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In 2008, a new project called the Corner Shop trained fifteen volunteers in interviewing 
and audio recording techniques. They then went out and interviewed more than thirty 
current and former shop owners, their families and customers about their experiences  
of running and using corner shops in the Black Country over the past sixty years.
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The research was used to create a “promenade” theatre production where the audience,  
instead of sitting in rows, was free to move with the performers, through different spaces  
and time periods, being part of the action and bringing to life the themes and stories collected.

A parallel education project was also delivered by two Junior Schools in Sandwell, where pupils 
carried out all the research with local shopkeepers. Then, working with a local theatre company, 
the children created their own theatre performances.

You can find out more about the Corner Shop project at the www.connectinghistories.org.uk 
website where there are image galleries and further project information. 

(Left) The eyes have it ... 
A pupil from Devonshire Junior School works  
on her interpretation of ‘The Corner Shop’ drama. 

(Below) Carrying it off. 
A performance inspired by real-life stories from  
‘The Corner Shop’.

A professional hand. 
A local theatre company work with  

Devonshire Junior School on their drama  
production of ‘The Corner Shop’. 

����
�������
����

����
�������
����



© Presented by

Vertigo Creative Studio Limited
2 Oswin Road, Brailsford Industrial Park, Braunstone, Leicester.  LE3 1HR

T: 0116 2795052

Corner Shop Project 
Complete set of graphics 12/04/10

����������
������������

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:   
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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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The personal touch. 
Fresh fruit is re-stocked every day.

New communities coming to Britain in the twentieth century wanted products that 
reminded them of home. Many people missed their traditional foods and a niche  
in the market for other goods such as clothes and religious items was filled by these 
specialist shops.
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Home from Home in Wolverhampton has been operating for thirteen years and is run by 
an experienced trading family. The shop sells specialist foods and ingredients to the local 
Caribbean community.

“[We sell] mainly Afro-Caribbean products, dried products 
fresh food, tinned products predominantly from Jamaica but 
also Africa, Uganda and Brazil. Refrigerated goods like hardo 
bread, patties, cow foot which Caribbean people eat, chicken 
foot which African and Caribbean people eat, frozen fish, 
beers, spirits cigarettes and cans of pop for general public.”

Service with a smile. 
One to one contact is the  

cornerstone of the specialist  
Corner Shop, including advice on 

fruit and veg and even recipes.
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“We buy stock from Jamaica, 
Uganda, Brazil. Some of the 
dried products we can get at 
the cash and carry, we get 
them directly imported.”

“My partner Leroy came to England when his mum was 
pregnant. He was born in the UK. They lived in a one room 
house. There was a lot of hostility and racism. They came 
through that and worked hard, they saved hard and got  
a deposit for a house. [They were] very hard working and 
slowly things got better. The Caribbean people came to 
Britain to help build back up the country, but there was  
a lot of hostility.”

“My other half’s mother used to work in a 
hospital and found that there was a lack of 
produce for the Caribbean community without 
them going into Birmingham. She has a shop 
in West Brom[wich] high street. There was a 
need in this area, a need for good quality and 
good prices for the Caribbean community.”

“We work very long hours, not like regular families where you go to work nine 
to five, come home relax, go out. When we get home there is still work to be 
done and paperwork. I don’t have much free time – cleaning that’s my free 
time. I go out sometimes, not very often though.”

“On our first day it was quite quiet. We were still fixing the shop how we wanted 
it. This Jamaican gentleman walked past and we opened the door and said come 
in and look around but its not finished off yet. It’s very vivid, we were showing 
him products he wouldn’t have seen for years especially ointments and rubs and 
remedies. People had a look around and bought what they wanted to buy.  
But when they came back we knew they liked the shop.”

“We had a good feeling 
about it as we knew what 
we were selling and knew 
our target audience.” 
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����Worcester Street in the 1970s. 

Courtesy of Wolverhampton Archives & Local Studies.
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Specialist breads, cakes and beers from home cram the shelves. 

