THE ENTERPRISING CANADIANS:

ENTREPRENEURS AND ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT IN
EASTERN CANADA, 1820 — 1914

Edited by

LEWIS R. FISCHER ERIC W. SAGER

Maritime History Group






THE ENTERPRISING CANADIANS:

ENTREPRENEURS AND ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT IN
EASTERN CANADA, 1820 — 1914

Edited by
LEWIS R. FISCHER ERIC W. SAGER

Proceedings of the
Second Conference of the

Atlantic Canada Shipping Project
March 30 — April 1, 1978

Maritime History Group
Memorial University of Newfoundland

1979



Also available from the Maritime History Group:

Keith Matthews and Gerald Panting (eds.), Ships and Shipbuilding in the North Atlantic Region:
Proceedings of the Conference of the Atlantic Canada Shipping Project, 1977.

Design: Publications Department of the Division of University Relations and Development, Memorial
University of Newfoundland

Printing: The Duplicating Centre, Memorial University of Newfoundland

© Memorial University of Newfoundland, 1979

ISBN 0-88901-018-8



EDITORS' NOTE

In this collection of papers we have raised more questions than we can answer about the role of
entrepreneurship in eastern Canada in the nineteenth century. If no definite conclusions emerge, this is
perhaps because historical inquiry into the economic development of the region remains in its infancy.
We hope that the papers in this collection, containing preliminary findings by scholars in several
disciplines, may serve to stimulate further investigation and discussion of the entrepreneurial history
of the region.

As in any project of this sort, many debts have been incurred. We wish to thank Edith Verrall
for assisting us with the copy-editing. Beverly Wight was responsible for graphics and design, Elaine
Pitcher supervised the typesetting, and Mary Langhout ensured that the volume appeared in good
time. Roberta Thomas, Archival Research Assistant with the Maritime History Group, assisted at every
stage of the editorial process. We gratefully acknowledge the financial support provided by the Canada
Council enabling the Maritime History Group to hold the conference; in addition, thanks are due to
Memorial University for the funds required to produce these proceedings.

Lewis R. Fischer
Eric W. Sager
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SOME INTRODUCTORY THOUGHTS ON ENTREPRENEURSHIP

David Alexander

This workshop has been assembled to explore the question of entrepreneurship in the
Atlantic Provinces in the nineteenth century. The period covers the years of transition
from a relatively successful to a relatively weak economy. By implication at least, some of
our purpose in being here is to consider whether entrepreneurship was a variable of any
significance in explaining that transition.

The long economic decline of the Atlantic region is not simply a matter of
academic interest. In 1974, according to the Atlantic Provinces Economic Council, net
federal transfers as a percentage of provincial income, were 67% in Newfoundland, 47% in
Nova Scotia and 44% in New Brunswick. As a people we survive on national charity; and
as a people within an apparently fragmenting national state, we could be confronting a
savage collapse in living standards.

The weakness of our economy can be explained, I think, by one or more of three
general explanations:

1) that the physical resources of this region are inadequate to support the
population at a Western standard of living without net transfers on a massive
scale from more productive regions of the national economy;

2) that the physical resources of the region are sufficient in quantity and quality
to maintain the region at acceptable levels of output, but the income
generating capacity of the four provinces has been subjected to unfavourable
institutional constraints so that performance has fallen well below potential;

3) that the resources of the region are adequate to achieve what we should
expect, but that the region’s businessmen — its entrepreneurs — have proved
inadequate to the task.

The first explanation is advanced by those advocating a net movement of population out
of the region, and by those supporting government efforts tO0 improve infrastructure and
otherwise induce investment. The second explanation is the conspiracy theory of
Canadian political economy which is much favoured by disgruntled residents of the
Atlantic provinces. The third has only been advanced in a serious way by Roy George, in
his study of manufacturing in Nova Scotia relative to the Central Provinces. George came
to the conclusion that entrepreneurial failure was a significant variable contributing to the
industrial weakness of that province. After a detailed examination of relative production
costs, he could not find that location in Nova Scotia would significantly disadvantage a
producer for the national market.

