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Mr. J O H N 

A SON is perhaps too close to be the most fitting person to 
pay tribute to his father, so in this special Memorial Number of 
the J.S. JOURNAL, it has been left to others to tell of Mr. John; 
and a vivid and lovable picture they give of his personality and 
humanity. 

As many readers will know, my father, for reasons of 
health, gave up the active management of the business in 1938 
and handed the responsibility over to my brother and myself. I 
remember so well some of my business friends commiserating 
with me at the time and telling me that Mr. John would 
never be able to give up being the " dictator." How wrong 
they were. Mr. John never criticised or interfered in his sons' 
conduct of the business but he inspired by his own achievement 
and made available, when asked, his great knowledge based on 
his own vast experience. 

There was no truer indication of Mr. John's greatness of 
character than his readiness to leave the destiny of the world-
famed business, which was so largely his own creation, in the 
hands of others. But he was always there, although a little in 
the background ; a tower of strength. And how much sweeter 
were our post-war developments and successes because of the 
happiness they gave him and the pride he took in them. 

At such a time it is easy for our thoughts to be concentrated 
on the past but that would not be as Mr. John would wish it. 
He was for ever looking to the future. 

Sainsbury's is still proud to be a family business but it is also 
much more. It is a great corporate body in which thousands 
find their means of livelihood, pleasure in work well done 
and a means of rendering a useful service to the community. 

To those who knew Mr. John, who loved his humanity, 
there is no better tribute to his memory than to realise that J.S. 
has a splendid past, a lively present and a great future, and for 
us all to continue to make our own contribution to the best of 
our ability so ensuring a future truly worthy of the past. 

A L A N J. S A I N S B U R Y 
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MR. J . B. SAINSBURY 
From a photograph taken in 1942. 
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MRS. J. B. SAINSBURY 
From a photograph taken in 1919. 
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Mr. John at Stamford House, Black)riars, in 1949. 



JOHN 
BENJAMIN 
SAINSBURY 

i 8 7 1 — 1 9 5 6 

F . W. S A L I S B U R Y 

Director 
and 

Assistant General Manager 

T H E eldest of six brothers, Mr. John was the first of them to 
come into the business and the last to leave it ; everything that 
can be said about his connection with the firm, his personality 
and his character, fits in with this simple statement. His tenacity, 
his single-mindedness, his drive and his devotion to his task, 
bore him along in the tremendous yet clearly defined part he 
played in the development of the business. Physically strong, 
mentally dynamic and possessed of great vitality, by exem
plary leadership he obtained the utmost from his staff, 
amongst whom he developed the most extraordinary team 
spirit—indeed, in his conception, it was more of a big family 
than a team and he was able to impart a sense of absorption 
amounting almost to adoption. It was " our " business, the 
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way " w e " do it, " o u r " reputation which was at stake. They all 
had confidence in the wisdom of his judgment and supported 
him accordingly with affection and devotion. He was the 
benevolent dictator, the happy warrior, the belligerent com
petitor. He was impulsive, dominating, demanding and at 
times, even unreasonable ; the acceptance of these characteristics 
and the response which they evoked, were the measure of his 
greatness. When he was roused to anger, many an unfortunate 
who happened to be handy suffered temporarily for the sins of 
another but, generally speaking, such injustices averaged out in 
the long run and very quickly there was always that wonderful 
smile and a kind word to put things right. Never was the warm 
sun of his generous humanity long in eclipse ; he was always 
ready to offer a sincere and sympathetic interest in any personal 
problems. 

He succeeded to a thriving business ; in his hands it became 
the undisputed leader of the trade, the setter of standards. When 
he left it it had come to be acknowledged as a social service. 

In the course of forty-five years, by the commencement of 
World War I, his father had raised the business from one small 
dairy to some 110 provision shops ; with the return of peace 
Mr. John took over the baton and the tempo increased in all 
directions, for not only were some 130 branches to be opened 
within the next twenty-five years, but meat and groceries were 
to take their places in the accepted range of commodities in a 
typical Sainsbury branch. This, of course, meant that each 
branch in the future had to be correspondingly more spacious, 
whilst many of the existing ones were enlarged as necessity 
arose and circumstances permitted. Thirty years ago it required 
courage and vision to build premises of the size to which we 
have since become accustomed. But for the long-sighted 
addition of extra departments, the organisation could scarcely 
have emerged in recognisable form from the Second World War 
when the volume of the original provision commodities shrank 
into insignificance. Even with grocery and meat, the tonnage 
was reduced by about two-thirds when things were at their 
worst. 

Mr. John had learnt his business in a time of intense com
petition (a gross profit of 10 per cent, between the wharf and 
the retail customer was at times almost luxurious) and few 
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Mr. John's birthplace, the first of the Sainsbury shops. This shop in Drury Lane 
was opened in 1869. Air. John was born on January 8th, 1871. 

restrictions—they were days which were suited to, and in fact 
encouraged, quick decisions. It was not unknown, for example, 
for him to arrive an hour or so behind time at his office, he 
having meanwhile undertaken the purchase of a building site— 
as often as not in a green field—and by the time the conveyance 
had been stamped, plans were ready for approval ; within a 
year, a branch would be trading on that spot. Such a speedy 
sequence of events, of course, would be quite impossible today. 
Mr. John's upbringing, as he was only too willing to agree, 
would not have fitted him for the stringent controls which 
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were necessary from 1939 onwards ; to use his own words, 
there would have been a choice of two alternatives, to comply 
and lose one's reason or to defy and go to prison ! Nevertheless, 
Mr. John's adaptability never deserted him. He was at first 
understandably a little sceptical of self-service, for he was out 
of the country when our first conversion was under way at 
Croydon and much of the second-hand information which 
reached him became distorted in its passage. He landed back 
at London Airport on a Saturday afternoon, made straight for 
Croydon and although it was after business hours, was able to 
gain admission by the back door. He went very thoroughly 
into what was happening and arrived at Stamford House on 
the following Monday armed with a long list of questions. 
Having received reassuring answers he was from then onwards 
an enthusiastic advocate for the new style of trading. 

