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The vestiges of the institution that once was the general store are still very 
much in evidence, giving one the distinct impression of coming into contact with a 
component, a vital element of a typically rural society, and one which must be 
studied in depth in order to understand this environment. The general store has not 
been an exclusively rural phenomenon; however, it was in the rural setting that it 
originated, that it grew and evolved over several decades to meet the demands of an 
economy that became more specialized and more open to the regional urban centres. 
But whether it be in terms of the infrastructure of the merchandise distribution 
network, the system of credit it requires in order to function smoothly, or the more 
human aspect of the interactions, the exchanges, the way of life it represents, the 
world of the general store offers the researcher a surprising wealth of information. 

Except as regards international exchanges, the history of trade in Canada and 
Quebec is unwritten. In their Histoire économique du Québec, 1851-1896, historians 
3ean Hamelin and Yves Roby devote one chapter of Part Five to domestic trade. In 
it they present a number of details on the workings of small business, describing the 
distribution network and indicating a number of journalistic and other sources which 
could be useful in a more complete study of the subject. Gaétan Gervais, in "Le 
commerce de détail au Canada (1870-1880)," goes much further. His source of 
information, the weekly Monetary Times, enabled him to grasp the general nature of 
small business, its organization and operation, its problems and, above all, the system 
of credit that kept it alive during the 1870s.1 

In dealing with what he refers to generally as the practice of small business, 
Gervais attempts to define its typology, outlines details of its system of credit, 
describes the retail trade life and discusses the proliferation of travelling salesmen. 
The author successfully presents the essential aspects of retail trade, beginning with 
the general store, for a very specific period and for an equally specific economic 
situation. An increase in the number of articles such as this one on significant 
periods of the 19th and 20th centuries would certainly cover an important part of the 
history of business in Quebec. A next step would be to analyse systematically those 
ledgers and daybooks that can be found - and which are far more numerous than is 
generally thought - among former general-store owners, in regional archives and in 
the archives of certain provincial and federal departments involved in the study and 
conservation of our heritage. 

In the context of a Parks Canada research project, we have had the opportunity 
to investigate certain aspects relating to the general store for a specific period of 
the 20th century. This work involved a verbal investigation among former general-
store-keepers and members of their families and preparing a tape recording from 
their statements, for the years 1910 to 1930. This work, including the investigation 
and the final preparations, was done between 3une 1980 and February 1981. 
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While we do not intend to describe in detail the intellectual approach used to 
determine the methodological choices of the study, we feel that a good understanding 
of the text demands at least a knowledge of the guidelines used. Firstly, the majority 
of the people questioned had to be 60 years of age or older. The verbal transmission 
of knowledge can certainly provide younger listeners with a better appreciation of 
the period in question. However, it seemed preferable to us to take advantage of the 
availability of first-hand information about the subject. The boundaries of the study 
area were determined on the basis of the period of time chosen for the study and the 
location in which the final product would be presented: Compton. Thus, the study 
area was to be a rural one and would include two specific regions located in the Bois-
Francs area and in the area south-southeast of Sherbrooke. The two factors that led 
to the choice of these regions are related to the origin of the population and the 
infrastructure of the rail transport system. The Bois-Francs area was colonized and 
developed in the 19th century almost exclusively by French Canadians. The majority 
of the colonists of the region south-southeast of Sherbrooke, which, for the purposes 
of the article we will refer to as the Eastern Townships, were Anglophones originally 
from the United States and England. It was not until the late 19th century and the 
early 20th century that French Canadians settled there and formed a majority of the 
population. The railway networks provided a different type of service in each of 
these two regions. Whereas the railway lines were more peripheral in the Bois-Francs 
region, they could be described as more tentacle-like in the second region, where 
they passed through or near almost every community. These differences led us to 
formulate the theory that small business should present certain specific characteris
tics in the two regions studied. 

