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ABSTRACT

This study was undertaken to explore the attitudes

and actions of the small businessman in Saskatchewan, as

represented by independent merchants and operators of

retail service businesses. While many generalizations

have been made about the petite bourgeoisie in the history

of the Canadian prairies, little detailed research has

been done. This thesis is an attempt at understanding the

petit-bourgeois mentality of small businessmen in

Saskatchewan and how that motivated their actions in the

years between the first and second world wars. The

principal sources for research on this topic were those

trade journals still extant, the records of the Retail

Merchants' Association in Saskatchewan, and records of

boards of trade in the province.

The 1920s were a time of transition within the retail

distribution industry. New technology, the introduction

of corporate merchandising, and fluctuations in general

economic conditions created considerable uncertainty for

independent merchants. The severe conditions during the

Depression in the 1930s only exacerbated an already

difficult situation.

The effect of these developments was to weaken the

traditional attitude of self-sufficiency among small

businessmen. Initially they attempted internal reforms
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within their respective trades to resolve the problems

they encountered. The encroachments of mail order houses

and chain stores into the Saskatchewan market tended to

undermine those efforts, so that by the early 1930s

independent merchants were preoccupied with exposing the

"abuses" of big business. In the mid- and late-thirties

they turned to demands for greater government control over

business and the economy as a whole in order to ensure

their independent livelihood. As economic conditions

further deteriorated many small businessmen also took a

more active part in the political and economic protests

prevalent in western Canada at the time.

The response of small businessmen in Saskatchewan to

the challenges they faced in the inter-war period was in

many ways typical of the petite bourgeoisie. Threatened

by increased competition from corporate retailers, they

were forced to abandoti their traditional conservatism and

to call for government intervention and regional economic

reforms as part of their struggle against the big business

interests.
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INTRODUCTION

The social history of the small business community in

Western Canada has been given only slight attention in

historical research and writing. This is particularly

true in the period between the two world wars. _Much more

attention has been paid to business in the pioneer era,

when the prairie economy experienced dramatic expansion.

But it was in the 1920s and 1930s that the economy

suffered its greatest difficulties and westerners made the

most radical adjustments in their lifestyle and

expectations for the future. While the reaction of

farmers and labour to this social, political and economic

turbulence has received considerable attention from

historians, the response of businessmen has not been so

well explored.

For the entire period covered by this study Saskat

chewan was predominantly a rural province. In 1931, 79.7

per cent of its 921,000 people were rural (that is living

on farms or in centres with a population less than 1000),

of whom 89 per cent acutally lived on the farm.l However,

even the 20.3 per cent of the population who lived in

urban centres were keenly aware of the rural base they

1
Census of Canada. 1931, Vol. I, pp. 368-369, 1422.
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served. The two major cities in the province were still

comparatively small: Saskatoon had just 43,000 citizens

in 1931, while Regina had 53,000.2

Most of the cities, towns and villages had arisen

virtually out of nowhere in the settlem�nt b�om. Saska

toon is a most dramatic example. In 1901 she had only 113

residents.3 As J. H. Thompson and Allen Seager say, it

seemed these "prairie cities • had gone from buffalo

to board of trade almost overnight."4

The businesses in these rural and urban distribution

centres made up a kaleidoscope of commercial interests:

general stores, blacksmith shops, hotels, grain elevators,

lumber yards, real estate offices and banks. Some of them

were owned by outside interests, but the majority were

owned by local entrepreneurs. This thesis is concerned

with those individuals, families and partnerships who

owned and operated small businesses. Because of the

primary sources available, it concentrates on retail store

and service businesses in- the inter-war period.

The first comprehensive survey of the retail trade in

Canada was conducted by the Dominion Bureau of Statistics

as part of the decennial census of 1931. The information

2
Ibid., Vol. II, pp. 93, 95.

3
Don Kerr and Stan Hanson, Saskatoon: The First

Half-Century (Edmonton: Newest Press, 1982), p. 316.

4
John Herd Thompson and Allen Seager, Canada,

1922-1939 (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1985), p. 97.
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gathered was for the year 1930. At the time there were

10,841 stores in Saskatchewan with total sales of over

$189,000,000. Of these, 8279 were owned by individuals or

partnerships with total sales of nearly $103,000,000 in

1930. Corporations owned 2497 stores with sales of over

$83,000,000, and co-operatives owned 61 stores with sales

of nearly $3,000,000.5 All told, there were 10,166

proprietors, with some independent stores having more than

one owner.6 The 8279 stores in the province owned by

individuals or partnerships employed 6,152.full-time

workers.7

Small business was still a bastion of male enter

prise. While 21.5 per cent of the employees in retail

stores in 1930 were women, only 4.6 per cent of the

proprietors were female.8

A look at the place of birth of the 7440 people who

operated retail stores in 1931 shows that fully 45 per

cent were born in Canada, 22 per cent were born in the

British Isles, and 11.2 per cent were born in the United

States. Most likely three-quarters of them were English

speaking. An additional 19.6 per cent of these store

operators were born in Europe, and only 2.1 per cent were

5
Census of Canada, 1931, Vol. X, p. 788.

6
Ibid., Vol. X, p. 764.

7
Ibid., pp. 788.

8
Ibid., pp. 764-765.
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born in Asia.9

The,composition of operators in a retail service

business in that same year provides an interesting

contrast. Of the 1233 restaurateurs in the province, 5.4

per cent were born in Canada, 4.2 per cent in the British

Isles, and 3.4 per cent in the United States. That is

roughly one-eighth of the operators in that line of

business. The proportion of European-born restaurateurs

was 11.1 per cent, while Asians made up 75.8 per cent of

the total.lO

Service establishments were usually far less heavily

capitalized than other types of businesses. Restaurants

in Saskatchewan, for example, had an average capital

investment of $4801 in 1930, while country general stores

in the province had an average capital investment of

$14,123.11 Thus underprivileged minorities like the

Chinese could more easily take up businesses with lower

capital investment. It is also likely that the

predominant white majority shunned getting involved in

labour-intensive, low-profit enterprises such as these.

The retail business was still predominantly rural in

nature. The most common type of business in these small

centres was the country general store, where farmers could

9

10

11

Ibid., Vol. VII, pp. 5l8� 526-527.

Ibid.

Ibid., Vol. X, p. 789.
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purchase groceries, clothing and dry goods, hardware, and

sometimes even furniture and farm machinery.12 These were

small operations, usually with low sales turnovers and run

by the proprietor with some help from a member of the

family or perhaps a single employee.13 Very often th�

owner had been in business a very short time. In 1930

half the stores in the province had been under the same

ownership for five years or 1ess.14

Most of the stores were quaint by modern standards,

with none of the flashy displays common to shoppers of

half a century later. The daughter of an early general

merchant described her father's store in Birch Hills:

There was no notion, in those days,
that a store should be open, airy,

brightly colored, agleam with chrome,

or that the customer should serve

himself. Entering, you moved from

prairie sun or prairie wind into a

world where the floors were oiled, the

walls a heavy dark oak, and the

ceiling an extraordinary canopy of

raised and
PY5terned

metal painted a

dull bronze.
.

The son of another merchant from this era described

his father's general store as "very cramped", where among

the drawers and barrels of groceries and shelves of shoe

12
George Britnell, The Wheat Economy (Toronto:

University of Toronto Press, 1939), p. 24.

13

. 14

Census of Canada, 1931, Vol. XI, pp. 15-16 •

Ibid., Vol. X, p. 76.

15
Fredelle Bruser Maynard,A1monds and Raisins

(Markham, Ontario: Paper Jacks, 1973), pp. 62-63.
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boxes stood up to 150 crates of eggs taken in on trade and

awaiting shipment on the weekly freight train.16

Suspicious of their rivals, and often geographically

isolated, many of these businessmen nevertheless thought

it necessary to join with their fellows to achieve common

goals. This tendency dated back to the guild system of

medieval Europe, when masters of a given trade organized

for joint action. In the developing society of Western

Canada a similar development was taking place, whether the

businessmen be blacksmiths, barbers or storekeepers.

Many organizations claimed to represent the interests

of businessmen in the province. The most common type was

the Board of Trade. Boards of Trade were organized under

the federal Boards of Trade Act and were required by the

Act to submit an annual report of their activities to the

government. Membership was open to almost anyone engaged

in a business enterprise. Besides their promotional

activities, the boards were given limited powers, which

were rarely used, to regulate the weighing of goods for

sale and to arbitrate trade disputes. The boards were

financially supported through annual membership dues.17

In the earliest stages of development of small towns,

16
Saskatchewan Archives Board (hereafter cited as

SAB) , Transcript of interview with Morris Sideman,

Langenburg, by D'Arcy Hande, �2 March 1976, S-C 102.

17
"The Board of Trade Act," Revised Statutes of

Canada, 1927 (Ottawa: King's Printer, 1927), chap. 19.
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the board of trade sometimes took on the role of local

government. Between 1920 and 1925, for instance, the

businessmen of Nipawin organized an informal local

government and imposed a form of taxation for public

utilities.18 Even when there was a town or village

council, the board of trade was often the more active

promotor of growth and diversification in the local

economy.

In the larger cities the boards of trade would

sometimes organize a Retailers' Section, but the overall

emphasis of board work tended to concentrate on establish-

ing their city as a manufacturing and distribution centre

for as large a surrounding territory as possible. These

larger interests were not always compatible with those of

the surrounding communities or even of certain businesses

within the same city. As the provincial secretary of the

Retail Merchants' Association once put it, "Sometimes the

Board of Trade are very close to the margin of sponsoring

activities that are injurious to the rank and file of

merchants throughout the province."19

More representative of the interests of small

18
SAB, Edward Robert Lawrence Papers, E.R. Lawrence

to George Furneaux, 24 May 1970, and E.R. Lawrence to

Carl Mollberg, n.d. [ca. 1970], S-A 270.

19
SAB, Records of the Retail Merchants'

Association, Saskatchewan Board (hereafter cited as RMA),

W.L. McQuarrie to A. Bay, President, Kamsack Local Branch,

RMA, 10 May 1934, S-B 115, file 125.
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businessmen were their trade associations. Nearly every

line of business had its own organization and usually its

own journal. These associations could be incorporated

either federally or provincially. They were meant to

inform and promote the interests of their members, and

their activities were financed through membership dues.

Sometimes. they organized formal networks for the exchange

of information regarding clients wishing to open credit

accounts. While many business organizations are mentioned

in the following chapters, four will receive more careful

consideration because of the survival in archives and

libraries of their records or journals. These are the

Retail Merchants' Association of Canada, Saskatchewan

Board, the Saskatchewan Pharmaceutical Association, the

Saskatchewan Retail Druggists' Association, and the

western Canada Fuel Association.

The Retail Merchants' Association of Canada (RMA) was

organized in Toronto in 1896, and was incorporated by a

private act of parliament in 1910.20 By 1913 a branch had

been organized in Saskatchewan. Its objects were

to assist the interests of the Retail

Trade wherever such interests are

threatened by adverse conditions,

whether arising from legislation which

is oppressive, abuses which should be

removed, or conditions of business

which operate against those engaged in

20
"An Act to incorporate the Retail Merchants'

Association of Canada," statutes of Canada. 1910 (Ottawa:

King's Printer, 1910), chap. 156.
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retail merchandising.21

The work of the Association tended to be oriented to

specific issues, approaching governments to reduce taxes

on retailers or to increase taxes and thus control

"unfair" competitors and securing conditions making it

easier to collect unpaid debts. Local branches were

organized primarily for the purpose of establishing a

credit reporting apparatus, instituting better business

practices, and promoting harmony among legitimate competi-

tors. Trade sections operated within the RMA to deal with

issues of particular concern to various groups such as

grocers, farm implement dealers, or dry goods merchants.

Membership in the Saskatchewan RMA grew steadily in

its earliest years. At the end of 1920 there were 2157

members.22 But as economic conditions deterioriated and

the early successes of the Association paled, the numbers

declined so that by 1938 there were only 773, about

one-third of the peak figure.23 This decline also

reflects the fact that in the thirties the RMA had to

dispense with its two full-time organizers in the province

for financial reasons.

21
The Retail Merchants Association of Canada,Inc.:

Its Aims and Work (Saskatoon, 1927).

22
"Annual Report of Provincial Secretary, Retail

Merchants' Association Is One Full of Progress and

Accomplishment," Saskatoon Phoenix, 17 June 1921, p. 14.

23
SAB, RMA, "Membership Collections", May 1938,

S-B 115, file 566.
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One of the most influential people in the RMA during

this time was William L. McQuarrie (1876-1951), who served

as one of its organizers, 1916-1922, its provincial

secretary, 1923-1944, and for a time editor of its journal

The Western Retailer. A native of Ontario, McQuarrie came

West in 1898. He was a partner in the Smith and McQuarrie

general store at Borden from 1907, although he never took

an active part in the business.24 With.nearly thirty

years of experience with the RMA, he came to epitomize the

views of the Association and of small businessmen in

Saskatchewan in general.

The activities of the Saskatchewan Pharmaceutical

Association (SPA) are of interest in this study, of

course, because, besides their professional status,

druggists also ran shops that increasingly sold goods

other than prescription drugs as the twenties and

thirties progressed. The SPA was first established under

the Saskatchewan Pharmacy Act of 1911, basically as a

professional organization. It was given control over

licensing of pharmacists in the province, and membership

in the association was a requirement of receiving that

license. Anyone unlicensed by the SPA who dispensed

prescription drugs was liable to prosecution under the

24
John Hawkes, The Story of Saskatchewan and Its

People (Chicago and Regina: S.J. Clarke Publishing

Company, 1924), vol. 3, pp. 1657-1659; Saskatoon Public

Library, Local History Room, Scrapbook No.2 [1951],

p. 36; Cooper's Store News, Christmas 1951, p. 4.
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Pharmacy Act.25

In 1926 the SPA had 457 members, 414 of whom were

operating a business.26 Though this number declined over

the next decade, because of the compulsory nature of the

membership one can readily conclude that the SPA repre-

sented virtually all of the druggists in the province.

As early as 1922 the RMA recognized the. close

affinity between druggists and retail merchants and

therefore invited the former to join their organization.

However, this was rebuffed,27 as were other similar

approaches in the years to come. Instead, in 1929, it was

decided at a meeting of the SPA that an independent

association of retail druggists should be formed in the

province, with organizing expenses borne by the SPA. As

an article in the Canadian Pharmaceutical Journal argued,

"There are 1001 Possibilities for Such an Organization."

Besides improving on business methods, the first and

presumably most important five "Possibilities" were:

1. To hold merchandising lines

exclusively within the retail drug
trade.

2. Assist manufacturers who will

co-operate with us.

3. How to meet opposition from

25
"The Pharmacy Act," Statutes of Saskatchewan,

1923 (Regina: King's Printer, 1923), chap. 51.

26
SAB, Records of the Saskatchewan Pharmaceutical

Association (hereafter cited as SPA), Minutes of Annual

General Meetings, R-654, file II.l.

27
Ibid., 6 July 1922.



12

General, Grocery and Chain Stores.

4. How to meet the cut rate evil.

. 5.2�elling
more at better

prlces.

It was believed that, while the SPA dealt with strictly

professional interest�, this new organization would help

druggists deal with the problem of "front shop merchandis

ing into which sq many inroads have been made."29 In

practical terms, this meant that the trade in drugs listed

in the pharmacists' formulary would be the concern of the

SPA, while trade in all other patent medicines and non-

medical goods they sold would be the concern of the new

retail organization.

Despite the enthusiastic inauguration of the Saskat-

chewan Retail Druggists' Association (SRDA) on 10 July

1930,30 the organization floundered over the next decade.

For that reason the SRDA was, for all intents and

purposes, never more than an adjunct of the SPA. Its

annual meetings were held in conjunction with those of the

SPA, and for most of its existence it was dependent upon

SPA financial and staff support. After two years of an

intensive membership drive, in 1932 the Association had

28
"Saskatchewan Druggists Organizing Along

Commercial Lines," Canadian Pharmaceutical Journal,

1 April 1930, p. 562.

29
Ibid.

30
SAB, SPA, Minutes of Saskatchewan Retail

Druggists' Association, 10 July 1930, R-654, file II.l.
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only 60 members.3l Efforts to merge with its counterparts

in Manitoba and Alberta for the purpose of strengthening

the organization seem largely to have failed.32 Even at

that, a special appeal from the RMA for druggists to join

with them was rejected by the SPA at its annual general

meeting in 1938. Despite the fact that the appeal was

signed by RMA provincial president J.H. Abbott, himself a

druggist in North Battleford, the proposal was "not very

warmly received, quite a few. questions asked. Some

inferred the Druggists had all necessary machinery to look

after their own interests."33

The fortunes of the SRDA are indicative of the

extreme difficulties facing small businesses during the

Depression and the fierce independence of this particular

trade, with their proud professionalism pitted against

practical survival and co-operation with other small

businessmen. The organization seems to have met with some

success in its objectives, as SPA president E.A. Jolly

31
SAB, SPA, Minutes of Annual General Meeting,

13-14 July 1932, R-634, file 11.1.

32
Ibid., Minutes of Annual General Meeting of

8-9 July 1931 and 22 June 1938; Drug Merchandising,
27 July 1932 and 1 October 1938.

33

SPA,

SAB, RMA, "Brief from the Retail Merchants

Association of Saskatchewan to the Pharmaceutical

Association of Saskatchewan in Convention at Moose Jaw,

Sask., June 21st and 22nd, 1938", and E.E. Anderson to

W.L. McQuarrie, 21 June 1938, S-B 115, file 170; SAB, SPA,

Minutes of Annual General Meeting, 21-22 June 1938, R-654,

file 11.1.
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reported to the annual general meeting of 1935:

I believe the cut rate menace has been

greatly decreased by the work of the

Saskatchewan Retail Druggists'
Association. The stabilization of

prices by manufacturers with a decent

living profit has increased in

numbers, and most of the sting of (cut

rate) big advertij�rs
has almost faded

from the picture.

The coal merchants of the province were represented

by two organizations by the end of World War I: the

Saskatchewan Fuel Dealers Association and the Saskatchewan

Fuel Association. Preliminary discussions toward amalgam-

ation of the coal dealers' associations in the prairie

provinces began in 1919 and culminated in April 1921, when

over 200 retailers, wholesalers and mine operators met at

Saskatoon and resolved to form the western Canada Fuel

Association (WCFA). The objectives of the new Association

were rather innocuous:

(1) The development of the market for

Canadian coal. (2) Educating the

consuming public to the value of

Canadian coals and proper method of

combustion. (3) Educating dealers in

the matter of proper and adequate
service to the consumer. (4) For the

promotion of the general welfare and

per�etuatiQn of the retail coal

bus1ness.35

It was decided that the WCFA would be exclusively a

34
SAB, SPA, Minutes of Annual General Meeting,

10-11 July 1935, R-654, file 11.1.

35
"Fifteen Years of Progress," Western Canada Coal

Review (hereafter cited as WCCR) , April-May 1935, p. 8.
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retailers' organization. Only in 1923 were wholesalers

and mine operators granted associate membership.36 By

1927 the Association was completely reorganized to include

all three branches of the coal industry with equal

representation from each branch in all decisions

reached.37

Unlike the RMA and the SRDA, the WCFA thus became a

mixed organization representing all levels of an entire

industry. After 1927 it could not speak exclusively for

retailers of coal in the prairie provinces. WCFA member-

ship figures indicate that there was even a further

division of interests within its Retail Section. In 1933,

for example, the WCFA had 1112 members, of whom 1068 were

retailers. However, only 71 members were independent

dealers; grain elevator agents made up 799 of the total

retailers and a further 198 were retail lumbermen

handling coal as a sideline.38 Thus, the vast majority of

the members were either employees of big business concerns

or highly capitalized "small businessmen," as defined for

the purposes of this study. Throughout the ensuing years,

one detects in the WCFA's official organ, the Nestern

36
Ibid., p. 20.

37
"Is a Joint Association the Solution?", WCCR, May

1926, pp. 11-12; "Re-organization Plan is Adopted at

Annual Convention of W.C.F.A.," WCCR, May 1927, pp. 11-12

and 15-16.

38
weCR, June 1933, p. 8.
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Canada Coal Review, that there were a number of issues

where this division of interests caused antagonism within

the organization and the industry it represented.

A very interesting and authoritative figure in the

WCFA at this time was Wilfrid R. Kell, editor of the

Western Canada Coal Review from 1920 and secretary of the

AssoQiation from 1929.39 He had also served at various

times as editor of the Winnipeg business paper, The

Commercial, The western Retailer, and The Western Lumber

mgn.40 By the late 1930s he was editing The Winnipeg and

Western Grocer. This background and his experience as

assistant secretary of the Saskatchewan RMA and secretary

of the WCFA made him thoroughly familiar with all aspects

of business in the West and a convincing advocate for the

business community.

In making a study of the small business community in

Saskatchewan from 19l� to 1939, it is necessary to look at

their activities within the context of general economic

conditions during the inter-war period.

The growth of the Canadian economy in the four

decades leading up to 1920 was nothing short of amazing.

The federal government had bent its energies over that

39
"Directors Appoint W.R. Kell as Secretary," �vCCR,

November 1929, p. 18.

40
Ibid.; "Latta and Rutherford stress Important

Roles of Retailers in Development of the Country," The

Leader (Regina), 8 June 1922, p. 11.
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time towards transforming the sparsely settled prairie

region into three thriving provinces. The instruments of

this great transformation have been collectively described

as the "national policy": the offering of "free" home-

steads to attract agricultural settlers to the Prairies,

the creation of a vast railway network to get the settlers

there and to market their produce, and the erection of

tariff barriers to protect central Canadian manufacturers

who would supply those settlers with their physical

needs.4l The prairie economy was virtually designed for

the production of one staple product, wheat, and the

livelihood of everyone in the region depended to some

extent on its production and export. As historian Gerald

Friesen explains,

An entire society was organized to

facilitate this activity. It was

built upon rural village and transpor
tation networks, a grain handling

system, and -a family economy attuned

to the rhythms of the season, and the

demands of the work itself. . •• The

farm had become the
paramou21

insti

tution in the prairie west.-

The nature of the Canadian economy was changing in

subtle but very important ways in the 1920s. Canada was

becoming more dependent on the United States as a source

41
The Rowell-Sirois Report, ed. Donald V. Smiley

(Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1963), p. 163.

42
Gerald Friesen, The Canadian Prairies: A History

(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1984), p. 301.
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of incoming investment and as a trading partner. The

economies of the two countries were shifting slowly,

almost imperceptibly together as the colonial ties with

Britain were unravelling.43 At the same time, the wheat

economy with its ties to central Canada was declining in

importance relative to the Canadian economy as the

emphasis moved towards resource-based industries with

their strong ties to the United sta�es.44 Business was no

longer the realm of purely individual initiative. The

huge amounts of capital required for such industries could

not be raised by individual tycoons; this was the "age of

the public corporation."45

It was only when the inevitable levelling off of this

expansion took place in the late 1920s and early 1930s

that the inconsistencies and structural flaws of the

national policy became apparent. It was soon realized

that the world market could not absorb all of Canada's

wheat exports. The railway system was overextended and

suffering from a massive capital debt. And the tariff

structure, while indeed beneficial to central Canadian

industry, was actually a financial hindrance to prairie

43
A.E. Safarian, The Canadian Economy in the Great

Depression (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1959),

p. 3; Thompson and Seager, OPe cit., p. 89.

44
Rowell-Sirois Report, Ope cit •• p. 138.

45 Michael Bliss, Northern Enterprise: Five

Centuries of Canadian Business (Toronto: McClelland and

Stewart, 1987), pp. 407-408.
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farmers. Those same farmers were themselves overextended

as their markets continued to shrink.46

Already weakened by the effects of the general

economic recession, the Prairies received an even greater

blow from extended drought and crop failures in the thir

ties. The era of western expansion was at an end.

Generally speaking, farmers and businessmen had taken on

an excessive debt load in the good times of the teens and

twenties believing that expansion would continue. But now

people were beginning to realize that, even with the

recovery of good crop conditions and a return to good

prices, the prairie economy must make substantial adjust

ments.

These problems were clearly national and interna

tional in scope, beyond the capabilities of anyone

individual, industry or government to change. This

realization was the beginning of much of the economic and

political turmoil that was so characteristic of the

depression years. It was a time of rampant speculation,

on all manner of reforms, in which even the usually

conservative business sector found it hard not to in

dulge.47

The story of how small businessmen in Saskatchewan

contended with the many changes in economic, social and

46

47

Rowell-Sirois Report, Ope cit., pp. 166-167.

Bliss, Ope cit., p. 412.
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political conditions and the adjustments they made over

this period of time is the subject of this thesis.

The history of small businessmen could be approached

from several different perspectives. The renowned HarvaJd

business historian, N.S.B. Gras, saw the "petty capital-

ist" as a carryover from a less complex and outmoded

period in the development of the captialist system. As

such, he regarded the petty capitalist as the inevitable,

albeit reluctant casualty of progress towards higher forms

of capitalism.48 He therefore chose to concentrate on big

business and saw no reason to mourn the passing of the

small businessman.

When the petty capitalist loses a

point in his fight, he raises loud

lamentations, whilst the big fellows

of later systems just fold up their

tents and slip away into oblivion •

• • • When the petty capitalist cries

out, the thinkers and writers do not

stop to consider whether the squeal
indicates any social loss or whether

it points to anything beyond a shift

in the
ca:eer4�f

one who is an innate

conservatlve.

Michael Bliss, in his most recent book Northern

Enterprise, also notes, perhaps with a hint of sadness,

the inevitable defeat of the collective efforts of small

48 .

N.S.B. Gras and Henrletta M. Larson, Casebook in

American Business History (New York: F.S. Crofts and

Company, 1939), pp. 4-6.

49
N.S.B. Gras, Business and Capitalism: An

Introduction to Business History (New York: F.S. Crofts

and Company, 1939), p. 62.
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business in the 1950s:

Only then, like forgotten Japanese
soldiers on Pacific islands, did small

retailers' associations begin to

accept defeat in their long war

against the market and the chains and

the dep�rtment �Eores.
A few have

never g1ven up.

l1arxist scholars have looked upon small businessmen

or the "petite bourgeoisie" in much the same way.

Although perhaps somewhat more sympathetic towards this

class, they acknowledge ·that they have "fought on the

whole a hopeless battle," in which the ideal of free

competition has been steadily eroded by the growth of

monopoly capitalism.51 Small-scale small businessmen are

seen as helpless victims, who are forced to accept the

dominance and "de facto leadership" of monopoly capital

ists.52·

Canadian historians of this school tend to emphasize

the industrial dominance of central Canada in explaining

the development of the prairie provinces as an economic

hinterland and the growth of the "petit-bourgeois"

attitude in the region. According to R.T. Naylor, the

interests of eastern manufacturers and bankers were

50
Bliss, Ope cit., p. 457.

51
Alfred Meusel, "Middle Class," Encyclopedia of

Social Sciences (New York: Macmillan, 1933), vol. 10,

p. 410.

52
Maurice Dobb, Studies in the Development of

Capitalism (Paris: Francois Maspero, 1981), p. 342.
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inevitably at odds with those of the West.

The result was to create a relatively

homogeneous class structure in the

West. The petit bourgeois base and

the upper middle class which was

largely representative of eastern

mercantile concerns, together with the

colonial character of the western

economy, would in the end prove a

thorn in the side of the mercantile

elite by breeding strong unified folk

movements in opposition to
the3

mercantile central authority.5

Naylor, C.B. Macpherion, and others, such as John

Richards and Larry Pratt, see the Social Credit and

Co-operative Commonwealth Federation as the populist

manifestations of this unified, regional reaction to

eastern domination.54 This contradicts another, more

traditional interpretation that sees small businessmen as

accomplices of big business in the exploitation of

farmers. Sociologist S.M. Lipset, for instance, argues

that small businessmen were bitter opponents of agrarian

socialism as it developed in Saskatchewan.55 Historians

53
R.T. Naylor, "The Rise and Fall of the Third

Commercial Empire of the St. Lawrence," in Gary Teeple,

ed., Capitalism and the National Question in Canada

(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1972), p. 27.

54
R.T. Naylor, "The Ideological Foundations of

Social Democracy and Social Credit," in Teeple, OPe cit.,

p. 253; John Richards and Larry Pratt, Prairie Capitalism
(Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1979), chap. 2.

55
S.M. Lipset, . "The Rural Community and Political

Leadership in Saskatchewan," Canadian Journal of

Economics and Political Science, 1947, pp. 413-414;

S.M. Lipset, Agrarian Socialism: The Co-operative
Commonwealth Federation in Saskatchewan (Garden City,



23

Ian MacPherson and J.F.C. Wright have also pointed to the

resistance of small businessmen to the organization of

consumer co-operatives as evidence of this polarity.56

It would appear that neither of these generalizations

is completely valid, but both contain important insights

into the role small businessmen have played in the

development of Saskatchewan society. This thesis will

examine more closely that "petit-bourgeois" mentality in

Saskatchewan and the impact those attitudes, as displayed

by small businessmen, had on their communities and their

province. Small businessmen had definite opinions about

the nature of business, the marketplace and their society,

all of which had a distinct bearing on their outlook on

the economic, social and political issues of the day.

In the 1920s, small businessmen on the prairies were

faced with rapidly changing trade conditions, some caused

by the slow-down in economic development, some by the new

technologies in transportation and communication, and

others by changes in consumer tastes as the prairie

SOCiety matured. During the earlier period of expansion

the merchandising and service sector had grown even more

rapidly than the economy as a whole with the result that,

N.Y.: Doubleday and Company, 1968), pp. 199-200.

56
Ian MacPherson, Each for All: A History of the

Co-operative Movement in English Canada, 1900-1945

(Toronto: Macmillan, 1979), pp. 31-33; Jim F.C. Wright,
Prairie P�ogress: Consumer Co-operation in Saskatchewan

(Saskatoon: Modern Press, 1956), p. 79.
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now when the expansion was slowing down, there were too

many competitors in a shrinking market. Competition grew

more intense and many "abuses", so the small businessmen

thought, crept into the trades affected. Merchants

responded in two ways: They struck �ut against the

instigators of these "bad business" practices, and they

looked for ways in which they could control price levels

and thus maintain diminishing profits.

For the most part these attempted remedies were

unsuccessful, and as trade conditions deteriorated further

and the consequent difficulties intensified in the early

1930s, a new emphasis took shape in the struggle of small

businesses to survive. Big business, as characterized by

the manufacturers and chain and department stores, became

the focus of extreme criticism by independent merchants.

Government investigations of price fixing and other forms

of market control on the part of big business, particular

ly the Royal Commission on Price Spreads and Mass Buying

of 1934-35, drew loud applause from small businessmen and

calls for legislation to restore the marketplace to a

modified form of laissez-faire.

These demands for a return to more liberal trade

conditions carried many small businessmen into greater

political involvement than had normally been the case.

Support of H.H. Stevens' Reconstruction Party and the

Social Credit movement are the most dramatic examples of
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this activism. There was also much more discussion among

small businessmen as to the kinds of economic �eforms that

would be necessary to return small business to its previ

ous glory. By the end of the decade, small businessmen in

Saskatchewan were looking upon their problems in a

significantly different light. There was an increased

receptivity to direct �overnment intervention in the

economy. It was believed this would not only protect

small business, but would stabilize consumer, and there

fore business, income. There was a heightened awareness

of the regional disparities that worked against economic

recovery in the west and calls for constitutional reforms

that, it was believed, would reduce those inequities.

In short, the fundamental economic changes at work

during the period 1919-1939 forced a significant shift in

attitudes and responses by small businessmen. Class and

regional awareness, political and economic ideology all

adapted to the changing conditions.



I. THE ·PETIT-BOURGEOIS· MENTALITY

In attempting to understand the mentality of the

small businessman, the most useful model is that of

Marxian class analysis. E.P. Thompson, the British

Marxist historian provides a good capsule definition of

the nature of class:

Class happens when some men, as a

result of common experiences (inheri

ted or shared), feel.and articulate

th� identity of their interests as

between themselves and as againist
other men whose interests are dif

ferent from (and usually opposed to)

theirs.

He goes on to say that "class is a relationship," usually

determined by a group's experience in its productive

relations with others in a society.l As such, "class" is

an historical concept, in that class consciousness

develops within groups as

they experience exploitation (or the

need to maintain power over those whom

they exploit), they identify points of

antagonistic interest, they commence

to struggle around these issues and in

the process of struggling they
discover themselves as classes . • • •

Class and class consciousness are

always the last, not the
f�rst stage

in the historical process.

1
E.P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working

Class (Harmondsworth, Middlesex: Penguin Books, 1968),

pp. 9-11.

2
E.P. Thompson, "Eighteenth-Century English

Society:. Class Struggle without Class?", Social History,
3 (May 1978), pp. 147-148, 149, cited in Harvey J. Kaye,

26
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According to Marxian analysis, small businessmen have

been categorized as being part of the petite bourgeoisie,

that section of the middle class comprising urban

shopkeepers, tradesmen and artisans, professionals and

free-holding farmers. The petite bourgeoisie is generally

regarded as a vestige from pre-industrial economies which,

in the modern setting, is caught in· the gradual economic

transformation dominated by monopoly capitalism. Highly

developed, powerful corporations either squeeze their

small competitors completely out of business and into the

working class or force them into subservient and

peripheral business enterprises.3

This historical process sees the petite bourgeoisie

clinging desperately to the liberal ideology of laissez-

faire capitalism, sometimes accepting ideological leader-

ship from the representatives of monopoly capitalism and

attacking working class aspirations, and, at other times,

railing against the dominance of the financiers and

monopolists.4

C.B. Macpherson has applied the concept of the petite

bourgeoisie to what he sees as the basically homogeneous

The British Marxist Historians: An Introductory Analysis

(Cambridge: Polity Press, 1984), p. 201.

3
Alfred Meusel, "Middle Class", Encyclopedia of the

Social Sciences, Vol. 10 (New York: Macmillan, 1933),

pp. 409-410; Maurice Dobb, Studies in the Development of

Capitalism (Paris: Francois Maspero, 1981), pp. 341-342.