I must confess to some skepticism about the whole question of entrepreneurship.
The concept is not very well defined. It clearly refers to something more than simple
business management: it implies on both an individual and a collective level, some
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unusually good or unusually poor capacity to combine economic resources (widely
defined) in order to generate income. There are at least two uncertainties surrounding the
concept. The first is why we should find, within any fragment of the economic culture of
Western Europe and North America, a non-normal distribution of that particular quality,
or factor of production. If we did find a positive skew to the distribution (a peak well to
the left) I would be inclined to assign the explanation to a poor economic climate, which
causes good entrepreneurs to migrate and fails to attract entrepreneurs to the region. For
there is no obvious reason why the quality (if it exists) should be non-normally
distributed within any reasonably large population group. Given this, a failure of
entrepreneurship is a sign of some other weakness rather than a cause of poor economic
performance.

The second problem with the entrepreneurial explanation is that it can very easily
end up being the label which is placed upon the unknown residual in the production
function. That is, if one accepts the validity of the Cobb-Douglas production function for
purposes of illustration,

(1) Y = A L2KP
and differentiates that so that it is written in terms of rates of growth,
(2) Y =A+aL+bK

then we have an equation which says the rate of growth of output is a function of inputs
of labour and capital, weighted by their marginal productivities, and a residual (A) which
represents the rate of growth of technical progress (widely defined). In arqguing that
entrepreneurship is also an important factor of production contributing to the output
growth rate, one is actually pretending that one can disaggregate the equation one step
further so that it reads,

(3) Y =A+alL +bK +cE

where (E) is now a measured input of entrepreneurship. Of course, no one is able to
measure the entrepreneurial contribution in this way. Rather, one argues that it is
possible to undertake some qualitative assessment of its size within the residual (A). It is
an interesting but highly risky exercise.

We have offered before us a fine collection of papers, which circle around these
questions I have raised. Most do not face the problem directly, but I would hope in our
discussions we shall find time to give the problem some consideration.
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INDUSTRIALISM, ENTREPRENEURSHIP, AND OPPORTUNITY IN THE
NEW BRUNSWICK TIMBER TRADE

Graeme Wynn

Almost half a century ago H.A. Innis pointed to the dramatic influence of modern
industrialization upon the development of Canada. As generation succeeded generation
during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, new natural resources provided staple
commodities for the markets of an industrializing world; time and again, hitherto
undeveloped areas of the country felt the sudden impact of modern technology.
Landscapes were transformed, societies were shaped, and ‘‘the foundations of Canada
were laid in the symbiotic relationship between staple exploitation and European
demands”.! For Innis, compression of the gradual stages of European growth into more
rapid and intense evolution in Canada was a striking characteristic of this relationship.2
Of course, it was most evident in the introduction of powerful technology to the
wilderness. But it also had less tangible manifestations. Traditional institutions and
deep-seated attitudes crossed the Atlantic almost as readily as did knowledge of the steam
engine. And if Canada ‘‘remained British’’ because of its economic connection to the
mother country (as Innis suggested), its rapidly evolving societies reflected many of the
socio-economic changes shaping the industrializing metropolis.

Such was the case in New Brunswick, where forests rich in pine and spruce yielded
the staple product upon which early nineteenth century development was based.” In
response to a rising market for wood in Britain after 1805, the province’s annual export
of ton-(or square-) timber increased forty-fold in twenty years, to exceed 400,000 tons in
1825. Thereafter, exports of ton-timber were rarely more than two-thirds of this total,
but increased shipments of sawn lumber maintained the dominating importance of wood
products in the province’s export economy.5 Despite business cycle fluctuations and
political uncertainties, the onslaught on the New Brunswick forest continued to
mid-century and beyond. External demand for the province’s most abundant natural
resource transformed economy and environment in New Brunswick, and turned a
relatively unimportant and sparsely settled backwater of empire into a commercial colony
of almost 2G0,000 people by 1851.0

Behind this transformation there lay a diffuse pattern of enterprise. Timber was
produced by hundreds of lumbering parties scattered through the province. Each winter,
farmers turned lumbermen to make a few sticks of ton-timber close to home when time
allowed; ambitious friends organized speculative ventures bound by trust and loose
agreement in the hope of realizing large profits; other men worked under contract to
deliver specified quantities of ton-timber or logs to those who engaged in the trade in a
larger way. Timber from these diverse ventures came to market by a variety of shifting
channels. Initially, a plethora of commercial arrangements prevailed as speculators and
mercantile men attempted to forge commercial connections between producers and local
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or overseas markets, but system and structure were imposed on the trade remarkably
quickly.7 As this paper reveals by examining the commercial components of the trade,
and their changing structural interconnections, entrepreneurship was a key factor in this
development.8 Commercial men organized and facilitated the timber trade by advancing
supplies, setting prices, and finding buyers for New Brunswick’s timber. They were the
keystones of the timber trade’s trans-Atlantic arch. And the most successful among them
were clearly responsive to the changing commercial environment of the nineteenth
century North Atlantic world. In developing their enterprises accordingly, they were
instrumental in fostering, in an early nineteenth century New Brunswick that was still
essentially pre-industrial in technology, many of the changes in social and economic life
associated with industrialization in Britain.