In quotations from Hamelin, Roby and Gervais, the first part of this text 
presents a very succinct picture of small business in the second half of the 19th 
century and of its role in the relatively complex merchandise distribution process. 
The second part of the text is devoted to the analysis of the data collected in 
personal interviews between July and November 1980. In this part we deal with 
various aspects of trading per se, the procurement of goods, wholesaler and customer 
credit, barter, bargaining, profits and the storekeeper's role in his community. 

Part 1: The General Store in the Late 19th Century; A Few Descriptive Images from 
Hamelin, Roby and Gervais 

"Toward the end of the 19th century, retail trade and small business were 
almost synonymous: the Western world had not yet heard of the retailing revolution 
that in the 20th century, was to result in the appearance of enormous retail outlets 
that were sometimes part of chains, particularly in the cities. However, around 1870, 
the words "retailer" and "small business" referred to the long list of general stores 
scattered among the villages and various urban neighbourhoods. The owner of a small 
general store was typical of the merchants of the time. He was an essential 
component of a merchandise distribution network in an increasingly monetary and 
specialized economy." [Translation.] 2 

"A general store is a colourful bazaar where all categories of items are 
available: hardware (leather, wire, "ligneux," coal oil, lamps, grindstones, irons, gun 
flints, paint, lime, nails, sickles, tools, piping, shellac, putty, linseed oil, pots), 
furnishings (stoves, clocks, floor coverings), linen (flannel, "drap à capot," lining, 
batiste, cotton, calico, fabric, legging, crinoline, boots, caps, ties), pharmaceuticals 
(castor oil, soda, ointment, gin, wine, rum, brandy), groceries (sugar, molasses, brown 
sugar, tea, biscuits), jewellery (rings, earrings, necklaces)." [Translation.] 3 

"In order to be successful, the small businessman had to establish relations at 
two levels: on the purchasing side he had to obtain merchandise from the retailers, 
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the suppliers and the producers; on the sales side he had to sell his goods. Thus, small 
business was the intermediary between these two levels. Toward 1870, rural 
merchants had basically three means at their disposal by which to order their 
merchandise. Firstly, they could visit the producer or retailer in person; secondly, 
they could place a written order; thirdly and lastly, they could give their orders to 
the travelling salesmen who were being seen in increasing numbers throughout the 
country." [Translation.]'* The presence of the travelling salesman "radically altered 
the mechanism of exchange between city and country. The rural merchant no longer 
went to the retailer but, instead, the retailer came to the rural merchant. It put an 
end to spring and fall fairs. A travelling salesman had a clearly defined territory that 
he was required to cover once or twice each year. It was his role to introduce new 
items to the merchants and to collect orders." Translation. " 

The construction of the railways, "which profoundly altered small business 
practices by providing relatively easy access and a relatively inexpensive means of 
transporting merchandise throughout the entire year," [translation]6 can be regarded 
as the mainspring behind changes in the mechanism of exchange. "More and more, 
after the improvement of transportation, merchants obtained their supplies from 
wholesalers. Overproduction in Europe prompted merchants to order more than they 
could afford and especially to use credit abusively. The wholesalers, the retail 
merchants and the consumers, linked together by debt, formed an enormous credit 
pyramid." [Translation.] 7 

The world of retail trade thus underwent a number of major, positive transfor
mations in the second half of the 19th century. But the new facilities brought with 
them their own abuses associated mainly with the system of credit that existed at the 
time and that generally provided too much time in which to make payments. In the 
face of this situation, "the crisis of 1874-1879 produced a new awareness. The 
Quebec Board of Trade suggested that the American system of ten-, thirty- or sixty-
day payments be adopted.... The long period of tension that closed the 19th century 
also inspired caution. However, neither the entreaties of the businessmen nor a long
standing economic climate of difficulties managed to restore the health of the 
business world. If cyclic crises no longer swept through Quebec business with tornado 
force, it was only because of changes in the province's agricultural scene. The dairy 
industry, solidly anchored in the English market, acted as a buffer that cushioned the 
crises.... One need only glance through the newspapers to realize the instability of 
the Quebec business system: the annual number of its bankruptcies exceeded that of 
Ontario". [Translation.] 8 

These few images of small business seem indicative of a certain functional 
malaise and of the need for the breaking-in period required by any mechanism that is 
relatively new. Would the few decades that followed provide an economic climate 
conducive to the hoped-for improvement? Would new credit practices and more 
cautious attitudes toward indebtedness enable the general merchant to see his 
business achieve a "reasonable" degree of prosperity? 