4
Meuse1, Ope cit., p. 411.
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society of Alberta in the 1920s and 1930s. He describes

the farmers and small businessmen of that province as

being in a seemingly hopeless position, caught as they are

between the expansion of eastern Canadian industrial

capitalism and the disintegration of their traditional

independent livelihood. As such, the petite bourgeoisie

of Alberta are not so much at conflict within their own

society as they are involved in the struggle between that

society and the eastern interests.5 They refuse to look

upon themselves as a class, but stubbornly cling to an

outmoded ideology of individualism.

The transitional nature of the various

elements of the class also appears as

the cause of the tendency of them all

to have a delusive understanding of

the nature of society, of the economy,

and of their own place in it. They
conceive society in their own image,
not realizing or not admitting that

the day of that society is past.
Their condition has characteristically

generated the notion that classes are

not significant entitites, because

their class is not an entity; that the

only reality is the individual, and

not historically determined relations

between individuals • • • • That the

essence of man is his independence of

others becomes a belief so strongly
held that it leads them to

be�ieve
that they can be independent.

The strong belief in individual initiative permeated

5
C.B. Macpherson, Democracy in Alberta:

Credit and the Party System, 2nd ed. (Toronto:

of Toronto Press, 1962), p. 246.

Social

University

6
Ibid., p. 226.
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the thinking of small businessmen. They were proud of

their pioneering role in Western Canada and of the

independent attributes they had brought to the task of

building up the new society there. It was a society that

spurned "government paternalism," but rather was the

product of

••• independence, hardwork, and

private enterprise of a kind that

makes men sta[n]d upon their own feet,

clinch their teeth, work out their own

destiny, buckle down to the job

regardless of the clock, save money,

spend �hriftily,
and exercise fore

sight.

The entrepreneur was a rare breed, characterized by

determination and courage, intelligence and decisiveness,

industry and thrift. He was the type that could, through

these virtues, still rise from stark poverty to respect

able wealth.8 In the opinion of the Cooper family,

merchants at Swift Current, a key ingredient in this

success was the good, old Protestant work ethic:

To give of one's self unstintingly, .

ungrudgingly is still an unbeaten path
to spiritual prosperity, and spiritual

prosperity always and ever spells
material success. It's up to you,

world, up to you, man. No one can

help you other than to bid your soul

arise in a spiritual awakening and

face the gospel fact that to live the

full life, you must be your greatest

7
"Let Us Have Less Government," western Lumberman

(hereafter cited as WL), May 1922, p. 26.

8
Alfred H. Cooper, "Retail and Romance", Cooper's

Store News (hereafter cited as CSN) , Summer 1933, p. 3.
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self,
ev�r

true to the best and the

holiest.
.

The 1929 convention of the Saskatchewan Retail

Merchants' Association (RMA) heard a rousing address from

Harry Newman Tolles, president of the Sheldon School of

Business Science in Chicago. Mr. Tolles received an

enthusiastic response to his claim that the successful

businessman was by far the superior example of humanity.

Only five per cent of·mankind were destined for success in

business; all others were doomed to failure. The ninety-

five per cent were "too much concerned about [their] pay

envelope" to make the sacrifices necessary for success,

while the five per cent were those who had taken the time

to develop their opportunities and natural talents for

leadership.lO There was the distinct belief that business

acumen could only be honed through intensive training on

the job and that the theoretical knowledge acquired in the

classroom was of little value. In fact, the educational

system was making the development of business skills among

young people all too difficult. The editor of the Western

Retailer argued that the curriculum in Saskatchewan

secondary schools was a waste of taxpayers' money. "We

doubt very much if 10% of the students will ever derive

any benefit from these mental calisthenics," he

9
"The Road to Heaven", CSN, Christmas 1932, p. 6.

10
"Mode of Conduct Is Greatest Single Item of

Business", r1-oose Jaw Evening Times, 22 May 1929, p. 7.
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protested. Instead the educational system should be taken

out of the hands of "scholastically minded people," and

placed under the management of businessmen with practical

ideas of what should be taught to train young pepple for

"commercial careers" and "the ordinary walks of life."ll

B.L. Colwell, a successful lumber merchant at

Rosetown, advised his son, "I do not think it pays to

spend a lot of time at university studying something you

will never need in your line ••••

n

University, he

argued, was meant to train professionals, whereas business

talents must be developed on the job. Moreover,

it takes a few years to get estab

lished in business--just as it takes

years for a lawyer or accountant,

however, if you have the qualifica
tions for Business there is this

difference, viz., you can succeed ten

times as fast and make more in one

year than the ordinary professional
man would in twenty because a profes
sional man has his nose in his books

in order to keep up with the one

proffession [sic] he undertakes, and

thus does not have the chance to grasp

opportunities thf�
offer themselves

everyday • . • •

Yet, the young�r generation of merchants were

beginning to realize the importance of studying business

methods. At the 1929 Saskatchewan RMA convention, Norman

11
western Retailer (hereafter cited as WR), July

1937, pp. 17-18, and Oct. 1937, p. 18.

12
Saskatchewan Archives Board (hereafter cited as

SAB), Colwell Family Papers, B.L. Colwell to Donald

Colwell, 9 Feb. 1938, S-A 378, file VI. 1.
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Bellamy encouraged his fellow young businessmen to study

effective salesmanship. "Retailing today is the pillar on

which rests the welfare of manufacturing, wholesaling and

other countless industries," he argued, and this great

responsibility called for "trairiing and scientific

knowledge" if the merchant was to compete effectively in

the marketplace.13

The two primary motives in business were service to

the public and profit for the businessman. The good

businessman, it was believed, should be able to do both;

in fact it was his duty. If customers did not receive the

best service, the best quality at the best possible price,

then it was only right that they go elsewhere for a better

deal. The president of the Saskatoon Branch, RMA,

capsulized this philosophy for delegates to the 1921

provincial convention:

• . . It is only by service and

value-giving that any retail merchant

has a right to exist. It is only by

adhering to these principles that any

business can be
lr!d

on a thorough and

solid foundation.

This was reiterated by the western Retailer in 1936,

• • • If the public are not patroniz

ing a merchant's store as they should

13
"Retailers Receive Welcome by Mayor and Edward

Evans", Moose Jaw Evening Times, 22 May 1929, p. 7 •

.
14

SAB, Records of Retail Merchants' Association of

Canada, Saskatchewan Board (hereafter cited as RMA),

Annual Convention Programme. 14-16 June 1921, p. 4,

S-B 115, Box 130.
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be doing, the fault probably lies with

the merchant or· his assistants rather

than with the public. The
publl§

are

assumed to be invariably right.

Competition was considered by small businessmen to be

the fundamental principle of the economic system in which

they put their trust. A Loverna businessman insisted that

competition was necessary in order to make any business

the best that it could be: "I have competition in all

lines [of business], but welcome it as I think the blood.

circulates better when one has to hustle, and opposition

also aids the digestion."16 Instead of "cussing out" his

competitor, advised the Western Canada Coal Review, the

businessman should admire him and adopt some of his

innovative methods, since "the competitor is where he is

because he used vision and enterprise in the conduct of

his own affairs."17 Meeting healthy competition with a

vigorous business operation of one's own was the modus

vivendi of the free enterprise economy.

Yet in practical terms, competition was often feared

by the merchant, especially in small towns where the

market was limited.18 As one trade journal put it, "The

15
"The Retailer's Duty to the Community and to

Himself," WR, Sept. 1936, p. 26.

16
"Scott Karns is a Real Fighter," Western Canada

Coal Review (hereafter cited as WCCR), Apr. 1923, p. 24.

17
�CCR, Apr. 1924. p. 22.

18 "competition--A Business Stimulus," CSli, July

1926, p. 13.
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establishment of a new store in their midst is never

considered a matter of congratulation among established

merchants
"19

The tendency of businessmen at all

levels to work towards limiting competition in the

marketplace is described in detail by Michael Bliss in �

Living Profit. (He titles one chapter in it, "Th� Flight

from Competition.") He describes it as na practical

response to the insecurities of open competition.n20

There were certain forms of competition that were

considered by merchants to be particularly unfair or

unethical. One of the worst of these practices was

price-cutting, where a businessman deliberately tried to

draw customers away from his competitors with p�ices that

were manifestly unprofitable. It was the general opinion

that any business not making a sufficient profit was a

destabilizing influence in the marketplace. While the

failure of such an enterprise was assured in the long

term, the instability it could cause in the short term

could be very damaging. Many would suffer as a conse-

quence, including not only the businessman and his

employees, but also the customer and society as a whole.

As the editor of the western Canada Coal Review explained:

Business exists for making profits.

19
Winnipeg and western Grocer, Dec. 1936, p. 33.

20
Michael Bliss, A Living Profit: Studies in the

Social History of Canadian Business, 1883-1911 (Toronto:

McClelland and Stewart, 1974), p. 140.
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When profits disappear, business

likewise disappears. The satisfaction

of labor working for an adequate wage,

of the consuming public for an

adequate supply of goods at reasonable

prices, of the investor for a return

on his money, of the government for an

unimpaired source of tax returns, are

all dependent uniformly upon the

profitable operation of business.21

The businessman who cut prices and thereby reduced

his profits in order to take business from his competitors

was imperilling the whole structure which made for

economic and social stability. Therefore price-cutting

was considered one of the most heinous of business

abuses. The same article in the Western Canada Coal

Review went on to discuss this evil:

If Moses had given us eleven

commandments instead of ten, the

eleventh might well have been "Uphold
the Sales Price." Short of downright

dishonesty, there is nothing so

unethical in business as cutting the

price for the sake of getting an

order.

The cause of price-cutting is to

be found in the mental qualities of

the cutter. Ignorance, misunderstand

ings, confusion, greed, distrust and

antagonism are the destructive

elements. The solution of the problem
involves the curing or elimination of

these qualities. • .•

Nothing is so easy as to cut

prices, and nothing is so hard as to

get them back once they have been

pulled down. Any child can break an

egg by throwing it on the floor, but

all the learned scientists in the

world cannot pick it up again. Any

21
"Short of Dishonesty, Nothing is as Unethical as

Price-Cutting", WCCR, Nov. 1933, p. 25.
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fool can cut prices, but it requires
the combined po�er 0�2the industry to

put them back again.

As chapters that follow will show, a number of

attempts �ere made at stopping the price-cutter. Co-oper-

ation among businessmen was a familiar theme throughout

this period as trade organizations tried to stabilize

their particular lines of business. This took the form of

retailer-owned wholesale houses and attempts at price-fix-

ing, or "price maintenance," as retailers called it. That

these efforts were largely unsuccessful comes as no

surprise, when one takes into account the strong individu-

alism prevalent among small businessmen. One druggist,

for example, reacted angrily to attempts to force him and

others to maintain "reasonable" prices in his store:

Now it is up to the cutter to stop by
himself if he feels like it. If he

doesn't wish to stop I claim he

doesn't have to. It's a free coun

try. When a man pays for a thing it's

his, and he can sell for what he

likes, unless he has agreed other

wise. Business has ever been a

survival of the fittest, and I think

will continue to be. And I don't

think business is a bit worse now than

it was in the
nGOOd2�ld Days" when

there were no cuts.

Merchants in general worried about the impression

price-cutting practices made upon the customer. When

22
Ibid.i pp. 25-26.

23
SAB, Records of the Saskatchewan Pharmaceutical

Association (hereafter cited as SPA), Minutes of Council,

11-12 Jan. 1933, R-654, file II.l.
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prices were cut by one businessman, the customer was led

to believe that the original prices charged by the

competition were too high to begin with, that all mer

chants were unscrupulous profiteers.24 This was a charge

to which merchants were particularly· sensitive. An

example of this was a seemingly harmless account in the

Prince Albert Daily Herald in February 1931, in which the

local president of the Red Cross Society reported that his

organization had distributed a shipment of clothing and

footwear to the needy in the district and that the

supplies had been obtained from a wholesale distributor at

about half the retail cost.25 This report was quickly

noticed by the Retailers Committee of the Prince Albert

Board of Trade, who demanded that the Red Cross president

explain his statement, since it "conveyed the impression

that retailers here are getting one hundred percent over

factory cost." It was ultimately decided that the

Committee would write to the newspaper in order to correct

the misleading impression.26

On another occasion, the RMA complained to Premier

24
"The Place of the Retail Coal Dealer," WCCR, May

1923, p. 23.

25
"Council Discusses Need for Action in Pressing

Matter of Hospital Here," Daily Herald (Prince Albert),

24 Feb. 1931.

26
SAB, Records of the Prince Albert Board of Trade

(hereafter cited as PABT) , Minutes of Retailers Committee,

25 Feb. 1931, S-B 11, file 1.
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Dunning that arithmetical problems in school textbooks

concerning hypothetical retail transactions showed

nunheard of profits • and the whole tendency of such

problems is to give the purchasing public a very wrong

idea of the profits attached to retail trading.n They

suggested that in future ncommercial menn be consulted in

compiling textbooks to portray profits more realistic

ally.27

Merchants liked to believe that the consumer, while

he might patronize the price-cutter for awhile, would

ultimately return to the respected, established business

man who rendered na genuine service to his community.n28

It was the accepted rule-of-thumb that service, not

prices, was what brought customers to the businessman's

door. Thus, an old-time coal dealer in Grenfell advised

his fellow businessmen to forget the unethical wiles of

the price-cutter and, instead, to nbuild trade upon the

four principles of business--Integrity, Quality, Service,

Price.n It was necessary to maintain service and a nfair

margin of profit,n for as he explained, nyou cannot cut

27
SAB, Records of the Saskatchewan Legislative

Assembly Office, "Official Report of Conference Between

the Government of Saskatchewan and Delegation from

Saskatchewan Retailers Association," 4 Nov. 1925, R-184,

file 5-114.

28 nThis Coal Dealer Seldom Worries Much About His

Selling Prince,n WCCR, Feb. 1923, p. 27; nTo Cut Prices-

Or to Advertise?," WCCR, Oct. 1927, p. 7.



39

prices without sooner or later cutting quality.n29

Unfortunately for the. businessman, the loyalty of his

customers was rarely that strong. Such loyalty depended

on any number of factors, as many as might determine the

success of interpersonal relationships generally. �fuere

customers could find alternative businesses to deal with,

the chances were more likely that their loyalty to anyone

business would be weaker. This was especially so in the

cities, where competition was greatest and businessmen

therefore more responsive to changes in consumer de

mands.3D But even in the countryside, where by far the

greater number of small businesses operated, there was

usually some competition within the same village or town,

sometimes nearby towns to which customers could travel,

sometimes pedlars who made their regular rounds in rural

areas, and almost always the mail order catalogue which

offered a greater variety of goods.

Some important studies of the social and economic

structures of rural communities in Alberta offer valuable

insights that are to some extent applicable in Saskatche

wan as well.31 Although relations between the small

29
nThree Decades as a Coal Merchant,n WCCR,

Aug. 1928, p. 26.

3D
nThe Retailers' Duty to the Community and to

Himself,n WR, Sept. 1936, p. 26.

31
Jean Burnet, Next-Year Country: A Study of Rural

Social Organization in Alberta (Toronto: University of

Toronto Press, 1951); David C. Jones, Empire of Dust:
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business community and the rural customers they served

were "subdued and politen32 in the inter-war period, the

potential for animosity between the two groups was often

never far from the surface.

Farmers tended to be suspicious of the merchant and

the profits he made from the goods sold to them. Often,

this suspicion was based on the belief that the merchant

was an unnecessary middleman, an economic parasite, part

of the exploitive chain of business out to dupe the

farmer.33 The merchant was aware of this attitude and

acknowledged that sometimes it was justified:

For years there has persisted in rural

communities the idea that the business

men of the small towns had little or

no interest in the farmer beyond what

they could get out of him, and a "take

it or leave it" attitude on the part
of many merchants has not tended to

increase the cordiality and goodwill
which is essential in promoting
business. The average farmer has a

pronounced idea that the business men

of the towns and cities are intent

upon exploiting this
agricultura�4

community for their own benefit.

Settling and Abandoning the Prairie Dry Belt (Edmonton:

University of Alberta Press, 1987); Paul Voisey, Vulcan:

The Making of a Prairie Community (Toronto: University of

Toronto Press, 1988).

32
Voisey, Ope cit., p. 225.

33
Ibid.; Friesen, OPe cit., p. 326; S.M. Lipset,

"The Rural Community and Political Leadership in

Saskatchewan," Canadian Journal of Economics and Political

Science, 1947, pp. 413-414.

34

p. 7.

"Getting Closer to the Farmer," WCCR, July 1923,
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At times, the merchant f�lt the farmer was by nature a

"suspicious" and "peculiar" fellow, who was overreacting

to prices over which he, the merchant, had little or no

control.35 If the merchant went out of his way to show

that he was making a "square deal", it was thought, he

would find that "the farmer is one of the most desirable

clients because, generally speaking, when once his

confidence is established in you and your goods he is your

friend and customer for 'keeps,."36

A large part of any rural business serving farmers

was the extension of credit, and for his part the merchant

viewed his rural customers as generally unreliable

debtors. The Western Lumberman claimed, "As long as a

farmer can obtain credit he will use it to the limit, for,

being a natural born optimist, he always figures that his

next crop will wipe out their [sic] debts."37 But, when

the crop was sold, farmers were apt to spend on luxuries

while outstanding accounts for necessaries went unpaid.

After his long hours of toil in

burning sun and and driving rain the

farmer naturally thinks he is entitled

to some relaxation and some of the

luxuries of life, and he is quite

35
"Creating Demand for Building Materials," WL,

Apr. 1919, p. 29.

36 "All Your Farmer Customer Asks is a Square Deal,"

WL, Jan. 1921, p. 33.

37 "Watch Your Credits Closely This Year," WL, July

1921, p. 37.
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right in his thoughts, hence these

silver-tongued salesmen with their

player-pianos and high-priced cars,

their electric lighting plants and

ready built houses will not find him

hard to deal with, but is it right
that local merchants and lumber

dealers, who carried him during hard

times, should stand aside and see

the38
luxury sellers skim the cream • • • ?

When the businessman tried to recover these debts,

the government was likely to step in with legislation

protecting the prodigal farmers. Despite their "sacred"

pledges to pay back, farmer's seemed to be suffering from

weakening morals and an inclination to lean on the

government to escape their responsibilities, or so it

seemed to some merchants.39 Throughout the 1920s and

1930s merchants' organizations were frustrated by debt-

adjustment legislation and their own inability to persuade

governments to allow more effective procedures to recover

outstanding debts.

Despite these vexations, businessmen generally

recognized that their well-being was inextricably tied to

that of the rural communities they served. But in those

times when the agricultural economy suffered most, the

fact was driven home even more firmly, and merchants made

38
"The First Fruits of the Crop--Wheat Harvest

Starts Early--Will Give Farmer Ample Money," WL,

Aug. 1921, p. 43.

39
"Western Retail Lumbermen's Association Holds

32nd 'Practical Business' Convention," WL, Feb. 1923,

p. 22.



43

extra efforts to be sympathetic to the farmers around

them. In the recession of the early 1920s, the editor of

the Western Canada Coal Review wrote:

While there has been in recent years a

trend in population to the urban

centres, it nevertheless remains true

that we all of us depend largely for

our health and happiness on the farmer

and what he produces. This is well

recognized by intelligent business

men, and they are doing all in their

power to understand the problems of

the
f�6mer

and to help in solving
them.

As Saskatchewan slid into the depths of the Depression in

1931, the Retail Merchants' Association again pointed to

their strong dependence on agriculture:

The prosperity of urban centres is but

a reflection of the prosperity of

scattered farming communities and the

problems of the farmer are equally the

problems of every individual in the
41

province, man or woman, boy or girl.

The claim by scholars, like Jean Burnet and Paul

Voisey, that merchants in villages and small towns were

more attuned to the problems of their farm customers than

were those in the larger towns and cities of Alberta,42 is

40
nGetting Closer to the Farmer," WCCR, July 1923,
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41
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42
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difficult to verify in the Saskatchewan context. Cities

like Prince Albert, Saskatoon and Regina all had at

various times representation on their Boards of Trade from

farmers and farm organizations and were keenly interested

in farm issues.

In the mid- and late-1920s, for example, the Regina

Board of Trade was very active in promoting better

relations between business and agriculture. Efforts were

made to co-operate with the newly-organized United Farmers

of Canada in soliciting memberships for the organization

through small-town merchants in southern Saskatchewan.

However, the directors of the Board of Trade were taken

aback by the "feeling of distinct antagonism among these

merchants against the United Farmers Movement" and decided

not to proceed with the plan.43 The Board's campaign

appears to have been part and parcel of a more practical

attempt at the same time to convince the United Farmers

and nthe various co-operative pools" to establish their

headquarters in Regina.44

On another occasion, H.G. Smith, a Regina merchant,

protested at a Board of Trade rally that the Daylight

Development (Regina:
1981), p , 165.

43

Canadian Plains Research Center,

SAB, Records of the Regina Board of Trade

(hereafter·cited as RBT), Minutes of Directors, 15 Dec.

1926, R-346, file 17i.

44
SAB, RBT, Minutes, 19 and 26 July, 18 Aug., and

24 Nov. 1926, and 15 Mar. 1927, R-346, file 17i.
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Saving Time by-law in the city was proving detrimental to

farmers wishing to shop in the city, contending that "if

the spirit of co-operation between City and Rural dis

tricts ••• meant anything, then the by-law should be

removed from the Civic Statutes.� The speaker received

strong support for his statement from the 175 businessmen

in attendance.45

In operating his business, the retailer was directly.

dependent �n two other groups in making his livelihood-his

employees and the wholesale and manufacturing interests

whose goods he sold. How well he got along with both

groups had a significant impact on how successful the

business was.

The number of workers employed in any given retail

business depended on its size and nature. The country

general store might have few, if any, employees outside

the owner's family, while a coal or lumber yard in one of

the cities might employ many workers.

Working conditions in Saskatchewan were given little

consideration by the provincial government in the inter

war period. Indeed, only four major bills affecting

labour were passed between 1919 and 1939. Demands for

shorter working hours or higher wages received an

unsympathetic response from members of the legislature

representing predominantly agricultural constituencies.

45
Ibid., 13 Oct. 1926, R-346, file 17i.
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Even in the Depression, when labour became more dependent

on government for protective legislation, the government

was reluctant to intervene in the free play of the

marketplace.46

In very general terms, the attitude of small busi-

nessmen towards labour was paternalistic. Sometimes it

was hostile; other times, perhaps more rarely, it could be

quite enlightened. Any revolutionary tendencies of the

working class were usually looked upon dimly. At the

height of the Bolshevik scare following the Winnipeg

strike of 1919, the western Retail Lumbermen's Association

passed a resolution placing themselves

on record as being unalterably in

favor of constitutional government and

take the opportunity of expressing our

appreciation and approval of the stand

taken by those citizens of Winnipeg
last summer who set an example to the

people49f
Canada in upholding law and

order.

In 1935, shortly after the Regina Riot, the secretary of

the Regina Local RMA, reported on the nervousness of

merchants at the time and commended the city police for

"giving protection to property of the citizens including

the retail merchants, and the upholding of properly

46
Walter J.C. Cherwinski, "Organized Labour in

Saskatchewan: The TLC Years, 1905-1945" (unpublished
Ph.D. thesis, University of Alberta, 1972), pp. 280-299.

47
"Western Lumber Dealers Meet at Winnipeg," WL,

Feb. 1920, p. 56.
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constituted authority."48

Throughout the two decades, small businessmen decried

the demands for higher wages, particularly by unionized

workers. The western Lumberman criticized the high cost

of labour in 1921, saying that "Labor troubles have in the

past considerably retarded the progress of the west," and

urged a reduction in wages in order to stimulate the

economy and create more employment for all workers.49 In

1938 the Western Retailer reproved labour unions for

forCing up the cost of everything the farmer and low wage

earner needed to buy, thus retarding economic recovery

from depression conditions.50

When in 1928 the Regina Employed Girls Council

petitioned the city council to pass a by-law for a

permanent half-holiday in their six-day work week, the

local RMA embarked upon a campaign of resistance.

G.B. Barr, the lawyer representing the RMA, could not hide

his condescension toward these misguided employees in his

argument before the city council:

Our city has been happy to date

6n the whole in the relation which has

existed between employed and employers
••• and it would be most unfortunate

if, at this critical time, when the

work of so many years seems to be

48
Harold Wright, "Local and Other News," WR, July

1935, p. 30.

49
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50
"Supply and Demand," WR, Apr. 1938, p. 11.
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reaching a happy fruition, if we

should get int6 a controversy raising
all the old problems of Capital and

Labor, which would be the cause of

untold harm to our city, and neutral

ize a good deal of the work of years,

which we have been doing. It seems to

me, with all deference to the people
behind the petition, that it would

have been fairer to themselves, their

employers, and the [City] Council, if

they had appointed a committee to meet

with the Retail Merchants' Association

and discuss this matter in a friendly

spirit of
co-oPSlation,

before corning
to the Council.

The petition was indeed rejected by the city fathers, much

to the satisfaction of the RMA who saw it as an attempt by

employees to coerce the merchants of the province.52

There were small businessmen who did realize the

importance of treating their employees with fairness and

respect. As W.W. Cooper of Swift Current argued, "There

is no law against being kind and considerate to emp-

loyees." Instead, he saw that "employer-employee harmony

is the soul of industry," and a happy, properly trcined

worker could "be counted on to promote harmony within and

to build good will outside the organization."53 Moose Jaw

druggist O.B. Fysh also urged his colleagues "to take

their clerks into their confidence more and thereby get

51

52
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Ibid., pp. 20-21, 26.

53
W.W. Cooper, "The Ideals of Vocational Service"

(speech to the 4th District Rotary Conference, Winnipeg,
3-4 May 1937), CSN, June 1937, pp. 2-3.
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better co-operation from them. • •• A little more

attention to th�m would no doubt �ncrease sales and help

to make more dividends."54 Although somewhat patronizing

in tone, these represented the most progressive attitudes

among Saskatchewan small businessmen of the time.

Conditions for employees of small businesses could

be, and sometimes were, considerably less than ideal. In

1919, working conditions among female workers in cities

were so bad that the Saskatchewan government passed the

Minimum Wage Act to protect them from the worst abuses.55

The Minimum Wage Board, established under the Act, heard

from employers and employees throughout the cities of the

province concerning conditions in the workplace. Among

those who presented evidence to the Board was S.D.

McMicken, a merchant in Moose Jaw, who "believed that

nine-tenths of the employers will hire the cheapest help

they can secure" and "stated that some stores do not pay

half enough to their female employees.n56 Others like

Y.L. Collier, proprietor of the Albert Cafe in Saskatoon,

"believed that the more the girls received the worse they

54 .
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55
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56
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became," and in the face of government regulation, he

preferred to employ men, who were exempt under the Minimum

Wage Act.57

An article in the Western Retailer seemed to justify

the attitudes of merchants in underpaying their staff. It

claimed that a study had shown that sales employees in

clothing stores wasted one-third of their time. The

magazine suggested. that employers pay closer attention to

the supervision of their staff.58

The Annual Report of the Bureau of Labour and

Industries for 1927/28 noted with regret "that some few

employers" in small businesses continued to take advantage

of their employees' ignorance of their .r ights under the

Minimum Wage Act, particularly those employees who

understood English only poorly.59

In a rare display of defiance on the part of emp

loyees, in 1927 eleveri waiters and waitresses staged a

strike in Saskatoon, where they were obliged to work ten

hours a day, seven days a week. The strike lasted just a

few days and was settled through the efforts of the Local

57
Ibid., 19 May 1920, S-La, file I.49.

58 "

One-Third of Average Clerks' Time Wasted," WR,
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59
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Council of Women.60 The difficulties in Saskatoon

restaurants only intensified with the onset of the

Depression. An employee of the Paragon Cafe wrote to the

Minimum Wage Board in 1934 describing his working situa-

tion and that of many other restaurant employees as "the

dregs of poverty and slavery." He was required to work

every day, without exception, for at least eleven hours a

day. When he asked for a day off, his employer refused

and threatened dismissal.61 While this perhaps was an

extreme case, it ·nevertheless indicates the desperate

situation prevailing in many service establishments, where

conditions were undoubtedly the worst,62 during the

inter-war period.

Small businessmen were also dependent for their

success on the activities of big business. The most

important of these, from their standpoint, were the

wholesalers and manufacturers. They were proud to be

partners with these larger players in the distribution

industry. The editor of the Western Lumberman expressed

the opinion of most retailers when he described that

60
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61
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industry as "the most economic distributive method

.•. since civilization began gathering goods from the

four corners of the earth."63

Although relations among the various branches of this

industry were on the whole harmonious, as we shall see in

subsequent chapters, one can detect widening differences

and more disputes concerning trade methods and ethics as

the 1920s gave way to the 1930s. It was the firm belief

of the retailer that "the most economical and satisfactory

distribution of goods was from the Manufacturer to the

Wholesaler, Wholesaler to the Retailer and Retailer to the

Consumer."64 When those channels were not followed, as

they often were not, the retailer was quick to react. For

example, at the provincial RMA convention in 1920, retail

grocers met with their wholesalers to discuss one such

breakdown, where wholesale houses were selling direct to

hotels, restaurants and public institutions. The whole

salers' rebuttal to that charge was that retaiiers were

also violating trade ethics by purchasing direct from the

manufacturer. After "a lively discussion," it was decided

that a joint committee would be struck and that their

recommendations would be forwarded to their respective

63
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64
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national offices for attention.65

At other times, the manufacturer was considered the

"enemy" for charging exorbitant prices or for selling

direct to consumers without following the proper channels

of trade.66 On such occasions the retailer could be as

indignant as one lumber dealer who excoriated the west

coast milling interests:

••• Give us on the prairies a

thought in your prayers. But, while I

am talking straight I may corne out

with it and say right from the

shoulder that the praying you do
ig7

spelt with an e and not with an a.

The small businessman was also dependent to some

extent upon the banks. Feelings towards the banks were

mixed: On the one hand they served as a very necessary

source of credit and finance capital; on the other, it

seemed that in times of economic recession they were not

so much interested in investing in and building up rural

communities as they were in siphoning off whatever they

could. This seemed most obvious in the practice of local

bank branches refusing unsecured credit to the farmers,

while merchants were forced, if they wished to do

business, to provide credit for months at a time without

65
"Wholesalers Criticized by the Retailers," Moose

Jaw Evening Times, 9 June 1920, p. 5.

66
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67
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any security at all. Moreover, if farmers receiving

credit from merchants provided them with promissory notes,

the banks did not consider those notes sufficient

collateral to extend loans to the merchants.68 As

S.L. Buckwold, a salesman for his father's wholesale

house, observed,

Banks were very heavy-handed with

small business everywhere. � .. The

bank manager, he was the local god.

Everybody kissed his rear-end. They

gave him presents for Christmas and

made sure they were

g�
the good side

of the bank manager.

Such an atmosphere could only breed resentment.

Other types of big business that often had a large

bearing on small retailers were the mail order houses and

chain stores. During the 1920s and 1930s the former had

reached their zenith and were beginning to decline; the

latter were only just getting established in the prairie

region.

The mail order business was an institution, especial-

ly in rural areas, and through it almost every kind of

non-perishable goods was sold. It was a threat to retail

merchants and one which the RMA battled from the outset.

To them it represented a type of unfair competition. Mail

68
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69
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threatened encroachments on our

profession. Ru�ors have been afloat

as to large monied [sic] corporations

casting covetous eyes on our Pro

vince. We have been waiting with

hopeful expectation for some measure

of assurance that our interests would

be protected through some legislative

measure, believing that specially
trained n:en and women, as the Pharma

cists, should be allowed to carryon

their vocation, with a living profit,
without the destruction of this

necessary service to the
public7by

rich and powerful corporations.
1

There was some suspicion and possibly a subconscious

envy on the part of small businessmen of their corporate

rivals and rich fellow entrepreneurs. Despite their best

efforts and great sacrifices, most of them were unable to

attain what they considered to be even a modest standard

of living. As their circumstances worsened in the 19308

this frustration flared. In 1937 a vituperative editorial

in the western Retailer lashed out at the ill-gotten

wealth of the tycoons at a time of great human suffering:

There is something very vulgar
about great wealth unless it is used

for public service. . ..

Every dollar, every dime, every

nickel, of the largest fortunes are

taken out of the people, and where

such a condition exists there is cer

tain to be poverty and unemployment on

a correspondingly large scale. . ••

Colossal fortunes can only be

built up in countries where the spirit
of "money worship" becomes almost a

religion, and a citizen's value in a

community depends upon how much money

71
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CUrrent, were convinced that, "It is axiomatic, surely,

that the development at large of a given trading area and

its individual business enterprises are mutually interde

pendent."75 It was therefore imperative that the merchant

should take a leadership role in his community. By so

doing, he was not only developing the community but

improving the prospects for his business as well: "Such

activities will give him the personal contact with his

fellow citizens which is a very decided advantage in

coping with extraneous competition."76

An officer of the Western Retail Lumbermen's Associa-

tion made this point most crassly in an article in the

Western Lumberman:

YOU are the town planner, and if

you are fulfilling your duties as you

should, YOUR advice in all matters

should be in demand and sought after,

because by nature of your business you

should be in touch not only with the

building up of your community, but

likewise with the building up of the

CHARACTER of YOUR community. • ••

When you boil the whole thing

down, if you don't create the habit of

making yourself popular and the BIG

MAN of your town, you haven't much

cha�ce of7,aking
a success of your

busl.ness.

Just as their leadership was essential to the

75
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struggled to reduce its d.ebt load and the economy suffered

from stagnation. It was hard for governments at all

levels to resist demands for assistance from many sectors.

W.F. Dutton, president of the Western Retail Lumber-

men's Association, expressed his concerns at the many

demands for goverment assistance at the 1923 convention:

• • • When our provincial governments

have before them such vital questions
as the proposed compulsory co-opera

tive selling of wheat, the completion
of the Hudson Bay Railroad, the

funding of farmers' indebtedness, the

extension of altruistic legislation,
bond issues and experimental excur

sions into Socialistic panaceas, when

our provincial governments have before

them such questions as these, let us

hope they will consider carefully,

ponder deeply and act only after they
have adopted decided

c�2victions--and
then act courageously.

