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Figure 1: Port Harcourt: Kingsway serves the nation, 1961, UAC/1/11/21/8
Reproduced with kind permission of Unilever from an original in Unilever Archives
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The opening of the new Kingsway 
Store in Cape Coast, held in January 
1975, was a lavish affair, attended, as 
one local newspaper noted, by ‘all the 
prominent citizens of Cape Coast’.1 
The ribbon cutting was presided over 
by the Omanhene of Oguaa, Nana 
Mbrah V, and the Chief Executives 
of both Kingsway Stores Ghana Ltd., 
and the UAC of Ghana Ltd., whilst a 
widely circulated address was given by 
Colonel Emmanuel-Abim Baidoo, the 
Regional Commissioner in the military 
government that had overthrown the 
Second Ghana Republic three years 
previously.2 As was standard at these 
occasions, Baidoo praised the UAC 
and Kingsway’s role in the Ghanaian 
economy, noting that ‘their contribution 
to the private sector of our economy 
has been stupendous’.3 However, he 
then went off-script to bemoan the small 
scale of the new store before him: 

          We would have been happier if 
the skyline had also been improved. 
The construction of a [multi] storey 
building would not only offer improved 
shopping facilities but would also 
contribute immensely to the face-lift 
programme for Cape Coast. I am

hopeful that in the not too distant future 
we shall have the occasion to assemble 
again in another part of this municipality 
to witness the opening of a Kingsway 
store which is housed in a [multi] 
storeyed building.4

This episode captures the tensions 
that accompanied the development of 
new Kingsway stores in post-colonial 
Ghana and Nigeria. The Kingsway 
Stores, a UAC subsidiary, had grown 
throughout the colonial period: by 
the 1950s there were stores from 
Banjul in the Gambia to Victoria in 
Southern Cameroon, with the majority 
of branches concentrated in the major 
towns and cities of Ghana and Nigeria. 
The chain had largely Africanised its 
customer base and expanded as a 
response to political independence, 
and had built large, luxuriously outfitted 
new department stores in key urban 
locations to mark the independence of 
Ghana and Nigeria.5 In this, Kingsway 
Stores was making a contribution 
to the developmentalist visions of 
African nationalist politicians. Like 
contemporaneous factories and office 
buildings built by the UAC, Kingsway 
Stores were widely disseminated as

advertising images under the heading 
‘Fine Buildings Enrich a Country’ and 
other such slogans, framed as the 
UAC’s contribution to programmes of 
development (see Figure 1).6     
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But by the 1970s, Kingsway’s was 
promoting smaller, single-storey 
stores, often in suburban locations: in 
effect, the chain switched its emphasis 
from building department stores to 
supermarkets (see Figure 2). This was 
not popular with local landed elites, 
planners, and policy makers, who 
remained stubbornly wedded to the

notion of the large-scale urban 
department store on prominent sites, 
as symbolic of regional prestige, 
something that led to conflict with the 
management of the Kingsway Stores 
and its parent company, the UAC.

As a result of this shift towards smaller 
stores, new shop buildings were

increasingly built through locally based 
intermediaries such as indigenous 
property developers. Examining the 
development of these stores reveals the 
multiplicity of actors that shaped the built 
environment in postcolonial West Africa. 
These developments also reveal the 
ways in which the UAC sought to divest 
from direct investment in capital-heavy 
building projects in prime city sites whilst 
still expanding its business operations 
across the region. In a recent exchange 
in Twentieth-Century British History, the 
economic historian Vanessa Ogle posed 
the questions, who profited from empire, 
and who profited from empire’s ends?7 
The UAC’s post-colonial expansion of the 
Kingsway chain illustrates the ways in 
which British capital and profit extraction 
operated in the changed circumstances 
after empire’s ends, even as the company 
sought to divest itself from cumbersome 
investments in the region. In contrast 
to the widely narrated capital-intensive 
developments of the immediate post-war 
years, a newly agile form of development 
was called for by the shifting political 
terrain of post-colonial West Africa, 
something captured in the small, single 
storey stores built by the UAC for the 
Kingsway Chain in the 1970s.

Figure 2: Suburban Kingsway, UAC Photographs Accession, 1998:11–17
Reproduced with kind permission of Unilever from an original in Unilever Archives
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Development of the Kingsway Chain

In 1915, Miller Brothers Ltd., opened a 
grand new store on the High Street in 
Accra. Prominently located on a corner 
site next to the historic Ussher Town 
Fort, the store had a grand presence 
in the streetscape: classical arcaded, 
ground-floor, sheltered, large display 
windows whilst its upper floor featured 
round-headed arched windows framed 
by classical pilasters. Miller’s named 
their new store Kingsway, in a knowing 
reification of the imperial connotations 

of the recently completed avenue 
in London’s Holborn, where Miller 
Brothers was headquartered in a 
stodgily baroque office building, West 
Africa House.

The new Accra Kingsway Store 
represented a major departure from the 
standard mode of retail in West Africa. 
Whilst the colonial enterprise was mainly 
concerned with extraction and import-
export trade, there was also a strong 
retail component to nearly all European 
enterprise in West Africa, whether 
trading basic household items (such as 
cooking utensils and foodstuffs), distilled 
alcoholic beverages, and imported 
cloths, through to building materials 
and machines. This process of retail 
had generally taken place in simple, 
rather domestic buildings with wooden 
verandas and pitched corrugated iron 
roofs. Inside, goods were stored and 
displayed in a haphazard manner, on 
shelfs, in cabinets, and hung from the 
ceiling, with some higher priced goods 
displayed in glass fronted vitrines. 
One photograph of a Miller’s store in 
Tarkwa, taken in 1912, shows tins and 
boxes neatly displayed in open cabinets 
behind a high wooden counter, with 
what appears to be a melange of hats, 
crockery, cooking pots, and bentwood 
chairs piled together chaotically on a 
shelf above.8 Customers were separated 
from the goods by a high wooden 
counter, or even by metal grills, and 

Figure 3: ‘Always a good deal’ advertisement for Kingsway, showing drawing of Accra Store, 1956, UAC/1/11/20/3.
Reproduced with kind permission of Unilever from an original in Unilever Archives.
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goods were fetched for customers 
by either the storekeeper, usually a 
European, or by store assistants, who 
were usually African.9

However, as an account of a visit to the 
Accra Kingsway store in 1920 recorded, 
its approach to merchandising was 
radically different: goods were displayed

in separate departments, which 
customers were free to walk around. On 
the ground floor separate displays of 
printed cloth ‘in patterns that are

Figure 4: Advertisement for opening of a new Sekondi Store, date unknown, c. 1940s, UAC /2/10/B3/6/1/2
Reproduced with kind permission of Unilever from an original in Unilever Archives
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particularly alluring to the peoples of the 
Gold Coast’, gramophones and records, 
food produce ‘dainty preservations of 
meat, fish, fowl, fruit, vegetable and 
cereal, with biscuits, confectionary, and 
choice liquids of the culinary arts in an 
abundance well calculated to satisfy 
the most fastidious demands’, were laid 
out, whilst upstairs ‘habiliments for the 
lady and gentleman’ were displayed in 
a balustraded gallery which had a view 
down to ‘nearly the whole of the lower’ 
floor though a central light-well.10 The 
interior was ‘spacious’, the staircase 
‘wide’, the clothes sold ‘were kept ever 
abreast of the prevailing fashions’, 
the perfumery was ‘a revelation of 
high-class goods’, for the Kingsway 
store, explicitly modelled on European 
department stores, was the most 
exclusive ‘shopping resort’ in the whole 
of the Gold Coast colony.11 In 1919 
Miller’s was absorbed into the African 
& Eastern Trading Corporation, and 
thus, a decade later when the African 
& Eastern and the Niger Company 
merged to form the UAC, the Kingsway 
Accra store became the most prominent 
in the UAC’s network of over 12,000 
retail outlets across West Africa.12 The 
chain grew under the UAC’s ownership:

Figure 5: Freetown Kingsway, 1957, UAC/1/11/9/46
Reproduced with kind permission of Unilever from an original in Unilever Archives
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However, as an account of a visit to the 
Accra Kingsway store in 1920 recorded, 
its approach to merchandising 
was radically different: goods were 
displayed

stores were opened throughout West 
Africa in the 1930s and 1940s. By the 
mid-1950s, Kingsway stores could be 
found in each of the British West African 
capitals, Accra, Lagos, Freetown, 
Bathurst, and in many of the larger 
towns and cities across the region: 
Cape Coast, Sekondi, and Tamale in 
the Gold Coast, and in Jos and Kaduna 
in Nigeria.13 