Part 2: The General Store, 1910-30 

The second part of this article presents the impressions drawn from statements 
by some 30 persons who lived through this period, who shaped it and who were 
personally involved in the world of business as it was conducted in rural areas at the 
beginning of the century. While this article is only a first step and offers only a 
glimpse at the heart of the matter, its interest is nevertheless undiminished. The 
number of persons interviewed was not sufficient to warrant the presentation of the 
opinions gathered in the form of statistical tables. It was our intention to depict, by 
region and in a general sense, a number of recurring themes that seem to represent a 
certain historical constant. 
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1) Purchasing from Wholesalers: Credit and Transport 

a) Credit 
It seems that there were already established rules governing credit offered by 

wholesalers. According to these rules, orders were payable within 30 days for 
groceries and consumables, and within 60 or 90 days for hardware, pharmaceuticals 
and dry goods. A discount of two per cent or more was offered to encourage anyone 
who could or who wished to do so to pay within ten days of delivery. We note that a 
sense of caution nevertheless took hold with regard to the term of credit and that the 
"American system" had already established itself in the Quebec business setting. 
However, this system was not strictly enforced. Cash had to be available at all levels 
of exchange; deadlines could be extended without any difficulty. The wholesalers 
knew the situation and the factors that could force their customers to delay payment. 
The general-store-keeper had no desire to accumulate debts for two large orders per 
year from his suppliers. The wholesaler also knew the few doubtful cases, the few in 
his territory from whom it was difficult to collect payment, and he protected himself 
by having them sign drafts or promissory notes which he could cash at the bank in due 
time. Everywhere, relations were described as very friendly and relaxed between the 
retail merchant and the wholesaler. 

b) Transport 
Between 1910 and 1930, Quebec City and Montreal were still the two most 

important centres of supply for rural merchants. But a new trend was beginning to 
emerge. The regional communities were expanding and acquiring a new role in the 
exchange process. This trend actually affected only part of our study area, that of 
the Eastern Townships with its capital, Sherbrooke. In fact, the travelling salesman 
from Quebec City and Montreal continued to go at least twice each year to the two 
regions in question. He travelled by train and then covered the countryside by 
carriage or, toward the end of the period, by motorized vehicle. The vast majority of 
orders still came from the two largest cities in the province; however, this statement 
requires certain qualifications. Sherbrooke was gaining ground. The railway and then 
the road network which linked it with surrounding villages as far as the American 
routes offered certain attractions for wholesalers who established themselves there. 
Travelling salesmen from Sherbrooke began to make a place for themselves in the 
market, completing or competing with the traditional exchange network. The 
upgrading of roads suitable for motor vehicles encouraged merchants to purchase 
trucks and regional wholesalers to own delivery trucks. Thus began the regionaliza-
tion of exchanges at the wholesaler and retail merchant levels. 