The response from the small business community was

therefore quite positive when, early in 1924, the Winnipeg

Board of Trade initiated a series of conferences to

discuss reducing of government expenditures.83 This

culminated in a nLower Taxation Conferencen held at

Regina, 1st February 1924, with representatives from the

larger boards of trade in all three prairie provinces.84

It adopted a resolution proposed by the Winnipeg Board

82
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83
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urging "the necessary curtailment of public expenditures,

and thus make it possible for the Canadian people to avail

themselves of their unrivalled economic opportunities in

competition with the rest of the world."8S

Nevertheless, the calls for further government

expenditures from business organizations continued

unabated. Less than a week after the Conference was held,

the Regina Board of Trade passed � resolution requesting

the federal government to press on with completion of the

Hudson Bay Railway, prompting one businessman to criticize

his fellow members: "Everybody, he said, was willing to

preach economy and let the other man practice it."86

Later the same month the Saskatchewan Associated Boards of

Trade passed another resolution calling for large govern

ment expenditures, which so incensed the Regina Board that

they resolved to withdraw their membership from the larger

organization.87

On another occasion, the annual convention of the

Saskatchewan RMA passed a resolution asking the federal

Department of Trade and Commerce "to promote greater

industrial research in Canada leading towards an extension

of the manufacturing industry of the country." Regina

85
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86
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87
Ibid., 29 Feb. 1924 and 6 Mar. 1925, R-346, file

l7h.
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merchant, G.G. Wray, in presenting the motion, explained

that the establishment of "a board of industrial research"

would encourage the establishment of Canadian made goods

which would be cheaper to the consumer than imported

goods. However, another delegate objected to this

extension of government bureaucracy, claiming that there

were already enough nswivil [sic] chair artists employed

by the Government now."88

In the opinion of many small businessmen, the

problems of over-taxation and economic recession required

a pragmatic, business-like and non-partisan approach to

government. The solutions they proposed were many and

varied, but two that appear to have been most popular were

a reduction of the amount of government to reduce the tax

burden and increased immigration to stimulate renewed

economic growth.

For example, WRLA president Dutton firmly believed

that there was a great need to cut down on both the amount

of government services and the number of governments in

Western Canada. His opinion was that there were too many

universities and agricultural colleges, too much demand

for road improvement, and too much expense incurred on

88
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social welfare.89 Much of the administrative cost of

providing these services in this sparsely-populated region

could be eliminated by consolidating into one provincial

government.

From Winnipeg to Calgary, from there

to Edmonton and thence back to

Winnipeg, you will see the same

prairie country, the same farms, the

same people with the same problems

(economic and otherwise) and voicing
the same ideas in the same language.

Why not the same body of legislators

meeting in one, instead of three

parliamentary buildings, make the laws

and regulations for us all? Why
should not one Premier and one Cabinet

take the place of three Premiers and

three Cabinets, one instead of three

organizations for the enforcement of

the laws, one for the collection of

taxes, one for the improvement of

agriculture, one for the supervision
of public institutions and why, in

this sparsely settled land, should

there not be one

univgOsity
and one

agricultural college?

This was an opinion shared by many Saskatchewan merchants

in the interwar years.9l

William P. Dutton, at one time president of the

Progressive Association of Manitoba, represented a strong

non-partisan sentiment in the small business community.

89
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90
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91
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He was a native of Illinois, a graduate of Harvard, and an

energetic entrepreneur in Manitoba and Saskatchewan after

his arrival in Canada in 1903.92

There were others, particularly in the difficult

1930s, who began to question the traditional political

institutions. William Wesley Cooper, Swift Current's

renowned general merchant, a native of Ontario, was known

as a nstaunch Liberal" in the early 1920s.93 By the late

1930s, he was openly in favour of a reduction in the

number of provinces from nine to five, whose governments

would be run nalong lines of successful corporation

directorate under definite legislative authority.n94

The editor of the Western Retailer had, by the late

1930s, come to the conclusion that "the curse of all

governments is the party system.n95

The continual growth of govern

ment expenditures is one of the

unfortunate results of the party

system. Each is compelled to listen

to insistent demands for additional

expenditures, each party has followers

to reward. It is a danger to democra

tic government • • • •

92
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93
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94
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Meantime the Canadian taxpayer
and consumer ha�e unduly heavy burdens

to bear, and business and capital are

hesitant and timid. What country can

prosper unless it has solid confidence

in the future based upon a wise and

thrifty government, run on the
liggs

of a business corporation ••• ?

As for the question of increased immigration as a

solution to Canada's economic problems, the acceptance of

this idea was by no means universal among Saskatchewan

small businessmen. The minority view was that in times of

hardship, an influx of immigrants could only compound an

already bad economic situation. This point of view was

expressed at an economic conference in Regina in May 1924

by George Stockton of Carlyle, representing the Retail

Merchants' Association:

So far as this immigration policy is

concerned it is the most ridiculous

thing on earth--the government taking

part of the money that a few of us are

able to earn on the land to spend to

bring in more farmers to put in place
of

th�7e
who are being driven off the

land.

However, the majority of small businessmen believed

that a resumption in immigration to levels that had come

prior to World War I would stimulate a return to economic

development on the Prairies. This was particularly so

96
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among those from northern Saskatchewan, where much crown

land remained to be settled. The Saskatoon and Prince

Albert Boards of Trade both believed that an upswing in

homesteading activity would benefit commerce in their

cities.98 Most agreed with the idea that this immigration

should be restricted to British and northern Europeans,

who more easiLy adapted to the Canadian way of life. Some

merchants believed that southern Europeans, with their

sUbsistence farming, could offer little stimulus to the

local economy. One merchant from Gull Lake felt that

Mennonite immigrants were forcing down the standard of

living in his district:
"

• From the standpoint of the

town and the businessman, you couldn't exist on the amount

of business you would do with these people.n99

In the mid-1930s, a plan for the immigration of

British farmers proposed by Brig.-Gen. M.L. Hornby,

received widespread adceptance among the business commun-

ity in Canada. Hornby's proposal was to bring in 1500

families to Canada, 300 of whom would settle in three

block settlements in Saskatchewan. No doubt his assuran-

98
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99
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ces that these immigrants. would be sponsored by committees

in Britain and therefore would be no financial burden on

Canadians, that they would add purchasing power and thus

stimulate Canadian manufacturing and retail business, and

that they would broaden the tax base and increase use of

underutilized facilities like the railways, all made a

convincing argument to small businesses in Saskatchewan,

so desperate for a return to prosperity.lOO By 1938

Boards of Trade at Wolseley, Melfort, Prince Albert,

Lashburn, Regina, Humboldt, Saskatoon, and in the

Qu'Appelle Valley had all endorsed the "Hornby Plan",IOl

many of them hoping that theirs would be the site of a

British settlement.

The attitudes and opinions of small businessmen in

the twenties and thirties were never unanimously held, nor

were they constant and unchanging. As time went along and

conditions in the retail merchandising and services·

changed, merchants adapted their ideas accordingly.

Nevertheless, certain deep-rooted beliefs among the petite

bourgeoisie remained intact throughout.

The faith of the petite bourgeoisie in the idea of

individualism was one of the most strongly held and was

100
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the basis for most of th�ir thoughts and actions. They

attributed their own personal and vocational success to

that individualism, the capacity to do for themselves

without outside help. It was a characteristic that made

them superior examples of humanity and natural leaders in

their communities and in Canadian society. As leaders in

society, they felt a degree of personal responsibility for

the economic well-being and social stability. of the

community in which they lived. Consequently, they took a

keen interest in all issues that might affect business,

the economy and politics of their day. Those who, in

their view, worked to undermine that economic and social

stability came in for strong criticism, whether they be

unethical competitors, avaricious workers and big business

concerns, or unprincipled politicians.

The attitude of small businessmen towards others in

society also tended to reflect their own self-interests in

any given situtation. Price-cutters naturally had a

direct impact on the earnings of merchants, but those

businessmen who suffered liked to portray larger dangers

for their workers and customers as well. If big busi

nesses, such as mail order houses and chain stores,

undermined the position of independent retailers, they

concluded that they also threatened the fabric of rural

communities which depended on those small businesses. In

short, they saw themselves as the indispensible "nucleus"
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of the communities in which they operated.

The interdependence of small businesses and their

customers was seen as a crucial factor in the health and

harmony of the community. On the one hand, merchants were

directly dependent on their rural customers and they,

therefore, generally strove to satisfy the needs of those

customers with service, quality, liberal credit and moral

support. On the other hand, merchants found it difficult

to accept the apparent lack of individual responsibility

of many of those same customers in repaying outstanding

debts and giving loyal patronage to the merchants who

served them. Through buying mail-order goods or estab

lishing consumer co-operatives, for example, farmers were

indirectly questioning the effectiveness of local busi

nessmen who counted on their support. While merchants

were on the whole sympathetic to the economic fortunes of

their rural customers, these grievances often generated

antagonism and threatened to poison that relationship.

The attitudes of small businessmen towards labour

also tainted relations with their own workers to some

extent. While the small business employer could be quite

empathetic towards his employees, he nevertheless tended

to look upon the working class with misgivings. In small

shops and stores, workers were often treated poorly and

paternalistically. Whenever workers stepped out of place

and actually challenged their working situation or social
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conditions in general, the reaction of small businessmen

was usually strongly negative and reactionary. The rights

of property and the need for law and order were held to be

paramount. The pleas for a more enlightened approach from

a few small businessmen were normally disregarded or

considered inapplicable in the real world by the vast

majority of their peers.

As for the challenges of the marketplace itself,

small businessmen in Saskatchewan were caught in the

classic economic bind of the petite bourgeoisie. Those

challenges and the reaction of small businessmen to them

are discussed at length in the pages that follow, but this

chapter attempts to show the set of attitudes, the

mentality if you will, that lay at the roots of that

reaction. Sometimes it is almost impossible to separate

the objective from the subjective factors in studying

conditions affecting small businesses. There was a strong

belief among independent retailers that they were the

nucleus of their community. Any effort to undermine their

position was considered a threat to the social structures

around them as well. Thus, any attempt among their

contemporaries to discuss the desirability of the survival

of any given small business immediately brought with it a

host of subjective issues regarding the desirability of

saving a "way of life", much like the present debate over

the survival of the family farm.
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Saskatchewan small businessmen, in trying to cope

with changing conditions, at first only dimly recognized

the larger forces against which they were struggling.

They therefore concentrated on specific issues, such as

the burden of taxation and the need for more immigration,

as answers to their predicament. Gradually they realized

that the problems they were facing could not be addressed

on an issue-by-issue basisa Rather, they began to act

upon their underlying distrust of big government and big

business. They launched a campaign for structural reforms

which they felt were necessary in the Canadian economy and

political scene in order to improve their situation.



II. CLEANSING THE CHANNELS OF TRADE

The Canadian economy immediately following the Great

War and into the 1920s experienced dramatic cyclical

swings and significant structural changes, as was indicat

ed in the Introduction. This was reflected in the

agricultu·ral sector on the Prairies. After the expansion

and optimism of the settlement period and the War, major

adjustments were necessary. Competition from the United

states, Argentina and Australia for farm export markets

caused deflation in wheat and cattle prices in particular,

a condition that lasted until 1923. A recovery began

when lower transportation costs by rail and sea, and

mechanization on the farms helped to cut overall produc

tion expenses. As it happened, the turn-around was to be

short-lived. Beginning in 1929, the Great Depression set

in and undermined the tenuous prosperity of the last half

of the 1920s.

Alongside this economic uncertainty, a number of

other changes during the twenties made this a time of

difficult adjustment for small businessmen. Technological

advances brought new forms of communication and

transportation, making for more discerning consumer tastes

and greater customer mobility. Advances in merchandising

techniques introduced new forms of competition.

The instability of the retail distribution industry

73
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made the business community quite uneasy about its future.

Merchants became preoccupied with the problem of

competition and with what they perceived ,to be

disintegration in the traditional ways of doing business.

They sought solutions for these problems from within the

trade by trying to cleanSe the channels of business of the

evils they believed had crept in, and by trying to

restructure the industry to allow for a greater degree of

income security. They also urged governments to address

specific trade inequities, which they believed could be

remedied through marginal adjustments in licensing and

taxation. Both approaches were primarily motivated by the

desire to control competition from corporate retailers and

marginal smaller operators to the advantage of

established, independent businesses.

The initiatives taken by independent merchants in the

twenties to resolve their problems made little difference

in the long term. Most of the problems continued into the

thirties and beyond, as did their attempts to resolve

them, although the strategies they employed were modified

to some extent. This chapter explores the economic roots

of the difficulties these small businessmen faced and the

traditional means of redress they pursued in the twenties

and into the thirties.

The expansion of farm operations in the Great War had

made farmers, and everyone dependent on their success,
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overly optimistic about the future. Borrowings were high,

and the debt load carried into the twenties made adjust-

ment to the recession all the more difficult, as the

financial obligations remained to haunt farmers and

merchants alike.l When farmers could not pay their debts

to merchants, the latter were forced to make adjustments

as well. ·In many cases, merchants were caught with

expensive inventory they could not sell or were often

compelled to sell at "well below cost." Capital reserves

were reduced to dangerously low levels. Many were unable

to survive.2 Commercial failures reached alarming propor-

tions in 1921 through 1923. In Saskatchewan, 206 trading

enterprises, with liabilities of $2,582,701, went bankrupt

in 1922. The following year another 230 firms went

bankrupt. These were record numbers, not to be matched

even in the worst of the 1930s.3

On the whole, small businessmen were familiar with

the causes of the recession and were not about to panic.

In 1921 Jack Wood, president of the provincial Retail

Merchants' Association (RMA), stated his belief that the

1
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pp. 95-96; A.E. Safarian, The Canadian Economy in the

Great Depression (Toronto: University of Toronto Press,

1959), pp. 40-42.

2
Michael Bliss, Northern Enterprise: Five

Centuries of Canadian Business (Toronto: McClelland and

Stewart, 1987), p. 385.
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economy would turn around within five years of the war's

end, but in the meantime, "the solution lay with the

individual himself. It was up to each man to solve his

own difficulties."4 Nevertheless, many were apprehensive

about their prospects. W.P. Dutton, president of the

Western Retail Lumbermen's Association, expressed this

succinctly when he spoke to the 1922 annual convention:

There seems to be a difference of

opinion as to whether we in'Western

Canada have reached the bottom of the

valley or not. If we knew what "nor

mal" is for western Canada we could

better judge the future. Have we had

any "normal" business conditions in

the last twenty years? During the

first decade we were certainly

abnormally stimulated by the opening

up of the count�y, with the. railroad

building, new towns and cities,

thousands of immigrants, speculation
and unlimited money. Had it not been

for the war, we might today be able to

judge what the normal
prosperits

of

western Canada is like. • ••

With the return 6f good times in the mid-1920s,

businessmen were once again expressing their unbounded

optimism in the future of western Canada. The gnawing

doubts of the previous few years were largely forgotten.

4
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The return of higher agricultural prices and a renewed

influx of immigrants and foreign investment capital were

convincing proof that there was "ample justification for a

buoyant faith among the people," in the opinion of the

western Canada Coal Reyiew.6 J.H. Holmes, Commissioner of

the Saskatoon Board of Trade, added to the list of

positive signs the development of mixed farming, increased

industrial activity, cheaper hydro-elect�ic power, mining

activity in the North, and the imminent opening of the

Hudson's Bay route, as further signs for optimism.7

The twenties saw changes in the marketplace that were

to have a major impact on small businessmen. Besides the

obvious general economic conditions mentioned above, there

were technological advances in transportation and communi-

cation, changes in consumer tastes, and innovative

approaches to marketing introduced mainly by the new chain

stores. For the independent merchant in Saskatchewan,

these were challenges to the traditional ways of doing

business, to which his response would mean his economic

survival.

The automobile provided one of the most revolutionary

technological changes affecting retail merchandising and

6
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7
SAB, Reco�ds of Saskatoon Board of Trade

(hereafter cited as SBT), "Saskatoon, Sask." (publicity
for The Monetary Times), Dec. 1927, S-B 10, file 6.
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services. Ownership of motor vehicles in Saskatchewan

increased ten-fold between 1913 and 1918, and in the next

decade it doubled again. At its pre-Second World War

peak, there were over 128,000 motor vehicles registered in

the province.8 The use of a delivery truck or car often

meant the merchant could improve his productivity by

replacing the horse team.9 It also meant that he was not

so dependent on the railways for delivery of stocks, at

least in the summer months. Motor trucks could bring in

goods more often and with less delay from the time of

ordering, reducing the need for large warehouse space and

providing the customer with better service at the retail

level.lO

More importantly, the motor car made it easier for

rural customers to go to town to shop. At first,

merchants were excited about this increased mobility for

their customers. The RMA was an enthusiastic supporter of

8
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the Good Roads Association,ll and there was much talk of

how an improved highway system, built at government

expense, would attract "spendthrift" American and Canadian

tourists to the provin�e.12 However, it gradually became

apparent that the main beneficiaries of improved

transportation were merchants in the cities and large

towns. In response to a request from the provincial RMA

to keep market roads open during the winter months, George

Spence, Minister of Highways, remarked in 1928,

I think it would be very difficult to

get a unanimous resolution passed by
all the retail merchants, as I have

had many complaints from the smaller

places saying that the good roads

policy of the Government was working
to their detriment and that it was

only in the winter time, when the

roads were more or less impassable as

a result of snow,
t�at they got their

share of the trade. j

By the late 1930s it was generally accepted that the

decline of the smallest towns and villages and the

difficulties of merchants in them were at least partly

11
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attributable to rural customers travelling to larger

centres, where there were lower prices and a wider range

of goods and services from which to choose.14

At the beginning of the 1930s, about half of farms in

Saskatchewan had an automobile. About a third of them had

a telephone. One-fifth of them had a radio. These

figures were above the national average.15 They show the

desire of rural families to break free of their isola-

tion. There is little doubt that these advances in

communication brought considerably more information to

consumers about styles and prices, forcing local merchants

to be much more responsive to the demands of their

customers.

From the social standpoint, one of the biggest

changes in the marketplace was the recognition of the

woman as a prime target for advertising and selling.

Women were increasingly becoming the chief shopper in the

family. This was already an accepted fact in urban

centres, but with the advent of the automobile and

telephone, even country women were able to make their own

14
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choices and decisions about purchases of household goods.

The most progressive stores began advertising and design

ing their displays with the female shopper in mind.16 An

economics student of the day noted,

When the head of the family stopped

buying, the old-fashioned country
store stopped selling. The modern

store must conform to the woman's idea

of cleanliness, display of goods,

decorations, personal serviI7,
efficiency and hospitality.

Another demand from consumers was for credit arrange-

ments. This was by no means a new phenomenon, but in

times of economic recession, it was a great concern for

merchants already plagued by cash-flow problems.

There were two main reasons why the merchant extended

credit. One related to the nature of the grain economy in

Saskatchewan. Most of the farmer's income came in the

fall after crops had been sold. Thus, for much of the

year, he had little cash for operations and basic personal

needs. Banks were, in the main, poorly equipped to make

long-term loans geared to the crop year. Under the Bank

Act, they could not extend loans using real property as

collateral. Short-term loans for up to six months and,

more rarely, intermediate loans of six months to three

years, were normally all they were prepared to offer.

16
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17
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Therefore, when a farmer received a loan at the time of

spring seeding, he was expected to repay when the crop was

sold in the fall. What is more, banks tended to extend

credit more freely in times of good prices and good crops,

while restricting it when there were economic down

turns.18

Merchants often complained that, because their rural

customers could not receive more than short-term

accommodation at the local bank, they were forced to

extend credit without the type of security that banks

could demand.19 Then, when it came time for collections,

the insistent bankers seemed to have more leverage with

the farmer than did implement dealers or merchants.20

The other main reason for merchants extending credit

was the intense competition within their trades.21 The

18
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son of a merchant in the Twenties claimed, "If you didn't

t
.

b
. "22

give credit you couldn't s ay ln USlness ..•. And,

although it did not agree with the idea, the Western

Canada Coal Review acknowledged that "a customer tells

them [the merchants] he can get credit over the street,

and so plays upon the dealer's fear of losing a sale that

he extends credit when he knows it was unsafe to do so."23

It appears that, in the case of most smaller stores at

least, there was rarely an interest charge for credit

extended. Indeed, in most cases merchants were satisfied

to recover the full amount of outstanding accounts without

any loss incurred.

A large proportion of goods sold in retail stores

were obtained from their wholesale suppliers on credit. On

average, 86 per cent of net sales made by Prairie

wholesalers in 1930 was made on credit. Pharmaceuticals

and coal were sold to retailers almost exclusively on a

credit basis. About 91 per cent of groceries \Vas sold to

retailers on a credit basis.24

It was not always to the disadvantage of a merchant

to extend credit. In fact, in cases where the practice

was closely monitored, it could be quite profitable. This

22
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24
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was especially true for seLl inq expensive goods like

automobiles, farm implements, or construction materials,

where installment payments made purchases within the reach

of more customers. Consumer credit was becoming more and

more common in the interwar period, as the growth of

finance companies indicates.25 In 1930- about 20 per cent

of credit sales in Canada were made through installment

plans.26 At the 1922 annual convention, the Western

Retail Lumbermen's Association heard a report from its

Committee on Credits and Collections which underscored the

importance of credit business:

During the past fifteen years the

experience of the trade has shown that

credit business has been most profit
able and it is doubtful whether any

Company would resort to a cash policy
if such were possible as by so doing

they would fear a limited turnover and

consequently an increased percentage
of yard operatin�7cost

which would

mean no profits.
-

Nevertheless, the Committee bemoaned the fact that because

of consumer "extravagance" the debt load borne by farmers

was dangerously high, and it cautioned lumber dealers to

be more circumspect in extending credit in those difficult

times. It noted that outstanding accounts at lumber yards

averaged $16,000 per yard and that the average estimated

25
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26
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27
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�ffi, Feb. 1922, p. 45.
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turnover the previous year had not been much more than

that.28

In the 1920s most trade organizations were urging

their members to cut down on credit sales and to establish

within their cities and towns credit reporting agencies to

reduce the risks of that type of business. One Moose Jaw

lumber dealer argued, "As we are operating in a dual

capacity, that of being both me rcharrt and banker, it is

certainly incumbent upon us to use the precautions of the

banker • •

"29
By 1930, 38.8 per cent of all retail

sales made by independent merchants in Saskatchewan was

done on credit, well below the national average of 45.3

per cent.30

These factors which had a direct impact on small

businesses, were in some ways only symptomatic of more

wide-sweeping changes in the distribution industry at this

time. The problems faced by retailers differed according

to the trade, but they were often similar in their

origin. The most easily identified cause is an

over-extension of investment during the "boom" years of

the First World War, followed by the sudden economic

recession of the early twenties, resulting in rigidly high

28
Ibid., pp. 45, 47.

29
C.H. Casebee, "Suggestions for Improvement of

Credit Extension," WL, Apr. 1920, p. 58.

30
Census of Canada, 1931, Vol. X, pp. 68, 788.
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prices, reduced purchasing power, and unsold stocks.

Although retailers were seriously affected by this turn of

events, wholesalers suffered the most. Caught with

warehouses full of redundant inventory, wholesalers

drastically reduced their purchases from producers and

manufacturers. The producers and manufacturers, who were

themselves seriously over-expanded in capacity, decided in

turn to bypass the wholesalers and approach retailers,

especially the mail order houses and chain stores who

could buy in large quantities, to make sales. In some

cases smaller retailers, wanting to take advantage of

"factory prices", purchased quantities too great for their

sales capacities and thus created even more problems for

themselves. The overall effect was to destablize the

"orthodox method of conducting trade," that is manufac-

turer or producer to wholesaler, wholesaler to retailer,

and retailer to consumer, creating serious consequences

for the future.31 By 1930, Canadian manufacturers made 49

per cent of their sales directly to retailers, another 23

per cent directly to consumers, and only 28 per cent .to

wholesalers.32

One type of retail business that was seriously

31
Lee, 00. cit., pp. 22-26; Canada, Dominion Bureau

of Statistics, A Decade of Retail Trade, 1923-1933

(Ottawa: Department of Trade and Commerce, 1935), pp. 4-5.

32
Lloyd G. Reynolds, "Some Notes on the

Distributive Trades in Canada," Canadian Journal of

Economics and Political Science, Nov. 1938, p. 540.
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affected by the new market conditions was the drug store.

The druggist was, at the turn of the century, "to a very

large extent a manufacturer" of his prescriptions and was

able to obtain for them "a very reasonable, and in some

cases, a handsome remuneration." However, when large

manufacturers began to mass produce, package, advertise

and cheaply sell most prescription drugs to wholesalers

and medical doctors, this seriously cut into the

druggist's business. Manufacturers began selling at

reduced prices to chain and department stores, the latter

often retailing at greatly reduced prices through mail

order catalogues. In order to stay alive financially,

most druggists began to branch out into confectionery,

stationery and camera supplies, making the drug store "a

regular bazaar" by the 1920s, and competing in a serious

way with other established lines of business.33 At the

same time there was ari overabundance of drug stores,

opened during the prosperous years before the end of the

War. In Saskatoon, for instance, there was one druggist

for every 1830 people in 1919, a significantly lower

number than the Canadian ratio of one to 3294. Intense

competition and economic difficulties quickly reduced this

33
Canada, Dept. of Labour, Combines Investigations

Act, 1923: Investigation into the Proprietary Articles

Trade Association, an Alleged Combine of Wholesale and

Retail Druggists and Manufacturers, Established to Fix and

Maintain Resale Prices of Proprietary Medicines and Toilet

Articles: Report of Commissioner, October 24, 1927

(Ottawa: King's Printer, 1927), pp. 11-12.
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concentration in the city to one for every 5100 people by

1925, compared to a ratio of one to 2830 nationally.34

Chain and department stores were making rapid progress in

competition with small drug stores suffering from "slack-

n�ss and inefficiency," particularly in larger centres

where the overabundance of stores was most evident.35

Developments in the retail coal trade in Saskatchewan

demonstrate a similar instability following the Great

War. The industry as a whole showed significant expansion

throughout the twenties. Because of a shortage of

American anthracite in the last years of the War, the

poorer quality lignite from Saskatchewan mines was in

greater demand. Formerly marketed mainly in southeastern

Saskatchewan and western Manitoba, the.Saskatchewan coal

made inroads into the large Winnipeg market. Use in its

traditional markets also increased because of education of

the consumer on how it could be burned more efficiently.36

Until 1929, when the Canadian government introduced

34
National Archives of Canada (hereafter cited as

NAC), Records of Department of Labour, Combines

Investigation Division, W.A. Mackintosh, "Price

Maintenance Plan of the Proprietary Articles Trade

Association of Canada," July 1926, p. 12, RG 110, Vol. 70,

file 3.

35
Ibid., pp. 30-32.

36
Report of the Royal Commission on Coal, 1946

(Ottawa: King's Printer, 1947) (hereafter cited as

Carroll Commission), pp. 446-447; Report of the Royal
Commission on the Coal Mining Industry in the Province of

Saskatchewan, 1934 (Regina: King's Printer, 1935)

(hereafter cited.as Turgeon Commission), pp. 5-7.
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sUbventions on freight rates on coal, giving Alberta mines

more of an advantage in the Manitoba market, Saskatche

wan's production increased dramatically.37 Between 1918

and 1929, coal production in the province went from

346,887 to 580,189 tons, an increase of 67 per cent.

Alberta coal production remained almost constant over the

same period.38

According to the Western Canada Coal Review, nthe

entire coal industry [was] badly overdone,n39 with double

the capacity required to meet current demand. There were

irregularities in all sections of the industry, from the

mine operators down to the retailers.40

The introduction of strip-mining at Estevan by the

Truax-Traer Company in 1930 further destabilized the

situation. The new mine was able to produce at a lower

cost and was aggressive in promoting its coal to potential

customers, creating loud complaints of unfair trade

practices from the deep-seam mines.41 Annual production

37
Stanley Duane Hanson, nThe Estevan Strike and

Riot, 1931n (unpublished M.A. thesis, University of

Saskatchewan, 1971), pp. 28-30.

38

39

Carroll Commission, Ope cit., pp. 67, 68.

"Too Many in the Business," WeCR, Dec. 1926, p. 29.

40
"Is a Joint Association the Solution?n, WCCR, May

1926, p. 11; "Consignment Coal as Dealers See It,n WCeR,

Dec. 1926, p. 24.
'

--

41
Turgeon Commission, Ope cit., pp. 10-14; Hanson,

Ope cit., pp. 25-26.
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of coal in Saskatchewan mines increased rapidly in the

thirties to over a million tons in 1936, 1937 and 1938,42

76 per cent over the 1929 level.· Yet the profit per ton

actually fell. In 1933, the profit was 17 per cent below

the 1930 figure.43 Attempts by the mines to dispose of

great stocks of coa� at sacrifice prices were making

business unprofitable for most established operators and

dealers.

Unemployment was a serious problem in the industry as

well, encouraging many former miners to start up small

surface mines of their own, operating on slim margins, and

often trucking their coal direct to customers.44 Already

faced with grain �ompanies and consumer co-operatives

selling coal at reduced prices, established coal dealers

felt particularly threatened by this newest form of

price-cutting competition.45

The intense competition in the Canadian distribution

industry led to several "exceedingly unfortunate tenden-

cies,n wrote A.D. Dawson, Chairman of the Canadian Chamber

of Commerce, as he viewed the situation in 1932. The

worst of these evils, in his opinion, were price-cutting,

42
Carroll Commission, 012· cit., p. 67.

43
Turgeon Commission, 012· cit. , p. 10.

44
Carroll Commission, 012· ci t. , p. 365; Hanson,

012· cit., pp. 27-28.

45
Carroll Commission, 012· cit., p. 373.



91

sale of shoddy merchandise, and misleading advertising,

and the only solution was to raise nethical standards of

business ••• to a higher plane.n46 Mr. Dawson pointed

no fingers and offered few concrete proposals to correct

the situation. It was a case where most businessmen felt

powerless to effect any meaningful change. In 1939,

looking back on two decades of economic turmoil, the

editor of the Western Retailer lamented,

At one time the business of

distribution was upon sound and well

defined lines and it was possible for

any retail merchant who conducted his

business upon lines of service to the

community to make a living free from

undue anxiety. If he had any worries

they were generally of his own making
and did not arise from outside influ

ences over which he had no control.

All this has changed. No longer
is the path smooth for the man who

devotes his whole time to giving good
service. His difficulties are nearly
as great as those of the merchant

whose service could be improved. He

is suffering from the accumulated

effects that have been gradually but

consistently taking place during the

last twenty years in the retailing and

wholesaling bran�ges
of the business

of distribution.

For the most part, independent merchants blamed the

difficulties they were experiencing on the manufacturers

and, to a lesser extent, the wholesalers, who in their

46
A.O. Dawson, nLet's Raise Business Standards,n

The Commerce of the Nation, Nov. 1932, p. 11.

47
"First Call for R.M.A. Convention,n WR,

Mar. 1939, p. 3.
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desire to make more sales were going outside the regular

channels of trade. While they might rail against their

fellow merchants about unfair competition, and while their

opinions on how these trade abuses could be solved changed

as time went along, they firmly believed that, at the

root, these problems were the result of those big busi

nesses undermining the retailers who had faithfully served

them in the past. In fact, the retailers viewed the

actions of big business as highly unethical.

The means used to bypass the established trade

channels took three forms. First, manufacturers and

wholesalers were selling to merchants who had not tradi

tionally been involved in that given line of business.

Grocers were selling coal; druggists were selling groce

ries. In 1933, W.R. Kell, secretary of the Western Canada

Fuel Association (WCFA), wrote to W.L. McQuarrie, secre

tary of the Saskatchewan Retail Merchants' Association,

complaining bitterly of retail merchants in several small

towns selling coal at wholesale prices as a sideline to

attract customers. "On the principle of what is sauce for

the goose is sauce for the gander," he warned that coal

dealers would soon begin stocking groceries, dry goods and

hardware and selling them at cost if these abuses were not

stopped. He urged McQuarrie to use his influence to

ensure that they were stopped, adding that, "These firms

are financially able to stick it out much longer than any
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small town storekeeper--and they will do it."48 Yet, the

WCFA had to admit that just as often it was the fault of

the mine operators and wholesalers who encouraged mer-

chants to handle coal so that they could boost sales. The

solution to that problem, suggested the editor of the

western Canada Coal Review, was to boycott the mines and

wholesalers that indulged in this malpractice,49 although

there is no record of this ever being seriously consi-

dered.

A second and equally vexing problem for independent

merchants was selling by manufacturers and wholesalers

directly to consumers at wholesale prices. Although there

is no evidence that this practice was widespread,50 the

editor of the Western Retailer viewed it as an especially

pernicious abuse:

The fact that the consumer purchased
at wholesale price leads him to

believe that the retailer is a

profiteer. Such consumers, who are

enabled to buy "around the corner" as

it were, seldom keep that information

to themselves, and it means nothing to

them that the retailer who keeps a

stock of goods for their convenience

must make a profit to care for his

48
SAB, RMA, W.R. Kell to W.L. McQuarrie, 1

Dec. 1933, S-B 115, file 159.

49

p. 33.

50
Census of Canada, 1931, Vol. X, p. 73. Only

$15,800 in retail sales were made by wholesale

establishments in 1930.

"The Worst Form of Competition," WCCR, Apr. 1924,
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heavy overhead expenses.5l

But the third aspect of the breakdown in the channels

of trade evoked the greatest indignation on the part of

small retailers. This was the growing propensity of

manufacturers to bypass the wholesalers and sell direct to

large mail order houses, �hain and department stores at

prices that could not be matched even by the wholesalers.

