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Abstract
Contrary to some of the stereotypes perpetuated in the literature. early
Newfoundland society and culture were not static nor unatfected by external

devel acondi

2 by its isolated position as an island in
the North Atlantic ocean. Although perhaps not in the thick of the social and economic
changes taking place in western Europe and in much of North America resulting from
industrialization. urbanization. and social and geographic mobility. many Newfoundlanders
felt the impact of these modern forces indirectly. intluencing the ways in which they lived.
worked and shopped. This thesis focuses on the latter activity. exploring changing
consumer behaviour and rising rates of consumption among people living in St. John's
over the period from 1892 to 1949 through a study of the retailing practices ot the large
Water Street stores.

In many ways. city consumers were adopting and adapting trends noted by

contemporary social commentators in the U.S. and Canada. trends which have since been

with a rising culture and the devel of’ societies in
recent scholarly works on the subject. In the absence of industrialization on the scale
experienced in many nineteenth-century European and North American cities. how did St.
John's society come to accept many of the practices. attitudes and values of Western
consumer cultures? [t is argued that as the city's largest retailers. the department stores

i

g Water Street played a central role in introducing elements of a modern consumer
culture to St. John's through their ads. sales. promotions and displays. In addition to

il



importing goods for sale in their stores. store owners and managers also imported modern
retailing techniques to sell merchandise. thereby altering the relationship between
consumers and retailers and between people and goods. integrating Newfoundlanders into

a North American way of life.
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Introduction
For Newtfoundland. as for most nations in what is commonly termed the western
world. the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries represent a period of significant

economic. social and cultural change. largely

n consequence of the Industrial Revolution.
Although industrialization failed to gain much of a foothold on the island. in spite of the
efforts of the colonial government to promote industrial development. Newtoundland was
influenced by many of the changes taking place elsewhere. particularly in the United States
where the twin forces of industrialization and urbanization contributed to the rise of a
retail giant - the department store - and the creation of a consumer society. This thesis

will explore one aspect of the developing society in St. John's. Newfoundland from 1892
to 1949 which was common to much of Europe and North America. namely the

introduction and adoption of a consumer culture. through a study of the development of’

'There is some debate among historians as to whether the Industrial Revolution
resulted in an increased supply of goods raising demand or if rising demand encouraged
the mass production of goods thereby triggering industrialization. There is also much
debate over the period in which the first consumer society developed. Barthel argues that
in the cighteenth century. ic growth ving overseas trade made England
the first "real consumer society.” While. in the past. people may have wanted to possess
more material goods. few beyond the aristocracy could afford to. Increased trade and a
rising standard of living changed the situation. making consumer goods increasingly
affordable. Diane Barthel. Putting On Appearances: Gender and Advertising
(Philadelphia: Temple University Press. 1988) 15-7. See also John Benson. The Rise of
Consumer Society in Britain. 1880-1980 (London: Longman. 1994): Ben Fine and Ellen
Leopold. "Consumerism and the Industrial Revolution." Social History. 15(2). (May
1990) 151-179: Neil McKendrick. John Brewer and J.H. Plumb. The Birth of Consumer
Society: The Commercialization of Eighteenth-Century England (Bloomington. [nd.:
Indiana University Press. 1982).




the city's retail trade. focusing on its most influential representatives - the large Water

Street stores.
e Department Store in Modern Society
It is not coincidental that the d store arose ly in the

large cities of countries such as France. Britain. the U.S. and Canada as all were
experiencing. to some extent. the results of industrialization and urbanization. The mass
production of manufactured goods. the use of rail and steamship to facilitate the
movement of products and people. the growth of middle and later working classes with
disposable incomes. and the concentration of population in urban centres. all contributed

10 the growth of mass merchandisers who provided an outlet tor the products of industrial

ing a major role in the distribution of consumer goods. In so doing.
large retailers fostered the trend towards increased rates of consumption in modern society
and drastically altered the popular experience of shopping. By virtue of their dominant
position in the retail trade. department stores were also instrumental in shaping attitudes

and influencing customer behaviour thereby helping spread a mass consumer culture.

The d store asigni shift from it retailing and
merchandising methods. Prior to mid-nineteenth century. most city shopping centres
featured small. specialized shops carrying a very specific and limited line of merchandise.
Due to the traditions of offering credit and haggling over prices. mark-ups were high and
stock turnover low. The high cost of goods and limited means of transportation meant

that clientele for the shops was restricted largely to those with at least moderate incomes



living in the surrounding area. The great increase in the populations of many cities as a

result of industrialization and the growth of middle and working classes with rising

incomes in the ni h century. ifi v altered the situation giving rise
to larger stores with vastly different retailing practices. According to Gunther Barth. it
was the “modem city. providing the economic incentive and the physical setting for new
enterprise [which] produced the department store.”

The advent of public ion with the first he d buses in the early

1800s. later giving way to electric streetcars and subways. allowed shoppers to travel

outside their own neig hoods to visit ial centres thereby
expanding the potential clientele of the retailers situated there. To offset the cost of rising

rents in these districts. store owners took ad! of devel in

involving the use of iron. steel and reinforced concrete to occupy multi-storeyed

establishments. The rent paid on upper tloors was much lower than street-level.

them more retail space and spreading the cost over a greater selling area. More space
gave retailers the opportunity to add new lines of merchandise and to better organize and
display stock. providing a more attractive environment for shoppers than the smaller

stores with their jumble of goods heaped on counters and stored in shelves. "The very

‘Gunther Barth. City People: The Rise of Modern City Culture in Nineteenth -Century
America (New York: Oxford University Press. 1980) 110: H. Pasdermadjian. The
Department Store: Its Origins. Evolution und Economics (London: Newman Books.
1954) 2-3: Brenda Newell. "From Cloth to Clothing: The Emergence of Department
Stores in Late Nineteenth-Century Toronto" (M.A. thesis. Trent University. 1984) 2-3.
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essence of the department store.” according to Susan Porter Benson. "was the
rationalization of space. through its division into departments.” Departmentalization
served several purposes, allowing store owners "to serve a large volume of customers

effectively. while also keeping careful financial watch over each subdivision of the store's

stock and izing through the ali of clerks in a narrow line of

merchandise.” Other developments such as gas and electric lighting. elevators and

escalators. plate glass windows. pneumatic tubes and cash registers encouraged the

d growth and ion of the stores throughout the late ni h and early
twentieth centuries.*

In addition to their size and the variety of merchandise they carried. the new

stores further ionized the retail trade by introducing new practices such
as lower mark-ups which in turn meant lower prices and a higher wrmover of stock. They
also put an end to bargaining by instituting fixed. marked prices and cash only policies.
These practices. in addition to those of free entrance (allowing customers to browse
without an obligation to buy) and the ability to return unsatisfactory items. drastically

altered the nature of retailing and the experience of shopping in the modem cities of

*Susan Porter Benson. "Palace of Consumption and Machine for Selling: The American
Department Store. 1880-1940." Radical History Review. 21 (Fall 1979) 208-9.

“Pasdermadjian. The Department Store. 2-3. 25-6: Bill Lancaster. The Department
Store: A Social History (London: Leicester University Press. 1995) 12-3. 48: Dorothy
Davis. Fairs. Shops. and Supermarkets: A History of English Shopping (Toronto:
University of Toronto Press. 1966) 289-90.




western Europe and North America.*

D store isi i inued to evolve in response to

new pressures well into the twentieth century. In the early years. their small number and
the novelty and convenience of their premises and policies attracted customers and gave
them an advantage over competitors. But. as smaller retailers began adopting their
innovative methods and as the number of department stores grew. they were forced to
introduce new practices in order to attract new customers and maintain profits. Regular
and extensive newspaper advertising. annual sales events and bargain basements served to
expand the stores’ consumer base beyond their traditional middle-class clienteles and took
advantage of the rising disposable incomes of the working class. Finally. a variety of
costly services such as tree delivery. restaurants. rest rooms. and even nurseries were
added to meet the needs of their mainly female clienteles in a bid to gain customer loyalty.”

In this manner. the department store not only revolutionized the practice of’

“These policies were later credited with helping to democratize consumption by
encouraging the working class to shop without fear of embarrassment. It is more likely.
however. that fixed prices and free entrance were a consequence of the growing size of’
store staffs and the inability of owners and managers to supervise all transactions rather
than a concern for customer convenience and comfort. Pasdermadjian. The Department
Store. 3-3: Lancaster. The Department Store. 17.

"Department stores are now seen as central to the development of both the advertising
mduslr\ and ‘he pmss in the late nineteenth century due m lhexr he.-m use of

and p Store. 46-
7. 56: Robert vamnn Hlslar\' of Marshall Field and Co.. 1852 ’ 1906 (Philadelphia:
University of Pennsylvania Press. 1954) 17-9. 23. 60-1. 108-9. 115. 123-36. 146-8. 169:
Barth. Ciry People. 131.135.
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retailing throughout much of the western world. but also played an important role in

shaping urban life and ing the nature of ion. Their ity with
size. and impressi i ibuted to the focus of
modern cities and brought about a significant shift in the of their ial

centres. Once the territory of businessmen. tradesmen and delivery boys. they now had to
share the downtown area with middle-class female shoppers. Accordingly. this area of the
modern city took on a cleaner. more genteel aspect with wide. uniform sidewalks. suitable
for the many promenaders visiting the stores and checking out window displays.”

In addition to expanding their customer base. urbanization played another
important role in the birth and success of the department store. As Michael Schudson has
argued. the social and geographic mobility associated with city life contributed to the
growing significance of consumer goods in society. and therefore to the importance of the
department store as a major distributor of such goods. resulting in the creation of an
American consumer culture in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. He points
out that. in earlier times. a person’s sense of self was confirmed by their position and
family status in their community but that the “geographic and social mobility [of] modern
society” meant the loss of these self-affirming connections and became "potent forces for

personal disruption.” In short. the trend towards urbanization and the declining

of family and i i ips with the of

“Barth. City People. 129. 147.



meant less personal i ion and greater ymil itating the devel of

new ways of self-identification. Personal income exhibited through consumption became

one way of identifying and ranking oneself within society. the proliferation of mass and

brand-name products allowing individuals to define themselves through the goods they
possessed. As Schudson observes. “Consumer goods [have become] an index and a

language that place a person in society and relate the person in symbolically si

ways to the national culture.”*

The rising i of goods "as

is. therefore.
inextricably linked to the development and success of department stores and. in turn. the
advertising industry. department stores being among the earliest and most avid users ot
advertising to attract customers. By the latter halt ot the nineteenth century. American
department stores. through their window displays. special promotions and advertisements.
were presenting themselves as guides to consumers. offering to educate shoppers on the

correct goods to buy in their bid to present the right image.”

*Michael Schudson. "Historical Roots of Consumer Culture.” Advertising in Society
Classic and Contemporary Readings on Advertising’s Role in Society. Roxanne Hovland
and Gary Wilcox. eds. (Chicago: NTC Business Books. 1989) 47-9.

'Suhudson argues that because consumer culture is the result of changes w thin modern

:uv:lel\ \mh and itis
isers are le for i i and for creating consumer culture:
"To the extent that advertising arose in mpon;e to social and economi
mobile market society. it is difficult to sce it as an original or prime cause of consumer
cullure To the extent. however. that lechnolomcal de»elopm:ms in industrial
growing i i ibution and sales and advertising.

advertising can be seen as a somewhat mdependem not solely reactive. force in American

%



As cultural theorists have since pointed out. visibility became increasingly

in the nis century for were i indicative of "class
and status in a mobile society where such attributes were no longer self-evident.”" The
department store. in providing a place where people could see and be seen and in helping
to establish fashion trends. was crucial to a rising consumerism which Barth sees as an

essential feature of the "modern city culture” of nineteenth-century American urban

centres: "The city stimulated the expansion of the retail market. improved communications
systems. and generated a new building technology. Swept along by the tide of progress.
residents steadily expanded the range of their consumption beyond food and material for

clothing: the ambiy

of the large city d many people of modest attluence to
aspire to an air of solid comfort. if not luxury.""" Department stores. due to freedom of
access and luxurious appearance. created an illusion of equality among shoppers while
helping to raise consumer demand through their advertisements and displays. By

the concept of “obsol " the stores also helped spread a growing

with being up-to-date trom the well-to-do to the middle and later the working

society.” Schudson. "Historical Roots of Consumer Culture.” 44-7. 39: Barth. Ciry
People. 142..

"*Simon Gunn. "The Public Sphere. Modemnity and C ion: New ives on
the History of the English Middle Class." Gender. Civic Culture and C¢ unsumzrr:m
Middle-Class Identiry in Britain. 1800-19+40. Alan Kidd and David Nicholls. eds.

(Manchester: Manchester University Press. 1999) 17.

""Barth. City People. 110-1.



classes. offering themselves as guides for the fashion-conscious. According to Barth. "By
its very nature. shopping in a department store became a public act that educated people
for living in the city. Successful participation demanded that the shopper possess not only
money but also the poise to assess shrewdly the offered goods.""

Finally. because of their grandeur and the services they oftered. department stores
also changed the nature of shopping from chore to pastime. one almost exclusively
associated with women. Largely responsible for meeting the needs of their families

through h ion. with the availability of factory-made products. women began

shopping to fulfil their domestic role. E ged by the d store's ingl

endless array of goods. their merchandising techniques and their customer services. they
came to view shopping as entertainment to be enjoyed frequently and with triends.
Credited with the emancipation of women by giving them a public role and relieving them
of the tedium of domestic life. the department store also helped trap women into another
role. that of shopper. while reinforcing the middle-class ideal of marriage with husband as
breadwinner and wife as consumer.”

Clearly. the department store. wherever it arose. was central to many of the socio-
economic and cultural changes taking place in modern cities as a result of industrialization

and urbanization. Arising almost

ly in major ion centres

“Barth.

ity People. 130-1. 142-4: Davis. Fuirs. Shops. and Supermarkets. 292.

UBarth. Ciry People. 129. 145-6.



the industrializing west. these mass merchandisers played an important role in the
distribution of mass-produced goods. in shaping the urban landscape. in guiding the

consuming habits of shoppers. and in creating a modern urban culture in which

were the all-i factor in ining social status.

