CCIN Conference Cooperative Tour Woolwich 
Past and Present: 

Good Morning. My name is Victoria Geoghegan, Assistant Director for Planning and Building Control at RBG. On behalf of the Council, I would like to welcome you all to our Borough for the 2025 Co-operative Councils Innovation Network Conference taking place here in Woolwich. I really do hope you enjoy your time here.

The tour you have signed up for consists of two parts. I will lead the first part which will set out the origins of the Co-operative Movement here in Woolwich. This will take around 45 Minutes to an hour and I will then pass you to Janine Whittaker, our Deputy Events Manager, who will take you over to Greenwich Town Centre.

You will visit Maritime Greenwich World Heritage Site which is celebrating its 25th Anniversary this year and have an official tour of the Old Royal Naval College including The Painted Hall, which forms the centre piece of our WHS.  UNESCO designated it a World Heritage Site for the ‘outstanding universal value’ of its architectural and Royal Park landscape, and the historical, cultural and scientific legacies these embody.

After this you will take a Thames Clipper back to Woolwich and grab some lunch on the way. All being well we expect to be back in Woolwich for 1.15pm and the pier is a five minute walk from Woolwich Works, the conference venue.

Does anyone have any questions before we get underway?



Stop 1: Bus Stop outside the Woolwich Centre, Wellington Street

The Woolwich Centre is the main council offices, constructed in 2011 as part of wider Woolwich regeneration plans that included at the time the largest Tesco store in Europe which includes 259 homes above the store. 

By way of introduction to - 

The Origins of the Woolwich Cooperative Movement

The Cooperative Movement in Woolwich emerged in the late 19th and early 20th centuries as a response to the economic hardships faced by working-class communities due to industrialisation.

It was a time of profound social and economic upheaval, with industrialisation transforming the landscape of Britain. In this era of rapid change, many working-class families found themselves grappling with poverty, poor working conditions, and limited access to essential goods and services.

It was against this backdrop that the Woolwich Equitable Co-operative Society was founded in 1868,and renamed the Royal Arsenal Supply Association in 1872.  
· It was established by William Rose and Alexander McLeod (1832-1902), 
· consisting of 20 workers from the Royal Arsenal. 
· In 1869 McLeod took over as secretary and moved the store to Parry Place (Spray Street Quarter). 
· The society adopted the  Rochdale Principles of profit-sharing and renamed itself Royal Arsenal Co-operative Society in 1872.  
· The co-operative took its name from the Royal Arsenal munitions works in Woolwich and its motto was: "Each for all and all for each". 
· In 1985 it merged into the national Co-operative Wholesale Society.
Their primary aim was to provide affordable, high-quality goods to their members, thereby improving their standard of living. The cooperative principles they espoused—voluntary and open membership, democratic member control, and concern for community would become the bedrock of the movement.  

What started as a group of 20 visionary Royal Arsenal workers, grew into a major cooperative in southeast London and played a pivotal role in improving the lives of Woolwich residents. By the early 20th century, the movement had established retail stores, bakeries, butchers, and dairies, across the borough and had a profound impact on communities across London and the United Kingdom.

Stop 1: Woolwich Centre, Wellington Street

Location: Woolwich Town Hall, Wellington Street 

We are starting at the Woolwich Town Hall - the civic headquarters of the borough, which was built 38 years after the birth of the cooperative movement in the borough – but this building has and continues to play a pivotal role in the Cooperative Movement in the borough.  

· Construction of Woolwich Town Hall began in 1903 and was completed in 1906, where is was officially on 13th Jan.
· The Edwardian building is home to the Council Chambers and Victoria Hall, where Greenwich mayors have welcomed guests at ceremonial functions over the years.  
· The Hall boasts stained glass windows by artist Geoffrey Webb, featuring some notable residents and events from the borough’s history, such as King Charles I visiting Woolwich to see his great ship, the Sovereign of the Seas, in 1637. 
· The Victoria Hall is a popular venue for political meetings, civic ceremonies and cultural events that take place throughout the year – in the true spirit of cooperation this venue serves as a hub for community engagement and a symbol of local pride
· It was Grade II* listed building in 1973, in recognition of its historic, architectural and artistic significance and forms part of the Woolwich Heritage Quarter.