It.was not so much that the manufacturers were circumvent-

ing the traditional channels of trade that disturbed the

small retailers, it was that the price concessions offered

to the mass buyers were not available to small business

firms. Already in 1921 the provincial RMA pledged their

support to the national. body to battle against "extreme

discrimination against independent retailers, demoralising

trade conditions and making it difficult and even impossi-

ble for the independent retailers to compete success

fully."52 Nevertheless, the RMA was quite prepared to

argue their case moralistically:

• • • The principle reason for

the present disorganization in the

channels of business arises mainly
from the fact that the old and orderly
channels of business • • • have been

departed from at the fountain-head of

distribution. Producers or manufac

turers have been willing to cast down

this old arrangement by treating

51
"Wholesalers and Consumers," WR, July 1932.

52
"Jack Wood of Swift Current New President of

Retailers' Association," The Phoenix (Saskatoon), 17 June

1921, p. 3.
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retail corporations as wholesalers and

giving them th� same or better terms,

providing they buy in sufficiently

tempting quantities.
This breach of faith, for it is

no less, has been the primary cause of

the enormous expansion of chains and

chain departmental stores. • ••

The moment anyone manufacturer

eliminates the wholesaler and sells

direct to the retailer it has the same

effect upon the business of distribu

tion as would result from a breach in

the banks of a canal through which

water would flow, spreading disas��r
and dislocating the whole system.

While the arguments used by small businessmen were

often clothed in the vestments of business ethics, most

often they were based just as much on the practical

difficulties of the competitive system. As one explores

how the independent retailer viewed his competitors, at

whatever level, and what his response was to that competi-

tion, this dichotomy _becomes more apparent.

At the most elementary level, mer_chants were faced

with competition from numerous other small businesses in

the same locality. There were the other "legitimate"

retail stores, those owned by individuals in similar

circumstances and operated according to an unwritten code

of ethics generally accepted by the small business

community. Ther� were also small competitors who traded

in the community but were considered to be engaging in

unfair business practices. These included traders who

53
"The Way Out," WR, Sept. 1934.
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paid no business taxes or indulged in price cutting. They

had always existed and were a constant irritant for the

established businessman. There were consumer co-opera-

tives, a relatively new phenomenon, often operated on

limited capital. They were viewed suspiciously by local

merchants and often caused tensions in rural communities.

One reason for the intense competition among small

retail businesses is that it was relatively easy for

individuals with a little money to open a small shop.

Many of these "penny capitalists" were former skilled

artisans or workers searching for independence54 or

farmers wishing to supplement their income.55 In most

cases they had little experience in retailing and were

therefore usually unsuccessful.56 Fully one-half the

stores operating in Saskatchewan in 1930 had been under

the same ownership for five years or less,57 and fewer

than a third of them remained under the same ownership

until the next census in 1941.58 The penny capitalists

54
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Aug. 1983, p. 149.

55
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56
Lloyd G. Reynolds, The Control of Competition in

Canada (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press,

1940), pp. 112-113.

57
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58
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and their families were often willing to work longer hours

with less financial return, so that established businesses

found their presence to be a destablizing factor in the

local trade.59 The editor of the Western Retailer blamed

the situation on the wholesalers:

• • • The retail trade should be

protected against the adventurer who

goes into business for the fun of the

thing, who does himself no good but

his competitors alot of harm, and

usually finishes up in injuring the

wholesalers who have enabled him to

make a start. • ••

We believe that the wholesale

trade would be doing a good thing for

themselves if they made more careful

investigations before they opened new

accounts, and did not encourage

desperate ad�ontures
into the realms

of business.

One type of small competitor, the Chinese, was

singled out by merchants for special vilification. This

visible minority made their living almost exclusively in

small businesses. They tended to concentrate on restaur-

ants and laundries, enterprises that were nscorned" by

white entrepreneurs. In order to avoid competing with

already established firms owned by whites, the Chinese

looked to small towns where there were ample opportunities

59
Reynolds, The Control of Competition in Canada,

Ope cit., pp. 101, 113.

60
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"What is a Legitimate Retailer?n, WR, Aug. 1937,
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for new service businesses.61

The Chinese were often accused by merchants of being

involved in unfair business practices. They stayed open

longer hours and took advantage of that fact to sell

groceries or patent drugs as a convenience.62 .They were

alleged to be evading minimum wage laws.63 Given these

kinds of grievances and the general racial prejudice

against Orientals, it is hardly surprising that merchants

in Saskatchewan wholeheartedly supported the efforts of

the national RMA to exclude Chinese from further immigra

tion.64

The peddlers, yet another type of competition to

which established merchants objected, sold everything from

61
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pots and pans to coal. Newly equipped with a motor car or

truck, the peddler had much increased mobility to travel

from town to town, district to district. According to the

Western Canada Coal Review, "The West is flooded with a

growing horde of peddlers and transient traders."65 Very

often these traders were of foreign extraction and were

sticcessful in this kind of business because they had a

facility for speaking the languages of new settlers and

offered good service to their rural customers.66 Again, a

nativist flavour emerged, as complaints about Armenian,

Syrian or Jewish peddlers drawing customers away from

local stores were made by merchants to the RMA provincial

office.

Coal dealers had their own name for those who peddled

fuel--"snowbirds". Snowbirds were independent miners or

farmers who trucked directly from a "gopher hole" mine or

a stand of wood on their land to the customer, or who

ordered a railway car of coal to a siding and sold it

directly from the car. They usually appeared in the fall,

when demand for heating fuel was greatest, and left in the

spring.67

65
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There were two principal objections to peddlers.

First, they provided an unreliable supply for customers at

a much reduced price. Peddlers had little capital

investment, keeping their stocks low or taking orders

prior to bringing the goods to the customer. Secondly,

they paid no property taxes in the communities where they

sold. The license fees that they were assessed were often

not paid and, even if they were paid, were usually lower

than taxes paid by established businessmen. The reduced

overhead of the peddlers allowed them to sell at prices

with which the established merchants could not compete.

While their efforts to control peddlers were largely

futile, trade organizations approached the problem from

two angles. They tried to arrange with producers and

wholesalers to stop supplying peddlers with goods. The

WCFA, for instance, applied pressure on mine operators and

wholesalers not to supply coal nto other than established

dealers.n68 It and the RMA both prevailed upon the

railway and grain elevator companies to monitor more

closely the use of railway sidings for selling coal.69 In

68
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Problem,n WCCR, Apr. 1923, p. 20. See also: nAsk
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the thirties the WCFA and railway companies went even

further to restrict "snowbird" activities by negotiating a

reduction in coal freight rates within the trucking areas

near mines so as to make peddling less advantageous.70

The other way in which retailers battled the problem

of peddlers was by lobbying provincial and local govern-

ments to increase taxes for peddlers. The object seems to

have been not so much to ensure that peddlers would carry

their fair share of the tax burden, but rather to force

them out of business. In 1925, when the RMA had its

annual conference with the Saskatchewan government, its

president, Ralph Miller of Prince Albert, argued that the

annual fee for a provincial license for hawkers and

peddlers should be raised from $100 to $500. He stated

that "the peddler is a pirate of business who thrives when

we have a good year and who departs when we have not."

Premier Dunning reminded the merchants that the license

fee was not "designed as a protection to the retailers,"

but rather was a form of taxation. He warned that any

attempt to force peddlers out of business through restric

tive taxation would be unpopular politically, if not

actually illegal.7l

70
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The WCFA preferred to tackle the problem at the local

government level. In 1933 it drafted and distributed to

municipal governments a standard by-law for the licensing

of coal dealers "which would regulate the merchandising of

coal in the three prairie provinces in such a way that the

legitimate dealer would be fully protected against the

unfair competition of the hawker, peddler or local

snowbird •

"72
The Association urged the coal dealer

to "make a point of using his influence with local

councils to have these by-laws enacted."73

The competition offered by consumer co-operatives

posed delicate public relations problems for small

businessmen, especially in rural centres. Merchants were

dependent upon the goodwill and patronage of their farmer

customers. Generally, they tried to provide good service

at reasonable prices. It was therefore difficult for them

to understand why farmers could turn their backs on local

businesses in order to establish consumer co-operatives.

Throughout most of the interwar period the number of

co-operative associations in Saskatchewan remained

steady. There were 350 such associations in 1919, but the

number declined throughout the twenties, reaching a low in

pp. 30-38, R-184, file S-114.

72
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73
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1928 of 216. Then began an increase which rapidly picked

up in the late thirties, so that in 1939 there were 473

associations in the province.74 Most of these were small

buying groups; in the thirties the number of actual

co-operative stores ranged between 30 in 1934 and 44 in

1939.75 The sales of these associations remained low

compared to total retail sales. The highest figure

reached between 1922 and 1939 was $4,000,000 in 1926, less

than two percent of the total retail sales of $227,000,000

in Saskatchewan for that year.76

Retail merchants were, nonetheless, quite suspicious

of the consumer co-operative movement. The national RMA

had effectively blocked passage of several co-operative

bills in Parliament between 1906 and 1914,77 and in 1919

they were accused by the Cost of Living Commissioner as

being "openly and secretly fighting the Co-operative

Societies of Canada."78 In Saskatchewan that hostility

was more muted, in part because co-operatives were

74
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actively promoted by government and the powerful farm

organizations.79 The argument of the provincial RMA was

that, although they did not object to the established

co-operative store with a building, operating much as any

other business, they strongly believed the small co-opera-

tive buying groups were unfair competition. In their

annual conference with the Saskatchewan government in

1937, they explained,

• • • The co-operatives of which we

complained consist of small numbers of

consumers who appoint one of their

number as secretary, or more frequent

ly a local elevator man. Their

purchases are pooled and received and

unloaded at the elevator, not infre

quently a Pool elevator, and distri

buted to the members of the ring or

co-operative association.
-

The

elevator, although specially assessed

on a low assessment for the handling
of grain makes no additional contribu

tion to municipal revenues. The

elevator employee mayor may not be

paid for his services, but he pays no

business tax, although he is in
bU6b

ness as a retailer of merchandise.ti

The RMA blamed the situation, firstly, on the

provincial government for not defining more clearly that

79
"The Co-operative Movement," WR, June 1937, p. 7;

SAB, SLA, "Conference Between the Government of Saskatche

wan and the Executive of the Retail Merchants' Association

of Saskatchewan," 12 Jan. 1937, pp. 35-37, R-184, file S-208.

80
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co-operatives must maintain their own store,8l and

secondly, on the manufacturers for being overly anxious to

find outlets for their merchandise at the expense of the

established retail trade.82

Merchants were particularly chagrined that the

Saskatchewan Wheat Pool was so active in supporting the

establishment of consumer co-operatives among farmers.

The RMA and several boards of trade in the province had

endorsed the idea of a wheat marketing pool from the

outset in 1924, believing that the organization would

enhance the farmers', and indirectly the merchants',

financial position.83 The provincial RMA encouraged its

members to· rally behind the wheat pool campaign and to

urge their local farmers to join up.84 Their president,

G. Garfield Wray, was among the petitioners for incorpora

tion of the Wheat Pool.85

Relations bet.ween the Wheat Pool and the commercial

community of the province deteriorated in the 1930s, when

81
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the Pool twice began proceedings to enlarge their scope to

include retailing of merchandise in a major way. The

first such attempt was made in 1933, when the Pool applied

to the Court of King's Bench to allow it, under its act of

incorporation, to function as the retailer for the

Saskatchewan Co-operative Wholesale Society. Under

considerable pressure from the wholesalers, retailers and

several boards of trade, the Wheat Pool finally agreed to

withdraw its application.86

The Wheat Pool resurrected the idea in 1937, going so

far as to have a private member's bill introduced in the

Saskatchewan Legislature granting it the power to operate

retail outlets throughout the province. Again there was a

flurry of protest from wholesalers, retailers and boards

of trade.87 The RMA argued that in those difficult times

the established independent merchants could not survive "a

raft of new competition" taking the form of "a string of a

thousand depots [in Wheat Pool elevators] throughout the

86
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province."88 The editor of the Western Retailer, indul-

ging in blatant alarmism, warned, "If the co-operative

movement was applied 100% to distribution and production

it would simply spell socialism and farmers would become

just cogs in a collectivist farming machine."89

The bill did pass the Legislature, but with a proviso

that two-thirds of Wheat Pool delegates would have to

endorse the expansion of operations before it was pro

claimed by the Lieutenant Governor.90 This appears to

have effectively deflated the enthusiasm of the Pool for

the idea. Despite further negotiations between it and the

Saskatchewan Co-operative Wholesale Society over the next

couple of years, the Wheat Pool directors reported late in

1939 that "no final agreement was concluded" and that "it

will require further study and investigation of the whole

field of co-operative distribution before a satisfactory

understanding can be arrived at."91

The independent merchant was most threatened in the

twenties and thirties by two new forms of retail competi-

88
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tion against which he felt at a particular disadvantage,

the mail order houses and chain stores. As transportation

facilities improved, the business of the mail order houses

decreased, but the number of chain stores continued to

climb.92

One scholar has dated the introduction of the mail

order catalogue to Saskatchewan to the period immediately

prior to the Great War.93 Through that medium, the

T. Eaton Company, the Robert Simpson Company, and to a

lesser extent the Army and Navy Company reached out to

every rural community offering low prices, a wide variety

of goods, and fast postal delivery. Although general

statistics are not available, it was estimated that, in

two north-eastern Saskatchewan communities in 1931, about

one-quarter of all retail purchases were made from

mail-order houses.94 As the daughter of one small-town

merchant put it, "I g�thered that [my father] was locked

in a titanic struggle with Timothy Eaton for the custom of

Birch Hills, Saskatchewan."95
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The merchants' chief objections to this form of

competition were that the mail order houses were able to

mass-buy directly from manufacturers at prices that even

the wholesalers could not match, they had no local

overhead costs or taxes to pay, and they distributed their

goods through the publicly-subsidized postal system.96

The frustration of most merchants at this "unfair"

competition and the lack of loyalty of rural customers to

their local businesses is expressed by the editor of the

western Retailer:

It would be but poetic justice if all

the retail merchants in the Prairie

Provinces disappeared one night and

the consumers • • • were thrown back

upon Mail Order Houses several hundred

miles away for their daily source of

supplies. What weeping and wailing
would take place, the press would be

full of it and we have no doubt there

would be demanded, Government owned

stores, to be placed in every village

�n the97rovince
for their conven-

1ence.

Throughout the teens and twenties numerous chain

stores entered the Saskatchewan market. In 1931, Charles

Lee, an economics student, identified nearly thirty of

them: for example, O.K. Economy in groceries, F.W.

Woolworth Company in dry goods, and Liggett's in drugs,

96
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not to mention the long-established lumber and farm

machinery companies.98 Chain stores had decided

advantages over the independents. They were centrally

owned and operated, making mass buying, stock and quality

control, and capital investment decisions more efficient.

The stores were strategically located in larger centres

where customers could be drawn from a wide marketing

area. They were brightly decorated, clean, and offered

open-shelf shopping and, more importantly, lower prices,

all of which made them attractive, especially to the woman

shopper. Because of these advantages, they could enforce

a strictly cash-sales policy.99

This newest form of retail competition brought

perhaps the loudest complaints from independent mer-

chants. They accused the chains of siphoning their

profits off to eastern Canada and the United States

instead of supporting the towhs and cities in which they

operated. They claimed the chains underpaid their staff

and that they used loss leaders and other promotional

gimmicks to attract business, thus destablizing trade

conditions and calling into question the profit margins of

independent merchants. They also complained that the

98
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chains, by concentrating on the lucrative cash trade, were

leaving the independents with the highly unreliable credit

business. Worst of all, the independents believed, they

were being forced out of business by a few large corpora

tions wanting to monopolize the retail trade in Canada.lOO

Many of these arguments were exaggerations, prompting one

contemporary economist to say, "The campaign by merchants

against the chain store is analogous to the smashing of

machines by handworkers during the Industrial Revolu

tion."lOl They nevertheless indicate the desperate

reaction of small businessmen to a form of competition to

which they were largely unable to respond effectively.

Knowing that they could expect little support from

the manufacturers in their fight against mail order houses

and chain stores, the independent merchants embarked on a

number of counterattacks that would take up much of their

collective energy in the interwar period.

The least effective of these was their "Buy-at-Home"

campaigns. In order to make the local trading centres

more attractive, many merchants co-o�erated with others in

100
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Saskatchewan and the Executive of the Retail Merchants'

Association of Saskatchewan," 12 Jan. 1937, pp. 30-31,

R-lB4, file S-20B. The arguments of the Saskatchewan RMA

are summarized in the testimony of their secretary,
W.L. McQuarrie in Special Committee on Price Spreads and

Mass Buying: Proceedings and Evidence (Ottawa: King's

Printer, 1934), 9 Mar. 1934, Vol. 1, pp. 394-422.

101
Reynolds, The Control of Competition in Canada,

OPe cit., p. 127.



112

their communities to organize "Buy-at-Home" days. Special

sales were advertised and entertainment, such as motion

pictures, community dinners or band concerts, was ar

ranged.l02 As the western Retailer explained,

We have repeatedly pOinted out the

urgent necessity for every village to

make their village as attractive as

possible, so that it becomes a real

centre of community life. This is the

very best way to hold business to that

centre, in the face of the keen

opposition afforded by rapid transpor
tation

a£83the
attractions of larger

centres.
.

From the outset, it was apparent that shoppers could

not be held to their home communities. Rather, these

campaigns could be the undoing of the smaller centres,

when the same tactics were used by the nearby cities.

Besides offering local sales and entertainment for their

"Buy-at-Home" campaigns, merchants in the cities could

also afford to arrange for excursion fares on the railway

lines leading to their centres. This resulted in comp-

laints from merchants in the surrounding small towns. In

1934, RMA provincial secretary W.L. McQuarrie wrote to the

boards of trade in all the cities of the provlnce,

protesting that "these excursions which are really

shopping trains may benefit some few firms in each of the

centres, but at the same time they are breaking the

102
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backbone of the province,. namely the rural districts."104

Another approach to the problem of mail order and

chain competition was to lobby the federal and provincial

governments. The federal government heard with

indifference many pleas from the national and provincial

RMA's to increase the parcel postage rates so that mail

order houses would not take advantage of this publicly

subsidized service.
lOS

An equally fruitless attempt was made to have mail

order houses taxed for the business they did in each

community, regardless of whether or not they were estab-

lished there. The RMA argued that either the mail order

houses should "be taxed in proportion to the average

legitimate cost of doing a retail businessnl06_-an ambigu-

ous proposition--or the business tax assessment paid by

the local merchant should be reduced so that he could

offer more competitive prices.l07 In this they had the

104
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support of many boards of trade, the Western Retail

Lumbermen's Association, and the Union of Saskatchewan

Municipalities.l08 After being advised by the provincial

government that it could not tax corporations outside the

province,109 the RMA turned to the federal government,

requesting it to impose a "turnover tax":

proceeds to be distributed pro rata to

the various municipalities from which

the business is taken. There should

be no difficulty in making collection

under such legislation as the tax

could be collected through the postal

department, either when money orders

are

�urch�fnd
or when parcels are

recelved.

A similar form of restrictive taxation was requested

for chain stores in the thirties. The provincial RMA

argued that such legislation be passed now, as it already

had been in some parts of Canada and the United States,

before chains became a much more serious problem in

Saskatchewan.
III

The Saskatchewan Government did pass an
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amendment to the Corporations Taxation Act in 1937,

allowing for up to $60 in taxes against each store in a

chain,112 but despite p res su r e from the provincial R}l.1A,

the pertinent section of the legislation was never

proclaimed.113

One very pragmatic response towards the competition

of mail order houses and chain stores was for small

retailers to join voluntary co-operative buying groups.

And, as wholesalers came under increasing pressure from

corporate retailers, they moved to form chains of indepen-

dents who would purchase exclusively from their houses.

In 1930 there were 444 independent stores belonging to

voluntary chains of these kinds.114 At first these

voluntary chains were primarily in the grocery trade, but

as time went along, others like dry goods and hardware

merchants adopted the idea. The main advantage was that,

by pooling their purchases and distributing their goods

through retailer-owned warehouses, the independents could

enjoy many of the advantages of the mass buyers with whom

they were competing.

The earliest of these co-operative ventures in

112
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Saskatchewan was Merchants' Consolidated Limited, based in

Winnipeg, but operating in all three prairie provinces.

The company was formed about 1915 to meet the incursions

of mail order catalogues into small-town business.115

About 1922 J.W. Forsdick organized a voluntary chain of

fifteen nCommunity Storesn, operating solely in the city

of Saskatoon.116

At the 1930 provincial convention of the RMA there

was considerable debate concerning the organization of a

voluntary chain.117 As a result of the opinions expressed

at that time, in 1932 two members of the executive

travelled to eastern Canada to study voluntary chains

operating there. At the next convention, the delegates

decided to establish a "Retail-Owned Wholesale Supply

Housen for the Saskatoon trading area, under the auspices

of Merchants' Consolidated.118 By 1933 plans had been

115
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made for Merchants' Consolidated to handle dry goods,

footwear and hardware and for Central Wholesale Grocery of

Saskatoon to supply groceries and fruits to merchants in

the Saskatoon area.ll9

In all cases, the retailers' buying groups encoun

tered resistance from wholesalers. At the outs�t, the

wholesalers refused to accept such organizations as bona

fide wholesale houses and threatened to boycott any

manufacturer who dealt with them.120 This tactic was

largely unsuccessful, but wholesalers nevertheless

remained unhappy at the incursion of retailers into their

domain. When Western Grocers Limited heard about the

efforts to organize a branch of Merchants' Consolidated in

Saskatoon in 1932, their representative protested to the

RMA:

• • • I am inclined to think that

at the present time • • • the Retail

Merchants of Saskatchewan are doing

everything possible to eliminate the

Wholesale Houses entirely, and that

the Retail Merchants' Association of

Saskatchewan has endorsed this plan
100%.

It is a very difficult matter to

ride two horses at one time and

invariably such an attempt leads to

disaster.

I am just wondering if the

119
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120 Cost of Living, OPe cit., pp. 586-588.
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attempts of the Retail Trade to

replace the present supply houses will

not have an effect on the future where

the wholesale houses will either have

to discontinue business or possibly we

will have to turn
!�lthe

consumer to

secure our volume.

Generally speaking, small retailers considered the

wholesalers their friends and allies. Wholesale houses

usually offered generous credit conditions on goods

received, and this was particularly helpful in times of

tight money at the banks.122 Travellers from the

wholesale houses offered valuable advice on styles and

merchandising techniques. Often they became friends and

confidants to merchants in isolated small towns. Their

visits were considered special occasions, a special link

with the outside world.123

Threatening a breakdown in the traditional trade

channels was only one response of the wholesale houses to

the incursions of retailers into the wholesale business.

A more ingenious approach was to co-opt retailers into

voluntary chains under the direction of wholesalers.

western Grocers had themselves organized a chain of

independent retailers under the name "Red and White" in
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1927, and in 1929 the H.�. Smith wholesale house had

organized the Marquis Group.124 In 1935 Robinson, Little

and Company Limited of Winnipeg, received support from the

Saskatchewan RMA in its efforts to organize "'The Canadian

Institute of Dry Goods Retailing', a voluntary group of

Home Owned Independent Merchants.n125

These initiatives from wholesalers were welcomed by

the RMA, since they eliminated any friction that might be

generated thtough retailers establishing their own

wholesale houses, they avoided the tremendous overhead

costs that would be involved in such a plan, and most

importantly, they aimed at maintaining the independence of

the individual merchant.126 Joining the wholesaler-

controlled chain did require, however, that the merchant

contracted with the wholesaler to buy his stock exclusive-

ly from him, and that he maintain and operate his store in

strict accordance with the dictates of the wholesaler.

Standards of cleanliness and display and proper book- and

stock-keeping procedures were demanded.127 "Independence"
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had its price!.

The proposed solution to corporate competition that

generated the most excitement among small businessmen in

the interwar years was price maintenance, the idea that

prices should be set at a given level to ensure a "living

profit,"· a guaranteed return on retail sales. Proposals

for price maintenance have surfaced on many occasions

throughout the history of business, particularly during

economic downturns or times of instability. Michael Bliss

explains this tendency in his study of Canadian business-

men in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century:

"Being human, most businessmen were no more willing than

farmers or workers to engage in a wide-open competitive

"128
struggle for economic survival • • . • In the 1930s

economist C.A. Curtis had a slightly different view:

The general growth of a feeling among

bUsiness men that price competition is

something low, unethical, and undesir

able has increased the appeal of price
maintenance. Like the individual, no

dealer can believe that his own

extinction can be a good thing for

society because it is not pleasant for

him. And to a great extent the

attitude of the dealer is a reaction

against a competitive system which may

i� t�29interests
of society eliminate

h�m.
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Small businessmen ar�ued that it was definitely not

"in the interests of society" to eliminate them from the

marketplace, just as much for social as for economic

reasons. In order to turn back the tide of this economic

fatalism, though, they needed the support of others in the

distribution industry. Wholesalers, who were also under

severe pressure, were usually willing partners, while

manufacturers followed along "less out of conviction, than

of expediency in refusing to alienate the distributors of

their products."130

The first group of retailers to consider seriously a

major price maintenance plan after World War I was the

druggists. In 1925 a group of druggists in eastern Canada

invited Sir William Glyn-Jones,· father of the Proprietary

Articles Trade Association (PATA) in Great Britain, to

help in establishing a similar organization in Canada. In

1926, representatives of drug manufacturers, wholesalers

and retailers met at Montreal and adopted a constitution

and by-laws for the Canadian PATA. In order to protect

themselves from predatory price cutting, the Association

fixed minimum prices on all manufactured medicines and

other items sold by its members. The wholesaler was

guaranteed a profit of 16 2/3 percent, and the retailer, a

profit of 33 1/3 per. cent, the remaining 50 per cent going

130
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to the manufacturer. Any wholesaler or retailer� whether

PATA members or not, who sold below the fixed price would

be refused any further supplies protected by the Associa-

tion. The PATA received an enthusiastic reception during

the few months it was active. Soon it had a membership of

157 manufacturers, 28 wholesalers, and 2732 retail

druggists, between 80 and 90 per cent of the drug trade in

Canada.131

Soon after it began operation the PATA was invest i-

gated under the Combines Investigation Act. Early in

1927, Commissioner L.V. O'Connor gathered evidence in

Montreal, Toronto and Winnipeg. His report was published

that October. In O'Connor's opinioni the PATA's

operations were detrimental to and against the public

interest.132 The PATA challenged the validity of the

combines legislation in the Courts, but the ultimate

ruling of the Judicial Committee of the Privy Council

found the legislation intra vires the Canadian Parlia-

131
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ment.133 In the meantime, the PATA had suspended opera-

tions, following the release of O'Connor's report, and

quietly resolved to use other approaches.

From the outset, Saskatchewan's druggists gave

wholehearted support to the PATA. At the 1925 annual

convention, W.B. Moore of Melville, president of the

Saskatchewan Pharmaceutical Association (SPA), greeted the

PATA plan as "the greatest Profit and Price protection

legislation that has ever been attempted." Delegates

declared themselves "100% behind the P.A.T.A." and

instructed their Council "to take all necessary action to

secure signatures to the P.A.T.A.n134 A representative

was sent to the PATA Council meetings and considerable

money was raised both to organize and to pay for the court

challenges over the next few years. In 1927-28 more than

15 per cent of the SPA's $6600.00 budget went towards

PATA-related expenses.�35

Ironically, Saskatchewan druggists benefitted very

little from the PATA's minimum prices. The prices, as

set, while high enough to give eastern druggists a

reasonable profit, meant no increase or even a loss for

those in the West, who had high freight costs to pay on

133
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goods received from eastern manufacturers. Saskatoon

druggist, R.M. Pinder, complained that with chain store

competition in his city, he could not raise his prices

enough to make a "bene£icial" return.136

At the same time, the RMA was anxious to capitalize

on the enthusiasm generated by the PATA. In 1925 J.T.

Crowder, its national president, and others from British

Columbia, organized the Canadian Fair Trade League

(FTL).137 By early 1926 Mr. Crowder was "conducting a

Dominion wide tour on Price Maintenance on Nationally

Advertised Standard Goods," and meeting with "wonderful

success" and enthusiasm from retail merchants in the

western and central provinces.138 At a conference in

Toronto in March that year, retail grocers from across the

country met with wholesalers and manufacturers to discuss

the League's plan to stabilize business through price

maintenance. At their annual convention the following

June, the Saskatchewan RMA endorsed that policy.139 But

136
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Mr. Pearson, secretary, PATA, 21 Dec. 1926, RG 110,
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137
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138
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139
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soon after the PATA investigation was completed in 1927,

the FTL dissolved, fearing that "this might be a dangerous

plan and might possibly conflict with the Combines

Act."140

Nevertheless, Crowder continued to press for arrange-

ments with "manufacturers who establish standard prices."

At the 1928 national RMA convention in Regina, he called

for "single line [trade] associations" to join with the

RMA in a united effort to co-operate with manufacturers

who would "establish minimum resale prices to the con

sumer,n141 a position that was endorsed by the dele

gates.142 Crowder insisted that the RMA proposal was

quite different from the PATA plan and, therefore, could

not be construed as being illegal under the Combines

Investigation Act:

Our programme is no more like the

P.A.T.A. than a butterfly is like a

caterpillar. Our sales promotion

programme does not become applicable
to a product until after a manufac

turer of a product has established his

resale prices. • ••

The right of the individual

manufacturer to maintain his prices

gina), 9 June 1926, p. 3.

140
SAB, RMA, W.L. McQuarrie to H. Wright, 20
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Daily Post, 17 July 1928, p. 3.
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Post 18 July 1928, p. 8.
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has been conceded by the Government on

more than one o�casion. In fact, the

very first report of the Department of

Labor issued by Registrar McGregor

condemning the P.A.T.A. openly
admitted the right of the individual

manufacturer to fix and maintain his

prices. Moreover, Supreme Court

decisions are on record that manufac

turers may refuse to sell goods to

certain retail accounts or other

persons for any ri��on--in fact, for

no reason at all.

The prospect of legally fixing prices on an industry-

wide basis having now disappeared, many retailers were

willing to listen to Crowder's argument. The only

alternative seemed to be to convince individual manufac-

turers to establish and enforce minimum prices, even

though that might be more difficult.

In January 1929, Saskatchewan druggists met in Regina

and Saskatoon to hear Crowder speak on this new proposal,

and they eagerly supported his plan for price maintenance

through the manufacturers.144 However, the following

August, the president of the SPA retracted his support

under pressure at the Canadian Pharmaceutical Association

convention, where the RMA p�an was judged to be just as

illegal as that of the PATA.145

143
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One of the highest priorities for the Saskatchewan

Retail Druggists Association (SRDA), established in 1930,

was to develop price maintenance accords with the leading

manufacturers. Having received assurance that such action

was not infringing on the combines laws,146 the SPA and

SRDA urged their members to support manufacturers who

fixed their prices at profitable levels. SPA vice-presi-

dent J. Harry Best cajoled his colleagues,

We Druggists have our own branded

lines on every side ••• , merchandise

which shows us a protected profit and

all we have to do is step out and sell

them. Let us forget all about this

inspired propaganda and bally-hoo that

we must give the customer what he asks

for and sell the advertised lines.

Three times out of five I can sell the

customer what I want to sell him and

send him away with the impression that

he
iI4,

keen buyer: And so can

you.

By the mid-1930s, the SRDA was claiming some reasonable

success in these efforts. At its 1936 annual meeting, the

secretary, O.B. Fysh, reported that they were receiving

the co-operation of "most" manufacturers and that "the

cutting of minimum prices has greatly diminished in

Western Canada. There were spasmodic break-outs here and

146
SAB, SPA, Minutes of Council, 6 Jan. 1932, R-654,

file II.I.

147
SAB, SPA, Minutes of Annual Meeting, 13 July

1932, R-654, file II.l.
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there, but were quickly s�ppressed."148

Other merchants were trying to convince manufacturers

to maintain prices, as well, although with little suc-

cess. The manufacturers, for their part, often claimed

that competition prevented them from enforcing minimum

prices on wholesalers and retailers. It was always easy

enough to buy a similar product from another manufacturer

who made no such demands for price maintenance. The

manager of Quaker Oats in Saskatoon wrote to the RMA,

• • • We and other food manufac

turers have tried different schemes at

different times, but none have

succeeded. Even at the present time,

we go so far as to suggest a reason

able retail price, but it seems to

have little or no effect.

Our conclusion after years of

experience is that the answer to this

problem lies with the retailer

himself. If he can't cure the evil

from within, he must then appreciate
the task that it would be

fOf4�s
to

try to cure it from without.

What he seems to have overlooked was that for the retail-

ers to fix prices would have been illegal under the

Combines Investigation Act.

Nevertheless, the provincial RMA was happy to

co-operate in maintaining prices in a few specific in-

stances. For example, in 1934 A.A. Schellenberg, of

148
SAB, SPA, Minutes of SRDA Annual Meeting, 17

1936, R-654, file II.l.Aug.

149
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Central Wholesale Grocery, Saskatoon, approached

W.L. McQuarrie of the RMA, proposing that, since the tax

on sugar was to be dropped from $2.00 to $1.00 per

hundredweight, that would present an ideal opportunity for

wholesalers and retailers to "arrange prices so that at

least a small margin of profit may be made by merchants."

He believed such a plan would not be practicable in the

cities, where competition was more intense, but thought it

might work at country points. Mr. Schellenberg went on to

say, "While in general I am not expressing favor of the

price maintenance, I believe that it would be desirable if

the retail trade coUld agree on the minimum margin on such

an important item as sugar."150 McQuarrie readily agreed

to this scheme and wrote to all grocers in northern

Saskatchewan:

Now, Gentlemen, this organization has

kept clear of price fixing or price

setting, but we believe that the vast

majority of grocers would welcome the

establishing of a voluntary minimum

margin of 6% on sugar and we believe

your customers would not object to

such a small minimum margin to assure

you of a

smalllsiturn
on this commo

dity of sugar.

The Western Canada Fuel Association (WCFA) did not

fail to take notice of the initial success of the PATA and

150
SAB, RMA, A.A. Schellenberg to W.L. McQuarrie, 16

May 1934, S-B 115, file 310.

151
SAB, RMA, W.L. McQuarrie to "All Saskatchewan
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the enthusiasm for price �aintenance among retailers in

general in the rnid-1920s. But, because of a combines

investigation into price-fixing among Winnipeg dealers in

1924, the organization was somewhat leary of the idea.