Scope and Objectives
A relatively new and largely unexplored field of history. the rise of consumer
societies in the various nations and cities of western Europe and North America over the
course of the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries. has been the subject of’
growing interest in recent vears." Still. many historians of consumerism lament that it is
an area where much work remains to be done. The explanation usually given for this gap
in the historiography is that scholars have long focused on the production rather than the

consumption of goods and services. Yet. some would argue that during the twenticth

*See McKendrick. Brewer and Plumb. The Birth of Consumer Society: Benson. The
Rise of Consumer Society: Mike Featherstone. Consumer Culture and Postmodernism
(London: Sage Publications. 1991): Daniel Horowitz. The Morality of Spending: Attitudes
Towards the Consumer Society in America. 18375-1940 (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins
University Press. 1985): Don Slater. Consumer Culture and Moderniry (Cambridge: Polity
Press. 1997): Susan Strasser. Charles McGovern and Matthais Judt. eds.. Getring and
Spending: European and American Consumer Societies in the Twentieth Century
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 1998): Maggie Andrews and Mary M. Talbot.
eds.. 4l the World and Her Husband: Women in Twentieth-Century Consumer Culture
(London and New York: Cassell. 2000): Arthur Asa Berger. Ads. Fads. and Consumer
Culture: Advertising's Impact on American Character and Society (Lanham. Maryland:
Rowman & Littlefield Publishers. Inc.. 2000): Lawrence Glickman. ed.. Consumer Sociery
in American History: A Reader (Ithaca: Cornell University Press. 1999).
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century. the economies and cultures of most of the nations making up the western world

became consumption-driven as opposed to production-driven. in consequence making the

study of ism i ingly i '* Should further justitication need be made
tor the case of consumer history. its advocates have also argued that "mass consumption is
inextricable from daily life and social experience” and that "consumption offers a new

focus for some long-standing themes and political concerns.... The history of consumption

is in this sense not a separate field so much as a prism through which many aspects of
social and political life may be viewed."'

If a rising consumer society and the spread of consumer culture has been woefully
neglected elsewhere. it is virgin territory in the case of the historiography of
Newtoundland and the situation is only a little more encouraging for the study of’
consumption in Canada. Canadian historians. too. have been influenced by the discipline’s

focus on the forces of preduction in society.” but the problem is exacerbated in

*Lancaster. The Department Store. 1: Strasser. McGovern and Judt. "Introduction.”
Getting and Spending. 6: Leonore Davidoff and Catherine Hall. Family Fortunes: Men
and Women of the English Middle Class. 780-1850 (London: Hutchinson. 1987) 29.

"Strasser. McGovern and Judt. "Introduction.” 4.

""Little has been written in Canada on the subject of consumption or related topics such
as retailing. merchandising and advertising. Russell Johnston notes in his recent work on
advertising in Canada that there has been no detailed historical study of the industry.
Similarly. Joy Santink. in the preface to her study of Eaton's. wrote that it was an attempt
to "investigate one aspect of an industry that has received little attention in Canada.” She
points out that Douglas McCalla's work on the Buchanans and a small section ot Michael
Bliss's book on Flavelle. in addition to a few popular books on companies like Eaton's and
Simpson's. are the only sources available on the subject of department stores and retailing.

8%



Newfoundland by the predominance of studies which explore the fisheries. industrial

underdevelopment. the truck system. and subsistence li

ng. conditions which would seem

1o preclude the existence of a consumer society.”® As a result. higher levels of

General histories of Canadian business reflect this oversight with Bliss's survey history
dealing only briefly with retailing. the same being true of another by Graham Taylor and
Peter Baskerville. This void in the historiography has been filled somewhat by the work of’
Santink and David Monod as well as several articles and graduate theses on department
stores in Toronto and Montreal but the subject of consumer culture in Canada continues

10 be neglected despite Cynthia Wright's call in 1992 for a gender and class approach to

the study of shopping in Canada. Russell Johnston. Selling Themselves: The Emergence

of Canadiun Advertising (Toronto: University of Toronto Press. 2001) 11: Joy Santink.
Timothy Eaton and the rise of his department store (Toronto: University of Toronto

Press. 1990) preface: Rod McQueen. The Eatons: The rise and fall of Canada's royal
family (North York. Ont.: Stoddart. 1998): Michael Bliss. A Canadian Millionaire: The
Life and Business Times of Sir Joseph Flavelle. Bart. 1858-1939 (Toronto: Macmillan ot
Canada. 1978): Douglas McCalla. The Upper Canadu Trade, 1834-1972: 4 Study of the
Buchanans' Business (Toronto: University of Toronto Press. 1979): Michael Bli:
Northern Enterprise: Five Centuries of Cunadian Business (Toronto: McClelland :md
Stewart. 1987): Graham Taylor and Peter Baskerville. 4 Concise History of Business in
Cunada (Toronto: University of Toronto Press. 1994): David Monod. Store Hars:
Shopkeepers und the Culture of Mass Marketing. 1890-1939 (Toronto: Toronto
University Press. 1996): David Moned. "Bay Days: The Managerial Revolution and the

Association Papers (198
God: Paternalism and the Dupuis Fréres Department Slorts \dom.'r:;\l 1926-1952" (MLA.
thesis. McGill University. 1997): Newell. "From Cloth to Clothing": Michelle Comeau.
“Les grands magasins de Ia rue Sainte-Catherine 2 Montréal: des lieux de modemisation.
d'h = ion et de ¢ iation des modes de consommation." Material History
Review. 31 (Spring 1995): Daniel Robinson. "Polling Consumers: The Rise of Market
Research Surveys in Canada. 1929-1941." Journal of the Canadian Historical
Association. 8 (1997): Cynthia Wright. "Feminine Trifles of Vast Importance”: Writing
Gender into the History of Consumption.” Gender Conflicts: New Essays in Women's
History. F. lacovetta and M. Valverde. eds. (Toronto: University of Toronto Press. 1992)
232,

"$See Gerald Sider. Class and Culture in P and history: a Newfoundlund
illustration (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 1986): David Alexander.

12



and the i ion of a culture to St. John's around the wm of
the twentieth century. have been eclipsed by the traditional view of Newfoundland as a
peripheral society subject to the forces of economic dependency and the declining fortunes
of the fishery.

This view has dogged Newfoundland throughout much of its history. As far back
as 1922. D.R. Thistle. the editor of the Trade Review. complained that Sir Wilfred
Grentell's plan to "conduct a begging trip in England” would present "Newfoundland and
Newtoundlanders to the outside world as a beggarly country and as a race of beggars” and
would create "the impression abroad that the whole of Newfoundland is in dire distress
and that all Newfoundlanders are a hungry and poverty-stricken crew.” Although he was
willing to admit that poverty did exist in Newfoundland. as it did elsewhere. Thistle

believed there was quite a difference "between those conditions amongst the settlers on

“Newfoundland's Traditional Economy and Development to 1934 and "The Collapse of'
the Saltfish Trade and Newtoundland's Integration into the North American Economy.”
Newfoundland in the Nineteenth und Twentieth Centuries: essays in interpretation. James
Hiller and Peter Neary. eds. (Toronto: University of Toronto Press. 1980): David
Al der. "D and D in 1880-1970." Atlantic
Canada and Confederation: Essays in Canadian Political Economy. compiled by Eric
Sager. Lewis Fischer and Stuart Pierson (Toronto: University of Toronto Press. 1983):
David Alexander. The Decay of Trade: An Economic History of the Newfoundland
Sultfish Trade. 1935-1965 (St. John's. NF: ISER. 1977): Steven Antler. "Colonial

itation and i ion in Ni; h-Century Newfc " (Ph.D.
thesis. University of Connecticut. 1975): James K. Hiller. "The Newfoundland Credit
System: An Interpretation.” Merchant Credit and Labour Strategies in Historical
Perspective. Rosemary Ommer. ed. (Fredericton. NB: Acadiensis Press. 1990).
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Labrador and those which prevailed amongst the general population of Newfoundland.""™

Like the N d in Grenfell's tund-raisi i the

Newfoundland found in much of the scholarly writing to date is one populated largely by
well-to-do merchants on the one side and fishing families living a hand-to-mouth existence
on the other. with interactions between these disparate groups contained largely within the

folds of the merchant’s credit ledger.

"“Editorials. Trade Review. 26 August 1922 and 30 September 1922.

“See Sider. Class and Culture in anthropology and histor, Su.:m Cadigan. Hope and
Deception in C ion Bay: Merchant-Settler Relations in . lund, 1755-1855
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press. 1995): Antler. "Colonial Exploitation and
i i iller. "The Newfc Credit System.”

While the merchant class appear at the centre of many Newfoundland histories.
especially those with political or economic themes. few have examined the mercantile elite
outside of their involvement in the fishery or in the various levels of government.
Although the Water Street stores feature largely in public memory in Newfoundland and
are occasionally mentioned in popular histories of St. John's. there has been no scholarly
examination of their operations or their role in the development of the local community
and society. There are several histories commissioned by particular merchant firms or
written by members of the families which owned them but these are largely anecdotal and.
given the firms' extensive interests in the cod and seal fisheries. shipping. insurance and so
on. the stores themselves receive little attention. See Paul O'Neill. The Story of St. John's.
Newfoundland. Vols. | and 2 (Erin. Ont.: Press Porépic. 1975-1976): David Keir. The
Bowring Story (London: Bodley Head. Ltd.. 1962): Arthur Wardle. Benjumin Bowring
and his descendants (London: Hodder and Stoughton. 1940): Robert Brown Job. John
Job's Fumily. Devon-Newfoundlund-Liverpool. 1730-1953. 2nd ed. (St. John's. NF: The
Teleuam Printing Co.. Ltd.. 1954): Kenneth Kerr. "A Social Analysis of the Members of
the fc House of A bly. E: ive Council. and Legislative Council for the
period. 1855-1914 (M.A. thesis. Memorial University of Newtoundland. 1973): Keith
Matthews. Profiles of Water Street Merchants (Maritime History Group. Memorial
University of \lewtaundland 1980): E.W. Sager. "The Merchants of Water Street and

Capital in 's Tradmonal v." The Enterprising
Canadians: Entrepy and Ec in Eastern Canada, 1820-1914.
L.R. Fischer and E.W. Sager. eds. (St. John'SA NF: Mq ial University of } f
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There is another. related image of in the hi

which this thesis will confront. one that suggests "pre-confederation Newfoundland was
thoroughly isolated from other societies” and the society that developed there "was not
only distinct but socially self-contained and impervious to much contact.”*' Dating back

10 at ieast J.D. Rogers’ 1911 history. Newfoundland. this belief that "immobility .. and a

fixity of character” were essential characteristics of Newfoundlanders has persisted.
Subsequent histories such as A.B. Perlin's The Story of Newfoundland. St. John
Chadwick's Newfoundland: Island into Province. Susan McCorquodale's "Public
Administration in Newfoundland during the period of Commission of Government." and

Raymond Rowe's Education & Culture in Newfoundland this

one

which continues to crop up in more recent histories of Newtoundland.™

1979): Robert Hong. " An agency for the common weal": the Newtoundland Board of
Trade. 1909-1915" (M.A. thesis. Memoriai University of Newfoundland. 1998).

”\lalcalm MacLeod has fr this vpe in Cros is Country: Memories
of Pre-C e Nen dland. a collection of interviews with Newfoundlanders
who came of age prior to0 1949. [t provides evidence of a British and North American
influence on N prior to C ion through imported media such as
newspapers. magazmes and radio. Malcolm MacLeod. Crossroads Country: Memories of
Pre-Confede B oundland (St. John's. NF.: Books. 1999) ix.

“).D. Rogers. Newfoundland (Oxford: Clarendon Press. 1911) iv-v: AB. Perlin. The
Story of Newfoundland (Grand Falls. NF.: Anglo-Newfoundland Development Company.
Ltd.. 1959) 18: St. John Chadwick. Newfoundland: Island into Province (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press. 1967) 19-28: Susan McCorquodale. "Public Admini
in Newfoundland during the period of Commission of Government" (Ph.D. thesis. Queen's
University. 1973) 209: Raymond Rowe. Education & Culture in Newfoundland (Toronto:
McGraw-Hill Ryerson Press. 1976) 15: Shane O'Dea. "Newtoundland: The Development
of Culture on the Margin." Newfoundland Studies. 10(1). (Spring 1994) 73-81.
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The emphasis placed on the changes brought by World War I and the arrival of

British. Canadian and. particularly. American servicemen in these works suggests it was a

major ity stage in the develop! of Newft society leading to the
conclusion that. prior to the 1940s. Newfoundlanders were. on the whole. ignorant of and
unaffected by social change occurring elsewhere. In The Political Economy of
Newfoundland. 1929-192. Peter Neary argued that "Accepted values and modes of
behavior were profoundly challenged [by the arrival of Canadian and American forces|.

Newtoundlanders were given a glimpse of North American lite that they had not had

betore. with devastating consequences tor the old social order."*" This theme is repeated

in Neary's more recent work as well and has found its way into other histories of

Newf A fairer i ion of the war's impact suggests the resulting social
and cultural changes were felt more in the rural areas surrounding the bases in Argentia.
Gander and Stephenville. than in St. John's. The significance of the war. therefore. was

not its introduction of a North American way of life to Newfoundland "but rather the

eter Neary. The Political Economy: of Newfoundland. 1929-19"2 (Toronto: Copp
Clark Publishing. 1973) 67.

“*Peter Neary. Newfoundland in the North Atlantic World. 1929-1949 (Montreal:
McGill-Queen's University Press. 1988) 236: Peter Neary. "A Garrison Country:
Newfoundland and Labrador during the Second World War." Dispatches. issue 4 (April
1999) 4: Malcolm MacLeod. Peace of the Continent: The Impact of Second World War
Canadian and American Bases in Newfouncdland (St. John's. NF.: Harry Cutt’
Publications. Ltd.. 1986) 42-3: Patrick O'Flaherty. The Rock Observed: Studies in the
Literature of Newfoundland (Toronto: University of Toronto Press. 1979) 146-7:
Raymond Blake. Cunadians at Last: Cunada Integrates Newfoundland as a Province
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press. 1994) 3.

16



diffusion of these influences throughout the island."**
World War [ brought North American consumer culture closer to home by
bringing Newfoundlanders face to face with its representatives while also creating

opportunities for wage labour thereby providing many with the hal (i.e. cash) to

adopt its values. but it did not introduce a culture that was completely foreign to local
inhabitants. [n St. John's. the colony's largest and most economically developed urban
centre. the shift towards waged empioyment and a cash economy had begun much carlier.
providing fertile ground for spreading consumerism. For this reason. St. John's is the
primary focus of this study and. consequently. the Newtoundland depicted here is very
different from the image of isolation and ignorance perpetuated by certain local histories.
Contrary to the accepted view. Newfoundlanders living in the capital city. not to mention
the many outport people who regularly visited to purchase provisions and those who
ordered goods by mail. were sharing in the modem forces of urbanization. industrialization
and mass consumption. albeit on a lesser scale than much of the western world. long
before World War II.

