FURTHER GLIMPSES OF UPWELL’S PAST

SHOPPING – 1950’S STYLE

Having been grateful to receive favourable comments following the feature on former and present pubs in the September newsletter, we now bring you the results of further research concerning the shops which were to be found in Upwell, before the rise of supermarkets began to take effect. 
In the days when no-one used expressions like ‘retail therapy’ and people tended to buy what they needed on a day to day basis, Upwell and Three Holes residents seem to have been somewhat spoilt for choice! With the most welcome help of Hazel Medlock and Dick Godfrey, both living in School Road, we have established that in about the mid 1950’s there were 49 shops open between the bridge at Three Holes and the Old Mill in Upwell. 
We know where they were and what they sold, though the combinations of products available were not as clear- cut as we are used to now! The shoe repair shop in School Road, called Wayling’s, for example, sold sweets, cigarettes, crisps and soft drinks, whereas the harness maker Stittle’s, sold handbags and bowling cases, as well as also repairing shoes! 
The list of shops, compiled by Dick, is displayed alongside the maps, so that by picking out any of the numbered arrows on the map, you may consult the list to see which shop was at that location. The drawing of this map and its conversion into the format you see here was an extremely tricky task, and we are very much indebted to Dave Short for his time, patience and skill.
As we examine the concentration of shops, situated mainly along the through roads, we can identify some interesting patterns, some of which give a good indication of the daily life and work of the adult population of the time. For instance, there were 3 blacksmiths working here, 2 harness makers and a plumber’s shop. Food was mostly produced and sold locally, so that we find 5 butchers’ shops and 3 bakers, as well a s7 general stores and grocers. For those with a sweet tooth (especially the children) there was ample choice, including 3 dedicated sweet shops, plus the general stores, as well as many shops selling sweets as a sideline. Add to the list the presence of 2 banks and 2 garages, and it would be fair to say that almost everything that people might need was to be found right here, in was effectively a self-sufficient village, verging on small town status. 
When we consider that today we have just a few shops plus specialist outlets and services, we might wonder how and when the numbers were reduced, and was it a gradual decline, or a sharper drop in numbers? There is evidence that many closures were fairly recent, for, when the Women’s Institute drew up a Directory of Upwell, in 1984, they managed to secure advertisements from more than 50 businesses, including 26 actual shops, plus a good number of fruit and vegetable outlets sold by growers from their own private premises. Some of the shops were new, or different, such as a wool shop and an antiques shop – both now gone –and the hair and beauty services had expanded to require 6 hairdressers!
Even today in Upwell, when there are many fewer commercial premises where people can walk in and make purchases, there are clear patterns of demand. We have 3 high quality butcher’s shops, for example, and many fruit and vegetable outlets, including roadside vendors of home-grown produce – still popular because the produce is both fresh, and to hand. 
Perhaps more significant in a way is the toll of what we no longer have. There is no bank, although we can get cash from our village post office and G B Superstore on Town Street. Except for a few tables that Margaret has available in her shop, we have no café. A straw poll taken recently among a number of the ladies in our Tuesday Over 50’s Keep Fit class revealed that the most commonly shared regret was that we have no actual bakery and cake shop! It seems that we have an opening here if the right premises could be found! How about a bakery, and cake shop with café facilities? Count me in as a certain customer!!

Neil Morgan