In the Bois-Francs region, on the other hand, the process that has just been 
described was far less in evidence, although it could be discerned. Victoriaville was 
less important in regional terms primarily because of the lack of railway branch lines 
linking it to the villages studied, but also because of the appalling condition of the 
roads. At that time, according to the persons interviewed, the region had beaten all 
records for the extent of road disasters. Thus, the general merchants continued to 
rely on the travelling salesmen from Quebec City and Montreal and to arrange to 
take delivery of their orders at the closest railways stops. For some, this was 
Disraeli, Garthby, St. Gerard; for others, Danville, Arthabaska or Victoriaville. 
Certain general stores situated on the railway line became very successful, expanding 
their "backstores" and setting themselves up as emergency suppliers for stores 
located at some distance from the railway. Thus, in considering the period 1896-
1929, the authors of Histoire du Québec contemporain could state that "if the railway 
provided the means by which the influence of the major urban centres was able to 
penetrate the countryside, the automobile brought new prosperity to the regional 
centres that took every advantage of their proximity to one another. The poor state 
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of the roads and the slowness of horse-drawn conveyances as a means of transport 
made railway links with the major centres easier. With the arrival of the automobile, 
the network of towns and villages once again became the basis for the structing of 
exchanges in the rural world. However, this change was not perceptible until the end 
of the period" [translation] 9 in the case of Victoriaville, whereas it had already taken 
firm hold in the region around Sherbrooke. 

2) Customer Credit 

On the basis of the statements recorded, we concluded that between 60 and 75 
per cent of people living in rural areas bought on credit and kept an account open all 
year long with the general-store-keeper. Such accounts grew and diminished, 
increased slowly or remained unchanged throughout the winter, but were never 
closed. A final settlement of a debt with a merchant was an indication that a 
customer no longer intended to do business with him. "The other twenty-five per 
cent, which mainly consisted of people from the village, paid every month, and that 
was not considered credit" [translation]. 

During this period, it was the dairy industry that, as it does today, provided the 
livelihood of the farmers in these regions. In early spring the cows would give birth 
and begin again to produce the daily bounty that brought in the money needed to 
sustain the lives of the family and the herd until fall. 

At the end of the fall, stores of flour, peas, molasses, sugar, beans and biscuits 
had to be purchased for the winter. The cows dried up and stopped producing. A few 
more prosperous farmers would buy what they needed with cash in order not to add to 
their debts. The rest would promise to pay in spring from the income from a logging 
run, or from the sale of the next season's maple syrup or the pulpwood, cordwood or 
rough timber cut during the winter. 

The men were honest and hard-working and somehow always managed to keep 
their promises. But when the unexpected occurred, income from these sources would 
be less than anticipated. In spring the farmers bought the seeds they needed from the 
storekeeper, the cows began to produce and life went on. Thus, many of the farmers 
had much larger accounts during the three or four months of the winter. Others who 
were not as lucky would arrange to pay at harvest time with vegetables from the 
garden, with meat from animals slaughtered in the fall, or.... The storekeeper knew 
his customers and friends well. From some he knew that he would have to demand a 
note, which he would cash at the bank; he also knew that from others he would 
receive nothing at all for six to twelve months. Finally, he would accept live animals 
and even property to settle the accumulated debts of those who could not get back on 
their feet and who had decided to leave and make a life for themselves somewhere 
else. The general-store-keeper himself did not like to resort to these extreme 
solutions, which could be profitable to him but which robbed the region of valuable 
human resources, for it is a fact that a business needs people in order to surive. If 
the farmers left the land without finding buyers, the clientele diminished and business 
suffered. 

Clearly, it is difficult to get a storekeeper to acknowledge that he has 
speculated on properties. This practice and the word that designates it have a 
pejorative ring. It is nevertheless certain that at the beginning of the century, the 
use of time notes and written guarantees against properties led to seizures or the 
acceptance by the shopkeeper of certain real property in payment for "large" debts. 
One interviewee reported that his father-in-law has owned up to eleven properties 
he had acquired in this way. Historians Jean Hamelin and Yves Roby state: "the rural 
storekeeper ... was a perfect individualist. He invested his income in real estate. He 
had no choice, for he could not acquire prestige and hence a stable clientele if he did 
not make a display of property. The customer needed to feel that the shopkeeper 
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could extend credit to him during difficult times. The shop ledgers are full of pledges 
against the property of the local residents...." [Translation.]^ It is true that the 
signature of the general-store-keeper appears on numerous documents relating to real 
property and that his ledgers contain many promises. However, this quotation 
describing the storekeeper of the second half of the 19th century does not correspond 
exactly with the tradesman of the early 20th century as described by the persons 
interviewed. According to their descriptions, the general-store-keeper signed many 
official documents as a principal witness because of the position of trust he occupied 
in the village. He was often of service to his customers and was happiest when he 
could tear up the pledges and promises to pay signed during times of difficulty. 