At the centre of consumption in St. John's were the large Water Street stores. Due
to their wealth and geographic location. the largest of the Water Street merchants came to
dominate city and. by extension. island and Labrador trade. Their business interests were

extensive and. in most cases. ran the gamut from the tishery to wholesale and retail trades.

M. Stewart. "The 'Revolution of 1940' in Newft " (M.A. thesis. Memorial
University of Newfoundland. 1974) 79-84.
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from insurance to shipping. Many also had interests in mining and shares in public gas and
water companies as well as in local manufactories. In the nineteenth century. this was a
necessary response to the limited size of the local market. necessitating their involvement
ina variety of trades.™ For those firms with investments in the fisheries. however. that
industry tended to dominate business. often hindering the development of other interests.
particularly retailing. Retail expansion was also hindered by certain local traditions. in
particular the persistence of credit which had long been an integral component of the fish
trade.”” [n other cities. department stores dealt solely in cash enabling them to lower
prices and obtain high rates of stock turnover. allowing owners to funnel profits back into
their businesses for further expansion. Yet. with a crisis in the fishery and the introduction
of new industries to the island in the late 1800s and early 1900s. the importance of the

tishery declined and its influence on the city’s retail trade became muted.™

*"Newfoundland.” Vol. 10. pp.16. 25. 35 and 45. R.G. Dun & Co. Collection (Baker
Library. Graduate School of Business Administration. Harvard University). Hereafter cited
as R.G. Dun & Co.

“Ironically. there is some suggestion that many became
involved in the fish trade simply because there was no other medium of exchange in
Newfoundland and therefore no other means of their being paid for the goods they sold.
Hiller quotes one British firm as having stated to its Newfoundland agents: "We wish you
to understand that our business in Newtoundland is not to buy Fish but to sell goods. and
that we only take Fish in payment because the Planters have no money to give us." Hiller.
"The Newtoundland Credit System.” 91.

**According to historian David Alexander. the "inshore salt cod industry dominated
Newfoundland's economic history in the nineteenth century and continued to be the single
most important source of employment and market income well into the twentieth century”
but a crisis in the island's traditional economy in the late 1800s had led many St. John's
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During the latter decades of the nineteenth century. then. the nature of the
Newfoundland economy changed as the fishery declined and the results of industrialization
reached the island. The mass production of new and cheaper goods in Britain and North

America made "luxury” items more ible to the average fc < the

Newfoundland government began turning its attention to diversifying the country’s

economy through the i ion of new industries offering ive forms of

investment and employment to that of the fishery: and. as part ot its plan for development.

the government. following leads in Britain. the U.S. and Canada. hired the Reid Company

merchants to limit their investment in the fishery or. in some cases. to abandon it
altogether in favour of retailing and other more profitable trades. For this reason.
Alexander has charged that the fishery's decline was due to a failure to rationalize the
industry as a result of this removal of capital: “The withdrawal of the merchant houses
from the outports and from direct involvement in production. together with the absence of’
any rural banking structures. meant that the countryside was denuded of capital other than
the short-term financing provided to fishing families by the agents or dependents of the St.
John's firms to pursue the traditional fishery. The St. John's firms. after almost a century
of wi from direct invol in ion. and with a generally jaundiced view
of the industry’s prospects relative to the returns in wholesale and retail trade and safe
overseas securities. were unlikely to supply mpml either as direct or portfolio investors.”
Alexander. "Develop and Dx de in foundland. 1880-1970." 16: Alexander.
f I's Tradi " 19-23: Rosemary Ommer. "Merchant Credit and
lh: Informal Economy: Newfoundland 1918-1929." Canadian Historical Association
Papers (1989) 187.

The argument that the merchant community neglected the fishery resulting in its
collapse has been challenged by William Reeves who noted that attempts were made to
modernize the industry around the turn of the twentieth century but these met with limited
success due to inherent weaknesses in the colony's position in an international economy.
W)llmm Reeves. "Alexander's Conundrum Revisited: The American Dimension in

Resource D 1890-1910." Newfoundland Studies. 5(1). (Spring

1989) 1-38.
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to build a railway.” The impact of these changes was felt mostly in the metropolis of St.
John's and. later. in the few industrial towns - such as Wabana. Grand Falls. and Corner

Brook - created as a result of the g 's efforts to the devel of

the island's resources.

In these centres. opportunities for waged labour outside the fishery contributed to
the growth of a working class. employed in mines. factories and mills and in a service
sector expanding to meet the needs of a rising urban population. The middle class also

increased. employed in managing shops. offices and factories. and within the growing

v g the g 's develop schemes. The rising numbers ot
people earning cash wages and the availability of cheaper goods expanded opportunities
for retailers. a fact retlected in the changing nature of the island's imports which included a
growing variety and a rising volume of non-staple. luxury goods.

The evolution of the St. John's retail trade reflects the changes taking place in the
local economy and society as the practices and appearances of department stores tend to
be shaped by local circumstances and traditions. Throughout much of the Water Street
stores' early histories. to the turn of the twentieth century. the firms focused heavily on
outport trade. eagerly anticipating the fall and spring visits of fishing schooners. sealers
and outport merchants coming to buy provisions. fishing and sealing gear. and

merchandise to carry back to their home towns. Although their business continued to be

**David Alexander. "Newfoundland's Traditional Economy.” 25-7.
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of considerable importance to city retailers and wholesalers (often one and the same) well
into the twentieth century, by the early 1900s members of the St. John's business
community could see that the situation was changing.™

New businessmen. employing new methods and catering to city consumers. were
entering the trade and introducing new modes of retailing already gaining prominence in
the department stores of Europe and North America. The growing popularity of low.
tixed prices. fast turnover of stock. cash-only policies. sales. promotions. extensive
advertising. and an emphasis on customer service and store appearance. meant that the
old-time merchant had to adapt in order to survive or get out of the trade altogether. The
loss of wholesale business as small retailers began buying direct from manufacturers or

trom Nova Scotian wholesalers as well as the loss of mail order business to Canadian and

American catalogues provided additional incentives to alter their So. while
Water Street merchants may have made a conscious decision to limit their financial
involvement in an uncertain fishery. a decision Daivd Alexander argues contributed to the

industry's further decline. simple self-interest was not their sole motivation.” Criticized

*Although most depanmem slores shared a number of common chmclensucs such as
varied fixed prices. and cash-only policies. they
also differed due to variations in the economies and cultures of the cities in which they
developed. The nature of a store's clientele. for example. usually shaped its merchandising
practices as Michelle Comeau argued was the case for department stores in Montreal.
depending on whether they catered to French or English shoppers and to the elite or the
general public. Barth. Ciy People. 112: Comeau. "Les grands magasins.” 6+4-7.

*See footnote 28.



for focusing their ions on ing and izing their retail i at
the expense of the fishery. this study illustrates that the Water Street merchants of St
John's were motivated as much by survival as by profit. They were. in fact. responding
not just to iocal conditions but to forces which were also shaping the retail trades of most
urban centres in Europe and North America.

[n turn. store owners' efforts to modernize their retail operations influenced local

patterns of consumption. Rising interest among St. John's merchants in the retailing of

goods 10 city in this period buted to the devel ofa
culture. [t is debatable whether the growth of a wage-carning population seeking goods
to buy encouraged retailers to expand their operations. or if retailers raised consumer

demand by increasing the supply and variety of goods they sold. Both were no doubt

factors which ibuted to increased rates as retailers. recognizing the
rising ion of wag 2 in St. John's. sought to capitalize upon
the potential for profit by adopting new ising techni o ge buying.

In so doing. they helped alter the consuming habits of many city dwellers so that
consumption became an increasingly important aspect of the local culture. a development
central to this thesis and the argument that Newfoundlanders were not wholly ignorant of
life on the North American mainland on the eve of World War II.

As British historian John Benson points out. however. there are a number of
problems inherent in such attempts to study consumer societies. one being to define the

term "consumer society.” As an economic definition. he suggests it is a society in which
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the economy is "directed by the purchasing decisions of millions of individual consumers."
He also provides a socio-cultural definition. describing it as a society in which "choice and
credit are readily available. in which social value is defined in terms of purchasing power

and material possessions. and in which there is a desire. above all. for that which is new.

modern. exciting and fashionable.”** As a result. many commodities once considered
“luxuries” become "necessities” and goods are prized for being novel rather than durable. ™
As Newtoundland has historically produced few of the goods consumed locally. most
products being imported primarily from Britain and North America. Benson's economic
definition has little meaning in this context for consumer choice had litle impact on local
production. From a social and cultural perspective. however. "consumer society” is a

fitting term to describe some of the changes taking place in St. John's over the period of

study.

The factors ibuting to the develop of ¢t cultures and societies -
urbanization. industrialization. new modes of transportation (railway. street car. motor
vehicles). rising p ion. improved standards of living. and a revolution in retailing -

have been thoroughly examined elsewhere.™ All of these were present to varying degrees

**Benson. The Rise of Consumer Society. 3-+.

“McKendrick. Brewer and Plumb. The Birth of Consumer Society. 1.

A number of studies have explored the natvre and causes of the retail revolution
taking place in the cities of western Europe and North America in the latter half of the
nineteenth century. [t involved the expansion of small. specialty shops. usually selling dry
goods. into large stores selling a wide variety of by
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in St. John's as the colonial government to

by fostering the development of new industries and building a railway in the late nineteenth

century. European and North American industrialization. however. were perhaps just as

important. if not more so. to consumption in Newfoundland as it made imported mass-
produced goods cheaper and more readily available. The introduction of regular
steamship service in the 1890s was another signiticant development which allowed
retailers and wholesalers to order and receive shipments of merchandise quickly and
frequently. The arrival of the streetcar in St. John's in the early 1900s also had an impact
as it made Water Street more accessible to shoppers from different parts of the city.
While initially boosting trade. however. motor vehicles eventually contributed to the
demise of the Water Street stores as downtown parking became a problem by mid-
century.

All of these factors enabled and encouraged rising consumption in St. John's but. in
general. Newfoundland's small. scattered population. its distance from foreign markets and
sources of goods. continued economic reliance on primary industries (fishery. forestry.
mining) and constrained capital. limited the impact of these forces on the local society. [t
will be argued. however. that each existed in sufficient degree to alter the nature of’

consumption in St. John's. and to varying extents. the rest of the island. These and other

with fixed prices. cash-only policies. extensive advertising. and new merchandising and
promotional techniques such as window displays and sales. See John Ferry. A History of
the Department Store (New York: The Macmillan Co.. 1960): Pasdermadjian. The
Department Store: Lancaster. The Department Store.
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economic changes taking place in Newfoundland throughout the latter part of the
nineteenth century alerted city merchants to the need for more modern retailing
techniques. The large Water Street stores were the primary benetactors of the increase in
consumer activity resulting from the expansion of the city’s working and middle classes.
eventually reaching the status of department stores as they enlarged their operations and
their supply of goods and services to meet the rising demands of consumers. As a model
of up-to-date retailing. the owners of the Water Street stores turned to the North
American department store as a guide in modernizing their businesses.™*

While the importance of department stores in the creation of consumer societies

should not be exaggerated. many scholars see the department store as central to the

*Greater exposure to North American retailing practices due to increased trade with
the U.S. and Canada was an important factor influencing the St. John's business
community. Although the stores had regularly sent bu\ers to England. they gencmll\
bought Ameri from visiting of Ameri ! But
by the early vears of the twentieth century. they also had buyers visit the United States and
Canada. giving them an opportunity to survey firsthand conditions in the North American
markets. Some St. John's retailers had also worked for American and Canadian firms and
even those without outside retail experience were exposed to new merchandising
techniques and practices through articles from North American trade journals reprinted in
local periodicals.

It is not surprising. then. that during this period. many in Newtoundland's business
and political elite seemed to equate 'American’ with ‘modern.’ Reeves points out. for
example. that. in the early 1900s. merchants involved in the fishery looked to the U,
guidance in modernizing the industry and that for Prime Minister Bond. "... reciprocil
with Americans meant a fuller participation by Newfoundland in the ‘modern world.™
Reeves. "Alexander's Conundrum Revisited.” 1-38: Reeves. "-’\pmg the 'American Type":
The Politics of D in fc 1900-1908." . dland Studies.
10(1). (Spring 1994) 44.
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P of modern ism."* It will be argued. therefore. that by adopting
modern retailing techniques and importing clements of an American consumer culture to
sell goods. the stores were responding to the social and economic changes taking place in
Newfoundland as well as in much of the industrializing west. encouraging the creation of a
consumer society. At the same time. however. their efforts to shape and direct consumer
spending were also hindered. however. by economic realities and the public's willingness

1o heed store advice and dictates. Yet. whether or not most St. John's shoppers could

afford to icil tully in the society developing around them by consuming

goods is not as important as their exposure to and identification with its values. Contrary

10 certain oft-repeated assumptions. the evidence suggests that Newfoundlanders were not
a "race of beggars” or a "poverty-stricken crew.” revelling in their isolated and ignorant

state prior 1o World War Il and Contederation. but a people iencing many of the

changes shaping modemn societies in western Europe and North America around the tum
of the twentieth century.

Consequently. this study makes reference to the concept of modernity. utilized by
a number of American scholars as an explanatory model for the changes taking place in

American society in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.” Although some

“*Simon Gunn. "The Public Sphere. Modemity and Consumption.” 21. See also W.H.
Fraser. The Coming of the Mass Market. 1850-191+4 (Hamdtn Conn.: Archon Books.
1981): Ferry. A History of the Depa Store: F The Dep Store.

“"See Robert Wiebe. The Search for Order. 18771 970 (New York: Hill & an.
1967): T.J. Jackson Lears. No Place of Grace: Anti ism and the Tr of
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question the utility of using a model based on a set of dichotomous terms (i.e. 'traditional’

and 'modern’) sugf itis i r st. d inistic and value-lad,

others defend it as a useful tool in discussing socio-economic change in the U.S. and
elsewhere during the period. Admittedly. no society perfectly fits either the traditional or
modern model as most exhibit elements of each. but it has been argued that societies can

be cl.

sified as one or the other based on a d of

pi g

convenient and flexible way of examining the interplay of socio-economic developments

within and between societies
In making reference to aspects of modernization theory. this thesis follows in the

footsteps of William Reeves' study of the American influence on attempts to develop the

Newfoundland fishery in which he argues that the connections linking Newtoundland and

the United States have long been obscured by the colony's ties to Britain and later Canada.