The larger stores – especially those 
in the capital cities – were housed 
in purpose-built buildings designed 
by the Unilever in-house architects 
department, led by James Lomax 
Simpson. These stores adapted a 
moderne idiom reminiscent of interwar 
commercial buildings in the UK, similar 
to that deployed for the contemporary 
UAC office buildings. Beyond some 
light adaptation for local climates 
through the use of verandas, window 
hoods, and canopies, these buildings 
do not stylistically relate to their 
contexts in any way, with the possible 
exception of the Kaduna branch of 
Kingsway, the corner entrance tower 
of which replicated the zankwaye, the 
elaborate corner finales found in Hausa 
palaces.14 Many of the smaller stores

Figure 6: Advertisement for new Kaduna store, 1952, UAC/1/11/20/3    
Reproduced with kind permission of Unilever from an original in Unilever Archives
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were rather simple in their architectural 
expression: Kingsway Tamale, ‘about 
the only place [in the Northern 
Territories] where one can buy 
other than the bare necessities of 
life’ was a single storeyed structure 
with a pitched roof, and despite its 
grand entrance tower, much of the 
Kingsway in Kaduna appears to have 
operated from converted colonial 
era bungalows.15 Nevertheless, the 
Kingsway brand carried an immense 
amount of prestige. Not for nothing 
was the Kingsway company’s articles 
of association based on those of 
Harrods.16

The growth of the Kingsway chain 
reflected the growth of European 
communities in West Africa, their 
increasing embourgeoisement and 
their increasing reorientation towards 
the nuclear family. European women 
were originally deterred from settling 
in British West Africa, ‘the white man’s 
grave’ was widely held to be ‘no 
place for white women’.17 Positions 
in the colonial administrations were 
advertised as ‘for bachelors only’, one 
bank refused permission for staff on 
the coast to marry before they had

tripled, although the absolute 
numbers remained small, and there 
was similar growth in numbers in the 
Nigeria and Sierra Leone colonies.

Figure 7: Kingsway Easter advertisement, 1954, UAC/1/11/20 /3
Reproduced with kind permission of Unilever from an original in Unilever Archives
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parties, and sundowners on terraces. 
That the ‘chief leisure activity of the 
European community was drinking’ is 
attested by the list of a standard fittings 
of a UAC company bungalow, which 
suggested that each house be supplied 
with six each of wine glasses, sherry 
glasses, gin and bitters glasses, and 
‘champagne or grapefruit glasses’, 
except in the houses of higher grade 
staff which should be outfitted with nine 
of each type.23 The consumption of 
imported European foods and drinks, 
clothing, and household goods was 
necessary to sustain the fictive little 
Britains within the reservation. And it 
was this consumption that the Kingsway 
chain grew to satisfy. Early advertising 
made this clear, with one advertisement 
from the 1930s noting that Kingsway 
‘delivered direct to bungalows’.25

The increase of expatriates in West 
Africa, as part of the ‘Second Colonial 
Occupation’, initially offered Kingsway 
what the UAC board described as 
a degree of ‘protective colouring’, 
but as the scale of political change 
occurring in British West Africa in the 
1950s became increasingly clear to 
Kingsway’s management, who noted

with alarm that expatriates were 
‘drifting away’ from some areas, and 
that the spending habits of ‘the more 
transient’ expatriate population who 
remained had changed too, ‘being now 
largely daily necessities, rather than 
consumer durables’.26 Kingsway, its 
board noted, had ‘to adapt ourselves 
to the new pattern’.27 In the years 
around independence, architecture was 
deployed as a central tool in Kingsway’s 
adaption and survival strategies.28

served eight years in post and 
the Niger Company had to give 
permission for its staff to marry.18 
The colonial official Sir Alfred 
Burns described early twentieth-
century West Africa as, ‘essentially 
a bachelor’s paradise, where a man 
could dress as he pleased, drink as 
much as he liked, and be easy in his 
morals without causing a scandal’.19 
But between 1920 and 1930 the 
population of European women in the 
Gold Coast colony tripled, although 
the absolute numbers remained 
small, and there was similar growth 
in numbers in the Nigeria and Sierra 
Leone colonies.20

This changing gender balance in West 
Africa’s European communities ‘put new 
demands on the White communities 
to tighten their ranks, clarify their 
boundaries and mark out their social 
space’.21 A sharpening of physical 
boundaries followed, with European 
administrators and traders increasingly 
housed in bungalows in European-only 
reservations.22 Within these, a memetic 
of an haut-bourgeois English life was 
performed through a constant round of 
dinner parties, garden parties, tennis 
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Ready for Independence: Expansion 
at the Ends of Empire 

Perhaps paradoxically, given this 
loss of its main market, Kingsway’s 
response to independence was an 
expansionary one. The UAC invested 
in grand new stores opened in key 
cities in Ghana and Nigeria in the years 
around independence. Like the UAC’s 
new industrial and manufacturing 
enterprises, these new Kingsway stores 
were deployed by the UAC to telegraph 
a commitment to the emerging 
postcolonial regimes, and also to 
capitalise on the nations’ ‘euphoric’ 
excitement and optimism that so often 
bolstered sales and economic activity.29

The first of these was a new store 
in Accra, opened with much fanfare 
by Prime Minister Kwame Nkrumah 
as part of Ghana’s independence 
celebrations in 1957. Designed by 
architects TP Bennett & Partners, the 
store’s street façade was composed 
of glass and aluminium curtain walling 
with an extruded central first floor 
section supporting a restaurant terrace. 
Internally, it was luxuriously outfitted 
with terrazzo and marble, and featured 

 the first escalators in anglophone 
West Africa. The store sold clothing, 
household goods, modern furniture 
‘as good as any Danish’, electrical 
appliances, and expensive imported 
food and drink, to an increasingly 
Africanised clientele.30 Through 
fashion shows, ideal home shows 
and the like, the Kingsway Accra 
store cemented itself as a central 
plank in the performance of a new 

kind of elite modernity in Accra, 
showing the continuities between 
colonial and post-colonial visual and 
design cultures in West Africa.31

Figure 8: The new Accra Kingsway, 1957, UAC Box 21, 2219 
Reproduced with kind permission of Unilever from an original in Unilever Archives



13
Figure 9: Advertisement for new Kingsway in Accra, 1957, UAC/2 /1 /B1 /8 /1/10
Reproduced with kind permission of Unilever from an original in Unilever Archives
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The new department store was located 
away from the congested historic 
commercial district by the coast, on the 
new road connecting the city centre 
and the airport, Independence Avenue. 
It took a prestigious site on the new 
boulevard, amongst new government 
buildings, and the headquarters of 
international businesses, a move that 
made both commercial sense and 
served to associate 

Kingsway, and by extension the UAC, 
with Nkrumah’s urban ambitions for 
Accra.32 The new store was also 
built in close proximity to the Ghana 
headquarters of the UAC Motors at 
Bedford House, further underscoring 
the UAC’s contributions to Nkrumah’s 
urban ambitions.

The subsequent negotiations between 
local planners, civil servants and the 
UAC were complex and protracted. At 
one point, the government proposed 
that the UAC could obtain a site through 
slum clearance, facilitated by a special 
legislative order.33 The negative PR 
arising from the UAC dispossessing 
African landowners in this way was not 
acceptable to the UAC – as the company

chairman Frederick Pedler later 
recalled ‘it would have been silly for 
any expatriate company to become 
embroiled in such a process, and 
we were not as stupid as that’.34 
However, following interventions from 
Nkrumah, the UAC was able to secure 
a prominent site for its new store, and 
construction work began.35

Pedler’s reminiscence positions this 
episode as the UAC aiding Nkrumah in 
his ambitions to change the image of 
Accra. He remembered that ‘Nkrumah 
told us that it was the duty of the 
United Africa Company to provide a 
fine department store in time for the 
independence celebration. He wanted 
every distinguished visitor to go back 
home saying that Accra had shopping 
facilities that were equal to anything in 
the world.’36 Yet much of the archive 
suggests that the redevelopment of the 
Accra store had been in the works for 
some time, and was perhaps happening 
in parallel to independence as much 
as it was spurred on by it. By 1954, the 
UAC had been ‘looking for some-time’ 
for a new Kingsway site, for the old 
store ‘which had looked so modern in 
1920, now seemed terribly small’.37

