PAPER FOR U3A at Cober Hill, 29th October 2008.
Joseph Rowntree’s biographer, Anne Vernon, tells us that on Monday March 2 1925, the newspapers reported an earthquake in New York. But in the northern edition of the Daily Mirror, there was a much bigger story covering the front page, with a big photograph of crowds of people walking past a newly made grave. The caption was _Funeral of Mr Joseph Rowntree at York_.  JR as we know him in York died at the age of 88, after a working life of 70 years spanning the end of the age of the stage-coach through to the start of the age of air travel.

Now before going further, I should make it clear that I am in no sense an academic expert on the Rowntrees. I had the good fortune to spend a large chunk of my working life with the Joseph Rowntree Charitable Trust,  and in that capacity absorbed much of the family culture and approach, and came to respect and admire it.  It became clear to me some years ago that the Rowntree contribution to York and, indeed, to the world at large is not fully understood or widely appreciated, and that that there are lessons from it which, if learned, would be of benefit to us today. It was this which led me to create what has become The Rowntree Society, a small heritage charity which exists to try and ensure that this lack of appreciation is remedied.  In my capacity as chair of the Society I have given a number of lectures about the Rowntrees, but none to an audience as fearsome as you – I strongly suspect that there may be amongst you some who are serious historians, whether professional or amateur, and that among those there may be some who know more about all this than I do.  If so, you will have to forgive me for the egg sucking lessons, and I hope that we can leave sufficient time after I’ve spoken for you to delve somewhat deeper in terms of understanding and analysing the work than my inevitably somewhat superficial lecture will cover.  As I say, I hope we can do that together in discussion when I’ve finished speaking, which I propose to do for about 30 minutes, thereby leaving time for that deeper exploration. I also propose to leave you with suggestions for further reading in case anyone wishes to explore this afterwards.
First, as a prequel, as it were, I’d like to say that it’s highly appropriate that we are meeting here at Cober Hill.  For while the house was originally owned by  Frank Lockwood MP (the prosecutor at  Oscar Wilde’s second trial), Arnold Rowntree bought it in 1919 to fulfil the vision of his cousin, John Wilhelm Rowntree (Joseph Rowntree’s eldest son) who had wanted to open a venue for the use of Yorkshire Adult Schools for residential courses and conferences (he had set up a place in Scalby, called Friedenstahl), but who, sadly died young, in 1905, and before it happened. Incidentally, at least in terms of this talk given the time available, JWR’s contribution to Quaker theological study is seen by many a turning point in rescuing the Society of Friends from the oblivion to which it was destined. 