American Culture, 1880-1920 (New York: Pantheon Books. 1981).

Miriam Wright provides a good overview of the evolution of modemization theory
in her study of its influence on the Canadian government's Atlantic fishery policy. She
suggests early twentieth-century socno[ogns:s such as Emn]e Durkheim and Max Weber.

were cemral to lhc P! of the i which grew out of
i theory's ion that "society was progressing in a
linear pattern tow: nrd a higher level of biological. moral or social existence ..." The

concept was later taken up by economists such as W.W. Rostow. Bert Hoselitz. and
Francois Perroux who devised theories which attempted to establish a series of economic
stages by which traditional societies became modern. Miriam Wright. "The Smile of
Modemnity': The State and the Modernization of the Canadian Atlantic Fishery. 1945-
1970" (M.A. thesis. Queen's University. 1990) 1-12.

*William Reeves. "'Our Yankee Cousins': ization and the Newtt d:
American Relationship. 1898-1910" (Ph.D. thesis. University of Maine. 1987) 4-5:
Wright. "The Smile of Modernity.™ 1-12.




By izing the " ltural i ions” between Newfc and the

U.S.. Reeves raises questions about "Newfoundland's place in a rapidly modernizing

world." a world being shaped by the export of American ideas. practices and products.
This study of the evolution of the local retail trade provides another opportunity to further
test this thesis by illustrating the influence of American retailing practices and attitudes
towards consumption on Newfoundland retailers and consumers.

Reeves’s work provides a usetul discussion of the differences between traditional

and modern societies and a few of the more relevant characteristics of each are highlighted

here. While traditional societies tend to be stable (predictable with little change) and

dominated by localism. chronic und hi ical social
chi ized by defe and ism. and a high degree of religiosity: modern
societies are subject to rapid change. dislocati hnological i . secul

and social and geographic mobility. Although impertect models. these concepts reflect the
general state of attairs in Newfoundland and the United States around the turn of the
twentieth century and are useful tools in explorations of the "interconnections” between

W

the two societies.”” While in many ways Newfoundland society. even that of St. John's.

remained traditional throughout the period of study. it was still heavily influenced by

“Reeves. ily S. Rosenberg. Spreading the American
Dream: American Economic and Cultural Expansion, 1890-1945 (New York: Hill and
Wang. 1982).

“Reeves. "Our Yankee Cousins." 3-9.



As this thesis will demonstrate. there were threads of a modemn consumer culture

ing in the fabric of traditi N society despite the absence of certain

typically i with ity. Although the degree of social mobility in

St. John's was still quite limited in this period. there is evidence of the growing importance
of goods as symbols of status suggesting the influence of American values and practices
on local consumer behaviour. This no doubt had a significant impact on the growth and

development of retailing in the city in i to the ion of the

large Water Street stores. also by d within the North A

retail trade due to their ties to American and Canadian wholesalers and retailers. the Water
Street stores imported both products and merchandising methods. in tum intluencing local
patterns of consumption. Theretore. even though St. John's society was in many ways
traditional. offering its citizens a relatively static. predictable environment with little social
or geographic mobility and. consequently. a stronger sense of community and identity.
elements of a North American consumer culture were still evident in the retailing practices

of city stores and. relatedly. in the shopping habits of local consumers.

Literature Review

Until recently. the historiography of the d store has been dominated by

what may be termed "store biographies.” their aim being to celebrate the successes ot
various retail entrepreneurs. their authors consumed by the challenge of proving theirs was
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the world's first department store.*! These were followed by more general histories of the

department store focusing on the changing nature of retailing in the nineteenth century

in a retail i itomized by these ising giants.”’ By the early

1980s. a number of historians had begun of the external factors

contributing to the develop: of the d store "almost simul ly in the
United States and Europe." arguing that "The best histories of retailing would not be

institutional history. but social and economic history broadly conceive

Described by
one historian as a "necessary form of enterprise.” the department store is seen as "one of’

the most characteristic forms through which the new forces released by the industrial

*'Newell. "From Cloth to Clothing." 1-2.

“Influenced by the popularity of Social-Darwinism in the first half of the twentieth
century. such studies viewed the department store as the superior product of retail
evolution. This view declined along with the fortunes of the department store which
waned in the 1950s and 1960s as it began losing ground to discount stores and specialty
shops. resulting in a number of business studies seeking to address the problem of flagging
growth. See Ferry. A History of the Department Store: Ralph Hower. History of Macy's
of New York. 1858-1919: Chupters in the Evolution of the Department Store (Cambri
Mass.: Harvard University Press. 1943): Pasdermadjian. The Department Store: Barry
Bluestone. Patricia Hanna. Sarah Kuhn and Laura Moore. The Retail Revolution: Market
Trunsformation. Investment and Labor in the Modern Department Store (Bosto
House Publishing Co.. 1981): Malcolm McNair and Eleanor May. The American
Department Store. 1920-1960: A Performance Analysis based on the Harvard Reports
(Boston: Graduate School of Business Administration. Harvard University. 1981): Ronald
Stamptfl and Elizabeth Hirschman. eds.. Competitive Structure in Retail Markets: The
Department Store Perspective (Chicago: American Marketing Association. 1980).

: Aubum

“Michael B. Miller. The Bon Marché: Bourgeois Culture and the Department Store.
1869-1920 (Princeton. N.J.: Princeton University Press. 1981) 30-1: Peter Samson. "The
Department Store. Its Past and Its Future: A Review Article." Business History Review.
35(1). (Spring 1981) 31: Newell. "From Cloth to Clothing." 1-2.
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revolution sought expression."

More recent studies have examined the department store's role in the creation of a
consumer culture and. in turn. its impact on the relationship between people and goods.
One reason for this shift in focus is the growing interest of scholars in gender. leisure

activities and the development of italism.** For many. the changes

associated with rising rates of consumption have been largely negative. While some argue
that the stores have brought luxuries and conveniences to those who could never have
otherwise afforded them (i.e. the democratization of luxury).* others charge that they
have aided in the creation of a culture that equates happiness with material possessions.
status with tangible affluence.*” Some scholars now argue. however. that consumption
should be seen as an "emancipating" force in terms of "the possibilities it ofters for the

it

creation of new identities.

In the 1980s. then. studies of the department store have become increasingly

*Pasdermadjian. The Department Store. 7.
“Lancaster. The Department Store. 1.

“Daniel Boorstin. The Americans: The Democratic Experience (New York: Vintage
Books. 1974) 107: Pasdermadjian. The Department Store. 124-7.

“William Leach. Land of Desire: Merchants. Power. and the Rise of a New American
Culture (New York: Vintage Books. 1993) xiii-xiv.

“Gunn. "The Public Sphere. Modernity and Consumption.” 21: James Livingston.
“"Modern Subjectivity and Consumer Culture.” Consuming Visions: Accumulation and
Display of Goods in America, 1880-1920. Simon J. Bronner. ed. (New York: W.W.
Norton & Company. 1989) 413-5. 423-5.




critical. adopting interdisciplinary approaches (political. social. cultural. and economic) in
an effort to gauge the department store's impact on society. Michael B. Miller's The Bon
Marché: Bourgeois Culture and the Department Store. 1869-1920 was one of the earliest
works to adopt such an approach. Its aim was to illustrate the role of the department
store in turning bourgeois culture into a culture of consumption throughout France.
Miller suggests that the department store alone did not create consumer society but

As an economic mechanism it made that society possible. and as an

institution with a large provincial trade it made the culture of consumption

a national one. Above all. as a business enterprise predicated upon mass

retailing. it played an active role in cultivating consumption as a way of life

among the French bourgeoisie.*

Through catalogues. advertising. i and displays. the Bon Marché in Paris

created an image of respectable middle-class litestyle to be emulated by its customers: in

fact. it made b is culture a dity. Cy '

filler rejects the

claim that the department store led to the democratization of luxury as its focus has always
been the middle class.”

Since the publication of Miller's work. there has been a growing interest in writing
social/business histories which focus on the role of the department store in intluencing.

and producing. culture.! In Counter Cultures: Saleswomen, Managers. and Customers in

“*Miller. The Bon Marché. 165-6.
“Miller, The Bon Marché. 11. 15. 48. 182-4. 237.

“!Geoffrey Crossick and Serge Jaumain. “The world of the department store:
distribution. culture and social change.” Cathedrals of Consumption: The European

32



American Department Stores. 1890-1940. Susan Porter Benson studies the interface

between labour. class and gender. arguing that in the department store. class and gender

d so that i ions between and helped

shape the role played by the department store in creating a culture of consumption for

which neither group was solely ible. She concludes that store managers were

P d from directly manipulati ‘ buying habits due o the hiring of
saleswomen as “middlemen” to deal with middle-class female shoppers. By resisting storc
managers’ attempts to control their work and shopping habits. both salesladies and

customers had an impact on the P of American d stores and so were

not. as some suggest. the passive victims or prey of an advancing consumerism directed by

American business.*

Department Store. 1850-1939. Geofirey Crossick and Serge Jaumain. eds. (Aldershot.
Eng.: Ashgate Publishing Lid.. 1999) 1.

“There are few studies of retail workers as labour historians have exhibited litle
interest in the occupation. largely because of low rates of unionization and the
predominance of women. Some exceptions include McBride's articles on salesladies in
France and Reekie's discussion of store owners' attempts to control their staffs through
various labour relations schemes in Australia. In Canada. there are several studies of’
attempts to organize Eaton's employees and a thesis out of McGill on workers at the
Dupuis Fréres department store in Montreal. Susan Porter Benson. Counter Cultures:
Saleswomen. Managers and Customers in American Department Stores. 1890-1940
(Chicago: University of [llinois Press. 1986) 2. 83-8: Theresa McBride. “Ni
Bourgeioses. Ni Proletaires: Women Sales Clerks. 1870-1920." Proceedings of the
Annual Meeting of the Western Society for French History. 5 (1977) 240: Theresa
McBride. "A woman's world: department stores and the evolution of women's
emplo\mem [870-(9’0 2 Frwuh H:smrual Studies. 10 (Fall 1978): Gail Reekie.

Industs and labour control in Sydney's big stores.
1890-19:0.“ Labour History (Australia). Vol. 33 (November 1987): Matthews. "Working
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Unlike Benson's store managers whose attempts to control consumer behaviour

were weakened by customer and worker resistance. Gail Reek

in Temprations: Sex.
Selling and the Department Store. argues that the sexualized selling practised by
department store managers. mainly men. has shaped Australian society’s views of gender.
Using courtship practices as a model. Reekie illustrates how such practices were repeated
in the department store: male managers "wooed" female customers in their stores. where
their desires were aroused and the seduction. if the customer made a purchase. was

concluded. Reekie charges that by creating displays and organizing their stores along

sexual lines. d store iously and in concert with pop media.
defined what it was to be male and female. thereby perpetuating male dominance.

Yet another view of the intersection between gender and class in relation to the
rise of the department store is presented in Elaine Abelson's When Ludies Go A-Thieving
Middle-Class Shoplifiers in the Victorian Department Store which also looks at consumer

society’s construction of gender. While Benson gave the women in Counter Cultures a

For Family. Nation and God™: Eileen Sufrin. The Eaton Drive: The Campaign to
Orguanize Cunada’s Largest Department Store. 19481932 (Toronto: Fitzhenry &
Whiteside. 1982): Bradley Pragnell. Organizing Department Store Workers: the case of
the RWDSU at Eaton's, 1983-198~ (Kingston. Ont.: Industrial Relations Centre. Queen's
University. 1989): Ruth A. Frager. "Class. Ethnicity. and Gender in the Eaton Strikes of’
1912 and 1934." Gender Conflicts.

“Gail Reekie. Temprations: Sex. Selling and the Department Store (St. Leonards.
Aus.: Allen & Unwin Pty Lid.. 1993). xiv-xvii. 148-154. 173-6. For a similar discussion
of femininity ities and ion in Canada. see Robyn Dowling. "Femininity
Place and Commodities: A Retail Case Study." Antipode. 25(4). (1993) 295-319.

34



certain degree of in their relationship with the store. Abelson argues
that the role of middle-class women in the Victorian era was defined largely by society's
views of gender. class and consumption. Prior to the rise of the department store. middle-

class women's responsibility for the care of their families centred mainly around home-

With i

v of factory-made goods in department stores.

previously h de goods became ities and "

responsibility for consumption. women shopped.” Yet. the aim of department stores was

not simply to meet the needs of consumers but to create a desire to buy more. By creating

an environment of luxury and elegance. department stores gave an impression of "trouble-
free abundance” that encouraged women to want. This. according to Abelson. in
combination with middle-class notions of status through consumption. encouraged

unrestrained spending and. in some cases. shoplitting.* Physicians labelled female

shopli kleptomaniacs” and society

view of women and women's view of themselves
became increasingly tied to their bodies in that such "manias” arose from the biological
weakness and. theretore. the inferiority of women.*

Other scholars have focused less on the gendered nature of consumption.
eXxamining instead the impact of the department store on society as a whole and its

contribution to the creation of a consumer culture which has come to dominate much of

“Elaine Abelson. When Ladies Go A-Thieving: Middle-Class Shoplifiers in the
Victorian Department Store (Oxford: Oxford University Press. 1989) 3-6.

“*Abelson. IWhen Ladies Go A-Thieving. 7-9. 174. 187.
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Europe and North America. William Leach's Land of Desire: Merchants. Power. and the
Rise of u New American Culture makes the claim that the department store. and more
widely American business. has had a profound impact on development of culture in the
United States and the influence of Thorstein Veblen's theory of conspicuous consumption
is obvious in Leach's critique of the resulting consumer society. Veblen. known for his

"sharp. penetrating. mocking analysis of America's new economic elite in the late

nineteenth century.” argued that ion has not only an ic impact but a
cultural one as well. By the late 1800s. consumption had become an indicator of status
and the ‘orgies of display’ common to the upper class - which Veblen termed "conspicuous
consumption” - were being emulated by the rest of society.” Others have since argued

that Veblen's theories advocate a "top-down model of cultural domination™ which

i

dismisses "all sensuous or material cultural forms.”” Despite this recent rethinking of the

Veblen perspective. Leach. in Land of Desire. argues that national corporations. mass

“In contrast to those who see the democratization of luxury in the department store.
Leach argues that democracy implies consent but that this culture of consumption is not
consensual as it did not come from the people. Instead. it was created by business elites
interested in making profits. Furthermore. it supports only one view of the good life and
is. therefore. not democratic. According to Leach. the department store was a symbol of a
i ts success guaranteed by its alliances with government. merchants
and reformers. This is clearly a departure from the earlier view of the department store as
revolutionary but also as the natural evolution of the retail industry. Leach. Land of
Desire. 4-7.15.26-7.