Indeed, the UAC had even explored 
and discounted the option of extending 
the existing store facilities before 
deciding to develop a whole new store: 
plans in the UAC Collection show a 
proposed block in Lomax-Simpson’s 
characteristic moderne idiom awkwardly 
grafted onto the pilastered facade of 
the Edwardian store in Jamestown.38 
Even the carefully managed opening 
of the store to coincide with the 
1957 independence celebrations 
was contingent: construction delays 
had prevented the store opening in 
the December of 1956, when it was 
originally planned ‘to benefit from the 
Christmas shopping rush’.39 To see 
all of the operations of the UAC and 
Kingsway through the lens of political 
conditions negates the quotidian 
commercial logics that governed its 
operations day-to-day. Nevertheless, it 
is clear that for the UAC this luxurious 
new store was built at least in part to 
cement the company’s position in post-
independence Ghana, Pedler recalled 
that the new store was developed 
in response to ‘political and public 
pressure’, and that it was regarded as 
‘a public relations exercise in the short 
term’, as it ‘would be dishonest to
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Figure 10: New Kingsway store Ibadan UAC Photographs Accession, 1998/11–17
Reproduced with kind permission of Unilever from an original in Unilever Archives 

pretend the store in its early days 
would earn a good return on capital’.40

Following the redevelopment of 
Accra, the late 1950s saw an 
expansion programme in Nigeria, 
with substantial new stores 
opened in the Eastern region, 
at Port Harcourt, in the Western 
region, at Ibadan, and in the 
Lagos industrial and port suburb, 
Apapa, all of which were planned 
in the late 1950s and completed 
by the early 1960s, to coincide 
with Nigerian Independence. As at 
Accra, commercial considerations 
undergirded these decisions: in a 
1961 discussion about the scope 
for the new store in Port Harcourt, 
one UAC board member ‘queried 
whether same standards as Accra 
and Lagos was justified for Port 
Harcourt’, but the consensus was 
that the success of oil prospecting 
in the region, and the possible 
location of a new BOAC air 
terminal, would ensure a steady 
stream of Kingsway customers.41

Figure 11: New Kingsway store Apapa, UAC 1/11/10/1/9
Reproduced with kind permission of Unilever from an original in Unilever Archives
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Figure 12: New Kingsway store, Port Harcourt, 1963 UAC/2/10/b1/8/1/6
Reproduced with kind permission of Unilever from an original in Unilever Archives
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Yet, as at Accra, political considerations 
were also central: the development of 
a new store in each of the East and 
West regions to accompany the existing 
stores in Lagos and the Northern 
Region suggests Kingsway’s leadership 
were aware of the need to satisfy 
the regional ambitions of Nigeria’s 
states.42 These stores were also used 
explicitly by the UAC to demonstrate 
its continued loyalty to Nigeria post-
independence, with the Port Harcourt 
store greeted by the UAC Board in 
London as a ‘triumphant […] counter to 
the many accusations of withdrawal and 
disinvestment etc’.43 Public relations 
exercises and advertising were 
utilised to both emphasise the luxury 
and modernity of these new stores, 
arguably long a mainstay of Kingsway’s 
advertising, and to make the stores 
attractive to new African clientele. 

Figure 13: Kingsway customers, 1970 UAC Box 22, 2182
Reproduced with kind permission of Unilever from an original in Unilever Archives
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But a new element in its advertising 
sought to tie the store to their local 
contexts: a newspaper article written by 
the UAC’s publicist and ‘fashion expert’ 
Eleanor McDonald described a visit 
around the new store in Ibadan: 

         The view of the staircase is most 
impressive! It has an air of lightness 
and airiness which is fascinating and 
enables you to see from one side of 
the store to the other. This has been 
achieved by a modern architectural 
technique… up the stairs you go, 
looking down on the fountain playing its 
wide, fern-lined bowl. This fountain has 
already acquired the Yoruba name for 
flowing water – Orisun...44 

All three of the new Nigerian stores 
also marked a major stylistic departure 
for both Kingsway Stores, and the 
architects at TP Bennett & Partners who 
undertook their design. The Accra Store 
has been written about as an avatar of 
a new kind of modernity and modernism 
in decolonising Ghana.45 This reading is 
supported by the building’s materiality: 
its glazed exterior, containing an air-
conditioned interior, marked a departure 
from the pierced concrete facades that

defined the ‘tropical modernist’ work 
of British architects in late colonial 
West Africa. Yet, in stylistic terms, the 
building was somewhat outmoded 
for its date. Formally, its architects 
had drawn heavily from Peter Moro’s 
elevational treatments for the Royal 
Festival Hall (London, 1951) something 
seen in its extruded central section and 
porthole windows.46

When compared with the Accra store 
itis clear that the later stores built in 
Nigeria are less reliant on specific 
European models. Instead, they show 
an attempt to respond to locality 
through their decorative forms. All 
three stores make use of pattern –at 
Ibadan through tile cladding and at 
Port Harcourt and Apapa through 
the use of highly elaborate pre-cast 
concrete screens. Each is a response 
to a specific urban site, with both 
Ibadan and Apapa prominently taking 
advantage of corner sites in important 
urban locales.
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store in Lagos with a small sketch 
drawing of the premises of a ‘typical 
African owned retail stall’.48

The same concern to instrumentalise 
the visibility of the Kingsway chain 
to benefit the UAC group’s PR can 
be seen in the highly publicised and 
choreographed sale of shares in both 
Kingsway Nigeria and Kingsway Ghana 
undertaken in

the late 1960s. In common with the 
localisation agenda pursued by the 
UAC as a whole. The Kingsway 
business was split into two separate 
companies, Kingsway Ghana and 
Kingsway Nigeria, registered in their 
respective countries in the early 1960s. 
But, in a distinct departure from the 
forms of localisation undertaken during 
the actual ends of empire in the late 
1950s, a decade later

Post-Independence Visibility

Yet, these stores also suggested 
a hint of the UAC’s unease at 
political independence. These grand 
new stores were intended to both 
underline the importance of the 
UAC’s contribution to prestigious new 
urban environments that connoted 
developmental and economic growth, 
whilst also serving to reinforce the 
inherent differences between Kingsway 
trade, undertaken from these 
prestigious department stores, and 
the kinds of retail trade undertaken by 
indigenous retailers, which the UAC 
was keen to disassociate itself from. 
These luxuriously outfitted department 
stores therefore reflected the UAC’s 
‘concern to keep Kingsway’s activities 
beyond the level of any aspiring 
Nigerian or Ghanaian retailers, thereby 
seeking to avoid political criticisms 
[we are] anxious not to let Kingsway 
appear to be syphoning off any of the 
retail distribution activity traditionally 
the prerogative of indigenous market 
traders’.47 This is made explicit in 
contemporary advertising for the 
Kingsway chain, which contrasted the 
scale and grandeur of the Kingsway

Figure 14: A career with UAC: Kingsway versus local traders no date, c. 1950s, UAC/1/11/18/2 /23
Reproduced with kind permission of Unilever from an original in Unilever Archives
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public relations value. The UAC Board 
were explicit on this point, a minute 
recorded during a meeting discussing 
Kingsway Nigeria noted that ‘the main 
reason for the issue was to identify 
Kingsway Stores with the population to 
such an extent that it did not become a 
target for unpleasant legislation.... Our 
vulnerability to criticism at high levels 
was rising rapidly’.50 So whilst the UAC 
had strongly resisted the Africanisation 
of its business ownership in the 1950s, 
by the late 1960s in a context of

indigenisation of business legislation, 
this had become not only politically 
expedient, but politically necessary.

In Ghana, discussion about the benefits 
of a Kingsway stock floatation were 
on-going from the early 1960s but 
were postponed when the Nkrumah 
government signalled that it was 
uncomfortable with individual citizens 
owning shares.51 The idea was then 
revisited after the 1966 coup that 
toppled Nkrumah and his Convention

the further step of actually Africanising 
the company ownership through a 
share issue was undertaken. 

In both cases, the rationale for this 
move was less to raise capital for 
expansion – the usual reason for a 
share issue. Indeed, concerns were 
raised that issuing too many shares 
in Kingsway Ghana would ‘embarrass 
the company with a surfeit of cash’, for 
which it had no purpose.49 Instead, the 
share issue was undertaken for its

Figure 15: UAC Photos Box 23 2201 Kingsway Ghana AGM 1977
Reproduced with kind permission of Unilever from an original in Unilever Archives
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In Nigeria, where both the federal and 
state governments were pursuing the 
Nigerianisation of businesses through 
new legislation, a share issue was 
felt equally necessary at this time. 
The UAC initially feared that a share 
issue in the Kingsway Nigeria might 
be ‘heavily undersubscribed [as] we 
would be offering shares on the basis 
of five years of consistent losses’, but 
were reassured by the Secretary to the 
Lagos Stock Exchange, who reported 
that prospective shareholders would be 
unlikely to read the share prospectus 
in detail, ‘and if they did they would 
not believe it’, but would likely buy 
shares anyway on the basis of ‘the 
prestige and reputation of Kingsway’.56 
Accordingly, at the same moment as 
Kingsway Ghana was floated in Accra, 
Kingsway Stores of Nigeria shares were 
listed for sale in Lagos.