Many people who own and run shops work incredibly long 
unsociable hours with little time off or spare time. However 
running their own business and being their own boss more 
than makes up for this.
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Polka, trading in Waterloo Road, Smethwick, sells traditional 
Polish produce, catering for the growing Polish population in 
the local area. The shop has been trading for just under two 
years and the shop owner who first came to England after 
finishing college in Poland ran businesses at home.

“I have been in England nearly six years. The idea to open the shop came 
after about a year after being in England but took me about four years to get 
the money and experience. We have been open fourteen or fifteen months 
now and doing quite well.”

Rafal Bryla, 
saw a demand for polish products 

soon after arriving in the UK.
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“I had a business in Poland, I had a bar and the 
next year I opened my parents shop in a tourist 
town. Then I opened the shop here in England.”

“I would say about 5% [of our customers] are not Polish. Mainly just to 
come in and have a look at what we have got, what we sell, they are 
curious about that.”

An advert for ‘Stewarts’, 
a dress shop that used to occupy  
17 Waterloo Road from 1906 to 1962.

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

Waterloo Road, Bearwood, Smethwick. August 1926. 
A view down a car-less Waterloo road, lined with shop canopies. 
Courtesy of Sandwell Community History and Archives Service.
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Father and son team. 
Arzhang Pezhman worked in the shop  
with his dad. 

Local independent shops are at the heart of the communities which they serve. Regular 
customers often see the shop as a meeting place and the shop keeper as someone who will 
listen to their problems and stories. Those that work in shops are often proud of their place 
in the community and enjoy meeting the variety of people who make up that community.
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Wakeley Hill is situated in Penn towards the outskirts of  
the Wolverhampton boundary. Wakeley Hill News was  
a newsagents and traditional corner shop at the heart  
of its community, run by the Pezhman family. The shop  
is still a newsagent but is now trading under a different  
name and with new owners.

From the old School. 
Farhad Pezhman maintains principles 

of service and community that are often 
lost in modern commerce.

“Customers are the hardest 
creatures in the world and 
rightly so as they are paying 
for the service. I learnt a lot 
from the customers and how 
a community can work.”

“It’s just a small shop in Wolverhampton but it isn’t, it never was, it was a world, a universe, 
it’s all the countries, all the politics, left to right, up and down, black, white, brown and its 
such a small space and you could get all those things.”

(Left and below) Wakeley Hill  
in the 1960s. 
Courtesy of Wolverhampton Archives & Local Studies.

“Running a corner shop is the best experience education, leisure, pleasure, 
headache, everything you can have in life or name in life. Most of the most 
rewarding and pleasurable moments of my life have been running a corner 
shop, meeting the different categories, different classes of people. I met kids 
from age of three or four years old to a customer a hundred and one years 
old. That was the best part of my life because I have learned from every one 
of them about myself and about life.”

“The greatest opportunity I was given by god 
or fate was to run a corner shop, was to mix 
with these people. I have never ever considered 
myself separate from people I have always 
considered myself one of the people and the 
people with open arms and open hearts have 
accepted me in my community.”

“I got so close to them, they opened 
up about their personal life and  
put their head on my shoulder  
and complained about their life.”

“I call myself lucky, as you are honoured to achieve these experiences, to be able to 
help people when they needed help, to comfort people when they needed comfort 
to assist people when they needed it, but to learn about life and the human race.” 

“Running a corner shop in my opinion and many thousands 
of opinions of my colleagues is to be part of your community 
and serve your community and they are all very sad when they 
retired as they miss the community a lot.”
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Often running a shop is not simply a job, it is a whole way 
of life. Shop keeping affects all aspects of life and there is 
little separation between life and work, they are inextricably 
linked and entwined.
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MR General Stores in Smethwick sells almost everything you 
might need and is full to bursting with stock. Nadeem Riasat 
who runs the store describes it as “a typical Pakistani shop”.

“I have been working in a shop more or less all my life since 
high school, on and off since then. I was running it by myself 
from the age of fifteen even though I was still at school. Dad 
had to go away and I was left with my uncle who couldn’t 
speak English. That’s about fourteen or fifteen years ago,  
its just part of life.”