“"Lancaster. The Department Store. 159-60: Thorstein Veblen. The Theory of the
Leisure Class (Fairfield. N.J.: Augustus M. Kelley. Publishers. 1991) 81-100: T.J. Jackson
Lears. "Beyond Veblen. Rethinking consumer culture in America." Consuming Visions.
73-5.



market retailers (department stores). and banks have transformed American society into a
consumer society hostile to tradition. creating a dominant culture in which the "good life”
is equated with the ownership of goods.**

In The Department Store: A Social History. Bill Lancaster warns that theories like

those proposed by Leach are too simplistic in their izations about who

defy "the embraces of even the most complex social scientific models.” He also argues

that women were not brai d by advertising and aggressi handising as
Abelson and Reekie have suggested and that writers in the Marxist tradition. such as
Stuart Ewen who claimed that modern conveniences had stripped women of their
domestic skills forcing them to rely on beauty for a sense of self-worth. present women as
“passive economic actors."* Lancaster suggests that women were much more rational in

their spending habits than they have often been given credit for and concludes that it was

the freedom and anonymity afforded to women shopping in large crowds which created

“*In the mid-1970s. Stuart Ewen had proposed a similar argument regarding the use of
advertising in creating a consumer culture in the United States. Like Veblen and later
Leach. he saw the roots of consumerism in American business. No longer were American
businessmen satisfied with being the captains of industry. by the 1920s they had become
“Captains of Consciousness” in their attempts to create a cooperative workforce through a
program of sociali. centred around ion and by isi
main difference between their theories is that Leach shies away from the idea of a capitalist
conspiracy while Ewen states that the creation of a consumer culture was the expressed
aim of American business. Leach. Land of Desire. v: Stuart Ewen. Caprains of
Consciousness: Advertising and the Social Roots of the Consumer Culture (New York:
McGraw-Hill Book Company. 1976) 19. 79-82.

“’Lancaster. The Department Store. 172.
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unease in patriarchal society. leading to such criticism.*

Although department stores and consumer culture have attracted significant
attention in the U.S. and Europe in recent decades. in Canada these subjects still await
adequate exploration despite Cynthia Wright's call for a gender- and class-based
examination of shopping in Canada.” Joy Santink has published perhaps the only
scholarly study devoted solely to the development of the department store in Canada. In
her examination of the early history of Eaton's. Canada's preeminent department store for

much of the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Santink brietly discusses the external

factors such as ization. i ialization and improved ion which

contributed to the firm's success in the city of Toronto and. later. throughout much of the

country. Eaton’s exponential growth is attributed primarily to the shrewd business sense

"Lancaster. The Department Store. 159-69. 171-92.

*'Wright. “'Feminine Trifles of Vast Importance.™ 232. Also see footnote 17.
Wright's 1992 thesis offers a starting point for Canadian historians in that it

examines the intersection of class and gender in one of Eaton's Toronto stores by looking
at the ion of middle-cl: Dianne Dodd has also made a
contribution with her study of Hydro Electric Power Commission of Ontario
advertisements which. she argues. implied the democratization of consumption through
the availability of electrical appliances that would ease the work of housewives while
lending the impression of prosperity. According to Dodd. this would mean continued
male domil of 2il d as well as the i of the working
class in ing and ing such i . Cynthia Wright. "The Most
Prominent Rendezvous of the Feminine Toronto': Eaton's College Street and the
Organization of Shopping in Toronto. 1920-1950" (Ph.D. thesis. University of Toronto.
1992): Dianne Dodd. "Delivering Electrical Technology to the Ontario Housewife. 1920-
1939: An Alliance of Professional Women. Advertisers and the Electrical Industry" (Ph.D.
thesis. Carleton University. 1988).




of its owner. as evidenced by the reinvestment of profits into the store and the targeting of
a new market. the working class. Consequently. Timothy Eaton and the rise of his

department store is largely a traditional business history and includes little discussion of'

the company's role in the creation of a consumer culture in Canada or its impact on
society.”

One of the most recent works on retailing in Canada provides a counterbalance to
Santink's study in that it focuses on some of the department store’s most vocal opponents.
Also unlike Santink's book. David Monod's Store Wars: Shopkeepers und the Culture of
Mass Marketing, 18901939 raises questions about culture although it is primarily an
examination of petit bourgeois culture rather than consumer culture. In tracing the

opposition of small business to the retail revolution. Monod argues that. contrary to

popular belief. these busi were not ds yed by ition from mass

merchandisers but evolved in order to survive and that the threat from mass merchandisers

was more perceived than real!

"Santink. Timothy Eaton.

"*While this is lhE lhrusl of V!onods argument. he also includes a brief but interesting
ion of the ion of in keeping with Reekie's examination of

sexualized selling in Australia and Abelson's study of the female shoplifter. Monod argues
that in the latter half of the nineteenth century. shopping was seen not as a necessity. but
as a female pastime. noting that women were prevented from actually participating in the
largely male domain of shopkeeping because they were seen as 'fickle’ and male retailers
were considered necessary to keep women's buying urges under control. As Monod
writes. "Selling came to involve grave and manly social obligations.” and like Reekie. he
uses courting terms to illustrate the sexualized nature of shopping with department stores
being described as "corporate 'seducers™ despite attempts to dispel their "Lothario image.”
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While it has been slow to gain a foothold in Canada. the study of consumption and

consumer culture have clearly acquired many

among A ican and
academics. a situation reflected in the historiography of the department store. Unlike early
institutional histories. many recent studies have begun to explore nineteenth-century
concerns for morality and tradition in order to determine the impact of the department
store on society. culture and gender identity. Such works seek to uncover the realities
behind these concerns. to determine the extent to which the department store has shaped
the landscape of society and its role in the rise of a consumer culture which has come to

dominate much of the western world.

urcy

and Chapter
Historians of retailing and consumerism have often lamented the limited sources
available to them but argue such studies should not be discounted. suggesting scholars just
need to be more imaginative in the kind of evidence they use. While those who have
compiled histories of large firms like Sears. Macy’s. and Marshall Field's have been

fortunate in having access to extensive company records. others have come to rely upon

alternative sources such as trade journals. pape i store gl

and photographs in writing retail and consumer history. In fact. business historians who

have utilized company records to the exclusion of other evidence. as a result ignoring the

Monod. Store Wars. 1-15. 44-6. 116-7.



wider world in which companies operated. have been criticized for not considering the
impact of external socio-economic factors on business development.™

There is little fear of the latter charge being levelled in this instance as. among the
Water Street firms discussed in this study. only Bowring Brothers and Job Brothers have
left archival collections of any significance. Although relatively large. there is actually
limited relevant material in these collections due in part to the firms' extensive business
interests. As a result. many of the reports. letters and ledgers contained in the collections
refer to the cod and seal fisheries. shipping. and insurance. Despite this. they do offer
some important insights into the attitudes and actions of the tirms’ owners and into their
plans for retail expansion. In this regard. the Bowring Family Papers. primarily a
collection of personal letters written between family members held at the Centre for
Newtoundland Studies Archives (CNSA). have proven invaluable.

Due to the paucity of records for the Water Street stores. | have therefore relied

of'the busi found in travel literature.

newspapers, trade journals and credit reports as well as store ads and magazines in writing
this thesis. Where possible. | have attempted to supplement this information with personal
accounts of experiences either working or shopping in the stores. some contemporary.

found in letters and published sources. and others from recent interviews conducted with

*'Samson. "The Department Store. Its Past and Its Future.” 26-7. 31: Boris Emmet and
John E. Jeuck. Catalogues and Counters: a History of Sears. Roebuck and Company
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 1950): Hower. History of Macy's: Twyman.
Hiszory of Marshall Field's.
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informants having some connection with the stores during the period of study. Another

valuable source. one particularly complimentary to a subject in which surroundings.

and layouts are ex are of the stores. store

owners and sales statfs which are dispersed throughout the thesis. providing visual
evidence for the arguments being presented.

Additional sources include the census. used as evidence of a growing St. John's
consumer base. and customs returns which indicate a rising standard of living in

Newfoundland as the nature and volume of imports change. Directories and city and fire

insurance maps have also been lted as indi of retail development and store

expansion as owners attempted to meet and further increase the demands of city

consumers by enlarging their premises and opening branch stores. House of Assembly
debates over proposed government legislation to regulate store hours provide insight into
labour relations in the retail trade and the early closing movement. In the absence of
extensive store records. Board of Trade reports provide some indication of the business
community's perceptions of and concerns about local trade.

The nature of available sources and trends within the historiography have

contributed to this being primarily a social history of the large Water Street stores rather

than a traditional business history. Like Miller's history of the Bon Marché in Paris. it

not

d with questions of h . growth, markets. private



and public constraints. and the like."** Rather. it seeks to examine business enterprise as
reflective of the economic and social changes taking place while also considering how
institutions like the department store. in turn. help shape society and culture. As a resuit.
its focus - unlike many early business histories - is less the personalities behind the stores
and more retailers’ response to developments in the retail trade. both within and outside of’
Newtoundland. and their role in the introduction of a consumer culture to St. John's.

Because it seeks to break new ground. the thesis begins with an exploration of the

of retailing and ion in St. John's around the turn of the twentieth
century. A short preface at the beginning of Part [ outlines the early history ot St. John's
and the Water Street stores. providing context for the discussion which follows. Chapters

in this section examine the changes taking place in the retail trade as a result of new

methods of transport. the il ion of new i ies and al ive sources of

employment outside the fishery. the i ing ion and. more i v
importation of new and varied goods. and the rising standard of living experienced by the
city's growing working and middle classes. The diversion of outport trade from city firms

resulting from the transferral of business to North Ameri holesalers and catal is

also examined. The focus of these chapters. then. is on the development of the Water
Street stores and the adoption of modern retailing techniques signifying their status as

department stores in response to changing economic and social conditions.

**Miller. The Bon Marché. 6-7.
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The study starts in 1892. during the attermath of the Great Fire which destroyed

resulting in the wholesale reconstruction of Water

much of the city's business communi
Street's mercantile establishments. It had become clear to the city's business community in
preceding years that trading patterns were changing in Newtfoundland. requiring that they
adapt to a new economic environment. and their post-fire retail establishments reflect this

knowle

. World War [ is a convenient starting point for Chapter Two as store owners

were hat di d from the ions and ions characterizing the two

previous decades by the international contlict and their role in the colony’s war effort.
Increased exposure to North American trends and practices in the 1920s and '30s and
rising competition from new stores and foreign catalogues. however. gave retailers an

incentive to resume efforts to attract and ion through the

adoption and adaptation of new merchandising methods. Chapter Three begins in 1939
and explores the development of the stores throughout the 1940s. providing evidence that.
while World War [l heightened the influence of a North American lifestyle on local
society. it did not introduce previously unknown habits or values. Although an important
decade in Newfoundland's social. cultural and economic development. the '40s did not. in
this regard. constitute a watershed period as has long been thought.

While Part Lis arranged chronologically. Part II takes a thematic approach
to the subject of consumer culture and the role of the St. John's department store in its.

introduction to the local society by examining its impact on the groups most affected. [n

these chapters. the evolving modes of retailing in St. John's are used as a lens through
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which to view some of the socio-cultural changes taking place as the island adapts to a
pervasive and highly influential consumer cuiture.

Chapter Four looks at the practice of retailing and the experience of consumption
in St. John's during the period from a class perspective. Did the stores help democratize
luxury as many of their admirers and defenders have argued. thereby enabling working-
class consumers to experience the "benefits” of mass consumption and allowing them to
participate fully in the consumer society developing around them? Or in joining the middle
class in consuming an ever-expanding array of material goods. was the working class

simply u

ving to emulate their social "betters” thereby contributing to the destruction of

their class consciousness as Ewen argued? Or. similarly. were they aiding in their own
subordination to the dominant historical bloc by adopting its values and behaviour thereby
reatfirming the distribution of goods and power in society according to the concept of
cultural hegemony?

Chapter Five explores the gendered nature of consumption. focusing on women as
the primary consumers in modern society. While shopping in the department store gave
women not only a public role but a position of authority within the home as the person
who made most of the purchasing decisions. it also reaffirmed traditional gender roles with

woman as ife and man as . Despite their ici and the

importance of their budgetary skills in making ends meet and meeting the needs of their
families. women shoppers were characterized by retailers. advertisers and the press as

fickle. wasteful. and erratic with shopping seen as a non-productive. leisure activi
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Recognition of women as the primary consumers. therefore. did not necessarily entail

recognition of the time. skills and energy which went into analyzing the rhetoric of

and retailers. eval g the handise on offer. and selecting goods which
fit the family budget but which also allowed the family to present the correct image to the
rest of society.

Although recipients of only a fleeting mention in most histories of consumerism.
retail workers were also affected by rising consumption and the expansion of the Water
Street stores which resulted in the feminization and bureaucratization of store staffs.
Consequently. no study of the stores and their impact on the local society would be
compiete without considering the consequences of changes to retailing for clerks and

salesladies. the subjects of Chapter Six. As the stores grew to meet the socio-economic

ying ization. i ialization. and increased exposure to North
American retailing practices and consuming habits. the number of workers employed in the
stores rose necessitating new methods of labour management. At the same time. the
number of salesladies increased significantly while that of clerks decreased

proportionately. Shifts in the size and composition of store staffs necessitated the

anization of employees to for the hiring of inexperienced

workers and the inabil

ty of owners to adequately supervise them. This. along with

in the economy. g ion and unionizati ibuted to the
adaption of paternalistic methods of labour control to suit changing conditions in the retail
sector. significantly altering the relationship between worker and owner.
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The study ends in 1949 as Confederation introduces several new factors
contributing to and further altering patterns of consumption in Newfoundiand.
Particularly important were the island’s incorporation into Canadian political. social and
economic spheres. the influx of Canadian business and capital. and the injection of federal
money through development schemes and social welfare programs. The changes

ving ) s adoption of provincial status created a host of new

briefly di d in the I which d already lished
trends and led business in new directions which would shape the destinies of the large

Water Street stores until their demise in the 1970s and '80s.
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Part I: The Evolution of Retailing
in St. John's, Newfoundland, 1892-1949

Since department stores are shaped by their economic environments. local
traditions and cultural practices. it is important to consider the particular context in which
each arose. Early St. John's department stores were no exception to this rule and their
development was. in fact. very much intluenced by the nature of the Newfoundland
economy and society. [t is. therefore. useful to consider briefly the history of St. John's in
terms of its growth and development as well as the origins of the firms in question prior to

1892.