The highly publicised sale of shares 
proved one PR vehicle for the UAC, 
telegraphing its continued commitment 
to Ghana and Nigeria whilst also 
diversifying and indigenising its 
ownership base, these were thus 
accorded lavish coverage in local 
newspapers. The shareholder’s Annual

General Meeting proved another 
opportunity to hammer these 
messages home. At the 1970 AGM 
of Kingsway Ghana, the Chairman 
took the opportunity to address the 
government directly by praising a 
recent liberalisation of retail licences, 
emphasising the positive relations 
between Kingsway and trade unions, 
and emphasising Kingsway’s planned 
investment in new stores.57 That the 
AGM was a tightly stage-managed 
piece of theatre is suggested by an 
exchange of memos in the weeks after, 
with one Kingsway executive summing 
up the AGM: ‘considering the amount 
of work which went into the exercise, 
the occasion was, if anything something 
of an anti-climax [...] but it is very 
much to be preferred from the chaos 
and misunderstanding which could 
easily arise from lack of preparation’, 
and another suggesting that ‘next 
year consideration might be given to 
the vote of thanks appearing to be a 
spontaneous gesture from the floor’.58

By 1969, it was concluded that the 
share issue in the Kingsway Stores of 
Ghana was ‘by all accounts of great PR 
benefit to the group and has certainly

People’s Party government. The UAC 
broadly welcomed the coup, at least 
initially, for the retail policies of the mature 
CPP Government – stringent import 
controls through a complicated system of 
licences and the proposed nationalisation 
of retail outlets – were inimical to the 
UAC, and in particular Kingsway’s, 
operation.52 Unsurprisingly, then, the 
UAC board found that the new political 
situation in Ghana ‘very encouraging’, 
especially after a meeting with delegates 
from the new regime’s political committee 
in London, who ‘were prepared to talk 
in terms of the need to assure investors 
about the remittance of dividends’.53 
The idea of building a high-profile new 
building to signal the UAC’s commitment 
to the new political dispensation was 
mooted, but quickly abandoned. Instead, 
the UAC of Ghana proposed that the 
stock floatation of Kingsway Ghana 
would achieve the same ends: the UAC 
board noted on the 29th of November 
1966 that ‘the public relations value [of a 
share issue] might even be higher than 
when last considered’.54 By the spring 
of 1967, the Chairman of the Economic 
Committee of the military government 
approved the share issue, and the sale of 
shares was underway.55
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closed.62 Store openings were 
increasingly lavish affairs, especially 
in the wake of recent regime changes: 
In Nigeria, the opening of a new 
store building at Port Harcourt was 
attended by the State Commissioner 
for Trade and Economic Development, 
S. N. Ohaka, and the Chief Judge of 
the Rivers State, Ambrose Allagoa, 
standing in for the Military Governor of

Rivers State who had originally been 
scheduled to appear, whilst a new store 
in Benin City was opened by Colonel S. 
Apolo, Commander of the 4th Infantry 
Brigade.63 A gently anarchic cartoon 
in the Kingsway Nigeria in-house 
magazine, Kayline, might suggest 
that Kingsway staff looked somewhat 
askance at these displays of deference 
to the local representatives of military 
regimes.

bought us some time, politically, to 
consider our next step’, suggesting 
that the sale of shares in one small but 
high-profile constituent company of 
the UAC group had allowed the UAC 
as a whole to forestall wider questions 
about the company’s ownership.59 It is 
also notable that when the Ghanaian 
government brought in indigenisation of 
retail legislation in 1970, the Ghanaian 
Business Promotion Act, both the UAC 
and Kingsway Ltd. were exempted 
from the restrictive decrees that the act 
contained, perhaps suggesting that the 
PR exercises undertaken as part of the 
stock floatation had worked to present 
Kingsway in a positive light.60

Indeed, as the 1960s and 1970s 
progressed and the political stability 
of Nigeria and Ghana could less and 
less be taken for granted, Kingsway’s 
management sought to increase the 
visibility of the Kingsway chain in the 
belief that it was beneficial to the UAC’s 
image in West Africa as a whole.61 
Unprofitable stores were maintained 
in areas ‘where the group reputation 
would not stand withdrawal’, whilst new 
stores were opened in locations where 
other UAC businesses had recently

Figure 16 Kingsway Kayline cartoon, 1979, UAC/2/10/b2/3/3/1
Reproduced with kind permission of Unilever from an original in Unilever Archives
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Figure 17 Kingsway shopper, 1970, UAC Box 22, 2182
Reproduced with kind permission of Unilever from an original in Unilever Archives
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collections of sheds, were increasingly 
redeveloped in the 1970s along this 
model.

Expansion continued too. In Nigeria, 
new stores were opened in areas 
experiencing growth from the success 
of the oil industry: the development of 
a store in Warri, for example, where 
Shell had expanded its operations, 
was a key concern for Kingsway. 
New store developments were also 
concentrated in the affluent Lagos 
suburbs with their ‘population of both 
expatriate and Nigerian executives’.68 
This was paralleled in Ghana, where 
new Kingsway branches were opened 
in the Accra suburbs of Kaneshie and 
Kotobabi in the 1970s. Universities 
were also increasingly targeted, 
Kingsway Nigeria constructed a 
new store on a site adjacent to the 
University of Illorin Campus, and 
was given the contract to run a small 
‘buttery’ operation on the campus at 
Ibadan.69 Kingsway Stores of Ghana’s 
management was particularly keen 
to concentrate its retailing activities 
in areas near university campuses, 
noting that ‘today’s students will form 
tomorrow’s leaders of opinion, and it

is in Kingsway’s interest nationwide 
that such students should have reason 
for holding Kingsway in high regard 
when they embark on their careers’, 
Kingsway thus ran a small store on the 
University of Ghana campus.70 A similar 
logic perhaps governed Kingsway’s 
decision to operate at Burma Camp, the 
principal base of the Ghanaian Army in 
the Accra region, which saw expansion 
after the 1967 military coup, providing 
Kingsway with ‘very much a captive 
market’.71

Kingsway’s management noted that 
customer expectations of a Kingsway 
store had shifted, and a new emphasis 
on comfort as opposed to grand 
architectural expression had emerged: 
by the later 1960s it was noted that 
‘nowadays, customers set more value 
on air-conditioning than impressive 
facades or déco’.72 Architectural 
briefs issued for store developments 
increasingly emphasised simplicity and 
servicing: when developing the new 
store at Kotobabi in 1969, Kingsway 
management noted that ‘a single storey 
building of simple construction of 4,000 
square feet will satisfy our needs’.73 The 
brief to the architects outlined that ‘the

The 1970s saw continued expansion 
for the Kingsway chain. The twin 
forces of ‘increasing prosperity’ and 
‘rapidly raising its retail standards’, 
saw increased competition for 
Kingsway through the emergence of 
indigenous owned retailers serving 
upper class customers, especially in 
Nigeria.64 But somewhat paradoxically 
this activity ‘benefit[ed] Kingsway 
by popularising sophisticated retail 
services’.65 The indigenous Nigerian 
customer base continued to grow, 
with the Kingsway management 
noted approvingly that Nigerian 
customers drove expansion in trade 
in Port Harcourt and Benin City. 
At the same time, the 1970s saw 
Kingsway management reorient 
development plans away from ‘large 
city centre units’ to ‘smaller suburban’ 
developments.66 The form of its 
buildings changed at this time too, 
building retail units with a food hall 
and a restricted range of clothes and 
homeware all located on a single, 
uninterrupted shopping floor, explicitly 
modelled on the British retailer Marks 
& Spencer.67 Older stores in provincial 
towns, which had been housed in 
converted bungalows or ramshackle
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Figure 18: Kingsway Kaneshie elevational drawing, UAC /2/10 /b3/4 /2 /4
Reproduced with kind permission of Unilever from an original in Unilever Archives

undertaken by the appointed architects, 
Design Group Ghana, noted that studies 
could be taken to maximise passive 
cooling of the building through its siting, 

to which the Kingsway management 
replied: ‘we want a simple, inexpensive, 
wholly functional building [… ] you may 
have to chivvy Design Group away from

building itself should be inexpensive 
with an interesting and attractive 
looking façade requiring little or no 
maintenance’.74 A feasibility report
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climatic conditions to promote passive 
cooling had become a distraction from 
Kingsway’s need for quickly produced, 
attractive yet inexpensive buildings.

the niceties of theory’.75 In an air-
conditioned age, the shibboleths of the 
tropical modernists of the 1950s, who 
had preached careful studies of site
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could be taken to maximise passive 
cooling of the building through its siting, 
to which the Kingsway management 
replied: ‘we want a simple, inexpensive, 
status as the capital of Nigeria’s newly 
created Mid-West State. The local state 
government had thus commissioned 
an ambitious masterplan with which 
to house the new state-government 
apparatus. This was designed by John 
Poulson & Associates, the infamous 
Yorkshire based practice whose 
principal was arrested for bribing public 
officials in return for work in 1972, and 
who was subsequently imprisoned for 
the crime in 1974.78 One of Poulson’s 
bribees was a member of the British 
House of Parliament’s West Africa 
Committee, and it may have been 
through this connection that Poulson’s 
practice obtained the commission for 
the Benin City Masterplan.