ELEMENTS

New Brunswick’s trade in timber was, fundamentally, a wholesale activity. It was a
connective enterprise. Those engaged in it conformed to Adam Smith’s classic description
of wholesalers as persons whose capital is employed ‘‘transporting either the rude or
manufactured produce from places where they abound to those where they are
wanted.”? Certainly, retail trade in various imported and domestic commodities was a
normal part of the complex mixed business of the province’s commercial enterprises.
Even as some firms concentrated their efforts in the purchase and export of timber, the
specialization of their trade was in one direction only; they continued to sell a wide
variety of goods in small quantities to provincial customers. But those who handled
timber within New Brunswick were middlemen. Although they conducted business at
different scales and in different ways, all who sold timber for the export market did so to
other entrepreneurs, not to consumers. The cut from provincial forests passed from
producer to penultimate purchaser through one or more agents of trade. These
middlemen were the colonial nodes of an ocean-spanning spatial system of reciprocal
commerce, and they dominated the mercantile landscape of early nineteenth century
New Brunswick.

Merchant-wholesalers were the coordinators of colonial commerce. Based in
provincial ports, they followed in the tradition of the all-purpose merchants who
dominated eighteenth century commerce, and were the foci of trade in their
hinterlands.lo Importers and exporters, dealers at wholesale and retail, they dealt in a
wide variety of goods, for versatility was vital in the marginal trading environment of the
relatively recently established colony. But they were primarily distributors ‘‘engaged in
buying, taking title to, and. . .physically storing and handling goods made by others and
selling the goods at wholesale. . 1l Many had both warehouses, for handling imported
provisions and manufactures, and facilities for the temporary storage of wood awaiting
shipment. Their enterprises ranged in size, but the most important merchants were
omnicompetent, ‘“importing and exporting, wholesaling and retailing, insuring and
shipping’ an enormous variety of goods.12 They loaned capital, set prices, and
disseminated commercial information. Even in the timber trade, the diversity of
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transactions was striking (Figure 1). Wood might be acquired in small quantities from
nearby settlers who received cash, or credit against consumer goods purchased on
account. Lumbering parties supplied by, and under contract to, the merchant-wholesaler
delivered timber in the spring. Sawmillers and storekeepers elsewhere in the province
settled accounts by delivering lumber or ton-timber to the port merchants for shipment
overseas.

Merchant-wholesalers who handled large quantities of timber normally maintained
close and regular connections with British timber merchants or import-export agencies.
Agencies represented the interests of their New Brunswick clients to British timber
importers, and kept the colonial entrepreneurs informed of British prices and market
prospects. In addition, they organized the purchase and shipment of British merchandise
to provincial traders. They were catalysts, facilitating efficient trade between remote
regions. Some New Brunswick wholesalers sent their own agents to ports with which they
traded frequently, but this practice was uncommon. More typical was regular commerce
with one or two prominent timber merchants who served in lieu of formal agencies. In
some instances, such regular trade links reflected the branch-house status of merchant-
wholesalers established in the province by British timber merchants; in others it was an
arrangement of convenience in which the timber merchant assisted the wholesaler’s
import trade much as would an agency. But suffice it to note the more or less
institutionalized character of these overseas connections; for present purposes the diffuse
and complex British facets of the trade may be left aside. ]