Newfoundland's primary attraction for the Europeans. who first began visiting
shores in the sixteenth century. were the fish in its surrounding waters. During the early
history of their exploitation of the island's ocean resources. Newfoundland served only as
a temporary home to the visiting tishermen who came ashore 1o cure the fish they had
caught before returning home at the end of the fishing season. It should not be surprising
that English shipowners and sea captains from the West Country were the first to invest in
the migratory fishery. and were responsible for organizing and sponsoring the voyages to
Newfoundland. As the industry grew so. too. did the extent of their property on the
island. necessitating the presence of a caretaker vear round to protect and maintain the
stages. tlakes. etc.. that were essential to the successful prosecution of the fishery. This
continued to be the case for much of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries but events in

Europe. particularly those of a military nature. contributed to the growth of permanent
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settlements in Newfoundland starting in the mid-1600s and progressing throughout the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.'

The West Country of England merchants. who had directed and supplied the early
migratory fishery. then tumed their attention to supplying a resident population. Although
most settlers were scattered throughout various small outports along the coast. a number
of larger centres arose. serving as bases of operation for the representatives and branch
houses of English mercantile firms from which residents obtained supplies on credit in
advance of the fishing season. At the end of the season. the fishermen brought their
produce - dried. salt cod and cod oil - to the merchant or. as was more often the case. his
agent. to settle accounts and obtain winter supplies.” This system of truck. although long
criticized due to an imbalance of power favouring the merchant. enabled settlement and
the development of a resident fishery. As the size of these settlements grew. so. too. did

the retailing activities of local merchants.

'Shannon Ryan. "The Newfoundland Sait Cod Trade in the Nineteenth Century.”
Newfoundland in the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries. 47.

*Ryan. "The Newfoundland Salt Cod Trade.” 47: Hiller. "The Newfoundland Credit
System.” 86-7.

“Scholars such as Rowe. Cadigan and Ommer provide a different interpretation of the
exploitative nature of truck. arguing that the high prices merchants often charged for
goods given on credit were necessary to compensate for the financial risk they faced due
to the uncertainty of price or catch in a given year. Frederick W. Rowe. A4 History of’
Newfoundland and Labrador (Toronto: McGraw-Hill Ryerson. Ltd.. 1980) 354-5:
Cadigan. Hope and Deception in Conception Bay. 19-22. 29: Ommer. "Merchant Credit."
170.
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St. John's, located on the Avalon Peninsula, became, by far, the largest and most
important of these centres to develop in Newfoundland. Yet, its future status as the
island's commercial hub was far from assured in these early years as the first settlements
arose elsewhere. in places like Cupids and Ferryland. St. John's was not even considered

from a military int but gained signi: as a centre of

due to its location in the middle of the English shore. The decision to build a fort and
place a garrison there during King William's War in the late 1690s. gave the town a
military and administrative role which was further encouraged by the arrival of governors.
magistrates and other officials. Despite its administrative importance. however. St. John's
did not control island trade. In fact. there were wealthier merchants operating from
Trinity and equally important merchants in Carbonear. Harbour Grace and Placentia who
traded directly on the international market.*

During the Napoleonic Wars. however. St. John's achieved commercial
significance due to the growth of trade with Canada and the West Indies. the rising
number of traders and merchants settling in St. John's. the decline of outport trade with
the loss of the migratory fishery, and its easily defended harbour. The residence of
partners from parent British firms was also in St. John's favour as they were able to
directly oversee operations unlike the situation in the outports where mercantile

establishments were generally overseen by the agents of firms back in the mother country.

*Keith Matthews. Lectures on the History of Newfoundland, 1500-1830 (St. John's.
NF: Breakwater Books. 1988) 166-8.
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Over the course of the ninetcenth century. St. John's merchants gradually withdrew from

the h credit i ip. choosing instead to focus on the
wholesale trade by supplying smaller outport merchants (who in turn supplied the
fishermen) or traders who travelled along the coast purchasing fish. As the size and

number of St. John's mercantile establishments grew. the city gained a commercial

which inued to increase. ibuting also to its rising social and political
importance in island affairs. Eventually. St. John's became "'the Emporium of the Island."

with most of the country's economic. political. and cultural institutions situated there.*

At the foretront of ity life were the h i y those involved

in the general trade of the island, who i these instituti Their il

establishments. housed in large premises facing Water Street and backing onto the
waterfront, were, in a sense. the focal point of Newfoundland trade. Here. outport
schooners docked in the spring to take on their supplies for the fishery. returning in the fall
to unload their catch. paying off accounts and picking up winter provisions before
returning home. The merchants. in turn. loaded the cured fish aboard larger boats to be
taken to markets in Europe or the Caribbean where it was exchanged for fishing supplies

and consumer goods.®

*Matthews. Lectures. 168-9: Ryan. "The Newfoundland Salt Cod Trade." 48-9.

°As local booster P.T. McGrath described it in 1900. St. John's was the "clearing-house
for the whole island": "The great tish merchants. the descendants of those who originally
the industry, are established in St. John's. which is. indeed. practically the sole
town in the colony. The fishery is directed from here: the fishermen obtain their outfits
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By the end of the nineteenth century. St. John's had grown into a small port city
with a population of nearly 25, 000, its commercial centre situated on the watertront from
which the rest of the community radiated. Local boosters were aware of the city's less

attractive features but believed improvements were being made with regard to the

of residential and ial buildings. the widening and numbering of
streets. the digging of drains. the electrification of some areas, and proposed plans for a
street railway.” Visitors to the city. viewing it more dispassionately than its citizens. were
perhaps more realistic in their descriptions. one traveller describing St. John's in 1890 as

... crescent-shaped and built upon the steep slope of a hill. The houses rise
one behind another in a series of irregular terraces.... The base or
waterfront section ... is dingy. filthy and old without being picturesque.

The modern and residential district is on a plateau at the top of the hill. At
the foot of the city an irregular line of wharves and piers extends for a mile
or two. and parallel with the shore-line thus formed is Water Street. the
principal thoroughfare. The harbor tumns to the west from the Narrows.

the northeastern shore curving around to the city. whose extreme wing

only skirts the base of Signal Hill. On the opposite shore the only buildings

and barter their catch here: the annual seal-hunt is prosecuted from here. and the oily
harvest is handled at the city wharves. Almost all the colony's imports - food. clothing.
fishing requisites. etc. - enter this port and are distributed to all the fishing hamlets around
the coast. and every minor industry or factory is established within the city limits. Hence it
is clear that it must be a busy. bustling. commercial centre. with active. keen-witted
business men. hundreds of trades-people. and hosts of operatives. fishermen. and

laborers.” P.T. McGrath. "Newfoundland's Chief Town." The Newfoundland Magazine
(July 1900) 10.

™Scrapbook” (n.d.). Moses Harvey Collection. MG 339 (PANL); Joseph Hatton and
Moses Harvey. Newfoundland, the oldest British colony: its history. its present condition
and its prospects in the future (London: Chapman and Hall. 1883) 125-6: Elizabeth
Oliver. "The Rebuilding of the City of St. John's After the Great Fire of 1892: A Study in
Urban h is" (M.A. thesis, M ial University of Newft 1983) 59-60.
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are light framed huts and storage warehouses, the rocky soil and rugged
surface affording no foundation for heavier structures. Above these
buildings [are green hills with herds of goats. pine-clad summits, and the
occasional farm and garden. At the riverhead,] villas are to be seen dotting
the slope like dolls’ houses on the mossy bank. In strange contrast to this
rural picture is the line of wharves over the harbor. They are somewhat
carelessly built. are in state of more or less dilapidation, and are generally
redolent with a fishy odor that. indeed, pervades all the business quarter of
St. John's. Water Street is as dirty and shiftless-looking a thoroughfare as
one could find in America. It abounds with general stores. all most old-
fashioned in themselves and in their wares. The street is not properly
paved. and owing to the humidity of the atmosphere is usually extremely
mudd;

Beyond the wharves lining the St. John's waterfront stood the merchants' premises
consisting of fish flakes. warehouses filled with fish and provisions for the fishery. offices.
and wholesale and retail stores. the latter fronting onto Water Street. The landward side

of Water Street was lined with more i and some resi most

buildings housing a ground-floor shop with living quarters above. Among the businesses
were fish merchants. wholesalers. a variety of retailers (selling books. clothes. crockery.

dry goods. etc.). i agents. I keepers. and artisans like cobblers

and harness-makers.” As one travel book described it in 1891. Water Street's "lower side

is occupied by the great mercantile houses which supply 'fish-and-fog-land' with

provisions. clothing, and i and the upper side is lined with an

$Anonymous. "Newfoundland: From a Traveller's Notebook." The Illustrated
American (30 August 1890) 353-6: Oliver. "The Rebuilding of the City of St. John's." 60-
1.

*Oliver. "The Rebuilding of the City of St. John's." 90.
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alternation of cheap shops and liquor-saloons.""® Out of these "great mercantile houses”
grew the large retail establishments which eventually became St. John's first department
stores. (See Map 1)

First established as dry goods. draperies or grocery stores, each had gradually
expanded into other lines of merchandise and could easily be described as large general
stores at the end of the nineteenth century. Exactly when they became department stores
is open to question as the adoption of policies and practices characteristic of this form of’
retail enterprise were piecemeal in all of the stores and the lack of extant business records

prevents a study of accounting methods which would indicate when the stores began

"“Gradually, as one moved away from the harbor and further uphiil. the streets became

more resil ial and. unlike busi) along the shops situated on the upper
streets (mostly grocers and butchers) were patronized by those living in the xmmedmle
area. While the next street up from Water Street. D was still fairly I

succeeding streets - Gower Street and Military Road - were progressively less so. but
while Gower was home to less affluent families. the homes on Military were larger and
more attractive in appearance. Because St. John's was a walking city. most people lived
near where they worked. In consequence. the few who lived along Water and Duckworth
Streets were primarily middle-cl and their | iddle-class clerks.

because most and servi iented busi and offices were
located in the east end of the city, it was largely inhabited by members of the middle and
professional classes while the west end was home to most of the city's factories.
workshops and working class. The residential areas of the city. therefore. differed
according to the relative wealth and accupauons of thcur mhahnams although most houses
in late nineteenth-century St. John's were . being i
described as "low and unpainted wooden buildings. crowding out on the sidewalks. and
the general appearance is that of poverty and thriftlessness. Even the wealthy merchants
occupy houses far beneath their station ..." Moses F. Sweetser. The Maritime Provinces.
8th ed. (Boston: Houghton. Mifflin. 1891) 191: Oliver, "The Rebuilding of the City of St.
John's.” 63-4. 94-5.
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Map 1: City of St. John’s, ca. 1900.
Source: Plan of the City of St. John’s, compiled by W.R. Ryan (Halifax, NS: McAlpine Publishin



a=The Royal Stores (Water Street)
b=Ayre & Sons

c=Bowring Brothers

d=James Baird

e=George Knowling (East)
f=Steers Bros.

g=George Knowling (West)

h=The Royal Stores (Duckworth Street) .
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calculating profits and losses by department. City directories provide few answers for
their categorization of businesses was irregular. with a 1908 directory listing at least three
departmental stores in the city. and directories for 1915. 1919 and 1932 not listing any but
describing several of the owners as general merchants.' [t is clear by the late 1800s.
however. that by virtue of their volume and variety of wares, these firms were well on
their way to achieving department store status.

The expansion of their retail operations was no doubt related to the active.
forward-thinking men at their helms but was also the result of the tirms' position in local
trade. As wholesalers as well as retailers. they had an advantage over other shopkeepers
in St. John's. Not only could they import their own stock. buying direct and in bulk from
markets in Britain. the U.S.. and Canada. giving them a cost advantage and allowing

cheaper retail prices. but profits from their wholesale divisions could also be used to

""cAlpine's St. John's City Directory, 1908-09 (Halifax. NS: McAlpine Publishing
Co.. Ltd.. 1908-08) 484: McAlpine's St. John's City Directory. 1915 (Halifax. NS: Royal
Print & Litho. Ltd.. 1915) 421-4: St. John's City Directory. 1919 (Halifax. NS: Royal
Print & Litho. Ltd.. 1919): St. John's Classified Business and City Directory, 1932 (St.
John's. NF: St. John's Publicity Co.. 1932).

Similarly. the Dun & Bradstreet books of commercial ratings describe the
businesses in question as general stores or general merchants until the 1940s when some
are categorized as department stores. The R.G. Dun & Co. Mercantile Agency Book -
Dominion of Canada. March 1901, March 1911, March 1921, and March 1931: Dun &
Bradstreet Books of Commercial Ratings - Dominion of Canada. March 1941 and March
1949.

Perhaps the most reliable source for determining when certain businesses became
department stores are city fire insurance maps which depict Ayre & Sons as a department
store as early as 1902 but only in the 1925 map is it joined by Bowring Brothers. George
Knowling. and The Royal Stores. St. John's Fire Insurance Atlas. 1902 (PANL): St.
John's Fire Insurance Atlas. 1925 (PANL).
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develop their retail interests. Most firms. like Job Brothers. partners in The Royal Stores.
and Bowring Brothers. also had their own fleet of ships adding to their advantage over
other importers.

In this way. the Water Street stores had more in common with department stores
in the American West than with stores in Toronto. for example. Brenda Newell has
argued that department stores in Toronto developed out of dry goods stores because of
that city's expanding ready-made clothing industry in the nineteenth century. giving them

direct access to goods ing il ingly popular and in this period and a

line of merchandise eminently suitable to the department store's policies of convenience.
low prices. and high tumover. Yet. stores like Marshall Field's in Chicago and T.C. Power
& Bro. in Montana. as well as the large Water Street stores in St. John's. developed out of’

general stores with extensive wholesale departments because they were situated in areas

with little local ion of goods. C ly. stock had to be
imported giving wholesalers, able to buy goods directly from foreign manufacturers to sell
in their retail departments. a price advantage over smaller retailers who bought their stock
from them. In these cases. profits made from wholesaling funded the firms' expanding
retail operations. enabling greater emphasis on store and product promotion as well as

customer service.