A draft plan was published in 1969. This 
consisted of new commercial and public 
buildings housed on an ambitious 
layout of piazzas and avenues, located 
within an urban ring road. The Poulson 
associate in charge of developing the 
plan had spent three months in Benin 
City, but nevertheless the indicative

plan owed much to contemporary 
British models, and the perspective 
views prepared by the Poulson practice 
show designs of towers and slab block 
much like the jazzily detailed brutalism 
that commercial architects produced in 
Britain at the time. The presence of palm 
trees and figures in exoticised garb are 
the only indications that these images 
were prepared for Benin City, and not 
Basingstoke or Burnley. The perspective 
views even include a copy of Stevenage’s 
clock tower in the proposed central 
piazza.79

The Poulson planners had earmarked 
a large site for a five-storey department 
store in the city centre, which local 
officials intended for Kingsway. Whilst 
the Kingsway management were keen 
to open a store in Benin City, noting 
that the closest Kingsway store, located 
at Sapele, was ‘in the doldroms’, 
whilst Benin City ‘goes from strength 
to strength’, they proposed opening a 
single-storey supermarket development 
and not a large, multi-storey department 
store.80 Protracted negotiations 
followed, with neither side giving much 
ground.

Joint Ventures and Wiley Chiefs
 
Kingsway’s shift in architectural 
expression, away from grand urban 
department stores to single-storey, highly 
serviced buildings in affluent suburban 
locations was therefore framed by the 
UAC as a response to the needs of 
its newly Africanised customer base.76 
Yet, this shift created tension with local 
political and landed elites in both Ghana 
and Nigeria. Although Kingsway’s 
management were keen to reassure 
local policy makers that this change 
in emphasis from department store 
to supermarket developments did not 
connote any diminution in the quality of 
produce or service offered, local elites 
remained stubbornly wedded to the 
notion of the multi-storeyed department 
store on a prominent urban site as a 
symbol of regional prestige.77

In some instances, the UAC sought 
out joint-ventures with local property 
developers to build larger mixed-use 
developments incorporating a floor of 
retail-space pre-leased to Kingsway. an 
example was the store built in Benin City, 
which was planned from the late 1960s. 
Benin City had recently been elevated in
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much fanfare in 1975, with a speech 
by a local politician that approvingly 
noted that an indigenous architect and 
developer were behind the scheme 
for Kingsway.84 Contemporary store 
developments in Port Harcourt, to 
replace a store damaged during the 
Biafran War, and at Warri, rapidly 
developing as the centre of Shell’s 
Nigerian operations, were similarly 
enacted through joint developments 
with Nigerian property developers.

Local developers were clearly able to 
hold their own against the Kingsway 
organisation. Chief Osagie proved 
adept at steering his relationship with 
Kingsway in Benin City to greater profits 
for himself, using knowledge obtained 
from another Nigerian businessman 
who rented property to the UAC to drive 
a hard bargain over the rental price 
Kingsway would pay for its completed 
development.85 Similarly, in Warri, 
where the new Kingsway store was built 
in partnership with a local businessman, 
Chief Edewor, the construction 
contract was awarded to the contractor 
Pedrochi. Kingsway’s directors had not 
consented to this, and preferred to see 
the contract go elsewhere, but Pedrochi

had won the contract through an 
intervention by the ‘wily chief’, who was 
also a member of the Pedrochi Board of 
Directors.86 

Nevertheless, these joint ventures 
provided a sort of protection for 
Kingsway, by further identifying the chain 
with local business elites and enmeshing 
the Kingsway chain in local business 
networks, something that became more 
important as indigenisation legislation 
increasingly impacted the Kingsway 
and UAC businesses.87 Kingsway 
Nigeria even mooted the idea of joint 
developments with government itself: 
noting in the mid-1970s that ‘everyone 
expects numerous prestige buildings 
to be erected all over Nigeria, at least 
one in each state Capital, and it would 
be a tremendous feather in Kingsway’s 
cap if each of these buildings could 
in due course contain a Kingsway on 
the ground floor almost as a standard 
pattern’.88 Nothing seems to have 
come from this ambition, however. 
But it is clear from the property files 
that collaboration with local property 
developers was an increasingly 
important aspect of UAC development in 
this period.

Eventually, to circumvent this impasse, 
Kingsway entered a joint venture 
with a prominent local businessman, 
Chief Franco Osagie. Kingsway’s 
leadership in England recognised that 
Chief Osagie would ‘probably not be 
so hindered’ in his negotiations for a 
single-storey development with the 
Governor of Mid-Western State.81 
Alternatively, if these negotiations were 
unsuccessful in agreeing to a single-
storey development, Osagie could be 
persuaded to speculatively develop 
the site set aside for Kingsway in the 
development plan as office space, 
whilst agreeing to lease a floor to 
Kingsway.82 This is what eventually 
occurred: by 1973, the Chief had 
obtained a site in the ‘heart of the 
commercial area of the city’, next to 
the general post office and the Central 
Bank, from the Mid-West regional 
government and was developing it with 
1040 m2 of retail space for Kingsway 
and, ‘to comply with the authorities 
wishes’, extra floors of speculative 
office space.83 The completed building, 
designed by Vivian Uku, a graduate 
of the University of Sheffield and the 
Architectural Association’s Tropical 
Architecture School, was opened with
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reconstruction of the store was first 
mooted in 1949.90 Regional management, 
who were ‘thoroughly ashamed of the 
image presented by the Kingsway 
Stores branch in Kumasi’ were in favour 
of redevelopment.91 But the national 
management in Accra, and the UAC 
Board in Britain, were less convinced of 
the need to address the problem, with 
an executive of the Kingsway division in 
Manchester concluding that the store was 
‘not very satisfactory in many ways [but] 
it was at least earning a worthwhile profit 
and that a new building would affect our 
ability to maintain that’, referencing the 
fact that the cost of capital investment 
would be set against the store’s profits.92

This tension between advocates for 
and against the redevelopment of the 
Kumasi store (which was described by 
contemporary Kingsway managers as 
‘schizophrenic’) persisted throughout 
the 1960s and 1970s.93 Advocates for 
redevelopment argued that Kumasi 
would see economic expansion ‘after its 
years of depression under the Nkrumah 
regime’, whilst those against pointed to 
the profitable performanceof the existing 
store, which faced little competition in the 
region.94 

By 1970, however, the issue had 
become increasingly pressing. A 
memorandum dated the 13th of May 
1970 noted:

         I was in Kumasi on Monday the 
11th, and everybody there including 
the Asantehene, the Chairman of the 
Kumasi City Council, the Chief Executive 
of the Regional Administration […] left 
us in no doubt that they regarded a 
new Kingsway as top priority in Kumasi 
development. As you know, I have 
had plenty of experience in staving off 
such demands and assure you that on 
this occasion the pressure was quite 
considerable […] I know that our capital 
expenditure should be dictated by 
commercial judgement but one might 
almost say that the Kingsway Kumasi 
Store controversy has reached the point 
where we may have to accept that moral 
and civic duty must take precedence.95

This pressure was emanating from the 
local council. Council representatives met 
regularly with the Ashantehne and were 
‘putting pressure to bear on traditional 
heads, chiefs, paramount chiefs, firms – 
both large and small – with this idea of 
making Kumasi a show piece regardless 

Architectural Promissory Notes 

During a tour of Kingsway premises in 
Ghana in 1967, a UAC executive noted: 
‘we avoided calling on the Asantehene 
because I did not want to become 
involved in a discussion of our future plans 
for the Kumasi store’.89 The protracted 
discussions around the redevelopment 
of the Kumasi Kingsway store illustrates 
how Kingsway and the UAC’s leadership 
sought to forestall enacting large-scale 
and multi-storey store developments 
for as long as possible, even whilst 
commissioning architectural plans.