Country-storekeepers formed a second tier of the New Brunswick trading hierarchy.
Scattered through the smaller communities of the colony, they conducted a diverse and
sporadic trade. Because the demand for any one item was small, country-storekeepers
were forced to depend upon trade in a wide variety of commodities for their livelihood.
In the familiar pattern of the crossroads general store, their stock included a multitude of
disparate items. Sugar, rum, cloth, salt, and the other non-perishable commodities that
cluttered their shelves were acquired from merchant-wholesalers for sale to local settlers.
Because cash was scarce, barter was the basis of the storekeepers’ transactions. Ledgers
recorded both the value of purchases by familiar customers, and the worth of goods
accepted by the storekeeper in return. Small agricultural surpluses — a barrel of pork, a
bushel or two of wheat, a quantity of wood, perhaps twenty tons of timber or fifty logs
— and even periods of work — hauling, mowing, painting — might be credited against
individual debts accumulated over the months for tobacco, flour, molasses, buttons,
candles, flannel, and the like.}® Thus the country-storekeeper fulfilled a dual role. He was
the retailer of provisions and manufactures, as well as the collector of country produce.
Typically, his business operated on credit. Settlers might accumulate debts through the
summer to pay them off in grain at the harvest. Goods taken during the winter were
often paid for in the spring, when many a country-storekeeper in New Brunswick received
driblets of timber from his customers. To these small parcels might be added larger
quantities cut by lumbering parties supplied by the storekeeper in the fall, until sufficient
timber was assembled to be rafted downriver on the storekeeper’s account (Figure 2).
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Figures 1-6

THE COMMERCIAL ELEMENTS OF THE TIMBER TRADE
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More often it was delivered to meet accumulated liabilities. Country-storekeepers, faced
with the intermittent settlement of their retail accounts, were usually heavily indebted to
their suppliers. Firm connections between country-storekeepers and merchant-wholesalers
were forged by the lines of credit extending back from the ports. And these links were
reinforced by the advantages of familiarity. Both storekeeper and wholesaler gained from
their knowledge of each other’s requirements, and since much of the business between
them was carried on by correspondence, trust and integrity were essential. There was,
therefore, a high degree of complementarity in the trade. By extending credit to small
traders in their hinterland, the province’s merchant-wholesalers effectively supplemented

the capital of New Brunswick’s country storekeepers, while benefitting from both the
retail and collecting aspects of their business. Country-storekeepers, in turn, offered

opportunities to local settlers by selling goods on credit and providing a convenient
market for timber cut by them. Whatever their geographical location, country-
storekeepers were the peripheral agents of a trading system that funnelled timber from
scattered forest brows into the holds of waiting vessels in the province’s ports.

Agents, whom we might call “brokers’’, were more specialized and less numerous
than the ubiquitous country-storekeepers. Generally, their business was the timber trade.
They assisted merchant-wholesalers by collecting information about lumbering opera-
tions, reporting the progress of the drive, and assessing prospects for the ‘harvest” of
timber. Some represented merchant-wholesalers and lumberers at the Crown Land Office,
and applied for licences on their behalf. In their pristine form, brokers were
intermediaries, acting to bring buyer and seller together, but never buying or selling on
their own account. In effect, they conducted the merchant-wholesalers’ business in the
interior of the province. They were in close contact with lumberers and sawmillers. They
passed supplies to them and directed their timber to a merchant-wholesaler (Figure 3).
Some brokers diversified their business to include transactions on their own behalf; then
their role began to resemble that of the country-storekeeper more closely. But these
brokers rarely handled the range of goods found in a country store, and although they
might have supplied provisions to others occasionally, most of their business was with
lumbermen.

As manufacturers, sawmillers held a distinctive position in the timber trade. Yet
their place in the commercial system was similar to that of the country-storekeeper.
Generally, they acquired supplies from a wholesaler, provisioned lumbering operations,
received logs from local settlers, and sent their wood to merchant-wholesalers for export
(Figure 4). By transforming the logs to lumber, the miller became a processor of the
product but, in essence, his role was little different from that of the storekeeper who
slaughtered and preserved cattle or pigs before shipping them onward. Mills owned and
operated by merchant-wholesalers — which became increasingly common in New
Brunswick as the century wore on — occupied much the same niche. Despite the vertical
integration of the trade reflected in the combination of producing and trading functions,
commercial patterns were little changed (Figure 5). The enterprise might supply
farmer-lumberers or larger lumbering parties with provisions, expecting the logs they
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produced to be delivered to the mill for sawing before they were transferred to the
wholesale side of the business for export.

Jobbers added further diversity to the mercantile structure of the New Brunswick
timber trade. The jobber’s was usually a small scale enterprise. He obtained supplies,
often on credit from a merchant-wholesaler, and acquired small quantities of timber from
nearby settlers in return for provisions and goods advanced to them (Figure 6). But unlike
the country-storekeeper, the jobber tried to arrange the forward shipment of his timber
on his own account. Rather than sending it to a merchant-wholesaler in the province, he
sought the best market he could find, either with a timber importer in Britain or with the
master of a vessel in search of a cargo. Typically, the jobber’s connection with his buyer
was sporadic and uncertain, and there was considerable speculative chance involved in his
final transactions.

