had bought his new ‘Book for Diary’ for 1857. But that went on Spedan’s bonfire, along with all the others. With the end of the diary for 1856 we hear his young voice no more.

			*

			The mixture of dissipation and loneliness which John Lewis artlessly documented was the experience of hundreds of very young, badly paid shop workers, and of hundreds of very young, badly paid clerks in public and private offices. These unconsidered legions kept London’s commerce running. The novelist Anthony Trollope was one such, working as a clerk in the Post Office. Charley’s off-duty life in Trollope’s The Three Clerks (1858), based on his own experience, was much like John Lewis’s twenty years later, though Trollope’s background and education were superior, and less sustaining: ‘I had no friends on whom I could sponge regularly,’ as he put it in his autobiography. John Lewis was supported by his aunts in London, and Aunt Christian and his sisters back in Somerset, all keenly interested in his progress.

			He struck lucky with Peter Robinson, who was then in his early fifties. A Londoner, Robinson had opened a linen drapery three years before John was born, in a little shop with small-paned windows on the north-east corner of what came to be called Oxford Circus, in a terrace of similar shops with frontages of no more than twenty feet. Robinson expanded his business by buying up the leases of adjacent shops, and converting a number of small units into one big one. In 1840 he branched out with a ‘Court and General Mourning House’ on Regent Street. Black was seen as mandatory by respectable people for varying periods following the death of a spouse or family member. The transitional ‘half-mourning’ was grey or mauve. Since death is certain but the time of death uncertain, and since it was not done to keep mourning garments in the back of the wardrobe in anticipation of the next one, new mourning garments and accessories had to be acquired at short notice.

			The black dresses were run up by the shop’s dressmakers in rustling silks for the better-off, and for the rest in bombazine (a silk and wool or cotton twill), and trimmed with crinkly black crepe. It was good business, and a year after the opening of what was known as ‘Black Peter Robinson’s’, to differentiate it from the parent shop, a rival appeared on the opposite side of Regent Street. Jay’s was modern. Prices were clearly marked on all goods, a practice hitherto considered inadvisable. Jay’s advertisements in the public prints were eye-catching: ‘SUDDEN MOURNING’, in heavy black majuscule. John Lewis, when he came into his own, always refused to advertise. Quality and service, he insisted, should speak for themselves. But then, he would always remain resolutely behind the curve.

			He was with Peter Robinson for eight years, by the end of which his confidence and his knowledge of the trade had increased enormously. John Lewis became the youngest Silks Buyer in London, ordering for Peter Robinson from the wholesalers and importers clustered around St Paul’s Churchyard and the backstreets off Cheapside.

			*

			The male, unmarried assistants in the big drapery or department stores could not always afford to venture out in the evenings. Many were farmers’ sons, from the West Country and Wales. They would sit, smoking cheap little cigars, in the dank gas-lit eating-rooms, where they ate and talked. John Lewis never lost his Somerset accent, but some shop workers were barely educated and few would have been to a grammar school. No one had enough information about the conditions of their existence, or about anything much at all, which did not stop them elaborating vehement if fantastical social theories; and those who were not functionally illiterate joined a lending library, as John Lewis did, and read the newspapers.

			In H.G. Wells’s Mr Polly, the dingy eating-room is the shop workers’ ‘smoking room and common room’ – a reference to the university life of their more privileged coevals. It is where Mr Polly learns ‘the joys of social intercourse’. There is talk about swapping, and crib-hunting, and what the future might hold. Shop assistants get chucked out when they get old, Mr Polly is told. ‘Don’t they get shops of their own?’ he asks. How can they, comes the answer: they have no capital, they just have to ‘stick to cribs’ until they are past it. ‘I tell you we are in a blessed drainpipe and we’ve got to crawl along it until we die.’

			Acquiring a shop of one’s own was in any case perilous. For those who took a lease on what Wells in Mr Polly called ‘a small, unnecessary shop’, the outlook was bleak: ‘Essentially their lives are failures … a slow, chronic process of consecutive small losses which may end if the individual is exceptionally fortunate in an impoverished deathbed before actual bankruptcy or destitution supervenes.’ There is a sad example of this in Emile Zola’s 1883 novel Au Bonheur des Dames (‘The Ladies’ Paradise’) based on the Paris department store Bon Marché. On the other side of the street is a narrow, old-fashioned drapery shop, with just two samples of drooping cloth in each of its two small windows. There are few customers. Beyond the shop counter, the family living room is lightless, its single window leading on to an interior courtyard, ‘sodden and filthy’ like ‘the bottom of a well’.

			Across the street is the new department store, with brilliant electric lighting illuminating phantasmagorical window displays around which excited passers-by stop and gather. The proprietor of the little drapery may look across at it with scorn, but his days are numbered. In British cities and towns, too, the small, traditional specialist shops were dying. Canny survivors would become unutterably exclusive, giving new meaning to the (French) words ‘niche’ and ‘boutique’.

			John Lewis started small, doing what his mentor Peter Robinson had done many years before. On the other, west, side of Oxford Circus stood a similar row of narrow-fronted terraced shops. He acquired the lease of one pokey little unit, previously a tobacconist’s, and opened for business in April 1864.

			He was twenty-eight years old and had learned his trade. He could ‘read’, with a glance and a touch, the quality and value of cottons, woollens and silks, in all their strangely named multiplicity of weave and weight and finish. He knew his wholesalers and suppliers. He calculated his profit margin even as he fingered the flow of satin loosened from the sample bale. He had the necessary capital. He deposited £783 in the Westminster Bank on smart Cavendish Square just behind his shop, soon transferring his account to the National Provincial, conveniently opposite him on Oxford Street.

			There was vitality in this family, along with some unpredictability inherited from their father. Three of John’s sisters also moved along, and away from Shepton Mallet. In the late 1850s they took themselves off to Weston-super-Mare on the Bristol Channel, twenty-seven miles from Shepton, and stayed there for the rest of their lives.
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