Kingsway Kumasi was opened by F. A. 
Swanzy in around 1916, a year or so 
after the Accra Kingsway. It was located 
on a prominent site in central Kumasi, 
opposite the Post Office and the branches 
of Barclays and the British Bank of West 
Africa, and was therefore located at the 
very nexus of colonial administration 
and expatriate capitalism. The store was 
housed, as most early twentieth-century 
colonial retail buildings were, in a two-
storey structure with a vaguely classical 
concrete veranda and a corrugated iron 
roof. By the post-war period, the building 
was looking increasingly tired and
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proposals for the store’s 
redevelopment. They concluded that 
for an expenditure of 300,000 cedis 
it would be possible to ‘facelift’ the 
existing store, but that it would 

‘not be money well spent’, as a full 
redevelopment would likely be required 
in the not-too-distant future. Kingsway 
then opened negotiations with adjacent 
site owners for a larger, joint venture 

of any economic viability’.96 Local planners 
were especially keen to transform Harper 
Road, which sat adjacent to the Kingsway 
Store, and were encouraging local and 
expatriate businesses to build multi-storey 
office and shop complexes along its 
length, perhaps in emulation of Accra’s 
Independence Avenue.

A 1972 meeting with the Regional 
Commissioner and the Town Planning 
Officers in Kumasi opened with the 
Commissioner ‘deploring’ the state of the 
Kumasi branch, ‘he continued that the 
profits made by the firm throughout these 
years were enormous, and it would only be 
fair if they ploughed back some of these 
profits into new buildings’, suggesting that 
local officials were using the UAC’s 
own architectural propaganda to argue 
for further investment in their areas of 
jurisdiction.97 In a thinly veiled threat, 
the Town Clerk described the Kingsway 
building as ‘an eyesore’ and ‘warned’ 
Kingsway that if improvements were not 
made, he would pressure the Asantehene 
to withdraw Kingsway’s lease.98

Accordingly, Kingsway engaged an 
Accra based architectural practice, 
Deweger, Gunter & Partners to provide

Figure 19: Swanzy Kumasi store, 1912, later Kingsway, UAC 1/11/9/62/108
Reproduced with kind permission of Unilever from an original in Unilever Archives
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Figure 20: Kingsway Kumasi redevelopment, 1974, UAC/2/10/b3/4/3/3/1
Reproduced with kind permission of Unilever from an original in Unilever Archives
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of its site, and by October of 1973 
was developing plans with the Ghana 
Commercial Bank for a development 
providing one floor of retail space for 
Kingsway and several office floors for 
the bank. 

This was felt by Kingsway division 
in London to be propitious: ‘if this is 
to be a bank building this imparts an 
even better tone to the whole thing, 
banks usually seek premises of a 
high standard and their association 
with Kingsway tends to create the 
right image’.100 A minor bump in the 
smooth development of these plans 
was encountered in the December of 
1973, when the Ghana Commercial 
Bank raised concerns that it would 
be ‘politically unwise’ for the bank 
to finance ‘a project on behalf of an 
expatriate organisation’, but this was 
overcome by the bank and Kingsway 
proposing a joint holding company 
for the development with a nominal 
shareholding owned by the UAC.101

By the summer of 1974, Deweger, 
Gunter & Partners had developed plans 
for a substantial complex – a two-
storey podium providing a shopping

floor for Kingsway and car parking, 
and four-storeys of office space 
for the bank above. These plans 
were disseminated through 
a glossy brochure, and finely 
detailed perspective views: but the 
development went no further than 
these images. There is no clear 
indication in the archive as to when 
or why the plans were shelved, the 
files pertaining to them simply peter 
out, but the fact that the architects 
were given clear instructions not to 
go beyond ‘the feasibility stage’, and 
that the Kingsway Ghana chairman 
David Akinakwah described a meeting 
with Dewegers to discuss the proposals 
as ‘purely an academic exercise… 
there is no obligation whatsoever 
to commit ourselves to any further 
action’, suggests that the plans were 
never likely to be implemented in 
the first place.102 As early as 1969, a 
memorandum relating to the Kumasi 
redevelopment had noted, ‘this is a 
PR matter […] I see no reason why 
we should not spend some money 
on producing a draft scheme and 
getting it costed […] at the same time, 
I would see no harm in deferring the 
commencement of a new building’.103
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UAC in Nigeria, it might seem curious 
that Kingsway would hire TP Bennett & 
Partners to draw up elevational studies 
and a perspective view of a store 
that the company had no intention 
of building.107 But, as with Kingsway 
Ghana at Kumasi, Kingsway Nigeria 
were under immense political pressure 
to redevelop in Kaduna. A letter to a 
Kingsway Nigeria manager noted: 
	
	 “we appreciate that you have 
been placed in a difficult position as a 
result of the continual pressure exerted 
by the premier of the Northern Region 
for a new Kingsway store to be opened 
in Kaduna, and that continued failure to 
meet his wishes in some degree could 
be prejudicial not only to Kingsway 
interests but those of the entire UAC 
group in Nigeria”.108

The artist’s impression of a new 
Kingsway store in Kaduna may 
therefore have been commissioned in 
an effort to mollify the Northern Nigerian 
elite with vague proposals for a future 
development.109

Publicly, Kingsway was apt to frame this 
change in its architectural form as being 

a response to customer demands. Yet, 
private and internal correspondence 
noted a distinct preference against 
investing in expensive buildings: by 
1970 it was recognised that in Nigeria 
it was ‘group policy not to become 
involved in capital projects involving 
bricks and mortar’, whilst Kingsway 
Ghana noted its intention to ‘minimise 
capital expenditure on buildings’.110 
These decisions were taken against 
a background of increasing political 
instability across the region. Kwame 
Nkrumah was deposed in a military 
coup in 1966, the government led by 
the Sierra Leone People’s Party in 
1967, the same year that saw the first 
outbreaks of violence in Nigeria that 
soon coalesced into the Biafran War: as 
one Kingsway executive noted rather 
mournfully, in West Africa ‘governments 
tend to come, and governments tend 
to go’.111 At the same time, the late 
1960s and 1970s saw growing vocal 
hostility to British businesses in the 
region, import-substitution policies were 
promulgated by nationalist regimes, 
and faltering global commodities prices 
(at least beyond oil producing regions), 
made economic growth less certain.112 
Kingsway’s and the UAC’s business

The use of architectural promissory 
notes in this fashion was not an isolated 
case. In the late-1960s an executive 
with the UAC in London made an 
extensive tour of Kingsway sites in 
West Africa. In Kaduna, northern 
Nigeria, he was unimpressed with what 
he found. Beyond its grand entrance 
tower, the Kaduna store was ‘the 
most extraordinary mix of floor levels, 
bodged roofs, mud-brick extensions 
and general “making-do”, that one can 
imagine’.104 The ‘lack of space and 
inconvenient siting’ of the Kaduna store 
had long been a cause of complaint, 
and accordingly redevelopment 
plans for Kingsway Kaduna had been 
underway for some time.105

A partner from TP Bennett & Partners 
had been instructed to prepare an 
‘artist’s impression’ for a new Kaduna 
store, but the UAC Board noted 
that redevelopment in Kaduna ‘was 
amongst our projects but not amongst 
our plans’, and ‘the emphasis was 
rather on holding it back than pushing 
it forward’.106 Given the recognition 
that ‘any development in Kaduna at 
this stage will worsen the already 
unsatisfactory profit position’ of the
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operations were increasingly hedged by 
indigenisation decrees and its financial 
practices were increasingly scrutinised 
by African regimes.113

In a region increasingly prone to 
political instability, an inclement 
public relations climate, and uncertain 
economic growth, having minimal 
capital tied up in expensive urban 
department stores made increasingly 
sound commercial sense. In these 
circumstances, building small, building 
through intermediaries, or postponing 
building all together, became central 
architectural strategies of the UAC. 