STRUCTURE

Within New Brunswick, the trading spheres of merchant-wholesalers, country-
storekeepers, brokers, sawmillers, and jobbers combined in various ways to form the
commercial framework of the timber economy. Regional differences in the relative
importance of individual elements in the system emerged with time, and in response to
geographical, political, and social considerations, but the quintessential character of the
mercantile landscape of the timber trade was most evident in the Saint John valley. Here,
the magnificent river provided an artery of movement through some of the most densely
settled areas of the province, and gave access to vast areas of interior forest. Each fall and
winter before mid-century, settlers, lumberers, and commercial men in the valley turned
their interest to the timber trade. Each spring and summer, the wood from countless
lumbering ventures came to market in small and large quantities to be assembled in Saint
John for shipment overseas. Inevitably, the patterns of trade and connection were
manifold and complex, but their basic characteristics are summarized in Figure 7.

Saint John was the nucleus of the valley’s timber trade, the centre in which the
leading merchant-wholesalers in the southern part of the province conducted their
business. Among the score and more of Saint John wholesalers involved in the timber
trade was the firm of John Ward and Sons, whose commercial ties radiated in all
directions from their establishment in the c:ity.15 This indigenous New Brunswick
enterprise was one of the leading commercial houses in the province. Founded by Major
John Ward (formerly of Peekskill, New York, and the Loyal American Regiment) soon
after his arrival in the province in 1783, its trading interests expanded as the colony grew.
By 1825 its activities reflected the diverse concerns of the all-purpose merchant.
Widespread trading links to east and south were well established. Provision imports came
from the West Indies and United States’ ports. The firm was the western terminus of a
London-based triangular trade that encompassed the Caribbean; the Wards built ships for
their own fleet and for sale in England; and they shipped wood to British and West Indian
markets.
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Figure 7

THE COMMERCIAL STRUCTURE OF THE TIMBER TRADE
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Export cargoes of wood included lumber from Bay of Fundy ports, and ton-timber
and lumber from the Saint John and its tributary valleys. Some of this wood was
delivered to Saint John by lumberers who were advanced supplies by the Wards in the
fall. Much more passed through the hands of country-storekeepers tied to John Ward and
Sons by credit. These storekeepers acted as middlemen between lumberers in the interior
and the merchant wholesalers in the ports. From the Wards they received part of their
stock of supplies; to them they consigned the timber received in the spring in payment of
debts amassed in previous months. Although in detail the diversity of arrangements was
great, their essence is illustrated by one brief letter. Written in October 1824 by John
- Huestis, a storekeeper in Queensbury, York County, it summarizes the complexity of
these commercial relationships so heavily dependent upon familiarity and trust.
‘““Agreeable to your desire’’, Huestis informed the Wards,

I have sent forward the timber which I had at Fredericton Say about 150 tons
[.] in addition to this there is another Joint which J.R. Beck [a Fredericton
storekeeper whom Huestis used as an agent] will offer you for Cash & give
you the preference of, you will please to pay the freight of the timber Mr.
Brooks [a Raftsman] will deliver you which is @ 2/4 d pr Ton if any of the
timber be condemned please be particular in getting the private marks of
such. As I shall not be able to go to St. John J.R. Beck will attend to my
business and be so good as to give him Such articles as he shall Name to you
which place to my acct. I would be glad to know the probable price of timber
& Deals next season and what you would be willing to give.16

Similar links structured the Ward's trade in lumber from small Fundy ports. Storekeepers
with simple mills sent in their boards and planks in payment for supplies. Owners of
larger mills received cash or credit for cargoes brought to the Saint John merchant-
wholesalers by vessels chartered for the purpose. This was a diffuse and intricate
commerce, flexible in its variety, but given an inexorable cast by the attenuated lines of
credit that bound its hierarchical structure.