The WCFA nevertheless believed that, if individual coal

proQucers could agree to maintain prices, clearly within

the combines law, it would go far to eliminate the

cut-rate evil. As the editor of the Western Canada Coal

Review explained,

The adoption of this plan would have

this advantage; that it would tend to

eliminate either operator or dealer

from having to sell his best selling

grades at less than the cost of doing
business, in order to meet the inroads

of unscrupulous dealers who advertise

a substitute for the general article.

We do not see the question of a

combine enters into the case, for the

maintenance plan is accepted by most

of the largest manufacturers. If

setting a fixed resale price is not a

combine for soap and
autom£g�les,

then

it cannot be one for coal.

Retail coal merchants at some points were not so

reticent about developing plans for price maintenance.

There were short-lived schemes in Saskatchewan cities

throughout the twenties and thirties. In 1925, the

Saskatoon Coal Dealer's Association, comprising "100 per

cent membership among the established dealers," agreed to

152
"Would Resale Price Plan Apply to Coal?", WCCR,

Aug. 1925, p. 24. See also: "Organize--And End Price

Cutting," WCCR, July 1926, p. 33, and "W.C.F.A. Bans Price

Regulation," WCCR, Sept. 1926, p. 34.
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a fixed price when mernber� tendered for contracts to

provide the City with coal.153 When Henry Rodwell,

representing the Association, appeared before City

Council,

An alderman remarked that this looked

very much like a combine, to which

Mr. Rodwell took exception. He said

the coal men had as much right to form

an association as any other
£g2Y

and

to profit for their service.

Notwithstanding the reservations of some aldermen, the

City did agree to the prices after much debate on Coun-

cil.

A similar situation arose in Yorkton in 1926. In

that case, aldermen refused the tenders of the "estab-

lished" coal dealers, choosing instead to award their coal

contracts "to a firm not regularly engaged in the coal

business on the ground-that the local dealers had an

agreement on pri�es." The following year, however, after

considerable pressure from the established dealers, the

WCFA �nd the local newspaper, the aldermen relented. The

Council let their contracts to "legitimate" coal dealers,

those having a storage capacity of at least 200 tons.155

As conditions deteriorated in the coal trade in the

Nov.

153
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1925, pp. 11-12.
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thirties, the WCFA tried to bring mine operators, whole-

salers and retailers together to inject some stability

into the narket. At its 1934 convention in Estevan,

R.P. Strickland, a coal dealer in Saskatoon, spoke in

favour of adopting a code of "ethical practices and

business principles necessary to place the industry on a

sound footing." He argued that the tendency towards

government interference in the industry made regulation

from within all the more urgent.156

Prompted by strong support for Strickland's proposal,

especially among the retail section of the association, a

"Market Stabilization Plan," was adopted by delegates and

the WCFA executive attempted to implement it. Mine

operators at Drumheller, Lethbridge, Estevan and Edmonton

agreed to accept tonnage quotas and to "stabilize"

prices. At the same time, coal dealers in Saskatoon,

Regina, Moose Jaw and Brandon were approached and encour-

aged to adopt a code of ethics, whereby purchases would be

made only from mines co-operating with the WCFA plan.

Standard profit margins on coal and wage guidelines for

employees were set.157 It was claimed that the plan was

156
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WCCR, July 1934, pp. 4-6.

157
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accepted by ninety per cent of the trade, although it

seems that in Moose Jaw, at least, it worked only poor

ly.158 No attempt was made to implement the plan in

smaller centres, possibly because competition there did

not present so many problems as in the cities.

The Market Stabilization Plan seems to have operated

fairly well for two seasons, but by the end of 1936 it had

collapsed. According to the retailers, who were most

insistent that the plan be continued, it was the fault of

the mine operators that it failed. "Two-price" mines were

price-cutting and shipping to "snowbirds" to such an

extent that the established retail prices could not be

maintained.159 The Provincial Coal Administration Board,

established by the Saskatchewan Government in 1935, had

also tried to fix prices at the minehead and just as

ignominously failed early in 1938.160

Obviously demoralized by the seemingly insoluable

problems of the Western Canadian coal industry, the editor

of the western Canada Coal Review readily admitted in 1938

"How Saskatoon Retqilers Maintain Stabilized r1arket,"

WCCR, Apr.-May 1936, pp. 18, 20 and 43.

158
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that "it is apparent that any organized 'free' market for

coal can never become a reality." Looking at all the

options, he could only suggest an even more elaborate

quota plan patterned on Appalachian Coals, Incorporated, a

consortium in the eastern United States. Despite the

opinion of some in the trade to the contrary, he was not

prepared to look on government regulation as an acceptable

alternative to the failings of the private sector.�61

·All of the many kinds of responses of small business-

men to the various types of competition they experienced

in the interwar period met with limited success. Attempts

to reform or cleanse the channels of trade of unfair

competition through co-operation with manufacturers and

wholesalers had failed. So had attempts to convince

governments to remove instances of unfair competition

through restrictive taxation of one form or another.

The more far-readhing schemes to meet the threat of

corporate rivals in the retail industry, while somewhat

more successful, were not the panaceas that independent

merchants had hoped they would be. The few voluntary

chains of independent stores either had antagonized the

wholesalers who traditionally were their friends, or were

the creatures of the wholesalers who required a reduction

in the independence of the merchants who joined them. The

161
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price maintenance schemes likewise ran into difficulties.

Combines legislation prohibited attempts by retailers to

fix prices collectively, while efforts to get individual

manufacturers or producers to enforce such plans on their

own were impractical.

The major economic and social changes in the twenties

and thirties were making for a very unstable and highly

competitive marketplace, which no group could control,

much as they tried. Over these two decades, small

businessmen began to reassess many of their assumptions

about society and the economic system. Their faith in the

power of individual enterprise and the respected position

of the entrepreneur in his community were being called

into question. Their confidence in traditional business

ethics was shaken. It seemed that many businessmen and

indeed society itself no longer believed in those maxims.

The corrective schemes they espoused in the twenties were

ineffectual because they were based on a mistaken

assessment of the forces for change within the marketplace

and of their role in it. Big business was in the

ascendancy, and small business was becoming secondary 'in

the distribution industry. Although merchants continued

into the thirties to strive for reform from within their

trades, it appeared that more innovative approaches would

have to be tried if they were to survive as a class.



III. THE CRUSADE AGAINST BIG BUSINESS

The experience of Saskatchewan in the thirties has

become legendary. Nowhere in Canada were the combined

effects of world-wide economic depression and extended

drought as severe as in this province. The difficulties

hit nearly everyone, ranging from farmers to urban

businessmen, although in varying degrees.

The extreme problems facing small merchants during

this time forced a reassessment of their traditional

beliefs about the economy and their place in it. As the

agricultural base upon which they were so dependent

crumbled, the solutions they had believed to be effective

in the twenties were obviously inadequate. Their calls in

that decade for limited intervention by government into

specific problems in the marketplace were replaced by a

reluctant request for significantly more government

involvement to protect small businesses. The early

thirties first posed the fundamental problem of economic

survival, a problem that persisted throughout the depres

sion: How could small businessmen cope with the dramatic

loss of purchasing power among their predominantly rural

customers? Persistant lobbying by merchants' organiza�

tions preserved the traditional role of the merchant as

provisioner of the people. Unfortunately, the massive

outstanding debts owed to, and by, merchants remained

136
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unpaid, the competition for a shrinking market from their

corporate competitors intensified, and the response to

their problems by big businesses like banks and wholesale

houses was unsympathetic. This alienated independent

merchants from the larger players in the business com-

munity. Then in 1934-35, in the midst of this "bleak

existence," as one small-town merchant described it,

appeared Harry H. stevens and the government investigation

into price spreads. This was a providential opportunity

for small businessmen to vent their frustration and launch

their crusade against big business.

The initial downturn in the Canadian economy was

largely the result of external factors. A shrinking of

export markets and an international trend towards trade

protectionism had a devastating effect on export-based

industries like forestry, mining and farming.
1

But soon

drought on the prairies became a major factor. Wheat pro-

duction in Saskatchewan fell from 321 million bushels in

1928 to 36 million in 1937.
2

Net farm income in the

province plummeted from a record $184,665,000 in 1928 to

negative figures in 1931-1934 and 1937. At the worst, in

1
John Herd Thompson and Allen Seager, Canada, 1922-

1939 (Toronto: McClelland and Stewar.t, 1985), p. 195.

2
John H. Archer, Saskatchewan: A History (Sas

katoon: �I]estern Producer Prairie Books, 1980), pp. 362-363.
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1937, net farm income was -$36,336,000.3 This downturn in

the basic industry of agriculture was reflected in the

retail merchandise trade, where in 1933 sales in Saskat-

chewan slipped to 42.4 per cent of their 1928 level.

Sales remained below the 1928 level until 1945.4

Attempts by Prime Minister R.B. Bennett to "blast"

Canada's way into export markets failed, as did his plan

to arrange preferences for trade between Canada and

British Commonwealth countries.5 While conditions did

improve slightly after 1933, the problems of drought

struck again with a vengeance in 1937 and lingered on

until 1939. An article in Canadian Business magazine in

1937 vividly pictures the tragic situation. After

describing the general improvement in business conditions

elsewhere in Canada, author Howard T. Mitchell turned to

Saskatchewan,

But there in the middle of it all, so

to speak, is gaunt Saskatchewan, the

spectre at the feast. Rains have come

to Saskatchewan in time to give a

little feed for livestock but over

most of the south which once produced
40-bushel crops and consumed hundreds

of millions of dollars worth of

Canadian goods and services annually

3
Historical Statistics of Canada (Ottawa:

Statistics Canada, 1983), Table M126.

4
Ibid., Table V97.

5
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Depression (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1959),

pp. 130-131, 152-153; Thompson and Seager, Ope cit.,

pp. 220-221.
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• • • drought has struck again and

again, leaving .an impoverished

landspeople and depressed cities.6

Such pessimistic appraisals in the business community

were rare, but Mitchell's comments came after years of

disappointment. At the beginning of the thirties, despite

difficulties, J.H. Hamblin of Qu'Appelle, first vice-

president of the provincial Retail Merchants' Association

(RMA), remained positive about economic conditions. In

1931 he wrote,
"

••• we have surely hit the bottom and

may therefore look ahead with more optimism and confi

dence."7 In 1936 the Saskatoon Star-Phoenix surveyed

local businessmen and boldly proclaimed, "The long awaited

recovery in business conditions in central Saskatchewan

has arrived."8 But the experience of 1937 thoroughly de-

moralized even the most optimistic observers. The usu-

ally buoyant commissioner of the Saskatoon Board of Trade

wrote to the editor of Canadian Business that summer,

Never in the history of Saskatchewan,

as a province, has it been so badly
hit, as a result of weather extremes.

The general lack of the needed rains

and the intense burning heat week

after week have taken [their] toll,

6
Howard T. Mitchell, "Look at the west!", Canadian

Business, Sept. 1937, p. 14.

7
Saskatchewan Archives Board (hereafter cited as
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tion Programme, 2-3 June 1931, p. 15, S-B 115, Box 130.

8
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and desert conditions practically
exist in a very large area of southern

Saskatchewan, while in central

Saskatchewan conditions are almost as

bad. Only in north-eastern Saskat

chewan is there any possibility of any

crop. In central Saskatchewan there

is grave doubt that even feed will be

available for livestock. In my

thirty-four years in Saskatoon, I have

never

experience�
such intense and

protracted heat.

Perhaps the most memorable human manisfestation of

the Depression in Saskatchewan was the staggering extent

to which people were forced to accept government ass is-

tance. For example, 201,540 people were on relief in

Saskatchewan in April 1932;10 by 1938 there were roughly

270,000 relief recipients in rural areas alone;ll and in

1936, 19.1 per ,cent of the 146,000 people living in cities

in the province were on relief.12 The situation varied

geographically, with the greatest degree o� dependency on

relief assistance being in the drought-stricken southern

belt and in far northern communities where people had been

9
J.B. Bolmes to the Editor, Canadian Business,

Aug. 1937, p. 4.

10
Don Garfield Matheson, "The Saskatchewan Relief

Commission, 1931-34: A Study of the Administration of

Rural Relief in Saskatchewan During the Early Years of the

Depression" (unpublished M.A. thesis, University of

Saskatchewan, 1974), p. 297.

11
Canada Year Book, 1939, pp. 820-821. Of the

312,261 Canadians receiving agricultural aid 86.4% were in

Saskatchewan.

12
A Submission by the Government of Saskatchewan to
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(Regina, 1937), p. 410.
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moved from the dried-out south.

The ability of merc�ants in the province to cope with

this catastrophe was precarious. Before relief measures

were introduced on a provincial scale in 1931, merchants

often found it hard to deny their customers additional

credit to tide them over what most believed was a tempo

rary recession.13 Although it was likely an inflated fig-

ure, the RMA estimated that up to the end of 1931, the

rural retail trade in the province had extended

$25,000,000 credit for food and clothing, an amount

equalling, they said, the capital investment of all

country merchants.14 The strain was too much for many of

these businessmen. In 1930, 204 trading enterprises

failed, with liabilities of $2,174,944. The next year, an

additional 152 such businesses went bankrupt, with

$1,514,228 in liabilities. Commercial failures had not

been this high since the early twenties.15 The fact that

for the remainder of the thirties the number of commercial

failures declined significantly16 indicates that the

weakest operations were eliminated early in the Depres-

13
"Merchants Ask Protection for Farmers' Debts,"

Leader-Post {Regina}, evening ed., 1 Apr. 1932, p. 2.

14

15

"The Debt Situation," WR, Apr. 1936, p. 11.

Canada Year Book, 1919-1940.

16
Ibid. The number of trading or retail businesses

declaring bankruptcy between 1932 and 1939 was never

higher than 76.
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sion, and that the decisions of the provincial government

to distribute relief through established merchants and

give them some protection under the Debt Adjustment Act.

1932, were godsends to the beleaguered retail industry.17

Before the Saskatchewan Rel.ief Commission was

established in August 1931, there was every possibility

that distribution of relief supplies would be handled

either by the Red Cross Society or by the provincial and

municipal governments. The RMA moved quickly to convince

the provincial government that neither of these options

was in the best interests of merchants or of the govern-

ment itself. At one of the Relief Commission's first

meetings, the RMA argued successfully that, since retail-

ers were already carrying a heavy debt load from farmers,

it was only fair that they be designated the distributors

of rural relief. If that course were not chosen, the

merchants themselves would be on relief.18 W.L. McQuar-

rie, provincial secretary of the RMA, wrote to Premier

J.T.M. Anderson,

Our merchants • • • feel that since

the merchants have already a method

17
Another possible explanation for the low com

mercial failure rate is that stores simply closed in

difficult times without declaring bankruptcy. The 1941

census shows, however, no significant decline in the num

ber of retail businesses in Saskatchewan from 1930. In

fact, there were 9168 independent stores in 1941 as com

pared to 8539 in 1930. (Census of Canada. 1941, Vol. X,

p. 6i4.)

18
Matheson, OPe cit., p. 66.
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and machinery for distribution, which

has been used to the limit in years

past for retail distribution and that

as they have extended credit to the

farmers to the limit of their capa

city, that another set of machinery
19

should not be set up in competition.

Negotiations between the RMA and the Relief Commis-

sion established procedures for handling relief orders,

which saw retail margins set at 15 per cent above provin-

cial wholesale or 20 per cent above eastern factory

costs,20 as compared with the usual margin of 25 to 35 per

cent on dry goods.21 Merchants would fill the orders

brought in by relief recipients and then forward them to

the Relief Commission or a bank for reimbursement, or to a

wholesaler in return for additional stocks.22 Only

merchants who had been in business prior to 1st August

1931 qualified to handle relief orders, "in order to

eliminate any fly-by-night operators."23 This mechanism

worked satisfactorily for the most part. Only in Sas-

19
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Micro R-6.K.

20
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21
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22
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23
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katoon did the local government cling to distribution of

relief through its own warehouse. In that situation there

were many complaints from merchants who lost customers and

from recipients who were confronted with a rigid bureau

cracy that often did not meet their needs.24

Coal dealers, too, were anxious to protect their

position in a weak market. They also entered into

negotiations to handle coal for relief purposes at a much

reduced price.25 When the City of Swift Current called

for tenders directly from the mines to supply the city

with relief coal, the Western Canada Fuel Association

(WCFA) strongly protested that this threatened the

survival of local dealers. They succeeded in having the

authorities reverse their decision.26

On another occasion, the WCFA convinced the Sas-

katchewan Relief Commission to let established dealers

purchase and distribute cordwood, cut for relief fuel by

relief workers in northern Saskatchewan, rather than see

it distributed free through municipal secretaries and

24
Blair Neatby, "The Saskatchewan Relief Commis

sion, 1931-34," in Donald Swainson, ed., Historical Essays
on the Prairie Provinces (Toronto: McClelland and

Stewart, 1970), p. 274.

25
"Instructions Issued from Regina Relief Head

quarters," Western Canada Coal Review (hereafter cited as

WCCR), Oct. 1934, p. 23; "What Retailers Have Incurred in

Handling Relief Coal," WCCR, Dec. 1934, p. 30.

26
"Retailers Ask Changes in Handiing Relief," WCCR,

Nov. 1933, p. 17; "How Co-operation in the Trade Produces

Results," WCCR, Dec. 1933, p. 18.



145

local co-operative associations.27 It appears that this

was intended to force peddlers of cordwood out of the

southern markets, where farmers were trying to supplement

their meagre incomes by cutting on their own land and

selling to urban dwellers. The western Canada Coal Review

boasted that

private competition does not enter

into the situation nearly so much, as

prices are so low at present that the

dealer can ship wood from the north

and sell it cheaper than the farmer

can afford to cut and haul it. As one

dealer remarked, "�g
is ridiculous,

but it is a fact."

As the purchasing power of Saskatchewan residents

diminished, the competition among merchants for whatever

business remained was intense. Relief was, in some cases,

virtually the only business left for local merchants. For

that reason, those merchants were even more vigilant in

trying to protect their share of the market.

One indication of this sentiment towards eliminating

competition is the restriction of those handling relief

business to stores established prior to the creation of

the Saskatchewan Relief Commission. The RMA was adamant

that this should be so:

• • • We feel very strongly that the

merchants who should be receiving this

27
"Retail Committee Had Busy Year," WCCR, June

1934, p. 5.
.

28
"The Market in Review," WCCR, Aug. 1934, pp. 33-

34.
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relief business are those who have

given credit t� the farmers for many

years and have made heavy losses

thereby. It seems to us that busi

nesses that have opened quite recently
with the full knowledge that they were

not eligible for this
busi��ss

should

not receive relief orders.

Such regulations worked to the advantage of the

established general merchant. The Relief Commission

required that relief recipients designate the merchant

with whom they wished to deal; most often that was the

general merchant. More than one merchant could be

designated, but that meant applying to the relief officer.

Specialized businesses like drug and hardware stores

objected that this meant the general merchant could

encroach on their lines of business and thus undercut

their traditional source of income. Oswald Fysh, secre-

tary of the Saskatchewan Retail Druggists Association,

complained,

The general stores have practically
taken all their [the druggists']
business from them in patents, toil

etries, tobacco, and school supplies

by supplying these on relief orders as

food stuffs. These men are now facing
the future with practically no sale

able stock, no credit and very little

hope for the future, unless
som3Ehing

can be worked out to help them.

29
SAB, SRC, W.L. McQuarrie to C.B. Daniel, General

Manager, SRC, 27 Apr. 1932, "Food Department," file 5,

Micro R-6.J.

30
Oswald Fysh, "S.R.D.A. Enters New Era," western

Pharmaceutical Journal, Oct. 1934, p. 5.
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Coal dealers also complained that general merchants were

selling relief coal, leaving the well-equipped local

dealer with reduced sales.31

After 1934, when the Saskatchewan Relief Commission

was disbanded in favour of decentralized control by local

governments, "open" relief vouchers were issued. These

vouchers could be redeemed by relief recipients wherever

they chose at the time. This led to even greater in

stability in the retail trade, as merchants bargained with

relief recipients for their patronage.32 Much business

went to peddlers or other shoe-string operators and, even

more alarming to small businesses, to mail order houses or

chain stores in the nearest large town or city.

The RMA argued that the provincial government should

insist that muncipalities restrict the area within which

relief orders could be filled to a twenty-five mile

radius. This would ensure that local merchants rather

than their corporate competitors would receive the much

needed relief dollars and thus be able to stay in bus i-

ness. The provincial government's response was that such

a proposal would be acceptable neither to the Dominion

government, who supplied the relief funds, nor to the

31
"Retailers Ask Changes in Handling Relief," WeeR,

Nov. 1933, p. 17.

32
For examples of such irregularities in the coal

trade, see: "Open Voucher System Opposed," WeeR, Oct.

1936, p. 9.



148

larger urban centres in the province, which depended on a

wide market area for business. To which J.H. Abbott,

provin�ial RMA president, retorted,

This is where fascism or autocracy is

all right. You have to have a measure

of control. When you talk to the

farmers, man to man, he [sic] agrees

with you, says you are all right; but

when he goes back home the
wife3jays,

"I think we'll buy at Eaton's."

Frustrated with the inaction of governments to this

pressing problem, the editor of the western Retailer

wrote,

Now, The Western Retailer is a

non-political publication, and always
has been, and we would regret to have

to believe that the refusal of the

Government to extend relief [from this

problem] to the retail trade while ex

tending it to everybody else, was sim

ply a matter of sacrificing the class

who had the least number of votes.

Unless that is the case, it is

exceedingly difficult to understand

why the Government should not accede

to the retail merchants' request for

the servicing of relief orders,

-

without wasting more than five minutes

of their valuable time in delibera

tion, and if it is th� case, it is a

clear illustration of the evils
whic�4

can arise out of a two party system.

Given- the objections many merchants had to the

33
SAB, Records of Saskatchewan Legislative Assembly

(hereafter cited as SLA),-"Conference Between the

Government of Saskatchewan and Executive of the Retail

Merchants Association of Saskatchewan ••. ,n 24 Oct.

1938, p. 17, R-184, file S-222.

34 "Relief and the Local Merchant," WR, Sept. 1937,

p. 12.
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operations of the relief bureaucracy, there is little

wonder that abuses crept into the system. There were

cases where merchants overcharged for relief goods or

provided inferior merchandise, where relief orders were

falsified to disguise the fact non-relief goods were being

sold or that relief funds were being applied to old credit

accounts, or where merchants were "soliciting business and

offering inducements" to customers so that they would

redesignate their place of business.35 But as a rule the

RMA stood behind the decisions of the relief authorities

and the sometimes harsh enforcement of their policies.36

This was especially true for the period in which the

Saskatchewan Relief Commission operated, when the RMA had

regular contact with the Commission regarding the formula-

tion of those policies. This harmony began to deteriorate

after the Commission was disbanded and the "open" voucher

system was introduced.37 The fact that most merchants

survived the rigors of the Depression is proof enough that

35
Matheson, OPe cit., pp. 120-126; SAB, SRC,

Memoranda from Manager of Food Department to C.B. Daniel,

General Manager, 11 and 17 Dec. 1931, "Food and Clothing

Department," file 2, Micro R-6.I.

36
Matheson, Ope cit., pp. 125-126.

37
Contrast the positive and appreciative comments

of W.L. McQuarrie at the Saskatchewan RMA's annual meeting
in 1933 ("Dealers Look for Return Of Normal Trade

Conditions," Star-Phoenix [Saskatoon], 6 June 1933, p. 5)

with the critical comments made by the editor of the

western Retailer in "Relief and the Local Merchant," WR,

Sept. 1937, p. 12.
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the government policy to handle relief through "the normal

business channels" was a success.38 But the tensions that

crept in later were one of the chief causes for the

alienation of small businessmen from the political and

economic status guo.

The debt situation in Saskatchewan was a constant

worry to merchants from two standpoints: first, they were

largely unable to collect outstanding accounts from rural

customers, and second, they were under pressure from their

own creditors, mainly wholesalers. The late twenties had

been a time when credit was readily extended by the banks

and the mortgage and machinery companies. But this lasted

only as long as prices for agricultural produce were high.

Depression conditions made it impossible for farmers to

meet their obligations, and this had an impact on everyone

dependent on the agricultural economy.39

Selective surveys of the indebtedness of 1288 farmers

in the province made by the University of Saskatchewan in

1932-34 show that the amount and kind of debts varied con

siderably. By far the highest percentage of the total

debt related to the acquisition of land, ranging from

about 70 to 80 per cent in most areas. Indebtedness to

stores comprised only 1.3 per cent of the total. However,

if one adds the debts for blacksmith and garage services,

38

39

Neatby, OPe cit., p. 273.

Matheson, Ope cit., pp. 30-32.
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gas, oil and lumber, the total is increased to 3.2 per

cent.40 Professor George Britnell estimated a total

agricultural debt in Saskatchewan of $525 million as at 31

December 1936.41 If the earlier percentages still applied

at that time, the amount owed to retail stores would be

about $7 million, and to the other retail services and

businesses identified above, an additional $10 million.

These are substantial figures, although far below the $25

million claimed by the RMA. Historian Don Matheson

placed the situation into context: "To have paid interest

alone on the farm debt of the province would have taken

nearly two-thirds of the wheat available for sale in every

year after 1930 and taxes would have absorbed most of the

remainder.�42

Retail merchants were also anxious about their credit

obligations to wholesalers. Generally the wholesale

houses tried to accommodate the retailers wherever

40
University of Saskatchewan, College of Agricul

ture, Studies of Farm Indebtedness and Financial Progress
of Saskatchewan Farmers: Report No.1, Survey Made in the

Rural Municipalities of Rosemount No. 378, and Reford No.

374, in 1932 (Saskatoon, 1934), Report No.2, Surveys Made

in the Rural Municipalities of Brokenshell, No. 68;

Wellington, No. 97; and Scott, No. 98, in 1932 (Saskatoon,

1935), Report No.3, Surveys Made at Indian Head and

Balcarres: Grenfell and Wolsely; and Neudorf and Lemberg

[1933] (Saskatoon, 1935), and Report No.4, Survey Made in

the Humboldt District in 1934 (Saskatoon, 1936).

41
George Britnell, The Wheat Economy (Toronto:

University of Toronto Press, 1939), p. 87.

42
Matheson, OPe cit., p. 31.
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possible. But there was always the implicit threat that

at some point the wholesaler would take action to force

the retailer to settle his debts. If necessary, this

could mean the creditors would force the retailer into

bankruptcy and recover as much as possible while there was

still something to be gained from the situation. Speaking

of the debt situation in broad terms, the provincial Debt

Adjustment Commissioner reported in 1933,

Every effort has been made to

settle differences of opinion between

debtor and creditor on an amicable

basis and to effect adjustments
between debtor and creditor, but our

efforts have been handicapped due to

the fact that most creditors feel that

the proper time to adjust debts is

when the debtor has some cash to

bargain with. • ••

Many debtors feel that even if

there is a temporary improvement in

conditions their creditors will be

reluctant to make adjustments that

will give them a chance to liquidate
their

de�ts
within a reasonable length

of time.
3

That same year the provincial secretary of the RMA

claimed,

The activities of this Association

have been largely directed during the

past twelve months in persuading the

wholesale trade to exercise patience
towards their retail debtors in view

of the difficult situation and we feel

43
"Report of the Commissioner of the Debt Adjust

ment Bureau," Twenty-Eighth Annual Report of the Depart
ment of Agriculture of the Province of Saskatchewan for

the Twelve Months Ended April 3D, 1933 (Regina: King's

Printer, 1933), p. 8.
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that the limit has been reached.44

The merchants' only hope was to operate on a strictly cash

basis and hope that the wholesale houses would co-operate

in their efforts to negotiate a "scaling down" of farmers'

accounts "so as to encourage debtors to pay."45

Merchants complained that, whereas farmers had

protection from their creditors under the provincial Debt

Adjustment Act, retailers were still at the mercy of

theirs. Thus, while the retailer had great difficulty

collecting farmers' debts because of that legislation, he

himself was still under pressure from the wholesalers.

The Debt Adjustment Act of 1933 was

intended to give protection to all

debtors, including the retailer

debtor; but unfortunately, while the

provincial government had power to

-

prevent issuance of writs against
retailer debtors, they could not

prevent bankruptcy proceedings from

being taken. The retailer in finan

cial difficulties has had the threat

of bankruptcy hanging over his head,

and is in the unfortunate position of

being forced to pay, while legislation
intended to protect him, as the Debt

Adjustment Act undoubtedly was, has

prevented him from collecting the

wherewithal to pay. The farmer does

not corne under the Bankruptcy Act

unless he desires to do so, while the

retailer in financial difficulties is

44
SAB, RMA, W.L. McQuarrie to Premier J.T.M.

Anderson, 31 Oct. 1933, S-B 115, file 278.

45
SAB, RMA, "Scaling Down of Debts to the Retail

Trade," Annual Convention Programme, 1934, p. 26, S-B

115, Box 130. See also: "Forecast for 1937," WR, Dec.

1936, p. 3.
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in danger every minute.46

Merchants had initially been in favour of the debt

adjustment legislation passed by the Saskatchewan govern-

ment, believing that "it was necessary to keep the farmer

on the farm,"47 and hoping that the legislation would

offer some protection for retailers from their credi

tors.48 There were concerns, however, at the terms of the

Debt Adjustment Act and the Limitations of Civil Rights

Act of 1933 within the business community. Particularly

worrisome were the provisions in the latter which rest ric-

ted the amount for which a creditor could sue a debtor

under purchase agreements. Lumbermen, automobile and

implement dealers were incensed that, since the amount of

security for installment purchases had been limited under

the Act, they would be forced to deal on a cash basis

only, thus severely reducing sales.49

46
SAB, RMA, "The Debt Situation," Annual Convention

Programme, 1936, p. 40, S-B 115, Box 130. Protection for

retailers was actually provided already in the Debt

Adjustment Act, 1932.

47
"Merchants Ask Protection for Farmers' Debts,"

Leader-Post (Regina), evening ed., 1 Apr. 1932, p. 2.

48
Ibid.; W.L. McQuarrie, Provincial Secretary's

Report for 1930-31, Delivered at the Eighteenth Annual
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Inc., Saskatchewan Branch, 2 & 3 June 1931, p. 4; "Dealers

Look for Return of Normal Trade Conditions," Star-Phoenix

(Saskatoon), 6 June 1933, p. 5.

49
Matheson, OPe cit., pp. 158-159; Canadian Annual

Review, 1933, p. 246; "Implement Men Rap Debt Act,"
Leader-Post (Regina), 14 Mar. 1933; SAB, RMA, W.L.

McQuarrie to Hon. W.C. Buckle, Minister of AgricuJture,



155

The proclamation of the federal Farmers' Creditors

Arrangement Act in 1934 only made the situation worse, in

the opinion of merchants. The Act was designed to assist

farmers in negotiating reduction of their debts with

secured creditors,50 which left unsecured creditors like

most small merchants unable to arrange suitable settlement

of outstanding accounts. Although some settlements with

unsecured creditors were arranged under the Act, they

fared much worse than did secured ones. Unsecured debts

were reduced on average 45 per cent, while secured debts

were reduced only 30 per cent on average.5l Consequently,

merchants complained that secured creditors received

preferential treatment under the Act. Despite representa-

tions from the provincial and national RMA and the

Saskatchewan government, the federal government would

neither amend the Act to allow unsecured creditors

consideration equal to secured ones nor repeal the

legislation outright.52 A proposal by the RMA that the

23 Mar. 1933, S-B 115, file 270; SAB, Records of Regina
Board of Trade, Minutes of Council, 25 Feb. and 1 and 14

Mar. 1933, R-346, file l7i.

50
"The Farmers' Creditors Arrangement Act,"

Statutes of Canada, 1934 (Ottawa: King's Printer, 1934),

Chap. 53.

51
Canadian Annual Review, 1937 and 1938, p. 332.

52
"At Long Last," WR, Mar. 1937, pp. 16-17; SAB,

RMA, W.L. McQuarrie to Prime Minister R.B. Bennett, 2 Mar.

1935, S-B 115, file 285; SAB, RMA, "Farmers' Creditors

Arrangement Act," Annual Convention Programme, 1940,

p. 125, S-B 115, Box 130.
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federal and provincial governments act as a clearing house

for farm debts, paying creditors on a pro rata basis with

ten or fifteen year bonds, was not heeded either.53

The combined effect of the federal and provincial

debt adjustment legislation was to put small merchants

even more firmly in the vice-grips between their farm

debtors and their wholesale creditors. In the view of the

provincial RMA,

• • • while the Debt Adjustment Act

and the F.e.A. [Farmers' Creditors

Arrangement] Act protect the retail�

erst debtors, these two Acts provide
no protection for the retail trade.

In the first place the retail trade

have not received the protection given
to the farmer under the F.C.A. Act and

in the second the Debt Adjustment Act

does not prevent a retail merchant

from being forced into bankruptcy, and

the Bankruptcy Act has, therefore,

been used as a bludgeon to force the

country merchant to sacrifice his

stock to pay his creditors while he is

prevented4from collecting from his

debtors.5

Again, frustration brought he�ted and caustic

comments from merchants in the province. The editor of

the western Retailer fulminated that the retail trade had

been "thrown to the wolves and sacrificed in the interest

53
SAB, SLA, "Conference Between the Government of

Saskatchewan and the Executive of the Retail Merchants'

Association of Saskatchewan," 12 Jan. 1937, p. 25, R-184,

file 5-208. See also: "Debt Adjustment," WR, Sept. 1936,

pp. 10-11.

54
SAB, RMA, Annual Convention Programme, 17-19 Hay

1937, p. 94, S-B 115, Box 130.
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of preferred creditors,n55 G. Garfield Wray, a shoe

merchant in Regina, argued

That the debt adjustment, so called,

is not debt adjustment at all. It is

merely a switching of debt from one

class to another, in the sense that by

writing off a merchants account, it is

just taking away his capital and

eventually putting him out of busi-

ness••••

And if the Government has finally
come to the conclusion that agricul
ture is the child of the government,
which apparently is the case, in view

of all the enabling legislation that

has been passed in their favor, why
should they rob the merchant of his

capita�6to help them maintain their

child.