Despite the rate of expansion under Mr. John's leadership, he 
was always at pains to ensure that we did not out-run our 
capacity. New sources of supply were opened up and main
tained simultaneously with the extension of manufacturing and 
distributive facilities. The recruitment and training of staff had 
also to be kept in step with the addition of new branches and 
expanding trade in established ones. (Centralised training was 
introduced as early as 1916.) None-the-less, there were times 
when branches opened in very rapid sequence and in 1922 on 
each of three successive Fridays two large shops were opened— 
six in a fortnight ! Anyone who has the slightest inkling of 
what is involved in the opening of a J.S. branch will have some 
idea of what this meant. 

In the general way, of course, it has for long been the firm's 
policy to build to its requirements wherever possible rather 
than to adapt existing premises and very few businesses have 
been bought. In 1936, however, twelve shops were purchased 
from Thorogood & Company, at the head of which business 
was a Mr. Alfred Banton who had been employed at Drury 
Lane in the early days. He and his sons had over thirty shops 
spread far and wide over the Midlands, Wales, East Anglia and 
the North of England, and those which were within practical 
reach of Blackfriars were taken over as the result of a three 
days'—or more accurately three days' and nights'—survey. 
Among many episodes in this particular trip, the near-midnight 
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At the firm's 80/A birthday dinner Mr. John photographed with a 
group of veteran ex-managers. From left to right, Mr. T. C. 
Willis, Mr. W. G. Ford, Mr. W. Piddington, Mr. John, Mr. W. J. 
Ford, Mr. J. W. Taylor, Mr. P. Wigley, Mr. E. E. Fqyle, 

Mr. S. J. Woodger.' 

sight of Mr. John in his slippers assessing the potentialities of 
a Midland town, is one which will for long remain fresh in the 
memory ! These branches were in need of reconstruction and 
re-equipment in varying degrees but on this particular occasion 
Mr. John, perhaps conscious that his retirement was only a 
year or two off, departed on holiday and the " exercise " was 
to reopen before his return ! This was done, but if my memory 
is correct the last three shops only recommenced trading with 
two days to spare. As they were thirty miles apart and a hundred 
or so miles from home, it was quite good practice. 
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Mr. John carried on the principle established bv his father 
in making available to large sections of the public, food of the 
very highest quality at prices within the reach of the great 
majority, and those responsible for buying were brought up 
on the doctrine of securing goods of outstanding quality and 
" talking about the selling-price afterwards." Often goods were 
sold before the cost was known. 

In Mr. John's heyday, as now, Christmas was the trading 
peak of the year. It was an exhausting time for all connected 
with the trading side of the business and he took a verv full 
share of the load upon his own shoulders. A hectic season 
built up with increasing intensity from October onwards and 
everyone concerned was repeatedly instructed that Christmas 
was the time to make goodwill rather than profit. Everything 
that was to go on to the Christmas table had to be as near perfect 
as possible and one felt that a great deal of the pleasure associated 
with seasonal festivities within a hundred miles or so of London, 
lav in the hands of the firm. The first item to make its appearance 
under close personal attention would be the Christmas pudding 
fruit, followed in a week or two by such items as fancy groceries, 
raw hams and stilton cheese, and so to the final week of climax 
when poultry, game, pork, pork products, beef and other 
perishables, taxed the capacity of buildings, vehicles and staff 
alike. Christmas Eve would bring a hiatus at Blackfriars whilst 
at the branches attention was concentrated solely upon the 
customers. Then Mr. John, after checking various supply and 
trading aspects, would sit back in his chair and clear up some 
personal correspondence with seasonable wording, many of the 
letters consisting largely of reminiscences. Christmas was indeed 
a great time for him and he usually managed a visit to some of 
the oldest of the branches in London's market streets, where 
many of the traders still remembered him. 

Mr. John derived much pleasure from his reminiscences and 
he was fond of telling how fifty years ago, before the name of 
Sainsbury was well known outside London, he spent successive 
week-ends at Guildford, for example, in an endeavour to lift 
the weekly takings above the £40 mark ! 

Nearer home, builders and the like had already realised the 
value of having a Sainsbury branch in their development and 
offered most attractive terms as an inducement. Mr. John 
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Mr. /oA« z» /A<? garden of his home near Bexhill, with his dog Bruce. 



would tell how he agreed to pav £1,500 for a freehold property 
of basement, shop and three floors over, with a few fittings 
thrown in, only to discover subsequently that his father had 
already turned down the project. l ie would recount how the 
builder, on hearing the bid, burst into a string of invectives, 
which was mentally interpreted by Mr. ]ohn as a sure sign that 
acceptance was to be forthcoming. It is interesting to reflect 
that the opening of this branch afforded Mr. S. E. Smith his 
first chance of management. He was manager, bacon hand, 
poulterer and clerk in one and often in the evening (!), i.e., after 
closing at 9 p.m., repaired to Mr. John's home nearby to go 
through the local directory house by house to see who was 
and who was not dealing. 

With the growing need for larger branch premises it became 
desirable to purchase land in bigger parcels and thus to earn-
out block developments, the J.S. branch in many instances 
extending behind and above adjoining premises. In the positions 
with a more obvious trading potential there was keen com
petition among retailers to be our neighbours, but in some of 
the more long-term developments many small shopkeepers 
were afforded the opportunity of a start in a successful business. 
Mr. John, as a retailer first and foremost, was a considerate 
landlord and in fixing reasonable rents showed his appreciation 
of the need for his tenants to be competitive traders and to 
build up the general attractiveness of a terrace. Largely as a 
result of his foresight in property matters, the business is in a 
very favourable position today so far as rental overheads are 
concerned. 

One of his ambitions was to develop a housing estate for he 
had very strong views as to how this should be done! On a 
small scale he tried his hand on some rear land attached to a 
site which was purchased for Potters Bar branch and certainly 
the purchasers of those houses received very good value for 
their money. It was only natural that he became keenly in
terested in real estate and in the course of the big housing 
developments which took place between the wars, particu
larly in the areas North-West of London, many branches arose 
in green fields ; almost without exception, they proved to 
be very shrewdly sited. 