Other Saint John merchant-wholesalers rivalled the Wards in commercial impor-
tance. Robert Rankin and Company, for example, conducted an extensive trade in timber
from the Fundy port. At the peak of its commercial success, this firm loaded 130 vessels
a year with timber, and by one account at least, it supplied imported goods to almost half
the merchants of Saint John.!” Established in 1822 as one of the many British North
American branch-houses of the prominent British timber merchants Pollok, Gilmour and
Company of Glasgow, the Rankin firm was set apart from the Ward enterprise by the
British capital and connection that lay behind it. But there were many similarities in the
operations of the two concerns. By the 1830’s the Rankin Company had sawmills on the
Nashwaak River, just as the Wards had developed their own sawmills in the Point Wolfe
area. The warehouses and wharves of Rankin and Ward were important elements of the
cityscape, and like John Ward and Sons, Robert Rankin and Company also had
shipbuilding interests.
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Timber and lumber came to the Rankin firm from many sources, but by the 1840’s
much of the company’s business was conducted through W.J. Bedell in Fredericton.
Bedell may once have been in Rankin’s employ, but during the late 1830’s and arly
1840’s, he performed many of the functions of a broker, as well as running a store in the
capital and engaging in the timber trade on his own account.1 Bedell conducted business
in Fredericton for all the New Brunswick branch-houses of Pollok, Gilmour and
Company, advising them of possible changes in the licence requlations and representing
them and their employees at the Crown Land Office. He informed Saint John
merchant-wholesalers (including John Ward and Sons) of timber coming to market that
might suit their needs. And he attended to many facets of Robert Rankin and Company’s
business with storekeepers, millers, and lumberers in the Saint John valley, detailing the
progress of lumbering operations, commenting on arrangements he had reached with
lumberers on Rankin’s behalf, and seeking advice and offering information about timber
en route to Saint John.

In Saint John, and in the smaller ports of the province, lesser entrepreneurs found a
place in the timber trade as jobbers. William Harper’s business at Hall’s Creek (the future
site of Moncton) illustrates the nature of their enterprises. Harper apparently entered the
timber trade in a small way in 1829, acquiring approximately one thousand tons of
timber from settlers in the vicinity of his store; in the following year, he corresponded
with the Liverpool timber agents Brown, Swainson, and Company and sold two timber
cargoes in Kingston-upon-Hull. But the precarious character of Harper’s connection with
the timber market was revealed in 1831. Two vessels chartered to load timber at ‘‘the
Bend"”’ of the Petitcodiac River were unable to take all the timber on hand. Harper
offered a cargo to a Saint John shipper, but there was a hint of desperation in the rider
which followed his initial proposal:

If you do not like that Charter me a vessel as soon as you can from 36/ to
40/- per Load freight Currency and send her here & you shall have a load of
good Timber and Quick Dispatch without fail. . .and send the timber to the
best market you can find pay yourself and give me the Remainder if any
when sold. 19

Despite these efforts, sizeable quantities of ton-timber and other wood remained on hand
at the end of the summer. Anxious to sell, Harper offered cargoes to British timber
dealers; his letters reveal much about the overseas commerce of New Brunswick’s small
entrepreneurs. To Holderness and Ward in Hull, Harper wrote:

By the recommendation of Capt. Ben Stanton and others of St. John I have
taken the liberty of addressing you, altho’ personally unknown to you. I am
the person who last year shipped the Amitys cargo. . .likewise the Diadem
cargo...and a few days since, I have sold Richard Garton of your
place. . .450 tons of Red pine for your market also — and my motive for
writing you is this. I have on hand for sale 1500 tons of all new timber. . . 20

After a similar introduction, a letter of the same date to Thomas Sealling in Sunderland
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continued:

Should you purchase, I want a large quantity of Brown Earthenware from
your place brought out in the vessel as it is much wanted here.2!

Intimacy and informality were striking qualities of this international trade in the early
nineteenth century.

The commercial patterns exemplified by the trade of William Harper, John Ward
and Sons, and Robert Rankin and Company were replicated, with differences in range
and scale, in most areas of the province. Less prominent wholesalers in Saint John
supplied smaller hinterlands and handled less trade than did the few most important
concerns, but their commerce was organized along the same broad lines. In St. Stephen,
during the second decade of the century, the merchant and sawmiller Aaron Upton
conducted an essentially similar business, although sawn lumber was the major
commodity of his trade with the West Indies.22 Two decades later, John Jardine of
Richibucto “purchased [and exported] large quantities of timber from merchants and
others who. . .[were] not in the habit of shipping themselves.”%> And the mercantile
establishments of Crane and Allison, Michael Samuel, Ledden and Abbot and others on
the Miramichi fulfilled the same functions of importing provisions, supplying lumberers,
purchasing the cut and selling it abroad. 2%