While I was at JRCT, during, I think the late 1980’s, Cober faced a crisis, and urged on by one of our trustees, David Shutt – now Lord Shutt of Greetland, Liberal Whip in the Lords – we got together with the JRF, and sorted out new ownership arrangements, sold off Court Green, then part of the property, and invested the proceeds in significant improvements to the facilities here, thereby giving Cober a new lease of life, of which you here today are part. So, as we’re discussing the Rowntree contribution to the making of Yorkshire, it’s appropriate to recall that but for it, you wouldn’t be meeting here.  I hope incidentally that you are having a better time than some of the early visitors here.  As Mark Freeman in his history of JRCT writes,  ‘the strictness of the regime at Cober Hill strikes the modern reader as unconducive to the holiday spirit - the long-serving manageress Helen Andrews remembered with sadness 'two tragedies with drunkenness and insincerity'’.  I am sure that neither of those will have marred your visit.
Next, I’m also conscious that while the Rowntrees are very much part of Yorkshire history, I’m not sure how much what I have to say fits comfortably under the rubric ‘The Making of Yorkshire’, which I understand is your theme for the week. Nevertheless, no discussion of Yorkshire’s history and of the contribution of Yorkshire would be complete without some focus on the Rowntrees.
Perhaps we might start with the story in brief, before we look at some aspects of it a little more closely.  I would like to start by saying, in time honoured fashion, that ‘our story begins when…’ but in fact we have two converging stories, really. One of them starts in 1822, when Joseph senior (1801-1859) – father of the better-known Joseph on whom this talk will, eventually, focus - rode into York from Scarborough hanging on the outside of a stagecoach.   A friend called James Backhouse went with him on his 21st birthday to an auction, which was to be held at an inn called ‘The Elephant and Castle’ in Skeldergate. The auctioneer was unfortunately drunk, but at James Backhouse’s suggestion the two young men buried his head in a bucket of cold water and managed to sober him up enough to conduct his business. 28 Pavement – now the Pizza Hut on Pavement - became the elder Joseph’s property’. The other story begins in 1725 when a young single woman, a blacksmith’s daughter, a Quaker, who was orphaned when young, and still single at the age of 30, decided to open a business.  Mary Tuke opened a little grocer’s shop in Walmgate.   The two stories come together in 1862 when Henry Isaac Rowntree, the elder Joseph’s son – in  other words, ‘our’ Joseph’s brother – bought the cocoa part of the Tuke business, a Cocoa, Chocolate and Chicory Works, which had by now passed from Mary to her nephew William, and then down from father to son for three generations.  It was initially near Castlegate, and Henry Isaac moved it to Tanner’s Moat down by the Ouse, And our Joseph who was born over the shop in 1836, comes fully into the picture in 1869 when he left the grocery shop to go and help his brother run the cocoa business, which then employed 12 men, and was running into trouble.  The business would have gone belly-up, but was saved by Joseph’s work. In the course of his own lifetime, he turned Rowntree’s into one the most famous chocolate factories in England. Joseph married twice - first to Julia Seebohm, who died in 1863 soon after giving birth to their only child (Lilley, who died six years later), and then in 1867 to Emma Antoinette Seebohm (known as Antoinette and, to the family, as Tonie). Antoinette died in 1924, shortly before Joseph. They had six children, one of whom was Seebohm Rowntree (1871-1954)  who, as you will know, carried out the studies of poverty in York at the turn of the century which would eventually help to shape the welfare state formed after the Second World War. Amongst other members of this extraordinary family, we should also note Arnold Rowntree (1872-1951),  Joseph's nephew, who was for many years Liberal Member of Parliament for York, voted out in 1918 because of his anti-war stance, John Wilhelm Rowntree mentioned above, and indeed one of his sons, Lawrence,  who died at Ypres in November 1917, having joined a tank regiment after a period of service with the FAU. 
JR was, it’s important to remember, a very successful businessman.  Without that success, he would not have generated the wealth which he deployed to such good effect, and or been able to implement the progressive employment practices about which we will talk in while. One commentator wrote that there was in Rowntree an unusual fusion of the idealist and the realist, and his dreams were always kept within the firm grasp of an instructed and practical genius. Those who knew him have emphasised that he coveted business success first as a means of achieving social service. He may even, in his way, have been quite a ruthless business man.  When the author Fiona Shaw who sits on our board wrote her novel, The Sweetest Thing, a love story set against the background of the York chocolate factories, she created a character who was a Quaker, a philanthropist and an industrialist who used industrial espionage. At least one reviewer in a national newspaper accused her of being unrealistic; but of course all these were true of Joseph Rowntree.   They were also all connected – it’s important to recall that without his business success he would have been in no position to spend wealth on philanthropy. Without business success, he would not have been able to develop his progressive employment practices.  But even these were tinged with a sense of realism, of pragmatism, and perhaps even self interest. He was a radical, a progressive, but he was also very much of his time – for example, girls over 18 and married women were automatically refused employment.  I don’t believe that it’s right or helpful to put him or the rest of the family on a pedestal – figuratively or in reality (the Rowntree Society has several times been asked to cooperate in erecting a statue of JR, something which we have thus far resisted – as distinct from, say, informative plaques on locations closely associated with the family   which we do very much support and would like to see). Rather, I think it’s important to look honestly and critically at this remarkable family because with feet of clay they become more inspiring than if they are seen as some untouchably wonderful people who only did what they did because they were very rich. 

The roots of JR’s concerns may lie in his upbringing.  When he was 14, Joseph was taken by his father – the elder Joseph – on a 3-week trip to Ireland, during the height of the famine.  Ostensibly a holiday in which they would pursue their botanical hobby, the young Joseph never forgot the experience. As his biographer writes,  ‘He saw half-dead women sitting by the roadside clutching dead babies. He saw men who lay dying beside a basket of turf which they had carried for miles and failed to sell. He saw places where the dead, uncoffined and unknown, had been laid in trenches by those who were too weak to do more.   The schoolboy, with his journal in his pocket and his specimens of plants in his hand, looked and remembered.  It was his first encounter with destitution and it was a landmark in his life’.   Later, in his twenties, began to study the phenomenon of poverty. He had seen it at first hand, not just in Ireland but in York where his father had helped to start a Soup Kitchen, and where for many years Joseph and his family helped to teach men to read and write in an adult school set up behind the family grocery business.
Let’s look first, then, at his approach to business. He built the company up from employing a dozen or so workers in 1869 when he joined it, to 4,000 by 1906.  By the time he died, in 1925, the Rowntree Company had moved to a much larger purpose built factory on Haxby Road, and employed over 7000 people. By 1988 when it was taken over it employed 5½ thousand people in York alone, and was valued at well over £2 billion, James Walvin
 points out that at least some of his success at the company was down to fairly naked poaching of other people’s ideas, and Walvin describes how he went about it.   It is also clear that people employed at Rowntrees weren’t actually paid any more than the market rate.  But, despite this, Joseph Rowntree developed some rather remarkable employment practices - models of corporate responsibility in their day.  As his biographer points out,  “the true nature of his achievement cannot be measured by statistics. He was a pioneer in a world where dark shadows from the Industrial Revolution still lingered, and where an 'unbridled scramble for the good things of life' was still the policy of many employers of labour”.   In 1885, when the business was barely surviving, he used his own money to start a library for his employees – but he also deducted a penny a week to help pay for it. Later on he established a debating society, and began to arrange concerts and other festivities.  He established a company retirement pension.  In 1891 he appointed a woman to a management position.  He provided a swimming pool for the workers. In 1913, the company opened schoolrooms and a gymnasium, and dining facilities for 3000 workers. A few years later it introduced one of the first Widows Benefit Funds in the UK, and in 1918 a weeks holiday with full pay. In 1919, the company set up a Central Works Council for its employees. The company was among the first in the country to appoint a doctor and dentist to treat workers.