Labour Party and the Cooperative Party

· The relationship between the Labour Party and the Cooperative Party, established in 1917 out of the cooperative movement, is deeply rooted in a shared commitment to social justice, equality, and community empowerment. 
· This alliance has been particularly impactful in Greenwich, leading to numerous initiatives that have significantly improved the lives of residents. 
· The Cooperative Commission exemplifies their collaborative success. Looking ahead, the commitment to the values of both parties remains strong, envisioning a Greenwich where quality public services, a thriving economy based on cooperative principles, and individual empowerment are paramount. 
· Woolwich Town Hall stands as a testament to this rich political and social history, embodying the legacy of solidarity, progress, and mutual support that continues to inspire future endeavours for justice and equality.


Bus then to set off to lights/crossroads by the barracks. Turn right at the lights on to the A205 and take the first right towards Calderwood street. 

Stop 2: Bus Stop outside Sainsburys on Calderwood Street Market 

Market Street: 
 
Just behind us and to the left is market street. This area has a significant historical connection with the Royal Arsenal Cooperative Society (RACS), 

Market Street and this area became an important hub for the RACS, as it housed their Cooperative store and various cooperative enterprises during this late 19th and early 20th centuries.

Bathway Site 
· Just ahead of us and to the right is Polytechnic Street which is home to the Woolwich Bathway site. Originally established as public baths in the 19th century it served as an essential facility for local residents. The baths provided not only a place for hygiene but also a communal space where people could gather and socialise. 
· The architecture of the Bathway site is a fine example of Victorian design, and its preservation is crucial for understanding the social history of the area.  
· Today it remains a part of University of Greenwich.  It is home to the Bathway Theatre, which is used for teaching and performances. 

Credit Union
· Greenwich and Bexley Credit Union (originally on Calderwood St, now Royal Arsenal). The credit union was launched in 1998. Since then it has supported 17,000 local residents and employees and loaned more than £48 million. It currently looks after more than £15m of local savings.
· It was originally founded as the “Timeline” credit union in 1998 and was solely for the benefit of the Council’s employees, with an office in the Council building in Woolwich.
· shortly afterwards and with the help of a grant from the European Union, a generally accessible credit union was launched as the “Waterfront Credit Union” for all people who lived, worked, studied or volunteered in the Borough. It operated from around the Borough until eventually opening offices in Thomas Street, Woolwich. 
· Both credit unions had as their objectives the promotion of thrift among members by the accumulation of their savings and provision of affordable loans at a fair and reasonable rate of interest. 
· when the EU funding for the Waterfront CU ran out in 2005, the two credit unions merged and the name was changed to “Greenwich Credit Union”. At the time of the merger there were about 300 Waterfront members and 600 Timeline members and computers replaced pass books and paper records.
· In 2012 this was extended to include the London Borough of Bexley and in 2013 the name was changed to “Greenwich and Bexley Credit Union” which it is known as today.

Old Woolwich library

In 1879 RACs opened the first library in Woolwich. Adjacent to the Bathway Site - the Library at Calderwood Street stands as another notable contribution by RACS to the local community. 
· The library served as an intellectual hub and resource centre, offering a diverse range of books, periodicals, and educational materials to the residents of Woolwich. 
· RACS sought to provide accessible learning opportunities for its members and the wider population. 
· The Library at Calderwood Street became a symbol of knowledge, empowerment, and community engagement. Today it is home 
to the council’s award-winning Greenwich Local Labour and Business (GLLaB) service.  Set up in 1996, as a mechanism to link local people and businesses to new opportunities arising from regeneration across the borough and has supported tens of thousands of residents into work with major opportunities including, The Dome, The O2, Olympics 2012 and more recently Ikea, Woolwich Works, Punchdrunk, 

Bus to set off towards Thomas Street, turn left into Woolwich New Road
Stop 3 – Park on bus stop on Thomas Street just past the Great Harry pub.
Locations:  Great Harry Pub

· The Great Harry Pub in Woolwich: is not just a place to enjoy a pint, but a historic establishment with royal connections and significant links to the cooperative movement (albeit it is now a modern building). 
· Established in the early 19th century, it has been a cornerstone of the Woolwich community for generations. Named after King Henry VIII's flagship, the Henry Grace à Dieu, the pub reflects a rich royal heritage. In the early 20th century, it was associated with the Royal Arsenal Cooperative Society (RACS), which played a crucial role in the UK cooperative movement. 
· Inside, various plaques celebrate local Cooperative Pioneers who have made a significant contributed to society. These plaques, can also been found throughout the town, inviting you to learn more about our shared heritage and the impact of these dedicated individuals.