When it was a matter of acquiring a property in an established 
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shopping position, it was often necessary that the firm's identity 
should not be disclosed and some very amusing experiences 
arose from these situations. I can well remember trying to 
appear inconspicuous walking heel to toe along a busy main 
thoroughfare in order to be able to tell Mr. John that the frontage 
of a property for which he was about to bid was 70 ft. When 
the survey disclosed that the precise measurement was 69 ft. 
11 ins. he feigned surprise that mv shoes were only 12 in. in 
length ! 

Mr. John and those near to him got a lot of fun out of business 
but to be in close association with him was not particularly-
relaxing and almost every day brought its own crisis. Such 
things as meetings and minutes were completely unheard of. 
He was in fact a law unto himself and it was by no means unusual 
for him to be missing when due to keep an appointment. It 
was then a matter of thinking what might be in his mind at 
the moment and where he would have gone as a result ; a little 
detective work would usually locate him after a time. There 
was a classic occasion at Stamford House when in an endeavour 
to catch up with his programme and being inadequately briefed, 
he entered the wrong waiting-room. In two adjoining rooms 
there were respectively a candidate for promotion and one for 
the "ca rpe t " ; suffice it to say that things were eventually 
straightened out—to the disadvantage of nobody. One despatch 
clerk who was actually dismissed three times, had his own way 
of meeting the situation ; he quietly but firmly ignored the 
notice and has now been on the pension list for many years. 

Mr. John was certainly no believer in arriving before time 
for an appointment and once, having missed the Cambridge 
train at Liverpool Street, told his chauffeur (who had not fuelled 
for a long journey) to drive on to Cambridge as quickly as 
possible. A bump in the road was responsible for an injury to 
Mr. John's head against the roof of the car, which later ran 
out of petrol and he finished the journey alongside the driver 
of a biscuit van ! 

Despite his many preoccupations he always stressed the need 
for attention to detail on which I think he would have said the 
business was built. No detail was too small to justify his per
sonal attention or to escape his follow-up. His flair for detail 
and his powers of observation were reflected in the training of 
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the staff and in the many " Situations vacant " advertisements 
which included the phrase " Sainsbury-trained man preferred." 

He had an impatient contempt for professional etiquette and 
if he felt that a member of thej staff needed medical attention, 
would not hesitate to send him direct to a specialist. He per
sonally prescribed Parrish's Food for a senior manager and for 
many years followed this up with enquiries as to whether it 
was still being taken. I feel sure that Mr. T will forgive 
me for saying that the twinkle in the eye which usually accom
panied the affirmative reply scarcely befitted an anaemic subject! 
Personally, I was " put on " milk nearly thirty years ago and 
although 1 have tried hard to live this down, I still find it being 
offered to me all over the firm ! 

My own first contact with Mr. John was just before Christmas, 
1914, when I was posted to what was known as the Branch 
Management Department. I sat with my back to a partition in 
which was a small lifting sash ; this was a few paces from Mr. 
John's own office and he frequently made use of it. More 
often than not it travelled up with a mighty bang and 1 recall 
his saying one day that for two pins he would close the depart
ment. Although his remark was not addressed to me per
sonally, I felt more than suitably impressed but I certainly 
remember the involuntary movement of my hand towards the 
lapel of my jacket, scared though T was ! 

On one occasion Mr. John went for a lengthy holiday and 
told me that 1 could occupy myself in finding a suitable site at 
Tolworth on the Kingston by-pass road. This was the first 
time I had been so entrusted. There was nothing available within 
the geographical limits he had set out but one very " g r e e n " 
site was for sale in what I felt was potentially a better position, 
and a quick decision had to be made. I spent one of the 
most unpleasant half-hours of my life, amongst the ducks in 
the farmyard on which our branch was to be built, when Mr. 
John returned and told me what he thought of the position and 
the possibilities of W 's and B . . ,'s joining forces with us 
there ! I was comforted in the knowledge that in fact his wrath 
was not directed against me personally, but I happened to be 
in the line of fire ! 

Mr. John was a great family man and since the passing of 
his beloved wife some fifteen years ago, I can never remember 
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Three generations : on the occasion of Mr. J. D. Sainsbury's twenty-
first birthday in 1948. From left to right : Mr. Alan Sainshury, 

Mr. J. D. Sainsbury and Mr. John. 

his wearing a coloured necktie. When appointing a candidate 
for a responsible position he was often as greatly interested in 
the character of the man's wife as in the applicant himself. He 
was a great believer in die reflection of a person's character in 
his face ; I well remember being told, "You should never engage 
a man with a small nose," and on what was perhaps the in
stinctive lifting of my hand, " Yours is all right 1 " Occasionally 
he was badly let down by someone in whom he had placed 
confidence but his faith in human nature persisted. 

Amongst his epigrams were the following :— 
" Our only monopoly is the name over the fascia." 
To his secretary, in the middle of dictating a letter: " Don't 

use shorthand, just write it, I'm in a hurry ! " 
And, "There must be a better train than that, I don't want 

to spoil the morning just going to Brighton and back." 
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To two structurally-minded officials who suggested tunnelling 
under a branch : " If you want to go in for tunnelling, go and 
tunnel in your own back-yard." 

T o his chauffeur: " D o n ' t keep stopping every time you see a 
red traffic l ight !" 