During this period, there were collection agencies that offered their services to 
small businessmen. In the Bois-Francs region, interviewees were quick to point out 
that these agencies were too expensive and that, in any case, it was preferable to 
settle problems on a personal basis. In extreme cases, the somewhat threatening 
letters of these agencies could be used to intimidate the more reluctant. A different 
attitude existed in the Eastern Townships region, where the services of a lawyer or 
county court judge were used more often to solve these problems. It would appear 
that the influence of the Anglophone culture on the handling of business here is 
worthy of note. One can at least theorize that the influence of the judicial 
infrastructure in the larger cities was greater in the Eastern Townships than in the 
Bois-Francs. 

3) Barter 

The practice of bartering had diminished since the 19th century to the point 
where it was relevant to only a very tiny segment of small business. The merchant 
made special arrangements for the few families that otherwise would not have been 
able to purchase the supplies of food they needed through the winter. In exchange for 
his goods he would accept firewood, fresh garden vegetables, a quarter of beef or 
pork, and maple sugar - but only enough to meet his family's immediate needs. 
Circumstances occasionally forced him to accept a few live animals, which he would 
fatten and sell to the butcher in the fall. 

However, the general-store-keeper soon transformed this practice into a 
regular business. Many farmers were interested in paying for their seasonal 
purchases with the fruits of the forest or the land. During this period, demand for 
these products from large urban areas grew quickly. Thus, the general-store-keeper 
became a firewood, pulpwood, maple sugar and egg merchant also, as well as the 
owner of a sawmill or a butter- or cheese-box factory. These businesses provided him 
with the cash needed for the smooth operation and expansion of the general store. In 
these circumstances barter was no longer necessary. The storekeeper bought 
products that he could always sell to the neighbouring city. He also bought the labour 
of those who did not produce anything but who spent their time and energy working in 
the sawmill or the small factory in the village. Not all shopkeepers operated in this 
way. However, the subjects interviewed reported that those who really wished to 
succeed and who did succeed had to diversify their activities. 

4) Bargaining and Profits 

At the beginning of the 20th century, "haggling over the price of items was 
quite in style. You could haggle over a five-cent purchase and some would manage to 
cut one or two cents off the price. [Translation.]" For a number of years, and even a 
number of decades, the price of goods had been fixed and indicated on each item. 
However, this rule applied mainly in city stores. In the rural setting, prices were not 
always indicated and only the shopkeeper had the "official" list. There were two 
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categories of persons who maintained the bargaining habit. Firstly, those who were 
never content to make a purchase without talking the merchant into a small 
reduction in price made up a very specific category. They were few in number and 
the storekeeper always saw them coming. He took care to raise the price of the 
items they wanted by a small amount so as to be able to give them satisfaction. The 
other category was made up of those who had the money in their pockets and could 
pay in cash. This ability placed them in a position of superiority which encouraged 
them to haggle, mainly over the purchase of dry goods or hardware. The shopkeeper 
always appeared pleased to give in somewhat to their wishes and to pocket the small 
amount of cash which was of great help to him in keeping his business going. 
However, toward the end of the period studied, this custom gradually declined to the 
point where it constituted only the exception that confirms the rule. 