Moving beyond the factory, let’s look at JR’s role as a philanthropist.  In 1901 Joseph bought 123 acres at New Earswick bordering the factory site but further from the city centre. Though York did not have a major slum problem there was substantial housing of such poor quality that it would rapidly deteriorate into a future slum, and Joseph aimed to provide houses ‘artistic in appearance, sanitary, well-built, and yet within the means of men earning about twenty-five shillings a week’.    It was intended as a social experiment rather than as primarily for the firm's employees. By 1904 there were 30 houses, by 1954 nearly 500 three-bedroomed, with 40 somewhat larger and 90 smaller cottages or flats for single people.

In 1904, JR set up the Rowntree Trusts.  While I think it is fair to say that much of the ethos and ideas that JR represented have been at best diluted in what is now just a part of a multinational company, that ethos is very much with us in the ways in which the three trusts work.  Indeed, in some ways it has strengthened in recent years. 
In considering JR’s philanthropic work, I’ve drawn heavily on the work of Mark Freeman, a young historian to whom, in the Trust’s centenary year we awarded one of several postdoctoral fellowships to study aspects of the Trust’s work. . In one of several resulting publications, mark emphasises that JR’s focus was very much a local one.  In putting JR’s philanthropy in context, Mark points out that the process of industrialisation, and its accompanying urbanisation, challenged the traditional charities which essentially couldn’t cope.  In particular mark shows how the formation of the Charity Organisation Society, based on, as he puts it, the premise that indiscriminate alms giving had a pauperising effect on the recipient, and that the overlapping of charitable provision enabled and encouraged the poor to make repeated and frequently fraudulent claims on the philanthropic purse.  It was firmly founded on the idea of a clear distinction between the deserving and the undeserving poor. JR was much more interested in the causes of poverty, however, than in labelling the poor based on a judgement about their symptoms.  He was of course very antipathetic to alcohol, though there is apparently some evidence to suggest that for much of his life he was not himself teetotal – but he recognised the reasons why poor people might drink alcohol. Mark’s book is well worth reading, especially perhaps the first chapters and for more on the context of the work, I suggest you turn to that. 
The facts are these: in 1904, recognising that he was wealthy and believing that wealth was better spent by people in their own lifetime, and with the consent of his family, JR set up the three trusts which remain, in two cases under different names, today.  There were three trusts for legal reasons; while today they operate very differently from one another, but sometimes in close collaboration, he never intended them to be so separate.  He believed that in 35 years the trusts might reasonably have fulfilled their task so he wanted to set them up for a limited period – given that Quaker trusts were always going to have an interest in peace, it was an interesting periods to choose, wasn’t it? He created the trusts in 1904 for 35 years…!  But as the ownership of housing was to be one element, and the law required that this be in perpetuity, that meant separating them to some extent. And as he also wanted the trusts to support political things, including the ownership of newspapers, that meant a further separation. He did allow that the trustees might in 1939 want to go on, and they did indeed reconstitute the trusts then.  
In the early years, a lot of support went into adult schools, to Quaker study, and to the social policy research undertaken by Seebohm Rowntree – the work of Seebohm, frankly, warrants a complete course of study all by itself and we are fortunate to have excellent resources here in York on which to draw – the likes of Jonathan Bradshaw, James Walvin, and Alan Maynard have all written about BSR. Another project for U3A?   The JRSST was involved in newspapers, as mentioned in the memorandum.  The three trusts began to move apart and to operate increasingly as separate bodies in the postwar period, led, I believe, by Lewis Waddilove who ran the Memorial Trust – later the Foundation.  He it was who guided the JRMT into social policy research, though it current prominence in that field was really the result of work under his successor-but-one, Richard Best.
What I feel distinguishes JR’s approach to philanthropy, however, are two things to which I'd like to devote a little time. First, the thoughtfulness and developed philosophy which underpinned it, and second, the extent to which it complemented and was integrated into the other parts of his life – something which, as we shall see, was not common. 
So: first, the philosophy. I think this is best explained in JR’s own words.  First, he was concerned about causes rather than symptoms – he saw philanthropy as being about change.  The following quotations, some of them from the famous 1904 memorandum written as guidance to trustees when he was setting up the trusts, give you a flavour of his ideas – 

