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Welcome to another edition of the 
Talking Tees Valley Activity Pack 
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Each month we use objects and photos from our museums in 

the Tees Valley to take a closer look at the lives and stories 

from people in our area. 

 

This month we go to the shops and look back at the history of 
Stockton High Street, some of the well-known names who 
used to trade there, and at how a more recent shopping 
complex was built. 
 

Do-It-All Limited was one of the first stores to open at Teesside 
Retail Park in 1991. It specialized in home decorating and had 
many departments for plumbing, hardware, tools and other 
kinds of DIY. It also had a garden centre. 
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Stockton Town and the 
High Street 
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A brief history of shops in England 

All towns in England are built on trade, that’s why most towns had, and still have, 
markets. The earliest shops were stalls which could be easily put up and taken 
down. Many of these stalls were replaced by permanent shop buildings, creating 
our modern-day high street. 
 
Most shops before the 1800s were small family-owned businesses. Each shop 
would specialise in groceries, clothes, or medicines, with some shops selling a 
little of everything. 
 
By 1850 two department stores which sold clothes to upper class customers had 
opened in Newcastle and Manchester. 

Stockton has existed as a town since 
the 12th Century. In 1310 it was 
granted its market charter by Bishop 
Beck and to this day Stockton is 
known for having the broadest High 
Street in England, and one of the 
largest markets in the North. 
 
The Town House was built in 1735, 
and the bell tower and clocks were 
added 9 years later. On Wednesdays 
and Saturdays, the bell would ring in 
the morning to signal the beginning 
of the market and again at 10pm for 
the end. Any traders caught trying to 
sell their wares outside of this time 
would be fined 5 shillings. 

Did you know…?  
 
An ancient castle used to stand at the southern end of the High 
Street but it was destroyed under Cromwell’s reign in 1652. 
This is where Castlegate Shopping Centre gets its name from. 
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Some of Stockton’s house-
hold names started by owning 
their own shops in the town. 
 
Below are the stories of two of 
these businesses, and while 
their shops are no longer in 
Stockton town, today their 
legacies live on in the 
products they made. 
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John Walker’s Chemist 
 
John Walker had been educated in chemistry and 
had aspired to be a surgeon. He later realized that 
the work of a surgeon was too graphic for him, and 
he was more interested in making experiments 
with chemicals. He opened his own Chemists shop 
on the High Street in 1819 where he could make 
and sell his own products. 
 
It was in his shop in 1826 that he created his first 
friction match by accident, when he scraped a 
wooden stick he had been using for stirring 
chemicals against his hearth at home, and it 
caught alight. He perfected the chemical formula 
and sold his first box of friction matches at his shop 
on 7th April 1827. 
 

An artist’s impression of 
John Walker’s Chemist 

Sweets displayed in 
J. F. Smith’s shop 

J. F. Smith and Co. sweet makers 
 
James Fothergill Smith and his brother George were 
both trained as drysalters, businessmen who sold 
salts and chemicals used in making preserved 
foods.  
 
The brothers opened their own sweet shop in Green 
Dragon Yard in 1900. They made all kinds of 
sweets, including Black Bullets, Voice Jubes and 
Pontefract Cakes. Their most famous sweet was 
Nebo Creams, a boiled sweet which was both 
creamy and sherberty. 



 

 

This document was classified as: OFFICIAL  

5 

Teesside Retail Park was built around 1990 on the site of Stockton Racecourse 
by local construction companies. One of those companies, Conder Projects 
based in Darlington, had previously developed the Metro Centre at Gateshead. 

The huge shopping complex was 
opened on 19th October 1991 by 
boxer Frank Bruno, as part of a 
special opening day which included 
live music, games and competitions. 
 
Some of the first retailers to open at 
the Park were Miller Brothers, 
Morrisons, Toys R Us and DIY 
retailers Texas and Do-It-All. 

One staple of the High Street and Castlegate Shopping Centre was Woolworths. 

The store later moved to Castlegate Shopping Centre in 1972, where it remained 
until its closure in 2008. 

“Nothing in these 
stores over 6d!” 

Woolworths first opened on the High Street in 1928. 
For some living in the 1930s Woolworths was known 
as ‘The Bazaar’. This was because when 
Woolworths first started out in the UK in 1909 they 
were in competition with Marks and Spencer’s 
Penny Bazaar. The emphasis for Woolworths was 
high quality stock at a low price. 

As time went on, Stockton’s High Street and shops evolved – smaller shops 
began to be replaced with larger retail stores and new innovations in 
shopping were created outside of the High Street. 
 

Woolworths 

Teesside Retail Park  
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A 

“Today I went to the shops and I bought…” 
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All images used in this pack are courtesy of Preston Park Museum and Grounds. 
 
If you would like to share your stories or contact us about the packs please e-mail 
teesvalleymuseums@stockton.gov.uk 

Play this game with another person. Between the two of you, in alphabetical 
order, make a shopping list of things you can buy at the shops.  

mailto:teesvalleymuseums@stockton.gov.uk