To our great surprise, the persons interviewed were unanimous in their 
agreement concerning the margin of profit realized on the sale of articles. The 
average level of profits for a store dealing in groceries, hardware, dry goods and 
phamaceuticals, generally in that order of volume, was approximately 20 per cent. 
The average for groceries ranged between 10 and 20 per cent; dry goods would bring 
about 30 per cent and hardware and pharmaceuticals 33 per cent or more. It can be 
noted in general - although this comment need not be regarded as historical gospel -
that the rate of profit was inversely proportionate to the daily or seasonal 
requirement for a product. The margin of profit on bread and butter was very small. 
Some stated that it was their duty to supply farmers with feed and seed and that the 
profits did not cover the time and trouble involved in maintaining them. During the 
period studied, the general store sold few perishable goods and losses were minimal. 
Butter, bread, dried fruits and the few fresh vegetables sold in the fall could be kept 
in cool basements and warehouses. The icebox continued to be used until the 1930s, 
when electricity invaded the countryside. 

5) Hours of Business 

The general-store-keeper was busy seven days a week including Sunday, of 
course. When he opened his doors at seven in the morning, a few farmers would 
already be waiting for him to give him the lists their wives had prepared, for it was 
the men who did the shopping when they went to settle other business in the village. 
The women would make the odd trip during the year to buy fabric, and on holidays 
and special occasions. So the men would leave their lists and tell the storekeeper 
that they would be back to pick up their orders in a quarter of an hour - 20 minutes at 
the most. The shopkeepers knew very well that at the shoemaker, the blacksmith, 
the butter factory, there would be opportunity for a good chat and that it would 
probably be two or three hours before the farmers returned to spend a good few 
minutes with him too. 

There could not really be said to be a fixed closing time in the evening. In 
general it would depend upon the last customer or customers and how well they 
interpreted the shopkeeper's yawns after 16 hours of serving the public. In the 
evening a few people from the village would come to the store to make the odd 
purchase. But this was really more of a pretext for the older folk who no longer lived 
on the farm to meet and pretend to "solve the world's problems." They would talk 
about everything and about nothing. They would play "bluff" for apples, peanuts, or 
matches. They also amused themselves playing pichenottes or checkers. The store 
was more like a community centre than a place of business during the late hours of 
the day. The rural farmers were not part of this group and were sleeping soundly by 
the time the doors of the establishment in question were closed for the night. 

The shopkeeper also did a good business on Sunday, before and after high mass. 
Some of the farmers who lived farther away took advantage of their visit to church 
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to do the shopping for the week. Others would buy the odd item they needed. But 
above all, the general store was the place to meet everyone, to say hello to friends 
and relatives and to learn the township news. The children seized the opportunity to 
put in loud requests for candy, which their parents absently bought for them in order 
to be able to chat in peace. There was something for everyone there, including those 
who wanted to bet on the next horse "pulls." The doors were closed at about two 
o'clock in the afternoon. "But we would often have to open them again if a customer 
called. You couldn't refuse to serve them. That would have been too inconsiderate." 
[Translation.] 

However, the subject of Sunday store openings in the Eastern Townships should 
be qualified somewhat. Between 1910 and 1930 there were still a few Protestant 
Anglophone merchants there who observed the Lord's Day strictly and kept the doors 
of their establishments closed. In villages like Hatley, Massawipi, Sawyerville, 
Waterville, North Hatley, and so on, the Francophone Catholic merchants followed 
their colleagues' example; at least the majority did. Because of the number of 
persons interviewed, we are unable to prepare statistical tables on the subject. The 
phenomenon is, however, an interesting one to note. 

6) The Storekeeper's Role in His Community 

"After the houses of the parish priest and the doctor, the general store was the 
most important place in the village; and the storekeeper's office was something of a 
confessional. Even martial problems were discussed there." [Translation.] These 
comments show clearly the importance of the shopkeeper, the role that he sometimes 
played in the lives of his fellow citizens. He stood as a guarantor for many 
transactions, encouraged those who were on the road to ruin and who wished to leave, 
advising them to stay, and he signed many contracts and notes, including promissory 
notes. 