EVOLUTION

Within this framework, the commercial system was dynamic. Many a merchant-
wholesaler, storekeeper, and millowner in the province encountered economic difficulties
in the early nineteenth century. Properties changed hands; accommodations were made to
declining volumes of trade. Some entrepreneurs persevered until bankruptcy overtook
them; others died with debts in excess of their financial worth. In 1848, for example,

Jesse Christie (a storekeeper in St. Stephen) died insolvent, owing Saint John merchants
almost £300 for earthenware, provisions, and other goods. Earlier in the year, the grist

mill, cottage and possessions of C.A. Babcock, a St. Andrews merchant, were sold — with
the stock in his store, and his shares in the Steam Mills and Manufacturing Company and
the brig E/gin — by the Commissioner of Bankrupts.25 Equally, others prospered as a
result of good management and fortuitous location, and their businesses expanded. John
Emmerson, for example, kept a small store in the upper reaches of the Saint John valley
in the 1830's.2° Like many a similar country trader, he obtained supplies on account
from Robert Rankin and Company and took his timber to W.J. Bedell for rafting, but his
commerce was limited until the settlement of the province’s northwestern boundary
dispute with the United States in 1842. Then Emmerson’s business flourished. As lum-
berers legally moved into the territory beyond the Grand Falls, his establishment at Little
Falls (Edmundston) became the focus of expanding local commerce. By mid-century,
Emmerson was selling large amounts of general merchandise to settlers, and supplying the
many lumber camps in Madawaska with provisions; his commercial contacts included
firms in Saint John, Grand Falls, Woodstock, and Riviere du Loup, as well as banks in
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Saint John and St. Stephen.

Idiographic explanations aside, the reasons for changing mercantile fortunes are
clear. The timber trade was a trade built on extended credit, in which the ramifications of
a bank-crash or a sudden depression of the market were likely to be felt at all levels of the
system. A merchant-wholesaler, pressed by his creditors in Britain, would probably seek
payment of his debts in the province, and country-storekeepers and isolated farmer-
lumbermen might feel, in turn, the pinch of distant economic circumstances. Under these
conditions, well capitalized ventures with good connections in the market were at a
considerable advantage. They were better able to withstand short-term fluctuations in the
economy. They could more easily carry unpaid debts. They were less likely to have
unsold quantities of timber left on hand. If they did encounter difficulties, they might
receive greater indulgence from their creditors than those who had more sporadic dealings
with their suppliers. In short a trade built upon credit, familiarity, and trust was
predisposed toward the success of those ventures with advantages of size, capital, and
connection. Cradually, if not entirely before mid-century, the plethora of small traders
and independent jobbers who provided much of the initial commercial infrastructure of
New Brunswick’s trade in timber gave way to, or fell within the orbit of, larger concerns.

This tendency toward concentration was reinforced by the rising costs of exploiting
distant interior forests, by changes in the regulations governing access to the forest, and
by the ambitions of individual entrepreneurs. As lumberers moved into remote areas of
the province they often faced the expense of clearing obstructions from rivers and
building dams for the drive. With inaccessibility, and the added difficulty of driving and
rafting, larger parties became typical of lumbering in the interior. The costs of sheltering
and provisioning men and animals were greater than in smaller ventures, in which the
lumberers were only briefly away from home. And as licence fees on five hundred tons of
timber reached £50 in the 1830's, operations on this scale required considerable
capital. 27 Merchant-wholesalers most frequently met this need. They advanced supplies
on credit, and they contracted lumberers to work on licences which they held. In the
process, they extended their financial control over lumbering operations and strengthened
their position in the trade.

Licence holders with large financial resources benefitted from changes in the
timber-licence regulations during the 1830’s. In 1831, private reservations of Crown
timber land were offered to those who were willing to guarantee a certain annual cut or
to invest in river improvements. Although reservations were abolished two years later,
their essential principle was revived in 1835 with the grant of licences for five year
periods. The holders of these long term leases acquired exclusive rights to the treeson a
specified berth, and agreed to pay tonnage dues on a prescribed amount of timber each
year, whether or not it was cut. Both reservations and five year licences offered benefits
to large capitalists that were not available to those without the means or the security to
establish such long term arrangements. At the same time, the practice of allowing timber
cut in excess of the licenced quantity on one berth to be covered by licences for other
tracts gave further economic and practical advantages to those who held many licences.
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They could usually avoid punitive levies on timber cut without licence while exploiting
the trees on their best berths to the full, 28