He had a passion for slogans, which were produced in quantity 
and suitably exhibited until a more topical replacement came 
along. Among them were :— 

"A place for everything and everything in its place." 
"A man without a smiling face shouldn't keep a shop." 
"Walk on the sunny side of the street." 
"Details make perfection but perfection is not a detail." 
He had only to be convinced of the Tightness or desirability 

of a proposition to proceed with it immediately. In 1933 he 
had just passed a new wage schedule ; it was late at night and 
it was suggested that all that was now needed to " complete 
the picture " was a pension scheme. The immediate answer 
came, " Very well, in the morning we will set out to get the 
best actuarial advice we can," and he was as good as his word. 
On another occasion, again late at night, it was suggested that 
the advanced training of butchers could no longer be carried 
out solely at the branches and that the only way to cope with 
the problem would be the establishment of a meat-training centre 
at Blackfriars. He arrived early the next morning and with a 
brisk, " Put on your hat and come with me," set out on a 
tour of the headquarters buildings until he found a site for the 
training centre. His instinctive hunches, or to use one of his 
favourite words, his " nous," frequently reflected strokes of 
near genius and many of the fundamental practices which he 
introduced to the business as a result of his trading sense, have 
been confirmed by scientific research. 

In earlier days it was a condition of employment at the 
branches that staff took their dinner and tea on the premises 
and generally they received good value for the price charged. 
The one occasion that comes to mind on which there was any 
strong objection voiced was when Mr. John took a view—and 
his views were usually strong—as to the nourishing properties 
of the herring, which at that time was very cheap. The 
result was the nearest thing to a strike that was ever experienced 
at Sainsbury branches for there were no half measures about the 
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menu ! Mr. John himself when in full cry was almost indifferent 
to the needs of the inner man and a day out with him, enlivened 
as it was bv both physical and mental gymnastics, could be 
quite exhausting. What was perhaps his most famous lunch 
consisted of a penny oyster purchased on the front of a fish
monger's in one of the South-east London suburbs. The oyster 
was never consumed for it failed dismally to live up to the 
slogan which is now displayed over the numerous branches of 
the firm in question ! Certainly, his activities in the business 
must also have frequently made him very late for his evening 
meal. 

For some considerable time it was Mr. John's practice to 
have the mid-day meal sent into his office on a special plate, 
mounted on a hot water container. The law of averages operated 
very well for no lunch-time passed without one of the firm's 
officials finding it convenient to look in. It was always very 
late when we commenced to eat, any meat was invariably dry 
and tough and, I am afraid, the action of those officials was not 
very good for the reputation of the then meat buyer. 

Mr. John liked to keep his movements as free of commitment 
as possible and frequently would enter his car and tell the 
chauffeur to " drive down the road " with the idea of giving 
him more definite instructions in a mile or so. On occasions his 
mind was diverted for he was interested in everything he 
passed and as a result he found himself far from his intended 
destination. 

As his personal assistant, I was at first surprised by the extent 
to which he was prepared to listen to young people and even 
to seek their opinion. Many years later he told me I was never 
afraid to tell him when he was wrong ; truth to tell, this was 
probably less of a tribute to any moral courage than to a sense 
of timing ! I well remember being guilty of an error in inserting 
a retail price in a Christmas list without checking my memory 
as tf> the cost. The day after the Christmas holidays Mr. John, 
who had been a " customer," enquired as to the cost and when 
I explained the circumstances, his reply was, " Make a few 
mote mistakes like that—it was a cheap advertisement." 

Of recent years he had spent much time in his home near 
Bexhill ; a chilly spot in the winter months. On medical advice 
he had latterly left England during the worst of the winter and 
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visited such places as Australia and Ceylon. Two years ago, 
when I was on my way to New Zealand, by sheer coincidence I 
had booked quite independently at the same hotel in Sydney as 
that at which he was staying. 1 was, of course, only to be there 
for a day or so, and landing at a very early hour, I found Mr. 
John on the hotel threshold to greet me, despite his years. 
Whilst he mellowed with the passage of time his vitality per
sisted into old age to a remarkable degree. As an example, he 
travelled overnight from Bexhill to be present at the opening 
of Southampton branch and virtually without rest spent the 
first day chatting to customers, in which pleasure he became so 
engrossed that he missed his train, fie decided to travel with 
me by road to London and as we left the town he lit his pipe 
and settled himself in his seat, saying, " You have had a heavy 
day ; why don't you shut your eyes for thirty minutes ? 1 
shall enjoy the drive, it is a very pretty road." This to one 
thirty years his junior ! Only a year or two previously, after 
visiting the February bull sales in Perth, at a time of most 
severe weather, he had travelled on to Aberdeen and was 
playing really good table-tennis until nearly midnight ! 

Consistently through his career he strove to raise standards— 
standards of quality, of value, of staff remuneration and working 
conditions, of customer amenity and in general the status of 
the retail distributive trade. On more than one occasion recently 
he had remarked, " The firm's standing in the public estimation 
is higher today than it has ever been," a remark which, eighteen 
years after his retirement, could only have been made by a 
really big man. 

Now we are left with the inspiration ! 
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" G U V N O R " 
F. R. P A R K E R 

Manager 

of the 

Building and Engineering 

Division 

MR. JOHN was undoubtedly the most remarkable man that I 
have met and I feel honoured at being allowed to write a few 
words about him. 

It is difficult to think of anyone who has enjoyed so full a life, 
and if you were lucky enough to have had half-an-hour with Mr. 
John during recent years and listened to his reminiscences, you 
would have felt that you had had the finest mixture of enter
tainment and education possible. 

There was something of the dictator in Mr. John. He laid 
down, and carried on, good principles and commanded 
that they should be observed to the smallest detail. But even in 
his day things did not always run true to form, and there 
are many who had a very rough passage when they considered it 
necessary to depart from their instructions to suit unusual 
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circumstances. He expected to be consulted on everything, 
whether available or not. 

You never quite knew where you were with Mr. John and I 
believe he enjoyed being in a position that kept you guessing 
and on your toes ; you were not allowed to be self-satisfied. 
He might one day deliver you a lecture about spending more 
time in the office ; a few weeks later if he found you in the office 
he would ask how you expected to look after your business if 
you spent all your time in the office. If you had the pluck, 
and I say " i f" to suggest it was his own idea, you would quite 
likely be told that rules were made to be broken. 