"*Newell. "From Cloth to Clothing." 24: Twyman. History of Marshall Field. 25-9.
169: Henry C. Klassen. "T.C. Power & Bro.: The Rise of a Small Western Department
Store. 1870-1902." Business History Review. 66 (Winter 1992) 682-3.
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Although much smaller than the shopping emporiums of Toronto or Chicago. the

Water Street stores d a similar distributive function in providing an outlet for
mass-produced goods and. through their marketing activities. helped spread a modern
consumer culture. The particular policies and practices of individual stores. however.
tended to vary somewhat according to local custom and circumstances and. in this regard.
the stores had much in common with small department stores in the American West. Like
the stores in St. John's. T.C. Power & Bro. introduced typical department store policies
such as fixed prices and rapid turnover to Fort Benton. Montana. while continuing to meet
local needs by offering credit and bartering in a region where cash was in short supply and

banking facilities negligible. The firm also limited its susceptibility to downturns in the

economy by diversifying its interests into transportation with their own steamship and
stagecoach services as well as branching out into banking and ranching."” There are many
similarities between Power & Bro. and the Water Street stores for they operated in places
where transporting goods was difficult and the cost of freighting high. And. while situated

in growing urban centres. the local markets were still relatively small necessitating their

out into other busi thereby achieving ies of scope through

“diverse and mutually supporting activities.” In addition to their importing and

activities. they into the ing hil either through

branch stores or mail order ing their distributive function and thereby

“Klassen. "T.C. Power & Bro.." 672-7. 680-3. 687.
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spreading aspects of consumer culture into more rural areas."

This. then. was St. John's and the large Water Street stores at the start of the last
decade of the nineteenth century. Two disasters in the 1890s - the Great Fire in 1892 and
the Bank Crash of 1894 - would forestall city growth yet both. in diverse ways.
contributed to its development. The Great Fire of 1892 provides a convenient
bench-mark. not only to the historian but also to local commentators in the years that
followed the conflagration. To them. St. John's before the fire was very different from the
modem city rising from its ashes as city officials. businessmen and home-owners set out to
improve upon the old as they rebuilt. [n fact. geographer Christopher Sharpe notes that it
was the area of St. John's not bumnt out in the fires of the nineteenth century which became
the city's worst slums with the most run-down and dilapidated buildings.'

The fire. therefore. gave city leaders the ity to demand i

p 0
its layout. its services and its architecture while giving city merchants an opportunity to
reorganize their operations to address the changes accompanying industrialization and the
declining fortunes of the fishery throughout much of the 1880s and '90s. In this sense.

then. the 1892 fire was not so much a disaster which lett business in rubble and many

MKlassen. "T.C. Power & Bro.." 683. 695-6.

"*Christopher Sharpe. "'.. to arouse our city from its deathlike apathy. from iis
reproachable lethargy. from its slumber of industrial and social death.’ The 1939 St. John's
Municipal Housing Scheme."” Newfoundland Studies. 16(1). (Spring 2000) 49.
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homeless and destitute. but an opportunity to start over. to build a more modern capital
city that would be a vast improvement upon that of the past. Three years afier the fire. the
editor of The Daily News described the results of their efforts:

To-day, St. John's presents an undoubted far better appearance than it did
before the fire. The buildings erected to take the place of those destroyed
are in many cases larger. more substantial and more modern. Streets are
straighter and better graded. and we can now look on a city that has risen
Phoenix-like from the ashes of its predecessor: and although not as yet
completed. the New St. John's. of '95. is quite a quarter of a century in
advance of the Old St. John's. which existed in '92."

*"St. John's 1892 and 1895." The Daily News. 9 July 1895.
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Cl - The

Chapter One - The Large Water Street Stores
i ath of the Great Fi -1913

The 1890s and early 1900s were a definitive period in the development of the large
Water Street stores for it is during these years that retailers in St. John's began adopting
some of the new merchandising methods gaining ground in the commercial centres of

Europe and North America since the middle of the nineteenth century. A crisis in the

fishery in the 1880s and the Great Fire and Bank Crash in the 1890s encouraged many
local businessmen to reconsider their position in the Newfoundland market. some deciding
to drastically reorganize their business interests to suit changing socio-economic
conditions. Declining outport trade and a growing city consumer base resulting from
greater opportunities for waged labour. led some of St. John's most prominent merchants
to refocus their efforts on retailing to local shoppers at the expense of the fishery and
provision trades. Changes to the layout and appearance of their stores in the years

i d

ing the fire. i in such i i as g and
window display. and the introduction of new customer services. provide evidence of this
shift as well as of foreign influence on local business methods.

The Great Fire began on 8 July 1892 and destroyed two-thirds of the city. much of

it in the east end. home to the downtown business district.' Not only were many private.

'Reverend Moses Harvey later provided an eyewitness account of the disaste
long this column [of fire| burst into Water Street - the business part of the city - at Beck's
Cove. cutting it in two. and leaving one-third untouched to the westward. Now the work
of destruction commenced in earnest. Bowring's huge premises. shops. stores. warehouse.
wharves. were soon enveloped in sheets of flame. The beautiful shops. full of valuable
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public and religious buildings destroyed. but also gone were the factories. docks. and
other places of employment that had provided work for city inhabitants. and. in tumn. a
market for city stores. Losses were estimated at $20.000.000 with only one quarter of
that total insured.’ [mmediately following the disaster. however. taere was a great rush to
acquire new premises and to order stock. the work of rebuilding providing employment
and the destruction of household goods raising demand.’ On 9 July 1892. Bowring
Brothers telegraphed an order to England for new merchandise and within two weeks
resumed business in a temporary building. Campbell Macpherson. the first to reenter the
burnt area of Water Street. reopened his dry goods business in just five days while Ayre &

Sons began rebuilding the week following and had opened a temporary store by mid-

goods: the stores behind. containing thousands of barrels of flour and provision of all
kinds: the fish stores: the wharves. which it had cost immense sums to erect. - disappeared
one by one into the maw of the destroyer. Goodfellow's. Ayre & Sons'. Baird's. Baine
Johnston's. Thorburn & Tessier's. immense premises: Marshail & Roger's. Job Brothers'
great block. - all fell a prey to the flames. and the whole of Water Street. on both sides.
was "swept with the besom of destruction.” Moses Harvey. "The Great Fire." The Grear
Fire in St. John's. Newfoundland. July 8. 1892. Fred Adams. ed. (St. John's. NF.: Creative
Publishers. 1992) 17.

“Fred Adams. "Introduction.” The Grear Fire. 2: McGrath. "Newfoundland's Chief
Town." 10.

*A conflict between the municipal and colonial governments over funds and authority
delayed rebuilding and frustrated merchants who wanted to get ready for the fall trade.
Another source of conflict was city council’s plan to widen several streets. including Water
Street. which the colonial government refused to allow for it would mean confiscating
property from some of their merchant supporters. \delvm Baker. "The Government of St.
John's. Newfoundland. 1888-1902" (M.A. thesis. M | University of Newtoundland
1975) 120-1.
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August® Most businessmen with the ability to do so (generally those with insurance) were
eager 10 start trading immediately. not wanting to be left behind while others took
advantage of the rising demand for building supplies. clothing. fumniture. food. and all the
other many things reduced to rubble and ashes.

In fact. many. among them M. Devine. editor of the Trade Review. marvelled at
the volume of cash trade. much higher than that of the previous year. done on Water

Street in the months following the fire. Some merchants claimed to have receipts twenty-

five. fifty and even one hundred per cent higher than those of 1891. with the increase
being largely attributed to the fire for. despite a poor fishery, employment was up and
wages were higher due to the work of rebuilding.* Not only did many businessmen
establish temporary stores to take advantage of the increased trade. but some expanded
their operations into new lines of goods and new men opened businesses. so many that it
became a cause for concern. This was especially true of the clothing and furniture trades.
leading Devine to remark that "Nearly every house in the dry-goods trade imported double
stocks [of ready-made clothing] this fall. and men not previously in the business at all
ordered large stocks.” He later cautioned against overexpansion. noting that “"Beside the

regular men engaged in [the furniture| business here for vears there. [sic] are nine or ten

*"Bowring Brothers" and "C. Macpherson.” Trade Review. 3 October 1892: "Ayre &
Sons.” Trade Review. 31 October 1892: "Jas. Baird." Trade Review. | July 1893.

“Scale of Wages." Trade Review. 3 October 1892: Editorial. Trade Review. 14
November 1892: "Trade Outlook.” Trude Review. 7 January 1893.
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new men gone into it.... there is such a thing as overdoing the business.™

Yet. the large Water Street stores received only praise and admiration from the
local press. As the editor of The Daily News noted in early 1894. “... although many of
the largest business houses in town were swept away. our business men still retain their
reputation for energy and enterprise. and have indelibly stamped that fact on the very city
itself. as shown by the large and handsome premises that have arisen on Water Street. and
on what. a few months ago. were heaps of ruins."” City papers marvelled over the size.
appearance and organization of the new stores. built to reflect their expanding interests.

with each the subject of i articles indicating their i

ce as well
as their importance to the press as advertisers.

According to the Trade Review. James Baird enjoyed perhaps the largest general
trade in the city at the time of the fire which destroyed his dry goods. provision. wine. and
grocery stores. Immigrating to Newfoundland as the agent for a Scottish firm in the
1840s. Baird later opened a dry goods and grocery store in 1853 with his brother. David.
The partnership was dissolved in 1872 and James Baird started his own dry goods and
provisions firm. later expanding into groceries and liquors with investments in a number of’

local industries.* While occupying a temporary building on Water Street. he began

°Editorials. Trade Review. 14 November 1892 and 10 February 1894.
“Editorial. The Daily News. 19 May 1894.

*Baird had investments in several local factories. among them the Newfoundland Boot
& Shoe Manufacturing Co.. Ltd.: the St. John's Gas Co.. Ltd.: the Colonial Cordage Co..
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building a new premises in early 1893 which was expected to be the "finest structure” in
the city and of the "most modemn style.” Located at 181-183 Water Street. it housed

provision. general retail and fish stores. As one of the store’s ads stated in 1894. "The

many modern impi in our new i will facilitate the transaction of’
business and careful attention to our customers we hope will increase it."*

Bowring Brothers. the oldest of the city firms to achieve department store status.
began as a watch and jewellery shop opened by Benjamin Bowring. a recent immigrant
trom England. on Duckworth Street in [811. By 1823 Bowring had purchased two
schooners and entered the coastal trade while his wife ran a dry goods store. The firm

continued to grow and diversify after being taken over by their three sons in 1839 when it

Ltd.: and the Newfoundland Nail and Foundry Co.. Lid. According to the Trade Review.
he "... was one of the first to realize. that while the fisheries would almn\: be the mainstay
of the country. yet it would be necessary to establish factories which. by giving a large
amount of employment. would remove strain on the trade in the event of the failure of the
fisheries. It is scarcely necessary to explain the amount of good that policy has effected
when worked 10 its legitimate end. [t has put a great deal more money in circulation. has
begotten a sense of independence in artisans and mechanics. and has practicaily paralized
[sic] the credit system - the curse of Newfoundland commerce.” “Jas. Baird.” Trade
Review. 1 July 1893.

Like most of city's largest merchants. however. Baird also invested in the fishery
but did not enter the trade until the late 1880s and soon withdrew when the industry
entered a crisis period. He was therefore able to avoid the fate of many fellow merchants
made insolvent by the Bank Crash in 1894. Following the crash. Baird reentered the fish
trade and the firm continued to be amongst the largest exporters of fish well into the
twentieth century. R.G. Dun & Co.. 55: "James Baird. Ltd.." The Book of Newfoundland.
Vol. 2. J.R. Smallwood. ed. (St. John's. NF: Newfoundland Book Publishers. Ltd.. 1937)
389-90: Matthews. "James Baird and Company." Profiles of Water Street Merchants.

*"Jas. Baird." Trade Review. | July 1893: James Baird ad. The Daily News. 27 April
1894.
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was renamed Bowring Brothers. The brothers soon entered the seal fishery and in 1845
began exporting fish for the first time. By 1892. the business had extensive interests in the
cod and seal fisheries. insurance. shipping. wholesaling and retailing. not to mention bank
directorships and stock in the St. John's Gas Company."

While occupying a temporary building on Water Street. Bowring Brothers built a
new premises on their old site at 271-277 Water Street. opening less than two years after
the fire. Since the old store had become cramped as trade had grown. the new store was a
"much larger. and more commodious building" than its predecessor. “the proprietors
hav(ing] made allowances for the anticipated increased trade of the vears to come.""!
With its double-tronted windows of plate glass. Toronto brick exterior and oriel windows

of cut frex

stone. the three-storey building attracted the attention of passers-by due to its
“most late and approved" design. [ts Water Street frontage measured seventy feet and
was "one sheet of glass from end to end.” The interior. lit with brass gas burners and
heated by steam. was equally impressive. having a panelled ceiling. a polished wooden
horseshoe-shaped counter in the centre of the main tloor. and a "magnificent double
staircase” leading to the upper floors. The first floor. at street level. housed the retail and

hardware while the second ined bolt materials. ready-made clothing.

blankets. and carpets. and the third held fishery supplies such as nets and twine. Next

""Matthews. "Bowring Family." Profiles of Water Street Merchants: "Bowring
Brother. Ltd.." The Book of Newfoundland. Vol. 2. 332-4: R.G. Dun & Co.. 25.

"""Bowring Brothers." Trade Review. 5 May 1894.
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door to the main building was a grocery store and the firm's fish stores where the season's
catch was held until loaded aboard ships heading to market.”*

Ayre & Sons got its start. as did many other St. John's businesses. when a clerk in
the employ of an established firm left to go out on his own. Arriving in Newfoundland
from England to work for the Bowrings some time in the mid-1800s. Charles Robert Ayre
left the firm in 1856 to form a partnership with fellow employee. John Steer. Then. in
1859. Ayre opened a dry goods store on Water Street which became Ayre & Sons in
1884. Unlike Bowring Brothers. the firm's interests were primarily the wholesale and
retail trades and a comparison of their new buildings suggests that while much ot Bowring
Brothers' was given over to the provision and fish trades. Ayre & Sons was intent on
developing its retail store.”

Although Ayre & Sons' new premises at 231-235 Water Street also had three
storeys. plate glass windows and a brick and freestone exterior. its street level dry goods
department was nearly twice the size of Bowring's. in addition to which there were boot
and shoe. carpet. ladies’. gent's fumishings. grocery. hardware. wholesale and provisions
departments as well as a packing room for filling mail orders. Lit with chandeliers and gas

jets. heated by radiators and equipped with a telephone. the Ayre & Sons’ building also

""Bowring Brothers. Their Handsome New Building." The Daily News. 18 April 1894:
St. John's Fire Insurance Ailas. 1902 (PANL).