Conclusion: Architectures of 
Divestment 

In 1985, the UAC of Nigeria 
commenced the redevelopment of a 
site in the affluent Lagos suburb of 
Ikoyi. The site – which had contained 
two semi-detached and two detached 
houses built for UAC managers 
in the 1950s when Ikoyi was still 
Lagos’s European Reservation – 
was redeveloped as a block of 24 
luxury flats, ‘complete with swimming 
pool and separate boys quarters’ 
surrounded by high walls combining 
‘the high class accommodation and 
amenities with security demanded by 
residents in Ikoyi’.114 The development 
was conceived as a means to invest 
the UAC of Nigeria’s Naira reserves, 
‘under constant threat from creeping 
devaluation’, and was therefore both 
a speculative venture and a ‘hedge 
against inflation’.115

This development also reflected the 
company’s desire to make the use of 
increasingly ‘unutilised sites’.116 The 
Ikoyi development was overseen by 
a newly formed Property Division – 
instituted to manage the UAC’s

disparate land holdings in West Africa, 
with the intention to ‘optimise underlying 
capital values and to obtain the benefit 
of inflation protected revenue’.117 The 
Property Division’s development of 
UAC sites was a key aspect of this 
strategy and was framed as part of the 
longer term future of the UAC Group in 
West Africa as a whole.118 Yet, disposal, 
rationalisation, and retrenchment 
were key elements within the Property 
Division’s operational remit: its strategy 
document noted that ‘disposal should 
[now] be a positive policy where no 
long term need is foreseen’.119 This 
reflects the UAC general position in 
the 1980s: publicly the group was 
committed to a future in West Africa 
even as it was increasingly divesting 
itself of businesses, assets and land. 
The Property Division’s task seems to 
have been to wring as much profit out 
of land assets during this process of 
UAC divestment and disengagement, 
something seen in the development it 
oversaw at Ikoyi.120

New factories, showrooms, office 
blocks, and department stores were 
built throughout West Africa. But by the 
1970s the group was increasingly
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narrativisation of its architectural 
contribution to development. By 
the early 1970s, as it sought to 
avoid committing capital reserves 
to new buildings, its directors may 
have come to regret the success of 
its public relations campaigns of a 
decade before: ‘Fine Buildings Enrich 
a Country’, which had circulated 
alongside images of UAC buildings 
throughout the years of independence, 
was, in the later 1960s and 1970s, no 
longer a politically expedient refrain.

In order to navigate this impasse, 
the UAC and the Kingsway Stores 
developed new configurations of 
architecture and development  – 
new premises were built through 
intermediary indigenous property 
developers, or were leased through 
local businesses, something which 
served to simultaneously satisfy 
indigenisation decrees and the 
developmentalist desires of local 
politicians for bold architectural 
statements, whilst leaving the 
UAC unencumbered by bricks and 
mortar investment. Perhaps more 
controversially, the UAC appeared 
especially adept at mobilising grand

architectural visions to placate local 
elites whilst delaying redevelopment of 
increasingly dilapidated premises. Each 
of these architectural strategies allowed 
the UAC to nimbly funnel profits back to 
the London as it always had done under 
colonialism.

By the 1980s, the UAC appears to have 
moved to a strategy of divestment. 
Rationalising landholdings through the 
sale of sites and relinquishing leases 
was accompanied by limited forms of 
speculative development on potentially 
profitable sites. Architecture and 
development had moved from being key 
strategies to weather independence by 
framing the UAC as a partner in a wider 
process of economic decolonisation, 
to a central strategy in the process of 
economic divestment.

unwilling to commit itself to ‘bricks and 
mortar’ investment. In uncertain political 
climate, in which businesses operated 
alongside coups, military regimes and, 
in the case of Nigeria, civil war; in an 
uncertain economic climate in which 
currencies were increasingly prone to 
devaluation, refloating, and periods of 
non-convertibility; and in an uncertain 
legislative climate in which business 
ownership, operations, and profit 
and dividend flows were increasingly 
subjected to indigenisation decrees, the 
UAC could better assure its profitability 
and agility by building small, easily 
capitalised buildings on rented sites. 
The Kingsway stores capture this shift 
in architectural expression. In the early 
1960s, the UAC invested in grand new 
store buildings in Accra, Ibadan, Port 
Harcourt, and Apapa. By the 1970s the 
chain instead sought to build small, 
single-storey stores in affluent suburban 
locations.

Yet, this change in emphasis was 
unpopular with local political forces 
who remained deeply wedded to the 
grand developmentalist visions that had 
accompanied independence. The UAC 
was, here, a victim of its own
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ACCRA
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UAC/1/11/20/3 ‘Always a good deal for you at Kingsway’, 1952-53
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UACPhotos Box24 2335, Accra photo by Justus A. C. Holm. Official Photographer to the Gold Coast Government’



UAC/2/10/b1/8/1/10, Kingsway Stores Ltd: Photograph Album - Opening of Kingsway Stores, Accra, 1957
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UAC/2/10/b1/8/1/8, Album of press cuttings and black and white photographs chiefly relating to the opening of Kingsway stores, Accra 31 January 1957
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UAC/2/10/b1/8/1/8, Album of black and white photographs taken at the official opening of Kingsway Stores, Accra by Kwame Nkrumah, President of the Gold Coast, 31 January 1957. Including 
photographs of the latter making his speech, accompanied by Sir Charles Arden-Clarke and Sir Patrick Fitzgerald, Chairman of UAC of Gana Ltd. 31 January 1957
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UAC/2/10/B1/8/1/8, Album of press cuttings and black and white photographs chiefly relating to the opening of Kingsway stores, Accra 31 January 1957
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UAC/1/11/9/46, Promotional album entitled ‘The Kingsway Organisation’, containing photographs of Kingsway department stores and shops in Ghana, 
Nigeria, Sierra Leone and Southern Cameroons. n.d. [1957-1961]
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UAC-1-11-10-1-10, Colour photographs of Kingsway Accra from 1958

UAC-1-11-10-1-10, Colour photographs of Kingsway Accra from 1958
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UAC-1-11-10-1-10, Colour photographs of Kingsway Accra from 1958
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UAC-1-11-10-1-10, Colour photographs of Kingsway Accra from 1958
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UAC-1-11-10-1-10, Colour photographs of Kingsway Accra from 1958



55

3D printed model of first Kingsway Accra (formerly Millers), by Jessica Dolan and Harry Turner, 2024. Photograph by Iain Jackson

3D printed model of new Accra Kingsway, by James Kwok, 2024. Photograph by Iain Jackson
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UAC/2/10/b1/4/1/1 Street map of Accra, by Kingsway Stores, 1955
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UAC/2/10/b1/8/1/10, Kingsway Stores Ltd: Photograph Album - Opening of Kingsway Stores, Accra, 1957
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UAC/2/10/b1/8/1/10, Kingsway Stores Ltd: Photograph Album - Opening of Kingsway Stores, Accra, 1957
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UAC/2/10/b3/6/2/1, Kingsway Stores of Ghana Ltd: Press Cuttings, 1957
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UAC/2/10/b1/8/1/10, Kingsway Stores Ltd: Photograph Album - Opening of Kingsway Stores, Accra, 1957
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APAPA
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UAC-1-11-10-1-9-01, Apapa Kingsway Store, 1968
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UAC/2/10/B2/4/4/1/1, Perspective sketch of the proposed new Kingsway Stores, Apapa, 1960
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UAC/2/10/B2/4/4/1/1, Perspective sketch of the proposed new Kingsway Stores, Apapa, 1960
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UAC/2/10/b1/8/1/15, Photographs of the new Kingsway Store at Apapa October 1961
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UAC/2/10/b1/8/1/15, Photographs of the new Kingsway Store at Apapa October 1961
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3D printed model of Kingsway Apapa, Mohadesh Kani, 2024. Photograph by Iain Jackson
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BANJUL
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UAC-1-11-10-1-11-002, Banjul (formerly Bathurst) Kingsway, 1968
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UAC-1-11-10-1-11-002, Banjul (formerly Bathurst) Kingsway, 1968
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UAC-1-11-10-1-11-002, Banjul (formerly Bathurst) Kingsway, 1968
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UAC-1-11-10-1-11-002, Banjul (formerly Bathurst) Kingsway, 1968
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UAC-1-11-10-1-11-002, Banjul (formerly Bathurst) Kingsway, 1968
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BENIN
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UAC-1-11-10-1-11, Kingsway Benin, 1968
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UAC/2/10/b2/4/2/2, Perspective sketch for proposed Kingsway Benin, 1970
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CALABAR



82
UAC/1/11/9/46, Kingsway Calabar, from Promotional album entitled ‘The Kingsway Organisation’, containing photographs of Kingsway department stores and shops in Ghana, Nigeria, Sierra Leone 
and Southern Cameroons. n.d. [1957-1961]



83

ENUGU
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UAC-1-11-10-1-1, Kingsway Enugu photocard
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FREETOWN
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UAC-1-11-10-1-1, Kingsway Enugu photocard