That he ruled well could be seen by the great number of staff 
that he gathered round him and who would go to almost any 
length to please him. There were times when Mr. John could 
be far from pleasant, but his conscience would always compel him 
to make generous amends. It was due to his great charm that 
he had so many loyal adherents. 

There were times when it was extremely difficult to live up 
to Mr. John. His knowledge of everybody and everything 
connected with the business was amazing. I think perhaps the 
reason for his greatness was that he was interested in everything 
he saw and heard, and was able to register it all in his mind. He 
continually drew upon this great fund of information. 

Mr. John was perhaps at his happiest when new branches were 
being planned or alterations were to be made. He loved new 
ventures, and it should be stressed most strongly that he was 
never mean. His words on one occasion come back to me, 
" It will be a good improvement, we shan't take any more 
money. Go ahead with the job." 

Anything that was to be done had to be good in all respects 
and, of course, done quickly. It was no good saying to Mr. John 
that he had been without a certain thing for many years and that 
surely a few weeks longer would not matter. Although altera
tions had to be carried out, it was a very bad day for the builder 
if the branch were to suffer during the job ; the business was all 
important. I once suggested that it might be more profitable 
if we were to increase our own maintenance staff and do more 
of the building work. I was told rather curtly that we were 
Provision Merchants—not builders. 

With a view to the future, Mr. John would go to extraordinary 
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At the firm's 80th birthday dinner Mr. John with Mr, F. R. Parker 
(centre) and Mr. l^ainchbury, manager of Oxford branch. 

lengths to obtain what he wanted. There was the case of his 
asking one of my colleagues to call on the occupier of a small 
piece of ground and ask permission to erect an advertisement 
board. He came back with the information that the ground was 
attached to a cottage. Mr. John answered rather quickly, 
" Well ! go and buy the cottage." My colleague again came 
back stating that the cottage was part of a row and was in the 
same ownership. Of course, Mr. John's answer was, " Go 
and buy the row." 

In my early days I was told by Mr. John to re-surface the 
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Watching a bowls competition at the Griffin Athletic Club, Dulwieb. To the 
right are Mr. F. A. Pagden, Superintendent, and Mr. F. R. Parker. 

floor of the old grocery department at Stamford House, but he 
warned me that I should be careful as the floor might be im-

Eregnated with sugar. I was horrified a few days after the job 
ad been done to find that the whole floor had risen up and 

cracked, and I had a very nasty feeling that it would not be long 
before I was looking for new employment. There was only one 
thing to do—I would have to go and see the " Guvnor " and 
confess diat I had not sufficiently heeded his warning and to take 
my medicine. The explosion I had expected never even started. 
Mr. John was perhaps a little off-hand but interested in my 
trouble, and before I left his presence he said he hoped I had 
learned from my experience. I remember this very well, and I 
realised that the right way to treat Mr. John was to come 
straight to die point with the truth. 
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Although I have dwelt on Mr. John's connection with pro
perty, it would be very wrong to give the impression that he 
was not interested in his fellow men. He loved people, old and 
young, and in all walks of life. He was thoroughly at home 
everywhere, and in the old market districts he was greeted as an 
old friend and often by his christian name. If ever there was a 
man who could " walk with Kings nor lose the common touch " 
this was one. 

Even when Mr. John gave over the active part of management 
in 1938, his interest in the staff and the premises never declined. 
Throughout the war years he regularly climbed the stairs to 
the Works Office to see how the bombing repairs were going, 
and to hear of the latest damage. The bombing itself seemed to 
mean nothing to him, and he would spend much of his time 
touring the branches. 

It was understandable that Mr. John found it difficult to 
become used to the vast changes that have taken place during 
the last few years, and although he was very critical when we 
endeavoured to " improve " some of his own standards, he 
would often subsequently and ungrudgingly approve and be
come again the great enthusiast. The opening of Lewisham, 
where he spent the whole day, must surely have been one of the 
greatest and most gratifying events of his life. 

There was something very wonderful in watching Mr. John 
during the last few years. He knew he was growing old and 
was content. He had no grudge against life, and fully realised 
that he might not have long to go. In spite of this, he was still 
as interested in everything as if he had very many years in front 
of him. 
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A 
TREMENDOUS 

DRIVING 
FORCE 

W. C. G U R R 

formerly Warehouse and Transport Manager 

Joined J.S. ipio, Retired ipfj 

W H A T do 1 remember of Mr. John ? What made men who 
worked with him and grew up with him, learn to love and respect 
him as a man ? How did he appeal to me when he was a man of 
40 years of age, in the prime of life, and later when he had 
mellowed into serene old age ? 

Mr. John was 39 when I first knew him, and I frankly confess 
that in those days I walked in fear of being called into his office, 
or perhaps to meet him in a corridor, for he was everywhere— 
you could not escape him, he saw everything, he missed nothing. 
He has often said, " The Lord gave me two eyes and I can't help 
using them" 

I had never met anybody to compare with Mr. John of those 
days, for the terrific energy which he brought to bear on every 
matter arising in the business. Speed, detail, more speed, 
greater detail, more efficiency. 

When the Office and the Warehouse closed some time during 
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Mr. John exchanges a word with Mr. W. C. Gurr at the Veterans' 
re-union at Blackfriars in 1954. 

Saturday afternoon, he was off to the branches until closing 
time at a late hour on Saturday night, just to show those chaps 
in the shops that he was about, and on his toes, and that he 
expected everybody to be the same. 

Good Lord, I thought, doesn't the man ever sleep, doesn't 
he relax and play games, or is it all work ? 

Well, one morning about 11 a.m. I made a profound dis
covery. I saw him leaving his office, which was adjacent to mine, 
in full hunting kit, jump into a Hansom cab and away to the 
Railway Station en route for a mid-week Hunt. So he could play 
as well as work ! 

I began to take more interest in him and the business, for at 
that time I had not decided whether I wanted to stay with J. S. 
Here was a thriving business with a tremendous driving force 
at the head. We all realised that he had started at the bottom, 
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that he knew what he wanted, that he was a practical man who 
knew his job as a Provision Merchant and held very sound 
views on future expansion and the clean handling of foodstuffs. 