The problems associated with credit and debt adjust-

ment persisted to the end of the depression. Slowly it

became apparent that any lasting solution was directly

tied to the issue of monetary reform and to an overall

improvement in economic conditions. The ideas and

proposals made by small businessmen in this regard are

discussed in the next chapter.

The intense competition caused by low prices and

reduced sales in the thirties virtually brought to an end

any major schemes for retail co-operation. It was

generally acknowledged that fixing prices, even if that

were legally possible, would likely not improve the lot of

55
"At Long Last," WR, Har. 1937, p. 17.

56
9SAB, RMA, G.G. Wray to Iv.L. McQuarrie, May

1939, S-B 115, file 462.
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the small, independent merchant. By 1934, the RMA had

become disillusioned with the idea. In fact, the Western

Retailer observed,

The acceptance of such a principle
would undoubtedly prevent price

cutting to the consumer, but we

venture to say it would arouse a storm

of protest from the consumer. That is

not, however, the most dangerous
feature. It is more than probable
that the resale prices would be fixed

at too Iowa point to permit in

dividual retailers ••. making a

sufficient profit. Any manufacturer

providing for retail resale prices
would have to fix them at a point that

would not injure his volume. If he

based them upon the price at which the

mass buyer could sell, the profit to

the individual retailer would be

absolutely inadequate and the manufac

turer's volume would probably decline.

If, on the other hand, the resale

price was fixed at a point which would

give the individual retailer a fair

profit, it would provide a much larger

profit to the mass buyer and in all

probability the manufacturer's volume

wo�ld ��ffer
from the general raise in

prlce. .

And in a later editorial the magazine added that "in many

cases it is quite evident that the manufacturer has his

eyes fixed on increased volume for himself rather than a

legitimate profit for the retail trade."58

It seemed to small retailers that the "big fellows"

had everything in their favour and there was little that

57
"Fixation of Retail Resale Prices," WR, Sept.

1934.

58
"Resale Prices," WR, June 1937, p. 10.
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they could do about it. Even where price maintenance

policies were being enfoiced by manufacturers, mass buyers

had the advantage. Not only did fixed resale prices give

them higher profits than the small retailer, but manufac-

turers were also offering them preferential quantity

discounts and advertising allowances. Advertising was

becoming an expensive method of boosting sales that big

companies could afford, but small merchants could not. It

was meant to lure patronage away from competitors, and

small competitors were caught between advertising in order

to retain their customers or seeing those customers drawn

to the stores with big advertising budgets. Advertising

costs also tended to nullify any lower prices that

otherwise might be offered.59

Attempts by retailers to establish their own whole-

sale houses were also meeting with difficulties. First of

all, there were the tough economic conditions militating

against this movement. Few independent merchants had

extra money to invest in such enterprises, and intense

competition made plans for co-operation among storekeepers

hard to implernent.60 Secondly, there was still resistance

59
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Canada (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press,

1940), pp. 53, 93; SAB, RMA "Unethical and Unfair Business
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60
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[Dec. 1932J, p , 10, S-B 115,
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towards any such plans from some manufacturers, whole-

salers and corporate retailers. For instance, the

Canadian Rubber Footwear Manufacturers' Association

rigidly excluded voluntary chains of retailers from

receiving volume discounts equal to those offered to

wholesalers and other mass buyers.61

In the early thirties merchants increasingly blamed

their problems on big business, believing that any attempt

to reform the independent retail trade from within was

futile in the face of what they considered to be abuses at

the corporate level.

There remained a deep suspicion of the banking system

and its corporate concentration. In speaking before the

Royal Commission on Banking and Currency in 1932, Sas-

katchewan RMA president F.S. Kreutzer questioned the

influence of the Bankers' Association on the ten chartered

banks. He blamed "this gigantic money trust" for the lack

of competition and the curtailment of credit in all

Canadian banks. It was nearly impossible to obtain credit

from any of the banks, even though wholesalers were

charging high interest on retailers' accounts and retail-

ers were prevented from collecting from their own debtors.

Over and above these obstacles, the banks seemed content

Buying: Proceedings and Evidence (Ottawa: King's

Printei, 1934), 9 Mar. 1934, p. 408.

61
Report of the Royal Commission on Price Spreads

and Mass Buying (Ottawa: King's Printer, 1935), pp. 73-74.
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not to get involved in pursuing an amendment to the Bank

Act so that they could use real property as security for

long-term loans. Kreutzer went on to say,

In the face of the powerful influence

the combined banks possess, nothing
could be accomplished in the way of

revision of the Bank Act unless the

Banks themselves favored the amend

ments, for the policy adopted is, Not

to serve the public to the best of

their ability, but To obtain dividends

for the shareholders. We can liken

the present condition as to a man

lending you an umbrella when the sun

is shining and immediately it starts

to rain he demands its return. We

must have more long term money for

investment in the West. If our

present banking system will not give

this, I contend that it is the

function of
�ur

Government to see that

it is done.6

The actions of wholesalers also generated resentment

among independent merchants. Retailers chafed at the high

interest load which wholesalei� foisted 6nto them. In

1932 rates charged by wholesalers were as high as 12 per

cent, compounded monthly.63 Even in 1936 interest rates

charged by wholesale houses were cited at 7 and 8 per

cent.64 Such charges were particularly galling when

retailers found it nearly impossible to collect overdue

62
NAC, Records of Royal Commission on Banking and

Currency, Proceedings at Regina, 7 Dec. 1932, pp. 226-227,
RG 33/17, vol. 7, file 9.

63

64
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accounts from their customers. The Western Retailer

lamented that

nothing has been done up to the pre

sent by the wholesale trade, showing
that they have any inclination to

assume a part of the enormous loss

which has been thrown upon the retail

trade • • • • There have been some

flagrant cases of bankruptcies forced

upon retailers during the last couple
of years, cases which should have

never been permitted to occur, espe

cially since they ruined the debtors

without6�rofiting
the creditors to any

extent.

There was resentment towards the manufacturer, as

well. Their continued practice of providing mass buyers

like mail order houses and chain stores with quantity

discounts rankled independent merchants. The failure of

efforts to have manufacturers maintain prices for all

retailers, large and small, only made the situation more

desperate from the small merchants' point of view.

Moreover, the principles of service and responsibility to

one's customers, cherished by most small businessmen,

seemed to be rapidly disappearing in the mad rush to sell.

In a speech before the Yorkton Rotary Club in 1935, w.w.

Cooper; the Swift Current merchant, lashed out at these

corporate magnates:

During those hectic days of over

expansion of production and credit

which preceded the collapse of 1929,

what was the inner motive of big
business? Was it serviceability? Not

65
nprospects for 1934,n WR, Dec. 1933, p. 6.



163

serviceability at all--vendibility
alone. Our gre�t factories were

merged. They ran twenty-four hours a

day. Vast trainloads of gadgets and

super-luxuries passed each other like

ships in the night, to be moved by

high-powered advertising and selling
to millions of men and women

whg6had
neither the money nor the need.

The competition of mail order houses and chains

continued to be a major issue among independent merchants.

Now with depression conditions, the drain of money out of

small communities to larger centres was particularly

alarming to merchants. Although chain and mail order

sales did not increase in proportional terms,67 to the

desperate merchants it seemed that their loss of custom

was largely due to corporate competitors. In speaking of

the mail order business, a general m�rchant at Ruthilda,

in western saskatchewan, wrote in 1934,

I know where of I speak as I keep the

post office and write out the money

orders for the goods and see them when

they come in. • •.

Within the last week I wrote one

money order to a mail order house for

groceries amounting to $56.00 and

another for $33.00 while we in the

stores took in a few dollars worth of

trade eggs and butter for the groce

ries we sold. • ••

We had built a fine church,

school, community hall &c, now I

understand our minister is leaving in

66
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67
Census of Canada, 1931, Vol. X, p.

of Canada, 1941, Vol. X, p. xxxii.

XXXii Census



164

June as we cannot support him and the

church will likely be closed after

that, there is talk of the school

likely to be shut for lack of funds,

and the community hall as it is not

used for anything now, is not kept in

shape, �g
looks more like a barn than

a hall.

Merchants perceived the chain stores as no less a

threat to community life and their own livelihood. There

were complaints from larger centres that chains, like the

Safeway and O.K. Economy groceterias, picked out the

relatively prosperous communities, established stores with

low overhead, paid low wages, cut prices and offered loss

leaders to attract business, thus forcing the independents

out of business.69 When times were tough, the chains felt

no obligation to the communities and closed down, "leaving

the regular merchant to do his best to take care of the

situation, after they have stolen the cream of the cash

business."70 A common complaint was that, because the

chains and mail order houses insisted on a cash sales

policy, the independents were forced to extend credit and

68
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take farm produce on trade in order to keep whatever

customers they could.71 Then there was the even greater

danger to society of monopoly capitalism presented by

these large corporate retailers. In a gross overstate-

ment, the editor of the Western Retailer warned in 1935,

If chain and chain departmentals are

to become the accepted medium for

passing goods from the manufacturer to

the consumer, there is no reason why a

half dozen gigantic chain organiza
tions should not service the whole of

the Dominion. If they did, it would

finish up by the government having to

take them over, since distribution

could not be left in the hands of a

comparatively small number of dis

tributing organizations who would also

be their own manufacturers. If the

government did this, it would be

socialism pure and simple. That is

not a far-fetched view, it is the

direction to
which7�e

are progressing

every year • • . •

It seemed to small-town merchants that even the rail-

ways were conspiring to rob them of their traditional cus-

tomers. There had already been occasional arrangements

between the city boards of trade and the railway companies

to bring in shoppers from outlying areas at reduced rates.

But in 1932 the railways instituted their own "cent-a-

mile" excursion fares to boo�t business in the face of

competition from other forms of transportation. The

railways claimed that these excursion travellers were

71
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72
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mainly visiting relatives or sight-seeing.73 However,

there is no doubt that city merchants saw their sales

increase and small-town merchants saw theirs decrease in

consequence. The Prince Albert Board of Trade reported in

1933,

The running of bargain trains to the

various cities in the Province by both

railroads was very much appreciated by
the merchants and citizens of Prince

Albert. Most of these trains carried

a goodly number of passengers into

this City with
th;

resultant benefit

to all concerned.
4

Merchants in outlying areas objected to this newest

method of enticing their customers away and petitioned

unsuccessfully for the abolition of these low rates.75

They believed that this was just one more ploy of the

chain stores in the cities to rob independent merchants of

their traditional business.76 The Western Retailer saw

the irony in the situation:

73
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Truly the railways, which give a year

round service have first claim on the

retailers' business, but there is

another side to this. Many a retail

er, who pays freight or express to the

railway for transporting merchandise

to his store, has that merchandise

left upon his shelves unsold, because

his customers are transported to the

larger centres
097cheap

excursion or

shopping trains.

The implication was that the railways could not expect the

loyal patronage of small-town merchants if the excursion-

fare policy continued.

There is little wonder then that small businessmen

were usually in favour, sometimes enthusiastically so, of

government investigations into malpractices of one kind or

another involving big business. Until the 1930s, though,

government interference in the realm of business was

regarded with ambivalence.

The first post-war flurry of such investigations came

with the passage of the Combines and Fair Prices Act and

the Board of Commerce Act of 1919. The Board of Commerce

held hearings across the country in 1919 and 1920,

exercising its power to limit profit margins and price

levels. Many businesses were required to submit evidence,

much to their annoyance.78 The Dominion RMA disliked the

insinuations of the Board of Commerce that retailers were

77
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to blame for high prices. They felt these were the result

of insufficient represent�tion on the Board by knowledge

able businessmen.79

Ultimately the legislation was challenged in the

courts and declared ultra vires late in 1921.80 It was

soon to be replaced with the Combines Investigation Act of

1923. There were also some investig�tions under this

legislation into combines among retailers: Those looking

into the Proprietary Articles Trade Association and the

retail coal trade in Winnipeg in the 1920s have already

been mentioned. However, for the most part it was

manufacturers and wholesalers who were the focus of

combines investigations.

The extreme difficulties experienced by small

businesses in the early years of the depression began to

undermine the reticence of the petit-bourgeois businessQan

towards government intervention. Thus, there was an

overwhelming response from small businessmen across Canada

to a speech made by the Honorable H.H. Stevens before a

shoe retailers' convention in Toronto in January 1934.

79
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Stevens, as federal Minister of Trade and Commerce, was

speaking in lieu of Prime Minister Bennett. Everyone was

expecting a routine message defending government policy.

Instead, Stevens launched an attack against big business.

He severely criticized the tactics of corporate retailers

in blackmailing manufacturers to sell to them at unrealis

tically low prices, which were not available to smaller

merchants. He went on to condemn the evils resulting from

these practices: cut-throat competition, cut wages and

sweat-shop conditions among workers in factories and

stores, and the disappearance of the independent merchant.

The popular response to Stevens' speech was so great

that he was soon after appointed chairman of a Parliamen

tary special committee to investigate price spreads and

mass buying. The terms of reference for the committee

gave it wide-ranging authority to inquire into "the causes

of the large spread between th� prices received for

commodities by the producers thereof, and the price paid

by the consumers therefor." Included within the scope of

the inquiry were manufactured as well as farm and other

natural products. The committee was specifically directed

to look into mass buying and the effects of that practice

on labour cohditions, the flour-milling and bakery

industries, and the marketing of "live stock and animal

, \
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products.n81

The Stevens Committe� and the royal commission that

was created a few months later to continue the investiga-

tion generated great interest and activity among retailers

in Saskatchewan. Here, at last, was a sign that they had

a sympathetic ear within the government regarding their

many grievances. The provincial RNA sent their president,

R.S. Cruikshank, and secretary, W.L. McQuarrie, to appear

before the .committee in Ottawa early in March. The

druggists in the province gave assistance to the Canadian

Pharmaceutical Association in presenting evidence before

the committee in June. Both groups actively supported the

National Fair Trade Council and later the National Fair

Trade Federation, established to gather and present

further evidence and to keep the issues before the public

and the government. The great hopes of independent

merchants for this campaign against big business are

expressed by an Alsask merchant to W.L. McQuarrie, just

prior to the latter's departure for Ottawa:

We can only emphasize the plain
need of your being called on such a

mission, and as far as eviGence is

concerned, the Story of Unemployment
in Retailing, of bleak existence is

written in the Advertising Pages of

any Newspaper, or in the Catalogues of

Retail Mail Order Houses.

To my mind, your trip to Ottawa

is our entry in a movement again

81
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overdue, that of shaking the too

powerful off the shoulders of the

nation,--the usual thing in history.
Whether we can depend on the

Conservative representatives of the

people who have the money, to carry

out anything worth spending time on,

remains to be seen.

But, I know, you'll answer this

call Mr. McQuarrie, firm in the

conviction that, if it isn't the

Stevens Committee, it will be some

other Committee that sooner or later

has to strike another Magna Carta for

the defenceless
0fi2weaker

units of the

social structure.

Numerous letters were written to McQuarrie providing

raw material for his presentation and supporting the

efforts of the RMA to expose the evils of corporate

retailers. Many of these were tabled as exhibits before

the Stevens Committee when he appeared before it on 9th

March 1934.

In McQuarrie's presentation he took direct aim at the

department, mail order and chain stores and at those

manufacturers and wholesalers who provided them with

preferential quantity discounts to the detriment of

smaller independent merchants. A more profound conse-

quence of these practices, he stated, was the undermining

of community life. Independent merchants had taken the

lead in building up the religious, social and recreational

institutions of Saskatchewan, but with their disappearance

as economic factors in the communities those institutions

82
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were in danger as well. The social fabric of rural

communities would be dest�oyed, he argued,

unless trading conditions can be made

such, that the business of retail

merchandising by the independent
retailer can once more be placed on

more of an equal footing with the

departmental and chain store organiza
tions who are moneyed corporations
with large reserves of capital behind

them, and [whose] gigantic businesses

operate at strategic tra��ng points

throughout the province.

Because small merchants could not obtain the same

special prices and quantity discounts and could not match

the cut prices offered by the corporate retailers, they

could not effectively compete and were being forced out of

business. He claimed that "it is the universal opinion of

Saskatchewan retailers that some measure of control by

legislation should be enacted so that the unfair ad-

vantages now enjoyed by those concerns may cease." He

confidently expressed the hope that soon the Saskatchewan

government would pass legislation, similar to that already

proposed in Alberta, that would license retail outlets and

thus control such practices. "A prosecution department

will be installed and adequate penalties provided for in

the event of infractions of the Act." Nevertheless,

federal legislation was required to control corporations

83
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from eastern Canada selling in Saskatchewan.84

Druggists took somewhat of a different approach. The

Saskatchewan Retail Druggists Association, while it did

not present evidence directly to the Stevens Committee,

did actively gather information for and promote the views

expressed by the Canadian Pharmaceutical Association

(CPA) .85

On 4 June 1934, the Stevens Committee heard evidence

from A.J. Wilkinson, ·Chairman of the Council, and R.P.

Sparks, legal counsel for the CPA. Wilkinson introduced

and set the tone for the presentation by referring back to

the days of the Proprietary Articles Trade Association

(PATA). Both he and Sparks claimed that the difficulties

of small businesses like drug stores were not primarily

due to depression conditions, but rather to trade abuses

that had existed before those conditions appeared. Those

abuses were introduced by chain retailers aiming to force

independents out of the marketplace. If the PATA had been

allowed to operate, they argued, the drug retail trade

would now be in a much healthier state. In their opinion,

84
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The effect of the judgement • • •

which brought about the dissolution of

the P.A.T.A. his, we submit, had

precisely the opposite effect from

what the framers of the Combines

Investigation Act intended. It has

helped to build up a monopoly or semi

monopoly in the distribution of

proprietary articles. The P.A.T.A.

was organized to fight a growing

monopoly in distribution, not to

create one. Its object was to create

fair competition, which was the chief

weapon of the semi-monopolistic

corporations who were endeavouring to

control the
di��ribution

of proprie

tary articles.

Therefore, they urged the federal government to amend

the Combines Investigation Act so that price-fixing

agreements between manufacturers and traders could be

legalized under government supervision. Such agreements

could be approved by a government-appointed board,

"composed of men with business experience or having a

knowledge of economics, whose judgement would command the

respect of the business community.n87

In March 1934, representatives from merchants',

wholesalers', manufacturers' and other organizations had

organized the National Fair Trade Council (NFTC) to

irivestigate further "unfair business practices" of

corporate retailers and to submit that evidence to the

Stevens Committee. The Saskatchewan RMA was represented

86
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87
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at that meeting by its president, R.S. Cruikshank, and

secretary, W.L. McQuarrie. Later that October the NFTC

was transformed into the National Fair Trade Federation

(NFTF), which also included individuals and corporations

and had many of the same objectives. The RMA across the

country was active in soliciting funds for the NFTC and

the NFTF and helped to arrange speaking engagements for

their chief spokesman, Warren K. Cook, a small clothing

manufacturer from Toronto.88

On 22 June 1934 R.P. Sparks represented the NFTC

before the Stevens Committee. Sparks focussed his attack

on the three largest department and chain stores, Eaton's,

Simpson's and the Hudson's Bay Company, claiming that

since these companies controlled ten per cent of all

retail sales in Canada, they were "uneconomic" and

"dangerous." The combined sales of these companies

represented the average sales of 17,620 independent

merchants, he said, and if other chain stores were

included the total sales represented the business of

88
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51,147 independent merchants.89 The inference was that,

if these corporations did not exist, over 50,000 indepen-

dent merchants would be in business. Sparks argued that,

while the profits of independent stores were declining

during depression conditions, the profit margins of the

big three corporate retailers were actually increasing.

These big businesses could make huge profits on lower

prices than offered by the independents because of "sweat

shop" conditions for their workers and the quantity dis

count prices they could demand from the manufacturers.90

R.P. Sparks was counsel for both the NFTC and the CPA

and had spoken on behalf of both organizations before the

Stevens Committee. It is perhaps not surprising then that

the main recommendation of the NFTC was stikingly similar

to that of the CPA:

We think the industries themselves, if

given a proper standing, can to a cer

tain extent police their own industry;
and we feel that the whole problem
will largely be solved by giving to

trade associations or associations of

producers some control over their own

industries, utilizing the services

which the trade organizations can give
• • • . We cannot find any way in

which by legislation the big dis

tributors, chain stores, department
stores and mail order houses can be

contrOlled; and we do not want to

legislate them out of business, or tax

them out of business. But we do think

89
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that if associations of producers
could be set up that they would

regulate these things better
tha�lit

can be done by any other method.

They therefore advocated amendments to the Combines

Investigation Act allowing trade associations to fix

minimum resale prices under the supervision of a govern-

ment board, similar to the Board of Railway Commis

sioners.92 As time went along this idea of the NFTC and

the NFTF congealed, so that by the middle of 1935 there

was much discussion of a Fair Trade Board, which would

eliminate trade abuses, license and control retail

outlets, and allow for price maintenance.93 It clearly

represents a synthesis of the positions of the RMA and the

CPA.

The proceedings of the Price Spreads Committee and

Royal Commission received extensive press coverage, often

providing sensational revelations of the inner machina-

tions of Canada's corporate giants. The huge profits �ade

by the large packing houses were contrasted in dramatic

fashion with the extremely low returns farmers received

for their produce. The pathetic wages made by workers in

the clothing and shoe industry were compared with what

91

92

Tbid., p. 3842.

Ibid., pp. 3842-3843.

93
SAB, RMA, W.L. McQuarrie to A.E. Longmore,

Secretary, Swift Current Branch, RMA, 15 Feb. 1935, S-B

115, file 117, and W.L. McQuarrie to J.W. Hair, 13 Feb.

1935, S-B 115, file 160.



178

seemed like highly inflated prices in the big department

stores.94

The report of the Royal Commission on Price Spreads

and Mass Buying was tabled in the House of Commons on

12 April 1935. It reviewed the history of corporate

retailing in Canada, noting the rapid expansion of

department, mail order and chain stores and their deleter-

ious effects on the Canadian economy. While the Commis-

sion could find no evidence that these corporations were

guilty of widespread trade abuses, it did censure their

practices of mass-buying and cut-throat competition. Such

practices, in their opinion, had made it extremely

difficult for small businesses to survive depression

conditions. The disappearance of local, independent

stores had meant the loss of "the personal factor" in the

retail trade and "the inevitable weakening of the ideals"

of service to the community."95

The Con�ission believed that in some industries state

intervention was required in order to restore competition,

while in a few others, where competition was too intense,

some "modification" was desirable.96 It recommended the

94
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establishment of a Federal Trade and Industry Commission

whose "basic functions would be concerned with the

prevention or regulation of monopolistic practices."97

This might at times mean that the proposed commission

could sanction and supervise "agreements within a trade or

industry where it is agreed by the government that

competition has become wasteful and demoralizing.n98 It

also recommended that, where corporations had achieved a

monopoly or near-monopoly status, the new commission

should control its activities through regulation or

taxation.99 In order to eliminate trade abuses, the

report recommended the new commission be empowered "to

prohibit unfair competition" which aimed at eliminating or

destroying a competitor, practices such as "fraud,

misrepresentation, or oppression," "discriminatory

discounts, rebates and allowances," and "territorial price

discrimination and predatory price-cutting."lOO The

report closed by saying,

We recommend, that is to say, not only
the most complete maintenance or res

toration of competition, where that is

possible, but also gradual, progres

sive and effective regulation in that

growing field of business enterprise
where monopoly or imperfect competi-

97
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98
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99
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100
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tion will continue inevitably to

develop, and, if unregulated, will

continue to exploit the primary pro

ducer, the wage-earner, and the con

sumer, in the shameful ways so often

disclosed by the evidence before us.

We propose the first steps to the goal
that has been described as the

"socialization of monopoly and the

civilization of competition." Unless

we can achieve this goal in the rea

sonably near future, there may well be

forced upon us changes in our eco

nomic, social and political organi
zation beside which our proposals,

important as we believe them
t£o�e,

will pale into insignificance.

The proceedings of the Stevens Committee and the

subsequent Royal Commission and the report tabled in April

1935 all received an enthusiastic response from small

businessmen across the country, and Saskatchewan was no

exception. W.L. McQuarrie called the investigation into

the abuses of big business "the biggest thing that has

taken place in Retail Merchants' work in the last quarter

of a century."102 Harry Stevens had become a hero among

small businessmen, a trusted leader who, they believed,

truly understood their deepest fears and aspirations. The

secretary of the Eastend Board of Trade wrote to him only

days before the Royal Commission's report was released,

Our organi�ation is deeply apprecia
tive of the efforts you have made to

wards the establishment of more equit-

101
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102
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able conditions in the business life

of our Dominion; we feel that you have

a comprehensiv� knowledge of the

difficulties of the small retailor

[sic] and we are very hopeful that

your work will result in correctiYe

legislation being affected [sic].lU3

At the end of May 1935, the findings of the Royal

Commission were the main point of discussion at the Sas-

katchewan RMA's annual convention. A resolution was

passed,

That this convention go on record as

being heartily in accord with the

recommendations of the Royal Commis

sion on the evils of mass purchasing,
and that we urge upon the government
the great necessity of implementing
these recommendations by careful,

comprehensive legislationlB�
the

earliest possible moment.

A difficult reassessment of the attitudes of many

small businessmen had been taking place during the course

of the Committee and Commission hearings. Many of them

were slowly beginning to accept the idea of mor� direct

government intervention in the marketplace in order to

ensure the survival of their way of life. It was their

hope that such intervention would be more at the expense

of big, rather than small, business. W.L. McQuarrie

expressed this view in a letter a month before the

103
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Commission's report was tabled:

�vhile we do not want too much Govern

ment intervention in business, when we

find that one or two concerns have for

the last 35 years been enjoying unfair

advantages and that as a result there

of other concerns have followed their

policy, it seems to me that if the

abuses arising out of the methods

employed by such few concerns are to

be corrected that it has to be regu

lation in business. I believe Mr.

Bennett [the prime minister] sees nbw

that the Eaton Company and the Simpson

Company have been largely responsible
for the decay of many, many of our

villages, towns and small cities from

Atlantic to the Pacific, and I still

feel that he intends to see that such

businesses are controlled so that

tho�e a���ntages
will no longer be

thel.rs.

He and the provincial president expressed themselves in

much the same vein in their reports to the provincial RNA

convention that May.l06

Nevertheless, not all business people were so

positive in their reaction to the work of the Stevens

Committee and the Royal Commission. Soon after the

Committee began its deliberations in early 1934, the

editor of Canadian Business satirized the Committee under

the title "Four Men in a Tub," based on the well-known

nursery rhyme. The editor belittled the attacks of small

105
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businessmen against their corporate competitors and their

calls for corrective government measures. "Ethics and

morals cannot be legislated into business," intoned the

editor. He questioned the probity of the Stevens Cornmit-

tee, "which seems to assume, at times, the colour of an

inquisition more than that of an impartial investiga

tion."107 �fuen the final report was tabled, Canadian

Business saw it as confirmation of its suspicions. The

magazine viewed the recommendations as an assault on the

independence of business, and it challenged their con-

stitutionality:

Our quarrel is not with the objectives
of the Commission, but rather with its

methods. If we are to remove the

alleged evils presumed to apply

throughout all business, ••• we

venture to suggest the best means of

eradication of bad times--by creating
business recovery through establishing
of business confidence. The most

urgent needlBg
the moment is recovery,

not reform.

There were some small businessmen, too, who ques-

tioned government intervention in the economy. At the

same time as the CPA and the RMA were advocating govern-

ment controls over business activity, others like the coal

dealers remained unconvinced of the wisdom of that

approach. As was indicated in Chapter II, the Western

107
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108
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Canada Fuel Association was debating internal regulation

of the coal industry in order to eradicate trade abuses

contemporaneously with the investigations of the stevens

Committee and the Royal Commission. Their response was to

reject government controls. Indeed, they saw any such

proposals as dangerous to the industry and a further

incentive to work out their own measures of internal

control.l09

A division in business ranks was now quite obvious.

The question now was, what approach would the Conservative

government take? Would there be increased government

involvement in matters of trade? Or would business be

allowed to retain its independence and to bring reform

from within?

Economic conditions in the thirties had brought small

businessmen in Saskatchewan face to face with those

problems in the retail trade that the more prosperous

twenties had allowed them to ignore. The structural

inconsistencies and poor business practices from which

they had been protected in good times could no longer be

evaded. Convincing the provincial government to dis-

tribute relief through the established retail trade was a

minot success that saved most merchants from outright

disaster. However, there still remained the most impor-

109
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tant issues of rural debt and credit and the continued

incursions of corporate competitors.

Increasingly it became obvious that internal solu

tions to trade problems were futile, and increasingly

small businessmen blamed big business for those problems.

While limited government incursions into business had been

requested by their organizations in the past, the attitude

of small businessmen towards major interventions was still

basically negative. Now, however, it seemed that govern

ment measures were the only hope for them in combatting

the "unfair" competition of big business.

The Stevens Committee and the Royal Commission on

Price Spreads offered the ideal opportunity to publicize

the concerns of small business and to lobby for reforms.

But with big business vigorously resisting government

interference as proposed by small businessmen, and with

most of those proposals now embodied in the recommenda

tions of the Royal Commission, it appeared that the

struggle over whose interests would be served by the

Bennett government was just about to begin.



IV. CALLS FOR GOVERNMENT INTERVENTION

The economic and political developments of the

thirties brought a significant shift in small

businessmen's interpretation of their problems and in

their approach towards resolving them. Most of the issues

with which they were concerned in the twenties remained

and in many cases intensified throughout the thirties.

Efforts towards internal trade reforms and the crusade

against big business had not appreciably improved their

position vis-a-vis corporate competition.

The excitement generated by the Special Committee and

the subsequent Royal Commission on Price Spreads was the

peak experience for Canadian small businessmen during the

inter-war period. Most ·of their energies in 1934 and

early 1935 were concentrated in providing evidence for

that investigation and in publicizing tfie "evils" of big

business exposed during its proceedings. When the

Commission's report was released in April 1935, there 'vas

widespread optimism that the federal governmertt would

finally step in to redress the most pressing probJems

facing small business. However, that optimism soon faded.

In the first months of 1935 there was much talk of

reforming the entire Canadian economy. In January Prime

Minister Bennett had astounded even his own cabinet with

four radio broadcasts outlining his version of the New

186



187

Deal, loosely patterned on President Roosevelt's New Deal

in the United States. He introduced a number of bills in

Parliament designed to offer greater protection for

farmers and workers. But faced with concerted opposition

from big business interests, and lacking any firm

commitment towards reform himself, his New Deal soon

foundered.l

Big business, which had been on the defensive

throughout the proceedings of the Committee and Royal

Commission, launched a campaign of its own to sway public

and government opinion. Harry Stevens, the champion of

small business, broke off with R.B. Bennett and the

Conservative government in October 1934 because he refused

to retract allegations he had made against Simpson's

department stores.2 His influence within the government

had thus considerably dwindled. By the end of June 1935

it was obvious that the recommendations of the Commission

had been effectively stymied.

Early in July Stevens formed his own Reconstruction

Party, "a party of shopkeepers" as Graham Spry called it,3

with strong support from the small business sector. The

1
John Herd Thompson and Allen Seager, Canada, 1922-

1939 (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1985), pp. 261-

266.

2
Ibid., pp. 260-261.

3
Michael Bliss, Northern Enterprise: Five

Centuries of Canadian Business (Toronto: McClelland and

Stewart, 1987), p. 425.
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party and its leader struggled through the federal

election campaign that summer and fall and were greatly

disappointed with the results on voting day, October 14th.

Only Stevens himself had won a seat in Parliament. Many

of those merchants in Saskatchewan who had supported the

new party, having turned their backs on the old line

parties, now threw their efforts into other political

involvements. Since their concerns for the future of

small business remained unresolved, they turned their

attention to the regional protest movements that had

arisen among other westerners at the time. Politically

this meant that many espoused the Social Credit. The

socialist platform of the CCF was not an ideological

option for them at this point. In terms of economic

reform, they began to look more seriously at issues like

tariffs, monetary and constitutional reform. Social

programmes like unemployment insurance, minimum wages and

provincial legislation to standardize market conditions

gained more popularity among small businessmen. All of

these approaches meant more government intervention in the

economy. There was an increased acceptance by this

stubbornly individualistic group of the idea that

government intervention was necessary if a measure of

stability was to be returned to social and economic

conditions. Government was now seen more as a potential

ally against big business, rather than an impediment to
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the free play of the marketplace.

The winds of change were quite evident at the annual

convention of the Saskatchewan Retail Merchants'

Association (RMA) , held at the end of May 1935. Delegates

listened to reports from their officers and other speakers

about the success of the Royal Commission on Price

Spreads. They heard their provincial secretary, W.I, •.

McQuarrie, describe at length those malpractices of

corporate retailers that had been exposed by the

Commission and that would soon be corrected as a result of

its report. He expressed confidence that independent

merchants were about to embark on a new era, where "such

reg?lation in business will be effected that will permit

of fair competition, and if we have 'Fairness and Equity

in Business,' we can profitably meet any competition in

business that offers."4

The climax of the convention was a rousing banquet

speech by Warren K. Cook, the eloquent spokesman for the

National Fair Trade Federation. Cook exuded a millenarian

optimism for the new age about to dawn:

We have turned the corner. • ..

The new highway we are travelling is a

bit uphill, but is definitely uphill,
and we are going to have a stiff

climb, and you will find many wrecks-

these large organizations that are top

heavy. They are top heavy, unsound

4
"W. McQuarrie Stresses Need for Fairness and

Equity in All Business," Yorkton Enterprise, 30 May 1935,

p. 1.
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and are not economic. The evidence

proves that. r do not believe they
will" be able to make t�e grade. It is

only the merchants who really know

what it [is] all about who will become

efficient, who will stay in business,

men who make it a hobby and try to

give a service. . ..

I do not think the large

organizations will be able to make the

grade, but I think that when you reach

the top you will find a very much

broader and better highway on which

there will be towns thriving with

merchants doing a profitable business,

happy faces, and where there will not

be all the turmoil and
strige

we have

been suffering in the past.