Fruit and veg spill out onto the pavement.

A Way of Life... 
Nadeem Riasat in his natural 

environment at the shop.
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“We are open more or less 9am to 9pm, 
sometimes we are open after 9pm but it 
can be as late as 10 o’clock in the summer, 
as long as the customers keep coming.”

“It is a family business. We cater for just a few 
streets around us for those people who do not 
want to go to the high street.”

“Its highly dense, there is a lot of stuff. I would describe it 
as an Aladdin’s cave. Things hanging off the ceiling, shelves 
pretty much stacked to ceiling height. Your eyes don’t know 
where to look I think there is all sorts, everywhere. I would 
describe it as a traditional Pakistani shop. If you go to a 
Pakistani shop in Pakistan they are full to ceiling height.”

“Doesn’t matter whatever happens in the future someone will always be here. I have three 
other brothers and my uncle helps out too.”

(Right) Something for everyone. 
Sweet dispensers for the younger 

customers crowd the frontage.

(Below) Aladdin’s cave. 
Nadeem likes the hectic excess 

of his shop with “stuff” stacked to 
the ceiling.
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“Free Time? Free time is spent in the shop. Because we only 
live next door and you are just sat watching telly you may 
as well be sitting watching it in the shop. It doesn’t feel like 
work it feels like life. It’s like washing, doing the laundry 
doing the dishes, its part of life, like doing a chore but one 
you don’t mind doing as you get all sorts of people coming 
in which is nice, it passes the time.”

“Family life is very bound up with 
[the shop], It is very integrated into 
our lifestyle. It puts the food on the 
table it’s our livelihood, our life. Its 
second nature now, you don’t even 
think about it as work.”



© Presented by

Vertigo Creative Studio Limited
2 Oswin Road, Brailsford Industrial Park, Braunstone, Leicester.  LE3 1HR

T: 0116 2795052

Corner Shop Project 
Complete set of graphics 12/04/10

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

Small independent shops are often family businesses, with 
many members of the family taking a role in running and 
working there. Those who own and run shops often have a 
long tradition of shop keeping within their family and feel 
that shop keeping is in their blood. 
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Mr Modi was born in Kenya and used to help out in his 
father’s shop in Leicester. In 1997 Mr and Mrs Modi moved 
to Walsall and opened PJ Grocers which Mr Modi would 
describe as an ethnic food store.

“The first day I was so excited ... when you own your own 
business it’s an incredible experience.”

“In our family it’s been going on for 200 
years. Our origin is in Rajastan; my great 
great grandfather was a village elder and 
he used to own a shop there. He used to 
sell dhal, lentils, spices ...”

“At the age of twelve my father went to Africa, he had an uncle there who took 
him in and taught him the ropes on how to buy and sell in Africa. When my 
uncle finally died my father went ..to start a business near Massai Marah. At that 
time there were about five huts. He was there until 1965 when he came over 
to England. He worked for about seven or eight years in a foundry but it wasn’t 
something he liked. His dream was to open his own business again as it’s part of 
our blood, and that’s when he started up in 1972.”

“We have had people 
working for us off and on. 
Because it is such a hard 
slog not many people 
want to stay in the trade.”

One man and his shop. 
Mr Modi poses in front of his shop.

“Behind the till area is a counter, behind that is medicine with herbal roots. We do lots of 
religious items as our community has at least five or six different festivals and we cater for all 
of them. We have all the wedding items, funeral items. Then next to that we have a shelf with 
all the spices on. We do all the spices of Africa, Asia and some of the western spices. Then we 
have nuts. Then we have the Indian version of “After Eight” mints to help digest your food at 
the end of the meal, then South Indian lines in the middle, dhals and lentils and mung beans.”
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“Some people come in for a chat or a natter and some come in 
for advice, it’s like a community centre. Some have problems 
speaking English and so they might come in with a letter from the 
council or the government and ask if we can read what it says.”

“Lots of people tend to 
feel lonely in their own 
house. Their children are 
working and they are 
lonely ... they come in  
and have a laugh with us.”