If you were the least bit interested in your job, you could not 
help being caught up in the enthusiasm initiated by Mr. John. 
You worked very hard, but he worked much harder. He knew his 
job, you were only learning. With all his forceful drive I always 
found him very tolerant to the honest man who had made a 
genuine mistake. One should profit by mistakes. If one had 
occurred, a rule must be made or a procedure altered to prevent 
a recurrence. Only in that way could efficiency be improved 
and losses avoided. 

I remember soon after Stamford House had been opened, 
1 was helping to take in a load of cheese. Somehow I pushed 
the wrong button on the operating gear and down came 
the electric hoist with its load of cheese. The thick steel cable 
snapped and whipped round the floor, but by the mercy of God, 
I was not killed. The next morning I was taken to Mr. John's 
Office, where in the presence of most of his brothers, he en
quired into the accident. All the staff in the Warehouse thought 
I was certain for the sack, but no, I received a reprimand and 
instructions were issued to the sign-writer for a board to be fixed 
to the hoists, detailing one man only, Frank Williams, the Cheese 
Foreman, to push the operating buttons. To my knowledge this 
board was in position for over 30 years. 

Mr. John once told me why we began to bring rabbit 
skins and fat and bones back to Blackfriars. He had gone 
into a branch one morning and found the Manager away from 
the shop. Whilst he walked about the shop and warehouse, a 
man came into the warehouse, counted the skins, weighed the 
bones and departed with them. Mr. John said nothing. The 
Manager returned and apologised for his absence. Mr. John 
said, " That's all right, I was here." Later, before he left, he said 
to the Manager, " Oh, by the way Mr , whilst you were 
out, a dirty, scruffy individual walked into the warehouse and 
helped himself to the skins and bones." " Ah," said the 
Manager, " would he be a short, dark, stocky fellow ? " " That's 
him," said Mr. John. " O h , " said the Manager, "he 's all right— 
that's old Tom Smith, he's got a row of houses." " Only one 
row," was Mr. John's comment as he left the shop. 
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Mr. John sitting in the audience at the J.S. Veterans' re-union in 1954. 
By his side is Mr. Barnes, a former manager. 

As I grew up and worked more closely with Mr. John I 
appreciated more than ever his wide outlook, his passion for 
efficiency and his thought for others. I appreciated his many 
acts of kindness to myself and to those members of the staff 
and their families who were in trouble. 

We did not always agree. We had many battles but he bore no 
malice, and always appreciated an honest man who would 
stand his ground. It was fun, it was exhilarating because he knew 
we were both striving for the good of " Our " business. I 
remember how he and I battled over the question of night work 
when I first proposed to introduce it in the Warehouse. There 
was no alternative, but he was fearful of the effects on the men's 
health. It was with great reluctance that he finally gave way. 
Again I remember it was some years before he really forgave 
me for advocating the replacement of horses by motors. He knew 
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in his heart that it was inevitable, but his main concern was that 
the Carmen and Stablemen would be suitably placed in other 
jobs. 

On the formation of the Veterans' Group, he was delighted 
to become our President, and 1 am happy to know that he en
joyed many hours with the old servants of the Firm who had 
grown up with him. 

Yes, I am very proud to have had the honour of working 
with him for so many years, seeing him in all his varying moods, 
knowing his fine character, and watching him enjoy a well-
earned retirement. 

I greatly lament his passing. 
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T H E 

" G R E A T M A N " 

C. A. C O L M E R 

of the 

General Managers' Office 

M Y first recollections of Mr. John go back to the early days 
of World War I when I commenced working in the Stock Office 
as it was known then. This was situated immediately outside 
Mr. John's Office and I began to wonder who the tall distin
guished gentleman was who went in and out. When T learned 
that he was the Great Man my estimation of the job knew no 
bounds—I felt it must be wonderful to work for such a nice 
man. I know it is said that one cannot trust first impressions, 
but on this occasion they were absolutely right. 

After a few months I was told that I was to look after the 
bacon stock and this necessitated my first direct contact with Mr. 
John to get the weekly bacon prices. I well remember the first 
occasion I went into his office. I was, of course, very nervous 
but was quickly put at ease in the most kindly way. Mr. John 
explained how he fixed the prices and why it was necessary to 
review them weekly together with many other aspects of the 
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provision trade. I have never forgotten the thrill it gave me to 
know that such an important man had given me, a new boy, 
so much of his time, but there were many more occasions later 
when Mr. John showed that he was ever ready to help and 
encourage. It was obvious that he was proud of his vocation 
and was at pains to see that all others had the same ideas. 

Later when I was in the Sales Office my contact with Mr. 
John was almost daily and 1 gained more and more under
standing of the reasons for the firm's progress. Quality and 
freshness were paramount and woe betide anyone who did 
anything to besmirch the name on the fascia ! 

There were, of course, times when things did not go so 
smoothly and about the time of which I am writing there was 
an incident that showed another facet of his character. He 
had a tvpist who was somewhat temperamental and one day 
there was a tremendous hullabaloo in her office. Suddenly the 
door opened and out she came, obviously very " het-up," kicking 
the metal typewriter cover along the passage. At the same 
time Mr. John's door opened and his face was wreathed in 
smiles as he watched her storming along the corridor. When 
she returned to the office a little later Mr. John was at the door, 
they just smiled at each other—he opened the door for her and 
business went on as before. I remember that it gave me a 
tremendous kick to realise that the head of the business had a 
human touch. 

Quite often when summoned to the " presence " one would 
find four or five or even more people there, and it always 
intrigued me the way Mr. John was able to move from one to 
the other picking up from the last point and going on to the 
next without any difficulty. 