Yet there were some worrisome cracks in all this

bravado. Cook, in the same speech, wondered aloud whether

the recommendations of the Royal Commission might become

"a political football," and whether any legislation tllat

might be introduced by the government would be merely used

for "electioneering purposes."6 Harry Stevens no longer

had much influence with the Conservative government, and

political developments seemed to confirm tl\at Bennett "hacl

sided with the reactionaries" in his cabinet and taken the

side of big business.7 Nevertheless, Cook quite naively

believed that, if Prime Minister Bennett resigned soon, as

was expected, the popular Stevens would be chosen as his

5
Warren K. Cook, "The Stevens' Recommendations:

Will They be Carried Out?", The western Retailer

(hereafter cited as ��), June 1935, pp. 21-22.

6

7

Ib id ., p. 16.

Thompson and Seager, OR. cit., p. 261.
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successor.8 That would be a sure sign that the millenium

had arrived, for small businessmen at least.

Then in June, when the federal government introduced

its Dominion Trade and Industry Commission Bill in

Parliament, it became evident to small business that the

proposed legislat�on was only a pale facsimile for that

recommended by the Royal Commission. The Dominion Trade

and Industry Commission was not to be a separate body, but

would comprise the three members already on the Tariff

Board. Its powers would be significantly less than the

Royal Commission had recommended. Royal Commission

chairman W.W. Kennedy, H.H. Stevens, and the small

business commun�ty cried foul, but the government claimed

that it did not have the constitutional authority to

implement many of the Commission's recommendations. R.B.

Hanson, Minister of Trade and Commerce, and Prime Minister

Bennett warned that, if the government did introduce more

drastic legislation, that legislation would most certainly

be ruled ultra vires by the courts.9

The editor of the Western Retailer expressed the

8
"Toronto Clothier Has Plan to Restore Good Times

in Saskatchewan," Yorkton Enterprise, 30 May 1935.

9
Debates, House of Commons, 1935 (Ottawa: King's

Printer, 1935), pp. 3506-3511, 3802-3806. Indeed, Section

14 of the Dominion Trade and Industry Commission Act,

allowing the Commission to approve price-fixing

agreements, was later declared ultra vires. (C.P. Stacey,

ed., Historical Documents of Canada, Volume V: The Arts

of War and Peace, 1914-1945 [Toronto: Macmillan, 1972],

p. ·313).
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outrage of many independent merchants:

It is the old story. Politicians qre

elected on their own promises to be

servants of the people. Once elected

they become its masters. • •• The

crying need in all industrial

countries is for a great reformer. We

have one in the person of the Hon.

H.H. Stevens and the entire forces of

big business and big money are

marshalled against him. He has the

confidence and support of the great

majority of our citizens but--his

opponents control both the money and

the political machinery. We are told

that the cleansing of the channels of

business in Canada is illegal under

the B.N.A.
ACro

That is an insult to

common sense.

Early in July the editor continued his vilification

of the old-line political parties who chose to defend the

status guo rather than effect meaningful reform, as

represented in the recommendations of the Price Spreads

Commission. In the election called for October 14th, he

hoped that there would be less attention paid to party

loyalties and that all candidates would espouse "patriot-

ism and common sense" in forming a National Government to

address the serious problems facing the country.ll Just

as those lines were going to press, H.B. Stevens announced

his intention to form his own political party.

Stevens' Reconstruction Party soon had official and

10
WR, June 1935, p. 15.

11
"The Retail Trade and the Election," WR, July

1935, p. 22.
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active support from the RMA in Ontario and Alberta.12 In

Saskatchewan, though, there was considerable uncertainty.

Press reports throughout July theorized that the

provincial RMA would follow the example of their

counterparts in the other provinces. W.L. McQuarrie,

provincial secretary for the RMA, was reported as haying

accepted the position of provincial organizer for the new

party. But since he was in O�tario on vacation at the

time, this remained unconfirmed.13

While in Ontario, McQuarrie did discuss the matter of

serving as provincial organizer with Warren K. Cook, now

Reconstruction party national chairman and organizer. It

appears that he accepted the position pending appr?val

from the Saskatchewan RMA executive.14 However, upon

returning to Saskatchewan at the end of July, he found the

RMA more reticent than he apparently had anticipated. A

meeting of the provin�ial executive was called for August

7th to discuss the situation. In the meantime, a

questionnaire was sent out to obtain an expression of

12
National Archives of Canada (hereafter cited as

NAC) , H.H. Stevens Papers, W.L. McQuarrie to H.H. Stevens,

8 Aug. 1935, MG 27 III B9, vol. l25A, file 12; "Says
Retail Merchants to Go Stevens," Edmonton Bulletin, 9 Aug.
1935.

13
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14
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(Saskatoon), 1 Aug. 1935; NAC, Stevens Papers, McQuarrie
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opinion from the membership. The meeting on the 7th

lasted the whole day and into the evening. The survey had

shown that, while there was great appreciation for

Stevens, his work in and support for the Price Spreads

Commission, 90 per cent of RMA members in Saskatchewan

rejected official endorsation of his new party. The next

day the executive's decision to remain politically neutral

was announced to the press. At the same time, the RMA

reported that its provincial vice-president, E.H. Crimp,

would act as provincial organizer for the Reconstruction

Party, leaving the press "considerably mystified" at the

RMA's actual position.lS

E.H. Crimp contended with many difficulties in his

attempt to organize the Reconstruction Party in

Saskatchewan. Because of the initial uncertainties the

campaign was off to a late start. Without the official

backing of the provincial RM�, he had to rely on a small

coterie of volunteers throughout the province. Besides

internal administrative difficulties in the province and

with national headquarters, he was faced with a shift in

allegiance from potential supporters away from Stevens and

15
"Group Out of Politics But R.M.A. Man to Aid

Stevens," Regina Daily Star, 8 Aug. 1935; "Stevens Nominee

to Run in Regina," Regina Daily Star, 9 Aug. 1935; W�L.
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.
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his party towards the Social Credit. The success of the

Social Credit in the Alberta election on August 22nd, made

many reconsider their political preferences. The Western

Retailer reported early in September,

Owing to the complete sweep by the

Social Credit Party in Alberta, the

situation rapidly changed in

Saskatchewan with the advent of the

Social Credit into this province, and

as a result, some of the prospective
candidates withdrew their names in

spite of the e�couragement an� ap�eals
from the·Organlzer to stand flrm.

In Yorkton, despite the fact that a Reconstruction Party

candidate had been nominated, a Social Credit club was

organized. A.J. Logan, a prominent druggist in the city,

was its president.17

Crimp appealed to have the national campaign portray

Social Credit policies more favourably, "to 'help stay'

the Social Credit wave," but headquarters remained

unresponsive to this upswell of western political

protest.18

At the outset, nine or ten Reconstruction candidates

were expected to run in the province, but by nomination

day, September 18th, there were only three: H.R.

16
"E.H. Crimp Resigns," WR, Sept. 1935, p. 7.

17
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Leader-Post (Regina), 14 Sept. 1935.

18
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Mitchell, president, Reconstruction Party for

Saskatchewan, 25 Sept. 1935, MG 27 III B9, vol. 125A,

file 12.
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Henschel, a farmer,_former businessman and mayor of

Rosthern, in Rosthern constituency; W.P. Wensley, a coal

dealer, in Saskatoon constituency; and William Kelso, a

Foam Lake general merchant, in Yorkton constituency.

Frustrated with his ineffectiveness, Crimp resigned just a

week later, leaving the party campaign without an

organizer only three weeks before election day.19

While the Reconstruction Party naturally tried to

appeal to a broad spectrum of voters, it had many policies

directly relevant to small businessmen. These included

taxation of chain stores, an investigation of credit and

monetary problems, limits on interest rates, and

government controls to remove unethical business practices

based on the Price Spreads Commission report.20 In

speeches before Saskatchewan audiences in August, B.B.

Stevens attacked the concentration of wealth and power in

Canada and called for government interference in the

economy to protect the ordinary citizen.21 W.P. Wensley,

19
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20
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21
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the candidate in Saskatoon, followed much the same line in

a series of policy statements in the Saskatoon Star-

Phoenix. He declared that "the fundamental cause of the

depression is the concentration of wealth among the

few."22 He attacked the "financiers" and "capitalists"

who had conspired to restrict credit and called for

nationalization of the Bank of Canada.23

The Reconstruction Party seemed to get a warm re-

sponse in Saskatchewan. Stevens spoke to large crowds in

Saskatoon and Regina. Perhaps caught up in the heat of

the moment, at a rally in Saskatoon on August 15th, E.H.

Crimp introduced Stevens as the "new Martin Luther of

Canada's prob1ems,"24 who was not so much a political

leader as "the captain of a crusade of righteousness."25

Despite predictions that the Reconstruction Party would do

17 Aug. 1935.

22
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23
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19 Sept. 1935; W.P. Wens1ey, "Reconstruction: The

Monetary Problem," Star-Phoenix, 3 Oct. 1935.

24
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well in the election,26 the results were a great disap�

pointment to its supporters. The only successful candi

date was Stevens himself.

The three candidates in Saskatchewan came nowhere

near winning their constituencies, although H.H. Henschel

with 14 per cent of the vote in Rosthern, was in. second

place behind Liberal W.A. Tucker.27 All three candidates

were local businessmen and represented a platform strongly

supportive of small business issues. Yet a closer

analysis of the poll results shows that none attracted

proportionally more votes in villages amd towns, where one

might have expected support from small businessmen and

those dependent on them for their livelihood.28

There was some bitterness at the results within the

small business community. The editor of the Western

Retailer complained, "When the Hon. H.H. Stevens risked

his political future to fight their battles, one hundred

and thirty thousand retailers subscribed less than 25

cents a piece towards the cost of it."29 But the

26
Canadian Business magazine believed the

Reconstructionists might hold the balance of power in a

minority Parliament ("ottawa Parade," Canadian Business,

oc t. 193 5, p. 5 8) •

27
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28
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29
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predominant reaction seems to have been one of stoical

resignation. The same editor believed that the business

community was relieved that the election was over and that

the electorate had not chosen a more radical alternative

to the political order. Now businessmen could only hope

the new Liberal government in Ottawa would implement as

quickly as possible the reforms recommended by the Price

Spreads Commission.30 At the provincial RMA convention

the following June, president H.E. Sample praised Stevens,

"for the courageous and herculean task he undertook in

challenging for the good of the common people, the power-

ful corporations doing business in our country • .

"

Yet, as he continued, he seemed to dismiss quite

nonchalantly.any debt of gratitude small merchants might

have owed Stevens as a result: "He may have committed

political suicide, but he knew the risk he took."3l

When in 1937 Harry Stevens returned to the Conserva-

tive caucus in Parliament, the event barely seemed note-

worthy, an anticlimax that could hardly have been expected

in the political turmoil of only two years before.

Just as the Reconstruction Party in Saskatchewan saw.

its support shift towards the Social Credit, so too did

small businessmen begin to take an interest in the

30
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31
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Address," WR, June 1936, pp. 3-4.
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policies of this new political movement. They did so for

economic rather than strictly political reasons. The

ideas of Major C.H. Douglas offered some hope that the

monetary system might be reformed and purchasing power

restored to ordinary consumers.

Schemes for monetary reform were by no means a new

phenomenon. One. prominent member of the RMA, W.C. Paynter

of Tantallon, had studied the subject for many years

before he published a pamphlet, Canadian Money and Pro-

gress, about 1921. He and his brother had been leaders in

the Harmony Co-operative Industrial Association, which had

operated near Tantallon before the turn of the century,

and which had issued its own scrip currency.32 Paynter

explained his theories about money and distributed his

pamphlet to delegates at the 1922 RMA provincial

convention.33 His argument was that money should be "as

elastic and plentiful as the goods or services to be

exchanged."34 To accomplish that, there should be a

government-controlled national bank in Canada which could

issue currency as needed to stimulate the economy.

32
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Consumer credit would be unnecessary because money would

not be in short supply. Consumer demand, based on ample

purchasing power, would encourage economic growth and

prosperity:

Our Canada would flourish like a green

bay tree, filling the whole land with

beauty and symmetry. Debt would be no

more, and labor just healthy exercise

necessary for the
felici�gus

development of the SOUL.

Perhaps hearkening back to the Harmony Co-operative

of nearly forty years earlier, a draft monetary plan was

formulated in Regina in 1933. Committees of the local RMA

and the Regina Board of Trade both discussed this plan,

but it is doubtful that it was ever implemented. It was

proposed that a Better Business Bureau would be

established in the city, which would issue scrip, called

"Better Business Coupons." Employees of partiCipating

businesses would receive ten per cent of their monthly pay

in scrip notes, which could be redeemed in payment for

goods and services at other participating businesses.36

The Social Credit victory in Alberta in August 1935

added credence to ideas regarding monetary reform,

especially those set forth by Major Douglas. Controlled

inflation induced by government monetary measures was

surely worth consideration, the small businessmen

35
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36
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believed.37 Premier William Aberhart's visit to Saskatoon

and the Dean of Canterbury's endorsement of Social Credit

at Regina that fall encouraged even more discussion of

these ideas. In October the editor of the western

Retailer noted that "Social credit has quite recently

secured a hold upon the imagination of Saskatchewan

citizens." Although he was somewhat sceptical of its

proponents' claims, he believed they ought to be given a

fair hearing:

The details no one knows until they
have been worked out, and whether it

is a practical solution of our diffi

culties only experiment will show.

Since the average citizen will have

everything to gain and nothing to lose

by following Alberta's example, it is

hardly a matter of surprise that the

idea of Social credit is catching on.38

No doubt small businessmen were also attracted by

Aberhart's attacks on the "Fifty Big Shots" and the claims

of his lieutenants that eastern financial and industrial

interests were behind the virulent opposition to Social

Credit in the Alberta election campaign.39 Although the

representatives of big business ridiculed Aberhart and the

37
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38
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39
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203

Social Credit,40 many small businessmen in Saskatchewan

responded enthusiastically to this new monetary doctrine

and to its political arm. Aberhart's denunciations of big

business were exactly what the petite bourgeoisie wanted

to hear. The editor of the western Retailer, "J.W. Harris,

was soon a vocal adherent of Social Credit. To him it was

obvious that "big business rules North America rather than

governments."4l There was little wonder then that

capitalism so vigorously opposed Social Credit ideas.42

Yet, in his opinion, it was unfortunate that they were

able to prevent meaningful reforms for the betterment of

social and political conditions.43

The bitter opposition of eastern capitalists only

confirmed in the minds of many small businessmen that

there must be something to Social Credit after all. While

describing himself as a "doubting apostle" of the move-

ment, the editor of the Winnipeg and western Grocer wrote,

. • . It is strengthening the opinion
of the public that there is something
to social credit as expounded by Major

Douglas, when they observe the intense

antagonism of the capitalistic press

and the opposition of every financial

institution. They reason that, if it

was certain of failure it would surely

40
For example, Canadian Business magazine ran a

series of satirical columns entitled "Aberhartiana."

41
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42
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not draw such bitter criticism and

condemnation. The press of Canada is

not so interested in Alberta that they
would waste good ink to save Alberta

from disaster. They are not thinking
of Alberta, but

theY4�re thinking of

Alberta bondholders.

At its 1936 annual convention the Saskatchewan RMA

directed its Executive "to appoint a committee •.• to

evolve a plan of monetary reform that will better fit the

needs of our people." Although the findings of that

committee will be discussed later, it is significant to

note at this point that newly elected president E.H. Crimp

appointed G. Garfield Wray of Regina to serve as chairman

of the committee.45 Wray, a former provincial president,

was a well-known Social Crediter, and he infused much of

his thinking into the work of the committee. While he

claimed not to have any ulterior political motives in

promoting his views, he was convinced that Social Credit

was the key to solving the problem of depressed purchasing

power. He wrote to the RMA's provincial secretary, "the

purchasing power is so low in the west especially that

there has got to be some injection of buying power if the

trade in general is going to survive, and Social Credit

44
"Out of a Bright Sky," Winnipeg and Western

Grocer, Oct. 1937, p. 63.

45
SAB, Records of Retail Merchants' Association,

Saskatchean Board (hereafter cited as RMA), "Memorandum Re

Resolution No. 18 of 1936 Convention at Saskatoon, Re

Monetary System," n.d., S-B 115, file 462.
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promises just that."46

The Western Retailer always claimed to be politically

neutral, but as had happened with the Reconstruction

Party, many articles made it obvious that editor J.W.

Harris, at least, had strong political views favouring

Social Credit. In private, he wrote to Premier Aberhart,

forwarding copies of these favourable articles and

pointing out the strong support for the movement in

Saskatchewan.
47

How much support small businessmen. in the province in

fact gave to the Social Credit is hard to measure. In the

two federal constituencies where Social Credit candidates

were elected in 1935,48 strong support came from both town

and country, but results for the two constituencies which

they won in the 1938 provincial election are less

convincing.49 In both elections, there are indications

that the traditional vote for old-line parties remained

strong in small villages and towns. S.M. Lipset, in

Agrarian Socialism, makes note of the support for the

Social Credit among reform-minded urban merchants, but he

46
SAB, RMA, G.G. Wray to W.L. McQuarrie, 24 Nov.,

1936, S-B 115, file 462.

47
SAB, Rr1A, J .W. Harris to William Aberbart, 2 Nov.

1936 and 2 Apr. 1937, S-B 115, file 460.

48
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cit., pp. 529-531, 574-576.

49

... , �

SAB, Constituency Maps (Provincial), showing poll

returns, Maps A3l/2l and A3l/8l.
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observes,

Objectively, the urban middle class

may have, in the monopolists, a common

enemy, but, in fact, local merchants,

doctors, bank managers, and lawyers

regard themselves as superior to both

farmers and workers, and aspire to the

status of the upper classes in the

large cities. The country grocer or

butcher in the small villages of the
.

wheat belt is in the highest social

class in his community, even though
his economic compeers in the large
cities are probably in the lower

class. This tends to give the small

town merchant a greater stake in

preserving the status guo than his

big-city brother, and it is more

difficult to
recsHit

him to a radical

social movement.

Thus, unlike the political homogeneity between town and

country. that developed in Alberta, as described by

scholars like Jean Burnet and Paul vOisey,5l in Saskat-

chewan political allegiances actually pushed farmers and

small merchants apart.52 Agrarian socialism and Social

Credit were not compatible, in Saskatchewan at least.

The Co-operative Commonwealth Federation (CCF),

appears to have had very little support among small

50
S.M. Lipset, Agrarian Socialism: The

Co-operative Commonwealth Federation in

Saskatchewan (Garden City, N.Y.: Anchor Books, 1968),

pp. 199-200.

51
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Toronto Press, 1951), pp. 78-88,92; Paul Voisey, Vulcan:

The Making of a Prairie Community (Toronto: University of

Toronto Press, 1988), p. 226.

52
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businessmen in the thirties. Other than off-hand

dismissals of socialism in general, little attention was

paid to the party in trade journals, perhaps because it

was never considered a serious factor electorally.

Towards the end of the decade, when a stronger CCF

presence was established in the provincial legislature,

comments by small businessmen make it clear that this

left-wing group was poorly regarded. In March 1939 the

western Retailer complained about the anti-business

statements of the CCF, nDuring the last few years the left

wing critics of business have fed to the people of this

country an amazing diet of misinformation and

misrepresentation.n53 Around the same time, R.B. Spence,

a Richlea implement dealer, concluded that the CCF were

woefully ignorant of the realm of business. He groaned,

nI really figure what is necessary is to call a Doctor to

examine the heads of some of the C.C.F. Members in the

Legislature who make such false statements for men in

their positlon ••••

"54
S.M. Lipset clearly

demonstrates that small businessmen in the province gave

the CCF little electoral support or leadership in the

thirties. Indeed, they seem largely to have retained

53 nwithout Profits--What?n WR, --' Mar. 1939, p. 25.

54 SAB, RMA, R.B. Spence to W.L. McQuarrie, 20 Feb.

1939, S-B 115, file 152-2.
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their traditional political allegiances,55 despite

indications in the western Retailer that they might be

considering alternatives.

Regardless of their political fortunes in the

thirties, small businessmen continued to promote their

objectives of having business affairs regulated through

direct government intervention. The greatest influence

towards these objectiyes carne from the United States,

where the Roosevelt administration had introduced its

National Industrial Recovery Act in 1933. This

legislation encouraged binding trade codes that would

allow for price maintenance and regulation of working

conditions within defined industries. It was part of

Roosevelt's New Deal and inspired similar legislation in

Canada and its provinces, designed to control marketing

conditions.56

Retail associations in Canada were at first doubtful

that government intervention in the marketplace would be

desirable or effective. For instance, there was a strong

body of opinion favouring such intervention in the coal

trade, on the grounds that only government control would

"have teeth in it" to enforce trade regulation. But the

55

56

Lipset, Ope cit., pp.197-200, 236-237.

Bliss, Northern Enterprise, Ope cit., pp. 426-427.
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majority of established coal dealers rejected the idea.57

The western Retailer was more favourable to the idea

from the outset. It was cautiously hopeful that

Roosevelt's New Deal legislation would be effective,

because that would be a model for what could be done in

Canada. The editor was convinced that "the elimination of

cut-throat competition can never be dealt with from

within. It will have to be dealt with, if it is dealt

with at all, by Statute."58

The proceedings of the Stevens Committee and the

Royal Commission on Price Spreads pushed farther along the

sentiment for government intervention as a way of limiting

corporate competition. At the 1934 Saskatchewan RNA

convention, delegates heard an optimistic appraisal of

Alberta's new Department of Trade and Industries Act,

which provided for government controls over merchandising

in that province.59 At the same convention Premier J.T�M.

Anderson promised the introduction of a similar bill in

Saskatchewan.60

57
"W.C.F.A. Takes. Lead in Adopt·ing Voluntary Code

Plan," Western Canada Coal Review (hereafter cited as

WCCR) , June 1934, p. 9.

58
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59
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60
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By 1936 legislation had been passed or was being

considered in other provinces to tax chain stores heavily

so as to protect independent merchants, much to the

delight of the RMA. The editor of the western Retailer

defended this new type of government measure:

"Competition may be the soul of business, but you can have

so much of it that business becomes unprofitable. Like

arsenic, small quantities are valuable for medicinal

purposes; too much of it is fata1."61

In-Saskatchewan, the RMA pressed the provincial

government to control the retail trade in three ways.

First, they wanted restrictive taxation of chain stores

and mail order houses, as was discussed in Chapter II.

Secondly, they asked for licensing legislation to enforce

trade codes and to limit the number of retail outlets.

Thirdly, they requested legislation to allow for the

maintenance of-prices and the standardization of profit

margins. Except for the Industrial Standards Act of 1937,

the government did little to accede to their proposals.

The idea of taxing corporate retailers was characteristic

of the minimal adjustments to the marketplace requested by

the RMA in the twenties. But the other two proposals for

major government interventions were quite revolutionary

and had far-reaching implications, as many merchants

themselves realized.

61
"Taxation of Chains Coming," WR, May 1936, p. 12.
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The Coal Mining Industrv Act, passed by the Saskat-

chewan Legislature in 1935, allowed for the fixing of coal

prices at the mines, with the approval of the Coal Admin

istration Board.62 There were some in the industry who

believed that the government should go further, by con-

trolling prices and trade practices at the retail level.

This would be done by defining who were legitimate coal

dealers and then licensing only those dealers. The

license could be revoked if the dealer indulged in price-

cutting or other unfair business practices.
63

The Western

Canada Fuel Association (WCFA) was against the proposal

and persuaded the government not to proceed with the p�an.

W.R. Kell, Secretary of the WCFA, expressed the official

position:

We oppose government control if for no

other reason than it adds to retail

ers' costs and to his difficulties

without compensating advantage. It

controls the dealer who plays the game

in any case, but experience shows
At

does not control the "chiseller".6

62
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The Saskatchewan RMA, however, were more enthusiastic

about the licensing idea. They saw it as a means of

controlling the distribution industry at all levels, from

the manufacturers down to the retailers. As it explained

to provincial cabinet members,

If the functions of these three links

in the chain of distribution were

defined by legislation and all of them

operated under license, it would bring
revenue to the Provincial Government

and leave them with the power to

refuse or cancel the license of

offenders against free trade prac

tices. The wholesaler who sells to

the consumer would in future hesitate

to do so. The retailer who conducted

an unethical sale or indulged in false

advertising should
mend6gis ways if he

operated under license.

Licensing had the further advantage of limiting the entry

of new retail businesses into an already highly

competitive field. Rae Manville, a hardware merchant in

Prince Albert, argued this position before the RMA's 1936

provincial convention. He claimed there were already too

many stores and believed it was the government's

responsibility to regulate the number of businesses in

operation. "It you have a store in a community with a

$25,000 investment, why should somebody with $300 come

Feb.-Mar. 1936, p. 13; "Retail Licensing Plan Deferred,"

WCCR, Apr.-May 1936, p. 32.

65
SAB, SLA� "Conference Between the Government of

Saskatchewan and the Executive of the Retail Merchants'

Association of Saskatchewan," 12 Jan. 1937, p. 29, R-184,

file S-208.
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along side of you and tear down that investment?", he

asked. If the government could limit the number of beer

parlours in a town, surely they could also limit the

number of hardware or general stores!66

An editorial in the Western Retailer in November 1937

concluded that price maintenance, whether controlled by

the manufacturer or the government, was an ineffectual way

to protect small merchants from the price-cutting of their

corporate competitors.67 However, only a month later the

British Columbia legislature passed the Commodities Retail

Sales Act,68 which seemed to offer hope for legalized

price-fixing agreements within the distribution trade.

Although the provisions of that legislation were non-

compulsory, the Saskatchewan RMA siezed upon it and urged

the Saskatchewan government to pass a similar law, a

proposal that was quickly rejected.69 The RMA continued

to press the matter, passing resolutions in its favour at

the 1938 and 1939 provincial conventions, but with

complete lack of success.

66
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69
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Another British Columbia law, the Food Products

Minimum Loss Act of 1938, also brought an enthusiastic

reaction from the RMA. It prevented corporate retailers

from cutting prices on food products more than five per

cent below the wholesale cost. The RMA requested similar

legislation for Saskatchewan, but again with no success.70

Although traditionally "the quality of social thought

in the business community was low," in the words of

Michael Bliss,7l the experience of the 1930s made them

much more responsive to proposals for government measures

meant to ameliorate social conditions.72 Thus, at the

same time that small businessmen were moving towards the

belief that government could reform business abuses, they

also. looked to government to reform social abuses. The

editor of the western Retailer wrote in 1938 that

merchants must accept the fact that the economic system

had been transformed as a result of the depression and

they could not expect the new generation of unemployed to

be "silent sufferers." The capitalist system had in some

respects failed.

The world was not made for any class

or creed, and no country professing

Christianity can tolerate poverty and

70
"Government Receives Important Delegation of

Retail Merchants," WR, Jan. 1939, p. 6.

71
Bliss, A Living Profit, p. 143.

72
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Thirties (Toronto: Lorimer, 1979), pp. 96,138,168.
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want, created, not by the actions of

the sufferers, but because there was

not sufficient work to go round under

our present economy. Our view is that

the giving of relief as charity rather

than something to which the recipient
is legally entitled is a very bad

thing indeed; that it undermines self

respect, and in the end creates

unemployables. Relief given as part
of a social security programme on a

contrib9�ory
basis does not have that

effect�

Generally speaking smaller businessmen followed the

lead of their larger confreres in believing that a

contributory unemployment insurance programme would be

less of a drain on the public treasuries, and thus would

keep to a minimum increased taxation for any such social

programmes.

In 1931 the Canadian Chamber of Commerce journal, The

Commerce of the Nation, argued that public works

programmes meant to generate employment actually took

money away from private enterprise, who otherwise could be

expected to rebuild the economy.74 The editor of the

Winnipeg and Western Grocer followed this line throughout

the depression. In 1939 he remained just as convinced of

its truth:

Only private enterprise can take up

the slack of employment which is our

basic difficulty. And capital, more

than anything else, needs assurance

73
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74
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of the Nation, Dec. 1931,' p. 7.
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that it can operate with a reasonable

chance of makin9 a small profit. As

it stands, little inducement exists

for industry to expand or capital to

invest. There is always the fear that

some new paternalistic legislation
will be launched to eliminate all

prospect of
pro��t

and also jeopardize
the investment.

At first the Western Retailer, official organ of the

Saskatchewan RMA, agreed with this position. In 1933 its

editor wrote,

It would seem that no business

expansion that is not based upon

normal healthy demand backed up by

adequate buying power, can be long
lived or without serious drawbacks.

There is the inevitable repercussion
when artificial stimulus is

��thdrawn,
as it must be soon or later.

Contributory unemployment insurance, he believed, offered

the greatest benefit for a minimal government expendi

ture.77 But as the depression deepened and unemployment

reached chronic proportions, the Western Retailer began to

advocate government deficit financing to stimulate the

economy, as was being done in Sweden for instance.78 It

nevertheless continued to promote the idea of unemployment

insurance and cited the success of the British scheme:

75
"Private Enterprise Can Aid Recovery," Winnipeg

and Western Grocer, May 1939.

76
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That country is making a wonderful

bus iness r ecovery and meantime the

retail trade of Great Britain is very

prosperous. On a Saturday, there is

no one without the money to buy

provisions or other necessaries for

the following week. Taxes are

hig�
but business men do not complain.'

Social programmes like unemployment insurance and

universal pension plans maintained consumer purchasing

power. For that reason, the editor of the Western

Retailer believed, businesses as well as their employees

should readily agree to contributing towards them, since

it was to the economic benefit of all concerned.SO

When the report of the National Employment Commission

was released early in 1938, however, retail merchants

began to waiver in their support. While in principle they

supported the idea of unemployment insurance, they

believed the contributions retail employees and, more

impor tant Ly , their employers would be expected to make

were excessive. At their annual convention in March 1938

the Dominion RMA expressed its opposition to the

unemployment insurance scheme as advocated by the

Commission.81 Its Saskatchewan branch soon did the

79
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80
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same.82 The western Retailer explained why:

In factories it is obvious that

employment fluctuates, and the

exigencies of competitive business

necessitate the frequent laying off of

large numbers of employees who are

called back immediately the volume of

business warrants their re-employment.
Such employees would make frequent
demands on the fund. That is hardly
the case in retail trade where

employment is much more stable.83

Instead, the RMA proposed contributions towards a

superannuation scheme for the retail trade, which would be

more beneficial to the usually longer-term employees in

the retail business. It would also be less of a financial

burden on both employees and employers, they believed.84

This argument seems to belie the persistent claims of

merchants that their businesses were facing highly

precarious circumstances because of depression conditions.

One suspects the motive behind their wish to opt out of

the unemployment insuiance scheme related more to their

own economic interests than those of their employees.

Unfortunately, the massive unemployment, poverty and

deplorable working conditions of the thirties were seen by

the less socially-conscious employers as ample opportunity

for exploitation. Minimum wage regulations in

82
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83
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84
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Saskatchewan provide a useful example. Until 1936 the

provincial Minimum Waoe Act, 1919 protected only female

employees in the cities. By 1930 the minimum had been

raised to $15.00 per 51-hour week for experienced shop

workers ranging down to $13.00 for a 50-hour week for

experienced workers in hotels and restaurants.
85

Nevertheless, there were frequent investigations and

occasional prosecutions regarding minimum wages. Most

often they involved service businesses like restaurants

and hotels.86

From the outset, the small business community had

generally resisted minimum wage regulations. In 1924,

W.L. McQuarrie, the RMA provincial secretary, complained

that poor business conditions were making the regulations

"a great hardship" for small businesses. He claimed there

were many workers who wanted to take jobs for less than

the minimum, but since the regulations prohibited that,

they remained unemployed.87 His argument remained

unchanged into the early 1930s, as he frequently requested

that the minimum wage be reduced or suspended completely.

85
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In his opinion, this would be to the advantage of society

in general:

I would not suggest that the Minimum

Wage Act be abandoned but rather that

it might be held in suspension for a

time so that employers might feel free

to employ and that fathers and mothers

could be assisted by having their

young man or young woman earn some

thing to maintain the family larder.88

The Minimum Wage Board did seriously consider the

representations from the RMA89 and from time to time it

did reduce the minimum wage throughout the thirties. By

1937, the minimum had been reduced by $1.00 per week.

As conditions deteriorated, abuses became more acute,

especially in service businesses.90 By 1935 the

provincial government had decided to extend the terms of

the Minimum Wage Act to include male employees in cities,

as well. The legislation was passed in early 1936, but

not before considerable debate was generated within the

business community. Despite their earlier efforts to

erode the minimum wage, merchants gave grudging approval

to the idea. Following the revelations of the Price

88
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89
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Spreads Commission, it was widely held within small

business circles that one reason chain stores and mail

order houses could cut prices so drastically was because

of their low-wage policy. Enforcement of minimum wages,

the small merchants believed, would make them more

competitive with the corporate giants.91 They also

believed the minimum wage would prevent the opening of

marginal new businesses which were getting a foothold in

the marketplace by paying low wages.92 There were others

who said that minimum wages meant the maintenance of

purchasing power among consumers.93

The most vigorous opposition to extending in any way

the terms of the Minimum Wage Act came from hoteliers and

restaurateurs. They argued that in the intensely

competitive service industry, badly hurt by depression

conditions, individual businessmen could little afford to

pay minimum wages or to reduce working hours. Raising

employees' pay would further reduce the amount of business

in an industry already struggling to keep its customers,

91
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while reducing hours of work meant hiring additional

staff. Either approach added greatly to the cost of doing

business. Moreover, service industries should not be

bound by restrictions of either kind, since employees were

expected to provide service at all hours, seven days a

week, and they often recieved tips and gratuities for that

service.94

Although the Minimum Wacre Act applied only to the

cities in the province, amendments passed in 1931 and 1935

had given the Minimum Wage Board authority to extend its

powers over other areas in the province. Investigations

showed deplorable working conditions in small towns. An

inspector reported in 1936 that workers in hotels ana

restaurants at Biggar and Wilkie, in the western part of

the province, received an average $6.00 with board for a

75-hour week, while shop workers earned an average $9.75

for a 57-hout-week. Conditions in the eastern towns were

even worse. In Canora and Kamsack, hotel and restaurant

employees received an average $4.00 with board for an 84-

hour week, and shop workers, an average $10.00 for a 64-

hour week.95 Most proprietors of these establishments

generally argued that they could not afford to pay more,

94
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although there were those who admitted that some

regulation of wages and hours was necessary.96

At the same time, small businessmen in the cities

believed they were at a disadvantage compared to their

confreres in nearby small towns and villages, because the

latter were not bound by minimum wage regulations. They

argued that all businesses in the province, whether urban

or rural, should be bound by the legislation.97 The towns

of Estevan and Melville were brought under the Minimum

Waae Act in 1939, but the vast remaining area of the

province was unregulated as the decade ended.