“In our shop we don’t talk about politics, we don’t 
talk religion that’s against the law in my shop. We 
are keeping the harmony. We don’t let any political 
posters up in the shop, we don’t want to promote that, 
we are a community shop that’s what we want to be.”

“Youngsters are more outspoken but they still respect us as 
we have been here that long. We can still remember when 
they were three or four years old. One lad had a runny nose 
and I used to give him a tissue. He is about 6 ft 2 inches tall 
now and he has an English degree and is a teacher.”

“In the freezers we have 
modern lines, the last eight 
years, the youngsters are so 
busy in their lives they have 
Asian food but ready meals 
so you’ve got frozen samosas, 
spring rolls and ready cut okras.  
They still want Asian food!”
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Family business. 
Remembrances of family members take 

pride of place behind the counter.
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Many shop owners are concerned about the changing times and fortunes of independent 
small shops and have seen many changes to their customer base as well as a decline in 
usage. They are also concerned for their own futures as shop keeping is a family tradition 
and many have no other work experience.
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Robert Evans was born in West Bromwich where he still lives. He has run a green grocery 
shop since 1982. As well as fruit and vegetables the shop sells items such as bread, milk  
and tinned vegetables and is located with other small independent shops.
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Department store. 
Robert Evans stands surrounded by 
the carefully sorted and displayed 

fruit and veg he specialises in.

“Main customers are – age wise I would say fifty [years old] plus. They are people who  
have been bought up when you get your vegetables from a green grocers and meat from  
the butchers etc. The age group under that are mainly supermarket shoppers. It’s getting  
fewer and fewer all the time every year.  ”

Window on the world. 
A member of staff surveys the 

changing high street. Some reports 
predict the end to independent 
shops within the next ten years.

“These days I don’t get as many customers 
as I would like, as I did twenty five years ago 
although a lot of people have stayed loyal and 
still come in.”

“I have never done anything else professionally, I’m not 
qualified to do anything else, I’ve got no qualifications. 
I came into the trade straight from school, I don’t know 
what I would do. I am going to have to find something  
as I don’t think this will see me out to my retirement,  
but I don’t know.” 

“There is a limited time in the business that I do, specifically grocers ... I would say a 
minimum five years and a maximum twelve years, you won’t see a grocers, a butchers 
and it will be a domino affect, the newsagents will go, the pharmacy will go ... ” 

“It’s a family business originally owned by my 
grandad and when I left school I actually went  
into what was my grandfather’s business with  
my father and three of my uncles ...”
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With the advent of the supermarket the independent or corner shop has been thrown into 
decline. The demand for a greater variety of products all year round, along with increased car 
ownership allowing shoppers to buy more than their daily requirements, has seen the large 
supermarkets take trade away from smaller local shops. In recent years, the supermarket has 
also begun to encroach on the corner shop location. Now, rather than finding an independent 
grocery store on every corner, you are just as likely to find a small branch of a large chain. 

Until 1994 it was illegal for most shops to open after 8:00pm and on Sundays, except to sell 
perishable goods (which included newspapers and magazines). This had given corner shops and 
other independent stores an advantage over their larger competitors, but its repeal was another 
blow to independent retailers.  

Research suggests that corner shops are disappearing at a rate of around two thousand shops  
per year, but despite this there are a dedicated, hard working group of independent retailers  
who are determined to keep this British tradition alive.

Modern woman. 
An advert for Sainsbury’s from the 1920s. 

Sainsbury Archive -Museum of London Docklands
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the All-Party Parliamentary Group for Small Shops  
in a report entitled High Street Britain: 2015.

Ready, set ... 
Eager shoppers jostle for  

position in the new super store.
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the All-Party Parliamentary Group for Small Shops in a report entitled High Street Britain: 2015.
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SR-Home from Home
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A and R (wished to remain anonymous)
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BBC business website 15th Feb 2006.
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Filling up. 
The new style supermarkets 
caught on quickly, fitting in 

with the age of the car ...