It was during my service in the Sales Office that I had my first 
personal experience of Mr. John's wrath. He was not satisfied 
regarding the carry over stock of margarine one weekend and I 
was " on the mat." My explanation was, I thought, one hundred 
per cent, watertight, and 1 explained to Mr. John that I had his 
instructions in writing covering the exact position. I was told to 
produce them and after perusal Mr. John tore the letter to pieces 
with the remark " Now what are you going to d o ? " I was most 
aggrieved at having my defence destroyed and told to go back 
to my office. However, very shortly afterwards I was sent for 
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Mr. John at Marylebone branch in 1955 talking to the Manager, 
Mr. Hill, and (centre) Mr. Plant. 

and told to sit down. I was given a cup of tea and Mr. John and I 
discussed the Griffin Club, in which I was then a very active 
participant, at some length. I thought that a very gracious 
pardon. I subsequently heard of more than one instance of a 
manager coming up to H.O. for a wigging and going away with 
an increase. 

Another incident which I shall ever remember occurred about 
three years ago. No doubt many of you have seen the bust of 
Mr. J.J. standing in the Hall at Stamford House. Mr. John was 
standing looking at it as I walked through. He took me by the 
arm right up to the bust and asked me if I realised how old the 
Founder was when he died. When I said " Yes, 84 Sir," he 
replied that he had still two years to go to reach that age but 
that he would beat his father. 

Of course, the occasion in January last when some of us had 
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Mr. John talking to customers at Somers Town branch when he 
visited it a few days after it had re-opened on a new site in 1954. 

the pleasure of Mr. John's company at a dinner to celebrate his 
85th birthday was a memory I shall always treasure. I was 
doubly fortunate in that I had the pleasureable task of visiting 
Mr. John's flat in order to accompany him to the restaurant. 
Mr. John was already in a reminiscent mood and displayed many 
of his prized mementoes. The evening that followed was one 
that I am sure Mr. John enjoyed to the full. 

Looking back through the years I can recall many instances 
of Mr. John's kindnesses. On numerous occasions I have been 
the instrument to carry out a kind action when an employee 
has been ill or in domestic difficulty. 

In writing these few notes regarding a man I so greatly 
admired I wish to pay tribute to his wonderful personality 
and character. I am sure any man who has had contact with 
Mr. John is that much better for it. 
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AN 
INSPIRING 

LEADER 

G. HOARE 

formerly a branch Superintendent 

Joined J.S. 1903, Retired 1947 

I VIVIDLY recall the day Mr. John engaged my services, under 
the arch at 13-15 Stamford Street before Stamford House 
was built, when after a perusal of my form he essayed the remark 
that I had been a " rolling stone " to which I replied that I had 
gathered experience not moss and also wanted a first sales
man's position. 

He impressed me very much by his vitality and business 
acumen and I would have been deeply disappointed had my 
application failed. However, before I got back to my " d i g s " a 
telegram, which I still have, was waiting " Come in next morning 
prepared to start." So began a happy association of over 50 
years with one who as well as being my employer was a verv 
dear friend. 

Mr. John was an inspiring leader who could command 
true loyalty and stimulate to their utmost efforts all who lived 
and worked for the success of the firm. Few in those days ever 
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asked for an increase of wages, since they knew that they were 
with a pioneering and progressive firm in which the ladder of 
promotion was the really worthwhile objective. Mr. John 
gave everv encouragement for promotion and never failed to 
reward extra efforts to further the interests of the respective 
branches. He was, of course, a practical man, experienced 
in all departments of the business, having served his time in 
the branches. His memory was remarkable both for the strong, 
as well as the weak, points in our characters and qualifications. 
His energy was prodigious ; even on Sundays he would stroll 
round the branches and if everything was not left in order we 
soon heard about it on Monday morning. 

One outstanding memory I have of Mr. John was at the first 
anniversary of the opening of the Oxford branch in May or 
June, 1911. He was anxious to celebrate the very successful 
first year's trade and decided to decorate the branch with 
garlands of fresh flowers. Fifty boxes of roses, smilax and other 
blooms were sent down from Covent Garden and with the aid 
of some locally grown plants, rockeries were laid out down the 
centre of the shop and festoons were hung from all the lighting 
points. The staff worked overnight to complete the picture. 
From Blackfriars next morning came two tons of fresh goods, 
decorated cooked meats and poultry, arriving at 7.00 a.m. By 
10.00 a.m. when Mr. John walked in, the whole branch was in 
perfect order, every man in clean coat and apron. I can see the 
delight and surprise on his face now as he led me up the shop 
and right away told me to take another 10s. on my salary. The 
florists were kept busy all the morning preparing baskets of 
blooms which I had the pleasure of presenting to many of our 
customers. 

Mr. John's influence extended far beyond the limits of the 
firm. He helped many former employees to start their own 
businesses and I know that their success has been due to early 
training with J.S. Only recently he spoke of meeting a former 
manager, now proprietor of a large store in Australia. Another 
employee eventually became Managing Director of Liptons. 

When it was formed in 1947, Mr. John became President 
of the Veterans' Group of the S.S.A. He was always warmly 
welcomed at the social gatherings and the outings he attended. 
There could be no doubt in anyone's mind, after seeing the 
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Mr. John greeting Mr. G. Hoare, at the firm's With birthday dinner. 

expression on the faces of those veterans who had worked 
with him over many years, of the love and affection in which 
he was held. He always enjoyed himself enormously at these 
" get togethers" where he could talk of old times and the 
early days of the multiple stores when the competition was 
so keen and the fight was on to get and hold the trade. He 
always asked for McCarthy—a dapper little chap of 5 feet, 
who was the same age as Mr. John and had worked in his earliest 
days as " runner-boy." His memory was remarkable and 
at these gatherings he would pick out " the finest ham 
carver on the firm " or list the branches at which an ex-manager 
had worked. 

Mr. John was an outstanding personality and all of us who 
knew him in and out of business will honour and long remember 
his name. 
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IN MEMORIAM 
O N Tuesday, June 5th, 1956, a memorial service for 
John Benjamin Sainsbury was held at Southwark 
Cathedral. The Provost of Southwark, The Very 
Reverend H. E. Ashdown, officiated, assisted by The 
Precentor, The Venerable L. A. Brown, and The 
Reverend Allan Weaver, Rector of Christ Church, 
Blackfriars. Among the congregation of about a 
thousand were relatives and friends of Mr. John, 
representatives of the Mayor of Bexhill and the Mayor 
of Southwark, members of the staff and pensioners 
of J. Sainsbury Ltd., and many representatives of 
the provision, grocery and meat trades in Great 
Britain and abroad. 