"I feel that much of the current philanthropic effort is directed to remedying the more superficial manifestations of weakness or evil, while little thought or effort is directed to search out their underlying causes. Obvious distress or evil generally evokes so much feeling that the necessary agencies for alleviating it are pretty adequately supported. 
For example, it is much easier to obtain funds for the famine-stricken people in India than to originate and carry through a searching enquiry into the causes and recurrence of these famines."
"…The Soup Kitchen in York never has difficulty in obtaining adequate financial aid, but and enquiry into the extent and causes of poverty would enlist little support. …"
“If the enormous volume of the philanthropy of the present day were wisely directed it would, I believe, in the course of a few years, change the face of England.”
Second, he believed in backing people who were already working on these issues and not necessarily in starting new things:
"In connection with Religious, Political and Social work, it is to be remembered that there may be no better way of advancing the objects one has at heart than to strengthen the hands of those who are effectively doing the work that needs to be done. 
Not unfrequently one hears of persons doing excellent work whose service is cramped, or who are in danger of breaking down through anxiety about the means of living. It would be quite in accordance with my wish that cases of this kind be assisted…."
Last, and most important of all from my perspective, he saw clearly something which is sadly still not understood today – that much charitable giving is at some level intended to maintain the status quo –

“Charity as ordinarily practised, the charity of endowment, the charity of emotion, the charity which takes the place of justice, creates much of the misery which it relieves, but does not relieve all the misery it creates.”
This clarity of thought about what the trusts should do has led to some remarkably consistent, rooted, approaches through the years which have nevertheless been able to change with times. We can, if you want, speak later about the current work of the Trusts – though as an ex Trust Secretary, I have to tread a little carefully!
But, in addition to the clarity and depth of his thought about philanthropy – so different from many in the field even today – JR was different in that he really didn’t hive off his philanthropy so that it was somehow separate from his other activities.    No-one can dispute, for example, that Andrew Carnegie 
 – pretty well an exact contemporary of JR’s – was a great philanthropist.  But it is impossible even to imagine JR brutally putting down a strike in the way that Carnegie, aided by his then friend and colleague, Henry Frick 
 (he of the Frick collection) did at the Homestead in 1892.  Carnegie regretted this very much in later life – but he did it. 
So: as I draw to a close, I’d like to come back to JR as a businessman.  He thought deeply about his role as an employer, and about the economic structures within which he operated.  In his later years - there is some evidence to suggest that contrary to stereotype, Joseph Rowntree became more radical in his ideas the older he got – in his later years he wrote to his fellow directors - that 

... when we consider the conditions under which the great majority of the adult workers in the cocoa works live, we shall realise how little most of the daily work tends to the enrichment of life.

He commented with warmth on a proposal in a book that there should be taken ...

the important step of endeavouring to prevent the businesses and industries of the town from being organised for the sake of making profits or dividends for individuals, and seek to replace the self regarding financial motive by the motive of service to the community.  
We mean that all the production of new town shall be for use and for the enrichment of life, and not undertaken merely because it can be made to pay ...

And on 24th April 1919, at the age of 82, Joseph Rowntree sent a remarkable memorandum to his fellow company directors. He wrote:


The propositions to which I seek to win a mental assent may be given thus:


1.
The present industrial organisation of the country is unsound for the following, among other, reasons:


a) It is based on competition - a euphemism for industrial war.


b) It has divided the country into classes - the holders of capital on the one side and the workers on the other, who have separate interests and are largely antagonistic to each other.


c) It is a system which has so worked out that "large masses of the people are unable to secure the bare necessities of mental and physical efficiency"


2. That a firm such as ours, which seeks to minimise the evils of the existing system, necessarily occupies a transition position, and its capacity for helping in social advance will greatly depend upon the frank recognition of this transition position.


3. That the goal, whatever may be the exact form which it takes, should be one which "should gain for oneself and seek to ensure for others a fuller life on all sides, the fullest life of which the individual is capable.

We could do with a few JR’s now, I think. But – in some respects at least - he would be too radical for our time, I fear.

I hope that gives you something on which to chew, and that we can now move into discussion (rather than only question and answer) mode.

SB.

� Walvin, J.  The Quakers – Money & Morals John Murray, London, 1997
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