Ambition and rivalry also spurred the development of dominant commercial
enterprises and large mercantile fortunes in early nineteenth century New Brunswick. In
the fluid commercial environment of the colony, the prospects for expansion were
evident; capital risked at an opportune time might bring handsome returns; and in the
face of the staple trade’s endemic economic instability, the monopolization of local trade
conferred many advantages, especially in allowing the monopolist to manipulate prices to
secure his own position.zq In addition, less tangible influences lay behind the rise of
certain merchant-wholesalers to pre-eminence in the provincial economy. Although it is
impossible to weigh the relative importance of economic and social goals to these early
nineteenth century entrepreneurs, many of them shared the conviction that their
enterprise and investment brought great benefit to the developing province. They saw
themselves as instruments, extending ‘‘as far as. . .humble talents would enable [them]"”
the interests and prosperity of their fellow citizens.50 In their view, there was a
munificent side to their search for commercial fortune.

Nowhere was the emerging dominance of large concerns more marked than in the
northeast of the province. In the extensive area between Shediac and the Restigouche
River, population was sparse, and with the exception of scattered settlement in the valley
of the South West Miramichi, its distribution was essentially coastal. Here, merchant-
wholesalers played a large role in the everyday commerce of the area from the first,
serving the population concentrated about the ports, and relying less than merchant-
wholesalers in Saint John upon country-storekeepers to serve consumers in their
hinterlands. The growing importance of these mercantile enterprises in the timber trade
of the area during the second quarter of the century is revealed by the timber licence
records. In the winter of 1828-29, when one-third of all licences in the province were
taken out by 236 individuals who held only a single permit, six persons held ten or more
licences. All of these licences were for the Miramichi and Kouchibouguac valleys. Eight
years later, in 1836-37, twelve individuals (approximately 5%% of all licencees) held
almost half the one year licences issued in the province. Of these, the four largest, with
over thirty permits each, were northeastern interests; five of the remaining eight were also
from this area. After 1837, the trend toward concentration was confirmed by changes in
the licence regulations. Timber licence holders were allowed to renew their permits
without competition, and in 1840-41, when fewer licences were issued, some 3%% of
licencees held 36% of all permits. Seven of the eight persons who acquired ten or more
licences in the winter of 1840 were from northeastern New Brunswick.31 By 1846,
according to one protest at the “monstrous monopoly’’ which had developed, fourteen
individuals held over half of the 5,500,000 acres of licenced Crown Land in the province,
even the independent labourer was allegedly ‘““obliged to’’ contract with large operators at
disadvantageous rates. 32

Paramount among these pre-eminent concerns were the Douglastown, Bathurst, and
Dalhousie branch-houses of the Clasgow timber merchants Pollok, Gilmour and
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Company, and Joseph Cunard’s enterprise in Chatham.>® These establishments acted as
merchant-wholesalers, owned sawmills, and operated shipyards. During the 1830’s and
1840’s, the tentacles of their financial control embraced many smaller, formerly
independent, enterprises. Between them, the four businesses held licences for approxi-
mately one-third of the ton-timber and 18% of the lumber covered by one year permits in
1836-37. Little more than a decade later, when licences were issued on a different basis,
the four concerns held almost 40% of the licenced area in the province.34 The expanding
interests of these firms brought an ever increasing body of men into their employment.
Each winter, hundreds worked more or less directly for them in the forests. To some of
these, Cunard and the principals of the Pollok, Gilmour branch-houses transferred
licences obtained in their own names, and agreed to take the lumberers’ timber if
provisions, drygoods, and other requirements were purchased from their stores. Other
lumberers were under more binding contracts that stipulated the quantities, dimensions,
and types of timber to be delivered in the spring. In the seaboard towns dominated by the
Pollok, Gilmour and Cunard firms, clerks manned their offices, and surveyors kept
account of the timber received. Skilled shipwrights, caulkers, joiners, riggers, sawyers,
carpenters, engineers, and blacksmiths worked in their shipyards and sawmills. Many
more labourers assisted in and around these establishments. For some, the work was
seasonal. For all — lumberers, labourers, and skilled hands alike — it defined their position
in the increasingly stratified society that was developing in New Brunswick.

Although the lines of increasing entrepreneurial control were not etched with equal
sharpness across the province, the far-reaching consequences of structural change in the
commercial organization of the New Brunswick timber trade were becoming apparent. As
monopolies based on capital and commercial strength brought large areas of Crown
forest, hundreds of men, hinterland storekeepers, and sawmill owners into their orbit, the
conditions of economic and social life in the colony were changed. Although small men in
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