Bus to carry on Thomas Street and take first left into Woolwich New Road
Stop 4: Bus Stop opposite Tramshed
Locations: Tramshed and Woolwich Equitable Building Society and Spray Street
Woolwich Equitable Building Society 

· The Woolwich Equitable Building Society, established in 1847, was one of the UK's oldest and most notable cooperative financial institutions, aimed at helping working-class families achieve home ownership. Known for its memorable advertising slogan “I'm with the Woolwich!” and its support for sports teams and charities, it grew to become one of the largest building societies in the country. 
· In 1997, the society demutualised to become Woolwich plc and was subsequently acquired by Barclays in 2000. The Woolwich brand was eventually phased out in 2007, with all operations integrated under the Barclays name

· Equitable House is now used for a variety of purposes, including until more recently a pub (located in the large banking hall), shops to the ground floor and a coffee lounge, business centre to the second floor offices for smaller medium size businesses and the building can be hired for events.

Tramshed

· The introduction of horse-drawn trams in 1870, followed by electrified trams in 1908, revolutionised urban mobility in Woolwich, enabling workers to commute efficiently to and from the Royal Arsenal. 
· These trams connected Woolwich to various locations across the Borough and beyond, facilitating the movement of both people and goods. 
· The iconic Tramshed, constructed in 1916 as a tram depot, played a crucial role in maintaining this network.  
· The Tramshed is a testament to Woolwich's rich transport heritage and adaptability and has distinctive an industrial architecture. 
· As trams gave way to buses in the mid-20th century, the Tramshed was repurposed as a bus garage. 
· In the later part of the 20th century, it transformed into a cultural hub, hosting arts and entertainment events, thereby preserving its historical significance while contributing to Woolwich's vibrant cultural scene.

Woolwich Leisure Centre

· Alongside the Tramsheds, the council is investing in a new leisure centre, replacing the Waterfront Leisure Centre by the river.
· To the rear 482 new homes will be built, including market sale and affordable homes, shops, workspace, places to eat, and a new community square.
· The leisure centre will be run by GLL – which originated in Greenwich as a social enterprise and worker cooperative – it now managers over 250 sports and leisure facilities and 115 libraries across the UK. 

Spay Street Quarter: 

· Just behind Tramshed is Parry Place, a historically significant area in Woolwich, played a crucial role in the cooperative movement as a hub for several cooperative societies. 
· Named after William Parry, a prominent local figure dedicated to mutual aid and self-help, Parry Place housed various cooperative ventures, including RACS stores, meeting halls, and educational facilities. These establishments provided essential goods and services at fair prices and acted as centres for social and educational activities, embodying the spirit of community and progressive thinking. 
· Similarly, Spray Street Quarter was notable for its cooperative housing projects aimed at providing affordable living conditions for working-class families. These housing cooperatives featured innovative designs and communal spaces to foster a sense of community. 
· Today, the Woolwich Exchange Project aims to revitalise the Woolwich Covered Market and its surroundings, blending commercial, residential, and cultural uses to create a dynamic space that respects Woolwich's cooperative heritage while promising a vibrant future.
· Led by Notting Hill Genesis, this project will restore some of the historic buildings, deliver 801 new homes, including 158 affordable units, and a revamped covered market that will include a 5 screen cinema and F&B offer.

Bus carries on down Woolwich New Road and turns left on A206. 
Stop 5 Bus Stop on A206 opposite Royal Arsenal entrance

Location: Woolwich Royal Arsenal Stop 7 - Woolwich Arsenal 

· This is the location where it all began: Woolwich Arsenal played a crucial role in the early development of the cooperative movement, acting as a hub for cooperative activities and initiatives.
· The cooperative movement's principles of education, mutual aid, and shared benefits were instrumental in addressing social issues, particularly poverty.
· The movement's expansion across London and the southeast resulting in improved living conditions for many individuals.


Woolwich Arsenal Football Club: 

To indulge the Arsenal supporters!!! 

The Founding of Woolwich Arsenal Woolwich Arsenal Football Club was founded in 1886 by a group of munitions workers from the
Royal Arsenal in Woolwich. 

These workers were looking for a way to escape the rigours of their demanding jobs and decided that forming a football team would be the perfect outlet. They named the club after their place of employment, reflecting their pride in their work and community.

