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Many miles north of  
Watford, way up in the 
Pennine hills, is Hebden 
Bridge. A revived, river- 

side mill town, it is considered a rather 
special place to live in and is home to 
North of Watford, one of the oldest 
actor cooperatives in the country.

Why the cooperative is called North 
of Watford will become apparent. 
Susannah Cunningham, one of the 
founder members, recalls how the 
agency started.

“My brother Glenn moved up from 
London to be near me,” she says. “He 
was part of the first cooperative 
agency in London, called Actorum. It 
was just one sunny day – I was sitting 
in the garden with him. I had a friend 
called Drew Dawson, who was an 
actor and he was with us. We were 

talking about theatre and work, and 
Glenn said, ‘Why don’t we do our own 
cooperative agency?’. There were 
other actors in Hebden Bridge and 
before we knew it, we had got started.  
We looked for premises, but before we 
got them, we used to meet in each 
others’ houses and put 50 pence in the 
pot to cover expenses. We shared the 
same aims. We wanted to help each 
other get work.

“North of Watford was a phrase 
that was being bandied about in the 
theatre then – you’re not going to find 
anything north of Watford.” 

Since then, hundreds of actors have 
been on the cooperative’s books and, 
this year, North of Watford is cele-
brating its 25th anniversary. The big 
event is a weekend away at a youth 
hostel in wild countryside. There will 

be team-building activities, training 
workshops and much celebrating.  
The latter to include a karaoke 
machine and a massive cake.

“We do have social occasions, but 
going away for the weekend helps us 
to get to know each other even more,” 
says co-chair Lisa Allan. “We are a 
cooperative and we’re all each other’s 
agents.”

The North of Watford office is in a 
refurbished water mill and the office 
has had a major anniversary spruce 
up. It looks like a television company’s 
casting suite. Two actors staff the 
office from 10am-6pm and everyone 
in the cooperative has to do office 
duty for three days every month, 
unless they are working. Actors who 
are working pay the cooperative a 
commission fee for the three days. 

The cooperative has 25 members,  
but will soon have 30.   

“Actors wanting to join us need 
office skills, so they will be judged on 
how they write to us,” says Allan.  

“As many as possible of the mem-
bers attend the auditions. It’s done in 
accordance with old-style cooperative 
rules. We have got to have a quorum 
and so many people have to say they 
like the person. 

“We’re looking for someone who 
can act, someone with a CV that will 
appeal, or the potential to have a CV, 
someone who can staff the office – 
someone, most importantly, that we 
can get on with.  

“We put them through the mill 
because that person becomes part of 
your life. We give them a provisional 
six-month contract. We vote on a  
permanent contract after six months 
and, on occasion, we have removed 
people. It’s not like an ordinary 
agency where you only see other people 
on the books at a Christmas meal.”

Members usually live within an 
hour’s driving time, but the rule  
will be bent if there is a sure sign  
of commitment. One actor, Sara 
Bahadori, lives in London and fulfils 
her office tasks without any problems, 
as does Sian Murray, who is based in 
Shropshire.

“Each member has a role,” Allan 
adds. “We’ve got a contracts manger, 
an Equity representative. We have a 
publicity manager, a marketing man-
ager. It’s very much like a beehive.”   

Dermot Daly came to the coopera-
tive shortly after he left university.

“I like the idea of being aware of 
what is going on and how it all works. 
I looked after contracts for a while 
and now I’m looking after the new 
applications. 

“I’ve been able to talk to casting 
agents and learned about the business 
of submitting people for jobs. I’ve 
made some of my best friends at 
North of Watford.

“It’s the best move I ever made. 
I’m in control of my career and there’s 
a lovely bank of actors to chat with.”

There have been changes in recent 
months. Metaphorical cobwebs have 
been dusted off and a more business-
like approach has come into being, 
plus a new sign for the office.

“We’re planning for the next 25 
years,” states Allen. “We cannot 
afford to look unprofessional. We need 
to be judged how a commercial agent 
would be judged, not as a second-best 
cooperative. Each new member is 
assigned two mentors, that’s in case 
one mentor has to go on an acting job. 
The new member staffs the office 
with the mentors, sitting with them 
and learning the office business.  
They are also a point of contact.  
They can be rung up at home. You 
never feel alone.”

In what can often feel a lonely  
profession, that last sentiment is  
heartening. It is the strength of the 
North of Watford cooperative.
www.northofwatford.com

Actors’ agency North of Watford is celebrating its 25th anniversary this year. 
Its members tell Kevin Berry how abiding by old-style cooperative rules has 
ensured its continued success

Together as one
Members of actors’ agency North of Watford
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