But what was his political role? More than 85 per cent of persons asked felt 
that federal and provincial politics was a subject which the general-store-keeper and 
his family avoided. There were certainly many reasons for this attitude. Firstly, 
being in business made it necessary to avoid offending the sensibilities of one's 
customers. The customers were generally very familiar with the merchant's political 
leanings and the latter had to make an effort to talk with both Conservatives and 
Liberals without upsetting either. After an election, certain customers sometimes 
stopped patronizing certain stores for a week or two. But if the storekeeper had been 
tactful with everyone, his customers soon returned. For some, another good reason 
to avoid the topic of politics was the presence of the federal post office, which was 
always or almost always set up in the, or one of the, general stores in the village. 
Some storekeepers were able to keep their post offices all their lives and even pass 
them on to their children without allowing their political views to become known. 
Finally, one had to consider the government contracts for work on the roads, schools 
and public buildings, contracts that would enable the storekeeper to realize attrac
tive profits on the sale of paint, all sorts of hardware items, and various other 
materials. For all these reasons, the general-store-keeper was politically discreet. 

At the municipal level, however, the small businessman was called upon to do 
more than his fair share in important positions such a those of secretary-treasurer, 
councillor, or mayor of the municipality. But here again, the percentage of those 
accepting an official role at this level was not as high as one might think. The 
merchant was available to serve his fellow citizens and to give the necessary advice 
to those in high office. But very often, he could be quite influential without having 
to assume an official position. A great deal more research remains to be done on this 
point. Between 1910 and 1930, almost without interruption, the Liberals were in 
power in Quebec and Ottawa. We could postulate that the vast majority of our 
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interviewees were Liberals who were well integrated in the world of patronage and 
that they played a major, if not official, role at every political level. But go and tell 
such secrets "to some stranger working for the government." Leo Johnson, author of 
a study on Ontario County, 11 maintains that general-store-keepers in that area 
during the 19th century were persuaded to try to obtain votes for certain political 
parties by their wholesalers in the big urban centres who were on good terms with 
influential political authorities. Was the situation very different by the beginning of 
the 20th century? 

Conclusion 

Between 1870 and 1930, did any real changes occur in the general-store-keeper, 
his attitudes, his business, or in the system of exchange and credit? We feel that 
Gaétan Gervais's description of retail business in 1870 was still applicable: "Thus, 
these small businesses were called upon to play a double role: first, to distribute 
manufactured and food products to consumers and, second, to provide a source of 
credit for their customers. An intimate knowledge of their environments and their 
customers enabled the general-store-keepers to make themselves indispensable. They 
easily became creditors, and even speculators on products of real property." 
[Translation.] 

Nevertheless, some aspects did change. The system of credit was better 
operated and more sensible. There were fewer bankruptcies. Time notes and drafts 
were used more frequently to settle accounts with both the wholesaler and the 
customer. With the advent of the automobile, regional urbanization, road improve
ment, and the arrival of certain wholesalers in the region, the sources of supply 
gradually drew closer. Products also changed, particularly in the food sector. 
Canned products became far more numerous, as did products packaged in smaller 
quantities. Advertising in the form of attractive shop windows and printed leaflets 
became increasingly prevalent. But the social, physical, communicative and reassur
ing presence of the old general store and storekeeper remained basically unchanged 
between 1919 and 1930. 

Notes 
1 Gaétan Gervais, "Le commerce de détail au Canada (1870-1880)" RHAF, Vol. 

33, No. », March 1980, pp. 521-556. 
2 Idem, p. 522. 
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Map of the railway links between the various villages and the capitals 

of the respective regions: Victoriaville and Sherbrooke. 
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Figure 1 L.J. Favreau general store, Ste. Edwige, Quebec, ca. 1925 (Mr. and Mrs. R. Favreau, St. Edwige.) 



Figure 2 The groceries section of a general store, ca. 1925 (Mr. Lysle Thompson, Ayer's Cliff.) 



Figure 3 General store and cheese-box delivery truck. Notre-Dame-de-Ham, ca. 1920 (Mrs. Adrienne Goulet, Ham-Nord.) 
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