“R.G. Dun & Co.. 49. 59: "Ayre's Completes 100 Years." The Evening Telegram. 5
January 1939: "Ayre & Sons. Ltd.." The Book of Newfoundland. Vol. 2. 357-9: St. John's
Fire Insurance Atlas. 1902 (PANL).
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had an elevator. run by a gas engine for moving goods from floor to floor (meanwhile
Bowring Brothers continued to use a hoist and winch)." Pictures of the stores taken
around 1900 provide further illustration of the differences between their premises. with
Bowring Brothers occupying a building in a much plainer style than that of Ayre & Sons.
their windows almost empty when compared to the array of stock displayed in those at
Ayre's. (See Figures 1.1 and 1.2)

Perhaps the most impressive new retail establishment. however. was that of
George Knowling at 211-217 Water Street. First coming to Newfoundland trom England
in 1858. Knowling left again in 1860. working in a variety of businesses in the United
States. Canada and Britain before returning in 1868. In 1886. he bought the firm of his
uncle. Philip Hutchings. for whom he had been working. but only six vears later was burnt
out in the Great Fire. Moving to a temporary building in the west end at 389 Water
Street. Knowling designed and built a new store on the old site which received glowing
reviews in the city press:

The new premises of Mr. Geo. Knowling. situated on Water Street in this

city. and erected since the great fire of 1892. should furnish unquestionable

proof to any who may be incredulous of what can be done by business

energy. enterprise. and strict attention to the wants of the public. The

premises of which we speak are second to none in this country: more than
that it is questionable whether any house this side of the Atlantic can

4" Ayte & Sons' New Building.” The Dailv News. 19 May 1894: "Ayre & Sons.” Trade
Review. 5 May 1894.

68



Figure 1.1: Bowring Brothers, ca. 1900
Source: CNSA, 137.2.01.017
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Figure 1.2: Ayre & Sons, ca. 1900 (Geo. Knowling. left)
Source: CNSA, 137.2.01.009
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compare with it in its vastness of organisation and marvellous detail.
except. perhaps in the United States.'

Like Ayre's and Bowring's. Knowling's had the requisite plate glass windows with
a brick and freestone exterior. But if Ayre's and Baird's retail operations were more
extensive than Bowring's. Knowling's outshone them all with its dry goods. drapery. house
furnishings. men’s and boys'. footwear. crockery. hardware. millinery. grocery and packing
departments. Knowling's previous retail experience in Britain and North America was
clearly evident in his emphasis on store appearance (elegant display cases. polished

octagonal counter. grand staircase. skylights. ete.) and customer service. A ladies' fitting

room off the mantle and millinery department. both with brass fittings and bevelled glass

mirrors. ensured the comfort of his female clientele. Prices were clearly marked and the

store operated largely on a cash basis. following the popular policies of many European
and North American department stores. A cash railway. consisting of a series of tracks
leading from the cash office to the sales counter carrying boxes containing the customer's
receipt and change. was also installed to make paying one's bill more efficient and
accurate.””

Despite having built one of St. John's most up-to-date retail establishments.

Knowling did not rest on his laurels but continued his expansion efforts over the following

"*"Mr. G. Knowling's Extensive Stores.” The Daily News. 26 April 1895.

"*"The City and Elsewhere." The Dailv News. 1 October 1894: "George Knowling's
Extensive Stores.” The Daily News. 26 April 1895: St. John's Fire Insurance Atlas. 1902
(PANL).
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decades. Between 1886 and 1913. Knowling's business went from a small drapery with
perhaps a dozen employees to a departmental store with branches in St. John's. Carbonear.
Channel and Bay of Islands. employing 200 to 300 workers."” Based on descriptions of
his store in 1895. it would appear that George Knowling was one of the new businessmen
who. according to M. Devine. were challenging the old trade practices of the fish
merchants. raising the bar for retail establishments and forcing them to adapt 10 new
methods or to get out of the trade:

To one who has been absent from St. John's for many years. the great
change in our methods of conducting business would be surprising indeed.
Say what we will. the old days of the supplying merchant are fast passing
away. and a new era is dawning. nay. rather. has already dawned. Instead
of the dingy shops and warehouses of former days. when long prices and
longer credit reigned paramount. we now witness on all sides. emporiums
of trade. unknown in the adjacent provinces. and unexcelled even by the
larger cities of the world. The day of mercantile monopoly is past. The
modern merchant caters to the public. consults their tastes. and dealing on
a cash basis is enabled to practically illustrate the old and true maxim that
‘small profits make quick returns.'"*

While allowing for the obvious boosterism of the author. this quote reveals much
about local business trends and an awareness of foreign developments. Clearly. some
members of the St. John's business community felt that the policies and practices of those
involved in the fish trade were outdated and that *modern’ times demanded modern

methods. Unlike the new premises of fish merchants. James Baird and Bowring Brothers.

“"*Hon. George and Mrs. Knowling. 1863-1913." The Daily News. 23 July 1913.
“*Knowling's Premises. Central and West End.” The Daily News. 21 October 1895.
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those of Ayre & Sons and George Knowling did not include fish flakes or fish stores.

[nstead. their variety of departments. fixtures and amenities indicated an interest in
artracting the attention and patronage of the city shopper who was more likely to browse

in their stores. noting its attractions and conveniences, as opposed to the outport merchant

or fisherman in town for just a few days to settle accounts and purchase supplics.

Knowling's decision to maintain his temporary establishment in the west end of Water
Street. to remodel and enlarge the premises in keeping with the style of his new central
store. was evidence of the increase in city trade and the growing popularity of his retailing
methods.™

The arrangement of departments in Knowling's new premises. as with all of the
Water Street stores. also tells us much about the owner’s perceptions of his clientele with

regard to class and gender and how these influenced the spatial organization of his

""The City and Elsewhere." The Dail 1 October 1894: "Knowling's Premises.

Central and West End." The Daily News. 21 October 1895.
In her thesis. "The Rebuilding of the City of St. John's After the Great Fire of’

1892: A Study in Urban Morphogenesis.” geographer Elizabeth Oliver argued post-fire St.
John's was not drastically altered during rebuilding but that some changes in the use of’
space were evident. Commercial streets such as Water and Duckworth became more
commercial in character as people moved out of the area. The number of property units
on Water Street also fell but the total floor space per unit rose indicating that most of the
new merchant establishments were larger than the pre-fire premises. So while pre-fire
characteristics helped determine post-fire use of space (i.e. commercial areas remained
commercial). firms also "used the need for rebuilding as an opportunity to adjust form to
function.” enlarging their premises to suit expanding businesses. At the same time.
however. many of the consumer-oriented buildings were replaced by non-consumer-
oriented units like Oliver. "The Rebuilding of the City of St. John's." 146.
151-36.
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business. As Susan Porter Benson has argued was the case among U.S. department store
owners in this period. "a conventional wisdom ... developed that informed in a general

way the placement of the store’s departments.” Similar thinking guided St. John's retailers

for their stores had much in common with Ameri Most g d-f]
levels featured small items like notions. hosiery and gloves as well as men's clothing
because such "small wares would not draw customers to upper floors” and men. being
reluctant shoppers. preferred the convenience of a department near the entrance.
Staircases or elevators. of grand design in order to attract shoppers unused to shopping in
multi-level buildings to upper tloors. were located at the back of the store thereby forcing
shoppers to traverse the entire length of the ground-floor to reach them. the route lined
with small impuise items. Upper floors. meanwhile. housed women's clothing because
retailers "were convinced that women preferred to shop in a more leisurely and private
way" and home furnishings as these were objects of deliberate shopping expeditions and
s0 were capable of drawing customers upstairs. As a general rule. cheaper goods were
sold below and more expensive items on the upper floors as the basement and ground
floors were less attractive and also more accessible to the public while those above were
less open and accessible and therefore appeared more exclusive.”

By 1894. much of the burnt out business district of Water Street had been rebuilt

and trade was moving eastward after its temporary diversion to the west end of Water

“Benson. "A Palace of Consumption and Machine for Selling.” 211.
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Street. Although some sites remained empty. the street's appearance had been much
improved due to the widening of the road and the uniformity in style and height of the new
premises.” Retailers had also demonstrated a growing interest in city trade. organizing
their new stores accordingly. Although prolific writer and local booster. Reverend Moses
Harvey was forced to admit that many of the residential streets were still "exceedingly
dingy and commonplace." he felt the shops and stores of Water Street were "a great
advance on those destroyed by the fire.... and compare not unfavourably with similar
establishments in the large cities of Canada and the United States”

Handsome shop fronts. tastefully "dressed" and exhibiting all kinds of fancy

goods and more sub ial articles are Visitors

will be specially ‘>lruck wi |_(h the fine appeamncc and solidity of the new

The thronged shop> and general bustle and
how that a large business is done here.”*

While still recovering from the aftermath of the Great Fire. St. John's businesses

“IEditorials. Trade Review. 26 August 1893 and 25 August 1894.

Efforts to improve the appearance of Water Street continued throughout the
1890s. In 1899. R.G. Reid. as part of the infamous Reid Contract negotiated with the
colonial government in 1898. began paving the street and laying street car tracks which
were expected to introduce a "new era in St. John's business methods.” The cobbled
street was considered a vast improvement upon the mud that had regularly plagued
business owners and customers alike and the street car noticeably increased the number of’
afternoon shoppers in the stores. "Notes in Brief." The Daily News. 20 November 189
"The First Stone." Trade Review. 12 August 1899 Editorial. Trade Review. 9 June 1900:
Baker. "The G of St. John's. } dl; 1888-1902." 165-6.

“Moses Harvey. Newfoundland as it is in 1894 (St. John's. NF: J.W. Withers. Queen's
Printer. 1894) 249-31: Moses Harvey. Newfoundland at the Beginning of the 20th
Century (New York: South Publishing Co.. 1902) 110.
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were hit with another disaster on 10 December 1894 when the city’s banks collapse:
number of factors had contributed to the economic crisis facing the colony. perhaps the
most important among them being the declining quality and value of Newfoundland’s fish
exports. The poor cure of the colony's fish. a condition Moses Harvey attributed to the

apathy of N h unable to tree of debt to the h

could not compete with better cured French and Norwegian fish on the European markets
and. as a result. the fishery entered a decline in the mid-1800s. The traditional system ot
credit was also to blame as some fishermen sold their catch to parties other than the

merchant to whom they were in debt. creating problems for firms already facing financial

due to the reti ofa ion of busi and the

removal of capital. Lacking sufficient operating funds. many merchant firms
indiscriminately borrowed money from their agents in Britain and from the local banks. of
which some of the city's most prominent businessmen were directors. Government
expenditure on development schemes. the railway and public relief exacerbated the

financial troubles facing the colony. leaving it on the verge of bankrupiey. requiring only a

Shortly after the crash. The Daily News editor worriedly sized up the situation: "It is
just a fortnight to-night since the first sound of the coming crash broke upon the ears of an
alarmed community. Banks have closed. the affairs of one being involved to a degree that

hope of itati i of a century’s growth. have fallen to the
ground. specie does not exist in any sufficient quantity: interchange is impossible: notes
cannot be met: accounts cannot be settled: people’s stores are diminishing rapidly. or have
disappeared. and yet nothing has been done.” Editorial. The Daily News. 22 December
1894
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minor event to tip the balance.*

This occurred when a principal partner in a London firm representing several
prominent Newfoundland businesses died and the firm's commercial activities were halted.
his trustees then demanding that merchants in St. John's pay their debts. The London
banks also suspended any further loans to banks in Newfoundland which had provided the
island's only currency. now worthless. Firms that could not pay up shut their doors as did
several factories. throwing many out of work with those still employed being paid in flour
and tea. According to the newspapers. many city residents were without fuel or food and
the charitable organizations to which they might have turned for aid had also been
bankrupted by the crash. Desperate citizens crowded the relief office and poor asylum

while unemployed men besiged the labour bureau.**

“*Melvin Baker. "The Government of St. John's. Newtoundland. 1800-1921" (Ph.D.
thesis. University of Western Ontario. 1980) 290: Patrick Hickey. "The Immediate Impact
of the 1894 Bank Crash.” (B.A.(Honours) dissertation. Memorial University of
Newtfoundland. 1980) 1. 6-10. 15-6. 24: P.T. McGrath, "The Newfoundland Bank Trials.”
National Magazine (September 1896) 563-72: Alison Earle. "The Bank Crash of 1894."
(Unpublished paper. Maritime History Group. Memorial University of Newfoundland.
1971) 9-17: Catherine Horan. “Bank Crash.” Encyclopedia of Newfoundland und
Labrador. Vol. 1 (St. John's. NF: Newtoundland Book Publishers. 1981) 120-3.

*Hickey. "The Immediate Impact of the 1894 Bank Crash.” 1. 6-10. 15-6. 24.

Reverend Moses Harvey later described the desperate conditions resulting trom
the failure of the Newtoundland banks: "All business was suspended. The shops and
stores were left without customers. the people having no money to buy. Factories and
workshops had to dismiss their employees. There was no means of paying wages. and no
customers for the products of industry. No one would accept the notes of the banks. of’
which an immense amount was in circulation.” Moses Harvey. "The Economic Condition
of Newfoundland." Journal of the Canadian Bankers' Association (January 1896) 138.
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While long-time merchant firms such as Duder's. Steer’s. Goodfellow’s and
Thorburn & Tessier's fell in the wake of the crash. those that survived struggled to operate
amidst the confusion and panic. despite a backlash from politicians who blamed the
disaster on the indiscriminate borrowing practices of local merchants.*® On the day of the
crash. some city residents headed out to the small shops beyond city limits. where the
news of the collapse was yet unknown. to spend their worthless currency. In the end. they
were actually better off than those in the outports for the colonial government guaranteed
Union bank notes. held mostly in St. John's. at 80 cents and Commercial bank notes. held
mostly in the outports. at 20 cents. Despite the devaluation of local bank notes. some
businesses continued to accept them at face value. ¢nabling people to buy food and other
necessities. but many did not and frustrated crowds broke into the stores of bankrupt
tirms. Those merchants who continued to accept Union bank notes at tull value. however.

raised their prices anywhere from thirty to fifty percent.””

“Lord Amulree's 1933 report would later echo the charge levelled at the merchant
community. suggesting the crash was the result of their constant borrowing and the
prevalence of truck. Summing up the situation. the report stated that "Seven of the largest
mercantile houses in the [sland. some of which have been established for upwards of a
century. were involved in the general ruin. Business was paralvzed the most fantastic
TUITIOTS Were curTent: every man was the object of distrust and suspicion to his neighbour:
misery and distress were These chaotic itions were happily relieved 