The memorial address was given by The Reverend 
Geoffrey Standish, Rector of St. Mark, Little Common, 
Sussex, the church which Mr. John regularly attended. 

We are gathered here, in this House of God and in God's 
presence, to thank Him for the life and work of John Benjamin 
Sainsbury, or " J.B.", as most of us used to call him. What I 
have to say will seem most inadequate to many of you who 
knew him much better than I did before he retired to Little 
Common, but your thoughts will be able to fill up what my 
words lack. 

John Benjamin Sainsbury was endowed with great physical 
strength, but with something even more than that, with great 
drive and buoyant energy which enabled him to work for long 
periods, for long hours, at high pressure. 

He had the gift of leadership. He was able to draw the utmost 
and the best out of everyone. He was adaptable, human, 
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friendly. He was both conservative and progressive, conserva
tive in the best sense of the word, seeking to conserve and 
preserve the values of the lessons which past experience had 
taught. He was also progressive in the sense that he was open 
to new ideas, not in the sense of going with the times. Any 
lame duck can float with the stream, but he had the ability to 
pick out what was best in current thought and apply it. 

In his interest in the building up of the business which his 
father had left and handed on to him, he showed pride, tenacity, 
devotion and an unusual attention to detail—facts, facts, facts : 
" What are the facts ? " How good—when in these days so 
many questions are settled temporarily by people's emotions. 

I am told that in his younger days he could be terribly annoved 
when things went wrong ; but because he was human, his 
resulting attitude was this. First of all, " These mistakes have 
been made. What can we learn from them ? " And secondly, 
because he was human and approachable, he set out to re
establish human relations. I do not know whether he ever 
asked a man to forgive him ; I imagine that he would. But 
when he did, you would be in the presence of something far 
higher than drive and success in business. 

From time to time he used to quote his father's sayings to 
me. One of them was that if a man was in business merely for 
his bank balance, he would be in business for a poor thing. 

" J .B." set out to raise the standards of the trade, to give quality, 
good value for money received, and willingness of service. He 
founded, I believe, the first basic training school for shop 
assistants, and I am told that under the heading of " Situations 
Vacant," when someone wanted help in the grocery business, it 
was not unusual to see " a Sainsbury-trained man preferred." 

If you have ever been present at the opening of a new 
Sainsbury shop, you will have been impressed by the social 
joy and pleasure that that shop was being opened in the district. 
Why is that ? It is because the customers know that they will 
receive certain things—quality and value for money paid, most 
willing and courteous service, and exceptional cleanliness. It is 
true to say that " J . B . , " with those who worked with him and 
helped him, raised the general standards not only in these things, 
but in remuneration of staff and in working conditions. 

But I did not know him in those days. I only got to know him 
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when he retired, more or less, to Little Common, although his 
continued interest in the business was amazing. As a parson, 1 
was not so much interested in the work of the business, but in 
the character of the man who had achieved so much. I believe 
profoundly that this world is a factory for turning out souls for 
work in higher spheres beyond our sight, and so I was interested 
in the interior life of the man himself, and this is what I noticed. 
First of all, his absolute simplicity and naturalness. So many 
men who make great money remain imprisoned in self. They 
are ostentatious. They demand chief places. They wish to be 
in the limelight and continually noticed. 

There was nothing of that kind about " J .B." When he came to 
Church on Sunday morning, he would slip into his place, 
usually in the south aisle, asking for no publicity, no con-
spicuousness ; and I am told that in these latter months, when 
he was often beset with pain, at a quarter to eleven he would 
always make the effort and walk down the hill to St. Mark's 
Church to worship God. 

Another thing I noticed was that there was no cynicism about 
him. Men who have made great wealth must often wonder 
what are the motives of those who gather round them. President 
Roosevelt said to Wendell Wilkie, after he had returned from 
his world tour, " Wendell, one day you may sit in this chair as 
President of the United States, and everyone who comes through 
that door to see you will want something for himself." Rich 
men must often wonder why people gather round them, but 
" J . B . " was entirely free from all those thoughts. He remained 
simple and kind. 

1 suppose it is true to say that no post arrived at the Thatched 
House, no day passed, without someone coming to ask for 
help. He was shrewd—he did not come down in the last 
shower of rain—but he was always willing to give his attention, 
and if, after due enquiry, he thought the cause was worthy, he 
would help ; but there was no blowing of his trumpet. His 
left hand did not know what his right hand did. 

A third thing was his amazing interest in people, and especially 
in young people. Stories which are told about men are often 
windows to their real inner nature. After the morning service 
on Easter Day last year, he stood when the service was over in 
the churchyard. He said to me afterwards, " It gave me such 
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pleasure to see all those happy faces coming out of church "— 
rather an unusual thing to notice. 

The other story I like about him is of a small boy in church 
who found his place for him. Afterwards he spoke to the boy, 
as he would, and thanked him, and as it was chestnut time he 
said " Come up to my house and get some chestnuts." The boy 
arrived that Sunday afternoon. Those who guarded " J .B." tried 
to prevent his being disturbed, but the boy said " Mr. Sainsbury 
told me to come up this afternoon." So they went and told 
" J . B . " Although he was ill, his reaction at once was : " I must 
go out. I must not disappoint the lad." That was his attention 
to people and to promises. 

Let me sum up with the words of a tribute made only a few 
days ago by one who served him for many years in a humble 
position : " You could not have a nicer gentleman. He was 
always kind to everyone and in everything. His relations with 
those who worked for him were most generous and sweet "— 
I like that word " sweet "—" and one could not wish for a 
better employer." 

K.J.L., Ilopton St., S.I.;.i 