The Cooperative Movement Influence 

The cooperative movement, which was gaining momentum during the late 19th century, had a significant impact on the ethos of Woolwich Arsenal. The movement emphasised the values of mutual aid, self-help, and collective ownership, principles that resonated deeply with the club's
founders and supporters. This influence is evident in the way the club was managed and the strong sense of community that surrounded it.

In the early years, the team faced many challenges, including securing a regular pitch to play on and finding enough funds to sustain the club. However, their determination and the strong sense of camaraderie among the players and supporters helped them overcome these obstacles. By 1893, Woolwich Arsenal became the first Southern club to join the Football League, marking the beginning of their rise in English football.
The story of Woolwich Arsenal is a testament to the power of community and collective effort. It reminds us that, beyond the glamour and success, the true essence of football lies in the values of teamwork, solidarity, and mutual support. As we celebrate the rich history of this great club, let us also remember and cherish the cooperative spirit that continues to inspire generations of Arsenal supporters.
Bus continues along the A206 and turns into Hare Street and follows it round into Powis Street

Stop 6 – Powis Street outside Travel lodge hotel if possible

Location: Co-operative Central Store (now Travel Lodge)

The Powis Street Cooperative Central Store stands as a beacon of the cooperative movement's success. Established in the late 19th century, this central store was more than just a place to purchase goods; it symbolised a community’s commitment to shared prosperity and equitable trade practices.
Today the building has been transformed into a Travel Lodge but the history of the building lives on with a memorial to Alexander McLeod, one of the RACS founders, retained on the building.

In an era when fair pricing and quality goods were often out of reach for the working class, the Powis Street Cooperative Central Store provided an alternative model. It operated on principles that prioritised the welfare of its members, offering dividends and ensuring that profits were reinvested into the community.  It had a turnover of £7m of which £6m was distributed to its members. The cost of joining was 1/- (five pence) towards a share in the capital and 6d (two and half pence) for a copy of the rule book.

At first, the store was only open four evenings a week and on Saturday afternoon, but this improved after 1873, when the store moved to larger premises in Powis Street.   Membership grew from 232 in 1873 to 6,721 in 1889.  By that time it was the largest co-operative society in London and the 21st largest (of more than 1500) in the country. According to the social reformer Charles Booth, there was "nothing at all like it within the boundaries of London".

[bookmark: _Hlk190089716]Bus travels down Powis Street and turns left on A205, left on Grand Depot Road, left on to Thomas Street and left on to Wellington Street

Stop: Woolwich Library Bus Stop, Wellington Street
Locations: Woolwich Library and Woolwich Polytechnic

Woolwich Polytechnic
The University of Greenwich was established in 1890, and was originally known as Woolwich Polytechnic, which traces back to the cooperative movement where it was established.  
The Polytechnic's establishment was a response to the growing demand for skilled labour in an increasingly industrialised society. It was founded by philanthropist and social reformer Quintin Hogg, who believed in the transformative power of education.

The Royal Arsenal Co-operatives had an extensive educational programme, committing 2.5% of its surplus into supporting social and educational activities and programmes 

This rich history is ingrained in the fabric of our community, embodying the spirit of cooperation, innovation, and dedication to education. The cooperative movement was instrumental in shaping the educational landscape of our borough, providing opportunities for many to advance their knowledge and skills.  
In recognising over a century of close ties between the university and the people of Greenwich the UoG was bestowed the Freedom of the Borough in 1994, and this was reaffirmed in 2012.   (made a univ in 1992)

Old Woolwich Library: 
The connection between Woolwich Library and RA Cooperatives is deeply interwoven. It placed a strong emphasis on education and self-improvement, values that are mirrored in the mission of the library. 

In the early 20th century, RACS played a pivotal role in the development of educational facilities in Woolwich, including the library. The society's commitment to fostering a well-informed and educated community was instrumental in the library's establishment and growth. 

The modern Woolwich Library is now based in The Woolwich Centre – and is the second busiest library in the UK.

And that wraps up the Woolwich part of the tour. I hope you found the overview of our borough’s very rich co-operative history informative and can see how it has a very real influence on the Royal Borough of Greenwich today.

I will leave you in the very capable hands of Janine Whittaker, the Council’s Deputy Events Manager, who will escort you to Greenwich Town Centre for the second part of the tour. I hope you enjoy the rest of your Conference. Thank you for listening and Goodbye!
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