Thus, while small merchants favoured minimum wage

legislation, that support was given only grudgingly and

only because they thought it might even the odds between

their operations and those of their corporate competitors.

Service businesses, on the other hand, were experiencing

very different pressures and were generally against such

measures. In a severely depressed market, minimum wages

meant an added cost to these businesses, with no obvious

offsetting economic benefit.

The response of small businessmen to the Industrial

Standards Act of 1937 (ISA) was somewhat different.

96
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Widespread unemployment had allowed many urban employers

to take advantage of their workers by paying "wages far

below the cost of living on the assumption that the city

by issuing direct relief would make up the difference

between the living wage and the amount being paid by the

employer." As the Bureau of Labour and Public Welfare

explained,

It therefore became necessary in the

opinion of the government, to enact

legislation not only for the

protection of those who are regularly

employed but also to protect the

reasonable employer against the unfair

competition of unscrupulous employers
who prefer to take full

advantag980f
the employment situation • • • .

The ISA, which came into· force in April 1937, was

modelled on similar laws in Alberta and Ontario. It pro-

vided for the voluntary drawing up of a schedule of

prices, wages and hours of work by the employers and em-

ployees in any industry or trade within a certain defined

zone--usually a town or city--in the province. The sche-

dule had to be approved by the Minister in charge and then

it had the force of law. Those employers in the industry

or trade not abiding by the schedule could be prosecuted.

Since. some competing businesses might be owned and oper-

ated by only one man, that man was considered both employ-

er and employee under the Act in order that he not be able

98
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to undercut the price schedule operating in that zone.99

By 30 April 1939 there were 32 schedules in force in

eight cities and three towns. Fifteen industries were

affected, comprising 495 employers and 960 employees.

Half of the schedules controlled the barbering and beauty

culture trade in these eleven centres.lOO

Small businessmen in the service industry took an

immediate interest in the ISA. They quickly recognized

the opportunities it offered, not only for protecting

themselves from unscrupulous competitors offering low

wages, but also for fixing prices and assuring themselves

a reasonable profit in the face of extreme competition.

As an example, the Saskatchewan Blacksmiths', Horseshoers'

and Woodworkers' Association first approached the Bureau

of Labour and Public Welfare early in 1938, hoping that

they might be able to come under the terms of the ISA on a

province-wide basis.la1 After investigating conditions in

the trade further, J.H. Williams, an Industrial Standards

Officer, reported that there were 800 blacksmiths in the

99
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100
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province employing only 250 workers. It was his belief

that, if the blacksmiths were allowed to take advantage of

the ISA, especially in smaller towns, "it would mean

nothing more or less than a price setting implement.nl02

The blacksmiths' application was therefore rejected.

In almost every case involving applications for

protection under the ISA, it was employers who took the

initiative. In many small shops there were no employees,

but the proprietors saw an opportunity under this

legislation for maintaining prices at a profitable level.

Small businessmen were often reminded that the Act was not

meant for price-fixing, but rather was intended as a means

of protecting employees. Nevertheless, sometimes the

Industrial Standards Officer tried to accommodate their

designs. A Biggar barber wrote to Industrial Standards

Officer John Cairns in Saskatoon concerning the

organization of barbers there under the Act, but had to

admit that Biggar barbers had employed help only

occasionally.I03 Cairns replied,

Industrial Standards legislation is

primarily labour legislation and the

department will not permit schedules

to be passed unless there are at least

some employees. . .. If there is

anyone working on commission or any

102 ' ,
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situation where it might be argued
that the person was an employee rather

than an employer write me about it and

I might manage to get the existence of

empl�yees ar84pted
and a petition

consldered.

Barbering and ladies' hairdressing was one industry

where exploitation of workers was rampant and where price

competition was particularly cut-throat among the many

shops. In some cases, shops actually sent their employees

door to door to solicit business at cut prices. Training

schools were often accused of using their students to work

at low wages, or no wages whatsoever, under the guise of

teaching them as apprentices.l05 Because of such

conditions barbers and beauticians were among the first to

request approval of price schedules under the ISA.

Attempts to organize barbers and beauticians in order to

institute standard prices had already been tried with

limited success. The RMA had struggled to organize a

Beauty Culturists Section intermittently since 1929.106

Shortly after, a branch of the United Master Barbers and

Beauticians .of Canada was organized in Saskatoon. It was

partly because the two organizations were working at

104
Ibid., Cairns to Affleck, 25 Oct. 1938.

105
"Competition Unfair State Hairdressers," Regina

Daily Star, 17 Feb. 1938; "Work of Students Protested,"

Leader-Post (Regina), 17 Feb. 1938.

106
SAB, RMA, "Minutes of Hairdressers' Meeting"

[Saskatoon], 16 Dec. 1936, S-B 115, file 166.



228

cross-purposes that the efforts of both failed.l07

1he majority of barbers in all the cities were eager

to take advantage of the ISA. Statements made by T.J.

Smith, general secretary of the United Master Barbers and

Beauticians, in Saskatoon show that the popularity of the

legislation was because of the opportunity to fix prices.

Before the ISA bill was introduced in Saskatchewan, he was

adamant that minimum wage regulations would be the end of

many barber shops in the province.l08 However, when he

was advised of the intentions of the government to

introduce a bill that offered employees some wage

protection, Smith could hardly contain his enthusiasm:

"If this measure is passed along the lines of the Alberta

& Ontario acts, where the trade have been able to secure a

license act and a price code we will be more than

pleased."109 A letter from the president of the Prince

Albert Master Barbers betrayed the same motive:
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If the Act will inforce [sic] a Barber

Shop price schedule, and penalize

anybody who cuts prices, you can

depend on us signing the forms, but if

it will not we
can�£5

see that it will

benefit us at all.

Another barber in Star City, in north-eastern

Saskatchewan, was incensed that the three barbers in his

village would not be eligible to operate under the ISA.

�men he was advised that, since none of the three had any

employees and therefore did not qualify, the barber ang-

rily wrote back to the Commissioner of Labour and Public

Welfare that the legislation was not only discriminatory,

it was "unfair, undemocratic and un-British." Although

the government was willing to protect the city barber, it

would not protect small-town businessmen like himself from

unethical, price-cutting competition.lll

The ISA schedules adopted by barbers and beauticians

were most effective in the cities. Vigilant local

advisory boards reported any price-cutting on the part of

their competitors, and a number of wrongdoers were

prosecuted. For example, in September 1937, a barber in

Regina's east end was called before the Barbers' Advisory

Board to answer allegations that he was charging less than

the required fees for his work. The man did not deny the

110
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charge, but claimed he could not work for more considering

the poverty in his district. Furthermore he could not

understand why anyone should complain if he was able to

make a living and stay off the relief rolls. Neverthe-

less, he was warned by the Advisory Board's solicitor

that, if he did not charge the required fees, he would be

forced to close his shop.112 A few months later the same

man was reported as not having complied with the Board's

instructions and a recommendation was made to proceed with

court action.113

The extreme difficulties facing western Canada

brought small businessmen to another kind of reassessment

of the role of government in the economy. As the

depression continued, they began to dwell more and more on

the structural problems of the western economy. In the

process, they turned to a regional interpretation and

criticism of conditions as they existed, something they

had done only sparingly in the previous decade.

In 1933 Col. J.B. Woods, managing editor of the

Calaary Herald, outlined in Canadian Business magazine the

regional issues that were of greatest concern to agricul-

ture and business alike in Western Canada. These were the

112
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debt situation and the apparent lack of sensiti�ity of

eastern financial institutions to western needs, the

tariff system that appeared to work to the disadvantage of

the west, and railway freight rates that made for high

transportation costs at a time of depressed market

conditions. The combination of these grievances, he said,

had made the west "fertile ground for political theorists

and monetary revisionists," a situation he �oped would be

seriously addressed by eastern business interests.114

In the early thirties demands for a central bank were

common in western Canada. RMA provincial president, F.S.

Kreutzer, urged the creation of such an institution before

the Royal Commission on Banking and Currency in 1932. He

argued that the private chartered banks' tight credit

policies made it necessary to establish a central bank,

patterned on the Federal Reserve Bank in the United

States. There, he said, "they move currency from one part

of the country to the other" to facilitate economic

expansion.llS

Following the recommendation of the Banking

Commission, the Bennett government did create the Bank of

114
J.H. Woods, "West Faces East," Canadian

Business, June 1933, pp. 16-17, 28-31.

115
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Canada in 1935, although it was still privately owned.116

Many merchants in Saskatchewan were unconvinced that the

new central bank was beyond the control of the capital-

ists. The Western Retailer argued that, just as big

business exercised too much influence in the distribution

industry, so too they controlled the amount of currency in

circulation for their own purposes. As long as big

business controlled the banks, there would be unemploy

ment and the free flow of currency would be impeded.117

At their 1936 annual convention, the Saskatchewan RMA

decided to appoint a committee to investigate monetary

reform. Members were G. Garfield Wray, a vocal advocate

of Social Credit, and Harold Fry, both of Regina.

Although a final report seems never to have been written,

the chairman, Mr. Wray, did submit some proposals to the

provincial secretary, W.L. McQuarrie, early in 1938. Wray

urged that the Bank of Canada be placed entirely under

government ownership with the power to offer low interest

loans to businesses for job creation purposes. He also

recommended that the central bank issue currency in order

to create employment on public works projects, instead of

borrowing from private sources for that purpose.118

116
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Unsure of how practical these proposals were,

McQuarrie submitted them to the Governor of the Bank of

Canada for his comments. Governor G.P. Towers replied

like a true fiscal conservative. He pointed out that the

government already had all the powers necessary to effect

any monetary policy it chose. But he cautioned that the

indiscriminate issuance of currency could undermine the

original intention to create purchasing power and could

actually lead to uncontrolled inflation as had happened in

post-war Germany.119 Regardless of Towers' advice, the

recommendations of the Committee on Monetary Reform were

endorsed by the RMA's provincial executive, proposed for

debate at the national RMA convention for 1938, and

ultimately resulted in the following resolution by that

convention:120

That this convention notes with

satisfaction the trend of thought in

favour of monetary reform. We hope
this reform will enable the Government

to take care of unemployment by using
the required money to start useful

public works throughout Canada, by so

doing bringing about more circulation

of
mone�, therebYl�£creasing

purchaslng power.

Retail merchants were making the mental transition away

119
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from fiscal conservatism towards government intervention.

Freight rates, unlike the other major regional

grievances, was less an issue for smaller merchants than

it was for- wholesalers or farmers. The merchants were

concerned about freight rates in as much as they added to

the cost of the commodities- sold to their customers. This

was especially important in times of economic hardship,

such as the early twenties and, to a lesser extent, the

thirties. For instance, at their 1922 annual convention,

the Western Retail Lumbermen's Association drew attention

to the effect of high freight rates on their rural

customers and urged the railway companies to reduce

them.122 And in the late thirties, the Saskatchewan RMA

joined other trade associations and boards of trade in

requesting automobile manufacturers to implement a uniform

price on automobiles across Canada, so that purchasers in

Eastern Canada would in effect-be subsidizing the freight

rate on automobiles purchased in the West.123 It is

interesting to note that in the latter case no protest was

made concerning freight rates as a broader issue.

The problems of high freight rates and perceived

inconsistencies in rate tariffs were most often raised by

122
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boards of trade in Saskatchewan. Usually it was the

interests of wholesalers whom they represented in this

regard, and sometimes that was actually to the detriment

of retailers' interests. In 1921, for example, the issue

of freight rates equalization was again raised by several

western boards of trade. Westerners in general resented

the fact that freight rates were proportionally higher in

the West compared to those prevailing in Eastern

Canada.124 In response to the western agitation on this

issue, eastern wholesale interests threatened that, if

rate equalization was to be brought before the Board of

Railway Commissioners, then they would urge a review of

freight classifications as well. The classification issue

revolved around mixed carload privileges. These

privileges, which allowed for the shipment of mixed

carloads of goods to the West, had been denied to eastern

shippers by the Railway Commissioners since 1904. That

ruling had fostered the growth of many western cities as

wholesale distribution centres. Should mixing privileges

be restored to eastern wholesalers, it would introduce

considerably more competition for their western

counterparts.125 As a result of this threat, the western

124
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boards of trade decided to drop the matter of freight rate

equalization entirely for the time being. As the

secretary-manager of the Regina Board of Trade reported to

his members,

Distribution of merchandise being the

outstanding feature of Western commer

cial activity, your Board could not,

in the face of the eastern threat,

continue to urge for equalized rates,

since collateral equalization [of

classifications] would completely dis

rupt the immense distribution invest

ment of the West. For this reason,

therefore, no case was put forward by
this Board in respect of equalized

rates, when the Board of
Railwar

Commissioners visited the city.
26

There seems not to have been any great interest in

this issue at the time among smaller merchants. Yet it

can safely be assumed that the restoration of the mixing

privileges to eastern wholesalers would have benefitted

small merchants in Saskatchewan, especially in outlying

towns where they were most dependent on Saskatchewan-based

wholesalers. Ordering smaller quantities of goods direct-

ly from eastern wholesalers would no doubt have been

cheaper for them, by eliminating handling costs that

western wholesalers would have had to add to their prices.

A more direct conflict of interests between retailers

and wholesalers can be seen in the Crow's Nest rate issue.

The Crow's Nest rates had been suspended during the World

126
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War. In the recession of the early twenties, the

Saskatchewan RMA joined farmers' groups in requesting the

reinstatement of the Crow's Nest Pass agreement. As

provincial secretary W.L. McQuarrie, explained to Prime

Minister W.L.M. King,

Our membership, generally speaking,
are looking forward to some relief

which the reinstatement of the Crow's

Nest Pass rates would give. Our

farmers, with whom we are very closely
associated, would also effect a very

considerable saving by the reinstate

ment of this agreement. It will mean

a reduction and saving of several

dollars on every binder, plow, seeder,

and every other agricultural implement

brought into the west; it is estimated

that it will mean a reduction of about

17 cents on every keg of nails,

likewise a saving on

binder11,ine
and

other articles on the list.

However, the Saskatoon Board of Trade and other boards of

trade in the northern half of the p�airie region protested

that, unless there was an adjustment of rates within the

Crow's Nest Pass agreement, northern distribution centres

would suffer discrimination as against southern cities.

The Saskatoon Board therefore "vigorously opposed"

reinstatement of the agreement.128 Such protests seem to

have been effective, for in 1925 the government reinstated

127
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the Crow's Nest rates on grain and flour, but would not

extend protection for other commodities.129

In time, competition from truckers became a major

concern for the railways. By the thirties the railways

were being forced to make rate concessions in order to

retain business. Small businessmen began to shift their

patronage, at least during the summer when highways were

open, to trucking firms able to provide better and cheaper

transportation of wholesale goods.130 The RMA used this

competition effectively in protesting increases in the

express rates charged by the railways. woile they told

the railway companies that merchants appreciated their

year-round service, the RMA did not fail to point out that

they believed trucking competition was also providing a

valuable service. In a 1935 meeting between

representatives of the the RMA and Canadian Pacific

Express, J.W. Harris of the RMA assured the railway men

that the express companies had the

good-will of the retail trade. It was

recognized that they represented many

million dollars of investment and

should receive public support. The

feeling also existed that the express

companies were not offering the trade

such service as would make it worth

their while to cease patronizing the

129
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130
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truck.131

Although wholesalers complained that trucking was poorly

controlled by government authorities and was thus

disrupting their traditional trading territories,

merchants gave them little sympathy. From their point of

view, trucking competition was keeping freight rates lower

and forcing the railways to provide better service.132

Because there was this degree of competition in the

transportation of retail commodities, freight rates

largely failed to interest retailers in the thirties.

Both national railways were in deep economic trouble

during the thirties, and there was much public debate

concerning the proposal to unify the two corporations

under Canadian Pacific management.133 While recognizing

the great need to solve the "railway problem," the RNA in

Saskatchewan were wary of such proposals to create a

railway monopoly. At the 1938 provincial RMA convention,

president E.E. Anderson warned,

We can see naught but ill for the west

in such (a proposal]. Economies, if

any, will be at the expense of jobs
and wages, all too few, at the present

time, and such a monopoly is bound to

131
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develop into higher freight costs, and

less service. Transferring men from

pay-rolls to relief rolls will not

solve our economic
pro���ms, though it

may help the railways.

For much the same reason, the Saskatchewan RMA lobbied

against government regulation of highway transport, fear-

ing that this would reduce trucking competition with the

railways and thus increase merchants' shipping costs.135

One railway issue that had the potential to generate

regional passions among all businessmen in Saskatchewan

was the Hudson's Bay railway. The building of a railway

to the port of Churchill, thus creating a seaport outlet

for the Prairies, was a dream that first began with the

earliest western settlement. To westerners the Hudson's

Bay route held the promise of dramatically cutting

transportation costs for both agricultural exports and

manufactured imports from Great Britain and Europe.

Throughout the twenti�s pressure was brought to bear on

the federal government to complete construction of the

railway and to begin development of the port. In his

pamphlet, Canada's Tnterior Seaport (1929), J.H. Holmes,

commissioner of the Saskatoon Board of Trade, summarized

the arguments in favour of the route. He believed its use

would stimulate greater trade with Britain, thus

134
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encouraging economic growth and British capital investment

in Saskatchewan. This would offer competition with

American-made goods and therefore reduce consumer prices

in the province.136

Caught up in the general enthusiasm for the Hudson's

Bay route, the Saskatchewan RMA encouraged its meQbers to

make sure that their pur�hases of British-made goods came

through Churchill, since imports through the port would

allow for its greater use as an outlet for western grain

exports.137

As eastern port authorities and the railway companies

resisted diversion of trade through Churchill, the RMA

readily accepted the suspicion that Easterners were

conspiring against western interests. In 1938, the editor

of the Western Retailer wrote,

Westerners believe that the port is

not receiving a fair chance to make

good as a Western port of entry, and

are suggesting that the port of

Churchill be left in the hands of

Westerners, instead of Ottawa civil

servants. That might improve matters.

It would certainly leave responsibil

ity for success

£3
failure where it

rightly belongs.
8
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The regional issue that attracted the most discontent

among small businessmen in the thirties was tariffs. This

also was the issue which saw the greatest change in their

attitudes over the decade. In the post-war recession, the

emphasis among merchants had been on promoting a "Made-in-

Canada" policy. Purchasing Canadian products, it was

believed, would create jobs, encourage capital investment

and make for a stronger tax base in Canada.139 There was

also strong sentiment in the twenties for developing

preferential trade with British Empire countries.

Shifting trade from the United States towards the Empire

generated great enthusiasm among trade associations and

boards of trade.140 The promotion of the Hudson's Bay

route was just part of this wider movement for Imperial

preferences. For these reasons, efforts by Prime Minister

Bennett to strengthen Imperial trade links in the early

thirties received strong support from the Saskatchewan

business community.14l
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Before the depression struck, retail merchants were

generally quite supportive of Canadian tariff policies.

An editorial in the western Retailer in 1929 argued:

. • • The main object of tariffs is to

compel the citizens of this Dominion

to keep their money in • • . the

Dominion they live in and whose

prosperity they share. If Canada were

a completely free trade country and

every merchant were free to adopt the

policy of buying in the cheapest

market, Canadian industry would be

severely injured and additional monies

would pass out of the country for

foreign goods because they were

cheaper, which are now used to employ
Canadian labour. In other words the

main justification of
tarif£�

is

keeping the money at home.

As international protectionism rose in the early

thirties and markets for Western Canadian agricultural

products diminished, western businessmen began to reassess

their views on the protective tariff. The sharp increase

in Canadian tariffs in 1930 was a direct response to the

Smoot-Hawley tariffs in the United States.143 Western

Canada nervously watched to see what the results would be.

The western Retailer, speaking for merchants in

Saskatchewan, said it would nreserve judgement,n hoping

that Imperial markets could be found for western

142
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expoits.144 But by the beginning of 1931, its editor was

convinced that the new tariffs, while benefitting eastern

manufacturers, were decidedly detrimental to western

economic interests:

There is not today in the whole world

a country so directly affected by
tariffs as western Canada. Canada is

so completely divided in its interests

that although we are loyally united as

one Dominion, comercially there is a

clear cut dividing line between East

and West. The East is industrial and

needs and receives protection to

enable them to employ labour and pro

duce goods in competition with indus

trial Europe and the United states.

The West is agricultural, without any

possibility of protection whatever,

and must naturally pay a tax upon

every necessary of life, while depen

ding for their own prosperity upon

marketing gtain in an open market, and

in the face of most savage tariffs.

Every tariff imposed to protect East

ern industry must strike at the pros

perity of Western Canada, and enhanced

profits of protected industries in the

East are in a large measul� put up by
the consumer in the West.

5

Thus began a decade-long series of attacks on the tariff

by small businessmen in Saskatchewan, as they clearly saw

that their fortunes were directly tied to the those of

western agricultural producers. Soon the tariff issue

took on political overtones as the suspicion grew that tIle

politicians in Ottawa were only listening to the eastern

144
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145 "

Par ado x ," WK , Jan. 1 9 31, p. 8.
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interests and were neglecting the west.146

In the meantime, merchants in Saskatchewan found

themselves the scapegoats for the high prices of imported

American goods. The farmer failed to realize, claimed the

editor of the Western Retailer, that much of the costs

related directly to customs duties.147 Moreover, he said,

"the customs duties are pyramided through importers,

wholesalers and retailers until in the final analysis the

consumer pays a dollar for every 50 cents collected by the

Revenue Department."148 The end result was that the

retailer found himself "in one everlasting jam, squeezed

between the arbitrary prices he has to pay and the

impoverished consumer's ability to purchase." Only the

eastern manufacturers who were protected by the tariff

stood to gain.149 Despite the deterioration in relations

between the farmer -and the merchant, the merchant had no

choice but to "stand shoulder to shoulder with the

farmer" on the tariff issue.1SO

Gradually as conditi�ns worsened, the merchants'

146
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147
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150 �What Does Your Prosperity Depend On7", WR, July

1936, p. 31·
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position hardened. At first moving from a position

favouring tariffs towards one calling for reduced

tariffs,lSl by the end of the decade the Western Retailer

was questioning the very morality of tariffs. Assuming a

purely regionalist attitude, and thereby divorcing himself

from eastern interests, both large and small, the editor

denounced the tariff system in 1939:

Tariffs and trade restrictions have

been responsible for communism,
socialism and all other isms that

affect us, and are simply commercial

warfare, as savage and unbridled as

any other form of war. Reciprocal
trade treaties are helpful but do not

touch the fringe of the problem. The

very morality of tariffs is

questionable. You might as well

remove your neighbour's la£g�ark
as

tax the work of his hands.

The opposition against tariffs was by no means

unanimous, nor was it consistent in some respects. The

t'lestern Canada Fuel Association (WCFA) remained silent for

the most part about the tariff issue. In fact, it

supported the tariff on American coal coming into central

Canada.153 It was the hope of western coal producers to

have their coal marketed in central Canada and it seems

retail coal dealers supported that cause. The WCFA, while

151
"Canada-America Trade Treaty," w""R, Jan. 1936,

p. 4.

152
"Gold and Unemployment," WR, May 1939, p. 11.

153
"No Duty on Anthracite, Urges Canadian Retail

Coal Association," WCCR, June-July 1938, pp. 16-17.



247

it claimed to deplore the effects of tariffs on Western

Canada, called on the federal government to raise the

tariff on American coal and to reduce freight rates on

coal moving eastward. They believed this would stimulate

the western economy by creating jobs in the coal and

transportation industries.154 In this they had the

support of the Saskatchewan RMA,155 despite the vociferous

opposition of the latter to tariffs.

Just as the Price Spreads Commission had done in the

early thirties, the creation of the Royal Commission on

Dominion-Provincial Relations in 1937 offered an outlet

for Saskatchewan small businessmen to vent their

frustrations on the structural problems within the

Canadian economy. The Commission, chaired by N.W. Rowell

and later Joseph Sirois, was appointed to examine the

constitutional and fiscal reforms that might be necessary

to restore good health to Dominion and Provincial affairs.

It was a subject in which most Canadians, including those

in the business community, took a keen interest.

Having seen the lack of concrete results from pre-

vious such investigations, most notably the Price Spreads

Commission, the Saskatchewan RNA was sceptical about royal

154
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commissions in general. The editor of the Western

Retailer described them as "useless and extravagant

expenditures of public money." He nevertheless believed

the Rowell-Sirois Commission would be useful in

publicizing many of the problems faced by Westerners.156

The Saskatchewan RMA did not prepare a brief of its

own, but it gave willing assistance to those compiling the

Saskatchewan government's submission to the Rowell-Sirois

Commission.lS7 Although that submission concentrated

heavily on the problems facing the agricultural sector in

Saskatchewan, provincial Rr·m president E.E. Anderson

expressed great satisfaction with its contents at their

1938 convention:

I pay high tribute to our Provincial

Government, and the compilers of that

report. Never before has the case of

the west and our own Saskatchewan been

so ably and completely set forth; a

challenge to the Province and the

Dominion to right the inequalities

developed since the Dominion became a

reality. Our fiscal trade policy has

developed the Central Provinces as

great manufacturing centres, with

special privileges and advantages, but

very df�fiimental
to our agricultural

areas.

The mm in Saskatchewan was also pleased that its

1S6
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157
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dominion organization, in its submission to the Royal

Commission, had made note of the bad effects the mail

order business on western community life. According to

the Dominion RMA, fully fifty per cent of all mail order

business in Canada had been done in the prairie provinces,

resulting in profits being "sucked from the entire

country" into the larger cities farther east.159

Saskatchewan businessmen used the Commission hearings

as a platform for their protest against tariffs, freight

rates, and financial inequities. There was a general

belief that, if these inequities could not be removed,

then the tvest ought to be compensated in some other

way.160 They refused to see westerners treated as second-

class citizens because of the difficulties and indignities

they had suffered in the past years of depression. The

editor of the Western Retailer boldly stated,

Relief subsidies are not in reality

gifts, but merely the restoration of

part of the many millions of dollars

which have been wrung out of Western

consumers for the benefit
ofl�tstern

tariff-protected industries.

Obviously, a strident, almost bitter regionalism had

159
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seized the minds of many small businessmen as a result of

a decade of setbacks and frustrations.

The report of the Rowell-Sirois Commission was not

tabled until 1940, beyond the scope of this study. Its

proceedings, nevertheless, raised hopes among small

businessmen that there was still the possibility for

fundamental reform in Canadian economic affairs. As the

decade ended, it seemed to them that, besides major

government measures, there were few other options if the

prairie economy was to survive and they with it.

All atten�ts by small businessmen, through their

trade associations, to gain some control over the factors

affecting their livelihood continued to be unsuccessful.

Their powerlessness in the desperate economic conditions

of the thirties made many of them experiment with politi

cal activism and speculate on economic reforms that would

involve much greater government involvement in the market

place. But even that seemed not to be enough. Saskatche

wan merchants now felt compelled to question the economic

structures that had built Canadian society as they knew

it. In their minds, big business no� became "eastern" big

business and the national political leadership, the

"eastern" regime. By the end of the thirties, much of the

small business community were identifying their interests

with the regional protests that had already captivated

western farmers decades before.
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Through the depression years it must often have

appeared to small businessmen in Saskatchewan that no one

was listening, that they were quite isolated in their

struggle for economic survival. Faced with the inexorable

advance of big business and the unrelenting suspicion of

their farm customers, there is little wonder that they

sometimes considered themselves as "pariahs cut off from

the privilege of trading.n162 A restructuring of the

Canadian economy, through government controls over the

marketplace, publicly funded social programmes, and

economic and constitutional reforms seemed to them to be

the only alternative, an alternative that the government

indicated it was now at least willing to consider. They

could not have anticipated that with the coming of World

War II the entire economic situation would be dramatically

changed and government intervention would become almost a

way of life.
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CONCLUSION

The challenges faced by independent merchants in the

decades between the two world wars were too numerous and

varied for them to meet as small, individual operators.

The improvements in 'merchandising techniques, introduced

by their corporate competitors, were too sophisticated and

well financed for them to match. The changes in consumer

tastes and buying habits, promoted by magazine and radio

advertising, were part of a phenomenon they vainly tried

to accommodate. The greater mobility of their customers,

driving to larger centres in their new automobiles, was a

trend they could not hope to reverse. The traditional

approach to business was quickly being replaced, and the

conservative mentality of most independent merchants weant

that they could not adapt to these changing conditions.

With the economic downturn of the Great Depression,

the poverty of their customers provided more problems

which were almost insurmountable. Merchants were left

with a heavy load of outstanding accounts. They had

insufficient business to allow them to keep up their

stores or to meet the better-financed competition of the

mail order house and the chain stores in the nearest large

town.

Confronted as they were by economic and climatic

disaster over which they had no control, Saskatchewan

252
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merchants either fell into deep pessimism and lethargy or

were forced into a desperate struggle for survival. This

study has shown their many battles to preserve their

social and economic position. Their efforts to meet

corporate competition by correcting trade abuses from

within were largely unsuccessful. Their campaign against

the "evils" of big business, which centred mainly around

the Price Spreads Commission, failed to bring reform.

Political activism and regional protest also failed to

improve their position relative to their larger

competitors. At the end of two decades during which they

tried to convince the public and governments of their

case, the associations representing independent merchants

had met with a few triumphs and considerably more

disappointments. Through it all, the attitudes of many

small businessmen had undergone a transformation.

Gradually over the twenties and thirties the petit

bourgeois individualism of small businessQen in

Saskatchewan was eroded. The hard-nosed self-sufficiency

had given way to the collectivist demand for government

intervention and protection. Their misgivings about

government interference were sublimated, at least for the

time being, while small business tried to win public

support and government assistance in the fight against

corporate encroachment. That struggle remained unresolved

as the Depression ended and World War II broke out.
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As the editor of the Western Retailer said, small

merchants were in "an everlasting jam" and it only served

to heighten their perception of themselves as a distinct,

besieged class within Canadian society. They were indeed

the petite bourgeoisie in both thought and action,

although they themselves would never have used this

terminology. Their·vigorous denunciation of the

capitalists on the one hand and their self-serving

attitude toward workers on the other make the distinction

quite obvious. Their calls for social reforms to aid the

working class were meant to bolster consumer purchasing

.

power rather than to see workers advance significantly in

material terms. Minimum wage and unemployment insurance

legislation was accepted grudgingly as a counterbalance to

low-paying corporate competitors and as means to stabilize

purchasing power. The Industrial Standards Act in

Saskatchewan was welcomed more as a price-fixing device

than as a means of protecting workers. The Act served the

more important purpose of stabilizing price competition in

a highly volatile marketplace.

All this is not to say that small businessmen were

charlatans. The matter of competition provides important

insights into their view of themselves and those people

around them. Small businessmen, faced as they were with

intense competition on all sides, felt their livelihood

was insecure. The failure rate in business was high. The
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inroads made by corporate retailers were threatening. The

number of small competitors opening up for business seemed

overwhelming. Stabilization of market conditions through

price maintenance and, later, direct government controls,

appeared to be most necessary if their business

investments were to be safeguarded. They genuinely

believed the social stability of their communities was

inextricably tied to their own economic survival. If the

marketplace could not sustain established small

businesses, then neither could it sustain a healthy,

traditional community life. Big business, fly-by-night

pedlars, "snowbirds" and co-operatives thus were seen to

threaten the well-being of the very roots of Saskatchewan

society. In the minds of small businessmen, it was to the

benefit of all people in the community that established

businesses received a living profit and thereby assured a

reasonable chance of survival. That others in society

failed to accept this argument simply astonished and

frustrated them.

The transformation of attitude among small merchants

was by no means universal. While the opinions expressed

in their trade journals are indicative of that change,

there were significant minorities who did not share many

of these views. Although by the late thirties the editor

of the western Retailer was expressing opinions clearly

favourable to the Social Credit, for instance, it is
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doubtful that he represented the thinking of even a

majority of his readers. However, the fact that he was

allowed to continue publishing those views does indicate

they were likely shared by the leadership of the

Saskatchewan Retail Merchants' Association (RMA). Other

trade associations, like the Saskatchewan PharmaceuticaJ

Association and the Western Canada Fuel Association, were

much less vocal about their opinions on broad economic and

political issues. This seems to point to a more

conservative or traditional leadership, which chpse to

concentrate on reform from within the realm of business

rather than on political affairs or on a pseudo-political

activism emphasizing issues rather than real political

change. The RMA, both provincially and nationally, was

always more active than other trade associations in

attempting to influence government on various issues.

Perhaps this was because they were more broadly

representative and therefore could claim to speak on

behalf of a wider range of small businessmen.

In looking at Saskatchewan society today, one can

readily see that many of the concerns about the future

expressed by small businessmen in the twenties and

thirties were quite justified. Isolated rural communities

with their small trading centres have largely disappeared,

just as the few urban centres have seen dramatic growth.

The once predominant genre of independent stores has given
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way to large departmental chains in most larger towns and

cities. Those. independent businesses that have survived

still face tremendous economic pressures as they strive to

meet new technological innovations and the persistent

demands of consumers for longer hours and more days of

shopping. Many independent businessmen of fifty and sixty

years ago recognized the first signs of these long-term

trends. But they could not convince others that the

future they feared was as undesirable to society at large

as it was to them. Despite their valiant resistance to

change, their lonely struggle against the inevitable

encroachment of big business was therefore doomed to failure.
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