UAC/1/11/9/12/104 Pickering and Berthold, Freetown, 1915. Trading store and site of the future Kingsway Store
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UAC/1/11/20/3, ‘Have something new for Easter’ Kingsway advertisement, 1953
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UAC/1/11/20/3, ‘Always a good deal for you at Kingsway Stores’, 1953



89
UAC/1/11/20/3, ‘Why not new curtains for the house?’, Kingsway advertisement, 1953
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UAC/1/11/9/44, Bus advertisements in Freetown from Album of photographs of the departments and displays of goods in Kingsway Stores Ltd in Lagos, Nigeria, and in Freetown, Sierra Leone. 1952 
- October 1957
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UAC/1/11/9/44 Shopping at Kingsway Freetown. Album of photographs of the departments and displays of goods in Kingsway Stores Ltd in Lagos, Nigeria, and in Freetown, Sierra Leone. 1952 - 
October 1957
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UAC-1-11-10-1-12, Kingsway Freetown, 1968
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UAC-1-11-10-1-12, Kingsway Freetown, 1968
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UAC-1-11-10-1-12, Kingsway Freetown, 1968
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UAC-1-11-10-1-12, Kingsway Freetown, 1968
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UAC-1-11-10-1-12, Kingsway Freetown, 1968
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UAC-1-11-10-1-12, Kingsway Freetown, 1968
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UAC-1-11-10-1-12, Kingsway Freetown, 1968



101
UAC-1-11-10-1-12, Kingsway Freetown, 1968
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UAC-1-11-10-1-12, Kingsway Freetown, 1968
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UAC-1-11-10-1-12, Kingsway Freetown, 1968
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UAC/1/11/9/44 Shopping at Kingsway Freetown. Album of photographs of the departments and displays of goods 
in Kingsway Stores Ltd in Lagos, Nigeria, and in Freetown, Sierra Leone. 1952 - October 1957
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UAC/1/11/20/1 Kingsway Advertisements from 1948-1954
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IBADAN
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UAC/1/11/9/46, Old Kingsway in Ibadan, Promotional album entitled ‘The Kingsway Organisation’, containing photographs of Kingsway department stores and shops in Ghana, Nigeria, Sierra Leone 
and Southern Cameroons. n.d. [1957-1961]
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UAC/2/10/b2/4/4/3/1, Proposed new store at Ibadan by T P Bennett & Son, Architects, November 1960-11 April 1962
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UAC/2/10/b2/4/4/3/1, Interior perspective, Proposed new store at Ibadan by T P Bennett & Son, Architects, November 1960-11 April 1962
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UAC Photographs Acc1998/11_17_Kingsway Ibadan, 1968
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UAC Photographs Acc1998/11_17_Kingsway Ibadan, 1968
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UAC-1-11-10-1-9-02, Kingsway Ibadan, cosmetics counter, 1968
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UAC-1-11-10-1-9-02, Kingsway Ibadan, cosmetics counter, 1968
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3D printed model of Kingsway Ibadan, Leo Dong, 2024. Photograph by Iain Jackson
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UAC Photographs Acc1998/11_17_Kingsway Ibadan, 1968
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JOS



118
UAC/1/11/9/46, Jos store from Promotional album entitled ‘The Kingsway Organisation’, containing photographs of Kingsway department stores and shops in Ghana, Nigeria, Sierra Leone and 
Southern Cameroons. n.d. [1957-1961]
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KADUNA



120
UAC/1/11/20/3 , Advertisement for the new Kaduna Kingsway, 1952-53
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UAC/1/11/20/1, Advertisement for the new Kaduna Kingsway, 1954
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123
UAC/2/10/b2/4/2/8, Kingsway Kaduna, 19 September 1980-10 April 1981
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UAC/1/11/10/1/9 Kingsway Kaduna, c.1968
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UAC/1/11/9/48 Photograph Album: Album of photographs of the official opening of the Kingsway Stores, Kaduna, Nigeria. 8 February 1983. Mr Weaver, Chairman and Manag-
ing Director of UAC of Nigeria Ltd and Chief Ernest Shonekan
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UAC/1/11/9/48 Photograph Album: Album of photographs of the official opening of the Kingsway Stores, Kaduna, Nigeria. 8 February 1983
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KANESHIE
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UAC/2/10/b3/4/2/4, Front Elevation Photographs, day and night shots, 1979
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UAC/1/11/9/46, Old Kingsway in Ibadan, Promotional album entitled ‘The Kingsway Organisation’, containing photographs of Kingsway department stores and shops in Ghana, Nigeria, Sierra Leone 
and Southern Cameroons. n.d. [1957-1961]
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KANO
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UAC-1-11-10-1-9-05, Kingsway Kano, 1968
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KOFORIDUA
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UAC/2/10/b3/4/3/2/1, Koforidua mini-supermarket, 1977, proposed front elevation
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KUMASI



136
UAC/2/10/B3/4/2/7 Kingsway Kumasi, photograph from 1968
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UAC/1/11/9/62/108 F and A Swanzy Limited, Kumasi, photograph from 1909-1920
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UAC/2/10/B3/4/2/7 proposed Kingsway Kumasi at Harper Road,1971
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UAC/2/10/B1/8/2/10, Photographs of architect’s model of proposed new Kingsway Store at Kumasi, by Deweger Gruter & Partners, Architects and 
Consulting Engineers. C. late 1970s
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UAC/2/10/b3/4/3/3/1 proposed Kingsway Kumasi at Harper Road 1974, De Weger Gruter architects
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LAGOS



142
UAC/1/4/2/2/7/12, plan of Lagos Island showing United Africa Company properties shaded blue, including Lagos Kingsway, 1964
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UAC/1/11/9/46, Lagos Kingsway, 1957
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UAC/1/11/18/2/23, A Career with the United Africa Company, 1950s
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UAC/1/11/20/1, Kingsway Advertising, 1950s
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UAC/1/11/20/3, Always a good deal for you at Kingsway
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UAC/2/10/b1/8/1/5, A visit to Kingsway Lagos by the Oba of Lagos June 1965
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UAC/1/11/3/2/41 Advertisements from Nigeria Magazine, 71, 1961
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UAC/1/11/21/1, Facets of Enterprise: Department Stores, 1950
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UAC/2/10/b1/8/1/10, Kingsway Lagos on the aerial view of the Marina, 1950s
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UAC/2/10/b1/8/1/10, Artist impression of new proposed front elevation of Kingsway Lagos (design not executed), 1950s
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PORT 
HARCOURT
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UAC/2/10/b1/8/1/6, Port Harcourt Kingsway, 1963



155

UAC/1/11/21/8, Kingsway serves the nation, 1961
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UAC/2/10/b1/8/1/6, Port Harcourt Kingsway, façade detail and entrance,1963
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UAC/2/10/b1/8/1/6, the official opening of the Port Harcourt store by Michael Iheonukara Okpara, Premier of Eastern Nigeria, with E R Baines Director UAC London,  October 1963
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SEKONDI
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UAC-2-10-B3-6-1-2 New Kingsway Stores, Sekondi, no date c.1948
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UAC/1/11/20/1, New Kingsway Sekondi Advertisement, c.1948
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UAC-1-11-10-1-2, Kingsway Sekondi, 1958
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SURELERE
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UAC/2/10/b2/4/2/10 proposed elevations of Ajao Road, Surulere development designed by Augustine Egbor, Marian Łyczkowski, Jerzy Luba, Grażyna Luba, 1976
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 Model of Kingsway Surulere, 2024, model by Wei Jin, Sida Ran, Catherine Shi
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TAKORADI
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UAC-1-11-10-1-10 Kingsway Takoradi, 1958
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TAMALE
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UAC/2/10/B3/4/3/5/1, Architectural drawings for new Kingsway Tamale, 1961 (architect unknown)
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TEMA
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UAC/2/10/b3/4/3/6/1, perspective drawing for new Kingsway Tema, by F C De Weger, 1971
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UAC Photos Box21 2219, Kingsway Tema, Toiletries and Hardware, 1976
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UAC Photos Box21 2219, Kingsway Tema, Fish and Meats, 1976
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VICTORIA 
(LIMBÉ) 
CAMEROON 
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UAC Box 7/2-4  2206, Kingsway Victoria, c.1968
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WARRI



178
UAC/1/11/3/2/13, Kingsway Warri, 1969, “Kingsway Moves to Warri”, Daily Times, November 3, 1969
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ZARRIA
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UAC-1-11-9-7-261, Kingsway Zaria, exterior, 1934
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UAC-1-11-9-7-262, Kingsway Zaria, interior, 1934
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UAC-1-11-9-7-263, Kingsway Zaria, interior, 1934
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