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Boot up, Edwardian style.  
West Browmich, 1910. 
George Wakelam, Bootmaker, poses next  
to a full window display.  
Courtesy of Sandwell Community History and Archives Service.

With the coming of the railways in the middle of the nineteenth 
century people began to live further away from the centre of 
towns and the corner shop became a familiar site. When rows 
or terraces of houses were built, the end of the row was almost 
always built as a shop often with a door on the corner of the 
building. They served a small number of streets and offered 
longer opening hours than larger stores. 

Corner shops outside of town centre high streets were designed 
to sell all sorts of goods to provide everything a housewife 
could need on a daily basis. Before the advent of fridges, 
freezers and products that could be stored for months on end, 
the housewife would buy what she needed daily at the local 
store. The shopkeeper knew his customers well, what they 
would buy, and who should have credit during the week with  
a promise to settle the bill on pay-day. 

At the same time, by the early 1900s every high street in  
Britain had its own identity, with a variety of specialist shops 
such as milliners, haberdashers, drapers, grocers, ironmongers, 
fishmongers, butchers and chemists. Here the housewife would 
be able to purchase everything she needed.

With the growth of suburbs and changes in housing styles 
during the 1920s and 1930s, there was a move away from  
the local corner shop. Instead a small collection of specialist 
shops was built as part of new housing developments.  
However these shops were still at the heart of the community 
and run by local families.

The corner shop has been a British institution for hundreds 
of years. Two hundred years ago the French leader Napoleon  
famously said that:   

�������������������������������������������������������

At that time there was only one kind of shop in Britain; a small 
shop independently run by a family who lived above the premises.
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William Dallaway Fruit Merchant.  
High St Smethwick, 1935. 

Courtesy of Sandwell Community History and Archives Service.
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By the middle of the twentieth century, as new communities arrived in Britain, small 
independent and corner shops began to change. New families were occupying them, 
catering for established tastes and requirements, as well as stocking new products  
to satisfy the demand from the new communities settling in Britain. People moving to 
Britain often found that despite being highly qualified certain jobs and professions 
were closed to them. Many also had no desire to work for others and wanted to be 
their own boss, therefore running a shop was often an ideal career.

The independent or corner shop has been in decline for decades, since the advent of 
the supermarket and research suggests that corner shops are disappearing at a rate  
of around 2000 shops per year, however the tradition still lives on.

What’s for dinner? Baldwin St (Cutler street) Smethwick, 1910. 
Fredrick and Jesse Colledge and staff of their Greengrocer shop 
proudly stand with an impressive show of mostly locally grown 

foods. (Their display also includes bananas) 
Courtesy of Sandwell Community History and Archives Service. 

Sandwell Museum Service
www.museums.sandwell.gov.uk
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